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In historical research on transnational migration  in the second half of the twentieth century, intercon-
nections between labour migration, processes of decolonisation, and European integration have 
gained increasing attention (Deplano/Laschi/Pes 2020). Recently published analyses of urban and re-
gional history took a closer look at points of contact and interconnections between the trade union 
movement and the socio-political activism of migrants in German industrial areas and urban agglom-
erations (Goeke 2020, 2021; Carstensen/Hess/Riedner/Schwenken 2022). The studies show that mi-
grant organisations played a major role in representing the political and social interests of migrants, in 
fostering debates and discourses favourable to their social, civil and political rights, and, more gener-
ally, in the socio-political mobilisation of migrant minorities living in West Germany and other Western 
European countries (Prontera 2018; Caruso 2019; Pichler 2020; Caner 2021; Vizzarri 2021a; 2021b). 

The present dissertation project situates itself in this current of research. It focuses on the trade union, 
cultural and socio-political activities of Italian migrant organisations operating in the Federal Republic 
of Germany from the 1950s to the 1990s. Against the background of their political and cultural support 
activities, the following questions are posed: What political and social ideologies did these organisa-
tions bring to the public debate in the Federal Republic? Who worked in and for the organisations and 
from what social milieus did they come? Did Italian organisations cooperate with West German insti-
tutions, urban, regional, and federal authorities, trade union bodies and associations, political parties 
and other non-governmental organisations? What programmes did Italian migrant organisations carry 
out in order to integrate Italians into local or urban society? How did they promote the social and 
political mobilisation of Italian workers and what initiatives did they take to overcome mechanisms of 
exclusion with reference to citizens from abroad? A further question addresses the extent to which 
Italian migrant organisations contributed to the trans-urban and trans-regional circulation of 
knowledge, expertise, information and (cultural-)political ideas in Italian communities in Western Eu-
rope and thus to the transnationalisation and Europeanisation of Italian-speaking social and political 
networks? 

In this context, I argue that Italian migrant organisations in the Federal Republic acted as agents for 
the “Europeanisation” of migrant discourses and debates. As key non-trade union and non-govern-
mental actors, Italian migrant associations and federations generated public debates on civil, trade 
union, social and human rights, and functioned de facto as “social spaces” (Bourdieu 1985) for the 
production and reproduction of a political culture that saw the transnational and European participa-
tion of migrant workers in West Germany as a key factor in the development of the labour and demo-
cratic movement in Western Europe. In other words, Italian migrant organisations promoted what I 
call “transmigrant Europeanism” or “trans-Europeanism”: a set of ideologies, political ideas and sub-
cultural movements that emerged notably in the social networks and organisations of Italian migrants 
and served to advance inter- and multi-culturalism in European countries, to achieve greater political 
and social participation of migrant and ethnic minorities in their destination countries, and to democ-
ratise publicly regulated binational and international mechanisms of migration. 

The research draws on a theoretical framework inspired by social and cultural history approaches. On 
the one hand, it is important to embed the study in a “transnational” perspective: theories of “trans-
national social spaces” (Glick-Schiller et al. 1992; Faist et al. 2011; Faist 2014; Paisley-Scully 2019) and 
of “migrant networks” (Roger 2005; Fuhse 2010; Bommes/Tacke 2011;) are relevant to the analysis. 

