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THESIS INTRODUCTION 

 

1. Three Studies on Migrant Subjectivity 

This thesis is composed of three article-format studies drawn from two separate 
investigations on migrants’ experiences and identity processes in different European 
contexts. One investigation, which is the basis of Studies 2 and 3 is my primary doctoral 
research on identity processes of Algerian, Ecuadorian and Indian first-generation migrants 
living mainly in London, Madrid and Paris. The other investigation, which is the basis of 
Study 1, is research I conducted as part of the Spanish contribution to the GEMM1 
Horizon 2020 project on the migration experiences of Spaniards living in Berlin and 
London, many of whom moved during the 2008-2014 economic crisis.  

As a whole, the thesis aims to better understand migrant identities and subjectivities from 
multiple perspectives (both European and non-European migrants) and at different 
junctures of the migration process. It approaches several key moments and dimensions of 
migration experiences  that shape the processes of becoming a migrant. Notably, how the 
decision to move is recounted in motive accounts of migration and their connection to 
‘public narratives’ on emigration in the Spanish context of EU mobility during the Great 
Recession (Study 1); non-EU migrants’ sense of becoming ‘othered’ by mainstream 
Europeans and how this impacts their social identity and self-understanding (Study 2); and 
how creative interpretations of spatial categories relevant to the migratory experience shape 
belonging across multiple contexts (Study 3). Each study puts emphasis on migrants’ 
agency in interpreting their own migration behaviour and experience and in extracting 
meaning from their social position - whether as emigrants vis-à-vis the sending society, or 
as ‘strangers’ in relation to the receiving society. 

The three-part study unfolds along a string of research questions and themes that all 
pertain to processes of identity formation connected to experiences of geographic mobility 
in the European context. The thesis relies on individual migration narratives as sources of 
inquiry into evolving self-understandings. The three studies draw on multi-sited fieldwork I 
conducted between 2014 and 2017, which yielded 150 in-depth interviews (both 
investigations combined) concerning several aspects of migratory experiences and 
aspirations in relation to both sending and receiving societies. Each study focuses on a 
specific moment or dimension of the construction of the migrant-self. It contributes to 
cultural approaches in migration studies that treat migration as a major life-event and 
cultural phenomenon (Fielding, 1992) and that challenge rigid distinctions between 
economic vs. non-economic migrants (Study 1). It attempts to ‘go beyond the ethnic lens’ 
(Glick Schiller, Çağlar, and Guldbrandsen, 2006) by focusing not only on migrants’ 
experiences of racism and marginalization but also on individual understandings of and 
strategies of boundary-making (Study 2). It also argues that migration experiences can alter 
one’s understanding of and relationship to space to the extent that feelings of belonging 
can arise not only from attachments to distinct places related to the country of origin and 
residence, but also from blurring the boundaries between disparate places and spatial scales 
(Study 3). 

 
1 Growth, Equal Opportunities, Migration and Markets. 
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The thesis finds that specific migration-related experiences, from accounting for the 
decision to leave, to coming to terms with one’s status as ‘other’ and adjusting one’s spatial 
imaginary and attachments to one’s new environment, can be understood in the pragmatist 
sociological tradition as a series of ‘problem-situations’ that the migrant actor endeavours 
to ‘solve’ (Gross, 2009). A consistent theme across each study is the ‘problematization’ of 
the migrant’s being or mobility behaviour, whether from his or her own perspective or 
public and external perspectives (e.g. how emigration is seen by sending countries or how 
immigrants are seen in receiving societies). However, each essay suggests that the migrant’s 
experience cannot be reduced to this moment of ‘problematization’. In an attempt to 
construct or to reconstruct meaning and coherence in the individual biography, migrant-
actors develop tools, drawing from both external (social) categorisation and experience, on 
the one hand, and self-understandings and individual orientations, on the other, that reduce 
the ‘distance’ (physical and symbolic) between points A and point B in the migration 
trajectory. Thus, this dissertation finds that the process of becoming a migrant does not 
begin and end with spatial mobility. Rather, at various stages, it engages the individual in a 
struggle across personal rupture and continuity. 

 

2. A Pragmatist Approach to Individual Migration Narratives 

The two research populations – Spanish EU movers in Berlin and London, on the one 
hand, and the three groups of postcolonial migrants, principally in Paris, London and 
Madrid, on the other – offer distinct vantage points from which to consider topics of 
contemporary migration in the EU. Recchi (2015) has critiqued the assumption that we are 
living in an ‘age of migration’, emphasising rather an ‘age of mobility’, in which projects of 
spatial mobility become diversified, particularly for internal EU movers. Spaniards, as 
European citizens, indeed face fewer obstacles in their mobility and settlement in EU 
contexts than the other research population that I have studied. Yet, public representations 
of Spanish emigration in Spain framed the phenomenon of rising emigration during the 
economic crisis in terms of a highly constrained situation - the inability of the Spanish 
government and institutions to retain Spanish youth (and as a collective tragedy) rather 
than in terms of Spaniards’ rights to live and work in another EU state. As I point out in 
Study 1, the Spanish emigrants I interviewed would frequently juxtapose this public 
narrative with their personal migration narratives, regardless of whether they identified with 
the former. Thus, the migration narratives of many Spanish crisis-era migrants were infused 
with a high degree of problematization, especially where their motive accounts are 
concerned. I thus consider Spanish EU movers’ accounts of mobility decisions as relevant 
to international migration narratives, as they often reify state-centred constructions of 
immobility as the ‘norm’ in spite of a freedom of movement regime that can foster more 
diversity and flexibility of mobility projects (Recchi, 2015). Frequently, responses to 
questions such as “why did you come here?” or “can you talk me through your decision to 
move here?” were followed by dialogical reasoning, e.g. “it had nothing to do with the 
economic situation in Spain, I just really wanted to come here,” or “because of the job 
insecurity but at the same time, I felt like embarking on a new adventure.” This led me to 
argue, on the one hand, that a better understanding of Spanish crisis-era migration needs to 
take into account factors beyond economic reasoning. On the other hand, it led me to pay 
attention to the dual external and internal dimensions in the construction of accounts of 
motive. In this sense, many of my Spanish respondents had internalized a certain dominant 
‘gaze’ (a concept I explicitly address in Study 2, albeit from a different perspective), which 
required them to justify their migration decision in relation to this public understanding. 
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Few were the respondents who did not pause or back-track their accounts of motivation in 
order to position their migration behaviour in relation to the crisis-narrative, or who 
disregarded it entirely. Equally few were those whose accounts of motive were a perfect fit 
with the predominating crisis-narrative. Most notable was that in an era of freedom of EU 
movement, cheap air travel and the relatively short distances that separated Berlin/London 
from their Spanish cities, many of these migrants had considerable ‘baggage’ to contend 
with in constructing vocabularies of motive. 

The ‘gaze’ that is the subject of Study 2 concerns that of the mainstream (non-migrant) 
European populations that the three groups of postcolonial migrants feel subject to in 
France, the UK and Spain. This study, more explicitly than Study 1, also argues that an 
external gaze, both literal and symbolic in this case, shapes a migrant’s self-understanding 
and social identity formation. Study 2 began as an exploration of perceptions of cultural 
distance and proximity of migrants in relation to mainstream groups in the country of 
residence. Comparative analysis of my data showed that migrants could both feel subject to 
and construct distance vis-à-vis the mainstream on their own terms. Following 
identification of a frame common to each group in the three countries of residence – that 
of the physical and symbolic perception of being othered -  expressed literally as ‘being 
looked at,’ or ‘seen’ in exclusionary terms, I focused Study 2 on perceptions of cultural 
distance, and most specifically, on how minorities perceive the construction of distance 
around them by mainstream members. But as I mentioned earlier, the migrant’s negotiation 
of social identity does not end with the moment of ‘problematization’ and I try to depict 
the dynamic relationship between external categorisation and internal self-understanding 
that allows one to draw meaning from one’s otherness and becoming a migrant. 

The ‘rupture-continuity’ motif is present across all studies in different manifestations. In 
Study 1, it is conceptualised as the multiple sources of external and internal rupture, many 
of which pertain to the effects of the economic crisis in Spain as the context in which 
migration decisions were made. The existential problems that can be crucial in migration 
decision-making, such as a family or relationship breakdown or questioning one’s 
professional identity or future, are articulated as sources of internal rupture. In Study 2, the 
dialectic of rupture and continuity can be seen in the shift from ‘problematization’ to 
‘resolution’ of the migrant’s ‘otherness’ and how one can integrate external assaults on self-
worth into a positive conception of self.  

In Study 3, the rupture-continuity dialectic is explored in more depth as constitutive of 
processes of migrant subjectivity. The stage of migrant experience explored in this final 
study is more relevant to the long-term and future oriented aspects of migration processes. 
It explicitly addresses the juxtaposition of primary and secondary socialisation (socialisation 
at point A and point B) as a source of personal rupture for the migrant and as creating the 
conditions for problematization of belonging. One is confronted with a new ‘freedom’ in 
choosing where to belong as a result of experiences in multiple places related to the 
migration experience. As a result, migrants can develop place affiliations that reflect the 
new cultural and geographic situation, but that can also be integrated into the individual 
biography in a way that makes sense in terms of previous, current or aspired affiliations. 
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3. Migrants’ Social and Phenomenological Worlds 

The thesis approaches social identity as a dual process involving experiences with external 
categorisation and ‘inner’ self-understanding (Jenkins, 2014).  First-generation migrants are 
of particular interest given that their migration-related experiences almost inevitably alter 
both the external and internal moments inherent to these processes. By virtue of leaving 
one’s society of origin and settling into a new place, one may suddenly be confronted with 
the knowledge of being considered as foreign or as an outsider, not only in the country of 
residence but also potentially (as time goes by) in the country of origin. Especially if one 
was previously considered relatively ‘mainstream’ in the society of origin (e.g. not belonging 
to a minority culture), experiencing a changing social and cultural position, even in the 
absence of overt experiences of racism, vis-à-vis the ‘new’ mainstream in the society of 
residence, can significantly alter one’s social identity.  

In his Eurostars study, Favell (2008) draws our attention to the external/internal distinction 
in social identity processes connected to mobility and migration: “Regardless of how the 
state or official statisticians may want to classify them [EU movers], what is needed here is 
an empirical phenomenology of mobility that captures the everyday sense that this mode of 
life has for these actors” (p. 101). This distinction captures well the dual dynamics of social 
identity formation: migrants, whether EU citizens or international migrants, are not only 
preoccupied dealing with daily experiences related to ‘culture shock’, discrimination, or 
difficulties in achieving residence rights, or in a more positive light, enjoying the new 
personal, cultural and professional opportunities available in the place of residence. They 
are also considering the ways in which their migration-related actions (connected to the 
fact of moving from A to B), contribute to their sense of self and narrative biography.  

The duality inherent in the social identity perspective is relevant not only to migrants’ self-
interpretations, but also to their social action, specifically where the accounts of their 
reasoning behind the migration action are concerned. Migration constitutes a turning-point 
(Fielding, 1992), an extreme life event (Savage, Bagnall, and Longhurst, 2005), a drastic 
form of social action (Gold, 1997). It can be equally life-defining - if not more - than what 
are typically considered as major milestones, such as educational, marriage and fertility 
decisions, given that living in another country is seldom ‘socially expected’ in the life-
course, with the exception perhaps of certain transnational communities that foster 
‘cultures of migration’ through networks (Massey et. al., 1998). 

 
Social contexts of migrant subjectivity 

Much of the literature that explores processes of migrant/minority subjectivation and 
social identity focuses on the experiences and orientations of actors in relation to their 
social and cultural context. These ‘outward orientations’ draw mainly from experiences 
with individuals, places and institutions in the country of residence and country of origin. 
Studies on how foreigners or outsiders experience the social and cultural situations relevant 
in their migration experience exist from multiple perspectives. Highly relevant to this thesis 
(Studies 2 and 3 in particular) is research on boundary-making (Lamont and Bail, 2008; 
Wimmer, 2013), insider-outsider status (Beaman, 2017), national identification (Maxwell 
and Bleich, 2014), personal space-sets as objective and subjective ‘maps’ of place affiliation 
(Recchi, 2015), the combined material and experiential factors in integration processes 
(Castañeda, 2018), urban sociabilities (Glick Schiller  and Çağlar, 2015) sociocultural 
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transnationalism (Portes, Guarnizo, and Landolt, 1999; Vertovec, 2004), and enhanced 
global reflexivity (Savage et.al., 2005). 

With respect to the pre-settlement phase of migrants’ motivations, particularly relevant to 
Study 1, the literature also emphasises the outwardly-oriented dimension. Though 
investigating the motivations for migration inevitably leads to a focus on micro-level 
decision-making (and thus provides opportunities for elucidating the role of internal 
lifeworlds in the process), the social, cultural, economic and political contexts in which 
these migration decisions occur cannot be disregarded. Where research and even popular 
representations of Spanish EU mobility around the time of the economic crisis is 
concerned, the socially constructed (and externally oriented) dimension of migration 
decision-making is particularly striking. Indeed, the sudden surge of out-migration from 
Spain and Southern Europe occurred in the context of economic, social and political crisis, 
the dramatic rise in unemployment, and austerity measures. Both scientific and media 
interest in this topic thus mainly emphasized the orientations and perceptions of Spanish 
and other Southern European migrants with respect to the labour market (Bartolini, 
Triandafyllidou, and Gropas, 2016), political institutions (Bygnes and Flipo, 2017, 
Triandafyllidou and Gropas 2014), or overall ‘grand narrative’ of the economic crisis 
(Bygnes 2015, Díaz-Hernández, and Parreño-Castellano, 2017; López Sala, 2017, Pumares, 
2017) in order to better understand the phenomenon. 

 
Dualities in the Phenomenology of Migration 

Research that explicitly delves into the phenomenology of mobility and its role in social 
identity formation and accounts of migration motive are less frequent. To be sure, mobility 
and settlement foster both everyday (concrete) and accumulated (tending toward abstract) 
forms of experience. The mobility and settlement dichotomy thus lay bare both 
particularisms of social experience as well universal themes of human existence. The 
phenomenological dimension of migration cannot be dissociated from its social dimension, 
yet in-depth interviews with migrants often yield as many phenomenological ‘distilled’ 
accounts of experience as concrete ones. In terms of research on motivations for 
migration, some studies that tend toward phenomenological approaches include Bygnes’ 
(2015) analysis of anomie as a motivation for migration of Spaniards to Norway, Favell’s 
work on elucidating the aspects of migration motive that involve “something beyond the 
rational [as] providing the mechanism for the rest of the [migration] reasoning to fall into 
place” (2008: 69) and Benson’s (2012) analysis of the “embodied interplay of biographies 
and individual circumstances” with structural factors (pp. 2-3). Specific conceptions of the 
dually-constructed orientations inherent to migration and settlement experiences have been 
developed in the transnationalism literature, including bifocality (Vertovec, 2004), the ‘life 
worlds’ of migrants that connect ‘home and abroad’ (Smith, 2001), as well as the 
transnational habitus (Guarnizo, 1997). 

Whereas the outward-oriented aspects of identity formation and accounts of motive 
presented in the above sub-section elucidate the role of groups, places, discourse and 
institutions in conditioning the construction of the migrant self, the inward-oriented 
aspects involve a certain level of abstraction and universalisation of the experience. The 
internal dimension of migrant subjectivation can be seen as unfolding in the abstract 
phenomenological experience of mobility from point A to point B and is well captured by 
Schütz (1944): 
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The cultural pattern of the approached group is to the stranger not a shelter but a 
field of adventure, not a matter of course but a questionable topic of investigation, 
not an instrument for disentangling problematic situations but a problematic 
situation itself and one hard to master (p. 506). 

The phenomenology of migration and ‘outsider’ experience are related to those aspects that 
concern the “everyday communicative experience of understanding oneself and others” 
(Madison, 2006). Studies and theories that develop an explicitly phenomenological 
approach of minority and migrant subjectivity follow the symbolic interactionist tradition 
in classical sociology. The groundwork for a phenomenology of migrant and minority 
subjectivation can be seen in Simmel’s Metropolis and the Mental Life (1950) and The Stranger 
(1950), Schütz’s The Stranger: an essay in social psychology (1944), as well as Du Bois’ The Souls of 
Black Folk (1903). Crucial to the accounts developed by these classical theorists is that 
concepts of duality and oppositional dichotomies are what structure the experiences of the 
metropolitan individual, the stranger, or the black individual in the United States.  

For Simmel, the metropolitan individual is defined through the experience of the 
antagonism between individuality and the external culture and technique of life. One is 
exposed to the intensification of “nervous stimulation which results from the swift and 
uninterrupted change of outer and inner stimuli” (1950: 410.) In order to survive, the 
metropolitan individual develops strategies, including a blasé attitude, which is a kind of 
‘protective organ’ “against the threatening currents and discrepancies of [their] external 
environment which would uproot [them]” (Ibid.). The duality embodied by Simmel’s 
sociological figure of the stranger is that of wondering and fixation, nearness and 
remoteness, indifference and involvement. The unity of these oppositional attributes 
endows the stranger with a specific attitude of objectivity and a potential freedom which 
allows one “to experience and treat even [their] close relationships as though from a bird’s-
eye-view” (1950: 403).  

Schütz’s treatment of the stranger (more explicitly seen as an immigrant), on the other 
hand, is articulated as a crisis experience rather than as liberating one. One oppositional 
duality that Schütz’s and Simmel’s stranger share, however, is articulated on a temporal 
dimension as the stranger’s engagement in the present and future of the ‘new’ group 
counter-balanced by exclusion from its past. For Simmel, this is the “person who comes 
today and stays tomorrow” and for Schütz, the stranger, from the point of view of the 
approached group “is the man without a history”, though “he may be willing and able to 
share the present and the future with the approached group in vivid and immediate 
experience” (1944: 97). “Hence the stranger’s lack of feeling for distance, his oscillating 
between remoteness and intimacy, his hesitation and uncertainty, and his distrust in every 
matter which seems to be so simple and uncomplicated to those who rely on the efficiency 
of unquestioned recipes which have just to be followed but not understood” (1944: 103-
104).  

Du Bois is the only classical sociologist to have developed a phenomenology of racialized 
subjectivity, that is, of stranger status in conditions of explicit inequality and 
marginalization (Du Bois, 1903; Itzigsohn and Brown, 2015). He digs deeper into the 
experience and embodiment of duality that defines African American self- and collective 
identities. His concepts of the veil, twoness, and second sight are constitutive of his theory 
of double consciousness. The veil, which structures the experience of racialization, is an 
invisible boundary that renders mutual recognition of racializing and racialized subjects 
impossible; twoness reflects the tension between the experience of oppression on the one 
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hand, and agency and creative practices, on the other; and the concept of second sight 
refers to the possibility that in spite of the warped self-image that results from being on the 
racialized side of the veil, “different degrees of awakening” are possible, including the 
ability to become conscious of the structures of inequality (Itzigsohn and Brown, 2015: 
241). According to Itzigsohn and Brown, these concepts are defined by duality and 
distortion: “a duality of agency within an oppressive system, a duality in the formation of 
the self, and a duality in the understanding of the world” (2015: 238). 

More recent phenomenological approaches to minority and migrant experience that are 
articulated through dichotomies and duality is Sayad’s (1999) Double Absence: from the illusions 
of the emigrant to the suffering of the immigrant. The book is premised on the need to examine the 
conditions and experiences that link sending and receiving countries, those who stay and 
those who leave, as well as the individual migrant’s embodiment of the emigrant-immigrant 
duality. Speaking mainly to the case of Algerian migration to France over an extended 
period (post-World War II until the 1990s), Sayad argues that one of the influences in 
reproducing this migration system is emigrants’ use of dual systems of vocabulary when 
recounting experiences of migration to members of the community in the place of origin. 
The dual repertoire of vocabulary allows the emigrant to downplay the painful aspects of 
the migration experience by drawing from the group’s idealisation of France on the one 
hand and on the mythico-ritual tradition of rural Algerian life, on the other. Moreover, the 
duality in the migrant subjectivation process, seen by Sayad as one of inherent 
contradiction in the colonial and postcolonial context, is germane to Du Bois’ theory of 
double consciousness, as Bourdieu and Wacquant (2000) have noted. Drawing parallels 
between Sayad’s essay The Illegitimate Children and Du Bois’ The Souls of Black Folk, they 
point out these authors’ shared analysis of historically marginalised individuals’ 
internalisation of a “two-fold and contradictory system of references” (Bourdieu and 
Wacquant, 2000: 180). As a result of the emigrant’s loss of “a place in their native circle of 
honour without securing one in their new setting,” they develop “this false and disjointed 
double-consciousness that is the source of both succour and pain; they are consumed by 
doubt, guilt and self-accusation” (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 2000: 176). 

I have discussed the dual components of social identity formation, relying on the interplay 
between both externally- and internally- sourced experience as well as lived duality as crucial 
to migrants subjectivation. As mentioned, most contemporary work on migrants’ social 
identities and accounts of motive addresses the externally-oriented aspects – those that deal 
with specific social and cultural contexts, groups and institutions, which are often linked to 
specific outcomes related to migrants’ wellbeing and social practices, including degree of 
discrimination, marginalisation, identification, transnationalism, as well as reasoning behind 
migration, in relation to sending and receiving contexts. I have highlighted the relevance of 
classical sociologists’ contributions – including Simmel, Schütz and Du Bois in developing 
phenomenologies of ‘otherness’, whether inspired by the figure of the stranger or of 
systematically oppressed groups such as African Americans. All of these consider the 
universal aspects of the experience of the stranger/minority vis-à-vis the dominant group, 
with different assumptions on the degree of agency and freedom of the ‘other’ but with a 
shared understanding of the dual and oppositional logic that defines the relational nature of 
the stranger’s lived experience. The same logic, especially with respect to Du Bois’, sets the 
stage for Sayad’s analysis of the emigrant-immigrant duality embodied in the individual’s 
Double Absence. 

Though I have remarked on the relative lack of current phenomenological approaches to 
migration with an explicit focus on dual and dichotomous structures of experience, the 
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approach taken in this thesis can be situated in several contemporary contexts. Indeed, 
empirical phenomenological accounts of other forms of social action are extremely relevant 
to my investigations. I specifically have in mind Naudet’s (2011) study on the lived 
experience of social mobility as well as Winchester and Green’s (2019) study on religious 
converts and recently recruited mixed martial arts fighters. Both address the problems that 
‘strangers’ or newcomers in a given social or cultural environment face in reconciling dual 
spheres of experience in the individual biography. Indeed, Naudet’s approach to social 
mobility is also pertinent for geographic mobility. He argues that 

analysing experiences of social mobility presupposes a phenomenological type of 
approach, which is particularly universalist: whenever an individual from a lower-
status social group is able to attain a relatively high and prestigious social position, 
they are confronted with the same problems, whatever the national and cultural 
context. They will inevitably be led to face a tension between the group of origin 
and the group in which they aim to become integrated, a tension which is linked to 
the cultural, cognitive, economic and social distance that separates both groups. 
(Author’s translation of Naudet, 2013: 175). 

It should be noted that dual systems of reference are not only relevant to understanding 
the lived experiences of strangers and newcomers from a phenomenological point of view 
but are characteristic of global and contemporary macro-level processes more generally. 
Soysal’s work on post-national citizenship (1994) explicitly frames evolutions in political 
and cultural membership in postwar European societies through a dialectic of globalizing 
and nationalizing processes. According to her account, the decoupling of the two historical 
pillars of national citizenship – identity and rights – fosters distinct strategies for 
immigrants in their mobilization and incorporation across several European contexts. 
Strategies of incorporation and contestation of dominant boundaries draw on both  
national repertoires of citizenship and participation as well as global frameworks of human 
rights. However, far from delivering European societies from nationalist impulses, Soysal 
explicitly signals the tension inherent in the era of post-national citizenship, in which 
“rights increasingly assume universality, legal uniformity, and abstractness, and are defined 
at the global level. Identities, in contrast, still express particularity, and are conceived of as 
being territorially bounded” (1994: 159). This thesis builds on this tension between the 
universal and the particular as crucial to globalization processes, albeit from a different 
angle. It is premised on the view that some of the paradoxes of globalization are not only 
visible in macro-level transformations but also in the most minute day-to-day experiences 
of ‘people on the move’.  

 

4. The Meanings of Migration 

There is increasing evidence that country-level contexts alone cannot sufficiently explain 
individual aspirations for mobility and migration decisions (Bygnes, 2015; Fischer-Souan, 
2019; de Haas, 2011; Hadler, 2006; van Mol, 2016). In addition, scholars increasingly strive 
to build more synthetic theories of migration that consider the overlapping roles of 
structural forces, networks, and migrants’ motives, goals and aspirations in explaining 
migration phenomena. Fussell (2012) has distilled this view of migration theory as requiring 
description and analysis of country-level structures, social and economic networks, and 
individual motivations of migrants into tri-dimensional spatial, temporal and volitional 
approaches. Yet, many scholars point out the difficulties in bridging macro and micro-level 
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explanations of migration (Bakewell, 2010; Richmond, 1993), beyond rational actor type 
accounts of how individuals make migration decisions in certain country-contexts. Thus, 
where migrant agency is balanced with macro-level conditions, it is often conceived of as 
mechanistic and illustrates the recalcitrance of the spectre of homo economicus in 
understanding migration behaviour (Carling and Collins, 2018).   

Mid-twentieth century migration scholars were already pointing out the inadequacy of 
overly- relying on structural and country-level contexts and conditions as well as collective 
migration behaviour as the primary basis for migration theory. Indeed, in a striking passage 
of the Immigrant in American History, which I use to set the scene for Study 1 on Spanish 
migrants’ accounts of motive, Hansen (1940) argues that the master narrative of the search 
for political freedom that developed around nineteenth century mass migration from 
Europe to the United States is a simplistic and convenient account more than a full 
representation. More likely, Europeans going to America were in fact motivated by 
multiple and overlapping elements, that they would be likely to emphasise and prioritize 
differently depending on the situation at hand. The impulse to distinguish between types of 
migrants and developing typologies of individual reasoning behind migration still 
influences migration research today, even though such categorisation may serve the 
purposes of state bureaucracies more than sociological insight (Fussell, 2012). Favell (2008) 
has contributed to challenging rigid typologies in motives for migration in his study of the 
European mobility decisions of young professionals in the EU: “it can be hard to dissociate 
factors, or to pinpoint the locus of reasoning. Can the aspect of romance – or adventure – 
be quantified into the calculus of career benefits and long-term payoffs?” (p. 69).  In 
demonstrating that certain aspects of rational actor approaches to migration cannot 
sufficiently account for the ways in which mobile Europeans understand their decision to 
move – that “something beyond the rational is providing the mechanisms for the rest of 
the reasoning [behind the migration decision],” Favell is also cautioning against overly-
simplistic structural migration explanations. Though he acknowledges that professionals 
from Southern Europe may be the incarnation of the prototypical rational actor, reacting to 
highly segmented labour markets (Polavieja, 2003) and nepotism in their countries of 
origin, he nevertheless invites us to consider that some of the decisive elements of EU 
mobility decisions are more in-line with uncertainty, risk and flexibility, something that 
rational actors - traditionally conceived - tend to avoid. 

Reducing migrants into ‘types’ and the analysis of migration into dichotomies of causes and 
consequences certainly also shapes public discourse on national membership and serves 
classical nation-state-centred perspectives of “integration” (Favell, 2008). Hansen 
concludes his exposition of the mixed motives of 19th century European migrants to the 
United States by stating that the collective image of a mass migration phenomenon such as 
that of European migration to the Americas results from simplification rather from analysis 
of multiple overlapping motives. “So the tradition was established, and the desire for 
political freedom was accounted one of the principal causes for the immigration of thirty-
five million Europeans” (1940: 78). Hansen is sceptical about migrants’ interest in and 
ability to deliver objective accounts of the migration decision and believes the master 
narrative on political freedom sprung from European migrants repeating  “what was 
pleasant to say and pleasant to hear” after they had “learned the magic charm of this 
confession of faith [political freedom]” once in America (Ibid.). Though today, many 
scholars might frame this less in terms of individual accounts lacking in credibility and 
more in terms of their context dependent nature, Hansen was touching on an important 
issue that studies of migration still grapple with today.  Namely, the interplay between 
publicly available narratives and individual narratives of migration as well as the human 
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need to construct meaning across different contexts of experience. Indeed, Favell noted 
how pre-economic crisis EU movers - South European professionals in particular - evinced 
processes of self-distinction from ‘traditional’ migrants, which they associated with images 
of 1950s and 60s guest workers.  

The three studies in my thesis thus explore how the outwardly- and inwardly-sourced 
aspects of migration experiences shape migrant actors’ self-understandings and 
interpretations of their migration. At the heart of this interest in the phenomenological 
approach to migrant subjectivation is the meaning of the experience. Sayad, though his focus 
is on the contexts of domination and collective myths that lead to the impossibility of a 
‘neutral’ or even positive migration experience in colonial and post-colonial situations, 
finds that at the centre of the inherent contradiction in the migrant’s experience lies the 
search for meaning. What Sayad calls the migration malaise (1999: 251) is existentially rooted 
(Bourdieu and Wacquant, 2000) in the inability of the migrant to make any credible sense 
of their migration. 

Indeed, the desire to extract meaning – a full, rounded experience as opposed to a 
fragmented one, as pragmatists believe animates humans in their social action - is an 
important preoccupation for the migrant participants interviewed (both Spanish and 
postcolonial migrants). Whether they are accounting for or recounting the reasons for their 
departure or migration decision, reflecting on the experiences of being treated as other in 
day-to-day interactions, or drawing scales of equivalence between places on either side of 
the migration trajectory that inform feelings of belonging, migrants’ narratives express a 
need to re-establish order in the midst of biographical interruptions. Thus, the three studies 
present the processes through which different types of migrants -  intra-EU ‘movers’ and 
migrants in more classical postcolonial relationships -  account for, reflect on and draw 
comparisons between crucial elements of the migration experience.  

Study 1 on Spanish crisis-era motivations for migration is more limited in scope than the 
two other Studies of non-European migration experiences. However, each study is 
ultimately concerned with ‘sensemaking’ (Weick, 1995) in the context of migratory action. 
Unlike Sayad, I do not conceive of these processes as a form of false consciousness or of 
lying to oneself in order to make the lack of credible meaning more bearable. Even 
individuals who display a great deal of ambivalence or dissatisfaction about their decision 
to move and remain in the place of residence are engaged in processes of defining “what it 
was all for”. One can get a sense of this in the following two interview excerpts: Ernesto, 
an Ecuadorian man in his 60s in London and Nabil, an Algerian man in his 50s in Paris. 
Each develop migration narratives in which loss and nostalgia are the dominant motifs. 
Yet, they draw on particular repertoires related to the life-cycle, nature, sacrifice and 
promise for the future that is likely what has allowed them to sustain their migration action 
over at least a decade. These accounts are highly relevant to Winchester and Green’ s 
Talking Your Self Into It study (2019) on the strategies of religious converts and mixed 
martial arts fighters for sustaining their new affiliations and practices based on their ability 
to develop inter-temporally meaningful  accounts of the experience.  

I close the introductory section of this thesis with the voices of two somewhat disillusioned 
research participants. They illustrate that the process of becoming a migrant is as much a 
search for meaning as it is an experience of geographic mobility. Even migratory and 
settlement experiences that foster feelings of ambivalence -   akin to Fielding’s ‘ways of 
seeing migration’ (1992) as ‘rootlessness and sadness’ as opposed to ‘stairway to heaven’ 
cultures of migration  – become opportunities for finding biographical coherence. 
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“Like ants in the jungle” - Ernesto, London 
 

I have profound respect for migrants, for such brave and extraordinary people. 
Especially for the first generations who at times even leave their own dreams 
behind for the benefit of their family. I only have admiration and respect for…I’m 
not talking only about my own experience. I have known people who have had to 
do much more than what I was faced with. And I know they are like those 
ants…The other day I was reading a very interesting article. Sometimes, in the 
jungle, there are overpopulations of ants. And so, millions and millions of them 
have to migrate. At times, they have to cross rivers, maybe not very big rivers, but 
places where they have to jump across…or holes, or whatever. And do you know 
what they do? They overlap themselves onto each other. They tie themselves 
together, each one, one after the other, forming a strong structure that allows the 
rest of the ants to cross-over. Once the ants have finished crossing, the ants [at the 
base of the structure] are so strongly tied together that they cannot break free. And 
that’s where they die. And that brought the memory, I mean, I thought about 
that…that’s what happens to migrants. Especially to the first generations. If they 
are willing to give themselves up in order for the new generations to survive. That 
is what has happened. And so that’s why I say that I have admiration, respect and 
love [for migrants]. 

  
 
“A game of smoke and mirrors” - Nabil, Paris 

[The quality of my life was incontestably better in Algeria]. Incontestably…Many 
[migrants] say this. That expression [quality of life] is a recurring motif. You will 
notice it [in your other interviews].  Quality of life…[sighs]. We ran towards 
modernity, toward the advantages and the riches of [another] country to improve 
our daily life. Except…I think that we have had to sacrifice a great deal during the 
process. Including sacrificing the quality of life. It’s a vague term. But… [..] Who 
are we now? Who are we? Who are we in this great, beautiful, rich country? 
Perhaps this is the question that everyone asks themselves. […] One is never 
sufficiently prepared. One thinks one has been prepared or is prepared to 
go…[but] in the end it’s a great big trap. A great big trap. […] It’s like a game of 
smoke and mirrors [C’est le mirroir aux alouettes, un peu]. One ran, and ran, and sweat, 
in order to arrive, but I think that the result [may not be worth it] …We hide this 
from ourselves, you know. […] One deliberately hides this from oneself. And all 
the better! But…from time to time, [the feeling] comes back and I know that it is 
difficult to be happy when one has changed countries. Exile has a price. The 
voyage has a price. One [also] benefits. At least in appearance, that’s what one tries 
to convince oneself of. […] What would be the point of being overly lucid? But we 
lose a great, great, great, deal. One feels that one is in a country that is not one’s 
own. One feels that. It’s not that I regret it.  My goal has been reached. My 
daughters may have a [better] future, may not be oppressed…They will choose 
their occupation, they will choose their husband, they will choose their religion, if 
they must…if they must have one. 
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STUDY 1 

 
“Nos vamos?” or “Nos echan?”2 Accounting for the decision to leave Spain in 
times of economic crisis 
 
 

Abstract 
 
In the wake of the 2008 economic crisis, there has been growing public and academic 
interest in the intra-EU mobility of Spaniards and other Europeans from countries hit 
particularly hard by rising unemployment and public austerity. A number of researchers 
have challenged predominating images shaped by media and public debate that conceive of 
the increase in out-migration from Spain as a direct result of the economic downturn. 
These researchers point to the diversity of Spanish migrants’ motivations, even in the 
context of economic crisis, and their resemblance to the lifestyle, professional, affective 
and cultural motivations of other intra-EU movers. The study at hand seeks to better 
understand how these multiple and overlapping considerations are articulated in Spaniards’ 
migration narratives, specifically as they unfold against the backdrop of a major external 
event such as the economic crisis. It explores how different individual accounts of the 
decision to emigrate are constructed and how they resonate across a spectrum of 
orientations to international mobility. The latter is conceived of as a double spectrum: 
perceptions of control over the individual biography on the one hand and the desire for 
EU mobility on the other. The article suggests that the accounts of migration decision-
making most relevant to the Great Recession in Spain are those in which the perception of 
loss of control over the personal and professional life are intertwined with strong individual 
mobility aspirations. Critical analysis of such accounts of motive also uncover an additional 
layer of complexity, as the experience of external rupture is articulated against distinct 
‘internal’ circuits of decision-making – one is creative and the other is reactive. 
 
 

The truth is that an emigrant’s motives were usually mixed. Before leaving home, when making an application to 
local officials for permission to depart, he emphasized the material: the difficulty of providing a living for his 

family and the fear that they might be thrown upon the community for support. If the parish clergyman urged him 
to hesitate before risking everything in such a perilous adventure, the father pointed to his sons who were becoming 
lazy and shiftless in a country that could give them no work. Hence emigration was represented as a moral tonic. 
When he met his friends in the village tavern, where everyone grumbled about taxes and unsympathetic officials, 

he spoke of freedom as his purpose. Upon arriving in America, however, […] [immigrants] seized every 
opportunity to contrast the liberty of the New World with the despotism of the Old. They accepted the invitation 
to become naturalized as soon as the residency requirements permitted, and with the enthusiasm of converts they 
praised the Republic and the material blessings it offered. Without a doubt most of them were sincere. They did 
not stop to analyze the chief reasons for their worldly success – harder work and ampler natural resources – but 
repeated what it was pleasant to say and pleasant to hear. So the tradition was established, and the desire for 

political freedom was accounted one of the principal causes for the immigration of the thirty-five million 
Europeans. 

 
-Marcus Lee Hansen (1940) 

 

 
2 Translation: Are We Leaving? Or Are We Being Kicked Out? The title of this study is inspired by the slogan No 
Nos Vamos, Nos Echan! (We are Not Leaving, We are Being Kicked Out!) popularised by the social movement 
Juventud Sin Futuro (Youth Without a Future). The slogan became a well-known formula to denounce the 
emigration of Spaniards during the Great Recession as evidence of the lack of opportunities for youth in 
Spain. 
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1. Introduction 
 

This study explores the multiple and intersecting motivations for migration presented by 
Spanish EU migrants in the context of the years following the 2008 financial crisis. Spain, 
which had been a top immigration destination at the turn of the new millennium, became 
known in the years of the Great Recession as a country of out-migration.  Both Spanish 
and international media have tended to depict this phenomenon in sensationalist terms 
(González-Ferrer and Moreno-Fuentes, 2017; Recchi and Salamónska, 2015), which has led 
to a dominant ‘crisis narrative’ on Spanish emigration. Through a rather ‘traumatic’ 
conceptualisation of out-migration as connected to the perception of lack of alternatives 
(González-Ferrer and Moreno-Fuentes, 2017), this public narrative identifies the economic 
crisis and the concomitant rise in unemployment as the principal cause of migration. 
Several surveys of Southern European and Irish migrants, however, suggest that 
unemployment was not the primary reason for migration, even from these countries that 
were severely affected by the economic crisis. Moreover, some researchers have argued for 
the need to question the direct link established in popular representations and by some 
academics between economic downturns and emigration, pointing to the diversity of 
motivations for migration - cultural, economic, personal and political (Bygnes, 2016; 
Bygnes and Flipo, 2017; González-Ferrer and Moreno-Fuentes, 2017; Lafleur and Staneck, 
2016; Jendrissek, 2016; King, 2018; Recchi and Salamónska, 2015; Staniscia, 2017). This 
represents a step toward a deeper understanding of the dynamics behind the recent rise in 
emigration from Spain and Southern Europe more broadly. Little is known, however, 
about the distinct processes through which multiple levels of experience – to do with both 
external (structural) and internal (agentic) factors – become intertwined in accounts of 
migration decision-making. I argue that a simultaneous focus on external processes and 
individual characteristics and subjectivities is essential in order to disentangle the multiple 
and reinforcing components in individual migration decisions and to better understand the 
recent rise in emigration from Spain to Northern Europe. Inspired by research on volition 
in migration decision-making, intentionality in social behaviour more broadly, as well as 
approaches to migration research with implicit or explicit links to critical realism, I explore 
how different individual accounts of the decision to emigrate are constructed and how they 
resonate across a spectrum of orientations to international mobility. This spectrum is 
articulated as a dual conceptualisation of the perception of control over the individual 
biography on the one hand and the desire for migration on the other. Though specifically 
related to the individual-level factors and experiences of the external shock brought about 
by the 2008 financial crisis, it is relevant other migration and social action processes. 
 

