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The New Differentialism: Responses to Immigrant
Diversity in Germany

KAREN SCHÖNWÄLDER and
TRIADAFILOS TRIADAFILOPOULOS

There is widespread agreement among scholars that the 1990s and 2000s wit-

nessed a re-orientation of immigrant policies across western European

countries. According to the literature, this re-orientation featured a new and

strong focus on encouraging the adjustment of immigrants to the mainstream

cultures and political norms of receiving societies. Our article looks back on

the developments in Germany since the mid-1990s to examine these assumptions.

We maintain that immigrant and immigration policy has shifted since the 1990s

but that this shift is not as clear cut as many academic discussions would suggest.

While there were good reasons to diagnose a (re) turn to assimilationism in the

first half of the 2000s, we overestimated the strength and persistence of such

trends. We draw on Rogers Brubaker’s terminology in referring to current pol-

icies as a ‘new differentialism’. The new differentialism represents a novel trend

in policy, reflective of broader societal transformations. These developments

may complicate the place of the ‘German case’ in cross-national research – it

has outgrown its status as Europe’s maligned ethno-exclusionary pariah and

does not easily conform to models focusing on the departure from, or transform-

ation of, multiculturalism.

There is widespread agreement among scholars that the 1990s and 2000s witnessed a

re-orientation of immigrant policies across western European countries. According to

the literature, this re-orientation featured a new and strong focus on encouraging the

adjustment of immigrants to the mainstream cultures and political norms of receiving

societies. Developments such as the very public and symbolic refutation of multicul-

turalism and the introduction of mandatory integration courses, agreements and tests

as preconditions of long-term residence and naturalisation, as well as a new emphasis

on ‘social cohesion’ and ‘western’ values, often accompanied by criticism of the

alleged non-integration of Muslims, attest to this shift in discourse and policy.1

Our article looks back on the developments in Germany since the mid-1990s to

examine these assumptions: did immigrant policies take on a more assimilationist

bent? Have ‘differentialist’ policies that look more favourably towards the positive
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valuation of cultural diversity been abandoned? Has the era of group politics and multi-

culturalism proclaimed by Will Kymlicka in the late 1990s been eclipsed?2

Our focus on Germany admittedly illuminates only one part of a complex European

picture. Still, Germany is one of the major European immigration countries with over

10 million immigrants in its population who, together with their children, make up

about one-fifth of the population.3 Moreover, Germany figures prominently in the lit-

erature and has been used to demonstrate the strength of the putative trends noted

above.4

We maintain that immigrant and immigration policy in Germany has shifted since

the 1990s but that this shift is not as clear cut as many academic discussions would

suggest. While moves aimed at compelling the adjustment of migrants have indeed

been introduced, policies that acknowledge, accept and seek to deal more positively

with cultural diversity have also been introduced. We draw on Rogers Brubaker’s ter-

minology in referring to current policies as a ‘new differentialism’. As distinct from the

differentialisms Brubaker described, we now identify a policy orientation that is

inclusive in that it accepts differences among citizens, while also being individualistic.

We maintain that the new differentialism represents a novel trend in policy, reflective

of broader societal transformations. This shift in elite and popular attitudes towards

immigration and diversity helps us understand the otherwise surprising openness to

Syrian refugees and other migrants in late summer 2015 and into 2016. The corre-

sponding desire to restrict Germany’s acceptance of refugees and limit pluralisation,

in part by emphasising the need for compulsory integration, speaks to the limits of

this trend.

We begin with a review of the literature interested in describing and explaining

the policy shifts of the late 1990s and 2000s. In a third and fourth section, we con-

sider policy change in Germany since the late 1990s. We emphasise that, in particu-

lar since 2005 (and accompanied by many contradictory moves), a hitherto

underappreciated acknowledgement and acceptance of cultural diversity has been

expressed. While older fears of cultural fragmentation account for the (re)assertion

of an aggressive integrationism, the new differentialism has been driven by both a

neoliberal economic ethic and the need to adjust formal and informal institutions

to the pluralisation of German society. We ask, in a fifth section, whether this is

just rhetoric or a more substantial policy change, before a sixth section turns to

German society more broadly and the argument that the societal normalisation of

diversity provides the basis for the policy changes we have witnessed. The new dif-

ferentialism, we conclude, usefully captures the two-sided nature of policy change in

Germany since the mid-1990s.

