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Abstract 

The paper departs from the question of what we mean by the term 
"Middle East" today and where this "region" is situated. Political 
scientists have always assumed a tight embeddedness of the Middle East 
in international relations. Yet, in demographic and sociological terms as 
well, the region is well integrated in global society due to the waves of 
emigration from the Arab world and Turkey to the Americas and Europe 
since the late nineteenth century. While earlier generations of immigrants 
assimilated after one or two generations into the fabric of the receiving 
societies, contemporary migrants are able to maintain trans-national 
bonds due to modern means of communication. The paper, focusing on a 
comparative analysis of Arab immigration to the United States and 
Turkish immigration to Germany, will explore the ramifications of 
emergent trans-national populations in the discursive construction of 
identities and norms. In particular, it will examine the relationship 
between notions of community, the common good, and the justification 
of norms. 

Christoph Schumann (Ph.D, 2000) was a professor of politics and 
contemporary history of the Middle East in the Department of Political 
Science, Friedrich Alexander University Erlangen-Nuremberg. His areas 
of research included political ideologies in the Middle East,  the modern 
history of Syria and Lebanon, and Muslims in Germany and the United 
States. He is the author of Radikalnationalismus in Syrien und Libanon: 
Politische Sozialisation und Elitenbildung, 1930-1958 (Hamburg: 
Schriften des Deutschen Orient-Instituts, 2001). He is also the editor of 
the following volumes: From the Syrian Land to the States of Syria and 
Lebanon (Würzburg: Ergon, 2004) (with Thomas Philipp); Liberal 
Thought in the Eastern Mediterranean: Late 19th Century until the 1960s 
(Leiden: Brill Publishers, 2008); and Nationalism and Liberal Thought in 



the Arab East: Political Practice and Experience (London: Routledge, 
2010). 

* Sadly, Professor Schumann passed away in September 2013 after a 
harsh illness. He had maintained close contact with the Levtzion Center 
and the Hebrew University. His paper in the Annual Levtzion Lecture 
Series is one of the last he wrote. It is published here in his memory. 
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Introduction 

Germany took a particularly long and winding road until its political 
elites recognized the realities of immigration. However, the issue of 
"integrating" the immigrants into society is far from being settled. The 
German Federal President, Christian Wulff, was probably surprised by 
the intensity of the public debate that he triggered in his first major 
address on the occasion of the 20th anniversary of German unification on 
3 October 2010. In this speech he formulated the short, but programmatic 
sentence: "Aber der Islam gehört inzwischen auch zu Deutschland" (But 
Islam is now also a part of Germany). 0F

1  

Conservative members of Wulff’s own party, the Christian Democratic 
Union, countered that this statement was inaccurate. One of them, Hans-
Peter Friedrich, used the first opportunity after he was appointed Federal 
Minister of the Interior to object to Wulff’s words, stating that Muslims 
have become part of German society, but that there was no historical 
evidence whatsoever that Islam was part of German culture. 1 F

2 
Paradoxically, Friedrich had to take over the presidency of the so-called 
German Islam Conference, which had been initiated by his predecessor, 
Wolfgang Schäuble. 2F

3 The German Islam Conference started in 2006 as 
an effort to convene German state officials, representatives of Muslim 
associations and other public figures, in order to solve practical 
problems, to encourage participation and, eventually, to contribute to the 
emergence of a German-Muslim identity. 
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As in other Western countries, "Islam" has become an intrinsic part of 
intersecting discourses on migration and globalization as well as on 
identity and territoriality. For most of its history, "Islam" was perceived 
in Europe as more than just a religion, but rather as a merger of religion 
and culture based territorially somewhere outside Europe, namely in the 
"East" or the "Orient." This changed with the recent history of migration, 
which brought Islam to the West – as both religion and culture. In 
President Wulff’s short sentence quoted above, he recognizes this new 
territorial presence of Islam in Germany as legitimate. However, 
Germans did not always perceive Muslim immigrants primarily as 
"Muslims." The initial paradigm, or better, cliché, of "guest workers" in 
the 1950s were the Italians. This changed in the 1970s and 1980s when 
Turkish immigrants attracted more public attention due to their rising 
numbers.  