2. Context and Theoretical Framework 
 

At the peak of the recent economic recession, Spain witnessed a reversal in its migration 
trends. The country, which almost overnight had become the top migrant receiving 
destination in the EU in the early 2000s thanks to rapid economic growth, began 
experiencing, as of 2010, negative net migration trends, the likes of which had not been 
seen in decades. The realization that there were suddenly more people leaving Spain than 
entering the country coincided with a series of other social, economic and political 
processes and shocks. These were mostly, but not exclusively tied to the 2008 Eurozone 
crisis – notably, the demise of the construction industry, massive unemployment levels that 
reached 26% (55% for youth) (González-Ferrer and Moreno-Fuentes, 2017), public 
austerity measures, house evictions and growing public discontent famously channelled 
through the so-called Indignados movement.  
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Spanish media fostered the transformation of the official emigration statistics into a matter 
of public, even scientific debate, as they highlighted the diverging views of academics, not 
to mention political actors, when it came to interpreting the accuracy3, meanings and 
potential long-term consequences of official out-migration statistics (Bygnes, 2016; 
Nogueira, 2011; González Enríquez, 2013; González-Ferrer, 2012; Jendrissek, 2016). The 
emigration issue became laden with controversy, especially as it evoked the spectre of 
1960s low-skilled rural migration to Northern Europe under the Franco regime and 
became a kind of emblem of the mismanagement of the economic crisis in Spain 
(Bermudez and Brey, 2017; Díaz-Hernández and Parreño Castellano, 2017). Analyses of 
media and political discourse in other Southern European contexts and Ireland – all sharply 
affected by the recession - reveal a similar tendency: sensationalized media reports and 
politicized interpretations of emigration trends and an overwhelmingly negative public 
reaction to it (Glynn, Kelly, and MacÉinrí, 2013; Montanari and Staniscia, 2017; Tintori 
and Romei, 2017). Although researchers were stressing that the majority of departures 
from Spain were on account of foreign nationals, such as South American and Moroccan 
migrants who were among the first and hardest hit by economic recession, public attention 
revealed a distinctly ‘nativist’ bias toward the issue. While it decried the departure of Spain’s 
‘best and brightest’ (white) youth, sounding the alarm against ‘brain drain’ and building a 
collective image of ‘forced’ economic migration, it payed little attention to the renewed (or 
return-) migration strategies that foreign nationals were undertaking as well as the losses 
this could represent for Spanish society (González-Ferrer, 2012).  
 
Indeed, one of the major themes in the recent public and political debate on emigration 
from Spain has to do with explicit causal links it established with the economic crisis and 
the association with ‘forced’ mobility (González-Ferrer and Moreno-Fuentes, 2017). 
Headlines such as ‘Economic exiles having to flee the crisis’ were not only ubiquitous in 
Spain but have also shaped international perceptions of the phenomenon. A piece by the 
Guardian, Young Spaniards flock to Germany to escape economic misery back home (Connolly, 2013) 
is illustrative of this tendency. Such images have been reinforced by Spanish activists such 
as the group Juventud sin Futuro (Youth without a future), a non-partisan offshoot of the 
Indignados movement which mobilized against intolerable levels of youth unemployment 
and precarious work as well as a political class they saw as responsible for the political and 
economic degradation in Spain. They developed a famous and effective mobilizing slogan 
with explicit focus on the recent rise in emigration trends: “No nos vamos, nos echan!” 
(We are not leaving; we are being kicked out!). The refrain took on special significance as pro-
government voices expressed indifference to the issue or denied the influence of the 
economic crisis on the rising emigration numbers. Especially when the Secretary General 
of Immigration and Emigration in 2012 spoke of the ‘adventurous spirit’ of recent Spanish 
emigrants, applauding them for breaking with the supposed ‘localism’ endemic to Spanish 
society and embracing the freedom of mobility rights more in line with their European 
peers, No nos vamos, nos echan! became a rallying cry against what was seen as the insensitivity 
and irresponsibility of the government. As I suggest throughout this paper, media and 
political reactions to the recent emigration phenomenon have not only influenced 

 
3 Spanish statistics on emigration have been determined to be inaccurate estimates of the number of 
Spaniards leaving Spain given that they rely on figures of Spanish Consulate registrations. Spaniards living in 
other EU countries have few incentives to register in their local Consulates and therefore the official Spanish 
figures diverge significantly from local statistics on Spanish residents abroad. Using ‘mirror statistics’ on the 
Spanish population in the United Kingdom and Germany, González-Ferrer (2013) arrived at a conservative 
estimate that the number of Spaniards who left Spain between 2008 and 2013 was more than triple the figure 
presented by Spanish official statistics – more likely around 700 000. 
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collective images of migration in Spanish society – they have become a constituent part of 
the phenomenon and are relevant to the cultural understandings of Spanish migrants 
themselves. 
 
This mobilizing frame not only captured the anger of Spanish youth toward the political 
elite in the midst of the economic crisis. It also reflects a general tendency both in the 
popular imagination and in the scientific study of migration to emphasize the ‘material’ 
over the ‘cultural’ forces that shape it (Fielding, 1992) and to equate ‘economic migration’ 
with a highly constrained form of migration behaviour, whether through narrow 
conceptions of individual rationality or the perception of a lack of choice altogether. And 
yet, as many researchers have remarked, both in the case of the ‘reactivation’ of the South-
North European migration route and other cases, those who migrate tend to have 
economic resources – whereas unemployed and lower-skilled workers tend to get stuck in 
‘localized unemployment traps’ (González Enríquez and Triandafyillidou, 2016). Indeed, in 
spite of their different philosophical stances, both neoclassical and structuralist theories of 
migration are primarily concerned with the role of labour market conditions in explaining 
migration, limiting the possibility of ‘free choice’ (Lundholm, Garvill, and Malmberg, 
2004). In a critique of the persistent figure of Homo economicus still ‘haunting’ migration 
policy and public debate alike, Carling and Collins (2018) point at the limited success of 
migration studies to effectively establish alternative conceptualisations of migration 
behaviour beyond the economic rationality vs. involuntary displacement dichotomy. 
However, several currents in both the migration and social behaviour literature are useful 
in overcoming some of these limitations. 
 
For instance, in spite of the frequent use of dichotomies and oppositional typologies in 
migration studies there is a growing tendency toward a ‘blurring of boundaries’ between 
categories as is the case in the ‘forced-voluntary’ migration distinction (Bivand Erdal and 
Oeppen, 2018; de Haas, 2011). Thus, migration scholars are increasingly thinking about 
dichotomies that have been used to categorise different groups of migrants and experiences 
of migration along a spectrum of experiences. Indeed, “regarding the forced-voluntary 
distinction, whilst there may be identifiable extreme cases, most migrants’ experiences of 
the degree of volition in their migration decisions means they fall somewhere in the blurry 
middle of the forced-voluntary spectrum” (Bivand Erdal and Oeppen, 2018: 1).4  
 
Beyond the migration literature, theories of social decision-making are highly relevant to 
understanding individual decision-making mechanisms in migratory behaviour. For 
instance, in Gambetta’s book Were they Pushed or Did They Jump? on youth education 
decision-making, he expressed the aim that his theory on the interplay between intentional 
and constrained action could be useful for researchers with “an interest in socially relevant 
decisions other than educational decisions” (Gambetta 1987:3). Though my study differs 
from Gambetta’s in its theme, methodological approach and generalisability, the central 
concern behind it, notably, the question of ‘choice’ and personal preferences in the 
migration decisions of Spaniards during the economic crisis bears some ‘family 
resemblance’ with his investigation. Gambetta’s theoretical stance is highly relevant to 
tendencies in migration research outlined above which are in favour of ‘blurring’ the 
categories between ‘types’ of behaviour locating individual decisions somewhere in the 

 
4 It should be noted that the authors have in mind migration from developing or war-torn contexts to 
developed countries, which is not directly relevant to the Spanish case of intra-EU migration. However, the 

emphasis they place on the agency of migrants in their mobility decision-making in cases typically understood 
as ‘forced migration’ in popular and media depictions (specifically, Afghan and Pakistani migration to 
Europe) to a certain extent resonates with the case of Spanish emigration in the wake of the economic crisis. 
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middle between constrained and free action. This stance has a lot in common with critical 
realist perspectives which emphasise the need to locate agency within structural and 
cultural contexts and link the three together, “without prioritising, in principle, or a priori” 
any one of them (Iosifides, 2011: 145).  
 
In addition to theories of intentionality based on both individual and structural levels of 
analysis, Swidler’s toolkit approach (1986) to the influences of culture on strategies of 
action is of significance to this study. The case of Spanish EU mobility during the recession 
can be set against her argument on the differentiated roles of culture in individual and 
collective action depending on whether one is living a period of social transformation or 
relative stability (settled vs. unsettled lives). Like many sociologists studying accounts of 
action, Swidler follows Mills’ approach to ‘motive talk’ (1940). This tradition views 
accounts of motive not as reflections of an individual’s internal ‘states’ and desires but 
rather as post-hoc alignments with external situations and the normative order (Winchester 
and Green, 2019). As a result, accounts of individual action are dependent on publicly 
available cultural repertoires. Individuals living ‘unsettled lives’  are developing new 
strategies of action, which “depend on cultural models to learn styles of self”  (Swidler, 
1986: 279). In periods of social transformation, one adopts ‘unfamiliar’ strategies of action, 
during which “doctrine, symbol, and ritual directly shape action” (Ibid: p. 278). The 
emphasis on the loss of control over the personal and professional life that I make 
throughout this study can be understood in the context of Swidler’s analysis of unsettled 
lives. As will be seen, the frequency with which participants drew on the public narrative of 
‘forced’ migration in their accounts of motive is notable given Swidler’s point that ideology, 
symbol and ritual heavily inform strategies of action during unsettled periods. However, as 
I make clear in in the findings, only a minority of research participants readily ‘aligned’ their 
migration action with this public frame. My findings thus recognize that both ‘settled’ and 
‘unsettled’ individuals weave public cultural narratives into their accounts of motive. 
However, where I diverge from Swidler is in my understanding that to do so can also be a 
strategy of distinction and non-identification with respect to collective images. This study is 
therefore relevant to sociologists’ view of social action as action oriented toward others 
(Swedberg, 2015; Weber, 1974), of sensemaking as a social process, and of individual conduct 
as “contingent on the conduct of others, whether those others are imagined or physically 
present” (Weick, 1995: 543). However, it also makes a case for treating ‘motive talk’ as 
more than reflections of the cultural and social order. Following Winchester and Green 
(2019), who build on hermeneutic and pragmatist insights connecting self-identity with 
action, I argue that self-interpretation, specifically as it draws on perceptions of internal 
continuity and internal rupture, is intertwined with motivations for action.  
 

3. Research design 
 

This paper presents findings from qualitative data I collected in the framework of the 
GEMM project (Growth, Equal Opportunities, Migration and Markets) under the auspices of the 
EU’s Horizon 2020 programme. I conducted fieldwork among Spanish nationals at 
different stages of the migration process (migrants and prospective migrants) as well as 
actors involved in facilitating international labour mobility between November 2016 and 
July 2017 in Great Britain, Germany and Spain. Interviews were conducted mainly but not 
exclusively in the metropolitan areas of Berlin, London and Madrid. This paper draws on a 
specific portion of the fieldwork, concentrating on 36 in-depth semi-structured interviews 
with Spanish citizens in Britain and Germany who had been living there for at least two 
years as well as Spaniards in Spain planning on migrating to another EU country within a 
year. Most of these interviews took place in cafes or informants’ homes and lasted 1.5 
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hours on average. A minority were recorded via Skype with informants who lived far from 
the national capitals of the study. Main themes of the interviews had to with depictions of 
life in Spain as well as perceptions of the Spanish political, social and economic landscape 
prior to migration, the reasons for migration, experiences of labour-market and social 
integration in the country of destination, identity processes and future (further mobility or 
return) plans. 
 
The sampling frame I applied reflects some of the traits established in descriptive statistics 
of the Spanish population in Germany and the UK: an over-representation of 18-35-year-
olds and highly-skilled workers compared to older and lower-skill individuals (Bartolini, 
Triandafyllidou, and Gropas, 2016; González-Ferrer, 2012). Most informants in Britain and 
Germany migrated during the years of the economic crisis, which mirrors the significant 
increase in outflows from Spain during this period, while the 9 prospective migrants 
interviewed were planning their move between 2017 and 2018, understood as ‘post-
recession’ years. Berlin and London were selected as primary migration destination cities 
for the research given that these capitals have captured a significant amount of post-2008 
Spanish emigration. The sampling frame was also designed to represent individuals from 
specific professions in order to diversify the migration narratives obtained. Some of these 
professions were severely impacted by the 2008 financial crisis and ensuing unemployment 
and others were relatively shielded from the effects of the economic crisis in Spain. 
Specifically, interviewees were selected on the basis of professional and/or educational 
background in architecture, financial services, healthcare and information technology, for 
university and post-secondary graduates, and construction and other trades and hospitality 
services for informants with less than post-secondary education and/or who were in lower-
skilled jobs at the time of the fieldwork in Britain or Germany. 
 
I conducted all interviews in Spanish and therefore migrants were not selected on their 
local language capacity (English or German). Interviews were recorded and transcribed, 
and the specific excerpts presented here have been translated to English. Taking into 
account the issue of positionality of the interviewer and its role as potentially influencing 
responses from informants (see Bygnes, 2016), it should be taken into consideration that 
my status as a Madrid-based Canadian doctoral student in sociology was usually disclosed 
to participants at some stage of the discussion. As a researcher who is neither Spanish, 
British or German, I may have been perceived as ‘neutral’ and/or as a migrant myself, 
which may have encouraged particularly candid responses to questions on perceptions of 
Spanish and British/German societies. Nevertheless, I take into consideration that as a 
foreigner in all the migration contexts under examination (Spain-Britain, Spain-Germany) 
my own understandings of the social processes described by the research participants are 
filtered through my experience as an ‘outsider’. Thus, I was particularly mindful to critically 
examine the transcribed interviews and to be reflexive of my own biases (Iosfides, 2011: 
145). 
 
Interview participants were selected through a variety of channels, both formal and 
informal. For instance, I posted numerous calls for participation on Facebook groups 
directed at the general Spanish community (e.g. Españoles en Berlín) and Spanish-speakers in 
specific occupational sectors living in different local and national contexts abroad (e.g. 
Enfermeros en Londres)5. Through these calls I was especially successful in recruiting 
informants in healthcare and construction sectors as well as younger and prospective 
migrants who had joined these groups in anticipation of departure. Architects, IT engineers 

 
5 Nurses in London. 



32 

 

and financial services workers were usually recruited through more formal means: official 
professional organizations in Spain who had members that had emigrated (e.g. Spanish 
College of Telecommunications Engineers/Architects/Nursing). The Berlin Medical 
registry was also used to contact Spanish physicians in Germany. Financial services workers 
were most easily located via searches on Linkedin using Spanish education background and 
location (Berlin/London) as filters. Spanish political organizations (Marea Granate and 
Oficina Precaria) in Berlin and London facilitated several contacts in the construction and 
engineering sectors. Snowball techniques also allowed me to gain easier access to 
informants in architecture, engineering and financial services, at times even from one local 
context to another (e.g. contact facilitation from Berlin to London). Finally, I also 
advertised calls for interviews via my personal and academic social network across Spain, 
the UK and Germany through Facebook and e-mail, which yielded several interviews. 
 

4. Analytical Framework 
 

A biographical approach to migration decision-making 
 

 Different theoretical perspectives in the migration and social behaviour literature make 
different assumptions about the relationship between personal preferences and external 
constraints, including rational-actor models and determinist views of migration behaviour 
(Arango, 2000; de Haas, 2011; Gambetta, 1987). Throughout interviews and analysis of my 
data, it was clear that motivations for migration are multiple, complex and that they 
concern several levels of experience - between perceptions of external structural factors 
and the articulation of individual action schemes (Apitzsch and Siouti, 2007). The semi-
structured interviewing strategy contained a strong biographic component, particularly in 
the initial phase, when respondents were asked to introduce themselves in their own words 
and then to recount some of their personal and professional experiences as well as other 
perceptions before and after migration took place. Thus, accounts of the decision to 
migrate were integrated into participants’ broader biographic narratives, articulated through 
process-based and chronological elements. Intent on obtaining biographical narratives as 
much as possible6, I paid special attention to the mobilisation of individually and 
structurally rooted reference points in the ‘life in Spain’ as well as the ‘migration decision-
making’ moments of the narrative. For Apitzsch and Siouti, the biographical approach is 
gaining relevance in migration research, in which “the focus is not only the reconstruction 
of intentionality, which is represented as an individual’s life course, but the embeddedness 
of the biographical account in social macro structures” (2007: 7). Emphasising the 

contributions of Fritz Schütze to biographical approaches to interpretative social research, 
the authors note that the biographical narrative interview is well suited to the analysis of 
social phenomena as “identifiable processes” because it is “a process-analytical procedure 
which provides an idea of the genesis of the course of social events and records social 
reality from the perspective of acting and suffering subjects” (Aptizsche and Siouti, 2007: 
7). 
 

 
6 I relied on interview guides that I had previously designed in collaboration with the GEMM national teams 
of Work Package 4 but tried to limit my interjections during the ‘life in Spain’ section of the interview, 
encouraging informants to develop their own accounts, keeping in mind that “the main idea of the 
biographical-narrative interview is to generate a spontaneous autobiographical narration which is not 
structured by questions posed by the interviewer but by the narrator’s structures of relevance” (Apitzsch and 
Siouti, 2007:9). 
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By disentangling the multiple elements that make up individual accounts of motive and 
connecting them to the broader crisis-era emigration trend from Spain, I deploy a 
biographic approach to social action. This approach is compatible with Gambetta’s 
framework for understanding individuals’ education decisions, notably based on: “what one 
can do, what one wants to do and, indirectly, the conditions that shape one’s preferences 
and intentions” (1987: 169). I follow his logic that social decisions, such as migration 
decisions are the joint outcome of these processes, rather than unfolding along separate 
ones.  “They are the result partly of causality [what Gambetta understands as constrained 
action] and partly of intentionality. It seems hardly the case that decisions are generated by 
either of these two forces alone” (1987: 169). 
 
Moreover, I found that there was little basis for trying to distinguish between reasons for 
migration, such as job insecurity or professional or personal ambitions, based on personal 
characteristics related to age, education and profession across the sample. Rather, what 
most starkly distinguished the accounts of motive was the extent to which informants 
signalled to me the degree of control they felt they had over their biography and life-course 
at the time of the migration decision, whether pertaining to economic conditions or self-
expression. This is the primary distinction I make across my cases. Thus, the analysis of the 
accounts of motive unfolded through the following questions: 
 
To what extent did informants feel or demonstrate that they had control over their professional and personal 
lives before migration? How did they account for their respective loss or maintenance of control? Which 
personal action schemes did they mobilise as they arrived at the migration decision? 
 
It should be noted that these are purely analytical questions and that informants were not 
explicitly prompted on their perceived ‘degree of control’ over their lives in Spain. As 
mentioned above, in addition to questions about the reasoning behind the migration 
decision, informants were asked to elaborate on their life and labour-market experiences in 
Spain as well as their perceptions of the Spanish economy, politics and society at the time 
of departure. By considering these aspects of migration narratives in light of the analytical 
questions presented above, I am able to uncover elements related to the ‘process 
structures’ that are central to biographical narratives (Apitzsch and Siouti, 2007). These are: 
action schemes, in which planning, initiative and action are dominant themes; trajectory, which 
is articulated as a potential loss of control over one’s life because of extraneous conditions 
and concerns individual suffering; and an unexpected or unaccountable turn towards a creative 
transformation in the biography (Apitzsch and Siouti, 2007: 9-10). I therefore analysed the 
qualitative data critically and took into account scholars in the critical realist tradition who 
warn against interpreting reasons given for migration in interviews as drivers for migration 
and who emphasise the need to focus individual motivations for migration against the 
structural and cultural conditions in which the decisions are made (Bakewell, 2010; 
Iosifides, 2011). 
 
I now proceed to distinguish the types of accounts I obtained based on the informants’ 
perceived degree  of control over  life at the time of migration. Table 1 details the 
distinction across the two segments in the sample: on the one hand, those who felt their 
capacity for autonomous behaviour was restricted in Spain and those who felt they had 
significant control of their lives. The former group is the largest (21) and is composed both 
of university educated and lower-skilled individuals of different ages, professional sectors 
and employment status. The latter, those who I categorized as having a sense of control 
over their lives in Spain, are slightly fewer (15) and were considered as such for two 
different reasons. Either because they felt they were unaffected by external factors such as 
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shrinking job opportunities, higher labour market segmentation or conservative local or 
family environments, or, even if they were, because they did not perceive such structural 
factors as significantly restricting their individual agency. Most of these were highly-
educated and in stable employment prior to migration. 
 

Table 1. Distinguishing respondents based on the degree of control over the professional and personal life 
before migration 

 

Number of 
respondents 

Loss of control Being in control 

21 15 

 

A double spectrum of aspiration and control to understand accounts of motive 
 

In this second step of the analysis, I create a second-order distinction across informant 
narratives based on close examination of the relationship between the perceptions of the 
degree of control in the face of external factors and individual (internally-sourced) 
aspirations for mobility. See Appendices 1 and 2 for a specific breakdown of the externally 
and internally-rooted perceptions and experiences upon which accounts of motive and 
perceptions of control over professional/personal life in Spain vary. 
 

Figure 1. A double-axis spectrum of migration decision-making 

 

 

This analytical framework designates three categories as follows: 
 
1) Loss of Control and Little Mobility Aspiration (lower-left area of the spectrum) 

refers to respondents who satisfied two criteria: 1) they stressed their inability to 
achieve short and long-term professional and personal goals in Spain due to difficulties 
on the Spanish labour market and framed their migration decision in terms of the 
perceived lack of acceptable alternatives in Spain; 2) they provide little to no evidence 
that their individual preferences or life plans had any affinity with international 
mobility. 

Aspirations for international mobility 
 

Perceived degree of control over life in 
Spain 
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2) A Sense of Control and Strong Mobility Aspiration (upper-right area of the 

spectrum) concerns informants that satisfied an opposing set of conditions: 1) they 
demonstrated that they had significant freedom in Spain to achieve economic and 
personal goals, even during the recession, or that that in spite of structural constraints 
such as deteriorating labour market conditions, these were not important factors in the 
migration decision; 2) they focused their migration account in terms of individual 
factors (personality traits, preferences and value orientations) that they believed made 
them prone to international mobility.  

 
Situating informants on either of the two opposing ends of the spectrum was relatively 
straight-forward for cases that presented little ambiguity. Any doubts with respect to 
placing cases along the spectrum could be addressed by examining the data through 
counterfactual reasoning. As a result, I critically examined my data by asking myself: 

 
Is it likely that in the absence of perceived X external factor, this individual might still be in Spain based 
on the description of her life prior to migration and her tracing back of the migration decision? 

 
3) Loss of Control and Strong Mobility Aspiration (upper-left area of the 

spectrum) is a mix between the two extremes. My rationale for placing subjects in this 
‘mixed’ category is that they display a significant range of ambiguity compared to the 
other two categories. Indeed, they satisfy elements of the criteria from both extremes, 
notably: 1) They signal that external constraints (whether related to the labour-market 
or social norms) prevented them from exercising economic and personal freedom in 
Spain and; 2) They simultaneously articulate individual characteristics and orientations 
that are related to international mobility aspirations. These are subjects who talked 
about a previous interest or desire to explore living and working outside of Spain 
before the economic crisis, or irrespective of the effects it had on them. As a result, 
they display a strong desire for mobility (or little propensity for staying put), while 
demonstrating that they lacked the ability or the freedom to achieve their lifestyle and 
professional preferences in Spain. 
 
In addition to emphasising the positive orientation to mobility, the findings connected 
with this typology of loss of control and strong aspiration illuminate other processes 
of self-interpretation: internal rupture and internal continuity. I thus excavate an 
additional layer of complexity, as the experience of external rupture intermingles with 
distinct ‘internal’ circuits of decision-making – one is creative and the other is reactive. 
The complexity and ambiguity of accounts of motive that I argue are relevant to the 
typology of ‘typical’ recession migrants should not be seen as evidence of irrational 
behaviour or of the inability to account for the migration decision. Instead, my 
approach traces intentional action back to the ambiguous experiences and desires that 
result from combined external and internal ruptures and continuities. This is relevant 
to March’s argument that 
 

the ambiguous way human beings sometimes deal with tastes, is, in fact, sensible. 
[….] We choose preferences and actions jointly, in part, to discover – or construct 
– new preferences that are currently unknown. We deliberately specify our 
objectives in vague terms to develop an understanding  of what we might like to 
become (1978: 595-596). 
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5. Findings 

 
‘Reluctant’ Emigrants: Loss of control and little mobility aspiration 
 

I first begin with respondents whose migration narratives can be situated closest to the 
‘lower-left’ extreme of the accounts of motive quadrant in Figure 1. For instance, Natalia, 
was in her mid-thirties when she moved to Germany with her husband. After taking a 
period of unpaid leave from her secure nursing job at a Catalonian hospital, her employer 
informed her that she would have to renounce her previous stable contract and take up 
short-term contracts. As a result, she quit her job and began searching for other nursing 
work. Within a year, she and her husband had moved to Germany. In spite of this 
information and knowing that it coincided with her husband’s year of unemployment, I 
nevertheless asked her what exactly made her begin looking for work outside of Spain. Her 
reaction to my question showed that to her, the answer should be obvious. “Why?” she 
asked, rhetorically. “Well, because I couldn’t find anything in Spain, because I had been 
sending out my CVs…I just couldn’t find anything!”   
 
The way Natalia recounts her reasoning reflects the logic of the economically-framed and 
constrained vision of Spanish EU mobility predominant in the No nos vamos, nos echan! 
dominant discourse. She explains her decision to leave exclusively in terms of the 
underemployment/unemployment problems she and her husband were subject to in the 
midst of the economic recession and austerity in Spain. To be sure, conspicuously absent in 
our interview is her expression of an attraction to foreign cultures or languages or of a 
desire to embark on a new professional and life adventure. She explicitly rejected the 
possibility that ‘adventure’ had anything to do with it. Remarking on how the couple 
packed their dogs and all of their belongings into their car and drove to Bonn: 
 

I’m not twenty years old and neither is my partner. I wasn’t living in my parents’ 
home [in Spain] …I think it’s a different situation when you’ve been living with 
your parents and you say, “I’m going to Sweden or Germany on an adventure.” 
You don’t have the same idea […] A twenty-year-old kid can return to his parents’ 
home, he can leave everything behind [without much thought].  

 
Natalia is one of the few respondents whose account of migration motives is so exclusively 
based on the lack of acceptable employment prospects and little else. To be sure, she is not 
the only nurse I interviewed who unequivocally traced the migration decision to labour 
market problems in the context of austerity measures in the healthcare sector. However, 
two other nurses in the sample somewhat confirm Natalia’s image of the twenty-something 
‘care-free’ migrant. As recent graduates, they were deeply disillusioned with the prospects 
of only casual employment as a result of which they anticipated a rapid erosion of their 
nursing skills. Nevertheless, and to differing degrees, they recount their migration decision 
in very personal terms, so that leaving their place of origin was seen as more than just a 
route to stable employment. For instance, a younger nurse, Emiliano, demonstrated to me 
that he would not have been prone to migrate had it not been for the fact that he spent the 
summer of 2011 fresh out of university substituting other nurses through casual contracts 
that lasted only several days at a time. However, the feeling that his professional future was 
extremely bleak was compounded by other factors. Notably, he felt trapped by the specific 
topographic characteristics of his Southern Spanish coastal city. He recalls, “It’s as if I was 
suffocating” as he described it as resembling 
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a v-shaped island with [only] two exit points, one by bridge and the other by a small 
road. […] It’s beautiful there but you get this suffocating feeling, staying there [with 
nothing to do]. Being there was frustrating. I told myself, ‘I have to go somewhere 
else.’ 
 

But Emiliano’s ‘need’ to ‘go somewhere else’ was indeed expressed as a necessity, not as a 
desire and he repeatedly signalled his understanding that external factors related to the job 
market were driving this need. Migration was a sacrifice he was willing to make in order to 
become professionally active as a nurse, although he was convinced that he could have 
found some work in the tourism sector of his Andalusian city. “But what would have been 
the point of studying for this profession, then?” he asked himself.  He believes that the 
nursing profession is particularly ill-suited for casual and sporadic employment, compared 
to other fields: “as a nurse, you need to be practicing; you need to be in hospitals so that 
you don’t forget things.” When I asked him to walk me through the thought process that 
made him begin searching for nursing positions abroad, the specific language he used is 
suggestive of his initial reluctance to move: 
 

I was looking for work and there were lots of offers to work abroad…because it’s 
sad, but that’s how it was. Just as an example: out of ten job offers, seven of them 
were for work abroad, you know? In France, England, Germany, Austria, too. And 
so, you say to yourself, ‘this is a sign.’ I mean, in terms of what I’m looking for 
[jobs in healthcare], most involved going abroad. It makes you think, you know? 
(Emphasis added). 

 
Not only does he describe the decision process as emanating from a ‘sad’ reality that 
required rational action on his part. He lists yet another decisive force that transformed his 
initial lack of desire for migration in the midst of the economic crisis: 
 

In 2011, the Partido Popular came to power…that’s when I was looking for 
work…when Rajoy was elected, I told myself that I would have to leave – running 
– because I knew what was in store: more social cuts. Before that, I had only been 
thinking about leaving Spain, whereas after the election, I started thinking about it 
more seriously (also quoted in Fischer-Souan, 2019: 294). 

 
Accounts such as Emiliano’s and Natalia’s, were less frequent among my respondents. Not 
in their overwhelming emphasis on the economic devastation during the crisis that severely 
affected their careers/career prospects (a recurrent theme across many respondents). 
Rather, it was their lack of emphasis on the desire to leave or any suggestion on their part that 
they had previously considered international mobility as part of their life-plan that 
distinguished them from most respondents. As a result, the accounts developed by these 
subjects are the closest ‘fit’ to the dominant narrative of ‘forced migration’. However, 
though job insecurity and the perception of constrained action are the focal point of these 
migration decision narratives, this should not distract from their agentic dimensions.  
 
 

Post-recession ‘Eurostars’: A sense of control and strong mobility aspiration 
 

Of the 36 informants – both individuals living in Great Britain and Germany as well as 
prospective migrants still in Spain - I have categorized a little over a third of them (15 
individuals) as relevant to the upper-right area of the spectrum. This is a considerably larger 
group than those whose accounts I have categorized on the other extreme – the ‘reluctant’ 
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migrants - presented above.  Subjects whose narratives I interpreted as most relevant to 
this side of the spectrum develop accounts related to self-efficacy and the desire for 
international mobility, were most often university educated and all but one were employed 
in their area of expertise (i.e. had not down-skilled as result of the economic crisis or 
migration). Though employed in a range of sectors, including financial services, medicine, 
IT engineering and architecture, these ‘Eurostars’ (Favell, 2008) share at least one of two 
traits in common, apart from being highly skilled. On the one hand, a deep-seated desire to 
live and/or gain professional experience abroad; and on the other, an overall perception 
that they were fully in control of their personal and professional lives in Spain prior to 
migration. In addition, it is important to note that nearly all of these respondents were in 
stable employment when they decided to migrate. 
 
Quite common in the accounts from respondents in this category was the emphasis on 
“not being a typical Spanish migrant”, understood as someone who left Spain due to the 
absence of job prospects and opportunities for the future. In other words, informants were 
highly aware of the rising emigration trend from Spain in the context of the recession as 
well as the dominant discourse of ‘forced migration’ that had been developing there. 
Highly-skilled Spanish and other South European migrants have been shown to engage in 
this type of ‘boundary work’ (both before and after the economic crisis) that distinguishes 
them from the negative public portrayals of EU crisis-era migrants (Bygnes, 2015) or from 
images of 1950s guest workers (Favell, 2008). It was remarkable throughout the fieldwork 
how frequent such claims of being ‘atypical’ in fact were. Equally notable was how 
utterances such as these often emerged without specific prompting on my part, for 
instance, on whether informants felt that the economic crisis in Spain had anything to do 
with their decision to leave. Instead, many subjects felt the need to justify on their own 
terms their choice to me, signalling the perceived specificity of their experience and 
motivations. 
 
For instance, Carolina, a highly ambitious young woman who has been working in finance 
in London since 2013 interrupted her train of thought suddenly in order to make this clear 
to me. Fifteen minutes into our interview, we had been discussing her academic and 
professional achievements in Spain. When I asked her to describe to me what her local 
home society was like, as well as her general impressions of Spanish society at the time of 
her departure, she said: 
 

To be honest, Aragonese society is quite particular, I don’t…Well, two things. One, 
I didn’t leave because of the crisis, [I’m not] the typical Spaniard who leaves 
because of the economic situation or the crisis. I had a job in Spain and I could 
have changed to a different job in Spain, I was lucky [in that way]. I came to 
London because I wanted to come to London. I was in no way forced [to come]. 

 
Carolina’s slight digression is instructive for different reasons. It offers an explanation of 
her migration decision that simultaneously considers the ‘binding constraints’ (Gambetta, 
1987) that can cause other individuals to pursue migration in the perceived absence of 
other alternatives to achieve their goals as well as the personal desires that drive migration 
behaviour. It also signals her need to demonstrate that she does not suffer from ‘false 
consciousness’ with respect to her degree of autonomy in the decision, since she stresses 
not only that she was in stable employment but that she would have had other employment 
options in Spain at the height of the recession. Finally, it illustrates the extent to which 
public representations of emigration in Spain as an inherently negative phenomenon 
fuelled by economic problems can become internalized by Spanish migrants. 
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A married couple of telecommunications engineers in their late thirties moved from 
Madrid to a town southwest of London with their two small children. I interviewed them 
as a couple, that is, questions were usually directed at both of them and each would weigh 
in on the issues I raised. In similar fashion as Carolina presented above, the wife, Barbara, 
introduced the ‘crisis narrative’ without any previous probing on the reasons for migration 
on my part. I was asking the couple about their degree of satisfaction with the life they had 
had in Spain prior to leaving. According to Barbara, they lived very comfortably in an 
affluent neighbourhood in central Madrid. She then continues by justifying the choice to 
leave in the following terms: 
 

So, it wasn’t…We did not leave Spain due to any kind of professional crisis, it 
wasn’t anything like that, you know? Rather, we thought that this was an excellent 
opportunity [husband was offered a corporate transfer]. Apart from that, personal 
growth, obviously, in terms of leaving your comfort zone, it forces you to grow 
personally in many ways, you know?  

 
Like Carolina, Barbara’s justification for the migration decision begins with considering 
whether any constraints such as economic problems or an inability to advance 
professionally may have set them on a path that was less freely chosen before proceeding 
to the personal desires that drove the decision. 
 
Recurring motifs across the motivational accounts that I consider relevant to individuals 
with a strong desire to live and work internationally often have to do with professional 
identities that are connected to understandings of the international economy. To be sure, 
statements like “I’ve always had a very international idea of work” or “Ever since I was 
young, I have wanted to be an entrepreneur. Being an entrepreneur in today’s economy 
goes hand in hand with being global” (Fischer-Souan, 2019: 293) can be seen in contrast to 
the nurses’ accounts of the migration decision presented in the previous section. Rather 
than underscoring the ‘sad reality’ of having to move in the context of an economic 
downturn, these respondents resemble Favell’s “fearless, focused, overachieving and 
hypermobile” Eurostars (2008: 64). The temporal dimension should be stressed: for these 
highly mobile individuals, the motivational account is articulated as springing from a long-
held identity and not only as the result of rational calculation based on immediate cost-
benefit analysis. Though the rationality of pursuing an international form of work is 
implicit in their professional ambitions, this form of rationality resembles the Weberian 
typology of ‘traditional’ action. It suggests that for individuals who have been socialized in 
a culture of international mobility, through social class, education and work, migration 
related decisions become quasi automatic, almost a requirement in some professional 
sectors. (See Guth and Gil, 2008).  
 
 

In Search of the ‘Typical’ Crisis-era migration narrative: Loss of control and strong mobility aspiration 
 

In this section, I proceed to the largest category of cases relevant to the accounts of motive 
spectrum, which constitute my most significant findings.  To differing degrees, these cases 
illustrate multiple and reinforcing external and internal dimensions in migration decision-
making. Occupying the upper-left hand side of the spectrum related to loss of control 
combined with the desire to move, accounts in this category present higher complexity and 
ambiguity compared to those in the categories discussed above. Through critical 
examination of the decision-making processes of the individuals presented in this section, I 
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argue that they do not decisively ‘pass’ nor ‘fail’ the counterfactual question presented in 
the analytical section compared to the two categories of subjects discussed above. Though 
these informants developed accounts of life in Spain and motivations for migration that fall 
less neatly on either extreme of the spectrum of aspiration and control, their narratives 
unfold along a range of issues related to the loss of control in the personal and professional 
trajectory as well as to individual aspirations and predispositions that are equally relevant in 
themselves to the migration decision. This nuance can be considered along the lines of 
Emirbayer and Mische’s (1997) ‘chordal triad’ of agency (iterational, projective, practical-
evaluative), which not only distinguishes across dimensions of agency, but also across the 
internal orientations inherent to each dimension. This makes it possible to “explore which 
orientations are dominant within a given situation … and to suggest that each primary 
orientation in the chordal triad encompasses as subtones the other two as well … while 
also [to show] how ‘chordal composition’ can change as actors respond to the diverse and 
shifting environments around them” (Emirbayer and Mische, 1997: 972). Similarly, the 
cases detailed in this section present a range of orientations to external and internal factors, 
which, although all relevant to the loss of control and strong mobility aspiration category 
of accounts of motive, articulate the migration decision through ‘subtones’ that at times 
resonate more clearly with one area of the double spectrum (e.g. loss of control) than with 
the other (e.g. strong mobility aspiration). I begin first with accounts that are most relevant 
to the ‘loss of control’ part of the spectrum in which labour market constraints and other 
structural factors seem to be the predominant ‘tone’. 
 
A self-described ‘older’ migrant, Jose Luis left Spain in 2011 at the age of 42. He was laid-
off from his job as a software engineer that year after his employer faced major financial 
problems that he believes were unrelated to the economic crisis. Suddenly out of work for 
the first time, he increasingly perceived his age as posing a major problem to his 
employability. He describes a general tendency in the IT sector to overvalue youth over 
experience but is convinced that this is especially the case in Spain. “How many 
programmers around the age of sixty are there in Spain? I don’t think there’s a single one.” 
When he registered at the state unemployment office, he recalls having dealt with a young 
woman: 

She asked me, “What do you work in”? And I said, “Well, I was Director of 
Research and Development.” She looked at me with an expression as if to say, 
“You will never work again in Spain.” And I said to her, “No, I will solve this by 
going abroad.” 
 

At first glance, Jose Luis’s story resembles that of the nurses I presented earlier as 
characteristic of ‘reluctant’ migration behaviour driven overwhelmingly by external 
economic factors. His account indeed relies heavily on structural employment problems, 
albeit of a different kind. Though not a victim of labour market segmentation as younger 
nurses who cannot achieve more than very short-term contracts, he sees a general tendency 
to discriminate against older workers as characteristic of the IT sector, and as having little 
to do with the economic crisis, although 
 

It’s true that as a result of the economic crisis, the number of job offers decreased. 
 
Did you have any job offers [in Spain]? 
 
