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Abstract

In his contribution, Willem Schinkel makes critical observations on the concept of
immigrant integration and its use in Europe, specifically in the Netherlands. Three of
these are agreeable: there is a lot of fuzziness around the concept; there is clearly
selectivity and normativity in its use in political rhetoric and in research; there is also
a strong influence of politics and policy on what is researched and how. However,
Schinkel’s diagnosis of why these shortcomings exist and whose shortcomings these
are, is erratic. Firstly, he does not recognize that the concept of integration has
fundamental different functions in research and in policy. That makes his diagnosis
of why the integration concept in research is problematic misleading. Secondly,
Schinkel’s analysis focuses on the assumed function of research: “..it plays a crucial
role in the problematization of migrant others” and “it is part of the contingent way
in which ‘immigrant integration’ sustains a classed and raced form of dominance
that is less precisely called ‘native’ or even ‘nativist’ than ‘white’.” Such sweeping
interpretations lead Schinkel to plea “for a social science against immigrant
integration policy”, whatever that would mean. The author of this article offers an
alternative solution to problems of research that Schinkel signalizes. It includes three
main elements: a) a broad, heuristic, scientific definition of the process of integration
that studies the (outcomes of) interaction between newcomers and the receiving
society at three levels (individual, collective and institutional), taking into account
three dimensions of that process: the juridical/legal, the socioeconomic and the
cultural/religious dimension. Such a definition is (and should be) independent of any
policy concept of integration. b) studying integration policies as fundamentally
different from the analysis of the process of integration; the former should be
studied as – by definition normative, politics driven - efforts to steer integration
processes. c) researchers should be aware of the consequences of policy-research-
relations (particularly funding) and assure their scientific independence.

Keywords: Integration of immigrants, Conceptualization of Integration, Integration
policies

Problematic concepts, policies and research
In his contribution, entitled “Against ‘immigrant integration’: For an end to neocolo-

nial knowledge production”, Willem Schinkel makes a number of sharp, critical obser-

vations on the concept of immigrant integration and its use in Europe in recent times,

specifically in the Netherlands. At first sight, one can agree with a number of his crit-

ical remarks.
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1. Yes, there has been and still is a lot of political discourse on (failed)

multiculturalism and on (failed) integration that uses these concepts in a very

specific way. When government leaders such as Merkel, Sarkozy and Cameron

distance themselves in seemingly concerted action from multiculturalism, they do

this against a very different background of national philosophies and practices of

integration policies in their respective countries (in which multiculturalism often

had no place at all). Such references to “failed multiculturalism” and “failed

integration” should be seen and studied as efforts to (re-)frame immigrants’ past

and future place in European societies. This reframing takes place in a context of

renascent nationalism and politicization of migration and integration issues. The

concepts used in such political statements do not have any relation with scientific

concepts of multiculturalism as they were developed in the Canadian political

science literature (Kymlicka, 2001) or the concept of integration as it was

developed in the European social science literature (see below).

2. Yes, one can agree with the observation that in a substantial part of research,

particularly that part that is commissioned by politics and policy institutions, one

can find the reflection of a neo-liberal framing of what immigrant integration

should be and who is responsible for the outcomes of the integration process. That

way of looking at integration pays one-sidedly attention to the measurement of in-

tegration on the individual level, to the (lack of ) efforts of individuals to adapt to

society, and to cultural and/or religious characteristics of newcomers that sup-

posedly hamper their integration. Such a measurement of the integration of indi-

vidual newcomers does indeed leave out factors on the collective and institutional

level of the society that determines the integration opportunities of newcomers by

including or excluding them through institutional arrangements, by actions of or-

ganized collectivities or by individuals (or any combination of these three).

