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Chapter 7 
Immigration, Migration and Free Movement in the Making of Europe 

Adrian Favell 
 

Europe historically has been made, unmade, and remade through the movements 
of peoples.1 Despite the image today of Europeans as a rather sedentary and socially 
immobile population – particularly when compared to the highly mobile spatial and 
social patterns of North Americans – contemporary Europe has essentially emerged out 
of a crucible of local, regional, and international population movements over the 
centuries.  

In this chapter, I consider the crucial impact of migration in Europe on European 
identity, by building a bridge between historical analyses of the phenomenon and 
emerging new patterns that are shaping Europe as a distinctive new regional space of 
migration and mobility. My contribution points to how migration is making and remaking 
Europe, less at the level of identity in people’s heads – in fact, if anything, most 
migrations are contributing to the growth of anti-European sentiment – but more in a 
territorial and (especially) structural economic sense. This is less easy to see if a purely 
cultural view is taken of the question of Europe. After sketching the role of population 
movements in the making and unmaking of Europe historically, I explore in depth the 
three kinds of migration/mobility that are most salient to the continent today and its 
structural transformation: first, the ongoing, traditional “ethnic” immigration of non-
Europeans into European nation-states; second, the small, but symbolically important 
emergence of new intra-European “elite” migrations, engaged by European citizens 
enjoying the fruits of their EU free movement rights; and third, the politically ambiguous 
flows of East-West migrants – which fall somewhere between the other two forms – that 
have been connected to the EU enlargement processes formalized in 2004 and 2007. The 
distinctiveness of Europe as a world region – hence in this sense, its economic and 
territorial identity – can best be grasped by briefly comparing it again to the US and 
North America as a similar, but differently structured regional migration space, a theme I 
turn to in my conclusion.  

 
Population Movements in the Making and Unmaking of Europe 
 
It is not uncommon to picture European nationals as somehow innately predisposed to 
not move. Europe is typically seen as a patchwork of “thick” inherited cultures – divided 
up by proudly preserved languages and social practices – that map out a continent of 

                                                 
1 This chapter started life as a lecture for the Sociology Department at the University of Copenhagen in late 
2006, and is a new take on ideas first developed in Favell 2003a. I thank Nauja Kleist for the original 
invitation to speak, and the editors, my co-authors in the volume, and Thomas Risse for useful comments 
and criticisms in its development. 
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stubbornly rooted peoples with strong national and local identities, not much affected by 
the efforts of European institutions – or globalization – to get them to think differently. It 
is also seen as a continent largely hostile to new immigrants, struggling to integrate even 
the small numbers of ethnically and racially distinct minorities that do manage to get in.  

The US, as is so often the case, is often referred to in order to underline this 
contrast. If the EU can be thought of for a moment as a kind of federal United States of 
Europe, the numbers are stark. While around 12 percent of Americans are foreign born 
(Batalova and Lowell 2006), less than one in fifty Europeans lives outside his/her state of 
national birth,; and even intra-regional migration within European nation-states is lower 
than cross-state migration in the US, at 22 percent compared to 33 percent (European 
Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions 2006). European 
society is thus seen as the product of historically rooted cultures; America unequivocally 
has been built on immigration and the melting pot of newcomers. Despite fluctuating 
political resistance to new immigration, the base numbers and percentages moving to the 
US are still bigger than anywhere in Europe, as is the sheer size of recent immigrant-
origin populations over two or three generations – which in some states such as 
California now exceed 50 percent. And the attractiveness of the US for new generations 
of the internationally ambitious and talented is still unanswered by Europe as a global 
economic force: two-thirds of tertiary-educated migrants from developing countries 
choose America as their destination, with dramatically beneficial consequences for the 
American economy (Peri 2005). It appears, in short, that Americans are willing to move 
and accept movers; Europeans are not. 

A short pause for thought on this assumption will quickly reveal its historical 
ineptitude (see also Recchi 2006). America, after all, was largely populated by Europeans 
who moved and moved again: over sea, and then over great stretches of land. Thought of 
less shortsightedly, Europe is and always has been a continent of migratory flux. Early 
modern Europe – the kind of Europe celebrated by nationalists everywhere in terms of 
culturally rooted folklore (Hobsbawm 1983; Anderson 1991) – in fact was already a 
patchwork of circular, seasonal, and career mobility well before industrialization. These 
revolutions then changed everything: sweeping peasants off the land, ripping apart rural 
communities, packing expansive cities full of new social classes, and creating economic 
channels of mobility that linked all of Europe, and eventually the world, in a new system 
of empire and capital (Moch 2003; Bade 2000; Hobsbawm 1987). On the ground, this 
meant continual flows of migration. By the late nineteenth century, unprecedented 
numbers were also moving across national borders as worker populations, and across seas 
as new world migrants and settlers (Hatton and Williamson 1998). Europeans went 
everywhere. 

Why this is forgotten in the image of a sedentary Europe today is, of course, that 
the wars of the twentieth century stopped much of this migration. Nation-states finally 
reigned supreme as the dominant form of global social organization: cementing the 
institutionalized role of state-centered power as explosive population containers, using 
military service, citizenship, and welfare rights in the name of national identity, to build 
political distinctions between insiders and outsiders and fix people spatially (Torpey 
2000; Mann 1993). This, then, became the familiar, legitimate political topography of the 
modern world, leaving numerous ethnic groups on the wrong side of territorial borders or 
in despised social locations, the stateless residual populations of a now thoroughly 
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nationalized Europe. This left one disaster – the Jewish holocaust – which scarred the 
continent forever, and an ugly aftermath of war that brutally shifted yet more populations 
East and West. Europeans were once again moved, in search of a stable political solution 
that might for once and for all settle the ethnic and ideological frontiers of the so-called 
“shatter zone” in Central and East Europe (Mazower 1998; Brubaker 1996; Mann 2005). 
Europe gave up its empires, and the Iron Curtain created a new, nearly impermeable 
material and psychological barrier, freezing East-West mobility and literally severing the 
latitudinal land movements and interactions that had, in longue durée geographical terms, 
been the greatest civilizing resource of the continent (Diamond 1997).  