In the political realm, "Ausländerpolitik" became the notional tool of 
signifying and governing the "Turks." It remained dominant until the 
1990s, when it was superseded by "integration" which became a political 
word for all issues connected with Islam and migration. The German 
Islam Conference is part of the grand design of "integration" policies. Its 
main goal transcends the problem of religious diversity by far. It rather 
seeks a comprehensive incorporation of the former immigrants and their 
descendents into German society – with regard to religion, culture, 
education, the job market and, of course, domestic security. 

This brief glance at the German situation shows the particularities and 
similarities with other countries in the West. On the one hand, the 
formerly ethnic designation of immigrants from the Middle East and 
Africa shifted in Western societies to a religio-ethnic paradigm. Muslims 
are framed as member of a particular religion-cum-culture. On the other 
hand, the German authorities have invested quite a lot in influencing the 
discourses and identities of these "Muslim" immigrants directly. In order 
to analyze the ramifications of these discourses and policies on the 
formation of dispora communities, I will compare the two rather 
dissimilar cases of the Arab-American community in the United States 
and the Turkish community in Germany.  
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As my theoretical point of departure I emphasize the connection between 
collective identity and political norms and causes. As a political scientist, 
I am not much interested in primordial "givens" such as language, 
religion, and ethnicity as potential markers of identity. I rather assume 
that collective identities are shaped by a political agenda, by common 
values and shared political goals – in a particular political context. Since 
common goals and values change over time, so do collective identities. 
Of course, not all collective identities are political. Yet they can become 
"political," if groups present their goals and values to a broader audience 
in order to effect changes in government policies, in legislation, or in 
public opinion.  

In the following part of the paper I will, first, sketch and analyze the 
changes in the collective identities of Arab immigrants in the United 
States since the late nineteenth century. Although in brief, I chose this 
rather long history in order to be able to show the change of identities 
and the reasons for this change. In a second step I will contrast this with 
the German experience of Turkish immigration. The argumentative 
thread that connects these rather different cases is the problem of 
defining a political community in the space between the receiving and the 
sending societies. The existence of trans-national spaces between the 
Middle East, Europe and America is the prerequisite of my argument. 
The demographical basis of these spaces was laid by trans-continental 
migration during the last century and a half. However, a new quality 
developed in the last two decades due to revolutionary changes in 
communication technologies.  

 
Arab Identities in America 

Arab migration to North and Latin America started in the second half of 
the nineteenth century. It had its geographical roots in the Levant, 
particularly in Lebanon, Syria, and Palestine, and was – strictly speaking 
– a Christian phenomenon. 3F

4 

Identity became an issue, the moment the first immigrants reached Ellis 
Island. The American immigration officers had to register the 
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nationalities of the incoming migrants, but this was not easy, since the 
Ottoman Empire was not a nation-state. For whatever reason, the 
bureaucrats classified the applicants simply as "Turks." The same 
happened also in most Latin American countries. There, the Spanish term 
"los Turkos" has survived up to today.4 F

5 It signifies what is left of the old 
Lebanese communities. The immigrants – for their part – did not bring a 
clear-cut national identity with them, because the principle of nationalism 
had not yet taken root in the Ottoman Empire. Nevertheless, they 
strongly opposed their classification as "Turks."5 F

6 Eventually the Ottoman 
diplomats in Washington intervened. As a result, the immigrants were 
registered as "Ottomans." This lasted until the end of World War I. 
Subsequently, American authorities started to use the word "Syrian" as a 
new category. 6F

7 Yet the term "Syria" did not just refer to the territorial 
entity called Syria, which was then founded by the French mandate 
authorities, but to the whole area commonly known as "Greater Syria" or 
Bilad al-Sham in Arabic. This classification corresponded, by and large, 
with the self-description of the immigrant community. Although many of 
them identified with sub-regions of Syria, such as Mount Lebanon or the 
city of Beirut, they saw these regions in the broader historical and 
geographical framework of "Syria." 

