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INTRODUCTION 
This special issue analyzes the contemporary experiences of Middle 
Eastern Christian communities in Europe. Migration continues to be 
one of the most salient topics in global politics with Europe hosting 78 
million international migrants.1 Since 2014, there has been a 
significant influx in the number of migrants crossing into Europe 
using the various Mediterranean Sea routes and the Balkan land 
route, peaking at 1.8 million in 2015 compared to around 90,000 in 
2013.2 While some states and their citizens such as Germany and 
Sweden were initially welcoming towards migrants, the mass 
numbers also led to media coverage, populist protests, and anti-
immigrant rhetoric espoused by political actors, especially those on 
the political right who were concerned at perceived threats posed by 
migrants to the economic, cultural, and security environment in 
Europe.3 This securitization of immigration particularly focused on 
the perceived threat of faith-based groups, most notably Muslims, 
who in 2016 were 4.9% of the European population.4 While Islam has 
had a presence in Europe for centuries, most Muslims in 
contemporary Europe are either migrants or the descendants of 
migrants who arrived in the years since World War II. Thus, it is not 
surprising that the literature has concentrated on Islam and 
migration, with a particular focus on identity, integration, values, and 
extremism.5 Scholars have explored smaller groups such as Hindus 
and Sikhs in relation to their links with their homeland and migration 
experiences.6 The faith groups explored in the following articles—
Middle Eastern Christians of diverse denominations—are rarely 
addressed by either academia or policymakers. Indeed, given that in 
many European national contexts these communities can be seen as a 
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“minority within a minority,” they are often almost invisible to 
national policymakers, media, and society.7  

The case study of Middle Eastern Christians provides the 
opportunity to examine a faith-based group that encompasses shared 
religious identity but ethnic differences. Therefore, it may be more 
appropriate to term them as faith-based groups in the plural. On the 
one hand, the Christian heritage of Europe, which is manifested in its 
institutions and values, may provide common ground with faith-based 
migrants who share the same religion. On the other hand, cultural 
difference can also be revealed through customs and heritage from 
other geographical regions and may negate connections founded upon 
a common faith-based identity. The following articles explore how 
Middle Eastern Christians focus on their religious identity as a means 
to strengthen a sense of belonging in their new societies, yet often 
struggle to be accepted due to racist and Islamophobic currents in 
European countries. By doing so, the authors explore how narratives 
and perceptions within Middle Eastern Christian migrant communities 
influence their interactions in European society. 

 
MIDDLE EASTERN CHRISTIANS, MIGRATION, AND EUROPE  
In recent years, there has been an upsurge in academic literature on 
Middle Eastern Christians with the slow formation of an additional 
subfield of Middle Eastern Christian diaspora studies as a response to 
sustained migration and the establishment of global diaspora 
communities.8 While the first wave of Middle Eastern Christian 
migration took place between the 1860s and 1920s, predominantly from 
present-day Syria and Lebanon to North and Latin America, it is the 
more recent wave since the 1950s that has led to academic focus on this 
phenomenon.9 Migrants move for diverse reasons, sometimes in great 
urgency due to humanitarian crises, at other times for individual 
economic gain or to provide financial security for relatives left behind.10 
Social networks encourage individuals to follow family and friends to 
particular destinations.11 While official statistics are difficult to obtain 
due to the lack of relevant census information and tendency of 
community organizations to inflate figures, Schmoller estimates that 
there are 7.7 million Middle Eastern Christians located outside the 
region, with slightly over 500,000 residing in Europe.12  

Academic studies have focused primarily on the main centers 
of immigration—United States, Canada, and Australia—concentrating 
on the development of diaspora communities and political activism in 
relation to their homelands.13 Regarding Europe, the majority of 
studies (out of an extremely small field) focus on the largest case study 
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of Sweden, which has over 120,000 Middle Eastern Christians.14 
Literature on other European countries is extremely limited and tends 
to focus on Assyrian/Syriac communities.15 One contrast is the United 
Kingdom (UK), where Stene has conducted extensive fieldwork with 
the Coptic Orthodox community and Shakkour has focused on the 
development of the Palestinian Christian community.16  

This special issue extends these discussions to new case studies 
and themes. The papers arose from a series of workshops and 
conferences organized by the researchers on the “Defining and 
Identifying Middle Eastern Christian Communities in Europe 
(DIMECCE)” project, funded by the Humanities in the European 
Research Area (HERA) Network.17 This project was the first 
interdisciplinary and collaborative project to comparatively study both 
Middle Eastern Christian case study communities and European case 
study countries.18 In this special issue, the contributors continue the 
predominant trend of approaching the topic through a country focus, 
using case study countries that are not normally studied due to small 
populations of Middle Eastern Christians but still provide useful 
insight into the relevance of faith, ethnicity, and culture in negotiating 
place and interactions in a new society.  