In the West, generous welfare state structures in the postwar period – a kind of 
liberal democratic form of socialized nationalism prevalent throughout the continent up 
to 1970 (Mazower 1998) – cemented national populations in place like never before. The 
shrunken West European powers eventually re-emerged economically, but they did so by 
now servicing their migrant worker needs, first via a new wave of migrants from the 
peripheral South to North (from Italy, Spain, Portugal and Yugoslavia), then – as these 
movements too dried up – via a large, hitherto unprecedented immigration from former 
colonies and dependencies outside Europe (especially Turkey, North and Central Africa, 
the West Indies, South Asia, and Indonesia). This, of course, brought an even more 
explosive mix of race and cultural diversity into the fractious continent (Castles and 
Miller 2003). 

A historical ground map to European population movements – breathless as this 
sketch is – is necessary for any discussion about the place of migration today in the 
making of a European identity. It is not an easy map to capture (see also King 2002). 
Conventional post-colonial and guest worker immigration was supposed to have ended in 
the 1970s, leaving only limited channels of family reunification and asylum as entry 
points for migration. Immigrant populations were supposed to have settled and integrated 
as nationals and citizens, turning more or less culturally homogenous national societies 
into reluctantly multicultural ones.  

The 1980s, and especially 1990s, have changed all this again. A wave of “new 
migrations” has mixed up the continent once more (Koser and Lutz 1998). A globalizing 
economy has liberalized post-industrial societies, leading to a new dual service economy 
driven largely by a demand for cheap foreign labor (Sassen 2001; Piore 1989). Global 
transportation systems have facilitated movement to Europe from increasingly diversified 
and unpredictable sources (Held et al. 1999). European working classes, as in America, 
no longer wish to take on 3D (dirty, dangerous, and dull) tasks that might be left to more 
motivated and cheaper foreigners. Migration here, as elsewhere, has also dramatically 
feminized, as women from developing countries have become the carers and domestic 
workers of the highly developed. Asylum, which once functioned as a more symbolic 
gesture to enable small numbers of political refugees to escape to the West, has turned 
into an uncontrollable torrent as Europe has picked up the human pieces of numerous 
regional and global wars; asylum also has become effectively a channel of labor 
migration. Europe was supposed to become a fortress; by the early 2000s the reverse was 
happening (Favell and Hansen 2002). 

Added to these new forms of immigration, novel intra-EU migrations have also 
become a feature of the European migrant tapestry. European Union was built on the four 
freedoms, including the free movement of persons. Long-standing EU15 member states 
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have enjoyed these rights for decades now. The numbers of West Europeans on the move 
have by no means been large, but they are highly symbolic. For every one who moves to 
work and settle freely in a neighboring member state of the European Union, many more 
are moving temporarily as students, shoppers, commuters, and eventually retirees. Add to 
this the ever changing geographical definition of the Union with successive enlargements 
reuniting Europe, and the potential for a new kind of migration in Europe – “free 
movement” – looks set to again unmake and remake the settled patchwork of national 
societies that had, more or less successfully, used the European Union to rescue the 
European nation-state in the postwar period (Milward 2005). The most visible intra-EU 
free movers now are, of course, after 2004 and 2007, the socially and spatially dynamic 
mobile populations of new Eastern and Central Europe, grabbing access to a European 
space that is now all theirs again. But, arguably, free movers will, due to the concentric 
logic of an externalizing, “neighborhood”-building EU, in future be coming from Ukraine, 
Turkey, and Morocco as well. 

These combined phenomena leave a confusing setting for evaluating the impact of 
population movements on European identity. As I will show, untangling the impact of 
these various new migrations on the making and unmaking of Europe, it can be seen that 
Europe is struggling to maintain distinctions among three distinctive groups, but moving 
towards a new solution. Here, I will sketch the outlines of this likely future, before going 
on to explore this scenario in more depth in the rest of the chapter. 

A first kind of migration – traditional, poor, “ethnic,” extra-European immigrants 
from Africa and Asia – insofar as they can be distinguished as such – is being processed, 
with a great deal of social and political conflict, in line with the established methods for 
dealing with postwar, post-colonial, and guest worker migrants. These immigrants 
continue to be framed as the legitimate concern of national societies, not the European 
Union; recent years have seen the return of nationalist integration policies across all of 
Europe, alongside a growing instrumental role they play in fuelling the symbolic closure 
of anti-EU and anti-globalization politics. However, in Europe as elsewhere, this often 
ugly politics of immigration does not square with the economics of migration. Nostalgia 
for contained, culturally secure, citizenship and nation-based societies sits badly with a 
globalized dual labor market within service sector-driven economies run by 
multinationals, which demand an almost endless reserve army of flexible foreign labor. 

The experiences of a second group of migrants, at the other end of the social scale 
– West European movers I call “Eurostars” – tell a different story about Europe today. 
Unsurprisingly, they reflect a Europe at its most enthusiastically cosmopolitan and post-
national. Yet, even with all formal barriers to migration down, they encounter limitations 
and resistance to their movement that suggest the resilience of national ethnicities in even 
the most structurally global and multinational of locations – London and Amsterdam 
being my examples.  

A third group of migrants – the new East European movers – are the most 
ambiguous of all. Are they cadet “Eurostars,” as the theory of European integration 
predicts they one day will become? Or are they still more like traditional “ethnic” 
immigrants, and likely to be treated this way? I argue that both are true. They are making 
a new European space of movement and fulfilling a new idea of European citizenship; 
but they are also being shuffled into economic roles in the West European economies 
assigned in the postwar period to traditional non-European immigrants. Herein lies the 
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punch line. A kind of European fortress may yet be built on the back of this ambiguous 
spread and opening of Europe to the East. A tempting racial logic is at stake for 
Europeans today. Opening to populations from the East may enable the more effective 
closing of Europe to the South, filling the structural need for which Western Europe had 
historically to turn to colonial and developing country immigrants from more distant 
societies and cultures. Racial and cultural distinctions might be used to achieve what 
concrete, electronic surveillance, and barbed wire cannot. 