https://www.routledge.com/Europe-between-Migrations-Decolonization-and-Integration-1945-1992/Laschi-Deplano-Pes/p/book/9781032172880
https://www.schoeningh.de/view/title/56627
https://www.arbeit-bewegung-geschichte.de/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/ABG2021-1_Editorial.pdf
https://www.vsa-verlag.de/nc/buecher/detail/artikel/solidaritaet-kooperation-konflikt/
https://www.allitera-verlag.de/buch/migration-bewegt-die-stadt/
https://www.vandenhoeck-ruprecht-verlage.com/downloads/productPreviewFiles/LP_978-3-412-50116-7.pdf
https://www.rosalux.de/fileadmin/rls_uploads/pdfs/sonst_publikationen/US-IH-Marsch_Migration-web.pdf
https://metropol-verlag.de/produkt/arbeit-bewegung-geschichte-zeitschrift-fuer-historische-studien-2021-i/
https://metropol-verlag.de/produkt/arbeit-bewegung-geschichte-zeitschrift-fuer-historische-studien-2021-i/
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/modern-italy/article/no-longer-exiled-but-protagonists-the-filef-italian-federation-of-migrant-workers-and-families-and-european-human-rights-discourse-in-the-1970s/3783A27760BCA45F5491F27285A8A6FC
https://www.jstor.org/stable/23680313
https://nyaspubs.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/epdf/10.1111/j.1749-6632.1992.tb33482.x
https://www.jstor.org/stable/23060016
https://www.beltz.de/produkt_detailansicht/7206-das-transnationale-in-der-migration.html
https://www.bloomsbury.com/au/writing-transnational-history-9781474263986/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/1369183042000339990
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-531-92280-5_6
https://www.socialnet.de/rezensionen/10342.php
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Italian organisations and associations were venues and transnational social spaces for the production, 
reproduction and transfer of “migrant knowledge” (van Wyck 2017; Lässig/Steinberg 2017; Wester-
mann/Erdur 2020): information, expertise, specialised knowledge, and professional, social and tech-
nical competencies that revolved around people who were not (or not exclusively) “guest workers”. 
Instead, they tended to come from certain social milieus, such as social workers, teachers, journalists, 
intellectuals and politicians. These actors played a key role as “cultural brokers” (Caruso 2000; Lotterer 
2021), since they functioned both as intermediaries between Italian and German institutions and as 
“brokers” of German-Italian and indeed European intercultural and multicultural exchange. Which is 
why, on the other hand, the study should be embedded in a cultural history approach, allowing it to 
highlight precisely this role of Italian migrant organisations in the development of a participatory dem-
ocratic European “political culture” (Almond/Verba 1965). 

To support the above hypotheses, archival sources and research literature are used to emphasise the 
discursive dimension of the socio-political and cultural activity of these organisations. Unpublished 
material retained in the archives of the federations and associations are especially relevant: reports 
on meetings, conferences and congresses, correspondence with Italian, German and other (Western) 
European institutions (e.g., consulates and embassies, regional and municipal authorities, federal 
agencies). “Grey literature” resources are likewise significant: internal publications (e.g., weekly and 
monthly bulletins) that circulated in the networks of the organisations and associations only, com-
memorative volumes and periodicals, (auto)biographies of former association presidents and employ-
ees. In addition, I make use of non-written sources such as “narrative/discursive interviews” (Fedyuk 
2018; Ullrich 2020), photographic material, radio broadcasts, and documentaries. 

On the basis of this corpus of sources, I intend to achieve two goals: Firstly, to expand contemporary 
historical research on the German labour and democratic movement and on the New Social Move-
ment of the 1970s, of which the (organised) political mobilisation and civic engagement of migrant 
workers was an essential component. Secondly, to contribute to the history of “Europe” as a vision 
after the Second World War by examining the extent to which migrant ideas and political practices 
advanced the construction of post-war European societies “from below” and by exploring how these 
affected processes of Europeanisation and transnationalisation from the 1960s to the 1990s (cf. Sev-
erin-Barboutie 2021; Vizzarri 2021b). 

https://zeithistorische-forschungen.de/sites/default/files/medien/material/2005-3/Wyck_2017.pdf
https://www.vr-elibrary.de/doi/10.13109/gege.2017.43.3.313
https://www.ghi-dc.org/publication/histories-of-migrant-knowledge-transatlantic-and-global-perspectives
https://www.ghi-dc.org/publication/histories-of-migrant-knowledge-transatlantic-and-global-perspectives
https://www.altreitalie.it/kdocs/79595/84309.pdf.
https://www.lehmanns.de/shop/sozialwissenschaften/56290464-9783991060291-repraesentation-und-erinnerung-der-migration
https://www.lehmanns.de/shop/sozialwissenschaften/56290464-9783991060291-repraesentation-und-erinnerung-der-migration
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-531-90400-9_2
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-319-76861-8_10
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-319-76861-8_10
https://www.springerprofessional.de/das-diskursive-interview/17474862
https://brill.com/view/journals/jmh/7/3/article-p357_357.xml
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/modern-italy/article/no-longer-exiled-but-protagonists-the-filef-italian-federation-of-migrant-workers-and-families-and-european-human-rights-discourse-in-the-1970s/3783A27760BCA45F5491F27285A8A6FC