In all sincerity, I didn’t even look. […] I told myself: “I’m going to leave.” […] I 
had already been thinking about it before [I lost my job]. What happened is that the 
moment came and I said to myself: “Now, the time has come to leave.” 
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In other words, unlike the nurses’ stories I presented at the outset of my research findings, 
the idea of going abroad had taken root before Jose Luis was laid-off and before he 
became faced with the prospect of shrinking job opportunities in his field. Unemployment 
and the overarching economic climate combined with the challenges he anticipated as a 
‘veteran’ software engineer became the catalyst that enabled a previously vague form of 
intentionality to materialise. Indeed, early on in our interview, as Jose Luis was describing 
his professional life in Spain to me, he raised the following point, with no specific probing 
on my part regarding his decision to leave Spain. 
 

Spain is a country, that…Sincerely, if I could go back in time, I would probably 
have left when I was twenty years old. I mean, I never liked it. Of course, I liked 
my neighbourhood, and Valencia and the Mediterranean and my family. But Spain 
in itself, sincerely, I don’t. I just don’t like the way things are done there.  

 
Such an extreme view of his society of origin could be interpreted in part as the result of a 
psychological need to justify his migration behaviour post-hoc, in line with some 
sociologists in the tradition of Mills (1940). Still, Jose Luis’s narrative at this stage signals a 
dissatisfaction with Spanish society and professional life that pre-dates the economic crisis. 
The problems he identifies are equally structural in nature as those experienced by the 
nurses at the height of public sector austerity measures. Like the healthcare workers, he 
demonstrates that specific aspects of the job market effectively ‘pushed’ him to take 
control of his situation by seeking work elsewhere. However, he takes the analysis of his 
behaviour one step further when he presents a counterfactual in his reasoning, revealing his 
individual desire for mobility. Following his account of how he arrived at the conclusion 
that “Now, the time has come to leave” presented above, my reaction was to confirm that 
he had been entertaining the thought of leaving due to the fact that he could sense that his 
employer was in trouble before he even lost his job. Instead, he partially rejects this 
interpretation: 
 

Actually, I wouldn’t explain it entirely in those terms. I also liked the idea of 
coming here [to London], not because there was a crisis or…I mean, […] OK, so, 
it’s likely that if I had been offered as good a position [in Spain as I have in London], I would 
have stayed, of course. Because there would have been no sense in…unless you just 
want to go on an adventure. But I also think that there was a bit of an adventure [factor in 
the decision]. I cannot say that I’m the classic emigrant, you know, like [ironic 
tone]“It’s impossible to survive […] I will die of hunger if I do not leave.” That 
was not my case. My case was more like, “Before chucking away everything I have 
learned, since here [in Spain] I can’t put it in practice, I will leave.” (Emphasis 
added). 

 
As a result, there are elements of Jose Luis’s account that are compatible with both positive 
(aspiration) and negative (control) areas of the accounts of motive spectrum. On the one 
hand, he believes that had it not been for the Spanish IT job market and the shrinking 
opportunities in the wake of the crisis, especially given his age, he would not be in London 
today. On the other, he distances himself from the public narrative of emigration in Spain 
and other public representations of migration as an act of desperation. Indeed, although he 
decided to leave around the time he lost his job, he is distinguishing himself as an ‘atypical’ 
migrant who was motivated by a personal interest in moving abroad, just like Carolina and 
other subjects I have categorised as ‘Eurostars’. Jose Luis is just one of 19 informants in 
my study whose accounts of ‘mixed motive’ – both material and cultural – may be 
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representative of broader trends in migration decision-making during the economic crisis. 
This is the largest group, representing more than half of the sample. In the next two sub-
sections, I explore different causal mechanisms of migration decision-making relevant to 
the loss of control and strong aspiration category – that is, subjects who I argue may or 
may have not emigrated in the absence of labour market problems. These mechanisms are 
grounded in the relationship between external rupture (economic downturn and labour 
market problems) and individual processes that have to do either with internal continuity or 
rupture. As a result, the following cases present differing degrees of ‘ambiguity’ in terms of 
whether subjects ‘went’ or were ‘kicked’ abroad (according to the logic of the crisis 
narrative) as a result of these different causal mechanisms. 

Creative-Reactive migration: self-affirming internal continuity in the presence of external rupture 

Until I began the critical reading of my data, I was inclined to position a more complex set 
of cases closer to the ‘Eurostars’ upper-right side of the accounts of motive spectrum given 
the emphasis that some individuals put on the personal (compared to the labour-market) 
dimensions of the migration decision. However, in line with some of the principles for 
conducting realist social research (see Iosifides, 2011), closer examination of the adequacy 
of these informants’ accounts based on the conditions in which they made the decision to 
migrate ultimately led me to categorize them in the mixed loss of control and strong 
aspiration area of the double spectrum. In contrast to the case of the ‘IT veteran’, Jose 
Luis, discussed previously as highlighting structural factors in his primary account of the 
decision to migrate, the cases I present here underline the agentic tones of accounts of 
motive more strongly. The complexity I witnessed here was several-fold. First, more than 
the other respondents in this ‘typical’ crisis emigration narrative category, these ones were 
particularly convinced (or persuasive) that international mobility fit into their life-plan 
and/or that it was a consequence of certain ‘unique’ personal characteristics and 
predispositions. While acknowledging and demonstrating that they had experienced 
difficulties on the labour market at the time they made the decision to move, their accounts 
nevertheless emphasise more the ‘positive’ personal traits that endowed them with a strong 
dose of ‘resilience’ in the face of adversity. Thus, the specific personal characteristics that 
enabled them to ‘survive’ external rupture in Spain precipitated by the economic crisis also 
acted as a shield against the threats of internal rupture that migration could entail. This 
resonates with Mills’ (1940) understanding that as individuals provide justifications for a 
certain course of action, they tend to present themselves as ‘honourable’ actors according 
to the given set of historically situated social norms of the day. By no stretch of the 
imagination, today’s norms can be seen as influenced by flexible labour market relations 
and the concomitant ‘culture of risk’ they foster (Sennett, 1998). These may be shaping our 
understandings of the ‘honourable’ as increasingly defined by resilience and adaptability.  
Second, it is important to note that these personal characteristics were overwhelmingly 
presented in a positive light. Thus, they underscore dual ‘reactive’ and ‘creative’ 
mechanisms of intentional behaviour. The former springs from constraining structural 
conditions, while the source of the latter is in individual characteristics or capabilities that 
allow one to exert “some degrees of control over the social relations in which one is 
enmeshed” (Sewell, 1992: 20). 

For instance, Sofía, an internist who moved to the United Kingdom develops an account in 
which her agentic capabilities predominate despite a narrative of precarious existence as a 
young medical professional in Spain. Sofía had worked for several years in different public 
hospitals in Madrid both during and after her residency prior to migrating in 2014. 
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Compared to some of the nurses in their twenties that I encountered who had been unable 
to find work upon graduation, she expressed more indignation at the lack of stable 
contracts she was faced with upon completion of her medical residency. In part due to 
severe reductions in permanent medical and healthcare positions (accessible only through 
competitive examinations), the number of young doctors and nurses on short-term 
contracts increased during the recession. She recalls having had to juggle multiple short-
term contracts at a time to compensate for the lack of secure employment in public 
hospitals: “You never knew how long contract A would last, so if you were offered 
contract B, you had to take it on simultaneously, somehow, for fear, in my case, of losing 
contract A and finding yourself in limbo, in unemployment.” Having invested a great deal 
of time and work into becoming a specialised physician, Sofía’s precarious employment 
situation was difficult to bear not only from a practical or a financial standpoint. The 
struggle against this level of insecurity, which eventually led her to search for stable work in 
the UK also became a matter of principle, almost a source of pride as she reflects on how 
 

I didn’t see that [juggling short-term contracts] as an option, it didn’t fit into my 
expectations, into my plans…Having received the training I received, it’s 
outrageous and irresponsible on the part of the society I live in. I, as an individual, 
fought so that this wouldn’t happen to me. (Emphasis added).  

 
She articulates dual micro-and macro-level analysis in the reasoning that led to her ‘fighting’ 
against the labour market conditions she describes. More than a story of absolute economic 
deprivation, in terms of unemployment for example, hers is a story of relative depravation, 
deeply rooted in her expectations and beliefs about what people in her position should be 
entitled to. However steeped in a structural analysis of labour market problems, she 
nevertheless distinguishes herself throughout the narrative as an individual “who fought so 
this [unemployment, professional instability] wouldn’t happen to her.” Moreover, she 
traces her migration decision (as well as a previous experience working on a European 
medical exchange programme at a Parisian hospital) to more than frustration with 
precarious contracts. In the following point of Sofía’s narrative, her account becomes 
increasingly individualized, to the point that it shifts further away from the structural 
conditions of Spanish hospitals (precarious contracts, sedentary medical careers): 
 

My goal was…when you’re a doctor with certain interests, in my case, […] the 
reasons to explore other routes were multiple. I mean, I wanted to explore because I 
wanted more stable contracts and because I wanted to learn more in the area of 
infectious diseases. And because, for example, in my case, I explored the option of 
going to Paris because I really like French, I wanted to improve the language and I 
wanted another experience, to see what it was like to work in other countries. I 
mean, yeah, in that sense, I have this curiosity…let’s say, an innate curiosity. And my 
bosses [in Spanish hospitals] did not instil this in me, I mean, my bosses have 
worked all their lives in the same hospital…I’m talking about my bosses because 
they were my teachers, you know? And I have a great deal of respect for them and 
they have had a great influence on me. But that innate curiosity for exploring and 
going to other countries - that’s mine. (Emphasis added). 
 

Seen in this light, Sofía’s story of seeking-out experience both in a French hospital and her 
subsequent move to the United Kingdom as a form of cultural distinction could be 
grounds to situate her account more closely to those of the professionals presented as 
‘Eurostars’. But the deep insecurity and disillusionment she had previously expressed with 
a labour market and society that made professional stability impossible for her and her 
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peers cannot be disregarded, no matter how ‘innately curious’ and driven to ‘explore 
different routes’ she is. Immediately after she presented the above account, I probed her on 
the structural constraints vs. personal orientations that triggered her decision: 
 

So, you took advantage of the situation, of the instability in your [professional] sector in Spain in 
order to keep learning [in your profession] in different countries, basically… 
 

As a response, Sofía, introduced a counterfactual on her own terms: 
 

Yes and I think…I’ve also asked myself this…But I think that I would have done it 
anyway, even if I had had the opportunity to stay [with a stable contract] in the 
internal medicine department of the hospital [in Madrid where she had been 
working]. I think I would have been bitten by the bug [travel bug] anyway that 
would have made me go out and get to know other things. 

 
Sofía makes a very convincing case that there is something particular about her – the ability 
to survive in the midst of an unjustly segmented labour market, an innate curiosity, a 
susceptibility to being ‘bitten by the travel bug’ – that shaped her migration decision. I 
nevertheless argue that her account is highly relevant to the mixed loss of control and 
strong aspiration  area of the spectrum. My intention here is not to discredit her own 
counterfactual reasoning that she would have moved from Spain regardless of the job 
circumstances. Indeed, as I have tried to demonstrate through my analytical framework, I 
take into account the view that there are grounds in sociological analysis not to take agents’ 
interpretations and explanations of their actions at face value, while still recognizing that it 
would be a mistake to discount them a priori (see Gambetta, 1987: 13). From the 
perspective of a realist approach to biographically-oriented interviews, this means 
simultaneously focusing on actors’ interpretations of their actions and “placing these 
perspectives and associated courses of actions within specific contextual circumstances and 
contexts -  that is, within structured, material and social relations” (Iosifides, 2011: 192-
193). Thus, in spite of Sofía’s convincing case that she  had a strong predisposition for 
migration, she did not demonstrate to me that she had significant control over her life in 
Spain, quite the opposite, meaning that in spite of everything, the circumstances in which 
she made the decision to move were quite constraining.  
 
I now turn to another case which also speaks to reinforcing external and internal factors in 
the migration decision. Unlike Sofía’s migration account, which began with a focus on 
structural employment problems before shifting to agentic capabilities and personal 
predispositions, this narrative begins on a voluntarist, individualized side of the scale before 
proceeding to deal with external labour market conditions. Daniel left Spain when he was 
31, following a period of unemployment and an entrepreneurial endeavour that did not go 
as well as hoped. He, like many other Spanish males born in the early to mid- 1980s 
dropped out of high school in the midst of the construction boom and was employed in a 
variety of sectors throughout the mid-nineties up until 2010, ranging from construction to 
sales at a motorcycle dealership. After that point, he alternated between unemployment 
spells and sporadic work before moving to Berlin. 
 
Within the first two minutes of an interview, I would normally ask participants to introduce 
themselves in a general way in their own words. This was meant as an ice-breaker question, 
as well as a way of encouraging informants to engage in a biographical narrative (see 
Apitzsch and Siouti, 2007). Daniel’s answer reflects his engaging personality and a strong 
dose of self-confidence made agreeable to the observer thanks to his ironic sense of 
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humour. Moreover, it is an example of how many participants use the biographical ‘ice-
breaker’ as an opportunity to succinctly present the reasons for their migration. 
 

Well, let’s see, I’m a restless guy who’s always on the move, I’ve worked in many 
different things, I’ve always enjoyed learning new things and interacting with other 
people. I’m handsome, friendly and intelligent. On top of that, I’m good with 
languages and connecting with people. That’s why I decided to go abroad, among 
other reasons, because I believed in my capacity for rapid adaptation and survival.  

 
Immediately after these introductory statements, I asked Daniel to tell me more about his 
decision to move to Berlin. 
 

The reason I came here [to Berlin] was based on several motives that combined 
together. One was the financial crisis in Spain and that although in the end, one 
could find some kind of work, it was excessively precarious. I also tried to start a 
company on my own, which worked, to an extent. It was enough to put food on 
the table but not enough to live on, so…(also quoted in Fischer-Souan, 2019: 291). 

 
We can see how Daniel develops his account by alternating across micro-and macro-levels 
of analysis. He then lists several other key factors in the decision-making process: 
 

And then, there was the adventure factor. I have always wanted to live abroad, to 
really get to know other cultures, because even though I have travelled a lot, you 
don’t really learn about a culture and its people through tourism. And also, another 
factor was my partner, whom I met in Spain but who, also as a result of the crisis, 
returned to Poland. Since I didn’t see many job and future prospects there 
[Poland], we decided to look for an intermediary route and that was Germany (also 
quoted in Fischer-Souan, 2019: 296). 
 

Throughout the discussion, Daniel frequently made the point of distinguishing himself 
from others - migrants, Germans and ‘sedentary’ Spaniards alike. He is perhaps the most 
prototypical example of a ‘migrant selective’ personality in my entire sample, in spite of his 
working-class background and low educational level. He peppered his narrative with self-
affirming statements, clearly visible when I asked him what his goals were upon arrival in 
Berlin: 

I have to make a small digression [in order to answer that]. A few years ago, I asked 
my friends how they would define me, with what adjectives. And one of the words 
that kept coming up was “survivor”. So, from the very first moment, when I 
arrived [in Berlin], my goal was [this]: in Spain, I have managed to adapt to different 
jobs, to different places, by starting almost from zero in other cities. But of course, 
there was the benefit of the language [Spanish] and like it or not, the culture is 
similar. I wanted to see whether I could do it abroad. So, my goals were to 
demonstrate that I could survive […] fight every day in order to improve my 
situation. If I can’t survive, well, admit my mistake and return to Spain or change 
countries.  

 
Though he identifies the 2008 economic crisis and the ensuing lack of stable work as the 
primary reason for his migration decision, Daniel underscores (among other things) his 
personal characteristics as a “survivor”, which he understands not as a reaction to the 
structural conditions in which he made the decision to move, but as separate from them. 
Thus, Daniel’s self-perception as a resilient individual indeed appears quite removed from 
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structuralist perspectives on migration that conceive of working-class migrants as ‘agents’ 
only in so far as they are the personification of economic categories. For Shrestha, for 
instance, “While the migration decision of dominant class migrants reflects their strategic 
choice, for the subordinate class it represents a survival move” (1988: 196). However, the 
kind of ‘survival’ Daniel has in mind in his self-understanding is not of a reactive kind, as 
such perspectives on migration would contend, but of a creative kind. Indeed, both his and 
Sofía’s migratory behaviour, in spite of their different class and professional positions 
cannot be understood only in terms of the structural context of the economic recession but 
also as a function of individual preferences and psychosocial characteristics, some of which 
may be in line with what Boneva and Frieze (2001) call ‘migrant-selective’ traits. Therefore, 
individuals such as Sofía and Daniel display the dual nature of their migratory behaviour: 
simultaneously creative (in line with personal predispositions) and reactive (with respect to 
economic conditions). 
 
My research findings so far have focused on the agentic dimensions of accounts of  motive 
that emphasise ‘positive’ self-affirming action orientations, at least where they are clearly 
articulated as separate (or analytically separable) from structural dimensions. Whether I 
categorise accounts as positive on both axes of the spectrum (‘Eurostar’ accounts) or as 
mixed (‘typical’ crisis narratives), personal characteristics, capabilities, aspirations and 
desires for migration were identified to differing degrees as having played an important role 
in the migration decision. In the next section, I expand the agentic dimension of accounts 
developed thus far to include processes of internal rupture, that is, potentially ‘negative’ 
experiences and self-understandings that, although relevant to broader social relations, are 
rooted in personal problems and uncertainties. Indeed, there are a number of accounts in 
which the migration decision can be understood as ‘reactive’, not only with respect to 
structural constraints, but also, to individual (internal) ones. Thus, it becomes entirely 
possible to conceive of both structural and individual constraints as fostering a form of 
negative action, leading to the pursuit of freedom from structural problems as well as from 
personal ones. Individuals may be more willing to stress structural constraints and/or 
‘positive’ individual characteristics leading to personal preference formation and be less 
aware of or reluctant to acknowledge the ‘negative’ internal processes through which 
decisions are filtered. 
 
 
 

On the verge of an existential crisis: the mutually reinforcing sources of external and internal 
rupture 

 

One afternoon during my fieldwork in November 2016, I was closing an interview with an 
architect in a Berlin café asking her if there was anything she would like to add to our 
exchange before I turned off my recorder. Though I had not sensed it over the course of 
the interview, Susana’s upbeat story of having moved to Berlin after she fell in love with 
the city and the freedom it offered her during an Erasmus exchange years earlier was 
incomplete. She revised it slightly: 
 

I think that…maybe I…I think that another reason why I came to Germany was 
because four years before I arrived here, my boyfriend at the time committed 
suicide. And I think that that, somehow… I don’t know… it wasn’t something that 
I got over well. And the fact of living somewhere else, in a completely different 
place, was easier than to have to live in the same city in which we had been 
together. Yes, I think that thinking about it this way, in hindsight, that’s something 
that is still unresolved. So, the more the distance, the easier it is. 
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As I have tried to show in previous sections, a number of individuals across the sample 
spoke of the dominant image of economic crisis-era migration– a story of external rupture 
- and situated themselves in reference to it in their narratives (whether distinguishing 
themselves from it, nuancing it or identifying with it). This is no doubt a consequence of 
informants’ awareness of the strong mediatised and politicised response to ‘people like 
them’ who had left Spain, if not of their direct experience of labour market problems there. 
On the other hand, accounts of personal rupture, though by no means absent from the 
migration narratives, were at times articulated tentatively and required more probing on my 
part. Celia Arroyo, a psychologist I interviewed (independently of the migrant sample) has 
gained visibility amongst Spanish emigrants by providing Skype consultations to Spaniards 
abroad. She sees a similar over-emphasis on the question of external rupture and ‘migrant 
selective’ personality traits over factors related to internal rupture in the dominant 
discourse. With reference to the increasing public interest in her work on the Spanish 
migration issue and what she terms “processes of migrant bereavement” (Arroyo, 2017), 
she remarked to me that journalists are less interested about what she has to say about the 
personal and family problems that can act as triggers for migration than with the economic 
drivers of migration. In her experience, 
 

I don’t think that anyone that I treat feels that they left [Spain] only due to the 
economic circumstances. In fact…this is a really important theme for me. The 
problem is that this issue is difficult to address. […] This is my personal opinion, 
and you can cite it if you want, but keep in mind it is only my personal opinion …If 
we have before us two people with the same qualification and the same [economic] 
difficulties in Spain, what makes one leave and the other stay? […] I think there is 
something to the ‘adventure’ spirit, wanting to see the world [referring to pro-
government discourse on emigration]. There is also something to the crisis 
[narrative, referring to anti-government voices]. And then, there is a negative aspect 
that no one is willing to talk about, but that I think is there…That is, there are 
integration problems [in the social circle in Spain]. Either family problems…or  
people who don’t have good relationships, few friends, […] people who are going 
through a difficult time, heartbreak, a break-up…Going abroad can be a way of 
starting-over again. 
 

Accounts of personal rupture varied in nature and in the degree to which it was readily 
identified as triggering the migration decision. For instance, three men in the sample over 
the age of forty pointed to divorce or marital breakdown as a catalyst that may have set 
their idea to leave Spain into more concrete terms. The architect who volunteered the 
information on the sudden death of her boyfriend shows just how multi-layered migration 
decisions can be and that ‘deeper’ explanations can have to do with strategies for 
overcoming a painful life-event. Young people in particular are said to understand their 
migration experience more in terms of ‘freedom’ than as ‘a clean slate’ (Fielding, 1992). 
However, the doubts and uncertainties of young people and recent graduates related to 
their specific educational and vocational pathways, for instance, can take on larger 
proportions in the midst of labour market problems, as during the Great Recession. To be 
sure, the literature on ‘new’ youth mobilities in the EU underscores the importance of both 
external ruptures (e.g. the 2008 economic crisis) and internal ones (academic failure, illness, 
family breakdown) in altering both youth transitions and mobilities (King, 2018). However, 
little insight has been provided as to how both external and internal ruptures can act as 
complementary ‘triggers’ in the migration decision, leading to action being taken through 
distinct decision-making mechanisms and thereby perhaps increasing the chances that a 
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certain course of action is pursued over another. The external-internal rupture dichotomy 
is indeed highly relevant to my analysis, especially with respect to cases I have placed in the 
‘loss of control – strong aspiration’ category.  
 
Rosa, for example, is a nurse, who, like Emiliano presented at the outset as one of the 
‘reluctant emigrants’, had graduated from university a few months before leaving Spain in 
2014. Her circumstances, however, living in the large metropolitan area of Madrid, were 
less stifling than small-town life was for Emiliano. Nevertheless, she also recalls the 
widespread feelings of uncertainty upon graduating in 2013 when she and most of her 
peers were either unemployed or underemployed immediately after. Yet, she provides a 
different account of her decision and states outright her belief that she would have been 
prone to living outside of Spain at some point, regardless of her employment prospects as a 
nurse in her home country. I asked her about the goals she had after graduation: 
 

I had always wanted to go outside [of Spain] for a while and see what it was like to 
live abroad. And I had actually done it [before], you know, in Dublin [to improve 
her English in her teens] and in Genoa [on Erasmus/internship]. […] But I wanted 
something a bit different.  

 
She immediately connects wanting to live abroad for a period with an additional personal 
circumstance: “What happened also is that when I graduated, I had a bit of an existential 
crisis and I was asking myself, “Is this [nursing] what I really want to do [with my life]?”.” 
 
As a result of Rosa’s attraction to the idea of ‘living abroad for a while’, in contrast to the 
two other ‘reluctant migrants’ discussed in the first section of the findings, for whom the 
mobility decision was framed in less voluntarist terms, my initial instinct was to situate 
Rosa’s account closer to the ‘Eurostars’ area of the spectrum before ultimately categorising 
it as one of the ‘typical’ accounts of loss of control combined with strong aspiration. 
Indeed, both the desire for international experience and the ‘existential’ question she raised 
can be seen as having become accentuated by the shrinking job opportunities for nurses in 
Spain. Without questioning her capacity for purposive behaviour, there may be social 
forces that she does not immediately take into account that may have ‘pushed’ her forward 
and conditioned her preferences (Gambetta, 1987; Iosifides, 2011). Rosa herself later 
acknowledged the external factors that shaped her decision.  After receiving a job offer 
from a NHS London hospital she had interviewed for in Madrid with very little interest 
beyond “seeing what they had to offer” she recalls how her attitude changed after some 
reflection: 
 

I was being offered a stable contract [in London]. It gives you more stability. Yes, 
you have to leave behind your home, friends, family, habits, the weather, the food, 
everything. … [But, staying in Spain] would have meant constantly checking my 
phone to see if I had received a call from a hospital only for them to ask: “Can you 
come tomorrow night and work?” Things like that prevent you from planning your 
life, both socially and economically. Here [in London], I can. 

  
As I have outlined in the analytical framework, in complex cases such as Rosa’s, I 
sometimes introduced the paradigm of ‘forced migration’ in my questions in order to better 
piece together the causal mechanisms in the decision. Respondents such as Rosa provided 
analytically useful responses to these kinds of questions. 
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Would you say that the main reason you left [Spain] had to do with the economic crisis, or would 
you explain it differently? 
 
I think that the main main one would be the crisis but I also wanted to get away for 
a time and see…I don’t know, live abroad. Maybe, all things considered, the crisis 
wasn’t such a bad thing for me because I might not have taken that chance [of 
moving abroad, following her desire] if it hadn’t been for the crisis.   

 
Of the nurse’s accounts presented in my findings, Rosa’s is the most illustrative of how 
external structural constraints, personal preferences and/or internal rupture can become 
entangled in social decisions, such as the decision to move abroad. Another respondent, 
Ester, offers an account of the migration decision that resembles Rosa’s in its 
multidimensionality, yet her qualifications and professional options were much more 
limited to begin with. Also in her twenties, she recalls the boredom with her daily routine in 
a medium-sized Spanish city. The dissatisfaction with a life that she considered too 
predictable and ‘easy’ was compounded by the fact that she couldn’t find a part-time job 
that would have allowed her to move out of her parents’ home while studying at the local 
university. As a result, she dropped out of her economics programme at the end of the first 
year and headed for London. She arrived at a similar although far less sanguine conclusion 
as Rosa’s to the question regarding the role of the economic crisis in her decision to leave: 

 
Maybe I would have come here [regardless of the situation in Spain] but I would 
have had the option of choosing not to leave [if there had been more jobs in 
Spain]. Maybe I would have said, “I’ll go abroad for a year or so and that way I’ll 
get to know new people, a new country, I’ll learn a new language and then I can 
return.” 

 
Perhaps the most illuminating case among my informants who signalled the importance of 
‘existential crisis’ resulting from intersecting external and internal forces leading to the 
migration decision is that of Julia. Around the peak of the recession in 2011, she recalls 
having entered into a depression as she anticipated a second-round of unemployment as a 
technical architect in Southern Spain following the collapse of a public-works project 
through which she had been employed for two years. Unsurprisingly, she traced her 
decision to move to the UK primarily in terms of the effects on her employability in the 
aftermath of the demise of the construction industry. Unlike many of her peers who were 
lucky enough to have jobs, she was unwilling to ‘reconvert’ or downgrade her skills by 
working in an unrelated field. Moreover, Julia, though having achieved a master’s degree, is 
from a working-class family and her father had also been out of work as a bricklayer for 
two years before she left. She spoke hardly any English and had never been outside of 
Spain before moving to the UK. As a result, at least where the initial stage of her narrative 
was concerned, Julia’s account focused primarily on external problems related to finding a 
job, demonstrating limited ‘real’ autonomy in the decision to leave and little interest in 
migration. She described the summer following completion of her master’s degree as 
extremely demoralizing as she realized the additional qualification would not improve her 
“dismal” future in Spain.  However, the tenor or her account changed drastically when I 
asked her to describe her feelings after she had made the decision to ‘try her luck’ in the 
UK. “I was full of hope!” she said, 
 

and it was also the first time I was going out and doing something on my own, 
completely on my own! Without my family backing me, without my mother behind 
me twenty-four hours a day, without friends, without anything! Just ‘you’, facing 
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the world. I mean, it was also a personal thing. It wasn't just about finding a job anymore. I 
was saying to myself, ‘I'm going to face the world because I'm 28 years old now and 
I'm ready. It's about time.’ (Emphasis added). 
 
Would you say you were a bit tired of being so close to your family? 
 
Not tired, I just needed to take the reins of my life because until then, I had always 
done what was expected of me, you know? First, it was time to study, to go to 
university, then it was time to work, now it was time to save [to buy] an apartment, 
and now it’s time to…It was as if…and now what?’ Now that I see myself as a 28 
year-old with no job and no future in sight due to the circumstances [economic 
recession] I didn’t know what would become of me in two years because, I don’t 
know, given the way things are in Spain, I had no idea. So, [I told myself], ‘I need 
to take the reins of my life, even if that means turning it around.’ 
  
Was there something liberating about that? 
 
Yes. I needed to ‘find myself’ …I actually came out of the closet while I was here 
[Great Britain]…But I came here already questioning [my sexual identity]…I 
needed to know what I was and where I was [in my life] without all the morality. I 
come from a very Catholic family, which, although they have supported me a great 
deal and they haven’t had any problems [with my homosexuality], [there was this 
understanding] that I should do what one is supposed to do. This means getting 
married, have children, etcetera. So, this is what I needed, to find myself, I mean, 
what I needed was to stop and say: “Where am I and where am I going and what 
do I want to do with my life?”… because I was 28 and I still had my life in front of 
me (also quoted  in Fischer-Souan, 2019: 295). 

 
Though Julia had already made clear at the outset of the interview that she was in a long-
term relationship with a woman she had met a year or so after her arrival in Brighton, she 
had made no prior references to her doubts on her sexual identity at the time of leaving 
Spain as a 28 year-old. Interestingly, she stresses her belief that both her home-town and 
Spanish society are particularly open-minded when it comes to homosexuality. Yet, “I was 
the one setting up the barriers [to coming out as a lesbian]. [I was telling myself,] “But my 
family is very Catholic... and then there are my friends [what will they think?]”…” 

 
As a result, three separate but related causal circuits in her decision to leave emerge from 
Julia’s account. On the one hand, there is the dominant one - the labour-market conditions 
and unemployment that restricted her economic freedom and youth transition, resulting in 
a migration decision that can be seen as relatively constrained. On the other, the effects of 
mainstream social norms that had set her on a path that may not have been freely chosen 
in the first place, which, in any case, had become blocked by the effects of the economic 
crisis and encouraged her to seek out an alternative one. This required a ‘radical’ form of 
action on her part, even if it meant ‘turning her life’ inside-out. Third, there were her own 
doubts about her sexuality and the fear that coming out as a lesbian might be incompatible 
with the expectations of her family and immediate social circle. These three dimensions of 
her decision-making account suggest that Julia’s ‘existential’ crisis or loss of control over 
life is as much a story of external rupture as it is one of internal rupture.  
 
One could argue, of course, that what appear to be distinct yet complementary mechanisms 
in Julia’s migration decision springing both from external and internal dislocations may in 
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fact be post-hoc rationalisations in light of a relatively successful five-year and ongoing 
migratory experience that includes the experience of ‘coming out of the closet’. 
Nevertheless, there is evidence in the literature on EU mobility that homosexuals 
overwhelmingly cite ‘quality of life’ motivations for migration, suggesting that they 
associate mobility as a way to express their sexual orientations (Santacreu, Baldoni, and 
Albert, 2009). Indeed, the moment when Julia’s story switched the focus onto processes of 
internal rupture (questioning mainstream conceptions of youth transition ‘milestones’ as 
well as her sexual orientation), we find echoes of Favell’s observations that homosexuals 
may “use free movement in Europe as a way of making sense of their own personal life 
choices – indeed, as their own way of ‘coming out’ of the mainstream” (2008: 164).  
 
Thus, exploring the relationship between different sources of rupture –both external and 
internal (personal) may be particularly important in better understanding specific migration 
episodes, such as in the case at hand. Indeed, actors do not only draw on their agentic 
capabilities to overcome structurally-caused problems, nor is agency always expressed 
through personal traits such as ‘resilience’, as in the case of combined ‘creative-reactive’ 
emigrants presented in the previous section, but can be triggered by feelings of personal 
stagnation or uncertainty.  
 
 

6. Discussion 
 

As Van Hear, Bakewell, and Long have noted, “notions of structure and agency are the 
subject of lively ongoing debates in migration studies” (2018: 3). Several migration 
researchers have called for the need to move beyond simplistic categories of economic vs. 
non-economic and forced vs. voluntary forms of migration (de Haas, 2011; Bivand Erdal, 
and Oeppen, 2018; King, 2012) and to investigate the interplay between social structure 
and agency in migration processes (Bakewell, 2010; King, 2012; Morawska, 2001; Van Hear 
et. al., 2018). One of the limitations of conventional migration theories such as 
gravitational ‘push-pull’ models, neoclassical or structuralist theories is the tendency to 
provide overly individualistic accounts of agency or overly deterministic accounts of 
structure. Indeed, the challenge for future migration studies seems to lie in moving beyond 
conventional theories and adopting a more comprehensive perspective. This would be akin 
to further developing the idea of migration as a ‘doubly-embedded’ phenomenon both in 
internal dynamics through the lives and behaviours of migrants as well as at the macro 
scale, in processes of social transformation, as King (2012) has argued.  As a result, 
individual motivations for migration would need not be discounted as ‘false consciousness’ 
or limited to the incomplete subjective experiences of objective conditions, as structuralist 
perspectives contend (Shrestha, 1988).  
 
And yet, just as Carling and Collins (2018) decry the staying power of mechanistic notions 
of agency and rational action in public and policy representations of migration, it seems 
that macro-level migration determinants (e.g. an economic downturn) are often too easily 
confounded with individual migration motives. De Haas (2011) sees this classical 
‘ecological fallacy’ in macro-level theories as the result of the missing ‘behavioural link’ to 
the micro-level. For instance, using the example of correlations between demographic 
transitions and migration, he argues that the relationship between the two does not make 
clear why people should necessarily migrate under conditions of high population growth: 
“People will only migrate if they perceive better opportunities elsewhere and have the 
capabilities to move. Although this assertion implies choice and agency, it also shows that 
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this agency is constrained by (historically determined) conditions which create concrete 
opportunity structures” (de Haas, 2011:16). 
 
This brings me to one of the limitations of this paper, namely, that most of the structural 
elements in individuals’ migration circumstances that I have considered are restricted to the 
effects of the economic crisis on unemployment and precarious jobs (though Appendix 2 
presents a number of social and cultural structural factors articulated in migration decision-
making narratives). Indeed, the general thrust of my argument uses the economic crisis as 
its principal referent. In addition, as I alluded to in the largest section of the research 
findings on ‘typical crisis-era’ narratives, I have emphasised the constraining rather than the 
facilitating nature of structural forces. To be sure, the economic crisis and rising 
unemployment and job degradation – what Van Hear et al. (2018) would call ‘proximate’ 
and ‘precipitating’ drivers of migration – do not constitute the only external structural 
elements that shape the decision to migrate. Indeed, a more complete understanding of the 
controversial crisis-era emigration trend from Spain would need to take into account other 
and equally important external structural factors – both constraining and facilitating ones. 
Examples include the EU freedom of mobility rights enjoyed by Spanish citizens; Spain’s 
status as both top sending and receiving country of students in the framework of the 
Erasmus programme (Bothwell, 2016); its paradoxical mix of a high proportion of 
university educated youth combined with one of the highest rates of youth NEET (not in 
education or employment) across OECD countries (FEDEA, 2016), the relatively 
‘sedentary’ nature of the Spanish population compared to the higher international mobility 
of other Europeans (González-Ferrer and Moreno-Fuentes, 2017; González-Ferrer, 2013; 
Pumares, 2017; Recchi and Salamónska, 2015); the prolonged youth-emancipation 
transition of Spanish youth, Spain’s notorious two-tier labour market that guarantees high 
security jobs for workers with permanent contracts and maintains new job market entrants 
on the margins with temporary contracts (Polavieja, 2003); and the social class, skills and 
family situation of Spanish emigrants. Thus, I am aware of the shortcomings of having cast 
‘structural’ and external factors as the ‘villain’ of this story. In a way that is evocative of 
Giddens’ theory of structuration, de Haas (2011) warned against precisely that: “A key 
condition for incorporating structure and agency is to connect both concepts and to 
understand their dialectics. In this respect, ‘structure’ is often erroneously seen as a set of 
constraints, whereas in reality structures simultaneously constrain and facilitate agency. […] 
Factors such as states and policies, economic and social inequalities as well as networks 
have a strong structuring effect on migration, which means that they are inclusive for some 
(age, gender, skill, ethnic, regional) groups and exclusive for others” (p. 22). 
 
In spite of not systematically addressing these ‘structuring effects’ and their relationship to 
the 2008 economic crisis and the subsequent migration trends, I nevertheless drew 
attention to them in my research findings as I attempted to draw typologies of accounts of 
motive and individual meanings of migration action. Thus, for instance, without 
establishing a direct causal link between unemployment or precarious youth transitions and 
migration behaviour, I suggested that Spanish emigrants educated or working in fields that 
were particularly hard-hit by the recession and public austerity measures, such as 
construction-related industries and healthcare, may account for their migration as a more 
constrained form of action. On the other hand, subjects in professional occupations such 
as IT or financial services with previous cultural and/or educational experiences abroad or 
who emphasised the personal and/or professional aspirations for international experience 
have a great deal in common with the Spanish ‘Eurostars’ that Favell (2008) studied before 
the economic crisis.  Nevertheless, I did not take subjects’ discourses and explanations of 
their migration behaviour at ‘face value’, following Gambetta (1987) and qualitative 
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researchers in the realist tradition (see Iosifides, 2011). Through a critical reading of my in-
depth interview data, I ultimately categorised accounts of motive as evocative of either 
‘reluctant’, ‘mixed’ or ‘Eurostar’ types by considering them in light of the degree to which 
informants expressed the migration decision in terms of regaining control over the 
personal trajectory (implying a sense of loss of control) or as an expression or prolongation 
of individual objectives or characteristics. 
 
Though the analytical focus of my study to a certain extent prioritises a more complex 
understanding of agency and individual characteristics while holding ‘structure’ relatively at 
a constant, my research findings can make a contribution to the literature on ‘mixed-mode’ 
migration (King, 2012; Van Hear, 2010) through which it is increasingly possible to 
conceive of migrants as more than the embodiments of the structural drivers that 
conditioned their migration action. As a result, in de Haas’ words, “it would be naïve to 
assume that refugees are not also affected by economic and social considerations […] 
Likewise, ‘labour migrants’ are likely also to weigh personal freedoms in their migration 
decision-making. And ‘family migrants’ are potential workers too” (2011:14).  
 
This brings us back to the 1940 publication of The Immigrant in American History, a passage 
of which I presented at the outset to set the tone of this paper and in which Hansen argued 
that ‘mixed motives’ can better account for the desires of 19th century European 
immigrants to the United States than the quest for ‘political freedom’ alone. This is a 
reminder that though there is nothing necessarily ‘new’ in the idea of ‘mixed-mode’ 
migrations, the tendency of both researchers and the public to see ‘labour migrants’ 
overwhelmingly through an economic lens limits public and scientific understandings of 
the cultural dimensions of migration processes. As a result, I see Hansen’s allusion to the 
lack of credibility of emigrants as sources of information on their ‘real’ motivations for 
migration -  suggesting that they tailor them according to the situation and interlocutor at 
hand – less as an indication of the inability of individuals to adequately interpret their 
behaviour and more as an invitation for ‘research-interlocutors’ to “locate the experiences, 
identities, practices and actions of social agents within structural and cultural contexts” 
(Iosifides, 2011: 145). Thus, through in-depth interviewing on the migratory experiences of 
Spaniards who moved to the British and German capitals during the Great Recession as 
well as Spaniards planning on migrating in 2017, I have tried to ‘reconstruct’ migration 
decision-making processes both from a subjective point of view and from an objective 
perspective. I have used my interview data not only for “understanding agential 
perspectives, but also explaining them, assessing their adequacy, relating them with wider 
social contexts and using them to identify causal mechanisms operating at different levels 
of social reality” (Iosifides, 2011: 179). 
 
