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Italy
As recently as the 1970’s did Italy switch from being a country of emigration to being a country of immigration. Still during all the 1960’ Italy experienced a huge flux of both internal migration – from the rural South to the industrialising North – and international emigration – mainly toward Germany, Switzerland and Belgium.

Second, the fact that the actual immigration flux interesting Italy is characterised by a tremendous diversity: the almost three-million strong immigrant community (which accounts for 4.1% of the population) is made up of people coming from over 180 different countries [Albania, Morocco, Romania, China, Ukraine, Philippine] and no single group accounts for more than 15% of the total of foreign population.

Finally, the fact that the perceptions held by the native population, though characterised by rising hostility, still do not appear to focus on ethnic or national factors: their representation of different groups is quite changeable and it tends to vary according to news reports, specially crime news.

All this converges to maintain the migrants’ condition very fluid, sometime uncertain, sometime less bound and more open to personal and collective initiative, both because there is not a defined institutional and normative framework able to fix duty and rights for immigrants as well as for institutions and natives, and because the immigrants are not rigidly collocated in a hierarchical social structure based on ethnic belonging.

Up to now, the debate around immigration has been dominated by rhetorical “emergency” issues and therefore it has focused on reducing and quashing illegal immigration. Migrants have been mostly considered as manpower, wanted but not welcome (Zolberg 1997). Only recently have people begun to realise that the migration process is going to become established: the rise of family reunions and of children of immigrants born in Italy and attending Italian education is self-evident proof that migrants and their families have become an important and permanent part of the nation.

Presently, the educational integration of young foreigners is on a constant increase and, although the number of children of immigrants born in Italy is still not considerable, their presence and their visibility are increasingly apparent.

In this scenario, may be interesting to explore the future of the children of immigrants: will they inevitably integrate in society and become fully-fledged Italian citizens? Or else, will they maintain their distinctions and thus produce a society characterised by difference and – potentially – indifference, a lack of unity and conflict? What specific conditions could orient toward one direction rather than another?

More, can the analysis models – developed for make sense of the second generation’s experiences in countries where immigration occurred during the consolidation of modernity and of the Fordist model of industrial development – be used to understand the Italian situation, which appears more rooted in a context of globalisation, flux, complex connectivity?

The objective is to see whether and how the observations made especially in contexts with a long tradition of immigration, where migration processes are now culturally and institutionally embedded, could be useful to understand the Italian situation, which, on the contrary, is characterised by recent immigration flows. Conversely, this research will also assess to what extent the Italian experience could shed light on some peculiar aspects of the contemporary world.

Contemporary research on second-generation is dominated by two approach: the segmented assimilation theory, on one side, an emphasis on transnational dimensions and, more generally, on the developing of new forms of cosmopolitism, on the other.

The segmented assimilation concept (Portes 1996; Portes et al. 2005) is used, on the one hand, to show that the assimilation process is far from established and inevitably oriented towards an improvement of economic and social conditions and, on the other hand, to point out the fact that economic and social assimilation processes can indeed occur without necessarily depending on a concurrent acculturation process.

Despite its sophisticated structure, the segmented assimilation theory, with its emphasis on the economic and the employment dimensions, seems to take for granted the existence of an established and shared dominant model, where being assimilated is possible and desired. The segmented assimilation perspective identifies a process with only two options: on the one hand, successful assimilation, where difference and the group are used as resources; on the other hand, downward assimilation, whereby difference becomes a tool to oppose the host society and its rules but which eventually only results in reinforcing exclusion and discrimination. The contents and forms of inclusion, the meaning of successful or unsuccessful assimilation and those who decree its success or failure are rarely questioned. The only factor considered to be important for inclusion is economic success, which is assessed according to parameters and models belonging to the majority group.

The tendency to focus analysis on the results obtained by different ethnic groups in acculturation and assimilation processes might reify the concept of ethnos while neglecting internal differentiations within ethnic groups (Crul and Vermeulen 2003). Educational and professional achievements and, on the other hand, downward mobility with an assimilation into the underclass can be found in the same group; this goes to show that ethnos cannot always inevitably be assumed to be a key determinant (Wimmer 2004).

