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Abstract

Introduction: beyond methodological nationalism

Concern with identity and belonging is a central facet of much
research on ethnicity and migration and on youth. In addition,
we have seen an increasing focus on identity issues from states
who regard the retention of diverse identities as synonymous
with the failure to integrate, and therefore as an impediment
to ‘social cohesion’ and integration. This is not only linked
to the role of ethnic markers which become both visible and
challenging in a globalising world, but also to the regulatory
regimes of modern states and coalitions of power among states.
These set up new frontiers and borders, which depend on cate-
gorizing desirable and undesirable persons and groupings. The
impetus lies in the threat from ‘hostile’ identities, embodied
both in the war against terror but also in fears of unskilled,
dependent migrants, asylum seekers and refugees whose cul-
ture and ways of life are seen to be incompatible or undesirable
within Western societies, and the fear of social breakdown and
unrest attached to these. Current debates on multiculturalism
and social cohesion (for example in the UK: see Yuval Davis,
Anthias and Kofman 2005) are examples of this.

I will consider some central ways in which belonging and identity have been understood in the con-
text of transnational migration. The paper critiques a number of approaches that relate to the identity
formation and social location of migrants and their descendants. The paper also discusses the no-
tion of intersectionality as a heuristic device. It develops an approach that understands transnational
belonging as a complex process relating to social processes and outcomes of differentiation, and in
terms of the intersectionality of social locations. The paper argues that we could usefully displace the
identity problematic with a focus on ‘translocational positionality’.

However, only minorities are generally seen to have ethnic
identities, while the majority enjoy national identity (which of
course is problematic). Therefore, it is important to interrogate
how issues of identity and belonging have been addressed in
relation to the migration process and particularly with refer-
ence to the descendants of migrants.

Much analysis is underpinned by methodological nation-
alism (Wimmer and Glick Schiller 2002). This involves the
assumption that the nation state, rather than the transnational
sphere, is the unit of analysis. For example, much of the focus
on issues of migrant assimilation, on the one hand, or cultural
crisis, on the other, paradigmatically assumes the nation state
form. If we accept that migrants are now transnational actors
instead of merely national ones who have transferred from one
national boundary to another, then we also need to move away
from notion of identity as tied to a fixed place and in terms of
‘assimilation’, to a fixed and unitary societal core. This also
problematises the notion of generation, as | shall argue later.

In this paper | will interrogate a number of different ways
in which minority identity and belonging have been discussed.
I will look critically at the concepts of identity that under-
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pin much of the account of migrant incorporation. | will also
argue that the analytical primacy given to identity in these dis-
cussions turns our attention away from issues relating to other
social spaces, such as those of class and gender, and away
from the importance of meaning and context as parameters of
social life.

I want to first of all start with a discussion of the transna-
tional context of migration today. Migrants and their children
(and grandchildren) live their lives across borders (particu-
larly in the context of transmigration and commuter migration)
and in ways which include a range of experiences of people,
beliefs, practices and participation around the world. Those
living in London, for example, have lives which are impacted
on not only by their own, or their parents’ countries, but also
by those of their friends and relations who have migrated to
other countries, as well as the global connections and images
found within their society of residence. People negotiate dif-
ferent sets of social relations — for example and particularly —
in terms of gendered norms and practices and in terms of how
they should behave. This has both positive and possibly nega-
tive effects in terms of social advancement and disadvantage,
for example depending on their social milieu and its structures
of opportunities and exclusions. These negotiations are linked
to social class, gender and racialisation processes, which in
turn link with the resources they can marshal, such as forms of
human and social capital, language and so on (although eth-
nic resources are not always forms of social capital but may be
negative, Anthias 2007).

Itis important to note that the so-called second generation is
not a unitary category and is fractured by social differences of
gender, class and racialisation as well as different opportuni-
ties and exclusions which relate to international, national and
local policies and institutions. They are themselves impacted
on in transnational and translocational contexts, often in con-
tradictory ways. For example, gender values will vary in terms
of what is expected and rewarded and what is criticised and
disallowed in a range of different contexts (there may be a dif-
ference between the expectations and norms of parental cul-
ture and the host society, for example).

In addition, it is important to consider the spatial, politi-
cal and economic location as contextual and temporal, and its
influence on forms of negotiation, incorporation and exclu-
sion. In terms of inequality, it is important to remember its
global dimensions. This means that the position of a second
generation in different countries will differ in terms of the
location of the country of settlement in the global landscape
of inequality and power.

Traditionally, the incorporation of migrants and their chil-
dren has been seen as linked to the countries of destination and
their structures of exclusion and inclusion, as well as to the
cultural tendencies of the migrants themselves. Little attention
has been paid to the ways in which migrants are constituted
as ethnic, class and gendered subjects already in their coun-
tries of origin and the continuing importance of bonds with
it as well as other countries where their relatives and friends
have migrated.

