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Abstract: This article probes the consequences of Germany’s 1999 

citizenship reform as it pertains to the incorporation of immigrants. 

We maintain that the law’s principled rejection of dual citizenship 

and related stipulation that children born into German nationality 

via the law’s revolutionary jus soli provision choose between their 

German citizenship or that of their non-German parents between 

the ages of eighteen and twenty-three is unfair, potentially uncon-

stitutional, and likely unworkable in administrative terms. We also 

argue that the decline in naturalization rates in Germany since 2000 

is due to a combination of legal, administrative, and symbolic 

barriers in the law, as well as a lack of incentives for naturalization 

for immigrants from European Union member states and other 

rich industrialized countries. We believe that progress in the area 

of incorporation will require a shift in outlooks on the part of Ger-

man political elites, such that immigrants are seen as potential 

members of a diverse community of free and equal citizens rather 
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than untrustworthy and threatening outsiders. 

 

Keywords: citizenship; immigration; naturalization; immigrant inte-

gration 

 

Germany’s 1999 citizenship reform marked an important moment 

in the history of the Federal Republic. The legislation formally 

acknowledged Germany’s transformation as a consequence of 

postwar migration, while also marking a significant break with the 

past through the introduction of jus soli, the principle by which 

citizenship is conferred to individuals born on a state’s territory. 

According to its proponents, the reform would satisfy two longstand-

ing objectives by both granting the children of immigrants born in 

Germany citizenship at birth and facilitating the integration of settled 

immigrants by liberalizing naturalization requirements. Advocates 

also emphasized the wider-ranging importance of the legislation. 

According to the leader of the Free Democrats (FDP), Guido West-

erwelle, the new citizenship law would check the emergence of 

“social rifts.” Similarly, Interior Minister Otto Schily described the 

new citizenship law as a “bridge … that will allow us to incorporate 

[migrants] into our society.”1  

     This article explores the degree to which the 1999 citizenship 

reform has satisfied these expectations. We argue that the reform 

has fallen short of its objectives, both in terms of improving the 

status of children born in Germany of immigrant parents and 

facilitating the incorporation of settled immigrants into the Ger-

man citizenry. These shortcomings in the law’s results reflect the 
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inadequacy of its content: politically driven compromises that 

were necessary to pass the law have proven costly in terms of its 

performance.2 In particular, the so-called Optionsmodell has 

qualified the integrative effects of jus soli. Furthermore, material 

and symbolic barriers, partly reinforced by ongoing conflicts 

about the scope and pre-conditions of immigrant incorporation, 

have resulted in significant short- comings in regards to rates of 

naturalization. In the final analysis, the 1999 citizenship reform 

marks an important but still only partial step toward the incorpo-

ration of immigrants in Germany, a point made clear when one 

considers the slow pace of immigrants’ political integration in the 

Federal Republic. Improving the integrative function of Germany’s 

citizenship regime will require further changes to both policy and 

official attitudes toward immigrants. 

 

Birthright Membership within Limits: The Op-

tionsmodell and Jus Soli 
One of the most troubling aspects of Germany’s pre-reform citi-

zenship law (the 1913 Reichs- und Staatsangehörigkeitsgesetz, 

RuStAG) was its near total reliance on jus sanguinis, the princi-

ple of descent. The absence of jus soli in Germany’s nationality 

code gave rise to a vast cohort of second- and third-generation 

foreigners: children born in Germany but effectively (though not de 

jure) shut out of German nationality.3 Domestic and international 

critics of German citizenship policy thus targeted the law of descent 

in their demands for reform, pointing out both its inadequacy and 

unfairness in a society transformed by immigration.4 The intro-
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duction of conditional jus soli in the 1999 Staatsangehö-

rigkeitsgesetz (StAG) thus represented an important breakthrough 

in the annals of German nationality law.  

     There is no gainsaying the importance of the law in terms of 

changing patterns of citizenship attribution in the Federal Republic. 

