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Belonging among diasporic African communities in the UK:  

Plurilocal homes and simultaneity of place attachments. 
 

Abstract 

 

This paper compares the emotional attachments to place(s) of first and second generation African migrants in 

the UK. Qualitative studies from the field of migration studies have tended to examine generational cohorts in 

isolation from one another rather than alongside each other. This paper responds to this research gap by 

asserting the importance of an intergenerational lens in exploring generational differences and similarities in 

the shaping of post-migration lives. The practices and expressions of belonging in, and to, places of current 

ƌĞƐŝĚĞŶĐĞ ĂƌĞ ĂƌŐƵĂďůǇ ŽĨ ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂů ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶĐĞ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĐŚĂůůĞŶŐĞ ŽĨ ͚ůŝǀŝŶŐ ƚŽŐĞƚŚĞƌ͛ ŝŶ ĞƚŚŶŽ-culturally diverse 

contexts. Yet it is well established that members of diasporic communities often have complex relationships to 

ƚŚĞŝƌ ŚŽƐƚ ƐŽĐŝĞƚŝĞƐ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĨĞĞůŝŶŐƐ ŽĨ ďĞůŽŶŐŝŶŐ ŵĂǇ ďĞ ƐƚƌĞƚĐŚĞĚ ĂŶĚ ƐŝŵƵůƚĂŶĞŽƵƐůǇ ͚ŚĞƌĞ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞƌĞ͛͘ 
Scholars often assume that a transnational optic is appropriate for the study of first generation migrants who 

frequently retain multifarious socio-cultural, economic and political links to their countries of origin, but less 

suitable for second generation individuals who are assumed to experience stronger emotional attachments 

and territorialised articulations of belonging to local place-based contexts. This paper troubles such an 

assumption. Through exploring the emotional attachments to place(s) of first and second generation 

Zimbabwean, Somali, Sudanese and Kenyan migrants, the paper interprets the emotions associated with 

senses of belonging through ideas of plurilocal homes and simultaneity of attachments to different places.  
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Introduction  

 

People are now living in times that are acutely shaped by the social, political, cultural and economic characteristics 

of globalisation. As has been widely documented, the movement of people around the world is an important 

constituent part of these sets of global flows and processes (King, 1995; Vertovec, 2009). Although the migration of 

people is far from being a new phenomena (e.g. Winder, 2004), the so-ĐĂůůĞĚ ͚ŶĞǁ ŵŽďŝůŝƚŝĞƐ ƉĂƌĂĚŝŐŵ͛ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ůĂƚĞ 
20

th
 and early 21

st
 century (Urry, 2000) has largely resulted from an increased amount and greater diversity of global 

migration. It is this differentiated growth of migration flows into destination societies that poses new questions and 

challenges for heterogeneous locales due to multiplicity and difference becoming routinely encountered (Massey, 

ϮϬϬϱ͕ “ŝŵŽŶƐĞŶ͕ ϮϬϬϴĂͿ͘ IŶĚĞĞĚ͕ “ƚƵĂƌƚ HĂůů ;ϮϬϬϬͿ ŚĂƐ ĂƌŐƵĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ŚŽǁ ǁĞ ĐĂŶ ͚ůŝǀĞ ƚŽŐĞƚŚĞƌ͛ ŝŶ 
multicultural societies is a defining one in the first decades of this century. Such concern has led to much literature 

around the politics and practices of living together in diverse multicultural cities and speculation abounds as to how 

encounters can enhance understanding of difference, promote harmonious juxtaposed lives and generally be 

ĐŽŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝǀĞ ŽĨ ͚ŐŽŽĚ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐ͛ ;KĞŝƚŚ͕ ϮϬϬϱ͖ “ŝŵŽŶƐĞŶ͕ ϮϬϬϴď͖ AŵŝŶ͕ ϮϬϬϮ͕ ϮϬϬϰ͕ ϮϬϬϲ͖ VĂůĞŶƚŝŶĞ͕ ϮϬϬϴͿ͘  
 

‘ĂƚŚĞƌ ƚŚĂŶ ĂĚĚƌĞƐƐŝŶŐ ŝƐƐƵĞƐ ŽĨ ͚ĞŶĐŽƵŶƚĞƌƐ͛ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ŵĂƌŬĞĚ ďǇ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶĐĞ ;ƋƵŝƚĞ ŽĨƚĞŶ͕ ĂůƚŚŽƵŐŚ ŶŽƚ 
exclusively, encounters between diasporic groups and non-diasporic groups), this paper focuses on a part of the 

migration experience that may contribute to the shaping of eventual relations between newcomers and established 

ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ ŵĞŵďĞƌƐ͖ ƚŚĂƚ ŽĨ ŵŝŐƌĂŶƚƐ͛ ĐŽŵƉůĞǆ emotions associated with belonging to different locales. These 

emotions can be regarded as powerful processes which enable people to situate themselves in the world through 

meaning and feeling (“ǀĂƓĞŬ͕ ϮϬϬϴͿ͘ A focus on belonging has arguably acquired enhanced political salience in 

contemporary times͕ ĂƐ AŶƚŚŝĂƐ ;ϮϬϬϲ͗ϭϳͿ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ͖ ͞ĐƵƌƌĞŶƚ ĚĞďĂƚĞƐ ĂƌŽƵŶĚ ďŽƌĚĞƌƐ͕ ƐĞĐƵƌŝƚǇ ĂŶĚ ƐŽĐŝĂů ĐŽŚĞƐŝŽŶ 
ŚĂǀĞ ƌĞŝŶĨŽƌĐĞĚ ƚŚĞ ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶĐĞ ŽĨ ĞŶŐĂŐŝŶŐ ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂůůǇ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ŶŽƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ďĞůŽŶŐŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ ŝƚƐ ĐĞŶƚƌĂůŝƚǇ ƚŽ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛Ɛ ůŝǀĞƐ 
ĂƐ ǁĞůů ĂƐ ƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂů ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞ͘͟ TŚĞ ŝŶƐƚƌƵŵĞŶƚĂůŝƐƚ ŝŵƉƵůƐĞ ŽĨ ƉŽůŝĐǇ ŵĂŬĞƌƐ͛ ĐƵƌƌĞŶƚ ƉƌĞŽĐĐƵƉĂƚŝŽŶ ǁŝƚŚ ĨŽƐƚĞƌŝŶŐ Ă 
sense of belonging (for example, by encouraging ascription to a shared unitary national identity through 

͚ƉƌŽŐƌĞƐƐŝǀĞ͛ ƉŽůŝĐŝĞƐ ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ ĐŝƚŝǌĞŶƐŚŝƉ ĐĞƌĞŵŽŶŝĞƐ ŝŶ CĂŶĂĚĂ͕ U“A͕ AƵƐtralia and the UK) should not detract from 

AŶƚŚŝĂƐ͛ ĂďŽǀĞ ŽďƐĞƌǀĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŚĂƚ ďĞůŽŶŐŝŶŐ ŝƐ ĂůƐŽ ŽĨ ĐĞŶƚƌĂů ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶĐĞ ƚŽ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͛Ɛ ƐĞŶƐĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞŝƌ ŽǁŶ ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚŝĞƐ͕ 
their multi-positioned subjectivities and often to their very well-being.   

 

“Ž ǁŚĂƚ ŝƐ ŵĞĂŶƚ ďǇ ͚ďĞůŽŶŐŝŶŐ͛ ĂŶĚ ŝƐ ƚŚĞƌĞ ƐŽŵĞƚŚŝŶŐ ĂďŽƵƚ ďĞŝŶŐ Ă ŵŝŐƌĂŶƚ Žƌ ĐŚŝůĚ ŽĨ Ă ŵŝŐƌĂŶƚ ƚŚĂƚ ŵŝŐŚƚ ƐŚĂƉĞ 
feelings of belonging in particular ways? Yuval-Davis et al (2006) have argued that belonging revolves around 

emotional
1
 investments and desire for attachments. In the same edited collection Anthias (2006:21) adds that 

ďĞůŽŶŐŝŶŐ ŝƐ ĂďŽƵƚ ƚŚĞ ǁĂǇƐ ŝŶ ǁŚŝĐŚ͕ ͞ƐŽĐŝĂů ƉůĂĐĞ ŚĂƐ ƌĞƐŽŶĂŶĐĞƐ ǁŝƚŚ ƐƚĂďŝůŝƚǇ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƐĞůĨ͕ Žƌ ǁŝƚŚ ĨĞĞůŝŶŐƐ ŽĨ ďĞŝŶŐ 
part of a larger whole and with the emotional and social bonds that are relatĞĚ ƚŽ ƐƵĐŚ ƉůĂĐĞƐ͘͟ TŚĞ ĞŵŽƚŝŽŶĂů 
aspects of belonging are placed centre-stage by these writers, and similarly Ho (2009:791) draws on the burgeoning 

area of emotional geographies (Anderson & Smith, 2001; Davidson et al, 2005; Thien, 2005) to suggest that 

͞ďĞůŽŶŐŝŶŐ ƐŚŽƵůĚ ƚŚƵƐ ďĞ ĞǆĂŵŝŶĞĚ ĂƐ ĂŶ ĞŵŽƚŝŽŶĂůůǇ ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚĞĚ ĐĂƚĞŐŽƌǇ͘͟ IŶ ĨŽĐƵƐŝŶŐ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ emotions 

associated with senses of belonging, these authors argue that belonging can only be fully understood through an 

appreciation of the felt realm. Feelings of belonging may be powerful or subtle, clear or nuanced, straightforward or 

complex; but they are unequivocally not ĂĐĐĞƐƐĞĚ ĂŶĚ ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚŽŽĚ ŽŶůǇ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ Ă ƐĞƚ ŽĨ ĚŝƐƉĂƐƐŝŽŶĂƚĞ ͚ƌƵůĞƐ͛ ŽĨ 
citizenship or group membership (e.g. a Kenyan woman being perceived to automatically belong to an African 

ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ ŐƌŽƵƉ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ UK͖ ƐŚĞ ŵĂǇ Žƌ ŵĂǇ ŶŽƚ ĨĞĞů ůŝŬĞ ƐŚĞ ďĞůŽŶŐƐ ƚŽ ƚŚŝƐ ŐƌŽƵƉ ďĂƐĞĚ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ŝŶƚĞƌƐĞĐƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ŽƚŚĞƌ 
positionalities such as class, age, ethnicity, sexuality and so on).  

 

It is often the case that migrants have multi-positioned relationships to different locales on account of their 

migratory journeys from a source to a destination area, the likely network of social, symbolic and material ties 

retained to their homelands, and the newer sets of social relations formed in host communities. Migrants are 

therefore observed to experience simultaneity in their attachment to different places (Wilson and Peters, 2005) as a 

ƌĞƐƵůƚ ŽĨ ďĞŝŶŐ ͚ŚĞƌĞ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞƌĞ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ƐƚƌĂĚĚůŝŶŐ ǁŽƌůĚƐ͛ ;Gidwani and Sivaramakrishnan, 2003). In recognition of 

                                                           
1
 In this paper we are using “ǀĂƓĞŬ͛Ɛ ;ϮϬϬϴ͗ϮϭϴͿ ďƌŽĂĚ ĚĞĨŝŶŝƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ĞŵŽƚŝŽŶƐ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƌĞŐĂƌĚƐ͕ ͞ĞŵŽƚŝŽŶƐ ĂƐ ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐĞƐ ŝŶ ǁŚŝĐŚ 

ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůƐ ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ͕ ƐŚĂƉĞ ĂŶĚ ŝŶƚĞƌƉƌĞƚ ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌůĚ ĂƌŽƵŶĚ ƚŚĞŵ͕ ĂŶƚŝĐŝƉĂƚĞ ĨƵƚƵƌĞ ĂĐƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ƐŚĂƉĞ ƚŚĞŝƌ ƐƵďũĞĐƚŝǀŝƚŝĞƐ͟. It is 

an approach which acknowledges that emotions are shaped not only by direct social interaction with other people but also by 

imagination and memories and further by multi-sensorial engagement with non-human objects, images and landscapes.  
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these complex sets of relationships across at least two locales and the accompanying heightened emotions 

experienced (SkrbiƓ, 2008), it is suggested that diasporic ŐƌŽƵƉƐ ĞŵďŽĚǇ Ă͕ ͞ƐŚŝĨƚŝŶŐ ůĂŶĚƐĐĂƉĞ ŽĨ ďĞůŽŶŐŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ 
ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ͟ ƚŚĂƚ ŝƐ͕ ͞tied to a globalised and transnational social fabric rather than one bounded by the nation-state 

ĨŽƌŵ͟ (Anthias, 2006:25, see also Massey and Jess, 1995). This perspective on fluid belongings is also often closely 

ƌĞůĂƚĞĚ ƚŽ ŵŝŐƌĂŶƚƐ͛ ĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƚŝŽŶƐ ĂŶĚ ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐƐ ŽĨ ͚ŚŽŵĞ͛ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ĞŵŽƚŝŽŶĂů ĐŽŶŶĞĐƚŝŽŶƐ ƚŚĂƚ ĨůŽǁ ĨƌŽŵ 
feelings of belonging to particular home(s) (Mallett, 2004; Evans, 2009). Blunt and Dowling (2006) suggest that 

diĂƐƉŽƌŝĐ ŐƌŽƵƉƐ ŚĂǀĞ ĐŽŵƉůĞǆ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐ ǁŝƚŚ ŚŽŵĞ ǁŚŝĐŚ ůŝŶŬƐ ƚŽ “ƚĂĞŚĞůŝ Θ NĂŐĞů͛Ɛ ;ϮϬϬϲ͗ϭϲϬϭͿ ĚĞƐĐƌŝƉƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ 
ŚŽŵĞ ĂƐ ͚ƉůƵƌŝůŽĐĂů ĂŶĚ ŵƵůƚŝƐĐĂůĂƌ͛ ĨŽƌ ŵĂŶǇ ŵŝŐƌĂŶƚƐ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĚĞƐĐĞŶĚĞŶƚƐ͘ BǇ ƚŚŝƐ͕ ƚŚĞƐĞ ǁƌŝƚĞƌƐ ŵĞĂŶ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞƌĞ 
is something inherent within mobility and transnationality that leaves migrants very likely to feel home is a variously 

located place (for example, attachments could be concurrently felt to present residence, the place that close 

family/kin reside, and country of origin).   

