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Abstract
The aim of this study is to unravel the multifaceted sen-
timents of belonging which children who are born in
Denmark but whose parents have direct personal expe-
riences of transnational migration can have within and
beyond the Danish comprehensive public school sys-
tem. The empirical basis of the study stems from field-
work at one school in Denmark and consists primarily
of interviews with children (n = 19). This study shows
how language, religion, and the countries of birth of
the children’s parents play very different roles in the
children’s narratives of belonging, which, in turn, indi-
cate that the school to varying degrees accommodates
the transnational aspects of children’s lives according
to how well they fit into the ‘Danishness’ that the
school prescribes. The paper concludes by considering
ways forward to better understand and counteract ten-
dencies towards alienation, which schools’ handling of
the transnational aspects of children’s lives might
entail.
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INTRODUCTION

In this paper, I am concerned with the sense of belonging among children who are born in
Denmark but whose parents have direct personal experiences of transnational migration to
Denmark. In a traditional model of migration (cf. Berry, 1997), these children stand right in the
middle, between the inside and outside of the nation. They are, in a nominal sense, ‘local’
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children, born and raised in Denmark, and most of them are Danish citizens. However, due to
their family backgrounds, language capabilities, and physical appearance, they are often consid-
ered somewhat ‘foreign’ in the popular understanding, and are referred to in public discourse
and statistical categorization practice as ‘second-generation refugees or migrants’, whereby a
migratory quality is ascribed to their existence.

My starting point for exploring the sense of belonging of this group of people is to maintain
a presumption that has been a hallmark of critical migration studies for the past 20 years.
Namely, that the lives of descendants of migrants (see Runfors, 2016) are best understood
within a transnational social framework. In doing so, I build on the assumption that:

It is no longer adequate to see second-generation immigrants as ‘caught between
two’ worlds or facing downward rather than ‘successful’ assimilation. There is not
one or two, but a variety of patterns across and within ethnic groups and national
contexts. (Lamphere, 2016, 215)

Instead, it is pivotal to take seriously the specific features and characteristics that the
transnational dimension of the social world of these children entails. ‘Transnational social
fields’ I take to be social fields that ‘connect actors through direct and indirect relations
across boarders’ (Levitt & Schiller, 2004, 1009). In addition, transnational social fields are
spaces where the ‘lines between the home and the host country and between the first and
the second generation blur, making them one interconnected social experience’
(Levitt, 2009, 1226). In previous research on transnationalism and descendants of migrants,
it has been commonplace to focus on particular ‘ethnic’ groups (Espiritu & Tran, 2002;
Fouron & Glick-Schiller, 2002; Louie, 2002; Smith, 2002; Ueda, 2002; Vickerman, 2002;
Wolf, 2002). However, other studies have abstained from taking ethnic groups as the entry
point for their exploration (Kasinitz et al., 2002; Levitt, 2002; Rumbaut, 2002). I follow this
latter trend and focus on children’s sentiments of belonging without taking ethnic affiliation
as a pre-given.

In migration research, it has also been commonplace to turn to children and youth and
their perspectives to get insights into transnationalism and belongingness (see e.g. Bergnehr
et al., 2020; Brocket, 2018; Katartzi, 2017, 2018; McDonnell, 2021). In research on
transnationalism – and on being descendants of migrants in particular – I see a similar trend,
and there has been a tendency to focus on the perspectives of youth in their late teens
(Anthias, 2002; Toivanen, 2019; Ueda, 2002) and young adults in their twenties and thirties
(Fouron & Glick-Schiller, 2002; Kibriua, 2002; Runfors, 2016; Smith, 2002; Vickerman, 2002;
Wolf, 2002), or both (Kasinitz et al., 2002; Levitt, 2002; Louie, 2002). I follow these streams of
research and focus on the children’s own perspectives. However, by focusing on children aged
9 to 13, I attempt to counteract the tendency to neglect the perspectives of children under the
age of 15.