I argue that the decision-making mechanisms I have identified in the different typologies of 
accounts of motive are relevant to migration and social behaviour studies more broadly and 
that they can provide clues to better understanding the rise in emigration from Spain 
during the economic crisis. Indeed, the critical approach I have taken to my data is an 
attempt to go beyond exploring how individual migrants interpret their migration decision-
making and recast individual forms of migratory behaviour in a larger context of social 
transformation represented by the controversial phenomenon of rising emigration from 
Spain. This is precisely why obtaining descriptive contextual information from interview 
subjects is just as valuable as asking them to explain their behaviour. Iosifides (2007), cites 
Wengraf to make this point: “The individual subject is being asked to talk so that some 
information, not about him or her, but about a present or past ‘context’ which happens to 
be ‘carried’ by him or her, can be obtained” (2001: 9). 
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I began this paper by situating my study in the context of a politicized and controversial 
media and public debate on the issue of Spanish emigration during the economic crisis. It 
is worth noting that in 2016, around the time of my fieldwork, net migration in Spain had 
returned to positive numbers for the first time in six years. That is, more people were 
establishing residence in Spain than leaving the country (INE, 2017), possibly suggesting 
that what seemed like a turning point in the country’s migration trends may be less 
dramatic in the long-term. However, it appears that the economic devastation of the last 
decade has had demographic, social and political consequences that were unparalleled by 
the previous economic crisis in Spain in 1993. Several authors have remarked on the role of 
family structures and delayed youth transition as having had a shielding effect on Spanish 
youth during both crises (Rodríguez, 2009; King and Williams, 2018), however little 
attention has been payed to the effect of the rapid social transformation Spain witnessed 
between the two recessions as having significantly influenced coping strategies in the 2010s 
compared to the 1990s. In other words, emigration during the Great Recession may have 
been a strategy for coping with labour market problems that was less readily available 
during the crisis of the 1990s. Compared to the youth of the 1990s, who had only very 
recently entered the European Community, Spanish youth of the Great Recession was 
born in the democratic ‘European era’ and witnessed the major economic growth and an 
immigration boom to Spain at the turn of the millennium. They were socialized in what 
Jendrissek (2016) has called a “generational grand narrative” of strong belief in progress 
and, for all its flaws, witnessed how prosperity in Spain was turning “bricklayers into sports 
car owners” (Buck, 2014). It is in this context that we can better understand not only the 
collective disillusionment and controversy with respect to the emigration theme in Spain 
after 2010 in the midst of economic collapse, but also, why, in the eyes of many young 
Spaniards, the ‘traditional’ survival structures in the face of economic hardship - the family, 
in particular - may be losing their appeal. Thus, the strategies and aspirations of Spanish 
crisis-era migrants are symptomatic of ‘second modernity’, if we consider the European 
dimension of their migratory behaviour as well as the flexibilization of their personal and 
professional lives accentuated by the economic crisis (see Scheibelhofer, 2018, for 
instance). 
 
Seen in this light, the ‘crisis narrative’ of emigration that I have discussed in this paper 
encapsulated by the refrain “No nos vamos, nos echan!” (We are not leaving, we are being 
kicked out!) is rooted in a ‘crisis of expectations’. But my research findings seem to indicate 
that this slogan is more relevant to the Spanish public and political debate than to the lives 
of Spanish migrants themselves. Indeed, we can arrive at a better understanding of the rise 
in emigration trends from Spain by considering the multiple types and multi-layered 
accounts of motive, some of which may be relevant to the ‘flight’ narrative of ‘reluctant’ 
migrants with little desire for international mobility (à la Juventud Sin Futuro) and others 
which highlight the adventure-seeking and ambitious traits of individuals attracted to the 
global economy (as the Spanish government has tended to do). Perhaps the most 
significant ‘type’ of migration decision-making relevant to the Great Recession, however, 
has to do with ‘migrants in the middle’ – individuals for whom experiences of external 
rupture linked to labour market problems either sparked or reinforced a previously vague 
desire for  an initial or a renewed international mobility experience. Within this category of 
‘typical’ crisis-era emigrants, I have distinguished between those for whom external rupture 
caused by the economic downturn was an opportunity to engage in creative self-affirming 
strategies, which I have dubbed ‘creative-reactive’ migrants. While these types of emigrants 
fall neatly into psychological explanations of migrant-selectivity (Boneva and Frieze, 2001) 
as well as cultural perspectives such as ‘stairway to heaven’ migration narratives (Fielding, 
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1992) and ‘aspirations and desires’ for migration (Carling and Collins, 2018), I have also 
uncovered a dual reactive process of migration decision-making based in both external and 
internal forms of rupture, of which we know comparatively little. However, the increasing 
interest in cultural perspectives and ‘mixed-mode’ migration, as King (2012) has 
highlighted, notably, by revisiting Tony Fielding’s ‘ways of seeing migration’, between 
‘stairway to heaven’ and ‘rootlessness and sadness’ typologies, as well as Hage’s (2005) 
ethnographic work on ‘existential mobility’ are useful for further unpacking concepts of 
‘agency’ both in their positive and negative dimensions. 
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7. Appendices 
 

Appendix 1. Respondents who expressed a sense of control over the personal and professional life at the time of migration 
 

Specific experiences, contexts and aspirations articulated in accounts of the migration decision 
 

 

Respondent Employment status prior to 
migration 

Individual action schemes and perceptions across levels of experience 

 Orientations to external or ‘structural’ 
context 

Orientations sourced in internal or ‘individual’ 
experience/characteristics 

SP.GE.AC.8.M.28 Student (migrated following 
graduation) 

Few expressed, apart from conservative 
values in Southern Spain and effects of 
crisis on ‘morale’ 

Attraction to more cosmopolitan environments 
Positive memories of Erasmus in Germany 

SP.GE.AC.13.F.39 Casual contracts (seasonally. She 
was already spending long periods 
of time in Berlin). 

Few or none  expressed Moving to be with her long-time German boyfriend (met 
while he was on Erasmus in Spain) 

SP.GE.AC.16.F.34 In stable employment Few expressed, apart from being tired of 
working ‘typical Spanish overtime hours’ 

Having been unable to go on Erasmus exchange during 
university, she wanted to move abroad for a period 

SP.GE.AC.22.M.29 In stable employment Few expressed, apart from experience of a 
‘toxic’ work environment 

Feeling European; Positive previous international 
experience; Desire to work on international market 

SP.GE.AC.23.M.32 In stable employment Few or none expressed Identification with international ‘entrepreneurialism’ 

SP.GE.AC.24.M.34 In stable employment Few expressed, apart from Spain’s less 
dynamic industrial economy 

Good memories of Erasmus in Berlin; Wanting to work 
in Germany as an engineer 

SP.UK.AC.2.M.36 In stable employment Few or none expressed Wanting to return to practicing nursing after working on 
hospital equipment sales; Wanting to improve English 

“Barbara” and 
SP.UK.AC.7.M.38. 

In stable employment The wife expresses few; the husband 
highlights the impacts of the economic 
crisis on his salary 

Wanting to give daughters international exposure and 
immersive English training; Improve professional status 

SP.UK.AC.12.F.31 Student (migrated straight out of 
high school) 

None expressed Having been educated at an English school in Spain, she 
did as many of her classmates did by pursuing university 
studies in UK 
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“Carolina” In stable employment Few or none expressed Highly ambitious and wanted to begin her finance career 
in international city like London 

SP.SW.PR.1.M.30* In stable employment Few expressed, but aware of more 
opportunities for professional growth 
abroad 

Very internationalized professional identity; joining his 
partner who moved to Sweden 

SP.SU.PR.2.M.43* In stable employment Few expressed,  but feels a lack of 
support in Madrid hospital for research, 
comparatively lower incomes than other 
European countries 

Highly driven, wants to practice medicine in an 
environment that values research more 

SP.BE.DI.PR.3.F.36* In stable employment Few expressed, but disillusionment with 
politics and society in Spain 

Monotony in daily life and very fond memories as an au-
pair and summer jobs in Ireland 

SP.AU.PR.5.M.24* Sporadic work The feeling of having become ‘stuck’ in 
precarious employment although has a 
history degree; the perception of Spanish 
society as overly conformist 

Attraction to foreign languages and ‘Northern-central 
European values’ 
Prolonged desire to work in foreign context 

SP.UK.PR.6.M.29* In stable employment Few or none expressed Has an excellent job opportunity in Stockholm although 
he is not attracted to the idea of living there 

 
 
 
* Prospective migrants 
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Appendix 2. Respondents who expressed a sense of loss of control over the personal and professional life before migration 

 
Specific experiences, contexts and aspirations articulated in accounts of the migration decision 

Respondent Employment status prior to 
migration 

Individual action schemes and perceptions across levels of experience 

 Orientations to external or ‘structural’ 
context 

Orientations sourced in internal or ‘individual’ 
experience/characteristics 

“Emiliano” Casual contracts (recent graduate) -Believes that due to increased segmentation 
in healthcare, he had no access to stable jobs 
in nursing 
-Victory of the Spanish Conservative Party 
(PP) in 2011 elections, he anticipated more 
austerity measures 
-Feelings of suffocation in small coastal town 
in Southern Spain 

Few or none expressed 

“Daniel” Unemployed, working odd jobs 
informally 

-Impact of the economic crisis on 
construction sector 
-Experience of precarious employment 
-Non-identification with certain traits of 
Spanish society 

-Attraction to foreign cultures and languages 
-Wanting to test his capacity for ‘survival’ in a foreign 
context 
-Moving to be with his Polish partner 
 

“Natalia” Quit her job after request for 
unpaid leave of absence was denied 

-Lack of stable jobs available after quitting 
her own 
-Husband’s long-term unemployment 

Few or none expressed, apart from her impression that she 
had made a decisive move and that there would be ‘no 
turning back’ 

SP.GE.AC.19.
M.52 

Unemployed (laid-off), rejecting 
jobs in Spain 

-Previous economic crisis of the 1990s led to 
the destruction of Spain’s industrial fabric 
-Laid-off 
-Job offers were low-paid 

Wanting to get away from Spain 

“Rosa” Odd jobs (recent grad) -Increased segmentation in healthcare and 
feeling there was  no access to stable nursing 
jobs 

-Clear preference for job stability even if confident she 
would have found ‘something’ eventually in Spain 
-Unsure of what to do with her life after graduation 
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-Always having wanted to live abroad 

SP.UK.AC.5.
M.30 

In stable employment -Salary freezes and too much pressure at 
work 
-Inability to be independent from family on 
his salary 

-Wanting to live outside of the parental home 
 -Wanting to improve English in order to work in 
international professional environments 

“Ester” Student (but dropped out) Inability to find low-skilled work in her city 
to combine with university studies and the 
resultant inability to live outside the parental 
home 

-Wanting to live outside of the parental home 
-Boredom from routine in medium Spanish city 
-A lack of motivation to finish her university degree 

“Sofía” Employed with short-term 
contracts 

Witnessing the shrinking numbers of 
permanent positions in medical sector 

-Wanting to explore medical practice in other countries 
-Wanting to learn about medical fields outside of her 
specialisation 
-Attraction to other cultures and languages 
-Previous and positive international work experience as 
physician in the past (France) 

SP.UK.AC.8.
M.34 

Unemployed and rejecting jobs in 
Spain 

-Becoming laid-off from a public 
construction project 
-Other jobs in construction were badly paid 

-Not wanting to work on the family farm 
-Unwilling to accept lower paid construction work in other 
part of Spain 
-Following young men from his town who were preparing 
to go to London 

“Julia” Unemployed -Becoming laid off from her job as result of 
freezes in public works projects 
-Any public job offers for technical architects 
at the municipal level already ‘had a name for 
the position’ 
-Local conservative values 

-Feeling the need to take control of her life, wanting 
independence 
-Prospects of improving English, even in low-skilled work 
in UK 
-Uncertain about her sexual identity, wanting to find out on 
her own, far from family and local social conventions  

SP.UK.AC.15.
M.29 

Student in professional training but 
dropped-out, in casual (informal) 
employment 

-Becoming ‘stuck’ in informal employment  
-Not contributing to pension scheme 

Wanting to learn English 

SP.UK.AC.16.
M.43 

Employed -Impact of the economic crisis in 
construction 
-Wage differentials pre- vs. post-crisis work 

-Aversion to staying-put, a risk-taker 
-Pride in his work as a skilled carpenter 

SP.UK.PR.9.F. Employed on short-term contract -Impact of the economic crisis on -Very intent in working in her field of forest engineering, 
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30* employment prospects ecological management 
-Attraction to Northern European cultures that value nature 

SP.SW.PR.8.F.
37* 

In stable employment -Impact of the economic crisis on health 
sector: over-work and low-pay for physicians 
-Cuts to healthcare and feeling that the 
Spanish government disregards importance 
of health and public services 

-Wanting to achieve work-life balance to be able to be a 
mother 
 and a physician 
-Highly motivated to learn Swedish, already a migrant to 
Spain (from Argentina) 

SP.GE.AC.5.F.
35 

Student (migrated right after 
graduation) 

-Disillusionment with Spanish architects 
encountered as professors in university: 
nepotism 
-Conservative Spanish family structures 

-Memories of freedom during Erasmus in Berlin 
-Fascination with German composers and Berlin’s artistic 
scene 

SP.GE.AC.10.
M.50 

Employed in stable job -Impact of previous economic crisis (1993): 
lowering of wages 
-Corruption in politics 
-Non-identification with certain traits of 
society 

-Feelings of boredom and monotony in personal life and 
local environment 
-Marital breakdown 
-Knowledge of better wages for his profession abroad 

“Susana” Student (migrated right after 
graduation) 
 

Conservative family structures and local 
values 
 

-Positive memories of Erasmus exchange 
-Fascination with German language 
-Wanting to leave the grips of family 
-Severely affected by the suicide of her boyfriend  

SP.GE.AC.21.
M.36 

Quit his job  -Lack of economic vitality in Spain 
-Conservative rural Spanish society 

-Wanted some time to re-orient his life 
 -Liked a recent vacation in Berlin 
-Drawn to artistic and cultural life of Berlin 
-Boredom and non-identification local environment in Spain 

“Jorge Luis” Unemployed and rejecting jobs in 
Spain 

-Employer bankruptcy, laid-off 
-Spanish IT sector’s reluctance to hire IT 
specialists over their 40s 
-Never identified with Spanish society 

-‘Adventure’ motive 
-Wanting professional development and recognition 
 

SP.UK.PR.4.F.
28* 

Employed, research contract 
(short-term) 

-Emphasises the ‘disastrous situation’ of the 
Spanish health system 
-Microbiologists are overwhelmed with 
overwork due to lack of hiring and poor 
salaries 

-Decline in her quality of personal life in Granada due to 
family and personal relationship issues 
-A recent enriching research stay in Denmark makes her 
want to pursue research and professional opportunities in 
the UK 
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*Prospective migrants 

-Migration decision is a search for stability 
and to be able to organize her life 

-Attraction to Northern English/Scottish mentality which 
she sees as similar to the Spanish, compared to her 
experience in Scandinavia 

SP.UK.PR.11.
M.27* 

Unemployed -Several years in unemployment;  has known 
for years that he would face major challenges 
in having a stable job in Spain, ever since the 
economic crisis 
-Wanting to be in a pension scheme 

-His long-term girlfriend recently moved to Sweden for a 
post-doc and he is eager to move with her 
-Moving has ‘always been on my mind’ and he is very 
attracted to the idea of living in Scandinavia 
-Believes he may keep moving internationally in the future 
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Study 2 

 
“The way they look at you”: Algerians, Ecuadorians and Indians negotiate 
otherness vis- à-vis mainstream Europeans 

 
Abstract 
Theories of social identity formation are based on a dual process of self-identification and 
external categorization (actual or perceived) by actors or institutions. When it comes to 
minorities and stigmatized individuals in particular (compared to ‘mainstream’ society 
members), there is evidence that the former face more external constraints in the process 
than the latter.  However, little attention has been paid to the lived experience of (a) feeling 
oneself being categorized by mainstream society members; and (b) the negotiation of this 
perceived external categorization in relation to one’s self-concept. The study at hand seeks 
to address this gap by exploring a specific frame that emerges in migrant narratives of 
acculturation in the destination country: the “mainstream gaze” and its relation to 
processes of othering. Set against theories of the gaze and empirical evidence on visual 
dominance in unequal social interactions, the findings cast light on both the constraining 
and enabling outcomes of the mainstream gaze for identity formation in the migrant 
acculturation process.  The concept deserves further attention in the study of minority-
majority relations, particularly where the significance of visual and other nonverbal cues in 
experiences of inter-group communication is concerned. 
 

“Of the special-sense organs, the eye has a uniquely sociological function.”  
-Georg Simmel (1969) 

 
 

Between me and the other world there is ever an unasked question: unasked by some 
through feelings of delicacy; by others through the difficulty of rightly framing it. All, 
nevertheless, flutter round it. They approach me in a half-hesitant sort of way, eye me 

curiously or compassionately, and then, instead of saying directly, How does it feel to be a 
problem? they say, I know an excellent colored man in my town; or, I fought at 

Mechanicsville; or, Do not these Southern outrages make your blood boil? At these I smile, 
or am interested, or reduce the boiling to a simmer, as the occasion may require. To the 

real question, How does it feel to be a problem? I answer seldom a word. 
-W.E.B. Du Bois (1903) 

 

 

1. Introduction 
 

A growing body of literature suggests that minority and/or stigmatized individuals 
construct their social identities differently than mainstream members of society. The self-
understandings and identifications of minority individuals are shaped by specific contexts, 
experiences and strategies involving relations with other actors and groups, including 
majority members. Minorities are engaged in a range of inter-subjective processes, 
including negotiating national identities (Kastoryano, 2002), managing dual cultural systems 
(Bénet-Martínez, 2002), achieving self-worth through stigma-management strategies 
(Goffman 1963), navigating established racial hierarchies (Itzigsohn, Giorguli, and 
Vazquez, 2005), reconciling a sense of self-worth with the misrecognition of an oppressive 
majority (Itzigsohn and Brown, 2015), having less freedom in ‘choosing’ an ethnic identity 
relative to the mainstream (Waters, 1990), as well as demonstrating equality vis-à-the 
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mainstream through specific cultural repertoires (Lamont, 2000). This body of literature 
places minorities, specifically, immigrant-origin or ethnic minorities, in a unique position: 
on the  one hand,  between social and ethnic hierarchies over which they have little control, 
and the meanings they attach to self and group identities, on the other (Itzigsohn et.al., 
2005). 
 
This paper adopts an understanding of the self as constituted through social processes and 
interactions and through a dual process of self-identification and categorisation by others 
(Itzigsohn et.al., 2005; Itzigsohn and Brown, 2015; Jenkins, 2014; Lamont and Mizrachi, 
2012). Moreover, following these authors, it acknowledges that cultural and structural 
contexts both constrain and facilitate individuals in their social identity formation and 
strategies for stigma-management. An exclusive focus on  ‘ethnic and religious difference’ 
of immigrants certainly obscures other factors that shape acculturation and boundary 
making in European societies (Maxwell and Bleich, 2014; Wimmer, 2013). Yet, distinctions 
based on colour, ethnicity, race, and religion remain salient in European societies and shape 
the experiences and perceptions of inclusion of first-generation migrants and their 
European-born offspring (Beaman, 2017; Castañeda, 2018; Maxwell, 2007; Maxwell, 2009; 
Lamont, Morning, and Mooney, 2002). Inspired by Itzigsohn et.al. (2005) and Wimmer 
(2013), the study at hand pays attention not only to the ways immigrant minorities 
internalise aspects of the dominant system of symbolic and social boundaries, but also, the 
role they can potentially play in transforming the meanings of ethnic and cultural 
differences. Though the bulk of this piece is concerned with the unequal power relations 
between minority and mainstream groups and the constraining effects of external 
categorisation for migrants’ social identities and belonging, it closes with an analysis of self-
and group-affirming strategies that circumvent experiences of categorisation and 
racialisation. 
 
Among the growing literature in the field of ethnic and minority self and group-identities, a 
large-scale cross comparative study of minority responses to stigmatization, Getting Respect,  
has shed light on how boundaries are accomplished through practices of everyday 
interaction (Lamont and Mizrachi, 2012; Lamont, Silva, Welburn, Guetzkow et.al., 2016). 
This ground-breaking research has drawn attention to processes of stigmatization and 
assaults on worth as crucial to our understanding of inequalities, which tends to be 
exclusively concerned with discrimination and unequal access to resources. Not only did 
the minorities interviewed in Brazil, Israel and the United States in the context of the 
Lamont et.al. study more frequently draw on experiences of subtle racism and stigma than 
on overt discrimination in their narratives (Lamont et.al., 2016), but the cultural and 
psychological processes involved in stigma management can have equally adverse effects 
on individual health and well-being as the socio-economic consequences of discrimination 
(Aranguren, 2017; Callero, 2018; Lamont et.al., 2016). Still, as Aranguren (2017) points out 
in his field experiment on behaviours towards Roma in the Paris metro, relatively little is 
known about the mechanisms of social interaction that reflect and reproduce 
stigmatization and social distance toward individuals who carry “culturally devalued 
identities” (Callero, 2018). Moreover, empirical investigations into how mechanisms of 
perceived misrecognition in social interaction impact self- and identity formation are 
lacking.  
 
The study at hand tries to address this gap by exploring a specific frame that emerges in 
migrant narratives of acculturation in the host country: the “mainstream gaze” and its 
relation to othering and social identity. What I have termed the mainstream gaze is 
concerned with the nonverbal aspects of minority-majority social interactions (though it 
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does not exclude instances in which the gaze is translated to verbal or vocalised expressions 
of mainstream boundary-making) that shape how participants interpret their position in the 
society of destination. I identified the mainstream gaze as a salient frame through inductive 
analysis of North Africans’, South Americans’ and South Asians’ migration narratives 
because it could be connected to both figurative and explicit reflections on belonging in the 
society of residence. These include the degree to which participants felt they were 
developing British, French or Spanish identities (depending on the national context at 
hand), the extent and meaning of becoming like someone “from here” 
(France/UK/Spain), as well specific episodes of discrimination or stigmatisation. My 
findings highlight the importance of non-verbal dimensions of exclusion in social 
interaction, through which migrants understand social distance being constructed around 
them, and as potentially limiting their ability to belong to mainstream society. It also 
addresses how the internalisation of bright boundaries (Alba, 2005) between majority and 
minority cultures shape the minority self-concept. 
 

2. Theoretical Framework 

 
This paper makes frequent references to stigmatization, exclusion, marginalization, 
boundaries, racialization and discrimination as processes that minorities perceive and 
experience vis-à-vis the mainstream/majority group.  The mainstream-minority dichotomy, 
as well as notions of in-group/out-group certainly operate on a binary logic and lack 
complexity. Yet they are necessary for analytical and comparative purposes given the cross-
nationally situated and relatively large sample composed of three groups of non-EU 
migrants. It should be noted that in terms of certain characteristics, my ‘minority’ interview 
participants might be considered as ‘culturally close’ to the European majority, based on 
physical appearance (e.g. some Algerians and Ecuadorians with light skin colour), religious 
practice or heritage (e.g. Ecuador as a predominantly Christian country, some Christian 
Indians in the sample), cultural values (e.g. Algerians who were educated and socialised 
closer to the period of French colonisation), and linguistic capital (e.g. Spanish as the 
dominant language in Ecuador). However, most participants ‘carry’ some indicator of what 
is typically understood as the basis for ‘cultural distance’ from the European mainstream, 
either as non-Christians, as bearing non-European ‘ethnic traits’ and/or as non-native 
speakers of the national language or speakers of a regional variant, e.g. Indian English, 
North African French, Ecuadorian Spanish.  Thus, a binary distinction between ‘non-
European postcolonial migrant’ as minority and ‘native European’ as mainstream has 
analytical significance, if not because many people treat racial and ethnic categories as if 
they were biological, fixed attributes (Waters, 1990), then because boundaries between 
what distinguishes a mainstream ‘native’ European from a non-European ‘newcomer’ 
(from former European colonies) at the institutional, ideological and cultural level can be 
very real. It is beyond the scope of this paper to adequately reflect the distinctive histories 
of colonialism, postcolonialism and international migration that have shaped the different 
European national contexts under examination as well as the more or less ‘classic’ 
migration sending-receiving country relationships (Algeria-France, Ecuador-Spain, India-
Britain). However, it illuminates several processes that are specific to these postcolonial 
relationships and that shape the experiences of the migrants in this study. It may also 
unsettle predominant understandings of how ‘cultural proximity vs. cultural distance’ 
structure majority-minority social interactions and the assumption of a direct link between 
one’s position on this scale and the ease of acculturation (Castañeda, 2018; Wimmer, 2013).  
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A conceptual framework that encapsulates both the referent group and relational 
dimension (mainstream-minority, in-group-out-group) in conjunction with processes of 
exclusion and social distance is that of the ‘other’, the act of ‘othering’ and the experience 
of being ‘othered’. Though it has been charged with lacking in conceptual clarity 
(Coupland, 1999) and as over-emphasising structural constraints at the expense of 
individual agency or simply depicting the oppressed as voiceless (Jensen, 2011), the concept 
of ‘othering’ remains analytically relevant. Indeed, a range of group-representations and 
alignments - both from the perspective of minority and majority groups - are expressed on 
a regular basis in collective social and political discourse (Coupland, 1999: 246) and at the 
micro-level in social interactions. The material at hand builds on Coupland’s understanding 
of othering as an intergroup process that identifies an external group as distant or deviant, 
based on the latter’s non-conformity with in-group norms and expectations. Though this 
process can relegate either minority or majority members as potentially other (Coupland, 
1999: 244), the inequality between minority and majority groups (socially, materially and 
often, culturally) reinforces existing power structures only when the minority is cast in this 
position. While Coupland acknowledges that possibility of multi-directional othering and 
that the outcomes of such processes need not lead to social exclusion and marginalisation 
(e.g. ‘totemizing’ or ‘fetishizing’ as alternative outcomes), Said (1978) is less sanguine when 
it comes to removing inequality and domination from the equation.  
Together with research on ‘othering’, this study builds on three strands of literature: 
 

• Social identity as a process of social interaction and the result of (external) 
categorisation and (internal) self-understanding (Cooley, 1964; Jenkins, 2014). 

• Minority intersubjectivity as shaped through the internalisation and/or contestation 
of dominant conceptions of symbolic and social boundaries (Callero, 2018; Du 
Bois, 1903; Itzigsohn and Brown, 2015; Lamont et.al., 2016). 

• Specific mechanisms of social interaction, including nonverbal communication, that 
express differences in status and power between mainstream and minority 
individuals (Aranguren, 2017; Exline, Ellyson and Long 1974; Hall, Coats and Le 
Beau 2005; Foucault, 1976). 

I begin by addressing the first two strands of literature on social identity and minority 
intersubjectivity. 
 

Social identity and minority intersubjectivity 

 
Contemporary theories of social identity, which emphasise the dialectic of external and 
internal ‘moments’ of identity formation as well as differential power dynamics in the 
process (Callero, 2018; Jenkins, 2014) can be connected to early twentieth century 
phenomenological studies of African American social identity as inextricably tied to stigma 
and oppression. Notably, Du Bois’ (1903) contribution to sociological theories of the self 
lies in the systematic attention he pays to identity formation under conditions of structural 
and symbolic inequality marked by the lack of recognition and communication between 
racializing and racialized groups (Itzigsohn and Brown, 2015). The influential notion of the 
looking-glass self (Cooley, 1964) in classical sociology,  premised on the idea that 
individuals learn who they are by viewing themselves through the imagined eyes of others 
is taken a step further in Du Bois’ writing. According to Itzigsohn and Brown (2015), while 
classical thinkers such as Cooley (1964) viewed communication, social interaction and 
recognition as essential to self-formation and as a means of expanding social boundaries in 
society, they stopped short of any in-depth consideration of the relations of power and 
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exclusion through which we can better understand racialization and ‘Black 
intersubjectivity’. Du Bois’ theory of Double Consciousness and its constitutive elements 
of the veil, twoness and second sight, on the other hand, provide conceptual tools for a 
phenomenology of social identity under conditions of inequality.7 In their appraisal of Du 
Bois’ (until recently relatively overlooked) theoretical contributions, Itzigsohn and Brown 
draw attention first to the different experiences racializing and racialized individuals have 
of the social world on either side of ‘the veil’ (a symbolic boundary that structures the 
relations between the two groups). Second, they describe the negotiation of the racialized 
self-concept between an intersubjectivity constructed within the in-group and the 
experience of misrecognition on behalf of the racializing group, which constitutes the idea 
of ‘twoness’. Crucially, the authors specify that what gives rise to this latter element is “the 
internal processing of the external gaze” (Itzigsohn and Brown, 2015: 235). In presenting 
the third concept of ‘second sight’, the authors yet again explicitly stress the symbolism of 
visual perception. ‘Second sight’ is the process that simultaneously constrains the Black 
subject to contend with dehumanization while still having the ability to “glance into the 
White world” (Ibid: 236), understand the structures of domination and shape his or her 
actions in an attempt to overcome them. Itzigsohn and Brown (2015) and Du Bois (1903) 
(as will be shown below in more detail) thus emphasise the potentially harmful effects of 
the external gaze as it leads to misrecognition and a hampered sense of self. They 
nevertheless also emphasise the agency of marginalized individuals: 
 

Du Bois’ portrayal of the racialized world is not merely one of oppression and 
suffering but also one of dignity, self-assertion, and creativity. The veil creates a 
lifeworld distorted by a series of dualities: a duality of agency within an oppressive 
system, a duality in the formation of the self, and a duality in the understanding of 
the word (Itzigsohn and Brown, 2015: 238). 

 
Though references to the visual and nonverbal dimensions of individual experience are 
recurrent motifs in the theory of Double Consciousness, they are not systematically 
explored by Du Bois. More broadly, in the literature on social identity and stigma 
management,  it seems that the domain of visual communication is covered mainly by 
metaphors (e.g. the ‘looking-glass self) and other figures of speech (e.g. ‘how one is seen in 
the eyes of others’) to illustrate the duality inherent in social identity. It is notable, for 
instance, that the authors of the Getting Respect study emphasise specific episodes in which 
different forms of nonverbal communication were the source of highly stigmatising 
experiences for a Brazilian Black woman and an Israeli Palestinian woman in the study. 
Yet, the authors do not explicitly explore the domain of nonverbal communication in 
everyday processes of othering.8 The following section explores both an empirical and 

 
7 He presents his understanding of Black subjectivity through an analysis of Double Consciousness and the 
suggested ‘mystic’ dimension of 

the Negro [as] a sort of seventh son, born with a veil, and gifted with second-sight in this American 
world,—a world which yields him no true self-consciousness, but only lets him see himself through 
the revelation of the other world. It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of 
always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that 
looks on in amused contempt and pity. One ever feels his twoness,—an American, a Negro; two 
souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged 
strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder (Du Bois, 1903: 5) (emphasis added). 

 
8 The case of the Black Brazilian woman involves her being mistaken as a prostitute by a hotel receptionist, 
who winked at her to convey this assumption, and then blushed when he understood that he was mistaken. 
The case of the Israeli Palestinian woman occurs at a border crossing between Israel and the West Bank in 
which an Israeli soldier, after requesting the woman’s identity card, kept her waiting for half an hour. He then 
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theoretical tradition that delves more deeply into the visual and nonverbal aspects of 
interaction that illustrate or reinforce social and symbolic boundaries.  
 

Visual dimensions of interaction and communication connected to othering and differential power 

 
Before discussing the theoretical basis for pursuing the question of visual experience in 
connection with postcolonial migrants’ identity formation, it is worthwhile considering 
some of the empirical evidence that suggests a link between nonverbal communication and 
the assertion of power. There is considerable debate in social psychology as to the social 
outcomes of the gaze, given its different functions in communicating either warmth or 
hierarchy (Aranguren, 2017). In considering the “intriguing paradox inherent in the shared 
glance,” Exline et.al. (1974: 21) contrast Simmel’s understanding of “mutual glances as a 
means of establishing union with another” (Ibid.) with research on both subhuman 
primates and humans that associate the gaze with dominance and potential threat. More 
recently, in spite of the uncertainty regarding the relationship between the vertical 
dimension of human relations (power, dominance, status, hierarchy) and nonverbal 
behaviour, there is agreement about the significance of Visual Dominance Ratio (VDR) in 
relations of power. Researchers have demonstrated that higher position in the vertical 
dimension of human relations is associated with a higher VDR (ratio of the % gaze while 
speaking vs. % gaze while listening) (Hall, Coats, and Le Beau 2005). Thus, “in 
conversations between unequals […] the status superior, but not the status inferior, tends 
to spend about the same time fraction looking at the speaker when listening as looking at 
the listener when speaking” (Aranguren, 2017: 4). On the other hand, in conversations 
among equals, the time spent looking at the interlocutor while listening is higher than when 
speaking (Ibid). Put simply, in conditions of inequality, individuals of superior status spend 
more time gazing at their ‘inferior’ interlocutors (both when speaking and listening) than 
the latter spend gazing at their superiors. Aranguren (2017) builds on this research in his 
field experiment on interactions between passengers of the Paris metro and a woman 
wearing a Romani skirt. He found that the former displayed patterns of visual dominance 
in interactions with the actress who played the role of the Eastern European Rom. 
However, as Aranguren notes, “Future work in the perception paradigm should investigate 
whether and to what extent discriminatory behaviours such as the ‘visual dominance’ 
pattern now shown to be at work in interethnic encounters, do communicate disregard to 
and for their addressees” (Ibid: 10). Though my investigation of postcolonial migration 
experiences was not designed to systematically address this issue, the saliency of the 
mainstream gaze in narratives of acculturation indeed suggests that visual dominance 
enacted by majority individuals is perceived – and perceived as meaningful -  in minority 
everyday experience. 
 
I now consider a variety of sources, including Du Bois (1903), Goffman (1963) Berger 
(1972), Foucault (1976; 1980) Todorov (1984) and Urry (1992) that help further elucidate 
(implicitly or explicitly) the link between visual perception, the ‘mainstream gaze’ and 
othering.  
 
In addition to a brief reference to Simmel at the outset of this study on the sociological 
significance of the eye, I set the stage for this study with a striking paragraph from W.E.B. 
Du Bois’ The Souls of Black Folk. His subtle and ambiguous account of marginalization 

 
teased her by repeatedly pretending to hand her the documents, only to pull his hand away when she reached 
to take them back (See Lamont et.al., 2016: 2-3). 
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encountered in interactions with White Americans contains a series of themes relevant to 
the literature on subtle forms of racism (Fleming, Lamont, and Welburn, 2012), 
intercultural communication (Collier, 2001), the gaze (Foucault, 1976; Urry, 1992), othering 
(Coupland, 1999), and management of the self (Fleming et.al., 2012; Goffman, 1963; 
Lamont and Mizrachi, 2012). The primary emphasis Du Bois puts on these dimensions of 
Black intersubjectivity are particularly striking given that he was writing at the height of the 
Jim Crow laws. Though he could have made institutional racism (“these Southern 
outrages”) the focal point of the paragraph, the issue of segregation is overshadowed by his 
exposition of “the unasked question”, a kind of elephant in the room that hampers 
communication between Blacks and Whites.9 He highlights the role of visual perception 
and the power of the eye in sustaining unequal conditions of social interaction in describing 
the unease with which Whites approach him. He explicitly remarks on the visual dimension 
of the experience: “they approach me in a half-hesitant sort of way, eye me curiously or 
compassionately…” (emphasis added) (Du Bois, 1903: 3). That he identifies the “ever 
unasked question” (Ibid.) as unfolding first through ocular communication before any 
spoken interaction occurs is not without significance. Although Du Bois does not perceive 
blatant contempt through the act of being ‘eyed’ or looked at by Whites and speaks rather 
of curiosity and compassion, he is exposing a power dynamic through which the stigma of 
the minority is signalled both through visual and verbal communication. In another passage 
of the book, Du Bois identifies the key problem of the twentieth century as 

the problem of the color- line,—the relation of the darker to the lighter races of 
men in Asia and Africa, in America and the islands of the sea (Du Bois, 1903: 12). 

As these quotes together show, Du Bois understands racism fundamentally as a relational 
problem, constituted and sustained not only through institutions and ideologies but also 
through social interactions and symbolic and social boundaries.  
 
Significant insights into the visual basis of racism and othering can be gained from studying  
what is often considered the most unprecedented large-scale ‘inter-cultural’ encounter in 
history (Todorov, 1984). Todorov’s The Conquest of America: The Question of the Other is an in-
depth study of the discursive processes of othering that he uncovers in historic archives 
documenting the 1492 Columbus voyages and the ensuing human encounters. The book is 
of special relevance to the study at hand, not only because it provides insight into the 
mechanisms of subjugation and oppression from the perspective of a White/European 
position of dominance, but also because it provides some clues to better understand the 
link between visual perception, the symbolic gaze and the process of othering. Given that 
Todorov’s analysis of the gaze is more implicit than explicit, and given the constraints of 
this study, I have included some details of the first chapter of his book that are of relevance 
to this study in Appendix 1. Finally, the ‘seeing and being seen’ dichotomy is a valuable 
metaphor for social identity and self-formation theory beyond processes of othering. It 
illustrates a tension inherent in these processes from an individual point of view, something 

 
9 The attention he draws to subtle stigmatization encountered in social interactions with Whites in the midst 
of the flagrant racism that existed at the turn of the American twentieth century is all the more interesting 
when considered against more recent reports of experiences of racism in the USA. Not unlike the encounters 
Du Bois was writing about in 1903, contemporary African Americans seem to draw more frequently on 
experiences of subtle racism linked to feelings of being “over-scrutinized, overlooked, underappreciated, 
misunderstood and disrespected” (Fleming et al. 2012: 403) than on experiences of blatant racism. This may 
suggest that day-to-day encounters of racism in social interactions, no matter how subtle, are experienced as a 
‘defilement of the self’ (Fleming et al. 2012) to a similar degree, if not more, as structural and institutional 
forms or more blatant racism. 
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which Goffman (1963) drew particular attention to in his analysis of strategies of self-
presentation that marginalized and stigmatized individuals use in everyday interactions: 
 

Visibility, of course, is a crucial factor. That which can be told about an individual’s 
social identity at all times during his daily round and by all persons he encounters 
therein will be of great importance to him. The consequence of a presentation that 
is perforce made to the public at large may be small in particular contacts, but in 
every contact there will be some consequences, which, taken together, can be 
immense. Further, routinely available information about him is the base from 
which he must begin when deciding what tack to take in regard to whatever stigma 
he possesses. (Goffman 1963: 65) 

 
 

A Dystopian view of social identity 

 
While the discourses of othering and exclusion are said to differ depending on the issue at 
stake (race/ethnicity, socioeconomic class, gender, age, sexuality) as well as the time period 
(see Coupland, 1999: 244) the theories of the gaze and the accompanying literature suggest 
a more constant relationship between visual perception and representation on the one hand 
and the construction of social identities on the other. Indeed, a passage of Berger’s (1972) 
related to the ‘male gaze’ in art and culture is remarkably similar to Du Bois’ intuitive link 
between the dominant gaze and Black subjectivity through double consciousness. 
 

The social presence of women has developed […] at the cost of a woman’s self 
being split into two. A woman must continually watch herself. She is almost always 
accompanied by her own image of herself (Berger, 1972: 46). 

