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Abstract 

Based on fieldwork conducted with natu
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methodologies – a different approach to the study of political participation and affiliations, which are 

mainly studied through quantitative instruments (de Rooij 2012). The main questions which this paper 

seeks to answer are: 

 How do naturalised Albanians elaborate their political positioning and their voting 

preferences?  

 Is political integration affected by the mode of integration of an immigrant group? 

 How do they manage their political integration post-naturalisation in view of their stigmatised 

identities? 

 Is stigma management connected to political positioning and voting, and vice versa, and how?  

 Does past political socialisation in the country of origin influence political integration and 

voting behaviours? 

This paper responds to calls by scholars both in North America and Western Europe to look 

at other aspects of incorporation/integration, such as feeling at home, access to the political arena 

(Mollenkopf 2013: 114-116) and at how citizenship impacts on the political views of migrants and 

on their political participation (Martiniello 2006: 64). We explore the interconnections between 

http://www.repubblica.it/static/speciale/2014/elezioni/europee/italia.html
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meet several Italian and Albanian political leaders, in order to have wider and multiple understandings 

on the processes Italian society is undergoing concerning the political participation and representation 

of immigrants. The focus was both on individuals (for the main target group), and associations (for 

key actors).  

Research on other countries and minorities in Northern Europe 
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legal status, rights, political and other forms of participation in society, and a sense of belonging. 

Conversely, Bueker (2005) considers citizenship as one dimension of political incorporation among 

others such as voting. Voting 
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models at the local level. In other words, the fact that important political rights such as voting and 

being elected are linked to citizenship leads to serious asymmetries concerning political 

representation and participation of the ‘natives’ and the ‘immigrants’. Indeed, in line with other 

research in Europe (Koopmans 2004), she stresses that citizenship regimes directly influence the POS 

and the political integration of immigrants. 

Furthermore, she concludes that, also in terms of political integration, Italy seems to follow 

an ‘assimilationist model’ due to the fact that the political incorporation of immigrants takes place 

mainly following the forms and organisational modalities that predominate in the receiving society. 

Being affiliated to an Italian organisation means having more possibilities to undertake political 

action than being affiliated to ethnic or mixed organisations; in particular, Italian trade unions emerge 

as predominant ‘bridging actors’ to convey immigrants’ political participation and representation in 

Milan. Additionally, among immigrants in her sample, the delayed citizenship attainment (waiting 

more than 10 years) seems to influence a kind of habitus toward non-participation. Immigrants appear 

to ‘get used to not feeling members of the Italian political community and as a consequence of not 

feeling recognised as political actors, so they do not participate’11 (Pilati 2010: 277). 

Cinalli’s and Pilati’s work demonstrates two limitations: the first one concerns all those 

studies that, by exploring the political and discursive opportunity structure, risk engaging in 

‘structural functionalism’ by ignoring the role of the actors in the political processes and the situation 

on the ground (Mollenkopf 2013: 113), in other words seeing only one side of the story. The second 

point can be extended to other quantitative studies, that by measuring participation ex-post there is 

an important piece missing in the picture: the agency,12 or motivations and meanings that derive from 

everyday interactions (Boccagni 2012), and last but not least the voice (Hirschman 1970) of the 

subjects we are talking about. 

Nonetheless, as in the international scholarship (Però and Solomos 2010), within Italian 

academia representations of immigrants as bearers of political subjectivity are now arising. 

Immigrants are not seen only as a labour force or as passive victims – views already criticised in Italy 

and Europe by Martiniello (2005) and Mezzadra (2006: 197), amongst others. Indeed, Lotto’s (2015) 

critical review on the issue of the political mobilisation of immigrants in Italy invites researchers to 

reject categories such as a-political, proto-political, pre-political etc. (Bertho 2009). Even though 

distinctive features of the Italian context remain, such as the discontinuity of migrants’ mobilisation, 

and their persistent need of gaining legitimisation through collaboration with Italian associations, in 

the last decade, new forms of mobilisation and organisation are taking place. Moreover, as she 

maintains, the content of claims for which immigrants mobilise, seems focused on two main issues: 

legal status, and the interlinked phenomena of discrimination and exclusion.  

Thus, we could maintain that, following Sayad’s (1966: 10) metaphor of immigrants acting as 

a mirror that clarifies and unmasks what many prefer to ignore, mobilisation claims reveal what the 

most urgent issues for Italian society are today, and offer at the same time arguments on why 

mobilisation for political rights has been almost absent so far in Italy. 

 

Methodology 

                                                           
11 Translated by the authors 
12 Sewell (1992) defines agency as the capacity of social actors to reflect on their situation, devise a strategy and act on 

it, in order to achieve their goals. 
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This paper is part of a larger study on identities, belongings and political integration of naturalised 

Albanians in Italy and the UK. The sample for the Italian part of the research consists of a total of 40 

participants and is made up of two target groups. The first one, the ‘main target group’, consists of 

26 ‘ordinary people’, by which we refer to naturalised Albanian-origin immigrants who are not visibly 

and politically involved in Padua. Participants of this subgroup were expected to be: first-generation 

migrants; holding Italian citizenship; and not involved professionally in politics. For this subgroup, 

interviews consisted of life stories and broadly followed an open, conversational approach.  

