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This project is an anthropological study of citizenship in a Europe where the presence of migrants has 
increasingly come to be seen as a burden or threat. This project examines how citizenship is debated, 
produced and negotiated in this context. It does so through a multilevel study of debates, interventions and 
practices related to migrant parenting in Paris, Milan and Amsterdam. The experiences of Egyptian migrant 
parents – a relatively new North African and (partly) Muslim migrant group – serve as its vantage point. 

Migrant parenting provides a new and fertile angle to explore questions of citizenship, understood 
here as membership and participation in the nation. Migrant parents are frequently seen as potential threat to 
the reproduction of the nation, and may thus be targeted by a variety of citizenship agendas designed to 
ensure the proper reproduction of citizens. This research examines how migrant parents engage with such 
agendas. It thereby studies the intersection of 1. political debates regarding migrant parents and the nation, 2. 
interventions through which states regulate and shape the reproduction of citizens, and 3. everyday 
interactions in the context of parenting. 

Theoretically, this research will advance theories of citizenship through its innovative focus on 
migrant parenting, enabling an understanding of how correspondences between family and nation impact 
citizenship. It also contributes to citizenship studies through its innovative multilevel analysis, which details 
how citizenship is produced at the intersection of political debates, institutional interventions, and everyday 
interactions. Additionally, its comparative design enables an assessment of the impact of particular political 
debates and institutional arrangements on citizenship in Europe. This study will thereby further our 
understanding of the complex set of conditions that shape social life in contemporary European cities. 
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Introduction 
This project is an anthropological study of citizenship in Western Europe at a moment marked by strong 
anxieties about the ethnoracial and socio-cultural reproduction of the nation. Anti-immigrant parties have 
considerable electoral appeal, multicultural society has been declared a failure, and significant numbers see 
the presence of Muslims in Europe as inherently problematic. This research presents an innovative approach 
to questions of citizenship in this volatile Europe by examining the understudied yet critical nexus of 
citizenship and parenting. It does so through a comparative study of the way migrant parents engage with 
“citizenship agendas,” understood as framings of citizenship that prescribe appropriate norms and behaviour 
for members of the nation-state.  

This project takes the experiences of Egyptian migrant parents as its vantage point. This relatively 
new migrant group provides a productive window into questions of citizenship, since Egyptian migrants have 
to navigate societies that problematize both Muslims and North Africans. The research sites of Paris, Milan 
and Amsterdam harbour high levels of social diversity and are the object of dystopian imaginations of 
multiculturalism gone wrong. It is in such cities that issues of the social and cultural reproduction of the 
nation are most clearly articulated. Two of the three sites are strategically located in national contexts that 
are often glossed as examples of a multicultural (Amsterdam) and republican approach (Paris), while the 
third is located in a more recent immigration destination at Europe’s southern border (Milan). This site 
selection allows for an assessment of the impact of political debates and institutional arrangements on 
questions of integration and citizenship in Europe.  

Migrant parenting is at the heart of questions concerning national reproduction, and therefore 
provides a fruitful angle to explore the production and negotiation of citizenship, understood here as 
membership and participation in the nation. Migrant parents are frequently seen as a potential threat to the 
reproduction of the nation, and may thus be targeted by a variety of citizenship agendas designed to ensure 
the proper reproduction of citizens. This project will research how citizenship agendas shape migrant 
parents’ formal institutional encounters, for example, at the school or public health clinic, as well as informal 
encounters in, for example, the neighbourhood or playground. In doing so, this project brings together 1. 
political debates regarding migrant parents and the nation, 2. interventions through which states regulate and 
shape the reproduction of citizens and 3. everyday interactions in the context of parenting. 

Theoretically, this research examines how everyday citizenship is produced in and through 
parenting, a domain that so far has remained marginal to studies of citizenship in the “New Europe”. The 
lens of parenting enables an understanding of how correspondences between family and nation impact 
everyday citizenship. Moreover, rather than employing monolithic national models, this research advances 
an innovative multilevel analysis that details how everyday citizenship is produced at the intersection of 
political debates, institutional interventions and everyday interactions. This study will thereby further our 
understanding of the complex set of conditions that shape social life in contemporary European cities.  

 
Research objective and questions 
This research asks: how is citizenship produced, negotiated and contested in the domain of parenting? Using 
the angle of parenting among migrants, this research aims at developing an analysis everyday citizenship as 
shaped by the interplay between political debates, institutional interventions, and everyday interactions. 
Everyday citizenship is understood here as membership and participation in the nation, and parenting is 
taken to refer to the rearing and education of children. 
 