 
Urry (1992), in his contextualization of Foucault’s concern with “the complicity of visual 
domination in the operation of power’ (p. 175) notes how 20th century French social 
thought became highly critical of the ocularcentrism characteristic of the modern era (p. 
174). This marks a significant break, as historically, “sight has long since been regarded as 
the noblest of the senses. It was viewed as the most discriminating and reliable of the 
sensual mediators between humans and their physical environment” (Urry, 1992: 174). 
Foucault’s The Birth of the Clinic (1976) illustrates the primary mechanism – clinical 
observation – that marked the transition from pre-modern to modern medicine, which he 
understands as emblematic of the processes of domination inherent in modern rationalism.  
 
Foucault’s exploration of the panopticon concept systematizes the role of visual 
dominance in identity formation through anonymous surveillance leading to the 
interiorization of norms: “Central to the gaze was that of a hidden guard so that the 
prisoners could not tell whether they were being directly observed” (Urry, 1992: 176). 
Moreover, Foucault’s association between “a universal visibility and a rigorous, meticulous 
power” (1980: 152) sets the stage for a particularly dystopian theory of social identity. In a 
way that is equally relevant to Cooley’s notion of the looking-glass self, the Du Boisian 
Double-Consciousness and Berger’s understanding of the female self as ‘split in two’, 
Foucault dismantles the relationship between external and internal sources of control, and 
consequently the external and internal sources of social identity: 
 

There is no need for arms, physical violence, material constraints. Just a gaze. An 
inspecting gaze, a gaze which each individual under its weight will end by 
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interiorising to the point that he is his own overseer, each individual thus exercising 
this surveillance over, and against, himself (Foucault, 1980: 152). 

 
Though it is beyond the scope of this paper to weigh-in on Foucault’s particularly bleak 
view of visual experience, the empirical material that is presented in the findings section is 
certainly relevant to Urry’s view that the “systematic power of the eye cannot be doubted,” 
(1992: 185). 
 
The next section discusses the data collected and research design. I then turn to the 
findings on the gaze and perceived othering extracted from the migration narratives 
collected in France, Spain and the United Kingdom. The findings also explore a contrasting 
process of minority social identity that highlights the capacity for self-affirmation in the  
midst  of the mainstream gaze.  
 

3. Research Design 
 

The study takes a cross-national comparative approach and draws on in-depth semi-
structured interviews with over one-hundred first-generation migrants in Britain, France 
and Spain. Most fieldwork was conducted in and around the metropolitan areas of 
London, Madrid and Paris between 2014 and 2016. The sample is composed mainly of 
Algerian, Ecuadorian and Indian-born individuals who had been living in Europe for a 
minimum of five years at the time of the fieldwork.10 These three national groups were 
selected on the basis of their cultural and colonial links to one of the EU destination 
countries as well as being among the most important source of non-European migration in 
each of the respective countries. Although the national samples are focused on the relevant 
postcolonial migration relationship (Algerians-France, Ecuadorians-Spain, Indians-Great 
Britain) a sub-sample of each migrant group was constructed in a second national context. 
Thus, though most Algerians interviewed were living in France, a group of Algerians were 
also interviewed in Spain, and so on. Table 1 illustrates the data triangulation based on 
interviewing participants from each sending-country across two of the three different 
national receiving contexts of study. Interviews were conducted in English, French and 
Spanish by the author11 whose identity as a Madrid-based Canadian doctoral student was 
usually disclosed to participants.12 Interview themes included the decision to move from 

 
10 With the exception of a few respondents from neighbouring countries of origin (e.g. Colombia, Venezuela, 
Sri Lanka, Pakistan, Morocco and Tunisia). Also, a few interviews were conducted in the cities of 
Birmingham and Valencia. A variety of participant recruitment methods were employed, most often through 
the diffusion of an electronic ‘poster’ advertising the study and an accompanying e-mail requesting 
participation of migrants originating from the relevant countries. The latter was circulated through the 
researcher’s personal and academic network and to cultural, religious and professional organizations based in 
the cities of study that were deemed to have connections with the migrant groups of interest. Snowball 
sampling as well as contacting local journalists, researchers and social workers and attending cultural and civic 
events with a migration or country of origin focus in Paris, London, Madrid were also fundamental to the 
fieldwork and recruitment process. 
11 Most interviews were transcribed by the author(with the exception of a selection of interviews that were 
outsourced for transcription) in the language of the interview. Excerpts from Spanish and French-language 
interviews presented in the paper are translated by the author, at times back-checked by professional 
translators and speakers of Ecuadorian Spanish, where necessary. 
12 My status as a foreigner in each national context of origin and residence may have facilitated particularly 
candid responses on the participants’ migratory experiences. It also meant that there were a number of 
cultural, historical and national specificities that interviewees needed to explain to me (as an outsider) in order 
for the migration narrative (co-constituted by researcher and interviewee) to unfold in the semi-structured 
interviewee setting. 
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the country of origin; experiences of the settlement and acculturation process; evaluations 
of the national societies of origin and residence and of European society and integration; 
feelings of belonging, including identification with various ethnic, national and 
supranational categories; and experiences of discrimination. Though this study is concerned 
with participants’ mobilisation of concepts of the gaze and their relation to identity 
formation and membership in the host community, the concept of the gaze emerged 
following data analysis and was not directly probed for during interviews. 
 

Table 1. EU National Samples by Migrant Country of Origin 
 

 Algeria Ecuador India 

Spain 8 17 - 

France 37 - 10 

Great Britain - 10 21 

 
 
 

4. Findings: Processing the mainstream gaze in everyday life 
 

Carlos is an Ecuadorian man based in Madrid who lives with his long-time Spanish 
girlfriend and owns his own audio-visual productions business. He considers himself very 
well integrated into Spanish society. Although he recalls experiencing a few explicitly racist 
encounters with Spanish authorities during the early stages of his settlement in Spain back 
in the early 1990s, he considers these isolated events and emphasises the overall warm 
welcome he received in the capital and elsewhere in Spain. When he talks about his identity 
as a migrant, he is adamant that he feels equally Ecuadorian and Spanish, playfully declaring 
himself ‘Ecuañol’13 to illustrate his perception of high compatibility between the two 
identifications. Nevertheless, he raises a point that is relevant to the Du Boisian emphasis 
on power relations and unequal interaction at the heart of minority self-understandings. 
Notably, he is convinced that many Spaniards14 do not accept that a Latin American 
migrant can claim to have a Spanish identity. To him, this does not constitute a significant 
barrier in his own self-conception as Ecuañol – indeed, he puts primary importance on the 
capacity for self-projection, akin to what social psychologists call self-efficacy in identity 
formation (Gecas and Schwalbe, 1983). Nevertheless, he underscores the notion that part 
of his social identity as ‘Spanish’ is out of his control. Commenting on the extent to which 
he feels Spanish and European, he says: 
 

The real question…the question would be to ask a Spaniard if he sees me as 
Spanish or European. […] If I tell an adult Spaniard15…if I say, “I’m Spanish,” he 
will tell me, [his face takes on an expression of judgment and incredulity as he 
impersonates the ‘mainstream gaze’], you know, “What?” (Emphasis added). 

 
A strikingly similar analysis is presented by Ghilas, an Algerian man interviewed in Paris. 
He, like Carlos in Madrid, came to France in the early 1990s and shares a similar personal 

 
13 A hybrid identification he coins by fusing the adjectives Ecuatoriano and Español. 
14 Especially those socialized prior to the arrival of large-scale immigration in Spain at the turn of the new 
millennium. 
15 He refers to ‘adult Spaniards’ in order to contrast the older generation in Spain that he believes has not 
fully come to terms with Latin American migrants’ claim to ‘being Spanish’ with elementary/high-school aged 
Spaniards who are more accustomed to accepting peers of Latin American descent as Spanish. 
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and career trajectory in the country of residence. He expresses relative satisfaction with his 
level of social, cultural and labour market inclusion (he has two children born of a union 
with a French woman and works as a journalist for an international media company). When 
asked about the extent to which he feels French after twenty years living in Paris and 
becoming a French citizen, he responds: 
 

You should ask them [mainstream French] that question: “Do you see him as 
French?” For me, there’s no problem. Yes. […] I [certainly] do. […] [But], do the 
others [mainstream French] know that I am French? […] do they consider me as 
French? […] This question never leaves me. Whenever I meet someone new. At 
every handshake. At every meeting. This is a question that inhabits me, that I carry 
in me. “How do they see me?” This isn’t natural. I don’t lead a natural life, with 
natural emotions. I’m always…on guard. On the alert. One never knows. 

 
This question of a hampered self-consciousness that results from the minority experience 
of the looking-glass self is also relevant for migrants who maintain a more traditional 
lifestyle (e.g. marry and socialize primarily within the in-group). Mohinder, a man from the 
Indian state of Kerala who operates security cameras for the London underground network 
and his daughter, Manjula, a university student, presented a similar discomfort with 
external categorisation as the Ecuadorian and Algerian respondents above. Like many other 
Indian participants interviewed in Britain whose children were born in the UK or arrived at 
a very young age, Mohinder often distinguishes his Keralite and Indian cultural practices 
from those he perceives as typical of mainstream British culture. Before introducing me to 
his daughter, Mohinder proudly explained to me that she had recently accepted an arranged 
marriage with a young man back in Kerala. Yet, maintaining a traditional lifestyle and 
socialising primarily within the London Keralite community does not make the family 
members oblivious to the mainstream gaze. Mohinder, his wife, and his daughter feel that 
they have little choice in identifying primarily as Indians in Britain. In the following 
passage, Mohinder (the father) responds to a question on British identity which is further 
developed by his daughter (Manjula) and his wife (Kala). 
 

Interviewer: Now that you’re all British citizens, do you feel British? 
 
Mohinder: …But, in front of everybody, we are second-class. … We feel like that. 
 
[…] 

 
Manjula: …Well, he’s right. Even when we… for example, when we say, [at 
university], when your friends ask you, "Where are you from?" I can say, like, "I'm 
British." But they don't really accept it. Like: "No, you're not British. You're not 
White, you're not British." That kind of thing, that's what I'm saying.  

 
Kala: Only White people is British… 

 
Manjula: Some people still have that attitude. […] So, even though, in the 
document, we are British citizens, but, in front of the society, we are not. They still 
class you as foreign. So, even in our own country [India], we are foreign. Here [UK] 
also we feel foreign.  

 
Kala: (Laughter). 
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Mohinder: So, it's like that!  
 

Kala: We don't know where we have to stand. 
 

The three different cases discussed in this section are primarily concerned with the 
mainstream gaze in its symbolic dimension and the lack of control minorities feel they 
exert in establishing themselves as full members of society ‘in the eyes’ of the majority. 
Through internal dialogues with hypothetical mainstream individuals (Carlos and Ghilas) or 
recollections of actual dialogue (Manjula), these participants illustrate the perception of 
being othered as it unfolds in social interaction and communication. Moreover, though 
they identify the primary mechanism of exclusion or ambivalent identity formation in a 
figurative sense (e.g. “if he sees me as…”, “do you see me as…?”, “we don’t know where 
we have to stand”), a sense that the gaze is felt through visual and physical experience is 
equally important. The moment when Carlos trailed off and impersonated a (hypothetical) 
mainstream Spaniard expressing incredulity and judgment (through the eyes)16 at the idea 
that an Ecuadorian like him could claim a Spanish identity is an illustration of this. So is the 
Indian family’s explicit reference to the colour of their skin (not White) as grounds for their 
belief that they are not seen as British in spite of their citizenship status.   
 

Visual and interactional cues that sustain the mainstream gaze 
 

The way they look at you (1): Phenotype and ethnicity 
 

Minority individuals can understand their physical appearance (or that of others like them) 
as grounds for lack of recognition on the part of the mainstream. Physical appearance is a 
quick and readily available form of information about the potential ‘normalness’ or 
‘otherness’ of a person, in the sense of Goffman’s focus on the visibility of stigma (1963). 
Though minority individuals differ in the extent to which they feel they display physical 
markers of difference, perceive any physical difference as a source of stigma, and 
consequently, ‘manage’ the physical stigma in their daily interactions and broader self-
understandings, the belief that phenotype matters in the grand scheme of things is not 
uncommon across interview participants. 
 
Mario, another Ecuadorian participant who has been living in Madrid for fourteen years 
says he has yet to fully acclimatize to his life in Spain. Claiming throughout the interview 
that he has not entirely come to terms with his decision to leave his life in Ecuador behind, 
he explains his lack of ‘belonging’ in Madrid through explicit reference to the visual 
dimension of the mainstream gaze. Responding to a question on whether he ever feels like 
someone from Spain, he does not hesitate: 
 

No. Because the things…the way they [mainstream Spaniards] look at you. That 
will not change. You can [either] perceive [these things] or play dumb. That could 
change, of course. But I’ve never played dumb and I never will (yo nunca me he hecho 
el tonto, ni me haré).  

 

 
16 Carlos’ impersonation of an intolerant mainstream Spaniard is emphasised in the study in spite of its non-
verbal character. The presentation of the mainstream gaze is accomplished through Carlos’ physical gestures 
and the expression of judgement and suspicion his eyes took when he trailed off during his hypothetical 
internal dialogue with a mainstream Spaniard about his Spanish identity. 
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When asked how exactly “they look” at him, he drew on his experience as the owner of a 
building maintenance business with Ecuadorian employees catering to mainstream Spanish 
clients: 

All my clients are Spanish. They know I’m the owner of the business. They know 
I’m the boss and that I’m very friendly with everyone. But they are always looking 
at you as the migrant (siempre te están mirando como el migrante) or they are always 
referring to some immigration-related theme. 

 
At this point of the narrative, Mario takes stock of these aspects of the mainstream gaze 
and its specific relation to his and other Ecuadorian migrants’ physical appearance in 
relation to the White Spanish majority. He introduces some nuance into the previous 
statement about “the way they look at you”: 
 

[The Spanish clients do this] in spite of the fact that I have often passed unnoticed 
(emphasis added). I can pass unnoticed, they often don’t know whether I’m from 
Romania, whether I’m from…given my height [tall], my eyes [light] and all the rest. 
But…and I think about my friends or my acquaintances, my dark and short 
countrymen (mis paisanos negros chiquitos), who are recognizable from afar and looked 
upon with contempt [by Spaniards]. It’s noticeable. 
 

When asked to clarify the differences he perceives in the treatment of other Ecuadorians 
compared to how Spaniards treat him, he says: 
 

I often feel it [the contempt] for them [other Ecuadorians. […] For example, [in one 
of the apartment complexes where we work], there are two gardeners working 
there. They’re from a different company but they are my countrymen, Indians [sic. 
Indigenous] (paisanos míos, Indios). If only you knew how many problems those guys 
have! They work better than everyone else, they maintain those gardens very well 
but they [the clients] are constantly on their case, they keep bothering them because 
they [the gardeners] are immigrants. 

 
Mario uses Goffman’s (1963) vocabulary on ‘passing’ to illustrate his belief that his non-
stereotypical physical appearance may benefit him in his personal interaction with 
mainstream Spaniards. Just as Goffman insisted that ‘passing’ is usually seen as a morally 
reprehensible strategy for stigma-management since it reifies the existing structures of 
inequality (racial or other) (Osanami Törngren, 2017), so does Mario emphasise his 
awareness of exclusionary attitudes (“I have never played dumb and I never will”) that 
shapes his self-formation in Spanish society. Indeed, though he perceives the racialized 
gaze focused less on his own being and more on stereotypically featured Ecuadorian co-
nationals, “feeling it for them” is a fundamental aspect of his sense of exclusion. As 
Itzigsohn and Brown note, Du Bois also rejected a similar strategy toward dealing with “the 
veil” – that of assimilation – “attempts to join the White world” as “a losing proposition 
for Blacks as it denied them the possibility of full acceptance and self-consciousness from 
the start” (2015: 240). 
 
Sunil, who works as a receptionist in an Indian organisation in London, makes no claim to 
‘passing’ as a European17. He is content to think of himself as ‘Indian-British’, though he is 
not yet a British citizen. Yet, this hyphenated identity is the consequence of an essentialist 

 
17 Belief in the ability to ‘pass’ as a European based on physical appearance was most frequently articulated by 
Algerians, rarely expressed by Ecuadorians and never expressed by Indians in the sample. 
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conception of Britishness, based partly on how he imagines the British mainstream would 
respond to him asserting a stand-alone British identity: 
 

I cannot convince you that I'm British. My skin is not… I'm not White. I cannot 
say straight [-out] “I am British.” I have to say, “I'm Indian-British.” Because, if I 
say to any White man, "I'm British," he will laugh at me. Obviously. 
 

Compared to Mario, Sunil seems relatively undisturbed by his imagined encounter with a 
White man who would swiftly enforce the boundaries of ‘mainstream’ national belonging 
through (nonverbal) ridicule. He offers a rather contradictory view of ethnic boundaries as 
both flexible, in terms of his identification with a hyphenated construction (Indian-British), 
and essentialist. The way Sunil expresses his adoption of an Indian-British identity – as a 
‘default’ option - rather than as an expression of multiple attachments is indeed notable. He 
expresses an unhyphenated British identity as out-of-bounds for him not because he does 
not feel British, nor because the fusion of dual categories better reflects his experience, but 
because, in his mind, ‘British’ is not part of the “available pool of culturally acceptable 
identity categories” to him (Callero, 2018: 77). What is more, he anticipates consequences 
on the part of the mainstream to put him back ‘in place’ if he were to overstep an 
acceptable Indian-British ‘boundary’. However, Sunil reveals that his own vision of 
essentialist ethnic categories is also at play here, claiming that the White mainstream is in its 
right to defend ethnic conceptions of belonging: 
 

[The fact that a White man would laugh at me for claiming to be British]…is not 
wrong, I guess. Maybe different people, different view. But we cannot argue on this 
topic. There is no point. […] Everybody's either White, or Black, or Chinese, 
whatever. They always feel like, "OK. This is my land. So, only people [like me are] 
British." People always think… If I am in India, obviously, I'll say, "I'm Indian." It's 
the same. Goes for them as well. So, we cannot say that this is discriminating or 
anything. I don't think so. I don't think so. 
 

Though Sunil’s immediate response to a question about feeling British brought him to 
imagine an unequal interaction with a White British individual prior to considering his own 
feelings about the evolution of his ethnic and national identifications, he does not appear 
to use the example of ridicule as an assault on worth. He uses the hypothetical case to 
illustrate what he thinks is the ‘natural order’ of things, not to emphasise his perception of 
exclusion and racialization. After all, he believes that he can safely claim a hyphenated 
identity. Yet this example suggests that for some minority individuals, the notion of 
claiming a new identification entirely on their own terms, without hyphens or justification, 
is akin to a form of delusion. Indeed Sunil’s remarks, “I can’t convince you that I am 
British” is evocative of Callero’s (2018) example of culturally illegitimate identifications 
(e.g. “claiming to be King of America, or God”) that put one at risk of “being ridiculed and 
ostracised” (p. 77).  
 

The way they look at you (2): Cultural and religious practice 
 

In addition to phenotype and ethnicity, other indicators of difference from the mainstream 
such as religious practices and/or bearing physical signs of religious affiliation can be the 
basis for mainstream individuals to problematize the presence of the other. Participants 
who are practicing Muslims or identified as Muslims note how the boundaries being drawn 
by mainstream members in social interactions that revolve around some aspect of the 
individual’s religion or religious practice can range from overt xenophobic acts (involving 
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little reciprocal social interaction) to more subtle othering. In the latter case, individuals 
may be asked by mainstream members to explain or comment on some aspect of their 
religious identity and practice.  
 
One Moroccan18 participant, Zaida, describes a variety of reactions of mainstream 
Spaniards to her wearing a hijab as well as her strategies for managing social situations in 
which the religious sign becomes a source of stigma. These include her non-response to a 
man who spat next to her at a street-crossing as well as answering questions from strangers 
making implicit reference to her use of the headscarf such as “aren’t you hot?” with 
humour rather than indignation. In her account of these exclusionary attitudes and her 
different responses to them, she summarizes the totality of the experience through the 
visual experience of the gaze: 
 

So, these are things…I’ve become used to the fact that people look at me, I’ve 
gotten used to people…well…some looks that can be…degrading.  

 
The clear visibility of markers of difference such as a religious sign like the hijab, which has 
become a symbol of the problematization of ‘Muslim difference’ in Europe, provides the 
mainstream gaze with a recognizable target. When one considers Zaida’s remarks on 
becoming accustomed to “looks that can be degrading” in light of the other cases 
presented thus far, the issue of being perceived – specifically through visual perception - 
emerges as a central theme in how minority individuals understand social distance as it is 
constructed around them. It is quite literally through sight (looking, seeing) that the 
mainstream reproduces and enacts boundaries around minority individuals. As Jensen 
(2011) has noted in his appraisal of theoretical considerations about othering and identity 
formation, “it is the centre that has the power to describe, and the other is constructed as 
inferior.” (Ibid:64). Processes of othering thus unfold through the assertion of a 
mainstream gaze, constituted both by symbolic (power) and visual dimensions. In 
discussing the influence of labelling in social identity, Jenkins (2014) notes: 
 

 The capacity of authoritatively applied identification to constitute or influence 
individual experience affects whether or not individuals internalise the label(s) 
concerned. This is a matter of whose definition of the situation counts (power). 
Identification by others has consequences. It is the capacity to generate those 
consequences and make them stick which matter (p. 45). 

 
Just as individual approaches to dealing with labelling and othering shaped by the 
mainstream gaze vary (as will be further pointed out in the next and final section of the 
findings), participants also note the potentially dynamic nature of the gaze itself. Though 
some certainly depict it in static terms, such as Mario’s belief that “…the way they look at 
you. That will not change...” (cited previously), others qualify it through the specific 
contexts in which it arises or emphasise degrees of change or ‘softening’ of the gaze they 
initially perceived as harsher and more reductionist. 
 
This is the case, for instance of Slimane, who previously lived in France but has settled 
down on the Spanish coastal city of Valencia over the last sixteen years. As an Algerian and 
practicing Muslim, he has perceived discriminatory attitudes in both national contexts, 
although the higher prevalence of North African migrants in France compared to Spain 

 
18 As mentioned in the research design section, a few participants from other North African, South American 
and South Asian countries are included in the sample, in addition to the principal countries of origin. In this 
case, a Moroccan woman was interviewed in the context of fieldwork with Algerian migrants. 



82 

 

slightly subdued his feelings of otherness in French society. Given the relative inexperience 
of Spanish society with North African and Muslim cultures upon his arrival in Valencia in 
the late 1990s, he recalls how elements of his religious practice were used by mainstream 
Valencians as a specific basis for constructing distance. In the following quote, he describes 
transformations in Spain and internationally that have led to his feeling of a shrinking gap 
between mainstream Spaniards and Muslims as well as the changing nature of gaze: 
 

When I arrived here, I was practicing Ramadan. People would look at you like you 
were strange, you know? (Emphasis added). Because they didn’t know [what it is]. 
[…] I would explain that I was fasting from sunrise to sunset. And so, “Why do 
you do that?” They didn’t understand. They didn’t know about the religion. They 
didn’t ask you in order to…[learn something], instead, they would say, “What’s 
your deal?” (¿Pero tú, de qué vas?). But now, over time […], there are many Arabs [sic. 
Muslims], there are a lot of mosques around here. People […] have grown 
accustomed to it. People [immigrants and natives] interact, now they interact. 
There’s a lot of integration. […] But before, in ’99, they saw me like a strange 
person. “How is it that you fast? You don’t eat, drink, nothing, during the whole 
day? What kind of religion is that?” But now, with the media, the news, all of that, 
[…] with [Islamic] terrorism…(Chuckles) [Spaniards are more accustomed to the 
idea of Islam]. 

 
Thus, due to the lack of knowledge, experience or simply multicultural competence on the 
part of mainstream society, Slimane felt his religious practice clearly relegated him to the 
position of the other in Valencia. He notes a change in his position vis-à-vis the 
mainstream as well as a ‘softening’ of the gaze through increased understanding and 
acceptance as a result of the rise in international migration to Spain and, counterintuitively, 
the increased visibility of Islam and Muslims that has gone hand in hand with the rise and 
mediatisation of Islamic fundamentalism and terrorism. This suggests the importance of 
‘numbers’, to some extent – the creation of a diaspora or at least of a visible presence of 
the minority group in mainstream society – in processes of acculturation. Especially where 
acculturation can concern the mainstream’s ability to no longer see minority individuals 
and their practices as alien (even where the accumulation of knowledge about the latter can 
result in stereotyping, reductionist logic and even xenophobic attitudes, as the end of 
Slimane’s quote might suggest), the ‘power to describe’ the other may provide some scope 
to ‘get to know’ them on a more equal footing as well. 
 
However, the threshold that distinguishes the acquisition of constructive knowledge about 
minorities that is conducive to social interactions and communication from knowledge that 
reduces “every aspect of your behaviour to your origins,” in the words of one Algerian 
participant, seems small. Mostefa, for instance works in municipal administration of a Paris 
suburb and came to France as a child shortly after Algeria’s independence from France. 
Experiences with discrimination and racism in the midst of 1960s and 70s French society 
where the effects of the Algerian war of independence were palpable have led him to 
devote a great part of his life to cultural and political activism in favour of ‘decolonising’ 
the relationship of the French state with its minority-origin citizens.  For Mostefa, it is 
precisely due to the fact of an extensive history – a particularly violent one – between 
France and Algeria that Algerian and Algerian-origin citizens remain the prototypical other 
in French society. Thus, in this case, the accumulation of ‘knowledge’ – at times, false or 
stereotypical information – about postcolonial migrants, their descendants and Muslims in 
general, only reinforces processes of othering in French society, in Mostefa’s opinion. 
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The example he provides to illustrate this point is in fact quite banal, almost innocent. 
Throughout his interview, Mostefa recounted several traumatic experiences including 
attending school in the 1960s Paris suburbs where a number of his teachers were racist 
pieds- noirs19 who, as he recalls, took every opportunity to humiliate and degrade ethnic-
Algerian pupils like himself, as well as being the victim of a racist attack in a remote town 
in Northern France in the 1980s. However, in order to illustrate the pervasive and 
relentless nature of othering in the context of mainstream society’s ‘power to describe’ or 
so-called ‘familiarity’ with minority individuals, he draws on a very different experience. In 
his words, 

…It’s the question of remaining in one’s place. One is always put back in…how 
can I say this…One is always assigned to one’s so-called cultural origins. On top of 
that, they [mainstream society] say nonsense [about minority culture]. For example, 
in my case, once, I was at a work-event […], a vernissage. Someone served me a 
glass of champagne and suddenly, a colleague next to me said, “Ah, but aren’t you 
Muslim?” And I replied…because I don’t eat pork…I replied, “Well, I must be a 
part-time [Muslim].” (Laughter) And he [the colleague] didn’t understand. […] One 
must always justify oneself and it’s exhausting. 

 
Mostefa pursues this example by explaining that his preferences with respect to pork have 
more to do with his upbringing and culture than any religious doctrine. Emphasising that 
this nuance is difficult to convey to mainstream society members, he concludes that 
episodes such as these are part of a “constant struggle.” “Toujours se justifier,” he says - one is 
constantly justifying oneself. In this case, cultural distance is asserted by a mainstream 
individual in a situation where the minority is precisely taking part in a cultural activity 
typically understood as mainstream. In a sense, Mostefa is ‘overstepping’ a boundary used 
to ‘describe’ a specific minority group. Islamic doctrine itself certainly promotes the idea 
that pork and alcohol consumption are two markers that distinguish between believers and 
non-believers. However, what is being questioned in this episode is not only what 
distinguishes a Muslim from a non-Muslim, but Mostefa’s behaviour in relation to 
categories that mainstream society uses to ‘describe’ or ‘understand’ minorities. 
 
This attempt at a shared cultural experience thwarted by a mainstream member’s 
questioning of behaviour that does not confirm expectations can be set against theories on 
the role of stereotyping in assertions of dominance. Fiske (1993) distinguishes between 
descriptive and prescriptive stereotyping which she sees as both illustrations and 
mechanisms of social control. She contrasts descriptive stereotyping as telling “how most 
people in a group supposedly behave, what they allegedly prefer, and where their 
competence supposedly lies” with prescriptive stereotyping, which is more explicitly 
controlling, by purportedly telling “how certain groups should think, feel and behave” 
(Fiske, 1993: 442). Whereas the former is constraining in that it anchors interactions 
between dominant and minority group members, the latter acts as a fence: “the penalties 
can be swift and severe if one disappoints someone else’s prescriptive stereotype” (Ibid). 
 
It is worthwhile to note that both Slimane in Valencia and Mostefa in the region of Paris 
have noticed progress in mainstream society’s attitude toward minorities over the years 
they have lived in Europe– specifically as concerns Muslims and people of North African 
background. In both interviews, the participants allude to minority claims-making and their 
visibility in public spaces as part of the process of carving out a space within mainstream 
society. However, each participant is pointing to the othering that can be endemic to 

 
19 French/European-origin residents of Algeria, most of whom had to flee to France upon Algeria’s 
independence in 1962. 
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opposite sides of mainstream-minority acculturation processes (understood as 
multidirectional). Slimane’s otherness in the Spanish context, which was on the cusp of 
becoming a leading migration receiving country at the turn of the new millennium, was 
based on mainstream aversion to an unfamiliar religious practice. Mostefa’s otherness in 
the French context, with its longer history of North African immigration, was constructed 
through his non-conformity to dominant expectations of minority culture and behaviour. 
Therefore, minorities can be constructed as ‘other’ regardless of the stage of ‘maturity’ of 
the mainstream gaze or its degree of ‘cultural competence’. Both non-familiarity and 
familiarity of the mainstream with minority culture can be grounds for othering. Equally, 
whether a minority individual confirms or challenges a group stereotype, there may still be 
grounds for mainstream members to reinforce social distance. 
 

The ‘Other’ as agent: self-affirmation and authenticity in the midst of the mainstream gaze 
 

Up until now, analysis of the mainstream gaze through minorities’ perceptions of the 
symbolic and nonverbal dimensions of othering in social interactions (real and imagined) 
has concentrated on its stigmatizing and exclusionary outcomes. The section at hand shifts 
the focus to the ways in which internal processing of the mainstream gaze, even in its most 
racialized form, can be used as an opportunity for self-affirmation and accomplishment of 
an authentic self. The remainder of this study builds on Goffman’s view that in spite of 
having to manage a ‘spoiled identity’, what stigmatized individuals strive for is authenticity 
(1963)20 as well as Coupland’s observation that construction of the ‘other’ need not entail a 
repressive or discriminatory relationship between in-group and out-group (1999, see also 
Wilcsek-Watson, 2018). Moreover, it considers Wimmer’s (2013) contributions to universal 
forms of boundary making. These authors provide an interesting perspective through 
which to examine the self-efficacy side of the ‘looking-glass self’ equation, even under 
conditions of inequality. In addition, by recalling Simmel’s’ classical figure of the ‘stranger’ 
as not necessarily a disadvantaged ‘other’ but also as possessing strengths, such as 
“improved perspective, objectivity and a certain form of freedom and openness to 
innovation” (Coupland, 1999: 246), we can consider external constraints (e.g. the sense of 
being over-categorized and over-scrutinized by the majority) as co-existing with and even 
positively shaping one’s self-projected identity. Thus, the result of the unequal in-group 
out-group dynamic that can characterize social identity formation from the perspective of 
disadvantaged groups, need not necessarily produce a warped self-image through the 
‘looking-glass self’ metaphor or a hampered self-consciousness in the Du Boisian sense. 
 
To begin, it is important to revisit two of the cases discussed above. Notably, Carlos, the 
first Ecuadorian cited and Zaida, the Moroccan woman whose hijab is sometimes the 
source of stigma in interactions with Spaniards. By playfully self-identifying as Ecuañol to 
demonstrate his hybrid Ecuadorian-Spanish identity, Carlos is conscious of the dual 
process of self-identification and perceived categorization by Spaniards in his identity 
formation. In spite of his knowledge that external constraints, such as the social pressure 
felt through the mainstream gaze, may limit his ability to be included in dominant 
conceptions of Spanish identity, the value he puts on self-projection and an individual 
sense of attachment allows him to achieve a relatively unhampered sense of national 

 
20 In Goffman’s book Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity, he notes that stigmatized individuals 
have at their disposal “recipes for an appropriate attitude regarding the self. To fail to adhere to the code is to 
be a self-deluded, misguided person; to succeed is to be both real and worthy, two spiritual qualities that 
combine to produce what is called ‘authenticity’” (1963: 135). 
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belonging. Thus, he nuances the passage presented at the outset of Section 4 in which he 
highlighted that part of his identity is shaped through the judgmental mainstream gaze: 
 

As I always say…your home is where you feel good. And my home is here [Spain]. 
I think that to feel that [one] is from somewhere is a feeling, not a paper [a 
document, an official status]…It’s not about whether or not one is born [there]. So, 
I feel very Ecuadorian, but I also feel very Spanish. 

 
Zaida avoids defilement of the self (Fleming et.al., 2012) through a similar approach that 
ensures she is in total control of her sense of dignity, in spite of external misrecognition 
and exclusionary attitudes in social interaction. She concludes her analysis of 
marginalization in public spaces and growing accustomed to “looks that can be degrading” 
on the basis of her hijab in the following terms:  
 

But I never take it...You know what it is? Those people [actually] give me more 
strength. Do you understand? They give me more strength and I feel more 
confident. I know I am on the right path. They will not change me. I will not enter 
into a depression, nor will I shut myself indoors and never leave. No, not at all. […] 
I don’t have that mentality. So, people are just the way they are. 
 

Awareness of the restricting power of the gaze and “the dark side of ocularcentrism” (Urry, 
1992:175) in minority-majority relations does not necessarily curtail the aspects of social 
identity related to agency and self-worth (Lamont, 2000).  As this section suggests, minority 
individuals can transform the meaning of the external gaze following real or imagined 
experiences of othering and racialization.  
 
The domains of phenotype and physical appearance can be the context in which minorities 
accomplish boundaries following encounters of racial discrimination or the internalization 
of mainstream racial hierarchies. As discussed previously, references to participants’ own, 
or other minority individuals’ physical attributes as immediate markers of cultural 
difference vis-à-vis the mainstream can shape minority individuals’ sense of lack of 
inclusion. But as will be discussed, aspects of the dominant system of symbolic boundaries 
that minorities feel subject to can be internalized or challenged and contribute to a sense of 
self-worth. The following examples are relevant to Wimmer’s (2013) typology of means of 
boundary making. In particular, boundary expansion, through ethnogenesis, can be associated 
with panethnic movements, e.g. “the development of panethnic identities among ‘Asians’ 
or ‘Hispanics’ in the United States” (Wimmer, 2013: 55). Transvaluation, a strategy intended 
to “change the normative principles of stratified ethnic systems” is exemplified by the 
Black power movement and other forms of cultural nationalism (Wimmer, 2013: 57). 
 
For instance, Salma, an Ecuadorian woman interviewed in London who had previously 
spent over ten years employed as a domestic worker in Spain reflected on the many 
incidents of racism she encountered in Spain, particularly at the outset of the migration 
‘boom’ of the early 2000s when she lived in a number of provincial Spanish cities. Rather 
than simply state that she faced racism based on her physical appearance, she juxtaposes 
the experience of racism with the pride she feels in the visibility and immediate 
remarkability of her difference: 
 

[The Spaniards] were very racist. I suffered a great deal from racism. And of course, 
my Latino physical features are beautiful (mis rasgos latinos son hermosos). It was 
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obvious…that I was Latino and…they were very racist. Super racist (Emphasis 
added). 

  
By explicitly qualifying the physical markers of the stigma she felt subject to in Spanish 
society as beautiful - “mis rasgos Latinos son hermosos” - Salma converts the defilement of the 
self she likely experienced during racist encounters into a celebration of ‘ethnic beauty’. It is 
worthwhile to consider Goffman’s analysis of stigma-management and the crucial factor of 
‘visibility’ in the context of Salma’s attitude to racism as discussed previously. Indeed, 
following the cumulative experience of sixteen years living in Europe, she seems to have 
adopted a very specific approach to managing the potentially harmful effects of the 
mainstream gaze. Her use of the qualifier ‘beautiful’ destabilizes binary notions of 
otherness and offers the possibility of “alternative seeings and views” (Urry, 1992: 176) in 
the midst of the power of the dominant gaze (Foucault, 1976). 
 
Moreover, stating “mis rasgos latinos son hermosos” is not only a way of appropriating the 
social distance she was met with by Spaniards, but of affirming her affiliation with what she 
understands as a ‘Latino’ panethnic group. Her choice of the adjective Latino instead of 
Ecuadorian or ‘mestizo’ seems important especially when considering that Salma, a slim 
and energetic woman in her 40s displayed a demeanour that can be considered as deviating 
from the ‘standards’ of Latin American female beauty. Indeed, her physical appearance and 
self-presentation contrasted with what has been considered as Latin American female 
“beauty ideology” - “the embrace of artificiality” and “race mobility” (De Casanova, 2018). 
At our interview in an Ecuadorian eatery in central London, she was dressed in her football 
practice attire, had short cropped black hair and wore no makeup. Indeed, through her 
emphasis on the ethnic ‘information’ displayed in her physique coupled with her natural 
self-presentation and appearance, Salma’s choice of the adjective ‘beautiful’ can be seen as 
both a self- and in-group- affirming act.  
 
When compared to a previous section of the findings in which Mario discussed his 
perception of the systematic racialization of Ecuadorian migrants by the Spanish 
mainstream, Salma’s brief quote takes on special significance. In contrast to her use of the 
beauty/affirmational frame to make sense of her experience of racism, Mario does not 
elevate the physical markers of ‘Ecuadorian ethnicity’ in his narrative. Rather, he both 
distances himself from these markers by contrasting his physical appearance (tall, blue-
eyed) with the stereotypical Ecuadorian one (indigenous, short, dark-skinned). Indeed, he 
expresses pity for his co-nationals who display such ‘immediately remarkable’ physical 
features. 
 
It is impossible to determine whether Salma would have displayed such pride in the 
visibility of her ethnicity had she remained in Ecuador and, more specifically, had she not 
experienced racist encounters with mainstream society members in the Spanish context. 
However, it is likely that ‘seeing herself’ as she is seen through ‘the veil’, in the Du Boisian 
sense or through the knowledge of the visibility “of routinely available information,” in 
Goffman’s terms has shaped her self-consciousness and affiliation with the panethnic 
Latino group. 
 
Other interview participants provide evidence of similar processes of in-group alignment as 
a reaction to the external gaze. For instance, Carlos, the participant who declared himself as 
Ecuañol when asked about his ethno-cultural and national identifications made an 
interesting remark on his acquired panethnic Latin American identity through both internal 
and external processes. 
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I often joke with my Latin American friends [in Madrid]. “We’ve acquired a new 
nationality. We are no longer Ecuadorians or Peruvians…we have become 
Latinos!” […] Because…in fact, they [Spaniards] and we [Ecuadorians, Peruvians, 
etc.], we self-define ourselves and they define us that way. “Ah, look, [a] Latino.” And 
so, I always joke about this. […] When you meet [someone], the first thing they say, 
“Ah. Latino.” They don’t say, “Ah, Colombian, Peruvian or Bolivian.” No. Latino. 
That’s it. We are Latinos. 

 
Carlos specifically emphasises that he developed this panethnic identity in Madrid and not 
in Ecuador, as he indicates in the process he describes in the above quote. When 
specifically prompted on the extent of his identification with the Latin American category 
back in Ecuador he reinforces the notion that he acquired it through migration and that 
Ecuadorian society did anything but foster it: 
 

Well, that’s the whole point. Yes, it may be [that I wasn’t conscious of being Latin 
American in Ecuador]. When you live in Latin America, you don’t have that 
consciousness. “I am Latino.” No. “I am Ecuadorian.”  
 