3. Yes, the standards (or reference group) against which the position of those who

are defined as target groups of integration policies are measured is often

problematic. Measuring a specific category of newcomers against an average of

the autochthonous population is not teaching us a lot about the integration

process of newcomers, if we exclude an analysis of how specific characteristics of

newcomers are accepted (or not) by society, i.e. the inclusion or exclusion on the

institutional, organizational and individual level. A comparison of the position of

the Turkish and the Japanese immigrant group in Amsterdam makes that

immediately visible. The socio-economic characteristics (and the acceptance by

institutions, organizations and individuals in Dutch society) are fundamentally

different for the two groups, resulting in a different process of integration and dif-

ferent outcomes in positions.

Schinkel’s assessment of the state-of-the-art of integration research
Schinkel claims that he bases his analysis on research on immigrant integration in

Western Europe, specifically The Netherlands; research that he critiques for ‘for bad

(or lacking) conceptual work, specifically also in regard to the notion of “society”’ (p.1).

And yes, Schinkel refers to studies, particularly those that “measure” integration, that

can be labeled as poorly conceptualized or following policy concepts.
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But that cannot seriously be taken as the general State-of-the-Art of the scientific

study of what happened to immigrants in Europe and the Netherlands after their ar-

rival. In his contribution no reference is made to scientists that have done important

work to develop comprehensive analytical concepts for the study of the settlement of

newcomers in a society, such as Bommes (2012), Esser (1980), Heckmann (1981, 2015),

Heckmann and Schnapper (2003) and Hoffmann-Nowotny (1973), to name just a few.

The notion of society is central in all these approaches. Esser (2004, p. 46) defines inte-

gration as ‘the inclusion [of individual actors] in already existing social systems’. For

Heckmann (2006, p. 18), integration is ‘a generations lasting process of inclusion and

acceptance of migrants in the core institutions, relations and statuses of the receiving

society’. According to Bommes (2012, p. 113), ‘the problem of migrant assimilation re-

fers to no more (and no less) than the conditions under which they succeed or fail to

fulfil the conditions of participation in social systems’. In the Dutch case, Penninx

(1988, 2005), Penninx and Garcés-Mascareñas (2016) and Van Amersfoort (1982) have

worked in the same vain on the analytical study of the process of settlement and inte-

gration (the first three studies asking the crucial question whether and under what cir-

cumstances such a process would lead to “minority formation”).

Schinkel also does not seem to be aware of conceptual work on the study of integra-

tion policies (as efforts of governments to steer integration processes in a direction that

the receiving society wants). In Europe, a tradition of studying integration policies in a

comprehensive way started with the classical study of Hammar (1985) and had also

prominent proponents in the Netherlands, like Entzinger (1984) and recently Scholten

(2011). All of these studies have escaped Schinkel’s attention. The picture that Schinkel

draws is a list of weaknesses of research (and often policy debates) that he presents as a

state-of-the-art of research and on which he bases his conclusion “for a social science

against immigrant integration policy”.

Conflation of the study of (the process of) integration and of integration
policies
In discussing conceptualizations of integration (and multiculturalism in the beginning

of his article), Schinkel switches continuously between the use of concepts in political

debates and policy framing on the one hand, and the use of concepts in research on

the other. As if these were the same. The concept of integration, however, has a differ-

ent function and meaning in research and in policymaking. In scientific research a

comprehensive, open (meaning non-normative), analytical concept is needed to study

the process of settlement and integration (I will elaborate on this below). The essence

of policies, however, is the intention to guide and steer processes in society, in our case,

integration processes of immigrants. Integration policies are part of a normative polit-

ical process in which the issue of integration is formulated as a problem, the problem is

given a normative framing, and concrete policy measures are designed and imple-

mented to achieve a desired outcome. The study of policies is thus fundamentally dif-

ferent from the study of integration processes. When studying integration policies, the

first question to be analysed is how different political and social actors perceive and

frame immigrant integration. A frame is a reconstruction of the problem and a defin-

ition of a policy issue, including the underlying assumptions of the problem’s causes
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and possible remedies. Studying policies means thus looking at how the problem is ac-

tually defined and explained and what is proposed that should be done about it.