The number of children born as foreigners in Germany has fallen 

dramatically since the implementation of the citizenship reform in 

January 2000. In 2006, for example, some 29,000 children were 

born in Germany with a non-German citizenship, while 39,000 chil-

dren were born as German citizens of parents who were foreigners.5 

While too many children of immigrants are still born without Ger-

man citizenship, the fact that some 30,000-40,000 per year ac-

quire their German nationality at birth marks an important achieve-

ment.6  

     That being said, the so-called Optionsmodell of the citizenship 

law (as set out in Section 29) limits the inclusionary thrust of its 

jus soli component. According to this clause, which was agreed 

to by the Social Democrats (SPD) to win the support of the opposi-

tion FDP and thus assure the passage of the Citizenship Act in 

1999, children who acquire German citizenship through the prin-

ciple of jus soli must declare whether they wish to retain their 

German citizenship or that of their non-German parents between the 

ages of eighteen and twenty-three. Failure to meet this require-

ment leads to the revocation of their German citizenship. Hence, 

children born and raised as German citizens must decide whether 

to retain this status by effectively rejecting their parents’ nationality.  

     Like many political compromises, the Optionsmodell is incon-

sistent, joining as it does two incompatible principles: jus soli and 
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the formal rejection of dual citizenship.7 While this weakness was 

largely ignored through the early part of the 2000s, the coming of 

age of children born between 1990 and 2000 who fell under the 

terms of a transitional clause in the law has brought it sharply into 

focus. In 2008, 3,316 members of this cohort turned eighteen and 

will have until their twenty-third birthday to decide between their 

German citizenship and that of their parents. They will be joined 

by thousands more in the years to come. In 2018, some 40,000 

young men and women born after the law took effect in 2000 will 

join the queue. This process will repeat itself in subsequent years, so 

that in a relatively short period of time hundreds of thousands of 

young men and women will be required to decide on whether to 

retain their German citizenship or that of their non-German par-

ents.8 

While research on the consequences of the Optionsmodell is 

unavailable, it is reasonable to assume that the message it sends to 

young German citizens of immigrant descent is less than encourag-

ing. Unlike children born of German citizens, they alone are com-

pelled to demonstrate their commitment to Germany through a 

conscious choice. Furthermore, the demand is not equally shared, 

as only children whose parents are both non-German are subject 

to it; the children of German/non-German couples need not de-

clare their choice—their allegiance is assumed and their ability to 

manage the demands of dual citizenship, whatever they may be, is 

unquestioned. Similarly, children born of Swiss nationals and Europe-

an Union (EU) citizens are exempted from the Optionspflicht.9 

     Given all this, there is widespread agreement that the Op-
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tionsmodell is flawed. In her written opinion to the Bundestag’s 

Interior Affairs Committee, jurist Astrid Wallrabenstein notes that 

the distinction the law draws between citizens whose dual citizen-

ship is based on jus soli and those of binational (German/non-

German) marriages runs counter to Article 3, subsection 3 of the 

Basic Law: “No person shall be favored or disfavored because of 

sex, parentage, race, language, homeland and origin, faith, or reli-

gious or political opinions.” Wallrabenstein goes on to note that 

the Optionsmodell should in no way be used “as a kind of extended 

naturalization [procedure].” Citizenship granted via jus soli must 

be “genuine” citizenship and not simply “an entitlement” to the real 

thing.10  

     Wallrabenstein also notes that the Optionsmodell may contra-

vene Article 6 of the Basic Law, concerning “marriage and the 

family,” pointing out that under the terms of the law, several “ab-

surd” outcomes are possible. For example, one or both parents of 

a child whose German citizenship came through jus soli may 

naturalize and thus become German nationals themselves. In-

deed, they could even retain their former citizenship, if granted an 

exception under the rules for naturalization (here it is worth noting 

that around 50 percent of naturalizations allow dual citizenship). In 

the meantime, the couple’s son or daughter would be forced to 

choose between his or her German or foreign nationality upon 

reaching the age of majority. Thus, the son or daughter may end 

up as an ex-Ger- man citizen, while his or her parents remain 

nationals of Germany and their former country.11  

     Although Wallrabenstein is not alone in seeing possible con-
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stitutional challenges to the Optionsmodell,12 there is by no 

