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ETHNIC REPATRIATION AS A CULTURAL PROJECT:
A COMPARATIVE STUDY OF KAZAKHSTAN,
GERMANY AND ISRAEL

This article explores ethnic repatriation as a fundamentally cultural process in which returning to
the historical homeland is shaped not only by legal and demographic mechanisms but by symbolic,
narrative, and identity-based dynamics. Through a comparative analysis of Kazakhstan, Germany, and
Israel, the article examines how each state frames repatriation policies through different cultural logics
and how these frameworks affect the lived experiences of returnees. Special attention is given to the
tension between legal belonging and cultural recognition, the transformation of diasporic identities, and
the symbolic negotiation of national inclusion. The novelty of the study lies in its application of a com-
parative cultural studies framework, moving beyond traditional migration policy analysis. Repatriation is
approached as a form of cultural imagination, in which returnees not only re-enter a national space but
reshape the very meanings of nationhood, kinship, and memory.

Keywords: Cultural identity, diaspora, ethnic repatriation, memory, symbolic belonging, cultural
adaptation, Kazakhstan, Germany, Israel.
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KasakcraH, TepmaHus xxoHe M3panAbAi CaAbICTbIPMAAbI 3epTTey MbICaAbIHAQ
3THHMKaABIK, penaTp1auMsiHbl MOAEHH xoba peTiHae 3epTTey

ByA MakanaAa 3THMKaAbIK, pernaTpuaumsl 3aHHaAMaAbIK, X8He AeMorpadmsAbIK, TeTiKTEPMEH
KaTap, CUMBOAAbIK, HapPaTUBTIK >KOHE COMKECTIK acrneKTiAepi apKblAbl ICKe acaTblH MOAEHM MPOLLEeCC
peTiHAE KapacTblpbiAaabl. KasakcraH, [epmaHus xeHe M3panAb MbiCaAAapPbIH CaAbICTbIpA OTbIPbIM,
MEMAEKETTEPAIH pernaTpuraumsHbl KaHAAM MOAEHM AOTMKAMEH TYCIHAIPIM, OHbIH KaMTapbIAFaH
asamartTapAblH KYHAEAIKTI emipiHe KaAai bIKMaA eTeTiHi TaAAaHaAbl. Makarapaa 3aHAbl MapTebe
MEH MBAEHM TaHbIAY apacblHAAFbl LUIMEAEHIC, AMACMOPAAbIK, BipererAikTiH TpaHcopMaumsCbl XKaHe
YATTbIK, KQybIMAQCTbIKKA CUMBOAAbBIK, TYPAE KOCbIAY NMPOLECTepi cMnaTTaAaAbl. 3epTTEYAiH >KaHAAbIFbI
— ABCTYPAI K6LLi-KOH casicaTbl WeHOepiHeH LWbIFbIM, pernaTpraumsiHbl MOAEHM 3ePTTEYAEP TYPFbICbIHAH
CaAbICTbIPMaAbI BAICTEH KapacTbIpyblHAA. Penatpuaums 6yA Makaraaa TEK OTaHFa OpaAy eMeC, COHbIMEH
KaTap YAT, TYbICTbIK, >)KOHE TapuXM XaAbl YFbIMAAPbIH KarTa Kypy NMPoLLeci peTiHAE YCbIHBIAQAbI.

Tyiin ce3aep: MaaAeHM OiperenAik, AMacropa, 3THMKAAbIK pernaTpuaumsl, >Kasbl, CUMBOAAbIK,
THECIAIAIK, MaAeHN Bertimaeny, KasakcTaH, Fepmarms, M3panab.
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DTHMYecKas penaTtpyaLms Kak KyAbTYPHbIA NMPOEeKT:
cpaBHMTeAbHOe uccaepoBaHue Kasaxcrana, Fepmannun n U3panas

