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This paper discusses and develops a simple proposal which can be Received 14 October 2024
summarized in one sentence, and which forms the main thread of =~ Accepted 14 January 2025
the text: the positive role and importance of the city in the
integration and participation of immigrants and persons in exile L

: . Superdiversity; city;
should not be exaggerated and sacralized today, in the same way immigrant integration;
that the ro!e ancj importance of the nation-state was exaggerated participation; cohabitation:
and sacralized in the past. In other words, the contemporary persons in exile
superdiverse city, both as a social space and as a level of
governance, is not more a paradise for immigrant integration and
the harmonious living together today than the nation-state in the
past.
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Introduction

Issues related to migration, asylum and the integration of immigrants and persons in exile
remain highly debated and contested in many countries and in many cities. The rise of
extreme-right wing political forces is largely explained by a successful politicization of
those issues. Furthermore, discourses about the positive effects of diversity and migration
on receiving countries and cities have become increasingly inaudible and largely discre-
dited. Against this backdrop, this paper discusses and develops a simple proposal, which
can be summarized in one sentence, and which forms the main thread of the paper: the
positive role and importance of the city, and in particular of the contemporary superdi-
verse city, in the integration, inclusion and participation of immigrants and persons in
exile should not be exaggerated and sacralized today, in the same way that the role
and importance of the nation-state was exaggerated and sacralized in the past.

It starts with a critique of nation-state thought on immigration and immigrant inte-
gration in which Steve Vertovec (2009) played a crucial role with his studies on transnation-
alism. With other scholars, he contributed to denationalize this traditional way of thinking
about immigration and immigrant integration. It then turns to the exploration of the local
turn in migration debates and policies. This local turn has been profitable but at the same
time it has given rise to new problems, which will be discussed in this section. Some scho-
lars have in different ways, claimed that cities could succeed where nation-states had failed

CONTACT Marco Martiniello @ m.martiniello@uliege.be
*This paper is a largely revised, expanded and completed version of a paper initially published in French (Martiniello
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and that the Holy Grail of immigrant integration, which had not been achieved within the
framework of the nation-state and nation-state policies, could much more easily be
achieved at the urban level, at the level of cosmopolitan and superdiverse cities that
host migrants and people in exile though policies tailored and implemented at the city
level. The underlying idea, or even assumption, is that cities would be inherently more inte-
grative, more inclusive than nation states for all the inhabitants including migrants. It is
undisputable that some cities are more open and integrative that the nation state to
which they belong. But conversely, other cities are very closed and exclusive, sometimes
even more than the nation-state in which they are located.

Therefore, | claim here that a slightly more nuanced and less romantic view of the
impact of the superdiverse city on the integration of immigrants and persons in exile
seems to correspond better with the observable reality of the urban dynamics. As a
matter of fact, superdiverse cities can be both inclusive and exclusive depending on a
series of factors, which will be discussed here. The paper presents specifically four
points, which qualify the allegedly positive role of cities in the integration dynamics of
immigrants and people in exile.

A critique of nation-state thought on migration and immigrant integration

Historically, the thought about immigration and immigrant integration has clearly devel-
oped in nation-state framework, as the Algerian scholar Abdelmalek Sayad (1999) put it.
He wrote “... It can be said that to think about immigration is to think about the state,
and that it is the state that thinks about itself by thinking about immigration”.! Thus, for
many decades, the dominant framework of thought in the field of migration was the
nation-state. People who arrived in industrialized countries and sometimes the descendants
of people who had arrived earlier were at best supposed to integrate into this nation-state
and join the community of citizens as quickly as possible, as Dominique Schnapper (1991)
wrote. Often, immigrant integration was meant more as assimilation since the immigrants
and people in exile were supposed to become socially invisible and to abandon their cul-
tural heritage and identity. At worst, every effort was sometimes made to ensure that they
did not settle permanently and that they returned home once their temporary economic
mission had been accomplished very often in heavy industry. Immigration was seen as a
temporary supplementary workforce that could be mobilized according to the cyclical
requirements of the economy of the industrialized countries (Martens 1975). The inte-
gration of migrant workers into the social and political fabric of the country was not
desired, or even totally prevented, so that migrants did not pollute the national community.

