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Home is Not a Place:  
Belonging and Identity Among Second-Generation  
Egyptian Expatriates in the United Arab Emirates 

 

Shahed Qamhiya 
 

Abstract 
 

Recognized as the country with the highest proportion of international migrants, the 
United Arab Emirates presents an interesting case for studies of migrant communities 
since its inception in 1971. The laws and regulations of the country restrict any 
permanent status for its incoming migrants such as naturalization or permanent 
residency, leaving migrants in a state of permanent temporariness. Children of migrants 
in the UAE are hence born and raised away from their official nation state and are faced 
with issues of national and cultural identity, as well as questions of national belonging. 
Through conducting primary research consisting of semi-structured interviews with 
Egyptian nationals that have been born and raised in the UAE. The study explores the 
concept of identity, sense of belonging, and forms of attachment and transnational ties to 
homeland among second generation Egyptian expatriates in the United Arab Emirates.  

 

Keywords: Egyptian expatriates; United Arab Emirates; Egypt; Second generation 
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Chapter One 

Introduction 
1.1 Research Overview  
The personal interest in this research topic dates back to 1998, specifically my first day 

of elementary school in Sharjah, United Arab Emirates. Until that day, I did not have 

any conceptualization of national or cultural identity. I was simply a child born in the 

UAE and knew no other home. During the first day, one of the school administrators 

walked into our class and asked that those who are muwattin, the Arabic term for 

local/citizen, to raise their hands. She wrote down their count. She then asked that those 

who are wafid, the Arabic term for an expatriate, to raise their hands, and also counted 

and noted down their number. I did not raise my hand at either of the options because I 

simply did not know what the meaning of those words was. My mother later on that day 

had to explain to me that we were “guests” in this country, and that we bound to return 

to our “home” one day. That incident was the start of a research interest that grew over 

the years on not only my own personal cultural and national identity, but also that 

pertaining to all fellow expatriates in the country.  

 The Gulf countries and the United Arab Emirates specifically, present a very unique 

case for migration studies in relation to its demographics and the percentage that foreign 

workers make up of the total population. In fact, studies of UN data on international 

migration shows that the UAE tops the ranks when it comes to the percentage of the 

international migrant population in proportion to the overall population. Almost 88 
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percent of the UAE population is made of international immigrants.1 The UAE is also 

among the top ten countries in the world in terms of international migrant stock, hosting 

9.1 million international migrants.  

However, due to restrictions in the UAE’s citizenship policies, very rarely do any of 

those migrants become naturalized or even receive permanent residency. This is 

effectively the primary difference between migrant workers in the UAE and migrants 

elsewhere in the world. Such restrictions however did not prevent many migrant workers 

from spending decades of their lives in the same country, and even bring or start their 

own families in the country. In fact, many migrants of the middle and upper classes raise 

their children in the UAE.  

While first generation migrants who move to the UAE for work have been socialized 

from an early age in the country of origin, have an existing social network in their 

country, and perhaps strong national ties to their homeland, their children who were born 

or raised in the UAE don’t enjoy the same experience.  

Yet, unlike their counterparts in other migrant destinations who receive their citizenship 

or permanent residency by right of soil jus soli and are somewhat integrated with the 

host population, children of migrants in Gulf countries maintain a temporary status. This 

temporary status could play a big role in preventing them from assimilating or 

integrating with the host population, leaving them in many cases with a shattered 

cultural/national identity. Yet, in other cases, in their quest for belonging and self- 

 
1 "Which Countries Have The Most Immigrants?". 2020. World Economic Forum. 
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2017/02/which-countries-have-the-most-immigrants/. 



 

3 
 

actualization many of those “permanent temporary” migrants form transnational 

connections with their parent’s countries of origin and forge fluid identities.  

While in the past couple of decades, there has emerged some literature and data on 

children of migrants: their identities and transnational relations to their homelands, the 

subject of second-generation migrants in the Gulf remains under-researched. Some 

recent scholarly work has looked at the cases of South and East Asian migrant workers 

in the Gulf, however Arab migrant populations in the same region received little 

attention from migration scholars.  

In effort to fill this research void and add to the literature on the issue of Arab migrants 

in the Gulf region, particularly the United Arab Emirates, I will be conducting primary 

research with children of Arab migrants in the UAE, particularly from the Egyptian 

nationality due to it being the largest Arab migrant community in the UAE, as well as 

one of the first nationalities to ever move to country for work in 1960s and 1970s.  

1.2 Research Objectives 
In my research, I will be focusing on themes in relation to identity, attachment, 

belonging and transnational relations. I will try to answer questions that focus on where 

is home for children of migrants? Do and can they maintain dual transnational lives 

between two different nations and cultures? What is their sense of identity: is it a 

fragmented one? Or is it a fluid one that combines different cultures and national 

attachments? 

1.3 Thesis Map  
In the upcoming chapter, I will be surveying and providing an overview of the literature 

that has been previously produced on this topic. It mainly tackles literature that has been 



 

4 
 

written on the rise of transnationalism, its incorporation in migration studies, and long 

distance nationalism; the generation of identity among migrants and children of 

migrants; as well as issues of belonging and emotional bonds to homeland.  

Chapter three lays the ground for the primary research results and the analysis of the 

data collected. It first examines the specificity of the United Arab Emirates as a 

destination of international migrants, as the International Organization for Migration 

reports that the UAE is the country with the highest proportion of international 

migrants.2  With the discovery of oil reserves during the mid-1900s, the country looked 

to its neighbors in the East and West to recruit and hire both skilled and unskilled 

workers to build its infrastructure. Its laws and regulations were shaped to restrict the 

naturalization and permeance of those guest workers. Yet, many of those workers 

continued to live and establish families in the country across many decades, ending up in 

a sort of “temporary” permanent status. All of which distinguishes the migrant 

experience in the UAE from elsewhere around the world. The chapter also provide an 

overview of the situation of the Egyptian diaspora in the UAE. Finally, the chapter lays 

out the research methodology, including strategy, design, subjects of the study, and how 

they were sampled.  

Chapter 4 focuses on the results and the analysis of the interviews conducted, it will be 

divided into three sections. It mainly focuses on the themes of data which emerged from 

the interviews; namely: cultural tolerance, strong parental influence on identity, 

 
2 International Organization of Migration. 2019. "WORLD MIGRATION REPORT 2020". Geneva: 
IOM. https://www.un.org/sites/un2.un.org/files/wmr_2020.pdf. 
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imagined home, hybrid/gendered identities, relationships in diaspora, and the impact of 

political situations on their belonging.  

Finally, Chapter 5, concludes the thesis with an overall evaluation of the results of the 

research and overall observations. It looks at how the research can be further developed 

in the future.  
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Chapter Two 
 

Literature Review 
 

2.1 The Rise of Transnationalism  

With state-of-the-art technologies and a world more connected than ever, 

migrants' social, emotional and economic experiences are vastly different in comparison 

to their migrant predecessors in earlier times. Indeed, people have been on the move for 

as long as the history of the humankind. However, only the current circumstances have 

allowed migrants to maintain such close links with their families, networks, and 

homeland. This ability to enjoy tight relations across international borders has 

contributed to the evolution of the concept of transnationalism.  

Over the last few decades, the study of transnationalism has expanded to include 

the many forms of relations migrants hold across international borders. In his work 

(2001), Vertovec3 explains that the term ‘transnationalism’ refers to various types of 

cross-border connections. While transnationalism was first used to solely describe 

political and economic connections/transactions between different nations, the past 

couple of decades have witnessed the use of the concept of transnationalism in migration 

study both to describe the actions of migrants, as well as to study migrant relations with 

their homeland. Perhaps one of the most discussed and used explanation or definition for 

transnationalism within migration studies goes back to that of Portes’ (1996). Alejandro 

Portes provides a holistic definition of transnationalism when he describes it as:  

 
3 Vertovec, Steven. 2001. "Transnationalism And Identity". Journal Of Ethnic And Migration 
Studies 27 (4): 573-582. doi:10.1080/13691830120090386. 
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“communities that include an increasing number of people who lead dual lives. 

Members are at least bilingual, move easily between different cultures, 

frequently maintain homes in two countries, and pursue economic, political, and 

cultural interests that require a simultaneous presence in both.4” 

In aim to map the shifting focus of migration scholars towards transnational 

relations and transmigrants, Vertovec (2001) sets a timeline for the field of migration 

studies, where he explains that since the early sociological studies of migration in 1920s 

and 1930s, “most migration research has generally tended to focus upon the ways in 

which migrants adapt themselves to, or are socially excluded from, their place of 

immigration.” 5 He goes on to say that, at the start of the twenty-first century, migration 

studies started underlining the attachments that migrants maintain to families, 

communities, traditions, and causes outside of the borders of the countries to which they 

have moved. This may be attributed partly to the rapid development of travel and 

communication technologies in recent years, but also to the shifting political and 

economic realities in both sending and receiving countries. The current context has 

triggered the rise of contemporary ‘transnational communities’ that engage in the 

circular flow of persons, goods, information, and symbols brought about by migration. 

Vertovec (2001) cites Alejandro Portes (1997), explaining that dense networks across 

political boundaries are created by immigrants looking to economic and social 

 
4 Portes, Alejandro. 1996. "Global Villagers: The Rise Of Transnational Communities". The 
American Prospect, no. 25. 
5 Vertovec, Steven. 2001. "Transnationalism And Identity". Journal Of Ethnic And Migration 
Studies 27 (4): 573-582. doi:10.1080/13691830120090386. 



 

8 
 

wellbeing. All of this, Vertovec explains, is enabled by the more efficient modes of 

communication and transportation available today. 

Glick-Schiller and Fouron (2002) in their discussion of studying identity of 

migrants within a transnational social field, describe trans-migrants and transnational 

migration as a process in which individuals who settle or migrate across international 

borders develop and maintain various networks of connection to their homeland while 

residing and settling in another nation-state. They then define such persons who 

simultaneously create and maintain dual lives across different national borders as 

“transmigrants.”6   

The authors continue their work to state that there is no one form or way of 

transnationalism and transnational connections that migrants take part of.7 Further on 

this topic, Kasinitz and Waters et al describe that the field of transnationalism has now 

evolved beyond just describing certain relations as transnational, but to also include 

assessments of transnational relations as weak or strong, or to define the transnational 

action based on whether it’s an action from “above” or “below.” In other words, it 

narrows down to the source of the transnational relation or action as either institutional 

by states or governments, or from below by everyday transactions performed by 

transmigrants or other individuals that are take part in cross border relations. 8 

 
6 Glick-Schiller, Nina, and Georges Fouron. 2002. "The Generation Of Identity: Redefining The 
Second Generation Within A Transnational Social Field". In The Changing Face Of Home: The 
Transnational Lives Of The Second Generation, 1st ed., 186-208. New York: Russel Sage 
Foundation. 
7 Ibid.  
8 Kasinitz, Philip, Mary Waters, John Mollenkopf, and Mehr Anil. 2002. "Transnationalism And 
The Children Of Immigrants In Contemporary New York". In The Changing Face Of Home: The 
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In a similar pattern, other scholars also attempt at refining the definition of 

transnational relations and distinguishing between levels of practice. In their work on 

transnationalism, Levitt, DeWind and Vertovec (2003) specify that there tends to be 

different levels of engagement or involvement with transnationalism. In other terms, 

they state that there are “comprehensive” as well as “selective” transnationalism (as 

cited in Helen Lee, 2008). The authors further refine this distinction by stating that there 

are migrants who are “intensively transnational” and are always involved in 

transnational practices, whereas there are others who are only transnational occasionally 

or periodically.9 

While discussing the levels/degrees of transnationalism that migrants, and 

especially their descendants, have with their countries of origin, it is equally important to 

contrast it with the levels and degrees of assimilation and integration with their host 

country. In their work on second generation migrants (2001), and what they term 

“segmented assimilation,” Alejandro Portes and Ruben Rumbaut highlight that second-

generation migrants in the United States is often characterized to be undergoing a 

process of segmented assimilation, pertaining to the different socio-economic 

stratification and segmentation system in the United States. Elaborating, assimilation 

outcomes vary across immigrant minorities depending on  four main factors; namely: “ 

1) the history of the immigrant first generation; 2) the pace of acculturation among 

parents and children and its bearing on normative integration; 3) the barriers, cultural 

 
Transnational Lives Of The Second Generation, 1st ed., 96-122. New York: Russell Sage 
Foundation. 
9 Lee, Helen. 2008. Ties To The Homeland: Second Generation Transnationalism. New Castle: 
Cambridge Scholars Publishing. 
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and economic, confronted by second-generation youth in their quest for successful 

adaptation; and 4) the family and community resources for confronting these barriers.”10 

In an earlier work (1995), Portes explains three key possibilities that influence 

the assimilation trajectories of those migrants; “assimilation into the majority culture 

coupled with economic mobility; preservation of the immigrant culture coupled with 

economic mobility; and assimilation into the underclass linked with poverty.”11 

Having discussed common definitions of transnationalism and experiences of 

transmigrants, it is also important to highlight the impact that transnationalism has on 

migrant identities. And while I would explore the literature on identity, especially that of 

migrants and their children, in greater details in the upcoming sections, it is important to 

shed light on the tie between identity and transnationalism.  