 
The Three Migrations in Europe 
 
I will now explore in greater detail each of the three migrations identified above: 
traditional non-European “ethnic” immigrants; West European “Eurostars”; and the new 
East-West post-Enlargement movers. It is essential to analytically distinguish them 
before showing how the new migration scenario is blurring many of these supposedly 
clear distinctions. 

 
 Traditional non-European “ethnic” (im)migrants 

New forms of migration and mobility have changed the context of population 
movements in Europe, but the dominant story about immigration today in Europe is still, 
mostly, the ongoing classic post-colonial and guest worker scenario. Unquestionably, 
European economies still generate a strong demand for migrant workers, alongside an 
alluring image that generates a supply – alluring enough to offset the often highly costly 
and uncertain calculations that lie behind migrants’ decisions to move from Africa or 
Asia. Where the story has changed is in the increasingly diverse source origins of 
ongoing immigration: now from a range of countries with little or no colonial connection 
to the destination countries. Previous generations of post-colonial immigrants could at 
least count on a symbolic connection to the metropolitan destinations, together often with 
having been socialized to some extent in the language and culture of the country. 
Nowadays sources and destinations are equally scattered, a factor that increases the 
tensions that emerge politically around the migration in the receiving society. For 
example, on this score, the reception context of British West Indian migrants in the 1960s 
differs dramatically from the Sri Lankis or Kurds arriving in Denmark today. National 
integration systems thus find it that much harder to deal with the new migrations.  

In addition, channels of migration today are much more “bottom-up” than in the 
days of relatively planned post-colonial and guest worker recruitment migration. Some of 
the most remarkable migration systems that have emerged have been very specific in 
their internal self-organization: Senegalese street vendors in Italy (Riccio 2001), Cape 
Verdean domestic workers in Italy and Spain (Andall 1998), Chinese migrants in Britain 
and France (Benton and Pieke 1998), Middle Easterners in Scandinavia (Diken 1998), 
and so on. For the main, though, the largest groups of migrants – from Turkey and 
Morocco – are rather predictable and continuous migration systems built on long histories 
and easy connections with a range of countries (for some sources: Lesthaege 2000; 
Kastoryano 1993; Bousetta 2000; Phalet et al. 2000).  

As everyone knows, these various immigrations have visibly put black, brown, 
and yellow faces in white Europe, including in some of the least likely places. Issues of 
multiculturalism or inter-ethnic conflict that were most familiar to former colonial 
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powers like Britain and France are now raised in every country in Western Europe, and 
increasingly in East and Central Europe too. As a majority of these new immigrants hail 
from predominantly Muslim countries, the Islamic dimension of this immigration – 
whether practicing religious affiliation or merely the parent culture – has become the 
defining issue of twenty-first-century European “identity” most associated with 
immigration today (see also Byrnes and Katzenstein 2006).  

This is of course an issue imprisoned in broader geo-political struggles linked to 
“war against terror,” and at the mercy of reductive, inflammatory visions of the so-called 
“clash of civilizations” (Huntington 1996). It is now difficult to see past the rhetoric to 
assess qualitatively how different these new migrations and the multicultural problems 
are from those of the “old” immigration of the 1950s and 60s. In fact, the trajectory of 
these visible, so-called “ethnic” immigrants in European society is a quite familiar one. 
At a macro-level, they have been a key structural feature of all postwar European 
societies. What impacted first the large post-colonial and guest worker countries has had 
similar effects in asylum receiving countries in northern, and later in southern Europe. 
Each nation-state has faced similar “multicultural questions,” albeit with different timings 
and political saliency (Favell 2001; Joppke and Morawska 2003). Europe as a whole has 
become a continent of immigration, and (with more difficulty) a continent of Islam; but 
the political and social processes raised by these questions have everywhere been dealt 
with as predominantly national ones, now raging at the core of domestic national politics 
everywhere, from Britain to Denmark, and the Netherlands to Spain.  

Immigration, then, is certainly a European question; but the politics of 
immigration are still dominantly national in locus. Cooperation at the European level has 
had its effects, particularly on border control and entry policies; but the EU has little 
effect on the policies or processes of immigrant settlement. The basic problems for these 
non-European immigrants – “Third Country Nationals” as they are known in EU jargon – 
is one of attaining formal national citizenship and recognized national membership: they 
are not European citizens, even when they have permanent residency. Naturalization into 
their adopted host state provides the one sure route to becoming a European, but 
successful naturalization is inevitably a nationalizing process (Hansen 1998). The effect 
on European identity of these new immigrations is, in this sense, negative: it helps to 
preserve the nation-centered status quo. Whatever transnational, even pan-European 
social forms migrants might develop – Islam, for example, has taken specific “Euro” 
forms in the visions of young leaders like Tariq Ramadan – the socialization pressures 
faced by Muslim immigrants are overwhelmingly national. Nearly every European 
nation-state has formulated in recent years a policy on “integration” of immigrants that 
reflects mainly nation-building concerns about imparting national culture and values to 
newcomers, and very little of the kinds of post-national responses to immigration that 
would be the consequence of a through Europeanization of the issues involved (Favell 
2003b). The most encouraging message all such immigrants get from their host societies 
is: “integrate – or else… .”  