 

Migrants and their descendents as categories are of course differentiated, and both policy-makers and academics 

often emphasise ͚ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶƐ͛͘ “ƵĐŚ ĚĞƐĐƌŝƉƚŽƌƐ ĂƌĞ frequently imbued with explanatory significance when 

investigating migrant lives. Within North American contexts in particular there is debate around generational 

differences and the nature and definitions of cohort group boundaries (e.g. Warner & Srole, 1945; Orepesa & 

LĂŶĚĂůĞ͕ ϭϵϵϳͿ͘ GĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶƐ ĂƌĞ ŵŽƐƚ ĐŽŵŵŽŶůǇ ĂƐƐŽĐŝĂƚĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ͚ĨĂŵŝůǇ ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ǁhereby generation is seen 

as succession; a familial generation is defined as the average time between a mother's first child and this next 

ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ͛Ɛ ĨŝƌƐƚ ĐŚŝůĚ2͘ WŝƚŚŝŶ ŵŝŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ ƐƚƵĚŝĞƐ͕ ƚŚŝƐ ĚĞĨŝŶŝƚŝŽŶ ŐŝǀĞƐ ƌŝƐĞ ƚŽ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ ͚ŵŝŐƌĂŶƚ ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶƐ͛͘ First 

generation migrants are defined as people born outside the country to non-host country parents. From there on the 

definitional clarity of migrant generations becomes somewhat muddied. The second generation is generally defined 

as children born in the host country of one or more immigrant parents or those who arrived before primary-school 

age (Thomas & Crul, 2007). Yet a further category has also been discerned; that of the 1.5 or midway generation, to 

recognise the different experiences of those who arrive after primary school but before later teenage/early 

adulthood years (after around age 13) which enables them to be somewhat socialised into host country life through 

educational experiences and youth culture (Rumbaut, 1997).  

 

Explorations of the experiences of second and 1.5 generations has become more commonplace in light of a general 

discrediting of the classical, linear theory of integration into mainstream society (i.e. the longer a person resides in a 

host country, the more integrated and unproblĞŵĂƚŝĐĂůůǇ ƐĞƚƚůĞĚ ƚŚĞǇ ǁŝůů ďĞĐŽŵĞͿ͘ BŽƚŚ GĂŶƐ͛ ;ϭϵϵϮͿ ŝĚĞĂ ŽĨ 
͚ƐĞĐŽŶĚ-ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ ĚĞĐůŝŶĞ͛ ĂŶĚ PŽƌƚĞƐ ĂŶĚ )ŚŽƵ͛Ɛ ;ϭϵϵϯͿ ƚŚĞŽƌǇ ŽĨ ͚ƐĞŐŵĞŶƚĞĚ ĂƐƐŝŵŝůĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ŝŶĚŝĐĂƚĞ ƚŚŝƐ ƐŚŝĨƚ ŝŶ 
thinking. The suggestion is that downward social mobility may occur for second (and third) generation children of 

migrants due to racial and ethnic discrimination combined with a narrowing of labour-market opportunities. This 

work must, however, be balanced by acknowledging research which indicates the variable and differentiated 

experiences of settlement and integration across racial and ethnic groups
3
.  

 

AůŽŶŐƐŝĚĞ ƚŚŝƐ ĨŽĐƵƐ ŽŶ ƐĞĐŽŶĚ ĂŶĚ ϭ͘ϱ ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ ŵŝŐƌĂŶƚƐ͛ ůŝǀĞƐ in countries of residence, there has also been a 

growing amount of research on the transnational experiences of such groups and how they relate to parental 

homelands (see for example, Christou & King, 2006; Levitt & Waters, 2002; Smith, 2006; Phillips and Potter, 2009). In 

a recent paper, Levitt (2009) points out that most scholars assume a transnational optic is suitable to study first 

generation migrants, but less suitable for second generation migrants. We would agree with Levitt in arguing against 

ƚŚŝƐ ĂƐƐƵŵƉƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ĞŶĚŽƌƐĞ ŚĞƌ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚŝŽŶ ƚŚĂƚ͕ ͞ǁŚĞŶ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ĂƌĞ ďƌŽƵŐŚƚ ƵƉ ŝŶ ŚŽƵƐĞŚŽůĚƐ ƚŚĂƚ ĂƌĞ ƌĞŐƵůĂƌůǇ 
influenced by people, objects, practices and know-how from their ancestoral homes, they are socialised into its 

ŶŽƌŵƐ ĂŶĚ ǀĂůƵĞƐ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞǇ ůĞĂƌŶ ŚŽǁ ƚŽ ŶĞŐŽƚŝĂƚĞ ŝƚƐ ŝŶƐƚŝƚƵƚŝŽŶƐ͘͟ ;LĞǀŝƚƚ͕ ϮϬϬϵ͗ϭϮϮϱͿ͘ TŚŝƐ ƚƌĂŶƐŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů ŽƉƚŝĐ ĨŽƌ 
second generations therefore brings into focus the broader role of relations/ships to the homelands of parents, and 

the impact that these relations have upon how belonging is experienced emotionally. As Thomson & Crul (2007) 

point out, the character of homeland relations for descendents of migrants may depend on contextual factors such 

as parental socio-economic status, transmission of cultural knowledge of homelands and pressures on/opportunities 

                                                           
2
 There is additionally the concept of social or historical generation (Pilcher, 1995; Mannheim, 1952) that veers away from a 

familial notion of a generation and instead defines a generation as cohorts of people who were born within a certain date range 

and share general cultural experiences of the world. 
3
 Writers like Modood (2004) have importantly pointed out that not all ethnic minority children/second and third generation 

individuals are reacting to racial discrimination in the same way; for example in the case of the UK British-Indian pupils often 

out-perform comparative cohort groups of ethnic minority children.  
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for children to retain country of origin links and/or integrate in host country; all of which are likely to emplace 

individuals in particular ways and shape their emotional belongings to various places. 

 

The overall aim of this paper is to question the assumption that a transnational optic is more appropriate for the 

study of first generation migrants - who frequently retain multifarious socio-cultural, economic and political links to 

their countries of origin - but less suitable for second generation individuals, who are assumed to experience 

stronger emotional attachments and territorialised articulations of belonging to local place-based contexts. As such, 

ƚŚĞ ƉĂƉĞƌ͛Ɛ ĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚŝŽŶ ŝƐ first, to extend nascent efforts to explore belonging as emotionally constructed and 

second, to overcome the tendency of migration studies to examine generational cohorts in isolation from one 

another through looking at two generations alongside one another. In this way the paper responds to recent 

geographical literature calling for an intergenerational lens to consider age relationally (Vanderbeck, 2007; Hopkins 

and Pain, 2007) to enable the exploration of generational identifications, cultural values and transnational ties (e.g. 

Hopkins, 2006; Conradson and McKay, 2007; McGregor, 2008; Evans, 2009). Through examining the attachments to 

place(s) of first and second generation Zimbabwean, Somali, Sudanese and Kenyan migrants, this paper focuses on 

generational difference and sameness of emotional belongings. The paper is structured into two main sections. The 

first explores emotional belongings among first generation African migrants in the UK, and the second compares 

these experiences to senses of belonging for their children. Before moving on to the empirical sections, an outline of 

the study on which this paper draws together with a brief contextualisation of Zimbabwean, Somali, Sudanese and 

Kenyan communities in the UK are required.  

  

Contextualisation and study outline  

 

This paper draws upon findings from a research project that explored the experiences of African migrants living in 

the Yorkshire and Humber region of northern England; the location was chosen due to the relative paucity of studies 

of African migrants in this region in comparison to other metropolitan areas. Participants in the study were from four 

African communities; Sudanese, Somali, Kenyan and Zimbabwean
4
. Interviews and focus groups were conducted 

during 2008/9. The project carried out 40 biographical interviews within 20 families of African origin living in 

Yorkshire & Humber (one parent and one child generation interview in each family
5
). Biographical methods have 

been shown to be valuable in capturing lived experiences and personal accounts of human agency (Chamberlayne et 

al., 2000), especially within the context of migration (Nazroo et al., 2004). The biographical interviews broadly 

investigated migration histories, processes of settlement and participation in new communities, all through an 

intergenerational lens. Part of the interviews specifically asked about attachments to place(s) and senses of 

belonging felt by migrants ;ĨŽƌ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ͕ ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶƐ ĂƌŽƵŶĚ ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ͛ ĨĞĞůŝŶŐƐ ŽĨ home and arenas in which they 

feel they do and do not belong); the emotional aspects of thĞƐĞ ƐĞŶƚŝŵĞŶƚƐ ǁĞƌĞŶ͛ƚ ƉŽŝŶƚĞĚůǇ ŝŶǀĞƐƚŝŐĂƚĞĚ ďƵƚ 
rather emerged out of the discussions of belonging and place attachments. Seven focus groups were also conducted 

                                                           
4
 These four African communities were selected due to their countries of origin being former British colonies or protectorates 

and their numbers and ƐĞƚƚůĞŵĞŶƚ ƉĂƚƚĞƌŶƐ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƌĞŐŝŽŶ͘ AůƚŚŽƵŐŚ ŽƚŚĞƌ ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚŝĞƐ ĐƵƚ ĂĐƌŽƐƐ ͚ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů͛ ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚŝĞƐ ;ĂŶĚ ǁŝůů 
be highlighted where relevant in this paper); these particular African countries were selected on the basis of a shared colonial 

history and in order to explore the salience of ethnic, religious, national, regional and pan-African identifications and feelings of 

belonging.  
5
 Participants were recruited through snowballing from key informants, African community groups in the region and existing 

knowleĚŐĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚŝĞƐ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ƚŚĞ ŝŶǀĞƐƚŝŐĂƚŽƌƐ͛ ƉƌĞǀŝŽƵƐ ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ͘ PĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ ǁĞƌĞ ƚŽůĚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ďƌŽĂĚ ƉƵƌƉŽƐĞ ŽĨ 
the study was to explore how families experience migration and settlement in a new country and how their attachments to 

place and senses of belonging frame their everyday lives. The first generation comprised 8 fathers and 12 mothers; the second 

generation comprised 11 sons and 9 daughters. The younger ages of the second generation meant that interviews tended to be 

shorter than with the chattier first generation; hence there are more quotes from the first generation in this paper. The 

educational background of the first generation broadly reflects the official statistics on African migration which show that there 

is a high propensity for migrants to be educated to degree level and or to hold professional qualifications (Census 2001). The 

study had certain criteria for selecting the second generation participants within each family. First, there were age and length of 

residence criteria; participants had to be aged 16 and over and resident in the UK for 5 years or more. These criteria were 

applied to ensure that the sample could reflect on experiences of living in the UK and experiences of work and integration post-

school age. This narrowed down the interview possibilities in each family. Second, the study focused on representing both 

genders which affected selection within each family.   
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within the four communities, organised by gender and age where appropriate
6
. All of the participants in this study 

have lived in Britain for at least five years, with the longest period of residence being 40 years. The parental 

generation ranges from ages 40-60s, with the child generation ranging from late teens to 30s.The families in this 

study span a range of migration paths (migrant workers, students, family joiners, refugees, EU citizens).  

 

The communities involved in this study were selected based upon a mixture of criteria; population size, faith, 

migration pathway and history within the region. There are shortfalls in official statistics on African migration in the 

UK, with actual numbers being higher than official figures would suggest and data for some communities, such as 

Sudanese, being imprecise. The history of Zimbabwean migration to the UK is long standing and accelerated in early 

2000 due to socio-economic conditions in Zimbabwe under the Mugabe regime. The 2001 census recorded 49,303 

Zimbabweans in the UK with 1,996 residing in the Yorkshire & Humber region (Census 2001). However, research 

attempting to more precisely map the Zimbabwean population found that community leaders estimated there are 

between 200,000 and 500,000 Zimbabweans in UK, around 30,000 of whom reside in cities in the Yorkshire & 

Humber region (IOM 2006a:15)
7
. The earlier arriving families in this study migrated for employment and to study 

whereas the later arriving families have come under the asylum route as a result of socio-economic policies in 

Zimbabwe post-2000.  

 

The UK is perhaps the oldest Western destination of Sudanese migration. Those who came to the UK up to the late 

ϭϵϴϬƐ ǁĞƌĞ ŵŽƐƚůǇ ƉƌŽĨĞƐƐŝŽŶĂůƐ͕ ďƵƐŝŶĞƐƐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ Žƌ ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ͘ FŽůůŽǁŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ΖĐŽƵƉ Ě͛ĠƚĂƚ ŽĨ GĞŶĞƌĂů OŵĞƌ Aů-Bashir 

in June 1989, both the nature and magnitude of Sudanese migration to the UK have changed dramatically. A great 

number of Sudanese arriving in the UK since 1989 have sought asylum due to the worsening political situation and 

the continuing civil strife and conflicts in Sudan, and those who arrived pre-1989 found they were unable to return. 

The Sudanese community were selected for two reasons; although official statistics are unavailable on the Sudanese 

population, they are estimated to be a relatively small national migrant population (approximately 21,000; IOM 

2006b:14) but with significant numbers in Yorkshire and Humber where there is a clustering of families from 

Northern and Western Sudan (Leeds City Council 2005; IOM 2006b). The Sudanese community was also chosen 

because the population contains both Muslim and Christian faiths; we wanted to increase the diversity of 

participants in terms of the representation of different faiths.  