The findings relevant to Wimmer’s typology of transvaluation and boundary expansion 
through panethnic identity are best expressed by the two Ecuadorian participants above. 
The capacity for agency in social identity formation is by no means limited to cases such as 
these, however. Other respondents – Algerians, Ecuadorians and Indians alike – displayed 
a range of self-affirming and boundary making strategies that involved cultural and social 
distinction - or proximity - in relation to other groups. As they are not explicitly related to 
the experience of being racialized and labelled by mainstream Europeans,  it is beyond the 
scope of this study to detail them. 
 

5. Conclusion 
 

One might be left wondering why the final section of the findings is less substantial than 
the part concerned with the constraining aspects of social identity. This discrepancy may 
lend strength to the social aspect of social identity as particularly constraining for minority 
individuals. But it is also related to the fact that I limit my findings on the self-efficacy side 
of identity formation to individuals who articulated it clearly in the context of perceived 
external racialisation and categorisation. Many of the participants in this study made 
identity arguments outside of this context. To be sure, some pay little attention to 
anticipated reactions from the British, French or Spanish ‘mainstream’ as they fashion their 
‘post-migratory’ identifications. For instance, some articulate weak identifications with the 
British, French or Spanish mainstream on grounds such as perceived incompatibility 
between ‘their’ culture and what they perceive as ‘mainstream culture’. Narratives such as 
these tend to express essentialist arguments about what distinguishes ‘us’ from ‘them’ or 
the avoidance of misguided boundary crossing strategies21. Yet others claim to place little 
value on ethnic and/or national identifications altogether in their conceptions of self. 
Conversely, many respondents who identify with their European society of destination can 
do so in a relatively uninhibited way and/ or emphasise the multiple geographical and 

 
21 For instance, speaking in a ‘vulgar and direct’ manner and modifying one’s accent (a common theme 
among Ecuadorians in Spain) or adopting mainstream value orientations and practices (a common theme 
among Indians in the UK). 
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cultural attachments that are essential to their self- and identity formation. Study 3 of this 
dissertation shifts the focus more in this direction.  
 
The heterogeneity observed in narratives on identity formation, whether or not they fit 
neatly into the ‘mainstream gaze paradigm’ can be partly understood in terms of the 
multiple meanings around national belonging and identification (Maxwell, 2006). 
Individuals choose and/or emphasise dimensions of identification differently. These can 
pertain to “geography, symbols, people, values and attitudes, cultural habits and behaviour, 
citizenship, language, and achievements” (Maxwell, 2006: 750). My findings show that that 
there are both constraining and enabling processes at stake in shaping individual 
orientations to these multiple sources of identification. Though my approach at times blurs 
concepts related to self-concept, social identity, stigma management and national 
belonging, I do not do so arbitrarily. Rather, the mainstream gaze, as an analytically 
significant interpretative frame, reveals how postcolonial non-European migrants negotiate 
their social identities and degree of national belonging through social-psychological 
processes that include a potentially hampered self-image, based on experiences of social 
interaction with the mainstream. As a result, many rhetorical devices that appear in 
narratives of acculturation and national identity formation are in fact speech acts about 
assaults on worth and dignity and reveal a form of ‘double consciousness’. Utterances that 
come up in the findings, such as “do they see me as Spanish/French.…?”, “being on guard 
and not leading a natural life”, “not knowing where we stand”, “the way they look at you”, 
“he will laugh at me”, “looks that can be degrading”, and “remaining in one’s place” 
illustrate the importance of micro phenomena as social mechanisms connecting the self-
concept and social identity in the migration process. Indeed, macro-level studies, such as 
Maxwell’s work on South Asian and Muslim minorities’ identification with the British 
mainstream, can be seen in a similar light, with the finding that (subjective) perceptions of 
discrimination more strongly influence the sense of national belonging than objective 
measures such as socio-economic status and actual discrimination (e.g. racist violence) 
(Maxwell, 2007; 2009). 
 
This study sheds light on how boundaries are encountered and experienced in acculturation 
processes. It highlights processes of social inclusion and exclusion and national identity 
formation that are inextricably linked to a migrant’s self-concept and dignity, shaped in 
social interaction. Analysis of migrant narratives that emphasize real or imagined 
interactions and communication with the mainstream reveal a salient frame - the 
mainstream gaze – which is frequently articulated in the context of perceived exclusion, 
misrecognition and othering. The study sets these findings against historical, theoretical 
and empirical sources of concepts related to the gaze, visual dominance, othering, stigma 
management, and identity formation. Notably, by stressing the contributions of Du Bois 
and scholars working in his tradition, it suggests that standard sociological theories such as 
that of the ‘looking-glass self’ and dual processes of internal and external categorization 
should be critically examined given the evidence that such theories have unique 
implications for minority and stigmatized individuals. Both the theoretical and empirical 
material suggests that a stigmatized minority’s experience of the looking-glass self and 
double consciousness does not unfold through a neutral process. More often than not, the 
power of the mainstream gaze in both its symbolic and physical dimension is experienced 
as a constraining rather than as an enabling force - more often associated with exclusion, 
‘altercasting’ (Coupland, 1999:244) and the perception of social distance -  than with social 
inclusion and a harmonious conception of self in relation to the mainstream society. 
However, in parallel with the ‘remarkable’ and transformative potential of minorities to 
effectively challenge racist practices and ideologies (Lamont and Mizrachi, 2012) and shape 
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dominant ethnic classification systems (Itzigsohn et.al. 2005), this study provides some 
evidence of less constraining outcomes of the mainstream gaze as minorities can convert 
elements of external categorization into a source of self-worth and authenticity. Further 
research into the latter process would help elucidate the complex relationship between 
‘fixed’ and ‘flexible’ identities, and self-efficacy in producing ‘other ways of seeing’. 
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6. Appendix: “Columbus speaks about the men he sees” 
 
Todorov opens his chapter entitled “Columbus and the Indians” with: “Columbus speaks 
about the men he sees only because they too, after all, constitute a part of the landscape” 
(1984:34). This sets the stage for his subsequent analysis of the references the European 
explorer makes to the indigenous peoples encountered in the Caribbean in his diaries and 
letters beginning in 1492. Using Columbus’ and his contemporaries’ writings on the people 
and places of the New World, Todorov identifies the gradual stages and types of othering 
that were the building blocks for both the assimilationist and enslavement ideologies of 
European colonialism. He illustrates the uni-directional, unequal and superficial nature of 
such processes: “Columbus’ attitude with regard to the Indians is based on his perception 
of them” (Todorov, 1984: 42); yet, crucially, “Can we guess, reading Columbus’ notes how 
the Indians, for their part, perceive the Spaniards? Hardly. … All information is vitiated by 
the fact that Columbus has decided everything in advance” (Ibid:41). According to 
Todorov, the explorer systematically identifies the islanders with the natural environment, 
“somewhere between birds and trees” (Ibid: 34). Indeed, some of the key elements of both 
the more benign and aggressive forms of othering developed in the literature are identified 
in Todorov’s analysis of Columbus’ discourse: dehumanization and objectification 
(Rabinowitz, 2001); cultural inferiority (Jensen, 2011); exoticism, sexualization and 
idealization (Said, 1978); homogenization (Coupland, 1999) and absolute value attribution 
(e.g. “good/wicked types of Indians”) (Todorov, p. 38).  
 
Though not explicitly, Todorov underscores the fundamental role that perception through 
the sense of sight (leading to physical description) plays in the construction of the other. 
Throughout the chapter, beginning with the introductory sentence, “Columbus speaks 
about the men he sees…,” Todorov builds his analysis around what Columbus claims or 
thinks he saw through direct quotation of the latter’s diary: e.g., “Presently, they saw naked 
people (11/10/1492)” (p. 34). The explorer’s observations of ‘the Indians’ and their culture 
stem more from visual perception and pre-judgement than from other senses and ways of 
understanding the world around him. “His [Columbus’] remarks are frequently limited to 
the physical aspect of the people, to their stature, to the color of their skin,” (Todorov, 
1984: 35). Moreover, references to the visual operate on a physical and symbolic 
continuum. Columbus and his men see and look (selectively) on the basis of which they 
observe, describe, represent, interpret and form opinions. Illustrative of this ‘natural’ link 
between the observational (physical) eye and the interpretative (symbolic) eye in daily life 
are idioms such as those related to ‘the eye of the beholder’. Though Todorov does not 
systematically address this connection, he makes frequent use of figurative language to 
illustrate Columbus’ visual perceptions and related discourse: “Physically naked, the Indians 
are also, to Columbus’ eyes, deprived of all cultural property. … there is also his habit of 
seeing things as it suits him; but it is significant that it leads him to the image of spiritual 
nudity” (p. 35). Finally,  
 

Given this ignorance of the Indians’ culture and their consequent identification 
with nature, we cannot expect to find in Columbus’ writings a detailed portrait of 
the population. His initial image of them obeys the same rule as the description of 
nature: Columbus has decided to admire everything, and therefore first of all their 
physical beauty. … The ready enchantment with men and land suggests the spirit in 
which Columbus writes, and the little confidence we can grant to the descriptive 
qualities of his remarks (Ibid: 36). 
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Study 322 

 
Becoming European? Strangers finding a place in the European Union 
 
Abstract 
 
This article addresses the idea of belonging in Europe from the perspective of postcolonial 
migrants settling in EU societies. It draws on over one hundred in-depth interviews with 
Algerian, Ecuadorian and Indian individuals settled mainly in and around the cities of 
London, Madrid and Paris. Rather than investigating migrants’ orientations to Europe 
through a narrow interest in self-identification (feeling vs. not feeling European), it delves 
into individual migration narratives for evidence of how Europe is imagined (if it is 
imagined at all) during the migration process and its relation to other physical and symbolic 
sites. As a frame for interpreting individual migration narratives, I introduce the concept of 
‘migratory rupture’, a dialectical experience of both the disorienting and creative aspects of 
migration.  In excavating some of the reflexive processes involved in constructing symbolic 
geographies of attachment, I find that regardless of the scales of comparison used to 
articulate place affiliation across different contexts, e.g. whether small-scale 
(neighbourhoods or city districts) or larger-scale (supranational or de-territorialized 
categories), symbolic geographies allow migrants to view their transnational life experience 
on a single, coherent, plane and express a form of global consciousness. 
 
 

 
Now home to millions of people from non-European backgrounds, and with its many religious and 
cultural dispositions, Europe is a crossing of transnational networks that incorporate almost all its 

citizens and residents. It is as much a space of longings rooted in myths of origin and tradition, as it 
is a space of cosmopolitan identities and attachments, and hybrid geographies of cultural formation. 

-Ash Amin (2012) 
 

 

1. Introduction 
 
There is ample public and scholarly interest in the ways native-born and ‘majority’ 
segments of European populations experience and position themselves in relation to 
interrelated globalization and Europeanization process. Recently, greater attention is being 
paid to the ways in which ‘people on the move’, including immigrant minorities, view the 
global processes in which they are enmeshed. Migration is thus seen as the ‘human face’ of 
globalization and the migrant as the ‘figure of our time’ (Nail, 2015). Contrary to what one 
might expect with the advent of European citizenship, EU movers are not the most 
emblematic of these processes. Though intra-EU mobility has been on the rise since the 
turn of the new millennium, third-country nationals and individuals born outside of the EU  
make up a larger share of the European population than EU movers (Eurostat, 2017; 
Recchi, 2015.) To be sure, much of the geographic mobility in European societies (not to 
mention human and cultural diversity) is associated with ‘non-European’ migrants and their 

 
22 As of January 2020, this study is under publication in the Canadian Journal of European and Russian 
Studies. Fischer-Souan, M. (2020). Becoming European? Strangers finding a place in the European Union. 
Canadian Journal of European and Russian Studies. (Forthcoming). 
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descendants, a label which can obscure the many cultural and historic ties the latter have to 
Europe, since many of these migration flows are in some way related to colonial and 
postcolonial contexts. 
 
With respect to the different cultural and social processes that shape the experiences of 
non-European/postcolonial migrants in the European Union, the specifically European 
dimension of experience has sparked some scholarly interest. There is growing research 
into how non-European-origin populations relate to the added European dimension of 
political and cultural membership. Studies of European identity and support for European 
integration are increasingly interested in the perspective of minorities (Agirdag, Phalet, and 
Van Houtte, 2016; Cinnirella and Hamilton, 2007; Dowley and Silver,  2011; Erisen, 2017; 
Roeder, 2011; Teney, Hanquinet, and Bürkin, 2016; Vieten, 2018) as well as the potential 
significance of ‘Europe’ in processes of migrant integration (Sperling, 2013). Survey 
research on these issues indicates that minorities support European integration more than 
non-minorities. The former are less likely to see European integration as a threat to 
national identity (Cinirella and Hamilton 2007; Dowley and Silver, 2011; Roeder, 2011). 
Minorities may also be more likely to see EU law as potential arena for supranational 
human rights claims-making when faced with discrimination at the national level (Dowley 
and Silver, 2011). On the other hand, the possibility that EU policy discourse may reinforce 
perceptions, especially among Muslims, of the EU as a ‘Christian club’ may lead to more 
ambivalent relationships to the idea of Europe (Ibid.). Qualitative studies on non-EU 
migrant identification with and understandings of Europe illuminate some of the 
ambivalence in these attitudes. Experiences of discrimination or marginalization vis-à-vis 
dominant groups and the increased politicization of migration across Europe may limit the 
sense of belonging to Europe (Vieten, 2018). At the same time, the freedom of mobility 
associated with the European Union can offer a potentially more ‘open’ space of belonging 
and foster cosmopolitan and post-national understandings of membership as well as 
opportunities for individual growth and freedom (Sperling, 2013; Vieten, 2018). 
 
Yet, relatively little is known about the ways in which understandings of and identifications 
with Europe (understood loosely) are articulated in migrants’ narratives of mobility and 
settlement. That is, how Europe is imagined (if it is imagined at all) during the migration 
process and its relation to other physical and symbolic sites that structure the migratory 
experience. By approaching the idea of Europe from postcolonial migrants’ perspective in 
a roundabout way that considers Europe as one of several potential spatial referent points, 
I try to glimpse into the dynamic process of place affiliation in European migration 
contexts.  
 
This study considers international migration as an intense life experience with the ability to 
alter one’s identity, potentially casting it against a global frame of reference (Savage, 
Bagnall, and Longhurst, 2005). It should be noted that the postcolonial relationships that 
have significantly shaped migration processes in Europe (and which are investigated in this 
study) have global reflexivity built into them,  leading to a degree of familiarity among 
North African, South American and South Asian individuals with their European societies 
of destination (and vice-versa). Elements of cultural and linguistic proximity are reinforced 
by contemporary mediascapes (Appadurai, 1996) and other global processes. Yet, 
postcolonial migrants are equally cast as distant, unfamiliar, and other – as a result of 
international migration regimes, cultural boundaries, and racializing ideologies.  Through 
this dialectic of ‘familiarity and unfamiliarity’ and ‘nearness and farness’, non-European 
postcolonial migrants settling in Europe can be understood in terms of Simmel’s figure of 
the ‘stranger’ – “the one who comes today and stays tomorrow” (Simmel, 1950) as well as 
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more contemporary accounts of ‘strangeness’ under conditions of globalization (Amin, 
2012; Rumford, 2013.) The North African, South American and South Asian (mainly first-
generation Algerian, Ecuadorian and Indian) participants in this study are not considered 
‘strangers’ merely because they are migrants, newcomers, or minorities in European 
majority contexts, however. Rather, their accounts of affiliation to place that frequently 
draw on hybrid and reflexive geographies are relevant to some of the key qualities of the 
Simmelian notion of the stranger-as-outsider – notably, creativity, improved perspective, 
and the ability to be a catalyst for change (Coupland, 1999; Rumford, 2013; Simmel, 1950). 
 
Contemporary theorizations that build on Simmel’s account emphasise the blurring of lines 
between ‘strangers’ and ‘neighbours’ and associate the global era with a generalized 
condition of  ‘strangeness’, as argued by Rumford (2013). Through this understanding, the 
condition of strangeness applies to migrants and non-migrants alike and involves a “sense 
of disorientation resulting from […] an experience of globalization in which previously 
reliable reference points have been eroded and we encounter strangers where previously we 
encountered neighbours” (Rumford, 2013: 7). How postcolonial migrants deal with 
processes of ‘disorientation’– both pertaining to the life-changing intensity of migratory 
experience and to becoming embedded into social worlds that are themselves “on the 
move” (Bauman, 1991: 97) is what this study is about.  
 
As a way of connecting both the classical properties of ‘strangerhood’ and the 
contemporary condition of strangeness in an international migration experience, I present 
the concept of ‘migratory rupture’. Through a dialectical experience involving personal 
rupture engendered by migration and the need to re-establish a sense of continuity during 
settlement, the concept draws both on the potentially disorientating aspects of the lived 
experience of migration as well as the creative potential of migrants to regain control of 
their life-narrative. As a frame for interpreting individual migration narratives, the 
migratory rupture concept allows me to excavate some of the reflexive processes involved 
in constructing symbolic geographies of attachment. Regardless of the scales used to draw 
spatial comparisons or bridge the distance between distinct places, e.g. whether small-scale 
(neighbourhoods or city districts) or larger-scale (supranational or de-territorialized 
categories), I argue that symbolic geographies can serve at least two functions. First, they 
articulate a migrant’s transnational experiences on a single plane of existence and second, 
they express a form of global consciousness. 
 

 

2. Theoretical framework 
 

Spatial consciousness and identity formation in migration contexts 
 
How do individual understandings of and attachments to place change in the context of 
migration and settlement experiences? Specifically, in international migration processes 
between a non-European country of origin and a destination society in the European 
Union, how does the supranational European category intermingle in one’s expanding 
spatial consciousness and post-migration identity formation? This study considers 
international migrants settling in European societies as particularly interesting subjects for 
investigating: (a) how one’s geographic imagination expands to incorporate a growing 
number of potential place attachments and (b) how different scales of attachment, ranging 
from neighbourhoods, cities, states, and supranational categories, are articulated in these 
changing geographic imaginations. 
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Human geographers have developed several conceptual tools for thinking about the 
meaning people attach both to everyday practical and more abstract spatial forms. The 
geographic or spatial imagination refers to the ways in which individuals understand and 
classify places and the connections between them (Agnew and Duncan, 1989; Gregory, 
1994; Harvey, 2005). Closely linked is the concept of mental maps which can refer both to 
processes of storing and extracting meaning from concrete experiences in space as well as 
imagining unknown places (Tuan, 1975). These concepts view human spatial consciousness 
as shaped by both the material and symbolic realms of personal and collective experience 
and as relevant to sociological concepts, such as the social imaginary (Taylor, 2002). 
Through a multidimensional understanding of place as constructed by location, social 
interactions and identifications, Agnew and Duncan (1989) argue for a more systematic 
focus on the simultaneous engagement between the social and geographic imaginations. 
 
Linking the social and geographic imaginations is also crucial to Harvey (2005), who draws 
attention to the specific role of space and place in shaping individuals’ understandings and 
experiences of their own biographies and their relationships to the world around them. He 
writes that the geographic imagination allows the individual to 
 

recognize the relationship which exists between him [sic.] and his neighbourhood, 
his territory […]. It allows him to judge the relevance of events in other places […] 
– to judge whether [these events] are relevant to him wherever he is now. It allows 
him also to fashion and use space creatively and to appreciate the meaning of the 
spatial forms created by others (Harvey, 2005, quoting Harvey, 1973). 
 

For Harvey, investigating the relations between social processes and spatial forms is 
essential in order to develop a fuller understanding of complex global processes, including 
regional integration and migration. Harvey’s emphasis on “consciousness” and 
“imagination” as well as his references to “geographical knowledges” and mental maps are 
particularly relevant to the cultural focus of this study. He understands mental maps as 
repertoires of spatial concepts and geographical understandings shaped by an individual’s 
surroundings, which vary greatly across different spatial and cultural environments. “Such 
mental maps, once formed, tend to be stubbornly recalcitrant to change and ill-adapted to 
the heightened fluidity demanded by contemporary processes of globalization” (Harvey, 
2005: 236). This relatively static view of mental maps is surprising given Harvey’s frequent 
emphasis on dynamic processes such as relational space. It is also a departure from Tuan’s 
(1975) multidimensional definition of mental maps that includes a highly projective and 
aspirational element through “imaginary worlds that depict attractive goals that tempt 
people out of their habitual rounds” (Tuan, 1975: 210). Harvey nevertheless challenges 
overly deterministic notions of the geographic imagination by highlighting the diversity of 
specialized geographical knowledges, even within a single locality: “the nature of experience 
as well as of socialization guarantees considerable variation in geographical perceptions 
according to class, gender, age, ethnicity, religion and lifestyle dispositions” (2005: 236). 
The emphasis on the complex relationship between individual-level and external factors 
that shape spatial consciousness is highly relevant to the research at hand, given the 
multiple spatial and cultural realms of socialization and individual experience that 
international migrants ‘cross’ along their journey. 
 
Building on the sociological relevance of this geographical scholarship, Recchi (2015) offers 
the concept of space-sets: “the complex of physical sites where individuals spend their 
social existence, stemming from past and present practices, unified by remembering 
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‘togetherness’ in a geographical location” (Recchi, 2015; Recchi and Kuhn, 2013: 192). 
Similar to Harvey’s understanding of the geographic imagination, Recchi and Kuhn (2013) 
underline the variability of space-sets and liken them to ‘personal maps’, the components 
of which differ in terms of width, interconnectedness, and salience (Ibid.). These three properties 
endow the space-sets concept with a more dynamic and context-specific definition than the 
geographic imagination. Both objective and subjective processes distinguish the 
characteristics of space-sets, as width is concerned with the totality of places encountered 
at multiple scales, so that the experience of geographic mobility expands the width of one’s 
space-sets. Recchi and Kuhn’s understanding of the interconnectedness and salience of 
sites, on the other hand, can be likened to the symbolic aspects of the geographic 
imagination, based on the extent to which one perceives different places as separate or 
connected and the affective meaning conjured by each. They explore this in relation to the 
political legitimacy of the European Union in the minds of EU citizens but trace the 
relevance of the concept to other historical moments of social transformation, such as 
industrialisation, “which unleashed workers from the countryside and brought them to 
cities, expanding their space-sets significantly” (Ibid.).  
 
The dynamic and interrelated properties of width, interconnectedness, and salience that 
make up an individual’s space-sets and shape the geographic imagination are thus of 
specific interest to the study of migrant subjectivity and identity formation. Drawing on 
Gregory’s (1994) Geographical Imaginations, Robins (2019) emphasises the identity processes 
that are at stake in the geographic imagination beyond the perceptions and behaviours that 
shape and are shaped by our spatial consciousness. Individuals and collectives also use the 
geographic imagination “to imagine and negotiate their identities in relation to wider 
national and cultural ones” (Robins, 2019: 730). In his study of Brazilian migrants in 
London, he highlights the significance of interconnected frames of reference that define a 
migrant’s spatial consciousness and belonging: “the way the places of origin and 
destination are imagined occur in reference to each other” (Ibid.). 
 
 

“Migratory rupture” and the dialectics of belonging 
 
Three aspects of these different theoretical contributions are particularly significant for the 
study at hand. First, our geographic imaginations, mental maps and space-sets refer both to 
our objective spatial knowledge and experience as well as the individual and collective 
meanings attached to them. Second, these objective and subjective processes not only 
shape our orientations to spatial forms but also our identity work and other imaginaries 
(e.g. social, cultural, and political). Third, we mobilize both objective experience and 
subjective meanings of space inter-temporally and at multiple scalar levels (e.g. 
neighbourhood, city, state) in connecting or distinguishing physical sites in our personal 
mental maps. Moreover, though mental maps and geographic imaginations are essential to 
most human experience, the theories discussed thus far suggest the act of migration and 
the ‘migrant condition’ as particularly revealing of the complexity of these processes. 
 
The authors dealing with various aspects of spatial consciousness seem to differ when it 
comes to the malleability of mental maps and geographic imaginations. Whereas Harvey 
suggests that one’s mental maps, born of context-specific spatial and social experience, are 
not particularly well equipped to deal with changing circumstances and environments, Tuan 
(1975) and Recchi and Kuhn (2013) are more inclined to view mental maps or space-sets as 
continuous processes. The latter approach seems the most appropriate for addressing the 
geographic imagination and belonging in migration contexts as it puts the migrant actor in 
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a position to take stock of accumulated experiences and desired outcomes related to 
multiple spatial and social contexts. But how might some of the building blocks of mental 
mapping - in Tuan’s words, the combination of “memory-images and imaginary-images” 
(1975: 211), or for Recchi and Kuhn (2013), width, interconnectedness, and salience – be 
felt and experienced by migrants as changing, expanding and potentially challenging their 
previous orientations to space? Specifically, if our mental maps are complex by nature, as 
this conceptual framework suggests, how does the added complexity of socialization in 
multiple societies – as one becomes dis-embedded or ‘uprooted’ from one (non-European) 
society and embedded into another (European, urban one) - affect our spatial 
consciousness?  
 
If we consider the lived experiences of international mobility as fundamental aspects of a 
migrant’s biography, then the dialectical relationships that inform processes of dis-
embedding and embedding – involving both personal rupture and continuity – deserve 
special attention. Whether we are more inclined to follow Harvey’s understanding of 
recalcitrant mental maps or a more fluid approach to the geographic imagination, the 
spatial consciousness that informs our identity work does not simply stay put or expand on 
its own. Especially in a migratory experience, one is confronted with new social and 
geographic circumstances which will inevitably lead one to reflect on and question one’s 
understanding of and attachments to place. 
 
The rupture-continuity dialectic can be used as a frame for better understanding some of 
the particularities of migrant biographies as well as the connected concept of evolving 
mental maps.  As a way of assembling together the different subjective and objective 
components that give personal meaning to the migrant biography, I offer the concept of 
“migratory rupture”.  This concept is based on the premise that the migration experience 
represents a significant life-event which may cause one to re-evaluate the self-concept in 
ways that other ‘milestones’, more in-line with social expectations related to the life-course 
(e.g. education or fertility decisions), do not. Thus, moving to and settling in an EU 
context, regardless of one’s desire to do so, can be experienced as a form of rupture, both 
in space and in the life-course. I use the concept of migratory rupture to highlight the 
feeling of fragmentation of the self in the context of migration and the subsequent effort to 
re-establish personal continuity that is coherent and ‘makes sense’ in the individual 
biography. 
 
 

“Elective belonging” and expanding European space-sets 
 
Research on how the idea of belonging in urban contexts is changing through globalization 
processes highlights the importance of reflexivity and symbolic geographies. The concept 
of “elective belonging” developed in Globalization and Belonging by Savage et.al. (2005) 
suggests that individual narratives of settlement may have greater significance than local 
historic ties in contemporary urban contexts. As a core idea in the empirical study on 
globalization and local belonging, elective belonging 
 

articulates senses of spatial attachment, social position, and forms of connectivity 
to other places. […] Individuals attach their own biography to their ‘chosen’ 
residential location, so that they tell stories that indicate that their arrival and 
subsequent settlement is appropriate to their sense of themselves. People who 
come to live in an area with no prior ties to it, but can link their residence to their 
biographical life history, are able to see themselves as belonging to the area. This 
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kind of elective belonging is critically dependent on people’s relational sense of 
place, their ability to relate their area of residence against other possible areas, so that the 
meaning of place is critically judged in terms of its relational meanings.  (Emphasis 
added).  (Ibid: 29). 
 

The role that critical reflection plays in connecting place to biography – the conscious 
effort to achieve a coherent sense of self in the context of geographic mobility – is 
illustrative of the link between our spatial orientations and our identity work. Savage and 
his colleagues’ emphasis on both meaningful and relational senses of place reinforces the 
theoretical material discussed previously. The multi-scalar interconnectedness and salience 
of sites (Recchi and Kuhn, 2013) and interconnected frames of reference (Robins, 2019) 
that come to structure one’s self-understanding are intimately related to the experience of 
geographic mobility and to the way we imagine and relate our departure, arrival, and 
settlement stories. 
 
Though Savage et.al.’s concept of elective belonging draws principally from findings on 
internal mobility in Britain more than on international migrants, it is relevant to any 
analysis of the agentic capabilities of newcomers in their own social integration, embedding 
and emplacement in their new society (Wessendorf and Phillimore, 2019). The latter 
authors have drawn attention to the role of ‘superdiverse contexts’ (such as the European 
capitals in this study) as highlighting the still unresolved public and scholarly debates 
around ‘migrant integration’ by begging the question of which spatial unit migrants are 
supposed to ‘integrate’ into. The study at hand suggests that postcolonial migrants settling 
in European cities develop symbolic geographies of their settlement contexts that are not 
necessarily congruent with official spatial units. As will be shown, they develop their own 
accounts of settlement or ‘integration’ into the spatial units that are most appropriate for 
their self-understandings, based on a relational and interconnected sense of space. 
 
Exploring the meanings and salience of Europe in connection to other spatial categories in 
the context of these processes of elective belonging and changing geographic imaginations 
allows us to consider the multi-scalar and interconnected properties of these processes to a 
greater extent than a focus on national or local place attachments would. To what extent 
do the mental maps of newcomers in European societies, reveal a ‘European imaginary’ of 
sorts, whether spatial, cultural, social or political?  The European Union, especially through 
its regime of free cross-border mobility, has potentially set the stage for an increased 
“internationalisation of Europeans’ space-sets” (Recchi and Kuhn, 2013). Similarly, for 
Harvey (2005), the political transformations related to European integration have led to a 
progressive transformation of nationally based geographical outlooks into a more 
European-wide perspective. It is beyond the scope of this investigation to ask what the 
effects of citizenship status of non-EU migrants might have on their potential for 
developing European space-sets, and how these space-sets might be constituted compared 
to those of ‘native’ EU citizens. However, given the cross-country comparative research 
design, it is possible to explore the differences across groups when it comes to the cultural 
resonance of Europe. The European Union as the common denominator among all 
possible spatial categories of reference adds an additional layer of complexity to the 
question of expanding geographical imaginations in the migration context, while at the 
same time allowing for more robust comparisons of migration narratives. 
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3. Research design and analytical approach 
 
The theory of elective belonging, put specifically in an international migration context, 
would suggest that  newcomers to Europe – as ‘strangers’ - understand their biography and 
their sense of belonging in relation to multiple spaces, both in practical and personally 
meaningful terms. In-line with research on migrants’ integration into social networks in the 
‘new’ society, I find that the boundaries between the functions of instrumental and 
affective relationships (in this case, to space), are fuzzy, rather than fixed (see Wessendorf 
and Phillimore, 2019). I suggest that the comparative evaluation of both the instrumental 
and affective meaning of different spatial categories encountered during migration and 
settlement (no matter how directly or indirectly) constitutes a dynamic process through the 
dialectics of migratory rupture discussed previously. As an interpretative approach to my 
interview material, I pay special attention to multiple spatial scales and environments as 
well as the social and cultural imaginaries connected to them, through which the sense of 
place attachment and belonging is articulated. These include towns, neighbourhoods and 
districts, landscapes, national territories and supranational categories. The focus is on the 
way these categories are mobilized in individual migration narratives to make sense of the 
individual biography in a context of migratory rupture. It should be noted that many of 
these spatial categories have cultural resonance in one’s spatial imagination, without 
necessarily constituting the most relevant sites of belonging, however. They represent the 
multiple places and spaces that individuals reckon with and negotiate as they engage in 
processes of elective belonging and become embedded in their new society. 
 
As  will be seen in the findings, many questions that  probe for images and understandings 
of spatial forms and cultural configurations associated with urban, national or supranational 
categories can take respondents off-guard. During the first and most lengthy part of 
interviews, migration narratives unfolded more on informants’ own terms and resembled 
biographical narratives. In the second phase of the interview, I steered narratives into more 
specific spatial and cultural units. Moreover, many questions on distinct categories (e.g. 
France, Madrid, Europe) were formulated in intentionally vague terms. Though this often 
disrupted the fluidity of the exchange and could even cause confusion or discomfort in 
some respondents (e.g. “What comes to mind if I say ‘Europe’ to you?” Or, “Is there 
something about Europe that distinguishes it from other parts of the world?”), it was 
important not to overly ‘correct’ such situations, even where they provoked silences or 
reluctance to engage with vague concepts. Such reactions in themselves can be revelatory 
of how spatial categories are understood and constructed. 
 
 

Sampling and fieldwork in cross-country context 
 
This study draws on over one hundred in-depth semi-structured interviews on different 
aspects of migration and settlement experiences, including identity formation and place 
affiliation. Three main groups of research participants were selected: individuals born in 
Algeria, Ecuador and India23 who had been living for at least five years in the regions of 
Paris, London and Madrid (as well as a few other cities in the UK and Spain). Fieldwork 
was conducted between 2014 and 2016 and involved a range of participant recruitment 
methods in each context with the help of the researcher’s personal and research network, 

 
23 With the exception of a few respondents from other countries in North Africa, South Asia and South 
America, including Colombia, Venezuela, Sri Lanka, Pakistan, Morocco and Tunisia. 
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religious, cultural and professional organizations, local journalists and ‘lucky encounters’ 
during civic and cultural events.   
 
Some key aspects of the cultural and political backdrop at the time of the fieldwork which 
often shaped the narratives obtained are related to the 2008 Eurozone crisis and its 
aftermath, the European ‘migrant crisis’ and the calls for a UK referendum on EU 
membership. The three principal migrant groups were selected on the basis of their 
historical and cultural connection with one of the three European contexts under 
investigation. The sampling logic in each national context was based on the relevant 
postcolonial migration relationship. Thus, the principal sampling pairs are Algerians in the 
French context, Ecuadorians in the Spanish context and Indians in the British context. 
However, to enhance the comparative dimension of the study, a sub-sample of each 
migrant group was also constructed in a second context so that roughly ten Ecuadorians 
were interviewed in London, ten Indians in Paris and ten Algerians in Madrid as well as 
Valencia. Interviews were conducted and transcribed by the researcher in English, French 
and Spanish according to the national context. Interview excerpts in French and Spanish 
presented in this essay have been translated by the researcher. The names of participants 
have been changed in order to preserve their anonymity. 
 
 

Interviewing strategies: ‘Spontaneous’ Europe vs. Probing for Europe 

 
About three quarters of the interview schedule was designed to encourage biographical 
migration narratives (as far as 2-3-hour semi-structured interviews can allow for). Where 
the sections on the pre-departure and settlement stages of the narrative were concerned, I 
avoided direct references to specific locations in my questions (e.g. using the names of 
cities or countries relevant to the migrant’s trajectory). I tended more to frame questions 
on relevant spatial categories using deixis adverbs such as ‘here’ and ‘there’ (e.g. “Tell me 
about your life back there,” or “before you came here…”). Only towards the last quarter of 
the interview were respondents ‘led’ into specific spatial categories relevant to the specific 
migration context, with questions such as, “What is the first thing that comes to mind 
when you think of Paris/France/Europe? What are the main challenges facing the UK 
today?” Thus, as a typical interview progressed towards the end, the narrative style became 
less biographical in scope. My questions became narrower and focused on perceptions of 
national societies and politics as well as European integration. 
 
Although it was not disclosed to participants, I was constantly “on the look-out” for 
mentions of Europe, among other supranational constructions. Informants only became 
immediately aware of this when I deployed the second strategy and narrowed the 
geographical scope of questions to fit with existing or potential institutional and territorial 
configurations (e.g. “Can you imagine the countries of your region of origin establishing 
similar integration patterns as the EU? or “Is it a good thing that Spain/France/UK is in 
the EU?”). In contrast, as mentioned, the first strategy was concerned with obtaining 
spontaneous spatial references (potentially, more salient ones). During this phase of the 
interview, participants would develop different scalar or cultural meanings associated with 
abstract spatial adverbs (usually at local or national scales). Instances in which respondents 
spontaneously referred to ‘Europe’ (e.g. “I came to Europe…”, “the European lifestyle is 
very different from ours…” etc.) gave me the opportunity to probe deeper on the topic of 
Europe (e.g. “You just mentioned that you had a long interest in moving to Europe. What 
was your image of Europe at the time of your departure?”).  
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As fieldwork progressed, it became clear that spontaneous utterances on Europe, although 
not exactly rare (they concern just over 1/3 of participants), had little to do with a clearly 
articulated orientation to Europe as a spatial category or as a source of belonging. Still, the 
relative frequency of spontaneous references to Europe is noteworthy. They were usually 
located in the context of comparative talk on lifestyles and values between the country of 
origin and country of residence or in referring to a European space-set associated with 
progress, culture and prosperity. 
 
Probing directly for Europe towards the close of interviews was therefore necessary in 
order to develop a more complete picture of the various orientations to different spatial 
categories and how they relate to one another. As my findings suggest, questions on 
European integration and images of Europe could shed light on respondents’ orientations 
to spaces and sites of collective belonging related to both European and non-European 
spaces, including places related to the countries of origin and residence. The ‘direct 
probing’ strategy was especially relevant in the context of the comparative nature of the 
study. Putting a common referent ‘Europe’ to the test in different national contexts among 
different groups of migrants actually revealed little in common at all. Not only does this 
reinforce previous research on the particular national frames of interpretation of European 
integration (Díez Medrano, 2003), it also suggests that unique understandings of Europe 
are emerging among migrant populations as a result of multiple socialization processes 
related to the country of origin, European societies, and personal experiences of migration. 

 
 

4. Findings 
 
I offer two contrasting scales through which to consider the interconnectedness of spatial 
reference points articulated as meaningful in individual migration narratives. First, a small-
scale, which is developed through emphasis on belonging to specific local or urban settings 
and conceptions of community as well as distinct physical environments as opposed to 
more extensive ones. Second, a large-scale, which shifts the focus of the study exclusively 
onto the Algerian/North African group of research participants based on their extensive 
mobilization of frames related to the Mediterranean Sea in articulating feelings of 
belonging that connect contexts of origin and residence. I cannot, within the scope of this 
essay, explore all of the relevant spatial categories that seem to shape informants’ 
geographic imaginations (whether smaller or larger scale) nor examine in-depth the 
boundary-drawing and distinction processes that often accompany processes of place 
affiliation.  
 
However, by presenting a selection of spatial motifs relevant to respondents’ discourse on 
belonging, I hope to achieve two things. First, to shed more light on how migrants 
experience their own integration, or embedding, into European societies through 
interpretative ‘comparative work’. Comparisons between the different places that have 
shaped one’s biography inevitably draw sending and receiving country-contexts onto the 
same plane of experience and existence. Thus, whether or not as migrants, we are 
conscious of the concrete acts or symbolic processes through which we become 
‘embedded’ into the new society or psychologically attempt to resolve the experience of 
migratory rupture, any perception of the ‘new’ place is built in relation to perceptions of 
‘other’ spaces of experience, and vice-versa. Thus, and as discussed in the theoretical 
section, migrants construct spatial categories with cultural and personal resonance through 
relational processes. 
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Second, I argue that this emphasis on relational spatial constructs needs to be taken into 
account in investigations on non-EU migrants’ orientations to Europe, no matter how 
diverse, vague or ambivalent the latter may be. To be sure, there are few participants across 
the three-country study who articulate strong attachments to a supranational European 
category (whether spontaneously evinced or directly probed for) in the absence of other 
contexts (social, spatial, cultural, institutional). However, when probed for in relation to 
other categories (e.g. multi-scalar conceptions of sending and receiving contexts), or 
simply, by paying attention to how mobilizations of Europe occur in participants’ 
narratives, the category can take on unique significance in conceptions of belonging and 
expanding geographic imaginations. 
 