It is clear that migrants and their children, to a differ-
ent extent and in different ways, continue to have links with
homelands and other destinations, for example in terms of vot-
ing, marrying and communicating (through the use of ethnic
media, telephones, and the internet, as well as travel). In addi-
tion, some have connections to political organisations, send
remittances, both economic and cultural, and help to uphold
cultural activities or support families and village communities
back home, for example through diasporic village associations
that pump money into villages and communities in the home-
land, as in Cyprus (Anthias 1992).

The children of migrants have diverse relations, which are
dependent on their embeddedness within a range of structures
and relations (in both the country of residence and the home-
land) and their own trajectories. This will affect the extent to
which they visit their parent’s homeland and develop attach-
ments which spur them on the path of return (there is a growth
in research on second generation returnees: see for example
Christou 2006; Levitt and Glick Schiller 2004). The skills
and resources such children have will be less mono-cultural
than those of children who have not experienced the migra-
tion of their parents. However, they may also experience dif-
ferent constellations of asymmetry and exclusion compared to
children who have no experience of transnational migration
within their families.

Transnational connections help us to understand that at
different times and in different contexts people engage and
organise differently and their aims as well as related strate-
gies will differ. There is not only one set of pathways (Werb-
ner 1999), but multiple ones. This is particularly important in
terms of recognising that prioritising ethnicity is itself prob-
lematic. People connect and engage not only in ethnic ways
(indeed the saliency of ethnicity will vary contextually and
situationally) but also in terms of other social categories and
social relations, for example those of class, gender, age, stage
in the life-cycle and political beliefs and values, as well as
trans-ethnically.

The whole notion of generation, which purports to make
a clear distinction between groups on the basis of those who
migrated originally (first generation migrants) and their chil-
dren (the second generation) is problematised if we focus on
the continuing transnational connections of both categories.
The generational binary, thereby, becomes less significant in
terms of sociological understanding (Levitt and Glick Schiller
2004). A generational perspective often retains a national par-
adigm for understanding migrant adaptation and incorpora-
tion, seeing the processes purely in terms of those encoun-
tered in the country of settlement and other influences linked
to what have been accumulated in the past in their countries
of origin. The continuing interaction and relations to these is
either simply missing or under-explored.

Variation in the experiences of different generations
should not be analysed only in terms of ‘where they were
born’. Instead, the differences that exist socially within
migrant populations and their descendants may be linked to
stages in the life cycle and age. Moreover, political and eco-



nomic changes taking place over time may affect people dif-
ferently at different stages of their lives. If people are seen to
inhabit transnational spaces (like multicultural cities where
global goods and cultures meet) as well as having continu-
ing bonds with homelands and other localities, this makes it
easier to see what is shared by migrants from different eth-
nic origins. These transnational spaces, particularly in cities,
are also shared by those of the dominant ethnic group in the
state, albeit in different ways (it is important to relate to the
asymmetrical power and economic resources here). These
differences are not only connected to ethnicity or the migra-
tion experience (or different migrant generations), but also to
class, gender, and life cycle.

However, for those who are embedded transnationally,
there are two sets of social relations, arrangements and expec-
tations (say around gender, sexuality, and behavioural norms—
particularly for migrant women and younger migrants) that
impact upon their lives (see Anthias 1998b). This is particu-
larly the case for gendered norms and practices. These will
vary depending on the destination of migrants (for example,
the position of Cypriot migrants is differently structured in the
UK, America and Australia, Anthias 2006).

In addition, the migration process influences homelands
themselves, converting them into transnational spaces where
goods, cultural ideas and values flow: this is reinforced by
the phenomenon of return migration (which can also produce
contradictions and tensions between returnees and those who
stayed at home and never migrated). Operating across borders
are also political groups, media forms as well as educational
programmes that tie countries together (Anthias 1992).

To what extent is this discussion of transnationalism rele-
vant for the second generation? Alba and Nees (2003) ques-
tion the transnationalism of the second generation, as do
Portes and Rumbaut (2001). However, some of the param-
eters (such as language fluency in mother tongue, or retain-
ing beliefs and values) these writers have used overempha-
sise their role in forging social connectedness. Young people
can continue feeling connections despite failing these criteria
(Anthias 1992, 2006; Christou 2006; Georgiou 2006). Also, at
different stages, people can connect in variable ways: work,
marriage and having children are particularly salient points
for reinforcing social connections with one’s ethnic origin
(Fouron and Glick Schiller 2001; Kibria 2002). Ethnicity is
an important resource for gaining work, for economic support
and for child care (Anthias 1992). Some differences are also
dependent on the class and social resources of parents (Rum-
baut and Portes 2006), familial structure (Anthias 1992) and
racism (Back 1996).