 

Kenyan migration also has a long standing history in the UK; originally this population in the UK contained mostly 

students but due to unrest in Kenya post-1980 more families moved for employment and settled in the UK (IOM 

2006c:12). Census (2001) figures on Kenyans are relatively high with 129,356 being recorded in the UK and 3,333 

located in the Yorkshire & Humber region. Leeds, Bradford and Sheffield are key destinations for Kenyan 

communities in the region. The history of Somali migration is also long standing (Somali seamen came to work in the 

British Merchant Navy from the early 20
th

 century) with a high occurrence of three generation families in the region. 

This population constitutes the majority of Muslim families in this sample and was also chosen for its diverse 

migration paths. Somalis originally moved for employment (industrial work in the 1950s/60s), followed by increasing 

numbers coming as refugees from the 1990s onwards (due to civil war) to more recent waves of secondary 

migration from other EU countries that have swelled numbers over the last 10 years. Official figures for the Somali 

population estimate 43,515 nationally, with 1,497 living in the Yorkshire & Humber region (Census 2001). These 

figures, however, are regarded as an underestimation given the large number of Somalis known to be residing in 

cities in the region, particularly Sheffield (the IOM (2006d:20) estimates numbers of Somalis in Sheffield alone to be 

10,000).    

 

 

                                                           
6
 The number of focus group participants ranged from 6 to 14 individuals; participants were mostly from different families to 

those involved in the interviews but there were a couple of participants in each focus group who were also interviewed. The 

data is referenced in square brackets in this paper to indicate nationality, gender and generation; this is to retain the anonymity 

ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƌĞƐƉŽŶĚĞŶƚ͘ IŶ ƚŚĞ ƋƵŽƚĞƐ ƚŚĞ ĂďďƌĞǀŝĂƚŝŽŶ ‘ ƌĞĨĞƌƐ ƚŽ ͚ƌĞƐƉŽŶĚĞŶƚ͛ ĂŶĚ I ƚŽ ͚ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁĞƌ͕͛ ĂŶĚ three square bracketed 

ellipsis dots are used to indicate that a few words have been edited to remove repetitions or to clarify the meanings of confused 

speech.  
7
 Inaccuracy of census numbers is well documented, with high numbers of unrecorded migrants due to movement post-2000, 

the hidden and unregistered nature of some migrant communities, and issues around the way that census data is gathered. In 

contrast the International Organisation for Migration figures use community resources to map numbers and location of migrant 

communities; which is also acknowledged not to be 100% reliable. 
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Exploring the emotional belongings of first generation African migrants 

 

The lives of first generation migrants involved in this UK study are patterned and shaped by persistent and ongoing 

social relations with their countries of origin. MĐGƌĞŐŽƌ͛Ɛ ;ϮϬϬϴͿ ƐƚƵĚǇ ŽĨ )ŝŵďĂďǁĞĂŶ ƉƌŽĨĞƐƐŝŽŶals in the UK points 

to the importance of the presence, or not, of ƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ͛ children in Britain as it is argued that this has a crucial bearing 

ŽŶ ƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ͛ ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ ĂŶĚ ďĞůŽŶŐŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ŶĂƚƵƌĞ ŽĨ ƚƌĂŶƐŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů ĨůŽǁƐ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ŚŽŵĞůĂŶĚ͘ PĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ ŝŶ ƚŚŝƐ 
study all have their children with them in the UK which influences the extent of embeddedness in Britain (see later) 

but does ŶŽƚ ŶĞĐĞƐƐĂƌŝůǇ ĞƌŽĚĞ ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ ŽĨ ƚƌĂŶƐŶĂƚŝŽŶĂůŝƚǇ͘ ͚BĞŝŶŐ Ă ƚƌĂŶƐŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů͛ ĨŽƌ ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ ŝŶ ƚŚŝƐ ƐƚƵĚǇ 
gives ƌŝƐĞ ƚŽ ŶŽƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ ͚ƐƚƌĂĚĚůŝŶŐ ůŝǀĞƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ƐĞŶƚŝŵĞŶƚƐ ŽĨ ďĞŝŶŐ ĞŵƉůĂĐĞĚ ďŽƚŚ ͚ŚĞƌĞ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ƚŚĞƌĞ͛ ƐŝŵƵůƚĂŶĞŽƵƐůǇ 
(Portes et al, 1999; Faist, 2000)͘ “ŽŵĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƌĞƐƉŽŶĚĞŶƚƐ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ƐƵĐŚ ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ ĂƐ ͚ŝŶďĞƚǁĞĞŶ-ŶĞƐƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞŝƌ 
ĨĞĞůŝŶŐƐ ŽĨ ďĞůŽŶŐŝŶŐ ƐƵďƐĞƋƵĞŶƚůǇ ĞŵĞƌŐĞ ĂƐ ͚ƐƚƌĞƚĐŚĞĚ͛͗ 
 

͞BĞĐĂƵƐĞ merely being here and working here, living here ʹ I'm British, but still I have very strong feelings 

ƚŚĂƚ I ďĞůŽŶŐ ƚŚĞƌĞ KĞŶǇĂ ͘͘͘ I ďĞůŽŶŐ ƚŚĞƌĞ͕ ƐŽ IΖŵ͕ IΖŵ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ͘͘͘͟ Kenyan, father] 

 

“ƵĐŚ ĞŵŽƚŝŽŶĂů ĂƚƚĂĐŚŵĞŶƚ ƚŽ ĚŝƐƚĂŶƚ ƉůĂĐĞƐ ŝŶǀŽŬĞƐ ŝĚĞĂƐ ŽĨ ͚ƉůƵƌŝůŽĐĂů ŚŽŵĞƐ͛͘  TŚŝƐ ƚĞƌŵ ƌĞĨĞƌƐ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚŝŽŶ 
that home is a multi-placed material and metaphorical space that is further likely to be multiscalar; as Staeheli & 

NĂŐĞů ;ϮϬϬϲ͗ϭϲϬϯͿ ƐĂǇ͕ ͞TƌĂŶƐŶĂƚŝŽŶĂůŝƐŵ ĂůůŽǁƐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ƚŽ ĨŽƌŐĞ Ă ƐĞŶƐĞ ŽĨ ďĞůŽŶŐŝŶŐ and home that is not tied to 

ĂŶǇ ƐŝŶŐůĞ ƉůĂĐĞ͕ ďƵƚ͕ ƌĂƚŚĞƌ͕ ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚĞĚ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ĐŽŶŶĞĐƚŝŽŶƐ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ ͚ŚĞƌĞ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ƚŚĞƌĞ͛͘͟ AŶ ŝĚĞĂ ŽĨ ŚŽŵĞ ĂƐ 
unbounded resonates with first generation migrants in this study (and also many second generation migrants; as will 

be explored in the next section) as they often maintain various kinds of ties to homelands
8
 at the same time as 

becoming embedded (in varying degrees) to homes in the UK: 

 

Home for me is here. Except I can see the possibility of moving to Sudan and having a home there also.  But 

ƌĞĂůůǇ I͛ǀĞ ŐŽƚ ƚǁŽ ŚŽŵĞƐ͘ Sudanese, father]  

 

I ĨĞĞů ůŝŬĞ I͛ŵ ŝŶ ďŽƚŚ ǁŽƌůĚƐ͘ TŽ ƐŽŵĞ ĞǆƚĞŶƚ I ĨĞĞů͕ ǇĞƐ I Ăŵ ĂŶ AĨƌŝĐĂŶ ǁŽŵĂŶ͘ I ŬŶŽǁ ŵǇ ĐƵůƚƵƌĞ͘ I ůŽǀĞ ŵǇ 
ĐƵůƚƵƌĞ͘ I͛ŵ ƉƌŽƵĚ ŽĨ ŵǇ ĐƵůƚƵƌĞ͘ BƵƚ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ƐĂŵĞ ƚŝŵĞ I͛ŵ ĂůƐŽ BƌŝƚŝƐŚ͘ BĞĐĂƵƐĞ ĨŽƌ ŵĞ ĂĚŽƉƚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ BƌŝƚŝƐŚ 
culture was just an extension of whaƚ ŝƚ ǁĂƐ ĨŽƌ ŵĞ ŝŶ KĞŶǇĂ͕ ŽŶůǇ Ă ďŝƚ ŵŽƌĞ͘  “Ž I͛ǀĞ ŐŽƚ͕ I͛ŵ ďŽƚŚ͘  WŚĞŶ I 
ŐŽ ƚŽ KĞŶǇĂ I Ĩŝƚ ŝŶ͘ WŚĞŶ I͛ŵ ŽǀĞƌ ŚĞƌĞ I͛ŵ Ăůů ƌŝŐŚƚ͕ I͛ŵ OK͘  “Ž ǇĞƐ I͛ŵ ďŽƚŚ͘ I͛ŵ ůƵĐŬǇ I͛ǀĞ ŐŽƚ ƚǁŽ ŚŽŵĞƐ͘ 
[Kenyan, mother]   

 

The latter quote can also be viewed through a lens of postcoloniality for the respondent recognises the British 

influence in Kenya during her formative years and hence insertion into the British nation-state felt somewhat 

familiar. Experiences of postcoloniality may influence the ability to straddle cultures; indeed postcolonial approaches 

urge recognition of the ways that connections between the past and present shape contemporary cultures (McEwan, 

2009) and, we might add, emotionally inflected landscapes of belonging. The way that cultural contexts imprint on 

ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůƐ͛ ƐĞŶƐĞƐ ŽĨ ƐĞůĨ ŝƐ ŝůůƵƐƚƌĂƚĞĚ ďǇ ƚŚŝƐ ƌĞƐƉŽŶĚĞŶƚ͛Ɛ ĚĞƐĐƌŝƉƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐ ĂƐ Ă ͚ĐŝƚŝǌĞŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌůĚ͛ ǁŚŽ 
is resistant to being pigeon-holed:   

 

I ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ƉƵƚ ŵǇƐĞůĨ ŝŶ Ă ƐŵĂůů ĚŽĐŬĞƚƐ͕ I ůŝŬĞ ƚŽ ƚŚŝŶŬ of myself as a citizen of the world who, a person from 

ŵŽƐƚůǇ KĞŶǇĂ͕ BĞŝƌƵƚ ĂŶĚ BƌŝƚĂŝŶ ĂŶĚ ĞǀĞƌǇƚŚŝŶŐ ĞůƐĞ ǇŽƵ ŬŶŽǁ ďƵƚ ŝŶ ƚŚĂƚ ŽƌĚĞƌ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ƚŚĂƚ͛Ɛ ƚŚĞ ǁĂǇ I 
ŐĂƵŐĞ ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌůĚ͕ I ŐĂƵŐĞ ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌůĚ ĨƌŽŵ ŵǇ ĐƵůƚƵƌĂů ƵƉďƌŝŶŐŝŶŐ ǇŽƵ ŬŶŽǁ͘ TŚĂƚ͛Ɛ ǁŚǇ IΖŵ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚ ŽĨ ŵǇ 
culture. [Kenyan, mother]  

 

IŶ ƐƵĐŚ ǁĂǇƐ͕ ŵŽďŝůŝƚǇ ĐĂŶ ďĞ ƐĞĞŶ ƚŽ ĐůĞĂƌůǇ ƐŚĂƉĞ ĨĞĞůŝŶŐƐ ŽĨ ďĞůŽŶŐŝŶŐ͘ TŚĞ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ͚ŝŶďĞƚǁĞĞŶ-ŶĞƐƐ͛ ƚŚĂƚ ƌĞƐƵůƚƐ 
from social life taking place across borders can lead to first generation migrants describing feelings of transiency; ͞I 
say maybe transiency, I feel in betwĞĞŶ͘ Iƚ͛Ɛ ŚĂůĨ ǁĂǇ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ͟ KĞŶǇĂŶ͕ ŵŽƚŚĞƌ]. These feelings are sometimes 

related to acknowledgements that identities are similarly complicated and non-unitary through relations with 

countries of origin; ͞ŵǇ ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ ŝƐ ŚĂůĨ ǁĂǇ͟ [Zimbabwean, father]. ThĞ ǀĞƌǇ ŶĂƚƵƌĞ ŽĨ ďĞŝŶŐ ͚Ă ƚƌĂŶƐŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů͛, for 

both first and second generation migrants, increases the likelihood of experiencing multiple identities Žƌ ͚ƚƌĂŶƐůŽĐĂů 

                                                           
8
 A ƌĞůĂƚĞĚ ĂƌĞĂ ŽĨ ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ͕ ďĞǇŽŶĚ ƚŚĞ ƌĞŵŝƚ ŽĨ ƚŚŝƐ ƉĂƉĞƌ͕ ŝƐ ƚŚĞ ͚emotional ůĂďŽƵƌ͛ and material demands of maintaining 

transnational ties across space to family/kin ŵĞŵďĞƌƐ ͚ďĂĐŬ ŚŽŵĞ͛ (see for example, Conradson & McKay, 2007; Ryan, 2008, 

Evans, 2009). 
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subjectivities͛ (Conradson and McKay, 2007) as a consequence of living in fluid social spaces and distanciated places 

(Levitt and Glick Schiller, 2004; Pries, 2005). Some of the first generation migrants in this study thus perceived their 

identities in a tiered or layered manner: 

 

 Kenyan, then African. Then British if you want. In that order. [Kenyan, mother] 

 

‘͗ BĞŝŶŐ “ŽŵĂůŝ͕ ƚŚĂƚΖƐ ǁŚŽ ǇŽƵ ĂƌĞ͕ ƚŚĂƚ͛Ɛ ƌĞĂůůǇ ǁŚĂƚ ǇŽƵ ĂƌĞ - Somali.  Well then certainly in some way I 

ŚĂǀĞ ŐƌŽǁŶ ŝŶ ƐŽŵĞǁŚĞƌĞ ŝƐ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ͘  “ŽŵĂůŝ ŝƐ͕ ƚŚĂƚ͛Ɛ ǁŚĞƌĞ ǇŽƵ ĐŽŵĞ ĨƌŽŵ. [...] Being British and living 