Immigration is thus dominantly a national issue everywhere because of the 
integration question – even progressive, inclusionary movements are always framed in 
terms of inclusion into national identities: finding your place in “multi-ethnic” Britain, or 
“republican” France, or the “tolerant, pluralist” Netherlands, and so on. As recent debates 
in all these countries reveal, immigration issues and the vulnerable populations who 
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embody them are consistently projected by both pro- and anti-immigration politicians and 
media into grand national debates about citizenship, national culture, language 
acquisition, and absorption in national welfare and labor market systems. Ongoing 
“ethnic” immigration in fact has become one of the primary ways in which nation-
building continues its classic operations in Europe today, despite other Europeanizing and 
globalization processes. If by the making of Europe or a European “identity” it is meant 
something over and above the nation-state – something post-national, cosmopolitan, a 
European “society” and so on – then “Europe” is simply not very relevant to most 
traditional immigration policy questions. 

Moreover, the anti-immigrant reactions seen across Europe in the toughening of 
politics on immigration and integration are also a crucial pillar in the anti-EU backlash. 
They are again a distinct part of the un-making of European identity (in a post-national 
sense), although, as Doug Holmes points out, these politics themselves have 
Europeanized nationalists and nativists in support of their own, different vision of Europe 
– a Europe of nation-states. Populations remain, on the whole, hostile to migrations of all 
kinds. Progressive immigration policies – on citizenship rights and so on – have generally 
only been advanced politically in Europe by depoliticizing the issues into legal and 
technical arenas, and typically during periods of low saliency of immigration politics 
(Guiraudon 1998). In terms of Neil Fligstein’s analysis about how and why people might 
feel “European,” immigration in fact is one of the issues leading nationals of member 
states to feel much less European – including the immigrants themselves, who have no 
option, if they wish to be included in their host society, but to comply with the 
integrating/nationalizing pressures attached to citizenship and membership acquisition. 
The effects of immigration, in fact, suggest an opposite dynamic to the Deutsch 
hypothesis: more mobility and more interaction leading to a less integrated Europe. 

A different view about the aggregate effects of new immigration might be taken if 
we were to view the question in structural, economic terms, rather than the cultural ones 
reflected in political debates and discussions on identity. Far from the maelstrom of 
rhetorical national politics, policy makers in the EU certainly have been talking about 
coordinating or formulating immigration policies at the EU level; indeed, the only EU 
policy field where there is rapid integration today is in security-based externalization 
efforts on immigration and border control. This is more a question of nations efficiently 
devolving control mechanisms to more effective agency than anything supra-national as 
such; but it has certainly Europeanized police forces and other state agencies in ways they 
would have not expected. There seems to be a huge effort in redirecting the internal 
European integration project to external border construction and policy – particularly to 
the South. In this sense, immigration does appear to be helping in the (negative) 
construction of Europe – as the “fortress” hoped for by alarmed national populations. 

Economics, though, may yet defeat this particular vision of Europe. The numbers 
of extra-EU immigrants are still rising, despite the efforts to control and limit them. This 
migration does still seem to be fulfilling a structural demand for migrants, driven by the 
demographic demand of declining childbirth and aging populations, and the economic 
restructuring of European national welfare state economies into a global service economy. 
No European nation-state can escape the changing structure of labor markets, and their 
rescaling at a wider European level, as they become organized everywhere around highly 
polarized, service industry driven, global cities. Every European economy is witnessing a 
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division of labor and widening of inequalities between the primary sectors of the middle 
and upper class employment, and lower grade working class jobs that native nationals are 
less and less willing to fill: notably cleaners, domestic workers, restaurant and shop 
workers, taxi drivers, construction and agricultural workers, and so on. There is national 
level resistance to this process, as well as variation across the “varieties of European 
capitalism” (Esping-Andersen 1999) – Britain is much more polarized and hence open to 
migrants than, say, Denmark – but these structural economic effects are impacting all.  

These processes are thus integrating Europe under a new economic rationale. On 
their convergent economic trajectories, European economies are coming to look more and 
more like North America in their structural demand for migration to fill the secondary 
labor market demand: this will mean high levels of tacit migration, social and economic 
marginalization for immigrants, and policies at the border that “talk the talk” of control 
but are porous and liberalizing in their effects – what is referred to in the American 
context as “smoke and mirrors”-style border control policies (Massey et al. 2002). 
Viewed this way, immigration is still building a new Europe, in a structural sense – 
although host populations don’t much like politically the apparently neoliberal Europe 
that is being built by these processes (see also Díez Medrano in this volume).  

 
 Eurostars and Eurocities 

What happens when you remove race, class, ethnicity, inequality, borders, 
barriers, and cultural disadvantage from immigration? Answer: you get “free movers.” 
Nationals of European member states are also European citizens, amongst whose basic 
rights are those that ensure their unfettered ability to move, shop, work, live, and settle 
wherever they want abroad in Europe, whenever and however. Globally speaking, the 
European Union is a unique space in this sense: there is nothing like this kind of 
politically constructed post-national space anywhere else on the planet. Free moving 
European citizens don’t need visas; they don’t need to worry about citizenship or 
integration; they often don’t even need residency to live and work where they choose – 
they can come and go in a free European space. European free movement laws – which 
date back to the original Treaty of Rome in 1957 – undid the nationalizing logic of 
nation-states as population containers just as the postwar settlement and the completion 
of European welfare states was cementing this national system firmly in place.  

In theory, then, European free movement could be an avenue for building a very 
different kind of Europe. Yet, numbers of such migrants have historically been small: still, 
today, less than one in fifty Europeans lives outside their country of origin, and numbers 
have not grown appreciably with any of the major steps towards European integration. 
The interest in this small population in comparison to traditional immigrants is precisely 
as an unexpected limit case: they reveal exactly what other types of immigrants have to 
face to achieve anything like level playing field conditions with national citizens (the 
following discussion is based on Favell 2008a).  

