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Abstract

This study investigated how immigration-related political discourse in Denmark affects
national belonging among non-ethnic Danish citizens amid the rise of nationalist political parties.
This issue was explored through the ontological lens of Social Constructionism and the
epistemological lens of Interpretivism, providing insight into politicians’ influence on social
reality through the interpretation of non-ethnic Danes’ subjective realities. The research design
consisted of semi-structured interviews and a thematic analysis. Ten participants were recruited
for interviews through Facebook groups and the researchers’ networks. Participation criteria
included first-, second-, and 2.5 generation Danes, meaning those who either immigrated to
Denmark or have one or two immigrant parents with Danish citizenship. The main themes
identified through the thematic analysis included: 1) Being Part of Danish Society, 2) Sense of
National Belonging, and 3) Repercussions of Contemporary Political Discourse on Immigration.
An analysis was carried out through Stuart Hall’s theories of cultural identity and representation,
as well as Bourdieu’s theories of habitus, symbolic capital, and belonging. These theories
allowed for an examination of how politicians, through language, discourse, and symbolic
power, shape the representation of immigrants, inadvertently affecting non-ethnic Danes’ sense
of national belonging. The findings suggest that Denmark is an exclusive society, where only
those of Scandinavian or Western descent are perceived as legitimate, even if one speaks Danish,
adopts Danish values, and participates in society. Misrepresentation, lack of recognition, and
Danish nationalism contribute to making national belonging difficult for non-ethnic Danes to
achieve fully. The participants’ experiences and perspectives indicate that the way in which
politicians frame immigrants’ representation and their proposed policies negatively affect non-
ethnic Danish citizens’ sense of stability, safety, and belonging in Denmark. While not directly
targeted, non-ethnic Danes feel the repercussions of the political discourse, influencing how
included they feel by Danish society and the nation. This study indicates that first- and second-
generation non-ethnic Danes struggle to experience full belonging in Danish society, where they
both feel Danish and are recognized by other Danes as Danish, regardless of habitus and capital.
Although 2.5 generation non-ethnic Danes were included in this study, this group was
underrepresented and not able to be properly investigated. The findings allow for critical
reflections on how political messages and statements shape a nation, affect cultural identity and

accepted forms of capital, and impact national belonging. This study leaves room for further



research in both a Danish context and on a larger scale. Similar studies can be carried out in
other European countries, providing a deeper understanding of and explanation for nationalistic
political rhetoric and how it affects sense of belonging in non-ethnic citizens. By understanding
sociopolitical trends and their impact on sense of national belonging, a conversation among
researchers and policymakers can be opened on how democratic nations can find a balance

between national sovereignty and multicultural populations brought about by globalization.

Keywords: non-ethnic Danes, Denmark, national belonging, cultural identity, political

discourse, immigration



Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1. Introduction

In recent years, immigration-related politics within European countries have been shaped
by a discourse of remigration. French anti-immigration politician, Eric Zemmour, has recently
claimed that Europe only has 10-20 years left until it disappears due to a rise in the number of
Muslims (Broder, 2026). He expressed hope in a policy that can reverse the invasion of
Muslims—a policy known as remigration, which intends to curtail minority populations by
deporting them from the country. The notion of remigration is supported by far-right movements
and parties that are gaining popularity across Europe. In France, politician Eric Zemmour
pledged to create a ministry of remigration that would deport one million people. In Germany,
the right-wing party Alternative fiir Deutschland dropped the term ‘remigration’ but kept close
relations with an Austrian pro-remigration ethno-nationalist to discuss similar policies (Broder,
2026). Italy is also seeing movements of pro-remigration, as their governing party is embracing
the ideas of remigration, being the first of its kind in the European Union (EU). The political
discourse on immigration in Denmark has also changed its character, especially since the
European migration and refugee crisis in 2015 (Adler, 2025). During this crisis, millions of
migrants and refugees came to Europe, with the majority heading toward the northern countries,
particularly Denmark, Germany, and Sweden, for their wealthier attributes. This crisis became a
turning point for the Danish approach to immigration policy. In contemporary Danish politics,
there are parties in which strict immigration politics have been a key issue almost since their
establishment. Among the eligible parties who participated in the 2026 General Election, Dansk
Folkeparti (DF), Danmarks Demokraterne, and Borgernes Parti are often considered to have the
most strict immigration politics. These are regarded as right-wing nationalist parties, which,
according to “Nationalist Parties” (2011), are “political parties whose chief basis of appeal and
whose raison d’€tre is to promote the interest of and emotional attachment to a nation.” Such
parties focus on protecting and promoting the identity, interest, and unity of a nation. Exploring
these three parties’ political programs, all are concerned with politics about purifying Denmark,

like “Free Denmark from Islam,”! (Borgernes Parti, 2026), “The time has come to put Denmark

! Original text: “Befri Danmark fra islam.” Translation by the authors.



first,”? (Dansk Folkeparti, n.d.), and “Denmark in balance”? (Danmarksdemokraterne, n.d.).
Despite being the parties most known for their strict immigration politics, over the last 10 years,
immigration issues and politics have become a broader topic in political debates within the
Danish government. This has led the left parties to adopt stricter immigration politics as well,
such as Socialdemokratiet, who decided to abandon its politics of openness to migration and
instead introduced stricter measures (Adler, 2025). This new direction is reflected in the party’s
politics today, as well as the party’s strategies in the Danish government, as they actively support
the deportation of criminal foreigners in Denmark (Socialdemokratiet, n.d.).

To illustrate the current political sphere in Denmark, it is easy to start by focusing on the
parties that have had strict immigration politics since their establishment. DF’s immigration
politics is rather straightforward, especially its stance on immigration from Middle Eastern
countries. Considering the party’s key issue, “Strict Immigration Politics,”* DF presents four
main statements: 1) “Asylum seekers must be turned away at the border. If they are found within
Denmark’s borders, they must be referred to have their asylum case processed in a third
country”; 2) “Immigration from Muslim countries must be stopped”®; 3) “It must be much more
difficult to obtain Danish citizenship”’; and 4) “Danish society must not accept Muslim special
demands of any kind”® (Dansk Folkeparti, 2025). What stands out the most from DF’s statements
is that they target Muslims as being the least wanted minority group in Denmark. Even though
this rhetoric comes across as harsh, it has been DF’s politics since their establishment in 1995
and is therefore not a new focal point for the party (Dansk Folkeparti, n.d.). Newer nationalist
parties, however, have been emerging within the past few years. One of them includes
Danmarksdemokraterne, a party established in 2022, which, in the same year of their
establishment, received a surprising amount of votes at the Danish General Election (Folketinget,

2022; Sivertsen, 2025). Danmarksdemokraterne specifically states in their politics that

2 Original text: “Tiden er inde til at saette Danmark forst.” Translation by the authors.
3 Original text: “Danmark i balance.” Translation by the authors.
4 Original text: “Stram Udlandinge Politik.” Translation by the authors.

3 Original text: “Asylsogere skal afvises ved grensen. Antreffes de inden for Danmarks grenser, skal de henvises
til at fa deres asylsag behandlet i et tredjeland.” Translation by the authors.

6 Original text: “Indvandringen fra muslimske lande skal standses.” Translation by the authors.
7 Original text: “Det skal vare langt vanskeligere at opna dansk statsborgerskab.” Translation by the authors.

8 Original text: “Det danske samfund skal ikke acceptere muslimske sarkrav af nogen art.” Translation by the
authors.



immigrants must adjust to Danish society and values, as well as that Denmark must not tolerate
that «... Islamist obscurantists come to Denmark with their undemocratic thoughts and values™’
(Danmarksdemokraterne, n.d.). Another of the newer nationalist parties include Borgernes Parti,
who was established in 2024. This party has named one of its key issues “Free Denmark from
Islam,” which states that Denmark should remain Danish and that massive and unsuccessful
immigration causes insecurity in society (Rasmussen & Hyllested, 2026; Borgernes Parti, 2026).
In general, these three parties’ immigration politics are strict on non-Western immigration,
especially immigration from Islamic countries. Despite these parties having been able to shape
the political debate on immigration with their politics and key issues, none have had a seat in the
Danish government (Folketinget, 2026).

As mentioned, these right-wing nationalist parties do not stand alone in the debate on
immigration politics. While most parties in Denmark have adopted immigration politics, the
difference lies in the wording used. As described above, the politics from DF,
Danmarksdemokraterne, and Borgernes Parti all contain the words “Muslim” and “Islamic,”
whereas the three parties in the sitting Danish government,'® Socialdemokratiet, Moderaterne,
and Venstre do not use words linked to foreign ethnicities and countries, in their immigration
politics. This does not mean that these parties do not advocate for somewhat strict politics, but
rather that the politics are not directed to certain groups in society (Socialdemokratiet, n.d.;
Moderaterne, 2025; Venstre, n.d.). The sitting government has been carrying out policies
regarding immigration, and the latest initiative from January 2026 is a reform that tightens
deportation rules so that more foreigners without lawful residence can be deported. This reform
particularly targets criminal foreigners who have committed serious crimes and been sentenced
to a minimum of one year in jail (Udlendinge- og Integrationsministeriet, 2026).

In addition to examining the parties’ different immigration politics, the Danish Prime
Minister’s New Year speeches also indicate which topics are the most central to the government.
In the speech from January 1, 2026, Prime Minister Mette Frederiksen focused on the

deportation reform as described above. In the speech, Mette Frederiksen said, “... to those people

0 Original text: “... islamistiske merkemand kommer til Danmark med deres udemokratiske tanker og vardier.”
Translation by the authors.

10 A this study was carried out amidst a change in government, the 'sitting government' reflects those who entered
in 2022. By the time of submitting, the sitting government may have changed.



who have come here and committed crimes: You should not be here. We will not tolerate your
reckless driving and culture of dominance. You are ruining the most wonderful country in the
world. And you will not be allowed to do that”!! (Frederiksen, 2026). Just as Socialdemokratiet
does not single out specific ethnicities, Mette Frederiksen also leaves out ethnicities; in her
speech, she rather focused on immigrants who do not contribute to society. The rhetoric in the
New Year speech shows the current political focus points; with such a speech, the new
deportation reform, and the recent general election, the debate of immigration and foreigners has
risen again in the media, political discussions, and among voters. One element that is often left
out of the debates is how the discourse might affect immigrants with Danish citizenship and their
descendents. According to Det Nationale Integrationsbarometer (n.d.), there are nearly 305
thousand immigrants and descendants who hold Danish citizenship, yet this group is rarely
acknowledged in the political debates on immigration. For this reason, one might ask: How does
it feel to be a Danish citizen with another ethnic background? Do the political debates on
immigration affect the sense of national belonging of and possibly alienate non-ethnic Danes
within society? To answer these questions, this study investigates the research question: How do
contemporary political discourses on immigration in Denmark shape non-ethnic Danish citizens’
sense of national belonging?

As several definitions of belonging exist across various fields of research, it is important
to clarify this study’s angle on the definition of national belonging. National belonging can be
defined as an individual’s sense of connection to a nation and society, which in the context of
this study is Denmark, and includes feeling appreciated and respected by this group (Prentice,
2026, pp. 2-3). National belonging involves social connection, cultural connection, and feeling a
sense of safety and security—a feeling of ‘home’ in the nation. When referring to national

belonging or sense of belonging in this study, it is with this definition in mind.

1.2. Literature Review

Over the past few decades, several studies have investigated sense of belonging and

identity negotiation in immigrants living in Denmark (Valentine et al., 2009; Simonson, 2017;

1 Original text: ... til de mennesker, der er kommet hertil og begar kriminalitet: I skal ikke vare her. Vi gider ikke
jeres vanvidskersel og dominanskultur. I edelegger verdens dejligste land. Og det skal I ikke have lov til.”
Translation by the authors.



Muhammad, 2025; Erdinc, 2010; Simonson, 2021). Among young Somali refugees and asylum
seekers in Aarhus, Denmark, it was found that while this group embraces a liberal interpretation
of Islam to fit into Danish society, they experienced a strong sense of not belonging as a result of
the pressure to integrate fully without proper support and representation, leading to the pursuit of
migrating to another country (Valentine et al., 2009). Similarly, married Turkish women who
had reunified with their husbands in Denmark were found to embrace certain aspects of Danish
identity that suited them best, negotiating Turkish and Danish identities through self-defined
cultural boundaries (Erdinc, 2010). While some studies focused solely on immigrants, others
included second-generation individuals as well. Muhammad (2025) found that first- and second-
generation individuals of Middle Eastern descent living in Denmark experienced a more stable
sense of belonging than in Sweden, where dual identities were more recognized and
acknowledged. Simonson (2017), however, found that young second-generation immigrants of
Middle Eastern descent struggled to feel a sense of belonging due to a lack of recognition from
ethnic Danes, experiencing unequal access to be a part of the nation they consider home.
Simonson (2021) examined political belonging among first- and second-generation immigrants
of non-Western descent in Denmark, finding that those of low socio-economic status and
Muslims with shorter educations had lower political trust and satisfaction with democracy due to
anti-immigrant rhetoric. While some immigrant communities seem to struggle with their sense of
belonging living in Denmark (Valentine et al., 2009; Simonson, 2017; Simonson, 2021), others
feel acknowledged and adapt to the culture as it suits them best (Erdinc, 2010; Muhammad,
2025), signifying conflicting experiences as an immigrant in Denmark. While past research
indicates significant interest in understanding identity and belonging among immigrants in
Denmark, very few studies, if any, explore belongingness among non-ethnic Danes. This study
seeks to fill this research gap by exploring sense of national belonging among first-, second-, and
2.5 generation non-ethnic Danes in Denmark, contributing a fresh perspective on how political
discourse on immigration might not only affect non-citizen immigrants, but also those who have

legally committed to the country.

1.3. Nationalism and the Danish Context

To understand non-ethnic Danish citizens’ experiences in Denmark, a fundamental

understanding of nationalism and Danish society is crucial for this study. Nationalism can be



defined as “an ideology that elevates one nation or nationality above all others and that places
primary emphasis on promotion of its culture and interests as opposed to those of other nations,
nationalities, or supranational groups” (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). Nationalism can be used in both
positive and negative contexts; in a positive context, nationalism is referred to as patriotism,
whereas in a negative context, nationalism is seen as connected to racism, national socialism, or
fascism (Moller & Knudsen, n.d.).

The first notions of nationalism as an ideology in Europe and Denmark began around the
mid-1800s. According to Nygaard (2025), the rise of nationalism is especially linked to centuries
of history. In the beginning, nationalism was linked to political ideas, but later shifted toward
being based on ethnicity and culture. Danish nationalism has been heavily influenced by
intertwined history, conflicts, and wars with Germany; particularly, the German occupation of
Denmark during WWII has influenced ethnic nationalism. In recent times, participation in
international organizations, such as the EU, and increased immigration from the Middle East
have influenced Danish ethnic and cultural nationalism (Nygaard, 2025).

Rytter (2019) argued that the three scenarios, ‘welfare reciprocity,” ‘host and guests,” and
‘the Danes as indigenous people,” are important in Danish nationalism when immigrants and
foreigners are a part of society (p. 686). Welfare reciprocity is a universal model in which
welfare is paid for by taxpayers, and it is a heated subject due to debates on whether migrants
and refugees should be entitled to welfare benefits. The Danish welfare model is often associated
with the common Danish saying that one should “contribut[e] to something before enjoying the
fruits of [one’s] labour.”!? Danes, however, often believe that immigrants and refugees are
unwilling to contribute to paying for welfare and only receive benefits (Rytter, 2019, pp. 686-
687). This creates a negative reciprocity, which is when someone receives the benefits of welfare
without being entitled to it. Negative reciprocity is a problem because, in today's world, most of
the world is interconnected, and immigrants keep coming but will end up in a permanent state of
negative perception. The second scenario, ‘host and guest,’ is the relationship Danes have with
immigrants and refugees. It is suggested that the relationship between majorities and minorities
is conceptualized, meaning foreigners are often stuck in a position where Danes view them as

guests despite living in Denmark. This is because the Danes set the rules, and immigrants must

12 Original text: ”yde for de kan nyde.” Translation by Rytter (2019), p. 687.
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be polite and behave according to these premises (Rytter, 2019, pp. 687-688). Here, the Danish

saying, “follow our customs or leave the country,”!?

plays a role, and it often forces foreigners to
blend in and fully adopt Danish norms to avoid becoming alienated. The last scenario, ‘the
Danes as indigenous people,” suggests that it is almost impossible for an immigrant to become a
Dane and belong to Denmark. This aligns with the mentality of right-wing politics—that Danes
can legitimately claim the historical right to their nation, territory, and soil, meaning Danes are
the indigenous people of Denmark (Rytter, 2019, pp. 688-689). According to Rytter, this
mentality is also seen in strict national immigration politics. He especially drew attention to the
rules on family unification, which, in practice, depend largely on personal background and
family history. In other words, some immigrants, despite being Danish citizens, can have trouble
unifying their family based on their background (Rytter, 2019, p. 689).

