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Research subject The aim of this project was to investigate and describe the
strategies applied by young people from minority ethnic and
cultural backgrounds in negotiating and articulating their
complex, multiple identities in the face of everyday racism
and other challenging or offensive behaviour.
The three youth groups identified in Germany, Ireland and
Italy represented different dimensions and aspects of
cultural diversity in Europe while at the same time relating
to a central issue of ‘the construction of difference’. The
guiding notion of the researchers was that the mechanisms
for the construction of difference can be linked to symbolic
or phenotypic markers such as culture, religion, life-style or
assumed ethnic-genetic differences.
The youth groups were chosen accordingly from a variety of
contexts that represent a cross-section of symbolic markers.
In Bologna the group chosen were young people belonging
to the Sinti population – a recognised ethnic minority with a
traditionally nomadic life-style. In Cork the identified group
belonged to the Irish travelling community which also has a
nomadic tradition but is not usually recognised as an ethnic
group. Its ‘Irishness’ is also contested even though it is by
all accounts an indigenous population. In Mainz the focus
was on a group comprising a variety of non-German
nationalities (mostly second-generation immigrants) who
were linked by their Muslim religion.

Methodology / Methods The project was based largely on methods originating in
action research and discourse analysis models. The various
stages of the project centred initially on the establishment of



a relationship of trust between the youth groups and the
researchers in each location. Researchers had to demonstrate
that they were 'investing' something in the joint work, rather
than just 'taking information away'. This was achieved by
effectively establishing a youth club at two of the locations
(Bologna and Cork) with young people from ethnic
minorities who had been excluded from mainstream youth
facilities. In Mainz a series of seminars was offered on
topics of the young people's own choosing. While the
research purpose of the contacts was made clear from the
outset, the actual evaluation of reactions to racism and
elements of identity formation took the form of youth
activities at a later stage of the projects. These involved
discussion groups, oral history sessions, the production of a
newsletter for young people, the production of a video and
the preparation of a youth seminar. The researchers then
treated the working groups as focus groups to enhance the
reflective potential of the discussions.

Abstract

This project aimed to investigate and represent the strategies applied by young people
from minority ethnic and cultural backgrounds in negotiating and articulating their
complex, multiple identities in the face of everyday racism and other challenging or
offensive behaviour. The three youth groups identified in Germany, Ireland and Italy
represented different dimensions and aspects of cultural diversity in Europe while at the
same time relating to a central issue of ‘the construction of difference’. The project was
based largely on methods originating in action research and discourse analysis models.
Results show that young people with contested cultural and ethnic identities in
contemporary European societies have a wide repertoire of strategies with which they
negotiate their identities and with which they ward off challenges to that identity,
including the challenge of racism.

Research Objectives

The initial research objective was to give as much autonomy as possible to the young
people themselves in defining their situation. The entire emphasis of the approach was
to avoid portraying the young people from ethnic minorities as 'having problems' and to
focus on the difficulties they encounter in their daily lives. On the contrary, the sole
objective of this project was to focus on the capacities and competencies which they had
already acquired in their particular life circumstances and to validate them by forging
links between the groups across countries and across cultures. Our premise was that the
strategies developed against racism as it occurs in all societies on a daily basis were
closely linked to the awareness and articulation of different aspects of one's own
identity, and the action research mode was intended to evaluate and enhance the skills
involved in this articulation against the background of discriminatory and excluding
processes and pressures. The project aimed at a high degree of compatibility in the



social characteristics of the groups chosen (at least in terms of age and gender
composition). The work was also to rely on the availability of support structures for the
young people within their own communities and within the local infrastructure.

The action research

The project eventually settled for the following priorities and methods:

a) The researchers in Mainz placed the emphasis on religion as a signifier of difference
in a multicultural society. The position of the young people identified was that
although they had become by all accounts part of German society, they nevertheless
could only partially identify with it. They therefore see their identities differently
from German young people whose citizenship status is endorsed by their German
passport. The project investigated their ability to cope with this specific situation by
means of :

� group discussions with the youth group on a range of topics relevant to their specific
situation which some of the members formulated in writing (on issues of school,
leisure, personal relations, etc.) and their subsequent analysis to identify the
prevailing modes and symbols of identity and world views.

