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WaVE State of the Art Report1 

 
Effie Fokas 

 

A snapshot of European society at the commencement of the WaVE project reveals a 

number of controversies pivoting on conflicts – perceived or real – between minority and 

majority value systems. The aftershocks of the explosion over the cartoons of 

Mohammed, emanating from Europe throughout the world, continue to be felt in the form 

of debates on the proper balance between freedom of speech and religious sensitivity. 

Meanwhile, we have witnessed strong debate over the subjection of immigrants to 

‘citizenship tests’ aimed at assessing whether their values are compatible with those of 

the majority community. The Dutch example is the most striking, suggesting little 

tolerance for immigrants who do not embrace Dutch values of relatively ‘radical’ 

tolerance2; the Dutch government policy is deemed ‘necessary to preserve cultural values 

as a burgeoning Muslim population challenges traditional ideas of European identity’ 

(Tzortzis 2006). The claim is reminiscent of the words of a leader of another liberal 

country – Denmark – that ‘Danes for too many years have been foolishly kind. They have 

not dared to say that some values are better than others. But this must happen now’ 

(EUMC 2003). These are poignant examples of Europe-wide, if not global, relevance, 

with far reaching consequences. Meanwhile, in individual European countries we have 

seen renewed debates regarding the wearing of headscarves in public schools (most 

recently in the UK), tensions concerning the building of mosques (Greece, France and 

Italy), and controversy over the ‘identity soup’ (containing pork) served in soup kitchens 

in France to the exclusion of Jews and Muslims. A common thread linking these issues – 

if only superficially – is religion. 

 

Of course, conflict over religion and values is not limited to minority-majority relations. 

In Europe at least, we are also witnessing parallel to – or as undercurrents of – these 
                                                 
1 This text has benefited from discussions of earlier drafts with the WaVE coordination committee, as well 
as with external readers such as José Casanova and Linda Woodhead. It also draws on insights developed 
during WaVE meetings with the junior researchers and with the senior scholars. 
2 The Dutch test was to entail immigrants’ viewing of a video depicting homosexual men kissing and 
topless women on a beach. 
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developments major tensions between religious and secular worldviews (e.g., in France a 

law suit against a parish priest for ‘misleading’ the public about the existence of Jesus, 

and in the UK debate on the teaching of the creation story in schools). Indeed, Europe 

finds itself at a critical juncture in its relationship to religion. Currently we experience an 

unhealthy situation in which definitions of this relationship are being drawn on a reactive 

basis, in a climate of frequent, attention grabbing ‘events’.  

 

It is within this context that the European Commission has issued a call for research on 

‘values and religions in Europe’. Specifically, the call invites studies aiming ‘to better 

understand the significance and impact of values and religions in societies across Europe 

and their roles in relation to changes in society and to the emergence of European 

identities’. The Commission seeks an exploration of the following: how religion is 

sometimes used as a factor in social mobilisation, solidarity or discrimination; the 

processes leading to tolerance or intolerance and xenophobia; and the challenges that 

religious, ethnic and cultural diversity may pose to legal, educational and political 

systems in European countries. The research is to impart insight on ways to ensure 

peaceful coexistence of different value systems through comparison of the differing ways 

European countries address these issues with various policies and practices and their 

relative degrees of success in this. 

 

WaVE is a response to this call for research. It identifies three major and interconnected 

dimensions of social change in Europe – change related to religion, minorities and gender 

– and examines these dimensions through the prism of welfare. In so doing, WaVE 

grounds its approach to the intangible concept of ‘values’ in the ways in which values are 

expressed and developed in practice:  the provision of basic needs, and its related notions 

of citizenship and belonging, comprise the most fundamental level at which coexistence 

between different cultures, values and religions can be effectively examined.  

 

WaVE’s central concepts and objectives may be expressed as follows: 

First, WaVE is a study of values in Europe, as observable through the prism of welfare. 

We aim to learn about the values of various groups, as discernible in the domain of 
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welfare (i.e., in the expression of, and provision of, ‘basic’ individual and group needs). 

Second, WaVE focuses on values leading to cohesion or conflict within society. WaVE 

aims to gain insight into the value systems which lead to conflict and/or cohesion 

between and within groups, with a special focus on minority/majority relations. And 

third, WaVE examines the extent to which these values are related to religion, 

minorities, or gender. Is there a religious dimension to examples of conflict or 

cooperation? Are the examples of conflict or cooperation between majority and minority 

groups? Is there a gender dimension in these?  

 

The study will entail in-depth qualitative research in medium-sized towns of twelve 

European countries: Sweden, Norway, Finland, Latvia, England, Germany3, France, 

Poland, Croatia, Italy, Romania, and Greece. WaVE focuses on majority-minority 

relations in the context of welfare provision in each of the selected towns. By examining 

conceptions of and practices in welfare amongst various social and religious groups on 

the ground, WaVE will shed light on elements of cooperation and social cohesion, where 

they exist between various groups, but also on the potential for tension and conflict.  

 

The twelve countries included in the study represent a very diverse range of patterns in 

terms of religious backgrounds; welfare systems; gender regimes; and history and current 

situation of immigration and minority presence. Spanning north, south east and west of 

Europe, the scope of the project captures wealthy and poor parts of Europe, different 

levels of secularisation, different types of minority groupings (ethnic and religious, 

autochthonous and immigrant, first generation to several generations of immigration), 

and variations in terms of the place of religion in the public sphere. This diversity 

presents us with a number of challenges and opportunities, which will be discussed 

below.  

 

The purpose of this text is first to set out the field in which we operate on a European 

level of scholarship and enquiry, identifying gaps in scholarship which WaVE seeks to 

                                                 
3 Two case studies will be conducted in Germany: one a town with a Catholic majority and the other in a 
town with a Protestant majority. 
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address and highlighting the significance of this study within the context of particular 

challenges to social cohesion in Europe. Thus in the first four sections that follow, 

WaVE’s basic concepts and sub-concepts are discussed with reference to existing 

literature and our research aims in relation to each of these. A fifth section, entitled 

‘Grasping the intersections’, explores one potential method of analysis of the research. In 

a sixth section, on ‘Managing WaVE’s diversity’, attention is drawn to the particular 

challenges posed by comparative research spanning such geographical breadth as does 

WaVE (focusing especially on differences between eastern and western Europe, as well 

as on definitional problems). Finally, the text closes with consideration of WaVE’s 

overall structure and methodology.  