Ostergérd (2006, as cited in Geugjes, 2021, p. 11) argued that Danish nationalism or
Danishness is heavily influenced by the history, as well as the size of the country, a high level of
trust, the welfare state, and democracy. According to @Ostergird and what has previously been
established, history is an important part of national identity or nationalism, and there is no
exception when it comes to Danishness. In general, the history of Denmark has formed the
nation that it is today; it was luck that ensured the sovereignty of Denmark, and from the loss of
land and lost wars, Denmark is now a small yet proud nation-state that has established
humanitarian and progressive values (QOstergéard, 2006, as cited in Geugjes, 2021, p. 12).
However, the vulnerability of threats from external actors constantly lies underneath the pride of
the small strong country, which makes Danes more protective of their sovereignty and national
culture (Angius, 2013, as cited in Greugjes, 2021, p. 22; Ostergird, 2006, as cited in Greugjes,
2021, p. 22; Campbell & Hall, 2006, as cited in Greugjes, 2021, p. 22). Other values in Danish
nationalism are democracy and welfare. Danes often highlight history, welfare, and democracy
as the reasons why they are proud of being Danish (Larsen, 2016, as cited in Geugjes, 2021, p.
21; Madsen, 2011, as cited in Geugjes, 2021, p. 21). The Danish social security system is an
essential part of Danish national identity, as it represents a democracy where everyone is equal

and where internal unity exists. This welfare system also decreases the level of inequality on the

13 Original text: ”Skik felge eller land fly.” Translation by Rytter (2019), p. 687.
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Gini Index,'* increasing the homogeneity of society, both socially and culturally, and enabling
high levels of social solidarity (Jenkins, 2011, as cited in Geugjes, 2021, p. 15). What this does
to society is create a great trust in others, and, according to Geugjes (2021), Denmark also ranks
high in the World Values Survey, meaning that Danes believe they can trust most people (pp. 15-
16).

By understanding these elements of Danish nationalism or Danishness, one can
understand how non-ethnic Danish citizens might struggle to navigate Danish culture and
society. It furthermore lays a foundation to understand the political discourse on immigration, as
well as the concept of cultural identity, as Danish nationalism plays a role in constructing a

coherent cultural identity.

Chapter 2: Methodology

The methodological framework forms the base and structure of a study. The following
chapters describe the ontological and epistemological positions taken in this study, the research
design, including interviews and thematic analysis, ethical considerations, and, lastly, the study’s

limitations.

2.1. Ontology & Epistemology

Ontology and epistemology form the foundational philosophical assumptions of research,
providing a lens through which knowledge is understood and produced (Della Porta & Keating,
2008, p. 21). Ontology is the study of what exists, both the tangible and intangible, and examines
the essence of reality (Della Porta & Keating, 2008, p. 21; Smith, 2012, p. 47). This
philosophical stance is characterized by how one views reality, thereby shaping the researcher’s
underlying assumptions in a study (C. Mikkelsen, Personal Communication, September 5, 2024).
Epistemology complements ontology by investigating how reality is known—it provides a
framework through which researchers can interpret data to establish the existence of a reality
under investigation (Della Porta & Keating, 2008, p. 22). It comprises an approach to

understanding a phenomenon and provides a means of justifying claims of knowledge.

14 World Bank Group defines the Gini Index as: “Gini index measures the distribution of income within society. A
Gini index of 0 represents perfect equality, while an index of 100 implies perfect inequality” (World Bank Group,
n.d.).
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2.1.1. Ontological Position

This study adopts the ontological position of Social Constructionism, a perspective that
recognizes reality as co-constructed and in continuous revision through social interaction
(Bryman, 2016, p. 29). Rather than reality being an outcome of how one perceives the world
around them, reality can be seen as “a product of how the world is represented or produced
through language” (Burr & Dick, 2017, p. 59). Language is at its core, as it can limit or expand
an individual’s ability to express themselves and shape understanding of oneself and others
(Burr, 2003, p. 62; Burr & Dick, 2017, p. 59). Nuances in language alter meaning, such as the
word ‘immigrant,” which can also be further categorized as ‘refugee,” ‘permanent resident,” or
‘illegal immigrant,” yet the specificity can drastically change one’s perception of oneself or
another who holds one of these labels—categories that were only possible to create through
language. This coincides with the influence discourse—a set of ideas, representations, or stories
with the power to impact thoughts and actions—can have on individuals (Burr, 2003, p. 65; Burr
& Dick, 2017, p. 61). As reality is perceived as socially constructed through language and human
interaction, and language has the power to influence, power relations form within society and can
transform individual truths into accepted societal truths (Bryman, 2016, p. 29; Burr & Dick,
2017, pp. 61-63). Multiple realities, however, still exist within Social Constructionism and are
constantly changing, which is why understanding and knowledge are viewed as dependent on the
historical and cultural context of a social phenomenon (Burr, 2003, pp. 3-4).

This study utilizes Social Constructionism as a lens to frame how contemporary political
discourse on immigration and foreigners in Denmark shapes societal truths and perceptions of
immigrants, thereby influencing non-ethnic Danes’ sense of national belonging. This social
phenomenon is placed into the context of the current rise in global tensions while also
considering Denmark’s nationalistic history. If left unchecked, societal truths created by
politicians can be damaging to society and exclude certain communities, whether intentionally or
unintentionally. While some Danish politicians advocate for immigrants to assimilate into
Danish values or leave, or that Denmark should no longer welcome Muslim immigrants, this
message may impact not just permanent residents and refugees, but also non-ethnic Danish
citizens (Dansk Folkeparti, 2025). With the notion that language forms social reality and
discourse provides a source of power, this study investigates the impact of political discourse

surrounding immigration on non-ethnic Danes’ sense of national belonging. This is achieved
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through interviewing non-ethnic Danes of various ethnic backgrounds, exploring their subjective
realities. As Social Constructionism posits that realities are not static but in constant flux through
discourse and social interaction, this study acknowledges the key concepts of national belonging
and identity as such (Burr, 2003, pp. 3-4). By gaining insight into how non-ethnic Danes
experience politicians’ discourse, as well as how their cultural identity and national belonging
might be challenged in the process, a broader understanding of politicians’ power to shape
collective narratives can be attained. With this in mind, the individual truths gathered in this
study are perspectives of the here and now and can change in the future as new politicians gain

power and new social realities form therefrom.
2.1.2. Epistemological Position

This study adopts the epistemological position of Interpretivism, a perspective that
enables the researcher to explore the subjective meaning of social interaction to understand
subjective knowledge (Bryman, 2016, p. 26). This perspective acknowledges that multiple
realities exist and are created through language, shared meaning, symbols, and cultural practices
(Chowdhury, 2014, p. 433; Pervin & Mokhtar, 2022, p. 423). This means, for example, that two
individuals can be watching the same news channel on television, yet have vastly different
experiences of the broadcasted story, evoking contrasting emotions and thoughts. While
different, both are considered equally valid realities within Interpretivism. Interpretivists
acknowledge that exploring individuals’ perspectives and understanding of the world is crucial to
comprehending social phenomena, as meaning is context-dependent (Della Porta & Keating,
2008, pp. 24-25). It is also recognized that a researcher’s presumptions can influence their work
and that one can only be objective to a certain extent before personal values and experiences
affect interpretation. As such, meaning making in interpretivist research is an iterative process
that requires reflexivity from start to finish, where modifications are made to understand a social
phenomenon as accurately as possible (Pervin & Mokhtar, 2022, p. 423). The purpose of
interpretivist research is to understand the socially constructed realities of individuals within a
phenomenon, rather than seeking a universally objective truth, where knowledge is gained
through the interaction between the research participant and the researcher (Nickerson, 2024).

As this study seeks to understand non-ethnic Danes’ sense of national belonging in light

of the contemporary political discourse on immigration and foreigners, the data comprises
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interviews and a thematic analysis. An interpretivist lens was utilized to gain insight into non-
ethnic Danes’ experiences and subjective realities, investigating how they are affected by such
discourse in times of rising nationalism. Seeing as meaning is co-constructed through social
interaction, the interviews are not only viewed as a method of data collection but also as a
dynamic dialogue where the researcher and the participant negotiated and constructed the
narrative together (Nickerson, 2024). To depict participants’ experiences as accurately as
possible, direct quotations were used throughout the analysis. As two researchers carried out this
study, reflexivity was practiced by challenging each other’s biases and assumptions through
dialogue to remain as objective as possible throughout the interview, coding, and theme
development processes. In tandem with Interpretivism, the findings of this study represent one
valid, subjective truth among many, reflecting the researchers’ interpretations of the interviews
as well as presumptions of the phenomena. It is important to note, however, that while the
findings of this study are not generalizable, the methodological framework allows for

transferability—insights that may resonate with similar minority groups in Denmark.

2.2. Research Design

This study employed an abductive, qualitative approach to investigating non-ethnic
Danes’ sense of national belonging, offering an exploratory method to describing the experiences
of a community in Danish society that has had little attention in previous studies. Individual
interviews were conducted, followed by a thematic analysis, both of which align with this
study’s Social Constructionist and Interpretivist positioning. As the reality of national belonging
can be seen as a product of discourse and interaction, an understanding of the non-ethnic Danes’
realities was achieved by interpreting participants’ subjective meanings through the interviews.
The interviews and thematic analysis were informed by themes drawn from an overview of the
current political discourse on immigration in Denmark. Drawing themes from current discourse
created a framework for preliminary concepts and assumptions, encouraging participants to
reflect on their experiences and offer insights into their subjective realities. As such, the themes
formed through the discourse and interviews directed the theories chosen for analysis. This study
places itself in an ongoing debate, combining prior knowledge of the topic with an open

approach to understanding the experiences of non-ethnic Danes (van Hulst & Visser, 2024, p.
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568). The following chapters describe how the interviews and thematic analysis were carried out,

ethical considerations, and the study’s limitations.
2.2.1. Interviews

Semi-structured interviews were conducted to collect data on predetermined themes,
allowing the researchers to delve into relevant topics participants raised during the interview
(Albaret & Deas, 2023, p. 82). Conducting interviews, as opposed to surveys, provided data with
greater depth and detail, allowing the exploration of nuances and complexity (Aurini et al., 2016,
p. 45). All interviews with the exception of one were conducted in a dual-interviewer format,
where both researchers were present yet with each their own role: one as the main interviewer,
and the other to ensure quality. The main interviewer conducted the interview, followed the
interview guide, and probed relevant topics, while the quality ensurer took notes, followed up on
missed themes at the end of the interview, and ensured thorough data-collection. While this
interviewing approach can have drawbacks, such as participant intimidation, amplified social
desirability bias, and coordination issues, it also allowed for enhanced depth, data immersion,
and reflexivity (Redman-Mclaren et al., 2014, as cited in Velardo & Elliot, 2021, p. 2; Velardo &
Elliot, 2021, p. 2). Combining both of the researchers’ skill sets in interviews aligns with the
Social Constructionist and Interpretivist views of this study, as it provided two perspectives of a
phenomenon and the opportunity to explore different angles of interpretation (Rosenblatt, 2012,
as cited in Velardo & Elliot, 2021, p. 2; Velardo & Elliot, 2021, p. 5). As participants’ comfort
and safety were a priority, participants were informed of this interview format prior to the
interview and given the option of a one-to-one interview if they did not want the dual format
(Monforte & Ubeda-Colomer, 2021, p. 3). To reduce the effects of intimidation and build rapport
early on, the participants were informed of each of the interviewers’ roles to establish a

comfortable environment with quality and security in focus (Velardo & Elliot, 2021, p. 2).
2.2.1.1. Participation Criteria & Recruitment Process

The inclusion criteria for participants were individuals living in Denmark with Danish
citizenship and an ethnic background that is not fully Danish. As such, this excluded individuals
with two ethnic Danish parents, and included first-, second-, and 2.5 generation Danes, meaning
those who either immigrated to Denmark or have one or two immigrant parents with Danish

citizenship. During the recruitment process, finding participants with a range of backgrounds was
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crucial to gaining a wide perspective of the impact of Danish politicians’ immigration-related
discourse (Rapley, 2004, p. 17). While some Danish parties have directed their immigration
politics toward Muslims, such as DF and Borgenes Parti, other political parties, like
Socialdemokratiet and Venstre, do not single out specific communities, which is why it was
relevant to include as wide a range of nationalities as possible.

A total of 10 participants were found by posting in relevant Facebook groups and
contacting individuals within the researchers’ networks who fit the participation criteria. In the
Facebook groups, “Aarhus Internationals,” “Foreigners in Denmark,” and “International
Aalborg,” the researchers posted a recruitment message outlining the scope and criteria for
participation, as shown in Appendix A. Eight participants were recruited in this manner. Two
were recruited through the researchers’ personal networks. The participants’ ethnic backgrounds
included the United States of America (U.S.), Hong Kong, Somalia, Tunisia, Argentina, Japan,
India, Pakistan, Vietnam, and Afghanistan, where some nationalities were mixed. Two
participants were men and eight were women; six were in their 20s, three in their mid-40s, and
one in their 70s. Four were first generation Danish citizens, four were second generation, and
two were 2.5 generation. Once interview dates had been arranged with all participants, each
received an email a week before their interview containing a consent form, as well as
information about the study objective, recording of the interview, anonymity, and the
interviewing format (see Appendix B). All consent forms were signed and received before the

interviews.
2.2.1.2. Interview guide

An interview guide was created to maintain structure in the interviews and ensure certain
topics were covered, allowing off-script questions to gain deeper insight and understanding of
topics mentioned by participants (see Appendix C) (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015, p. 156). To
reduce language barriers, the interview guide was adapted to offer both English and Danish
versions. While the majority of the questions in the interview guide were the same for each
interview, a few were adapted according to whether the participant had immigrated to Denmark
or was born in Denmark. The questions in the guide began with rapport-building topics,
including background and what “being Danish” means to them, to ease participants into the

interview before shifting the focus toward politics (Adams, 2015, p. 498). Thereafter, the
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questions directed participants into the core section of the interview guide. The purpose of this
section was to probe for narratives of inclusion and exclusion, emotions, identity negotiation, and
generally gain an understanding of how political discourse on immigration affected participants.
Questions were placed in an order that would minimize the chance of certain questions biasing
those that followed. To conclude the interview guide, participants had the chance to reflect and
discuss relevant topics that were not already covered. The interview guide combined open and
closed questions, the latter accompanied by follow-up questions for further explanation of the
answers. On and off script, the interviews included probing questions for greater elaboration,
specifying questions for greater understanding, and interpreting questions to clarify and verify

meaning (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015, pp. 161-162).
2.2.1.3. Data collection (interview process)

Participants had the option to choose between an online or an in-person interview
according to their preferences; eight participants were interviewed online, and two were
interviewed in person. While offering participants the choice of setting allowed them to choose
the most convenient option for them, setting can influence how comfortable one may be to open
up about personal matters, especially in public spaces (Rapley, 2004, p. 18). At the same time,
in-person interviews can allow for greater rapport-building opportunities compared to online, as
it can create a more personal environment and elicit longer responses (Lobe et al., 2022, p. 10).
Online interviews were conducted through Microsoft Teams, with the researchers on each their
own screen. One in-person interview was conducted in a café at the participant’s request, and
another in the study room of one of the researcher’s collective home.

Before each interview, a brief introduction was given restating the purpose of the study,
confidentiality and anonymity, and that recording would take place unless otherwise specified.
To encourage rapport and trust, participants were assured of no right or wrong answers and that
their experiences and perspectives were of great value to the study (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015,
p. 154). During the interview, the interviewer was aware of presenting themselves as neutral yet
interested and acknowledging participants without agreeing or offering opinions so as not to bias
certain responses and affect the integrity of the study (Rapley, 2004, pp. 20-21). To ensure high-

quality interviews, the researchers followed up and clarified meaning as well as verified their
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interpretations of participants’ responses, approaching interpretation as an ongoing, iterative

process throughout the interviews (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015, p. 192).
2.2.1.4. Transcription

The interviews were transcribed and checked throughout the interview process, rather
than all at once, to make note of emerging themes that could be applied to upcoming interviews.
See Appendices D through M for the transcriptions of all interviews. The online interviews were
transcribed through Microsoft Teams, while Transcriber was used to transcribe in-person
interviews. The researchers transcribed each of their own interviews, yet guidelines were set to
ensure consistency in transcribing style (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015, p. 207). All transcriptions
were corrected while listening back to the recording, and for readability purposes, filler words,
such as “hm” and “uhm,” were omitted. Laughter, sighs, and long pauses were included, and
emphasized words were italicized. When words or phrases were incomprehensible, this was
reflected by an “[inaudible]” placeholder. The transcriptions of the online interviews include an
“[intro]” placeholder in the beginning minutes to represent the brief introduction given before all

interviews, as described in the previous chapter.
2.2.2. Thematic Analysis

Thematic analysis (TA) is a method often used in qualitative research to identify themes
within a set of data (Terry et al., 2017, p. 3). Terry et al. argued that some researchers consider
TA as theory-independent and thereby flexible, while others consider the theoretical lens as
necessary to shape the TA and the focus points in the data (pp. 3-5). Although different
approaches to TA exist, Terry et al. argued that all variations seem to follow the same structure:
“(1) an approach defined by an emphasis on coding reliability; (2) a more qualitative approach
that advocates for a flexible approach to coding and theme development” (Terry et al., 2017, p.
6). The coding reliability approaches are often deductive, as the themes found in the coding
process are typically guided by the theory. An inductive approach to TA, however, is possible
but rare, as the purpose of coding is to find evidence for the themes thereby the theory. This also
means that themes are either determined in advance (deductive) or based on familiarization with
the data (inductive) or a mix of both (abductive) (Terry et al., 2017, pp. 6-7). The themes are
based on the chosen coding process and the outcome can vary as there is no one correct way to

analyze the data. In the coding process, it is important to distinguish between semantic and latent
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coding, as semantic coding captures themes with explicit meaning and latent coding captures
themes with implicit meaning. Semantic coding identifies themes on the surface of the data and
latent coding uncovers ideas, concepts, assumptions which are not explicitly stated in the data. If
researchers want to analyze data on a deeper level, it is required to use a latent coding process
(Terry et al., 2017, pp. 11-12).