Finally, in previous research, schools and the education sector more broadly have been rec-
ognized as important sites for exploring the identification and belongingness of descendants of
migrants (see e.g. Brettell, 2016; Ueda, 2002; Wolf, 2002). However, there has been a lack of
direct focus on transnationalism in the context of children of migrant parentage and their life at
public (i.e. state) schools. Public schools are of great interest, however, given the fact that the
school setting is an important dimension of children’s life worlds, in which transnationalism is
bound to intersect most profoundly with nationalism because public school systems, being
linked to nation-states, are places that entail a pedagogy of nation (Millei, 2019) of some sort.
Pedagogy of nation is a form of everyday nationalism, which is characterized by ‘continuity of
the everyday re/production of national frameworks through countless situated activities’
(ibid.: 84). Therefore, a central premise of this study is that to understand the sentiments of
belonging of children who grow up in transnational social fields, it is important to look at how
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their identificatory practices play out within the context of the school and in how they are sub-
jected to categorization practices at school.

In the following, I will specify how I conceptualize belonging as an analytical category, pre-
sent and reflect upon the methodologies used during the fieldwork, and explain the analytical
strategy employed in the analysis of the interviews with children.

ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK

Studying the sense of belonging of children who are born in Denmark but who grow up in
transnational social fields calls for analytical conceptualizations that enable us to gain a
nuanced view of their belongingness. Therefore, following Katartzi (2018), I adopt Nira Yuval-
Davis’ multidimensional framework for analysing belonging (Yuval-Davis, 2006). To Yuval-
Davis, belonging has what I take to be three dimensions: ‘social location’, ‘identification and
emotional attachment’, and ‘ethical and political values’ (ibid.).

Social locations are the identity categories to which people belong, such as gender, age, reli-
gion, social class, nationality, etc. They do not exist in a simple way, as spots on a flat social
landscape, but in a hierarchical manner where an identity category is positioned higher or lower
in the hierarchy of a given social context (Yuval-Davis, 2006). The second dimension of belong-
ingness, identification and emotional attachment, is about the narratives and feelings that peo-
ple themselves ascribe to who they are and where they belong and can be reduced to their
emotions revolving around their social positionality. Belonging at this level of analysis is a dia-
lectical process of ‘being and becoming, belonging and longing to belong’ (ibid.: 202). The third
level of analysis, ethical and political values, has to do with how belonging – both social loca-
tions and collective identifications – are ‘valued and judged’ (ibid.: 203). Concretely, what I am
looking for here are ‘specific attitudes and ideologies about where and how identity and cate-
gorical boundaries are being/should be drawn, in more or less exclusive ways in more or less
permeable ways’ (ibid.: 203).

In order to explore belonging in all three dimensions, I am concerned with what I refer to as
children’s ‘narratives of belonging’, whereby I merge Floya Anthias’ concept of narratives of
location (Anthias, 2002) and Yuval-Davis’ (2006) triatic notion of belonging. The way I con-
ceptualize ‘narratives of belonging’ overlaps with Anthias’ ‘narratives of location’ in the sense
that it intends to capture narratives ‘about how we place ourselves in terms of social categories
such as those of gender, ethnicity and class at a specific point in time and space’ (Anthias, 2002,
489). This corresponds somewhat to Yuval-Davis’ first level of analysis, social locations. How-
ever, by combining the last two dimensions – identifications and emotional attachments and
ethical and political values – with narratives of belonging, I put an emphasis on the affective
side of social identificatory practices. In short, I take narratives of belonging to be accounts that
address one or more of the following questions: where do I belong in the social landscape? What
sentiments and feelings do I attach to my place in the world? How do I value my place in the
world?

It is, furthermore, important to bear in mind that belonging – being a socially embedded
process – is potentially shaped from one or two directions or a connection of both: from the
angle of the social order of things in which individuals find themselves, and from the angle of
the individual herself. In this regard, it is reasonable to distinguish between the process of cate-
gorization – how you are being categorized by others, and the process of collective identifica-
tion – to what extent you (dis)identify yourself with a group or category (Jenkins, 2000, 2014).
While categorization is most relevant with regard to the first and third dimensions of belonging,
identification is most relevant for the second and third levels of analysis.