means a consensus among constitutional experts on this ques-

tion. In his submission to the same Bundestag committee, Kay 

Hailbronner maintains the Optionsmodell does not raise any fun-

damental constitutional objections.13 Hailbronner, however, 

notes that the demand that citizens choose between their Ger-

man and foreign nationality does raise a number of difficult ad-

ministrative and legal questions. In particular, Hailbronner draws 

our attention to the fact that the Optionspflicht runs counter to the 

many opportunities created for the toleration of dual citizenship in 

Section 12. These difficulties extend into the area of EU law and 

policy. Going a step further, Enikő Horváth and Ruth Rubio-Marín 

point out that the “with- drawal of German nationality from certain 

young Germans would result in a loss of Union citizenship and its 

attendant rights for those whose other nationality is that of a 

third country.”14 This loss of EU citizenship may provide the 

grounds for a legal challenge to the Optionsmodell at the Euro-

pean level. 

In spite of such constitutional and practical challenges, political 

actors differ fundamentally on what to do about the Op-

tionsmodell. Whereas members of left-of-center parties (The 

Left, the Greens, the SPD) and migrant rights organizations 

believe it should be replaced with a more consistent and fair 

approach to dual citizenship, politicians on the right believe that 

the problem lies with the acceptance of jus soli. 
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In the absence of any other checks on the integration of children 

born in Germany of foreign parents, the Optionsmodell represents a 

weak but indispensible means of protecting the interests of Ger-

man society.15 This strong Left-Right split is a carryover from the 

debates of the 1980s and 90s. In 1999, the SPD had supported a 

more consistent jus soli model, while the Christian Democratic 

Union (CDU) had opposed the reform altogether, arguing that 

citizen- ship should only be bestowed after migrants had fully 

integrated – regardless of whether they were born in Germany. 

The Optionsmodell, championed by the liberal FDP, was em-

braced by the SPD to win the support of the FDP in the Bundesrat 

and thus pass a modified version of their citizenship reform.16 

The current CDU/CSU-FDP government has refrained from re-

opening the controversy. The Conservatives have quietly accept-

ed the reformed citizenship law, as shown by the fact that neither 

their 2005 nor their 2009 election manifestos called for its aboli-

tion. But, the CDU/CSU-FDP government has also demonstrated 

that it is unwilling to reform the Optionsmodell, declaring instead 

that it will continue to monitor its implementation.17 Indeed, 

Integration Minister Maria Böhmer (CDU) defended the regulation, 

arguing that it provided an opportunity for young immigrants to 

express their attachment to Germany.18 

Thus, ten years after the introduction of the new citizenship 

law, the future of the Optionsmodell is uncertain. Given the large 

number of children affected by the regulation, it is likely that politi-

cal conflicts provoked by its creation of different statuses and 

standards of belonging and membership will intensify. Whether the 
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courts or legislatures will resolve these debates remains to be 

seen. 

 

Naturalization: Opting for Inequality? 
The years since the implementation of the citizenship reform have 

witnessed record numbers of naturalizations. Altogether 1,332,646 

foreigners were naturalized between 2000 and 2009.19 Yet the role of 

the new law in this regard is ambiguous. Naturalization rates were 

already on the rise in the 1990s, albeit from a very low level of about 

20,000 naturalizations in 1990. This was due to a number of factors, 

including the satisfaction of the existing residency requirement by a 

larger cohort of former guest workers, change in the orientations of 

immigrants away from their former home countries and more reso-

lutely toward Germany, and the liberalization of naturalization proce-

dures in the early 1990s. Under the terms of the 1993 “asylum 

compromise,” young immigrants received a right to naturalization 

after eight years of legal residence and no longer had to satisfy tests 

of assimilation, in the form of language and cultural requirements, in 

order to be granted citizenship. First-generation immigrants were also 

granted as-of-right naturalization after fifteen years of legal resi-

dence.20 Surveys revealed increases in immigrants’ declared inten-

tions to naturalize between 1994 and 1998; among Turks, close to 

half declared an interest in acquiring German citizenship during this 

period.21  

     Framers of the 1999 reform intended to go several steps further 

in signaling the German state’s interest in extending an invitation to 

foreign residents to naturalize. 
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They did so, in part, by reducing the residency requirement from 