IMMIGRANT POLICIES IN EUROPE: ASSIMILATION, AGGRESSIVE LIBERALISM OR

WHAT?

By the turn of the twenty-first century, scholars and other observers noted that immi-

grant policies in many European countries were shifting. Further, these changes

appeared to be driving convergence and the demise of contrasting ‘models’ of incor-

poration. Seeking to capture this transformation, Rogers Brubaker (whose previous

work did much to engrain the idea of contrasting national models of immigrant
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incorporation) argued that European countries were turning away from ‘differential-

ism’ and towards a ‘new assimilationism’. Brubaker diagnosed a ‘modest and

uneven shift’ towards assimilation. Provocatively, Brubaker lumped policies of multi-

culturalism in the Netherlands and Britain alongside distinctions between natives and

Ausländer in Germany, referring to both as instances of ‘differentialism’, or public dis-

courses and public policies that were ‘more sensitive to and supportive of “differ-

ence”’.5 In a way, Brubaker welcomed a re-orientation towards what the American

academic discourse describes as assimilation; that is, an emphasis on the disappearance

of ethnic stratification in the spheres of education and the labour market. But what hit

the nerve of many readers was the proclaimed ‘return of assimilation’, understood as

attempts on the part of the state to enforce the cultural adjustment of immigrants.

Christian Joppke offered a complementary analysis of the ‘retreat of multicultural-

ism’ and assent of ‘centrist policies of civic integration’ in Europe. As he claimed, multi-

culturalism was in retreat as a consequence of public opposition and its ‘inherent

shortcomings and failures’ in the sphere of public policy, ‘especially with respect to

the socio-economic marginalization and self-segregation of migrants and their children’.

Going a step further than Brubaker and changing his line of interpretation, Joppke also

drew attention to a ‘new assertiveness of the liberal state’, with respect to its insistence

that immigrants accept a ‘procedural commitment to liberal-democratic principles’.6

While the liberal state was no longer concerned with imposing a ‘thick’ cultural identity

on immigrants (as was the case with old-style assimilation), it was keen to express its

constitutional-democratic character and compel immigrants – through coercion if

necessary – to assent to these values.7 Joppke also highlighted the increasingly

heavy-handed nature of what he called ‘civic integrationism’ and its tendency, at

times, to veer close to the discredited model of forced assimilation that Brubaker and

others believed was a thing of the past. According to Brubaker and Joppke, all of the

major West European immigration countries had experienced a policy shift marked by

the rejection of differentialism/multiculturalism and the embrace of a relatively progress-

ive neo-assimilationism (in Brubaker’s reading) or a more aggressive and ‘disciplining’

integrationism (as per Joppke’s reading).

Since about 2000, many scholars have worked to refine our understanding of the

transformations of immigrant policy in Europe. The purpose of the new integration

measures has been hotly debated. Some, like Sara Goodman, have emphasised that,

far from being a means of encouraging similarity and greater equality among immi-

grants and non-immigrants, such policies were being used as Ersatz immigration pol-

icies, the aims of which were to exclude ‘unwanted’ immigrants.8 In the English-

language literature in particular (and not in Germany) the term ‘civic integration’

has been introduced to distinguish a novel incorporation strategy (that is conditional,

requires active engagement of the individual and uses new instruments) from, for

example, multiculturalism.9 Others, like Keith Banting and Will Kymlicka, claim

that multiculturalism persists, albeit in combination with new elements, leading ‘to a

blended approach to diversity.10

Still, it seems insufficiently clear where current policies are going and how they

might overall be characterised. Moreover, Germany often does not quite fit into narra-

tives that centre on the arrival and departure of multiculturalism – a state-policy that

never existed in Germany. To overcome these problems, we argue that current policies
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in Germany are best thought of as a ‘new differentialism’. We develop this point

below.

