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This article focuses on the life courses of young people of migrant origin who 
are active in civic and political fields in Finland. The aim is to analyse, from the 
micro-level life course perspective, the issues in their lives that have helped them 
to become active. The article draws on empirical data collected using participa-
tory methods. Four young people of migrant origin participated in the research 
process and contributed to the data analysis. The theoretical framework consists 
of Bourdieusian concepts of political habitus and emotional, cultural and social 
capital. The article shows that participants gained strong emotional capital dur-
ing their childhood, which laid the groundwork for the formation of their cultural 
capital–referring here to an ability to navigate between diverse cultures. This, in 
turn, helped them to network widely across ethnic and linguistic lines, not only 
in Finland but also transnationally. Different capitals have been significant in the 
formation of the young people’s political habitus, which is transnational in nature. 
Although they belong to a minority in Finnish society and face discrimination, they 
have made good use of the opportunities in Finland to become active in civic and 
political fields.

Keywords: Political habitus; Migrant youth; Emotional capital; Cultural capital; 
Social capital; Life course

1. Introduction
There has been extensive research on first-generation migrants’ political involvement in its 
varied forms in several locations (see, for instance, Bloemraad 2006; Fennema & Tillie 1999, 
2001; Giugni & Morales 2011; Jacobs & Tillie 2004; Mezzetti 2008; Morales 2009; Morales & 
Pilati 2011; Pirkkalainen 2013; Ramakrishnan & Bloemraad 2008). Many of these studies indi-
cate several individual-, group- and context-level issues that contribute to migrants’ political 
involvement. At the individual level, education, knowledge of the language of the country of 
settlement, length of residence and citizenship have been found to be the main factors con-
tributing to a higher level of political involvement among migrants (Giugni & Morales 2011). 
Group-level factors that influence migrants’ political involvement relate closely to migrants’ 
involvement in associations that produce social capital (Fennema & Tillie 1999). Social capital, 
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in short, implies social trust, ‘which spills over into political trust and higher political partici-
pation’ (Jacobs & Tillie 2004: 421). More recent studies have refined this finding by applying 
Putnam’s (2000) definitions of bonding social capital (within a specific group) and bridging 
social capital (reaching out to different groups) and argue that migrants who engage in eth-
nic social structures are likelier to be active in politics related to their own ethnic group and 
to be less interested in mainstream political activities (Morales & Pilati 2011).

Past research on young migrants’ political and civic involvement based on survey data 
and quantitative methods indicate that there is often no gap between second-generation 
migrants’ and young natives’ political participation at the general level (Heath et al. 2013; 
Pilati 2017; Quintelier 2009). Some studies that look at both civic and formal political involve-
ment of young people with survey data in the European context have shown that, at times, 
young people of migrant origin are even more active than their native peers (Kim & Amnå 
2015; Noack & Jugert 2015). Research based on qualitative data and methods indicate that 
younger and second-generation migrants are likelier to build ‘multicultural’ networks and 
identities that cross ethnic boundaries compared with their first-generation migrant parents 
(Toivanen 2014; Vierimaa 2017). These cross-ethnic relations thus contribute to the bridging 
social capital of young migrants. Research has also shown that migrant youth may be simul-
taneously engaged in ethnic community activities and multi-ethnic activities (Mansouri & 
Mikola 2014). Research carried out in the USA point out connections between political and 
civic participation by migrant youth and their parents. Research has found – for example 
– that politically active migrant youth try to encourage their politically inactive immigrant 
parents to participate in US politics (Terriquez & Kwon 2015); and that US- born children of 
unauthorised parents participate in civic and political activities despite the precarious situa-
tion of their parents (Bloemraad, Sarabia & Fillingim 2016).

However, most of the existing research lacks the micro-level life course perspective on young 
people’s political agency. This article approaches the questions of civic and political participa-
tion of young people of migrant origin from a life course perspective applying a Bourdieusian 
framework, specifically the concepts of political habitus and capital. For Bourdieu (1986b: 
241, 252–254), capital is something that can be taken advantage of through its conversion 
into different forms of capital. Hence, it becomes central in terms of trust-building and civic 
and political participation. Bourdieu’s framework, with its focus on the conversion of different 
forms of capital, can explain in detail how bridging social capital (in Putnam’s sense) is created.