ŚĞƌĞ ŝƚ͛Ɛ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ ƚŚŝŶŐ͘  WĞůů ŝĨ ǇŽƵ ƐĞĞ͕ ŵǇ ůŝĨĞ͕ I think it belongs to more England than Somalia. I think that 

ƚŚĂƚ͛Ɛ ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ ƚŽ ŵĞ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ŵǇ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ĂƌĞ EŶŐůŝƐŚ͘ 
I͗ YĞĂŚ͕ ƐŽ ŝƚ͛Ɛ ůĂǇĞƌƐ ŽĨ ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ͍ 

R: Yes it is. [Somali, father]  

 

The two previous respondents both felt their country of origin is core to how they perceive their identity, but they 

also felt this to be layered alongside a sense of a British or English identity. Such a hybridized sense of identity for 

this Kenyan woman was more assertively tied to a notion that her tribal identity is her primary association and one 

that she feels very strongly: 

 

I ĨĞĞů I͛ŵ Ă MĂƐĂŝ͘ YĞƐ I͛ŵ BƌŝƚŝƐŚ ŶŽǁ ďƵƚ I ĐĂůů ŵǇƐĞůĨ MĂƐĂŝͬBƌŝƚŝƐŚ͘ Iƚ ǁŝůů ĂůǁĂǇƐ ďĞ ƚŚĂƚ͘ A MĂƐĂŝ/British.  I 

ĐĂŶ͛ƚ ƐĂǇ BƌŝƚŝƐŚͬMĂƐĂŝ͘ NŽ MĂƐĂŝͬBƌŝƚŝƐŚ͘ Iƚ ǁŝůů ĂůǁĂǇƐ ƐƚĂǇ ƚŚĂƚ͘ I Ăŵ ƐƚƌŽŶŐůǇ ŝŶ ƚŚŽƐĞ ůŝŶĞƐ͘ ͘͘͘ I ǁĂƐ 
ďƌŽƵŐŚƚ ƵƉ MĂƐĂŝ ƌĂĐĞ͘ “ŽŵĞ ĞůĞŵĞŶƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ MĂƐĂŝ I ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ůŝŬĞ ďƵƚ ŵĂũŽƌŝƚǇ I ĚŽ ůŝŬĞ͘  WĞ͛ǀĞ ĂůǁĂǇƐ ƐƚƌŽŶŐůǇ 
maintained our culture. Nature and the relationship between the animals and the community. I feel that is 

ŵĞ͘ “Ž ƚŚĂƚ ŝƐ ŵǇ ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ ƌĞĂůůǇ͘ EǀĞŶ ƚŚŽƵŐŚ I Ăŵ ŶĂƚƵƌĂůŝƐĞĚ ĂŶĚ ďĞĐŽŵĞ BƌŝƚŝƐŚ ŝƚ ĚŽĞƐŶ͛ƚ ƚĂŬĞ ĂǁĂǇ ŵǇ 
heart as a Masai. [Kenyan, mother]  

 

A member of the Zimbabwean female focus group suggested that tribal identities may remain or even become more 

salient for particularly first, and not second, generation migrants in host countries as they make efforts to preserve 

ƚŚĞŝƌ ĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ ŽĨ ŽƌŝŐŝŶ ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚŝĞƐ͖ ͞I think you want to hold on to all of your identity once you move away from it. I 

think that is one of the ƌĞĂƐŽŶƐ͟ ZŝŵďĂďǁĞĂŶ͕ ŵŽƚŚĞƌ. Sentiments of a core or deep primary identity, be it ethnic, 

racial, national or supra-national, were mentioned by several first generation migrants in this study and were 

accordingly related to senses of belonging: 

 

MǇ ƌĂĐĞ ǇŽƵ ĐĂŶ ƐĂǇ I͛ŵ ĨƌŽŵ AĨƌŝĐĂ͘ I Ăŵ Ɛƚŝůů AĨƌŝĐĂŶ ĂůƚŚŽƵŐŚ I͛ǀĞ ŐŽƚ Ă BƌŝƚŝƐŚ ƉĂƐƐƉŽƌƚ͘ Sudanese, father] 

 

Zimbabwean, that will never change.  I mean I can get my citŝǌĞŶƐŚŝƉ ďƵƚ ƚŚĞ ƚƌƵƚŚ ƌĞŵĂŝŶƐ͘ ͘͘͘ I͛ŵ 
Zimbabwean. [Zimbabwean, father] 

 

These quotes show that long-distance nationalisms of various sorts mark public diasporic associational life in 

important ways for first generation participants in this study; for the second generation these identifications are 

present but often less intensively experienced (see next section). LŝŬĞ ƚŚĞ )ŝŵďĂďǁĞĂŶƐ ŝŶ MĐGƌĞŐŽƌ͛Ɛ (2008) study, 

first generation participants in this research identify themselves variously in ethnic, national and pan-African terms. 

A ƐĞŶƐĞ ŽĨ ďĞůŽŶŐŝŶŐ ƚŽ ĂŶ ͚AĨƌŝĐĂŶ ĚŝĂƐƉŽƌĂ͛ ;Akyeampong, 2000; Koser, 2003), however, was invoked less 

frequently than ethnic or national group identities. The exception to this was when parents marshalled a sense of 

͚AĨƌŝcan-ŶĞƐƐ͛ ƚŽ ĨĂǀŽƵƌĂďůǇ ĐŽŵƉĂƌĞ ͚AĨƌŝĐĂŶ ǀĂůƵĞƐ͛ ŽĨ ƌĞƐƉĞĐƚ ĨŽƌ ƉĂƌĞŶƚƐͬĂƵƚŚŽƌŝƚǇ ĨŝŐƵƌĞƐ ƚŽ negative lax 

discipline that was seen to pervade British schools.  

 

Many of the first generation participants in this study spoke emotively ;ŽĨƚĞŶ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞƐ ŽĨ ͚ůŽǀĞ͛Ϳ of the 

importance of their national and occasionally supra-national identities, in similar ways to the above, yet also 

discussed the need to feel some form of identification with Britain in order to feel like they belonged to their local 

spaces. The daughter of a Kenyan first generation migrant explained how her mother had changed since she had 

ďĞĞŶ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ UK ŝŶ ŽƌĚĞƌ ƚŽ ͚Ĩŝƚ ŝŶ͕͛ ĂŶĚ ƚŚŝƐ ƌĞƐƉŽŶĚĞŶƚ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ŵĂŬŝŶŐ ĐĞƌƚĂŝŶ ĞĨĨŽƌƚƐ ǁŝƚŚ ǁŽƌŬ ĐŽůůĞĂŐƵĞƐ ŝŶ ŽƌĚĞƌ 
to mix with people and try to integrate and be recognised by a wider community of practice

9
: 

                                                           
9
 McGregor (2008) also notes that having children in the UK can deepen senses of embeddedness in Britain due to enhanced 

practical encounters with structures of British society that result from bringing up children.  



8 

 

 

TŚĞǇ ĂƌĞ ũƵƐƚ ǁŽƌŬ ĐŽůůĞĂŐƵĞƐ͘ EǀĞŶ ǁŚĞŶ I ũŽŝŶ ƚŚĞŵ ŝƚ͛Ɛ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ǇŽƵ ǁĂŶƚ ƐŽŵĞ ŬŝŶĚ ŽĨ ŝĚĞŶƚŝĨŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ͕ ŶŽƚ 
that I really enjoy going out with them. So it will be something like somebody is going to a new job or retiring, 

Žƌ ŚĞŶ ŶŝŐŚƚƐ͘ YŽƵ ŬŝŶĚ ŽĨ ũŽŝŶ ƚŚĞŵ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ǇŽƵ ǁĂŶƚ ƐŽŵĞ ŬŝŶĚ ŽĨ ŝĚĞŶƚŝĨŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ͘ YŽƵ ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ǁĂŶƚ ƚŽ ůŽŽŬ ůŝŬĞ 
you disapprove of everything. [Kenyan, mother]   

 

Another respondent in the Kenyan focus group stated that; ͞I͛Ě ůŝŬĞ ƚŽ ƚŚŝŶŬ ƚŚĂƚ I͛ŵ Ă KĞŶǇĂŶ ďǇ ďůŽŽĚ ďƵƚ I ůŝǀĞ ŝŶ 
EŶŐůĂŶĚ ĂŶĚ ůŝǀĞ ƚŚĂƚ BƌŝƚŝƐŚ ůŝĨĞ ͘͘͘ I͛ǀĞ ĂůƌĞĂĚǇ ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚĞĚ ŝŶ ŵǇ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ ĂŶĚ ďĞĐŽŵĞ ĂĐƚŝǀĞ͟ KĞŶǇĂŶ͕ ŵŽƚŚĞƌ], 

thereby suggesting that she feels her sense of belonging to KeŶǇĂ ĞŵŽƚŝǀĞůǇ ;͚ďǇ ďůŽŽĚ͛Ϳ ǇĞƚ ǀŝĞǁƐ ŚĞƌ ĂďŝůŝƚǇ ƚŽ ĨĞĞů 
simultaneous belonging to Britain as socially enabling for her everyday life. The sentiments of one particular Kenyan 

woman shed a different light on this issue of multiple identities in that particular elements of identity may be 

enacted and/or performed to differing degrees in various spatio-temporal contexts. Through the quote below, we 

can see how this particular Kenyan woman is appearing to subsume the African part of her identity:  

 

I͛ŵ AĨƌŝĐĂŶ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ŽƵƚƐŝĚĞ͘ OŶ ƚŚĞ ŽƵƚƐŝĚĞ͕ ďƵƚ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ŝŶƐŝĚĞ I͛ŵ ǁŚŝƚĞ͘ MŽƐƚ AĨƌŝĐĂŶƐ - all they eat in their 

houses is African food. All the places they will go to are the places where there are other Africans. Anything 

ƚŚĞǇ ĚŽ ŝƚ ŚĂƐ ƚŽ ďĞ AĨƌŝĐĂŶ͘ I͛ŵ ƚŚĞ ŽƉƉŽƐŝƚĞ.  When I came in 2002 I was the only black person in [place 

name]͘ EǀĞƌǇďŽĚǇ ǁĂƐ ĂƐŬŝŶŐ ŵĞ͕ ĂƌĞŶ͛ƚ ǇŽƵ ĨŝŶĚŝŶŐ ƚŚĂƚ ŽĚĚ͘ I͛ŵ ƚĞůůŝŶŐ ƚŚĞŵ͕ ŶŽ I͛ŵ ĂĐƚƵĂůůǇ ŝŶ ŵǇ 
ĞůĞŵĞŶƚ͘ I ůŽǀĞ ŝƚ͘  I ůŽǀĞ ŝƚ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ƚŽ ŵĞ ƚŚĂƚ ŝƐ ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌůĚ͘  Iƚ͛Ɛ ƚŚĞ ǁĂǇ ŽĨ ůŝĨĞ ƚŚĂƚ I ǁĂŶƚ͘ I ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ƐĞĞ ǁŚǇ I 
ƐŚŽƵůĚ ƉƵƚ ŵǇƐĞůĨ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ďŽǆ͘  YĞƐ I͛ŵ AĨƌŝĐĂŶ͕ I ŬŶŽǁ I͛ŵ AĨƌŝĐĂŶ͘ I ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ŶĞĞĚ ƚŽ ƉƌŽǀĞ ŝƚ ƚŽ ŶŽďŽĚǇ͘  ͘͘͘ 
Africans want to go to where there are only Africans. I will avoid all the Africans like the plague. [Kenyan, 

mother] 

 

The above respondent talks of her identity in ways that reveal notions of ͚disŝĚĞŶƚŝĨŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ĨƌŽŵ ŚĞƌ ďůĂĐŬ AĨƌŝĐĂŶ 
identity. Although this is similar to VĂůĞŶƚŝŶĞ ĂŶĚ “ƉŽƌƚŽŶ͛Ɛ ;ϮϬϬϵ͗ϳϯϵͿ ĨŝŶĚŝŶŐ ƚŚĂƚ ŵĂŶǇ ǇŽƵŶŐ “ŽŵĂůŝs in the UK 

ĚŝƐĂǀŽǁ ƚŚĞ ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ ͚ďůĂĐŬ͛ as ͞just skin colour ʹ an external veneer ʹ rather than an emotional (inside) 

ĂƚƚĂĐŚŵĞŶƚ͖͟ ǁĞ ĚĞĞƉĞŶ ƐƵĐŚ ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ĞǆƉůŽƌŝŶŐ why such disidentification appears to be occurring. Context 

ĂŶĚ ŵŝŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ ƉĂƚŚǁĂǇ ŝƐ Ăůů ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ͕ ĂŶĚ ŝŶ ƚŚŝƐ ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ ƌĞƐƉŽŶĚĞŶƚ͛Ɛ ĐĂƐĞ͕ ŝƚ ƐĞĞŵƐ ƚŚĂƚ ŚĞƌ ĚƌĂǁŶ-out refugee 

acceptance has left her more attuned to neo-assimilationist British policies that project a particular set of national 

ǀĂůƵĞƐ ĂŶĚ ĂƐƐŽĐŝĂƚĞĚ ͚ĂĐĐĞƉƚĂďůĞ͛ ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚŝĞƐ ;ƐĞĞ KŽĨŵĂŶ͕ ϮϬϬϱͿ͘ AƐ ƐƵĐŚ͕ she appears to be absorbing the implicit 

ŵĞƐƐĂŐĞ ƚŚĂƚ ǁŚŝƚĞŶĞƐƐ͕ ĂŶĚ ŶŽƚ ďůĂĐŬŶĞƐƐ͕ ƐŚŽƵůĚ ďĞ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ĐŽƌĞ ŽĨ ͚BƌŝƚŝƐŚŶĞƐƐ͛͘ Observing the above narrative 