Before employing our conceptualization of belongingness in the analysis of children’s
accounts, I will outline the methodological basis of the study.
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METHODOLOGY

The empirical basis of this study was generated during fieldwork at one of the six schools partic-
ipating in the Danish part of the European Union’s (EU) project Migrant Children and Com-
munities in a Transforming Europe (MiCREATE). In the Danish part of the project, a total of
77 children and youth were interviewed. The children had a mixture of migration experiences,
ranging from children who were born in Denmark with no experience of transnational migra-
tion, to children who were born in Denmark but whose parents had experiences of transnational
migration, to children who themselves were born abroad and had experiences of transnational
migration. Given the scope of this study, I focus here on a group of children who were born in
Denmark yet grew up in transnational social fields due to their parents’ migration histories.
The school was chosen because a large portion of the participating children in this school (n =
19) fall into this category. The 19 children were fourth-, fifth- and sixth-graders (aged 9 to 13)
at the time of the interviews.

The study of this particular group of children is a study of an extreme case (Flyvbjerg, 2006)
in a double sense: the children were born in Denmark, are all descendants of migrants, and they
go to a school where more than 70% of the students are migrants or descendants of migrants
(according to official statistics). This is quite a high proportion, considering that only about
14% of the total number of students in the Danish comprehensive school system fall into that
category (Danmarks Statistik, 2021). The school receives most of its students from a
neighbourhood where the unemployment and crime rates are relatively high and the level of
education is relatively low. Most of the parents migrated from countries in Africa or the
Middle East.

Focusing on this group of children in this kind of school enables us to gain access to per-
spectives on collective identification from a group of children who have lived experiences that
transcend the nation-state. This enables us to counteract tendencies towards methodological
nationalism, which implies that one is ‘assum[ing] that countries are the natural units for com-
parative studies, equate society with the nation-state, and conflate national interests with the
purposes of social science’ (Wimmer & Schiller, 2003, 576). Not focusing on one particular eth-
nic group but taking the school as my entry point (Runfors, 2016) helps avoid tendencies to
methodological ethnicity; that is, relying on ‘the ethnic group’ as a unit of analysis
(Schiller, 2008, 1).

In line with the MiCREATE project, I applied a child-centred approach, prioritizing the
epistemic status of children (Fattore et al., 2012) by ensuring that the perspectives and voices of
the children were heard and given ample space. In particular, during the fieldwork it was impor-
tant to reduce the asymmetrical power relations between researcher and children
(Mayeza, 2017), which was accomplished by working consciously with researcher positioning
(Khawaja & Mørck, 2009) throughout the project. As a white, middle-class academic, my
appearance was far closer to most of the teaching staff than the children, and I had to put effort
into deconstructing my position so that I entered with as good a footing as possible with the
children (Jensen & Hobel, 2020). I did so by interacting with the children both in class and dur-
ing the breaks in the playground.

Furthermore, in those parts of the fieldwork where I did interviews with the children, I orga-
nized multi-modal, art-based research activities with them in order to cater to their particular
mode of expression (Barker & Weller, 2003; Cappello, 2005). These activities culminated in the
children completing an art piece on the theme of ‘a nice spot’ (i.e. a place that the children
found to be nice, either a place they had been to or a place where they wanted to be) in the
medium or media of their choice, e.g. drawing, writing, painting, video recording, or music.
The children’s art formed the point of departure for some of the subsequent narrative interviews
that I carried out with them.
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Due to the first national lockdown in Denmark as a response to the COVID-19 pandemic,
the fieldwork had to be split up and was subject to some challenging rearrangements. On the
other hand, as we shall see below, the COVID-19 pandemic also gave rise to findings about the
children’s sense of belonging which would otherwise not have occurred. But before we come to
the actual analysis of the interviews, a word is needed on how I went about analysing them.

ANALYTICAL STRATEGY: SCRUTINIZING NARRATIVES OF
BELONGING

The transcribed interviews were analysed in three steps using NVivo 12 software. The first
round of analysis was informed by the methodological protocol used within the MiCREATE
project. In particular, excerpts coded under the categories ‘identification and belonging’ and
‘spatial and social positioning’ were picked out for further analysis. In the second round of
analysis, these excerpts were analysed in order to identify narratives of belonging as outlined
above. In the final round of analysis, the narratives were further scrutinized in terms of cross-
cutting themes, which led to the identification of three main themes: the children’s native lan-
guage, their religion, and their parents’ countries of birth. In the analysis, I have included
lengthy quotations from some of the interviews. The quotations have been chosen in consider-
ation of their representativeness of the whole sample and their significance with regards to the
topic of this paper. To the extent that it has been relevant for the interpretation of the specific
narratives, I have triangulated the children’s interviews with interviews with teachers at the
same school and my field notes.