The second target subsample consists of 14 key actors; these participants come from different 

cities (5 Padua, 5 Rome, 2 Treviso, 1 Florence, 1 Milan). Within this subgroup, 12 are Albanians who 

are visibly involved in the political life of their localities; of these, nine hold Italian citizenship. The 

remaining two key actors are native Italian citizens.  

The choice of having a heterogeneous sample and including the visibly involved was made in 

order to open a window onto other localities in Italy as well as to unpack the relations among the 

national and the local.13 With these key-actor participants we conducted more focused, semi-

structured interviews.  

The interviews lasted from 1.5 to 3 hours. All 40 
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Moroccans (2001) and Filipinos (1941). However, Albanians constitute the second largest in the last 

three years in terms of citizenship acquisitions, with 128 acquisitions out of a total of 785. Citizenship 

acquisitions at local level converge with the national-level one: in 2014 in Italy 129,887 immigrants 

naturalised, starting with Moroccans with 29,025 and then Albanians with 21,148 naturalisations 

(Caritas/Migrantes 2015). 

 

What meanings do citizenship and political rights have for Albanians in Padua? 

Italian law on citizenship, based on ius sanguinis, requires 10 years of continuous residence in Italy 

for those who apply as long-term residents, plus the administrative procedure, which takes at least 

two years. It has been defined as a law 20 years behind in time, considering the recent demographic 

changes in Italy (Caritas/Migrantes 2013); other scholars have considered it a regime of ‘ethnic 

citizenship’ (Pilati 2010), ‘legal familism’ (Zincone 2006), or ‘ethnic segregationism’ (Statham and 

Koopmans 2000). 

What does it mean to our participants to get the Italian citizenship? Similarly to Colombo et 

al. (2009) on second-generation Albanians and others in Italy, to our first-generation Albanian 

immigrants, citizenship encapsulates multiple meanings and feelings, even though for many it is a 

‘must’ in order to be freed of a precarious legal status. For example, Albert (aged 38), who has been 

an Italian citizen since 2010 and a resident in Italy for 19 years, defined himself a clandestino even 

though he held the permanent residence permit before applying for the citizenship as long-term 

resident. His choice, as for others, seems motivated first by the really precarious legal status 

immigrants experience in the country. This situation worsened after 2001 when a new immigration 

law, known as the Bossi-Fini Law, entered into force, and which links the permit of stay to the 

working contract. 
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According to our findings, citizenship means first and foremost a ‘right to have rights’ (Arendt 

1973). The Italian citizenship emerges as the necessary gate that, once passed, the perceived structural 

and symbolic divide between strangers and Italians, ‘us’ and ‘them’, will disappear or may become 

more permeable, in particular in terms of political participation and the right to vote. The situation of 

Albanians in Padua pre-naturalisation, concerning the right to vote, resonated with what we call 

‘frozen’ political subjectivities (Krause and Schramm 2011)16 – both concerning Albania as a country 

of origin, and Italy as the country of residence. In Italy, as already mentioned, electoral participation I
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MP: Even within the party there is a difficulty in understanding a reality that is already 

modified, but which often also in the newspapers is represented as a possibility: ‘if one day it 

will happen’, while we already have 5 million immigrants. […] So even in our work we are 

affected exactly by the difficulties that there are everywhere in the country… of understanding 

and accepting.  

 

The situation so far indicates the difficulties that political agencies and their leaders have in 

order for them to be able to see, accept, and conceive immigrants as political subjects (Bloemraad et 

al. 2008; Però and Solomos 2010), and as electors and candidates. Indeed, another aspect that testifies 

to the difficulties Italian institutions have to consider immigrants as electors is the fact that nowadays 

in Italy there are no aggregate data on how many citizens born in a third country have the right to 



 15 





 17 

From our findings it seems that there are three typologies concerning the impact and 

management of stigma: people who have internalised stigma and are still processing it within a kind 

of ‘disintegrated’ identity; people who have processed the experience of stigma and arrived at a more-

or-less ‘integrated’ self-identity; and the youngest and more educated people of the sample who seem 

to reject or not be influenced by it at all. 

In all three pathways, memories both of life in the country of origin – Albania – and of the 

stigma experience in Italy emerge as constructing meaningful relations between past and present 
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Nevertheless, several v
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Nord. Voting, therefore, is an opportunity to somehow ‘officialise’ her assimilation into the 

‘mainstream’ Italian society, even if it means voting for Italy’s most anti-immigration party! 