 
IDENTITY AND MIDDLE EASTERN CHRISTIANS IN EUROPE 
Identity is used as a framework for this special issue, particularly 
religious, ethnic, and national identity. Despite contestations regarding 
the suitability of identity as an analytical lens due to its ambiguity and 
vagueness, the term remains salient due to the lack of alternatives.19 
According to Abdelal et al., identity is seen as relational in terms of 
“self” and the “other,” “to the extent that it is composed of comparisons 
and references to other collective identities from which it is 
distinguished.”20 Consequently, similarity and difference are the two 
crucial components when practicing identity. Where there is an in-
group, it follows that an out-group has also formed. This does not 
necessarily mean that groups must be in conflict with each other but 
instead that the contrast acknowledges the differences with the out-
group and highlights the similarities within the in-group.  

While groups certainly play a significant role in shaping their 
identity, external recognition is also significant. Jenkins argues, “It is 
not enough simply to assert an identity; that assertion must also be 
validated, or not, by those with whom we have dealings.”21 The state 
plays an important role in determining whether groups are recognized 
or not. However, societal actors also bestow recognition. 
Categorization from external actors can also lead to error and 
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misrecognition with individuals being included in a group which they 
do not self-identify with, as is seen in the case study communities.22  

The element of contestation within a group is emphasized by 
Abdelal et al., “The content—the collective meaning—of identities is 
neither fixed nor predetermined. Rather, content is the outcome of a 
process of social contestation within the group.”23 This fluid approach 
opens up the possibility that identity groups can be in flux and can be 
negotiated and renegotiated. Furthermore, important for the case 
studies of Middle Eastern Christians, identity scholars recognize that 
individuals have multiple identities. Crisp and Hewstone claim that 
“one of the most obvious characteristics of social categories is, 
moreover, that they can overlap, sometimes ‘converging’ so that 
another person is classed as a member of the outgroup, ‘them,’ not just 
on one, but on several dimensions.”24 These identities may be 
compatible or conflicting and may be prioritized in certain contexts. 
Additionally, some identities may be harder to downplay or discard, 
such as those that Deaux terms “visible identities.” This includes 
ethnicity, which is a prominent theme in the discourses of Middle 
Eastern Christians in Europe.25  

The phenomenon of migration has added a further layer to 
empirical work on identity. Migration by its very nature introduces 
new groups into existing society, leading to pluralism. Simon and 
Klandermans argue that while this diversity can be positive in terms of 
increasing diversity and gaining new ideas, diversity can also result in 
a backlash from some parts of society, especially on the ideological 
right, over perceived threats to societal values.26 Furthermore, for the 
group migrating to another territory, it has the potential to add 
additional identities leading to further cross-categorization. The 
articles in this special issue follow the transnational migration 
approach advocated by Faist, Levitt, Glick-Schiller, and Vertovec, who 
acknowledge that migrants are not only affected by ties to their country 
of origin and country of residence but also participate in multistranded 
social relations that may occur in several and different kinds of places 
across several countries.27 While there are many identities applicable to 
individuals in the case study communities, such as gender, class, age, 
migrant generation, etc., the articles focus on three key identities—
religious, ethnic, and national. 

Religious identity is clearly significant given that the case study 
communities are defined by their religious affiliation. Religious 
identity relates to membership of a group regardless of level of 
participation. For some, religious identity is a “personal characteristic,” 
whereas for others it marks “group belonging.”28 For the former, while 
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their religious identity may be one into which they were born, there is 
still the possibility of choosing not to continue to practice and/or 
acquiring a different religious identity. For the latter, especially when 
religious identity may be a main component of another identity such 
as ethnic or national, religious identity is interpreted more as an 
ascribed rather than acquired identity.29 In relation to migration, 
religious communities are transnational and have developed networks 
outside of the territory originally associated with their members. 
Vertovec argues that religious institutions can assist members in 
transitioning to a new environment and are influenced by both old and 
new contexts.30  

For the communities studied in this contribution, it is clear that 
religious identity and the related institutions and associations are 
crucial to their understandings of belonging. However, this religious 
identity can be divided into subgroups with implications for the 
designated “other.” Starting from the largest category, “Christian” 
members associate themselves with the majority population in 
European societies through a shared Christian heritage and thus 
perceive other faith-based groups as the “other.”31 This is mostly 
applied to Muslims given that they are the largest faith-based minority 
in Europe and also constitute the majority in the homelands associated 
with the case study communities. Members may also consider 
themselves as part of a Middle Eastern Christian grouping. This 
approach acknowledges the particularities of the rites, traditions, and 
cultures of groups originating from the Middle East in contrast to the 
mainstream Christian churches found in Europe. In Europe, the 
“Christian” majority is also an “other,” in addition to non-Christian 
groups. Finally, members clearly connect with their denominational 
identity. Most communities organize at denominational level in terms 
of institutions and associations.32 Thus, other Middle Eastern 
Christians, despite sharing some characteristics, can also become the 
“other.” Therefore, it is clear that multiple identities exist even within 
one identity category. In addition, the majority population is not 
necessarily likely to be aware of the distinctions and may misrecognize 
them as belonging to another religious identity, i.e. Muslim.33 