The “Eurostars,” as I call them, are at the heart of the EU Commission’s efforts to 
build Europe through dynamic mobility policies; the talk nowadays is not of moving coal 
miners and factory workers from the South to the North – as it was when Freedom of 
Movement of Persons was established as one of the basic provisions of the Treaty of 
Rome in 1957. The talk at the heart of the much touted 2000 Lisbon agenda, rather, is the 
movement of professionals, the skilled and the educated: the circulation of talent in a 
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knowledge economy, with its beneficial side effect the building of European identity – 
through the kinds of cross-border interactions discussed by Fligstein in this volume. This 
movement is likely to be a predominantly urban hub phenomenon – hence the emergence 
of “Eurocities,” a network of cosmopolitan places driving the new European economy: 
familiar big cities such as London, Amsterdam, Brussels, Milan, Munich, Berlin, 
Barcelona, Vienna, and so on, that enjoy semi-detached identities from the national 
societies in which they are situated.  

Unquestionably, London has benefited the most from these trends since the 90s. 
Offshore from the continent, a global hub and gateway for all of Europe, London is the 
European destination of free movement par excellence, an urban economy that has in the 
last 10-15 years creamed off the brightest and best of a whole generation of French, 
German, Italian, and Spanish movers (and others), frustrated with stagnant economies or 
parochial career hierarchies back home. What began as a large, but rather invisible 
migration of West Europeans has laid a path now for a new generation of young, talented, 
and educated Poles, Hungarians, Romanians, and others heading in the same direction – 
not least because other countries (such as France and Germany, most notably) have 
unwisely kept doors shut for these very same grade-A migrants from new accession 
countries. European mobility of this kind is also promoted as the model for future post-
enlargement migrations. At very least, mobile East European EU citizens taking their 
new European chances as “free movers” – no longer “immigrants” – are likely to largely 
exceed the paltry numbers of West Europeans who have moved with these same rights 
during the previous three to four decades.  

For sure, those movers found pioneering the life of Eurostars are the most likely 
to both feel and make a post-national/cosmopolitan European identity. As the PIONEUR 
survey documents in some detail (Recchi and Favell 2008), they embody in flesh and 
blood – albeit in small numbers – what the philosophers and cosmopolitan social theorists 
of Europe have long been dreaming of.2 This much is no surprise. In Fligstein’s terms, 
these people undoubtedly are the prototypical Europeans – although, as PIONEUR shows, 
they find little difficulty in combining their new European identity with identities rooted 
in both their nation of origin and nation of residence (Rother and Nebe 2008).  

But are they really making or changing Europe in a macro-structural sense? The 
irony is, of course, still patent: break down all barriers, create all kinds of incentive 
structures, paint a Europe without frontiers and only opportunities, and still you only get 
low, statistically insignificant levels of movement. Typically, the assumption here is that 
this is because Europeans don’t like to move; that they are inherently rooted to where 
they were born by culture and language. But this culturalist view of Europe is 
unsustainable given its longer and dramatic migration history and the fact that English 
has provided a common second language that can be used interchangeably by Europeans 

                                                 
2 The EU Framework V funded PIONEUR project (2003-6) “Pioneers of European Integration ‘from 
below’: Mobility and the Emergence of European Identity among National and Foreign Citizens in the 
EU,” directed by Ettore Recchi of the University of Florence, completed the first ever systematic survey of 
the migrant population of West European citizens within the EU, interviewing randomly 5,000 foreign 
residents from the five (EU15) largest states in the five largest states (i.e., Germans in Britain, France, Italy 
and Spain; British in Germany, France, Italy and Spain; French in the four other countries and so on). It 
posed questions about the socio-economic and geographical profile of these migrants, their reasons for 
migration, their social and spatial mobility, their feelings of European identity, their media consumption, 
and their political participation. See our Web site: http://www.obets.ua.es/pioneur. 
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in most professional circles or multinational corporations located in the major cities. But 
whatever the reason for immobility, European cross-border movement is a perilously 
slow and marginal way of making Europe. So much for philosophy and economic theory. 
This exceptional “most likely case” scenario is, however, revealing of the stark 
limitations of any post-national Europeanized space under even the best possible 
theoretical conditions.  

So being European for these free movers is certainly a banal fact in terms of 
identity survey questions; yes, there are forms of new Europeanized life, highly 
Europeanized spaces in cities, and slowly growing numbers of “new Europeans” in these 
terms out there. But more importantly, even with the low numbers, when the lives, 
experiences and trajectories of these would-be cosmopolitans are studied 
ethnographically, the movers can be seen to face surprising local and national barriers 
blocking their aspirations in even the most ostensibly cosmopolitan of locations.  

After London, another vastly popular hub of European mobility is Amsterdam. 
The Netherlands is often rated the number one open global economy in the world, and 
Amsterdam is seen as the liberal capital of Europe, widely seen as the most open and 
tolerant urban culture on the continent. It is a very popular destination with Irish, British, 
German, and Southern European migrants. Yet even here, EU movers often find 
themselves excluded on an informal level in their chosen places of residence by locally 
specific, highly ethnicized processes of exclusion. These center in Amsterdam, as in other 
Eurocities, on the competitive struggle for highly sought after prizes of settlement – high 
quality urban lifestyles – in the most desirable locations of global cities. The Dutch are 
open, tolerant, cosmopolitan – for sure – but they simply do not make it easy for 
foreigners to settle on an everyday level, ensuring that even the closest European 
neighbors have minimal access to the internal secrets of a national “culture” reserved to 
native speakers. This “culture” structures the confusing rules and regulations that police 
organizational life, access to the best housing, and attainment of the elusive quality of life 
that native Amsterdammers spend years strategizing to attain. Despite its appeal and the 
very high numbers of foreigners who move there, very few stay, turnover is high, and the 
Netherlands has one of the smallest foreign resident populations in the continent. It takes 
elite capital, and the adoption of a disconnected “expat” life in the city, to surmount these 
barriers – a stratification which ensures that European mobility cannot be massified 
downwards to the middle classes, or effect a bigger structural change on the Europe of 
nation states. It will remain an exclusive property of elites, if at all, and European spatial 
mobility opportunities will not lead to dramatic new social mobility or the emergence of a 
more widespread cosmopolitan sensibility (as the theorists dream) (see also Recchi 2008 
for a quantitative analysis of PIONEUR findings in these terms). 