The analysis and discussion aim at providing answers to the following questions:

1. What do the narratives of belonging of children who are descendants of migrants tell us
about their sense of collective identification and belonging?

2. How can their sense of belonging be interpreted in relation to the Danish school context?
3. What do their narratives of belonging tell us about the Danish school context?

THE CHILDREN’S NARRATIVES OF BELONGING

Native language

In the children’s narratives of belonging, the children’s native language plays a significant, com-
plicated role. This theme revolves around the fact that all the informants in the sample are
socially located (cf. Yuval-Davis, 2006) in the category of ‘bilingual’ (to-sproget) in accordance
with official Danish categorization practice, meaning that they have become acquainted with
Danish only outside their families (Folkeskoleloven, 2016). In the school, this categorization
practice in not unproblematic for the children, and they thematize their native language in con-
tradictory ways, as seen in the following example. Zakkiyya, whose native language is Somali,
is asked about whether she speaks Somali at school:

Zakkiyya: Yes, sometimes, but we used to and the teachers said that we shouldn’t. [The
teacher] said that we are from Denmark so … talk in Danish … but if for instance some-
one, there are a lot of people who understand Somali, then we should pronounce it for
them. Then we were allowed to by the teachers.
SSJ: Okay.
Zakkiyya: If they did not understand it then we should say it in Somali. We should
translate.
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A similar thematization of native language is found in Rachel’s account. Rachel, whose native
language is Arabic, is asked whether the teachers sometimes comment when someone speaks
another language instead of Danish:

Rachel: Yes. [Our teacher] has said many times that we must speak Danish because we go
to a Danish school, because [our teacher] does not understand us and it might be that
we’re backstabbing him and I also understand him on this point.

It is notable that in both examples the children’s use of their respective native languages
makes the category of Danishness salient. By speaking their native language, their status as
truly Danish students is called into question. This degrading positionality is not absolute but
highly contextual: in the case of Zakkiyya, for example, when a migrant student enters class,
the students are encouraged to use their native language for translation purposes. From my
observations in the school, I have seen how this appears to be an established, yet informal,
practice vis-à-vis children who are newly arrived migrants. This means that being socially
located as a ‘bilingual student’ presents multiple positionalities to the children depending on
the school domains in which they find themselves. In the domain of ‘everyday teaching’,
their position is that of a deviant from ‘normal Danish student’. In the domain of ‘school
integration’, however, their position is relocated upwards on the social ladder, and the posi-
tion of mediator between the school and the newcomers as language expert is made available
to them.

Turning to Yuval-Davis’ third dimension of belonging – ethical and political values – it is
possible to see how schools view children’s belongingness to the bilingual category negatively,
as shown in this excerpt from Zakkiyya:

SSJ: Yes, okay. What do you think about the teachers saying that you may not speak
[the child’s native language]?
Zakkiyya: Yes, she said ‘I’m afraid that you’re backstabbing me’. Because we’re from
Denmark and in this school, we speak Danish.

This is an example of how the use of the native language leads to suspicions of slander and bul-
lying. And how it is judged as an ultimately un-Danish practice that should be suspended, with
reference to the students and the school ‘being Danish’.

This attitude towards language, which the children feel they are confronted with at school,
can also influence their sense of belongingness in Yuval-Davis’ (2006) second sense, identifica-
tion and emotional attachment. Ultimately, it appears to influence their judgement concerning
who they are and who they should (not) be at school. Rachel offers a glimpse of the moral order
of belongingness which she attempts to navigate:

SSJ: Do you sometimes do this [speak your native language] at school?
Rachel: No. I do not involve the back head [searching for the right word], you know, the
background here at school.
SSJ: Okay. Why don’t you do that? Or what do you mean by that?
Rachel: It’s so I don’t sound like, you know, I’m gonna sound like, but we have a […]
teacher and if I speak Arabic to them, then they think that I’m backstabbing them.