The assimilation problematic

Having explored ideas about transnationalism | want to turn
now to some of the dominant ways in which youth or sec-
ond generations have been theorised. Firstly we can iden-
tify a focus on assimilation and segmented assimilation, par-
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ticularly prominent in American scholarship of ethnicity and
migration. Assimilation approaches tend to see migrants as
essentially adapting to the society of reception and achiev-
ing full embeddedness and social mobility within it. Whilst
social and cultural factors, linked to ethnicity and race, are
seen as important, some argue that the impediments attached
to these have been over-stated (e.g. Perlmann and Waldinger
1997). Segmented assimilation approaches, on the other hand,
argue that there are several ways in which migrants and their
descendants become incorporated, ranging from becoming
fully mobile and integrated to becoming downwardly mobile
(for example, see Portes and Zhou 1993; Rumbaut and Portes
2001). This is linked to class position, strategies of adaptation
and difference in cultures and traditions, with some being able
to select those aspects that they find most valuable to them.
Some will reject their own ethnic group, whilst others expe-
rience a generation gap between their parents and themselves
(these strategies are referred to as selective, consonant and
dissonant acculturation).

There are some problems with this approach. We can
identify questions about the retention of ethnicity (on the
one hand) and questions about structural social mobility on
the other hand, which are at times seen as antithetical. Both
these aspects have strong normative dimensions. The notion
of ‘assimilation” assumes a core centre of universal values in
the “society’. It assumes that the normal and desirable path is
to ‘assimilate’ at the cultural and structural level without tak-
ing into account the diverse and differentiated nature of social
relations. It does not valorise the existence of diverse val-
ues which produce the social landscape and thereby ignores
the specific experiences which may construct ethnic bonds as
forms of coping and managing some of the disadvantages of
being denoted as a minority, and the experiences of raciali-
sation and othering that are at times involved. Secondly, the
assumption that assimilation is normal and desirable is an
example of methodological nationalism in that it does not
address issues of social progress from the point of view of
the homeland. For example, it has been assumed in this line
of research that class questions relating to all migrants can be
treated equally. However, it may be that downward mobility,
experienced for example by Poles in Britain, may not be con-
sidered in the same way in relation to Poland (see for exam-
ple Eade et al. 2006).

The assimilation problematic is also descriptive rather than
explanatory. Explanation often resorts to culturalist mod-
els. There is the problem of typologies used, for example,
determining who counts as second generation, who counts
as a member of an ethnic group, and so on. Such definitions
should not be based on common sense or dominant assump-
tions about who can be placed where on the ethnic map. The
other problem of ethnic typologies is that they ignore cross-
cutting differences of class and gender within ‘groups’. More-
over, these typologies cannot deal with differential inclusions
or exclusions. For example, migrants and their descendants
may integrate on one level (say, in the labour market) but not
on other levels (cultural acceptance or political incorporation)
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or vice versa. The assimilationist approach, moreover, does
not concern itself directly with broader issues of social partic-
ipation and citizenship.

The issue of ‘cultural crisis’

Another way in which the ‘second generation’ have been anal-
ysed is in terms of so-called identity crisis, sometimes referred
to as the ‘between two cultures’ approach. The second gen-
eration are seen to inhabit a cultural no man’s land leading
to identity crisis, which is sometimes used to explain youth
crime. The assumption here is that young people require a
given and unitary identity along ethnic or national lines and
if they are translocated, finding themselves in a world where
the culture of their parents and that of the wider society are
not identical, this leads to problems. However, there are cer-
tain unfounded assumptions in this position. One is that peo-
ple need a coherent ethnic identity. Another is the emphasis
on conflicts between cultures. These can be much exagger-
ated, because there are as many commonalities between so-
called cultures as there are differences, and the differences
may not always be significant. Therefore, we have to look at
the contexts. Many young people are able to bracket off areas
of difference and assume situational and coping strategies (for
example, hiding some of their friendships or interests). There
is also an assumption that identity issues only relate to ethnic-
ity. However, all youngsters face identity issues; indeed, all
individuals relate to dimensions of social life such as gender,
class and so on, which determine selfhood. The pathologising
of second generation youngsters in the assimilationist debate
asks them to choose one or the other identity in a binary way.

Intergenerational conflict approaches are also part of this
framework with the view that generations are at loggerheads
over values and practices. However, taking a step back from
the notion of generational differences which can be facilitated
by the recognition of other dimensions of difference, as well
as the importance of life cycle and political beliefs, helps us to
unpack some of the essentialising ways in which the ‘second
generation’ has been researched.