It is a fair retort to suggest that expecting Europeans to build Europe by moving 
and resettling long term abroad is setting the bar too high in some respects. Yet, these 
same Europeans consistently (in Eurobarometer surveys) rate their rights of free 
movement as the most important benefit of EU membership – ahead of the economy and 
security – and around a third claim to be ready to move abroad if the opportunity and 
demand arose (European Year of Worker’s Mobility 2006).3 Perhaps other forms of more 

                                                 
3 Of those surveyed, 37 percent think they would be willing to move to another country that offered better 
conditions, 53 percent think the “freedom to travel and work in the EU” is the most important single benefit 
of membership – ahead of the Euro (44 percent) and peace (36 percent) – and 57 percent have travelled 
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transient/temporary mobility in Europe will be more significant: businessmen, students, 
retirees, shoppers, cross-border traders, commuters, and so on. Again, the broader terms 
of Fligstein’s search for the Europeans establishes the evidence, such as it can be shown 
through the limited available attitudinal sources of the Eurobarometer surveys. Maybe the 
experience of any cross-border mobility, even the most short-term, may have big 
Europeanizing effects. However, if mobility consists primarily of holidaying with co-
nationals on a beach in the Costa del Sol, or going on the rampage as a hooligan at a 
European football championship, European identity will not be the result. Thus far the 
evidence is ambiguous, even for the most likely beneficiaries such as Erasmus students or 
retirement migrants. Most of the evidence on these other forms of mobility suggest that 
experience of these benefits of European Union is not particularly destructive or 
transformative of national cultures or identities (as PIONEUR also underlines; see also 
King, Warnes, et al. 2000; King and Ruiz-Gelices 2003), and that when Europeans go 
home, they go home to their primary national identities. Eurostars, on the other hand, are 
trying to explicitly live a post-national life; most of them find that it is a rather difficult 
proposition in the European Union today. 

 
 East-West movers 

Setting up the contrast between these two types of migrants in Europe – “ethnic” 
immigrants and “elite” professional movers – unfortunately emphasizes what has become 
a clichéd view of the polarized mobility opportunities alleged to index the winners and 
losers of globalization and regional integration processes (i.e., Bauman 1998). The image, 
in fact, is far from empirically accurate (on this, see Smith and Favell 2006). “Ethnic” 
immigrants often contain a fair number of middle class and highly qualified movers, who 
often use their relatively privileged homegrown social and economic capital to engineer 
what becomes a social move downward into higher paying, but lower level work in the 
West. It is a universal fact of migration that it is not the poorest and least capable of 
migrating that move, but those with some degree of human capital or networks-based 
social capital (Hammar et al. 1997). Among the intra-European migrants, meanwhile, 
there is much evidence that free movement rights in Europe have been most effectively 
mobilized by a new generation of “social spiralists” – upwardly mobile, ambitious, 
provincial, working and lower middle class migrants, often from the South, often women, 
using international migration in Europe as an escape from career and lifestyle frustrations 
at home (Favell 2008a: 64).  

The caricature of “ethnic” immigrants and “elite” movers is even less applicable 
to the new form of migration that has in the last few years grown to become the most 
important visible proof of a changing Europe: post-Enlargement migration. This 
migration is dated post 2004 and 2007, although in truth the migration was already well 
established, both informally and semi-formally, before these dates, and encompasses 
countries not even now among the twenty-seven official members of the European Union. 
EU A8 movers, new accession country citizens, and by extension migrants from all 
candidate, possibly candidate, associate, and neighboring countries may fall under this 
logic – because of the territorial, “concentric” effects of integrating markets on a regional 
scale across these borders through the European neighborhood policies (Rogers 2000; 
                                                                                                                                                 
internationally within the EU in the last two years. Yet, less than 4 percent have ever lived and worked 
abroad.  
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Favell 2008b). The question, though, is whether post-Enlargement migrants “immigrants” 
are following the classic “ethnic” trajectory, or whether they are, rather, “free movers” 
destined to become the full and free European citizens of the future? Which scenario best 
applies? 

Demographic and economic theory is highly hopeful here. The newly freed “free 
movers” are seen as the avatars of an all-triumphant theory of European integration, 
which predicts a win-win-win outcome for Europe from these new movements (ECAS 
2005, 2006): the migrants win through satisfying their ambitions and mobility goals; the 
receiving society wins from creaming off their talent and enthusiasm; and the sending 
society will benefit from the positive development dynamics initiated by the movement 
of talented individuals who circulate money and networks within the new Europe, and 
who will bring back their talents at some point to the newly integrated Eastern economy – 
where all the best opportunities will be located in future. In short, movement theoretically 
promotes European integration, efficient economic dynamics, and a circulation of talent 
and capital flowing back into development. True to this theory, more spatial/social 
mobility is seen among East European movers. This generation of new Europeans are 
ambitious, dynamic movers ready to get what’s theirs from the West, while benefiting 
from ease of mobility back and forth from West to East. Well over half a million citizens 
from the A8 accession countries of 2004, for example, took the chance to move into 
Britain’s boom economy since 2004. In this, at least, they are unequivocally making 
Europe – regardless of how they or others might express their feelings in Eurobarometers 
or identity terms. This movement marks arguably the biggest social change in Europe in 
half a century: the definitive end of the Cold War, and a European social experiment that 
will leave neither West or East unchanged. 