 

 

Welfare and Values in Europe 

 

The WaVE project grapples with the underlying assumptions that welfare is fundamental 

to conceptions of Europe, and that European state welfare provision is, at root, aimed at 

social cohesion, inasmuch as welfare systems are based on structures of interdependence 

between the members of a community, as embedded in citizenship laws and expressed 

through sense of belonging. Conversely, social exclusion is effectively the negation of the 

foundation of citizenship and the type of social contract on which the liberal democratic 

national welfare state has typically been founded (Dahrendorf 1985, cited by Schierup et 

al.) And certainly social cohesion is at the forefront of the aims advanced by the 

European Union and embedded in its motto for a ‘social Europe’.  

 

But in the context of rapid de-homogenisation of European societies and that degree of 

social discohesion that comes with it, we have tendencies towards shrinking welfare 

states, and the development of a so-called new poverty in Europe. The most conspicuous 

forms of social exclusion and the most conspicuous manifestations of the crisis of the 

welfare state across Europe are related to minorities. A stark and recent example is the 

riots that spread out from Paris in November of 2005. And, related to the above, there is a 

rise in cultural, or identity, politics in Europe, as national identities are increasingly 
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considered as being under threat in this context of increasing diversity within European 

nations. This situation is described by Schierup et al as the ‘dual crisis’ (that of the 

welfare state and of the nation) witnessed throughout Europe and, as a result, comprising 

the ‘European dilemma’ whereby ‘a growing population of socially excluded minorities 

represents…a growing threat to “social cohesion”’ (Schierup et al. 2006, p.15). In the 

extent to which the aim of welfare policies is to achieve social cohesion, it is important to 

understand the shifting values related to welfare (do the same values that underlay the 

establishment of welfare systems across Europe apply now in the context of de-

homogenised societies?), and the impact that these shifting values have on social 

cohesion.  

 

Together with social cohesion, another related ‘European aim’, at least as far as the 

European Union is concerned, is expressed in its motto of ‘Unity in Diversity’. The 

intrinsic merit of diversity, per se, has certainly come into question in new ways in recent 

years, perhaps especially with the rapid rise in religious diversity in Europe. More 

specifically, it is the diversity within nations, not of the European nations themselves, 

which is increasingly singled out as problematic, as for example in the Netherlands 

following the killing of Theo van Gogh, and in Britain following the London bombings 

of 2005. In fact, one might describe this as a basic European dilemma, and one which 

also has major repercussions for (and is affected by) the welfare domain: should we strive 

to preserve diversity, or to promote integration? This is a dilemma often seen strictly in 

either/or terms. According to Rogers Brubaker (2001), the differentialist turn of the last 

third of the twentieth century may have reached its peak, and rather than interest in 

preserving diversity, increasingly we are seeing a ‘return of assimilation’. 

 

In the context of such debates about the desirability of diversity, it is important to seek to 

understand the relationship between diversity and social cohesion: if indeed diversity is 

thought to threaten social cohesion, then in what way exactly? Is it the mere presence of 

difference that is the operative factor, or is it the presence of different, perhaps 

competing, values? From quantitative studies and values surveys we have information 

about the values claimed by different groups of peoples. But these are often abstract 
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notions, and tell us little about whether, in practice, differing values are in fact leading to 

conflicts and thus damaging social cohesion. Values do not exist ‘in the air’, as it were, 

but are grounded in everyday life and interaction, and they need to be examined this way 

– on the ground and through qualitative research – if they are to shed any light on actual, 

lived social cohesion and/or conflicts. Only through such research is it possible to capture 

critical nuance, such as cases where conflicts that seem on the surface to be driven by 

different cultural values, are in reality conflicts of interests, but simply between different 

cultural groups. And, of course, the solution to a problem of competing interests is very 

different from the solution to a problem of differing values. Also, only through such 

qualitative research is it possible to grasp significant temporal dimensions: a well-

managed conflict may be a necessary precondition for social cohesion to develop in a 

given context, so what today may seem like a conflict situation could in time lead to 

cohesion. Such nuanced information requires in-depth qualitative research on the ground. 

 

This is the intention of the WaVE project, and within the specific domain of welfare 

provision, selected – as explained above – for its particular importance as the most 

fundamental level (beginning with provision of basic needs) at which coexistence 

between different value systems can be examined. Furthermore, WaVE aims to grasp the 

factors influencing these values: is it religion, minority status, and/or gender, or a mixture 

of these (or, yet other factors)? Clearly the European Commission call for research is to 

some extent informed by concern regarding minority (particularly immigrant) values 

clashing with those of the majority in European countries. By addressing these questions 

through the prism of welfare, WaVE simultaneously narrows the scope for a more 

manageable and practical study and focuses on one of the most critical domains of 

interaction between minorities and majorities in Europe.  

 

The welfare of minorities, and the impact of minorities on the welfare systems of 

majority communities, comprise two powerful influences on tension or social cohesion 

within European societies. In the contemporary context of contracting welfare systems, 

welfare policy constitutes one of the most heated forums of political debate and of 

electoral significance. Parties vie for positions in government often on platforms related 
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to reform of pension and health, tax and social security systems. Immigration plays a 

central role in these political competitions, as many perceive of immigrants as threatening 

to their welfare systems. Meanwhile, immigrants often fare particularly poorly within the 

welfare systems (with needs not nearly addressed, particularly in the case of third country 

nationals) and, at the same time, immigrants are also the least likely to affect welfare 

reforms due to relatively low rates of political participation.  

 

Comparative research on welfare regimes has devoted little attention to the experience of 

minorities within the various national welfare systems, in spite of increasing debates 

regarding minority (especially immigrants’) claims on these systems (Morissens and 

Sainsbury 2005). The work of Morissens and Sainsbury is a rare and important exception 

in its display of major disparities between how migrants and citizens fare in welfare states 

(a discrepancy which widens for migrants of colour) (Morissens and Sainsbury 2005, 

637). This latter is important because on the one hand, we have these glaring 

discrepancies and the clear evidence that immigration status and ethnicity are associated 

with a higher risk of poverty. On the other hand, there are debates over whether the new 

multicultural contexts across Europe signify the end of the European welfare states as we 

know them (Banting and Kymlicka 2004; Kymlicka 2005). An underlying question is 

whether multicultural welfare policies lead to greater social cohesion and solidarity or, on 

the contrary, whether they simply lead to an undermining of welfare systems all together. 