fifteen to eight years. The decision appeared to bear fruit imme-

diately, as naturalizations jumped to a historic high of 186,688 in 

2000. Since then, however, numbers have fallen almost continu-

ously, reaching a disappointing low of 94,470 in 2008, out of a 

foreign population of 6.73 million, of whom some 4 million are 

estimated to fulfill the residence requirement for naturaliza-

tion.22 

We believe Germany’s woefully low naturalization rate is due to 

a com- bination of material/procedural impediments and less 

tangible but per- haps even more important symbolic cues ad-

dressed to immigrants by members of the host society. Arguably, 

these barriers have outweighed the incentives which might otherwise 

encourage immigrants to naturalize, and denied others naturaliza-

tion against their will.  

     What are the incentives? German state authorities empha-

size political rights, including active and passive voting rights, 

and security of residence.23 Additionally, they point to enhanced 

mobility rights and free access to the civil service and all profes-

sions. Access to the welfare state is not dependent on German 

citizenship, although in some cases dependence on benefits may 

endanger residence rights. The advantages achieved through the 

acquisition of German citizenship differ according to the previous 

status of the respective individuals. Generally speaking, EU citi-

zens gain less than third country nationals. Precise information on 

the actual motivations of those who naturalize is limited. No 

systematic surveys of the newly naturalized have been conduct-

ed. The available evidence from surveys and qualitative studies 
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points at legal equality as the main motive for naturalization, includ-

ing security of residence, freedom of travel, and political 

rights.24  

Discussions regarding the motivations and barriers to naturaliza-

tion in Germany mostly center on the Turkish population. Indeed, 

those of Turkish citizenship are the largest single group among 

Germany’s foreign population. In 2010, Turks accounted for ap-

proximately one quarter of Germany’s foreign population. Among 

the newly naturalized, those with former Turkish citizenship are 

regularly the largest national group and, in 2007 and 2008, they 

accounted for about one quarter of all naturalizations. In relative 

terms, naturalization rates among the Turks are high;25 however, 

their overall numbers have declined and continue to fall. 

There is widespread agreement that for Turks, in particular, the 

requirement that immigrants give up their former citizenship when 

naturalizing constitutes a significant barrier.26 This is especially 

true for the immigrants of the guest worker generation. Indeed, the 

SPD-Green government had intended to include a liberal toleration 

of multiple nationality in its citizenship bill to encourage the naturali-

zation of former guest workers, but was forced to back down on 

this point after opponents of the reform catalyzed a sharply popu-

list reaction against the Doppelpass.27 Moreover, a loophole in 

the previous citizenship law, which allowed Turkish nationals to 

renounce their former citizenship for the purposes of naturaliza-

tion in Germany and have it reinstated after they succeeded, was 

plugged by the 1999 reform.28 Consequently, the naturalization rate 

for Turkish nationals has been disappointingly low since the intro-
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duction of the 1999 reform.  