The period before and after World War I was a time of remarkable 
cultural production in the Syrian diaspora. There were dozens of Arabic 
magazines and newspapers in North and Latin America. 7F

8 Although most 
papers addressed an audience in America, the political identities of the 
publications were still connected with the Middle East, and particularly 
with the Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire. The dominant issue of 
that time was islah, i.e. "reform." Yet there were diverse views about 
what to reform and how to reform. Accordingly, the Arabic press in 
America was divided into three camps. The New York-based Kawkab 
Amrika (The Star of America) was the most loyal to the Ottoman sultan. 
Other papers, such as the most enduring al-Huda (The Guidance), were 
more critical and supported the call for political reforms, particularly de-
centralization. Only few papers with a rather small circulation, such as 
al-Ayyam (The Days), questioned the integrity of the Ottoman Empire 
altogether and called for a separate Lebanese entity. In a nutshell, the 
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Ottoman Empire was still widely accepted as an overall frame of 
reference for political identity – be it negatively or positively. Yet the 
Arabic press in the USA was not much interested in what was going on 
politically in America. 

Apart from this Arabic "mediascape" in the United State – if I may 
borrow this notion from Arjun Appadurai 8F

9 – there was a trans-continental 
space of communication between the immigrant communities in North 
America, South America and the Arab world, particularly Egypt. Ideas, 
poems, and literary criticism circulated on steamships between cities like 
Buenos Aires, Sao Paolo, New York, Boston, and Alexandria. 9F

10 The 
"Arab Atlantic" would be a nice title for a book in the tradition of Paul 
Gilroy’s "Black Atlantic."10F

11 However, it will be rather difficult to write, 
since many of the sources are either lost or scattered in private 
households. 

World War I severed this cultural connection between the three 
continents and the "Arab Atlantic" hardly recovered in the following 
interwar period. In the United States, the 1924 Johnson-Reed-Act 
brought immigration from the Syrian lands to a halt by defining strict 
quotas. Although the Arabic press in the United States continued to 
thrive in terms of numbers, it turned inward. The old political 
orientations towards reform in the Ottoman Empire gave way to an 
emphasis on sectarian affiliations. The oldest newspaper, al-Huda, which 
I have mentioned before, claimed to speak for the Maronite community, 
while Meraat al-Gharb presented itself as a mouthpiece of the Greek-
Orthodox, and al-Bayan covered the small Muslim and Druze 
community.11F

12 This de-politicization of identities and the growing 
importance of a new confessional communalism had much to do with the 
leading role of religious institutions in the process of acculturalization in 
the American context. 12F

13  

Nevertheless, it is surprising that Arabic remained to be the dominant 
language of the print media. To my knowledge, there was only one single 
magazine in English. Its name was The Syrian World and it was 
published between 1926 and 1932.13F

14 Although its circulation was fairly 
small, it was renowned for its high quality. Ameen Rihani, Salloum 
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Mokarzel, and Gibran Kahlil Gibran used this forum to discuss what it 
means to be Syrian, Lebanese or American. Kahlil Gibran published his 
famous poem "To Young Americans of Syrian Origin" in the third issue 
of 1926. A key passage reads as follows:   

It is to stand before the towers of New York and 
Washington, Chicago and San Francisco saying in your 
hearts, "I am the descendent of a people that built 
Damascus and Byblos, and Tyre and Sidon and Antioch, 
and I am here to build with you, and with a will. 14F

15  

This sounds like a contemporary hyphenated identity (i.e. "Syrian"– 
hyphen–"American"), but the time had not yet come for such a concept. 
The economic depression and World War II hit the cultural production of 
the Syrian-Americans hard. In the United States of 1950s, only three 
newspapers in Arabic survived, while in Argentina and Brazil cultural 
production in Arabic vanished completely.  