Terry et al. (2017) offered a six-phase process to use TA on collected data. Phase One
and Phase Two are the parts of the process where researchers familiarize themselves with the
data and start the coding process. Familiarization is often “... referred to as immersion in the
dataset,” and the researcher begins to engage with the data “being observant, noticing patterns or
quirks, starting to ask questions, and so on...” (Terry et al., 2017, p. 15). After familiarizing
oneself with the data, the researcher can begin the coding process by generating the first codes. It
is a process that distinguishes itself from the casual observations in the familiarization process to
a more systematic and thorough creation of labels for specific segments of the data. When
coding, the researcher must label each important section with a few words or a small phrase that
describes the section (Terry et al., 2017, p. 19). Segments may be tagged in more than one code
or not even coded at all depending on its relevance to the study, as TA does not require every
segment to be coded. There is also no right or wrong way to code the data; the segments and
labels depend on how the researcher captures their interpretation of the data during the coding.
Essentially, coding is an analytical tool to help develop insights and deep foundation into the
data (Terry et al., 2017, pp. 19-20). Phase Three is the theme development process, where the
researcher begins to construct themes based on a deeper understanding of the segments and
labels identified in Phase One and Phase Two. This phase is described as a very active part of
TA, as it involves examining the labels and codes from before and clustering, combining, and
collapsing them to more meaningful patterns. Here, it is important to identify central concepts
that underpin the theme shared across the merged codes, as well as form themes that work with
each other in the analysis (Terry et al., 2017., pp. 21-22). Phase Four and Phase Five involve
reviewing and defining themes. In Phase Four, the researcher reviews the themes from Phase
Three to ensure that the themes created are strong enough to capture the meaning of the clustered
codes—it can be understood as a quality control exercise. The themes should be balanced
between being distinct from one another but still cohesive, ensuring a limitation on how often

codes can be allocated to the themes. Codes that can be allocated to many themes can make the
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analysis difficult to interpret. This, however, is not the same as having the same segment of data
coded in different ways (Terry et al., 2017, pp. 24-25). In the end, the review should answer the
research question. If the analysis is strong and meaningful but does not quite capture the research
question, the researcher can modify the research question rather than restarting the analysis
(Terry et al., 2017, p. 26). According to Terry et al., this is permitted in TA, as the stories from
participants in qualitative research can indicate that the original research question did not capture
the data in the best way. Phase Five is the process where the researcher begins to define and
name the reviewed themes, shifting away from thinking about the themes as codes and collected
data, and instead interpreting the themes through an analytical lens. When defining and naming
the themes, the researcher should ensure that the theme has enough substance without being too
complex. The themes must be rich and provide core meaning, thus themes that cannot tell much
or themes that tell too much are difficult to make sense of in the analysis (Terry et al., 2017, pp.
26-27). Phase Six, the last in this TA approach, is about producing the report. While the other
phases have already produced some writing product, the process now moves on to connect the
analysis to the broader purpose of the study. The analytical text and evidence from the data
should therefore be connected to the theories presented in the study to provide the final outcome
(Terry et al., 2017, p. 29).

As explained, TA is a flexible method that can be theory independent. Based on the
approach to TA presented by Terry et al. (2017), this method can cooperate with the Social
Constructionist and Interpretivist lenses this study takes (pp. 9-10). The flexibility further allows
this study to use TA as a method for analyzing the data provided by the conducted interviews.
For a Master’s thesis, it is argued that the researcher must conduct between six to fifteen
interviews, and as this study includes ten interviews, this method of TA is suitable for this study
(Terry et al., 2017, pp. 9-11). For this study, a TA was carried out by following the six steps to
coding and interpreting qualitative data using an abductive approach.

Phase One and Phase Two were conducted while transcribing and doing the first readings
of the transcriptions. The first readings were carried out to get familiarized with the data by
noting down patterns and topics of interest. In these initial phases, the coding process began by
casually observing patterns, highlighting and labeling important sections within the data. Both
semantic and latent coding was utilized to ensure an in-depth analysis. Phase Three started by

collecting all labels from the first phases to begin the process of creating themes. This first run of
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creating themes was conducted by combining labels and creating themes that held a deeper
meaning, resulting in a total of 15 themes. In Phase Four, the initial themes created in Phase
Three were reviewed to ensure that they were strong enough to carry an analysis and could
capture the meaning of the combined codes. Here it was discovered that the majority of the
themes were too closely related and would hold the same meaning, so they were clustered to
create new themes that were even stronger and more meaningful to the analysis. This resulted in
a total of three themes that were strong enough to carry out an analysis, as well as capturing all
meanings from the codes. This phase ensured that the themes were distinct from one another but
still related to limit how many times a code could appear within a theme, so that it is easier to
interpret the analysis. It was assessed that these themes were fitted to answer the research
question. After this, Phase Five began by reading through the themes and the codes within to get
an overview of their meanings, as well as looking back on the research question and the theories
to create stronger, more precise titles for each theme. The three resulting themes of the TA
included: ‘Being part of Danish Society,” ‘Sense of National Belonging,” and ‘Repercussions of
Contemporary Political Discourse on Immigration.” In Phase Six, all themes were written out
with examples and quotes from the interviews to support the themes and claims made. It was
also in this phase that the theoretical framework was applied to explain and provide a theoretical
lens to the findings in order to answer the research question. The results of the TA can be found

in Chapter 4.

2.3. Ethical Considerations

As with any study, there are ethical considerations that should be taken into account to
ensure research integrity. When it comes to interviews, several research stages present ethical
points of concern, including informed consent, confidentiality, interpretation accuracy, and topic
sensitivity (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015, pp. 85-86). In this study, participants were informed of
the research purpose and topics of consent before and during the interview, and had to sign a
consent form before the scheduled interview. During the interviews, the researchers were
conscious of potentially sensitive topics, avoiding further probing on topics if they seemed to
make participants uncomfortable. For confidentiality purposes, pseudonyms were used for all
participants, and any identifying characteristics mentioned in the interviews were modified in the

transcriptions. As the researchers’ role is to report knowledge as accurately and validly as
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possible, reflexivity was practiced throughout the interview and analytical process in the form of
critical scrutiny and reflection (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015, p. 97; Guillemin & Gillam, 2004, p.
275). The interpretative nature of TA, however, means that the results were inevitably influenced
by the researchers’ experiences to a certain degree (Naeem et al., 2023, p. 2). Offering a dual
interview format as the standard format may have caused participants to feel compelled to
comply, yet precautions were taken to create as secure of an environment as possible. While this
approach was taken to collect rich data and ensure quality, participants’ well-being and comfort

were in the forefront.

2.4. Limitations

With all research, it is vital to consider potential limitations that can hinder the quality,
validity, and reliability of the results. In this study, the majority of the participants live in Aarhus
or Aalborg, two relatively large international cities, as a result of the Facebook groups utilized
for recruitment. Besides Aarhus and Aalborg, three participants live in Copenhagen, and one in
Herning, meaning that the participants are quite centralized within international communities.
This may influence experiences and sense of belonging compared to non-ethnic Danes living in
the countryside or away from larger, more diverse cities, as these areas may be predominantly
inhabited by ethnic Danes and carry with it a more traditionally Danish culture.

Besides location potentially influencing the results, the online interviewing format and
intercultural dimensions of the research may have affected the data collection process. With
online interviews, it can be difficult to elicit rich information from participants, as “online modes
almost always [produce] shorter data sets” (Lobe et al., 2022, p. 10). As eight interviews were
conducted online, this may have limited the depth achieved, resulting in missed relevant topics or
themes. Furthermore, as the participants came from various backgrounds, there may have been
cultural factors, such as language or body language, that caused misunderstandings between
participant and researcher (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015, p. 168). Gestures, for example, hold
different meanings depending on the culture, and overlooking certain gestures could mean
missing potential probing points for more in-depth information. Language fluency may also have
impacted comprehension of questions and participants’ ability to explain themselves thoroughly,
as several spoke in their non-native language. Another limitation of this study is the lack of male

participants, which made it impossible to identify differences in belonging between gender that
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may have opened up to other relevant themes. Besides a lack of male representation, there were
also only two 2.5 generation participants, which made it difficult to notice patterns in this group
and compare with the other generations. Greater insight into the participants’ socio-economic
status would also have allowed for various angles of intersectional analysis, indicating how
certain factors such as income or educational background might influence sense of national
belonging. Despite these limitations, this study offers a unique perspective of non-ethnic Danish
citizens, an overlooked minority group, and adds value to existing research within the field of

belonging and identity in Denmark.

Chapter 3: Theoretical Framework

This study utilized theories of cultural identity and representation from Stuart Hall and
habitus, capital, and belonging from Pierre Bourdieu to examine how national identity is
constructed by political discourse, and how these constructions shape non-ethnic Danish citizens’

sense of national belonging. Each theory and its application is explained below.

3.1. Stuart Hall: Cultural Identity and Representation

Stuart Hall’s theories of cultural identity and representation are interconnected and can be
applied in this study to examine how the contemporary political discourse on immigration in
Denmark shapes non-ethnic Danes’ sense of national belonging. In this section, each theory is

explained by its most essential elements relevant for this study.
3.1.1. Cultural Identity

Identity has previously been perceived as a fixed accomplished fact about a person,
however, Stuart Hall (1989) argued that identity should rather be understood as a continuous
production that never ends and is “always constituted within, not outside, representation” (p. 68).
By understanding identity as a subject always in process, it challenges the authority and
authenticity of the argument of cultural identity as well as how representation can shape the
understanding of identity. Hall argued that cultural identity can take two different positions; one
defining cultural identity as ‘being’ and the second as ‘becoming’ (Hall, 1989, p. 70). ‘Being’ is
having shared culture, a collective idea of the ‘self” based on shared history and common

ancestry; cultural identity reflects common history experiences and shared cultural codes that
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make a ‘one people’ feeling (Hall, 1989, p. 69). ‘Becoming’ is a position that acknowledges the
many points of similarities that are shared in a cultural identity, but where differences in critical
points are recognized as well. Despite shared history, contemporary events shape the
understanding of cultural identity, as, established prior, identity is in a constant transformation as
it is not a fixed subject (Hall, 1989, p. 70). Hall argued that cultural identity “belongs to the
future as much as to the past,” meaning that as much as history has affected the shared cultural
identity, its contemporary understanding is constantly negotiated through continuous making of
history, culture, and power (Hall, 1989, p. 70). The second position ‘becoming’ suggests that
identity is not an unbroken line of fixed origin—that history provides shared values and
contemporary time provides differences, meaning that cultural identity can possess similarities
and differences (Hall, 1989, pp. 71-72). Hall showcased this argument by showing how
Martiniquians and Jamaicans are both the same and different based on history and geographical
position. Visiting the two countries he discovered great differences, which highlighted that even
though the cultural identity of being Caribbean is a shared feeling, there are still differences to be
found within this identity, especially by looking at the source of origin which is most often not
the same (Hall, 1989, pp. 72-73). It is further argued that the differences within identities are
called a cultural play, as it is not a binary opposition like ‘them/us’ but rather a complexity that
exceeds the binary representation. It means that one can both be and not be at the same time,
such as Martinique is both French and not French, because it is an overseas department of
France, but still geographically placed in the Caribbean that does not share the same lifestyle as
France. Hall explained that the notion of differences is important as it challenges the fixed
binaries and shows that meaning and representation are never completed and that the relations of

differences are the reason why representation can occur (Hall, 1989, p. 74).
3.1.2. Representation

In his theory of Cultural Identity, Stuart Hall (1989) explained that representation is part
of constructing cultural identity, though he does not define it directly in that work. However, in
another text, Hall (1997) described representation as what connects meaning, language, and
culture (p. 15). Language is used to communicate meaningfully about the world, and meaning is
produced and exchanged between members of a culture. Through language, signs and images

represent things within a culture. It is argued that representation can be understood in two ways.
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First, it means describing or depicting something so the mind can understand it (Hall, 1997, p.
16). For example, when observing an object, the mind forms a concept, which is then linked to a
word that represents it. This process shows how meaning is created through language and how
people make sense of the world. Second, representation can mean to symbolize or stand for
something. Hall described this as “a specimen of, or to substitute for; as in the sentence, ‘In
Christianity, the cross represents the suffering and crucifixion of Christ”” (Hall, 1997, p. 16).

The theory of representation can be divided into two systems of representation. The first
is the conceptual system, which consists of mental representations of objects, people, and events.
This system allows individuals to interpret the world, though meanings may vary between
people. The second is the system of representation, which organizes and relates these concepts
through language. It includes ways of classifying and connecting ideas based on similarities and
differences (Hall, 1997, p. 17). Although individuals may interpret the world differently, shared
language enables people to communicate and develop similar conceptual systems. This shared
understanding forms the basis of culture, allowing meaning to be exchanged and a social world
to be constructed. Language is therefore essential, as it functions as the second system of
representation that makes communication possible (Hall, 1997, pp. 17-18).

Within the second system of representation, Hall (1997) argued that people make sense
of the world by classifying and differentiating the world to make meaning of it; in other words,
the ‘Other’ is created (pp. 18-19). It is argued that difference is essential because it creates
meaning through binaries within cultures and in relation to the Other. These differences often
appear as opposites such as white/black, man/woman, or upper class/lower class, as meaning is
produced through opposites. It is within these binaries that power relations are created as one is
positioned above the other, like white over black, man over woman, or upper class over lower
class (Hall, 1997, pp. 234-235). Hall further argued that culture depends on assigning meaning
through differences, making it the foundation of the symbolic order. Stable cultures often rely on
keeping these differences fixed to maintain a sense of purity—a clean culture that acts as it has
always been thereby creating stability (Hall, 1997, p. 236). These binary structures are also
central to signifying racial difference. Western ideas of race have been shaped by historical
encounters, where binaries such as civilization/savagery positioned white as dominant over
black. This relies on the distinction between culture and nature, where culture is seen as civilized

and nature as primitive. By naturalizing racial differences, these power relations are fixed and
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made to appear permanent, whereas framing them as cultural would allow for change (Hall,
1997, pp. 239-245). Hall noted that when reducing people to their essence and signifiers of racial
appearance, it is a racialized regime of representation or the representational practice known as
stereotyping (Hall, 1997, pp. 245, 249, 257). In short, Hall described that “stereotyping reduces
people to a few, simple, essential characteristics, which are represented as fixed by Nature,”
meaning it is a practice to simplify the difference that is understood about the Other (Hall, 1997,
p. 257). Furthermore, stereotyping is also a strategy of splitting the normal from the abnormal. It
is a way of excluding everything which is different to keep clear boundaries and exclude things
that do not belong (Hall, 1997, p. 258). This can be on the basis of behavior or looks. As such,
stereotyping is the maintenance of social order, as it sets up a symbolic order of what belongs
and what does not belong or points out the Other. It is a mechanism that creates an us/them; an
“us” that is the normal or those who belong versus the “them” that is deviant and does not
belong. Stereotyping divides “us” from “them,” and it is often meant in a negative way because
‘them’ is considered out of place, a pollution to the culture, or even dangerous, therefore they
must be expelled to keep a “pure” culture. Following the creation of us/them stereotyping, it
tends to be created when there is a great difference in power. In this binary seen through the lens
of stereotyping, the power is with “us” and it is not a peaceful coexistence but rather a powerful
hierarchy, where “us” governs and has the upper hand. To sum up, stereotyping is to differentiate
between us and them, to exclude “them,” and to signify “them” as the abnormal in a fixed

position (Hall, 1997, pp. 258-259).
3.1.3. Summary

Drawing on Stuart Hall’s theories of cultural identity and representation, these concepts
allow for an examination of how non-ethnic Danes negotiate their sense of national belonging in
light of contemporary political discourse on immigration in Denmark. As identity is understood
as a continuous production, always in process, national belonging is therefore not a fixed subject
but rather shaped through ongoing social and cultural interactions such as political discourse.
Contemporary political discourse, as a form of representation, contributes to constructing
meaning about Danishness by producing distinctions between “us” and “them.” Through these
processes, non-ethnic Danish citizens may be positioned as the Other, despite holding

citizenship. Furthermore, as meaning is created through difference and stereotypes, the political
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discourse can reinforce fixed understandings of who belongs within the nation. This can
influence how non-ethnic Danes perceive their own place in society, as well as shaping their

sense of belonging. The discourse can furthermore contribute to experiences of exclusion.

3.2. Pierre Bourdieu: Habitus, Capital, and Belonging

Pierre Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus, capital, and belonging are interdependent and are
employed in this study to understand the factors that contribute to sense of national belonging
among non-ethnic Danish citizens. In this chapter, each concept is explained, complete with a
model illustrating their relationship with one another, as well as how the concepts can be applied

to the context of Denmark.
3.2.1. Habitus

A concept applied widely across various fields of research, habitus allows scholars to
understand how an individual’s social environment and inner self shape one another (Maton,
2014, p. 49). Habitus can be defined as a form of social structure or way of being that is
influenced by social upbringing, including education and family, and past and present
experiences, shaping how an individual thinks, perceives the world, and interacts with others
(Bourdieu, 1990, as cited in Maton, 2014, p. 50). Over time, these dispositions or practices
become internalized and carried out in everyday life as second nature, directing choices,
behavior, and perception (Bourdieu, 1993, as cited in Maton, 2014, p. 50). While second-nature,
individuals can still be consciously aware of their habitus and make an effort to alter certain
aspects, such as clothing style or food. Habitus can change over time, whether by deliberate
effort or a change in external influence, yet past experiences can still affect an individual’s
choices and beliefs, meaning that choice is not entirely determined by full individual agency
(Maton, 2014, pp. 51-52). As such, past experiences shape individuals into who they are at
present, producing the options available to them moving forward and the future they can
visualize for themselves.