There are certainly forms of ethnic organisation that impact
on the young (and other less powerful groups within so-
called ethnic communities) which testify to the power of male
elders. The political project of traditional leaders or ‘elders’
often includes preserving the cultural identity and traditional
values of the young (such as religious beliefs and practices,
and those relating to sexual activity), as well as controlling
women. There are also distinctive cultural norms that relate
to the migration trajectory as well as a strategy of social
advancement. The latter relates to values attached to educa-
tion, social capital emanating from ethnic networks, material
resources, knowledge and communication, transferable skills
and competencies, human capital, and so on. But none of these
factors can be encapsulated by the notion of ‘culture’, which
is stretched too much, on the one hand, but also used to sig-
nify particular ‘cultural contents’ on the other. Culture, how-

ever, can be seen as a resource or a form of software for deal-
ing with the social world (see Anthias 2001 for a discussion
of the problem of “culture’). But this means that culture is not
“fixed’: culture adapts and changes in different contexts. There
is a danger in those culturalist explanations, which treat cul-
ture in terms of fixed contents, reifying and homogenising
‘ethnic’ culture.

Critiquing identity

In recent debates, it has been widely recognised that iden-
tity is indeed a slippery concept. Not only has it been over-
inflated to incorporate too much — an argument made by Bru-
baker and Cooper very convincingly (2000) — but it has come
to say ‘both too much and too little’ (for a development of this
argument, see Anthias 2002). It says too much in the sense
that there are a range of different elements that are incorpo-
rated, often rather carelessly, under its ambit. The concept of
identity can cover on the one side notions of the “core self’ or
the “aspirational self’ (e.g. Erikson 1968) and on the other side
notions of how people are identified by objective measures,
like country of birth or primary language. The notion also cov-
ers identification processes (with others or ‘groupings of oth-
ers’) and relates to the construction of collectivities and iden-
tity politics (both of which insert the political into the arena of
identity formation). From another point of view, identity can
be seen as a question of claims and/or attributions. It can be
related to a number of dimensions, which are narrational and
performative (Anthias 2002 as well as experiential, represen-
tational and organizational (for a developed analysis of the
latter formulation relating to social categories of identity, see
Anthias 1998a).

On the other hand, the concept can tell us too little because it
does not flag central questions of structure, context and mean-
ing and therefore cannot fully attend to the conditions of the
existence of, or the production of the different elements under
examination (assuming that they have been unpacked effec-
tively). It also asks too much: that individuals be able to dem-
onstrate in some form ‘who they are’ and ‘who or what they
identify with’ in a coherent and stable manner. The decentring
of subjectivity via poststructuralist theory has provided a chal-
lenge to such projects. Research on a variety of youngsters has
also shown some of the problems of attempting to find ‘who
people say they are’ (compare Phinney 1990 with Les Back
1996; see also Anthias 2002; Rattansi and Phoenix 1997). Part
of my argument is that the focus on identity sets us on a false
trail. The focus on identity has involved a retreat from issues
of structure, and even where it is not used in terms of ideas of
choice or agency, there is a tendency to treat it as a possessive
attribute of individuals or groups rather than a process.

The problem of ‘groupism’ (Brubaker 2004) in discussions
of identity refers to the assumption that identity derives from
being a member of group. A group is conceived of as a thing
rather than as something hailed or being ‘made’ (grouping in
the active sense might be a better formulation). Groups are
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seen as homogeneous: gender, class and other categories are
also seen as groups instead of processes or social relations.
Moreover, there is often a conflation between identity and cul-
ture. ldentity is used co-terminously with the maintenance of
traditions and customs. This is problematic partly because
behaving in ways that conform to an ethnic pattern (as recog-
nised by researchers or the subjects themselves) and participa-
tion within an ethnic context can be instrumental, rather than
expressive of identity.

Narratives that contain references to identity or ‘identity
talk’ (collected for example by researchers) use available inter-
pretive repertoires, ways of talking and thinking that are sub-
ject to regulatory practices. These resources can be mobilised
for different ends and therefore have political dimensions. It is
also important to focus on context, place and time. Discursive
repertoires can be imposed by researchers, for example when
they ask questions such as ‘who are you?” and ‘where do you
belong?’ Moreover, dis-identification in narratives may be as
important as identification (see Skeggs 1997).

Identity is a site of struggle, relating to strategies of power,
recognition, representation and redistribution. Moreover, how
people label themselves does not always tell us much about
their practices. For example, | may say | do not label myself
as Cypriot but spend most of my time with other Cypriots. Or
alternatively, I may say that | am Cypriot but have little con-
nection to other Cypriots.

Most importantly, belonging is relational but not exclu-
sivist as we can ‘belong’ in multiple ways. Different iden-
tities co-exist within one person (such as being both British
and South Asian; member of an ethnic group and a member
of a particular social class or gender). Identities also have a
performative aspect related to social participation and action,
and to systematic repetitions of actions. Belonging is gen-
dered and classed (I will discuss the importance of an inter-
sectional framework later). It involves affectual or emotional
aspects; feeling ‘at home’, memories, ties, and so on. It also
involves sharing core moral values, which are not necessarily
culturally specific ones; not all moral values signal belong-
ing to a cultural community. In many cases, identity claims
are linked to religious or political values and practices. In
this sense, identity is not just a matter of what is generally
referred to as ‘ethnicity’.