Furthermore, the content of segmented assimilation – that is, the capability to achieve educational and economic success without forsaking ethnic community ties and economic codes – is not illustrated in more detail. As a result, this concept does not draw distinctions between: “post-modern” strategies, tending to hold diverse and contradictory elements together as much as possible, sometimes to the detriment of overall coherence; “transnational” strategies, which highlight the impossibility to choose between two options and which use borders as advantageous areas; “diasporic strategies”, which underline the interconnections between the different parties involved, emphasising the unifying hyphen rather than extreme polarities; and finally, “cosmopolitan” strategies, which place difference in a relativistic perspective: they underplay its absolutist and reifying nature and consider different options within a framework of unique individual and collective choices, which are nonetheless not necessarily final and insurmountable.

A second important line of research is related to a rising interest in the transnational and cosmopolitan dimensions taken by migration processes in a globalised context.

According to the main theorists of transnationalism, migration processes tend to create new social landscapes, connecting spatially separate places and groups, as well as a new category of social actors – transmigrants (Glick Schiller et al. 1992) – who maintain a wide variety of affective and instrumental social relations overcoming national borders. It is about belonging to a space of imagination (Appadurai 1996) – made of flows of communication and sentiment, transfer of goods, information and images – rather than a stable and established spatial collocation.

Within this framework, second generations of immigrants, far from being the mere extension of their “native lands” and their traditional “roots”, negotiate and define collective identities separately from their ethnic and cultural citizenship. They borrow their identifying symbols from the global cultural flow, as well as from the distinctive features of their countries of origin and destination (Hall 1996, Soysal 2000).

The concept of cosmopolitism is frequently used to identify the extent to which this new transcultural space is able to create a new territory, which, while taking into consideration national borders, overcomes them producing patterns that transcend the national distinctions typical of modernity (Hannerz 1992; Fetherstone 2002; Beck 2002, Skrbis et al. 2004).

The children of immigrants find themselves in a good position to develop a cosmopolitan identification since they experience place polygamy, that is a permanent link with different worlds and cultures (Beck 2004).

However, the most radical forms of the cosmopolitan perspective sometimes seem to make an excessive claim for individual freedom and creativity, transforming difference in a continuous process which strips it of all significance and turns it into a mere aesthetic exercise, into the display of a sterile creative omnipotence of individuals aiming at their sole immediate satisfaction.

Also, the emphasis on blending processes might drift onto a normative level that conceals power dynamics and always construes the hybrid as positive, as emancipation from previous constraints and powers, as a desirable condition for greater awareness and as a higher guarantee of freedom and justice (West 1992; Anthias 2001). What is more, there is a danger of considering collective identification as purely context-based, devoid of foundations and stability, in sharp contrast with social situations where the recognition of collective belonging is for the actors involved far from trivial but, on the contrary, it stirs passions, fuels conflicts, and generates exclusion.

The aim of this research was to look into the processes whereby collective identification is constructed among teenage children of immigrants in Italy in order to assess whether and to what extent the prevailing research perspectives currently used to appreciate the future of second generations can be applied to a context where the migration phenomenon is relatively recent.

This study looked into the ways these youths narrate their everyday experience, the models of self-identification and belonging they use to talk about themselves, their plans for the future and the way they perceive and integrate into the Italian context. Considering the characteristics of the Italian situation, the research adopted a generational rather than an ethnic perspective. It considered the teenage children of immigrants as sharing a similar “generational location” (Mannheim 1928) which goes to support the perception that they share a specific historical and biographical experience, regardless of any particular ethnic and national belonging.

The study involved 105 adolescents, aged between 14 and 21 years old, children of immigrants attending Italian higher secondary school in Milan, northern Italy. A total of 79 in-depth narrative interviews were conducted and 5 focus groups were formed, involving 26 additional teenage respondents. Given the peculiarities of the current Italian migration situation, only a relatively small percentage of respondents (21.9%) actually belonged to the second generation of immigrants, while most of them came to Italy during childhood. When selecting prospective respondents, we tried to mirror the various ethnic and national origins characterising the current picture of Italian schools. All interviewees were enrolled in higher secondary school, which shows that they had decided to engage their resources in education beyond compulsory schooling. Therefore, they do not represent a statistically significant sample of teenage children of immigrants, but rather an avant-garde, an elite, a limited and selected group that will probably play a key role in defining patterns of living together and integration in Italian society. So, we suppose they may represent a “meaningful sample”, and adopt an analytical perspective derived by the study of the so called “new social movements”, with particular reference to the work of Alberto Melucci. We try to look at these young people as representing “prophets”, able to announce the new, to anticipate the changes. That because, to a greater extend than their peers, these adolescents are confronting a pluralistic and fragmented environment that simultaneously can offer a wealth of opportunities as well as major danger to successful inclusion.

