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Point of Departure:

Modes of Interethnic Coexistence in 

Bilbao, Spain

• General conclusion of the GEITONIES city report: Inter-
ethnic coexistence between immigrants and natives in 
Bilbao seems to be developing in a fairly positive way.

• However, the level of relation between newcomers and • However, the level of relation between newcomers and 
natives is relatively low, at least, quantitatively. Interaction 
between the two groups is remarkably limited.

• Patterns of interethnic relations are clearly marked by the 
social and economic status of the neighborhoods and the 
degree of concentration of migrant/ethnic population.

• Using four components (emotional, networking, amount 
of interaction, quality) of the extant interethnic relations, 
we were able to identify three modes of coexistence.



Three different clusters of residents 

to understand the modes of 

interethnic coexistence
• 1. Peaceful coexistence. Native population in the three 

neighborhoods whose way of living has been only slightly 
altered by the arrival of immigrant contingents.

• 2. New coexistence. Immigrant population who are quite • 2. New coexistence. Immigrant population who are quite 
satisfied with their interethnic relations and integration 
process. Slowly growing sense of attachment/belonging.

• 3. Conflictive coexistence. Mostly observed in one 
particular neighborhood among both immigrants and 
natives. Negative perception of relations and environment.

• Paradoxically, I believe that the group that may threaten 
more dramatically a productive development of interethnic 
relations in the future in Bilbao is Cluster # 1.



Why should one worry about this 

mode of interethnic coexistence?
• We are already familiar with the experience in other 

countries in which seemingly peaceful processes of 
coexistence and incorporation have suddenly exploded.

• Norbert Elias (1965) taught us how majority/established 
groups may insidiously monopolize power opportunities groups may insidiously monopolize power opportunities 
and use them to exclude and discriminate against outsiders.

• More recent authors (Wieviorka, Banton, Jenkins) have 
also shown that ethnocentrism and racism are finding more 
subtle ways to extend their tentacles in today’s structures.

• There are serious dangers in silencing, making invisible, 
and failing to interact in our daily lives with those who 
have not yet fully integrated in our society.



Ominous Signs
• Latest survey carried out by Ikuspegi 

(2010) in the Basque C. shows an 
increasing preoccupation of the native 
population with the subject.

• More people think now that native-
immigrant relations have become
worse these last two years (10% worse these last two years (10% 
difference).

• A great majority of respondents 
believe that migration may threaten 
the welfare system in the near future.

• Migration is automatically related to a 
number of negative stereotypes and 
prejudices such as safety and problems 
in the labor market.



How should we read these signs 

of the times?
• Of course, one self-complaisant response to these changes 

would be to argue that since immigrants seem to be slowly 
adapting and incorporating, not much needs to be done.

• However, this would be a terribly myopic reaction, for it 
would definitely contribute to the invisibilization and the would definitely contribute to the invisibilization and the 
consignment of immigrants to ever smaller social spaces.

• As Goffman and Giddens (1984) have shown, processes of 
external identification/categorization end up leaving an 
indelible mark on particular groups (damaged self-image).

• Especially in the case of vulnerable groups, one needs to 
be very cautious to provide power chances to be expressed 
through discursive exchanges, revised behavioral norms, 
and institutional presence. Only minor steps taken so far.



A number of structural barriers 

to be overcome
• The Basque region has only begun to receive foreign 

migrants in any significant numbers from the mid-1980s. 

Moreover, the legacies of internal migrations are injurious.

• Although the fact that we are a bilingual and bi-cultural • Although the fact that we are a bilingual and bi-cultural 

community is sometimes deemed an advantage for a 

receiving society, it may present problems at some levels.

• Despite the two institutional Plans for Immigration already 

in place and being implemented, there are still blatant 

cases of differential treatment due to origin & ethnicity.

• Last but not least, we are still deeply anchored in a 

“groupist” conception of human contingents that often 

disregards their internal diversity (see Brubaker 2002).



The need of building mutual trust 

in the integration process
• As stated earlier on, the fact that Spain 

is itself a mosaic/crucible of different 
cultures does not make the task of 
integrating newcomers esp. easy.

• Generating trust in this context proves 
particularly arduous due to historical, particularly arduous due to historical, 
cultural, and political reasons (Offe).

• Unlike migration countries such as 
Canada or Australia (see Sandercock
2004), we have not enjoyed the 
possibility of daily contact with others 
until very recently.

• Following Allport (1977), I believe that 
the success of the contact hypothesis is 
possible under certain conditions.



Undoing invisibilization, or how 

to foster trusting ties
• Contrary to Putnam’s “constrict theory”, Zubero (2010) 

has recently argued that the old “contact hypothesis” may 
work reasonably well, if the conditions under which those 
interactions take place are adequate.

• According to Uslaner (2006), it is not diversity per se that • According to Uslaner (2006), it is not diversity per se that 
has a negative impact on trust but, rather, the kind of 
spatial segregation and social inequality that frequently 
accompany majority-minority/outsiders relations.

• In order to combat this undesirable dynamics, institutions 
should create chances for intergroupal cooperation and set 
some common objectives for the different communities.

• Neighborhoods and workplaces are among the most 
convenient sites to promote cultural and social exchanges.



Closing Remarks
• A majority of natives in the Basque region believe that the 

arrival and settlement of immigrants in its territory is best 

described as a “peaceful coexistence,” not a problem.

• However, we fail to interact properly with the newcomers 

and most people are convinced that it is the immigrants who 

need to change and adapt to our customs, values, etc.need to change and adapt to our customs, values, etc.

• This idea has become even more prevalent in times of 

economic crisis, with those with lower education levels and 

unstable professional conditions turning more intoler.

• The only way to undo/reverse this invisibilization process is 

to foster measures and activities that help to build mutual 

trust in specific spaces and on an equal footing. Opening 

opportunities and setting common goals may help, too.



Thank you for your kind 

attention!