Yet, the situation changed – at least in the United States – in the 1950s 
with the arrival of a growing number of young Arabs who wanted to 
study at American universities.15F

16 These young Arab students were not 
much interested in reviving the existing institutions and organizations of 
the Syrian community. They rather founded new ones, while the old ones 
ceased to exist – without much ado. With them, the old self-description 
of the community as being "American of Syrian origin" lost its 
importance. It gave way to Arab nationalism, particularly inspired by 
Nasserism, which had much influence on the Arab students. Thus, 
"Arabness" became the new label of self-description. 16F

17  

However, this new Arab identity was not based on cultural romanticism. 
The Arab students were not primarily interested in cherishing the Arabic 
language and culture. For the politicized among them, al-uruba 
(Arabness) was a political concept that was connected to three political 
goals: (1) intellectual decolonization; (2) Palestinian self-determination; 
and (3) the modernization of Arab societies.17F

18 Since these goals were in 
line with other political trends on American campuses at that time, it was 
preferable to distribute newsletters, leaflets, and magazines in English in 
order to reach other like-minded groups. So, the sudden shift from Arabic 
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to English in the language of publications was not a result of the 
assimilation process, but rather a deliberate change in the strategy for 
addressing the public. One media project of that era is the still-existing 
journal Arab Studies Quarterly, which was founded by Edward Said and 
Ibrahim Abu-Lughod in 1979. It was the intellectual mouthpiece of the 
Association of Arab-American University Graduates (AAUG). Fouad 
Moughrabi remembered the beginnings of this organization in 2007 as 
follows: 

Arab-American scholars, originating from various Arab 
countries, came together to engage in this educational 
effort. A consensus existed among them: there was 
uniform commitment to the rights of the Palestinian 
people and there was general agreement about the various 
problems faced by the Arab countries. There was also a 
general agreement that U.S. foreign policy was too 
closely aligned with Israel and needed to be more 
balanced and even handed. […] We believed, at the time, 
that we could produce the kind of knowledge that runs 
counter to the prevailing perceptions of the Arab World 
in America.18F

19  

What is telling about this quotation is the fact that Arab identity in the 
United States during the 1960s and 1970s was almost exclusively 
constructed on issues related to the Middle East rather than to America. 
Of course, Arab intellectuals gained no significant influence on any issue 
in the Middle East, but – in reverse – the Middle East conflict affected 
the public image of Arabs and Muslims negatively. In this regard, 
Edward Said’s 1981 book "Covering Islam" and Jack Shaheen’s 1983 
study "The TV Arab" created a new awareness in the community of the 
role of anti-Arab stereotypes in American media. To many activists it 
became obvious that a new political strategy was needed. For this reason, 
two new national organizations of Arab Americans were founded in the 
1980s, namely the Arab-American Anti-Discrimination Committee 
(ADC) in 1980 and the Arab American Institute (AAI) in 1985. 19F

20 These 
two new organizations paid much more attention to the American part of 
Arab-American identity. Their primary concern was not to change the 
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Middle East, but rather to empower the Arab-American community and 
to gain an autonomous voice in the American public. In lobbying 
Washington, competition with Jewish and Zionist organizations was 
particularly stiff. If one reads through Arab-American publications of the 
1980s, one can find much aversion for the pro-Israel lobby, but also 
much admiration for its effectiveness and unity. Maybe for this reason, 
Arab-American organizations strikingly resemble their opponents.  

At the same time, the relationship between the Arab-American 
community and the Middle East became more and more complex.20F

21 On 
the one hand, the Palestine issue lost some of its mobilizing force, 
particularly with the Oslo accords. The community leaders and 
particularly the intellectuals were split in two camps. While one side 
believed that the peace process could pave the way to Palestinian 
statehood, the other group was suspicious that the interim accord would 
never lead to a final agreement. On the other hand, the Palestine conflict 
ceased to be the defining center of the Middle East. A whole range of 
new conflicts vied for the attention of the Arab-American organizations 
and none of these conflicts created much unity. The civil war in Lebanon, 
for instance, prompted a dissident Maronite voice, which questioned that 
Lebanon was a part of the Arab world anyway. In 1990/91, the 
occupation and liberation of Kuwait triggered a conflict between the 
community organizations and its financial supporters in the Arabian 
Peninsula. And, in the American run-up to the war against Iraq in 2003, 
the Bush administration sought the public support of Iraqi-American 
groups in the Detroit area, thus demonstrating the rift among Arab-
Americans 

Overall, Arab-American identity was never a self-evident concept that 
can be explained sufficiently by factors like language, religion or 
ethnicity. Particularly during the 1950s, 60s, and 70s, Arab-American 
identity was a genuinely political concept and the Palestine issue was at 
its core. Public support of the Palestinians was a crucial aspect of what it 
means to be "Arab-American." During the following decades, i.e. the 
1980s and 1990s, the focus of the Arab-American community shifted to 
the American domestic plane. Thus, the American side of the hyphen 
gained importance and with it the struggle against discrimination and for 
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civil rights in the United States. Simultaneously, the multiplication of 
inner-Arab conflicts in the Middle East made the Arab world less likely 
to be a unifying point of reference.  

