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Belonging

Silvia Schultermandl (University of Miinster)

Matters of belonging are the subject of many critical conversations today. Belonging denotes
the conditions of personal identity formation in the face of external dynamics of social, legal,
cultural, and linguistic inclusion or exclusion. For instance, “states of troubled belonging caused
by experiences of migration, diaspora, racist or sexist discrimination” (Bieger 13) raise issues
about the premises for national identity, social participation, and the right to self-determine
one’s identity. In the particular context of migration, belonging serves as a prism to identify
three distinct aspects: belonging as a feeling of attachment to and inclusion in a nation-state;
belonging in terms of the governmental, legal, and institutional frameworks in place that
regulate migrant lives; and belonging as inherently multifaceted and constantly evolving modes
of social interaction. Together, these three aspects highlight the importance of the concept of
belonging for an understanding of the multiple dimensions of migrant lives within national and
transnational contexts, in interpersonal and intergenerational constellations, and as the product

of both personal agency and existing political structures.

To understand belonging as a feeling or impression throws into relief the deeply personal,
subjective, and emotional dimension of belonging. In the field of public health, belonging has
been studied with attention to the personal well-being of migrant persons and communities.
Saavedra et al. hence define belonging as the “migrants’ perception of their ability to
incorporate and participate in the host nation.” A certain quality of life, a prospect for a secure
future, opportunities to participate in public life fully (such as having the right to vote, being
able to practice cultures or religions, having access to housing, health care and job prospects,
etc.), for instance, are instrumental to migrant persons’ well-being. As migrant individuals
move geographically, their sense of belonging can be anchored to their country of origin, to
their new country of residence, to both or to neither. Sociological and anthropological studies
have investigated the importance of local initiatives to help foster a sense of belonging
(neighborhood- and community-based everyday practices), especially in cases where
governmental support for migrants on a national scale is lacking (Christensen and Qvotrup
Jensen, 147). Belonging also implies a sense of longing that extends from the present to the

future. As Elizabeth Freeman has argued with regards to queer communities, “To want to

1

TS/ . -

> 7 L oo
" A . . T S5 VNIVERSIDAD
. A == uivensia m el W2 P SALAMANCA

sy B = Miinster INSTITUTE FOR MEDITERRANEAN STUDIES
esn




WIS/ ** %

.0 % . MigraMedia L

: & Migration Narratives in European Media: Teaching, Learning, and Reflecting T
) \n?’\ . o-funded by
es Erasmus+ Projekt 2023-1-DE01-KA220-HED-000154375 the European Union

Keywords: Migration and Media, Silvia Schultermandl “Belonging”

belong, let us say, is to long to be bigger not only spatially, but also temporally, to ‘hold out’ a
hand across time and touch the dead or those not born yet, to offer oneself beyond one’s own

time” (299).

This individual, subjective and emotional aspect of belonging is connected to the legal,
governmental, and institutional frameworks that regulate migrant lives. The structural
conditions can facilitate or impede belonging, not only in the sense of well-being but also in the
ability to attain civil rights, financial security, social capital, and other factors that shape
everyday life. For instance, the Othering & Belonging Institute at the University of Berkeley,
California, proposes structural belonging as “a radically inclusive vision because it requires
mutual power, access, and opportunity among all groups and individuals within a shared
container (such as a society, organization, club, etc.).” Similarly, Nira Yuval-Davis emphasizes
the reciprocal dimensions between a sense of belonging and the societal recognition of one’s
belonging: “Belonging, therefore, is not just about social locations and constructions of
individual and collective identities and attachments but also about the ways these are valued
and judged” (203). In other words, a person’s sense of belonging may be affected by their
experience of exclusion, discrimination, or marginalization. The Othering & Belonging
Institute’s emphasis on the correlation of these two aspects is helpful here: Belonging “means
having a meaningful voice and the opportunity to participate in the design of political, social,
and cultural structures that shape one’s life — the right to both contribute and make demands

upon society and political institutions.”

The connection of structural belonging and emotional belonging is greatly influenced by
questions of identity. A person’s national, class, gender, or racial identity often determines
whether they are subject to discrimination, exclusion, marginalization, or other related forms of
social othering. As Benedict Anderson has argued with regard to the rise of nationalism, nations
are “imagined communities” that assess a person’s or a community’s ability to fulfill the values
and premises that the nation imagines its core identity to be. This aspect of belonging highlights
what Yuval-Davis has termed the “politics of belonging” (197) to describe the self-fulfilling
prophecy of national identity construction: “The politics of belonging comprises specific
political projects aimed at constructing belonging in particular ways to particular collectivities

that are, at the same time, themselves being constructed by these projects in very particular
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ways” (197). As Anderson and Yuval-Davis point out with equal emphasis, national and
cultural belonging is a matter of distinguishing between “us” and “them” as well as between
what belongs to a nation or culture and what is perceived as antithetical to it. Who belongs or
not and why is more an expression of national or cultural hegemony’s self-definition than that
of a person’s identity. In this sense, it is helpful to recall Stuart Hall’s argument that cultural
identities “are the points of identification, the unstable points of identification or suture, which
are made, within the discourses of history and culture. Not an essence but a positioning. Hence,

there 1s always a politics of identity, a politics of position” (226).

These three aspects of belonging—emotional, structural, and political—are intricately
interconnected and constantly in flux. Considering them in isolation would, at best, give a

limited understanding of the complexity of migrant lives.
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