2. Participatory research methods and biographic interviews of four participants
This article is based on empirical data collected by using a participatory method in which 
young people themselves are part of knowledge production (Cahill 2007; Ní Laoire 2016).1 
Much has been written in particular about participatory action research (PAR), which 
approaches people as subjects rather than objects. PAR’s aim is to involve participants in 
some or all stages of the research process, with the ideal of bettering their lives (Breitbart 
2003; Cahill 2007; Kesby, Kindon & Pain 2005; Pain 2004; Torre & Fine 2006). In this article, 
the PAR approach has been applied in a modified way so that the young people participating 
in the research are regarded as partners in knowledge production, particularly in the analysis 
phase. Moreover, issues of power between researchers and participants have been reflected 
on thoroughly. As for the ‘action’ and commitment to change, it is believed here that giving 
a voice to young people of migrant origin in research has the potential to contribute to a 
broader societal change to recognise such young people as capable actors with new visions 
for political and civic fields in Finland.

	 1	 First author of the article, Päivi Pirkkalainen, was responsible for the empirical data collection, referred in this 
section as ‘Researcher 1’. Second author of the article, Hanna-Mari Husu, handled the major responsibility for 
developing the theoretical framework. Analysis and writing were done in collaboration.
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As Cahill (2007: 299) notes, researchers should be careful when applying the broad term 
‘participation’: it may present only ‘the illusion of consultation’, which in practice ends up 
reproducing unequal power relations (see also Cooke & Kothari 2001; Kesby 2005; Kothari 
2001; Mohan 2001). This, she claims, may be a special danger if participation only involves 
certain techniques and is not ‘a political commitment’ (Cahill 2007: 299). For this reason, it is 
important here to describe in detail the process of data collection and to specify how young 
people of migrant origin participated.

In this research, there were four participants. The participants were selected on the basis of 
their activities in civic or political arenas in Finland, as well as on the basis of their age: all are 
young adults between 19 and 27 years of age. All of them are fairly visible actors on civic or 
political scenes in Finland and are widely networked. All of them have migrant backgrounds. 
Two participants are themselves migrants who moved to Finland when they were children 
(between ages of 6 and 12 years) and can thus be referred to as ‘1.5-generation migrants’ (see 
Rumbaut 2004). Two were born in Finland to migrant parents and can thus be referred to as 
‘second-generation migrants’. All of them are Finnish citizens. They are all of Muslim back-
ground, although their religion has different meanings in their lives, and they range from a 
devout Muslim to an atheist. The initial idea was to choose participants who were different, 
first in terms of their ethnic and linguistic backgrounds and, second, in terms of their politi-
cal and civic activities. Table 1 presents the main information about participants, which is 
relevant to explain their formation of political habitus.2

The participants were initially contacted in October 2017 by an email that briefly intro-
duced the research project and its purpose. All of the participants were first approached 
through a gatekeeper – either a colleague of the researcher or a young person of migrant 
origin. Hence, they were aware of the research before they were contacted by the researcher, 
which helped greatly in building trust. Trust is essential in any kind of research, but especially 
so in research with people who occupy minority positions in society (see also Tiilikainen 
2003: 37). Reflecting on the issue of power and one’s position as a researcher is especially 

	 2	 This participant hoped that his name and other details are changed so that he will not be identified in this arti-
cle. Other participants wished specifically to be presented in this article by their own names.

Table 1: Participants’ backgrounds.