In their work, Levitt and Waters (2002) emphasize that the relations and 

transactions migrants perform across international borders, as well as their exposure to 

multiple cultures leads to or enables the migrants to create various “cultural products,” 

and multiple identities.12 

Furthermore, Vertovec argues that transnationalism acts as a framework through 

which many researchers approach the topic of migrants and dispersed ethnic groups. 

Juxtaposing ‘identity,’ the way in which people conceive themselves and are 

 
10 Portes, Alejandro, and Rubén G Rumbaut. 2001. Legacies: The Story Of The Immigrant 
Second Generation. Berkeley: University of California Press. 
11 Portes, Alejandro. 1995. “Segmented Assimilation Among New Immigrant Youth: A 
Conceptual Framework.” In California’s Immigrant Children, edited by Rubén G. Rumbaut and 
Wayne A. Cornelius. La Jolla: Center for U.S. Mexican Studies, University of California at San 
Diego. 
12 Levitt, Peggy, and Mary C Waters. 2002. The Changing Face Of Home : The Transnational 
Lives Of The Second Generation. 1st ed. New York: Russell Sage Foundation. 
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characterized by others, against transnationalism, the author reasons that the connection 

is intrinsic between the two terms.  This is because transnational networks are often 

grounded upon the perception that people groups share some form of common identity, 

usually based upon a common place of origin or the cultural or linguistic traits 

associated with it. These identities are then negotiated by some contemporary migrants 

in different context-specific social worlds.13 

Vertovec (2001) explains that identities are seen to be generated in and 

constructed through a self-attributed and other-ascribed dialectic conditioned within 

specific social worlds, holding true for both personal and collective identities. He states 

that the literature on transnationalism generally underpins the fact that many people live 

in social worlds that are now stretched between, or dually located in, different places 

with different communities. This forms ‘habitats of meaning’ (Ulf Hannerz, 1996 as 

cited in Vertovec, 2010) that are not restricted territorially and that allow for the 

accumulation of cultural repertoires that influence the construction of an identity. The 

factors that influence this construction become specific to the habitat in question and 

include “histories and stereotypes of local belonging and exclusion, geographies of 

cultural difference and class/ethnic segregation, racialized socio-economic hierarchies, 

degree and type of collective mobilization, access to and nature of resources, and 

perceptions and regulations surrounding rights and duties." 

2.1.1 Emotional Transnationalism 
In a unique focus on emotional ties to homeland, Diane Wolf studies the 

experience of Filipino children of migrants in the United States, and terms what she 

 
13 Vertovec, Steven. 2001. "Transnationalism And Identity". Journal Of Ethnic And Migration 
Studies 27 (4): 573-582. doi:10.1080/13691830120090386. 
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thinks is the type of relation these second- generation migrants have towards their 

country of origin as “Emotional Transnationalism.”  Through conducting analysis of 

patterns and practices of Filipino families in the United States, it was evident that many 

Filipino second-generation youths are affected by transnational struggles, stemming 

from their relationships to their families who tend to force their values in new social 

contexts.14 

In her discussion, Wolf highlights the way in which children of immigrants hold pride 

and respect to the family and their values. According to Wolf’s interviews, Filipino 

students emphasized on “the family” when asked about what it means to be a Filipino. 

When referencing to “home,” they always meant the greater home across the ocean. 

However, this association is due to their parents’ transnational connections and not to 

‘psychical’ experiences with the Philippines. Thus, making experience to be identified as 

an “emotional transnationalism” with imagined notions of home.15 

According to Wolf, second-generation Filipino youth experience an “emotional 

transnationalism.” This posits a kind of life that situates them between two locations and 

generations, the “real” and the “imagined”. Unlike their parents, second generation 

children do not experience transnational economic experiences. In fact, they live the 

transnational life at the level of emotions. For example, having the concept of the family 

centralized in their lives, they usually inhabit multiple cultural and ideological behaviors 

and habits that result in emotional transnationalism. According to Wolf this experience 

 
14 Wolf, Diane, “There’s No Place Like “Home”: Emotional Transnationalism and the Struggles of 
Second- Generation Filipinos,” in the The Changing Face of Home: The Transnational Lives of 
the Second Generation. ed. Peggy Levitt, Mary C. Waters (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 
2002), 255-294 

15 Ibid 
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create both a security of a source of identity, and confusion that may lead to alienation 

and despair. 16 

2.2 The Transnational Social Field   
 Glick-Schiller and Fouron (2006) speak of a need to contextualize the 

transnational relations and experiences that migrants have under an overarching concept 

of a transnational social field. In their work, they refer to network theories to explain that 

whereas networks are considered/defined as “chains of social relations” that each 

individual has, and further state that a social field is an endless terrain of interlinked 

networks. 17 

Building on that definition of a social field, the authors then argue that the 

concept “transnational social field” provides a conceptual and methodological tool into 

the study of the overall social, economic and political relations that migrants experience 

in multiple cultures and nation states, as well as its impact on the migrants’ identities. 

They also state that the concept of a transnational social field enables an analysis of the 

processes by which first and second generation migrants can remain a part of “the fabric 

of daily life in their home state, including its political processes, while they 

simultaneously engage in activities in their new country, at their jobs, in their 

neighborhoods, and as citizens participating in the political process.” They conclude that 

the concept of transnational social fields is based and focuses on social relations, and 

hence ongoing transnational social relations ultimately enable different forms of social 

 
16 Ibid 
17 Nina Glick-Schiller and Georges Fouron, " The Generation of Identity: Redefining the Second 
Generation Within a Transnational Social Field," in The changing face of home : the 
transnational lives of the second generation, ed. Peggy Levitt, Mary C. Waters (New 
York: Russel Sage Foundation, 2006), 186-208 
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and political identification in contrast with connections through international forms of 

communication.18  

2.3 Economic and Political Transnationalism and its Impact on 
Migrants  

In the context of migration, transnationalism does not only entail the social 

relations that migrants maintain between their host and origin country. In fact, the 

economic and political transnationalism of migrants is of great significance. Vertovec 

(2001) also discusses the extensiveness of the economic impacts of transnational migrant 

communities, the most significant of which would be the massive flow of remittances 

that migrants send to families and communities in the sending countries, exceeding 

US$60 billion per year (Cohen, 1998; Massey et al., 1998; Waller Meyers, 1998; 

Vertovec, 2000, as cited in Vertovec (2001). This means that the economies of 

numerous developing countries become increasingly reliant on these remittances, 

reaching comparable amounts to those of exports, development aid, or tourism. This 

then reverberates in the realms of society and culture, wherein intense linkages are 

maintained by migrant communities between sending and receiving contexts including 

marriage alliances, religious activity, and media and commodity consumption. This, in 

turn, has significant bearing on the culture and identity of the children born to these 

transnational migrants.19 

The author also addresses the global flows and cross-border networks inherent to 

transnationalism and how they critically test the concept of the nation-state’s functioning 

 
18 Ibid. 
19  Vertovec, Steven. 2001. "Transnationalism And Identity". Journal Of Ethnic And Migration 
Studies 27 (4): 573-582. doi:10.1080/13691830120090386. 
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as a container for social, economic, and political progress. Vertovec cites Bauböck in 

saying that multiple citizenship becomes the most visible overlapping of membership in 

political communities, bringing out heated public debates concerning the topic. He goes 

on to present a view on transnational ties weakening immigrants’ integration in 

receiving countries, and then counters it with another view suggesting that democracy is 

actually enhanced by recognition and representation of transnational identities (Castles, 

2000; Vertovec, 1999, as cited in Vertovec, 2010).20 

 Glick-Schiller and Fouron (2006) also discuss a concept related to political 

transnationalism among migrant communities, namely, long-distance nationalism. They 

define the concept as constructed/imagined ideas about belonging that link people living 

in different parts of the world and justify their action in relation to an ancestral 

homeland, state and its people. Such ideas create a transnational bond between a 

geographical location, a government, and people who identify as nationals of that 

government/nation-state. Further, this bond links migrants and their children to the 

homeland/country of origin and its government and the community that continues to 

reside in it. Through this bond, both the migrants and the citizens in the homeland share 

a view that the migrants and their children remain a part of the nation, regardless of the 

fact that they live abroad.21 

The authors emphasize on the idea that this concept of long-distance nationalism is not 

only imagined and linked to nostalgia. They discuss the consequences of long-distance 

 
20 Ibid. 
21 Nina Glick-Schiller and Georges Fouron, " The Generation of Identity: Redefining the Second 
Generation Within a Transnational Social Field," in The changing face of home : the 
transnational lives of the second generation, ed. Peggy Levitt, Mary C. Waters (New 
York: Russel Sage Foundation, 2006), 186-208 
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nationalism, which include migrant’s political actions in relation to their homeland. The 

authors speak of how a migrant population to a specific homeland may exercise political 

transnationalism and participate in the political system by voting, donating money to a 

certain political party, protesting government policies, and “even fight, kill, and die for a 

“homeland” in which they may never have lived.”22 

2.4 Attachment, Identity and Belonging 
In his discussion of the forms of attachment that migrants or their descendants hold 

towards their “homeland,” Ruben Rumbaut asserts that the circumstances which led to 

their migration to a new country has very little impact on the second-generation migrants 

desire or ability to remain attached to their country of origin. He states that the majority 

of international migrants continue to be connected, albeit in different ways, to their 

homeland. He follows by stating that this attachment could be “real or imagined,” and 

“subjective or objective.” And that even if they assimilate or integrate in their new 

country, it is rare to find migrants who completely uprooted themselves from any ties or 

even memories that leaves them connected to their homeland.23   

Rumbaut continues his work to discuss the attachment forms relating to the children of 

migrants. He states that the forms of attachment or longing to their origins is unlike that 

of their parents. He argues that there is little to no evidence that children of migrants 

hold strong attachments to their parent’s homeland that would lead them to act on it. 

Elaborating, Rumbaut argues that the form of attachment most second-generation 

 
22 Ibid. 
23 Rumbaut, Ruben G. 2002. "Severed Or Sustained Attachments? Language, Identity, And 
Imagined Communities In The Post-Immigrant Generation". In The Changing Face Of Home : 
The Transnational Lives Of The Second Generation, 1st ed., 43-95. New York: Russell Sage 
Foundation. 
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migrants hold is not strong enough for them to lead a “meaningful transnational project 

of dual lives.” Unlike their parents, Rumbaut argues the children of migrants do not 

suffer from nostalgic feelings or the pain of longing to a homeland, because they never 

lost a homeland in the first place.24 

The work of Kasinitz et al on the identities of children of migrants in New York follows 

a similar pattern. They state that most of the respondents in their study, did not express 

strong ties to their parent’s homeland, and that the people who did express strong 

attachment to their origins were in fact the exception. Further, the ones who did state 

that they held strong attachment sentiments towards their parent’s homeland and spoke 

fondly of their trips “back home” to their parent’s homeland had no doubts that the 

United States was in fact their “home,” and that it had the biggest impact on shaping 

their identity.25  

On the other hand, one aspect that challenges the conceptions of belonging among 

migrants and their descendants is the questioning of their loyalties. In societies and 

countries suffering from political conflict, the belonging and identity of migrants is 

challenged by their communities. Skrbiš, Poynting, and Baldassar highlight that under 

such contexts of political turmoil, loyalties of migrants are often questioned. They cite 

what Furedi terms as a “culture of fear” in sending and receiving communities.26 

 
24 Ibid 
25 Philip Kasinitz, Mary C. Waters, John Mollenkopf and Mehr Anil, “Transnationalism and the 
Children of Immigrants in Contemporary New York” in The Changing Face of Home: The 
Transnational Lives of the Second Generation. ed. Peggy Levitt, Mary C. Waters (New York: 
Russell Sage Foundation, 2002), 96-122 
26 Zlatko Skrbiš , Loretta Baldassar & Scott Poynting (2007) Introduction – Negotiating 
Belonging: Migration and Generations, Journal of Intercultural Studies, 28:3, 261-269, 
DOI: 10.1080/07256860701429691 
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Furthermore, in her discussion of belonging and the politics of it (2006)27, Davis 

attempts to study the core components that constitutes belonging and politics of 

belonging. She highlights the difference between belonging as an emotional state and 

politics of belonging that entail notions of racism, and nationalism. As belonging is 

usually naturalized, it becomes politicized in some incidents. As such, the emergence of 

civil societies and modernity presented new interpretations of belonging as “reflexive” 

and “defensive identity communities. The author points that the politics of belonging can 

be analyzed on three levels: social locations; identifications; and ethical values & 

political views. She explains that with social location, social categories are the main axes 

on which identity politics is formed. However, they are not fixed categories as they are 

contested and fluid across different spatial and temporal contexts such as the social 

position of the individual in its society which in turn is based on intersectionality of 

several analytical categories including race, gender, class, sexuality and ethnicity.  