Besim’s quotation below further articulates the immigrants’ support for the anti-immigration 

aspect of the programme of the Lega Nord, which he explains as really close to his values and to what 

Italy needs in this particular historical moment. Voting Lega shows, firstly, how some of the 

naturalised immigrants are embracing the political views of the right-wing parties and the regionalist 

discourse which has become quite prevalent in (Northern) Italy. Second, his action appears here also 

as a strategic choice based on his economic interests and his identification as a businessman. In his 

justification for voting Lega, he mobilises several other dimensions, all of which can be summed up 

in the sentence – ‘Italy must turn to Italians’. 

 

Besim (male, 41): I voted for the Northern League – Lega Nord, because I believe that here 

it's time to take charge of the situation, and to ascertain that Italy belongs to Italians. If I'm 

Albanian and I'm a drug dealer, I have to go to jail, but not here, in Albania; if someone 

misbehaves with my wife in my house, there is no reason why he should stay in my house …. 

Each country belongs to the people who live in that country and do something good for the 

country. […] I do not want to get into politics but just have the idea that it is time that Italy’s 

programme changes; what is produced her
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but in the meantime, what do I do? I have three children to keep, feed them and everything. 

And if you change everything in that way, you are the Hitler of the situation; indeed it makes 

me so afraid because all I see is Enver Hoxha.25 ‘If you do not think like me, I'll throw you 

out; if I could, I would put you 

http://mattinopadova.gelocal.it/padova/cronaca/2014/06/24/news/bitonci-ordina-lo-stop-alle-palestre-per-il-ramadan-ma-alla-giotto-si-fara-1.9481708
http://mattinopadova.gelocal.it/padova/cronaca/2014/06/24/news/bitonci-ordina-lo-stop-alle-palestre-per-il-ramadan-ma-alla-giotto-si-fara-1.9481708
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Drita (female, 42): Look, Zanonato is not so bad, but... has he ever maintained a promise? 

Never. For ten years he has been saying ‘the foreigners should be granted the right to vote’; it 

never happened! Thus apart from the fact that I have had a very dramatic past [under the 

communist regime], when it comes to facts, the fact is that they do not keep their stated 

word…You may also say ‘also the Right didn’t maintain the promises’ […] but as far as my 

job field is concerned we got a push… instead of one shop, we said let’s try with two and 

today we have 12 stores and it is going great. 

 

In some cases voting behaviour does not seem linked to immigrant or stigmatised identities. 

The youngest and most well-educated participants of our sample sought to declare that they reject 

stigma, and their voting patterns and political affiliations seem more driven by genuine political 

affiliation to a party. As Neritan, who arrived in Italy in 1991, explains below, his political 

involvement started before naturalisation:  

 

How did you become a member of a political party? 

Neritan (male, 40): I became a member before I gained Italian citizenship. I was still Albanian 

when Fini27 came to Padua for the first time; in 2006 I was the only Albanian registered in 

their computer. And I have met him after I gained Italian citizenship. ‘Are you Albanian?’, he 

asked me. ‘Yes’, I said, ‘my family from my father’s side has been a supporter of your party, 

too’ […] It’s not really that I am a crazy fan, but the day they [the centre-right coalition] won, 

after many years that we were waiting to get rid of the left, I gathered with the others in the 

main square in town. One of my Albanian 
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This process 
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More attention should be paid instead to the in-group and out-group dynamics in consideration 

to intergenerational political socialisation, in order to see if and how political socialisation in the 

country of origin and through parents and other relatives interplays with other variables concerning 

the country of residence. But first and foremost Italy, its institutions and its politicians, need to be 

aware of the negative effects they and the Italian society will encounter if they continue to 

procrastinate in relation to the recognition of immigrants as electors. Mai (2003) analysed the denial 

of the Italian state to recognise itself as a country of immigration, pointing at how the newly-arrived 

immigrants, predominantly Albanian in the 1990s, initiated a discussion on Italian national identity. 

The same denial is omnipresent in the work of Italian political parties which rely on the activism of 

immigrants and increasingly on their vote but do not recognise them as equal members of the electoral 

body, and ultimately, of their society. Considering the relatively large size of the Albanian community 

in Italy and their strong tendency to integrate into the Italian society, inter-marry and apply for the 

Italian citizenship, Italian politicians may be missing an opportunity to mobilise this immigrant group.  

Systematic data are needed in order to know or at least have a perception on what is going on 

in the country concerning the integration of immigrant minorities, and how its electoral landscape is 

changing. We agree with Kastoryano and Schader (2014: 254) who suggest that, in the global 

dynamic context where localities are interconnected, a reformulation is needed of both ‘the traditional 

understanding of integration as nationally bounded’ and the study of political integration, carried out 

so far mainly through the lens of ethnicity. Future research should opt for comparative approaches, 

both across states and across immigrant groups. Additionally, as these findings suggest, in order to 

grasp the meanings behind actions, more space has to be given to the bottom-up and qualitative 

studies, as well as to ‘quali-quanti’ approaches.  
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