Hacroguiag cratbg paccMaTpuBaeT 3THMYECKYIO penaTtpuaumio Kak KyAbTYPHbIA Mpouecc, B KO-
TOPOM BO3BpaALLEeHWEe Ha MCTOPUYECKYIO POAMHY COMPOBOXAAETCA He TOAbKO MPABOBbIMUM U AEMO-
rpacpmyeckMMm MexaHM3mMamMm, HO M CAOXKHOM CMMBOAMYECKON UM MAEHTU(OUKALMOHHOM AMHAMMKOW.
CpaBHMBag TpU HaUMOHaAbHbIX Kerca — KasaxcraH, epmaHnio n M3pamab — aBTOpbl aHAAM3MPYIOT,
KaK roCyAQpCTBa pPeaAm3yioT MOAMTUKY BO3BPALLEHMS, MCMOAb3YS PA3AMUHYIO KYAbTYPHYIO AOTUKY, U
KaKue COLMOKYAbTYPHbIE MOCAEACTBUS BO3HMKAIOT AAS CaMMX PenaTpuaHToB. B yacTHOCTM, BHUMaHWe
YAEADETCS PA3AMUMIO MEXKAY IOPUANYECKMM MPU3HAHWEM N KYABTYPHOWM MHTErpaument, HanpsaKeHHo-
CTU MeXKAY AMACMOPHOM MAEHTUYHOCTbBIO M HALMOHAAbHBbIM CaMOBOCTIPUATMEM, A TAKXKE POAM 43biKa,
namsiTM M CUMBOAMYECKMX TPaHmL,. HOBM3Ha MCCAEAOBAHUS 3aKAKOYAETCS B MPUMEHEHNN CPAaBHUTEAb-
HOrO KYAbTYPOAOIrMYECKOrO MOAXOAQ, BbIXOASLLErO 3a PaMKU TPAAMLIMOHHOIO aHAAM3a MUIPALMOHHOM
NMOAUTMKM. Penatpuaums HTepnpeTmpyercs Kak popmMa KyAbTYyPHOrO BOOGPakeHusl, B KOTOPOI pena-
TPUAHTbI HE TOAbKO BO3BPALLAIOTCS, HO U MEPEonpeAeAdioT CaMO MOHUMAHME HALMKM, MPUHAAAEXKHOCTH

N NaMaTun.

KAtoueBble cAOBa: KyAbTYpHAs MAEHTUUHOCTb, AMACTIOPa, 3THUYEeCKas pernaTpuams, namsiTb, CUM-
BOAMYECKast MPUHAAAEXKHOCTb, KYAbTYpHas apanTaums, KasaxcraH, ['epmanus, M3panab.

Introduction

Migration has consistently occupied a central
place within scholarly debates, reflecting the in-
terplay of social, cultural, political, and historical
dynamics that shape human mobility. While earlier
scholarship primarily addressed migration through
economic motivations, labor market demands, and
policy frameworks, contemporary perspectives in-
creasingly emphasize the cultural dimensions of mi-
gratory processes. Within this emergent framework,
ethnic return migration assumes special signifi-
cance, as it embodies the culturally symbolic act of
reconnecting with ancestral homelands — shaped by
collective memory, identity construction, and narra-
tives of belonging.

Unlike labor migration, driven largely by eco-
nomic imperatives, ethnic return migration involves
profound cultural motivations: the desire for recon-
nection with an idealized homeland, preservation of
ancestral heritage, and reaffirmation of collective
identities. This phenomenon raises critical questions
concerning cultural identity formation, collective
memory, cultural hybridity, and symbolic boundar-
ies constructed around national belonging.

The object of this study is diasporic communities
returning to their ancestral homelands through state-
led repatriation programs. The subject of the study
is the cultural dynamics of such returns, including
the negotiation of identity, symbolic belonging, and

memory in the context of national repatriation initia-
tives.

This article compares three culturally signifi-
cant return programs: Kazakhstan’s Qandas initia-
tive, Germany’s Spétaussiedler policy, and Israel’s
Law of Return. While shaped by different histories,
all three countries present the returnee as a cultural
subject — a carrier of memory, language, ritual, and
symbolic affiliation. Each policy creates expecta-
tions of cultural continuity, even as returnees en-
counter unfamiliar social realities, hybrid national
identities, and contested definitions of authenticity.

The main aim of this study is to explore ethnic
repatriation as a cultural process of belonging, nego-
tiated through memory, discourse, and lived experi-
ence. To achieve this aim, the article sets out to:

1. Compare repatriation policies in Kazakhstan,
Germany, and Israel from a cultural perspective;

2. Examine how cultural identity and collective
memory influence the returnee experience;

3. Analyze the symbolic narratives produced by
both state and migrants;

4. Identify cultural boundaries and tensions en-
countered in the reintegration process;

5. Investigate how returnees construct hybrid or
adaptive identities in response to cultural contradic-
tions.

These research tasks are embedded in a cultural
studies methodology that emphasizes discourse,
narrative, and symbolic representation as keys to

115



Ethnic repatriation as a cultural project: A comparative study of Kazakhstan, Germany, and Israel

understanding migration not only as movement but
as cultural transformation.