Participant Origin Family 
background

Year 
of 

birth

Education/
occupation

Type(s) of 
political 
activity

Citizenship/
length of 
residence 
in Finland

Zilan Kurdish Mother, father, 
siblings

1991 Nurse Kurdish cultural 
association and 
transnational 
activism

Finnish/ 
15 years

Pazilaiti Uyghur Mother, father, 
siblings

1998 Secondary 
school 
graduation

Party politics 
and association

Finnish/ 
13 years

Mohamed2 South Asian Mother, father, 
brother

1992 Engineer Association Finnish/born 
in Finland

Brigita Kosovo 
Albanian

Mother, father, 
brother

1992 Secondary 
school 
graduation/
university 
student

Party politics 
and association

Finnish/born 
in Finland
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important when participants are not only part of a minority but also belong to different age 
groups relative to the researcher (Matthews 2001; Ní Laoire 2016). In this case, Researcher 1, 
responsible for the empirical data collection, was aware throughout the data collection and 
analysis of her privileged position as a white, adult female. In meetings, Researcher 1 encour-
aged participants to talk openly about their lives and the issues they considered relevant, and 
she tried to create dialogical conversations rather than fixed interviews. In all communica-
tions, Researcher 1 allowed plenty of time for participants to express their views in their own 
terms.

The first round of meetings was arranged between December 2017 and March 2018 in pub-
lic cafes or restaurants. The interview method was the life course interview, although in real-
ity, it was more of a discussion than a strict interview. The idea was for participants to tell their 
life story and talk about their engagements in civic and political scenes. Researcher 1 had a 
list of themes to guide the discussion, but in practice, the discussions also extended to other 
topics. In each interview situation, during the discussion, participants drew their ‘lifeline’, to 
which they added important events, phases and people in their lives, starting from childhood 
and ending with their visions of the future (see next section). They were given instructions on 
how to do this, but they were given time and space to think about their lifeline and mark it 
in the way they wanted. After they had drawn the lifeline, issues relating to it were discussed 
in more detail. At the end of each interview, participants were given time to raise any issues 
they felt were relevant or that they wanted to speak about, and all of the participants did 
so. Each of the four participants was met face-to-face, and the duration of interviews in the 
first round was between 90 and 150 minutes. All of the discussions were recorded with the 
participants’ consent, and later the tapes were transcribed. After each meeting, it was agreed 
that Researcher 1 would contact them again, and that a second meeting/discussion would 
be agreed on where participant and Researcher 1 would analyse the life story together. After 
the first meeting, some of the participants sent the researcher additional material relating to 
their lives and political/civic activities. This additional material included newspaper articles 
and links to participants’ social media posts.

The data analysis included co-analysis with the participants by going through their life story 
and narratives, which – according to Nind (2011) – is an informal and thus emancipatory 
way of doing participatory analysis. Data analysis here was based on a slightly informal dis-
cussion, with no training or other formalities. Instead of applying complicated participatory 
techniques, research participants can tell and interpret their own life stories and are arguably 
the best experts on the topic. This is in line with the idea that the participatory nature of the 
research lies not in techniques but in the political commitment to see participants both as 
possessing agency and as having the best knowledge about their own lives and the research 
issues that relate to them. After the first interview, Researcher 1 wrote a life story for each 
participant, based on the life course interview and the lifeline they had drawn. The purpose 
of this life story was to identify the participants’ pathways towards political activity and to 
point out issues across the whole life cycle that had affected their political and civic activ-
ism. These stories were genuine repetitions of what each participant had told the researcher. 
The stories were sent to each participant by email. After the participants had read the story, 
another meeting or a WhatsApp/telephone conversation was arranged, in which the story 
was analysed together. The aim was to have a dialogue about the life story that would enable 
participants to find a thread in their own lives – especially concerning their civic and politi-
cal activities – and to give sense to the events, people, etc. in their lives (see also Meininger 
2006). They could also decide which issues they wanted to highlight and which they did not 
want to be published in detail. In other words, each life story was constructed together with 
participants. The duration of the second meeting or WhatsApp/telephone conversation was 
between 40 and 150 minutes, and similarly to the first discussion, the second round of discus-
sions was recorded and later transcribed.
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2.1. Life courses of the four participants
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3. Context: migrant youth participation in Finland
In general, youth participation is enshrined in the law in Finland. The purpose of the Youth Act 
(2017) is to ‘promote the social inclusion of young people and provide them with opportuni-
ties for exerting an influence and improve their skills and capabilities to function in society’. 
Moreover, young people’s contribution to decision-making at the local level is enhanced by the 
Local Government Act (2015), which states that every municipality must have a youth council.