Traditionally, opposition to immigration and multiculturalism was voiced from right-

wing factions throughout Europe; today, such opposition is developing within the left 

also, as a perceived threat to the welfare system (Kymlicka 2005). In his consideration of 

whether there is a ‘trade-off’ between heterogeneity and redistribution, Kymlicka 

examines patterns of social spending in relation to levels of immigration in various 

contexts throughout Europe, and he concludes that there is not, in fact, a ‘trade-off’; 

rather, it is the pace of immigration which may play a role (i.e., where there are sudden 

and large increases in immigration, there we find smaller increases in social spending). 

At the same time, he admits that ‘one of the most compelling challenges facing national 

welfare states is how to maintain and strengthen the bonds of solidarity in increasingly 

diverse societies’ (Kymlicka 2005, 22). 
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Critical to any study of welfare on the ground is a clear conception of the meaning of the 

word (or, at least, conceding of the lack thereof). The concept of ‘welfare’ carries a broad 

range of meanings: in general terms, for some it indicates well-being, for others a state 

programme; for some it is a private notion and for others it is public. When we try to 

define the word in greater specificity the task becomes more challenging: what does 

welfare include? Health, education, employment, housing? Does it include a sense of 

belonging? Or of happiness? (in which case, it may even include such concepts as 

cultural preservation, freedom of expression, etc). Is it an objective or subjective 

concept? These questions are dealt with extensively in the fields of sociology, 

anthropology, psychology and economics, and certainly no consensus emerges. 

 

The problem of defining welfare was encountered also in the Welfare and Religion in a 

European Perspective (WREP) project, to which many of the WaVE researchers 

contributed (see Middlemiss 2006). The definitional problem was rendered an 

opportunity as the project collected conceptions of the term welfare from approximately 

450 respondents across eight European countries, revealing a great deal of diversity in 

these. Similarly in the WaVE project, we define welfare broadly in order to capture the 

broad range of mechanisms of social inclusion and/or exclusion which impact on the 

well-being of individuals and communities in Europe. We expect an even broader array 

of conceptions of welfare emerging from the WaVE study than did from the WREP 

project, given WaVE’s inclusion of post-communist countries and, accordingly, of 

potential new configurations of welfare definitions. 

 

As explained above, welfare is the prism through which we study values in Europe. The 

three corners, so to speak, of the prism are religion, minorities and gender, which we 

have identified as three important and interrelated domains of social change in Europe. 

Each of these domains is addressed in turn, and in interconnection with the others, in the 

following paragraphs. 
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Religion 

 

From an historical perspective, religions have played an influential role as bearers of 

values associated with welfare provision and tending to the basic needs of the 

community. Furthermore, religious institutions have played an important role in the 

forms of welfare systems which developed in different national contexts (Manow 2004, 

Fix 2003). Christian churches in western Europe in particular have influenced the forms 

of welfare provision through their roles both as providers of social services and as 

bearers of values, and we are able to detect differences in patterns of welfare provision 

across various religious (and non-religious) backgrounds. The historical trajectories of 

the churches, distinctively affected by such events as the Protestant Reformation, the 

Enlightenment, the French Revolution, etc., are also reflected in the historical trajectories 

of the welfare state in many national contexts. As a result, Europe offers a kaleidoscope 

of religious values underpinning social welfare provision, evinced in the locus of 

responsibility and in the scope of services offered. 

 

In spite of acknowledged and general trends towards differentiation of religious and 

political spheres, today religious institutions in Europe (especially in western Europe) 

continue to play active roles as actors in welfare provision and/or as participants in public 

debates on the values related to welfare. The formulation of church-state relations varies 

from country to country as does, accordingly, the ‘official’ place of religious institutions 

in the national welfare system. Yet research in medium-sized town western European 

contexts has revealed that, even where vast differences appear at the national level, there 

emerges a common value-core and way of behaving in relation to the concept of welfare 

at the local level (Hervieu-Léger 2004). As Hervieu-Léger notes, even in the absence of  

 

explicit reference to particular religious traditions, institutions and mentalities may be 

largely shaped by religion. Meanwhile, in post-communist eastern European contexts, 

religious revitalisation is not necessarily accompanied by a smooth integration of 

religiously-based welfare provision into the welfare systems (Zrinscak 2006). In these  
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contexts we find significantly different constellations of the relationship between religion 

and welfare – both different from those in western Europe and different between each 

case as well. Indeed, the differences between post-communist countries may be more 

consequential from a research perspective than the similarities between them.  

 

The picture becomes more complicated when we add the dimension of minorities: will 

similar patterns emerge at the local level in our studies, in spite of all the complicated 

formulations of minority identities and the varying patterns of majority-minority relations 

alluded to above? Statham et al note that ‘although European societies see themselves are 

broadly secular, Christian religions often play important institutional, social and political 

roles, regardless of how many or how few people actually believe or practice the religion. 

These institutional arrangements define pre-existing conditions and the political 

environment into which migrant religions have to find a space for their community’. 

(Statham et al 2005, 429). In western Europe we are, indeed, speaking mainly in terms of 

migrant religions, but in post-communist contexts, religious majority-minority situations 

tend to be old and relatively settled. Rather than religious migrant minorities being a 

source of change in these contexts, in many cases emigrants from these countries are 

introducing change in western European host countries. 

