Ethno-cultural diversity and contemporary national societies

A glance at demographic data for European coun-
tries reveals that every year international migration
contributes to population growth more than natu-
ral change (European Commission 2010). On 1
January 2013, foreign-born individuals accounted
for 6.7% of the total population legally residing in
the EU-27 countries (Eurostat 2014). According to
a demographic projection (Lanzieri 2010), by
2060, persons of all nationalities with at least one
foreign-born parent are expected to account for
about 33% of the EU-27 population. As national
societies, within Europe and elsewhere, are
deemed to become increasingly diverse in ethno-
cultural, religious, and racial terms, the question
which comes to the fore is how people can live
together in/with/through diversity.

Although academic scholarship has offered im-
portant insights into the ways that migrants negoti-
ate their everyday lives within receiving societies
(Bailey 2000; Fortier 2000; Kastoryano 2002;
Kumsa 2005; Ho 2006; Brah 2007; Skrbis et al.
2007; Cagliotti 2008; Getrich 2008; Mavroudi
2008; Nagel & Staeheli 2008; Nelson & Hiemstra
2008; Zevallos 2008), the general tendency has
been to eschew the national dimension in favour
of cosmopolitan (Archibugi et al. 1998; Cheah &
Robbins 1998; Beck 2000; Featherstone 2002;
Nava 2002; Vertovec & Cohen 2002), transnation-
al (Basch et al. 1994; Hannerz 1996; Portes 1996;
Glick Schiller 1997; Robinson 1998; Vertovec
1999; Kivisto 2001; International Migration Re-
view 2003), or ‘local’ (Amin 2002; Valentine 2008;
Matejskova & Leitner 2011; Leitner 2012; Closs
Stephens 2013) perspectives. Implicit in many of
these accounts is a treatment of the nation as a site
of exclusion, marginalization, and oppression of
diversity, broadly understood (Antonsich 2009;
Mavroudi 2010).

Thus, the alternative scales of socio-spatial life
(cosmopolis, transnational networks, micro-pub-
lics of everyday life, the city, etc.) have been both
investigated and celebrated as spaces where diver-
sity can be more fully expressed, performed, and
lived. This treatment, though, seems to ignore two
points: first, there is nothing ipso facto progressive
about these spaces, which in fact might equally be
populated by the discourses and practices of mar-
ginalization and discrimination (Castree 2004);
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second, the nation in practice is not necessarily a
homogenizing singular, stable, coherent identity
(Agnew 1994). On the contrary, the nation as a
concept and practice has continuously re-invented
itself to meet the mutated socio-economic condi-
tions of collective life (Baumann 2004). Accord-
ingly, some influential scholars have reaffirmed the
importance of the nation even in the age of migra-
tion (Brubaker 2004, 2010; Calhoun 2007, 2008;
Hedetoft 2011).

Yet, these and other accounts have only rarely
been accompanied by an investigation into wheth-
er and how the institutional and social imaginary
of the nation has been re-written to face the new
international mobility and increased ethno-cultur-
al pluralism of its populace. We would argue that
it is important to examine the nation as an unsta-
ble, plural construct, which has the capacity to
exclude, include, and change. As a dynamic no-
tion, it can therefore be further interrogated, in or-
der to examine in detail the ways in which it is
being appropriated, contested and made meaning-
ful in embodied, material and symbolic ways.
Above all, if one agrees on the need for nations to
be inclusive (Mavroudi 2010), it is necessary to
closely explore the complex ways in which the na-
tion intersects with everyday life and, in particular,
the ways in which the nation can be both exclu-
sive and inclusive. It is the purpose of this special
issue to reflect on how the nation is re-signified in
order to deal with the ethno-cultural transforma-
tion of contemporary societies. We stress the im-
portance of paying attention to the scale of the na-
tion without making assumptions about its oppres-
sive or homogenising tendencies. Instead, there is
a need to deconstruct and dissect the nation, both
as a notion and practice, exactly at a time when it
faces enduring mistrust in scholarly work dealing
with diversity and change (Antonsich 2009). We
contend that the national scale is an important one
to hold onto even as it interacts with other scales;
it is a necessary scale, which still permeates and
affects people's lives and identities in myriad ways,
and the specific practices, negotiations and pro-
cesses that occur as a result need to be examined.

