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Abstract

In this essay, I respond to Schinkel’s recent statement that ‘any claim and practice
that concerns ‘integration’ should be the object of research, rather than the project
of research’ (2018, p. 8). Although I agree with Schinkel that there are problematic
practices of integration research, I do not agree that integration cannot be used as
an analytical concept with heuristic value. In his critical analysis of how ‘integration’ is
(ab)used as a political project, Schinkel seems to claim that there is no way to think
of integration outside this problematic discourse. I argue that the concept of
relational integration enables us to do just that by solving the most fundamental
conundrum presented in his critique: that the concept of integration exempts ‘non-
migrants’, and places migrants outside society.
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Introduction
In the last decade, Willem Schinkel has published a collection of scholarly works analyzing

the ways in which the concept of ‘integration’ is (ab)used in both political discourse and

social scientific research (2010, 2013, 2017, 2018). I agree with Schinkel that conceptualiza-

tions and operationalizations of integration can be problematic and that a critical analysis

of such research practices is important. As Schinkel puts it: social science provides the

‘factual architecture’ within which problematizations around integration take shape (2018,

p. 2). Hence, being reflexive in the use of our concepts and measurements is vital both for

epistemic reasons (we want to do good research) and non-epistemic reasons (we need to

be conscious of the effects of our research, beyond the knowledge we produce).

Yet, Schinkel seems to rule out any possibility in which ‘integration’ can be used as

an analytical tool to help us understand situations and phenomena that emerge after

immigration. In his view, there is no ‘right’ way of conducting integration research: ‘in-

tegration’ functions as a neoliberal and neocolonial project. As such, it serves to govern

diversity and monitor Otherness, and reinforces a discourse of the normalcy, superior-

ity, and privileges of the ‘white, enlightened, progressive, Western citizen’. Schinkel

suggests that any research on integration inherently reproduces these connotations. In-

tegration is therefore not to be understood as something normatively desirable, and

nor can it be researched in a descriptive way.

I argue that this is throwing out the baby with the bathwater. As a potential solution

to the problems Schinkel diagnoses, I introduce the concept of relational integration,
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which enables us to both conduct empirical investigation into people and institutions

in post-immigration contexts (‘post’ here meaning ‘after’, not ‘beyond’), and critically re-

flect on the (ab)use of the concept of ‘integration’ and ‘society’, because the latter is an

inherent part of the former. To use Schinkel’s terms: relational integration makes ‘inte-

gration’, as an object, part of the project of integration research.

‘Integration dispensation’
Schinkel starts his analysis from the observation that there is a tendency to uphold and re-

produce a distinction between ‘people who need to integrate’, and ‘people for whom inte-

gration is not an issue’ (2018, p. 5). This is, indeed, a manifest trend in the field.1 The

research most vulnerable to Schinkel’s critique is that in which integration is understood –

although rarely explicitly defined – somewhere along the lines of immigrants scoring equal

to non-immigrants (on indicators such as employment, income, or educational attainment).

Integration is then, mostly quantitatively, measured by comparing the average attainments

of a certain category of immigrants to the average attainment of the non-immigrant. Subse-

quently, differences between these categories, with the ‘immigrant’ categories often being

worse off, signify an integration problem for the immigrant, which, as Schinkel rightly

points out, is not just a descriptive category but intersects with class, gender, and race.

As such, integration is mostly conceptualized as a process that only immigrants go

through.2 This is not to say that such analysis ignores the existence of the receiving society

altogether: most research acknowledges change in the receiving society as a consequence

of integration, and addresses the either impeding or facilitating influence it can have on

immigrants’ integration process. However, non-immigrants are not conceived as agents

who integrate themselves. So whereas integration outcomes may be explained by the in-

stitutions, attitudes, or conduct of the host society, it is not measured through these indi-

cators. Integration thereby remains, essentially, a one-way process (Klarenbeek,

manuscript submitted for publication).

This operationalization, Schinkel shows, triggers a number of problems, the most prom-

inent being what he calls the ‘dispensation from integration’ for the non-immigrant (2018,

p. 6). Because non-immigrants are used as the benchmark for comparisons within integra-

tion research, they are themselves absolved of having any integration problems. Further,

he adds the critique of ‘deindividualized individualization’ (2017, p. 30), which concerns

the paradoxical ways in which immigrants are both conceived as individuals who can be

more or less integrated than others on an individual level, while also being monitored for

the integration of an immigrant category as a whole. So even when an immigrant is

well-integrated individually, (s)he may still be part of the statistics showing that ‘the ma-

jority of immigrant category X’ has an integration problem.

In doing so, such research practices resonate with, and risk reinforcing, the increas-

ingly dominant political discourse of ‘civic integrationism’ (see e.g. Lentin & Titley,

2011).3 This discourse locates the responsibility for integration with the immigrant, and

portrays ‘the national society’ as a harmonious whole without any integration problems.