ƐŚŽƵůĚ ŶŽƚ ŽĨ ĐŽƵƌƐĞ ďĞ ƚĂŬĞŶ ƚŽ ŝŵƉůǇ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚŝƐ ƌĞƐƉŽŶĚĞŶƚ͛Ɛ ͚AĨƌŝĐĂŶŝƐŵ͛ ŝƐ ƉĞƌƐŝƐƚĞŶƚůǇ ĚŝƐĂǀŽǁĞĚ ʹ indeed 

VĂůĞŶƚŝŶĞ ĂŶĚ “ƉŽƌƚŽŶ ;ϮϬϬϵ͗ϳϯϲͿ ƌĞŵŝŶĚ ƵƐ ƚŚĂƚ͕ ͞ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ ƐƵďũĞĐƚ ƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶƐ ŵĂǇ ďĞĐŽŵĞ ƐĂůŝĞŶƚ Žƌ ŝƌƌĞůĞǀĂŶƚ ŝn 

ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ ƐƉĂĐĞƐ͘͟ IŶ ƚŚŝƐ ǁĂǇ͕ ĂŶĚ ĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚŝŶŐ ǀĞƌǇ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ ŽƵƚĐŽŵĞƐ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĂďŽǀĞ ƌĞƐƉŽŶĚĞŶƚ due to less 

traumatic migration pathways (and relative socio-economic advantage in the case of the second respondent that 

allows regular trips back to Kenya), these first generation migrants below describe de-emphasising the British 

element of their identities to the powerful emotional attachment ƚŽ͕ ĂŶĚ ͚ůŽǀĞ͛ ĨŽƌ͕ their country of origin: 

 

I am Sudanese. [...] Singing in your own dialogue. YŽƵ ĐĂŶ͛ƚ ƉƌĞƚĞŶĚ ǇŽƵ ĂƌĞ BƌŝƚŝƐŚ͘ Sudanese, mother]  

 

I ƌĞĂůůǇ ĚŽŶΖƚ ƐĞĞ ŵǇƐĞůĨ ĂƐ ďĞŝŶŐ BƌŝƚŝƐŚ Ăƚ Ăůů ĂŶĚ I ŚĂǀĞ ůŝǀĞĚ ŝŶ BƌŝƚĂŝŶ ĨŽƌ ϲ ǇĞĂƌƐ ďƵƚ I ƌĞĂůůǇ ƐƚƌŽŶŐůǇ ĚŽŶ͛ƚ 
ƐĞĞ ŵǇƐĞůĨ ĂƐ BƌŝƚŝƐŚ͘ I ŵĞĂŶ ǇŽƵ ĐĂŶ ůŝǀĞ ŚĞƌĞ ĂŶĚ ƐƚƵĨĨ ďƵƚ ǇŽƵ ĐĂŶ ŶĞǀĞƌ ƌĞĂůůǇ ďĞ ĨŝƚƚŝŶŐ ŝŶ͕ ĂŶĚ ǇŽƵ͛ůů 
always be reminded that. I doŶ͛ƚ ŬŶŽǁ͕ ŵĂǇďĞ ŝƚ͛Ɛ ũƵƐƚ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ I͛ŵ ĨŝĞƌĐĞůǇ ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂůŝƐƚŝĐ͘ Aůů ŵǇ ĨƌŝĞŶĚƐ ƚŚĞǇ 
ƐƉĞĂŬ “ǁĂŚŝůŝ Ϯϰ ŚŽƵƌƐ Ă ĚĂǇ͕ I͛ŵ ůŝƐƚĞŶŝŶŐ ƚŽ KĞŶǇĂŶ ŵƵƐŝĐ Ϯϰ ŚŽƵƌƐ Ă ĚĂǇ͕ ĞǀĞƌǇƚŚŝŶŐ I ĚŽ ŝŶ ŵǇ ůŝĨĞ ŝƐ 
ƐŽŵĞŚŽǁ ƌĞůĂƚĞĚ ƚŽ KĞŶǇĂ ŝŶ ŽŶĞ ǁĂǇ Žƌ ƚŚĞ ŽƚŚĞƌ͘ I͛ŵ ĂůǁĂǇƐ ƚŚŝŶŬŝŶg of going back to Kenya, I always have 

ĚĂǇĚƌĞĂŵƐ ŽĨ ǁŚĂƚ I͛ŵ ŐŽŶŶĂ ĚŽ ǁŚĞŶ I ŐŽ ďĂĐŬ ƚŽ KĞŶǇĂ ƐŽ I͛ŵ ŚƵŶŐ ƵƉ ŽŶ KĞŶǇĂ͘ I͛ŵ ŝŶ ůŽǀĞ ǁŝƚŚ KĞŶǇĂ 
ĂŶĚ I ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ƐĞĞ ƚŚĂƚ ĐŚĂŶŐŝŶŐ ƐŽ ǁŚĞŶ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ĂƐŬ ŵĞ ǁŚĞƌĞ I͛ŵ ĨƌŽŵ I͛ůů ŐůĂĚůǇ ƐĂǇ KĞŶǇĂ͘ WŚŝůĞ I͛ŵ ŚĞƌĞ 
even if I͛ǀĞ ŐŽƚ Ă BƌŝƚŝƐŚ ƉĂƐƐƉŽƌƚ ĂŶĚ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ĂƐŬ ŵĞ ǁŚĂƚ I Ăŵ I͛Ě ƐĂǇ I͛ŵ Ɛƚŝůů Ă KĞŶǇĂŶ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ƚŚĂƚ͛Ɛ ǁŚŽ I 
Ăŵ͕ I Ăŵ Ă ƉƌŽĚƵĐƚ ŽĨ ǁŚĞƌĞ I͛ŵ ĨƌŽŵ͕ I͛ŵ KĞŶǇĂŶ͘ Kenyan, father]  

 

Such passionate and emotionally inflected narratives that promote country of origin identities may be partly in 

opposition to the increasingly assimilationist overtones of British integration and citizenship policies (Blunkett, 2003; 

Home Office, 2002, 2008). Ehrkamp (2006) finds in Germany that Turkish migrants feel ͚ĐǇŶŝĐĂů ĂŶĚ ƌĞƐŝƐƚĂŶƚ͛ 
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towards expectations of assimilation and it seems that first generation migrants in this study who feel relatively 

secure in their immigration statuses, such as the above respondents, reject the expectation of a unitary host country 

identity. Far more than second generation Africans in this research, the below first generation respondents feel that 

ƚŚĞŝƌ ͚ƚƌƵĞ͛ ŚŽŵe is their country of origin and they are more likely to invoke national (and sometimes pan-African) 

identities as they dream of returning to their native lands at some point in the future (see also Basu, 2005; 

McGregor, 2008): 

  

Iƚ ŝƐ ƌĞĂůůǇ ŚŽŵĞ ŚĞƌĞ UK͍  PƌŽďĂďůǇ ŝƚ ǁŝůů ŶĞǀĞƌ ďĞ͘ I ǁŝůů ƐĂǇ AĨƌŝĐĂ Žƌ “ŽŵĂůŝůĂŶĚ͕ ǇĞƐ͕ ĂƐ ŚŽŵĞ͘ TŚĂƚ͛Ɛ ǁŚǇ 
I ƐĂǇ ďĞĨŽƌĞ ĞĂƐƚ ĂŶĚ ǁĞƐƚ͕ ŚŽŵĞ͛Ɛ ƚŚĞ ďĞƐƚ͘ YĞƐ͕ ǁŚĞƌĞǀĞƌ ǇŽƵ ŐŽ ǇŽƵ ĨĞĞů ŝƚ͛Ɛ ƚĞŵƉŽƌĂƌǇ͕ ŝƚ͛Ɛ ƚĞŵƉŽƌĂƌǇ͘  
[Somali, father]  

 

Kenya is my home, I tell people I will go back. I know it will be quite difficult especially when the kids are here. 

Because the family is settled. But I would like to go back. Go back where my parents are there, to be near 

them. I miss my mum. [Kenyan, mother]  

 

Aside from this dreamt of desire to permanently return at some point in the future, Fortier (2000) frames the 

importance of homeland visits for diasporic groups in terms of them being performative acts of belonging. Such 

valued opportunities for co-presence with family/kin (Baldassar, 2008) alongside identity reinforcing outcomes of 

country of origin visits were discussed among the respondents of this study, but also mentioned were the 

confounding heightened emotional encounters that both first and second generation migrants experience upon 

travelling back to their homelands. The intense emotional confusion and dislocation of the second generation will be 

explored shortly, but the first generation focus here on feelings of sadness ĂŶĚ ďĞŝŶŐ ͚ŽƵƚ ŽĨ ƉůĂĐĞ͛ ;CƌĞƐƐǁĞůů͕ ϭϵϵϲͿ͗ 
 

WŚĞŶ I ƚŚŝŶŬ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƚǁŽ ůŝǀĞƐ͕ ǁŚĞŶ I ŐŽ ŚŽŵĞ ƚŽ AĨƌŝĐĂ I ĨĞĞů ǀĞƌǇ ƐĂĚ͕ I ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ĨĞĞů ĂƐ ĐŽŵĨŽƌƚĂďůĞ ĂƐ Ăƚ ŚŽŵĞ UK 
ŚŽŵĞ͕ I ĨĞĞů ǀĞƌǇ ƐĂĚ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ Ăůů ŵǇ ĨƌŝĞŶĚƐ ŚĂǀĞ ĞŝƚŚĞƌ ĚŝĞĚ͕ Žƌ ŐƌŽǁŶ ŽůĚ͕ Žƌ ŵŽǀĞĚ ĂǁĂǇ͘ I ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ƐĞĞ Ăůů ŵǇ 
friends where I used to play͘ I ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ƐĞĞ ƚŚĞŵ ĂŶǇŵŽƌĞ͘ EŝƚŚĞƌ ƚŚĞǇ ĚŝĞ Žƌ ŵŽǀĞ͕ ǁŚĂƚĞǀĞƌ Žƌ ŐƌŽǁŶ ŽůĚ ĂƐ ǁĞůů͘ 
EǀĞƌǇ ƚŝŵĞ I ŐŽ ƚŚĞǇ ƐĂǇ ƐŽ ĂŶĚ ƐŽ͕ Žƌ ƐŽ ĂŶĚ ƐŽ͛Ɛ ĚĂƵŐŚƚĞƌ - ďƵƚ I ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ƌĞĐŽŐŶŝƐĞ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ĂŶǇ ŵŽƌĞ͘ I ĨĞĞů ǀĞƌǇ ƐĂĚ͘ 
What do you think about, are you going home?  I say, yĞƐ I͛ŵ ŐŽŝŶŐ ŚŽŵĞ͘ BƵƚ ǇŽƵ ĂƌĞ ŚŽŵĞ͘ NŽ I ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ĨĞĞů ƚŚĂƚ 
now. [Somali, mother]  

 

TŚĂƚ͛Ɛ ǁŚĂƚ ŚĂƉƉĞŶĞĚ ƚŽ ŵǇ ŵƵŵ͕ ůĂƐƚ ƐƵŵŵĞƌ ƐŚĞ ǁĞŶƚ ďĂĐŬ ƚŽ “ŽŵĂůŝĂ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ŚĞƌ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ƚŚĞǇ ŐŽƚ 
ŵĂƌƌŝĞĚ ĂŶĚ ƐŚĞ ƐĂŝĚ͕ I͛ŵ ŐŽŝŶŐ ďĂĐŬ ƚŚĞƌĞ ƚŽ ŚĂǀĞ ŵǇ ůŝĨĞ͘ AĨƚĞƌ ŶŝŶĞ ŵŽŶƚŚƐ ƐŚĞ ĐĂŵĞ ďĂĐŬ͘ “ŚĞ ĚŝĚŶ͛ƚ ŚĂǀĞ 
any friends she used to have, she found it difficult to stay and she came back here. [Somali, daughter] 

 

As illustrated in the above quotes, some of these feelings of non-belonging in countries of origin are related to the 

time that has elapsed since respondents permanently resided in their homelands. This is linked to a growing 

ƵŶĨĂŵŝůŝĂƌŝƚǇ ǁŝƚŚ ͚ƚŚĞ ƐǇƐƚĞŵ͛ ĂŶĚ Ă ƌĞůƵĐƚĂŶƚ ĂĐŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞŵĞŶƚ ƚŚĂƚ Ăƚ ůĞĂƐƚ ƚŚĞǇ ĂƌĞ ŶŽǁ ĨĂŵŝůŝĂƌ ǁŝƚŚ BƌŝƚŝƐŚ 
systems and ways of life: 

 

Because here [UK] I know my way. I can do all the things and whatever. But in Sudan I need to ask people 

ĞǀĞƌǇƚŚŝŶŐ͕ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ I ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ŬŶŽǁ ƚŚĞ ƐǇƐƚĞŵ ƚŚĞƌĞ ŶŽǁ͘ I ŚĂǀĞ ůŝǀĞĚ ŚĞƌĞ ĨŽƌ Ă ůŽŶŐ ƚŝŵĞ͘ Sudanese, mother]  

 

It is important to mention, however, that several first generation migrants in this study expressed feelings of non-

belonging and exclusion not only to countries of origin, but also to Britain. As “ǀĂƓĞŬ ;ϮϬϬϴͿ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ͖ ĨĞĞůŝŶŐƐ ŽĨ ŶŽŶ-

belonging are not of course restricted to migrants, yet there is often something in the journeying of transnational 

migrants that leaves them more likely to experience feelings of homelessness/loss and hence non-belongings from 

local contexts. Such non-belonging may be linked to not being allowed to belong due to persistent messages of 

exclusion, or not desiring to subscribe to a discourse of British belonging that is perceived not to resonate with 

subjective belongings, or a combination of both. It must be noted that feelings of belonging may not be dictated 

entirely by the individual claiming to belong; but also influenced by that claim of belonging being recognised or 

ůĞŐŝƚŝŵĂƚĞĚ ďǇ Ă ǁŝĚĞƌ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ͖ ĂƐ AŶƚŚŝĂƐ ;ϮϬϬϲ͗ϭϵͿ ƐĂǇƐ͕ ͞TŽ ďĞůŽŶŐ ŝƐ ƚŽ ďĞ accepted as part of a coŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ͟ 
(our emphasis). These respondents elaborate:  

 

‘͗ WĞ ĚŽ ĨĞĞů ĨĂŝƌůǇ ĨŽƌĞŝŐŶ͘ WĞ ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ĨĞĞů ůŝŬĞ ǁĞ ďĞůŽŶŐ͘   
I: Are you made to feel foreign by people here? 
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‘͗ I ƚŚŝŶŬ ŝƚ͛Ɛ ŵŽƌĞ ƵƐ ƚŚĂŶ ƚŚĞŵ͘ YŽƵ ĨĞĞů ǇŽƵ ĂƌĞ ĨŽƌĞŝŐŶ͘ NŽŶ-verbal or verbal. You just kind of feel it. 