The project is divided into five subprojects that will be carried out by a research team consisting of the PI, 
two postdocs and three PhD-students. It will address the following research questions: 

Subproject A: Debating and governing national reproduction  
Q1. What citizenship agendas, formulated in national and municipal policies, target migrant parents 
in Paris, Milan and Amsterdam?  
Q2. How do various street-level professionals understand and implement these citizenship agendas?  

Subprojects B, C and D: Encountering citizenship agendas 
Q3. How do these citizenship agendas shape formal, institutional interactions that Egyptian migrant 
parents have in the context of parenting?  
Q4. How do these agendas shape their informal interactions in the context of parenting? 

Subproject E: Reproducing citizenship in Europe 
Q5. How is everyday citizenship in Europe produced and negotiated in the domain of parenting?  
Q6. To what extent do differences in political debates and institutional arrangements explain 
variations in the production and negotiation of citizenship in France, Italy and the Netherlands?  
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Theory and state of the art 
Migrants in the “New Europe” 
The “New Europe”, with its combination of immigration, ethnic diversity and anti-immigrant sentiments, has 
been the subject of an increasing amount of social science research. These studies have documented the 
incessant problematisation of migrants and their alleged lack of integration, as articulated in public and 
political discourses across Europe. Such discourses often make sharp distinctions between so-called 
enlightened, liberal European selves, and backward, authoritarian, migrant – particularly Muslim – others 
(Silverstein 2005). By examining how such discourses inform the production and negotiation of citizenship 
at the political, institutional and everyday level, this project contributes to this body of research.  

 “Citizenship agendas” – framings of citizenship that prescribe appropriate norms, values and 
behaviour for members of a particular group – have flourished as a governmental technique (De Koning et 
al. 2015). Inculcating responsible and virtuous behaviour in subjects, citizenship agendas are formulated and 
enacted through a range of institutions in a variety of domains, including education, housing, security and 
parenting. Such agendas are often formulated in ethnic/racially specific ways and produce mutually 
exclusive categories of national self and migrant other (Schinkel and Van Houdt 2010). 

Many studies of citizenship and migration in Europe examine either the level of discourse or that of 
everyday practices. Some have effectively studied the interface of discourse and practices in specific 
programs that propagate particular citizenship agendas, for example, civic enculturation or parenting 
programs. By focusing on three levels – political debates, institutional interventions, and everyday 
interactions – in which citizenship agendas are formulated and enacted, this project pays equal attention to 
discourse and practice. It aims to study both structure and agency by complementing a top-down perspective 
with research into how citizenship agendas are negotiated, contested and appropriated in institutional settings 
as well as in informal settings such as the playground and the home.  

 
Gender, biopolitics and the nation 
While the reproduction of the nation has been a major concern in public and political debates, it has received 
little attention in studies of the “New Europe”. This research addresses that gap by examining the nexus of 
citizenship and parenting. The lens of parenting directs attention to crucial correspondences between the 
family and the nation (Yuval-Davis 1993), and the way these impact citizenship. In doing so, this project 
also extends work on national biopolitics (e.g., Marchesi 2013).  

The literature on biopolitics has largely focused on concerns about the physical reproduction of the 
nation through childbearing. The rearing of children and the education of “proper” citizens has received far 
less attention, even though this is the subject of sustained government intervention and much public debate. 
“Good citizenship” is at the heart of governmental schemes in domains as varied as schooling, security 
policies, urban and neighborhood governance, and parenting. Dutch and French governmental programs for 
example address migrant women as primarily responsible for the social integration of their children (Van den 
Berg and Duyvendak 2012; Raissiguier 2010). The most intimate space of the (migrant) family has in many 
cases become subject to intrusive government interventions intended to ensure the correct upbringing of 
children who may otherwise become deficient citizens and derail the nation.  
 
My approach: European citizenship and migrant parenting 
Issues of membership and participation in the nation are hotly debated issues in a Europe where the presence 
of migrants has increasingly come to be seen as a burden or threat. Migrant parenting, in particular, touches 
on the reproduction of the nation, which has been at the core of European public debates and anxieties for 
over a decade. This project examines how citizenship is debated, produced and negotiated in this context. It 
does so through a study of policy interventions and formal and informal interactions related to migrant 
parenting in three urban/national contexts.   