As one’s social environment shapes upbringing and experience, this means that different
social environments influence individuals with their unique values and ways of thinking, forming
communities or groups with similar collective knowledge. This, however, does not mean that all

who come from the same social environment and upbringing behave and think the same (Maton,
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2014, p. 50). Rather, social practices can be seen as an interplay between one’s habitus and one’s
capital—economic, cultural, social, and symbolic—in the time or context examined (Bourdieu,
1986, as cited in Maton, 2014, pp. 50-51). While habitus is influenced by social structure, when
these practices become internalized, they shape an inner subjective perception influenced by
personal experience. Habitus can therefore be seen as an overlap between social structure and

individual agency, the objective and the subjective (Maton, 2014, pp. 52-53).
3.2.2. Symbolic Capital

Capital is a form of social currency that takes shape through the amount and type of
resources and power an individual has, allowing entry to and recognition within a particular field
(Bourdieu, 1986, p. 241). As habitus shapes how an individual acquires and converts capital, it
can take time to accumulate capital, making drastic fluctuations in society rare. As the
distribution of capital throughout society depends on the social structure of that moment in time,
this creates an invisible power source that determines who has status and how much.

Bourdieu (1986) highlighted four main forms of capital: economic, cultural, social, and
symbolic, which are all interlinked (p. 242). Economic capital refers to the level of wealth,
whether monetary or property, that an individual has; cultural capital refers to one’s education,
credentials, and knowledge; and social capital refers to one’s social network and connections.
Economic capital can be converted into other forms of capital, such as cultural, for example, if
an individual pays for a university education. Likewise, cultural capital can be converted into
economic capital, as when higher education allows access to higher-paying job opportunities.
Social capital can also be converted into economic capital, such as when certain connections in
one’s social network open doors to job opportunities that would otherwise be unattainable. In
this way, capital is exchangeable—assets from one form of capital allowing easier access to
other capital. Economic, cultural, and social capital can be converted into symbolic capital,
which takes form when an asset of a capital is universally recognized and thereby creates
legitimacy, offering status, power, and prestige (Bourdieu, 1986, as cited in Bourdieu, 1989, p.
17). Symbolic capital, for example, could be a credential earned through an education,
communicating cultural and economic capital recognized worldwide, but it could also be a
passport, symbolizing belonging to a certain community and legitimacy in the eyes of the nation

of issue (Bourdieu, 1989, p. 21). Symbolic capital can be further converted into symbolic power;
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those who have achieved significant recognition in society become figures with the power to
shape social reality and restructure society (Bourdieu, 1989, p. 23). A prime example of
symbolic power can be seen in politicians. Through political discourse, politicians have the
power to influence which types of capital are recognized as legitimate, whether religion,
background, or qualifications, and which are symbolically excluded, creating marginalized
communities. As such, economic, cultural, and social capital form the base from which symbolic
capital and symbolic power can take shape, creating hierarchies and individuals with the power

to impose their versions of social reality on the rest of society.
3.2.3. Belonging

The relationship between habitus, capital, symbolic capital, and perceived belonging is
illustrated in Figure 1. Habitus constitutes parts that shape one’s sense of belonging to a
particular group through similar practices, ways of thinking, and language, among others,
establishing a foundation of understanding and contributing to an inner sense of belonging
(Bourdieu, 1990, as cited in Maton, 2014, p. 50). Individuals who share habitus recognize each
other's dispositions or practices, creating mutual understanding. Capital allows entry into various
types of communities, providing an external sense of belonging (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 241). Capital
is shaped by habitus and vice versa; one’s dispositions guide how capital is acquired and
converted, and the type and amount of capital can alter one’s habitus. Once within a certain field
or community, symbolic capital offers one recognition from others, confirming one’s belonging
to a certain group through assets of prestige or honor to legitimize them (Bourdieu, 1986, as cited
in Bourdieu, 1989, p. 17). As such, belongingness can be argued to require both an inner feeling
of fitting in and an external recognition of legitimacy (Bourdieu, 1990, as cited in Maton, 2014,
p. 50; Bourdieu, 1986, p. 241). Figure 1 presents a feedback loop, showcasing how habitus,
capital, and perceived belonging are interconnected, with one’s perceived belonging influencing
both habitus (e.g., motivation to learn the native language) and capital (e.g., networking,
pursuing further education). Once an individual has sufficient symbolic capital, this grants
symbolic power, allowing them the ability to define what grants recognition for belonging within

a social field (Bourdieu, 1989, p. 23).
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Figure 1.
Interplay between habitus, capital, and perceived belonging
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Note. Adapted from Bourdieu’s theories of habitus, capital, and belonging (Bourdieu,

1986; Bourdieu, 1989; Maton, 2014)

In Denmark, Danishness constitutes values, practices, and a way of being that form the
habitus embodied and understood by Danes. As these dispositions can vary depending on one’s
background and where in the country one grew up, there is no fixed definition of what it means
to be Danish, yet they shape how capital is accumulated and converted. An example of this is the
role of food in embodied Danishness. In the countryside, where there may be little noticeable
influence from immigration and globalization, a Dane might consider “true Danes” to be those
who eat ‘rundstykker’ (bread rolls) for breakfast, ‘rugbrad og leverpostej’ (rye bread and liver

paté) for lunch, and meat and potatoes for dinner. In Copenhagen, a large international city, a
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Dane might perceive Danish food as quite varied, influenced by the latest trends and fusion
cuisine. Neither the country Dane nor the city Dane is right or wrong in their perspective; what is
considered Danish depends on the habitus of the social field, which is why capital acts
dependently. Symbolic capital, which for some might include holding a Danish passport or
placing a Danish flag outside one’s home, enables an individual to be recognized as Danish by
others. What counts as symbolic capital, however, is also dependent on the context and social
field in question. Nonetheless, perceived belonging is achieved through the external recognition

of Danishness by ethnic Danes, as well as an inner sense of belonging shaped by habitus.
3.2.4. Summary

Utilizing Bourdieu’s theories of habitus and capital allows for an examination of how
non-ethnic Danes negotiate a sense of belonging. As politicians hold symbolic power, the
narratives they communicate to the Danish population play a role in defining Danishness on a
national scale. Political discourse can shape habitus by influencing how one perceives one's
place in Danish society, affecting an inner sense of belonging. Similarly, when a nationalized
representation of Danishness (and non-Danishness) is communicated, politicians have the power
to influence who is recognized as Danish and who is not. Through this understanding, this study
examines the extent to which political discourse influences non-ethnic Danes’ sense of
belonging.

As a critical reflection of Bourdieu’s theory of habitus and capital, these theories are
largely based on the French social class from the 1960s and 70s, which means there are certain
nuances of the contemporary, globalized world that naturally were not as heavily weighed.
Bourdieu described capital as social currency; his theory places social class above ethnicity,
which may not be as accurate today as a result of globalization and multiculturalism (Bourdieu,
1986, p. 241). This means that Bourdieu’s work presents an angle that mainly considers the
impacts of social class on capital and does not fully acknowledge the role that ethnicity plays as
well. From a strict Bourdieusian perspective, if a Middle Eastern individual in Denmark were to
face discrimination, then it would be because of holding ‘devalued’ social or cultural capital, or
capital that is not recognized by a field or community, such as a foreign university degree. This
perspective, however, overlooks how ethnicity itself can act as an independent barrier to

inclusion, regardless of the capital an individual possesses.
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3.3. Integrating Hall and Bourdieu

The theories of Hall and Bourdieu complement one another when examining the relation
between political discourse and sense of national belonging. Hall’s theories of cultural identity
and representation set the foundation for understanding how political discourse can influence
national identity as well as the inclusion and exclusion of minorities in Denmark. These theories
allow for an examination of how politicians, through language and discourse, shape the
representation of immigrants, inadvertently affecting non-ethnic Danes and their sense of
national belonging. It further acknowledges the existence of subgroups and different identities
within Danish cultural identity. With the addition of Bourdieu’s theories of habitus, symbolic
capital, and belonging, these concepts help form an understanding of how the constructions
based on Hall influence non-ethnic Danes’ sense of national belonging. Through these theories,
it is understood that politicians hold enough symbolic power to shape the symbolic capital that
defines the inclusion/exclusion boundaries of recognition for belonging. This shaping of
symbolic capital is done through discourse, thereunder representation and stereotyping. For non-
ethnic Danes to be recognized as legitimate in the eyes of society, they must adopt Danish
habitus in accordance with the current definition of Danishness. In this way, Danish politicians
hold the power to define and redefine the symbolic capital needed for non-ethnic Danes to both

feel and be seen as Danish, thereby influencing their sense of national belonging.

Chapter 4: Analysis

The following chapter elaborates on the three themes created from the TA of the
interviews, of which include ‘Being Part of Danish Society,” ‘Sense of National Belonging,” and
‘Repercussions of Contemporary Political Discourse on Immigration.” For reference, Table 1
provides a brief background summary of each participant in terms of age, gender, ethnicity,

whether they have children, and whether they have dual citizenship.
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Table 1

Brief background summaries of interviewed participants

Participant

Background

P1

45, female
Ist generation; Hong Kong decent; dual citizenship (Denmark & Hong Kong)
No children

P2

21, female

2nd generation; Pakistani parents, born in Pakistan; dual citizenship (Denmark &
Pakistan)

No children

P3

22, female

2.5 generation; half Danish, half Vietnamese born in U.S.; dual citizenship
(Denmark & U.S.)

No children

P4

45, female

Ist generation; half Japanese, half Argentinian born in Peru; dual citizenship
(Denmark & Peru)

Children

P5

73, female
Ist generation; American parents; dual citizenship (Denmark & U.S.)
Children

P6

20 years old, female
2nd generation; Somalian parents, born in Denmark
No children

P7

27, male
2nd generation; Somalian parents, born in Denmark
No children

P8

46, female

Ist generation; Indian parents; Danish citizenship with Overseas Citizen of India
(OCI)

Children

P9

24, male

2.5 generation; half Danish, half Tunisian born in Denmark; dual citizenship
(Denmark & Tunisia)

No children

P10

25, female
2nd generation; Afghani parents, born in Denmark
No children
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4.1. Being Part of Danish Society

The first theme of the analysis focuses on the participants’ experiences with integrating
into and being part of Danish society. The subthemes delve into language as a prerequisite to be
part of Danish society, Danish culture as understood by the participants, and the struggles
participants have experienced in feeling integrated into and included in Danish society. The
concluding chapter provides a closer examination of the Danish identity from the theoretical

perspectives of Hall and Bourdieu.
4.1.1 Language

Being Danish means more than holding a Danish passport; it means embedding oneself
into Danish society through language—this is at least what the majority of participants have to
say about the necessity of learning Danish. According to first- and 2.5 generation participants,
speaking the Danish language is necessary to be able to fully participate in Danish society and
establish a sense of national belonging. Both P4 and P8 described language as a turning point
and deciding factor for being able to integrate into Danish society (Appendix G; Appendix K).
P1 underlined speaking Danish as a basic requirement (Appendix D), and P3 expressed, ... the
most Danish thing I feel like I could do is speak Danish” (Appendix F, p. 34). P1 went further in
explaining:

I would never introduce myself as ‘I’m a Dane’ or ‘I’'m Danish’ to anyone ... because my
language is still [lacking]. ... People found it really strange that I'm a Dane and I have a
citizenship and not able to talk the language and not able to, yeah, fully integrate into the
society. (Appendix D, p. 10)

This indicates that speaking Danish is an expectation for Danish citizens in society, where one
cannot be Danish if one cannot speak Danish, as ‘being’ Danish is about shared culture and a
shared understanding (Hall, 1989, p. 69). P5 described that “it’s easy to get on with what should
be happening” with English, as it is Danes’ second language, yet in order to connect with Danes,
it is important to be able to speak Danish (Appendix H, p. 69). P8 described the phenomenon
similarly, stating, “... you can survive with English, but no, you will never get the
belongingness,” indicating how essential speaking Danish is in achieving belonging in Danish

society (Appendix K, p. 103). P9 also pointed out that it is entirely possible to live in Denmark
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with English, yet it would mean living in a bubble (Appendix L). He described it as being “much
easier to approach people when you speak Danish,” and that ... [Danes] are way more open”
when Danish is spoken to them (Appendix L, p. 121). He further pointed out that Danish is also
necessary for understanding official documents in e-Boks, suggesting not just a social benefit to
knowing the language but also a practical benefit (Appendix L).

In contrast to the above remarks, second-generation participants made no direct
comments regarding the importance of speaking Danish to be part of Danish society, which may
be due to a lack of awareness, as they were born and raised in Denmark with no language
barriers. It is important to note, however, a reflection made by second-generation participant P6.
She described an encounter with a Social Democratic politician in Christiansborg on a school
trip, where she “just had a feeling that she had to show that she could speak Danish”!> to prove
that she was Danish, suggesting that speaking Danish is a vital part of being Danish (Appendix I,
p. 76). Based on the participants’ experiences, the Danish language can be seen as a prerequisite
to enter and feel a belonging to Danish society as a Danish citizen. It serves as symbolic capital
that allows non-ethnic Danes to feel part of society and be able to understand and communicate
with others, as well as be recognized by society as legitimate citizens who have fully integrated

(Bourdieu, 1990, as cited in Maton, 2014, p. 50; Bourdieu, 1986, p. 241).
4.1.2. Danish Culture

Alongside language, there are several elements of Danish culture that come together and
form what it means to be Danish. According to the majority of the participants, Danishness can
be narrowed down to homogeneity and a mutual understanding of the Danish way of living. P9
described Danish culture as homogenous and “one people,” signifying a uniform culture and a
lack of diversity (Appendix L, p. 120). Similarly, P1 expressed Danes to be nationalistic and
proud, using the examples of how the Danish flag is brought out for every celebration as well as
printed onto Danish products (Appendix D). While not directly stated by participants as an
aspect that constitutes Danishness, appearance was mentioned by P6, P7, and P9 in terms of

being regarded by others as Danish or not (Appendix I; Appendix J; Appendix L). P6, who is of

15 Original text: "S4 havde jeg bare en folelse af, at jeg var nedt til at vise, at jeg kunne godt finde ud af dansk."

Translation by the authors.
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Somalian background, said she is Danish, but “you maybe can’t see it when you look at me”!6

(Appendix I, p. 76). P7 also recalled a moment when he was around eight or nine years old: “I
remember that one of my teachers told me, “You have to really work hard and push yourself
more than some of the others, because you don’t look typical[ly Danish]*”!” (Appendix J, p. 87).
P9 also hesitantly expressed, “You want to avoid saying that you’re Danish and then you look
Arab,” and that “it’s better to be right in your boots” when it comes to nationality (Appendix L,
p. 132). These perspectives and experiences indicate that there is an element of appearance that
plays a role in Danishness, yet that there may be a reluctance to directly claim that one needs to
look a certain way to be recognized as Danish.

Besides homogeneity, P2, P4, and P8 described Danishness as following the cultural
norms and sharing traditions, such as Easter and Christmas, with P8 specifying the importance of
practicing “hygge” (cozyness) in feeling belonging to the Danish way of life (Appendix E;
Appendix G; Appendix K). P4 joked about Danes’ love of Danish food, highlighting, “... even

18

when you [travel] to Spain [on a] charter flight, you bring your meatballs,”'® suggesting Danes

have an attachment to their food culture, even when vacationing to other countries (Appendix G,
p. 47). P4 expanded further and described Danish culture as “closed on all parameters,”!’
including culture, food, and new experiences, suggesting Danishness as being a close-knit
culture, where there are certain expectations for how all aspects of life should be (Appendix G, p.
47). This is also supported by P1, P5, and P9, who each described Danish culture as being closed
to unfamiliar concepts, whether new food or people of different backgrounds (Appendix D;
Appendix H; Appendix L). Similarly, P2, P4, and P7 described a mutual understanding and way
of living that characterized Danish culture, as well as a Danish mentality (Appendix E; Appendix
G; Appendix J). P1, P7, and P8 mentioned a focus on independence, with P7 describing the
Danish mentality as being openminded, free, nonjudgmental, and with the self in focus

(Appendix D; Appendix J; Appendix K). P8 similarly expressed Danishness as taking care of

oneself, voicing one’s opinion, and keeping to oneself (Appendix K). This idea of independence

16 Original text: “Og jeg er dansker, fordi det kan man méaske ikke se, ndr man kigger pd mig.” Translation by the
authors.

17 Original text: "Jeg kan huske, at en af mine larere sagde til mig, at, “Du bliver nedt til at knokle og arbejde
hérdere end nogle af de andre, fordi du ser ikke sddan almindelig ud." Translation by the authors.

18 Original text: "... selv nar I rejser til... en rejse til Spanien charterfly, sé tager I jeres frikadeller med." Translation
by the authors.

