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How do children and young people come to terms with their status as migrants? What 
problems do they have, how do they resolve them, and what subcultures are established as a 
result? Although children are often the first victims of migration, they are often a driving 
force as far as integration is concerned. 
 
 
Discussion about migrants is subject to changing political and social trends in Germany. 
‘Guest worker’, ‘foreigner’, ‘non-German’ or ‘migrant’ are terms used to describe 
protagonists on the periphery of society. Status and origin are merged in the description ‘guest 
worker’: seen from this perspective, the guest is always a foreigner. The status of foreignness 
is passed on to the children of the so-called guest workers, children who themselves have 
grown up in Germany. This attribution goes hand-in-hand with a specific localisation in legal 
terms which simultaneously re-establishes both what ‘belongs’ and what is ‘foreign’. 
However, in Germany these ways of life are both heterogeneous and extremely different in 
their everyday practice. The dichotomy of the terms ‘German’ and ‘migrant’ do not do justice 
to this reality. In their observation of minority groups, specialist theoreticians of 
contemporary culture such as Stuart Hall concentrate on precisely the aspect of hybridity. 
Cultural anthropologists regard the formation of identities as a highly dynamic process. The 
cultural anthropologist Ina Maria Greverus speaks of it symbolically as a ‘collage’. Terms are 
always part of society’s process of negotiation, in which self- image and the images of others 
are constructed and divisions exposed. In order to examine them and trace their logic, this 
article too falls back on using terms it would actually be better to dissolve. 
 
The lives of young people with migrant backgrounds do not have a homogenous structure; 
they are diverse in status and style. Their role models run the gamut from school dropouts and 
the unemployed to ‘criminals’, or to successful businessmen, artists and academics. Viewed 
from this aspect, one could assume that young people with migrant backgrounds had now 
been assimilated by the majority society. However, this is contradicted by the statistics for 
unemployment, educational qualifications and economic potential. Of the total group, a 
disproportionate number of these young people leave secondary school at sixteen, or attend 
special schools. The PISA and IGLU studies have clearly established that young people from 
migrant backgrounds and socially weak sections of the population do badly in German 
schools. There are many reasons for this. It is not enough to seek an explanation only in their 
current educational situation: we need to look at the history behind it in order to take in the 
many facets of young migrants’ lives. 
 
Lack of linguistic competence 
 
In the 1960s, public debate about the ‘guest worker children’ focussed strongly on 
deficiencies. The children’s lack of linguistic competence and the provision of school places 
were at the forefront of the discussion. In 1964 the Ministers of Culture Conference called for 
the introduction of compulsory school attendance for foreign children. Wherever possible 
they were to be prepared for integration into standard classes through special preparatory 
lessons in the German language; in addition it was considered desirable that they should be 
offered classes taught in their mother tongue. In 1973 an inquiry by the Federal Labour Office 
established that in the previous year there had been around 950,000 children of migrants 
living in West Germany. Of these, the numbers from individual immigrant groups were as 



follows: Italy (257,000), Turkey (195,000), Yugoslavia (115,000), Greece (111,000), Spain 
(80,000) and Portugal (18,000). 40% were infants, 9% went to a kindergarten, 32% to school, 
3% were doing an apprenticeship and 16% were in employment. Spanish and Yugoslavian 
immigrants held the highest number of kindergarten places. By contrast, this quota was lowest 
in the Turkish immigrant group, followed by the Italian. Many studies indicate that pre-school 
education makes it easier for children to learn German. This is the most important key to 
obtaining better school- leaving qualifications.  
 
The realities of life for the children of the so-called guest workers are closely related to those 
of their parents. The questions of how settled the parents’ lives are and when the children 
arrived in Germany are important factors. The children grow up in a field of tension between 
being settled and being orientated towards a return to the parental homeland. Asked in 1973 
about the prospect of staying in Germany long-term, the breakdown of respondents who felt 
positive about it was as follows: Italians (24%), Spanish (19%), Yugoslavian (16%), 
Portuguese (14%), Greeks (11%) and Turks (9%). The relatively low percentage in the 
Turkish group can be explained by the fact that in the early 1970s most had not been in 
Germany for long. A decision by parents to settle in the country generally expanded their 
children’s opportunities for development. In the early 1970s, however, many children still 
grew up in their country of origin. In terms of linguistic and educational potential, young 
people who have grown up in Germany have an advantage over those who only arrived there 
when they were older. Here too there are significant differences between the individual 
immigrant groups. Because at that point they had not been in the country as long, Yugoslavs 
and Turks in particular only decided to bring their children over later on. 
 