� sessions with an educational purpose (centred on practical organisational issues).
� advisory sessions and supervisory consultations (to deal with conflicts and issues

arising from the members’ multi-cultural identities).
� collection of main points of reflection for the preparation of publishable material

that addresses the views of a ‘new generation’ of young people in multicultural
societies.

b) The Bologna group, after having explored the issues prevalent among Sinti young
people, decided on a less specific way to engage with them. The researcher
arranged for a wide range of formal and less formal encounters which gave the
participants ample opportunities to express their preferences and preferred modes of
working. On the informal side, it was important for the community worker to be
frequently around on the site, to become accepted, to participate in activities and to
take groups of young people on outings to the city, to cafes and pizzerias, cinemas
and other places of interest. On the formal side, the group expressed a great deal of
interest in a computer which they learned to operate and on which they recorded
biographical stories obtained from older people on the site. This led to a whole oral
history project, later accompanied by photography work, to the production of
several newsletters of interest to the Sinti community and to contacts with other
projects via the Internet. The findings and stories were evaluated jointly and the
reflections centred on changing presentations of 'self' across generations, on gender
issues and on the ability to negotiate multiple identities in contacts with the
surrounding population.

c) The work in Cork involved creating the conditions for a small youth club and
commencing activities which the group of young Travellers would find interesting
and relevant. Of necessity, this part of the project dealt with the preliminary issues
which are vital to the success of any initiative with minority groups. While it did not
therefore ‘advance’ as far into self-reflection and formalised research as the other
two partners, it still produced valuable insights into the conditions under which trust
and confidence can be established. Above all, the many practical obstacles were



themselves the material on which the reflective process centred, incidents and
experiences of discrimination and racism, some of which the young people had got
used to and found not worth questioning at first. This gave a measure of the extent to
which traveller youth had to ‘work’ in negotiating their identities in everyday
contexts, it was this work which they eventually came to share to some extent with
the project workers.

Main Research Results

The results from the three locations all emphasise different aspects and dimensions
which nevertheless converge on common themes which can be summarised as follows:
Identity and culture are indeed complex and contested entities for the young people
concerned. This is not so much an abstract academic finding but an everyday reality in
that for all the groups, raising issues of identity was associated with very definite and
tangible dangers.

Coping with everyday social tasks and the articulation of identity are intricately linked.
Both relate back to communicative competences which are not simply verbal abilities
but the complex linking of perception, analysis, responding and assessing the likely
consequences of different responses at a meta-level in interaction, particularly with
‘outsiders’.

The real extent of the racism to which the young people in this study are constantly
exposed is difficult to gauge since it has been incorporated into a sense of normality,
and this on ‘both sides’. Situations of actual conflict are the culmination of factors
which are almost permanently present and which need to be kept under constant review
by the young people. This makes them often appear defensive, suspicious, arrogant –
and yet lowering this acquired vigilance is associated with real danger.

The caution with which personal issues were raised, the extent to which the young
people find it necessary to mobilise defences for self-protection are in themselves a first
measure of how contentious and threatening questions about identity are, not because
they were ashamed of giving answers but because they do not have control over the way
in which their answers could be used against them or their community.

It is a sign of the pervasiveness of racism that the young people from all three
backgrounds saw their identity valued as inferior and as already known in its totality to
their wider social environment. Self-definition for them is not a matter of intelligence,
of being articulate or of having social skills training, but a matter of power.

In addition, all three groups are conscious that identities do not appear in blocks, as
clear alternatives between which they could or should choose. Instead they find
themselves surrounded by multi-dimensional polarisation and shifting identities.
Adopting the identity of their parents’ generation for instance was not an option for any
of them because those identities had related to a different social context and these
contexts were constantly in flux.