Youth political participation in Finland is low compared with that by older generations. 
According to the Youth Barometer (Myllyniemi 2013), which is based on a survey of 1,903 
young people between 15 and 29 years of age, only 7% of respondents had engaged in poli-
tics (such as voting, campaigning for candidates or being involved in a youth council), but 
31% had sought to influence societal issues that were relevant to their lives in some other 
way (Myllyniemi 2013: 19). The reasons for the generally low level of youth participation in 
politics are as follows: young people feel that they lack time for participation, that they have 
not been encouraged or asked to participate and that there is a lack of meaningful channels 
through which they might influence politics (Myllyniemi 2013: 23). Young people of migrant 
origin are even less active in formal political participation than native young people. In the 
2017 municipal elections, only 17.9% of migrants in the age group of 18–24 years voted, 
compared with 35.9% of native Finns of the same age (Statistics Finland 2017). However, 
in order to gain a full picture of the level of political activity of youth in general, a broader 
definition of politics should be applied. Young people may not be interested in party poli-
tics and institutions, but at the same time, they may be very active regarding their everyday 
life and interested in societal issues (see for example Lepola & Kokko 2015; Rytioja & Kallio 
2018). For the migrant youth, civic participation outside formal political forums is a more 
common way to participate, although measurement of this kind of informal participation is 
very difficult (Bhose, Yared & Lepola 2015: 4). Different kinds of migrant youth organisations 
exist in Finland, and some of them have become rather large, engaging in close collabora-
tion with public officials (Pirkkalainen 2015; Pirkkalainen, Mohamed & Aaltio 2018). Migrant 
youth in Finland are also active in transnational activism (Toivanen 2014). According to the 
Youth Barometer (Myllyniemi 2013), there are indications that young people who belong to 
a minority (e.g. sexual or ethnic) are more active in influencing societal issues than those 
who do not belong to any minority. In order to gain a full picture of the political activities 
of young people of migrant origin, this article applies a broad definition of politics. This 
includes engagement in not only formal party politics but also civic activities, such as partici-
pation in associations, protests, social media activism and transnational activism.

Political and civic participation relates to broader issues of participation, as well as to one’s 
general position in society. Ronkainen’s (2009) doctoral study administered a survey to 16- to 
26-year-old multiple citizenship holders who lived in Finland and had Finnish citizenship 
(n=335) in 2002. His findings indicate that political participation is related to one’s level of 
education, rather than to one’s ethnic or linguistic background as such. In Ronkainen’s study, 
young dual citizens living in Finland who studied at high school or university were more 
interested in societal issues than those who studied at vocational school (Ronkainen 2009: 
171). Indeed, low levels of education are an issue for migrant youth: in 2014, around 60% of 
20- to 29-year-old foreign language speakers in Helsinki did not have any post-compulsory 
education (City of Helsinki 2016: 18).

4. Analysis: explaining the formation of political habitus among young 
people of migrant origin in Finland
4.1. Forming political habitus from a minority position
One of Bourdieu’s best-known concepts, habitus refers to ‘systems of durable, transposable 
dispositions’ which ‘generate and organize practices and representations’, functioning mostly 
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in a pre-reflexive manner (Bourdieu 1992: 53). This concept captures the process of early 
socialisation in which individuals adopt and internalise the practices, institutions, relations, 
values, norms and attitudes of society (or certain sections of society) into their bodies and 
their cognitive and emotional schemes. The concept of political habitus is used to explain 
how individuals acquire and adopt specific political positions, skills and competences (Mihai 
2016; Swartz 2013: 106). Political habitus has been defined as ‘the dispositions, thoughts and 
actions that influence the political choices of [an] actor and come to underlie the political 
ethos that a change-agent uses’ (Tejada 2016: 98). All of the young people who participated 
in this research have a deep inner motivation for political/civic activity, which comes from 
their own life experience: a feeling about the unjust treatment meted out to the minority to 
which they feel they belong. They are all of migrant origin and belong to a Muslim minority. 
Not all of them are religious, nor do they all act on their religious identity, but their Muslim 
background is significant as a contextual issue. In Finland, Muslim youth in particular are 
often portrayed as problematic and seen through a security lens, and this further contributes 
to their marginalised position. This context is the starting point for the civic and political 
activities of all the participants in this research. In line with Crossley (2003: 56), these youth 
can be described as having ‘radical habitus’ as a form of political way of being. Radical habitus 
refers to a process of transformation in which individuals receive (through consciousness-
raising) new reflexive schemes for exploring ‘their action, perceptions, thoughts and feelings’ 
and, as a consequence, change their practices partly through self-change.