Consequently, throughout the decades from the end of the Second World War to the
1980s and 1990s, depending on the country, immigrant integration policies, where they
existed, were conceived at the national level and it was commonly accepted that they
should be designed exclusively at that level in the framework of an essentially top-
down approach that would eventually reach the people concerned, i.e. the migrants
who were considered to be reluctant or unable to integrate. This concept of integration
was central. Historically, it is a nation-state concept par excellence, even when it was
transposed to the European level with the adoption by the Justice and Home Affairs
Council in November 2004 of the Common Basic Principles on Integration Policy for
Migrants in the EU, which still form the basis of EU initiatives on immigrant integration
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today (Martiniello 2006). In other words, the debates on European immigrant integration
policies are part of a transposition to the European level, which is essentially suprana-
tional, of the essentially national approach to immigrant integration.

Moreover, this nation-state thought, and the modes of public action linked to it are also
largely self-centered, as they always ultimately favor the point of view of the receiving
country and its political institutions. From this perspective, migrants and persons in
exile only become visible when they are on the territory of these nation states. What
happens before their entry into receiving societies is largely ignored or neglected. Fur-
thermore, the interests that are to be satisfied by nation-state discourses and policies,
of which the concept of integration is a part, and the policies linked to it, are primarily
the interests of the receiving societies as defined by their elites.

This approach has been progressively challenged over the past 30 years. At the academic
level, for example, transnational approaches and perspectives have strongly criticized the
methodological nationalism, as they put it, that presides over nation-state thought on
migration and immigrant integration (Vertovec 2009; Wimmer and Glick Schiller 2002).
They have attempted to denationalize this traditional way of thinking about immigration
and immigrant integration. More and more researchers have realized that immigrant inte-
gration can no longer be imposed from above and that immigrant integration policies
cannot only be designed at the national at the national level. The literature has also
shown that national models of immigrant integration, although stated in very different
ways, ultimately lead to the same or similar situations on the ground, to similar problems
of exclusion and discrimination of migrant populations, descendants of migrants or
persons in exile. For example, the traditional opposition between French civic and republican
assimilationism, on the one hand, and British ethno-racial multiculturalism, on the other hand,
produce on the ground in certain neighborhoods of French and English cities the same mech-
anisms of domination, exclusion and ethno-racial discrimination. This awareness of the gap
between the inclusive virtues of national theoretical and normative models of immigrant inte-
gration and the empirical reality of the domination of exclusion, inequality and discrimination
has led to a reflection on the need to think and act at the local level and to develop multi-level
policies beyond the usual national rhetoric of ideal immigrant integration (Caponio and
Borkert 2010). This is the whole debate that has developed over the last 20 years on multi-
level governance (Bousetta, Favell, and Martiniello 2018; Caponio 2021). That literature has
shown that the dichotomy between the nation-state level and the city level is oversimplistic.
They are interrelated in many complex ways, and they are not the only two relevant levels of
governance. But is has also shown that the city level, understood both as a social space and as
a level of governance is key to understand the position immigrants reach in their news
environment.

The city as a paradise of immigrant integration and harmonious
cohabitation

But others like for example Corijn (2019), have gone much further than this indispensable
consideration of the local level in immigrant integration processes. In the wake of Benja-
min Barber (2013) and inspired by Florida (2004), they have once again highlighted the
totally obsolete nature of the nation-state and its powerlessness to respond to the
great challenges of our time, of which the social integration of our superdiverse
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immigrant societies is one. Faced with impotent and dysfunctional nation-states, cities
must take over. And so, broadly speaking, the world should be governed by mayors
and cities and no longer by national governments (Barber 2013). This city-centered
thought has had some success and has also been applied to our field of study and inter-
vention on migration and immigrant integration. The message that was disseminated in
the migration field was that cities could succeed where nation-states had failed and that
the Holy Grail of immigrant integration, which had not been achieved within the
framework of the nation-state and nation-state policies, could much more easily be
achieved at the urban level, at the level of cosmopolitan cities that receive immigrants
and persons in exile (Corijn 2019). This type of discourse has been adopted over by
many supranational organizations and projects such as Eurocities, CLIP, Intercultural
cities and many others.