 

Turkish Identities in Germany 

So let me shed some light on the change of Turkish identities in 
Germany. Of course, Turkish migration to Germany is very different 
from the Arab-American case. However, I think it is useful to ask where 
exactly the differences are and – even more important – to what kind of 
ramifications this leads to. 

Because of the good diplomatic relations between Germany and the 
Ottoman Empire, there has been a small Turkish community with some 
organizational and institutional infrastructure in Berlin since the 
nineteenth century. Yet, mass immigration from Turkey did not start until 
the early 1960s, when the Federal Republic of Germany and the Turkish 
Republic concluded a bilateral treaty for the recruitment of guest 
workers. This brought thousands of poorly educated men from the rural 
areas of Anatolia to the industrial centers and big cities of Germany. 
From the 1970s, these workers were accompanied by a growing number 
of highly politicized persons who fled from military coups and sought 
political asylum in Germany. 

Unlike the American immigration officers in the late nineteenth century, 
German authorities had no doubts about the classification of the 
immigrants as "Turks."21F

22 Nationality and national identity was believed 
to be the same – although this turned out to be a mistake later on. But in 
the first decades, it was the stated goal of German policies to sustain the 
"national" identities of the guest workers in order to strengthen their 
inclination to return home at the end of their work contracts. For this 
purpose, the Turkish ministry of education was allowed to provide school 
education in Germany for the children of the immigrants. Of course, it 
turned out to be problematic to provide Turkish education in a German 
environment. So, the Turkish part of this education was reduced to a 
mere supplement to compulsory German schooling. This "supplementary 
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instruction in the native language" covered the two fields that were 
deemed most relevant for maintaining the national identity of the guest 
workers’ children, namely the Turkish language and Islamic religion. It 
was not until last year that this strange cooperation of Turkey and 
Germany in the field of education was ended, after more than forty years.  

Apart from the institutions of the German state, the media played a 
crucial role in forming Turkish identity in Germany, albeit in a different 
way than in America. As I have shown before, there is a long history of 
Arabic media in the United States. These publications are fully produced 
in America and mainly directed at an audience in America. Media which 
are imported from the Arab world, such as TV channels or newspapers, 
can be found in the United States, but they have no direct connection 
with Arab-American community publications. In the Turkish-German 
case, local Turkish media have never had much chance to develop. 
During the first decades, the German public media, particularly television 
and radio, provided special programs for the guest workers in all the 
languages of the sending countries: Italian, Greek, Serbo-Croatian, 
Turkish etc. This was another facet of the abovementioned policy of 
preserving the guestworkers’ homeward orientation. 22F

23  

These foreign-language programs lost their importance when the Turkish 
press entered the German market massively.23F

24 From the early 1970s 
onwards, Turkish newspapers were sent electronically to Germany and 
were printed in special printing plants in the Frankfurt area. The 
circulation of all these papers was estimated up to 100,000 issues a day in 
the year 2000, while it was estimated that a single newspaper issue 
reached approximately five readers. More recently the circulation 
numbers have been shrinking. Nevertheless, the bigger Turkish papers, 
such as Hürriyet and Zaman, have developed daily additional pages, on 
which they cover the everyday life of the Turkish community in Europe. 
Thus, Hürriyet and Zaman can be truly called trans-national media, 
because their production and distribution connects two national markets 
without territorial contiguity. 24F