 

Small-scale constructions of salience and interconnected spaces: “le bled”, “el pueblo”, “mini-India” 

 
One of the more striking aspects of the findings is the multi-scalar, comparative and 
relational shape that answers to direct questions on spatial categories of belonging take. 
Indeed, responding “yes” or “no” to a question on “feeling European” or developing more 
or less positive or negative orientations to Europe can reveal ambivalent and even 
contradictory attitudes if not contextualized against specific cultural and social fields. When 
probing for the degree of relevance of specific spaces to daily life and belonging (whether 
or not I had mentioned names of cities, countries or continents in questions) it is 
remarkable how talk of one’s relationship to a place conjured talk of other places and 
spaces. Reflections of this sort drew equally on material and symbolic realms of experience.  
 
Several respondents claimed a sense of belonging, familiarity or relative ease of 
acculturation in the host society by mobilizing comparative frames drawing their place of 
origin and place of residence closer together, suggestive of processes of commensuration 
(Espeland and Stevens, 1998). These instances are illustrative of a degree of global 
reflexivity, which, in its weaker variant, is identified by Savage et.al. (2005) as the ability to 
draw comparisons between one’s city and other cities (nationally or internationally), 
reinforcing the notion that globalization fosters the “comparative interaction of different 
forms of life” (the authors citing Robertson, 1992: 27). The following interview excerpts 
focus on the relation between the European capitals under study and how they can be 
experienced as similar to meaningful places in the sending country (to the extent that the 
meaning of European places can be quite transformed in a migrant’s symbolic geography). 
These are not meant to be taken as the basis for a general schema of interpreting the 
relation between distinct spaces in migration narratives. However, the following quotes 
demonstrate that the relational nature of place interpretation can be particularly strong in 
the context of postcolonial migratory processes. 
 

Case-study 1: Spatial continuity across disparate geographies (small-scale) 

 
“When I saw Paris, I saw Algiers” Moussa, Paris 
 
What is the first thing that comes to mind when you think of Paris? 
When I think of Paris? What do I think of? I don’t know how to answer that…in terms of 
what? 
It’s up to you. 
The first time I came…when I arrived in Paris [after having crossed from the south of 
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France and taken a train]…when I saw Paris, I saw Algiers. 
Yes? 
I saw Algiers, directly. 
Are you talking about buildings? Architecture? 
It’s the same. The architecture. The same, the same. They [the French] have left their mark 
[in Algiers]. [As Algerians], we can’t get lost [in Paris]. Very quickly, it’s as if…we know the 
streets [of Paris]. It was not a shock [coming here]…Paris, the first time I saw it, I saw 
Algeria. It’s Algiers. The capital. The same. 

 
“The way we live in London, it’s like mini-India” Abbigail, London 
 
[When you arrived,] Was there anything about life here [in London] that seemed different, new, strange to 
you? 
[No.] Because the way we live [in London], it's like mini-India. I don't know whether you 
noticed it […] East Ham. It's like mini-India. So, you don't feel lost at all [as a recently 
arrived Indian]. Until you go outside East Ham. Other than East Ham, Manor Park…You 
have to go outside [of those areas] to know what London is. […] When we visited [family] 
in Oxford, [I understood that] THAT was English countryside. 

 
“I think in terms of India. We can’t say that this is Europe…” Balavan, London 
 
When you think of your daily life, on what scale are you thinking? For example, are you thinking more in 
terms of London, the UK, Europe…? 
I think [in terms of] India. (Laughter). We can't say that this is Europe […] or the UK […] 
or, London or anything. […] If I want to feel that this is London, I have to travel from 
here [East Ham] to… at least to Tower Bridge. (Laughter). I think like... this is South India. 
And if you go to other side, in Upton Park, it's North India. If you go to Southall, we think 
like…we are in Punjab! (Laughter). 

 
“Arriving in Madrid was like being in Quito” Santiago, Madrid 
 
What felt different and what felt familiar when you arrived in Madrid? 
Let’s see, what was familiar is that Madrid looks a lot like the capital of Ecuador. […] 
When I was 12 years old, I moved [from the countryside to Quito]. So [arriving here in 
Madrid] was like being in Quito. Even the bridges […] the streets are the same, the 
architecture and everything is the same as in the centre of Quito. 
[…] 
You said earlier [that when you travel to other parts of Spain], you tend to miss Madrid… 
[Yes] And whenever I return [I notice how Madrid] looks a lot like the part of Quito where 
I used to live, so I feel very close to Madrid, I identify with it and I feel very good. I walk 
around the streets with ease, I move around with ease, I know Madrid very well. 

 
The passages in Case-study 1 are not merely an illustration of the comparative thought-
processes through which migrants arrive at elective belonging across disparate geographic 
contexts. They are equally revelatory of a pattern in strategies for embedding oneself in the 
new society (Wessendorf and Phillimore, 2019) and may be connected to the psychology of 
easing the sense of migratory rupture. Indeed, mobilizing comparative frames through 
figures of speech that establish equivalence or similarity between disparate places seems to 
be a way of transforming and appropriating local spaces. This is accomplished by drawing 
on both tangible and symbolic experience relevant to postcolonial legacies. Though many 
research participants would reject the notions of equivalence between places like Algiers 
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and Paris, Quito and Madrid, or the re-drawing of the map of London based on Indian 
geography, comparative frames, though not always as striking as those presented above, are 
ubiquitous in migration narratives.  
 
To the extent that the testimonials in Case Study 1 illustrate a degree of global reflexivity 
that can be likened to Savage and his co-authors’ account, the ‘comparative work’ of 
postcolonial international migrants settling in Europe seems to have a stronger impact on 
their identity formation than that observed by the authors of Globalization and Belonging who 
studied (mainly) British internal movers. Though the latter were frequently able to extract 
meaning from the city of Manchester against a global context of other cities, these 
comparisons more often reinforced their local identities and attachments to the 
Manchester area. Indeed, the authors point out that most of the respondents in their study 
“did not develop the kind of reflexivity which indicated that their own identity was placed 
in a global context” (Ibid: 191). The comparisons drawn by participants in the study at 
hand instead suggest that the sense of belonging integrates multiple contexts understood as 
central to the individual migration story. Indeed, rather than fostering a stronger 
attachment to one place or another, the global reflexivity of the sort developed in Case 
Study 1 (and in the section below) can transform the nature of the attachment altogether 
along the lines of one’s symbolic geography. 
 
Even participants who tend to highlight more differences than similarities across spaces of 
experience and belonging are engaged in processes of social commensuration, through 
which they are constructing unique scales of value. This is evocative of Boltanski and 
Thévenot’s notion of grandeurs (1991) - the common reference points that structure actors’ 
understandings of and justifications for their and others’ actions.  Talk on tangible 
experiences in different and multi-scalar environments can provide insights into how one 
constructs personally meaningful spatial categories of attachment. The extended cases 
presented below highlight the discursive use of comparative frames as central to accounts 
of belonging to particular spaces understood in connection to specific social groups. 
Whether they span both sending and receiving country geographies or are more restricted 
to a single territory, what is seen as constituting the most important unit of belonging is 
articulated in relation to another unit – both socially and spatially constituted. 
 
 

Merging social and geographic imaginaries 
 
For instance, Fadéla, a woman born in 1961 in rural Western Algeria who grew up in the 
city of Oran, was one of the few Algerians interviewed who struggled with the French 
language. Coming from a traditional low-income family, she completed only three years of 
primary education and explains her decision to move to France around the age of thirty in 
terms of her inability to find work, to marry or to become emancipated. She settled in the 
Paris suburb of Argenteuil after having married a Moroccan man she had met during one 
of her previous family visits. Fadéla, though she displays a great interest in one day 
acquiring French nationality for practical reasons but also given her belief that “as 
Algerians, we are a little bit French,” develops a decidedly local-level account of her place 
attachments. Though our interview generated few rich accounts due to our communication 
difficulties, she does not limit her responses on identity questions to simplistic national 
territorial spheres. Though she feels strongly Algerian and not French, she nevertheless 
distinguishes between multiple scales of belonging in France that have differentiated 
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meanings to her. Crucially, through frequent references to the bled,24 she mobilizes a single 
unifying frame that focuses on her most salient attachments in both France and Algeria. 
 

What is the first thing that comes to mind when you think of France?  
 
I don’t understand [the question] …France? That’s where I got married, where I 
live freely. It’s calm. It’s normal…I live just like in the bled. I haven’t changed. 
 
Do you feel at home here, in Argenteuil, in France? 
 
Yes, yes. 
 
More than in Algeria? 
 
Here in Argenteuil, I feel like over there in the bled. Paris is different. In Argenteuil, 
the people are like [those] in the bled. It’s a lot more working-class. It’s a quartier 
populaire [working-class district]. In Paris, I feel a little bit like it’s something else. 
More like France. 
 

A strikingly similar focus on working-class districts as offering the most meaningful and 
authentic sites for belonging across both sending and receiving societies is offered by 
Santiago, an Ecuadorian migrant in Madrid who is deeply attached to his rural and 
indigenous roots in the region of Cayambe. Similar to Fadéla, whose understanding of the 
bled and quartier populaire bridge the space between France and Algeria, Santiago offers the 
pueblo25 frame as an important reference point that transcends the distance between 
Ecuador and Spain. When asked about which spatial scales between Madrid, Spain and 
Europe are the most relevant to his daily life, like many research participants, Santiago 
chose the local (Madrid) scale. He accounts for this choice drawing on both symbolic and 
tangible experiences. 
 

Why is Madrid the most important level for you? 
 
Because it has been 16 years… that I have imbibed, as one says… [the 
surroundings of Madrid]…21 years in Ecuador, in Cayambe especially, you know? 
I’ve spent 16 years here [Madrid]. I’ve spent almost equal parts of my life in the two 
cities, in the two pueblos. Because this is also the pueblo of Madrid. I really like that 
word, I identify more with it. 
 

When asked to explain his unusual use of the term pueblo to make sense of a capital city like 
Madrid, he specifically emphasises the working-class sense of the term (rather than the 
political or geographic sense). That is, his identification with both Madrid and the 
Ecuadorian city of Cayambe springs from an attachment to places he associates with 
‘common people’. In contrast, he creates a socially-differentiated map of the city of Madrid 
when I ask him what comes to mind if I say the word ‘Europe’ to him: 

 
24 Bled is a noun with multiple meanings used in both French slang and North African Arabic. In French, it 
means ‘small village’ having pejorative or affective connotations (e.g. a ‘hole’ in the middle of nowhere). In 
North Africa, it often denotes the country-side.  North African migrants in France specifically use bled to 
refer to the country or the village of origin (Cambridge online dictionary, 2016; Centre National de 
Ressources Textuelles et Lexicales, 2012).  
25 There are three general meanings of the noun pueblo. It can refer to a ‘people’ or ‘nation’ in the political 
sense; to the ‘plebe’ or ‘common people’ in terms of social class and to a ‘small town’, ‘village’ or 
‘countryside’ from a spatial and cultural perspective (Collins Spanish-English online dictionary, 2019). 
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I think of London, of Switzerland, of those places. For me, that’s Europe. 
 
Why? 
 
I don’t know…because…You see those people standing out there? [Motioning from 
the window of the café we are seated at toward the crowd in the Puerta del Sol square]. They 
look more like common people (más de pueblo). I’ve always thought, since they say 
that the [typical] European is blonder, taller…Even when I find myself in the 
barrio of Salamanca [affluent district of Madrid], I tell myself, “Now, this is 
Europe.” 
 

Thus, Santiago develops a class-based understanding of what distinguishes the European 
and non-European sides of Madrid as well as an ‘ethnic’ component of Europeanness that 
intermingles with geographic distinctions. The unpretentious and ‘common’ spaces he 
associates with the working-class barrios of Madrid –decidedly ‘un-European’ ones –
constitute his primary spaces for attachment in the Spanish context. The previous passage, 
in which he explains his attachment to Madrid in terms of accumulated life experience, as 
well as the pueblo common denominator to express his relationship to the Spanish capital 
and Cayambe, illustrate the possibility of experiencing the two spaces as continuous in spite 
of the distance that separates them. 
 
As a result, both Fadéla and Santiago effectively transform the spaces they inhabit by 
positioning them in relation to other (socially-differentiated) ones encountered throughout 
the migratory experience, both European and non-European: Argenteuil as the bled vs. 
Paris as France; the district of Salamanca as ‘Europe’ vs. the pueblo (spanning both Madrid 
and Cayambe). These individuals are examples of participants who, through their discourse 
on belonging and various aspects of the migratory story, reveal themselves as ‘small-
thinkers’ when it comes to the construction of socially and spatially meaningful places. It is 
not that Fadéla and Santiago display limited consciousness of inhabiting potentially larger 
spaces or develop one-sided orientations to territory (e.g. sending-vs. receiving-society). 
Indeed, they actually consider the multiple units of space relevant to the migration 
experience and develop unique interpretations of them through comparative frames of 
analysis. ‘Thinking small’, for these participants, is the means through which the continuity-
rupture dialectic is resolved. For Fadéla and Santiago, ‘small-thinking’ puts greatest value 
on local-level working-class spaces of experience in a way that guarantees continuity of the 
sense of self across disparate geographies. For other participants that can be described as 
‘small-thinkers’, the value of local and small-scale spaces is not necessarily understood in 
terms of class. One’s attachment (or lack thereof) to local spaces can also be explained in 
terms of topographical characteristics, for example. Nabil, for instance, an Algerian 
participant in Paris explains his lack of strong attachment to the French capital in terms of 
the value he places on a rural existence compared to an urban one. He coins the phrase 
“topographical exile” to depict his transition from his mountain-top village in Kabylie, 
Northern Algeria - ma montagne (“my mountain”) as he calls it, to the Parisian metropolis. 
The two are inherently incompatible. Unlike for Fadéla and Santiago, who can connect the 
bled and the pueblo to specific parts of the regions of Paris and Madrid, ma montagne is a 
contradiction in terms with the French capital. 
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Large-scale constructions of salience and interconnected spaces:  the Mediterranean Sea as a ‘bridge’ to 
Europe and other spaces of belonging 
 
This section shifts focus toward the construction of meaningful and interconnected spatial 
categories articulated at larger scales. The accounts in this section are germane to Savage 
and his colleagues’ observations on both the limited and more profound expressions of 
global reflexivity. They illustrate that large scales of comparison can be used to 
demonstrate an identity unfolding together with an expanding geographic imagination (akin 
to feeling one is a ‘citizen of the world’) while still being anchored in a physically and 
culturally constituted sense of place. In other words, articulating larger-scale spatial 
orientations that draw from experiences and perceptions of multiple contexts does not 
necessarily lead one into abstract notions of ‘cosmopolitanism’ or rootlessness but in fact 
can reinforce specific attachments. 
 
One of the most salient ‘big’ frames for understanding the sense of belonging to receiving-
society-relevant spaces (such as the country of residence or Europe) is the Mediterranean 
Sea. The Mediterranean as a cultural and physical space was remarkably present in the 
migration narratives of Algerian and other North African participants. A total of twenty-
seven informants spontaneously referred to the ‘Mediterranean Sea’ (or basin) and/or to 
‘Mediterranean culture’ (roughly ¼ of respondents), most of them, Algerians or other 
North Africans.26 Indeed, out of the 45 interviews conducted with Algerians (in France and 
Spain), more than half (24) mobilized this category. More remarkable is the sheer emphasis 
that many participants put on this category to make sense of the experience of migration 
and settlement in Europe. Indeed, when compared to the roughly 1/3 of participants in the 
study who had spontaneously conjured more or less vague images of ‘Europe’ in the 
migration story, the ‘Mediterranean’ category emerges as a much more clearly articulated 
space of reference. 
 
Apart from a minority of respondents who were self-proclaimed ‘citizens of the world’, few 
other large-scale spatial and cultural frames - apart from Europe – could rival the 
significance of the Mediterranean space-set. Evidence of a globally reflexive cultural 
imagination for South American and South Asian participants that could have been used as 
a bridge between the place of origin and destination, are la Hispanidad, the Commonwealth, 
or other referents that emphasise cultural and historical ties in postcolonial contexts. Such 
referents were virtually non-existent in testimonials, however. Instead, the spatial and 
cultural imaginaries of South Americans and South Asians that indicated a large-scale or 
global consciousness at work in the rupture and continuity dialectics of belonging tended 
to be assembled in a more dispersed fashion rather than through a single unifying frame. I 
cannot present this evidence in a detailed manner within the limits of this study but 
provide a brief depiction in the following paragraph. 
 
Examples of large-scale articulations of belonging include, for South Americans, 
transnational Evangelical Christian communities as crucial in their understanding of their 
own social and cultural embedding in Madrid as well as developing or reinforcing one’s 
South American/Latino identity as a result of migration and settlement in Europe. For 
Indians and other South Asians, a large-scale articulation of belonging could emphasise 
one’s feeling at home within the Indian and South Asian diaspora in Britain and abroad, 
including Canada and the United States. Moreover, though the Commonwealth did not 
appear explicitly in testimonials, it seems to influence some of the boundary-work through 

 
26 Apart from references to the ‘Mediterranean’ category by two Ecuadorian participants in Spain and two 
Indian participants in France. 
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which several Indian respondents in London questioned both the moral and historic 
legitimacy of EU migrants that they saw as displacing the more ‘appropriate’ relationship of 
postcolonial migration to the UK. Finally, a number of Indian respondents – both in the 
British and French contexts – evinced a particularly interesting form of global reflexivity in 
endorsing the project of European integration specifically in terms of their Indian spatial 
imaginaries. Indeed, some participants explicitly framed their desire for more integration 
and a ‘truly’ borderless Europe in terms of their commitment to Indian nationalism. By 
comparing the territorial, cultural and linguistic diversity of India with that of the European 
continent, they articulated an almost common-sense desire for European federalism based 
on their strong attachment to the Indian state project. 

Turning back to the significance of the Mediterranean for situating North African migrant 
identities into a large-scale more globally reflexive context, the significance of this 
particular space-set may lie in its ability to conjure multidimensional imaginaries pertaining 
to culture, space, power and history. 

Figure 1.  Different frames of the Mediterranean referent 

The interview data offer four broad articulations of the Mediterranean as a meaningful 
category (see Figure 1). One is constructed as an adjective for a (spatially situated) common 
culture – e.g. a Mediterranean culture, lifestyle, climate, family structure, etc. A second 
meaning is constructed in reference to the Mediterranean as a physical space, e.g. direct 
references to the sea and the geographical context that connects the different points of the 
basin. Third, the Mediterranean emerges as a historically situated concept, through 
references to Mediterranean civilizations and different periods of conquest and 
colonization (and their legacies) that have shaped the region. Finally, the Mediterranean is 
frequently mobilized as an image of (unequal) spatial distributions of power. The 
Mediterranean in this context becomes a frame to symbolize uneven power and status that 
distinguishes one side of the sea and the other, frequently illustrated by the figure of 
harragas27 or the migrant dead at sea. Each category is expressed along different degrees of 
‘harmony vs. contestation’ vis-a-vis more ‘official’ and existing organizations of culture and 
power through space and alternative or normative ones. 

Figure 2. The Mediterranean as ‘bridge’ to other spatial categories 

27 Clandestine migrants. See Abderrezak (2016). 
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With respect to the cultural resonance of the Mediterranean for North African participants, 
it seems to act as a vehicle to maintain an attachment to their native culture while 
simultaneously facilitating the opening up of the self towards other identity spaces, such as 
the country of residence and Europe, among others (see Figure 3).  Regardless of the 
specific parameters respondents associate Mediterranean culture with (or dissociate it from 
- e.g.  Southern Europe, Europe, Northern Europe, Maghreb, Marseilles, Valencia, France, 
Spain, etc.), claiming a Mediterranean identity is equivalent to establishing oneself as a ‘big 
thinker’ or as having developed an extended geographic imagination.  To signal the salience 
of the Mediterranean throughout the migration narrative is to assert that one’s geography 
of belonging extends beyond specific nation states or sub-national regions. In addition, it 
also allows North African migrants to endorse alternative visions of the spatial and cultural 
limits of Europe and/or to claim moral legitimacy of belonging to existing organizations of 
culture and space related to the country of residence and Europe.  
 
As the case-studies below illustrate, the Mediterranean as a common culture is located 
frequently in discourse to establish cultural similarities (or few incompatibilities) between 
Algeria and the country of residence, in this case, France or Spain, e.g. “I’m very 
Mediterranean, so I felt right at home in Spain” or, “As an Algerian, I feel completely at 
home whenever I visit Marseilles.” Another frequent use of the Mediterranean as a 
container of common culture occurs in relation to what participants consider as distinct 
pockets of larger spatial categories. For instance, associating Southern Europe and/or 
North Africa with a common Mediterranean culture at times presented in conjunction with 
larger spaces that extend beyond the basin “e.g. I relate to people in Spain and Italy 
because we are all Mediterranean. I am Algerian, I am African!” But just as it can signal the 
experience of commonality, it can also be mobilized as an emblem of institutionalised 
inequality between inhabitants of the Northern and Southern frontiers, resulting in 
differentiated and fractured cultural and geographic imaginaries. In other cases, the 
Mediterranean as a common culture can be used to establish continuity and compatibility 
across different identifications through an extension of scales, including a European level, 
e.g. “I prefer to consider myself as Euro-Mediterranean rather than Franco-Algerian.” 
 
 
Case-study 2: The Mediterranean vis-à-vis Europe: contesting boundaries and 
unequal status 
 

 
“Europe as a great wall” Touraya, Madrid 
 
Now for an ‘out of the blue’ question: What do you think of if I say the word ‘Europe’ to you? 
…A great wall. […] When I came of age and began to dream about travelling, and all 
young people [in Tunisia] were dreaming of travel, [I realized that] […] one must line-up 
and request a visa, […] the Schengen visa for Europe. It felt like you were about to enter a 
perfect world and that you need to be screened in order to enter this perfect world. So, if 
you don’t have the means, the education, if you’re not the son of…or the daughter of… 
[someone with means], all you see is this great wall.  So I saw this from the perspective of 
my generation, of [Tunisian] youth. If I, as a student, can go on [a single] trip, Europeans 
[on the other hand], they have seen all of Europe, they have the Erasmus scholarship, they 
have all these possibilities. And we [North Africans] have all the languages of the world, 
but we are faced with this big wall. A Tunisian like me who has always lived in an 
environment that’s very close to the Francophonie, if not 100% francophone, must request 
a visa to enter France, whereas a Spaniard, who may not know any languages, is a 
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European citizen, he can enter [France]. … So there is this big wall…so the only thing 
that’s left for you is to look to your right and to your left onto the Arab world …And now 
that I’ve crossed this wall, I keep telling them [Tunisian youth], “Don’t be fooled. Don’t 
dream about crossing or climbing that wall, because it’s all a big lie! Life [on the other side] 
is not as amazing as you think!”… 
 
So, [as a result of this understanding of Europe [as a ‘wall’] should the EU expand to include a country 
like Tunisia? 
We are in Africa. I am African. I have become increasingly conscious of this and I assume 
my African identity and origins. Because my country is located in Africa. Clearly. But there 
is something very important, very influential in the history of the world – the 
Mediterranean [sea]. And I think that a French [person] is closer to a Tunisian than…a 
person from Norway. One, there is the language, the history. We overcame a history of war 
and colonisation and we were able to have friendships or marriages or cultural exchanges 
between France and Tunisia. When France recognized that one of the main dishes of the 
French family is couscous, this means that we have overcome the negative part of our 
relationship. We have this exchange. Even in Tunisia…we make quiche…because it’s a 
very good dish […] We have this exchange, which begins with culture, with tastes, with 
smells, with colours, with artistic expression, with the [French] language that brings us 
closer together. And this wall called Europe has been created. This geographical division 
that completely refused Turkey […] It isn’t advantageous to create a barrier between the 
countries of [...] the Northern Mediterranean and of the Southern Mediterranean. We 
cannot build Europe while forgetting the Mediterranean.  

 
Stigma and “the other side of the Mediterranean” Bariza, Paris 
 
[Talking about perceptions of racism as an Algerian physician in the French healthcare sector] 
There is clear racism in the French medical establishment. […] The difference of treatment 
toward my [foreign] colleagues [who, unlike myself are not white or have an accent] is very 
clear. There is a huge difference. […] Though [the racism] is never directly expressed. But I 
think that amongst themselves [native French physicians], they speak about us [non-
European physicians] in a different way. They don’t have the same rapport with a Polish 
[physician]. […] The Polish or the Hungarian [physician] with her little accent [in 
French]…she is a part of Europe. But for someone who comes from the other side of the 
Mediterranean, they [French] talk about ‘blacks’! The medical establishment by definition is 
a right-wing milieu. 

 
 
 
Case-study 3: The Mediterranean vis-à-vis Europe: reconfiguring identity horizons 
 

 
“I feel Mediterranean and I feel European…I even feel international” Hakima, Paris 
 
[Talking about the experience of becoming naturalized as a French citizen] 
I am Algerian and I am French. I have the two cultures in me because when one lives in a 
country…any country […] no matter where I go, I don’t think I would ever ask myself the 
question of whether I belong or whether I am Algerian or something else. […] [I am drawn 
to the idea of] the Euro-Mediterranean because I think it is a new identity space. Because I 
feel Mediterranean and I feel European. […] I cannot say that I am only Algerian or only 
French. Honestly, I even feel international at times. I would have no problem living 
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elsewhere. In fact, I travel a lot. And wherever I go, I feel at home. I don’t know why.  

 
“I am African, you see. I am Mediterranean” Lounès, Paris 
 
You have mentioned you are intending to apply for French citizenship. What might be the advantages of 
becoming a French citizen? 
[…] I want to live here [France]. I do exactly the same things as anyone one who is here. I 
mean, can a nationality really reflect what I am from an identity perspective? There is no 
nationality in the world that could summarize who I am. Even Algerian nationality. [Even] 
when one speaks of the three identity dimensions in Algeria: Arab-ness, Islamic-ness, 
Berber-ness (l’arabité, l’islamité, la berberité)… But I feel very close to…I am African, you see. 
I am Mediterranean. You see, Italians, Spaniards, I really feel very close to their way of 
being. […] 

 
 
Case-study 4: The Mediterranean vis-à-vis Europe: Bridging 
 

 
“The Maghreb is Mediterranean” Hosni, Paris 
 
[Talking about regional integration processes] 
Where do you see Algeria in the midst of these processes [of integration]? Closer to Europe or closer to the 
Maghrebi countries? 
Both, in fact. Algeria…the Maghreb, is Mediterranean. We are Mediterranean. […] 
[Regional] integration in North Africa would have to be based on [shared] principles. It 
could be [based] on the land, on language, on history. […] The Maghreb shares the same 
land, the same history, the same language, the same religion. We are Berbers. […] A strong, 
united Maghreb […] could become integrated into other groups [in future]. In Europe, in 
Africa…in the middle. […] If [the Maghreb] had been strong, it could have been a bridge 
between all of that [Europe and Africa]. Unfortunately, it [Maghrebi integration] is not 
working and we have many problems. So…And also, the Maghreb is Mediterranean. When 
you go to Marseilles, or you go to Algiers, it’s the same thing. It’s the same thing. 

 
“On which side of the sea…?” Malika, Paris 
 
If you have children one day, where would you like to raise them? 
Not in Paris. I mean, if it’s in France, it would be [somewhere else, where life is easier, less 
stressful, more affordable]. [...] Ideally, I don’t think it will be in Paris. Ideally, it would be 
by the sea. I think that [the sea] is a reference point. A visual reference point, for me. I 
mean, I always grew up by the sea. I would love to live by the Mediterranean. Now, on 
which side [of the sea would I be living], that I don’t know. In which country, I don’t 
know. But the Mediterranean basin is sufficiently large to… [choose]. To be able to see the 
sea, I would love that. I think it’s a lovely thing for children to grow up by the sea, it’s a 
nice horizon. 

 
Thus, the Mediterranean frame allows many Algerian and other North African participants 
to establish themselves as simultaneously ‘close’ to both ‘European’ (Valencia, Marseilles, 
Southern Europe…) and ‘non-European’ (e.g. Maghreb, Berber, Africa, North Africa…) 
space-culture configurations, as well as de-territorialized global reference points. In 
addition, by establishing proximity to certain notions of Europeanness and distance from 
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others, North Africans are contesting dominant and mainstream understandings of Europe 
and European integration.  
 
The fact that the Mediterranean and its connection to Europe resonates almost exclusively 
among North African participants and is conspicuously absent in the narratives of 
Ecuadorians settling in Spain, for instance, reinforces the significance of the dialectical 
relationship of rupture and continuity in the context of migration and settlement. 
Objectively speaking, the Mediterranean coast is closer to Madrid (303 km via Valencia) 
than to Paris (660 km via Marseilles). Yet, the Mediterranean as a meaningful way to 
articulate spatial reflexivity scarcely surfaced in narratives of migration and settlement 
among Ecuadorians interviewed in Madrid, in contrast to Algerians in Paris (and Valencia). 
Therefore, my findings provide some support to Harvey’s understanding on the ‘stickiness’ 
of mental maps and can be connected to Savage et.al.’s conclusions on the nature of global 
reflexivity – namely, that it “does not seep into people’s lives because of the pervasive 
power of global idioms and cues, but rather it depends on particular, indeed local and 
personal circumstances” (2003: 202).  
 
Perhaps the desire for continuity, after all, overpowers the experience of rupture in the 
migration experience, as ‘strangers’ categorize their new experiences in ways that are legible 
from the perspective of previous spatial orientations. Algerians’ frequent interpretation of 
France, Spain and Europe through the Mediterranean lens may be more illustrative of the 
current stakes surrounding Algerian and North African identity formation28 than of French, 
Spanish or European identity construction. Other spatial themes that emerged frequently 
in Ecuadorian participants’ migration narratives, though not explored in this study, may 
also lend support to the recalcitrance of geographic imaginaries. They invite us to 
reconsider the theme of ‘topographical exile’ used by an Algerian Kabyle respondent to 
describe his experience in Paris. Indeed, the discourse on roots (raíces) and land (tierra) that 
surfaced frequently in the accounts of Ecuadorians is evocative of certain aspects of the 
geographic imagination that may not ‘travel’ as well as others, especially where the journey 
begins in a rural and developing space and ends in a major European capital. For 
Ecuadorians intent on returning to their place of origin, the use of such vocabulary 
illustrates both the distinction between one’s ‘true home’ and the place of residence as well 
as the salient markers of Ecuadorian geography - Highland and Coastal regions – that 
shape their sense of self. 
 
 

5. Conclusion: Toward a migrant’s cartography of Europe 
 
My use of the ‘thinking small’ vs. ‘thinking big’ trope should not be seen as an assumption 
on the limited cognitive resources for spatial abstraction of some research participants. I 
am not making an argument premised on cognitive mobilization theory (Inglehart, 1970) 
that would assume lower-educated participants are less inclined to perceive the relevance of 
becoming embedded into larger socio-spatial categories than higher-educated ones. Indeed, 
the cases discussed in some depth as well as the interview fragments presented in the case-

 
28 Both the literature on contemporary Algerian society and Algerian research participants draw attention to 
the multiple and often conflicting identity narratives that have to do with French colonial legacies (e.g. the 
continued relevance of the French language in national administration and education as well  as the cultural  
divisions between more Arabic/Islamically-oriented and French/secularly-oriented segments of society); the 
status of Berber languages and culture marginalized by the state, as well as a general sensation of Algerian 
culture and civil society being stifled by heavy emigration trends and a political regime dominated by an elite 
and military caste. 
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studies find that small-scale motifs are not synonymous with limited spatial imaginaries. 
Instead, participants who make use of smaller spatial frames are simply emphasising the 
higher degree of relevance of these spaces, both in material and symbolic terms, to their 
daily lives and migratory experiences, compared to other, often larger spatial categories. 
 
Articulating notions of belonging, membership and identification in the context of 
different spatial scales, whether small or large, seems to bridge distance between distinct 
spaces and may ease the multiple transitions inherent in migratory rupture. For example, 
talk on the transformation and appropriation of official units of urban space in the country 
of residence (using vocabulary such as mini-India, bled, or pueblo to make sense of attachment 
vis-à-vis London, Madrid and Paris) reflects perceptions of shifting multi-scalar boundaries. 
Whether between diaspora and ‘mainstream’ society or between working-class and affluent 
urban and sub-urban spaces, the process of appropriating local spaces, even from a small-
scale perspective, involves the blurring of boundaries between sending-and receiving-
societies. Thus, migrants are able to re-draw boundaries in the receiving society (through 
expanding spatial consciousness) in a way that nevertheless preserves elements of the 
mental maps acquired prior to migration. With respect to understandings of the physical 
environment, such as architecture that reminds individuals of former colonial relationships 
(e.g. Paris=Algiers, Quito=Madrid) or topographical characteristics which act as evidence 
of the disjuncture between one’s life pre- and post-migration (e.g. ma montagne≠Paris), 
migrants frequently judge the relationship between distinct spaces when they provide 
accounts of acculturation processes. This alerts us to the significance of connecting 
multiple urban and physical environments as Savage et al.’s work on elective belonging 
global reflexivity already suggests. 
 
In Globalization and Belonging (2005), Savage et.al. remarked on how the minority of research 
participants they interviewed in the Manchester area who were not brought up in Britain or 
whose life experiences abroad were not limited to the beaten track of the ‘white British 
diaspora’ seemed to possess the most developed forms of global consciousness. Though 
the authors effectively challenge abstract notions of cosmopolitanism that have tended to 
confuse global cultural processes with the de-territorialisation of attachments, they 
nevertheless view the ‘strangers’ in their study as the most authentically cosmopolitan. 
These are the only individuals who “place their identities in some kind of explicit global 
frame” (Ibid: 197), compared to the majority of respondents for whom global reflexivity is 
more limited to understanding their urban environment (and their attachments to it) in a 
broader context of national and international cities.  
 
My findings to a certain extent challenge the assumptions these authors make about global 
reflexivity – both in its more limited and profound versions. I do not view small-scale 
reflexivity (e.g. comparing neighbourhoods or cities in different places) as reinforcing a 
primary local attachment, as may be the case for non-migrants. Rather, I show how 
drawing these comparisons allows migrants to: (a) create symbolic geographies that bridge 
the distance between ‘here’ and ‘there’ and (b) convert these symbolic geographies into the 
basis for belonging. This inevitably leads to an extended form of global awareness, even if 
one does not proclaim oneself to be a citizen of the world. The ability of international 
migrants to set their place of settlement in Europe in a broader context that is significant to 
their sense of self, whether this occurs at a small or at a large scale, need not result in 
strengthening one local attachment over another. Instead, this reflexivity is what allows 
them to ease the migratory transition and draw together multiple spheres of experience into 
a coherent life-narrative. 
 



116 

 

With respect to reflexivity through larger-scale forms of bridging, my exploration of the 
Mediterranean frame of reference highlights how extending one’s spatial and cultural 
imaginary is nevertheless rooted in a particular sense of place. Moreover, my findings 
suggest that the migratory experience, though it constitutes a form of “extreme life 
experience”, in the words of Savage and his colleagues, is not on its own what “recruits” 
individuals into developing more global awareness (2005: 202). Though I have argued that 
the act of migration certainly contributes to expanding and unsettling previous orientations 
to space, my findings emphasise the important role of previous imaginaries and the 
embodied cultural capital that migrants ‘carry’ with them along their journey.  
 
This essay stops-short in developing an account of the degree to which non-European 
migrants understand themselves as ‘becoming Europeans’ as they settle in the different EU 
cities under study. Though the European category is the focal point of the investigation, it 
is premised on the idea of connecting images and experiences of Europe to other 
geographies and spaces of belonging. Since the interviewing and data analysis approach 
paid attention to both ‘organic’ (spontaneous) constructions of meaningful spaces as well 
as reactions to spatial categories that were ‘forced’ upon participants, the question “to be or 
not to be European” altogether loses relevance, compared to: To what extent is there a place for 
Europe in your geographical imagination? As I have tried to show, asking postcolonial migrants 
about their relationship to Europe is a loaded question. International postcolonial migrants 
are not ‘clean slates’ or ‘complete strangers’ to Europe, contrary to what one might expect. 
Rather, they are strangers in the Simmelian sense of embodying the synthesis of proximity 
and distance relationships. Multiple processes of socialization that occur at different space-
time junctures (before and after the act of border-crossing) and the will to re-establish 
internal consistency in what may be a radically different environment turn migrants into 
cartographers of sorts. More than constructing unique cartographies of Europe, however, 
the accounts developed in this study speak to a broader research agenda that questions 
implicit spatial assumptions in concepts such as ‘culture’ and ‘society’. Following Gupta 
and Ferguson (1992), in an effort to de-naturalize cultural and spatial divisions across 
peoples, this study reinforces the need for further research into 
 

the ability of people to confound the established spatial orders, either through 
physical movement or through their own conceptual and political acts of re-
imagination, [which means] that space and place can never be a ‘given,’ and that the 
process of their sociopolitical construction must always be considered (p. 17). 
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THESIS CONCLUSION 

 
 

 
Would you like to add anything to our interview before I stop recording? 

 
Malika (from Algiers, living in Paris): 

 
…Well I will finish with a joke of one of my Algerian friends. He would say, […] ‘You 

know, I’ve realized that the only place in which I feel happy is when I’m on board a plane. 
I am very pleased to go to Algeria and I am very pleased to return to France. But once I 

arrive, every time, there are things that bother me on one side or on the other.’ I find that a 
nice description […] of the nostalgia […] of the myths [we have of departure or of arrival]. 

Reality is something different entirely. 
 
 

Daniel (from Valencia, living in Berlin): 
 

There is a famous statue of an emigrant which shows only half of the body and not the 
other half […] at a harbour somewhere. It’s of a man with a hat and a suitcase. And it’s 

true, once you have left…It’s one thing to go on Erasmus or for a short period. You learn 
and live new experiences and then you return and [your place of origin] becomes your 

home again. But once you have lived outside for a long time, [it’s different]. I will never be 
German and I will never again be Spanish. 

 
 

The two investigations in this thesis examine different groups of migrants crossing 
different types of borders. To the Spanish EU migrant, the question of border crossing is 
largely taken for granted as a cultural experience, whereas for non-EU migrants, European 
borders are multi-faceted and experienced both in material and symbolic terms. I have not 
addressed in detail the citizenship status of the non-EU postcolonial migrants in this thesis. 
Indian nationals quite frequently were naturalized British citizens or in the process of 
becoming so, in which case they had to surrender their Indian citizenship. Many Algerian 
and Ecuadorian participants were also considering becoming (or were already) naturalized 
citizens of the country of residence and could maintain their nationality of origin. A 
minority of participants, Algerian and Ecuadorian individuals in particular, were irregular 
migrants (or had been undocumented in the past).  
 
Indeed, the majority of postcolonial migrants were either long-term residents or citizens of 
their states of settlement. I have not systematically addressed the distinction in the latter 
two types of status in part because I observed little difference in the meanings and 
perceived benefits of naturalization compared to long-term residence. Following Soysal’s 
account of postnational citizenship (1994), I have found that migrants do not experience a 
significant ‘boost’ in their rights through the transition between different forms of 
residence permits and citizenship. I nevertheless had expected to encounter experiences of 
naturalization as leading to a degree of relief and as connected to the sense of increased 
political and cultural membership in the national community. Instead, most accounts of 
naturalization focused on its instrumental benefits for participants’ international projection, 
rather than for their national membership. Thus, formal citizenship was more often 
connected to possessing a ‘more attractive’ passport internationally or being able to live 
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and work freely in another EU state than as the manifestation of a permanent form of 
membership or attachment in the country of settlement. In fact, though some across the 
three groups of postcolonial migrants expressed pride in the possibility of obtaining a new 
or a dual citizenship (whether in instrumental or personally meaningful terms) for many, 
anything beyond an instrumental conception of naturalization could be seen as a source of 
internal conflict, betrayal or lack of authenticity. Thus, most accounts of naturalization 
either evinced little to no added benefits compared to long-term residence status (apart 
from the idea of international projection) or laid bare the existential dilemmas of formally 
‘becoming European’ (potentially acute in these postcolonial situations, particularly in the 
case of renouncing Indian citizenship).  
 