This excerpt illustrates how, when it comes to the children’s native language, the children’s
social locations in terms of language are closely linked to the school’s moral judgement about
them and their own sense of emotional detachment concerning who they are when they go to
school.
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Religion

The thematization of religion is quite different from how language is thematized. It is important
to bear in mind that religion also differs from language in terms of official Danish categoriza-
tion practice. Unlike the practice of identifying some students as ‘bilingual’, school bureaucracy
does not categorize children according to their religious affiliation.

Islam is the prevailing identity category in the children’s accounts, given that most of the
children at the school, in the understanding of the children themselves, are Muslims. As Ajmal,
who identifies himself as a Muslim, notes, when asked if there are some who are not Muslims in
the school: ‘At least, not in our class but … there is … one from my parallel class who’s not.
He’s Danish and his name is […]’. It is striking how Islam is juxtaposed vis-à-vis Danishness.
This is a categorization practice that is widespread among the children at the school. On my
first day of observation in a different class, a boy who was born in Denmark but was a descen-
dant of migrants from a country in the Middle East asked me where I was from and told me
that he was ‘not Danish, but Muslim’ (field notes). In both instances, Muslim and Dane are put
forward as mutually exclusive categories, which means that identification with being Muslim
implies, to the children, a simultaneous dis-identification from being Danish.

Furthermore, religion is the social location (see Yuval-Davis, 2006) about which the chil-
dren most explicitly express emotional attachment in their narratives of belonging. As we shall
see, some of the children even offer lengthy accounts of their religious belongingness, although
generally these accounts reach beyond the school; in particular, the children ascribe a sense of
warmth and intensity to the communal life and embodied practices of religion. For instance,
Beydaan tells more about her family’s food practices in connection to religious festivals:

Beydaan: For instance at Ramadan. At parties and … yes but … and also at Eid and …

after Ramadan, it is such a festival that we have and … when for instance someone has
graduated and something like that. When one gets one’s dream job or something.

She also gives this rich description of her family’s Eid celebration:

Beydaan: We have Eid twice a year … yes what … I think … August and something like
that … yes and then we could not [due to the COVID-19 pandemic] … then we normally
are gathered and then normally we pray and then the children can play at a bouncy castle
[more detail about entertainment and where it takes place] and you get candy and things
like that and then the children have a place where they can play at the bouncy castle,
jump ropes and stuff like that … and then there is such … places where one can … eat
where there is pizza with ice cream and stuff like that. And then … we couldn’t do that
… so we simply celebrated it at home by doing … first we ate breakfast then we dressed
up in our … we always get new beautiful clothes every time there’s Eid, Ramadan … so
we dress and then we for instance go to town and eat with the entire family. And then we
buy presents for one another and stuff like that, yes.

Eid represents a plethora of intertwined practices and sensual sentiments that are utterly com-
munal in nature: religious practice (‘praying’), special dishes, exchanges of gifts among family
members, new clothes, amusement park visits, and candy. This is a rich example of religiosity
that can best be described as lived religion; that is, religion that is ‘practiced, experienced, and
expressed by ordinary people (rather than official spokesmen) in the context of their everyday
lives’ (McGuire, 2008, 12). Along the same lines, Zakkiyya describes in detail the practices
attached to learning to recite the Qur’an and how ‘when you are done, then you get a lot of
money or you get a lot of presents and a big party is thrown for you’. Again, identification with
Islam is closely linked to communal practices and the intermingling of religious practices and
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family celebration. Communality is key here in the children’s sense of belonging, which we see
accentuated in the interview with Beydaan when she reflects on the practice of fasting during
Ramadan:

Beydaan: Yes, in case you’re… if you are little then you don’t have to fast because it can
be difficult, like, I don’t need to fast but I do because I like it … so I want to try to be like
inside the community, and fast.

Fasting, to Beydaan, evokes fundamental feelings of belonging to a community. So, even
though she is not required to fast, she wants to so that she can be ‘inside the community’.

Read in conjunction with one another, these narratives of belonging that involve lived and
embodied practices of Islam suffice to show that the children’s identification with Islam is
coupled with a comprehensive sense of communal belongingness and positive sentiments. As
such, the children’s accounts seem to mirror a transnational social field saturated with lived reli-
gion, which might follow from the condition that ‘migrants often turn to religion to reaffirm
their identities and values’ (Levitt, 2009, 1236).