POLICY CHANGE IN GERMANY

One can differ with Brubaker’s characterisation of German post-guest worker policy as

‘differentialism’ without rejecting the claim that important changes in immigrant

policy were pursued from the late 1990s onwards. Following the 1973 recruitment

stop, German governments had sought to encourage the return of substantial parts of

the guest worker population and prevent new immigration, subordinating other con-

siderations to these core aims.11 For those migrants who remained, SPD- as well as

CDU-led governments in the 1970s and 1980s envisaged assimilation in the old

sense and not in terms of the preservation of ‘difference’. Many left-wing civil

society actors refrained from making immigrant naturalisation their top demand not

because they were differentialist, as Brubaker maintained, but because they were

(e.g. in the early 1970s) motivated by visions of a post-national world – and thus

little interested in the value of national citizenship. Later, when they demanded

local voting rights for foreigners,12 they were responding pragmatically to an exclu-

sionary citizenship policy at the national level and to a (perceived) unwillingness

among guest workers to become German nationals. From about 1980, the multicultural

society was held up against a resurgent and aggressive nationalism.13

Differentialist or not, what stood as policy in the 1980s differed from what fol-

lowed. Under the conservative-led government established in 1982, change only

came after a phase of renewed nationalism and can be dated back to the resolution

of the heated controversy over the 1990 Aliens Act. The defeat of then Interior Minister

Friedrich Zimmermann’s (CSU) hard-line proposals and the modest liberalisation of

citizenship policy advanced by his successor, Wolfgang Schäuble (CDU), marked

an important shift on the part of conservative political elites signalling a more

serious acceptance of the reality that Germany had been irrevocably transformed by

post-war migration (despite ongoing invocations that Germany was not an immigration

country).14

This acceptance of Germany’s development into a de facto country of immigration

also informed the more substantive (if still limited and hotly contested) reform of the

citizenship law in 1999, the forward-looking recommendations of the Unabhängige

Zuwanderungskommission (2001) and the passage of the Zuwanderungsgesetz in

2005 all under the Red–Green Government of Chancellor Gerhard Schröder

(SPD).15 The Social Democrats had, under previous chancellors Brandt and

Schmidt, not advocated immigrant incorporation and naturalisation. But during the

1980s and 1990s, multicultural ideas and demands for a liberalised naturalisation

law gained ground. Already the SPD Grundsatzprogramm of 1989 included an apprai-

sal of diversity: ‘[c]ultural diversity enriches us. Therefore, we want to do everything

that furthers understanding, respect and cooperation between different nations and cul-

tures and enables integration and participation.’16

The union parties’ narrow victory in the 2005 election and subsequent formation of

a Grand Coalition Government with the SPD helped move the CDU in the more flex-

ible, pragmatic and ‘modern’ direction favoured by Chancellor Angela Merkel and her
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allies. Quietly, the Conservatives accepted the citizenship legislation they had strongly

opposed and appropriated the theme of immigrant integration as their own, spearhead-

ing a veritable avalanche of initiatives, including a series of Integration Summits, a

National Integration Plan and a recurring German Islam Conference the aim of

which is to ‘naturalise’ Islam in Germany.17

The approach championed by the CDU – in co-operation with the SPD – has been

neither uniform nor consistent. As we point out below, rhetoric and policy initially fit

Joppke and others’ description of an aggressive and at times illiberal integrationism.

Over time, however, the themes of participation (Teilhabe), the appreciation of diver-

sity (Vielfalt) and the need to accommodate, for instance, religious minorities in

schools, have complicated matters. As we argue below, the acceptance of diversity

marks a deeper policy shift towards the new differentialism.

FROM DISTRUST AND DEMANDS FOR ASSIMILATION TO THE CELEBRATION OF

DIVERSITY

The policy shift linked with the establishment of the Grand Coalition in 2005 was

crucial. Not only did the Conservatives drop their opposition to a liberalised natural-

isation policy and new immigration and move towards active pro-diversity policies,

this change also relieved the Social Democrats of the danger of populist, anti-immi-

grant mobilisation, likely to appeal to part of their clientele as well. Both camps

now reshaped their immigrant policies.

The move towards greater acceptance of Vielfalt was slow. Conservative rhetoric

and symbolic politics continued to reflect the influence of different camps within the

parties and the wish to cater to different audiences. Voters of the CDU and the CSU

had to be assured that policies pursued by their parties were not multiculturalist.