Claiming belonging is a political act and to claim belong-
ing is to claim access to resources of different types. Identity
claims themselves can be political strategies for representa-
tion (and exclusion), and involve discourses and practices of
power and struggle. For example, there is struggle over who
belongs and over the criteria used to define belonging. This
includes cultural criteria, legal entitlement (as in nationality),
religious faith, or appropriate behaviour, which is particularly
important in terms of gendered norms within ethnic groups.
A person may identify with a group but not feel that she or he
‘belongs’ in the sense of being accepted or being a full mem-
ber. Alternatively, one may feel accepted and as ‘belonging’
to a group, but may not fully identify with it, or have split
allegiances.

10

There is also the question of the situationally salient nature
of identity (I am British in the classroom but Cypriot at home).
But ‘identity” is a process. We take up positions depending on
context, meaning, ‘interest’, values, goals and projects. These
intersect with the narratives and discourses we have available
(as regulatory regimes) to make sense of these locations.

Identity and belonging are about boundaries but also about
hierarchies which exist both within and across boundaries.
But boundaries are never fixed; they are forms of political prac-
tice. Constructions of ethnic difference pay no attention to dif-
ferences of class, gender, age, political persuasion, and religion.
Such identities always crosscut each other. People hold differ-
ent identities simultaneously and belong to different categoriza-
tions depending on context, situation and meaning. This brings
me to the debate on intersectionality, to which I will now turn.

Intersectionality

My argument is that discussions of migrants and their descen-
dants have been marred by an exclusive and fairly essen-
tialised focus on ‘identity” in terms if ethnic identity, and very
little attention has been paid to the mutual constitution of dif-
ferent parameters or axes of difference.

Intersectionality argues that it is important to look at the
way in which different social divisions inter-relate in terms
of the production of social relations and in terms of people’s
lives. In earlier debates, particularly in the Marxist feminist
concern with gender, different social divisions were under-
stood to be connected, with one of them determining the oth-
ers (for a review, see Anthias and Yuval Davis 1992). This
reductionist model found currency in debates on ‘race’ and
class, and gender and class, in which gender and ‘race’ were
determined by class. Gender and ‘race’ were treated as epi-
phenomena, as super-structural elements built upon the real
foundation of class relations. A further (and opposite) formu-
lation was in terms of ideas about a triple burden faced by eth-
nic minority women. Here class, gender and ‘race’ inequali-
ties were treated as separate, but were seen as being experi-
enced simultaneously. This position can be criticized as being
too mechanistic and entailing an additive model of the oppres-
sion of gender, race and class. Intersectional approaches
have tried to move away from this additive model by treating
each division as constituted via an intersection with the oth-
ers (e.g. Anthias 2002, 2005; Anthias and Yuval Davis 1992;
Collins 1993, 1998; Crenshaw 1994; McCall 2001). In this
way, classes are always gendered and racialized and gender is
always classed and racialized, and so on.

There are clearly rather different foci within the “intersec-
tionality” framework, but there is not enough space to consider
these in all their complexity here. However, the political and
policy dimensions raised by intersectionality are important, as
this approach leads to an interest in the production of data or
policy research which cross-references divisions within for-
mulated groups. However, the very act of already presup-
posing groups per se as useful classificatory instruments, as
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opposed to groups that are positioned in a particular relation
to the state (e.g. focusing on Eastern Europeans rather than
working class or poor migrant women who are located in Brit-
ish society in a particular way) has the danger of placing too
much emphasis on the origin, regional background, or reli-
gion of the migrant and not enough on a shared terrain of dis-
advantage.

There are certain pitfalls in trying to look at processes of
disadvantage emanating from the conjuncture between two
or more different categorizations or identities such as those
combining race and gender or race, class and poverty/unem-
ployment/exclusion. The danger here is the production of infi-
nite numbers of categories through combining the categories
together. This position may also assume the distinctive cate-
gories to be pure forms. Furthermore, there is the danger of
race, class and gender becoming taken for granted as catego-
ries for social analysis.

A specific danger in the notion of intersections is found
in constructing people as belonging to fixed and permanent
groups (e.g. ethnic, gender and class groups) which contrib-
ute, in a pluralist fashion, to their determination. This under-
mines the focus on social processes, practices and outcomes as
they impact social categories, social structures and individu-
als. This is further complicated by the fact that groups exist at
the imaginary or ideational level as well as at the juridical and
legal level. Therefore, the membership of people in groups
is important in terms of attributions of membership and the
consequences that flow from these attributions. For example,
being labeled as a member of a national or racialized group
may affect how one sees oneself as well as ideas of belonging
and otherness. This may have an important role in determining
forms of social engagement and participation and in the con-
struction of claims about belonging that may be vehicles for
a range of political, cultural and economic resource struggles.