 

Clearly, differences in religion are related to different value systems. According to a 

study by Roccas (2005), there is a striking correlation between religiosity and values and, 

in fact, there is more similarity of values between different faith groups than between 

religious and secular people of the same cultural backgrounds. Meanwhile, according to 

Hunsberger and Jackson (2005), historically studies have shown more religious people 

expressing prejudice (in terms of self-reported negative attitudes towards stereotypic 

perceptions of various categories of ‘others’) than non-religious individuals. This fact is 

important when we consider the number of majority religion-run welfare institutions 

operating across Europe (in many cases, offering services not provided in the localities by 

the local government). One of the objects of our study is to determine the extent to which 

majority religion prejudice negatively affects minorities’ (religious and ethnic) 

experience of the welfare system. As Hunsberger and Jackson note, ‘religions can uphold 
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legitimizing myths that explain and sustain problems such as inequality (e.g., 

conservative and heritage values), but may also sometimes promote and sustain traditions 

intended to support diversity and tolerance’ (2005, 818). In other words, religion alone 

does not suffice as an explanatory factor – hence our focus on intersections between 

factors (e.g., welfare, values, minorities and gender). Indeed, religion-based prejudice 

against minorities is likely to be intensified if and when members of the majority religion 

perceive themselves to be in conflict with other religious (or nonreligious) groups for 

limited resources: for example, ‘the (often erroneous) perception that immigrants create 

competition with members of host populations for jobs can create prejudice against these 

immigrants’ religion in particular’ (Hunsberger and Jackson 2005, 818). But of course, 

this reflects a conflict of interests, not of values. Perceived competition may generate and 

intensify the hostility, discrimination, and aggression that sometimes occur between 

religious groups whilst, at the same time, these same religious groups may be promoting 

principles of tolerance, love of one’s neighbour, etc. In fact, there may be an acute 

divergence between the self-image of particular groups as egalitarian (in line with their 

religious teaching) and as explicitly expressed in their attitudes, and their implicit 

stereotyping and discrimination. Similar to the explicit/implicit distinction is a grey area 

in religious beliefs related to the gender domain: as Hunsberger and Jackson note, ‘the 

belief that women are uniquely nurturant and loving may be associated with affection 

toward women, and yet it might also be seen as justification for restricting women to low 

status domestic roles’ (2005, 820). 

 

So much for majority religion values. In terms of minority religions, minority status in 

and of itself often leads to group identification on the basis of religion; this is likely to be 

enhanced for immigrant communities, as they tend to be somewhat detached from core 

public institutions promoting civic values and tend, instead, to rely on their religious 

institutions and family networks as a ‘community support system’ (Statham et al. 2005) 

Here again, then, we see at least two factors operating in relation to one another – religion 

and immigration status (minorities) – to shape patterns in welfare and values. 
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The degree of religious homogeneity and religious pluralism in most European countries 

has changed and has become fluid in the last two decades. Likewise, the role of the 

religious factor has become more prominent especially in formerly communist societies. 

What are the consequences of a strong role played by majority-religion values, in the 

context of the increasingly rapid diversification of Europe’s religious identities and the 

major changes in the respective roles of women and men? Does the presence of 

(traditional) religious institutions in the domain of welfare provision carry certain 

implications for minorities (religious, but also ethnic)? Are there particular gendered 

implications, e.g., for women of a minority faith? More specifically, do the values 

transmitted by majority-faith institutions, or of institutions as influenced by minority 

faith, act as instruments of solidarity (e.g., by extending indiscriminately their assistance 

to people of other faiths or ethnicities), or do they lead to exclusion and intolerance?  

 

Minorities 

 

Within the broader aim to understand patterns of social cohesion and/or conflict, WaVE 

seeks to examine the extent to which minorities are perceived to challenge the values and 

cultural identities of local majorities and, if so, the effects of these perceptions on the 

welfare and well-being of minorities. This aim bears more obvious results in western 

European contexts than in eastern European post-communist cases, but the latter cases 

tend to impart important insight into historical coexistence between majorities and 

minorities and relative absence of such perceptions of values conflicts. A recent study on 

‘Majorities’ attitudes towards minorities’ conducted by the European Monitoring Centre 

on Racism and Xenophobia (EUMC) communicates fairly disheartening results for 

western Europe: one-fourth of Europeans living in the 15 EU Member States indicate a 

resistance to a multicultural society (a percentage which was the same in 1997), and half 

the respondents expressed a resistance to immigrants overall (the percentages are highest 

in Mediterranean countries and especially in Greece). Two-thirds of respondents feel that 

multiculturalism has reached its limits, and four-tenths oppose civil rights for legal 

migrants. Finally, a majority of respondents perceive a collective ethnic threat from 

minorities (an attitude especially strong – again – in Greece) (EUMC 2005). According to 
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this study, immigration is one of the strongest influences on majorities’ attitudes towards 

minorities. The belief that immigrants pose a ‘threat to our way of life’ is reportedly high 

in Greece (69% of respondents) and in the UK (54%), but also in France (42%), Germany 

(39%) and Italy (38%) (Eurobarometer 2004). 

 

As Boeri et al note, ‘Migration is one of those issues which is inevitably bound to divide 

public opinion and put social cohesion at stake’ (Boeri et al 2002, v). The increasing 

presence of minority groups (religious and ethnic) in European settings has introduced 

particular challenges to European social policies and their value bases. It has also 

entailed a motivation for harmonisation of European social schemes, given the possibility 

of people moving from one country to another in pursuit of better welfare services.  

 

Certainly negative reactions to the presence of internal migrants have to do with 

economic considerations and with the (perceived and real) burden on social security and 

public services. Inspired by the principle of Equal Treatment (Art. 51 of the EC Treaty), 

the EU bans differential access to welfare by natives and EU foreigners. Considering the 

significant differences in the generosity of welfare systems across Europe, the 

implementation of this principle is problematic (Boeri et al 2002).  

 

Indeed, Baldwin-Edwards notes that ‘the piecemeal adaptation of welfare systems to 

immigration and the needs of migrants has been ad hoc, juridical, and unnecessarily 

costly and difficult to implement…the trend of governments has been to diminish the 

rights of (legal) migrants, whereas courts have been enforcing the established rights and 

even extending them’ (2006, 8). Morissens and Sainsbury (2005) have conducted 

empirical research which supports this conclusion: migrants’ receipt of welfare benefits is 

generally far below the levels of majority groups, and that of migrants of colour is even 

less. Likewise, an EUMC report on ‘Islamophobia and European identity’ (2003) 

indicates that Muslims generally suffer, more than members of any other population 

group, of high unemployment, low wages and poor working conditions. Citing the case of 

Britain, where legal protection from discrimination includes race and ethnicity but not 

religion, the report notes that Pakistani Muslims are three times and Indian Muslims are 
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twice as likely to be unemployed as Indian Hindus, whilst Pakistani and Bangladeshi 

men, who are predominately Muslim, earn significantly less than all other groups 

(meanwhile, Indian men have now surpassed the income level of white men) (EUMC 

2003). Meanwhile Muslim groups are the most likely, of all minority groups, to put 

forward group demands, most of which are related to Islam and, often, perceived as 

challenges to liberal democracy (e.g., headscarf in public spaces) (Statham et al. 2005). A 

considerable body of literature exists on minority group demands and these are often also 

the subject of mass media reports. The WaVE project, through the empirical qualitative 

fieldwork in medium-sized towns, should produce interesting results on individual 

minority demands and on the extent to which these concur with expectations of group 

demands across the country cases. 