The Social Democrats also feared negative reactions from the more anti-immigrant

parts of their clientele. In the early phase of the Grand Coalition Government, a

strong emphasis was placed on immigrants’ need to more actively adjust to an

assumed ‘German’ moral, cultural and political identity. This was clear in the July

2006 Cabinet statement released on the occasion of the first integration summit:

Apart from our values and our cultural self-conception, it [integration] is based

on the liberal democratic constitutional system, [ . . . ] decisive is the migrants’

willingness to get involved with life in our society, to unconditionally accept

our Basic Law and our entire legal system and, in particular, to visibly demon-

strate the belonging to Germany by learning the German language.18

These demands for an uncritical acceptance of the extant rules reflected a distrust of

immigrants who were apparently not entitled to exercise the full extent of their citizen-

ship by scrutinising, criticising and perhaps even seeking to amend the prevailing

‘rules of the game’. It would be difficult to imagine a German government making

similar demands of its non-immigrant citizens.

Related demands for cultural and values-based assimilation were expressed by

Interior Minister Schäuble and Integration Minister Böhmer, both mainstream CDU

politicians. Asked to define what constituted successful integration, Schäuble

replied: ‘[o]ur values and principles have to be accepted and respected’.19 In
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explaining how immigrants might be more firmly ‘rooted’ in German society, Inte-

gration Minister Böhmer stated: ‘[t]hey have to speak our language, know our

history and accept our values and our law’.20 By referring to ‘our laws’, Böhmer

left the impression that immigrants were the objects of Germany’s laws, charged

with accepting the rules but not authorised to challenge or change them as per the

usual rights of democratic citizenship. Only a few years earlier, social democratic

interior minister Schily had described assimilation as the best form of integration,21

and social democratic declarations on cultural diversity had sometimes sounded

more like warnings than celebrations.22 Around 2005, fear of divisions in society

were often at the forefront, and social democrats, like conservatives, emphasised

that they were determined to limit immigration and prevent the emergence of so-

called parallel societies (Parallelgesellschaften).23

Distrust – now more or less openly of Muslims – was also expressed through citi-

zenship examinations initially introduced at some federal states’ initiative. Most

famously, Baden-Württemberg’s guidelines for officials conducting interviews with

naturalisation candidates included queries regarding applicants’ attitudes towards

homosexuals and other personal subjects in an effort to ensure that they ‘sincerely’

accepted the principles of Germany’s Basic Law.24 A standardised citizenship test

introduced in 2007 did away with inquiries into the internal dispositions of naturalis-

ation candidates and otherwise limited state governments’ leeway with respect to natu-

ralisation requirements.25 Still, new hurdles were established.

The hard edge of integrationism was also evident in the politicisation of Islam and

prohibition of headscarves for public employees in several German federal states gov-

erned by different coalitions.26 The rationale for such moves has been couched in terms

of maintaining the neutrality of state employees, advancing core ‘Christian and Occi-

dental values’, defending gender equality and protecting Muslim women from the patri-

archal Muslim men in their families and communities. According to its critics, the

headscarf was no mere outward sign of religious devotion; in the words of Baden-Würt-

temberg’s then Education Minister, Annette Schavan: ‘[t]he headscarf [ . . . ] stands for

cultural segregation and thus it is a political symbol [which puts at risk] social peace’.27

The culture of immigrants was still frequently singled out as the source of pro-

blems; culture therefore had to be transformed. In a parliamentary debate, the

CDU’s Kristina Schröder (formerly Köhler) explained:

We cannot close our eyes to the fact that, and this has been proven, among young

Turkish men there is a particularly high tendency towards violence [ . . . ]. When

we look at criminological research, we always come up against the same point,

namely that there is not only a social, but also a cultural problem of violence in

many Turkish families, and the victims are wives and children.28

Schröder’s interest in enlightening, influencing and otherwise disciplining Turkish

immigrant families (through application of the full weight of the law if necessary)

speaks to a militant approach to integration and demonstrates the continuing emphasis

on cultural assimilation.