But, at the same time, a negative political scenario continues to react to these 
migrants as “immigrants” rather than “free movers.” Identity can be mobilized negatively 
on this issue if migrants are seen by domestic populations as threats rather than 
benevolent economic complements to domestic economies. On this point, the evidence is 
equivocal. A pragmatic reaction has on the whole received many of these migrants. Over 
Romanians in Milan and Bilbao, Poles in Berlin and London, Russians and Yugoslavs in 
Paris or Amsterdam, overt politics has certainly not reacted anything like as violently as 
it has against the (somewhat) more visible North African or African populations in the 
same places. For sure, Polish plumbers and the “invasion” of Roma have grabbed 
headlines in France and Britain; France remains mostly closed to new accession members, 
and Britain shut its doors to Romanians and Bulgarians. But, overall, the reaction has 
been slow and measured, more in tune with the growing realization that these new faces 
are part of a rather permanent looking East-West economic system that might have even 
deeper consequences than the limited settlement of new “ethnic” immigrants.  

 This reaction can apply even when these migrants are white, Christian, skilled 
and in high demand – and it can happen equally to the Romanian farm worker in Italy, 
the Polish shop owner in Germany, or the highly skilled Hungarian office worker in 
England (see the ethnographies collected in Favell and Elrick 2008). The ambiguity of 
their presence is sharpened by the fact it is not so clear that the old traditional nation-
building integration response is so applicable here. Older immigrant populations might 
resent that East Europeans can come and go, taking the same jobs, but facing none of the 
integratory pressures that are put on traditional immigrants to demonstrate that they 
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“belong” in their West European host countries. There is still room for these migrants to 
be enveloped in the traditional nation-building processes of exclusion/inclusion, but for 
the main part they are establishing patterns of circular, temporary, and non-residential 
mobility in the new European space (Morawska 2002; Wallace and Stola 2001). Locals 
react with horror when they see the wives and children of Polish workers cluttering up 
state school and medical facilities. They understand quite well that the solution is to make 
sure that low cost airlines are plentiful, mobility easy, and economic conditions back 
home promising enough to ensure it is a temporary residence. West European nations, if 
they stay open and porous enough, might just get this migration/development equation 
right with Poland, although more permanent brain- and brawn-drain is an ongoing threat 
for the new Balkan member states.  

An evaluation of the future of this new European migration system, then, needs to 
stress both dimensions of the Europe it is building. Yes, the integrating Europe of 
mobility promised by demographers and economists is happening. But the system they 
are moving into is more often than not a system based on a dual labor market – in which 
East Europeans will take the secondary, temporary, flexible roles based on their 
exploitability in terms of cost and human capital premium. Europe thus comes to 
resemble the US-Mexico model: where East-West movers do the 3D jobs or hit glass 
ceilings, and where underlying “ethnic” distinctions between East and West are unlikely 
to disappear. In a sense, this mode of inclusion continues the iniquitous longer-standing 
historical relationship between East and West analyzed in this volume by Holly Case. 
Eastern Europeans will get to move, and they will learn the hard way that the West only 
wants them to do jobs that Westerners no longer want. The danger, in short, is they will 
become a new Victorian service class for a West European aristocracy of university 
educated working mums and “creative class” professionals, who need someone to help 
them lead their dream lives. 

The concentric, externalizing logic of regional integration is meanwhile pushing 
the EU to begin negotiations out across the Eastern borders, micro-managing border 
scenarios with new neighbors to encourage trade and mobility while controlling 
unwanted security and policing implications. The idea, again, is that free movement of all 
kinds can be governed; and that when it is governed well it is a win-win for both sides. 
This feature of European integration puts it far ahead of other steps towards regional 
economic integration around the world. Via bilateral external accords and neighborhood 
polices, the regional integration project in Europe stretches far east to the Urals, extends 
south to the Atlas mountains, and laps up against the borders of the Dead Sea. It can be 
expected that population movements of all kinds will increase within this concentric 
European space, and that those moving within this space will claim new rights as de facto 
European free movers rather than non-European immigrants. 

  
Conclusion: Migration and Comparative Regional Integration Processes 

 
Migration of all kinds is making Europe in new ways, but the new migration system 
engendered by successive EU enlargements and other externalizing efforts will prove the 
most momentous. In these terms, it is true the founding fathers would perhaps not believe 
the European regional integration process that they put in train. As the logic of enlarging 
has triumphed over deepening, a functional new regional European space is being built, 
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squaring the demography/economy/securitization question – although the borders of that 
space certainly do not end at the borders of EU27. When political integration of the EU 
hit the rocks, all the growth energy of the EU was turned into the activities of governing 
the porous borders of a new regional space, hence opening mobility and the four 
freedoms (in at least a partial way) to an EU45 or EU55 through the extension of the 
European market beyond all previous ideas of Europe. 

The key question of course will be: Where lie the borders of this “space” and 
“system”? Who is in/out? What, in other words, will be the relationship of the newly 
fluid East European “free movers” – both new and potential members – to those post-
colonial, “non”-European “immigrants” who have filled the secondary economic roles for 
Europe in the past? 

One way of answering this question is to go back to the US-Europe comparison 
and lay out the emergent European regional space against the North American one. 
Viewed this way, it becomes instructive to compare the expanding, explicitly political 
logic of European regional integration with the politically ungoverned and socially 
disastrous scenario that the US now faces with Central America. Where Europe is 
increasingly turning to the East for its migrant labor sources, the US relies massively on 
Latino migration from the South to fill the same roles. And as the recent politics of 
immigration in the US testify, the Mexico-US immigration scenario (and by extension the 
relationship with all of Central America) is now tragically hamstrung between the 
irreconcilable paradoxes of the national container “migration state” (Hollifield 2004), 
unable to take effective political steps towards a post-national regional integration in the 
European mold, while structurally dependent on cross-border mobility (Massey et al. 
2002). America desperately needs a rational economic solution; but its politics will not 
allow it.  