However, the sense of belongingness that the children attach to Islam beyond the school is
not mirrored in a sense of belonging and identification with Islam in the school. Thus, school
Islam, i.e. everyday lived Islam in a school context (Jensen & Kühle, 2013), does not pop up as
a major site of identification either in the interviews or in my observations. One reason for this
might be the socio-psychological mechanism that ‘the emotional components of people’s con-
structions of themselves and their identities become more central the more threatened and less
secure they feel’ (Yuval-Davis, 2006, 202). Thus, although the children identified themselves as
Muslims in opposition to being ‘Danish’ during the periods of observation, I did not encounter
negative attitudes towards the children’s religious practices, affiliations or beliefs. Nor do I see
such negative attitudes reflected in the children’s narratives of belonging. The school appears to
take a tempered yet inclusive stance vis-à-vis the children’s religious affiliations. I see this in the
following example from the interview with Beydaan, who relates the school’s treatment of Islam
and Muslims:

Beydaan: When we have religion then we also talk about different religions and about
Islam and stuff like that and then … there is like … the festivals I’ve talked about and the
Ramadan and stuff like that … so at school I don’t really think that there is much to talk
about apart from that.
SSJ: Okay, what do you think about that, is it …
Beydaan: I think it is nice that the school is … you know, that there are many Muslims
who go here. And they also are like … doing… so that we feel comfortable here.

This quote indicates that religion is not an issue of great importance in terms of categorization
and identification practices in the school. School Islam appears to be a matter of low impor-
tance in the children’s identificatory practices at school, which is mirrored in the school’s appar-
ently downplayed and positive attitude towards and treatment of religiosity.

Parents’ countries of birth

The third and final theme that prevails in the children’s narratives of belonging is their parents’
countries of birth, which is a site of identification that totally transcends the school. I know
from previous research that the former home countries of parents can play an important part in
the lives of children and youth who are descendants of migrants because of multiple and, at
times, lengthy visits to these countries (Levitt, 2002; Toivanen, 2019). In our case, the
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significance of these transnational places for the children are indicated in the way the COVID-
19 global pandemic appears in their accounts. As Farida narrates when telling about her family
in a country in the Middle East: ‘No. I’ve never met them, but it was the plan that we should
go down there in the summer holiday but then Corona came’.

Farida is not alone. In fact, 12 of the children in the sample mentioned the COVID-19 pan-
demic a total of 28 times during the interviews. Nine of the informants thematized the pandemic
as a factor that precluded them from visiting relatives in the countries of birth of one or both of
their parents or in other places abroad. In one case, a child tells me that it was impossible for a
relative to come and visit her in Denmark due to the pandemic. In other words, for most of the
children, the COVID-19 global pandemic is a factor that constrains them from going abroad
with their families.

The importance of this finding cannot be overestimated. The fact that the global pandemic
is largely seen by the children as something that makes visits abroad impossible rather than,
say, something that influences school life, indicates that transnational locations are of great
importance to the children’s sense of belonging. I see this in Cawo’s account when she tells
about an early childhood memory of visiting an ancestral home country:

Cawo: I remember that outside the hotel… right where you look … almost outside the
hotel, out of the window then I could see the beach further away and it was so nice and
luxurious and it was such a place me and my mum went … me and my mum and the
others went and sat on a camel but I was not very big, only a two-and-a-half-year old girl
… to be on a camel myself so my cousin […] sat with me up there and there was such a
place a kind of place where one could play like amusement and then we ate an ice cream
me and my mum and we tried a kind of toy worm, like a kind of train, with circles but
shaped like a worm.

Rachel also has many past and current holiday memories from her parents’ country of birth,
which she and her family visit every year. In her art activity, which was part of the fieldwork,
she made a collage of photos of a nice sunny beach from her parents’ home country. She tells
about the pictures:

Rachel: It is some pictures of me or not of me but the beach in [country in the Middle
East]. A gigantic beach called […]. It is a really cosy place.
SSJ: Yes. Why is it that?
Rachel: Because it is very relaxing, and one can just sit there with your family. Not many
people go there.
SSJ: Okay. Have you been there a lot?
Rachel: Yes. Every time we have been in [country in the Middle East].