Yet, other initiatives pursued only a short time later reflected a rather different

outlook. In August 2007, the Grand Coalition launched its ‘Vielfalt als Chance’ (diver-

sity as opportunity) campaign, which encouraged a view of ‘ethnic and cultural
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diversity as an economic resource of outstanding importance’.29 The debates over

‘Parallelgesellschaften’ that had erupted in 2004 had also receded by this time.30

Increasingly, the problem of immigrant integration became defined as one of ‘gleich-

berechtigte Teilhabe’ (participation on an equal footing), especially in the spheres of

education and the labour market.

The federal government’s 2012 report on the situation of foreigners in Germany

nicely demonstrates the degree to which diversity talk has infiltrated official thinking.

In her introduction, Integration Minister Böhmer criticised longstanding disparities

between children and youth of immigrant and German backgrounds (note, however,

the juxtaposition of ‘immigrant’ and ‘German’) in the areas of education and access

to vocational training. Further, she stressed that diversity presented opportunities

and not only risks. Germany’s competitiveness in the global market and ability to

deal with significant demographic changes (principally a fast shrinking working-age

population) required a new mindset:

Beyond integration opportunities for the qualified, we need a convincing

welcome- and recognition-culture. This requires societal change. Our attitude

towards immigrants and integration has to change: away from a deficit orien-

tation and towards a potential orientation. We have to create a broader awareness

that diversity is an opportunity for our country that needs to be taken up.31

Böhmer stressed the necessity of the state’s setting a positive example with respect to

establishing a ‘welcome culture’, through the ‘opening up’ of the public service. In a

complementary vein, Chancellor Merkel has stated that policy must aim at enabling

‘equal opportunities for education and advancement, personal development, partici-

pation in employment and society’.32

The growing popularity of diversity slogans reflects Germany’s strategic position-

ing in the world market. German political leaders have worked hard to maintain and

improve ties to export markets. This recognition of the importance of openness for

the continued success of the German economy has influenced a more general rhetoric

of economic openness that has seeped into discussions of migration and diversity. As

the Federal President stressed in 2010, ‘Germany – with its connections to all parts of

the world – has to be open towards those who come to us from all parts of the world’.33

Similarly the Chancellor found that ‘Germany has always been strong when it was pre-

pared to incorporate things that were as yet unfamiliar’.34 Without accentuating econ-

omic interests, the new Federal President Gauck in 2014 described it as ‘scurrilous’ to

hang on to the idea that there could be a homogeneous, so-to-speak ‘unicoloured’

Germany. Germans increasingly accepted as normal that they were different, indeed

‘more different than ever’.35

The political re-orientation towards more openness to new immigration and a more

inclusive and tolerant approach is not uncontroversial among Conservatives. An older,

more aggressive anti-immigrant tone is still on offer from parts of the CDU and the

CSU. In talking about refugees, former interior minister Friedrich criticised Germany’s

misplaced generosity and drew attention to ‘massive inflows’ of ‘poverty refugees’.36

Friedrich also stated that he hoped that most of the highly skilled immigrants being

called for would come from other European states – a comment that may well be

read as racist.37
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When discussing integration, Friedrich and his Staatssekretär Fritsche emphasised

the threat diversity poses to social cohesion. Fritsche’s ideal outcome with respect to

integration is nothing short of full-bore assimilation, the ‘permanent fusion [Versch-

melzung] of the different groups even in their private lives’. The more usual liberal

notion of integration, understood as ‘co-existence within a shared public sphere with

equal rights and obligations for all, accompanied by cultural autonomy [Trennung]

in the private sphere’38 is seen by Fritsche as an admittedly more realistic, if

second-best, option.

This backwards looking, national-conservative line is not limited to conservative

members of the CSU. Thus former integration minister Böhmer continually empha-

sised the values and rules in force in Germany – standards immigrants were expected

to adjust to.39

The 2013 federal election programme of the two Union parties contained a mixture

of welcome and warning. Accompanying positive accents on Vielfalt were older fears

of Parallelgesellschaften and the dangers of importing alien cultural and religious tra-

ditions: ‘[w]e cannot permit traditional religious or cultural traditions to lead to the dis-

regard of our legal order. We steadfastly oppose isolation in parallel societies and

Islamic special courts outside of our legal system’.40 Calls to deal effectively with Inte-

grationsverweigerer (integration dodgers) also feature prominently. Still, despite its

rather suspicious tone, no new legal initiatives are advanced in the platform. These pos-

itions were likely aimed at reassuring the Union parties’ base of right-wing support.