It is indeed indisputable that immigrants and persons in exile arrive very often, but
not always in cities that constitute entry points into a society. They do not arrive in
abstract republican or multiculturalist models, they arrive in a city, a neighborhood,
a camp characterized by specific sociological, cultural, economic and political configur-
ations, which compose their new life environment. | will come back to this point a little
later. It is locally that immigrants and persons in exile begin what some call their inte-
gration process. And it is therefore at the local level that some scholars think immi-
grant integration policies should be prioritized. The underlying idea, or even
assumption, is that cities are inherently more integrative, more inclusive than nation
states.

A slightly more nuanced and less romantic view of the positive impact of the city on
the integration of persons in exile seems to correspond better with the observable empiri-
cal reality. Replacing the classic methodological nationalism and the policies it inspires
with a kind of methodological urbanism and the local policies which would accompany
it can have a detrimental effect on our understanding of both urban dynamics and the
dynamics of local cohabitation between very diverse populations. The sacredness of
the urban level as a paradise of immigrant integration and harmonious living together
clearly has more to do with a normative approach than with an analytical approach
based on an empirical perspective. It also tends to neglect the social complexity (Vertovec
2023)

Nuancing the romantic vision of the essentially and naturally inclusive
superdiverse city

The remainder of this article will present four elements, which support the need to qualify
the allegedly positive role of cities in the integration dynamics of persons in exile (Fassin
2022). The first element is the following. As already mentioned above, when immigrants
and persons in exile arrive in a country, they arrive in a local context, be it a city, be it a
village, be it a center for asylum seekers. It is in this local context, which is not always
urban, that they will pursue what we have called with Andrea Rea their migratory
career (Martiniello and Rea 2014). Clearly, one does not arrive in an abstract nation-
state. One arrives in a specific place, with specific social, economic, cultural and political
characteristics and therefore clearly the local level is crucial for the development of the
migratory career of immigrants and persons in exile.
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This local level can therefore also be a reception center for asylum seekers. In
Belgium, reception centers for asylum seekers are in theory open. Asylum-seekers can
in theory go in and out of these structures freely during the day. But the openness is
relative. Some of these reception centers for asylum seekers, where they are sheltered
while waiting for their asylum application to be processed, are centers that you can
theoretically get out of, but some of them are located ten kilometers from an urban
center without a bus, or other means of transport available. Therefore, although
asylum seekers can in theory leave the center, in practice they can rarely enjoy their
theoretical freedom of movement. Most of the time, they have no other concrete
choice than staying all the time in the reception center and therefore, their lives
often take place entirely in a space that is not urban but is hyper-local and which has
much in common with a total institution (Goffman 1979). In summary, this first point
is that the local and the urban should not be confused when examining the migration
careers of persons in exile. If most immigrants and persons in exile continue to arrive in
midsize or big cities, more and more of them arrive in other localities sometimes in
areas, which are often far from being superdiverse and traditionally open to newcomers
(Kordel and Weidigner 2018). This statement does of course not contradict the fact that
cities are important in the development of the migrants’ careers. It simply helps us to
stress the difference between the city level and the local level, which are at risk of
being conflated.

The second element concerns the categories of thought, the concepts that are used in
our reflections on the social dynamics linked to population movements. In my view, and |
have been saying this for 30 years, the concept of immigrant integration is far too closely
linked to the nation-state to allow for a renewal of the way of thinking about migration,
exile, and their consequences (Martiniello 1992). More recently, the concept of integration
has also been strongly criticized in a related way by various authors (Favell 2022; Shinkel
2018) for being the continuation of the colonial paradigm and for informing a neocolonial
vision of society. It is very difficult, if not impossible, to keep this concept while at the
same time trying to move away from a national-state centered approach to migration
and to develop a more city-centered approach. If we really want to get out of a nation-
state approach to migration, which is often ethnocentric, we must abandon the notion
of immigrant integration that is part of it. Our attempt to do this at the theoretical
level has resulted in the introduction of the concept of migratory career already men-
tioned above (Martiniello and Rea 2014).