This is problematic, firstly because such a harmonious society does not exist, and

thereby does not provide a good analytical category to base research on (see e.g. Joppke

& Morawska 2003). Secondly, if the goal of integration is for outsiders to become part

of an already integrated community, we risk attributing this society a prescriptive char-

acter. Rather than a description of an assemblage of social life in all its diversity, it
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becomes a concept which prescribes a dominant norm of what the social life should be

(Schinkel, 2018, p. 7). The ‘non-integrated’ are not yet part of this society because they

lack certain characteristics that are needed to adhere to this norm (e.g. relationships

with the non-immigrant, endorsing certain values, certain amounts of human capital,

etc.). Integration then becomes a process for ‘deviant’ people, who need to overcome

their deficiencies (Kostakopoulou, 2010, p. 946). Such assumptions of what is ‘normal’

in society can have stigmatizing and marginalizing consequences. Thirdly, the logic of

‘integration dispensation’ risks eternalizing the boundary between ‘the immigrant’ and

‘the non-immigrant’. When an immigrant does well, (s)he becomes a ‘well-integrated

immigrant’, rather than receiving integration dispensation. In this way integration be-

comes, in the words of Horner and Weber (2011), ‘a game that cannot be won’.

While several scholars have critically discussed the ways in which political and analyt-

ical conceptions of integration are conflated (Bommes & Thränhardt, 2010; Favell,

2003; Scholten, Entzinger, Penninx, & Verbeek, 2015), little structural attention has

been paid to solutions to this problem. Schinkel’s resolution seems to declare it impos-

sible to use the concept outside of the discourse he criticizes. In his view, the sole task

of social scientists is to investigate how this discourse functions: how ‘society’ is imag-

ined, how ‘difference’ is constructed, and how the concept of ‘integration’ in fact pro-

duces an extra burden for immigrants (2017, p. 13).

Such critical analysis should, indeed, be part of relational integration research. Yet,

we should not care about ‘integration’ merely as a political concept to be decon-

structed. One of the inherent consequences of migration in the current global system

with nation-states and their corresponding borders, citizenship regimes, and polities, is

that people need to deal with perceived differences, questions of membership, and in-

equalities.4 In such contexts, inequalities in power innately emerge. This is true

whether states interfere or not, whether media report on it or not, and whether

scholars investigate it or not. Not researching integration does not solve such issues.

Further, to say that the current integration discourse creates and reiterates a discur-

sive opposition between immigrants and non-immigrants is not to say that overcoming

such oppositions is thereby logically or empirically impossible. Indeed, we know of his-

torical cases, such as the Italian and Irish immigrants in the U.S., where immigrants

have received ‘integration dispensation’ after having been regarded as highly problem-

atic immigrants at first (see e.g. Alba, 2017).

Relational integration
When carefully conceptualized, ‘integration’ as an analytical concept can help us under-

stand sociological processes of boundary maintenance and boundary change. Elizabeth

Anderson’s work on integration (2010) and relational equality (1999) provides a starting

point here. Anderson’s conception of integration concentrates on relational equality.

Unlike frameworks of distributive equality, relational equality is not primarily con-

cerned with the equal distribution of goods (material or immaterial) but rather with the

relationships in which they are distributed (Anderson, 1999; Scheffler, 2003; Schemmel,

2012).5 Relational inequality emerges where power relations constitute superior and in-

ferior positions that generate and justify inequalities in the distribution of freedoms, re-

sources, and welfare (Anderson, 1999, p. 312). Relational equality demands that all

members of a society: 1) acknowledge everyone’s moral worth; 2) have equal social
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standing as moral agents; 3) are entitled to an equal chance to participate in the polity;

and 4) that all perspectives and interests are weighed equally in processes of

decision-making.

Following Anderson (2010), I argue that we should think about integration as consti-

tutive of relational equality. I define relational integration as the process of boundary

change towards more relational equality.6 It is, in a sense, the antonym of Weber’s con-

cept of social closure (Tilly, 2005; Weber, 1978), in which dominant groups exclude

others from the specific forms of capital that sustain power differences between them.

Relational integration does not primarily concern the decrease of objective difference,

but rather the meaning of perceived difference. The two are not unrelated: they mutually

affect each other. Yet, objective differences are not necessarily a problem for relational

integration; they only become so if they are perceived as a reason to ascribe people

lower or higher social standing.

Processes of relational integration revolve around whatever social boundary maintains

relational inequality. Hence, they are not necessarily connected to issues of migration.