19 Original text: "S& det er indelukket pé alle parametre." Translation by the authors.
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and freewill, as identified by several participants, contradicts the previous notions of Danish
culture as closed, unless this mentality is limited within this closed culture. Another aspect of the
Danish mentality includes the shared values, which P1 described as being human rights, equality,
justice, and family, and P4 and P7 as democratic (Appendix D; Appendix G; Appendix J).

While the majority of first-generation participants described Danish culture as
homogeneous and having a mutual understanding of the Danish lifestyle and values, all second-
generation participants, including one 2.5 generation participant (P3), expressed Danishness as a
feeling and being part of a larger community. P6 described Danishness as, “if you feel Danish,
then you are Danish,”?° and believed that it is only oneself who can determine this (Appendix I,
p. 72). Similarly, P10 also described Danishness as a feeling:

I just think it’s a feeling. For me, it’s a feeling. That of being part of a community. [...]
When I’'m part of some community, such as watching a football game. [...] I get that
national feeling: ‘This is mine. It’s our team that’s playing.’?! (Appendix M, p. 135)

P3 also mentioned that watching ice hockey games in Herning with friends feels Danish,
suggesting that participating in various communities in Danish society constitutes the Danish
habitus, eliciting feelings of unity, collectivity, and pride in one’s nation (Appendix F). P2 and
P7 described Danishness as having roots in Denmark, having either been born and/or raised in
Denmark, which also establishes one into several communities as one becomes older and attends
school, begins working, and pursues free-time activities (Appendix E; Appendix J). As such,
Danish culture can be characterized by multiple elements, which, as per the participants’
perspectives and experiences, includes homogeneity and nationalism; having a mutual
understanding and approach to everyday life, including cultural norms, food, mentality, and

values; and a feeling of being part of a larger community.
4.1.3. The Struggle into Danish Society

In tandem with Danish culture as homogeneous and closed, the majority of participants,

mainly first-generation, expressed struggle integrating into Danish society. P1 and P9 stated that

20 Original text: “Jeg vil sige, jeg vil sige, hvis du feler dig dansk, er du dansk.” Translation by the authors.

21 Original text: Jeg tror bare, det er en folelse. For mig er det en folelse. Altsé det der med at vaere en del af et
feellesskab. [...] Nar jeg er en del af et eller andet faellesskab. F.eks. at se en fodboldkamp. [...] Der far jeg den der
nationalitetsfalelse: “’Ej, det her er mit, det er vores hold, der spiller.”” Translation by the authors.
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it was difficult breaking into Danish social circles, as they often stick to the friend groups formed
from gymnasium and university (Appendix D; Appendix L). While P9 found it easier to befriend
Danes once he began working for a Danish company, P1 doubted whether anything she could do,
even learning Danish, would make it easier for her to enter a social circle. Similarly, P5 found it
difficult to interact with Danes in social settings, as they “have a lack of curiosity or a lack of
opening themselves up to hear other people’s stories,” and expressed:

You’re never totally accepted. You are seen as something different. And my name is very
difficult to pronounce, which makes it also more difficult. But I don't give up. And I try
to be open and tell about myself and my background, and then it becomes easier. But you
are always different. (Appendix H, p. 61)

This aligns with P1’s doubts, indicating that, as an immigrant, inclusion from Danish society
may be an ongoing struggle if one is perceived as different. While P3 and P8 did not describe
difficulty befriending Danes, they each dealt with their own struggles when they first moved to
Denmark. P3 expressed that “the system was not set up for [her]” and that “coming from the U.S.
into Denmark, that made it like impossible to get into university and it’s still a struggle,”
suggesting that the bureaucratic side of moving to Denmark can get in the way of settling into
Danish society (Appendix F, p. 34). P8 struggled to find a job, working part-time jobs until she
began learning Danish, and stated, “I was literally so depressed that I’'m educated, but I’'m not
getting a job,” indicating that a certain level of integration is required to find a job in Denmark,
to then further integrate into society (Appendix K, p. 101). All second-generation participants,
with the exception of P7, did not mention any difficulty in being part of Danish society, possibly
due to having lived in Denmark for most, if not all, of their life, meaning that they can speak the
language, have established friend groups, and know the cultural norms—they exhibit the Danish
habitus that grants them inclusion in society. P7 described his struggles in feeling part of Danish
society and stated:

I have to be careful, maybe, of what I say. And I can’t really say my opinion because then
people will interpret it wrong or something. It can, for example, be in the nightlife that I
can’t get in some places because there might be people in there who look like me, and

maybe there’s a maximum limit on how many are allowed to be in there. And then you’re
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shut out of society. [...] the older you get, the more you can see, ‘Okay, there are some
things, as another ethnic background, that you have to fight a bit harder.” That could be
with jobs when you’ve graduated, because you have a certain name and have to apply to
more places and write more applications.?? (Appendix J, p. 87)

These reflections suggest deeper societal issues of discrimination, making it more difficult for
non-ethnic Danes to feel part of society as they are judged by their skin color and name—
superficial elements that do not represent one’s values, character, or way of living. Throughout
the interview, P7 raised the question of whether society expected non-ethnic Danes to integrate
or assimilate (Appendix J). He concluded that, in current times, he felt that it was assimilation,
indicating the extent to which non-ethnic Danes are expected to absorb Danish culture wholly. If
this is a wider-spread opinion, however, this would mean that there are thousands who will never
be fully accepted in Danish society based on appearance alone.

Aside from the struggle to feel part of Danish society, several participants expressed the
need to put in more effort than ethnic Danes to be as Danish as possible. P7 stated there being
higher criteria for non-ethnic Danes to be Danish and that he does not feel as an equal in society,
even though he was born and raised in Denmark (Appendix J). P4 also expressed:

I think that when you come [to Denmark], if you want to integrate and maybe have a
calm life, then you actually have to give it not just 100%, but 150%. [...] If you choose
Denmark, then you have to choose it with everything you’ve got. You can’t just say,
‘OK, I want to live in Denmark,’ but keep thinking, ‘I have my own country that is

better.” If your country is much better, then take your things and go back. [...] You can’t

22 Original text: "Og at jeg skal passe pa, sadan, méaske hvad jeg siger. Og kan ikke rigtig sige i min holdning fordi
sa fortolker folk det forkert eller et eller andet. Det kan f.eks. vere i nattelivet, at jeg ikke kan komme ind pa nogle
bestemte steder, fordi at der er nogen, der maske er derinde, som der ligner mig, og der méske er en maks pa et eller
andet antal, som der ma vare derinde. Og sé bliver man sé lukket ud af samfundet. [...] jo @ldre man bliver, s& kan
man sa se, okay, der er nogle ting, som anden etnisk baggrund, at man skal lige keempe lidt hérdere. Det kan vare
med jobs nar man er feerdiguddannet, fordi man har et bestemt navn og skal sege flere steder og lave flere
ansegninger.” Translation by the authors.
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choose Denmark half-heartedly. You either choose it wholly and try to integrate, or you
don’t. (Appendix G, p. 51)

This suggests that an “all or nothing” mentality is needed when integrating into Danish society,
and that one will struggle to feel Danish if one holds onto their home country and the cultural
norms that follow. This aligns with P9’s experience of integrating into Danish society, where he
“tried to adapt as much as possible to work, learn a language, go to the army, make Danish
friends,” spread “the Danish way to do things” among his friends, and “always have [...] a good
speech about Denmark” (Appendix L, p. 126). This presentation of himself illustrates what can
be categorized as a “good Danish citizen,” where one contributes to society, spreads Danish
values, and speaks only positively of the nation. Being of Danish-Tunisian background, P9
further expressed, ... you have to let, say, the Danish part take over a little bit on the Tunisian,”
suggesting that for non-ethnic Danes living in Denmark, one must be more Danish than any other
culture in order to feel included in society (Appendix L, p. 127).

A recurrent theme in the discussion of integration was that the participants with children
found it easier to integrate into society through their children. P4 described it being easier to
learn Danish with the help of her son as he went to school, as they both began from zero
(Appendix G). PS5 also expressed that she felt her mindset and approach to living in Denmark had
to change when she got pregnant (Appendix H). She stated that when her kids began in school, it
served as a catalyst to become more involved; she volunteered at the school, became a board
member, and helped organize social events. PS5 further described that “the volunteer work is a
really good key” to taking an active role in society, which suggests that children allow for a
natural and possibly more effortless means to integrate into Danish society (Appendix H, p. 62).
Similarly, P8 expressed, “... having kids, it really mattered, like going to school events and things
like that, bringing the food there and sitting together, having a beer or wine together. Those all
things that really helped with this belongingness,” indicating how spending time with other

parents through the school helped create a sense of community, which in turn contributed to

23 Original text: "Jeg tror, at nar man kommer hertil, altsd hvis man vil integreres og méske have et roligt liv, sé& skal
man faktisk yde ikke 100% men 150%. [...] Hvis du veelger Danmark til, s& skal du veelge den med alt hvad du har.
Du kan ikke bare sige “OK Jeg vil gerne bo i Danmark, men hele tiden tenke pa, at jeg har mit eget land, som er
meget bedre” hvis dit eget land, det er meget bedre, tager dine ting og du skal rejse tilbage. [...] Du kan ikke valge
Danmark med halvhjertet. Enten vaelger du det helt og forseger at integrere dig, ellers gor du det ikke.” Translation
by the authors.
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feelings of national belonging (Appendix K, p. 104). Although P1 did not have kids, she still
acknowledged the impact it has on being able to enter an otherwise closed Danish social circle:
“It's very hard to break that circle or unless you have children. ... If you have children, then you
can actually integrate to the parents' social circle” (Appendix D, p. 15). While the other
participants did not mention children as a factor that affects integration, this may be because they
are younger, do not have children, and are therefore not aware of their impact.

Based on the participants, non-ethnic Danes experience various struggles on the path into
Danish society, including difficulty entering Danish social circles and navigating the system, not
being able to find a job, and discrimination. Furthermore, there may be higher, or near
impossible, criteria in place to achieve full societal acceptance for non-ethnic Danes than ethnic
Danes. Having children, however, helps the integration process and provides a community that
fosters a sense of belonging to Danish society, whether through involvement at the school or by

entering parent social circles.
4.1.4. The Danish Identity

Danish culture can be characterized in several ways according to the participants, the
most notable elements including its homogeneous nature and the mutual understanding of the
Danish way of living. There is a shared sense of Danish culture among participants in that there
is the Danish way of, for example, eating, socializing, and thinking, and there is the non-Danish
way. To feel a sense of belonging to Danish society, a critical aspect involves embodying
Danishness and embracing a habitus that aligns with the Danish culture in order to create a
feeling of unity (Hall, 1989, p. 69). If one lies outside the cultural norms and Danish habitus,
however, one may feel excluded from society and be labeled the Other, as it sets one apart from
the usual Danish way of living and behaving. One of the consequences of behaving outside
cultural norms can be seen in P1’s experience of discrimination, where she was yelled at by a
neighbor because she put flyers on her apartment door to raise awareness about a situation in her
home country (Appendix D). As per multiple participants’ understanding of Danish culture as
closed, the act of bringing foreign issues to light in a private area, such as inside one’s apartment
building, can be perceived as an intrusion. In order to avoid exclusion from society, Danish
citizens with another ethnic background may feel the need to embrace Danish culture wholly to

both feel and be recognized as Danish. This is expressed by P9, who feels the need to let the
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Danish side of him “take over” as he lives in Denmark (Appendix L). In this way, non-ethnic
Danes can deliberately try to change their habitus, such as values or mentality, to fit Danish
standards (Maton, 2014, pp. 51-52). This can be seen through P7, who feels the need to alter his
behavior in public in order to blend in with others (Appendix J). He still, however, experiences
instances of discrimination based on his appearance—a trait he cannot change. This suggests that
while habitus can be modified to gain a sense of national belonging, there are other barriers that
can stand in the way.

The missing piece to belonging is symbolic capital, offering non-ethnic Danes the stamp
of legitimacy recognized by ethnic Danes that allows them to be seen as one of “us” rather than
“them” (Bourdieu, 1986, as cited in Bourdieu, 1989, p. 17). While having a Danish passport
allows one to be legally recognized as a citizen by the state, it does not have the same
recognition of legitimacy in the eyes of society—citizenship status is not enough for belonging.
Based on participants’ experiences, the most prominent symbolic capital that non-ethnic Danes
can possess for external recognition is the Danish language and appearance. The importance of
language was mentioned by all first- and 2.5 generation participants—individuals who grew up
outside of Denmark and faced the challenges of learning Danish when they moved to Denmark.
Speaking Danish was regarded by the majority of participants as a prerequisite into Danish
society, opening doors to greater job opportunities, connecting with ethnic Danes, and
understanding the context of everyday interactions. By obtaining the cultural capital of speaking
the Danish language, this knowledge further translates to symbolic capital as it allows one full
entry to participate in society and the ability to communicate with Danes in one’s personal and
professional spheres. Furthermore, by speaking Danish, non-ethnic Danes gain the opportunity to
shape their representation among the communities they take part in (Hall, 1997, p. 16). By
representing an individual who contributes to society, makes an effort to integrate, and aligns
with Danish values, non-ethnic Danes can utilize language to help form a positive representation
of others who come from a similar background, challenging contemporary stereotypes that label
non-ethnic Danes as the Other (Hall, 1997, pp. 257-259).

While much less accessible than learning Danish, appearance can also be considered
symbolic capital through its influence on social capital. Several participants mentioned
appearance, particularly ethnic appearance, as a factor that contributes to being recognized as

Danish. P9 even pointed out that individuals should avoid telling others that they are Danish
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when they look Arab, suggesting that one cannot be both—the two are mutually exclusive
(Appendix L). With ethnic appearance having an influence on the amount of social capital and
degree of recognition non-ethnic Danes can gain from society, obtaining a full sense of
belonging, where the individual both feels and is recognized as Danish, suddenly becomes out of
reach for those of Middle Eastern or Asian descent, or for that matter, anyone with a skin tone
that is not white. This suggests that Denmark is an exclusive society, where only those of
Scandinavian or Western descent are perceived as legitimate, even if one speaks Danish, adopts
Danish values, and participates in society.

While participants’ descriptions of Danish culture overlap in various aspects, there are
also individual differences in what makes them feel Danish. While some second-generation
participants perceive Danish culture as a feeling of unity, others like P2 and P7 consider
Danishness as having roots in Denmark, particularly having been born and/or raised in Denmark
(Appendix E; Appendix J). Then there are others, like P4, who consider holding specific
dispositions or practices, such as food, values, and mindset, allow one to be Danish (Appendix
G). The majority of participants express feeling Danish, and considering the differences in
opinions in what it means to be Danish, this aligns with the notion of the Danish identity as being
a shared feeling and with nuances according to the definition of Danishness (Hall, 1989, pp. 72-
73). In other words, one can feel Danish and identify as Danish yet for different reasons. There
are other ways to define Danishness than previously mentioned, however, which can be seen
through P7’s experience of racial discrimination and exclusion in the nightlife, indicating that
ethnic Danes may perceive Danishness as being dependent on ethnic appearance (Appendix J).
As such, depending on who is defining what it means to be Danish, one can both be and not be
Danish at the same time (Hall, 1989, pp. 72-73). Non-ethnic Danes may feel Danish yet possibly
in a different way than ethnic Danes because of the near impossible criteria to achieve full
societal inclusion. This may be due to contemporary political discourse influencing the symbolic
capital needed for non-ethnic Danes to “be” Danish, shaping the collective societal narrative and

definition of the shared Danish culture (Hall, 1989, p. 69).

4.2. Sense of National Belonging

The second theme of the analysis focuses on the participants’ sense of national belonging

to Denmark. The subthemes delve into the politicians’ representation of immigrants, the
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participants’ struggle for recognition, and identity negotiation. The concluding chapter explores
the sense of national belonging in the theoretical context of Hall and Bourdieu, as well as

providing perspectives on how Danish nationalism and political discourse influences belonging.
4.2.1. Representation of Immigrants

The representation of immigrants in Danish society shapes not only how non-ethnic
Danes are perceived by others, but also their own sense of identity and national belonging.
Participants in this study, regardless of generation, frequently expressed feelings and experiences
of misrepresentation within society, which they primarily believed to stem from political
discourse. They argued that politicians, through strict immigration politics and often harsh
rhetoric, contribute to the construction of a generalized and stereotypical image of all immigrants
and foreigners. As P4 stated, “generally, as a foreigner during political debates, you are met with
prejudice,”?* (Appendix G, p. 51) which is an observation P3 elaborated on: “it's just the general
attitude from some parties that make me worried” (Appendix F, p. 37). Several participants
further described this discourse as self-reinforcing, where political messaging both reflects and
amplifies existing public attitudes. P6 observed this dynamic as a combination of political
positioning and ongoing discourse that continue to create negative perceptions. She explained,
“... I also know that it’s because many Danes want a stricter immigration policy, but I also feel
that it comes from politicians constantly talking about it and making it a bigger problem than it
actually is”?° (Appendix I, p. 79). In this sense, political discourse is not only seen as a reflection
of public opinion but also as actively shaping and intensifying it. This relationship was also
expressed by P10, who highlighted how political rhetoric influences public perception through
emotional framing:

... if [politicians] go around saying that everything will be fine, then [Danes] also feel
like everything will be fine. And if [politicians] say it’s just chaos, [immigrants]

destroying everything, then of course [Danes] get scared. I mean, that’s natural, but we

24 Original text: ”Generelt som udlanding under politiske debatter, sa bliver du madt med fordomme.” Translation
by the authors.