Davis also discusses a second analytical level of studying belonging.  The author 

describes identity narratives as stories moved along generations, however; they travelled 

in a special way implying flexibility and fluidity in these narratives. As this identity 

narratives travel and propagate across time and space, it is crucial to highlight that it is 

not only constituted on cognitive stories, instead it entails emotional investment through 

manifesting collective feeling and a sense of grouping. Third analytical level is political 

views and ethical values which represent the boundaries and frame through which 

ideological categories of the identity is drawn.28 

 
27 Yuval-Davis, Nira. 2006. "Belonging And The Politics Of Belonging". Patterns Of Prejudice 40 
(3): 197-214. doi:10.1080/00313220600769331. 
28 Ibid 
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2.5 The Specificity of Second-Generation Migrants  
Having discussed the general literature on issues of transnationalism, identity, as 

well as belonging, it is now important to highlight the scholarly discussion that is 

specific to second generation migrants. While doing so, I will be first looking at 

literature which can be described as focusing on factors that shape second generation 

migrants, and then moving forward to discuss what has been written overall on the 

identity of second-generation migrants.  

One of the main highlighted themes in the study of second-generation migrants’ 

identity and belonging relates to the steps their parents take early on to keep their 

children connected to their country of origin. In her introduction to her book on second 

generation migrant experiences in Australia (2008), Helen Lee, speaks of the important 

strategies first generation migrants or parents take to help their children form a 

connection with their country of origin. A key strategy Lee notes is migrants taking their 

children to visit their country of origin, especially to meet, form relations, and create a 

bond with their relatives and extended families, as well as get to know the place where 

their parents come from. Lee discusses how this could have a positive or a negative 

impact on the identity of children of migrants. She argues that a positive or a friendly 

special treatment by relatives can enforce a sense of belonging among the children of 

migrants and enhance their connection to the culture of their “homeland.” On the other 

hand, being treated as a stranger or an outsider while visiting their ancestral land can in 

many cases have a negative impact and shake their cultural identity and sense of 

belonging to that culture.29 

 
29 Lee, Helen. 2008. Ties To The Homeland: Second Generation Transnationalism. New Castle: 
Cambridge Scholars Publishing. 
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Another element that plays a role in shaping the identities of children of migrants 

relates to the multi-cultural atmosphere that they are brought up in. The multi-

culturalism or cosmopolitan environment may be absent in their countries of origin 

which largely encompass people of the same ethnicity or culture.  In their study of 

second-generation migrants in New York Kasinitz et al (2002) highlight the emphasis 

children of migrants made on the aspect of multiculturalism. They explain that their 

respondents frequently mentioned that upon visiting their parent’s homeland, cultural 

variety and cosmopolitanism is what they miss the most. Cosmopolitanism “draws on 

the vibrance of transnational communities,” the authors emphasize. 30 In turn, this inter-

connection between transnational communities and cosmopolitanism plays a great role 

in eroding boundaries between cultures and ultimately results in a unique migrant 

identity among the second-generation. 31 

2.5.1 Deterritorialization of home 
Perhaps one of the biggest outcomes of transnationalism on second generation 

migrants involves the concept of deterritorialization of home. In his discussion of 

transmigration among second generation Greek-Australians, Giorgas (2008) discusses 

how “home” stops existing as an actual physical space and becomes a symbolic one, this 

in turn has big impact on the sense of belonging and identity of second-generation 

migrants.  She cites Al Ali and Koser (2002) in their analysis of subject in which they 

state that “conceptions of home are not static but dynamic process,” and the redefinition 

 
30 Philip Kasinitz, Mary C. Waters, John Mollenkopf and Mehr Anil, “Transnationalism and the 
Children of Immigrants in Contemporary New York” in The Changing Face of Home: The 
Transnational Lives of the Second Generation. ed. Peggy Levitt, Mary C. Waters (New York: 
Russell Sage Foundation, 2002), 96-122 
31 Ibid. 
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of home from a “physical place of dwelling,” to one that is been linked to “family,” 

“community,” or “homeland/nation.”32 

   

Giorgas also makes the reference to the work of Kennedy and Roudometof 

(2002) on the subject. Elaborating, the forces of globalization have had a wide impact on 

the delinking of “communal identity” from physical places to a one that is more fluid in 

nature in which migrants “reconstitute themselves around various kinds of shared 

identities despite their dispersal over considerable distance.” What results is 

deconstruction of the link between locality and home, and instead an emphasis is 

increasingly placed on the symbolic sense of home or imagined/constructed notions of 

what constitutes as home.33 

 

The author further highlights that this has the larger outcome on second 

generation migrants. As they were raised outside of their parent’s homeland and hence 

have less to no attachment to it. The deterritorialization of home and delinking 

belonging and physical space, enables children of migrants to relate or form attachments 

to their transnational communities. Giorgas cites Kennedy and Roudometof (2002) in 

their discussion of this specificity, and how it creates opportunities for descendants of 

migrants to reaffirm their identity, as well as “to reconstitute themselves around various 

kinds of shared identities despite their dispersal over considerable distances.”34 

 
32 Giorgas, Dimitra, “"Transnationalism and Identity among Second Generation Greek-
Australians” in Ties To The Homeland: Second Generation Transnationalism. Ed. Helen Lee 
(New Castle: Cambridge Scholars Publishing), 53-71 
 
33 Ibid. 
34 Ibid 
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2.5.2 Hybrid Identities  
The work of Poynting, Tabar, et al. describes the emergence of fluid/hybrid 

identities due to the factor I surveyed in other literature above, namely, the multi-

culturalism, cosmopolitan societies, and transnationalism. They discuss how in the case 

of Lebanese Australians second generation migrants are able to “mix and borrow” from 

the different cultures and communities they are exposed to and ultimately blend them 

into a new hybrid identity, while strategically using this hybrid form of identity and 

choosing which identity to emphasize based on the circumstances. 35 

In their work on negotiating identity and belonging among migrants, Skrbiš, 

Poynting, and Baldassar, highlight this skill that children of migrants have and the way 

in which they are adept at negotiating their identities in various cultures.36 

 
2.5.3 Integration in Host cultures  

The existing literature around children of migrants also discusses their 

integration and sentiments towards their host community. In their study of children of 

migrants in Europe, Rosa Aparicio and Andrés Tornos discuss their the self-

identification and integration. According to the Aparicio and Tornos, sometimes the 

children of immigrants are indifferent or even hostile towards the futures of host 

societies. This may be brought about by the hardships associated with immigration 

which may bear an imprint of foreignness or a sense of not belonging to the country in 

which these people live. Isajiw (1997, as cited in Aparicio & Tornos, 2017) explains this 

phenomenon by arguing that these children’s national identities are absorbed from their 

 
35 Poynting, Scott, Greg Noble, Paul Tabar, and Jock Collins. 2004. Bin Laden In The Suburbs. 
1st ed. Sydney: Institute of Criminology. 
36 Zlatko Skrbiš , Loretta Baldassar & Scott Poynting (2007) Introduction – Negotiating 
Belonging: Migration and Generations, Journal of Intercultural Studies, 28:3, 261-269, 
DOI: 10.1080/07256860701429691 
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parents, implying their inclusion in a specific group from which others are excluded and 

the absence of or conflicting emotional ties with the society in which they now find 

themselves which pairs itself with a lack of responsibility or solidarity with its 

concerns.37 

Aparicio and Tornos have identified three types of access to identity maturations 

to the children of immigrants as they grow into adulthood: 1) the first driven by their 

parents, 2) the second driven by their own perceptions, and 3) the third driven by their 

peers. They place these systems against a backdrop of the social system of identities 

which prevails culturally and socially in each country where personal identities will 

develop. With this in mind, the authors examine a qualitative study conducted in Madrid 

in 2011 on the integration of second-generation residents, with the aim of exemplifying 

the theoretical points presented in it in practice. The study posits that identity 

development driven by the children of immigrants’ peers is the driving force that 

determines the level of intensity with which children of immigrants absorb the national 

ties that shape them in early adulthood. The authors conduct their owns study also in 

Madrid, focusing on the analysis of adult identity integration in Madrid for members of 

the second generation, specifically of those being the offspring of Moroccans, Peruvians, 

Dominicans, and Ecuadorians.38 

In their study, the authors underline the importance of the stage at which children 

of immigrants begin thinking about becoming independent of the family nucleus, 

 
37 Aparicio, Rosa, and Andrés Tornos. 2017. "National Identity And The Integration Of The 
Children Of Immigrants". In Situating Children Of Migrants Across Borders And Origins: A 
Methodological Overview, 1st ed., 215-230. Dordrecht: Springer. 
38 Ibid. 
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constituting a way for individuals to position themselves in terms of the development of 

their identities. In general, the authors maintain that, while children are in secondary-

school age, the identity associated with country of origin of their parents are the one that 

they identify with most, as the case was that it was ascribed to them by both their peers 

and their teachers. This identification by teachers, according to the participants, is not 

always well received by the children of immigrants. According to the authors, it seems 

here that, while usually identifying with their parents’ nationalities in secondary school, 

they do not like others to identify them in the same way. They go on to explain, “this is 

undoubtedly the contextual anchor of ethnic identity: among those who share the same 

nationality it is seen as a positive value of the identity capital they possess but where 

those who do not share this nationality are concerned, it begins to be seen as a 

potentially negative factor in personal development.”39 

Aparicio and Tornos claim that the situation changes entirely when the 

participants began discussing their future plans and the goals that they had set 

themselves as adults. They begin drifting away from mentions of their family’s 

nationality and their position on its adoption, preferring to refer to institutions placed 

around the realization of their aspirations in their different types. They add that when 

moving out of the family home, the authors found that the participants indicated that 

they do not view themselves as being disadvantaged for being the children of 

immigrants as they begin to become accepted to have been integrated into host societies 

as they enter the labor market or university, as opposed to when considering anonymous 

relations in the street or the housing market where there ae more documented cases of 

 
39 Ibid 
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discrimination. The participants also indicated that they were not concerned about 

whether they should or could be able to maintain their parents’ national identities upon 

leaving home.40 

2.6 Value of Reviewed Literature in Current Research  
As mentioned earlier, the case of second-generation migrants in the Gulf and specifically 

the United Arab Emirates is a peculiar one. This is because they are not citizens of the 

country they have long lived in, nor are they integrated within the local fabric of the 

nation/social stratification system. Hence, theories about integration of migrants and 

their descendants are of less use in this specific research topic. However, the theories of 

transnationalism and the ability to maintain strong transnational relations between two 

countries, in this case Egypt and the United Arab Emirates is of great relevance to the 

research focus. Concepts of transnationalism could be of particular use in this context, as 

theoretically, their uncertain situation in the host country could push them towards 

strengthening their relations with their country of origin across different levels. 

Furthermore, we find that in relation to migrants in the Gulf, Diane Wolf's work on 

emotional transnationalism could in fact be very relevant to the case of children of 

migrants in the Gulf region.  