It should be noted that, of the ten Ecuadorians interviewed in London, all but two had 
lived in Spain prior to moving to the UK (half of which were in the UK as Spanish 
citizens). Similar degrees of previous EU mobility were far less frequent among the larger 
samples (e.g. Ecuadorians in Spain) and the other small samples (e.g. Algerians in Valencia 
or Indians in Paris) alike. Most of the Ecuadorians who had embarked on a second 
European migration and settlement experience had done so in the context of the economic 
crisis in Spain (the consequences of which were particularly swift and severe on migrant 
workers). Though these participants evinced a degree of global reflexivity in mobilizing 
different sites across Ecuador, Spain, and the UK as reference points in their biographies, 
they did not offer particularly ‘Europeanized’ accounts of their experience. This may be 
connected to London’s place as a global city rather than as a European one or to the UK’s 
fractured relationship with Europe. Both may translate to an irrelevance of the European 
frame of reference or to the internalization of polarized images of Europe. On the other 
hand, multiple European mobility experiences, regardless of the national contexts in which 
they take place, may not be consistent with deepening the cultural resonance of ‘Europe’, 
specifically. 
 
A variety of factors linked to both the outer and inner realms of experience are linked to 
the personal transformations that migrants in Europe undergo. Though the Spanish 
research population was not analysed comparatively with the non-European populations in 
the thesis, the orientations to Europe articulated across both groups were not as different 
as one may anticipate. Rather, the meanings of Europe from migrants’ perspectives are 
intimately linked to the multiple processes involved in the migration experience itself. They 
involve both imaginaries and concrete experience through socialisation in the place of 
origin and the place of residence. Becoming a migrant in Europe has as much to do with 
the particularities of national origin, social, cultural, and linguistic capital set against 
particular contexts of reception, as with the universalizing form of stranger subjectivity. 
 
The three studies in Becoming a Migrant in Europe together provide several angles from which 
to witness the changing relationship between territorial and cultural boundaries as lived 
through experiences of spatial mobility and settlement. To differing degrees, both the 
European and non-European-origin migrants participate in “confounding existing spatial 
orders” (Gupta and Ferguson, 1992) and “transgress the national order of things” (Soysal, 
1994) either through their physical movement or through acts of “reimagination” (Gupta 
and Ferguson, 1992). Regardless of the ease with which they can circulate (either legally 
through EU citizenship, or through cultural and linguistic affinities), they nevertheless 
contend with the inherent tensions of the global system which simultaneously weaken and 
reify nationalising reference points. While being ‘on the move’ and navigating these 
dialectical processes, migrants become aware of both the facilitating and the problematizing 
aspects of their experience. The Spanish migration study is a reminder that even in 
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conditions of freedom of mobility, emigration during the Great Recession can revitalize 
images of South European guest workers – even of involuntary migration - rather than 
foster a culture of European mobility. Spanish EU movers contend with these public 
narratives in their accounts of migration decision-making. Postcolonial migrants in “The 
Way They Look at You” study must also contend with external narratives on migration and 
belonging. They offer insights into the incongruencies between official membership 
(through permanent residence or citizenship) and symbolic inclusion. “Becoming 
European?” is perhaps the most ‘liberating’ of the three studies, highlighting how migrants 
draw their own geographies of belonging across different spaces. Yet it also highlights the 
particular sites that anchor different forms of global reflexivity. Thus, the particularizing-
universalizing dialectic is crucial not only in top-down processes of globalization but to the 
lived experiences of migrants themselves. 

The comparison of cases along national receiving contexts, especially pertaining to the 
British, French and Spanish investigation of postcolonial migration, remains relatively 
unexplored. This is in part due to the format of the thesis in three articles, which has led 
me to develop a more restricted focus, as well as my involvement in the GEMM project 
following completion of my primary fieldwork on postcolonial migration. Given that the 
postcolonial migration investigation contained a strong European component, it was never 
my intention to categorize my findings primarily into the country of residence sampling 
contexts. As a result, I may have developed the tendency to categorize migration narratives 
into country of origin categories. Yet, Studies 2 and 3 are more concerned with articulating 
common types of experiences and structures of meaning across groups and national 
contexts than highlighting differences. As I continue the analysis of migration narratives 
into the future, one of the challenges will be to connect the social and phenomenological 
worlds I encounter in these narratives with broader cultural and national repertoires that 
structure them, without reifying national and cultural differences. I will more systemically 
consider the ways in which multiple scales of cultural repertoires and ideologies – involving 
both sending and receiving societies - rather than being reflected in migrants’ discourse – 
are refracted in individual migration narratives (see Naudet, 2011 on ‘instituted ideologies’ 
and Holstein and Gubrium, 2016 on ‘narrative environments’). 

This next step of analysis will depend on my ability to sustain a perspective akin to what 
Nail (2015) calls for in The Figure of the migrant – that defines the migrant by movement and 
mobile social positions rather than fixed identities. He argues that part of the problem in 
predominating conceptions of the migrant lies in viewing the latter “from the perspective 
of stasis and [as a] secondary or derivative figure with respect to place-bound social 
membership” (p. 3). According to him, a better understanding of the migrant can derive 
from understanding societies themselves according to movement rather than stasis: “societies 
are not static places with fixed characteristics and persons. Societies are dynamic processes 
engaged in continuously directing and circulating social life. In a movement-oriented 
philosophy, there is no social stasis, only regimes of social circulation” (p.4).  

Malika and Daniel (cited above), concluded their interviews with a reflection on stasis and 
movement as a source of “both succour and pain” (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 2000). They 
indeed cast themselves as ‘derivative’ figures at the centre of contradictory global process, 
for they are subject to the recalcitrance of static conceptions of social, spatial, and cultural 
organisation. 



123 

 

Bibliography 
 
Bourdieu, P. and Wacquant, L. (2000). The Organic ethnologist of Algerian Migration. 
Ethnography 1 (2): 173-182. 
 
Gupta, A. and Ferguson, J. (1992). Beyond ‘culture’: space, identity, and the politics of 
difference. Cultural Anthropology 7 (1): 6-23. 
 
Holstein, J.A. and Gubrium, J.F. (2016). Narrative practice and the active interview. In 
Silverman, D. (Ed.) Qualitative Research. London: Sage. 
 
Nail, T. (2015). The Figure of the Migrant. Stanford University. 
 
Naudet, J. (2013). Beyond national specificities: Understanding the experiences of upward 
social mobility in France, in the United States and in India. Sociologie du Travail 55: 172-190. 
 
Soysal, Y. (1994). Limits of Citizenship: Migrants and Postnational Membership in Europe. 
University of Chicago. 



124 

 

METHODOLOGICAL ANNEX 

 

1. Research designs and Methodologies 
 
I conducted two investigations on lived migratory experiences from the perspective of 
different migrant groups in the EU, drawing on fieldwork that produced: 
 
1) One hundred in-depth interviews with North African, South Asian and South American 
individuals who had been living for at least five years in France, the UK, and Spain; 
 
2) A selection of thirty-six in-depth interviews with Spanish individuals who had been in 
the London and Berlin areas for at least two years and prospective Spanish migrants who 
were planning on moving within one year. 
 
 

Investigation on postcolonial migrants 
 
This investigation, designed as a study of identity processes of postcolonial migrants in 
Europe, was conducted under the supervision of Professor Juan Díez Medrano and 
constitutes the primary research of my thesis. Multi-sited fieldwork was carried out at 
different intervals between the summer of 2014 and the spring of 2016. The majority of 
interviewees for this investigation were Algerians, Ecuadorians and Indians. These were in 
fact the three target nationalities of origin, though I occasionally interviewed individuals 
from neighbouring countries of the region, e.g. Morocco, Tunisia, Colombia, Venezuela, 
Pakistan and Sri Lanka. Most took place in the capital regions of Paris, London and 
Madrid, without disregarding a number of interviews conducted in Birmingham, Barcelona 
and Valencia for reasons related to the process of following ‘leads’ during the fieldwork 
and informant recruitment process. 
 
The principal state-to-state migration relationships in this investigation concerns the 
following postcolonial contexts: 
 
Algerian migration in France 
 

34 interviews with Algerian/North African individuals 

Indian migration in the UK 
 

20 interviews with Indian/South Asian individuals 

Ecuadorian migration in 
Spain 

18 interviews with Ecuadorian/South American 
individuals 

 
 
The migrant nationalities were selected on the basis of the linguistic, cultural and historic 
ties with the countries of residence, on the one hand, and the fact that each represents the 
most numerically significant (or nearly) non-European migrant population for the 
respective country of residence.29 The choice of groups and country of residence contexts 

 
29With 1 375 329 Algerian-born individuals in France (2015), Algeria is the highest migrant-sending country 
for France; With 827 000 Indian-born individuals in the UK (2018), India is the highest non-European 
sending country for the UK; With 408 798 Ecuadorians in Spain (2018) Ecuador is the second-highest non-
European sending country to Spain, after Morocco. At its peak in 2009, the Ecuadorian-born population in 
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is also due to my linguistic capabilities in French, English, and Spanish. A small minority of 
interviews (three) with Indian respondents in the UK and France who lacked fluency in 
either French or English were facilitated through interpretation or clarifications by 
interviewee family members of friends. Interviews lasted two hours on average in France 
and Spain and one hour in the UK, yielding a total of 159 hours of audio recordings.  
 
There is long history of Indian migration to the UK and Algerian migration to France over 
the twentieth century, involving multiple processes of labour, family and political 
migration). Ecuadorian migration to Spain rose rapidly at the turn of the 21st century. This 
coincided with Ecuador’s severe banking crisis of 1999 and Spain’s rapid economic growth 
around the same time. The interviews conducted in the context of these postcolonial 
migration patterns generated the bulk of the material in the investigation. They concern 
just over seventy of the approximately one hundred migration narratives collected.  
 
In order to enhance the comparability of narratives and the breadth of the investigation, a 
smaller sample of each migrant nationality was constructed in each of the three countries in 
which the nationality of the migrant group was not as strongly represented as in the above 
postcolonial relationships.30 These are: 
 
Indian migration in France 
 

10 interviews with Indian individuals 

Ecuadorian migration in the 
UK 
 

10 interviews with Ecuadorian individuals 

Algerian migration in Spain 7 interviews with Algerian/North African individuals 

 
 
Tables 2, 3, and 4 at the end of the Methodological Annex provide profiles and means of 
recruitment of the research participants from the three populations under investigation. 
 
I began this investigation with the main objective of studying the meanings of Europe and 
potential identifications as ‘European’ from the perspective of postcolonial migrant 
individuals in the EU. The hypothesis that motivated the study was the following: that non-
European migrants’ lack of ‘nativist’ attachment to EU nation states can facilitate their self- 
identification as ‘European’, the assumption being that the relative lack of a strongly-
defined European identity is attractive to individuals who experience ‘outsider’ status vis-à-
vis national societies. As I further developed the dissertation and became involved in the 
GEMM project (detailed below), however, my work became more anchored in migration 
studies more generally. I found that there was richer material in segments of interviews that 
covered the migration experience broadly than in the segment dedicated to perceptions of 
feelings of attachment to the intentionally vague construct of ‘Europe’.  

 
Inspired by other studies that probe for the cultural or political resonance of specific 
frameworks in different local settings without making them explicit in interview questions 
(Gamson, 1992; White, 2010), the interview schedule I designed under Professor Juan Díez 

 
Spain was at 499 008. The statistical populations in receiving countries vary according to types of migrants 
included in the data (OECD, 2015-2018.) 
30According to the OECD (2015-2018), there were 6 3900 Algerians in Spain (2018) and 53 152 Indians in 
France (2015). According to the UN (2017), there were 7 725 Ecuadorian-born individuals in the UK in 
2017.  
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Medrano’s guidance was primarily in the migration narrative style. The point was not to 
directly probe for European referents in the migrants’ discourse - until the last section of 
the interviews – in order to observe how and under what conditions European frames 
emerged in migrants’ discourse. As I detail in Study 3, spontaneous references to Europe, 
though not rare, were difficult to systematically compare in the absence of other spatial and 
cultural referents. This is where the comparative/reflexive logic of the investigation 
became more explicit in the structure of the narratives I was obtaining. I began treating my 
interview situations as opportunities for constructions of migration narratives – prioritizing 
the balance between a flowing biographic interview style with an eye to the specific spatial 
and temporal anchors that structured it. 
 
My interview process was informed by the assumption that the identifications of my 
respondents were not zero-sum and that feelings of attachment were conditioned by 
individual orientations and experiences rather than by pre-determined identities and 
‘proximate’ experiences. Thus, I became involved in a delicate exercise of probing for the 
salience of different levels of spatial and cultural attachments related to sending and 
receiving societies (with a special interest in the European level) while limiting my own 
utterances of specific places and locations in my interview questions. I was not only 
interested in obtaining concrete answers on early settlement experiences, social networks 
and attitudes to sending and receiving societies, but more specifically, in how respondents 
framed these migration experiences and situations in relation to deep-seated (or evolving) 
personal characteristics and self-understandings. I quickly learned that I could gain insight 
into an individual’s evolving sense of belonging and self in response to questions other 
than those related to feelings of attachment to multiple cultural and spatial groups (e.g. 
Algerians, French, North Africans, Europeans…). Questions that delved into the 
individual’s reasons for leaving the home country, that compared lifestyles before and after 
migration and that probed for personal aspirations in the context of settlement – in short, 
the individual’s migration story – were essential in being able to approach the migrant’s 
evolving self-understanding and identifications. 
 
As a result, I began to distance myself from the initial objective of shedding light primarily 
on the European dimension of migrant identity and how it fared in relation to other levels 
of identification. I now realised that the migration narratives in themselves should be the 
basis of the inquiry and became much more interested in the narrative functions that 
multiple spatial and cultural categories and scales could have in shaping respondents’ 
reflections on the personal transformations engendered by the migratory experience. 
Personal transformation thus became a compelling motif of interpretation.  The section 
after then next presents my analytical approach of narrative inquiry in more detail. 

 

Investigation on Spanish intra-EU migrants (GEMM project) 
 

In the spring of 2016, after having completed the fieldwork and the bulk of interview 
transcriptions related to the latter investigation, I was recruited by Professor Javier 
Polavieja to conduct the Universidad Carlos III’s (Spanish) contribution to the qualitative 
arm of the Horizon 2020 GEMM project - Work Package 4 (WP4) on the lived experiences 
of migration. Together with the international team of WP4 researchers investigating the 
EU mobility experiences of migrants originating in Bulgaria, Italy, Romania, and Spain, we 
designed a set of common in-depth semi-structured interview schedules that would be used 
in the fieldwork relevant to our particular migrant groups. I conducted the fieldwork on 
Spanish EU mobility between the fall of 2016 and the summer of 2017. Interviews lasted 
1.5 hours on average and were conducted with a total of 58 Spanish nationals divided into 
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three broad categories: Spanish nationals living in the UK and Germany (‘actual’ migrants); 
Spanish migrants living in Spain and who intend to emigrate in less than one year 
(‘prospective’ migrants); and individuals employed in labour recruitment agencies (public or 
private) based in Spain with at least some activity in recruitment for the European Single 
Market. Due to the collaborative nature of the project, the in-depth interviewing process 
was more structured by the pre-established interview guides (compared to the greater 
freedom to diverge from the schedule in my postcolonial migration investigation). As I 
became more familiar with the GEMM schedules, it was nevertheless possible to cover the 
key themes while still fostering biographical and narrative style interview situations. 
 

To better observe and account for the variety of migration experiences, Work Package 4 
researchers from the four country-teams selected informants according to specific 
educational and occupational criteria, age and gender. Table 1 below provides the 
breakdown of the Spanish emigrant sample. Note that although a total of 58 interviews 
were conducted, the sample used in the data analysis for the thesis is based on 36 of these 
informants, which excludes the 10 interviews with labour recruitment specialists as well as 
12 additional emigrant informants whose profiles were considered as less relevant to the 
WP4 objectives. Tables 5 and 6 at the end of the Methodological Annex provide profiles 
and means of recruitment of the research participants in Berlin and London and of the 
prospective migrants. 
 
My work on the GEMM project covered several aspects of the lived experiences of 
Spanish migrants in the British and German capitals – including migration decision-
making, perceptions of politics and society across sending-receiving contexts, social 
networks, housing and labour market experiences, and identity, as well as the aspirations 
and plans of prospective Spanish movers. However, I developed a particular interest in the 
individual meanings that my Spanish respondents attached to their migration experience – 
specifically how they recounted their motivations for migration – against the backdrop of 
the public migration narrative which evinced a particularly traumatic view in the context of 
the economic crisis. Undoubtedly, this particular interest had been shaped by my previous 
fieldwork and emerging interest in personal migration narratives as rich sources of 
information on both migratory phenomena as well as evolving self-understandings. The 
non-European migrants in the postcolonial investigation often faced harsher legal and 
country of origin conditions (e.g. Algeria during its 1990s ‘black decade’ of civil war or 
Ecuador’s 1999 banking crisis) than Spanish respondents, as EU citizens of relatively stable 
liberal democracies. Reflecting on the European and non-European migration narratives I 
obtained certainly fed into my scepticism of the public narrative that connected Spaniards’ 
European mobility with experiences of desperation and images of 1950s low-skilled guest-
workers during the Spanish dictatorship. 
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Table 1. GEMM Sample of ‘Actual’ and ‘Prospective’ Migrants from Spain 

 

 

Narrative inquiry as interviewing and analytical strategies 
 

I frequently refer to my qualitative interviews (recordings and transcripts) in each study as 
producing migration and/or biographical narratives. This does not mean, however, that 
interview participants structured the interview situation on their own terms. Rather, I came 
to interviews with an interview schedule in hand that was designed to cover a great deal of 
ground. Pre-established topics ranged from the decision to move, perceptions of sending 
and receiving countries before and after migration, first impressions of the new 
environment upon arrival, labour market, social and cultural ‘integration’ strategies, 
experiences of culture shock, discrimination and racism, opinions on and orientations to 
social and political processes in the place of residence and at European-level, transnational 
ties and experience, identity, and aspirations for the future. Both in the postcolonial and 

‘Actual’ migrants: Germany and UK 27  ‘Prospective’ migrants: Spain 9 

Gender   Gender  

M 15  M 5 
F 12  F 4 
Occupational sector at time of interview   Occupational sector/situation at time of 

interview 
 

High-skill/Medium-skill 19  High-skill 5 
Architecture  4  Healthcare 3 

Financial services 4  ICT 2 

Healthcare (dental technicians, nurses, physicians) 7    

ICT 4    

Low-skill/Medium-skill 8  Low-skill/Medium-skill 2 
Construction 3  Hospitality service workers (customer service 

attendants) 
2 

Hospitality service workers (cleaners, cooks, 
waiters, customer attendants) 

4  Studying or not in formal employment 2 

Clerical workers 1   

Age   Age  

18-35 17  18-35 6 

36-60 10  36-60 3 

Time since migration   Expected departure  

<5 years 24  5months-1 year 3 

>5 years 3  <5 months 6 

Marital status and family   Marital status and family  

Single/separated 13  Single 5 

Married/long-term relationship 14  Married/long-term relationship 4 

Children 7  Children 2 

   Expected Destination  

   Sweden 4 

   UK 2 

   Austria 1 

   Belgium 1 

   Switzerland 1 
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GEMM investigation, I had reduced the series of questions under each theme to an 
abbreviated ‘cheat-sheet’ that fit a single page. This allowed for easy circulation between 
levels (columns) of questioning, depending on the direction an interview took. Being able 
to maintain eye contact with my interlocutors with minimal glances at my interview 
schedule and notebook also allowed me to potentially reduce the ‘artificial’ nature of the 
interaction, which the digital recorder placed between us to a certain extent already 
signified. 

 
My interviewing strategy was flexible in the sense that it allowed for departures from my 
anticipated line of questioning and fostered reflection in-line with participants’ own 
meaning systems. For example, I was mindful of instances in which the way I framed 
questions was not relevant to an individual participant and they were comfortable to ‘talk 
back’ and challenge a specific category I had imposed on them. This was the case, for 
instance, in my attempt at a ‘territorial identity exercise’ which tried to observe whether the 
choice of place affiliation changed depending on which spatial scale it was presented in 
conjunction with. Following repeated objections and frustrations around the idea of being 
‘forced’ into one scale or category over another (though respondent were not obliged to 
choose only one), I abandoned the exercise altogether. Another source of flexibility had to 
do with the ‘multiple modes’ of questioning (exposed in detail in Study 3). These are 
particularly relevant to the postcolonial investigation but also informed my approach to a 
certain degree in the GEMM study. This mixed approach consisted in alternating between 
phases of questioning that resemble ‘traditional’ and positivist interviewing and ‘active’ 
constructivist approaches (Holstein and Gubrium, 2016). In the former, the researcher 
minimizes the imposition of specific structures of reference (e.g. in my case, prioritising 
spatial adverbs such as ‘here’ and ‘there’ rather than Delhi and London, or ‘people here’ 
instead of ‘the French’). The latter approach, on the other hand, assumes a joint 
negotiation of meaning between researcher and participant (e.g. through the use of explicit 
categories of affiliation with questions such as ‘do you feel Spanish?’ ‘what does Europe 
mean to you’?). 

 
My approach follows biographical and certain critical realist stances that would dispute the 
notion of ‘biographical illusion’ (Bourdieu, 1986). Indeed, critical analysis of qualitative 
interviews can help elucidate both the nature of phenomena and social worlds as well as 
how individuals make sense of themselves in relation to them (Miller and Glassner, 2016). 
Conscious that there is “an unfortunate trend to celebrate biographical accounts instead of 
systematically analysing them” (Riessman, 2016: 364), however, the analytical approach I 
used in each study is equally preoccupied with what participants say (content) as with how 
they say it (form and meaning). In Study 1, the narrative approach leads me to not take 
accounts of motivations for migration at face value, but rather, to set them against 
participants’ personal and professional circumstances and trajectories as well as publicly 
available ‘crisis migration narratives’. It also leads me to connect multiple points of an 
individual’s narrative to evince differences in a respondent’s way of framing their own 
perceptions or actions (both in Studies 1 and 2). Not far from pragmatist sociologists’ 
concern with ‘problem situations’, Riessman (2016) underscores that: 

 
Fluid positioning, not fixed roles, are used by people to cope with the situations 
they find themselves in. Narrators can position themselves, for example, as 
victims of one circumstance or another in their tales, giving over to other 
characters the power to initiate action. Alternatively, narrators can position 
themselves as active beings that assume control over events and actions: they 
purposefully initiate and cause action. They can shift among positions, giving 
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themselves agentic roles in certain scenes, and passive roles in others. To create 
these fluid semantic spaces for themselves, narrators rely on particular 
grammatical resources to construct how they want to be known – verbs, for 
example, that frame actions as voluntary rather than compulsory, or grammatical 
forms that intensify their vulnerability (pp. 367-368). 

More than calling into question the validity of migration narratives or the interviewer’s 
capacity to glimpse into someone’s lived reality, however, this approach is germane to the 
performative aspects of identity. Narratives challenge any notions of the essential, static 
self, and lay bare the preferred self, which is “selected from the multiplicity of selves or 
persona that we all switch between as we go about our lives” (Ibid: 372). 

My particular approach also evinces a narrative logic of inquiry through the references I 
make to the interactional context of interviews. Both in the process of transcribing 
interviews and analytical coding31, I signalled variations in tone of voice, pauses, as well as 
verbal expressions such as laughter. Moreover, during interview situations, I paid attention 
to physical appearance, facial expressions and other body language, such as gestures, which 
often enhanced the interpretation of the spoken discourse. This component of data 
analysis is specifically apparent in Study 2, in which I explore social identity formation and 
perceptions of ‘othering’ that are explicitly articulated through the analytical frame of the 
‘gaze’. Indeed, facial expressions, laughter and physical appearance are essential both to the 
‘narrative’ I develop in the study as well as to the recollections and imagined encounters 
that respondents themselves articulate.  

31 As an aid for both transcription and analysis, I used a software called f4. Through the use of a foot pedal to 
control the audio input (so that my fingers were free to type), I was able to transcribe at a greater speed. The 
f4 software automatically attached a time stamp for each new paragraph and provided a centralized access 
platform for all of transcripts. Though my first round of analysis consisted in note-taking and in-depth 
reading of the interviews, subsequent phases of analysis were facilitated by the software’s ability to enhance 
the visibility, organisation, and easy retrieval of conceptual and thematic ‘codes’ I developed on an on-going 
basis. I am very grateful to Arturo Nieto Alonso who was contracted by the GEMM project for the 
transcription of interviews on Spanish mobility. 



131 

Table 2. Algerian (and other North African) sample 

REGION OF PARIS 
Interviewee Gender Age Pl. of birth Occupation Source of contact 
AG.FR.1.M.49 M 49 Algiers Manager, CDG Airport logistics company Personal network, airport 

workers  union 
“Lounès” M 51 Algiers IT engineer Algerian cultural org. 
“Nabil” M 54 Djemaâ-Saharidj (Tizi 

Ouzou) 
Public employment councillor Academic network 

AG.FR.4.M.74 M 74 Sétif Retired social worker Algerian cultural org. 
AG.FR.5.M.58 M 58 Petite Kabylie region President of a Berber cultural organisation Berber cultural org. 
TS.FR.6.M.82 M 82 Sfaxe, Tunisia Retired professor Academic network 
“Moussa”  M 46 Algiers Head of section, CDG Airport logistics 

company 
Personal network, airport 
workers union 

AG.FR.8.M.69 M 69 Béjaïa Retired welder and union leader Algerian cultural org. 
AG.FR.9.F.22 F 22 Souamaâ (Tizi Ouzou) University student Snowball 
MC.FR.10.M.53 M 53 Figuig, Morocco Cook Chance encounter 
“Hakima” F 39 Constantine President of a women’s rights organisation Algerian cultural org. 
“Mostefa” M 54 Biskra Municipal government administrator Algerian cultural org. 
AG.FR.13.M.27 M 27 Paris region Unemployed Public demonstration 
AG.FR.14.M.45 M 45 Beni Yenni (Tizi Ouzou) Social worker Berber cultural org. 
AG.FR.15.M.70 M 70 Tikidount (Tizi Ouzou) Retired accountant Berber cultural org. 
AG.FR.16.M.61 M 61 Beni Yenni (Tizi Ouzou) Retired French tutor Berber cultural org. 
AG.FR.17.M.68 M 68 Azzefoun (Tizi Ouzou) Retired ironworks technician Berber cultural org. 
AG.FR.18.M-F.80s-70s M 

F 
80 
70 

Djemaâ-Saharidj (Tizi 
Ouzou) 

Retired factory worker 
Retired seamstress 

Snowball/Cultural event 

AG.FR.20.F.32 F 32 Tizi Ouzou Care-worker and painter Berber cultural org. 
AG.FR.21.M.52 M 52 Azazga (Tizi Ouzou) Hotel receptionist and translator Berber cultural org. 
AG.FR.23.M.40s M 40s Tijda Care-worker Public demonstration 
AG.FR.24.F.38 F 38 Algiers Social worker and entrepreneur Snowball 
AG.FR.25.M.50 M 50 Djemaâ-Saharidj (Tizi 

Ouzou) 
Fire safety officer, Parisian Transport 
Network 

Snowball/Cultural event 

“Malika” F 33 Algiers Journalist Snowball 
MC.FR.34.M.54 M 54 Casablanca, Morocco Surgeon City of Paris cultural event 
“Fadéla” F 54 Tiaret Cleaner Maghrebi workers org. 
AG.FR.36.F.54 F 54 Tlemcen Representative, local branch of a Maghrebi 

workers organisation 
Maghrebi workers org. 

AG.FR.37.F.59 F 59 Skikda Restaurant owner Algerian political org. 
AG.FR.38.F.61 F 61 Tébessa Unemployed Algerian political org. 
AG.FR.39.F-F.50s F-F 39- Unknown Unknown Snowball 
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50s 
AG.FR.40.F.40s F 40s Algiers Job placement advisor Algerian political org. 
AG.FR.42.F.52 F 52 Bejaia Internal communications officer at a local 

city hall 
Snowball 

“Bariza”  F 59 Algiers Physician Academic network 
AG.FR.44.F-F.50s F  Unkown Unknown Snowball 
“Hosni”  M 41 Region of Kabylie Journalist International media org. 
“Ghilas”  M 45 Algiers Journalist International media org. 
      
REGIONS OF MADRID, 
VALENCIA, AND 
BARCELONA 

     

AG.ES.12.M.30s M 30s Oran Unknown Algerian cultural org. 
“Slimane” M 42 Algiers Unemployed Algerian cultural org. 
AG.ES.14.M.57 M 57 Oran Journalist Snowball 
AG.ES.15.M.56 M 56 Tipasa Entrepreneur Intercultural event 
AG.ES.16.F.48 F 48 Algiers Municipal intercultural mediator Intercultural event 
“Touraya” F 37 Tunis, Tunisia Graduate Student Social media 
AG.ES.18.F.62 F 62 Blida Translator Snowball 
“Zaida”  F 45 Rabat, Morocco Lawyer Snowball/Valencia mosque 
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Table 3. Ecuadorian (and other South American) sample 

REGION OF MADRID      
Interviewee Gender Age Pl. of birth Occupation Source of contact 
VZ.ES.1.F.32 F 32 La Victoria, Venezuela Fitness instructor Personal acquaintance 
ARG.ES.2.F.30 F 30 Buenos Aires, Argentina Nun Catholic organisation 
CB.ES.3.M.37 M 37 Armenia, Colombia Villaverde City Councillor Immigration civic event 
EC.ES.4.M.23 M 23 Guayaquil Bartender Pentecostal Church 
EC.ES.5.F.32 F 32 Piñas (El Oro) Cook Pentecostal Church 
EC.ES.6.M.65 M 65 Quito Retired social and intercultural mediator Snowball 
EC.ES.7.F.31 F 31 Guayaquil Freelance photographer Academic network 
“Santiago” M 38 Cayambe Manager at a fast-food chain Snowball 
EC.ES.9.F.25 F 25 Quito Optician Ecuadorian cultural event 
“Mario” M 50 Cayambe Small business owner Ecuadorian cultural event 
EC.ES.20.F.44 F 44 Payatanga (Chimborazo) Small business owner Social media/South American org. 
“Carlos” M 45 Quito Audiovisual production entrepreneur Snowball 
EC.ES.22.F.47 F 47 Guayaquil Small business owner Snowball 
EC.ES.23.F.51 F 51 Loja Care-worker Snowball 
EC.ES.24.M.50s M 50s Cariamanga (Loja) Salesperson Snowball 
EC.ES.25.M.50s M 50s Unknown President of an Ecuadorian organisation Ecuadorian cultural org. 
      
REGION OF BARCELONA      
EC.ES.11.M.34 M 34 Guayaquil Freelance journalist Academic network 
      
REGION OF LONDON      
“Ernesto”  M 65 Quito Retired plumber Immigrant support organisation 
EC.UK.11.M.42 M 42 Lago Agrio (Nueva Loja) Cleaner Immigrant support organisation 
EC.UK.12.M.28 M 28 Quito Caretaker at a children’s day-care centre Social media 
“Salma”  F 44 Sangolquí (Pichincha) Care-worker Social media 
EC.UK.15.M.31 M 31 Alméria, Spain32 Cleaner Social media 
EC.UK.26.F.33 F 33 Quito PhD student Academic institution 
EC.UK.27.M.34 M 34 Quito PhD student Academic institution 
EC.UK.28.M.34 M 34 Pamplona, Spain33 Financial analyst Snowball 
EC.UK.29.F.33 F 33 Intag (Otavalo) Cleaner Pentecostal organisation 
EC.UK.30.F.37 F 37 Quito Homemaker Pentecostal organisation 

 

 
32 Ecuadorian parents were living in Spain at the time of interviewee’s birth. Interviewee moved to Ecuador in infancy.  
33 Ecuadorian parents were living in Spain at the time of interviewee’s birth. Interviewee moved to Ecuador in infancy. 
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Table 4. Indian (and other South Asian) sample 

REGION OF LONDON      
Interviewee Gender Age Pl. of birth Occupation Source of contact 
SL.UK.1.M.61 M 61 Colombo, Sri Lanka General Manager of a religious 

organisation 
International Christian 
organisation 

IN.UK.2.F.32 F 32 Kerala Nurse Journalist 
IN.UK.3.M.40 M 40 Kerala Cook Journalist 
IN.UK.4.M.40s M 40s Sultan Bathery (Kerala) Cook  Journalist 
“Monhinder” and  family  M 

 
48 Thrissur (Kerala) CCTV security operator for 

National Rail 
Journalist 

“Abbigail” IN.UK.6.F.52 F 52 Chennai Administrative assistant International Christian 
organisation 

“Balavan”  M 40s Kerala Restaurant owner Snowball 
IN.UK.8.M-F.37-31 M 

F 
37 
31 

Kannur (Malabar, Kerala) Software engineer 
Home maker 

Snowball 

IN.UK.9.F.65 F 65 Trivandrum (Kerala) Retired administrative assistant Indian cultural organisation 
IN.UK.14.F.31 F 31 Punjab Unemployed Snowball 
IN.UK.16.M.67 M 67 Uran (Mumbai) Retired physician Muslim Indian organisation 
“Sunil” M 34 Nagpur (Maharashtra) Receptionist at an Indian state 

organisation 
Indian cultural organisation 

IN.UK.18.M.28 M 28 Kollam (Kerala) Caretaker of an Indian state 
organisation 

Indian cultural organisation 

IN.UK.19.M.75 M 75 Mumbai Retired  homeopath Snowball 
IN.UK.20.M.35 M 35 Mumbai Classical musician Journalist 
IN.UK.21.F.64 F 64 Amritsar (Punjab) Retired bookkeeper Sikh Gurdwara 
IN.UK.22.M.64 M 64 Ludhiana (Punjab) Retired small business owner Sikh Gurdwara 
IN.UK.25.F.18 F 18 New Delhi Student Sikh Gurdwara 
      
BIRMINGHAM      
PK-IN.UK.23.M.54.54 M 

M 
54 
54 

Mirpur, Pakistan 
Jandiala (Punjab) 

Taxi drivers Transport Union 

PK.UK.24.M.56 M 56 Kashmir, Pakistan Retired train conductor and 
transport workers union leader 

Snowball 

      
REGION OF PARIS      
IN.FR.19.M.45 M 45 Pondicherry Personnel manager, CDG airport Snowball 
IN.FR.22.F.40s F 40s Pondicherry Lab technician Personal contact 
IN.FR.27.F.34 F 34 Delhi Architect Snowball 
IN.FR.28.M.50s M 50s Punjab Restaurant owner Sikh organization 
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IN.FR.29.F.35 F 35 Delhi Free-lance journalist Academic contact 
IN.FR.30.F.36 F 36 Delhi Hindi teacher Personal contact 
IN.FR.31.M.32 M 32 Bangalore Project manager Social media 
IN.FR.32.M.30 M 30 Chennai Graduate student Social media 
IN.FR.33.F.41 F 41 Delhi Free-lance translator Social media 
IN.FR.41.M.61 M 61 Ludhiana (Punjab) School caretaker Snowball 
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Table 5. Spanish sample: Berlin and London (GEMM project) 

BERLIN      
Interviewee Gender Age Pl. of birth Occupation Source of contact 
“Emiliano” M 26 Cadiz Nurse Enfermeros en Alemania (Facebook group) 
SP.GE.AC.5.F.35 F 35 Madrid Architect Personal network 
SP.GE.AC.8.M.28 M 28 Seville House cleaner Academic network 
“Daniel” M 35 Valencia Lightening rod installer Españoles en Berlin (Facebook group) 
SP.GE.AC.10.M.50 M 50 Lerida Dental technologist Españoles en Berlin (Facebook group) 
“Natalia”34 F 38 Vendrell Nurse Spanish College of Nurses 
SP.GE.AC.13.F.39 F 39 Caceres Physician, family medicine Berlin Medical registry 
SP.GE.AC.16.F.34 F 34 Barcelona Senior risk analyst Personal network 
“Susana” F 38 Valencia Architect Snowball 
SP.GE.AC.19.M.52 M 52 Madrid Software engineer Spanish political org. 
SP.GE.AC.21.M.36 M 36 Vigo Assistant cook Snowball 
SP.GE.AC.22.M.29 M 29 Cornella Analytics manager Españoles en Berlin (Facebook group) 
SP.GE.AC.23.M.32 M 32 Barcelona Early stage tech investor Social media (LinkedIN) 
SP.GE.AC.24.M.34 M 34 Leon Software engineer Spanish College of Telecommunications Engineers 
      
LONDON      
SP.UK.AC.2.M.36 M 36 Madrid Nurse Spanish College of Nurses 
“Rosa” F 25 Madrid Nurse Enfermeros en Londres (Facebook group) 
SP.UK.AC.5.M.30 M 30 Barcelona Receptionist Academic network 
“Sofía” F 35 Madrid Physician, consultant, internal medicine Academic network 
“Barbara” and SP.UK.AC.7. 
M.3835 

F 
M 

39 
38 

Madrid Solutional architect (telecom.) 
Customer service representative 

Spanish College of Telecommunications Engineers 

SP.UK.AC.8.M.34 M 34 Caceres Shuttering carpenter Trabajo en Construcción en Londres (Facebook group) 
“Ester” F 25 Salamanca Customer assistant Españoles en Londres (Facebook group) 
“Jose Luis” M 47 Valencia Senior software engineer Snowball 
SP.UK.AC.12.F.31 F 31 Cadiz Architect Snowball 
“Julia”36 F 33 Alicante Quantity surveyor Españoles en Londres (Facebook group) 
SP.UK.AC.15.M.29 M 29 Pego Waiter Chance encounter 
SP.UK.AC.16.M.43 M 43 Benalmadena Carpenter and cabinetmaker Trabajo en Construcción en Londres (Facebook group) 
“Carolina” F 29 Zaragoza Early stage tech investor Snowball 

 
34 Respondent lives in Bonn. Interview via Skype. 
35 Respondents live in Surrey. 
36 Respondent lives in Hertfordshire. 
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Table 6. Prospective Spanish migrant sample (GEMM project) 

 
Interviewee Gender Age Pl. of birth/res. Occupation Migration 

destination 
Source of contact 

SP.SW.PR.1.M.30 M 30 Madrid IT engineer Sweden Academic network 
SP.SU.PR.2.M.43 M 43 Havana, Cuba (Res. Madrid) Physician, anesthesiology Switzerland Médicos emigrantes (Facebook 

group) 
SP.BE.DI.PR.3.F.36 F 36 Valencia Customer service telephone 

attendant  
Beligum and then 
Denmark (if poss.) 

Españoles en Dinamarca (Facebook 
group) 

SP.UK.PR.4.F.28 F 28 Almería (Res. Granada) Physician, residency in 
microbiology 

UK Españoles en Dinamarca (Facebook 
group) 

SP.AU.PR.5.M.24 M 24 Madrid Unemployed events waiter Austria Private foreign language school 
SP.UK.PR.6.M.29 M 29 Seville (Res. Madrid) Data Scientist Sweden Personal network 
SP.SW.PR.8.F.37 F 37 Mendoza, Argentina (Res. 

Girona) 
Physician Sweden Españoles en Suecia (Facebook 

group) 
SP.UK.PR.9.F.30 F 30 Guipuzcoa (Res. Madrid) Recently unemployed 

university orientation desk 
officer 

UK (Scotland) Españoles en Inverness (Facebook 
group) 

SP.UK.PR.11.M.27 M 27 Valladolid Unemployed electrician Sweden Snowball 
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