According to previous research on migrants’ political and civic engagement, the length 
of residence in the host country, knowledge of the host country’s language, citizenship and 
education are necessary factors in migrants’ political engagement (see for example Giugni & 
Morales 2011). All of the participants in our research met these criteria. Every possible chan-
nel would therefore be open to them for formal (party) politics as well as for civic activism, 
which we consider a form of political activity in this article. Although all of the participants 
have Finnish citizenship, only two – Brigita and Pazilaiti – are engaged in formal politics. 
Their engagement in Finnish party politics has not been a default option but is something 
over which both of them have deliberated a great deal. Both of them have had to look for 
a party that could somehow represent their interests and identities as young women from 
minority backgrounds. Pazilaiti found a newly formed feminist party that she felt repre-
sented racialised women; Brigita found a green party that was somewhat open to her own 
interest in anti-racism. Both Pazilaiti and Brigita are also involved in civic activities through 
association(s), and it was the networks they formed in those associations that partly directed 
them towards the political parties in which they are currently active. Pazilaiti and Brigita 
combine civic activism and party politics very fluently.

Mohamed and Zilan have considered party politics but have deliberately chosen to remain 
outside it, as they do not believe it would be the right channel to influence the issues they 
regard as important. They have decided to engage in civic activities through associations. 
Research participants’ conscious decisions regarding types of political activity in Finland 
relate not only to their position in Finland but also to transnational issues. Zilan’s main politi-
cal activism revolves around the Kurdish cause and injustices related to the complex political 
situation of Kurds in Turkey. This has partly contributed to her decision not to engage in 
party politics because such an engagement might compromise her receipt of support from 
different political strands in Finland for her transnational cause. Mohamed’s political cause 
and motivation relate to the uneasy and marginal position of Muslim youth in Finland, which 
led him to become active in the civic field for second-generation Muslim youth. Party politics 
are of no interest to him, as he thinks that becoming involved in a certain party or ideology 
limits a person’s activities and viewpoints. For Pazilaiti, the main motivation for her political 
involvement comes from the injustices suffered by her minority group, Uyghurs, in China, 
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although she cannot engage in politics there because of their oppression by China. Instead, 
she has engaged in various forms of politics in Finland and is active both in formal politics 
and in civic forums that stand up for the rights of racialised women in particular. The unjust 
treatment meted out to refugees in Finland following the 2015 ‘refugee crisis’ led Brigita 
to act, as she felt this situation strongly and personally because her parents had moved to 
Finland from Kosovo as Albanian refugees. She currently engages in anti-racist civic activities 
and is in a leadership position in the Green Youth League.

4.2. Concept of capital
The primary motivation for political and civic activism is derived from minority positions and 
felt injustices, both in Finland and transnationally, but this does not yet explain how young 
people of migrant origin are able – in practice – to mobilise in Finland and get their voices 
and causes heard. Previous research on political and civic involvement of migrant youth has 
explored the political socialisation of young people, claiming that in the case of second-
generation youth, the traditional top–down socialisation model, which claims that parents’ 
political involvement (or non-involvement) explains children’s political engagement, does 
not always apply (Terriquez & Kwon 2015: 428). Keeping this finding in mind, here we aim 
to take a life course approach to analyse the process of how young people become politically 
active. We apply the concept of capital in analysing the process through which these young 
people have formed their political habitus. All of the participants share certain similarities 
in their backgrounds, even though they or their families come from different regions of the 
world (see Table 1): they all have stable and supportive families behind them; they have all 
been (well) educated in Finland; and all of them have Finnish citizenship and perfect com-
mand of the Finnish language.

