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Introduction

With the Metropolis enterprise entering its fifth year, and a significant transition at the project’s helm, it might be a good idea to reflect on some of its accomplishments and look at some of the most important challenges and greatest opportunities that lie ahead.  

When Meyer Burstein and I set out to create what we called at the time the “Immigration and Cities” Project, we had no idea that we were laying the foundation for something that would eventually become more of a “movement” than a mere project devoted to exploring the space, and building bridges, between research and policy on the reciprocal effects the social, economic and political “lives” of “global” cities and large scale immigration.  And while we thought that the idea should have broad appeal, we (or at least I) did not anticipate either the energy it would eventually generate or the degree to which it would influence the research agendae and collective imagination of so many people across so many countries. 

Accomplishments          

Pleasant surprises aside, here are some of the endeavor’s greatest accomplishments to date.  At a most general level, we set out to break up the monopoly, one might say the stranglehold, that immigrant admissions issues had on the thinking and actions of both policy makers and, only slightly less so, analysts.  We understood right from the beginning that if we were to stand a chance of accomplishing that goal, we would need to do three things well up front.  First, we had to have a compelling message.  Second, we needed to bring on board from the outset a number of key individuals from a handful of important states that had been struggling with the issue of managing the integration challenges international migration poses.  (The strength of the message and, less so, our own “political” capital—and our willingness to expend it on the issue—were the principal tools in our arsenal in this quest and they seem to have been adequate enough, at least for the project’s initial stage.)  Third, we needed to “motivate” significant resources out of the initial players both as an indication of their commitment and as a means of attracting additional players.  The fact that resources on other than “law-and-order” issues have been generally scarce complicated our task in that, in many cases, we had to be persuasive enough to “liberate” resources from other activities with their own important constituencies and to have those resources dedicated to “our” endeavor.  I guess, sometimes, there is such a thing as a marketplace of ideas…. 

The persuasiveness of the idea owes a lot to its timeliness.  Metropolis was born as a number of European societies were beginning to “feel”—if not yet fully understand—that the immigration/integration nexus had become a public policy and governance challenge of the first order, a veritable Gordian knot.  The roots of the challenge could be found in a combination of errors of  omission and commission more or less common to all advanced industrial societies.  They included policy inattentiveness, bad or no longer relevant assumptions about the nature and behavior of long-term resident foreigners, the reality of substantial ongoing additions to foreign-born populations despite rhetorical flourishes about “zero immigration,” and the nastiness of the political foodfight about immigration and immigrants.  And while immigration restriction and public order issues became the dominant political priorities, advanced industrial societies had no choice but come to terms with their now unmistakably and undeniably multiethnic selves as soon as possible.  

Nothing less important than their very ability to be successful societies in the decades ahead hung on the balance.  Whether one uses the by now familiar term of “social cohesion” or the less colorful construction of the importance of incorporating immigrants successfully—socially, economically, politically, and, for those states so inclined, culturally—in the places where most such immigrants are found (global cities—hence the name Metropolis), the importance of the challenge and the perceived difficulty in meeting it struck the desired chord.  As a result, gradually, the appeal of learning from others’ successes (and failures)—the so-called “best practices” component of the endeavor—became an important enough attraction for teams from nearly two dozen countries and international organizations to commit to the enterprise.  

Where Are We?

It would be both self-serving and intellectually dishonest to argue that we have succeeded in everything that we set out to do.  Metropolis has turned out to be more of a process and a movement, than an explicitly and neatly defined “project” with predetermined products and finite end goals.  It is about shifting analytical gears and developing an additional (and in many cases, new) policy vision on immigration, rather than about doing more of the same but better.  It is about creating and empowering a new community of scholars (as well as nurturing the next generation of engaged, even activist, analysts) who are concerned with the practical issues that accompany immigration decisions, rather than with spending most of their energies on decisions about admissions—on who should be admitted, under precisely what procedures, or on how best to keep immigrants out.  It is about forming intellectual and activist alliances that focus on the most fundamental issues of effective democratic governance—those dealing with citizenship, with the rights and duties of membership in diverse societies, with the responsibilities each one of us has to work toward maintaining and strengthening our communities, and with the very essence of equality and democratic pluralism.  Lofty goals?  Certainly.  Unattainable ones?  Absolutely not—otherwise none of us should continue to “play” in the immigration “game.”                         

It is only fair to acknowledge that some, perhaps even a large part of the effort’s success to date can be attributed to timing—to sociologist Merton’s use of the concept of serendipity.  I am perfectly comfortable with this assessment.  But I am even more interested in attributing whatever serendipity does not cover to the combination of factors over which the founding members of the management team have had some control: (a) a good idea that was articulated well;  (b) the ability to persuade key individuals of the merits of the idea (so that they would commit their personal political and, when possible, institutional, capital to it); (c) an unequivocal commitment to inclusiveness and to turning ownership of and control over Metropolis to its members; and (d) the loyalty of a cadre of members to whom I will be forever grateful.

The Road Ahead  

Past success, however, offers no guarantees of future success.  For Metropolis to continue and grow, its membership must continue to work smart and hard and add value to the “lives” of all three of the project’s constituencies: policy makers, researchers, and the non-governmental sector writ large.  Those three major communities, and the many sub-communities within each one of them, find themselves at times unevenly served by  Metropolis.  All three must remain committed—and to do so requires that their interests will continue to be addressed and their contributions to the whole endeavor recognized and valued.  And, gradually, the one promise of the endeavor on which delivery has been most difficult—the systematic and continuous evaluation of experiences and exchange of best practices across states—must be addressed frontally and decisively.      

In Lieu of a Conclusion: Transitions 

One of the most important challenges to any organization is what might be called "executive transition."  And I suspect that transitions at the top are even trickier when the person being replaced is one of the founders.  Well, Metropolis could not have chosen a more exceptional individual as the new Co-Chair than Professor Rinus Penninx.  Nor could the selection process have been more orderly or open.  

Rinus not only has the international academic reputation and intellectual gravitas that Metropolis needs, he has also earned his “stripes” in the policy-relevant and problem-solving arenas (where our project intends to have the greatest impact) both as a senior public servant and, through his Research Center at the University of Amsterdam, as a key player in the offering of impartial, research-based advice to the Dutch Government.   His commitment to the central theme of Metropolis—integration, with a focus on the metropolis—is also unparalleled.  And, importantly, the Dutch Government’s and Amsterdam University’s explicit  support for Rinus’ new responsibilities are critical elements in the Dutch team’s continuing commitment to our Project.  Together with Meyer Burstein, they can continue to manage and build a movement of which I know we will all be proud.

Thank you for your support over the last four years. 