[Kenyan, father]  

 

AƐ ŵƵĐŚ ĂƐ I ǁŽƵůĚ ůŝŬĞ ƚŽ ƐĞĞ ŵǇƐĞůĨ ĂƐ Ă BƌŝƚŝƐŚ ƉĞƌƐŽŶ͕ ƚŚĞ ǁŝĚĞƌ ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ ĚŽĞƐŶ͛ƚ ƐĞĞ ŵĞ ĂƐ ƚŚĂƚ ĂƐ ǁĞůů͘ 
YĞĂŚ͕ ďƵƚ ǁŚĞŶ ƚŚĞǇ ƐĞĞ ŵĞ ǁĂůŬŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ƐƚƌĞĞƚ͕ ǇŽƵ ŬŶŽǁ ƚŚĞǇ ƐĂǇ ͚ŽŚ͕ ƚŚĞƌĞΖƐ ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ ĨŽƌĞŝŐŶĞƌ͕͛ ͚Ă ƌĞĨƵŐĞĞ͕͛ 
ƚŚĂƚΖƐ ŚŽǁ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ ůĂďĞůƐ ǇŽƵ͕ ƚŚĂƚΖƐ ƚŚĞ ŝŵƉƌĞƐƐŝŽŶ͕ ͚ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ “ŽŵĂůŝ͕ ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ ƌĞĨƵŐĞĞ͛͘ Somali, 

mother]  

 

And even like the identity so this one is like my second home so I consider it as such but you know like I can 

ƐĂǇ I͛ŵ Sudanese-BƌŝƚŝƐŚ ďƵƚ ǇŽƵ ǁŝůů ŶŽƚ ƐĂǇ I͛ŵ BƌŝƚŝƐŚ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ƌĞĂůůǇ I Ăŵ ŶŽƚ BƌŝƚŝƐŚ͘ Sudanese, mother]  

 

It is important to emphasise the salience of citizenship and immigration statuses for the shaping of 

inclusion/exclusion experiences and related emotional attachments to place. Britain has constructed a vast edifice of 

civic stratification (Kofman 2002, Morris 2002) which streams migrants into specific categories and awards 

differential rights and contingent access to citizenship. A particularly vulnerable group are asylum seekers and 

refugees (Dwyer, 2005; Brown, 2008) and participants in this study who came to Britain under this migration 

pathway tended to feel more social exclusion than first generation migrants who came as economic migrants or 

family joiners. Yet it would be misleading to suggest that such experiences within landscapes of immigration 

restrictionism were only manifest in the lives of first generation asylum seekers and refugees; sadly exclusion was 

encountered in some guise by most first generation participants in this study and various feelings of non-belonging 

emerged. In comparison, the second generations in this study tended to experience more specific racial and/or 

religious discrimination. The arenas in which prejudice was encountered by first generation migrants crossed 

employment spheres, educational places and everyday neighbourhood spaces
10͘ TŚĞ ƉĞƌĐĞŝǀĞĚ ͚ƌĞĂƐŽŶƐ͛ ĨŽƌ 

discrimination covered structural inequalities as a consequence of citizenship and immigration statuses, skin colour, 

ƌĞůŝŐŝŽƵƐ ĂƐƐŽĐŝĂƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ŵŽƌĞ ŐĞŶĞƌĂů ĨĞĞůŝŶŐƐ ŽĨ ďĞŝŶŐ ŝĚĞŶƚŝĨŝĞĚ ĂƐ ƚŚĞ ͚ŽƚŚĞƌ͛ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ĂƐƐŽĐŝĂƚĞĚ ƉƌĞƐƵŵƉƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ 
non-belonging. Particular feelings of exclusion were reported by Muslim participants in this research to be a result of 

Islamophobia and the damaging effects of religious intolerance since the 9/11 attacks in the U.S. and the 7/7 London 

bombings.  

 

In summary, this section has shown that first generation Africans in northern England feel a variety of emotions 

through their experiences of plurilocal homes and simultaneity of attachments to different places. Many feel very 

strong emotional attachments to their homelands which are expressed in discourses of love; influenced by nostalgic 

memories of living in homelands, dreamt of and actual return to places of birth, and the circulation of material and 

emotional ties with family/kin in countries of origin through transnational networks. Alongside this, participants 

express pragmatic and less emotionally-infused belongings to the local places in which they now reside; sometimes 

deepened through length of time resident in Britain and often combined with enhanced embededness through the 

raising of children in local spaces. However this only represents a partial picture as first generation African migrants 

also reveal a range of more negative emotions such as distress and sadness that emanate from feelings of non-

belonging in local contexts due to the habitual encountering of prejudice and discrimination. The following section 

ŵŽǀĞƐ ŽŶ ƚŽ ĞǆƉůŽƌĞ ƚŚĞ ƐĞĐŽŶĚ ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ͛Ɛ ĂƚƚĂĐŚŵĞŶƚƐ ƚŽ ƉůĂĐĞƐ ŝŶ ŽƌĚĞƌ ƚŽ further identify differences and 

similarities from the parental generation. 

 

The persistent transnationality of second generation Africans 

 

The above section of the paper has revealed that a transnational optic is illuminating when exploring the ways in 

which first generation migrants negotiate, and emplace themselves within, the different spatio-temporal contexts 

from which their belongings emerge. This portion of the paper demonstrates that a transnational optic is also a 

valuable lens through which to explore the emotional belongings of second generations; groups who are less readily 

thought to be shaped by transnationality due to the presumption of stronger emotional attachments and 

territorialised articulations of belonging to local place-based contexts. An arguable trope of much literature exploring 

second generation lives (e.g. Alba & Nee, 2003; Kasinitz et al, 2004; Kasinitz et al, 2008) is that these groups engage 

with their ancestral homes to a much lesser degree than their parents, that they feel more rooted to their country of 

                                                           
10

 “ǀĞŝŶƐƐŽŶ͛Ɛ ;ϮϬϭϬͿ UK ƐƚƵĚǇ ŝŶǀŽůǀing 11 small-scale community studies found that most migrants experienced widespread 

prejudice and discrimination through deskilling, exploitation and unequal treatment in the labour market. 



11 

 

ƌĞƐŝĚĞŶĐĞ ƌĂƚŚĞƌ ƚŚĂŶ ƚŚĞŝƌ ƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ͛ ĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ͕ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞǇ ĂƌĞ ƐƵďƐĞƋƵĞŶƚůǇ ĂďůĞ ƚŽ ĐůĂŝŵ ƐƚƌŽŶŐĞƌ ŚŽƐƚ ĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ 
identities with associated feelings of belonging to the nation. Such a narrative is borne out by some of the second 

genĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůƐ ŝŶ ŽƵƌ ƐƚƵĚǇ ĂŶĚ ƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ͛ ĚĞƐĐƌŝƉƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ͗ 
 

We love it here so much because we are used to it. We have been here more than we have been back there 

[ancestral country]. We are not attached to it. But if we leave here we are going to be so attached to it 

because our life has been here, we have so many memories. So many good memories. If we leave and go 

ƐŽŵĞ ƉůĂĐĞ ĞůƐĞ ǁĞ͛ůů ďĞ ůŝŬĞ͕ ŶŽ͘ WĞ ĂƌĞ EŶŐůŝƐŚ͕ YŽƌŬƐŚŝƌĞ͘ Somali, daughter]  

 

I feel home is [British city name], ƚŚĂƚ͛Ɛ ǁŚĞƌĞ I ĨĞĞů ŚŽŵĞ ŝƐ͘ Somali, daughter]  

 

I ƌĞŵĞŵďĞƌ CŚŝĐŽ ŚĂĚ Ă ƉƌŽũĞĐƚ Ăƚ ƐĐŚŽŽů ĂŶĚ ŚĞ ĐĂŵĞ ŚŽŵĞ ĂŶĚ ŚĞ ƐĂŝĚ ͚ŽŚ ŵƵŵ I͛ŵ ƐŽƌƌǇ I ŚĂĚ ƚŽ ƵƐĞ ĂŶ 
ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ ĨƌŽŵ ǇŽƵƌ ĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ͛͘  WŚĂƚ͍  TŚĂƚ͛Ɛ ƌĞĂůůǇ ŐŽŽĚ͘ AŶĚ͕ I͛ŵ ůŝŬĞ͕ ƐŽ ǁŚǇ ĂƌĞ ǇŽƵ ƐŽƌƌǇ͍ HĞ ƐĂŝĚ ͚oh 

ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ŝƚ͛Ɛ͕ ŝƚ͛Ɛ ŶŽƚ ƌĞĂůůǇ ŵǇ ĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ͛͘ Sudanese, mother]   

 

However, a far more dominant discourse in the narratives of the second generation in this study was not the 

ŝŶǀŽĐĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ͚ŚŽƐƚ ĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ ĂƐ ŚŽŵĞ͛, as focused upon in the literature above, but rather a more nuanced 

articulation of multiple identities and straddling belongings; as also evidenced among the first generation. Such 

sentiments emerged in recognition of the social realities for many second generation individuals being shaped by 

tranƐŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů ƐŽĐŝĂů ĨŝĞůĚƐ ƚŚĂƚ ůĞĂǀĞ ƚŚĞŵ ĞǆƉŽƐĞĚ ƚŽ ŝĚĞĂƐ͕ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐ͕ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ĂŶĚ ŐŽŽĚƐ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞŝƌ ƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ͛ 
countries of origin. The forms of exposure may not be as direct or intensely experienced as for first generation 

migrants, but the circulation of ancestral homeland cultural repertoires in the everyday lives of second generations 

often complicate notions of unitary belongings to the host country: 

 

I would definitely say a mixture of Kenyan and British. Identifying very much with both. Stuff that is 

embeĚĚĞĚ ŝŶ ŵĞ ĨƌŽŵ ďĂĐŬ ŚŽŵĞ͘  “ƚƵĨĨ I͛ǀĞ ƉŝĐŬĞĚ ƵƉ͘  A ŵŝǆƚƵƌĞ ŽĨ ďŽƚŚ͘ Somali, son]  

 

‘ĞĂůůǇ ƉĞƌƐŽŶĂůůǇ I ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ĨĞĞů ƚŚĂƚ I Ăŵ ϭϬϬй “ƵĚĂŶĞƐĞ Žƌ BƌŝƚŝƐŚ͘  I ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ĨĞĞů I ĐĂŶ ƐĂǇ I͛ŵ ϭϬϬй ĞŝƚŚĞƌ͘  IĨ ǇŽƵ 
asked me where I am from I would say Sudan. But then aŐĂŝŶ I ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ĨĞĞů ƚŚĂƚ I͛ǀĞ ŐƌŽǁŶ ƵƉ ƚŚĞƌĞ͘ I ĚŽŶ͛ƚ 
ŬŶŽǁ ŵƵĐŚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĐƵůƚƵƌĞ ƚŚĞƌĞ͘ I ĐĂŶ͛ƚ ƐĂǇ ƚŚĂƚ I͛ŵ ĨƌŽŵ “ƵĚĂŶ͘ BƵƚ ŝĨ ǇŽƵ ĂƐŬ ŵĞ ŝĨ I͛ŵ BƌŝƚŝƐŚ͕ ǁĞůů I͛ǀĞ 
ŐƌŽǁŶ ƵƉ ŚĞƌĞ͕ I ůŝǀĞ ŚĞƌĞ͕ ŵǇ ůŝĨĞ ŝƐ ŚĞƌĞ͘ Aƚ ƚŚĞ ƐĂŵĞ ƚŝŵĞ I ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ŽƌŝŐŝŶĂƚĞ ĨƌŽŵ ŚĞƌĞ͘ I ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ĨĞĞů I ĐĂŶ ƐĂǇ 
I͛ŵ BƌŝƚŝƐŚ͘ Sudanese, son]  

 

WĞůů I͛ŵ BƌŝƚŝƐŚ ďƵƚ I ŬŶŽǁ ƚŚĂƚ I͛ŵ “ŽŵĂůŝĂŶ͘  MǇ ƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ ŚĂǀĞ ďƌŽƵŐŚƚ ŵĞ ƵƉ ƚŽ ŝĚĞŶƚŝĨǇ ǁŝƚŚ ŵǇ ƚƌŝďĞ ĂƐ 
well, so I know what my tribe is. I know all the details of where I am from. They [parents] wanted to go back 

ƚŽ ĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ ŽĨ ŽƌŝŐŝŶ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞǇ ŵĂĚĞ ƵƐ ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĂƚ ŝƐ ǁŚĞƌĞ ǁĞ ĂƌĞ ĨƌŽŵ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĂƚ͛Ɛ ǁŚĞƌĞ ǁĞ 
belonged. WŚĞŶ I Ĩŝůů ŝŶ ĨŽƌŵƐ I ĂůǁĂǇƐ ƉƵƚ I͛ŵ BƌŝƚŝƐŚ Žƌ BůĂĐŬͬBƌŝƚŝƐŚ͕ BůĂĐŬͬAĨƌŝĐĂŶ͕ ǁŚĂƚĞǀĞƌ ƚŚĞ ďŽǆ ƐĂǇƐ͘ I 
always ƚŝĐŬ ŝƚ͘ I ŬŶŽǁ Ă ůŽƚ ŽĨ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ůŝŬĞ ƚŽ ƚŝĐŬ ŝƚ ďƵƚ I ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ŚĂǀĞ Ă ƉƌŽďůĞŵ ďĞŝŶŐ “ŽŵĂůŝĂŶ ĂŶĚ ďĞŝŶŐ 
BƌŝƚŝƐŚ͘  I͛ŵ ďŽƚŚ͘ Somali, daughter]   