2 Original text: ”Men jeg ved ogsé at det er fordi der er mange danskere der ensker en mere stram
udlendingepolitik, men jeg foler ogsé at det kommer af at politikerne hele tiden snakker om det, og de gor det til et
storre problem end det faktisk er.” Translation by the authors.
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trust—well, it may be that our trust in politicians isn’t very high, but we still trust them.2¢

(Appendix M, p. 143)

Similarly, P7 and P8 identified a disconnect between political representation of immigrants and
their lived realities. P7 framed immigration politics as a form of competition of “who can carry

27 (Appendix

out the strictest immigration politics without thinking about who it actually affects
J, p. 89). In the same manner, P8 argued that “politicians are making it negative, but in the
reality, there are a lot of people who are trying to make it positive,” suggesting a lack of
differentiation between so-called “good” and “bad” citizens and pointing to a broader process of
stereotyping in political discourse (Appendix K, p. 113). Across the interviews, many
participants expressed feeling generalized and stereotyped within political debates, particularly
Muslim participants. P2, P4, P6, P7, and P10 described how they perceive the construction of a
stereotypical Muslim in political discourse, where Muslims are frequently associated with
criminal activity despite this not reflecting their reality (Appendix E; Appendix G; Appendix I;
Appendix J; Appendix M). P8 even expressed relief at not being Muslim: “And I'm so, I'm so
happy I'm not a Muslim” (Appendix K, p. 114). This indicates that representation of Muslims is
subjected to more intense and negative political discourse than other minority groups.

In addition to political discourse, several participants also identified the media as an
important factor in shaping public perceptions of minorities. P4, P6, P7, and P10 argued that
news coverage contributes to the formation of prejudice, particularly among Danes with limited
direct contact with immigrants. P4 noted, “... the news is also partly complicit in it that
sometimes things get generalized”?® (Appendix G, p. 50). Participants described how media
reporting tends to emphasize negative stories, such as criminality or unemployment, rather than
highlighting successful cases of integration. P6 expressed that these negative stories about

immigrants affect ethnic Danes and how they feel and think about immigrants, explaining that if

26 Original text: ”... hvis du ikke, hvis du gér rundt og siger, at det nok skal gé det hele, sa feler man ogsa, det nok
skal ga. Og hvis man siger, det er bare kaos, de gdelagger det hele, sé bliver man da bange. Altsa, det er jo naturligt,
men vi stoler, altsa, det kan godt veere, at vores tillid til politikere ikke er saerlig hgj, men vi stoler stadigveek pa
dem.” Translation by the authors.

27 Original text: ”... hvem der kan fore den hardeste udleendingepolitik uden at teenke pa, hvem er det, det pavirker.”
Translation by the authors.

28 Original text: ”Jeg foler at mange gange og, og nyhederne de er ogsa med til at blive medskyldige i det, at nogle
gange bliver det generaliseret.” Translation by the authors.
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Danes “only hear about [immigrants] in the news, then I can understand why people get
scared”?’ (Appendix I, p. 79). This is a view supported by P7 and P10, who believed that a lack
of personal encounters between immigrants and ethnic Danes leads them to be more frightened
by what they encounter in the news and online, which may reinforce the misperception
(Appendix J; Appendix M).

Beyond stereotyping, P6 and P10 further argued that both politicians and the media
deliberately utilize a rhetoric of fear in debates about immigration. P10 stated: “it’s a fear that
creates hatred. And that’s the best way to motivate people and get them to vote for you”*°
(Appendix M, p. 140). Similarly, P6 suggested that this strategy is deliberate, as fear is an

effective tool for political support:

[The politicians] could just as well refrain from doing it, but they choose to do it because
fear is very easy, it’s a very easy emotion to stir up in people and to get them to drive
action, so that’s why they keep talking about it all the time.*! (Appendix I, p. 79)

Overall, the participants suggested that immigration-related discourse in Denmark is
characterized by a persistent use of fear-based rhetoric, which contributes to negative perceptions
of immigrants and strengthens support for stricter immigration policies. This rhetoric is,
according to the participants, utilized by both politicians and the media, which reinforce a
stereotypical representation of immigrants in Denmark.

Beyond the use of fear-based and stereotypical rhetoric, participants noted a gradual
normalization of increasingly restrictive and radical positions on immigration within Danish
political discourse. This observation appears closely linked to the earlier identified rhetoric of
fear, as such strategies may contribute to constructing negative perceptions of minorities, while
also changing what is considered acceptable to say. In this context, participants described a
perceived movement in the boundaries of public debate, where ideas that were previously viewed

as extreme are increasingly entering mainstream political discussion. P9 expressed his concerns

29 Original text: ”... de bare kun hgrer om det i nyhederne, sé jeg kan godt forstd man bliver bange.” Translation by
the authors.

30 Original text: ”... det er en frygt, der skaber had. Og det er den bedste made at stimulere folk pa og at fa dem til at
stemme pa en.” Translation by the authors.

3 Original text: ”De kunne lige s& godt lade vaere, men de velger at gore det fordi at frygt det er en meget nemt. Det
er en meget nem folelse at vaeekke op i folk og fa dem til at tage handlingen, sa det er derfor, det er derfor de hele
tiden bliver ved med at snakke om det.” Translation by the authors.
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through the concept of the “Overton window,” explaining how political discourse can shift over
time to include positions that were once considered outside acceptable boundaries in debates. He
stated that “sometimes with these policies, you feel like [the politicians] are trying to push the
things that are outside the window inside so that we are able to talk about them” (Appendix L, p.
125). This indicates that P9 might worry that politicians actively participate in expanding the
limits of what can be publicly said about immigration. In addition to P9, P10 expressed concern
about how ongoing debates around stricter immigration politics may contribute to broader
normalization of discrimination. Reflecting on discussions about remigration, she stated that ...
then we also make it more normal in our culture and society to discriminate. Because then it’s
also legally acceptable, so why shouldn’t we just do it and accept it in the culture?”3? (Appendix
M, p. 145). Her statement highlights a concern that legal and political changes may influence
cultural norms and everyday understandings of acceptable behavior. P5 argued that in her 20
years in Denmark, the conversations about immigration have become increasingly negative. She
expressed that “Denmark has lost their identity of being open and trying to use what people come
with from other societies, the positive thing,” suggesting that she once thought Danes were more
open to new people and cultures than what is the case today (Appendix H, p. 65). In this way, the
participants’ experiences suggest that the combination of fear-based, stereotypical rhetoric and
continuous political debates on immigration contribute to a gradual normalization of more
radical positions within Danish society.

In summary, these findings illustrate that representation of immigrants is shaped by
political and media discourse, reinforcing negative stereotypes and influencing the recognition of
non-ethnic Danes in Danish society and their sense of national belonging. There is a fear among
the participants that these dynamics contribute to a normalization of increasingly radical

positions on minorities.
4.2.2. Seeking Recognition in Denmark

Seeking recognition is argued to be a fundamental need for human beings. Humans want
to be validated, recognized, and valued by others in a desire to belong to groups in society

(Baumeister & Leary, 1995). As with people in general, the participants in this study seek

32 Original text: ”... s& gor vi det ogsa mere normalt i vores kultur, og vores samfund, og diskriminerer. Altsé sadan,
fordi sé er det jo ogsa lovgivningsmassigt okay, sd hvorfor ger vi det ikke, og bare okay i kulturen.” Translation by
the authors.
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recognition from ethnic Danes. However, many participants, regardless of generation, described
encountering obstacles that make this process challenging. These obstacles often take the form of
everyday experiences of misrecognition, where participants are positioned as “not Danish”
through discrimination, assumptions, and social interactions. Several participants recalled direct
experiences of discrimination. P1, P3, P4, P5, P7, and P10 all described situations in which they
have been treated differently or unfairly (Appendix D; Appendix F; Appendix G; Appendix H;
Appendix J; Appendix M). These experiences vary in both context and intensity. P4, P5, P7, and
P10 described encounters with strangers, particularly in public spaces (Appendix G; Appendix
H; Appendix J; Appendix M). For instance, P7 described a typical night out where he was denied
entry to a nightclub “because there might be people in there who look like me, and maybe there’s
a maximum limit on how many are allowed to be in there”*} (Appendix J, p. 87). Similarly, P10
recalled experiences in nightlife settings where strangers explicitly told her that she is not Danish
(Appendix M). She partly attributed this behavior to alcohol, suggesting that people express their
opinions more directly when intoxicated. In contrast, P1 and P3 described experiencing
discriminatory behavior from people close to them. P1 recalled an incident where she was raising
awareness about a political situation in her country of origin, where her neighbor reacted
aggressively:

... actually [the neighbor] did came to yell at me like big times, multiple times and torn
posters and everything. And that was extremely negative to me and because instead of
asking me how I feel, they literally insult me, right? (Appendix D, p. 16)

This stood out as the only instance in which she recalled being directly discriminated against. P3,
on the other hand, described experiencing discrimination from her own family, where a cousin
made a joke about her appearance due to her Asian background: “Once my cousin was carrying
his niece over to me. [ was going up to them to say hi. And then he was like, ‘Look, a Chinese.’
Then he's like, ‘No, no, no. A Vietnamese... from the jungle!’” (Appendix F, p. 40). P3 had
never imagined such an encounter happening in that context and recalled, “... [ was just like,
speechless, I didn't know what to say. First of all, that was a terrible joke. And I was like,
‘Wow.” I wouldn't expect him to say that to me” (Appendix F, p. 40). Beyond personal

3 Original text: ... fordi at der er nogen, der maske er derinde, som der ligner mig, og der méske er en maks pa et
eller andet antal, som der ma vare derinde.” Translation by the authors.
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interaction, P3 also pointed to structural forms of misrecognition. She described how she
experienced the Danish education system as exclusionary when moving from the U.S.,
explaining, “I couldn't get into school because the system was not set up for me. Like coming
from the U.S. into Denmark, that made it like impossible to get into university and it's still a
struggle” (Appendix F, p. 34). She experienced this as both frustrating and upsetting, as it limited
her opportunities and sense of direction.

In addition to direct discrimination, participants described how their physical appearance
gives rise to assumptions and prejudices. Several participants expressed that not “looking
Danish” affects how they are perceived and treated. P7 recalled a situation with a teacher telling
him, “You have to really work hard and push yourself more than some of the others, because you
don’t look typical[ly Danish],”3* suggesting that appearance shapes expectations about
individuals (Appendix J, p. 87). Similarly, P9 explained that he avoids presenting himself as
Danish because of how he looks, stating that “you want to avoid saying that you're Danish and
then you look Arab,” indicating an awareness that his appearance may lead others to question his
Danish identity (Appendix L, p. 132). P10 also described situations where her appearance has led
Danes to categorize her as different. In one instance, during a birthday celebration, an older
woman commented, “So, this is how you celebrate a Danish birthday,”3* despite celebrating in
the same way (Appendix M, p. 148). She recalled, “it made me reflect that, ‘Okay, you see me as
different’3¢ (Appendix M, p. 148). In another situation, while working at the Danish hardware
store Jem & Fix, she encountered overtly racist remarks from a customer who associated her
appearance with extremism. These experiences illustrate how visual markers can trigger
stereotyping and exclusion in everyday interactions. At the same time, some participants
reflected on how appearance can also shape experiences in more positive ways. P5 noted that
being a white American has given her certain privileges in Denmark, while P3 believed that
being half-white means she is not always perceived as an immigrant in the same way as others
(Appendix H; Appendix F). P3 observed that negative discourse about immigrants often targets

Middle Eastern refugees and acknowledged that she “wouldn't be able to say the same for my

3% Original text: “Du bliver nedt til at knokle og arbejde hérdere end nogle af de andre, fordi du ser ikke sidan
almindelig ud.” Translation by the authors.

3 Original text: ”Na, det er sddan, man holder dansk fedselsdag.” Translation by the authors.

36 Original text: ... skulle jeg ogsa lige reflektere over ‘ndr, okay, du tror, jeg er anderledes.”” Translation by the
authors.
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other, like, non-white friends here,” indicating that she believes non-white immigrants are more
likely to be excluded (Appendix F, p. 41). This highlights how recognition and exclusion are
unevenly distributed along racialized lines.

Closely related to these assumptions are experiences where participants are perceived as
not belonging due to language. Some participants described situations in which people assume
they do not speak Danish based only on their appearance. P6 explained that people often
approach her in English, which creates an internal conflict, as she is unsure whether this reflects
assumptions about her or the other person’s own language abilities (Appendix I). Similarly, P4
described how her appearance has presumably led people to avoid approaching her during
political campaigns, assuming they think she does not speak Danish (Appendix G). These
experiences further reinforce a sense of being positioned as an outsider, even in contexts where
participants are fully integrated.

Some participants also recalled experiences of a society divided by “us” and “them.” P1
explained that in other countries, people exist together as a unity like “... there's no you or us or
them kind of distinguished layers. But in Denmark it's actually quite obvious,” highlighting that
she believes there to be a clear division between Danes and immigrants (Appendix D, p. 14). P7
echoed this observation, stating that sometimes he can enter a room with a feeling of not being
welcomed due to a sphere of “us and them” (Appendix J). P5 further explained that immigrants
will always be the Other, as “you're never totally accepted. You are seen as something different,”
suggesting that there is always a distinction between ethnic Danes and immigrants regardless of
full integration (Appendix H, p. 61).

These repeated experiences of misrecognition not only shape the participants’ sense of
national belonging to Denmark but also affect how they experience being part of Danish society
and where they perceive their place within it. Several participants described an ongoing
awareness of being judged based on their background in everyday interactions, influencing how
they present themselves in public spaces. This awareness often resulted in a form of self-
monitoring, where participants adjust their behavior in anticipation of how they might be
perceived by others. P7, for instance, explained that because of his background, he feels the need
to be cautious in social situations. He described how he has to remind himself “to be careful

about what I say, and [that] I can’t really express my opinions, because people might
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misunderstand or misinterpret them”3” depending on “where I find myself in relation to who I am
around”3® (Appendix J, p. 87). This suggests that P7 is highly aware that his appearance and
background may shape how others perceive him. As a consequence, P7 expressed that he cannot
“be 100% myself, so maybe I’'m only showing about 50% of who I am, so I don’t bother anyone
or make them feel uncomfortable,”? indicating that he feels compelled to adjust his behavior in
order to be included within Danish society (Appendix J, p. 91). Similarly, P10 described a need
to actively manage how others perceive her, including a sense of having to demonstrate that she
is not a threat. She explained, “I might find myself smiling a bit extra at elderly people, just to
show them that I’'m not scary”*’ (Appendix M, p. 146). She further suggested that this is not an
isolated experience, but something many minority groups do, as they fear being judged
negatively by ethnic Danes. This reflects a broader pattern in which participants feel responsible
for countering stereotypes in everyday interactions. In line with this, P6 described how her
physical appearance creates a perceived need to prove her Danish identity. She recalled a recent
visit at Christiansborg Castle, where she felt compelled to demonstrate her linguistic and cultural
belonging:

... a Social Democratic politician was showing us around, and we were both some
international people and some Danes. And I don’t know, I just had this feeling that I
needed to show that I can speak Danish, and that I am Danish, because maybe you can’t
tell just by looking at me.*! (Appendix 1, p. 76)

She further recalled that this reaction was largely unconscious, suggesting that the need to assert

belonging has become internalized. As P7 similarly argued, “there are higher criteria for those

37 Original text: ”Jeg skal passe pa, sddan, maske hvad jeg siger. Og kan ikke rigtig sige i min holdning fordi s&
fortolker folk det forkert eller et eller andet.” Translation by the authors.

38 Original text: ”... hvor jeg befinder mig i forhold til, hvem jeg er rundt omkring.” Translation by the authors.

39 Original text: ”Jeg kan jo ikke vaere mig 100%, sa det er sddan maske, at jeg er 50% af mig, det er det, som der er,
folk ser, for at jeg skal ikke genere, eller gore folk utryg...” Translation by the authors.

40 Original text: ”Jeg kan godt finde p4, at smile lidt ekstra til eeldre mennesker, bare fordi, jeg vil gerne vise dem,
jeg er altsa ikke scary...” Translation by the authors.

41 Original text: ”For nylig besagte jeg Christiansborg. [...] der var en socialdemokratisk politiker, der viste os rundt,
og vi var sammen med bade nogle, som var internationale, og nogen som var danskere, og sé& det ved jeg ikke. S&
havde jeg bare en folelse af, at jeg var nedt til at vise, at jeg kunne godt finde ud af dansk. Og jeg er dansker, fordi
det kan man maske ikke se, nar man kigger pa mig.” Translation by the authors.
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with a different ethnic background to be considered Danish,”*?

which may explain why
participants like P6 feel an additional pressure to prove themselves (Appendix J, p. 87). This
sense of heightened expectation is echoed by several participants, who described making extra
efforts to secure recognition and inclusion. P4 stated that, “if you want to integrate and maybe
have a calm life, then you actually have to give not just 100%, but 150%,”# highlighting the
pressure to exceed normative expectations (Appendix G, p. 51). At the same time, she
emphasized her own sense of belonging, explaining that she feels Danish through her everyday
practices: “all my traditions, the way I live, it’s very Danish. I eat Danish food every single day. I
don’t bring meatballs with me when I travel, but I feel Danish”* (Appendix G, p. 52). However,
her statement also reflects a frustration that this self-identification is not always recognized by
others. P9 also explained how expectations from Danish society shape one’s behavior, leading

individuals to adapt in order to avoid negative judgement. He explained:

I tried to adapt as much as possible to work, learn a language, go to the army, make
Danish friends. Also... yeah, to me, this is personal, but also spread, kind of between my
friends, the Danish way to do things, and yeah, to always have like a, like a good speech
about Denmark, never something negative, because then it just compounds, right?
(Appendix L, p. 126)

This indicates that the anticipation of judgement can lead to sustained efforts to align with
cultural norms, both in behavior and in expression.