 

Furthermore, the project will provide insight on the values expressed by minority groups 

both in their use of social services (do they have different demands on welfare systems?), 

and in patterns in their own provision of social services (where applicable, in cases where 

minority groups have established their own ethnic, national and/or religious networks 

involved in welfare provision). There is a considerable amount of literature (though little 

empirical research) on immigrant organisations. Yasemin Soysal sixth chapter of Limits 

of Citizenship: Migrants and Postnational Membership in Europe (‘The collective 

organization of migrants’), though dated (1994), represents the most thorough research 

on this subject to date. The work of Shrover and Vermeulen (2005) is helpful in 

imparting insight into the deeper significance of immigrant organisations as ‘an 

indication of how immigrants see themselves and the rest of society, of how these 

differences are perceived by others; a translation of which is found in government policy’ 

(831). They argue that the study of organisations offers valuable information about the 

settlement process of immigrants. Neither study covers as many countries as are included 

in WaVE, nor analogous geographical breadth. 

 

Does this lead to a fragmentation of the welfare system and to a weakening of 

conceptions of universal welfare systems aimed at social cohesion? Banting and 

Kymlicka (2004) engage in depth with this question, as does Peter Taylor-Gooby in an 
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article entitled ‘Is the future American? Or, can left politics preserve European welfare 

states from erosion through growing ‘racial’ diversity?’ (2005). The question of whether 

European diversity is necessarily leading to an Americanisation of European welfare 

systems (or, more generally, whether increased diversity harkens the end of the welfare 

state) is increasingly raised in welfare-related literature. The 1 May boycotts and marches 

held by ‘illegal’ immigrants in the US this year make this question all the more poignant 

and also suggest a possible alteration: might the US be facing European-style 

expectations and demands of immigrants related to citizenship and belonging?  

 

Gender 

 

Some of the more pressing welfare challenges facing Europe today are related to gender 

issues. Within western European majority communities, we have witnessed rising debate 

on what has been controversially labelled the ‘selfish [female] sex’, and which is 

considered responsible for gaps in care for children and the elderly: the accusation in the 

representative literature is that ‘the elderly and vulnerable are paying the price for a 

generation of professional working women’ (Wolf 2006). If gender equality in welfare 

systems is meant to include ‘a sense of “freedom” to participate in the labour market’ and 

an element of ‘autonomy from’ the family (Daly 2000), then it seems gender equality in 

welfare systems is coming into question. What value systems support such a questioning? 

Is social change ushering in neo-traditional values in this domain? What variations and 

patterns do we see in eastern European contexts (Pascall and Kwak 2005)? 

 

Meanwhile, women from eastern Europe are emigrating in droves to fill this gap in care 

left by western European women (Kofman et al 2000). From this perspective, 

immigration may be seen as an element of relief to the welfare system rather than a 

challenge: female immigration for the purpose of domestic work serves to facilitate 

increased female employment in the receiving country and simultaneously fills gaps in 

care for children and the elderly (Sciortino 2004). At the same time, though, this group of 

immigrant women represents one of the most vulnerable layers of society in the receiving 

countries, as they are often working in sub-optimal and sometimes dangerous conditions. 
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Human trafficking and sex trade are a particularly salient problem for this group of 

minorities.  

 

And, at the same time, some of the most socially divisive welfare challenges in Europe 

are arising amongst religious minorities and their gendered needs and values: these range 

from the headscarf issue (as a barrier to education and employment of Muslim women; 

see Thomas 2006) to more controversial issues, as polygamy, female circumcision, sharia 

divorce – which ‘contradict most liberal states’ legal and moral understandings of 

equality, between individuals, and men and women’ (Statham et al 2005, 431). In the 

context of the aforementioned rise in identity politics, women are a frequent target of 

these politics, as they are often the bearers of those aspects of culture considered most 

foreign and often antithetical to ‘western European values’. It is immigrant women who 

are most often implicated in the maintenance of (or, at least, failure to ‘overcome’) 

traditional practices such as arranged marriages, authoritarian gender and generational 

relations, and religious practices (Yuval-Davis et al 2005, 519). 

 

The gender dimension is a major marker of changing societal values and, furthermore, 

one of the most significant factors of modification in the domain of welfare provision. As 

Daly and Rake note, ‘One cannot acquire a comprehensive understanding of the welfare 

state without recognising that norms and values concerning gender relations are a part of 

all welfare policies and practices’ (Daly and Rake 2003, p.2). A great deal of work 

already exists on the prominent role of women in provision of care within the home (i.e., 

for their families), as well as in the voluntary, private and public sector; this study aims to 

identify trends in and effects of gender role changes on a European north-south and east-

west axis. Also, it seeks to trace similarities and differences between the developing roles 

of women and men in the domain of welfare in minority groups, on the one hand, and 

majority groups on the other: are changes in gender roles, as an element of fundamental 

social change, similar or different across the groups examined in this study? More 

specifically, WAVE will seek to bring to light the gender-related values underpinning 

conceptions of welfare and practices in welfare provision in the localities under 

examination.  
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The gender dimension must also be examined in relation to religion: perceptions of the 

appropriate division of roles in the home and family and in paid and unpaid employment 

are shaped by the ‘social norms, beliefs, and values existing in any society, which in turn 

rest on levels of societal modernisation and religious traditions’ (Inglehart and Norris 

2003, p.8). Indeed, cultures and institutions are marked by religious traditions throughout 

Europe, and thus religion may play an important role in both the development (or not) of 

gender equality at the popular and state levels. Especially in non-Christian cultures (as 

noted above in relation to immigrant women), religion is hypothesised as a strong 

influence on gender structures and gender relations (Inglehart and Norris 2004; and 

Bayes and Tohidi 2001).  