However, while assessing those relations or forms of attachment the children of migrants 

have towards their country of origin, and based on the observations of Ruben Rumbaut, 

the study must attempt to distinguish between the subjective and objective notions of 

belonging and attachment among the study participants. 

 
40 Ibid. 
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Further, the work of Helen Lee on the techniques and methods migrant parents employ 

to establish and maintain a connection between their children and their homeland is of 

great relevance on the case of migrant parents in the UAE. Besides the intrinsic nature of 

some parents to instill in their children an attachment to their homeland, migrant parents 

in the Gulf are further motivated by the lack of formal security and uncertainty in 

relation to migration laws in the Gulf region.  Additionally, theories/studies of children 

of migrants' upbringing in a cosmopolitan culture and its impact on their identities, such 

as that of Kasinitz et al could be compared to the experiences of children of migrants in 

this study, as the UAE continues to be one of the most cosmopolitan states.  

Finally, it would be interesting to compare and test if the theories of Poynting, Tabar, et 

al. on the ability of children of migrants to "mix and burrow" from different cultures can 

apply to the case of Egyptians in the UAE. Do they form a similar hybrid identity to that 

discussed by the authors in their work? 
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Chapter Three 

The Case of the UAE and Methodology 
 
 

3.1 The Case of The UAE as Migrant Hosting Country 
 

The United Arab Emirates presents a very unique case as a migrant or expatriate hosting 

country for three main reasons. The first of which is because the country’s laws have been 

established to prevent migrants from being naturalized or receive permanent residency. In 

other words, the foreign residents in the UAE are not “migrants” per se. This policy is 

largely due to the fact that they original native population that the UAE was founded with 

is very small. Upon establishment of the UAE as a federal state, the population was largely 

a tribal one and individual and family allegiances were mainly owed for one’s tribe. The 

government exerted a lot of effort and wealth on development projects to eradicate poverty 

among its native population in order for them to gain the trust and loyalty of their tribal 

population.  

Secondly, the UAE posits a unique expatriate destination country because those 

“migrants” or expatriates or guest workers outnumber the native population. In fact, they 

make up over 80 percent of the whole population of the UAE. The UAE’s national 

population is very small comparison to the share of the population that non-nationals in 

the country hold. Finally, although UAE’s laws are built for expatriates or guest workers 

to live on a temporary basis, many of them tend to stay along with their families for 

decades. In fact, the essence of this thesis is because there are many non-nationals who 
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were born, raised, and continue to live their lives in the UAE, yet don’t have any formal 

attachment to it such as citizenship or permanent residency.  

The history of the “migrant” flow into the UAE and the wider Gulf region dates back to 

the mid of the 1900s, a couple of decades before the United Arab Emirates was 

established. Prior to its establishment in 1971, the coastal trucial states were under the 

British rule.41 Following the discovery of oil in the late 1950s42, the trucial states began 

to look for foreign workers to develop its infrastructure in various sectors, to name a few: 

construction, agriculture, education, and health. It looked in two directions, one was 

neighboring Arab states, and to the East its historical trade partner, the South Asian sub-

continent. There is only a handful of studies published on the demographics and migrant 

flows at that time. Hence, in this chapter I will also be using historical accounts or oral 

history from persons who lived in the UAE for a very long to build an account of the 

situation back then. Insight from all forms of sources indicate that the earliest migrants in 

the UAE were mostly from Arab states, specifically Palestinians and Egyptians. 

According to Naufal and Genc, the earliest flow of people started in 1950s, yet it only 

intensified following the 1973 oil embargo.43  

Based on statements from early migrants, it is safe to argue that the some of the earliest 

Arab migrants came to the UAE as teachers and doctors. This account is further confirmed 

in the autobiography of the ruler of Sharjah. In his autobiography, Dr. Sultan Al Qasimi 

 
41 The National Archives. 2021. Trucial States - The National Archives. Available at: 
https://livelb.nationalarchives.gov.uk/first-world-war/a-global-view/the-middle-east/trucial-states 
42 Opec.org. 2021. OPEC : United Arab Emirates. Available at: 
https://www.opec.org/opec_web/en/about_us/170.htm 
43 Naufal, George, and Ismail Genc. 2012. Expats And The Labor Force. Basingstoke: Palgrave 
Macmillan. 
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recalls that the first formal school in the United Arab Emirates was in the city of Sharjah, 

and the first couple of teachers to arrive were Palestinian teachers sent and funded by the 

government of Kuwait in 1954. They were followed by a couple of Egyptian teachers sent 

by their government in 1955.44 

Arabs were chosen and recruited early on for the similarity of their culture; they shared 

the language and religion of the UAE.45 However, with time governments of the Gulf 

became more wary of Arabs as they were more political problematic than other migrants. 

Shah (2004) provides that the share of Arabs in the wider Gulf Cooperation Council 

(GCC) countries’ population was at a record high of 72 percent in 1975, and it later on 

dropped to only 31 percent in 1996.46 In 1985, the number of non-national Arabs 

employed in the private sector in the UAE (note that this excludes employees of the 

ministries of education and health)  was 95,000, representing 16 percent of the non-

national labor force; the rest of the labor force originated from South Asia and South-East 

Asia.47 

Yet, the overall percentage of non-nationals out of the UAE’s population has continued to 

grow. The International Labor Organization’s data shows that currently the UAE’s 

population is at 9.1 million, with nationals only representing 12 percent of that figure.48 

Since the 1990s, the UAE has attracted foreign workers not only from neighboring Arab 

 
44 Al Qassimi, Sultan. 2009. Sard Al That. Sharjah: Al Qassimi Publications.  
45 Naufal, George, and Ismail Genc. 2012. Expats And The Labor Force. Basingstoke: Palgrave 
Macmillan. 
46 Shah, Nasra. 2004. "Arab Migration Patterns In The Gulf". Arab Migration In A Globalized 
World. International Organization for Migration. 
47 Birks, J. S., I. J. Seccombe, and C. A. Sinclair. 1988. "Labour Migration In The Arab Gulf 
States: Patterns, Trends And Prospects". International Migration 26 (3): 267-286. 
doi:10.1111/j.1468-2435.1988.tb00649.x. 
48 "United Arab Emirates". 2021. Ilo.Org. https://www.ilo.org/beirut/countries/united-arab-
emirates/WCMS_533531/lang--en/index.htm. 
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countries or the subcontinent. In fact, the UAE’s market has expanded to attract skilled 

workers from the United States, Europe, and Australia. It has also attracted foreign 

workers from East Asia.49  

Currently the five major nationalities in the UAE with the highest shares from the 

population are in order as follows: Indian, Bangladeshi, Pakistanis, Egyptians, and 

Filipinos.50 

An Overview of the UAE Culture and State  

Historically and prior to British rule, what became to be known as the trucial states and 

later on the seven emirates had no formal attachment to each other. Those “states” were 

essentially based on big nomadic tribes, and each of those tribes ruled over their other 

smaller tribes in their territory. This tie as one entity only started to materialize after those 

seven tribes independently entered in truce agreements with Great Britain in the 19th 

century, giving the British power and authority over what it named the “coastal or trucial 

states.” Hence, when those states gained independence and formed a federal union in 

1971, they did not have a clear unified national identity, instead the citizens of the newly 

formed United Arab Emirates had more loyalty towards their own tribes. Instead, what 

they had in common was their nomadic life in a harsh desert environment, their shared 

Arab ethnicity and Islamic religious affiliation- the trucial states were predominantly 

Muslim Sunni at the time, and finally their close geographical proximity from one another. 

However, the newly formed state had to ensure the creation of a unified identity and 

 
49 Al Youha, Ali, and Froilan Malit Jr. 2013. "Labor Migration In The United Arab Emirates: 
Challenges And Responses". Migrationpolicy.Org. https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/labor-
migration-united-arab-emirates-challenges-and-responses. 
50 Ibid.  
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loyalty, and it do so through creating and offering development opportunities that would 

quickly alleviate poverty in the country, enhance the standards of living, and promote 

social developments. Since its inception, the UAE government worked on establishing 

and offering social welfare programs to its local population. It has worked extensively on 

eradicating illiteracy and advancing education and employment programs for Emiratis for 

both males and females. The partial distribution of wealth from oil and gas revenues on 

their citizens, coupled with the benefits they receive from their government successfully 

led to Emirati citizens pledging utmost loyalty and support to their state. This has 

manifested clearly in the past five years, with Emiratis showing overwhelming support to 

their governments in their political decisions and conflicts in the region such as its role in 

the Yemen War, the conflict with Qatar, or the most recent neutralization with Israel.  

Furthermore, the UAE government did not only spend considerable amounts of its wealth 

on building the country’s material as well as social infrastructure, but it also dedicated a 

lot of money and effort towards building a global brand and reputation as a modern state. 

One of the main areas it has worked on enhancing its image in relates to gender equality 

and women empowerment. Like the overall situation of women in the MENA region, the 

Emirati woman is still confined to family structures and religious values and expectations 

to a certain extent. Yet, as part of the institutional efforts made in this are to appear more 

socially advanced as a state, at least in the past two decades, the Emirati woman has taken 

on much more role in the public sphere. Emirati women also enjoy to a large extent some 

form of independence and freedom to have a personal life, however of course it remains 

under the constraints of family and Islamic traditions. Overall, while the UAE is no where 

full gender equality, it has achieved significant strides in this area. To illustrate, according 
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to World Bank estimates, females in the UAE have a fifty-two percent participation rate 

in the labor force.51 

Since the 1990s, the UAE has also worked on enhancing its public image to the world to 

emerge as a top-tier destination for tourism and foreign business and individual 

investments. In fact, most international and multinational organizations in the Gulf and 

MENA region have chosen Dubai as a destination for their regional offices. While this is 

largely due to financial and tax-free incentives strategically made by the government to 

attract investors, it is also owed to several other factors. One of the advantages of the UAE 

is the ease and convenience of life. This in fact is often of the first mentioned reasons 

expatriates give for choosing and continuing to live in the country, even though they are 

formally on a temporary residence status. Another reason that plays a role in attracting 

both organizations and workforce is the overall safety and security. Indeed, having police 

patrols around the clock and surveillance cameras all over public spaces in the country 

could be considered as an infringement on personal privacy, yet it has contributed to 

making the country one of the “safest” in the world, in terms of low crime rates and feeling 

of safety. In fact, majority of the informants of this study, especially women, mention 

feeling safety and personal security as one of the important reasons they appreciate life in 

the UAE. It was mentioned by several the participants that, contrary to their home-country, 

they do feel comfortable and safe to walk out in the street at anytime during day or night. 

Some have also compared the very low rate of robberies in the UAE with the significant 

rate of theft and robbery in Egypt. This is backed by global polls and studies on law 

 
51 "Labor Force Participation Rate, Female (% Of Female Population Ages 15+) (Modeled ILO 
Estimate) - United Arab Emirates | Data". 2021. Data.Worldbank.Org.  
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enforcement and overall safety. For example, the 2020 Gallup World Poll on Law and 

Order ranked the UAE as the fourth country in the world where people feel safest walking 

alone, and ranked within the top ten countries with highest index of law and order.52 The 

UAE’s Capital, Abu Dhabi, was also ranked as the safest city in the world in a survey by 

the data crowd-sourcing website Numbeo.53 Sharjah, the third largest emirate, ranked 

sixth safest city on the same survey.54 While these surveys maintain a margin of error, 

along with the testimonies of the participants, it does mirror an overall strong sense of 

safety and civility in the United Arab Emirates, contributing to the large and quick growth 

rate of expatriate communities in the country.  

3.1.1 Egyptians in the UAE 
 

As mentioned earlier in the chapters, Egyptians were among the first “migrants” to arrive 

in the UAE following the oil discovery. I spoke with two Egyptians who moved to the 

UAE early on to try to establish an account of the earliest Egyptian community in the 

country. One of which is Dr. Azza Al Kilany who moved to the UAE with her family in 

1968 at the age of six. Her Father Dr. Naguib Al Kilany, a medical doctor and an academic, 

sent and funded by the government of Kuwait to Dubai, worked on the development of 

curriculums in the country. She recalls that there was a significant number of Egyptians 

in the country, mostly school teachers, engineers and doctors, some of whom were funded 

by Nasser’s government. She recalls that the numbers of Egyptians started growing much 

more and a community of Egyptians existed by the mid-1970s. Other early migrants in 

 
52 Gallup Inc. 2020. "Global Law And Order Report". Washignton: Gallup. 
https://www.gallup.com/analytics/322247/gallup-global-law-and-order-report-2020.aspx. 
53 "Current Safety Index By City". 2021. Numbeo.Com. 
https://www.numbeo.com/crime/rankings_current.jsp?displayColumn=1. 
54 Ibid. 