Taking parenting as our vantage point allows us to examine the impact of correspondences between 
the family and the nation on the production of citizenship. Parenting also presents a fertile field to study how 
political debates inform institutional regimes and everyday practices. It involves heavy material and 
emotional investments in the future, on the part of states, professionals and, not least, parents. Political 
discourses on migrant parenting evidence anxieties regarding the reproduction of the nation and the 
education of “proper” citizens (Bonjour and De Hart 2013; Marchesi 2012). They also invoke the gendered 
discourses that are central in elaborating differences between European selves and migrant others (Scott 
2009; Van den Berg and Schinkel 2009). At the institutional level, the rearing of children is subject to 
persistent, sometimes mandatory, governmental interventions and an elaborate institutional infrastructure: 
public health, educational and family services assist in the upbringing of children, as well as monitor 
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families. Finally, parents are compelled to engage in a range of encounters on account of their children, from 
formal meetings in the hospital or the school to the informal sociality of the playground. To allow for an 
examination of the gendered nature of reproductive concerns and citizenship agendas, this project examines 
the debates about and practices of both mothers and fathers.  
 The experiences of Egyptian migrant families provide the starting point to map the dense 
institutional landscape concerned with parenting and the education of children, as well as the more informal 
sociality connected to parenting. The research team will ethnographically study how citizenship agendas 
shape both the formal institutional encounters of these migrant parents, for example, in the school or public 
health clinic, and their more informal ones, for example, in the neighbourhood.  

This focus on encounters is complemented by an examination of the institutional policies into which 
parents are drawn, and the citizenship agendas that target them as migrant parents. While this will rely in part 
on an analysis of policy documents, it also encompasses the views and practices of professionals involved in 
the governance of migrant parenting. This examination of institutional parenting regimes and practices will 
be complemented by an analysis of debates in the media and in national politics regarding issues that touch 
on the reproduction of the nation, migrant parents and the role of the children of migrants as future citizens.  

 
Egyptian parents in three European cities 
For comparative purposes, this project focuses on the experiences of one migrant group: Egyptians. Rather 
than producing knowledge on migrant lives per se, this project examines migrant experiences, relationally 
and comparatively, in order to explore European politics of difference. Comparing the experiences of a 
single migrant group across three research sites will allow for an assessment of the impact of national and 
urban contexts, which differ in terms of national debates and policies of integration, colonial and 
postcolonial trajectories, institutional landscapes and political-economic situations. This project explicitly 
does not equate birthplace or national origin with ethnicity. Rather, it strategically chooses to explore how 
one migrant group (which is diverse in terms of class, religion, gender, age, regional origin within Egypt, 
migration history) is conceptualized as particular kind of subject or community, and in turn negotiates 
citizenship in three different contexts.  

Since the 1990s the number of Egyptian migrants in major cities in Europe has increased rapidly, 
particularly in France and Italy. In 2011, 51,000 Egyptian migrants lived in Milan, almost half of the total 
documented number in Italy (Istat online database). Of the nearly 21,800 people of Egyptian origin legally 
residing in the Netherlands, 5,800 (27%) live in the city of Amsterdam (CBS online database). The number 
of undocumented migrants is estimated to be much higher. Migration from Egypt to Europe is often 
undertaken by young men. Most women come to Europe in the context of family formation or reunification, 
which has increased significantly since 2000. 

Egyptian migrant experiences present a valuable vantage point for the exploration of migrant 
parenting and citizenship. Navigating societies with widespread negative views of Muslims and North 
Africans, Egyptian migrants are likely to become subjects of political debates and governmental 
interventions. Moreover, because institutions have relatively recently been confronted with Egyptian 
families, we may gain insights into processes of bureaucratic categorization and institutional evaluation. 
Egyptians’ relatively recent migration also allows us to examine how social differences based on gender, 
class and family background, locality and religious denomination – so important in making sense of self and 
other in Egypt (De Koning 2009) – interact with the production and negotiation of citizenship elsewhere. 

This project concentrates on three urban sites, Amsterdam, Milan and Paris. All three cities are 
important social, economic and political centres in their respective national contexts. These cities all have a 
significant migrant presence, including that of Egyptians, and are generally perceived as exemplifying new 
types of diversity. While all three cities are “global cities” and are in this respect relatively comparable sites 
for migrant incorporation (Glick Schiller and Çağlar 2009), they have unique colonial and migration histories 
and have developed distinct modes of debating and governing difference. The cases to some extent reflect a 
multicultural (the Netherlands) versus a republican (France) approach. Italy has rarely appeared in country 
comparisons, but it is an important case because of the relatively recent, rapid increase in immigration and its 
position at the EU’s southern border.  