Bourdieu describes capital as ‘the set of actually usable resources and powers’ (Bourdieu 
1986a: 32). For Bourdieu, economic, cultural and social forms of capital, which can be pos-
sessed in varying quantities and compositions, tend to define the specific positions that 
individuals or groups occupy in social space or fields. Economic capital means money and 
ownership. Cultural capital, which many highlight as central to politics (Bourdieu 1986a; 
Husu 2013; Mihai 2016; Swartz 2013: 9), refers to individuals’ cultural resources that can 
be incorporated (for example: taste; and abstract understanding and thinking), objectified 
(cultural goods owned by an individual) and institutionalised (such as educational qualifi-
cations) (Bourdieu 1986b). Social capital – the important networks that individuals have 
and of which they can take advantage in order to gain other capital − is central to politi-
cal participation and social movements (Diani 1997; Morales and Giugni 2011). Access to 
political institutions and activities in the country of settlement requires broader networks 
that cross ethnic (and linguistic) lines, referring to bridging social capital (Putnam 2000). 
Large amounts of various forms of capital help individuals to successfully operate in dif-
ferent fields. For Bourdieu (1986b), one form of capital can be converted into another. 
Cultural capital (specific know-how, a common language, shared meanings, etc.) can be 
taken advantage of to create networks of people with similar interests but different back-
grounds (i.e. bridging social capital in Putnam’s sense); and conversely, social networks cre-
ated in social movements or civil society provide young adults with new skills, knowledge and  
competences.

There has been growing interest in emotional capital (Cottingham 2016; Gillies 2006; 
Nowotny 1981; Reay 2005, 2015), a concept that is based on Bourdieu’s theorisation of capi-
tal but is not actually found in Bourdieu’s work. We suggest that the significant role of this 
particular form of capital is not fully acknowledged in research on political participation. 
Emotional capital draws attention to family relations and dynamics of interaction (Allatt 
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1993; Gillies 2006; Nowotny 1981; Reay 2000), and it is understood as a form of parents’ – 
usually mothers’ – emotional investment in their children, designating parents’ care, love, 
attention and devotion to their children (Allatt 1993). In addition, emotional capital should 
not be seen as restricted to family relations, because peer relations, as well as supportive 
teachers, coaches, or other significant adults, can influence a child or young adult’s acquisi-
tion of emotional capital (see for example Holt, Bowlby & Lea 2013).

We argue here that emotional capital can be useful for explaining why certain individuals 
with disadvantaged social backgrounds, not necessarily having direct example of political 
involvement from their parents, become politically engaged and motivated. In a similar man-
ner to cultural capital, emotional capital ‘treats emotions and their management as skills or 
habits that translate into social advantages’ (Froyum 2010: 39). Emotional capital as emotion-
based knowledge, management skill and feeling capacity can be a mediating force, explaining 
why certain individuals succeed in acquiring various forms of capital in different fields such 
as their childhood family, day care, school and hobbies (see for example Vuorisalo 2011). 
From these specific fields, they learn to adopt resources that they can further use, gain the 
emotional experience of ‘the feel of the game’ and feel competent to enter politics, believing 
that they can make a difference. All of the young people who participated in our research pos-
sess strong emotional capital, which is visible in their capacity for feeling and emotion-based 
knowledge; in other words, they all have individual-level strength. This strength is especially 
articulated in situations where they face serious hardship: their emotional capital has helped 
them to overcome those hardships. Many of our participants, such as Brigita, Mohamed and 
Zilan, were bullied at school, and all of them have experienced at least some form of racial 
discrimination in Finland, but none of them has given in to this kind of hardship. Another 
level of hardship for some, such as Zilan and Pazilaiti, has been the harsh political situation in 
their countries of origin and the continuous worry about their relatives’ well-being in places 
where they live under oppression.