They represented an element of continuity with the explicitly national and anti-immi-

grant policy of the Kohl years. Furthermore, such attacks may have also served to reas-

sure the German population that a more open attitude to immigrant integration,

possibly even the future admittance of new immigrants, would not upset the structures

of social and cultural life.

The Social Democrats have moved further than the CDU, dropping their ‘fördern

und fordern’ (demand and encourage) rhetoric and advancing the call for Teilhabe and

anti-discrimination. Indeed, the SPD has gone so far as to raise the prospect of repla-

cing ‘Integration’ with another (presumably less offensive) term. Apart from advocat-

ing the establishment of a now fashionable Willkommenskultur, during the 2013

election campaign the SPD demanded changes to citizenship policy, less onerous

rules for family migration and local voting rights for Third Country nationals.41

Together with a markedly increased number of parliamentarians with immigrant back-

grounds,42 these programmatic demands speak to the Social Democrats’ more active

interest in reaching out to an immigrant electorate that has traditionally supported

the party.

JUST RHETORIC?

To what degree has the discourse of differentialism translated into more open and

inclusionary policy? We do not claim that the acceptance of diversity goes along

with a more open immigration policy. German governments are increasingly aware

of the need to attract considerable numbers of new immigrants in coming decades,

but so far this has not led to truly radical policy changes. The 2005 immigration law

was a disappointment in this respect.43 Since then, we have seen long and protracted
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struggles over what amounts to modest gaps in an otherwise still formidable fence.

There have been some changes in immigration policy particularly with respect to

rules governing the admission and residency rights of highly skilled immigrants and

international students.44 For those seeking refuge – and usually work – in

Germany, access had narrowed since the asylum clause of the Basic Law was reformu-

lated in 1992. This changed in spectacular fashion in the summer of 2015, when Chan-

cellor Angela Merkel authorised the admissions of over one million refugees and

migrants, many fleeing the brutal civil war in Syria and political instability in Afghani-

stan and Iraq. The strong public support for Merkel’s decision has since moderated and

debate over the future course of Germany’s refugee policies and, by extension, those of

the European Union have become central. The refugee debate has, in turn, reignited

arguments on integration, with many conservative politicians, including the Chancel-

lor, calling for the compulsory integration of all migrants. Current integration dis-

course and policies continue to be marked by a division between ‘wanted’

immigrants – especially highly skilled knowledge workers – and those to be tightly

regulated (family migrants, asylum seekers and poor, low-skilled migrants). In this

respect Germany has moved closer to the positions of traditional immigration

countries, such as Australia and Canada, though, Germany has been rather less success-

ful in enticing skilled immigrants.45

While policy change has been limited, this positive diversity rhetoric is preparing

the ground, inside and outside of Germany, for new immigration. The tone of the immi-

gration debate, even about unwanted poor immigrants from Eastern Europe or Africa

has altogether become more moderate than in previous decades. But the policies

needed to attract greater numbers of skilled immigrants have yet to materialise.

As regards those representing a significant part of the new diversity, that is, those

with immigrant backgrounds and stable residence status in Germany, policies have

been mixed. In the sphere of citizenship and naturalisation policy, the situation has

arguably worsened. Naturalisation rates have fallen from an all-time high in 2000 to

depressingly low levels ever since, bottoming out in 2008, rebounding only somewhat

in the years since. Legal and administrative hurdles to naturalisation play a major role

in this regard.46 Although the much maligned ‘Optionsregelung’ was rescinded by the

CDU/CSU-SPD Grand Coalition Government formed after the 2013 election, it

remains to be seen whether this step will help to build trust and possibly also help

raise naturalisation rates.