Altogether, these experiences suggest that the emotional impact of misrecognition
extends beyond feelings of exclusion, shaping how participants act, speak, and present

themselves in their efforts to be recognized as part of Danish society.

42 Original text: ”Der bliver stillet sterre krav til anden etnisk baggrund for at vaere dansker.” Translation by the
authors.

43 Original text: ”... hvis man vil integreres og maske have et roligt liv, s& skal man faktisk yde ikke 100% men
150%.” Translation by the authors.

a4 Original text: ”Alle mine traditioner altsa den méde, jeg lever pé det, det, det danske mader, altsé jeg spiser dansk
mad, hver eneste dag. Jeg tager ikke frikadeller med pé rejsen, men jeg, jeg foler mig dansker.” Translation by the
authors.

53



4.2.3. Identity Negotiation

Besides experiences of misrepresentation and misrecognition, the participants further
described identity as something that is continuously negotiated in relation to their sense of
national belonging. A central aspect of this negotiation is an ongoing questioning of where they
belong. This questioning appeared differently across generations, primarily due to differences in
background and life experiences. For the first- and 2.5 generation participants, this uncertainty
seems to be rooted in having lived in another country prior to Denmark, while for second-
generation participants, it is more closely tied to a lack of recognition within Danish society.

Among the first- and 2.5 generation participants, they often described a sense of being
caught between two or more countries when reflecting on their identity. P3, for instance,
explained how her identity shifted after moving from the U.S.: “In the U.S., I'm not an
immigrant, but I'm surrounded by immigrants. And so I know the value. And then here I am an
immigrant” (Appendix F, p. 39). This shift highlights how her sense of identity changes
depending on context, and how a lack of recognition in Denmark contributes to a feeling of
being positioned as the Other. Similarly, P8 described difficulties in aligning her identity across
contexts. She explained:

Whenever I visit India, my family back there, I just don't feel we are on the same page.
There are so many things which I have [...] ['ve changed in so many ways. [...] and when
I come to Denmark, like I just don't feel like I'm totally Dane because I have some things
from India. So actually I’'m nowhere. (Appendix K, p. 108)

This illustrates how she experiences a lack of full belonging in both countries, as her identity
does not fully align with either culture, contributing to a sense of uncertainty about her national
identity. P9 expressed a similar experience, stating that in Tunisia he is perceived as Danish,
while in Denmark he is seen as Tunisian: ... in Tunisia, I would be considered the Dane. People
would call me the Dane. And then when I came to Denmark, people are like ‘the Tunisian’”
(Appendix L, p. 130). This reinforces a sense of not fully belonging anywhere, as identity is
constantly defined by external perceptions. In contrast, P5 described a different development,
where her sense of belonging has shifted away from her country of origin. Due to political

tensions in the U.S., she expressed a desire to distance herself from her American identity:

54



I've lost my desire to go back to America and...with everything being on [the] internet
the way it is, you can be followed by anyone, anywhere, on the net, on your political
thoughts. And I'd like to get out of the... get away from America and the focus on me
generally. (Appendix H, p. 65)

She even expressed considering giving up her American citizenship, indicating that her sense of
belonging has shifted more firmly toward Denmark. Overall, for the first- and 2.5 generation
participants, questioning their belonging seems to stem from internal reflections shaped by
experiences living in another country.

For the second-generation participants, however, the questioning of identity appears to be
more closely linked to external experiences of misrecognition. While many participants identify
as Danish, this perception is challenged by how they are perceived by others. P7 described this as
an evolving realization: “I’ve always said that I feel Danish, but that I’'m not Danish. And that’s
something that’s developed over time because of what’s happening in politics and the way
society looks at refugees and people with a different ethnic background”* (Appendix J, p. 86).
Similarly, P10 reflected that her national identity has changed over time, stating that it has
become more affected by public perception, leading her to question: ... okay, am I Danish
enough?”*® (Appendix M, p. 136). P6 expressed the same experiences, questioning her Danish
identity especially in relation to political debates and potential future evaluations of citizenship
(Appendix I). These reflections suggest that for the second-generation participants, identity
questioning is closely tied to a lack of recognition from the surrounding society.

In extension of this uncertainty, the participants across the generations described
experiencing a split between cultures. Many expressed feeling that they belong to more than one
cultural identity yet are not fully included in either. P2 described this as a ... feeling of being

2947

kind of stuck between two cultures all the time,”*’ explaining that she never feels fully part of

45 Original text: ”Jeg har jo altid sagt, jeg foler mig som en dansker. Men at jeg ikke er dansker. Og det, det er
kommet lidt hen over tiden, pa grund af, at det der sker i politik, og hvordan samfundet sddan ser pa flygtninge med
folk med anden etnisk baggrund.” Translation by the authors.

46 Original text: ”... okay, er jeg dansk nok?” Translation by the authors.

47 Original text: ”... folelse med sédan, at man er meget sadan mellem to kulturer hele tiden.” Translation by the
authors.
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one place, despite feeling very Danish (Appendix E, p. 27). Similarly, P6 explained how others’
perceptions contribute to this feeling:

... when I was younger, I was unsure about what I was and when I talked to some of my
friends who also come from other places, if I said I was Danish, they’d say, “No, you’re
not.” And sometimes my family would also say that I’m also Somali, but I also grew up
in Denmark... and I do feel Danish.*® (Appendix I, p. 82)

This highlights how identity is not only self-defined but also shaped by how others perceive one.
P7 expressed a similar struggle, explaining that he does not fully identify as either Danish or
Somalian, but rather as a combination of both, which makes it difficult to define a singular
cultural identity (Appendix J). P10 echoed this by describing herself as both Danish and Afghan,
depending on the context and who she was around (Appendix M). For some, this duality also
involves adjusting which cultural identity is emphasized. P9 explained that although he still
identifies as Tunisian, he needs to let some of it go because “... in a society where it's way less
likely to find Tunisian Danes, you have to let, say, the Danish part take over a little bit on the
Tunisian” (Appendix L, p. 127). This illustrates how identity negotiation is influenced by the
social context, and where certain aspects of cultural identity are prioritized over others.

This process of navigating between cultures is further reflected in the participants’
descriptions of code-switching in everyday life. Several participants explained how they adjust
their behavior, language, and even personality depending on the social setting. P10 stated that
she shifts between cultures depending on the setting and how included she feels:

I also think that what you learn as someone with a different ethnic background is that you

have to switch a lot. Because you’re navigating between two cultures, you end up

48 Original text: ”... da jeg var yngre var jeg, var jeg usikker pa hvad jeg var, og nar jeg, jeg snakkede med nogle
mine venner som ogsd kommer fra andre steder. Og sa nar, hvis jeg har sagt jeg er dansk siger de "Nej, det er du
ikke.” Der har min méske familie nogle gange ogsa sagt at, jeg jo ogsa er somalier, men jeg er jo ogsé vokset op i
Danmark...jeg foler mig jo ogsa dansk.” Translation by the authors.
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changing your behavior a bit and sometimes even your personality.*” (Appendix M, p.
136)

She further explained, “Sometimes I don’t feel Danish either. Because then I don’t feel like I’'m
part of the community, and I might feel more like I belong to the Afghan community and feel

more Afghan,”>’

suggesting that identity is not fixed but continuously adapted in response to
social inclusion and exclusion (Appendix M, p. 135).

Finally, identity negotiation is also apparent in how the participants linguistically position
themselves in relation to Danish society. Several participants made use of pronouns such as
“we/l” and “you” when describing social situations, distinguishing between themselves and
ethnic Danes. However, it can be argued that the participants made use of “you” to describe or
talk about Danes because the interviewers were Danish and the participants therefore spoke
directly to the interviewers when referring to Danes. Nonetheless, P1 often referred to ethnic
Danes using “you,” as in “... you always have the flags on and it's, it's, it's a pride and you're
actually very protective,” indicating a subtle distancing from the group she described (Appendix
D, p. 18). This may be P1’s way of placing herself in an outside group of non-ethnic Danes. P4
also used “you” when explaining Danish behaviors, suggesting that she does not fully identify
herself as part of that group (Appendix G). These linguistic patterns reflect how participants
position themselves in relation to a perceived “us versus them” dynamic.

These findings illustrate that cultural identity among participants is not experienced as
fixed, but as something continuously negotiated across contexts, shaped by both internal
reflections and external processes of recognition and exclusion versus inclusion. It is further
illustrated that the participants experience a cultural play within the Danish cultural identity, as

they feel Danish and not Danish at the same time.

49 Original text: ”Jeg tror ogsa, det man leerer som anden etnisk, det er, at man skal skifte rigtig meget. Fordi man
har to kulturer, man skal navigere imellem. S& man skifter ogsa lidt personlighed, en gang imellem.” Translation by
the authors.

>0 Original text: "Nogle gange foler jeg mig heller ikke dansk. Fordi sé foler jeg mig ikke en del af fellesskabet og
sé foler jeg mig méske mere en del af det afghanske fellesskab og foler jeg mig mere afghansk.” Translation by the
authors.
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4.2.4. National Belonging in a Political Context

National belonging to Denmark can be understood in many ways depending on who is
asked. According to the participants, there are factors that provide a sense of national belonging,
but also other factors that make the connection to Danish society difficult to obtain fully. When
exploring the participants’ sense of national belonging, the findings suggest that politicians and
the media especially contribute to rhetoric that cause minorities to feel labeled as the Other.
Furthermore, it suggests that even second-generation non-ethnic Danes experience a reduced
sense of inclusion due to the way immigrants are represented in political discourse and media
coverage.

These experiences appear to stem largely from the representation of immigrants in
Denmark, which the majority of participants perceived as heavily influenced by politicians’
representation through rhetoric and language. The participants frequently explained that
politicians use stereotypical rhetoric to shape society’s perception of immigrants. Such
representation reduces individuals to simplified and essentialized characteristics that generalize
the entire group while also creating an “us versus them” distinction (Hall, 1997, pp. 257-259).
Most participants particularly pointed to right-wing politicians as using stereotypical and/or
discriminatory language when discussing immigrants. The party most frequently mentioned was
DF, which, according to the participants, often uses stereotypical language to describe
immigrants and foreigners.

At DF’s annual meeting in 2025, party leader Morten Messerschmidt delivered a speech
in which he repeatedly referred to immigrants through stereotypical framings (Danske Taler,
2025). Among other things, he claimed that Palestinian asylum seekers are often criminals, that
Iraqi immigrants frequently receive early retirement benefits, and that Muslim immigration had
increased significantly under Prime Minister Mette Frederiksen. He also argued that the previous
government had invited ISIS fighters back to Denmark. Such statements construct minority
groups as threats to Danish society and reduce them to narrow negative characteristics. In this
way, immigrants are represented as criminals, burdens on the welfare state, or culturally
incompatible with Danish society (Danske Taler, 2025). Participants further referred to campaign
material used by DF during the 2026 General Election. As P10 recalled, the party distributed

posters stating: “63% of 30- to 59-year-old Lebanese women live off your money. Should we do
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something about it?”>! (Appendix M; Bjern, 2026). This framing creates a stereotyped
understanding of Lebanese women as exploiters of the welfare state and reinforces a distinction
between “them,” who receive welfare benefits, and “us,” who sustain the welfare system. It can
be argued that DF strategically uses this exact example, because it refers to a central idea in
Danish nationalism, namely welfare reciprocity (Rytter, 2019, pp. 686-678). When DF
emphasizes immigrants as economic burdens to the welfare state, such rhetoric contributes to
maintaining minority groups in a position of negative perception and social exclusion among
ethnic Danes.

Such stereotypical representations further function as a way of maintaining social order
by defining who belongs and who does not belong within society (Hall, 1997, pp. 257-259). This
tendency can also be identified in statements made by politicians outside DF. Former member of
Borgernes Parti, Nadja Natalie Isaksen, argued that fellow politician Samira Nawa was not a
“real Dane,” stating that “a cat does not become a horse just because it was born in a horse
stable”>? (Metz, 2026). Although directed at an individual politician, such statements may also
affect second-generation non-ethnic Danes more broadly, as Isaksen implied that being born and
raised in Denmark is not sufficient to be recognized as Danish. Similarly, Borgernes Parti
politician Rasmus Munch Sendergaard recently argued that Danishness is genetic and can even
be measured through the ability to tolerate lactose because of historic ties (Nikolajsen, 2026).
While these statements are not stereotypical in the traditional sense, they reflect exclusionary
rhetoric that positions certain groups outside Danish cultural identity. The politicians’ use of
representation can therefore be understood as a process that positions some groups above others
within society. In this case, ethnic Danes are positioned above immigrants and foreigners,
creating power relations that allow stereotypical representations to persist. Through symbolic
power, politicians are able to shape social reality by defining which forms of capital, identities,
and culture are considered legitimate. As a result, the politicians can symbolically exclude
minorities and create a hierarchy in Danish society. Background, ethnicity, or religion may
become markers that position some non-ethnic Danes outside the boundaries of full national

belonging.

31 Original text: ”63% af 30 til 59-arige libanesiske kvinder lever af dine penge. SKAL VI GORE NOGET VED
DET?” Translation by the authors.

32 Original text: ”En kat bliver ikke en hest, bare fordi den er fodt i en hestestald.” Translation by the authors.
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This symbolic power also enables politicians to influence the habitus within Danish
society, as they can shape individuals’ understanding of and interaction with the social world
(Bourdieu, 1990, as cited in Maton, 2014, p. 50). It can therefore be argued that political
discourse surrounding immigration has influenced how ethnic Danes perceive immigrants and
minorities, which may help explain why several participants experience discrimination and/or
exclusion in everyday life. Likewise, some second-generation participants describe how their
understanding of themselves has changed over time as they have become more aware of political
debates and societal attitudes, leading them to adjust their own behavior and habitus in order to
fit Danish norms.

Through symbolic power and representation, politicians also gain influence over the
construction of Danish cultural identity. Cultural identity is not only shaped by shared history
and culture, but also by contemporary relations of power. Politicians therefore play a role in
defining what is considered “Danish” and who can legitimately belong to the national
community. This allows them to position non-ethnic Danes outside Danish national identity,
despite Hall’s argument that cultural identities can contain internal differences and diversity
(Hall, 1989, pp.72-73). It is important to note that even though non-ethnic Danes are positioned
outside Danish cultural identity by politicians, it does not necessarily mean that they do not
belong to Danish cultural identity, as the cultural play allows non-ethnic Danes to mix cultural
identities. The explanation of why non-ethnic Danes are positioned outside Danish cultural
identity by politicians may be found in Danish nationalism, where right-wing nationalist parties
often construct ethnic Danes as the indigenous people of Denmark, thereby legitimizing their
claim to define who truly belongs within the nation (Rytter, 2019, pp. 688—689).

Taken together, these findings suggest that misrepresentation, lack of recognition,
symbolic power, and Danish nationalism contribute to making national belonging difficult for
non-ethnic Danes to fully achieve. Since habitus influences one’s sense of belonging, individuals
who do not possess the forms of habitus recognized as legitimate within Danish society may
experience difficulties obtaining full national belonging (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 241). At the same
time, belonging is not only determined externally but also shaped by inner feelings of attachment
and identification. While political discourse may exclude non-ethnic Danes , many participants
still describe an internal sense of belonging to Denmark. In this regard, second-generation

participants especially describe Danishness as a feeling, whereas first-generation participants
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more often connect belonging to external forms of recognition, knowing the Danish language,

and following cultural norms.

4.3. Repercussions of Contemporary Political Discourse on Immigration

The contemporary political discourse on immigration in Denmark does not go unnoticed
by non-ethnic Danes, and although they are not necessarily the intended targets of the debates,
non-ethnic Danes experience repercussions. According to the participants, there is a
misrepresentation of immigrants in Danish politics which impacts how they feel when

29 ¢¢

encountering these debates. The participants used words such as “Islamophobic,” “xenophobic,”

29 ¢¢

“racist,” “going bananas,” and “alienating” to describe the political discourse on immigrants,
which all can be categorized as negatively charged (Appendix E; Appendix F; Appendix J;
Appendix M). The term “going bananas” also indicates a degree of chaos. Several participants
expressed feeling personally attacked by the stereotype-filled debates often carried out by the
media and politicians, such as P2: “When you are a foreigner yourself and you are a Muslim
yourself, it can also feel very direct, very personal, when you are in that position”*? (Appendix E,
p. 25). She further explained how this discussion makes her feel alienated and emphasized that
she is Danish and not how the politicians portray Muslims. P4 echoed this feeling, stating that
she is not like the immigrants the politicians talk about, that she knows who she is, and that
“[she] is not the same type,”>* but that the stereotyped remarks still affect her (Appendix G, p.
50). By exclaiming that she is not the “same type” as the stereotyped representation of
immigrants, this adds an element of Othering within Othering. While politicians have created an
Other, the criminal immigrants, through their discourse, which has become generalized to
representing all immigrants and non-ethnic Danes, this has led to the differentiation between the
“good” and the “bad” within these groups. While P4 is an immigrant, she differentiates herself
from other immigrants, the “bad” immigrants, indicating a reinforcement of the stereotyped
representations while shifting the Other as being all immigrants to the Other being criminal

immigrants. Similar to P4, P6, P7, and P10 also described feeling personally targeted by the

>3 Original text: ”Nar man selv er udlaeendinge og man selv er muslim, s kan det ogsa bare sddan, meget virke,
sadan, meget direkte til en selv, nar man ogsé er sddan.” Translation by the authors.

o Original text: ”Og jeg ved, at jeg ikke den samme type.” Translation by the authors.
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political discourse on immigrants, indicating that first- and second-generation Danes alike are
affected on a personal level (Appendix I; Appendix J; Appendix M).