Explanations highlighting the role of Germany’s official rejec-

tion of dual citizenship are less convincing for immigrants from 

other countries. As a result of various exceptions and exemptions, 

dual nationality is now tolerated in about half of all naturalizations 

(though only for 16 to 18 per- cent of Turks).29 As noted above, 

citizens of EU states have a right to retain their original citizen-

ship,30 as do Swiss citizens. Furthermore, the prohibition against 

multiple nationality may be waived for naturalization applicants 

over the age of sixty, recognized refugees, and individuals whose 

state of nationality does not allow them to revoke their nationality, 

or only concedes to this demand under “particularly difficult condi-

tions including considerable (financial) disadvantage.”31 

Nevertheless, EU citizens and citizens of highly industrialized, po-

litically allied states (such as the United States) naturalize at very 

low rates. In 2006, for example, 1,561 Italians became German 

citizens, as did 1,674 Greeks. More than two thirds only made this 

decision after they had lived in Germany for more than twenty 

years.32 Here it is worth noting that more than 500,000 Italians 

and almost 300,000 Greeks live in Germany, and that Italians and 

Greeks are among the five most numerous foreign nationalities in 

Germany. Taken together citizens of EU member states account 

for approximately a third of Germany’s foreign population; hence, 

barring a sharp change from past practice, a significant proportion 

of long-term resident immigrants lacking fully equal rights will 

endure in Germany. In the case of immigrants from EU member 

states, low naturalization rates are primarily due to the relatively 
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small gains to be had from acquiring German citizenship.33 For 

these “elite” migrants, post-national citizenship would appear to 

be a comfortable alternative to membership in the nation-state. 

Conversely, naturalization rates have been relatively high for 

immigrants from other countries since the passage of the 1999 

reform. Naturalization rates for immigrants from the former Yugo-

slavia doubled in 2000. For immigrants from Afghanistan, Leba-

non, and Sri Lanka, figures were also clearly higher in 2000 than in 

previous years. Between 2000 and 2007, 66,500 Iranians became 

German citizens, a considerable share of the 116,000 Iranian citi-

zens registered in Germany as of December 1999.3 Here, the re-

duced residence requirement and the toleration of dual citizen-

ship obviously cleared the way. Furthermore, immigrants whose 

country of origin suggests that they may have arrived as refugees 

have tended to opt for German citizenship at greater rates than 

others. It is plausible that the experience of persecution or civil 

war has weakened their former national loyalties. Refugees also 

make the decision to naturalize sooner than immigrants from 

guest worker countries. Given the insecurity of status experienced 

by refugees, an unquestioned right to live in Germany likely 

counts as an incentive for naturalization.35 

But even among groups largely made up of refugees, large 

shares remain foreign citizens. According to government estimates 

only 9, 10 and 14 percent respectively of Iranians, Iraqis, and Af-

ghans entitled to apply in fact became German citizens in 2009.36 

In some cases falling naturalization rates are likely due to residence 

requirements. Many of today’s immigrants only entered Germany in 
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the 1990s. If civil war refugees or asylum seekers were not granted 

a stable residence status, they may not meet the conditions neces-

sary to apply for citizenship. Thus, in 2008, of the 74,500 Iraqis living 

in Germany only about 17,700 were seen as eligible for naturaliza-

tion.37 Of this group, 24 percent naturalized.  

Based on current legal status and first settlement in Germany, the 

government estimates that 4.3 million of Germany’s 6.73 million 

foreigners could apply for German citizenship.38 Altogether nei-

ther residence nor the denial of dual citizenship sufficiently ex-

plains why naturalization rates remain low. Low motivation plays 

a considerable part, as pointed out for non-German EU citizens 

who account for about one third of Germany’s foreign population. 

But in order to further explain this situation, it is worth noting that 

the 1999 reform (with later amendments) maintained and even 

added several potentially exclusionary requirements, including: 

 

• The demand that foreigners formally acknowledge the liberal- 

democratic character of German society, as set out in the German 

Basic Law.39 

• The capacity to provide a basic standard of living for oneself and 

one’s dependents without recourse to state provided social assis-

tance. 