Mixing up the use of integration concepts in research and in policies, and attributing

the consequences of both to research leads Schinkel to generalizing conclusions: re-

search “..plays a crucial role in the problematization of migrant others” and “it is part

of the contingent way in which ‘immigrant integration’ sustains a classed and raced

form of dominance that is less precisely called ‘native’ or even ‘nativist’ than ‘white’.”

Such interpretations lead the author to conclude “for a social science against immigrant

integration policy”.

Policy-research relations and its consequences
The conclusions above summarize Schinkel’s ideas and interpretations of how research

and policy relate to each other: research (in particular that of “privileged white re-

searchers”1) sustains (white, higher class) power that suppresses lower classes and

non-whites in general, and migrants in particular through integration policies. Are

these sustainable and meaningful statements on research-policy relations?

To be sure, research-policy relations are often problematic. But they deserve a better

analysis than Schinkel’s one as a compass for researchers how to handle these relations.

Interestingly, there is quite a literature on this both on the European level (summarized in

Boswell, 2009; Favell, 2003; Scholten, Entzinger, Penninx, & Verbeek, 2015) and in the

Dutch case (Entzinger, 1986; Penninx, 1988; Scholten, 2011; Van Amersfoort, 1983; Ver-

beek, Entzinger, & Scholten, 2015). That literature analyses the different components of

the relation: is knowledge production influenced and steered by policy and how? Is policy-

making influenced by research, how and when? What role do dialogue structures play in

both directions? The general conclusion from this research is that there are historically

many different forms of dialogue structures, and that both deep influences from research

to policy and vice versa can be demonstrated. It is also clear that the more the issue of in-

tegration is politicized, the stronger the dominance of policy frames over research con-

cepts (through funding of specific issues, etc.) on the one hand, and the weaker the

influence of research on policy on the other (more symbolic than instrumental use of re-

search). In such a politicized situation, the pressure on research to use and communicate

in policy concepts and frames (rather than scientific ones) is stronger. Also, research and

data collection by in-house departments of policy institutions increases as opposed to re-

search of academic institutes.

Yes, I think it is fair to say that in the present politicized situation, researchers should

be more aware of what their possible contribution to or function for policymaking is;

and that they should be careful in the choice and use of their (own, scientific) concepts.

That is the case for academic (internally funded) research, but particularly for research

done on demand and funded by politics and policy institutions (Penninx, 2017). But

there is no reason to advise “for a science against immigrant integration policy”, as long

as we have and use our independent, non-normative analytical concepts. In the next

paragraph I will briefly outline the analytical concept of the process of integration as

we (Penninx & Garcés-Mascareñas, 2016) have formulated it recently, building on the

work that we mentioned above. That analytical concept can also be used to situate spe-

cific research projects in the comprehensive study of integration processes (and indi-

cate what part it covers and which parts it does not cover).
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The study of integration processes: an alternative to Schinkel
The term integration refers to the process of settlement of newcomers in a given society,

to the interaction of these newcomers with the host society, and to the social change that

follows immigration. From the moment immigrants arrive in a host society, they must se-

cure a place for themselves. Literally, they must find a home, a job and income, schools

for their children, and access to health facilities. They must find a place in a social and cul-

tural sense as well, as they have to establish cooperation and interaction with other indi-

viduals and groups in society. They also have to get to know and use institutions of the

host society, and the latter have to recognize and accept immigrants as political, economic

and cultural actors. All of these elements are assumed to work as a two-way process, in

which migrants adapt and change, but also the host society does not remain unaffected. It

is the interaction between the two, the immigrants (the left part in Fig. 1) and the receiving

society, with its characteristics and reactions to the newcomers (the right part of Fig. 1)

that determines the direction and the temporal outcomes of the integration process. How-

ever, these two ‘partners’ are unequal in terms of power and resources. The receiving soci-

ety, especially its institutional structure and reaction to newcomers, is far more decisive

for the outcome of the process than the immigrants themselves are.