The third element concerns the term inclusion, which is often used to replace the
term immigrant integration. The notion of inclusion is just as problematic as that of inte-
gration but for different reasons. It is clearly opposed to the notion of exclusion and
therefore somewhere along the line, if inclusion is achieved, it means that the
problem of exclusion has been solved. This notion of inclusion is very fashionable
today. It has partly replaced immigrant integration in some public discourses. Every-
thing should now be inclusive for those who define themselves as progressive. Banks,
businesses, society in general, the art world, the world of sport, even writing, everything
should be inclusive. Inclusion has become for the self-proclaimed progressives a kind of
slogan, an unquestionable priority goal to be achieved. For the self-proclaimed conser-
vatives, or those designated as such by the progressives, inclusion is, on the contrary, a
liberticidal scarecrow that must be fought against. But in neither of these two broadly
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sketched sides is there any reflection on the deeper meaning of inclusion. What does it
really mean to be included? There is no clear answer to this question in migration
research.

Furthermore, the use of this notion of inclusion contributes, in my view, to masking or
neglecting the importance and intensity of social and economic inequalities and power
differentials between the people and groups that make up the society in which they
are included. Thus, for example, the immigrant garbage collector in the superdiverse
cities of Geneva or Brussels and the legally foreign official in a large international insti-
tution are both included in Geneva and Brussels, but certainly not at the same level of
society. The former have a hard, relatively dangerous and socially devalued job. The
latter have a job that is often extremely well paid, comfortable and associated with a
certain cosmopolitan and privileged social elite. To consider these two people as
simply included in their city without paying attention to their differential power, social
status and economic resources is to legitimize the neo-liberal system that produces
and reproduces inequalities in which we live.

The replacement of the term integration by the term inclusion, as advocated by
some, is therefore unsatisfactory. Personally, | prefer to speak of participation (Marti-
niello 2006) or of the practices that people, all people even if we are talking about immi-
grants and persons in exile and their descendants, develop in the social, economic,
cultural and political sphere in their new country of residence. Rather than talking
about immigrant integration or inclusion, | also prefer to talk about a migratory
career (Martiniello and Rea 2014), understood as a succession of status changes,
changes in social position and identity during the life of people who are led to leave
their country. And therefore, this participation and migratory career takes on a funda-
mental importance and develops first where one lives, at the local level. Studies on new-
comers in Belgium clearly show that things happen at the local level. It is there that you
first meet people, for example, and build a social life. In a study conducted in 2002 and
2003, we showed, for example, the importance of the social links that were forged in the
vicinity of the school when the newly arrived families went to pick up their children at
school. They were led to meet the parents of pupils who did not have an immigrant
background and to build relationships with them. Sometimes very quickly, sometimes
more slowly, they move from an exchange of glances to an exchange of words and
sometimes to relationships that can become stable relationships, particularly friendships
(Gsir 2004)

At the economic level too, all the literature on the history of migration indicates that it
is at the local level that people will first try to find an insertion in the economic sector and
the labor market (Martiniello 2010). You look for work first where you are. And sometimes
one must move away from home to find a job. In this respect, inter-city mobility should
also be considered, especially in countries that are not very large, such as Switzerland, the
Netherlands or Belgium, amongst others. In another study, for example, we met quite a
few migrants who said they preferred to live in French-speaking Belgium but went to
work in Dutch-speaking Belgium because there were more jobs available there. Of
course, in a country like Belgium, sometimes if you travel 10-15 kilometers, you go
from one region to another by crossing the so-called linguistic border (Martiniello
2010) that divides the country. Transregional mobility for work, for example, is facilitated
by the small size of the country. Furthermore, sometimes, just a few kilometers away, you
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end up in France, Luxembourg, Germany or the Netherlands after having crossed national
borders.

The same applies to political and associative participation of exiled persons. When
immigrants and persons in exile want to get politically involved, they tend to get involved
first locally, where they are, where they are trying to rebuild their life. Concerning the local
participation and representation of immigrants and their descendants, in Belgium, over
the last 30 years, we have seen an over-representation of people of immigrant back-
ground in the municipal councils of some of the 19 independent municipalities that
make up the Brussels Region.? These local elected officials often came into politics after
a career in local associations, be it a neighborhood committee, an association for the
defense of migrants’ rights, a cultural association, etc. Thus, the local level is also extre-
mely important for the political participation of immigrants and persons in exile, which
is an important dimension of what is often called immigrant integration or inclusion
and which | prefer to call the migratory career.