• The ability to demonstrate sufficient knowledge of the German 

language and (since 2008) Germany’s political, legal and broader 

social order. 
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While the requirement that naturalization applicants accept the 

fundamental values set out in the Basic Law seems sensible 

enough, the clause has allowed officials to reject applications of 

members or activists of organizations they perceive as hostile to 

the constitution. Thus a member of The Left party, Jannine 

Menger-Hamilton, was denied naturalization because officials 

decided that the “programmatic-ideological orientation of [the] party 

[was] incompatible with the liberal-democratic basic order supported 

by the ... Basic Law. In particular, the party’s programmatic com-

mitment to de-privatize companies and establish a democratic 

economic order [was] conceived as extremist”40; this despite the 

fact that The Left is a member of governing coalitions in several 

Länder. Similar objections have been raised against immigrants 

belonging to other groups, including German Socialist Workers 

Youth and Milli Görus. 

The introduction of obligatory German language tests and a citi-

zenship exam since 1 September 2008 have also raised concerns 

among critics of German citizenship policy. While defenders of 

the citizenship exam correctly point out that the overwhelming 

majority of those tested pass, others point out that the very pro-

spect of taking the exam has a chilling effect, dissuading other-

wise qualified applicants from applying for citizenship.41 Sarah 

Wallace Goodman maintains that the tests thus perpetuate an exclu-

sionary model of citizenship.42 Similarly, Liav Orgad argues that 

the tests advance an illiberal, assimilatory approach to the regulation 

of membership at odds with Germany’s civic republican identity.43 
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Perhaps most importantly, high rates of unemployment and 

welfare dependency among immigrants has meant that a signifi-

cant share of the foreign population, possibly some 1.5 to 2 mil-

lion persons, is rendered ineligible for naturalization according to 

the terms of the law, which excludes those dependent on longer-

term unemployment benefits and social welfare.44 In 2007, the 

range of those falling into this category was extended, as previ-

ously exempted young foreigners aged eighteen to twenty-three 

were also made subject to the income requirements.45 

Since denied applications for naturalization are not recorded, 

we lack the data to illustrate the precise effects of these provisions. 

There are also no figures on how the authorities use their discre-

tion in deciding the fate of applicants on welfare that may request 

an exemption to the rule based on the claim that they are not re-

sponsible for their social situation.46 But there are indications 

that the income requirements have significant effects. Based on 

survey data of the GSOEP for the 1990s, Janina Söhn found that 

foreigners with low incomes and recipients of benefits were 

equally, if not more, interested in German citizenship as those with 

higher incomes.4 For the naturalized Germans, however, it is some-

times observed that their social position is in fact higher than that 

of the average foreigner.48 While this is often interpreted as an 

expression of a greater willingness on the part of more educated 

immigrants to assimilate, the composition of the naturalized may 

well be a result of the German state’s selective naturalization 

policy.  
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Further, it is reasonable to assume that these provisions in the 

law act as deterrents. 

Christian Dornis reports that potential applicants are regularly in-

vited to an informal talk during which officials evaluate their 

chances before they submit an official application.49 Upon learn-

ing of the requirements, potential applicants may well opt to save 

the not insignificant naturalization fee of EURO 25550 concluding, 

rightly or wrongly, that their acceptance of social assistance 

makes them ineligible for German citizenship. Taken together, 

income requirements in the StAG may serve to select future citi-

zens according to social class, compounding economically disad-

vantaged individuals’ exclusion by hindering their access to polit-

ical rights. 

In addition to the material and administrative barriers noted 

above, discursive constructions of immigrants as threatening or 

otherwise unworthy of membership act as symbolic obstacles to 

their integration. It is worth remembering that the CDU and CSU 

strongly opposed the liberalization of Germany’s citizenship law in 

1999. Although the CDU in particular has in the past decade ac-

cepted the fact of past immigration and pushed for an intensified 

integration policy, immigration and the rights of immigrant residents 

remain contentious issues. Conservatives insist that naturalization 

should follow integration, often understood as cultural assimila-

tion, and that high hurdles are thus appropriate. While conservative 

politicians have refrained from officially demanding a repeal of the 

citizenship reform, expressions of contempt towards potential new 

citizens are frequent.  
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Thus, after the 2005 election and the formation of a Grand Co-

alition with the Social Democrats, regional governments lead by 

the CDU introduced citizenship tests with questions clearly aimed at 

Muslims, in order to test their “genuine” acceptance of liberal demo-

cratic norms. In 2010 another debate erupted in which immigrants 

from Muslim countries were branded as unwilling and unable to 

integrate and fully accept “German” values.51 Again, the mes-

sage sent to Muslim immigrants was negative; they could not be 

trusted.  