The articles gathered here originate from two
sessions, convened respectively in London (The Re-
Making of the National in the Age of Migration, An-
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nual Meeting of the Royal Geography Society with
the Institute of British Geographers, 28 August
2013) and in Rome (Ethno-Cultural Diversity and
the Question of the National, IV EUGEO Congress,
7 September 2014). Overall we believe that the five
articles nicely address the question of the national
in the context of increasing ethno-cultural diversity
from a variety of geographical contexts and the-
matic lines, thus offering a rich empirical field from
which to scrutinize the ways in which the national
continues to play a major role in shaping societal
life and encounters among diverse people.

The first article, by Tania Rossetto, critically
discusses the narrative of the city/nation divide.
As mentioned above, this divide is indeed central
to many scholarly investigations into ethno-cul-
tural diversity. In the words of Rossetto, while the
city is conceptualized as dynamic, lived, and
open, the nation is portrayed as fixed, abstract,
and constraining. By focusing on a photographic
performance project in Padua, Italy, which in-
volved young migrants as active participants,
Rossetto rebuffs this divide which she calls the
“tale of two scales". The kind of nation she is put-
ting forward, through the lived performances of
migrants, is one which is agency-centred, prag-
matic, non-discursive, progressive, emplaced,
dynamic and experiential. It is a nation which
challenges the cultural singularity of nationalistic
accounts, often dismissed by scholars as abstract
and ideological. This is a key move which allows
us to see the interplay of local and national rather
than their juxtaposition. Accordingly, Rossetto ar-
gues for a transcalar study of the migratory expe-
rience, one which simultaneously takes into con-
sideration the coexistence and interpenetration of
a plurality of scales. Drawing on Amin (2012),
she then suggests that the “urban unconscious”,
or the sense of being together in the urban frame,
can equally be translated into a “national uncon-
scious”, or the sense of being together in the na-
tional frame. This being together, according to
Rossetto, can be conceptualized along the lines
suggested for the city by Coward (2012), as a
space “between us”. The nation then, for Rosset-
to, might be best conceptualized as a frame for
shared existence rather than an identity bond - a
terrain of communality post-identity as also sug-
gested by other authors (Antonsich 2009).

The second article, by Joseph Downing, is
closely related to the intervention by Rossetto. In
fact, it also engages closely with the local/national
divide. However, it adopts a different entry point,
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both disciplinary and methodologically. Being
rooted in nationalism studies, the article privileges
an institutional perspective. The focus here is on
the local policies which both Lyon and Marseille
have adopted to cater for the diversity of their pop-
ulation. Moving away from the French republican
tradition, blind to any difference of its citizens,
Lyon and even more so Marseille have put in place
a series of measures, co-opting local organisations
as well, which aim to recognize and include post-
migration minority groups living in these two cit-
jes. Echoing the works of Confino and Skaria
(2002) and Jones and Fowler (2007), among oth-
ers, Downing reasserts the key point that the na-
tion does not live only at the national scale, but
can be found at the local scale as well. As Down-
ing observes, the local appropriates the nation in
such a way that this latter has various local mean-
ings and, in turn, local processes play a major role
in both representing and reproducing the nation.
Through a rich and diversified account of differ-
ence-orientated policies and initiatives in Lyon
and Marseille, Downing makes the interesting
point that a shift in the ways the national deals
with diversity might not necessarily come from a
coherent directive of the central government.
Rather, it is the local and its actors which might
re-work the national and open it up to a more plu-
ral understanding about the diversity which com-
poses it. This stresses the importance of bottom up
nationalism and the agency involved in construct-
ing the nation, as a flexible and dynamic process.