To take a final example, Asah attaches great significance to a year-long stay in one of her
ancestral home countries in the Middle East. She tells about being together with her extended
family and says that ‘It was a lot of fun because it is fun to be at the swimming pool when you
are little. It was great fun’.

For Cawo, Rachel, and Asah, their ancestral home countries are sites of intense emotional
attachment (Yuval-Davis, 2006). These geographical places represent delightful holiday memo-
ries of eating ice cream, going to the beach, and being with family for extended periods of time.
For the children, their parents’ countries of birth are sites that evoke commemorations and
desires about adventures, being together with (extended) family, and enjoying the good life. As
such, they are not just places of belonging in a mundane geographical and physical sense; they
are extraordinary and partly imaginary places of longing. This finding corresponds partly to
what Peggy Levitt has found with regard to the US. She has documented how visits to the
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parents’ home countries leave their young descendants with ‘glooming’ (Levitt, 2009, 1234)
memories.

However, the ancestral home countries of the children can be far more than sweet phan-
tasmas. In Levitt’s study, visits to the home countries of parents were found to be challenging
as well, because of perceived expectations and perceptions from the extended family
(Levitt, 2009). In our case, the analysis also shows that the parents’ countries of birth do not
always represent something unambiguously positive. However, as we shall see in the following
excerpt, this is not because the children report bad experiences, but because of how society can
look upon these countries. This is at least the case in Rachel’s account. She objects to the desig-
nation of her parents’ home country as a ‘war zone’ and regrets how Danish media do not por-
tray the true worth of the country:

SSJ: I’ve never visited [country in the Middle East].
Rachel: You should try it. It is really nice.
SSJ: Is it?
Rachel: Yes. You know, when you look at the screen and TV2 [Danish national TV sta-
tion], for instance, then it is not the same. You know, you show only bombs, but it is not
the same. It is very peaceful and nice down there.
SSJ: Yes. What is the best thing about being in [country in the Middle East], do you
think?
Rachel: Probably to see my family after such a long time.

This short exchange in the course of the interview gives a rich illustration of the complexity of
the collective identificatory process in which Rachel is involved. Her image of her parents’
country of birth is disturbed by the discourse of the Danish media, yet it remains a site that rep-
resents longing for togetherness with relatives. To her, her experience disqualifies the official
image drawn in the official media discourse. In this way, Rachel’s parents’ country of birth does
not remain a fantasy world which lies ‘out there’ – geographically and temporally distant from
her everyday life. Instead, it is turned into a site that has identificatory significance for her life
here and now, because her parents’ country of birth represents a significant clash between her
actual experience and the reality as shaped by the media in her country of birth and current
residence.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUDING REMARKS

Based on the foregoing analysis, I am able to provide answers to the three research questions
and consider the wider implications of this study by offering some tentative reflections on ways
to move forward in terms of both research and practice. The first question concerned what the
narratives of belonging of children who are descendants of migrants tell us about their sense of
collective identification and belonging.

When I compare the role of the three themes in the children’s narratives of belonging, strik-
ing similarities and differences are highlighted. First of all, it is important to note that the chil-
dren’s sentiments of belonging largely reach beyond school. Children attach the most positive
sentiments to two dimensions of the transnational social field in which they grow up: religion
and their parents’ countries of birth. Their native language, on the other hand, is a site that
invokes mixed connotations in their processes of belonging at school.

Unlike many other studies, which focus on youth or adults looking at their childhood in ret-
rospect, this study focuses on gaining an understanding of the sense of belonging that children
have in the present. Compared with previous research, I notice one important difference. The
birth countries of the children’s parents are generally sites that are shrouded in warm and
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positive traits in the children’s narratives of belonging. By contrast, Levitt (2009) shows how
the parents’ countries of birth only partly play a positive role in the life story of descendants of
migrants, while in Runfors’ study of young Swedish adults descended from migrants, the par-
ents’ countries of birth held negative connotations for them because they represented places that
underlined their foreignness in the eyes of others and were seen as a barrier to their acceptance
in Swedish society (Runfors, 2016).