Regarding ethnic identity, definitional issues reappear. 
Classical understandings of ethnicity included common ancestry, 
shared past, and culture, and perceived these as closed boundaries 
formed due to an identity given at birth.34 Although there is still 
disagreement in the literature concerning the extent of which ethnic 
identity can be perceived as ascribed or acquired, recent research has 
indicated that boundaries can be fluid, even when considering 
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ethnicity.35 Migration can increase the salience of ethnic identity due to 
changing majority-minority relations and potential inequality between 
groups. Thus, state policies and societal attitudes are crucial in 
determining relations.  

Middle Eastern Christians encompass different ethnicities. For 
some, such as the Assyrian/Syriac community, there is a close match 
between religious identity and ethnicity. However, there are debates 
within this community regarding both the boundary—some include 
Chaldeans—and the name, e.g. Assyro-Chaldean, Assyrian, etc.36 For 
others, such as Copts, Chaldeans, and Maronites, there is contestation 
regarding the extent to which their religious identity should be 
constructed as an ethnic one.37 Additionally, groups such as Greek 
Orthodox and Greek Catholics in the Middle East may relate to Arabs 
as the majority ethnic identity in the region.38  

National identity is sometimes conflated with ethnicity given 
that, in some contexts, the two become “synonyms for state or nominal 
citizenship.”39 For modernists, nationalism is linked to the institutions 
and bureaucracies of the modern state due to industrial change and 
capitalism.40 With its focus on citizenship, some scholars consider this 
approach as more inclusive and residence-based. In contrast, others 
highlight ethnicity as a component of nationalism which can be more 
exclusive given that it contains descent-based belonging.41 The 
presence of new arrivals via migration leads to questions relating to 
national identity and citizenship as explored in the articles by Hunter 
and McCallum Guiney, and Sparre and Galal in this special issue. 
Debates on integration have questioned whether national identity is 
solely about legal citizenship or also includes embracing values and 
heritage of the receiving country.42 Furthermore, the loyalty of 
migrants may be questioned if they are perceived as retaining strong 
attachment to their country of origin, particularly through dual 
citizenship.43 This is accentuated if the two states are seen as adopting 
different stances on matters such as politics, security, and culture. 
Thus, a state’s policy towards integration influences not only attitudes 
towards migrants becoming citizens but also whether migrants 
perceive that society as receptive to their participation. For migrants, 
residing in a new country provides the potential to adopt a new 
national identity, often cemented through citizenship, which may 
coexist with previous ties or serve as a replacement.  

Regarding the case study communities, the majority who 
emigrate from the region were citizens of a particular country. Their 
sense of belonging to their country of origin is often mixed.44 
Attachment relates to family, religious, cultural ties, and heritage. Yet, 
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historical and contemporary experiences of hardship, discrimination, 
and insecurity can lead to alienation especially for those from countries 
where Christians have been recently targeted by state or nonstate 
actors, e.g. Iraq, Syria, Turkey, and Egypt. As explored in the articles 
by Hunter and McCallum Guiney, and Sparre and Galal, acquiring 
citizenship from the state where they now reside has been viewed by 
many Middle Eastern Christians as not only a logical step but also a 
means to demonstrate “loyalty” in this new context. By adopting the 
national identity of their new state, Middle Eastern Christians can 
become part of a multicultural or pluralistic “us,” with other national 
identities, including that of their country of origin, becoming the 
“others.” The extent to which this is recognized by the majority 
population depends on whether popular understandings of national 
identity take a civic form and are inclusive to those who may be 
perceived as linked to other cultures. At the same time, by maintaining 
ties with the “homeland,” whether institutional through citizenship or 
emotional through religious, family, and cultural attachment, Middle 
Eastern Christians can also identify with a particular Middle Eastern 
state. In a migration context, this process allows them to be part of that 
state’s expatriate community or diaspora, and thus, the “other” 
becomes those sharing the national identity of the particular European 
state. Again, while the scholarship has shown that the depth of 
attachment to a particular national identity varies across individuals 
and groups, similar to most migrant communities, multiple facets of 
national identity exist for Middle Eastern Christians.  