This study aimed at detecting the self-identifications used by our teenage sample to make sense of their action and their biography rather than their presumed identities, that is their constitutive and stable essence. 

Forms of self-identification are therefore not considered as “needs” automatically stemming from national or ethnic belonging but as processes developing from situated practices. These processes are partly shaped by reified discourses that define identities and belonging as “natural” and “hereditary” of a uniform and coherent nature and partly determined by local specificities – density of networks, the cultural and social capital of each family and group, biographical and generational specificities, personal projects and strategies, recognition, and the discrimination originating from the context where the subjects interact.

The analysis of the narrations gathered revealed six different identification models: three of them relate to modern forms of belonging, which characterise the migration processes typical of the period of Fordist development, whereas the other three forms are more innovative and deeply embedded in an increasingly globalised context.

Ethnic Enclave

One type of self-identification is recognition in a dense and well defined network, which often coincides with national or ethnic belonging. In particular, language appears to be the main symbolic factor marking the boundaries between the different groups. The Italian language, which is often only partially mastered, is the language of the institutions, of school, of work, and of superficial and instrumental knowledge. The parental language, on the contrary, is used when living everyday life, pleasure and “warm” relationships.

Very often, this dense and warm network embraces family relations, including extended family, cousins, aunts and uncles living in Milan. Nonetheless, it may also take a national dimension – which is especially the case with Chinese and Filipino individuals – through attending cultural or religious associations, get-togethers and other celebrations gathering individuals from the same nation-state. However, as opposed to the US experience, the establishment of sufficiently strong and differentiated networks based solely upon ethnic or national belonging is made impractical in Italy by the smallness of each single community and by their greater scattering. Consequently, the network within which individuals identify is often of a pan-ethnic and pan-national nature.

This form of identification seems more likely to be assumed by teenagers who arrived in Italy during their adolescence, after a long period of socialisation and schooling in their parents’ country.

Crisis

Certainly, adolescence is a period of “crisis”. This experience can be magnified when it is associated with the feeling of being – or being considered – strangers. At this point, subjects may experience a liminal state, a state of suspension, where the abundance of models is perceived as confusion, uncertainty and anomie.

When ethnic networks are weak or non-existent and when subjects still do not feel able to fully master the rules and competencies required to live in a context where they feel strangers, they could experience this feeling of inadequacy and crisis.

Unlike those who can rely on a dense ethnic and national network, these youths feel in a condition of marginality and solitude more frequently. The loss of the habits and closed relations of their own ethnic or national group does not lead to a greater chance of inclusion. The experience of change – which is a key experience during adolescence – is magnified and has to be managed without the possibility to rely on the protection of the group or of established ritual practices that could reduce the risks of failure. This condition of uncertainty and confusion is sometimes made worse by a difficult situation at home, where children feel an unbridgeable distance between them and their parents. These parents, in many cases, had lived far away from them; they had been extremely busy trying to ensure success for their migration process while being distant from their children’s sphere of affection as well as from their interests and habits.

Mimicry

One of the possible ways to overcome the feeling of being in a marginal position, where each positive rule seems to disperse in an overabundance of possibilities, is to try and speed up the passage and the transformation. Sometimes, the attempt to mimic and hide one’s nationality is linked to the fear of being discriminated or isolated. The negative value attached to being a foreigner, especially if one is included in stigmatised groups, might lead to individuals distancing themselves from stereotypical representations and thus encourage conformist behaviour.

As a general trend, although not always in all details, the models of ethnic closure, marginality and mimicry reproduce forms of identification typical of Fordist migration processes, where assimilation in the host society seemed inevitable, despite the expected uncertainties of the transition period and the possible failure that brought about by a withdrawal in ethnic enclaves. Contemporary globalisation processes encourage the development of broader and more complex forms of identification, which are shaped in a transnational dimension.

Transnational identification: playing both sides of the border fence

In the case of transnational identification, the self-identification process is not limited to a mutually exclusive choice between the country of departure and the country of arrival; it takes a wide variety of forms, one of which, for example, focuses on the immigrants’ link with their country of origin without nonetheless denying the importance of their life in the country of residence. The transnational dimension is an acknowledgement of the “migrant” condition, which is considered as an opportunity to strengthen the links with one’s own national group back in the motherland and as a privileged state ensuring the development of new relationships and new opportunities within one’s own network. Migration does not cause individuals to break ties with their group of origin; on the contrary, it produces a special way of being within group; it is a chance to enhance their individual status and, at the same time, it proves beneficial for those who live back home.