The children who grew up in the country of origin were looked after by their other parent, 
their grandparents, or by other members of the family. People automatically created new 
forms of communication: messages, greetings and congratulations were sent by way of so-
called ‘letter-tapes’ that circulated between the country of origin and Germany. These letter-
tapes were life stories, recorded on tape or on audio cassettes, that expressed the longings and 
homesickness of the author. Children told their parents in Germany stories about school, 
family, and daily life. Children who went to school in their country of origin often spent their 
school holidays in Germany. As a result they became known as ‘suitcase children’. The most 
important reasons why people continued to postpone sending for their children were lack of 
living space and the fact that the children were integrated into the school system at home. The 
image the children back home had of Germany was communicated primarily by their parents. 
In a survey conducted among young Turks the boys and girls said, among other things: ‘It is 
very beautiful in Germany.’ ‘You can earn a lot of money there.’ ‘People want to go and work 
there.’ ‘In Germany there is more freedom and democracy than in Turkey.’ ‘Germany is very 
big, and it is very beautiful there!’ 
 
Sense of insecurity 
 
A turning point in the lives of both parents and children was the end of the recruitment drive 
in 1973. Whereas previously it had been possible to commute between Germany and the 
homeland in order to work, this route was blocked along with the recruitment. If you left 
Germany, it was no longer possible to return. A Greek social worker describes the situation:  
‘The recession, as manifested in the end of recruitment of foreign workers in November 1973, 
had consequences for both Germans and foreigners alike. But for foreigners more than for 
Germans the crisis gave rise to a sense of total insecurity.’ The situation became even worse 
in 1974 with the alteration of child benefit legislation. According to the new law, migrants’ 
children living abroad were no longer eligible for the full rate of child benefit. Only children 



whose main country of residence was Germany would still receive the full amount. There 
were a number of protests, but these did not succeed in getting the discriminatory law 
rescinded. So-called child benefit committees were formed in nineteen cities across Germany 
to challenge the discrimination. The committees were set up to include all nationalities. In 
Essen alone, in 1974, around 10,000 people gathered for a demonstration. Further demands 
were also voiced, for an end to discrimination in the workplace, in schools and in the 
education system, in the allocation of housing and in the law governing foreign nationals.  
 
The end of recruitment of foreign workers, the lack of prospects in their home countries, the 
internal conflict within families and the discrimination regarding child benefit persuaded 
many migrants to postpone their return and gradually to settle long-term. Family reunions 
took place not suddenly but hesitantly, and only from 1978 onwards in large numbers, 
primarily among the Turkish immigrant population. After the military coup in Turkey in 
September 1980 this trend became still more pronounced. This had immediate consequences 
for the children. Those who were no longer of pre-school age had to make their own way as 
late arrivals to the German educational system. Interviews conducted among a group of these 
‘crossover’ pupils in the 1980s ascertained that ‘what is particularly noticeable is the 
increased importance ascribed to homework, and the diminished importance of work. It 
should give pause for thought that in Germany “staying at home” and “Koran studies” are 
cited as free time activities.’ On the subject of Koran studies the Federation of Turkish 
Workers’ Unions wrote in 1978: ‘These children are not under too much strain; they are 
unfulfilled and seeking a point of orientation. […] The only conclusion to be made from this 
is that the children of foreign workers should finally be given sufficient opportunities to 
engage in useful cultural activity.’  
 
Many children had to help their parents out by looking after their brothers and sisters and 
organising the household, like twelve-year-old Rosa from Italy. This is how she described her 
daily routine: ‘In my family we children are on our own all day. In the morning my mother, 
my father and my sister go to work before we go to school. So I have to clean the whole 
house, and I have to look after my brothers and my sister. At midday, when I come home 
from school, I first have to make lunch for my brothers and sister, then I clean the apartment 
and then, when I’ve finished doing that, I do all my homework, then I go for a walk with the 
little ones. Then I go home again and make dinner for when my parents get home. When they 
get back we eat, and then I have to clean the kitchen. Then we all talk for a bit, and at about 
nine or ten we go to sleep. That’s what our day is like.’ 
 