Still, the turn towards diversity goes beyond rhetoric in that policies aimed at

improving the standing of immigrants in German society have acquired an enhanced

profile. As ‘integration’ has been declared a key task of government policy, the

room for manoeuvre for anyone pursuing more equal rights and entitlements for

those of immigrant background has become larger. Because the need for new immigra-

tion is widely accepted, a ‘culture of welcome’ is called for by political parties and

leading politicians. Hostility and outright racism towards those deemed different has

not been eradicated, but has become more difficult to express openly in light of emer-

ging public norms. Private and public organisations are under pressure to recruit indi-

viduals of immigrant backgrounds and become more diverse. This now even includes

political parties and legislatures. We have not seen major transformations as yet, but
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demands for diversity policies have become unchallenged and it will be difficult to stop

at mere programmatic gestures.

Furthermore, organisations representing immigrants have been granted standing,

for instance, through the National Integration Summit. Migrant organisations have

also been called on to assist municipal governments in designing and delivering pro-

grammes to counter honour violence (in Hamburg) and improve immigrant

women’s access to language and integration courses (in Stuttgart).47 Perhaps most

interestingly, the German Islam conference was established as a means of enabling dia-

logue between representatives of organised Muslim groups and the German state, with

the aim of ‘naturalising Islam’.48 German policymakers have acknowledged that (at

least in some instances) successful integration requires working with and through

organised groups.

Nowhere is this clearer than with respect to efforts to extend publically funded reli-

gious education to Muslim students. The states of North-Rhine Westphalia, Lower

Saxony and Hessen have undertaken significant reform initiatives to this end,

working closely with representatives of Muslim faith groups. Hessen has gone furthest,

introducing faith-based Islamic religious education in conformity with Article 7,

section 3 of the Basic Law at the beginning of the 2013–14 school year.49 An advisory

body in Hessen has been created to encourage cooperation between school authorities

and two separate Muslim groups (DITIB for Sunnis and the German Association of

Ahmadiyya [GAA] for Ahmadi) that have been recognised as bodies fulfilling the

primary requirements for forming a religious community. The FDP has been the

driving force behind the introduction of Islamic faith-based religious education in

Hessen. In the words of former Integration Minister Hahn:

From the beginning of the reform process, I was of the opinion that there are

two normalities in Germany. One normality is that according to Article 7,

section 3 of the Basis Law, religious communities have a right to teach in

a faith-based manner at public schools. This is neither secular nor laicist

but it is normal in Germany and Christians and Jews and some others

already make use of it. The second normality is that 50 years ago we

signed treaties with Turkey and other countries that so-called guest workers

should come to Germany. About one-third of these guest workers have a

Muslim background (and stayed) so that we ‘just’ had to fit together such

normalities.50

The state of Hamburg also recently signed a treaty (Staatsvertrag) with three Muslim

communities on issues such as religious education and religious counselling.51

These collaborative governance initiatives stand in contrast to the command-and-

control inclinations of civic integrationism and suggest that the new differentialism is

more than rhetoric.

JUST POLITICS? DIVERSITY AS LIVED EXPERIENCE

The political acceptance of immigration-related diversity, both in terms of rhetoric and

substantive policy initiatives, is reflective of a changing social reality in Germany and a

gradual acceptance of the fact of diversity in daily life. Both the conservative CDU and
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the social democratic SPD have hesitantly accepted that society has in many ways

become more diverse. This is not only due to immigration but also to more varied

forms of partnership and family life and the more openly demonstrated variety of

sexual orientations. To remain a Volkspartei, one CDU-body stated, the party has to

place more emphasis on the benefits of diversity.52 Results of recent empirical research

demonstrate that the heterogeneity of city life – of the society that surrounds individ-

uals – is widely accepted and even positively evaluated. In a survey conducted in 2010

by the Max-Planck Institute in Göttingen for instance, 69 per cent of those surveyed

agreed (somewhat and fully) with the statement ‘It is enriching for a city when the

people come from different backgrounds and cultures.’53 Even if we consider this

picture to some extent as an expression of perceived social desirability, it would under-

line the existence of a powerful social norm according to which it is socially desirable

to appreciate diversity.