 
Subprojects and methods 
This project develops an innovative methodological approach that entails comparing three case studies of the 
multilevel production of citizenship. While comparison has become a well-honed tool in migration and 
ethnic studies (see, e.g., Crul et al. 2012), such ethnographically informed, multilevel comparison is unique. 
This innovative methodological approach of “thick comparison” allows this project to go beyond 
anthropology’s localism without losing the strengths of ethnographic methods. 
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 The project employs a mix of ethnographic methods and discourse analysis in order to capture how 
citizenship is produced and negotiated at three levels: public and political debates, institutional regimes and 
interventions, and everyday interactions. In order to operationalize the construction and negotiation of 
citizenship across these levels and at the different sites, Researchers will collect and analyse data along three 
key dimensions of citizenship agendas as they pertain to migrant parenting: ideals (“who and what is a good 
citizen/parent”), risks (“what are the main risks associated with migrant parenting?”) and responsibilities 
(“who should do what regarding migrant parenting?”). These dimensions will be present at all levels, 
allowing for the triangulation of data across each level and research site, using NVivo software for data 
coding and comparison.  In the iterative process of data collection and coding, additional dimensions may 
emerge.  
 
Overview of subprojects 
The proposed “thick comparison” approach requires close cooperation and continued calibration across 
research sites and domains. The division of work is devised to ensure collaboration and enhance 
comparability of the various research components across domains and sites.  
 

 Title Personnel Place Years 
Subproject A Debating and governing national 

reproduction 
Postdoc 1 Paris 1-3 

Subproject B Debating and governing national 
reproduction 

Postdoc 2 Milan 1-3 

Subproject C Debating and governing national 
reproduction 

PI Amsterdam 1-3 

Subproject D Engaging citizenship agendas PhD 1 Paris 1-4 
Subproject E Engaging citizenship agendas PhD 2 Milan 1-4 
Subproject F Engaging citizenship agendas PhD 3 Amsterdam 1-4 
Subproject G Reproducing Europe PI All sites 2-5 

 
Project A, B and C examine the way migrant parenting is framed in relation to the reproduction of the nation, 
and asks what citizenship agendas are formulated that target migrant parents. They also ethnographically 
study how professionals understand and implement these agendas. In order to further explore the 
implementation and negotiation of these citizenship agendas, projects D, E and F take the experiences of 
Egyptian migrant parents in Milan, Paris and Amsterdam, respectively, as their vantage point. They examine 
how the citizenship agendas identified in A to C are mediated and put into practice in institutional settings 
(such as maternity centres and schools). These projects also examine how ideas about national membership 
and good citizenship shape informal encounters in the context of parenting, for example on the playground or 
in the neighbourhood. Project G builds on the findings from other subprojects to examine the articulation of 
citizenship and migrant parenting in Europe, and assess the reasons for observed variations.  
 
Subproject A, B and C: Debating and governing national reproduction  
Research questions:  
- What citizenship agendas, formulated in national and municipal policies, target migrant parents in Paris, 

Milan and Amsterdam?  
- How do various street-level professionals understand and implement these citizenship agendas?  
 
Objectives and approach:  
These subproject focus on the way migrant parenting is constructed as a problem in public and political 
debates in the three research sites. They study the citizenship agendas formulated by various institutions to 
deal with migrant parents, and explore how street-level professionals understand and implement these 
citizenship agendas. These subprojects will be conducted by two Postdocs (Paris, Milan) and the PI (the 
Amsterdam), who will cooperate with the respective PhD researchers. 
 
Methods and data: 
These subprojects consist in part of a discourse analysis of debates that touch on migrant parenting and 
citizenship in the media and in formal politics at the municipal and national level in one of the three research 
sites.. In order to analyse institutional citizenship agendas, national and municipal policy documents on 
parenting and on integration will be studied with a focus on the same period; however, earlier relevant 
documents will also be included. The researchers take an anthropological approach to policies and 



de Koning  MigrantParents  
 

 6 

institutional practices (Wedel et al. 2005) to explore these environments. Aside from official policy 
directives, they will pay attention to informal institutional norms and routines that inflect the implementation 
of citizenship agendas. The analysis of policy documents will thus be complemented with interviews with 
civil servants and the street-level professionals, who act as the interface between institutions and citizens. In 
addition, the researchers will ideally conduct limited participant observation in institutional settings to study 
institutional practices and examine how, in the course of their daily routines, policy officials and street-level 
professionals construct notions of “good” and “bad” parenting. The latter requires access to bureaucratic 
institutions, which may prove difficult but not impossible to negotiate. The PI can rely on previous contacts 
with municipal and public health institutions in Amsterdam and key contacts with a number of NGOs in 
Milan to negotiate such access.  

The calibration of approaches between subprojects A, B and C, and their connection to subprojects 
D, E and F will be ensured through bi-weekly research meetings, and, during fieldwork periods, reciprocal 
fieldwork visits by all team members. Data will be processed using the coding strategy discussed above, 
focusing on the dimensions of ideals, risks and responsibilities. 
 