 

34 
 

the country recall that their colleagues were mostly either from the Egyptian or Palestinian 

nationalities. Thurayya Ibrahim, a school-teacher who moved to the Emirate of Ras Al 

Khaimah with her husband in the late 1970s says that her colleague teachers were mostly 

Jordanian/Palestinian or Egyptians, and recalls there was a smaller number of Sudanese 

and Syrian teachers. Her students were either Emirati nationals or reflected the 

nationalities of her colleagues. Ibrahim mentions that her husband’s colleagues, who 

worked as an accountant at a government department were of the same nationalities.  

Since the early migrants that came to the UAE were skilled workers, many of them 

afforded to move their families with them to the country. In fact, many of their children 

who were moved to the UAE at an early age or were born in the country continued to live 

and work and start their own families in the same place. As Naufal and Genc mention in 

their study of expatriates in the UAE, generally a person must move their place of 

residence to be considered a migrant. Yet, in the UAE, a foreign-born baby is considered 

a migrant and therefore the stock of migrants automatically increases with no mobility 

ever being involved.55 

Furthermore, the flow of Egyptian expatriates continued to increase since the 1970s till 

our present day. In fact, by the end of the 1990s, Egyptian expatriates constituted the 

largest category among all Arab migrants in the UAE. Interestingly, Egyptian migrants in 

the Gulf cut across all socio-economic classes in Egypt. They consisted of both skilled 

and un-skilled workers.56  However, skilled workers such as engineers, teacher, or doctors 

that mainly hailed from middle class families in Egypt were more likely to afford to have 

 
55 Naufal, George, and Ismail Genc. 2012. Expats And The Labor Force. Basingstoke: Palgrave 
Macmillan. 
56 Shah, Nasra. 2004. Arab Migration Patterns in the Gulf. In Arab Migration in a Globalized 
World, International Organization for Migration, pp. 91-113 
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their families with them in the UAE. Whereas, unskilled workers who for example took 

on the more physical sort of labor such as construction workers, security guards, or drivers 

often could only afford to live in the expensive Gulf country on their own, while their 

families remained in Egypt and relied on remittances received from their family caretaker 

in the Gulf country. This class division among Egyptian expatriates in the Gulf could be 

interpreted as well in the sample of this study. To elaborate, among the target group of 

this study- second generation expatriates or children of Egyptian expatriates, most 

described their families as middle class. Some indicated that they belonged to a wealthy 

or an upper middle class, however, they owed it to their parent’s accumulation of wealth 

as expatriate workers in the country. Generally, when discussing their parent’s 

background, they mentioned typical middle-class occupations such as accountants, 

engineers, teachers, doctors. They also emphasized certain middle-class characteristics 

such as instilling in their children that focusing on their education or having good grades 

is the key to success, or sending their children back to Egypt to study their undergraduate 

degree because it is more affordable than private universities in the UAE. Overall, it is 

evident that most second-generation migrants in the country or the wider Gulf hailed from 

middle class families.  

Whether they were skilled or unskilled workers, the number of Egyptians continued to 

grow significantly over the years. In fact, by 2002, the number of Egyptian expatriates in 

the UAE reached 130,000.57 The number of Egyptians in the country reached over 

 
57 Kapiszewski, Andrzej. 2004. Arab Labour Migration to the GCC States, in  Arab Migration in a 
Globalized World, International Organization for Migration pp. 115-133 



 

36 
 

711,000 in 2013.58 By 2019, UN figures state that the number reached 900,000, with 

Egyptians remaining one of the biggest five nationalities in the country.59 

Owing to their historical significance as one of the earliest Arab diasporas in the United 

Arab Emirates, and their continuity as one of the largest foreign communities in the 

country, I have dedicated this thesis to study the identity of second generation or children 

of Egyptian migrants in the country. In the following section, I will outline the study 

design and methodology.  

3.2 Methodology 
 

Ahead of describing my research methodology, it is important to revisit the research 

questions and objectives. The UAE presenting a unique case as a “migrant” destination, 

with foreign workers making up almost 90 percent of the whole population. The 

country’s laws are designed to restrict the option of staying permanently in the UAE, yet 

many of the residents end up in permanent temporary status. Their children, unable to 

call the UAE as their official home, yet never truly knew any other home. Study of 

migrant societies in the UAE only started gaining academic attention in the last couple 

of decades. Many of the existing studies focus on south Asian communities in the 

country, for a very logical reason, as they represent the biggest nationalities among the 

overall population. Yet, Arab migrants have not been studied adequately in this context. 

 
58 Al Youha, Ali, and Froilan Malit Jr. 2013. "Labor Migration In The United Arab Emirates: 
Challenges And Responses". Migrationpolicy.Org. https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/labor-
migration-united-arab-emirates-challenges-and-responses. 
59 "International Migrant Stock 2019: United Arab Emirates". 2019. Un.Org. 
https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/data/estimates2/countryprofiles.a
sp. 
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This research paper aims at uncovering meanings and some of the experiences of Arab 

expatriates in the UAE. 

3.2.1 Research Strategy 
 

The primary research strategy used in this research is qualitative. The choice of 

qualitative research is based on two considerations in this case. The first of which is to 

gain a deep understanding and an intensive analysis of the Arab expatriate communities 

in the UAE. Bryman highlights the necessity of using qualitative methods in social 

research as “the social world needs to be interpreted from the perspectives of being 

studied.”60 He elaborates that in sociology, the researcher has to take/understand the role 

of the other, the subject of the study in this case. The researcher has to place emphasis 

on how the informants see their experiences.61 Furthermore, qualitative research tends to 

follow more of a denoting approach in which theory and categorization follows the 

investigation and collection of the data. In this specific case, the object of the research is 

to study and uncover the concepts of identity and belonging among second generation 

expatriates in the country. The research did not start with a theory, instead it derived its 

main themes from surveying the literature on migration study and proceeded to 

investigate the applicability and relation in the context of Arab migrants in the Gulf.  

3.2.2 Research Design and Methods 
 

The research design is a case study of Egyptian migrants in the United Arab Emirates. 

The case study as Bryman notes provides a detailed and intensive study of the subject in 

 
60 Bryman, Alan. 2015. Social Research Methods. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
61 Ibid. 
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hand.62  It aims to generate a detailed account of a certain case, in this research it is one 

pertaining to a community. To achieve this, this study relies on semi-structured one-on-

one interviews with persons who belong to this community. The interviews in this 

research were based on a previously approved (by the Institutional Review Board at the 

Lebanese American University- available in Appendix A) set of questions which focus 

on three main themes (see Appendix B for questions). The specific themes and proposed 

questions guided the interviews, yet it did not restrict the informant’s answers. To 

elaborate, I was sensitive to how the informants interpreted the questions themselves, 

and they were allowed to mention or elaborate on events or specific issues that were not 

in the questions. This is specifically to allow a deeper insight to meanings they place for 

events or behaviors, or what the informants deemed important, and finally possibly 

provide direction on certain aspects that may have been overlooked by the researcher. 

The original research themes which guided the interviews were originally derived from 

the researcher’s understanding and interpretation of the literature review. They were 

specifically focused on three main pillars: the informants’ subjective sense of identity, 

their conceptions of belonging, and their engagement in transnational activities. The 

interviews also included some general questions that aimed to understand each profile 

better such as their social community, relationships in diaspora, and imagined sense of 

community.  

Furthermore, during the interviews, there were recurring answers or research results that 

when weaved together translated into new themes of analysis. To elaborate, the themes 

that emerged from the interviews and constituted the basis of analysis were mainly the 

 
62 Ibid.  
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3.2.3 Study population and Sampling Methods 
 

The study included fifteen one-on-one interviews with Egyptian nationals residing in the 

UAE that were born and/or raised/socialized in the UAE from a very young age. In other 

terms, the participants did not experience living in Egypt from a young age. In cases 

where they were not born in the UAE, the informants moved to the country prior to 

joining school or during the first couple of grades of elementary school and cannot recall 

the years they lived in Egypt or elsewhere. They were all born to Egyptian mothers and 

fathers. The age group is between 24 years old and 36 years old. All of whom are 

currently employed in the UAE. The minimum age was decided to ensure that they have 

somewhat a clear concept of their belonging and identity. The informants were also 

almost equally divided between female and male genders, with seven females and eight 

male respondents. All respondents happen to be Muslim; however, this factor was not 

purposively determined.  

Sampling and recruiting the study population at the earliest stages used purposive 

sampling to ensure that they fit the criteria for the research, namely: both parents 

Egyptians, socialized in the UAE from an early age, and represented persons from 

different types of schooling (International/Arabic/Egyptian schools). Following the first 

couple of interviews, the method of sampling then became a snowballing one. 

Informants suggested other people who they believed would fit the research criteria. The 

number of interviews was not pre-determined, and sampling and interviewing came to a 

halt when theoretical saturation was achieved. Names of all informants have been 

changed in the results section to show aliases instead. Below is a table summarizing the 

informants basic demographics.  
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their political opinion and re-directed the discussion towards other questions. 

Confidentiality has been maintained throughout the interviews and analysis.  
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Chapter Four 

Results and Discussion 
 

This chapter outlines and discusses the results of the 15 interviews conducted with 

children of Egyptian migrants in the Gulf. It looks at their conceptions of identity, 

belonging, and the behavioral patterns they adopted throughout their transnational lives.  

4.1 Results 
4.1.1 More Culturally Tolerant  
The subjects of this study originated from different parts of Egypt. Their parents moved 

to the Gulf at different years or even decades. They went to different schools. And most 

importantly identified themselves in various ways. However, one aspect that stood out 

among all of them through their answers and narrations of their life journey is that they 

believe that they are vastly more tolerant of other differences and other cultures than their 

fellow nationals who never left Egypt.  

Their ability to not only be accepting but to also be able to relate to people from other 

cultures and backgrounds easily was mentioned during every single interview that was 

conducted during this study. Majority of the subjects cited this aspect as one of the main 

differences between them and other Egyptians who belong to the same generation that 

remained in Egypt.  

Unanimously, all respondents perceived this as a positive trait that has helped them 

throughout their education, career, and personal life. They were all in agreement that they 

developed this tolerance towards others because of the multicultural nature of the United 

Arab Emirates.  
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Sami, a twenty-six-year-old sustainable energy engineer kept going back to the point that 

throughout his years of schooling, his classmates and friends were never from one 

nationality. He mentioned that he grew up around classmates who came the UAE, the 

Levant, North Africa, Southeast Asia, East Asia, and Europe. He described the impact this 

multi-culturalism had on his identity as a “mix and match, you hang out with all of them, 

and take something from all of them.” 

Leila, twenty-nine years old, who works as a communications manager at a leading tech-

company believes that one of the most striking differences between her and fellow 

Egyptians who were raised in Egypt is her ability to be open-minded to different views 

and ways of life. From her perspective, Egyptians are not very open-minded to cultural 

differences because they have only dealt with other Egyptians, even with the rise of 

globalization. Leila also attributed this tolerance and acceptance of hers to the fact that 

she was raised in the United Arab Emirates. She says, “learning it from a textbook is 

different than living it; for 28 years I have been exposed to people who are different from 

me whether it was an ethnic difference or a socio-economic one.” 

The tolerance acquired through their lives in a multi-cultural environment, in some 

instances, does not only simply differentiate them from their fellow generation in Egypt. 

In one interview with Nadia, a thirty-four year old woman that works in news production, 

she repeatedly stresses that the “the intolerance of other cultures and nationalities in 

Egypt” has created a big gap between her and Egypt. She stated several times during the 

interview that she was unable to travel back to Egypt, or even interact with Egyptians 

because they are intolerant of other groups and individuals. This aspect has created a big 

divide between her and the country. She spoke of frequent incidents with other Egyptians 
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that were racist or discriminate against other people which repulsed her from the Egyptian 

culture and pushed away from her country of origin.  