 

Grasping the intersections 

 

The concept of intersectionality is useful for the WaVE project, as we seek to grasp 

interconnections between the dimensions of religion, minorities and gender in the broader 

context of our study of welfare and values in Europe4. If our choice to study values 

through the prism of welfare is one innovative aspect of WaVE, a second is the focus on 

the interconnections between our sub-concepts of religion, minorities and gender. This 

approach will help us to understand the complex relationships of social identities (e.g., 

between one’s sex, religion, ethnic background, generation and country of residence), and 

to be sensitive to the many situational elements that effect social outcomes (e.g., 

outcomes of social cohesion or of tension). 

 

Intersectionality is an analytical tool used increasingly widely in gender and racial studies 

and is considered a major advance in these areas, in terms of somehow limiting their 

thematic exclusion from other fields of inquiry. But at the same time there is an element 

                                                 
4 It is difficult to present a broadly accepted definition of intersectionality. It is regarded by some as a 
category of analysis, and by others as a (non-neutral) theoretical paradigm, but in all cases it may be 
described as focusing on the intersections, or relationships between, various social categories. In an article 
entitled ‘The Complexity of Intersectionality’, Leslie McCall describes it as a focus on ‘the relationships 
among multiple dimensions and modalities of social relations and subject formations’. See McCall 2005, 
p.1771. 
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of methodological exclusion, in the sense that intersectionality remains somewhat limited 

to the fields of gender, especially, and race. 

 

According to Dorothe Staunaes, intersectionality as it arose in an American academic 

context focused on the interconnections between gender, ethnicity, race, age, sexuality 

and class, and on how certain people get positioned as not only different, but also as 

troubled and marginalised. However, it did not include a consideration of how these 

categories work and intersect in the lived experiences of concrete subjects.  

 

Even from within the approach of intersectionality, there is always a danger of 

overstating the boundaries of particular groups and reifying homogenised conceptions of 

these (even, that is, when interconnections between the categories are taken into 

consideration). Accordingly, qualitative research which allows the examination of lived 

experiences and processes of interaction between individuals and groups is most 

conducive to an understanding of the complexity and ambiguity that are entailed in lived 

experience. As Staunaes notes: ‘social categories are done, undone and redone in relation 

to other doings’ (2003, p.104). Accordingly, the way that the categories interconnect 

must be studied in concrete situations. And from this point, observations can then be 

made regarding where the interconnections lead to problematic outcomes, and where they 

do not and, in fact, where they may rather foster positive interaction between various 

groups. Clearly, it is not the categories themselves that are important for our purposes, 

but the values that are attached to these categories, and the way those values influence the 

interaction and relations between majority and minorities and in society generally5. 

 

Intersectionality is proposed as a useful tool for analysis in the WaVE project. However, 

considerable thought must be given to the particular approach most appropriate to our 

overall objectives. Leslie McCall describes three broad approaches within 

intersectionality: the anticategorical, the intercategorical, and the intracategorical (McCall 

2005, p.1773ff). The anticategorical approach seeks to deconstruct analytical categories, 

                                                 
5 This focus on values was central to the study of the person who is thought to have coined the term 
‘intersectionality’, Kimberlé Crenshaw. See Staunaes (2003) and McCall (2005). 



 20

focusing especially on the complexity of reality and questioning the use of categories in 

any significant way. The intercategorical approach provisionally adopts existing 

analytical categories in order to be able to document relationships of inequality among 

social groups and changing configurations of inequality among multiple and conflicting 

dimensions. And the intracategorical approach also maintains a critical stance towards 

categories but acknowledges the stable and durable relationships that these categories 

represent and uses them to focus on particular social groups at neglected points of 

intersection, in order to reveal the complexity of lived experience within such groups.  

 

At the present juncture in the WaVE project, our aims contain strands of each of these 

three approaches. Certainly McCall’s description of the overall process of 

intersectionality studies suggests that this analytical tool will apply well to the WaVE 

project: in such comparative studies of a variety of groups, ‘complexity is managed … by 

what first appears to be a reductionist process – reducing the analysis to one or two 

between-group relationships at a time – but what in the end is a synthetic and holistic 

process that brings the various pieces of the analysis together’ (McCall 2005, p.1787). It 

is hoped that WaVE could contribute to the debate on intersectionality, foregrounding 

religion into the debate and, in general, bringing together ‘various pieces’ for the analysis 

which are rarely juxtaposed but, through an intersectionality approach, promise to offer 

fruitful insight. The multiplicity of identities is a banal point, yet it is often overlooked in, 

and undermined through, simplified political and media discussions. Such simplification 

is especially conspicuous in relation to religious identities. With the aid of the 

intersectionality approach, WaVE seeks to offer a realistic picture of the complexity and 

multifaceted nature of identities, and the important and varied interrelations between 

multiple identities which lead to different results in terms of social cohesion and/or 

tension in society. 

 

Managing WaVE’s diversity 

 

As mentioned above, the diversity in the WaVE project entailed by its inclusion of twelve 

countries across a vast geographical scope in Europe presents us with a number of 
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challenges as well as opportunities. More precisely, it presents us with challenges which 

– if managed well – may be considered significant research opportunities.  

 

The most conspicuous of these challenges are the vast differences which we find along an 

East-West divide in Europe – namely, between western European countries (and those 

included in the WREP project), and the post-communist eastern European countries 

included in the study (Latvia, Poland, Croatia and Romania). Finding frameworks which 

apply equally well to both eastern and western Europe is a tremendous challenge, 

particularly as regards the study of welfare, religion and minorities, given the vastly 

different experiences between eastern and western Europe in these three domains. Thus, a 

deep conceptual chasm in terms of these domains is a first point that must be recognised: 

the different experiences of welfare and religion need no explanation here, but it is worth 

emphasising the difference in the domain of minorities, in terms of the fact that these 

eastern European countries are cases of vast emigration rather than immigration, and the 

fact that minority presence there tends to be an integrated part of the social fabric of these 

countries (native or autochthonous groups, usually indistinguishable by language or 

culture from the rest of society) and, significantly, the term ‘majority’ simply does not 

apply clearly in some of these contexts (much less ‘majority religion’). These differences 

carry vast implications for the development of WaVE’s methodology (see below). 