Living in Italy is a chance to gain professional skills that can be used at the same time in two different contexts.

In this “long-distance” and “deterritorialised” belonging, the role and the prestige migrants hold “back home” depend on their living far away, just like the ultimate sense of what is done “here” is always subordinated to the link that is maintained with those who live far away.

Like ethnic identification, transnational identification implies a strong sense of inclusion in the group; on the other hand, the ability to maintain strong and stable links is developed on a transnational rather than a local dimension. One needs to be knowledgeable and informed and maintain exchanges and contacts both with those who live in the country of departure and with the network established in the country of arrival. This involves the ability to inhabit a specific space stretching beyond national borders, without however removing or ignoring them. The border remains a major element and its very existence confers specificity to each action, which could potentially deliver a wide range of benefits. Exploiting the ability to cross boundaries means attaining an education or a vocational training that could be used in both contexts as well as maintaining family links and traditional belonging that could increase chances of a successful biographical project. This project necessarily unfolds “abroad” without nonetheless weakening relations with those who stay “back home”.

Holding together, encouraging connection (hyphenation)
The forms of identification illustrated so far seem to be prevailing among foreign pupils of higher secondary schools who came to Italy in their pre-adolescent phase; on the contrary, most of those who were born in Italy or who came at a pre-school age seem to display forms of identification where there is a weaker sense of belonging to a specific group and where, consequently, the possibility to choose among multiple options is highly valued.

One of these forms of identification tends to adopt an inclusive approach, where the possibility to relate to two worlds that are perceived as different is considered as an asset. Here, considerable importance is attached to the hyphen, to statements of double belonging and to the clear determination not to give up any of the components of their different cultural frameworks.

Subjects identify as “much more than Italian”, opting for the hyphen, the connection that allows them to be at the same time members of one group without giving up other possibilities of belonging. These forms of identification highlight a desire for participation and openly demand access to community life without discrimination or exclusion.

Young people who recognise themselves as “hyphenated Italians” often show a strong interest in the history and the current affairs of their parents’ country of origin. They feel ‘foreign’ with a certain degree of pride without nevertheless belittling or degrading their strong feeling of being Italian at the same time. Their interest in their parents’ country of origin is cultivated by searching information on the Internet, studying its history and keeping up to date on current affairs, asking their parents about their family history and about the period prior to emigration.

In this case, the “other” identity is often the product of a “rediscovery” and a “retrieval”; it calls for proactive work, which involves information gathering and building experiences. These young people fully identify with the life led by their Italian compatriots: they share their ideas, their lifestyles, their models of consumption and their expectations for the future. On the other hand though, through an inclusive rather than a substitution process, they “retrieve” a sense of belonging of which they have often never had firsthand experience, but which takes on a powerful symbolic meaning.

Identifying as “hyphenated Italians” appears to be more frequent in families with a high cultural capital, where parents are able to instil in their children an interest in the history and current affairs of their country of origin and show them the right channels catering for this interest. The social and cultural capital held by these parents – who often have a complete mastery of the Italian language, work as language and culture mediators or are actively involved in associations encouraging the inclusion of other migrants from their country – enables children to hold their parents in high regard and to proudly recognise themselves as part of their community of origin. On the other hand, it also encourages the development of all the resources needed to feel part of the Italian system too, like a strong interest in education and in learning the language and a will to achieve successful integration.

Their parents’ “difference” is perceived as a value-added element, as an additional resource they could tap into in order to strengthen self-esteem and broaden relational networks.

Cosmopolitism

The last form of identification emerging from the narrations gathered during our research introduces the figure of the cosmopolitan. This definition usually refers to the tendency to recognise difference as an instrumental, partial and changeable aspect rather than as a solid and unequivocal basis of identification. The use that is made of difference and the meaning it takes each time depend on the context, on the objectives set and on the way in which the various situations are construed. The ways in which cosmopolitan belonging is claimed are therefore not necessarily constant and consistent; on the contrary, they seem to be based upon different narrative models.

One representation of cosmopolitan identification, for example, seems to be based upon the metaphor of errantry (Clifford 1999). Here, the sense of the self is produced by identification with the ability and the will to move: personal stability and roots are ensured by journey and routes.

Differences are considered as positive resources: they offer greater freedom and open up greater opportunities. Keeping together different allegiances and different specificities increases the possibilities for action and makes it possible to adjust to different situations. Identification becomes a resource when it does not force a choice, when it does not reduce options, when it is possible to keep together two worlds that are apparently so different and so far apart.