 

These descriptions of dual or mixed identities among second generation African young people are not dissimilar to 

the hybrid identities articulated by the first generations in this study (described in the previous section). Ancestoral 

homeland identities and emotional belongings may not be as deep-seated or passionately invoked by the children of 

migrants (and homeland identities are more likely to be presented by the second generation as national or ethnic 

rather than pan-African), but this study presents Ă ƉŝĐƚƵƌĞ ŽĨ͕ ͞ŝŶĚŝƌĞĐƚ͕ ĂůŵŽƐƚ-by-osmosis membership in the 

ŚŽŵĞůĂŶĚ ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ͟ ;LĞǀŝƚƚ͕ ϮϬϬϵ͗ϭϮϮϲͿ ĂƐ Ă ĐŽŶƐĞƋƵĞŶĐĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƐĞĐŽŶĚ ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ ďĞŝŶŐ ƌĂŝƐĞĚ ŝŶ ƚƌĂŶƐŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů 
social spaces often characterised by proactive cultural transmission. It has further been noted that migrant families 

ŝŶ ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ ŵĂǇ ďĞ ĐŚĂƌĂĐƚĞƌŝƐĞĚ ďǇ ŐƌĞĂƚĞƌ ͚ĂŐĞ-ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ;‘ŝůĞǇ ĂŶĚ ‘ŝůĞǇ͕ ϮϬϬϬͿ ĂŶĚ ĐůŽƐĞƌ ŝŶƚĞƌŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶĂů 
relations due to strong patterns of cultural transmission and reproduction within transnational families (McGregor, 

2008)
11

. Such exposure brings descriptions of the second generation͛s plurilocal homes and also, as the second 

quote below shows, being embedded among and drawing upon emotive country of origin identifiers:  

                                                           
11

 However, intergenerational tension may also occur in transnatioŶĂů ĨĂŵŝůŝĞƐ ĚƵĞ ƚŽ ƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ͛ ƉƌŽŵŽƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ ŽĨ ŽƌŝŐŝŶ 
͚ǁĂǇƐ ŽĨ ĚŽŝŶŐͬďĞŝŶŐ͛ ƉŽƚĞŶƚŝĂůůǇ ĐŽŶĨůŝĐƚŝŶŐ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚŽƐĞ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ ŚŽƐƚ ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ ƚŚĂƚ ŚĞĂǀŝůǇ ŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞ ƚŚĞ ƐĞĐŽŶĚ ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ͕ 
particularly in their formative years. 
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My home is in my heart. Really my home at the moment is just here. Obviously I can go back to Africa as well.  

I ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ƚŚŝŶŬ I ĐŽƵůĚ ƐƚĂǇ ƚŚĞƌĞ͘ I ĐŽƵůĚ ůŝǀĞ ǁŝƚŚ ĨĂŵŝůǇ ĂŶĚ ǀŝƐŝƚ ŵǇ ŐƌĂŶĚƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ ĂŶĚ ĞǀĞƌǇŽŶĞ ĞůƐĞ͘ “Ž ƚŚĂƚ ŝƐ 
also home. So home is really everywhere. [Zimbabwean, daughter]  

 

I think once people get to know me they realise how much I really do love Kenya. I think it comes out in a lot 

ŽĨ ƚŚŝŶŐƐ I ĚŽ ĂŶĚ ƐĂǇ͘ EǀĞƌǇ ƐƵŵŵĞƌ I͛ůů ŐŽ ĚŽǁŶ ƚŽ LŽŶĚŽŶ ƚŽ ǁĂƚĐŚ ƚŚĞ KĞŶǇĂŶ ƌƵŐďǇ ƚĞĂŵ͘ I͛ǀĞ ŐŽƚ Ă 
KĞŶǇĂŶ ĨůĂŐ ŝŶ ŵǇ ďĞĚƌŽŽŵ͘ I͛ǀĞ ŐŽƚ KĞŶǇĂŶ music everywhere. Kenyan videos. Kenyan food in my fridge. So I 

think people, once they get to know me, know he is Kenyan. [Kenyan, son]  

 

Such emplacement in transnational social fields gives the children of migrants potential sources of power, 

information and support that they can deploy in different arenas and at different times; for example, to enable 

ĞĐŽŶŽŵŝĐ Žƌ ƐŽĐŝĂů ŵŽďŝůŝƚǇ ŝŶ ƚŚĞŝƌ ƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ͛ ĐŽƵŶƚƌŝĞƐ ŽĨ ŽƌŝŐŝŶ͕ ƚŽ ƉƵƌƐƵĞ ŬŝŶ-based strategies for occupational 

mobility in host countries, or to facilitate marriage. The above described de-territorialised notions of belonging for 

ƚŚĞ ƐĞĐŽŶĚ ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶƐ ĐĂŶ͕ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ŽŶĞ ŚĂŶĚ͕ ďĞ ǀŝĞǁĞĚ ƉŽƐŝƚŝǀĞůǇ ĂƐ ƐĞƚƐ ŽĨ ͚ŽƉƉŽƌƚƵŶŝƚŝĞƐ͛ ƚŚĂƚ ĞŵĞƌŐĞ ĨƌŽŵ 
diasporic landscapes. Illustrating this perspective are the words of a Somali woman in our study who was reflecting 

ŽŶ ŚĞƌ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ͛Ɛ ƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞƐ ĂŶĚ ƐĂŝĚ͕ ͞ƚŚĞǇ ƚŚŝŶŬ ŝƚ ŝƐ ǁŽŶĚĞƌĨƵů ƚŽ ŚĂǀĞ ƚǁŽ ĐŽƵŶƚƌŝĞƐ͕ ƚǁŽ cultures. They get 

ĞǆĐŝƚĞĚ͟ “ŽŵĂůŝ͕ ŵŽƚŚĞƌ ĂŶĚ ĂůƐŽ Ă “ƵĚĂŶĞƐĞ ǇŽƵŶŐ ŵĂŶ ǁŚŽ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ƚŚĞ ͚ƵƐĞĨƵůŶĞƐƐ͛ ŽĨ his mutable identity in 

terms of how he wished to project himself in different spaces and at different times. However, there is another side 

of the coin to the one that evokes a celebratory imagining of migrants full of postmodern potential (Smith & 

Guarnizo, 1998; Hardt & Negri, 2004); and that is the side where multiple identities and stretched belongings may 

ůĞĂĚ ƚŽ ͚ĐŽŶĨƵƐĞĚ͛ ĞŵŽƚŝŽŶƐ ŝŶ ƐĞĐŽŶĚ ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ ǇŽƵŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ12
: 

 

‘ϭ͗ I͛ŵ Ă ǀĞƌǇ ĐŽŶĨƵƐĞĚ ĐŚŝůĚ ĂĐƚƵĂůůǇ͘ I ǁĂƐ ďŽƌŶ ŝŶ EƚŚŝŽƉŝĂ͕ I ǁĂƐ ƌĂŝƐĞĚ ƵƉ ŝŶ Holland and I now live in 

EŶŐůĂŶĚ ĂŶĚ I Ăŵ “ŽŵĂůŝ ͘͘͘ I ƚŚŝŶŬ I͛ŵ ũƵƐƚ Ă “ŽŵĂůŝ ďƵƚ ŶŽǁ Ă BƌŝƚŝƐŚ ĐŝƚŝǌĞŶ ďƵƚ I ǁĂƐ ŽŶĐĞ Ă DƵƚĐŚ ĐŝƚŝǌĞŶ 
who just happens to be born in Ethiopia.  [Somali, daughter]  

‘Ϯ͗ YĞĂŚ͕ ǇŽƵ͛ƌĞ ĐŽŶƐƚĂŶƚůǇ ƌƵŶŶŝŶŐ͕ ǇŽƵ͛ƌĞ ƚƌǇŝŶŐ ƚŽ ĂĚĂƉƚ ƚŽ ĐƵůƚƵƌĂů ůŝǀŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ ƚƌǇŝŶŐ ƚŽ ĨŝŶĚ ǇŽƵƌ ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ ŝŶ 
ůŝĨĞ͕ ǁŚĂƚ ŝƐ ǇŽƵƌ ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ͕ “ŽŵĂůŝĂŶ Žƌ BƌŝƚŝƐŚ ĂŶĚ ǇŽƵ͛ƌĞ ĚŝĐŝŶŐ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĂƚ ǇŽƵ ŬŶŽǁ ĂŶĚ ƚƌǇŝŶŐ ƚŽ Ĩŝƚ ŝŶƚŽ Ăůů 
these labels that are jam paĐŬĞĚ ŝŶƚŽ ǇŽƵƌ ŚĞĂĚ ͘͘͘ TŚĞƌĞ͛Ɛ ĂůǁĂǇƐ ƐŽ ŵƵĐŚ ĐŽŶĨůŝĐƚ ŝŶ ŽŶĞ͛Ɛ ŚĞĂĚ͕ ůŝŬĞ ƚƌǇŝŶŐ 
ƚŽ ĨŝŶĚ Ăůů ƚŚĞƐĞ ƚŚŝŶŐƐ ĂŶĚ ǇŽƵ͛ƌĞ ƌƵŶŶŝŶŐ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ I ƌƵŶ ĂŶĚ ũƵƐƚ ŶŽƚ ƐƚŽƉƉŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ ǇŽƵ ŬĞĞƉ ƌƵŶŶŝŶŐ͘ Somali, 

son]  

 

“ƵĐŚ ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ ͚ĐŽŶĨƵƐŝŽŶ͛ ǁĂƐ ŵŽƌĞ ŶŽƚĂďůĞ ĂŵŽŶŐ ƚŚĞ second generation than the first generation in this study, 

most probably due to the young ŵŝŐƌĂŶƚƐ͛ immersion in the host country social milieu for a relatively longer period 

of time in their lives (and during formative years) alongside country of origin influences. Homeland visits can further 

ďĞ ƐĞĞŶ ĂƐ Ă ĐƌƵĐŝĂů ƉĂƌƚ ŽĨ ƐĞĐŽŶĚ ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶƐ͛ ƚƌĂŶƐŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů ůĂŶĚƐĐĂƉĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ ŵĂǇ ĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚĞ ƚŽ ƚŚŝƐ ŶŽƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ 
͚ĐŽŶĨƵƐĞĚ͛ ĞŵŽƚŝŽŶƐ͘ TŚĞ ǁŽƌŬ ŽĨ ǁƌŝƚĞƌƐ ůŝŬĞ FŽƌƚŝĞƌ ;ϮϬϬϬͿ͕ Baldassar (2001) and Mason (2004) suggest that it is not 

only among first generation migrants that homeland visits are elevated to journeys of great significance through 

which identities and senses of belonging are refracted (see also, Pratt, 2003; Sugg, 2003). Homeland visits are of 

equal importanĐĞ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĐŚŝůĚƌĞŶ ŽĨ ĨŝƌƐƚ ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ ŵŝŐƌĂŶƚƐ ŝŶ ƚĞƌŵƐ ŽĨ ƉŽƚĞŶƚŝĂůůǇ ͚ĚŝƐĐŽǀĞƌŝŶŐ ŽŶĞ͛Ɛ ƌŽoƚƐ͛ ĂŶĚ 
exploring and/or fixing senses of belonging and identities. These journeys are central to the transnational social 

fields of second generations already noted, but they are also often acknowledged by respondents in this study to be 

potentially destabilising ĞŵŽƚŝŽŶĂů ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ ĐĂŶ ƐŚĂŬĞ ƐĞŶƐĞƐ ŽĨ ͚ƐĞůĨ͛. Such negative emotions are less 

frequently explored by the above mentioned writers: 

  

A ůŽƚ ŽĨ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ůŝŬĞ ĨŝŶĚ ŝƚ ŚĂƌĚ ŐŽŝŶŐ ďĂĐŬ ĂŶĚ ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ŐŽ ďĂĐŬ ͚ĐŽƐ ǁŚĞŶ ǇŽƵ ŐŽ ďĂĐŬ ƚŚĞƌĞ ǇŽƵ͛ƌĞ ƚƌǇŝŶŐ ƚo fit 

yourself up like to be a Somali and then it confuses you, and when you come back here you're trying to fit into 

ƚŚŝƐ ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ ƐŽ ŝƚ ĐŽŶĨƵƐĞƐ ǇŽƵ ŵŽƌĞ͘ “Ž I ƚŚŝŶŬ ŝƚ͛Ɛ ďĞƚƚĞƌ ůŝŬĞ ƚŽ ƐƚĂǇ ũƵƐƚ ŝŶ ŽŶĞ ĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ͘  Somali, son]  

 

                                                           
12

 Although not the focus of this paper, Evans (2009) also discusses the cultural importance of caring for sick or disabled family 

members within African families͖ ĂŶ ͚ĞŵŽƚŝŽŶĂů ůĂďŽƵƌ͛ ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐŝďŝůŝƚǇ ƚŚĂƚ ŵĂǇ ĨĂůů ƵƉŽŶ ƚŚĞ ƐŚŽƵůĚĞƌƐ ŽĨ ƐĞĐŽŶĚ ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ 
migrants. 
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HĞ ĨĞĞůƐ ŚĞ͛Ɛ ŶŽ EŶŐůŝƐŚ͕ ŚĞ͛Ɛ ŶŽ “ŽŵĂůŝ ƌĞĨĞƌƌŝŶŐ ƚŽ ƌĞƐƉŽŶĚĞŶƚ͛Ɛ ƐŽŶ͘ HĞ ƐĂŝĚ I ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ŬŶŽǁ ǁŚŽ I Ăŵ͘ I ƐĂǇ 
why?  He say I dunno. If I go there they call them children born here - ƚŚĞǇ ĐĂůů ƚŚĞŵ ͚ĨŝƐŚ ĂŶĚ ĐŚŝƉƐ͛͘ Somali, 

mother] 