We find that this corresponds to the work of Kasinitz et al that was introduced in the 

literature review chapter. Similar to the experience of second-generation migrants in New 

York that the Kasinitz mention, Egyptians in this study also speak of significance that 

their upbringing in a cosmopolitan society has brought to their identity, and how it they 

evidently miss that multiculturalism and the cultural tolerance during their visits to Egypt.  

4.1.2 Parents Influence  
Another common theme among every single respondent relates to their parent’s role in 

connecting them to Egypt. Similar to the methods discussed in Helen Lee’s work in the 

second chapter of this thesis, we find that a common strategy among the parents of all 

respondents of the study was to take their children on annual visits to Egypt. All subjects 

reported that they used to visit Egypt every single year for the summer vacation when they 

were younger. It was a common answer that they would travel to Egypt annually up until 

they were at least 18, which is the university age in the UAE. After that age, answers 

would vary on how often they visited their country of origin. Yet, the common 

denominator is that their parents were always striving to connect their children to their 

country of origin.  

The subjects who expressed that they have a bond with Egypt attributed that to their father 

or mother’s habit of telling tales about Egypt and telling them about their own memories 

of Egypt.  

Overall, all respondents reported that what impacted their perception of and connection to 

Egypt was largely their parent’s influence, and to a second degree their family connections 
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in Egypt. The majority mentioned that their parents made a lot of effort to instill “the love 

of Egypt” in them growing up. Mohammed, a 32 year old banker, attributed his attachment 

to Egypt to his father’s efforts in keeping him and his siblings connected to their country 

of origin. Mohammed says “my father made it a point to take us to Egypt every single 

year. He would insist that we visit the village he hails from, and meet every one of our 

relatives, even the distant ones.  He would also take us around different parts of Egypt and 

makes us visit museums to ensure that we are well aware of our country’s history.”  

At least half of the respondent stressed that their parents ensured that their home in the 

UAE remains very Egyptian, entailing all the details and traditions of Egyptian households 

and culture. They repetitively mentioned that they were only allowed to speak the 

Egyptian dialect inside their house, and that they would only watch Egyptian TV, and 

listen to Egyptian music.  

Some respondents mentioned that their parents explicitly warned them of speaking any 

other dialect or trying to adopt any habits from the Emirati culture. Leila who we have 

mentioned earlier says that a turning point in how she perceives the UAE was because of 

an incident with her mother in which Leila suggested that they wear Abayas the traditional 

Emirati dress for women. Her mother had a firm answer telling her: “people hate expats 

who try to imitate Emiratis, be yourself.”  

Another respondent, Samia, who is a 25 year old humanitarian worker, mentioned a 

similar incident with her own mother that left a strong impact. She mentioned that as most 

of her classmates in school were from different nationalities, she was catching and 

integrating different words and dialects together. Her mother demanded that she doesn’t 



 

47 
 

use any other dialect than Egyptian “Ma te’wgish lesanik” which can be literally translated 

into don’t twist your tongue or lose the accent. 

Strong Expat Community 

At least half of the people interviewed mentioned that they had a strong expatriate 

Egyptian community which helped them in maintaining a connection to Egypt. Five of the 

respondents mentioned that they would visit the Egyptian Club in Dubai, which was 

created by the Egyptian Embassy, every weekend with their parents. While they would 

mainly spend their time playing sports, their parents would hang out/play cards/or even 

attend cultural and religious seminars. The respondents mentioned that they created life-

long friendships with other Egyptian kids at the Club. One of the respondents even first 

met his wife there when they were kids. The respondents explained that their parents chose 

to hang out at the Egyptian Club not only because it is a safe and a low-cost option, but 

also because they preferred that their children hang out with children of other Egyptian 

expatriates in the country.  

Many of the respondents also mentioned that their family would meet with other expatriate 

Egyptian families every weekend. They mention that this strong network of Egyptian 

families helped them live the Egyptian culture away from Egypt. This strong network of 

families was also frequently cited when discussing the groups of friends, they each have. 

More than half of the respondents mentioned that they met their Egyptian friends through 

their families, and simply bonded with them because they have culturally similar families 

and experiences. Interestingly enough, two of the respondents mentioned that these strong 

connections between families only existed when they were in the UAE. To elaborate, one 

of the respondents, Samia, explained this by saying that “when we are here we are alike, 
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but when we go to Egypt we are very different. When we are in Egypt, each one of us 

comes from a different province or slightly different economic classes, but as expatriates 

these differences melt away and are not felt.”  

The image of Egypt they built in our heads is different from reality 

As many of the respondents mentioned, the connection they had with Egypt was mainly 

built because of how much their parents tried to keep Egypt alive in their household, and 

how often they spoke to them about Egypt and described the life there to them. Yet, some 

of them mentioned that when they visited as adults they realized that the image built in 

their heads is vastly different from reality.  

Samar, a thirty year old pharmacist, describes going through this experience by saying, 

“my father used to tell us positive things about Egypt. I went there after high school with 

a beautiful image in my head. I thought that people were friendly. Unfortunately, I was 

shocked with reality.”  

In a similar way, Samia says, “I feel shocked every time I visit. The imagined Egypt in 

my head is always a romanticized version. I am always longing for the happy place my 

parents described from their memories. Yet, it is not a happy place. It is crowded, and 

difficult to live in. We always make it happier than what it is.”  

4.1.3 Second Generation Identity: Hybrid, Mixed or Gendered Identity? 
 

The Gender Factor  

When asked how they would describe their identity, only a few respondents were able to 

answer that question with some ease. While their answered varied, there was a particular 
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distinction that stood out; men were much clearer about their Egyptian identity. All but 

one of the eight Egyptian men interviewed very clearly stated that they are Egyptian 

without any hesitation when asked about how they would describe their identity.   

The exception to the men was a 30-year-old Egyptian, Karim, who had Emirati half-

siblings from his mother’s side. Both his parents are Egyptian, however his mother had 

Emirati kids from a previous marriage, to which he attributes his strong bond to the United 

Arab Emirates. Karim described himself a stranger in two countries, “When I visit Egypt, 

they call me the Emirati. And here, I am the Egyptian.” Karim does not believe he has 

dual identities; in fact he thinks he does not have any clear identity.  

As for the rest of the Egyptian male respondents, while they admit having a strong 

attachment to the UAE, and strange connection to Egypt, they all strongly identified as 

Egyptians. Similar to their parents perhaps, the first-generation expatriates, the male 

respondents categorized themselves as Egyptian expatriates away from home. For 

example, Houssam who is 35 years old described himself as an “Egyptian expat who lived 

his whole life away from home, hoping to return one day.”  

Magdy, a thirty-three-year-old Engineer, described his identity as: “pure Egyptian, the 

smallest details in my life are from the Egyptian culture. My life is deep in regressive 

cultural explanations. I cannot escape it, it sets who I am and what I can do, even if I am 

far away from Egypt.” 

Others attribute their bond to Egypt to the strong family connections they. For example, 

two of the respondents, Houssam and Loodz- a 28 years designer, both had almost the 

same answer to whether they feel home in Egypt, saying that it is home because our 
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families are there, and that if it was possible they would travel back to Egypt every 

weekend. 

Sami on the other hand said that his Egyptian identity is present but is mainly manifested 

at home, with his family and relatives. As discussed in the previous section, he said that 

with his friends he has a more mixed identity, despite that the fact that his friends are all 

mostly Egyptian, but he had more space to have a more multi-cultural identity around 

them than his family.  

Despite this strong identification with Egypt, they also stated that they feel most 

comfortable in the UAE because it is where they grew up and have memories. 

Mohammed, who we have mentioned earlier, said that “the UAE is home but with barriers; 

when there is an issue with permeance, you start thinking of alternative options.”  

Whilst feeling most comfortable in the UAE, most of the men still stated that they felt 

home when in Egypt and owed this to the fact that they are conscious that the UAE cannot 

be their home, and that they might be asked to leave any minute. In fact, unlike the female 

respondents, most men interviewed expressed their willingness to move back to Egypt 

and settle there, if the circumstances allowed. Badr, a thirty-six-year-old school instructor, 

mentioned that as he got older, the idea of moving back to Egypt is becoming more 

realistic. He said, “life and work pressures here is making me consider going back home 

and starting my own business. I frequently wonder until when I would stay here. I know 

that I can’t stay here for good.”  
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Houssam, similarly, says that the only obstacle standing in his way to settle back in Egypt 

is to find a good job in his field. He believes that the way things are developing in Egypt 

will allow him to return there soon.  

On the other side, female respondents tended to have more elaborate explanations of their 

identity, and a more complicated connection to the UAE or Egypt. In the following 

paragraphs, I will outline some of their answers. Samah, a thirty-three-year-old marketing 

manager at a government institution in the UAE, described her identity as a mix, “In 

Egypt, I am not Egyptian. Here, I am not Emirati either.” While the UAE was and remains 

the only country she knows, and where she feels most comfortable, she recognizes that is 

not home. Samah explained that it is because of the lack of stability, “we are not allowed 

to belong; we are treated differently, and we are simply not stable here.”  

Similarly, Samia says while she identifies as Egyptian, people in Egypt or recent Egyptian 

migrants to the UAE do not think that she is “Egyptian enough.” She explains, “When in 

Egypt, or around Egyptians, I always feel that I have to prove that I am Egyptian. My 

normal self is never enough. I carry a part of every person I ever met, and I do not need to 

be full on Egyptian to prove that my Egyptian identity. But people in Egypt do not see it 

the same way as I do.”  

Yet for Samah, as well others, home is not in Egypt either. Samah continues her 

description to say, “Egypt is not home. I do not have a life or friends there. I don’t know 

how to interact with people.” Similarly, Fatima, a twenty-six-year-old doctor, says that: 

“whenever people ask about my identity, I always say Egyptian. Yet, when I am there, I 

don’t feel home. Instead, I feel like I want to return to the UAE.” She further mentions 

that she feels like she is divided between the two countries: “half of me loves the UAE 
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because I grew up here, while the other half is just Egyptian.”  On the same note, Samia 

mentioned that “growing up, I did not know better than to think that the UAE is my home. 

I never thought about leaving, but as I got older, they made me understand that I cannot 

stay here for good. I ended up becoming an economic migrant, just like my parents, tied 

to the UAE just because of my job.”  

For three other women that were interviewed, their concepts of home and identity were 

more complicated. Leila mentioned that growing up in the UAE made her identify as an 

Arab woman and not as an Egyptian. She says, “I enjoy the Egyptian culture in the sense 

that I enjoy the jokes and the movies, but that is about it when it comes to my relation to 

Egypt.”  She further explains that “Egypt is home, but I am not welcomed there. Cairo is 

not a city designed to welcome everyone with open arms. It is not easy. Its’ name is Al 

Qahira which literally translates into vanquisher.” Furthermore, Leila does not feel like 

she belongs to the Emirati culture either, “the UAE feels home, but it is not. I know that. 

I always feel as a second-class citizen.” She continues her description of her identity and 

belonging by saying that “I feel homeless, and it gives me a lot of anxiety.”  

Nadia also shared a similar account on her identity, where she identified as an Arab 

woman, “my passport is Egyptian, but I don’t identify as one. I feel like a stranger in 

Egypt. I tried to connect to Egypt, but I failed, and I dropped it. I also failed to do the same 

with my children, and so I am just focusing on raising them as Arabs.” Yet, Nadia says 

that she does not feel at home in the UAE, “I don’t feel home in the UAE. I know in the 

back of my mind it is not my country, so I never got attached. My existence is tied to 

work, and there is no security, we can leave at any time.”  
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Samar says that she feels that the UAE is her first country, and Egypt is her second. She 

explains further that it is difficult for her to identify with one culture or one country: “I 

grew up around people from different parts of the Arab region. I have Iraqi, Syrian, and 

Palestinian friends. I feel that I have a bit of every culture in me. It makes me feel so 

different from others when I go to Egypt.” She further mentions that when in Egypt, she 

and her family feel like foreigners all over again.”  

Many of the women interviewed mention their inability to reintegrate in Egypt, which 

could offer an explanation to the differences in male and female experience. They discuss 

the difficulties of being a woman in Egypt, in contrast to their lives in the UAE. Samar, 

for instance, spoke of her inability to feel safe in Egypt, “I never felt unsafe in the UAE; 

but when I tried to live in Egypt, I experienced verbal and physical harassment. I don’t 

feel safe there, and I would never raise my daughters in Egypt.”  