Among the majority of participants, the general tone included feelings of sadness,
depression, hopelessness, worry, and frustration when speaking of the immigration debate, yet
also luck and gratefulness. Multiple first-generation participants reflected on whether these
debates would lead to them leaving Denmark. P1 stated:

... this kind of discussion is a bit discouraging and, and in a way it's also quite negative
that I would sometimes think whether I should still be here... I don't want to be in a place

that I constantly need to prove myself to be valuable to you, like to the country.
(Appendix D, p. 11)

She further expressed, ... if people don't accept me of who I am, then I actually will leave”
(Appendix D, p. 21). Similarly, P3 also expressed that the political discourse “doesn’t make [her]
want to leave yet,” as she is used to similar debates in the U.S. (Appendix F, p. 38). This
suggests that while she does not currently feel too affected by the immigration debates, if it
begins to impact her negatively, then she would consider leaving as well. While none of the
second-generation participants expressed any thoughts of leaving Denmark, it may be because
they do not hold dual citizenship (with the exception of P2) and therefore do not view moving to
another country as a solution to their struggles. Instead, they reacted differently to their feelings
of frustration, hopelessness, and worry. P10 stated that she has argued multiple times with
strangers she has disagreed with about immigration on nights out, explaining, “I really feel that I
have a responsibility. I need to tell them, ‘It isn’t true what you’re saying,””>> and that she takes
on the discussion every time it comes up (Appendix M, p. 138). P7, on the other hand, expressed
doubt and hopelessness in that he himself could make a difference:

It’s not because I don’t want to, but it’s just that if I went out to demonstrations and did
something, does it make any difference? Will it change anything? [...] the direction in

which the debate is currently going, it just feels like a hopeless battle. [...] We don’t feel

33 Original text: "Men igen, jeg foler virkelig, at jeg har et ansvar. Altsé for at fortelle dem, det er sgu ikke sandt,
det du siger.” Translation by the authors.
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part of society, and our opinions aren’t listened to, so why should we do anything, or why
should we take part in the debate?¢ (Appendix J, pp. 96-97)

He further pointed out that it was important for him to think of his mental health in this respect,
and that he would rather keep his peace of mind and refrain from thinking too much about the
debates, facing whatever fallout may come. P6, P7, and P10 stated, either directly or indirectly,
that the political debates negatively impacted non-ethnic Danes’ sense of belonging to Denmark.
P6 expressed that she sometimes feels unwanted in Denmark when she follows along in politics
(Appendix I), and P7 directly stated, ... to call myself Danish, I maybe have a hard time saying
that right now with everything that’s happening... here at home”>’ (Appendix J, p. 88).
Furthermore, both first- and second-generation participants expressed fear, frustration, and worry
surrounding changes in citizenship policies. P10 expressed fear for what might happen to her
family members with dual citizenship, and both P4 and P8 worried about their children with
whom they immigrated to Denmark, yet who do not have citizenship (Appendix M; Appendix G;
Appendix K). P1 expressed frustration when speaking of the debate of whether citizenship for
immigrants should be renewed every five years, and P3 felt the need to be extra careful to not get
involved with the police for fear of putting her citizenship status at risk (Appendix D; Appendix
F). While several participants felt worried, some also felt lucky to have Danish citizenship. P2,
P6, and P10 expressed feeling lucky to be a Danish citizen because of how difficult it currently is
to acquire citizenship, as well as that it represents a form of protection against future citizenship
policies (Appendix E; Appendix I; Appendix M). The participants’ experiences and perspectives
indicate that the way politicians frame immigrants’ representation and their proposed policies
negatively affect non-ethnic Danish citizens’ sense of stability, safety, and belonging in
Denmark. While not directly targeted, non-ethnic Danes feel the repercussions of the political

discourse, affecting how included they feel by Danish society and the nation.

36 Original text: "Og det er jo ikke fordi, at jeg ikke har lyst, men det er jo bare mere med, at hvis man nu tager ud
og protesterer, og gor noget, har det en betydning? Altsa har det en effekt pd, om det kommer til at &ndre noget? [...]
at hvor debatten er taget hen og kerer nu, der er folelse, som om det bare sadan er en hables kamp. [...] Vi foler ikke,
at vi er en del af samfundet, og vores mening og holdning bliver ikke lyttet til, s& hvorfor skulle vi s& gere noget,
eller hvorfor skulle vi s& vere en del af debatten?" Translation by the authors.

37 Original text: ... at kalde mig dansker, det har jeg maske lidt svert ved at sige nu med alt det, der sddan foregér...
herhjemme.” Translation by the authors.
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Chapter 5: Discussion

This chapter presents the most significant findings of the study, while discussing their
meaning and contributing to the existing field of research. It further addresses possibilities for
future research based on the limitations identified in this study. Finally, the chapter explores how
the findings may be applied in practice to contribute to understandings of non-ethnic Danes’

experiences of belonging, identity, and political representation in Denmark.

5.1. Results

Based on the participants’ experiences, politicians have the power to shape the narrative
and representation of immigrants in Denmark, which affects non-ethnic Danish citizens’ sense of
belonging. To feel belonging to and be recognized by Danish society, there are certain aspects of
Danish culture that one must embody, such as cultural norms, with speaking Danish being non-
negotiable. Despite non-ethnic Danes conforming to these cultural standards, there is still a
struggle to feel part of society mainly due to discrimination and difficulty entering social circles.
While there are various ways one can feel Danish due to the subjectivity of its definition, the
participants’ experiences indicate that there are higher criteria for non-ethnic Danes than ethnic
Danes in order to feel included in society. This observation can be argued to be partly due to
Danish politicians’ negative representation of immigrants in their discourse, which includes the
use of stereotypes and fear-based rhetoric, making it difficult for non-ethnic Danes to be
recognized as Danish by ethnic Danes. The interplay between politicians’ fear-based rhetoric
about immigrants, that labels them as the Other, and non-ethnic Danes’ continuous efforts to be
included in society feeds into a negotiating and questioning of their cultural identity. While not
the intended targets, non-ethnic Danes feel a direct impact from the political discourse on
immigration and experience a negative influence on their sense of stability, safety, and belonging
in Denmark.

While these results are based on the general consensus of all participants, there is an
intersectional lens that can be applied to reveal factors of identity that affect the likelihood of
experiencing privilege and/or discrimination (Garcia, 2024). As such, a pattern was found in two
groups: second-generation participants with an Arabian background, and first-generation
participants with a non-Arabian background. Second-generation participants with an Arabian

background were more likely to experience discrimination and/or instances of exclusion from
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Danish society, as well as expressed feeling personally targeted by politicians’ statements due to
their background. Furthermore, this group was more likely to question their cultural identity,
feeling split between two cultures, possibly due not having actively chosen to grow up and live
in Denmark. These participants have spent the majority of their lives in Denmark and feel
Danish, having only experienced their parents’ home country as the “guest,” yet they are also
perceived as a guest in their own home country. In this way, they have no “true” home, causing
them to doubt where they truly belong, if anywhere. In contrast, first-generation participants with
a non-Arabian background—who in the case of this study were Indian, American,
American/Vietnamese, and Japanese/Argentinian—were more likely to be privileged in the sense
that they did not experience discrimination based on their appearance. As the nature of being first
generation means immigrants who chose to stay and become a Danish citizen, this group may be
more likely to accept that altering their habitus in alignment with the Danish habitus makes them
in and of itself more Danish. They have grown up in another country and integrated into Danish
society, which may increase the likelihood that they would accept not being fully recognized as
Danish, but a native of another country as well. While this group also felt affected by the
political discourse on immigration, they spoke more generally about immigration politics,
citizenship, and how their family might be affected, rather than feeling personally targeted. The
experiences of these two groups suggest that second-generation Danes with an Arabian
background are more likely to struggle with exclusion from society due to increasing tensions
caused by politicians' reinforcement of negative stereotypes, resulting in misrepresentation and
misrecognition within society. First-generation Danes with a non-Arabian background, however,
may be more willing to accept that they are different from ethnic Danes, with the lack of racial
discrimination making it easier to feel included in society.

While this study is unique to previous research within the field of belonging in Denmark
among immigrants and non-ethnic Danes, there is some alignment in the results of similar
studies. The results of this study is comparable to that of Valentine et al. (2009), which found
that young Somali immigrants in Denmark experienced a strong sense of not belonging due to a
lack of support and representation needed for full integration. Lack of representation among
Muslims is a mutual theme, signifying an ongoing issue in Denmark where Muslims are often
perceived as different in the eyes of ethnic Danes and excluded from society. Similarly,

Simonson (2017) found that young second-generation individuals of Middle Eastern descent
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struggled with their sense of belonging due to a lack of recognition from ethnic Danes, further
reinforcing the argument that Muslims, or individuals of Arabian background, struggle to feel
included in society due to a lack of recognition and representation. Considering the findings of
this study alongside Valentine et al. (2009) and Simonson (2017), a trend can be seen among
individuals of Arabian descent living in Denmark—misrepresentation leads to a lack of
recognition in Danish society, which affects their sense of national belonging. This study
examines the angle of political discourse, providing an understanding of how Danish politicians

contribute to the misrepresentation of minority groups in Denmark.

5.2. Future Research

Though this study offers valuable insights into how non-ethnic Danes experience national
belonging amidst a rise in immigration-related political discourse, it is important to acknowledge
its limitations. These limitations, presented in Chapter 2, create opportunities for further
research.

First, this study is limited by the participants' geographical location being in larger cities,
which may present one perspective, while exploring other geographical locations might offer
different insights. Therefore, this study leaves room for further investigation of non-ethnic
Danes' experiences in rural Denmark, as such research might provide alternative perspectives on
the experience of being a non-ethnic Dane. This is because statistics suggest notable differences
between larger cities and rural areas in terms of education and income, which may influence
traditions and habits and therefore have an impact on non-ethnic Danes' experiences of living in
Denmark (Soelberg & Magller, 2025). In the same manner, it would also be valuable to delve into
how socioeconomic status might have an impact on national belonging, as factors such as wealth
and social position could influence recognition from society. As such, non-ethnic Danes with
lower socioeconomic status might have limited access to symbolic capital as opposed to those of
a higher status, which could indicate unequal access to recognition and affect a sense of national
belonging.

Another limitation of this study is the lack of male representation, which made it difficult
to draw conclusions about potential differences between male and female non-ethnic Danes’
experiences. Consequently, this study was unable to identify significant gender-based

differences. Future research should therefore include a sample size with more balance between

66



genders to explore possible differences that may provide new findings and enhance
understanding of how gender intersects with belonging experiences.

Beyond gender differences, future research might build upon this study's generational
distinctions by exploring a broader sample size across first- and second-generation non-ethnic
Danes to draw more confident conclusions about generational differences. As this study only had
two 2.5 generation participants, it would also be valuable to include a larger sample size from
this group. As being a 2.5 generation non-ethnic Dane means having one parent that is Danish
and one that is not, the constellations of this group can vary greatly. Depending on their
background, 2.5 generation non-ethnic Danes could have been born and raised in Denmark, or
they could have been born in another country and immigrated to Denmark. The blending of the
parents’ cultures and which were expressed more at home may also influence this group’s
cultural identity. By being a generation with a biological tie to Denmark yet in varying ways,
exploring this group might provide additional insights into the nuances of national belonging.
Additionally, a more balanced sample size of participants with and without children would be
valuable, as this study indicates that children play a significant role in facilitating integration into
Danish society.

While these recommendations focus on non-ethnic Danes, future research could also
explore how ethnic Danes perceive the same themes. Investigating how ethnic Danes understand
Danishness, belonging to Denmark, and political discourse would allow for a comparative
analysis, leading to a more comprehensive understanding of how Danishness is constructed and

how political discourse impacts both groups.

5.3. Study Applications

The results of this study can provide a broader understanding of non-ethnic Danes’
experiences, allowing for insights into how life as a non-ethnic Dane is affected by various
factors, such as cultural expectations, brought about by political discourse. This understanding
may highlight the challenges first-generation non-ethnic Danes encounter when attempting to
enter Danish society, including language difficulties and cultural differences. By recognizing
these challenges, ethnic Danes may be better prepared to support integration into Danish society
and identify where assistance is most needed. Furthermore, highlighting the challenges second-

generation non-ethnic Danes experience living in Denmark may enable society to respond to
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specific issues and adjust social structures to ease living experiences regarding stereotyping and
discrimination.

Beyond contributing to existing research with knowledge about how non-ethnic Danes
experience living in Denmark, this study highlights the Danish political discourse on
immigration and the consequences of such rhetoric. This is important because it not only
supports and elaborates on previous studies but also sheds light on a contemporary issue of
misrepresentation in political debates. This study contributes to understanding how politicians
can influence representations within Danish society and create specific narratives about certain
minority groups that shape common perceptions. This allows for critical reflection on how
political messages and statements shape a nation, affect cultural identity and accepted forms of
capital, and impact national belonging. Such information may serve as an indicator for
understanding how inclusive versus exclusive rhetoric creates a foundation for everyday
stereotyping and discriminatory behavior that affects non-ethnic Danes' sense of national
belonging and maintains the conflict between "us versus them." By spreading awareness of such
dynamics within Danish society, it may encourage greater attention toward how political
statements and representations affect non-ethnic Danes and their position within society.
Increased awareness may further contribute to more critical judgement of political discourses,
where individuals become more likely to fact-check political statements, ensuring that opinions
and attitudes are formed on a more nuanced and informed basis rather than through fear-based
rhetoric or stereotyped narratives.

Finally, the study’s findings suggest that politicians' use of inclusive and exclusive
rhetoric may not only function as a strategy for gaining voter support but may also be deeply
rooted in Danish nationalism, which positions ethnic Danes as the legitimate or indigenous
people of the nation with the authority to define who belongs. This finding contributes to broader
discussions on national identity, belonging, and power by highlighting how political discourse
may shape societal truths in Denmark. At the same time, it questions whether national belonging
in Denmark is equally accessible for all citizens or whether recognition as being Danish is tied to

ethnicity, appearance, and cultural background.
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Chapter 6: Conclusion

This study investigated how immigration-related political discourse in Denmark affects
national belonging among non-ethnic Danish citizens amid the rise of nationalist political parties.

This was carried out through the following research question: How do contemporary
political discourses on immigration in Denmark shape non-ethnic Danish citizens’ sense of
national belonging? To thoroughly answer this question, this study examined non-ethnic Danes’
perception of Danishness and being part of Danish society; how representation of immigrants
affects recognition and identity; and the emotional repercussions of contemporary political
discourse on non-ethnic Danes. The findings suggest that the political discourse on immigration
stereotypes and generalizes minority groups, resulting in the positioning of immigrants and non-
ethnic Danes as the Other—the outside group—which challenges their sense of national
belonging. Danish politicians’ nationalistic discourse evokes feelings of worry, luck, frustration,
hopelessness, and insecurity among non-ethnic Danes: worry for oneself and one’s family; lucky
to have Danish citizenship for the legal status it grants; frustration to constantly have to prove
one’s worth; hopelessness in being able to enact change; and insecurity surrounding public
misrecognition. While overlapping themes were found between non-ethnic Danes, sense of
national belonging was affected differently depending on generation and ethnic background.
Among first-generation non-ethnic Danish participants, national belonging was found to be tied
with habitus, including values, mindset, and language, which offered them recognition and
inclusion in Danish society. Second-generation non-ethnic Danish participants perceived national
belonging as a feeling, likely due to being brought up in Danish society from young, exposing
them to Danish cultural norms. Although 2.5 generation non-ethnic Danish participants were
included in this study, this group was underrepresented and not able to be properly investigated.
Among non-ethnic Danish participants of Arabian descent, findings suggest that this group is
affected by stereotyping and misrepresentation, resulting in discrimination or them altering their
behavior in public.

This study indicates that first- and second-generation non-ethnic Danes struggle to
experience full belonging in Danish society, where they both feel Danish and are recognized by
other Danes as Danish, regardless of habitus and capital. Contemporary political discourse on
immigration plays a major role in this phenomenon, as well as the influence of Denmark’s

nationalistic history. While this study is situated within the Danish context, similar nationalistic
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tendencies and a rise of remigration politics suggestions are seen throughout Europe, indicating
that these findings may be transferable to other European countries. For future research, it would
be valuable to carry out similar studies in various European countries to compare results and
discover underlying patterns and trends. This would provide a deeper understanding of and
explanation for nationalistic political rhetoric and how it affects sense of national belonging in
non-ethnic citizens on a larger scale. By understanding sociopolitical trends and their impact on
sense of national belonging, a conversation among researchers and policymakers can be opened
on how democratic nations can find a balance between national sovereignty and multicultural

populations brought about by globalization.
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