 

TŚĞ ƚĂŐ ŽĨ ͚ĨŝƐŚ ĂŶĚ ĐŚŝƉƐ͛ ƚŽ ƌĞĨĞƌ ƚŽ Ă ŶŽŶ-Somali born Somali living in the UK indicates processes of labelling and 

hints at how this might iterate with articulations of emotional belonging. The idea of imposed, and possibly 

embraced, identity labels is closely linked to suggestions that belonging is always in the end defined by non-

belonging. Indeed, Crowley (1999) says the dirty work of boundary maintenance ĂƌŽƵŶĚ ǁŚŽ ďĞůŽŶŐƐͬĚŽĞƐŶ͛ƚ 
belong is integral to processes and emergent feelings of belonging. It is likely to be because of the above described 

difficulties associated with the juggling of multiple identities in different time-space contexts (some claimed, some 

imposed) that several members of the Somali second generation in this study described feeling more comfortable 

with claiming a relatively straightforward Muslim identity; ͞TŚĞ ĨŝƌƐƚ ǁĂǇ I͛Ě ŝĚĞŶƚŝĨǇ ŵǇƐĞůĨ ŝƐ ĂƐ Ă MƵƐůŝŵ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ 
ƚŚĂƚ͛Ɛ ƚŚĞ ŵŽƐƚ ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ ƚŚŝŶŐ ƚŽ ŵĞ͕ I͛ŵ Ă MƵƐůŝŵ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĂƚ͛Ɛ ĨŝƌƐƚ ĂŶĚ ĨŽƌĞŵŽƐƚ͟ “ŽŵĂůŝ͕ ĚĂƵŐŚƚĞƌ]. This is linked 

ƚŽ Ă ƌĞůĂƚĞĚ ŝƐƐƵĞ ŽĨ Ă ĚŝƐŝŶĐůŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ĐůĂŝŵ ƚŚĞ ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ ͚BƌŝƚŝƐŚ͛ ďǇ ƐŽŵĞ ŽĨ ŽƵƌ ƌĞƐƉŽŶĚĞŶƚƐ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞŝƌ ƐŬŝŶ 
colour (Gilroy, 1987); ͞BƵƚ ƚŽ ďĞ ŚŽŶĞƐƚ͕ ŝĨ I ƐĂǇ I͛ŵ BƌŝƚŝƐŚ͕ ǁĞůů I͛ŵ ďůĂĐŬ͕ ƐŽ I ĐĂŶ͛ƚ ďĞ BƌŝƚŝƐŚ͟ “ƵĚĂŶĞƐĞ͕ ƐŽŶ]. An 

Islamic identity is therefore claimed by some of the Muslim second generation participants in this study in 

preference to racial, ethnic or national identities (see also McGown, 1999).  

 

Policy makers fear that stretched feelings of belonging and distanciated senses of place-attachment among diasporic 

groups, as found in this study, will necessarily compromise the ability to feel strong senses of belonging to Britain 

(Werbner, 2002). Yet the findings of this research question the assumption that transnational ties weaken a sense of 

belonging to Britain (see also Hickman et al, 2008). The same could be said from our research of multiple identities 

and an asserted Muslim subject position ʹ such translocal subjectivities allow attachments to place-based 

ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚŝĞƐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ UK ĞǀĞŶ ŝĨ ƚŚĞƌĞ ŝƐ ĂŶ ĂĐƚŝǀĞ ƉƌŽďůĞŵĂƚŝƐĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƉƌĞƐĐƌŝďĞĚ ĐƵůƚƵƌĂů ŵĞŵďĞƌƐŚŝƉ ŽĨ ͚BƌŝƚŝƐŚŶĞƐƐ͛͘ 
IŶĚĞĞĚ͕ “ƚĂĞŚĞůŝ Θ NĂŐĞů ;ϮϬϬϲ͗ϭϲϭϮͿ ĨŽƵŶĚ ŝŶ Ă U“ ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ͕ ͞ŵƵůƚŝǀĂůĞŶƚ ŶĂƚƵƌĞ Žf home ʹ incorporating 

material and metaphorical spaces ʹ did not weaken attachment to the United States for many respondents. Rather, 

ŝƚ ƐĞĞŵĞĚ ĂƐ ƚŚŽƵŐŚ ƚŚĞ ŵƵůƚŝƉůĞ ůŽĐĂƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ ŚŽŵĞ ŝŶ ƐŽŵĞ ǁĂǇƐ ĞŶƌŝĐŚĞĚ ƌĞƐƉŽŶĚĞŶƚƐ͛ ƐĞŶƐĞ ŽĨ AŵĞƌŝĐĂŶŶĞƐƐ͘͟ 
Some second generation respondents in this research are clearly struggling at a personal identity level with their 

stretched and straddling attachments and some feel excluded from hegemonic and top-down discourses of 

͚BƌŝƚŝƐŚŶĞƐƐ͛ ;ŝ͘Ğ͘ ĂŶ ŝĚĞŶƚŝƚǇ ƉĞƌĐĞŝǀĞĚ ďǇ ƐŽŵĞ ƚŽ ďĞ ƌĞĨƌĂĐƚĞĚ ƉƌŝŵĂƌŝůǇ ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ͚ǁŚŝƚĞŶĞƐƐ͛Ϳ͕ ďƵƚ ǁĞ ĨŽƵŶĚ ůŝƚƚůĞ 
evidence of these processes manifesting into feelings of alienation from their own general and variously articulated 

senses ŽĨ ͚BƌŝƚŝƐŚŶĞƐƐ͛͘ “ƚƌĞƚĐŚĞĚ ĂŶĚ ƉůƵƌŝůŽĐĂů ĂƚƚĂĐŚŵĞŶƚƐ ǁĞƌĞ ƐĞĞŶ by most second generation respondents as 

being entirely reconcilable and compatible with notions of simultaneous belonging to Britain. The second generation 

are therefore creating complex practices of their own that negotiate the emotions associated with belonging to both 

homelands and host-country local places.  

 

In sum this section has shown that second generation African migrants in northern England, similarly to first 

generations, experience plurilocal homes, stretched attachments and multiple identities. Yet the way in which 

second generations emotionally encounter such experiences vary in character and intensity from first generations. 

Some second generation Africans articulate emotions of comfort within, and strategic usefulness of, their countries 

of origin that are acquired through occasional homeland visits and immersion in transnational social fields. A 

significant number of our sample, however, felt their homeland encounters left them feeling confused and dislocated 

alongside the ongoing negotiation of complex insider/outsider belongings in multicultural Britain. Such contested 

belongings were suggested to sometimes leave second generation Africans feeling alienated from imposed notions 

of Britishness, yet able to take comfort from, and be confident in, their own more locally oriented belongings that 

may valorise particular elements of their identity (e.g. religious identifications).  

 

Conclusion 

 

In this article we have focused on the emotional attachments to place(s) of first and second generation African 

migrants in the UK. In doing so, we have contributed to nascent efforts to explore belonging as emotionally 

constructed and also to overcome the tendency of qualitative migration studies to examine generational cohorts in 

isolation from one another rather than alongside each other. This paper revolves around an assertion of the 

importance of an intergenerational lens (Vanderbeck, 2007; Hopkins and Pain, 2007) to explore generational 

differences and similarities in the shaping of post-migration lives. The research revealed the lives of first generation 
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African migrants in the Yorkshire and Humber region of northern England to be patterned and moulded by persistent 

relations with their countries of ŽƌŝŐŝŶ͘ “ƵĐŚ ƚƌĂŶƐŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ ůĞĂĚ ƚŽ ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůƐ ďĞŝŶŐ ĞŵƉůĂĐĞĚ ďŽƚŚ ͚ŚĞƌĞ͛ 
ĂŶĚ ͚ƚŚĞƌĞ͛ ƐŝŵƵůƚĂŶĞŽƵƐůǇ ;PŽƌƚĞƐ et al͕ ϭϵϵϵ͖ FĂŝƐƚ͕ ϮϬϬϬͿ͘ TŚĞ ŝŶǀŽĐĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ͚ƉůƵƌŝůŽĐĂů ŚŽŵĞƐ͛ ĨŽůůŽǁƐ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞŝƌ 
strongly articulated sense of emotional attachment to and love for distant places alongside the pragmatic belonging 

to local places ǁŚŝĐŚ ůĞĂǀĞƐ ͚ŚŽŵĞ͛ ĂƐ Ă ŵƵůƚŝ-placed material and metaphorical space (Staeheli & Nagel, 2006).  

 

This living of first generation Africans͛ lives in fluid social places and distanciated spaces has been shown in this 

paper to lead to multiple, tiered or layered identities that incorporate supra-national, national, racial and ethnic 

subjectivities. These identities may be significant or de-emphasised in particular spaces. Many first generation 

AĨƌŝĐĂŶ ŵŝŐƌĂŶƚƐ ĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƚĞ ĞŵŽƚŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ ͚ŝŶďĞƚǁĞĞŶ-ŶĞƐƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ƚƌĂŶƐŝĞŶĐǇ ƚŚĂƚ ůĞĂĚ ƚŽ ƐƚƌĞƚĐŚĞĚ ĨĞĞůŝŶŐƐ ŽĨ ďĞůŽŶŐŝŶŐ͕ 
and this paper has also highlighted the importance of homeland visits for diasporic groups in terms of performative 

acts of belonging. Such homeland visits can reinforce emotionally inflected national and/or ethnic belongings but 

may also lead to feelings of disůŽĐĂƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ďĞŝŶŐ ͚ŽƵƚ ŽĨ ƉůĂĐĞ͛ ;CƌĞƐƐǁĞůů͕ ϭϵϵϲͿ ĨŽƌ ĚŝĂƐƉŽƌŝĐ ƌĞƚƵƌŶĞĞƐ͘ IŶĚĞĞĚ͕ 
feelings of non-belonging and associated emotions of distress and sadness punctuate first generation African lives 

not only following homeland visits, but also in their UK lives due to community of practice and political discourse 

messages of exclusion on the basis of racial, ethno-national and/or citizenship memberships.  

 

When comparing attachments to places and associated emotions among first and second generation African 

migrants, we found that a transnational optic was just as relevant to deploy for the latter as the former group and 

equally significant to appreciate when exploring the different spatio-temporal contexts from which feelings of 

belongings emerge for the children of first generation migrants. Rather than an assumption that second generation 

individuals engage with their ancestoral homes to a negligible degree compared to their parents, the children of first 

generation African migrants in this research indicated that their immersion in transnational social fields in their 

everyday lives left them exposed to ideas, practices, people and goods from their ancestral homelands which often 

evoked emotions of comfort with country of origin identifiers. Such dynamics deconstruct notions of unitary 

belongings to the host country for second generations ĂŶĚ ŝŶĚŝĐĂƚĞ ƚŚĞŝƌ ͞ĂůŵŽƐƚ-by-ŽƐŵŽƐŝƐ ŵĞŵďĞƌƐŚŝƉ͟ ;LĞǀŝƚƚ͕ 
2009:1226) of homeland communities in response to being raised in transnational social spaces often characterised 

by proactive cultural transmission͘ TŚĞ ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚ ŽĨ ͚ƉůƵƌŝůŽĐĂů ŚŽŵĞƐ͛ ŝƐ ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ salient for many second generation 

individuals in a similar way to the first generation. Cultural repertoires from homelands, however, are often less 

directly or intensively experienced by the younger generations and they are generally disinclined to articulate a 

ƐĞŶƐĞ ŽĨ ͚AĨƌŝĐĂŶ-ŶĞƐƐ͛ ŝŶ ĨĂǀŽƵƌ ŽĨ ŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů͕ ĞƚŚŶŝĐ Žƌ ƌĞůŝŐŝŽƵƐ ŝĚĞŶƚŝĨŝĐĂƚŝŽŶƐ. 

 

We do not, however, wish to promote a universal celebratory imagining of the transformative diasporic 

opportunities available to the children of first generation migrants. Yes, emplacement in transnational social fields 

gives second generation groups potential cultural information and support that can be deployed in different arenas ʹ 

and some individuals involved in this research seem to be navigating these fields ƌĞůĂƚŝǀĞůǇ ͚ƐƵĐĐĞƐƐĨƵůůǇ͛͘ But other 

second generation Africans describe homeland visits as emotionally confusing, destabilising and dislocating 

experiences that lead to feelings of non-belonging that, for some, are echoed by exclusions in local UK contexts 

based on perceived ethno-racial boundaries and related inabilities to claim membership of hegemonic discourses of 

͚BƌŝƚŝƐŚŶĞƐƐ͛͘ YĞƚ ĚĞƐƉŝƚĞ ƚŚŝƐ alienation from a top-down notion of national belonging, second generation Africans 

are actively creating and defining their own narratives of translocal belonging that encompass both homeland and 

host-country emotional attachments. Meanings and identities for second generation individuals are still importantly 

refracted through localities even when mobility and transnationality permeate their lives.  

 

In sum, this paper contributes to recent literature that illuminates intergenerational identifications, cultural values 

and transnational ties (e.g. Hopkins, 2006; Conradson and McKay, 2007; McGregor, 2008; Evans, 2009) and it has 

particularly focused on generational difference and sameness with regard to emotional belongings. The paper has 

found a number of over-arching similarities between first generation African migrants and their children in terms of 

their mutual transnational social fields and cultural repertoires leading to shared ideas of plurilocal homes and 

simultaneity of emotional attachments to different places. Yet the particular character and intensity of each 

ŐĞŶĞƌĂƚŝŽŶ͛Ɛ emotional belongings vary in the light of different lifecourse points of arrival in the UK shaping relative 

immersion/integration, differing experiences of homeland visits and cultural transmission, and emerging 

opportunities for locally oriented belongings that vary according to situational contexts and individuals͛ intersecting 

identities. 
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