Furthermore, discussions of highly-skilled immigration are often 

framed by a general argument suggesting that there are different 

sorts of immigrants, and those that had come to Germany in the 

past were a burden on the welfare state. Casting a whole group of 

people, in this case the guest workers whose efforts helped pro-

pel the Wirtschaftswunder, as a liability is surely no way to wel-

come them into a community of citizens. The continuing tendency 

to paint immigrants as threats to social cohesion due to their 

unwillingness or inability to adapt to German norms can only serve 

to “brighten” boundaries distinguishing “us” and “not us.”52 

Unfortunately, we lack the kinds of data that might allow us to 

confirm unequivocally the effects of these debates on the immi-

grant and minority population. The available evidence does, how-

ever, suggest that they are reasonable. Survey data from the GSOEP 

show declining intentions to naturalize after 2000. While almost 30 

percent declared positive intentions in 2000, the respective share 

was down to 20.1 percent in 2006. Even assuming they could keep 

their former nationality, only 56 percent of Turkish respondents in 

2002 said they would definitely or probably become German citi-
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zens in the next two years.53 Even assuming they could keep their 

former nationality, only 56 percent of Turkish respondents in 

2002 said they would definitely or probably become German citi-

zens in the next two years.53 Furthermore, a study by the Bertels-

mann Foundation reported that 21 percent of immigrants, and 31 

percent of those with a Turkish background, agreed that they are 

often seen as outsiders.54 At the same time, however, other sur-

vey evidence suggests that immigrants show a surprisingly high 

degree of confidence in the core institutions of German socie-

ty.55 A recent study of Muslims in Germany found no evidence of 

their withdrawal from interethnic contact, with only 10.6 percent of 

those surveyed expressing little or no attachment to Germany.56 

These results give lie to the oft-repeated claims that immigrants 

generally, and Turkish/Muslim immigrants in particular, are re-

treating into “parallel societies” animated by illiberal worldviews. 

Taken together, these data tell a mixed story. On the one hand, 

immigrants in Germany have established important connections 

with their adopted country. On the other, such feelings of attachment 

appear to have fallen short of what is needed to encourage immi-

grants to take the further step of cementing their ties to the Federal 

Republic by becoming German citizens. This at least is true for 

those who voluntarily refrain from applying for German citizenship. 

For this group it is reasonable to conclude that the costs of naturali-

zation, as measured in money, time, and stress, outweigh the 

benefits of citizenship. Furthermore, naturalization does not al-

ways follow a purely rational evaluation of costs and benefits. Emo-

tional attachments to the new country also play a part. It stands to 
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reason that a Germany that repeatedly tells its immigrants that they 

are a burden on the welfare state and a threat to liberal values 

does not encourage the strengthening of such affective bonds. 

In sum, a combination of symbolic and material barriers, as well as 

low incentives for citizens of EU member states and other rich 

industrialized countries, have combined to keep naturalization rates 

relatively low. 

 

Citizenship and Political Integration 
We do not know what effects the new citizenship law has had on 

those who did opt to naturalize. As the effects of the law have not 

been systematically evaluated, there are no surveys that would 

provide the relevant data.57 While the Microcensus includes in-

formation on the current social position of naturalized Germans, we 

cannot track the degree to which their acquisition of citizenship has 

affected their social trajectories. Good data on naturalized citizens’ 

attitudes or rates of political participation are also scarce.  