The third article, by Anna Gawlewicz, also ad-
dresses a case study in which, like in Rossetto for
Italy, the encounter with diversity is a relatively re-
cent experience. Gawlewicz focuses on the per-
ceptions of diversity held by Polish migrants living
in the UK, reflecting on how these perceptions im-
pact on the migrants’ notion of Polishness. Like
Rossetto, Gawlewicz also adopts a geographical
disciplinary perspective. Relying on individual in-
terviews conducted in a northern English city,
Leeds, Gawlewicz explores the multifarious ways
in which Polish migrants talk of/about their lived
experience of difference in terms of ethnicity, reli-
gion, class, age, gender, sexuality and disability.
The picture which emerges is one which she la-
bels, after Kurczewska (2003) and Marciniak
(2009), the “inferiority-superiority” complex. In
other words, when it comes to comparing how dif-
ference is lived in Britain and in Poland, the latter
is constructed as inferior. Yet, when it comes to
family values, Poland emerges as superior to Brit-
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ain. In this sense, the article suggests how nation-
ness, far from a fixed and stable category, is a very
malleable notion, which can be activated differ-
ently in different discursive contexts.

The two remaining articles take us across the At-
lantic, to North America and Chile respectively.
They both rely on anthropologically-informed eth-
nographical research. The article by Ashutosh ex-
amines the role of nations and nationalism
amongst South Asian migrants in Toronto and New
York. Ashutosh’s argument is that, in the age of mi-
gration, the nation is caught between two opposite
logics: on the one hand, the nation is reasserted in
its exclusive features via the state projects of man-
aging diversity and discourses on immigration; on
the other hand, this very idea of a clearly and per-
manently delineated nation is challenged by mi-
grants’ complex transnational practices. Everyday
interactions and experiences of South Asian mi-
grants living in Toronto transform the meaning of
the nation, by constantly transgressing its borders.
In this sense, Ashutosh, echoing Walton-Roberts
and Pratt (1995), suggests that international migra-
tion exposes the limits of national imaginaries and
entails a reconstitution and reworking of identities.
This process, though, is also surrounded by notice-
able ambiguity. Migrant practices, in fact, ranging
from the prosaic to the spectacular, challenge as
well as reinforce the contours of national belong-
ing and community. Thus, the analytic work that
has to be done is to attend to the multiple and con-
flicting spaces and scales through which nationess
manifests itself.

The focus of the final article by Imilan is also
closely related to this understanding about nation-
ess as variously performed by migrants. Grounded
in ethnographic work conducted among Peruvian
migrants working and living in Santiago de Chile,
the article shows how a sense of nationness can be
mobilized through the very mundane practice of
food production and consumption. Peruvian cui-
sine is becoming very popular world-wide. Peru-
vian migrants living in Chile have capitalized on
this development, which offers them a unique way
of integrating socially and economically within
Chilean society by emphasising their national ori-
gin as a positive and distinguishing feature. Imi-
lan’s article thus explores the performativity of Pe-
ruvianness through gastronomic practices, which
then become spaces of communication and recog-
nition of diversity. These culinary practices point to
the intersection of local, national and transnation-
al scales, as well as to a form of popular, non-he-
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gemonic globalization (Lins Ribeiro 2009), provid-
ing a successful way for migrants to negotiate their
national belonging.

Taken together, these case studies demonstrate
how the nation is being deconstructed and (re)ar-
ticulated through everyday practices and people's
agency. As a plural notion, it has the capacity to
transform, and to include those once deemed to
be too different. Yet, challenges remain in terms of
the ways in which the nation continues to exclude
and oppress. At the same time, continued research
is needed on the ways the nation can be made
more inclusive, in both top-down and bottom-up
ways, as it deals with demographic change.
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