All of the elements above and more, are part of our definition of integration as ‘the

process of becoming an accepted part of society’. This elementary definition is

intentionally open in two regards. First, it emphasizes the process character of

Fig. 1 A heuristic model for the empirical study of integration processes. Source: Penninx & Garcés–Mascareñas
(2016, p. 16)
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integration rather than defining an end situation. Second, in contrast to the normative

models developed by political theorists, it does not specify beforehand the degree of or

even the particular requirements for acceptance by the receiving society. This makes

the definition highly useful for empirical study of these processes. Measuring the degree

of becoming an accepted part of society (or not) will allow us to capture the diversity

of (stages of) the process. We do need to specify within this basic definition what

should be measured; that is, what are the indicators of integration and where might we

find them.

The basic definition of integration encompasses three analytically distinct dimensions

in which people may (or may not) become accepted parts of society: (i) the

legal-political, (ii) the socio-economic, and (iii) the cultural-religious dimension.

The legal-political dimension refers to residence and political rights and statuses. The

basic question here is whether and to what extent are immigrants regarded as

fully-fledged members of the political community. The position of an immigrant or the

‘degree of integration’ has two extreme poles. One is the position of the irregular immi-

grant who is not part of the host society in the legal-political sense. The other is the

position of the immigrant who is (or has become) a national citizen. In between there

is enormous variety, which has increased in recent decades in Europe as a consequence

of attempts of states to ‘regulate’ international migration and the new statuses and

rights stemming from the EU migration regime (among others, EU nationals versus

third-country nationals).

The socio-economic dimension refers to the social and economic position of residents,

irrespective of their national citizenship. Within this dimension, the position of immi-

grants can be analysed by looking at their access to and participation in domains that

are crucial for any resident. Do immigrants have equal access to institutional facilities

for finding work, housing, education, and health care? Do they use these facilities?

What is the outcome of immigrants’ participation compared to that of natives with

comparable qualifications? Since needs and aspirations in these domains are relatively

universal (basic needs are largely independent of cultural factors), access to and partici-

pation of immigrants and natives in these areas can be measured comparatively. The

outcomes, particularly when they are unequal, provide useful inputs for policies.

The cultural-religious dimension pertains to the domain of perceptions and practices

of immigrants and the receiving society as well as their reciprocal reactions to differ-

ence and diversity. If newcomers see themselves as different and are perceived by the

receiving society as culturally or religiously different, they may aspire to acquire a rec-

ognized place in these respects. For their part, the receiving society may or may not

accept cultural or religious diversity. Here again we find two extremes. At one extreme,

new diversity may be rejected and immigrants required to adapt and assimilate into

mono-cultural and mono-religious societies. At the other extreme, ethnic identities,

cultures, and world views may be accepted on an equal level in pluralistic societal sys-

tems. Between these two extremes again are many in-between positions, such as

accepting certain forms of diversity in the private realm but not, or only partly, in the

public realm.

This third dimension, and the specific positions of immigrants and immigrant groups,

is more difficult to measure, basically for two reasons. Firstly, it is less about objective

differences and (ethnic, cultural, and religious) diversity than about perceptions and
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reciprocal normative evaluations of what is defined as different and the consequences

of such categorizations. Categorizations may become stereotypes, prejudices, and ultim-

ately part of immutable racist ideologies. Moreover, the basis of categorizations may

change. In the guest worker period (1955–1975), for example, the fact that an increas-

ing share of immigrant workers implied Muslims was not seen as relevant; they were

primarily temporary workers. It was only from the 1990s on that such migrants and

their families were categorized as coming from Muslim countries and were primarily

seen as Muslims. Secondly, categorizations and reciprocal perceptions manifest them-

selves differently at different levels (i.e., at the individual, collective, and institutional

levels), and the consequences may also differ. If contacts between individuals are coloured

by prejudice, interactions may be uncomfortable but may have a limited societal impact.

Yet, at the institutional level, if employers base their recruitment of workers on stereo-

typed or prejudiced perceptions and procedures, the negative consequences for individual

immigrants may be substantial, as may be the broader societal impact.