One could argue that the focus on intersectionality does
not go far enough in its deconstructionist project. Looking at
the concrete experiences and positions of subjects in terms of
a multiplicity of identities, like black working class women
or white middle class men, may be useful. However, a range
of social processes, and the multiple situational elements that
produce social outcomes, are excluded from consideration.
These outcomes cannot be encapsulated by sex/gender, race/
ethnicity and class and their intersections. They raise broader
issues of social organization and representation.

It could also be argued that the focus on intersectional-
ity can go too far, leading to the failure to identify system-
atic forms of oppression. If we say that each individual has a
unique position in terms of the triad of gender, race and class
(e.g. Collins 1993: 28) and that each person is simultaneously
an oppressor and oppressed (ibid.) we risk the steady disap-
pearance of systematic forms of subordination and oppression.

Despite the difficulties of the notion of intersections, there
is a core which I believe is central to theorizing identities. | do
not think we can refer to intersectionality as a theory in and
of itself, because there are too many different ways in which
the idea of crosscutting social relations around gender, ethnic-
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ity and class, amongst others, can be taken further. However,
the idea of intersectionality as a heuristic device (see Anthias
1998a) makes it a useful starting point in making possible cer-
tain questions and bringing them to the foreground for inves-
tigation.

Ethnicity/nation, gender and class involve processes per-
taining to economic, political and social interests and projects,
and to distinctive and variable forms of social allegiance and
identifications, which are played out in a nuanced and highly
contextual fashion. These may construct multiple, uneven and
contradictory social patterns of identity and belonging (as well
as domination and subordination). In other words, issues of
intersectionality raise questions about how to theorize social
divisions, identities and inequalities in a more holistic or inte-
grated way, which moves beyond it being a tool for feminist
concerns alone. Such implications undermine identity politics
and also raise more general questions about wider frameworks
for integrating approaches to inequality. They problematize
the view of inalienable and primary boundaries relating to the
categories of ethnic and national phenomena and reinsert the
role of crosscutting allegiances of gender and class as well as,
potentially, a range of other social constructions.

If belonging is constructed in an intersectional way in rela-
tion to a range of boundaries such as those of class, gender
and so on, the contradictory processes are as important as
the symmetries experienced. We all belong to different con-
structions of boundaries and are subjected to the hierarchies
involved in the different categories of difference and identity.
These categories construct (or interpellate) population group-
ings and often denote inalienable characteristics of those who
are deemed to belong to them, as well as constructing forms
of identification or dis-identification (see Skeggs 1997). This
does not mean, however, that such categories are themselves
products of relations which can be assigned to categorical for-
mations: categories and articulations of gender, for example,
are produced by broader sets of relations that are embedded
within the complex interstices of the social, and the concur-
rent production of other social categories, such as class and
ethnicity.

It is important that belonging, in relation to a person’s posi-
tion and positioning, is seen as multiply experienced (bear-
ing in mind the critique of *multiple identities’). This means
that it is difficult to construct persons in a uniform or uni-
tary way in relation to different dimensions of social inclu-
sion and belonging. However, this does not mean taking a
radical relativist position that refuses the primacy of certain
social relations of disadvantage in specific conjunctures in a
time-space framework (such as those of racialization, gender
or class). We also need to steer the concept of intersectionality
away from the idea of an interplay of people’s group identi-
ties in terms of class, gender, ethnicity, racialization and so on,
and to see intersectionality as a process. It is a social process
related to practices and arrangements, giving rise to particular
forms of positionality for social actors. | have introduced the
terms ‘translocation’ and ‘translocational positionality’ to aid
in specifying a form of intersectional analysis, as noted above.
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Translocational positionality: shifting the focus
from unitary ‘identity’

Whilst the notion of intersections has drawn a great deal of
response particularly amongst European and North American
feminists, it has not been taken up by social scientists more
broadly. Intersectionality has thus too often been seen as a
feminist rather than a broader analytical frame.

In introducing the focus on social divisions as parame-
ters relating to boundaries and hierarchies and as ontological
spaces (see Anthias 1998a), and the notion of translocational
positionality, | have tried to work towards a complex recogni-
tion of hierarchical relations, which has wider theoretical res-
onance. In this section I want to focus on the notion of “trans-
locational’ as a heuristic device and not just as a neologism,
particularly in terms of the intersectional understandings of
identity and belonging.

Firstly, there is a focus on locations rather than a focus on
groups, which is related to the notion of social spaces. These
social spaces exist within a hierarchically organized social
structure and endow people with forms of inclusion and
exclusion and forms of enablement and disadvantage. In other
words, locations relate to the stratification systems of a society
within a contextual and chronographic context — they inhabit
a ‘real time and place’ context. Locations do not automatically
translate to forms of identity or consciousness: they provide
organizational, experiential, intersubjective and representa-
tional spheres (see Anthias 1998a) whereby narrations about
identity and belonging function as ways of making sense of
the social place that is inhabited and constructed. These nar-
rations, in turn, provide a representational form within which
experiences are placed and therefore mutually affect those
experiences.