The young people were also aware of the need to make life-style choices that were
uniquely relevant to them rather than being able to simply ‘assimilate’ a given life-style.



In this they are part of a much wider development among young people generally who
are increasingly under pressure to construct individualised life ‘projects’.

The same also applied to the choice of coping strategies. The young people revealed a
wide range of strategies which were neither purely a necessity nor simply copied from
parents or other role models (there was no mention of ‘heroes’ or idols). The modes
were expressions of a ‘collective wisdom’ re-worked and applied in a highly
differentiated manner.

However, what appear on the surface to be highly personalised coping strategies
(avoidance of conflict, compromise, normalisation) lacking in political insight and
principle are, on closer analysis, forms of behaviour that correspond very closely to a
political analysis. The absence of rights and the frequent impossibility of recourse to
legal protection make it inappropriate in given situations to respond confrontatively or
to ‘make an issue’ of a provocation.

There are indications however that different cultural groups have a differing range of
options available to them in responding to racist challenges and discrimination. It could
be hypothesised that this has something to do with having access to a core of reference
points which have a strong, albeit contentious, resonance in the wider society. In the
case of the German youth group, it was definitely religion. In the case of the Sinti group
in Bologna, it was feminism that substantiated moves towards a diversification of
strategies. For the young travellers in Cork, religion was not a strong enough reference
point, nor was the ethnic dimension available as this issue is ambiguous and unresolved
in the traveller community. This factor left the Cork group of young Travellers least
confident in the assertion of their identity to outsiders.

All groups recognise the need to ‘move forward’ in the development of strategies and of
a collective set of identities. They are engaged in a continuous re-working of given
forms of identity as any notion of a ‘return’ to unambiguous identities is barred, even at
the affective level of nostalgia. The Muslim youngsters regard the home countries of
their parents more like holiday resorts, the young Sinti people find stories of the
extended family’s former circus life unglamorous, the young travellers attach no
romanticism to a ‘life on the road’. But they also know that creating a new identity lies
in their hands, much more than in the case of the majority population which has a much
wider ‘repertoire’ of identities available to them, and they therefore feel very exposed in
this.

As racism is such a pervasive factor its negative imprint enters into all re-statements of
identity. It cannot be avoided or ignored, it does not disappear when it is not being
named, although avoidance and low key strategies diffuse the insidious effect of racism
which makes the victims feel responsible for its appearance. By not taking up the
provocation on every occasion a degree of initiative and autonomy can be regained.

Conclusions

Young people with contested cultural and ethnic identities in contemporary European
societies have a wide repertoire of strategies with which they negotiate their identities



and with which they ward off challenges to that identity, including the challenge of
racism.

Having the resources to meet and to compare experiences is vital to the development of
confidence in the articulation of a self-chosen, autonomous identity.

The level of racism experienced by ethnic minorities is high but its true extent is
masked in the perceptions of young members of these communities by the regularity
with which it occurs and by its perception as part of the ‘state of normality’.

Many of these coping strategies give rise to misunderstandings, including misconstrued
confirmations of racist stereotypes. This contributes to the considerable social distance
that stereotyping and racism maintain.

Community solidarity is all important. In this way, issues and challenges of identity are
not experienced individually, even where they affect individuals very particularly.
Group loyalty is a vital source of strength.

Nevertheless, young people from communities with minority culture status cannot resort
to ‘available’ identities either from within their own communities nor as shared
identities with members of the wider society. In this sense alone, young people growing
up in what are often regarded as ‘traditional societies’ are demonstrating that they live at
the forefront of modernity in that personal identity is indeed a constant ‘project’.

The absence of effective legal rights and legal protection against racism and
discrimination severely curtails the range of coping strategies available and reinforces
the internalisation of exclusion.

Youthwork must respect the need for privacy and the importance of community at all
costs, particularly where pedagogical objectives of ‘wanting to help’ are being invoked
on the part of the professionals. At the same time it needs to offer opportunities to
validate personal experiences in a wider political context.