4.3. Acquisition of emotional capital
It is interesting to ask where individuals get their strength and emotional capital from. The 
role of parents, along with their ‘emotional investments in their children’, is important in 
the formation of emotional capital (Allatt 1993), as it entails ‘the socialization of emotions’ 
(Froyum 2010: 38). All the young people of migrant origin in this research described their 
relationships with one or both parents as good and close. Zilan was raised by her mother, 
who is caring and supportive; as a single mother for most of Zilan’s life, she has been a 
strong female role model. Pazilaiti has very caring parents, and her mother has been espe-
cially important in supporting her, even if she has not always fully understood her daugh-
ter’s multiple political and civic engagements. Brigita, similarly, has a very loving and caring 
family, and both her mother and father always stand behind and support her. Mohamed 
has close relationships with his parents, and his father has been a particular role model, 
engaging in community work throughout his life in Finland. These warm family relations, 
especially during childhood, can also be seen as a subtype of social capital that laid a strong 
foundation for the young people to form other meaningful social relationships later in 
their lives. In addition to their family relationships, all of our research participants also had 
other important relationships during childhood and youth, for example with teachers and 
peers, which further contributed to their emotional capital (see for example Holt, Bowlby 
& Lea 2013). Pazilaiti, Mohamed and Brigita had particularly good teachers at school, who 
supported them and so built their self-confidence, contributing to their emotional capital. 
Zilan has had relationships with peers and friends who have contributed to her emotional 
capital.
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4.4. Emotional capital converges with cultural and social forms of capital
For all of our research participants, emotional capital has been a mediating mechanism 
through which they have gained other capitals, such as cultural and social capitals. Here, we 
explore how emotional capital – i.e. emotion-based knowledge, management skill and capac-
ity for feeling – have helped Pazilaiti, Zilan, Brigita and Mohamed to accumulate other forms 
of capital. The amount of emotion-based knowledge, management skill and feeling capacity, 
which individuals are able to acquire from their childhood families and close environment, is 
related to the question of how capably and competently they learn to draw upon their inher-
ited stock of capital. Brigita and Mohamed were born in Finland to migrant parents. Zilan and 
Pazilaiti moved to Finland at school age. As all of their parents were migrants, they spoke a 
language other than Finnish at home, and in all homes, to varying degrees, the families main-
tained the cultural habits of their country of origin. These young people describe their lives in 
terms of living for a long time ‘between’ two cultures and languages, and for some, this was 
a struggle at times during their childhood. Partly because of their strong emotional capital, 
Pazilaiti, Brigita, Zilan and Mohamed eventually managed to find a balance between cultures, 
learn two (or more) languages, and take in aspects from both cultures; in other words, they 
gained rich cultural capital.

All the young people who participated in this research are very capable and skilful in using 
their cultural capital in different contexts, with different people in different networks. They 
have all managed to build wide and strong networks, in Finland and abroad. Level of educa-
tion is also important here and might help to explain their political participation (see also 
Pilati 2017; Ronkainen 2009). All of the participants have post-compulsory education and 
are currently either studying or preparing for entry exams or else are in work. After working 
for many years as a practical nurse (in Finnish lähihoitaja), Zilan is continuing her studies 
to become a qualified nurse (in Finnish sairaanhoitaja). Mohamed has a full-time job in the 
information technology (IT) sector. Pazilaiti recently graduated from high school and is now 
preparing for law school entry exams. Brigita is studying political science at the university 
level.