 

However, it is also important to note the transitional nature of these three domains in the 

post-communist countries under study; this second point warns us against simple 

generalisations about an East-West divide. Third, and related to the above, there are 

significant variations between each of these countries in terms of developments in these 

three domains: developments in welfare systems vary from case to case, as do trends in 

the ‘revival’ and/or re-establishment of churches; meanwhile, emigration takes place at 

different paces and to different destination countries. 
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Beyond this very obvious source of diversity (the East-West distinctions), there are also 

very challenging differences across all of the country cases to do with terminology6. For 

instance, terms such as citizenship, integration, and pluralism mean very different things 

across Europe. It is impossible to reach a consensus on these terms that can apply to all 

cases in the WaVE project; accordingly, we must resort to a series of ‘footnotes’ in each 

of our case studies, explaining the meaning of these terms in each particular context. At 

the same time, this particular challenge may be considered an advantage, in the sense that 

we will draw insights on the diversity within Europe as reflected in terminology. 

 

Of these terminological problems, a particularly challenging one is the term ‘minority’. 

This problem stems from the great diversity of experiences with minorities across our 

twelve country cases, which have led to differing conceptions of the term in each case, 

and to different uses of sub-concepts (such as ‘national minority’). 

 

For the purposes of the fieldwork (WP3), we have addressed this problem by taking a 

broad definition of minorities based on the following reasons: 

 

a. We expect to find very different results in terms of the relationship (one of tension or 

cohesion?) between majority communities and different kinds of minority communities 

(i.e., autochthonous or immigrant, primarily ethnic or religious, etc.). 

b. We try to allow space for the different definitions of ‘minority’ in each case to arise. 

Different conceptions of minority (including whether the definitions have a religious 

dimension) may tell us something about the development of and/or potential for tension 

or cohesion. 

c. We wish to include attention to a possibly vast array of self-definitions of the 

‘minorities’ themselves (as these self-definitions may vary from those of the researcher or 

of the broader majority community). 

d. Taking such a broad definition may help us to avoid reifying preconceived notions 

about conflict related to particular groups (i.e., modifying stereotypes). 

                                                 
6 As noted above, this subject was explored by Martha Middlemiss within the context of the WREP project. 
See Middlemiss 2006. 
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The difficulty in defining the term minority beleaguers the research and policy-making 

communities in general, well beyond the WaVE study. Significantly, this difficulty is 

even evident in formal institutional documents: for instance, neither the UN Declaration 

on the Rights of Persons Belonging to National or Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic 

Minorities, nor the Council of Europe’s Framework Convention for the Protection of 

National Minorities contains a definition of the term. It is useful (and interesting) to 

pause and consider the problem of defining minorities at this level, particularly in the 

case of the Framework Convention, because of the repercussions it entails for the 

attainment of rights and privileges by minorities in Europe7.  

 

One definition commonly used in international law (though not officially designated) is 

that offered by the Permanent Court of International Justice in its ruling on a particular 

case: 

 

a group of persons living in a given country or locality having a race, 

religion, language and tradition of their own and united by this identity of 

race, religion, language and tradition in a sentiment of solidarity, with a 

view to preserving their traditions, maintaining their form of worship, 

ensuring the instruction and upbringing of their children in accordance 

with the spirit and tradition of their race and rendering mutual assistance 

to each other (Gilbert 1996, p.164). 

 

Meanwhile, in debates on the subject within the UN Sub-Commission on the Prevention 

of Discrimination and Protection of Minorities, there was discussion of according 

minority status only to ‘those nondominant groups…which wish to preserve stable ethnic, 

                                                 
7 The Framework Convention’s lack of a definition of minorities has been the subject of strong critique: 
‘one cannot accord rights to wholly nebulous concepts…some definition is necessary’. John Packer, cited 
in Gilbert (1996), p. 162. According to John Valentine (2004, p.445), the failure to provide a definition in 
the Framework Convention was the result of the failure of the member states to agree on one particular 
definition. For more on the subject of defining minorities, see Sasse and Thielemann (2005).  
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religious or linguistic tradition or characteristics, markedly different from those of the 

rest of the population’ (Gilbert 1996, p.164). The definition adopted by the London-based 

‘Minority Rights Group’ is ‘a group within a state which wishes to preserve its own 

identity’ (Gilbert 1996, p.165).  

 

According to either of these definitions, if minorities are – only by the mere fact of their 

existence – considered to be claiming and maintaining identities which are different to 

those of the majority, then there is a great deal to be learned about social cohesion or 

social conflict between majorities and minorities by studying minority values..  

 

Within this maze of definitions of minority, ‘national minority’ is also a difficult term 

with multiple meanings in multiple contexts. The two main uses of the term are for           

a. indication of those minorities whose members are nationals of the state in which they 

live, or b. indication of the nation from which a particular minority derives. However, in 

the WaVE project we have discovered a far broader range of meanings, in terms of 

specific factors attached to the term. 

 

We have also discovered that it is not easy to consider minorities in numerical terms 

either (i.e., a minority as numerically smaller than the majority population). Determining 

whether a group is smaller than the majority is not always a straightforward matter: for 

example, in particular regions or localities, a group that is a minority at the national level 

may be a majority in that given context.  

 

Structure and Methodology of the Project 

 

WaVE is a three-year project (February 2006-February 2009). Our work for this three-

year period has been planned according to eight ‘workpackages’ (WP), beginning with 

the preparation of a State of the Art report (WP1), and followed by the Development of 

Methodology (WP2), the Fieldwork conducted in the fourteen localities (WP3), the 

Analysis of the local data (WP4), the Comparative cross-country analysis (WP5), the 
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Dissemination of the results at the EU, national and local levels (WP6), the Generation of 

EU policy recommendations (WP7), and the drafting of a Final report (WP8). 

 

The Methodology of the WaVE project is set out in three texts produced through WP2: 

Guidelines on the qualitative methods as applied to WaVE; Guidelines for the mapping 

process; and Guidelines for the collection of material. These are internal documents 

meant to guide the researchers through the planning and execution of the fieldwork 

(WP3). Some basic aspects of the methodology will be discussed here, including the 

focus on qualitative methods; the role of the ‘mapping process’; and the plans for the 

collection of the material. 

 

WaVE’s Qualitative focus 

One of our starting points in the WaVE project is the assumption that values cannot be 

grasped independently of practices: understanding values requires attention to how values 

are expressed in actual practice, as well as to ‘official’ values expressed verbally. We aim 

to understand lived values as they influence majority-minority relations and social 

cohesion and/or tensions throughout Europe. Accordingly, our study should include 

consideration of what people do, what people say they do, and how they explain their 

actions and any changes in their actions over time. Such material is not graspable through 

quantitative research alone. Survey and statistical information must be supplemented with 

observations and with interview material.  