Samah spoke of her struggle when she got stuck in Egypt for a few months while trying 

to finish her official papers, “My father and my husband treat me like a biscuit when I am 

in Egypt. Only when I am in Egypt, they treat me like I am so fragile and tell me that I 

don’t know things work.  Here, I am independent. If something were to happen, I know 

how to get my rights.”  

Similarly, Dina, a twenty-four year old engineer, said that she does not feel like her 

identity is Emirati, yet she feels that fits in the UAE. She explains that by saying “I feel 

Egyptian, but I cannot relate to other Egyptians, at least the ones who haven’t lived here.” 

She further explains, “I don’t feel home in Egypt. I feel like a tourist in my own country. 

I do not know much about it. It is actually a struggle for me to out on my own.”  
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Changing Behavior  

Unlike their conceptions of identity, both men and women described a similar experience 

when they visit Egypt. All respondents mentioned that they become more self-conscious 

of their identity, behavior, and even appearance.  

The subjects mention that fellow Egyptians are quick to find out that they are not from 

Egypt. “They know that I am not from there just because I say excuse me. They 

immediately tell me you are not from here” says Magdy. Many of the respondents 

mentioned that their politeness and tendency to abide by the rules would make fellow 

nationals in Egypt realize that they are not from here. Interestingly, four of the respondents 

mentioned the same example of standing in line/cross the line and not using Wasta or a 

middleman to get their passport renewed would incite people to ask them or point out that 

they are not from Egypt. 

More than half of the people interviewed mentioned that they change the way they speak 

or behave when they are in Egypt. Samia explains why she changes her behavior by 

saying, “I learnt to act, dress and speak differently when I am in Egypt, so I can get by.” 

Samah explains this tendency to change their behavior in the same way, “people there 

think that we are naïve, and they abuse it. That is why I am more self-conscious, and I try 

to limit my interactions with people.”  

This view is shared by the male respondents too. Badr, a thirty-four-year-old school 

instructor, describes the reasons why he changes his behavior as follows, “things run more 

smoothly in the UAE. When I am in Egypt, I change my behavior to avoid people finding 
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out that I live in the Gulf. For example, if I need to fix something in my house, they would 

charge me twice as much as they would charge people normally.”   

Others mention that they must change their accent or fasten the pace they speak at or 

minimize using English words. Samia mentioned that when she is Egypt, she must speak 

at a much faster pace so that she blends with others. Leila mentions a humorous incident 

when she was on a recent work trip to Cairo, and an Egyptian colleague told her that her 

Egyptian accent is very old, “Why is your accent from the nineties? You sound like you 

just came out from one of Alaa Wali El Din’s movies- Wali El Din is a famous comedy 

actor who starred in a lot of movies in the nineties. And she was right, my Egyptian accent 

is mainly from my parents who left Egypt decades ago, and from movies that I used to 

watch growing up.”  

For others, they become more self-conscious of code-switching between English and 

Arabic. Many of the respondents mention that they consciously try to filter out any English 

words to avoid being made fun of or be perceived as snobbish.  

4.1.4 Relationships in the Diaspora 
Yet another common theme among all subjects of the study is their inclination to gravitate 

towards people of similar backgrounds and upbringing. Whether it is romantic or platonic 

relations, the individuals interviewed expressed their preference for being close with 

people who shared their experience. In the upcoming few paragraphs, I will outline their 

answers in terms of three dimensions, namely: romantic relationships, friendships, and 

relations with other Arab expatriates in the United Arab Emirates.  

Romantic Relationships 
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Ten out of the fifteen persons interviewed expressed their preference for marrying or being 

in a relationship to an Egyptian that was raised in the Gulf, or at least an expatriate from 

another nationality in the UAE.  

Samah, for example, mentioned that she was previously married briefly to an Egyptian 

that lived and continued to live his life in Egypt. She describes it as a failed experience 

and owes it to the differences in mindset because he was raised in Egypt and not in the 

UAE like her. “We couldn’t relate to each other, and had different expectations from each 

other,” she mentions, while also adding that he was not able to get accustomed to life in 

the UAE. Samah went on to marry another Egyptian man later on, yet one who was raised 

in the UAE, and even though her husband is more connected to Egypt, she believes that 

having a similar upbringing made them able to relate to each other and share a life.  

Leila, who recently got married to a Palestinian expatriate in the UAE, says “I always 

knew I was going to marry someone who grew up in Dubai. I have seen how different 

men who grew up in Egypt were. I tried dating Egyptian men who grew up there. We were 

so different in terms of expectations from each other. I needed someone who had a similar 

experience.”  

Magdy and Badr both offered a similar explanation on their preference to get into a 

relationship with an Egyptian who was raised in the UAE. They both mentioned that 

choosing a partner who grew up in Egypt would be difficult because she will not be able 

to get accustomed to life in the UAE easily, or the lifestyle here.  

Mohammed did not marry an Egyptian. He married a Bangladeshi expatriate who was 

also born and raised in the UAE. He believes he has more in common with her than 



 

57 
 

Egyptian women because they both share the experience of growing up in the same 

country. He also cited the many cultural traditions associated with marriage in Egypt that 

he does not believe in. He explains her point of view, “I saw my friends get married in 

Egypt, there is a long list of requirements that they had to fulfill: buy a house in Egypt, 

furnish it, even though they only spend their summer vacations there. As for Egyptians 

raised in the UAE, I think they are too dependent on their parents.”  

Friendships 

When asked about their close circle of friends, ten of the fifteen respondents stated that 

they are also of Egyptian descent. While maintaining friendships with people from other 

nationalities, the majority stated that their intimate group of friends belong to the same 

background, namely, Egyptians raised in the UAE.  

Explanations on their preference to Egyptian friends were mostly similar. “We are just 

similar. People bond over shared experiences,” explains Dina. Houssam and Mohammed 

both mention that they simply just grew up with their friends. Houssam says “My friends 

are mostly childhood friends. Our families knew each other, and we used to frequent the 

Egyptian club together.” Mohammed adds to this that “growing up, we stuck to our 

comfort zones. I have friends from all nationalities, but Egyptians were most similar.”  

Others such as Sami and loodz mention that they simply feel more comfortable and get 

along more with other Egyptian expatriates.  

Interestingly, aside from Kareem who has Emirati half siblings, only three of the 

remaining respondents mentioned that they grew up having Emirati friends. Only one out 

of those three respondents, Samia, still maintains that strong friendship. The rest explain 
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that they were rarely exposed to Emiratis, or that their parents did not prefer that they hang 

out with locals. Most of them mention Emiratis in a positive light, yet they mention that 

they never got close to them. Sami mentions having Emirati friends during college, yet he 

eventually stopped hanging out because he once heard an unpleasant comment while 

hanging out with his Emirati friends, when one guy said “hatha yebi al jawaz” which 

translates into “this guy wants the [Emirati] passport.” 

Other Arab Expatriates 

Majority if not all of the interviewees mentioned that they feel they can strongly relate to 

other second-generation Arab expatriates who were also raised in the UAE or the Gulf. It 

seems the multi-culturalism that demographic nature of the United Arab Emirates fosters, 

as well as the shared experience they have as permeant temporary second-class citizens in 

the country has shaped second generation expatriates to have a similar identity.  

For example, when speaking about her friends from other nationalities, Samia says “we 

have a very similar identity because we face the same struggles as expats. We “expats” in 

the United Arab Emirates formed our unique mixed identity.” 

Similarly, Leila says “I have more in common with Arabs who were raised in the Gulf 

than with people in Egypt.” Fatima too says that relates more to “people who were born 

here because they have the same mindset and struggles.”  

4.1.5 Impact of Political Situation in Egypt and UAE 
The interviews also tried to touch upon how political transformations or events in Egypt 

could impact the sense of belonging or connection those second-generation expatiates 

have with “their” country. While most of the respondents mentioned that they were not 
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too involved or impacted by the political situation in Egypt, five of them had a different 

story.  

The first of them, Radwan a thirty-six-year-old real estate agent, mentioned that while he 

was not personally affected by politics, his friends in Egypt frequently criticize him or try 

to guilt him because of his residence in the Gulf in relation to regional political events. He 

mentions, “for example my friends attack me about the Gulf countries’ normalization with 

Israel, even though I am just a resident here.” 

On the other hand, Mohammed and Fatima were repulsed by the injustice in Egypt in 

relation to political events that took place in the past ten years. Mohammed mentions, “I 

have always identified as an Egyptian, but seeing how a lot of things are unfair, inherently 

unfair, that tore down the sense of justice in Egypt for me. Something is off which did not 

sit well with me.”  

Similarly, Fatima says that seeing how unfair politics is in Egypt impacted how she 

viewed her country of origin. “Egypt deserves better, and the way things are in Egypt 

made me take a distance.” 

Furthermore, the political transformations and revolution that took place in Egypt incited 

a similar experience for both Leila and Samia. Leila says that her sense of belonging to 

Egypt “peaked around the revolution, like insanely, but two years after the revolution 

became nonexistent.” Samia too says that her desire to connect to Egypt was closely tied 

to January 25th revolution: “my longing to Egypt increased a lot after revolution. That is 

when I felt I wanted to be there, or if I can’t be I want to feel like I belong.” She adds that 

the events that took place after that eventually pushed her away. “What I think we as 
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Egyptians need is different than what Egyptians think.  People in Egypt do not think I 

have the right to have the opinion about the situation in Egypt. At some point, I distanced 

myself, because whatever I said they would put me in a certain category (polarization) 

and freeze me out,” Samia explained.  

The work of Skrbiš, Poynting, and Baldassar looks at how in contexts of political turmoil, 

migrants’ political loyalties are questioned while a culture of fear hangs over society. In 

the interviews, most of the respondents avoided speaking about politics or denied their 

political loyalties being questioned. While this could be partly due to their distance from 

the political sphere in Egypt, it could specifically be due to the culture of fear in Egypt. 

One has to question whether the strict policies and crackdown on freedom of speech in 

the past few years in Egypt played a factor in respondents in this study, representing the 

larger migrant community, avoiding the discussion of political loyalties or the impact of 

current Egyptian affairs on their relationship with their country of origin.  

4.2 Discussion of Main Outcomes 
It is evident in the sample studied that majority of those children of Egyptian 

migrants practice some form of transmigration. Glick-Schiller and Fouron define 

transmigrants as persons who maintain dual lives across international borders. In other 

words, migrants who continue to maintain their lives in their homeland, while residing in 

another nation state. Without a doubt, most of the respondents discussed their strong 

connection to Egypt and continuing to develop various connections in their homeland. 

However, what varies is the degree to which they practice transmigration. Earlier in the 

literature review chapter, we discussed the work of DeWind and Vertovec pertaining to 

the different levels of engagement in transnational relations. The authors discussed the 
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propensity of some migrants to be intensively involved in transnational practices, whereas 

others were transnational at much lower degrees that could be described as occasional. 

The varying levels of engagement was evident among the answers of the respondents. 

Interestingly, male respondents described stronger transnational relations and lives, with 

several of them mentioning their frequent visits to their homeland that can count to up to 

four or five times a year due to work or families living across the two countries. Whereas 

other respondents described their transnational relations as occasional, relating to 

fulfilling state requirements, or engaging in family commitments.  

Furthermore, one of the questions across all interviews was inspired by Kasinitz 

and Waters et al the factors mainly prompting them to engage in transnational lives or 

even their overall attachment to Egypt. To elaborate Kasinitz et al speak of push factors 

from above/institutional or below/micro day-to-day activities. The overwhelming 

majority expressed that any tie or transnational relations they have to their homeland is 

owed to their family and community's influence. Based on the input of the study's 

informants, the Egyptian government had little to no influence or involvement in engaging 

the children of migrants in the Gulf in transnational relations with Egypt. Indeed, some of 

the respondents eluded in their interviews that the state policies by the UAE government 

towards expatriates and the resulting uncertainty plays a big role in pushing them to build 

their lives somewhere else where they would be considered first class citizens, but not 

necessarily Egypt.  

It can be inferred from the respondents' answers that the annual visits to Egypt had 

the strongest impact on their belonging or attachment to that country, whether in a positive 

or negative way. For example, some of the respondents who had somewhat positive 
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interactions during their visits, expressed stronger emotions of belonging or attachment to 

Egypt, and were quicker to define themselves as Egyptians. Whereas, others who were 

subjected to negative treatment, deliberately treated as outsiders, or even harassed, 

expressed a repulsive relationship that they have with their "homeland." This is mirrored 

in Helen Lee's work that was discussed in an earlier chapter, in which she argued that 

friendly treatment by relatives can enforce a sense of belonging among the children of 

migrants and enhance their connection to the culture, while being treated as a stranger 

shake their cultural identity and sense of belonging.  