     On the other hand, we can study how institutions and actors in the 

host society have responded to changes in citizenship policy and, 

in so doing, gain some insight into how changes in law have af-

fected processes of incorporation. Political institutions are par-

ticularly useful in this regard. The cohort of potential voters with a 

“migration background,” i.e., immigrants or the descendents of 

immigrants, has grown significantly over the last twenty years. On 

the occasion of the last federal election (held in September 2009), 

the Federal Election Commissioner estimated that some 5.6 million 

eligible voters fell into this category. This is close to 9 percent of a 

total electorate of 62 million voters.  
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Of this group, 2.39 million are categorized as naturalized former 

foreigners and 2.6 million as ethnic German immigrants.58 A 

further 600,000 were born as Germans of at least one German 

parent.  

     This increase in the category of voters with a migration back-

ground has presented new challenges to political actors: How are 

these voters to be incorporated into political life? How might they 

be encouraged to participate? How might their support be elicit-

ed? The major political parties have responded to these challeng-

es hesitantly.59 To date, none of the parliamentary parties has a 

clearly defined strategy regarding immigrant voters, party mem-

bers, and representatives. While Germany’s political parties have 

expressed a desire to represent the population in its diversity, they 

have been slow to introduce measures aimed at reaching out to 

citizens with a migration background. 

That being said, there are clear differences among the parties. 

The Left party, in particular, has noticeable numbers of immigrants 

on its candidate lists and clearly sees the immigrant electorate as 

a potential source of votes. It may well be that the votes of newly 

enfranchised immigrants, many of them trade unionists and pos-

sibly disappointed former Social Democrats, have contributed to 

the electoral successes of this relatively new party in some West 

German regions. The Green Party already had immigrants among 

its parliamentarians and representatives in the 1990s. According to 

party politicians, this was not the result of strategic calculations 

but mainly evidence of the ambitions of young Germans of immi-

grant background who encountered a relatively favorable envi-

ronment in a relatively new and consistently pro-immigrant party. 
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The Social Democrats have only recently begun to support immi-

grant politicians’ career aspirations and to compete for the immi-

grant vote. A decade ago, the SPD did not even have seated depu-

ties with an immigration background in Berlin’s state parliament. 

Now, Social Democratic factions on city councils increasingly in-

clude people of Turkish or other immigrant backgrounds. In elec-

tion campaigns, the SPD has used the Turkish language media to 

reach potential supporters and has had election materials, such as 

leaflets, translated into Turkish and Russian.  

While doubtlessly important and encouraging, these efforts re-

main limited and unsystematic. Several municipal councils in large 

German cities are still entirely made up of non-immigrant repre-

sentatives. And the CDU and FDP, the parties currently in power at 

the federal level, still have few candidates with a migration back-

ground in elections and very few representatives in parliaments and 

city councils.60 Altogether, immigrant representation ranges 

around 2 to 4 percent in German parliaments at different levels. 

 

Conclusion 
Further progress regarding political incorporation, and incorpora-

tion more generally, will require a more sustained commitment on 

the part of the German state to encourage and facilitate the natural-

ization of foreigners. This, in turn, will necessitate a more basic shift 

in outlooks, such that immigrants and citizens of immigrant descent 

are not seen as untrustworthy and threatening outsiders, but as 

valued members of a diverse community of free and equal citi-

zens. 
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The obvious place to start in sending such signals of inclusion 

is with the young men and women who have already acquired their 

German citizenship by birth, and have been raised and social-

ized in the Federal Republic. Demanding that they validate their 

integration by compelling them to select their German citizenship 

over that of their parents is unfair and counterproductive. Not only 

does it threaten to create an administrative, legal and political 

quagmire, it also runs the risk of alienating hundreds of thou-

sands of productive citizens needed to help meet the challeng-

es of the twenty-first century. The message that ought to be sent to 

all citizens of immigrant descent, whether by birth or naturaliza-

tion, as well as to legal residents who qualify for citizenship, is that 

they are valued members of German society whose entry into the 

sphere of national membership is desired. Moving in this direction 

may help restore some of the promise of the 1999 citizenship 

reform. 
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