The concept of translocational positionality (Anthias 2001,
2002) seeks to capture a number of aspects of our modern
world in contrast to the idea of diasporic identity as hybridity,
which has dominated the field. It is useful as an accompani-
ment to the notion of intersectionality and seeks to avoid prob-
lems of thinking of the links between social divisions (such
as gender, ethnicity and class) as being about ‘groups’. It is
also wary of constructing an endless array of sub-categories
of disadvantage or advantage, although the latter has been less
of a concern for intersectionality approaches. If social loca-
tions can be thought of as social spaces defined by boundar-
ies on the one hand and hierarchies on the other hand, then we
are forced to think of them in relation to each other and also
in terms of some of the contradictions we live in through our
differential location within these boundaries and hierarchies.
The notion of ‘location’ recognizes the importance of context,
the situated nature of claims and attributions and their pro-
duction in complex and shifting locales. Within this frame-
work, difference and inequality are conceptualized as a set of
processes, and not as possessive characteristics of individuals.

A translocational positionality is structured by the inter-
play of different locations relating to gender, ethnicity, race
and class (amongst others), and their at times contradictory

12

effects (Anthias 2002). Positionality combines a reference to
social position (as a set of effectivities: as outcome) and social
positioning (as a set of practices, actions and meanings: as
process). That is, positionality is the space at the intersection
of structure (social position/social effects) and agency (social
positioning/meaning and practice). The notion of ‘location’
recognizes the importance of context, the situated nature of
claims and attributions and their production in complex and
shifting locales. It also recognizes variability with some pro-
cesses leading to more complex, contradictory and dialogical
positionalities than others. The term ‘translocational’ refer-
ences the complex nature of positionality faced by those who
are at the interplay of a range of locations and dislocations
in relation to gender, ethnicity, national belonging, class and
racialization. Positionality is about more than identification as
it is also about the lived practices in which identifications are
practiced or performed as well as the intersubjective, orga-
nizational and representational conditions for their existence
(Anthias 1998a).

This framework helps us to think of lives as located and of
our identities as always relational to our location, both situa-
tionally and in terms of the ways in which the categorical for-
mations of boundaries and hierarchies produced in relation to
gender, ethnicity and class (amongst others) impact us within
a time and space context. This not only denotes the complexi-
ties of hierarchy, but allows particular privileging of any cat-
egorical formation (such as gender or class) at a specific con-
junctural level, rather than in any essential or given way. It
thereby avoids the problems of thoroughgoing relativism as
well as static models of social location. The notion of inter-
sectionality has suffered from both these possible problems
by treating the effectivities at the intersections of each cate-
gory as equivalent, thereby refusing to allow for systematic
forms of oppression emanating from the dominance of partic-
ular social relations (relating to, say, racism or sexism), whilst
recognizing that racism or sexism are embedded in relations
which are mutually constitutive. A ‘translocational’ approach
treats lives as located across multiple but also fractured and
inter-related social spaces. Narratives and strategies of iden-
tity and belonging are relationally produced (in terms of both
commitment and struggle). They are situational, temporal and
subject to different meanings and inflections. The notion of
translocational moves away from the idea of cross-cutting
groups, which characterizes much of the discussion of inter-
sectionality and enables a focus on wider social processes in a
space and time framework.

Moreover, it flags potentially contradictory social locations
much more than either hybridity or intersectional frameworks
have done so far. It attends to the ways in which the complex
articulation of the ontological spheres of gender, ethnicity and
class (see particularly Anthias 1998a) can lead to an enhance-
ment of disadvantage through mutually reinforcing and con-
tradictory mechanisms. There may be amplifications of disad-
vantage via the interplay of the different discourses, practices
and regulatory regimes relating to categories like gender and
ethnicity. On the other hand, these may produce highly contra-



FLOYA ANTHIAS

dictory and uneven processes of advantage and disadvantage,
or exclusion and inclusion. This may help to understand how
intersections of social relations can be both mutually reinforc-
ing (as is the case for those subject to class, gender and racial-
ization subordinations, such as some migrant working class
women) and contradictory (for example, racialized men may
be in a position of dominance within forms of ethnic orga-
nization, particularly in relation to women or the young). In
the first case, social divisions amplify practices of subordina-
tion, while in the second case, social divisions lead to highly
contradictory processes. Both, however, have implications for
the production of forms of positionality and identity (Anth-
ias 1998a). An important research agenda is to chart how sys-
tematic amplifications of disadvantage, on the one hand, and
more uneven and contradictory ones affect people’s position-
ality and social engagement. This approach is married with
the view that notions of belonging and identity, which may
be found in the narratives of migrants and their descendants,
are better thought of as ‘narratives of location’ rather than just
‘identity talk’ (see Anthias 2002 for a development of this
approach).