Contradictory political responses 
 
In the 1970s West Germany was still very far from seeing itself as a country of immigration. 
This was highlighted by drastic reporting on ghettos, neglect and criminality in German cities. 
The political responses to the fact of immigration were contradictory. On the one hand, people 
wanted to prevent further immigration to Germany and encourage immigrants to return; on 
the other, the children of migrants were supposed to be integrated better. Since the mid-1970s 
social science research has also focussed on the situation of the children of migrants. This was 
also the period when the term ‘second generation’ was coined. 
 
The churches, charity organisations, unions and communities familiar with the migrants’ 
individual and concrete problems exercised official pressure on the political parties, 
demanding that they take the necessary steps in response to the fact that immigration was 
already a reality. As a result, the department of the ‘Government Representative for the 
Integration of Foreign Workers and their Families’ was created in 1978. In 1979 the first 



‘Foreigners’ Representative’, Heinz Kühn, demanded in a memorandum that immigration be 
acknowledged as a fact, and that there should be a reorientation in government policy 
regarding foreigner: his key demands were naturalisation and the integration of children in the 
areas of education and training.  
 
This sparked a broad public discussion about how to change the image of the deficient 
‘foreign child’ to that of a paradigm of integration. The memorandum argued in favour of the 
integration of young migrants, but it also backed the paradigm of the end of recruitment: the 
option to return. 
 
During this period the immigrants themselves began to lobby for the education of their 
children, especially the Spanish, who recognised early on the necessity of getting involved in 
the question of their children’s education. Taking up the pedagogic-theological method of 
Paulo Freire, the umbrella organisation of Spanish parent associations was founded in 
Wiesbaden in November 1973. The particular situation of committed parents, pastors, and a 
modern pedagogic approach ensured that Spanish schoolchildren participated successfully in 
the German educational system. Nowadays, the educational standard of Spanish 
schoolchildren barely differs from that of their German counterparts. The Spanish parent 
associations acted within the German education system, concentrating on homework 
supervision and learning the German language. This approach was not adopted by all the 
immigrant groups. Elements within the Greek immigrant group fought ‘against forced 
integration’ and intensified their politico-educational work specifically in extending the Greek 
school model. These national schools taught according to the Greek curriculum in order to 
prepare their children for successful re-migration. This approach should not be confused with 
lessons in their mother tongue, which all immigrant children attended after regular school. 
Teachers came from the respective countries of origin and were employed by the consulates, a 
model which also expressed the idea that migration was only a temporary measure. 
 
When Helmut Kohl took office in October 1982, the tone changed. The assertion that 
Germany was not a country of immigration was reinforced. This was manifested in the 
tightening of the law governing foreigners. Furthermore, on 1st January1983 the law 
promoting the return of immigrants to their home country came into effect. This law, which 
was established to work on a voluntary basis, aimed to use financial incentives to motivate 
migrants from recruitment countries to leave Germany for good. Once again the victims were 
the children, who were now forced to re-migrate. Difficulties arose above all in Turkish 
schools, where children arriving from Germany were only offered a one-month preparatory 
course through which to find their way back into the Turkish language and curriculum. 
Studies conducted among returnees show that many regretted going back. For the families 
who stayed in Germany, this was de facto a decision to settle there long-term. 
 
Racist attacks 
 
At the beginning of the 1980s far-right organisations gained in strength and instigated racist 
attacks. The ‘climate’ altered. Subtle and open racism affected the state of mind of young 
migrants in particular. In some working class areas they banded together to form street gangs. 
This was an answer to the re-nationalisation of social discourse, to open racism, and to the 
restrictive policy towards foreigners under Interior Minister Friedrich Zimmermann. These 
young people called themselves things like ‘Two Nation Force’, ‘Cobras’, ‘Bulldogs’, 
‘Türkiye Boys’, ‘Antifasjst Genclik’ or ‘36Boys’. This was intended to demonstrate strength 
and self-confidence, and was based on their common experience of discrimination. Many of 
these young people became criminalised. This meant they would be doubly punished, as 