The same goes for cultural participation. We recently conducted research on cultural
participation in five Brussels neighborhoods along the canal that runs through the city
(Mescoli 2020), which have a large immigrant population. The inhabitants are more
inclined to participate and do participate in socio-cultural activities close to home than
in other neighborhoods in the city-region. In this case, it is at the neighborhood level
that cultural participation begins and is sometimes consolidated, especially but not
only for immigrants and people in exile.

The notion of participation, whether social, economic, political or cultural, is interesting
if it is considered in a non-normative way, which is sometimes not the case in current
policy and political debates on the place of immigrants and persons in exile in receiving
societies and cities. Indeed, often, as we have seen in this research on cultural partici-
pation in five Brussels neighborhoods, immigrants and persons in exile feel a kind of
injunction to participate and feel stigmatized if they are unfortunate enough not to par-
ticipate as the institutions would like them to, to judge whether they are well integrated
or included, or not (Mescoli 2020). The injunction to participate imposed on immigrants
and people in exile completely distorts the notion of participation and results in a kind of
step back if you will, into a classical nation-state approach to immigrant integration.

The third point begins with a return to the words of the Belgian philosopher Eric Corijn
(2019) that | mentioned at the beginning of the paper. In most of his many public lectures,
he began by saying that a city is not a country. And so, taking the example of Belgium and
the problems of incoherent policies at federal level, which result from shaky compromises
between the different political families and between the Flemish and the Francophones,
he argued repeatedly that it was at urban level that the most effective and coherent pol-
icies could be developed and implemented to encourage the harmonious cohabitation
between the different populations of a superdiverse city like Brussels. And so, according
to him, a city is not a country. The advantages of policies developed at the urban level are
numerous. What | said to him in response to this generalization, and what | am writing
today, is that a city is not a city either. The image of the creative (Florida 2004), open,
inclusive city, integrative by nature, is misleading. Many cities are also polarized, fragmen-
ted, socio-economically, and ethno-racially segregated. Cities can just as much, in quotes,
include and promote participation, especially of exiled people, as they can exclude, mar-
ginalize, dominate, deny, invisibilise certain populations, including exiled people, or be the
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site of such issues, even when the political rhetoric is inclusive. The city of Liége, which
prides itself on being an open, welcoming, hospitable, and cosmopolitan city, is not in
fact always a place where people from all over the world can meet and share a
common space. Despite this, at the level of the city of Liege, the phenomena of segre-
gation, polarization, exclusion, and domination are reproduced, and not only the local
people who are at the bottom of the socio-economic scale are victims, but also the immi-
grants and people in exile who are still arriving, as well as part of the populations resulting
from the former migrations. Therefore, both sides of the city should be recognized, and
we should not somehow essentialize this notion of an open, cosmopolitan, inclusive
city, where everyone feels good. This is a misleading image which can sometimes lead
policy makers either to blindness or to a difficult squint, to be managed politically. There-
fore, we should recognize the two sides of the city, and we should not somehow essen-
tialize this notion of an open, cosmopolitan, inclusive city, where everyone feels good.
This is a misleading image which can sometimes lead policymakers either to blindness
or to a squint which is difficult to manage politically.

Furthermore, as scholars, we should avoid the usual confusion between superdiverse
cities and cosmopolitan cities often made by the general public, the media and politicians.
Superdiversity cannot be equated to cosmopolitanism. The latter implies some notion of
mixed and complex post national identities, which may or may not characterize the popu-
lation of superdiverse cities. Superdiversity refers to the growing and changing diversifi-
cation of the population of cities but not necessarily to the changing nature of identities
hold by the various categories of the population. As an example, the city of Brussels is cer-
tainly one of the most superdiverse cities in the world. But it is not at all proven that it is
the second most cosmopolitan city in the world as it is sometimes claimed.?

The fourth important element concerns the resources available at the local level to
implement local policies for the participation of exiled people. Not all cities have the
same financial means to develop policies in general and for migrant and exiled popu-
lations in particular. In Belgium, many cities are in an extremely delicate economic situ-
ation, and some are on the verge of bankruptcy or even virtual bankruptcy.* As a
result, the financial means to develop urban policies are often very scarce as local taxes
and levies cannot be increased indefinitely. In some cities, there is a dynamic that has
been and is still being experienced in some American cities. The wealthiest people who
could contribute most to the city’s finances and thus improve the cities’ fiscal base,
leave for the countryside. Finally, the financial base that remains to design and implement
policies, especially in the field of participation of immigrants and persons in exile, is not
always sufficient.