What this difference suggests is not that the children’s perspective (in our case) is less
nuanced and more naïve than that of young adults. As we have seen, their narratives are rich in
detail and contain at times genuine tensions. What I find to be important from this comparison
is that the parents’ birth countries play a significant and positive role for the children, but that
such positive sentiments might be challenged and reversed in the future. However, more
research is needed to establish how and under what circumstances the image of parents’ birth
countries changes over time in the identificatory processes that descendant of migrants go
through as they move from childhood to adulthood.

The second question focused on how children’s sense of belonging can be interpreted in rela-
tion to the Danish school context. For this analysis, it is important to contextualize the chil-
dren’s narratives in relation to the domains of language and religion in school.

Starting with the latter, the visible, recognized and otherwise downplayed role of Islam in
the school that I have observed and we have seen in the children’s accounts can be interpreted
in light of how religion, in the form of Lutheran Christianity, has influenced the Danish public
school system (Böwadt, 2009; Jensen, 2016) and arguably remains an important fibre in the fab-
ric of the majority of Danish nationhood (Jenkins, 2012). The approach to religion that prevails
in the Danish school system can best be characterized as ‘moderate secularism’ (Gilliam, 2019),
which implies that religion is considered ‘unproblematic’, given ‘(1) that the school shows
respect for the children’s religion and (2) that religion is not important at school’ (ibid.). To be
sure, religion, especially Islam, has caused a great deal of disturbance in discussions about the
Danish public school system, yet the most heated debates have taken place outside the school
system in public media discourse and in parliamentary debates (Kühle, 2015). At the school
level, there is a tendency for the questions surrounding school Islam to be treated as practical
matters that are solved on a day-to-day basis rather than at a strategic level (Jensen &
Kühle, 2013).

Language, on the other hand, which represents part of the national cultural heritage, has for
years been of political interest and a target for the politics of belonging. State funding for native
language teaching was dropped in 2002 with regard to all languages other than those acknowl-
edged as native in the EU and countries associated with the EU. There is a strong focus on stu-
dents with immigrant backgrounds from so-called non-Western countries having to learn
Danish in the Danish school system. The school’s handling of the children’s use of their native
language in this study can be interpreted in light of these efforts. As we have seen, the children’s
social locations on the canvas of everyday school life are far from fixed. Being bilingual stu-
dents, they can be called upon to assist in the migratory machinery of the school, or they can be
subject to the politics of belonging (Yuval-Davis, 2006) by being reminded not to speak their
native language in class.

The last question focused on what children’s narratives of belonging tell us about the Dan-
ish school context. It is reasonable to suggest that at school, children are not subject to othering
due to their backgrounds per se because, as we have seen, there is a difference between the
school’s attitude to the native languages of the children, which are largely met with suspension
and mistrust, and their religiosity, which does not cause much of a disturbance. Parents’ birth
countries seem hardly to be noticed at all. Or at least, the school does not feature in the chil-
dren’s stories about these countries. Furthermore, I did not encounter instances in which the
school staff showed much interest in the countries of birth of the children’s parents. What
appears to be the case is that matters pertaining to the transnational social field in which
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children grow up are either abolished (native language), accommodated (religion), or ignored
(the birth countries of their parents), depending to what degree these matters are in accordance
with or in opposition to the ‘Danishness’ of the school.

Based on this study, it is reasonable to suggest that the school acts as a template of how the
orientation towards a pedagogy of nation (see Millei, 2019) can be instrumental in alienating
children due to the transnational aspects of their life worlds. The alienation might not apply to
all aspects of the children’s transnational social lives, but a negative focus on one aspect – lan-
guage, for instance – might influence their sentiments of transnational belongingness in general
when they grow older. On the other hand, a more positive appreciation of the transnational
dimensions of children’s lives might aid in turning their transnational backgrounds into a reser-
voir of resources (see Toivanen, 2019), rather than a hindrance.

Because I have only reported findings from a single case study, these last reflections are ten-
tative and call for further research into how children’s transnational belongingness intersects
with nationally oriented school systems like the Danish system. Further research might offer a
better understanding of how the pedagogy of nation operates in the Danish school system and
other similar school systems, and what improvements are needed to avoid detaching the trans-
national aspects of children’s lives from their lives at school. This, in turn, might prevent the
sense of detachment from turning into more general sentiments of alienation from mainstream
society or other countries and places that play an important role in the lives of children of
migrant parentage in Denmark and elsewhere.
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