25   

This impressive extension of the Turkish public sphere to Germany was 
accompanied by the ideological fragmentation of the Turkish mediascape 
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in Germany. Today, the Turkish papers available on the German market 
cover a broad political range from the far left to the far right. This 
includes Kurdish and Turkish, as well as laicist and Islamist publications. 
Yet all these divisions have little to do with the realities of Turkish life in 
Germany. As a consequence, the Turkish press reaches a great number of 
readers – directly or indirectly – but it hardly constitutes a forum for a 
debate on common goals, let alone on a shared identity. In contrast to 
this, contemporary Arab-American publications, such The News Circle, 
Action or al-Nashra, reach a smaller number of readers, but these 
magazines reflect the ongoing discussions in the community much better. 
By facilitating the flow of information, ideas and arguments, Arab-
American media provide an important service for the community, despite 
the fact that this service does not pay off financially. 25F

26  

The history of Turkish organizations in Germany is also mainly 
characterized by ideological fragmentation.26F

27 In the 1970s and 1980s, 
Turkish organizations were mostly concerned with politics in Turkey 
rather than in Germany. However, a single unifying cause – such as the 
Palestine issue for the Arab-Americans – was missing. So, on the one 
hand, there was disagreement on almost every single question of Turkish 
politics, and, on the other hand, there was little effort to reach out to the 
broader German public. While Arab-Americans used the English 
language early on to propagate their view about the Middle East conflict, 
the Turks in Germany stuck to their native language.27F

28 Their discourse 
was almost self-encapsulated. This hindered the Turkish community 
immensely in gaining a public voice in response to the xenophobic 
assaults of the 1990s (such as in Solingen, 1993). The same happened 
again in the public debate on dual citizenship in 1999/2000, when the 
Turkish community supported dual citizenship strongly, but had no 
public visibility. This is not to say that there were no activities. On the 
contrary, there were plenty of activities at the local level, but there was 
no single organization or publication that could claim to articulate 
Turkish-German interests vis-à-vis the federal government. 

Yet the lack of a public voice is not just a matter of media and 
organizations. There is also a remarkable lack of an appropriate name for 
the community.28F

29 One reason for this is the fact that Germany and 
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Turkey have a similar concept of citizenship that does not welcome sub-
national identities. Although Germany facilitated naturalization in 2000, 
it still expects the new citizen to take sides and give up his or her old 
passport. After four decades of Turkish-language education in Germany, 
the state was not willing to accept a Turkish minority in Germany. Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan followed the same logic, when he came to Germany this 
year and gave a speech to a Turkish audience. 29F

30 He admonished them to 
preserve their Turkish heritage, but also to learn German, and integrate 
socially. But, whenever he addressed his audience as "my compatriots" 
(vatandaslarim), it was very clear that his speech was directed at 
"Turkish citizens" rather than a Turkish-German community. 

In contrast with this homogenizing concept of citizenship, America has a 
long history of accepting sub-national identities – as long as political 
loyalty is to the United States. The hyphen – as a marker of sub-national 
ethnic identities – is the most recent linguistic form to express this 
identity. But it was not the Arab-Americans who invented this concept. 
They have merely adopted it.30F

31 This is not to say, however, that the 
connection of the words "Arab" and "American" by the hyphen is totally 
unproblematic. As I have argued before, Arab identity in the United 
States has always been more than just an expression of an "ethnic" 
assertiveness. Arab-American media and community organizations do 
not confine themselves to cherishing their cultural heritage and 
preserving their native language, but also pursue political goals. For this 
reason, outspoken Arab-American intellectuals, such as Edward Said or 
Rashid Khalidi, have mainly been accused of being disloyal to the 
American nation, because their political positions were perceived as 
being in contradiction to American interests. 

So, at first glance, it seems as if Arab identity in the United States is 
more political than Turkish identity in Germany. And, in fact, the 
discourse on Turkish identity in Germany revolves mainly around two 
ethnic markers of identity, namely language and religion. With the kind 
support of the Turkish government, Turkish groups have made Turkish 
language education and Islamic religious instruction their primary goals. 
However, by doing so, they reduce the political content of Turkish 
citizenship to its ethnic core. Initially, in the early twentieth century, 



13 
 

Turkish national identity was founded on a political program, namely to 
achieve the independence of the nation and the modernization of society. 
Of course, the Turkish language and Islamic religion were always a 
crucial part of this program, but there was much more to it. 