Another factor that strongly shapes the notions of belonging and identity among 

the children of Egyptian migrants in the UAE relates to the largely cosmopolitan culture 

of the UAE. A recurrent theme in all the interviews related to how highly the respondents 

valued the multicultural society they grew up in the UAE, and how their country of origin 

completely lacks that. Several of the respondents described their inability to fit in Egypt 

or with Egyptians because the lack of tolerance for foreign cultures in Egypt. Their 

upbringing in the UAE imprinted on their identity, made them much more tolerant, and 

allowed them to sort of mix and match different cultures within their personal identity and 

life. They have also become adapt at choosing or altering their behavior to suit the 

environment or situation they are in, with many of the respondents mentioning their 

tendency to change how they speak or act when in Egypt so that they don't stand out.  

The belonging and attachment the children of Egyptian migrant had to their 

country of origin was also strongly influenced by their parents' emotional ties to their 

home. To elaborate, and reflecting on Diane Wolf's work on Emotional transnationalism, 

as the children of migrants in this case related to Egypt due to their parents' transnational 
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connections and memories for the biggest part, as they live in Egypt for long to create 

lasting memories. In fact, it can be argued that the respondents who described an intensive 

transnational relation with Egypt as adults, were heavily influenced by the emotional tie 

they inherited from their parents while growing up away from home. The case of children 

of migrants in the UAE is different from others globally. For example, as mentioned in 

earlier chapters, Rumbaut argues the children of migrants in the United States do not suffer 

from the pain of longing to a homeland, because they never lost a homeland in the first 

place. Children of Egyptian migrants in the UAE do not have the same luxury. They were 

not born in a homeland from start, prompting them to seek a homeland in their country of 

origin, or to look elsewhere. As some of the respondents mentioned, they do not feel home 

in Egypt or the UAE, and hence they are on the lookout to migrate somewhere else such 

as the United States or Canada.  

In fact, a common theme among most of the informants related to their 

deterritorialization of home. About half of the respondents stressed that the notion of home 

is not a place. They were not able to pin down a place or a country that they consider 

home. Instead, they defined home as anywhere where their family is. This mirrors the 

work of Giorgas on second-generation Greek Australians discussed in the literature review 

chapter of this thesis. Giorgas discussed how among this community, home ceases to exist 

as a physical place and instead becomes a symbolic one.  
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Chapter Five 

Concluding Remarks 
 

The UAE, the country established in 1971 shortly after the discovery of large oil and gas 

reserves across the trucial states, relied on the helping hands of foreigners from day one 

to build the country's infrastructure and develop all sectors of the state. Due to their 

close geographical and linguistic proximity, Arabs where among the first to arrive to the 

country, and they stayed, indefinitely. Cases of migration destinations is common across 

history. Yet, what distinguishes the UAE from other migrant destinations is the laws that 

were put in place to prevent the foreign workers from fully integrating in the society or 

become citizens. The laws were designed for the expatriates to stay on a temporary 

basis. With countless renewals every couple of years to their residency permits, 

expatriates in the UAE became trapped in what can best described as a permanent 

temporary status. Their children knew no other home but the UAE, yet were born and 

continued their lives as foreigners in the country. Responding to a research gap in 

migration studies on the peculiar case of children of migrants in the wider Gulf and 

specifically the United Arab Emirates, this research attempted unpacking the situation of 

children of migrants in the UAE by looking at one case example of biggest Arab 

communities in the country, the Egyptian community. The thesis unfolds the modern 

history of the United Arab Emirates and its demographic situation that impacted how 

children of migrants in the country view their personal identity, and how they view their 

relation to their "country of origin." 
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Through interviewing a sample of children of Egyptian migrants in the UAE and 

asking them questions pertaining to their upbringing, subjective sense of identity and 

belonging, and transnational relations and practices with their ancestral homeland, the 

study provides needed insight on the dual lives and identities that children of migrants in 

the UAE lead.  

Overall, the study provides data showing that children of migrants in the UAE 

from the Egyptian nationality practice transnationalism with their country of origin and 

maintaining connections in Egypt. What varies is the degree to which they are involved 

or attached to their country, with answers also varying depending on the gender of the 

informant.  

Their upbringing in the UAE had a strong impact on their identity and how they 

viewed social relations. They shared a more culturally tolerant identity, one that is 

flexible, and in many cases not only identifies with their parent's culture, but also the 

different cultures present in the United Arab Emirates.  

The data from the study inspires further research on this specificity. To elaborate, 

many of the respondents expressed that they were able to fit in and relate more to other 

Arab migrants in the UAE than with their fellow Egyptian nationals who reside in 

Egypt. Some of them spoke of a common "meshed" Arab identity that they developed as 

expatriates living in the United Arab Emirates. They expressed having an identity more 

similar to their Arab classmates, co-workers, or friends, than their relatives or friends 

back in Egypt. It would be useful to attempt to study this so called "collective identity" 

that Arab migrants allegedly hold. Does it exist? If so, what is its characteristics? Does it 

draw from certain cultures more than others?   
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The final stages of developing this thesis coincided with formal talks in the UAE 

of developing new legislations that would allow for permanent residences for high-

profile workers and high achievers in their fields such as PhD holders to stay in the 

country in a more secure situation. While almost all respondents expressed that they 

would not consider or wish to continue to live for long in the UAE and would prefer for 

example to retire elsewhere, it would be interesting to see if this would change the 

decision or plans of second-generation migrants in the UAE. However, it is also worth 

considering if the new laws in process would only benefit a small proportion of the 

expatriate community in the UAE. The strict profiles it demands would translate into a 

very small beneficiary group.   
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Appendix A: Questionnaire 

Subjective sense of Identity:  

- Describe to me your identity, how do you define it?  
- Do you feel you have one or two identity?  
- How do you describe them? 
- Do you think your identity is different from fellow Egyptians of the same generation in Egypt? 
- If yes, give me some details: how different it is and in what sense? 
- Do you visit your home of origin? 
- If yes, when you are there, do you feel your identity is different or the same?  

Belonging:  

- Do you feel at home when you visit your country of origin? 
- During your visits, did you easily make friends? 
- During your visits, do you feel people (relatives and others) treat you differently? 
- Do you have Emirati friends (not acquaintances)?  
- If yes, do you feel comfortable around them? Explain? 
- If no, explain why not? 
- Is your intimate group of friends from your home of origin?  

Transnationalism/Transmigrants: 

- Did your desire to connect to UAE culture increase or decrease over time?  
- Why? 
- Did your desire to connect to the Egyptian culture increase or decrease over time?  
- Over the past 10 years, has your loyalty to your home of origin been questioned because of current geo-

political problems?  
- Do you think of returning for good to your parent's homeland? 
- How often do you engage in cross-borders or transnational practices? what are these practices? 
- What had the strongest impact on your relations with your country of origin: Impact from above: i.e., 

institutional (circumstances) forced by state policies? Explain. Or Impact from below: Everyday 
family/community relations. Explain. 

- Did you purchase or plan to purchase a house in your country of origin? 
- Do you plan on purchasing property in the UAE? 

General/Other Questions:  

- Imagined Communities: when you visit your home of origin, do you feel your image of home you have in 
mind is different from reality?  

- Marital Status: Married: Are you married from a national of your homeland? Explain. 
o Single: Do you prefer to marry a fellow national of Egypt? why/why not? 

- Family: How would you asses/describe the family cohesion between you and your family/relatives in 
Egypt? 

- Language: What language/dialect do you speak in (or prefer to speak in)?  
- Do you use the Emirati dialect? Why? 

 

 

 

 



 

71 
 

 

 تصور الھویة لدى الفرد:

   اوصف لي ھویتك، كیف تُعَرفُھا؟ -
 ھل تشعر أنھ لدیك أكثر من ھویة في آن واحد -
 كیف تصف كالً منھم  -
 مواطینیك من ذات الفئة العمریة في مصر؟ ھل تشعر أنھ لدیك ھویة تختلف عن  -
 اذا كانت اجابتك نعم، ھل یمكنك ان تشرح لي جوانب االختالف؟  -
 ھل تقوم بزیارة مصر؟ -
 اذا اجبت بنعم، ھل تشعر بأن ھویتك مختلفة عندما تكون في مصر، أم انھا ذاتھا؟   -

 اإلنتماء:  

 ا؟ اذا اجبت بال، لماذا؟ اذا اجبت بنعم، لماذ ھل تشعر أنك في وطنك عندما تزور مصر؟ -
 اذا اجبت بنعم، لماذا؟ اذا اجبت بال، لماذا؟ خالل زیاراتك لمصر، ھل كونت صداقات بسھولة؟  -
 خالل زیاراتك لمصر/ ھل تشعر أن األشخاص (األقارب أو حتى الغرباء) یعاملونك باختالف؟  -
 ھل لدیك أصدقاء مقربین من مواطني دولة اإلمارات؟  -
 تشعر بالراحة/االنسجام عندما تكون معھم؟ اذا اجبت بنعم، ھل   -
 اذا اجبت بال، اشرح لي لماذا؟  -
 اذا اجبت بنعم، لماذا؟ اذا اجبت بال، لماذا؟ھل غالبیة أصدقائك من الجالیة المصریة؟  -

 الممارسات العابرة للحدود القومیةالعالقات/

 ك بالعمر؟ ھل ازدادات/نقصت رغبتك باإلتصال/التعمق بالثقافة اإلماراتیة مع تقدم -
 ھل ازدادات/نقصت رغبتك باإلتصال/التعمق بالثقافة المصریة مع تقدمك بالعمر؟  -
في آخر عشر سنوات، ھل شعرت أن والئك تجاه دولة مواطنتك (مصر) تم التشكیك بھا من قبل المجتمع/األفراد بسبب النزاعات في   -

 المنطقة؟ 
 اذا اجبت بنعم، كیف أثر ذلك على عالقتك بمصر؟  -
 بالعودة بشكل نھائي لمصر؟ اذا نعم، ما الذي یدفعك للقیام بذلك؟ اذا ال، مالسبب؟  ھل تفكر -
ما مدى حجم ممارساتك اإلجتماعیة أو اإلقتصادیة التي تربطك بین البلدین؟ بأي وتیرة تنخرط بممارسات/عالقات/مشاریع بین  -

 ما ھي ھذه الممارسات؟ اإلمارات ومصر؟
ما العامل الذي كان لھ الحیز األكبر في التأثیر على عالقاتك مع مصر: ھل ھو من األعلى، بما معناه الظروف المترتبة على سیاسات   -

الدول الخاصة بالمغتربین والوافدین للعمل؟ ما العامل الذي كان لھ الحیز األكبر في التأثیر على عالقاتك مع مصر: ھل ھو من 
 عالقات الیومیة األسریة/الروابط االجتماعیة؟  األسفل، بما معناه ال 

 ھل تمتلك/تنوي امتالك منزل في مصر؟  -
 ھل تمتلك/تنوي امتالك منزل في اإلمارات؟  -

 أسئلة عامة/أخرى: 

 المجتمع المتصور: عندما تقوم بزیارة مصر، ھل تشعر ان الصورة التي كونتھا عن الوطن في داخلك ھي مختلفة عن الواقع؟  -
ماعیة: اذا متزوج: ھل انت متزوج من شخص من الجنسیة المصریة؟ اشرح لي اكثر عن سبب ارتباطك بشخص من الحالة اإلجت -

   نفس الجنسیة او من جنسیة مختلفة؟
الحالة اإلجتماعیة: اذا أعزب: ھل تنوي/تفضل الزواج من شخص من الجنسیة المصریة؟اشرح لي اكثر عن سبب رغبتك باالرتباط   -

 ة او من جنسیة مختلفة؟بشخص من نفس الجنسی
 العائلة: كیف تقیم/تصف الترابط األسري بینك وبین عائلتك/أقرابك في مصر؟   -
 اللھجة/اللغة: ما ھي اللغة/اللھجة التي تستخدم/تفضل في حیاتك الیومیة؟  -
 ھل تستخدم/تتقن اللھجة اإلماراتیة؟   -
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Appendix C: Consent Forms  
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