 
APPROACH OF SPECIAL ISSUE  
From the above discussion, it is apparent that Middle Eastern 
Christians in Europe navigate numerous identities that are contested 
within their communities and are subject to recognition and 
misrecognition from the wider society. The articles in this special issue 
explore these topics by taking two main approaches to identity. The 
first approach, adopted by Hunter and McCallum Guiney, and Sparre 
and Galal, explores Middle Eastern Christians’ interactions in 
European societies through the lens of citizenship. The authors 
illustrate that citizenship can be understood as formal recognition of 
status and equality as well as that the practices of citizenship can either 
strengthen feelings of belonging to a national society or heighten 
perceptions of inequality and difference. The desire for recognition and 
acknowledgement of their place in society proves central to 
engagement with national government and religious institutions. The 
second approach, taken by Armbruster and Schmoller, focuses on 
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strategies to develop a sense of communal belonging in the new 
societies. In particular, the roles of the family and communal 
institutions are crucial in shaping understandings of multiple 
identities, a notion of internal unity, and commonalities and differences 
with the wider society. The heritage of the past, including each 
individual’s personal or inherited migration story, is important in 
determining narratives of belonging in the new society. 

In order to explore the above issues, each article takes a country 
case study approach. Hunter and McCallum Guiney explore the theme 
of citizenship in their article on Middle Eastern Christians of Iraqi and 
Egyptian heritage residing in the UK. From a starting point that 
considers Middle Eastern Christians as simultaneous “outsiders” due 
to their ethnicity or migrant status and “insiders” through a claim of 
shared history of Christian faith, the authors explore how this claim 
facilitates the quest for equal citizenship. They first explore the ways in 
which exclusion in the Middle East reinforces inclusion in the UK, 
showing that for their respondents the prevalence of the rule of law in 
the UK was contrasted favorably with experiences in Middle Eastern 
states due to the importance of equality and tolerance. However, by 
exploring a “clash of values” regarding the role of religion in the public 
sphere, the authors show that Middle Eastern Christians’ support for 
equality and tolerance is not absolute, especially when they perceive 
societal norms as conflicting with religious teachings. Finally, through 
the concept of “protective patriotism,” Hunter and McCallum Guiney 
explain that one method used by Middle Eastern Christians to express 
their belonging to their new state is to defend societal values which 
they perceive as being under threat from other groups.   

Armbruster’s contribution analyzes narratives of emigration 
among Syriac Christians of Turkish background in Vienna, Austria. 
Expanding on her interest in how migration affects family life and 
reproduction, the author highlights intergenerational aspects and what 
she calls “linked biographies.” Thus, through the analysis of the 
narrative strategies of three men and their sons, she shows how the 
individuals draw on cultural idioms of Syriac Christian family and 
masculinity when telling their stories and simultaneously negotiating 
their moral agency. Whereas the story of migration was in the 
foreground of the fathers’ narratives, the sons appeared to place their 
story in continuation of parental ambition about social mobility. 
Armbruster argues that the analysis of biographical material reveals 
that migration is a long-term historical process, implemented by 
participants who are interrelated rather than comprising “migrant 
generations” as discrete groupings.  
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Schmoller’s article on the Syriac Orthodox and Coptic Orthodox 
in Austria moves the analytical focus onto the role of institutions in 
preserving and reproducing group identity. Schmoller argues that the 
strong historic role of the Catholic Church in Austria’s political 
landscape provides the central framework to understanding the 
successful relationship between the Syriac Orthodox and Coptic 
Orthodox Churches and both the Catholic Church and the state. The 
author demonstrates that Catholic networks have played a crucial 
gatekeeping role in providing access to the case study Christian 
communities. This has led to a process of institutionalization by the two 
churches in order to organize diaspora life in religious, societal, and 
cultural terms. The article provides fresh insights into dynamics of this 
specific model of church-state relations by concluding that the political 
agency attributed to church leaders fosters personal leadership, 
internal affiliations, and divisions within the diaspora communities. 

In their article on civic engagement in Denmark, Sparre and 
Galal explore practices and social relations in Coptic, Assyrian, and 
Chaldean Christian migrant communities in Denmark. They employ 
the concept of “domestication” as a lens for understanding the ways in 
which various forms of civic engagement among the Middle Eastern 
Christians in Denmark reproduce and contest a Danish model of 
citizenship—a particular construction of both the national subject and 
its others.45 More specifically, they suggest three modalities of civic 
engagement—serving, committing, and consuming—each produce 
different manifestations of citizenship, among other things, because 
they engage with the local, national, and transnational differently. The 
article argues that one of the reasons why Christians of Middle Eastern 
origin are not publicly visible as political or activist groups is that they, 
along with other immigrant groups, are expected to inscribe 
themselves into the Danish model of citizenship. This means that ethnic 
and cultural differences are acknowledged but disregarded of their 
original context and its power relations.  

In combination, the articles provide new insight into identity 
narratives and illuminate how factors like faith, culture, and ethnicity 
shape experiences of Middle Eastern Christian communities in Europe. 
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