Political and media debates have a powerful impact on popular opinion. Their

effects can be detected, for instance, in the role respondents in the same Max-

Planck study accorded to language. Thus, in qualitative interviews, non-immigrants

often classified immigrant families in the neighbourhood with reference to their

German-language competences and the efforts parents made to ensure a good edu-

cation of their children. Immigrant respondents on the other hand often showed an

allergic reaction when asked about recent integration debates. ‘Integration? Ask the

Germans’, one second-generation Turkish-German responded. Clearly, these

debates are perceived as offensive and exclusionary – and effects of assimilation-

ist demands and distrust persist while the focus of official rhetoric may have

changed.

But the results of the ‘Diversity and Contact’ project also suggest that diversity is a

lived experience that has become integrated into people’s images of social life.

Responding to an open survey question on whether they perceived the population of

their neighbourhood as rather diverse or as of one kind, 65 per cent described them

as diverse.54 Further asked to specify what they meant by that, about half referred to

some migration-related feature, but people also pointed to class differences, age-struc-

ture and lifestyle – or a combination of such dimensions. Regardless of whether they

perceived the neighbourhood population as heterogeneous or more homogeneous, the

majority said they liked the situation as it was. In qualitative interviews, people

expressed different – sometimes more emphatic, sometimes more distanced – atti-

tudes to their heterogeneous environments, but altogether migration-related diversity

has become a normal, accepted component of everyday reality. Arguably, political

actors have responded to this transformed situation by acknowledging the importance

of Vielfalt.

CONCLUSION

While in earlier publications we and others have stressed the continuing importance of

assimilationist demands, the fragile consensus about more open naturalisation policies,

and the threat of a return to a more repressive tone and approach to integration,55 we

now believe that, in the past 10–15 years, we have witnessed an ongoing process of

complicated adjustment and re-orientation. In the wake of what was indeed an
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aggressive attack on imagined ‘parallel societies’ and ‘integration dodgers’, Germany

has shifted towards a more fulsome recognition and accommodation of diversity. A

commitment to diversity marks a middle ground between assimilationism and multi-

culturalism – or a new differentialism. Recognition of diversity implies a shifting of

boundaries: from those separating natives from foreigners, and ethnic cultures or ‘com-

munities’ from the surrounding world, to those separating individuals with their mani-

fold experiences, beliefs and preferences. This at least is the programmatic claim. A

recognition of diversity can strengthen the cause of those fighting for the rights of,

for instance, lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) people and those with dis-

abilities. But such individualism also fits a neoliberal agenda in which everyone is

responsible for his or her fate, including their ‘integration’, while state institutions

may provide support and guidance for such efforts. Understood in this way, diversity

is more acceptable to conservatives and liberals than multiculturalism and claims for

equality through redistribution.

So, while there were good reasons to diagnose a (re) turn to assimilationism in the

first half of the 2000s, it would appear that we overestimated the strength and persist-

ence of such trends. Recent shifts in rhetoric and policy signal the emergence of a new

differentialism which may complicate the place of the ‘German case’ in cross-national

research – it has outgrown its status as Europe’s maligned ethno-exclusionary pariah

and does not easily conform to models focusing on the departure from, or transform-

ation of, multiculturalism. Sometimes we may be better served by paying close atten-

tion to the details of our cases and resisting the urge to fit complex and unique

experiences into grand narratives of convergence or static typologies of national or

European models.

Our argument also reinforces others’ claims that the so-called retreat of multicul-

turalism in Western Europe may be overstated.56 In Germany, demands that were pre-

viously part of a multicultural agenda are now being realised as components of

diversity policies. As distinct from other countries (e.g. the Netherlands), more open-

ness to diversity within society is the trend of the past decade. And yet, this is not multi-

culturalism under a new name. The recognition of difference in mainstream politics is

decoupled from a struggle for a more equal and just society. In a neoliberal age it is

individualistic and selective, a new differentialism.
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Zwangsarbeiter, Gastarbeiter, Flüchtlinge (Munich: C.H. Beck, 2001); Rita Chin, The Guest Worker
Question in Postwar Germany (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007); Triadafilos Triadafi-
lopoulos, Becoming Multicultural: Immigration and the Politics of Membership in Canada and
Germany (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2012).
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