My research on young Greek Cypriots (Anthias 2002 and
Anthias 2006) set out to explore the relationship between the
ways young people identified themselves in collective terms
and their experiences of exclusion and racialization. | do not
have the space to fully present the gendered and classed nature
of the narratives, but there is a strong distinction in the ways
young women and men related to their sense of social place
and the specific role that gender took within the framework of
particular ethnic and class locations.

Stories of spatial movement and location/dislocation of dif-
ferent kinds appear in these narratives. These form an impor-
tant part of the construction of the familial narrative: these sto-
ries that are being perpetually recycled within the family and
by the collectivity as a whole in its social reproduction and its
cultural practices. In the construction of narratives of location/
dislocation, moreover, local meanings and categorizations are
in play, not just national ones.

‘Belonging” was often relayed as a distancing from what
one was not, rather than a clear affirmation of what one was.
Being British was defined in legalistic terms rather than as
an emotional identification. There was much talk about the
importance of ‘rights’ to citizenship.

Many youngsters defined their location as one of ‘dif-
ference’ to the hegemonic ‘other’. However, there is a very
located sense of Cypriotness that includes the importance of
the family, behavioral characteristics of Cypriots such as their
jobs, networks and practices, and where Cyprus is located in
the Mediterranean, i.e. the geo-political context. The narrative
on identification is about spatial and social location, embed-
ded in a lifestyle with access to opportunities and resources.

Whilst it is commonly thought that young people from
minority groups are ‘between two cultures’ or alternatively,
able to produce hybridities, what most of the Cypriot young-
sters experienced was an ‘in-between’ location vis-a-vis being
White and being Black, rather than a cultural in-betweenness.
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However, in a highly context-related way a range of cultural
idioms were brought together, drawing on their experiences
within their families and in the wider spheres of society. They
drew on the collective stories and understandings about eth-
nicity and ‘race’ in Britain, which have generally worked with
fixed binary notions. They were too White and European to be
Black, but too ‘foreign’ to be White. On the other hand, their
narratives were always located; about things that happened to
them, about what was said to them, about their relationships
with others, rather than about their sense of identity. Overall,
a strong sense of difference was the most notable theme in the
narratives in relation to ‘belongingness’. Terms like ‘them and
us’ abounded, as well as ‘how things are done differently’:
relationality and comparison were important elements in the
narratives.

This was generally not accompanied by a strong sense of
identity if that is seen as a question of a coherent notion of
where the person belonged. It was therefore expressed more in
terms of differentiating oneself from what one was not, which
was less ambivalently presented. Also, there was rather a dis-
continuous moving backwards and forwards between catego-
ries like White, European, Greek and Cypriot, which func-
tioned more as explanations for the experiences they had, or
as descriptions of lifestyle (such as determined by strong fam-
ily bonds) rather than forms of proclaimed identity.

Concluding remarks

| have attempted to show central problems with some of the
frameworks used in ethnic and migration studies, particularly
when exploring the so-called ‘second generation’. Reviewing
the intersectionality framework, I have argued that it is vital to
consider the links between social relations, particularly those
that produce structures of differentiation and identification
and structures of exclusion and inclusion. This promising per-
spective requires, even further, the development of more inte-
grated social theorizations of unequal power relations within
our globalising world.

I have presented the concept of ‘translocational positional-
ity’ both as an adjunct to intersectionality and as an alternative
means for thinking through some of the issues raised by the
concepts of identity and belonging that are have been tied to
a centered notion of individuals and suffered from what Bru-
baker has termed ‘groupism’ (Brubaker 2004). The notion of
translocational positionality relates to the shifting locales of
people’s lives in terms of movements and flows. Moreover, it
focuses on the complex and often contradictory articulation of
different facets of social location and emphasizes the impor-
tance of context, meaning and time in the construction of posi-
tionalities.

In terms of implications for researching the second gener-
ation, such a framework asks us to interrogate narratives that
use the notion of identity to see how these articulate social
relations and locations. It also asks us to see these expressions
as part of the process of becoming and negotiation rather than



FINNISH JOURNAL OF ETHNICITY AND MIGRATION VOL. 4, NO. 1/2009

as expressing fixity. These articulations may themselves be
strategies of dealing with difference and social location, ema-
nating from the visibility of difference and, for their part, mak-
ing difference visible in space and time.

I have also argued that there are intra-generational as well
as inter-generational differences and that class, racialisation
and gender differences are central in analyses of the descend-
ants of migrants and their prospects in life. A nuanced under-
standing of belonging, a central issue in our modern times,
requires a shift from focusing on ‘groups’, identities and cul-
ture. Instead, it asks us to look at the role of processes and out-
comes of social relations and narrations, representations and
practices. These processes have affective, experiential, prac-
tical/performative and political dimensions and cannot be
reduced to ‘identity’.
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