It is important to realize that these three dimensions are not fully independent of one

another. The legal-political dimension may condition the socio-economic and the

cultural-religious dimensions (represented by arrows in Fig. 1). From the perspective of

individual immigrants, factors such as illegal residence, extended uncertainty about fu-

ture residence rights and lack of access to local and national political systems and

decision-making processes have negative implications for opportunities and participa-

tion in the socioeconomic and political realms. From the perspective of the receiving

society, exclusionary policies are an expression of a general perception of immigrants

as outsiders, which inevitably adversely affects immigrants’ integration. The

cultural-religious dimension (represented by another arrow in Fig. 1) may similarly im-

pact the socioeconomic dimension. For example, negative perceptions of certain immi-

grants may lead to prejudice and discrimination by individuals, organizations, or

institutions in the receiving society, and this may reduce immigrants’ opportunities –

even if access is legally guaranteed – in domains such as housing, education, health

care, and the labour market.

Processes of immigrants’ integration take place and can be measured at different

levels. The first level is that of individuals, both migrants and natives of the receiving

society. For the first dimension, immigrants’ integration at the individual level can be

measured in terms of their legal status and political participation. For the second di-

mension, we can look at their socio-economic integration and position in the ‘hard’ do-

mains of housing, work, education, and health. For the third dimension, we would

measure their identification with a specific cultural-religious group and with the receiv-

ing society, as well as their cultural and religious practices and how these are valued. In

our conceptual definition of integration, we should measure as much the perceptions,

attitudes and behaviour (or acceptance) of native individuals towards newcomers and

the consequences of these.

The second level is that of organizations. There are the organizations of immigrants,

which mobilize resources and ambitions of the group. These organizations may be

strong or weak; they may orient themselves primarily towards (certain aspects of par-

ticipation in) the receiving society or to specific cultural and religious needs of the

group. They may become an accepted part of civil society – and a potential partner for

integration policies – or isolate themselves or be excluded by the host society. There
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are also organizations of the receiving society. Their extent of openness to newcomers,

their perceptions of and behaviour towards individual immigrants and their organiza-

tions might be of crucial importance for immigrants’ integration. Research has shown,

for example, that in the absence of a governmental integration policy in Germany until

2002, NGOs, particularly trade unions and churches, played a crucial role in the inte-

gration processes of guest workers and their families (Marino, Roosblad, & Penninx,

2017; Penninx & Roosblad, 2000). The third level is that of institutions, understood as

standardized, structured, and common ways of acting in a socio-cultural setting. Two

kinds of institutions are of particular relevance. The first are the general public institu-

tions of the receiving society in the three dimensions: institutional arrangements of the

political system; institutional arrangements in the labour market, housing, education,

and public health; and institutional arrangements for cultural and religious diversity.

Laws, regulations, and executive organizations, but also unwritten rules and practices,

are part of these institutions. Though general institutions are supposed to serve all citi-

zens in an equal manner, they may impede access or equitable outcomes for immi-

grants. They may exclude immigrants formally, either completely – as does the political

system of most countries or partially – as when social security and welfare systems

offer only limited services to non-citizens. Yet, even if access for all residents is guaran-

teed by law, institutions may hamper access or equitable outcomes by virtue of their

historically and culturally-determined ways of operating, for instance by failing to take

into account immigrants’ history, their cultural and religious backgrounds, or their lan-

guage abilities. Thus, adequate functioning of general public institutions – and their

potential to adapt to growing diversity – is of paramount importance. At this level, in-

tegration and exclusion are ‘mirror concepts’ (see Penninx, 2001).

The second type are institutions specifically ‘of and for’ immigrant groups, such

as certain religious or cultural ones. Unlike general institutions, the value and val-

idity of any group-specific institution is confined to those who voluntarily choose

and adhere to them. Although their place is primarily in the private sphere,

group-specific institutions may also manifest themselves in the public realm as civil

society actors, as the history of churches, trade unions, cultural, leisure, and pro-

fessional institutions in European cities and states shows. Some migrant-specific in-

stitutions may become accepted parts of society, equivalent to institutions of native

groups. Others, however, might either isolate themselves or remain unrecognized

or even excluded.