Subprojects D, E and F: Engaging citizenship agendas 
Research questions: 
- How do these citizenship agendas shape formal, institutional interactions that Egyptian migrant parents 

have in the context of parenting?  
- How do these agendas shape their informal interactions in the context of parenting? 
 
Objectives and approach: 
These subprojects focus on the way Egyptian migrant parents engage with citizenship agendas in formal and 
informal settings in each of the research sites. Each subproject will ethnographically study 30 Egyptian 
families, analysing informal and formal encounters they have in the context of parenting. This will include 
accompanying parents to formal meetings, such as visits to the doctor, as well as in their informal daily 
routines, like bringing children to school or extracurricular activities. Each of these subprojects will be 
conducted by a PhD researcher (in close collaboration with the researcher responsible for their country study 
in subprojects A, B and C) and will follow a coordinated research design.  
 
Methods and data: Informants will be recruited through snowball sampling, while controlling for an 
adequate representation of the social differentiation within the researched group, particularly in terms of 
gender, class background and present class position, religious denomination, and family composition. 
Informants will be recruited through the researchers’ existing social networks, Egyptian associations and 
religious centres, NGOs and community centres, as well as through social media networks. Pilot research in 
Amsterdam and Milan has yielded a number of key contacts and indicated that the proposed approach is 
feasible. 

In this part of the research, we will employ a range of ethnographic methods including participant 
observation in community events, family visits and in other encounters that parents have in connection to 
their children. This includes both more informal parenting encounters (schoolyard, playground, 
neighbourhood) and more formal ones (clinics, maternity centres, schools, municipal authorities, police and 
judiciary). We will also rely on informal conversations and more formal interviews regarding parenting, as 
well as oral history interviewing focused on the reconstruction of migration histories and experiences. The 
formal parenting encounters provide the starting point for the study of the policy and institutional 
environments with which migrant parents are confronted.  

The calibration of approaches between subprojects D, E and F, and their connection to subprojects 
A, B and C will be ensured through bi-weekly research meetings, and, during fieldwork periods, reciprocal 
fieldwork visits by all team members. Data will be processed using the coding strategy discussed above, 
focusing on the dimensions of ideals, risks and responsibilities. 
 
Subproject G: Reproducing Europe 
Research questions: 
- How is everyday citizenship in Europe produced and negotiated in the domain of parenting?  
- To what extent do differences in political debates and institutional arrangements explain variations in the 

production and negotiation of citizenship in France, Italy and the Netherlands?  
 

 
Objectives and approach: 
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This subproject, to be carried out by the PI, builds on the data and findings from subprojects A to F to 
examine the articulation of citizenship and parenting in Europe. This comparison is intended to draw out 
convergences and divergences across the three sites and assess the impact of political debates and 
institutional arrangements on the production and negotiation of everyday citizenship. Building on the three 
case studies, the overall aim of this subproject is to analyse the complex, multilevel negotiations of 
citizenship as seen through the experiences of migrant parents. This will result in a monograph intended to 
present a major intervention in debates regarding contested citizenship in a volatile Europe.  
 
Methods and data: 
This project largely relies on data from subprojects A to F. It will analyse this data along the four dimensions 
of ideals, risks and responsibilities. It will also include frequent field visits to all three sites to ensure 
comparability and deepen the comparative analysis.  

 
High risk, high gain 
This research develops a methodologically challenging and innovative approach of “thick comparison,” 
which is high risk, but also promises great gains. It is set to deliver insights into the multilevel production 
and negotiation of citizenship in Europe, and will elucidate the impact of national political and institutional 
factors on inclusion and exclusion, membership and solidarity in everyday social life. The complex research 
design – with multiple levels, three research sites, and a disciplinary mix of ethnography and discursive 
analysis – demands close teamwork, which is therefore an important part of the research design.  

This research requires intimate knowledge of and a strong rapport with Egyptian families in all three 
sites. This requires long-term engagement with the respective field sites and communities, as well as fluency 
in spoken Egyptian Arabic and either Italian, French or Dutch. The PI’s experience with ethnographic 
research into policy in the Netherlands, as well as knowledge of Egyptian society, fluency in Egyptian 
Arabic and extensive Egyptian networks in Egypt and Europe will prove crucial in this respect. The recruited 
Postdoc and PhD researchers will be selected based on their familiarity with the Italian, French or Dutch 
context, and Egyptian or North African migrant lives. The PI will work with relevant academic institutions 
and researchers in Paris (EHESS, INALCO) and Milan (Milan-Bicocca, ISMU), and participate in various 
research networks that address the governing population and migrant parenting.  
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