Furthermore, not all cities have the same desire to develop this type of local policy. Not
all cities share the same vision of their future. In Brussels, the political will to imagine an
identity and an urban community based on super-diversity, and on a shared complex and
diverse identity, is clear (Aula Magna 2019). In some cities, efforts are made to promote
the settlement of exiled people. In the United States, for example, there is strong compe-
tition between cities to attract the most economically interesting migrants to the city.’

But on the other hand, some cities are de facto almost de facto no-migrant cities. For
example, the city of Aalst, 20 kilometers from Brussels, is known for its carnival, whose
racist content causes controversy every year, and for the strength of the Flemish nation-
alist right (NVA) that now rules the city and the strength of the far-right Vlaams Belang
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party. Since the NVA came to power in the city, there has been a wave of aggression
against people, particularly from sub-Saharan Africa, who had relocated to Aalst to
escape the high price of property in Brussels. Residents of sub-Saharan African origin,
but also Muslim women, were attacked in the street, insulted and “invited” to leave the
city, sometimes skillfully circumventing the anti-discrimination and anti-racism laws in
force in Belgium.® In fact, the project of the government in power, supported by most
of the population, is to “whitewash” the city, to assert its essentially Flemish character
by encouraging persons in exile and people of immigrant origin to leave. A city like
Aalst is far away from the integrative and inclusive city that we would all like to see
develop. Obviously, the fact that there are cities who do not have the means to foster
the participation of migrants, and that other cities promote their exclusion does minimize
the importance of the city level for the participation of migrants as compared to the
nation-state level. It simply warns us again the temptation to consider that the city is
always and naturally inclusive or integrative.

Conclusion

The starting point of this paper was, of course, that the participation of immigrants and
persons in exile takes place primarily at the local level, and that it is therefore logical to
develop public policies to promote this participation at the local level and not only at
the nation-state level. However, this paper is intended as a warning against the risk of
transposing to the local level the mistakes made in the past at the nation-state level.
The local level, whether urban or not, is central both for immigrants and persons in
exile, and as a level of public action. But it would not be analytically correct or politi-
cally realistic to sink into a kind of urban angelism that would save us. Cities are and
have always been places of tension, conflict, and opposition on the one hand and
places of inclusion, encounter, and inclusion on the other. This dynamic between
trends that are extremely opposed characterizes the urban fact and must therefore
be considered both in our analyses and in our public policies relating to exiled popu-
lations. Finally, there is no reason to believe that what has sometimes failed at the
national level regarding the participation of immigrants and persons in exile will
always and necessarily succeed at the local and urban levels. This approach is more
wishful thinking than an analysis of the social dynamics taking place in cities, which
are as complex and as diverse as the nation-state dynamics. As Steve Vertovec
(2007) acknowledges, being a superdiverse city is not necessarily and naturally an anti-
dote against discrimination, segregation and exclusion. More empirical comparative
research is needed to identify the conditions under which the superdiversity city,
both as a social space as a level of governance, can alleviate those phenomena and
become more inclusive and egalitarian.

Notes

1. This is a free translation of “ ... On peut dire que penser I'immigration, c’est penser I'état et
que c'est I'état qui se pense lui-méme en pensant I'immigration. » (Sayad 1999, 6).

2. See for example https://absp.be/Blog/comprendre-le-succes-electoral-des-candidats-dorigine-
extra-europeenne-a-bruxelles/, accessed 21 January 2023.
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3. See for example https://www.visit.brussels/en/visitors/what-to-do/brussels-in-all-its-diversity#:~:
text=Did%20you%20know%20that%20Brussels,its%20residents%20being%20foreign%
20nationals, accessed 19 august 2024.

4. See for example https://trends.levif.be/economie/politique-economique/la-situation-financiere-
des-villes-et-communes-wallonnes-est-catastrophique/article-news-1565599.html, accessed 21
January 2023.

5. See for example https://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2015/07/us-cities-immigrants-
economy/398987/, accessed 21 January 2023.

6. See for example https://www.vrt.be/vrtnws/fr/2019/06/05/des-habitants-d_alost-issus-de-
limmigration-cibles-par-des-lettr/, accessed 21 January 2023.
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