Different mechanisms operate at the individual, organizational, and institutional

levels, but the outcomes at all of these levels are clearly interrelated. Institutional

arrangements largely determine organizations’ opportunities and scope for action,

and they may exert significant influence on how immigrant organizations develop

and orient themselves. Institutions and organizations, in turn, together create the

structure of opportunities and limitations for individuals. Conversely, individuals

may mobilize to change the landscape of organizations and may even contribute to

significant changes in general institutional arrangements. In view of the uneven

distribution of power and resources noted above, such examples are scarce but

they are not non-existent.

The analytical concept of the process of integration can indeed also be used to

evaluate research efforts, identify research gaps and see imbalances. One sees
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immediately that “integration measurement” is lopsidedly strong on the individual

level of immigrants in the socioeconomic and cultural-religious dimension, leaving

out the interaction with three levels at the side of the society. Also research that

Schinkel mentions at the end of his essay as “moving beyond integration research”

has a clear place in this model (mostly at the right side in the legal/political and

cultural-religious dimension.

Conclusion
A number of Schinkel’s critical observations on the concept of immigrant integration

and its use in Europe, specifically in the Netherlands, are right. There is a lot of fuzzi-

ness around the concept of integration (as there is an any other term for processes of

(non-)settlement that follow arrival in a new society). Integration (and other terms) are

often used selectively and in a normative sense in political rhetoric and also in research.

Research and policy are often also connected and interwoven, so that it not clear how

politics and policy influences research and vice versa. Where do these problems come

from and are there solutions?

Schinkel’s diagnosis of why these shortcomings exist and whose shortcomings these

are, is erratic. Firstly, he does not recognize that the concept of integration has funda-

mental different functions in research and in policy. He ascribes the (ab) use of con-

cepts (of multiculturalism and integration) in politics and policymaking to research.

That makes his diagnosis of why research is problematic in its conceptualization and

operationalization misleading. Secondly, Schinkel’s analysis focuses on the assumed

function of research: “..it plays a crucial role in the problematization of migrant others”

and “it is part of the contingent way in which ‘immigrant integration’ sustains a classed

and raced form of dominance that is less precisely called ‘native’ or even ‘nativist’ than

‘white’.” Such sweeping interpretations discard both the possibility of research being

sound and independent, and the possibility of research to (potentially) contribute to

sound policies. That leads Schinkel to plea “for a social science against immigrant inte-

gration policy”, whatever that would mean.

In the second part of this contribution I propose that we – researchers – do have a

possibility to do better than to do research “against integration policy”. I would even

say that we have the duty to do better. The alternative solution to problems of research

that Schinkel signalizes has the following three building blocks. The first is that re-

search use a broad, heuristic, scientific definition of the process of integration as an ana-

lytical concept to study the (outcomes of) interaction between newcomers and the

receiving society at three levels (individual, collective and institutional), taking into ac-

count three dimensions of that process: the juridical/legal, the socioeconomic and the

cultural/religious dimension. Such a definition is (and should be) non-normative and

independent of any policy concept of integration.

The second is that researchers study integration policies as fundamentally different

from the analysis of the process of integration. Policies should be studied as – by defin-

ition normative, politics driven - efforts to steer integration processes. Key questions

refer to the framing of the problem that reflects perceived causes and remedies for it.

The third element of the alternative solution is in practice probably the most difficult:

researchers should be aware of the consequences of policy-research-relations. Safe-

guarding scientific independence against mounting pressures on programming and
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content of research - often through funding of research - is indeed a hard task, particu-

larly in situations of strong politicization of the topics of migration and integration.

Endnotes
1Schinkel mentions Alba and Foner by name. Schinkel’s apologies for this racist men-

tioning would be in place. You may disagree and argue with them on scientific grounds,

but not because they are “privileged whites”.
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