under certain penal conditions the consequences of a crime were not limited to detention or 
imprisonment; it was more likely that they could expect to be deported. From the 1980s 
onwards, the cultural conflict of the so-called guest worker children was at the forefront of 
research in the social sciences. From this point on they were concerned not with social issues 
but primarily with internal cultural conflict and the accompanying conflict of identity. Thus 
social issues became culturalised, and the discrepancy between these and the potential for 
conflict or danger was fudged. This powerful attribution was expressed visually in a collage in 
the publication Zeitlupe in mid-1985. It showed a picture of a girl sitting between two stools. 
This picture circulated on and also turned up later in German schoolbooks. By putting it into 
the schoolbooks, schoolchildren were ascribed particular social roles: German children that of 
the helper, migrant children that of the victim of cultural conflicts. The way young migrants 
see themselves, however, is often very different. ‘I grew up in places that weren’t typical 
immigrant areas. At home I never had any sense that we were different. Racism always came 
from outside. […] It was never a subject of discussion along the lines of “we live in two 
cultures, Germany here and Turkey there”. I was asked stupid questions like “What per cent 
of you is German, and what per cent Turkish?” […] Basically, for me it was never a problem,’ 
is how Aziza A. describes her situation. If we look at how young migrants spent their free 
time we see that sport and cultural centres were very popular, with football at the top of the 
list. This is also clearly visible in the increase in the number of ethnic football clubs founded 
since the 1980s.  Football is also the place where – outside the confines of school – 
intercultural dialogue is dramatised through the medium of play. Folklore groups were also an 
important socia l meeting place, somewhere people received acknowledgement and could 
develop a collective identity. Folklore groups and cultural associations can be seen to be 
closely mutually involved.  
 
Another important way in which young migrants were able to express themselves was through 
hip-hop. In the early 1980s, the global youth movement that was hip-hop also put down roots 
in Germany. In the late ’80s, through hip-hop, social categorisations such as class, ethnicity 
and sex became much easier to transcend. From youth clubs to terraced houses a crossover 
subculture began to develop, and in this context youth clubs in particular acquired a special 
status in Germany as socio-cultural centres. For Turks, Afro-Germans, immigrants from the 
former Yugoslavia, Greeks and Italians, hip-hop was a part of youth culture that allowed them 
to express their own local experiences and practices. From the ’80s onwards, Europe-wide 
networks established themselves in Germany, circulating music, information and style across 
national borders. From this point of view it becomes clear that hip-hop should be seen as a 
transnational youth culture. The decisive factor in hip-hop’s success was relatively easy 
access through the four elements that made up its culture: DJing, rap, breakdance, and graffiti. 
You didn’t have to overcome any economic or social barriers in order to access it.  
 
Parallel societies 
 
The racist attacks at the start of the 1990s in Mölln, Solingen, Rostock-Lichtenhagen and 
Hoyerswerda constituted a caesura for migrants as well as Afro-Germans, in both their self-
perception and their relationship to Germany. ‘For us, Rostock-Lichtenhagen was a wake-up 
call – the dream of a multicultural Germany was over,’ is how Ade Odukoya describes the 
situation back then. However, this turning-point was also a catalyst that spurred people into 
making their presence in society publicly felt. Beyond the discussion that has been going on 
since the mid-1990s about ‘guiding culture’, Islamic parallel societies or ghetto discourses, 
young migrants are developing new trends in self-assertion. This is expressed in political 
demands for participation in and changes to society, as well as in the cultural and artistic 
expression of young migrants of both sexes. Artists like Kaya Yaner, Fatih Akin or Feridun 



Zaimoglu enjoy success and break taboos. Footballers like Ivan Klasni and Fredy Bobic, who 
played in the German national team, enjoy success and attention. The large number of 
binational marriages is changing family structures. Legal participation in societal as well as 
political processes is coming about as a result of the increasing numbers of migrants who are 
becoming naturalised German citizens. There are now migrant representative organisations 
that are close to nearly all the big political parties. Cem Özdemir is one example of someone 
who has forged a path for himself within the state institutions. The foundation of the 
nationwide political movement Kanak Attak (1997) is an example of the self-confident 
articulation of the struggles migrants have to deal with. Linguistic changes can be heard in the 
school playground. Young people consider it cool nowadays to speak broken German. In the 
way they choose to articulate themselves, young migrants are calling into question the self-
image of German society as that of national companions- in-distress, and in doing so they are 
changing the image of migrants as simple assembly- line workers. The changes are, however, 
ambivalent. On the one hand we observe a big increase in both cultural and political 
expression on the part of migrants; on the other, this expression is often heard in the context 
of successful or unsuccessful integration. However, their growing political, economic and 
cultural influence also contrasts with high unemployment, the dreadful educational situation, 
and the criminalisation of migrants. Racism and repressive legislation governing non-
nationals stand in the way of them participating further, and more successfully, in society. 
Discussions about dual nationality make rapprochement difficult. There are a still a lot of 
nettles that must be grasped. 
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