The US remains an economy and society driven by immigration. The American 
economy more than ever is based on its porous borders. The Californian agricultural 
economy would collapse without it; Texas is much the same. What do Los Angelenos do 
when there is a hole in their roof, a problem with the garden sprinkler, or a fence that 
needs patrolling at night? They phone up Carlos, a recently naturalized Mexican-
American, who has in fact been living in the city for twenty-five years. He then phones 
up some “guys” he knows, and you stop asking questions. Or if you need some help 
getting the house clean or the baby monitored, your neighbor’s home help, Susana, 
always has a “sister” or “cousin” willing to come by, for cash in hand. The middle and 
upper class can get back to work making money franchising cable comedy shows, or get 
busy with their yoga class after dropping the kids off at school. This is how the city 
works, how everyone makes money and creates time for themselves. Nowadays it’s 
exactly how New York, Chicago, Atlanta and Houston work too, and it’s getting to be 
that way in Dalton, Georgia, Las Vegas, Nevada, or even (someday soon) Des Moines, 
Iowa. European middle classes in London, Paris, or Rome are learning the same 
economic logic; and the home helps they are turning to, and becoming increasingly 
dependent on, are increasingly East European in origin.  

Politically, though, the two continents are divergent. Nativism is on the rise in the 
US, usually based on spurious cultural and linguistic arguments that are woefully 
outdated in their views of the population dynamics of major urban centers (Huntington 
2004). Congress has recently failed in several attempts to pass legislation to regularize 
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undocumented migration and to square the economic demand for workers with the push 
for more political control. Only border control and internal security has tightened. But as 
a recent satirical movie made clear, “A day without a Mexican” is the day the miracle 
American economy grinds to a halt. The scenario was actualized in the massive one-day 
Mexican protests in Los Angeles and elsewhere in the Spring of 2006. America has tried 
to look east to fill its voracious immigrant demand – one can argue that the US is so soft 
on immigration from Korea, Japan, China, and Vietnam precisely for this reason – but it 
still needs Carlos and his crew. White supremacists in the US have had their day, thanks 
to demographics. Even the Bush presidency understood that a Republican with no Asian 
or Latino voters is now a Republican out of office. Nativists will always want to build 
fences to the sky, and they may still feel empowered and legitimated to take their rifles 
out as minutemen to patrol the Arizona desert. But as is shown by the trucks pouring 
northwards across that border, while American capital and tourism pours south, the US 
economy does not and will not ever end at El Paso or Tijuana – and arguably a lot more 
of the Central and South American continent than US citizens would like to admit is 
indisputably, North America (see also Pastor 2001). But, as ever, this reality is driven by 
economic facts way in advance of any political understanding. It awaits a political 
leadership able to grasp it. 

Europe faces similar issues with immigration, but politically and economically it 
is choosing a different path. In the twentieth century, Europe’s greatest weakness in 
relation to the US was that its borders were ambiguous and its internal politics and 
economics fractious – to the tune of millions dead. Discounting its tiny and practically 
empty neighbor Canada, the US took a lead as the major container nation-state in the 
world because it had seas on either side and vast deserts to the south. It was a nation-state 
like no other, and it pursued a policy of essentially open doors to immigration – and a 
flattening of barriers to all internal migration – that fueled its growth and power to a scale 
that dwarfed all its rivals. Europe, too, eventually opened its societies to immigration and 
intra-regional migration, and now it seeks to manage a migration scenario that is close to 
being as dynamic and unruly as the one that dominates North American debates. London, 
the boomtown of European mobility, has in fact shadowed the mythical immigrant city of 
New York in terms of immigrant-led population growth in the period 2000-2005. But 
there is one major difference between the continents. The US has to look south for its 
sources of cheap labor. Europe, on the other hand, can look east; and this is what it has 
been increasingly doing. 

But where does this leave Europe’s own South? Put another way, this is the ethnic 
question of European identity again: the crucial issue of whether or not Moroccans and 
Turks – by far the largest immigrant populations in Europe, and the closest “ethnic” 
neighbors – are also mobile Europeans by the logic of regional integration. The politics 
currently do not look good: Europe may choose to heed nativism and treat its Moroccans 
and Turks in the same dismal fashion in which the US treats its Central American “alien” 
workforce. Yet, by a purely economic/concentric logic of regional integration, their 
mobility should come to resemble less and less the traditional nationalizing/ integrating 
immigrant trajectory, and more that of new and potential East European members. Other 
contiguous populations to the south and east might also make this claim – although the 
space of the European neighborhood, as any space, has to end somewhere. Physical 
borders matter; to some extent you can build walls and patrol seas. The US is trying this 
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again on its southern border, although as tens of thousands of have discovered at great 
human cost, it does not stop migration. But other mechanisms can make migration a lot 
more unpleasant. What if Europe could remove its reliance on ethnic workers in the 
lower, secondary slots in the economy; if demand itself could be removed by a racial and 
ethnocentric logic? For the time being, this seems the underlying logic determinate in 
defining who can be a “free mover” and who cannot. The strong suspicion is that the 
eastward expansion of Europe is being built with a racial logic, seeking to open borders 
to the East while closing them to the South. This is politically functional, economically 
attractive, and a dynamic solution in the short term.  

European enlargement and externalizing agreements have made it possible for 
Europe to look east. These same policies are being used to more effectively border and 
police borders in the South – reinforcing borders and, through neighborhood policies, 
enticing southern states in Africa and the Middle East financially and politically in order 
to implement more effective means of remote control. The payoff for a Europe, which is 
uneasy primarily about a neighboring Islamic South rather than a less familiar Balkan 
East, is clear. Poles, Romanians and Ukrainians are white and Christian; Turks, 
Moroccans, Senegalese, or Somalians are not. But there is a sting in the tail of this logic: 
it will not solve the longer term demography question. East Europeans have similarly low 
birthrates to their West European neighbors. The tension here between a porous East and 
a bordered South is thus likely to be a central defining feature of the ongoing regional 
integration being built through Enlargement. As always with the study of population 
movements, this dramatic macro-process can be very effectively viewed and humanly 
grasped through the micro-level experiences of the various migrants enacting these 
processes in Europe at the ground level. 
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