There is a clear liking of a lifestyle that feeds on variety and that is able to link up divergent elements in one single combination where, however, distinctions can still be made. The life projects made by these youths show a will to hang on to multiple differences and multiple allegiances, thus shaping different life patterns that transform errantry in models to achieve full self-realisation.

Another way of structuring cosmopolitan identification rests on the image of irony (Rorty 1989). In this case, a relativistic approach seems to prevail, where there is a rejection of the fundamental and lasting value of differences, which are reallocated in the specific contexts where they are displayed. Specificities, rules, traditions and allegiances do not have an absolute value but they hinge on specific times and places; they are “final vocabularies” that cannot be definitely and positively measured, compared or assessed on a scale telling right from wrong, good from bad and natural from imposed. Here, an important quality is the ability to recognise and use the different codes shaping and producing the rules that apply in a given context without it being possible or required to express a value judgement on the contents or the bases of these codes. Difference is not attached any value and it does not have established and stable meanings; on the contrary, it acquires its importance and meaning according to different circumstances. What is important is not to claim a specific difference but rather to recognise its biased character and be aware that its validity and its very essence are necessarily context-based: the “ironic” cosmopolitan is the person who can apply the right codes in the appropriate times and places and with the right people.

Knowing how to handle difference properly means being sufficiently able to grasp which codes suit a specific context and which languages are recognised and accepted, as well as being sufficiently skilled to use these codes effectively. What is important is not to develop a strong loyalty to one single belonging or one single difference; on the contrary, it is necessary to adapt to the diverse contexts of one’s life. Differences appear to be perceived as “local rules”, which cannot be successfully compared or exported from one situation to another and which are validated by the fact that they are the “norm” in a specific context.

In other forms of cosmopolitan identifications, the individual dimension becomes more manifest. In this case, freedom, rather than difference, is the key factor. The crew becomes the main site of identification. There, ethnic differences are superseded by community lifestyle, music consumption or dress style; they are an “added” element, which increases the distance between the peculiarities of the group and the “normality” of the outside world. Painting graffiti on the walls of the neighbourhood and on public transport, break-dancing and rapping are the main expressions displaying the difference of the group, its uniqueness sparkling against a grey and conservative background. These forms of expression are intentionally presented as “ghetto culture”, as a result and a display of a separation that is both imposed and intentional, of a distance that ensues from a choice and, at the same time, from a highly discriminatory environment.

Indifference towards difference is also expressed in the rejection of any collocation, in stripping allegiances from all value while praising individual freedom. Individual resources, personal abilities to build meaningful relationships and be independent take greater importance than belonging, than labels imposed from the outside or again than bonds of solidarity and uniformity required by strong loyalties. In this case, being cosmopolitan literary means being citizens of the world because there is no attachment to any specific place.

Conclusion

Some of the forms of identification the research highlighted seem to follow traditional allegiances that were customary among first-generation migrant groups: closure into an ethnic enclave, sense of crisis and loss of bearings and propensity towards mimicry. These models of identification seem to be adopted especially by young people who came to Italy when they had already entered adolescence and who consequently experienced greater and more recent problems of integration and language difficulties.

In addition to these more traditional and defensive forms, more dynamic identifications are identified, which are more receptive of the transformations occurring in the contemporary world. This is the case with young people who, for the most part, were born in Italy or raised in Italy from their early childhood and who live in families with a high cultural and social capital. Their lifestyle, consumption and values are not substantially different from those of their Italian peers of the same age. The desire of personal fulfilment, individual freedom and possibility of choice are all indispensable aspects of a life well lived, though sharing such values does not imply relinquishing difference.

Difference itself, far from being a factor that guides and shapes behaviour, is identified as a resource that can help achieve personal goals and that can be used or put aside according to the relational contexts involved. It does not have an absolute value but can be used tactically or strategically (de Certeau 1990) in order to achieve personal objectives, combat discrimination or simply for fun.

This is an exploratory research; consequently, several determinants leading to one identification pattern rather than others are to be illustrated in greater detail and undergo a more accurate validation. Furthermore, our respondents were part of a privileged elite, young people attending higher secondary education who can rely on an array of individual and family resources that are not available to other youths. Scarcer resources are perhaps likely to produce different identification patterns. Nonetheless, this study shows the complexity of processes whereby difference is used and invites a more complex theoretical construction of the experience of second generations.

The consistency of the different forms of identification, and some of their plausible determinant factors, are going to be tested in an ongoing research project.
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