(Anderson’s own work on integration, for example, is concerned with racial integration

in the U.S.). The most important social boundary for research of relational integration

in post-immigration contexts is the one constructed around ‘foreignness’. This bound-

ary constitutes a distinction between ‘legitimate’ and ‘non-legitimate members’ of a so-

ciety (the term legitimate here denoting a social construction of legitimacy, not legal

status). Legitimate citizens are portrayed as ‘real citizens’, whereas the citizenship of

‘non-legitimate citizens’ is questioned. They are, in the civic integrationist discourse,

marked as ‘in need of integration’ (see also Schinkel, 2010). This social boundary pre-

sents us with a problem of relational inequality: it affects the social standing of an im-

migrant as a moral agent (perceived as ‘someone with foreign morals’), and as a

participant (perceived as ‘external interference in the polity’), and is thereby likely to

affect the equal consideration of their perspectives, preferences, and interests in

decision-making processes.

The idea of foreignness is not just a description of a legal ‘migration status’. As many

scholars have shown, the immigrant category intersects with race, gender, and class

(see e.g. Bonjour & Duyvendak, 2018; Korteweg & Triadafilopoulos, 2013). Some immi-

grants are seen as more ‘immigrant’ than others. This is, for example, expressed in the

difference between ‘immigrant’ and ‘expat’—the latter tend to suffer less from the op-

pression of relational inequality than the former. Yet, legal status and the legitimacy of

citizenship mutually influence each other. On the one hand, the legal status of citizen-

ship offers opportunities to participate that are not available to people without this sta-

tus. On the other hand, the conception of foreignness (and attached ideas of moral

equality) is reflected in a state’s border regime: it affects the rules for who is allowed to

immigrate and who is seen as eligible for (future) citizenship.

Relational integration is not a ‘neutral’ concept, in the sense that it is stripped from

its political or normative content (as e.g. Penninx and Garcés-Mascareñas (2016) have

argued for). It is also not a descriptive term for a linear, mutual process of accommoda-

tion. Relational integration is one potential outcome of what happens when people deal

with differences in a post-immigration context. However, it is not just any outcome,

but rather a desirable outcome. Relational inequality is a form of injustice, first, because

it constitutes oppression (Young, 2011): those of superior rank are ‘thought entitled to
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inflict violence on inferiors, to exclude or segregate them from social life, to treat them

with contempt, to force them to obey, work without reciprocation, and abandon their

own cultures’ (Anderson, 1999, p. 312). Second, relational inequality generates inequal-

ities in the distribution of freedoms, resources, and welfare (Ibid.). Relational equality is

therefore both intrinsically valuable, as a matter of social standing, and instrumentally

valuable as a tool for distributive justice.

So to answer Schinkel’s question: ‘What added value does adding this second layer –‘in-

tegration’– on top of an observed differentiation in socio-economic positions have any-

way?’ (2018, p. 7), I argue that first of all we have a normative reason to investigate how

relational integration is possible, and what the potential barriers are. Second, we have an

epistemic reason. It may not be immediately clear why socioeconomic inequality should

be seen as an integration problem as soon as people with an immigration background are

involved. Yet, relational integration adds an analysis of the underlying structures of rela-

tional inequality through which socio-economic positions are constructed, maintained,

and transformed. It therefore enables us to analyze practices of exclusion, social closure,

and discrimination of people categorized as ‘immigrant’ within a society.

Dealing with Schinkel’s critique
I end this commentary by showing how relational integration deals with three import-

ant problems as stipulated by Schinkel. Firstly, and crucially, relational integration does

not grant ‘integration dispensation’ to ‘non-immigrants’. Because it fundamentally con-

cerns a changing power relationship, its primary focus is not on (categories of ) individ-

uals. Instead, it concerns the integration between different (categories of) people within

a society of which they are all part. Thus, it does not make sense to speak of the rela-

tional integration of migrants into ‘society’. By discussing something as a problem of re-

lational integration, it is not the immigrant who is constructed as a problem, nor is the

immigrant primarily held responsible for a solution. Similarly, when speaking of integra-

tion within a society, and between people, society is not portrayed as a normative standard

that the immigrant has to live up to. In researching relational integration, one does not

monitor difference or Otherness, but the ways in which people relate to each other, how

difference or Otherness is constructed through institutions and symbols, and how this af-

fects people. The power differential in defining ‘who belongs’, or ‘whose citizenship is le-

gitimate’, is essential for this analysis. Hence, through this relational shift, we get rid of

‘integration dispensation’ and ‘deindividualized individualization’, thereby reducing the risk

of feeding in to problematic political discourses of civic integrationism.