If Turkish language education and Islamic religious instruction is now at 
the top of the Turkish community’s agenda, it is no wonder that Kurds 
and Alevis feel alienated. In fact, Kurds and Alevis have built their own 
infrastructure of organizations and media. This is not to say that all those 
who have an Alevi or Kurdish background support these organizations. 
However, it is impossible to organize and mobilize around a concept that 
is unclear. For this reason, rather simplistic labels, such as the "Turks" 
vs. the "Kurds" or the "Sunnis" vs. the "Alevis," dominate the public 
sphere.  

 

 

Conclusion 

At this point, another long section on Kurdish or Alevi identities in 
Germany could follow suit. However, I prefer to conclude my argument 
by pointing out three main factors that have shaped the construction of 
collective identities in the case of Arab-Americans and Turks in 
Germany. 

1. The first factor is the receiving state. In the context of migration, the 
receiving state has a crucial role in shaping identities by classification 
and recognition. The United States encourages naturalization, at least in 
the second generation, but it demands loyalty from its new citizens in 
return. Within the large framework of American identity the state 
bureaucracy, and particularly the National Census Bureau, provides 
multiple sub-categories, such as race, ethnicity, or the country of origin. 
The state bureaucracy defines these categories theoretically, but leaves it 
up to the respondents to decide which category to check. In contrast to 
this, the German state tries to influence and shape identities much more 
actively. While for a long time it was the government’s stated goal to 
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sustain the immigrants’ original identity, this has changed now in favor 
of enforced assimilation by German language education, integration 
courses, Islamic religious instruction in German public schools, and 
Departments of Islamic Theology at German universities – such as in my 
own. 

2. The second factor is the sending states. With regard to the Turkish 
community in Germany, there is just one single country, namely the 
Turkish Republic. On the basis of bilateral agreements, it was possible 
for Turkey to influence the identities of the immigrant community in 
multiple ways. However, not all immigrants welcomed this direct 
influence. This is particularly true for those who had left Turkey for 
political reasons. As a result, the infrastructure of community 
organizations and media is divided into two camps, namely the state-
loyalists and critics of the state. In the Arab-American case, there was no 
single state in the Arab world able to exert such an influence, since the 
demise of the Ottoman Empire. In the absence of a shared homeland, 
Arab nationalism and the Palestine issue helped greatly to crystallize an 
Arab-American identity. Nowadays, however, the Israel-Palestine 
conflict has lost its singular role. There are too many other important 
issues and conflicts, which generate loyalty, but also disagreement and 
conflict. 

3. The third factor is the public sphere. In our times, the public sphere is 
an arena based on modern communication technologies where 
information and arguments can be exchanged in order to build public 
opinion. This public opinion is a normative reflection of how politics 
should be. Although the emergence of public opinion can only function, 
if the public spheres consist of free, fair, and inclusive communication, 
the reality is – unfortunately – often less than this. Nevertheless, my two 
case studies show that Arab and Turkish migrants and their descendants 
were eager to participate in public spheres – be it actively as media 
entrepreneurs or passively as recipients. In doing so, the political focus of 
their discourses was either on the former homelands or on the receiving 
societies.  
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Yet, despite the fact that new media technologies have facilitated trans-
national communication everywhere, trans-national political agendas or 
trans-national political identities have hardly emerged. By and large, 
political identities and agendas are still focused on territorial states. 
Trans-national Arab communication does not foster a pan-Arab 
nationalism that questions the existing regional order of states. It merely 
helps to sustain an international Arab solidarity. Arab-Americans have 
understood that the only way of having some limited influence on the 
Middle East is through Washington. The political orientation of Arab-
American community media and organizations is therefore the American 
public. In contrast with this, Turks in Germany have remained connected 
to the Turkish public sphere by trans-national media for the last forty 
years. Yet this participation was mainly receptive, i.e. passive. Thus, the 
Turkish-German community has never had much influence on politics in 
Turkey, apart from raising funds for ideological projects and delivering 
votes for political parties, which never cared much about them, once in 
power.  
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