These young people’s access to different kinds of networks – in other words, the rich bridg-
ing kind of social capital (Putnam 2000) they possess – is one key point in the formation of 
their political habitus. These young people have all found in Finland different networks that 
have ‘channelled’ their motivation and causes into concrete political and/or civic action. Zilan 
is engaged in various political lobbying activities through the Kurdish cultural association in 
Finland, in which she has been active since her teenage years. In addition to this association, 
she also has wide networks with native Finns, bringing the Kurdish cause onto the human 
rights agenda in Finland. Pazilaiti started her multiple activities in school politics and went 
on to join the Union of Upper Secondary School Students, the Ruuti committee, the anarchist 
‘A group’ and finally decided to join party politics by joining a newly established feminist 
party. Mohamed had wide networks among different Muslim communities, mosques and 
young peers, with whom he has established a Muslim youth organisation. Brigita started her 
political activities with Amnesty International, after which she engaged with the Green Youth 
League in Finland. They all describe the political/civic networks in which they are currently 
engaged as important communities where they feel ‘at home’.

In addition to networks in Finland, all of the young people of migrant origin in this research 
also possess transnational connections. Zilan, with her Kurdish activism, is a part of wide net-
works based in Kurdistan, in Turkey and Syria in particular, and all over Europe. Mohamed 
has networks with the Muslim community in the UK, which has influenced his activism for 
second-generation Muslim youth in Finland. Both Pazilaiti and Brigita are deeply concerned 



Pirkkalainen and Husu: Formation of Capitals Among 
Politically Active Young Migrant People

51

about their ‘own’ minorities and human rights in their countries of origin, but at the moment, 
it is not possible to work directly for those causes. In addition to links with their ‘home coun-
try’, both of them are also part of transnational groups of other young people of migrant 
origin, who have influenced their thinking and political orientation in Finland.

5. Conclusions
We argue that to fully understand the multiple engagements, the ‘true’ motivations and the 
issues that influence the political habitus of young people of migrant origin, participatory 
methods that include life course interviews are most useful, as they enable an analysis that 
goes behind the statistics and general perceptions of migrant youth as marginalised, inactive 
and excluded.

As a result of our life course interviews and participatory data analysis, it is possible to 
grasp a wide variety of issues that have influenced the formation of political habitus across 
a life course. Emotional capital is important in the formation of political habitus, and the 
role of childhood family and experiences in the accumulation of emotional capital has been 
investigated here. We conclude that emotional capital lays a foundation for individuals to 
better accumulate the other forms of capital that are needed for political and civic engage-
ment, namely cultural and social capitals. The possession of strong emotional capital can also 
explain the process by which youth who were raised and who lived between two cultures and 
languages struggle with them at times but eventually find a balance between the two. This 
strong possession of cultural capital has in turn helped the young people to form different 
networks with different circles of people: in Finland, with native Finns and other people of 
migrant origin; and transnationally, not only with people of their own ethnic origin, but 
more widely on the basis of general ideologies regarding human rights, religion, and gender 
and racial equality. Related to this, we conclude that in order to fully understand the political 
and civic participation of young people of migrant origin in Finland, a transnational lens is 
needed, which can reveal young people’s multiple engagements and motivations to become 
politically active for different causes. These causes and motivations relate not only to their 
marginal position in Finland but also to their transnational links with their (parents’) coun-
tries of origin and other networks based on more universal values and ideas, such as religion, 
feminism and human rights. Transnational connections provide young people with social 
capital, which – by empowering them – can strengthen their position, belonging and partici-
pation in Finland.

The theoretical conclusions of this article are twofold. First, our aim was to contribute to 
the wide literature on migrants’ political participation with a micro-level view of how bridg-
ing social capital is formed during the life courses of young people of migrant origin. We 
argue that bridging social capital – i.e. wide networks with people of different origins – builds 
on other forms of capital, such as emotional and cultural capitals. Second, and related to the 
Bourdieusian framework, our aim was to highlight the importance of emotional capital in 
the formation of political habitus. Consequently, we argue that understanding emotions as 
resources that are unequally distributed among individuals can explain why even individuals 
in similarly marginalised societal positions can perceive and understand the available oppor-
tunities in different ways, which in turn generates different practices and leads to different 
outcomes in their life courses. This is an important supplement to Bourdieu’s work, which 
has often been accused of determinism.
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