 

Qualitative research allows us the necessary flexibility for grasping how values are 

expressed and developed on the ground and how, in practice, these values may affect 

majority-minority relations. It also enables us to capture nuance related to religion and 

different religious groups, to minority status and to different groups of minorities, and to 

gender patterns and changes within these amongst different groups. Meanwhile, by 

examining all of these dimensions through the prism of welfare, we are approaching the 

most fundamental level at which coexistence between different cultures, values and 

religions can be effectively examined – that of the expression of, and provision of, ‘basic’ 

individual and community needs (bearing in mind that what is considered ‘basic’ is itself 
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an expression of values). It is through this approach that we can best supplement the 

existing quantitative research on welfare and values in Europe.  

 

Accordingly, we have chosen to focus our research on the interaction between majority 

and minorities in particular towns in the twelve countries included in the WaVE study8.  

 

Case studies allow a special opportunity to delve into the complexities of social life and 

to reveal detail in terms of diversity, variation and heterogeneity (Ragin, cited by McCall 

2005, p.1782). Our case studies also allow us to glean insight into at least three levels: the 

regional, the national, and the local levels. It also allows us to detect similarities and 

differences between these levels, and to compare these levels across the twelve countries 

in WaVE (i.e., local level could sometimes be similar across our countries, whilst the 

national level could be different). 

 

The mapping process 

The ‘mapping process’ is the first stage of our fieldwork in the selected localities: it 

entails a broad mapping of all of the groups present in the locality (majority and 

minority), a description of how the local welfare system operates (who are the main 

actors in local welfare and what are their main activities?), and a consideration of the 

basic forms of interaction between these various groups (are there any notable examples 

of tension, or cohesion, within and between various groups, in domain of welfare?). The 

mapping process will play a critical role in helping us achieve WaVE’s overall aims. 

First, by providing information on minority presence, networks and associations in our 

localities, we will already be making a significant contribution to knowledge on 

minorities in Europe. Assuming that the welfare state is about social cohesion, our focus 

on whether minorities establish their own welfare activities will offer us insight into 

whether the mere existence of various welfare-providing minority organisations leads to 

greater fragmentation of society, or whether, instead, it strengthens civil society and the 

groups’ position within society (or, indeed, whether some combination of the two 

                                                 
8 As noted above, there are 13 case studies in all, as there are two German case studies: one town with a 
Protestant majority and one with a Catholic majority.  
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emerges). Second, the mapping process is designed to help us make informed decisions 

about how to choose the sample for our in-depth research (second stage of the fieldwork), 

so that it will best reveal the sources of cohesion or tension between minority and 

majority communities, as observable through the domain of welfare. We will map quite 

broadly, taking into consideration what constitutes the ‘majority’ as well as all religious, 

ethnic, national and/or racial groups which claim (or are conferred, by the majority), a 

minority status, irregardless of the size of the group.  

 

Collection of the material 

Regarding the collection of the material (i.e., the in-depth research, following the 

mapping process), we have chosen not to prescribe a focus on particular minority groups, 

but rather on any groups, issues, themes, phenomena, etc. (or combination of these), 

which help us to fulfil WaVE’s objectives and to grasp WaVE’s central concepts. WaVE 

researchers, in conjunction with their senior scholars, are asked to take decisions that are 

most appropriate for their local context, and to justify their decisions with reference to 

WaVE’s objectives (see above, p.2).  

 

Likewise, given the diversity of cultures and contexts included in the WaVE project, the 

precise methods for the collection of material will necessarily be varied. Researchers 

have been asked to choose specific research methods in accordance with what may be the 

most appropriate and most effective way in a given context of grasping WaVE’s central 

concepts and fulfilling WaVE’s objectives. Beyond this, the Guidelines for the collection 

of the material provided to the researchers offer a series of suggestions on how to prepare 

for the field, how to plan the in-depth research, how to manage the interview context, and 

how to record and report the results. But, most importantly, researchers are asked to bear 

in mind WaVE’s central concepts and objectives and to take decisions regarding research 

methods accordingly. 

 

Clearly, there is a tension between comparability and contextuality embedded in our 

research. Emphasis on comparability is more conducive to the drawing of scientific and 

analytical conclusions, whereas emphasis on contextuality is geared toward representing 
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the complexity of reality on the ground. We will be continually challenged to strike a 

proper balance between the two. Certainly at this juncture (during the fieldwork process), 

our emphasis is on contextuality and on gleaning insight into our local complexities. 

 

Finally, WaVE takes an inductive approach to the development of theory. Junior 

researchers will approach their fields of study first through observation and then through 

in-depth research, seeking to describe, as close to the ground as possible, the complexity 

of majority-minority relations in each town. A following analytical phase will address the 

various factors affecting social cohesion of social tensions in each case and will assess 

the extent to which values related to religion, minorities or gender are at play in either 

case. 

 

WaVE’s broader aims 

In direct response to the European Commission’s call for research on ‘values and 

religions in Europe’, it is hoped that, based on WaVE’s fulfilled objectives, we will be 

able to share insight into the impact of religions in societies across Europe as a bearers of 

values of solidarity and social cohesion, or as source of tension and exclusion. We will 

aim for a nuanced understanding of the religious factor in its relation to other factors 

influencing the co-existence of various religious groups in towns across Europe. 

Furthermore and on this basis, WaVE is expected to shed light on the relative benefits 

and drawbacks of the privatisation of religion, as well as of welfare. 

 

We also hope to add to discussions of the relationship between multiculturalism and 

welfare, and between multiculturalism and gender. Literature on both these subjects is 

often dominated by agenda-setting rather than reflections on actual practices, and by 

agenda-setting based mostly on most visible trends in western European countries. WaVE 

offers the opportunity both for reflection on actual practices, and for cross-country 

comparison of results through which we will gain a much fuller picture of the situation 

across Europe, north, south, east and west.  
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Finally, WaVE is expected to bring into sharp relief potential contradictions between 

values expressed at the local level, as well as between values claimed at the European 

Union level, on the one hand, and European Union policies, on the other. With critical 

insight into each of these three dimensions, WaVE will develop policy recommendations 

aimed at their harmonisation and, in turn, at greater social cohesion throughout Europe.  
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