A second point to be discussed is Schinkel’s critique of the use of the concept ‘soci-

ety’. For Schinkel, ‘society’ is a politically charged signifier which cannot be used as a

basic category of social inquiry (2017, p. 220; 2018). Instead, we are to think of society

as ‘an active form of social imagination’ (see also Anderson, 1991). Integration research,

therefore, should not focus on the question of who is a legitimate part or member of

this ‘society’, because it thereby inherently reproduces and reifies the highly politicized

idea that there is such a thing as ‘a society’ with an in- and outside (2017, p. 222). In

making this argument, Schinkel does not claim that society does not exist, but rather

that it only exist as a fiction (2017, p. 20).

Again, Schinkel seems to argue that because ‘society’ is used as a politicized, discur-

sive concept, we cannot use the concept in a different way. I agree that we should be
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aware of the ways in which ‘society’ is used as a fiction, and how this potentially affects

relational integration. Social scientists should not reproduce the politicized idea that so-

ciety is a well-functioning and harmonious whole that needs to be defended. Nor

should society be used as a prescriptive standard that immigrants need to live up to in

order to integrate. Yet, it makes sense to think of relational integration as a process tak-

ing place in the context of a collection of people who are all subject to the same rules

of a polity. Most of these people will have formal citizenship, but not all. The provision

and acquisition of national citizenship is an important part of the integration process.

We could portray the ‘national society’ as a kind of Bourdieusian ‘field’ (Emirbayer &

Desmond, 2015), in which relational integration potentially takes place. This is not to

say that it is the only relevant field: within and across the borders of the national soci-

ety we find many other fields with their own integration dynamics. Yet, thinking of in-

tegration within current global institutions, one cannot dismiss the realities of national

borders, polities, and citizenship regimes.

The third and last issue I address here is Schinkel’s statement that we should avoid

all language concerning in- and exclusion. A focus on exclusion, according to Schinkel,

‘reifies the ‘inside’; into which one can supposedly be included [ …] What is possible is

rather a differentiation in access to various forms of capital, a differentiation in posi-

tions, but such differentiations are – at least in the case of ‘immigrant integration’ –

never really ‘exclusions’ (2018, p. 8).

Nevertheless, as Schinkel also acknowledges (2017, p. 219), in- and exclusion are real

in people’s attitudes, behavior, experiences, perceptions, and consequences. It is exactly

this ‘social realness’ that makes them important for social theory. Relational integration

would not be concerned with exclusion from society, but with social closure within a

society (see also Korteweg, 2017). Hence, it is exactly the differentiation in access to

various forms of capital and positions that makes it so important to speak of exclusion.

Moreover, the power to in- and exclude, to decide who is ‘in’ and who is ‘out’, is in itself

an important form of capital (which can take either symbolic, cultural, economic, or

political form). As such, the language of in- and exclusion provides a tool to analyze

the ‘gatekeeping power’ (Alba & Duyvendak, 2019; Jiménez, 2017) that some people

have over others. When using the terms, however, we need to keep in mind that inclu-

sion in a certain realm can simultaneously involve oppression (see also De Genova,

Mezzadra, & Pickles, 2015 for a conceptualization of differential inclusion). Hence, in-

clusion and relational integration are not synonyms.

Relational integration enables us to move past the deadlock between conventional ap-

proaches to integration and not researching integration at all. Taking Schinkel’s critique

on board, it has epistemic and non-epistemic advantages over both these options. For

these advantages to be realized, it is critical that we implement this relational shift con-

sistently in all stages of the research process.

Endnotes
1However, Schinkel’s allegations require more nuance. He seems to take the worst

reading of the worst practices of integration research as ‘the academic field of integra-

tion research’, and if he is aware of any positive exemptions to his accusations, he does

not name them. Other than Schinkel, I actually see an increasing awareness that the

role of the receiving society needs to be taken more seriously in measurements of
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integration For a more elaborate analysis of the extent to which different traditions in

integration research reproduce this binary, see (Klarenbeek, manuscript submitted for

publication).
2I want to mention two exceptions here: Crul and Schneider (2010) and Jiménez (2017).
3Note that this analysis is not (necessarily) about the intentions of scholars: the field

tends to be rather critical of civic integrationism. Instead, it concerns the potential im-

plications of the ways that integration is being researched. These implications do not

stand on their own but come into being within the context of current political integra-

tion discourses.
4My proposed framework of relational integration is a framework of non-ideal theory,

aiming for a better understanding of integration within our current institutions.
5Distributive equality can be the outcome of just social relations, or unjust social rela-

tions which are then corrected (Schemmel, 2012). Distributive equality may be a condi-

tion for relational equality in some ways, and an outcome of it in others.
6It could be argued that it is not conceptually necessary to use the word ‘integration’.

One could speak of processes of boundary change towards relational equality without

compromising the analytical potential of the framework. Nevertheless, I choose to stick

with it in order to retain a connection to those research practices that focus on integra-

tion and that, in my view, need to be transformed.
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