This investigation proceeds from the hypothesis
that ethnic repatriation, despite legal and ethnic le-
gitimacy, often leads to cultural dissonance between
imagined homelands — shaped by diasporic memory
— and the realities of modern nation-states. The suc-
cess or failure of return migration is determined not
solely by state policy or kinship, but by the extent to
which cultural belonging is recognized and negoti-
ated within receiving societies.

By comparing these three contexts, this article
aims to advance a nuanced understanding of ethnic
repatriation as a fundamentally cultural phenome-
non. Rather than focusing narrowly on policy effec-
tiveness or demographic impact, it investigates how
repatriation engages deeper cultural questions: how
diasporic identities are reshaped through the return,
how symbolic narratives of belonging and memory
are enacted, and how returnees culturally negotiate
their inclusion or marginalization within the imag-
ined national community. The novelty of this study
lies in its cultural studies-oriented comparative
framework. While most prior scholarship on repa-
triation has emphasized legal status, economic inte-
gration, or policy implementation, this article fore-
grounds the symbolic, narrative, and identity-based
dimensions of return migration. Ultimately, ethnic
repatriation emerges as a productive site for cultural
analysis, revealing the intricacies of identity forma-
tion, the endurance of symbolic boundaries, and the
ongoing reconfiguration of collective memory in re-
sponse to migration.

Literature review

The study of migration has been historically
shaped by grand theories and structural paradigms.
Early accounts such as Goodrich (1936) conceptual-
ized migration as a response to economic imbalanc-
es and population redistribution, laying the ground-
work for demographic studies of mobility. Later,
Massey et al. (1993) outlined the foundational eco-
nomic and systemic logic of global migration flows,
emphasizing push-pull factors, cumulative causa-
tion, and network theory. In a similar vein, Castles
and Miller (2013) theorized migration as a conse-
quence of globalization and post-colonial restructur-
ing, placing emphasis on labor flows, transnational
networks, and state control mechanisms. These clas-
sical frameworks, while illuminating structural con-
ditions, often overlook the cultural dimensions of
how migrants understand and narrate their journeys.
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Against this backdrop, a shift in scholarly atten-
tion toward diasporic identity, symbolic belonging,
and cultural memory marked the emergence of a
more interpretive tradition. Early contributions by
Cohen (1996), Armstrong (1976), and Marienstras
(1989) offered typologies of diasporas not only
based on displacement but also on cultural cohesion,
myth of return, and symbolic homeland construc-
tion. Sheffer (1986) extended this line of thinking
by emphasizing the role of modern diasporas as po-
litical and symbolic actors who maintain homeland
orientations, influence state policies, and construct
return narratives not only through emotional attach-
ment but also through political lobbying and identity
maintenance. Marienstras, in particular, questioned
the assumption that diasporas possess an innate de-
sire for territorial return, emphasizing instead the
historically contingent and discursively constructed
nature of belonging. This pivot was further deepened
by Anderson (2006), whose concept of “imagined
communities” foregrounded the narrative construc-
tion of national and ethnic belonging. These works
began to position migration not just as movement,
but as identity work. Seton-Watson (1977) similarly
emphasized that nations are not natural but histori-
cal constructs, often shaped by elite discourse, po-
litical contingency, and cultural invention — a view
that resonates with the tensions evident in state-led
return migration programs.

In this evolving discourse, return migration be-
came a particularly rich site for exploring the ten-
sion between ancestral longing and lived reality. As
Horevitz (2009) argues, anthropology has increas-
ingly approached migration not as a unidirectional
process of relocation, but as a deeply embedded
practice of identity reconstruction, emotional ne-
gotiation, and cultural production. As Brubaker
(1998) argues, return programs often presume cul-
tural sameness where hybridity or dissonance exists.
Joppke (2005) similarly critiques the instrumental
use of “ethnic return” in liberal states, while Cohen
(2008) and Safran (1999) offer cautionary readings
of diasporas that seek return but encounter symbolic
dislocation.

In the Kazakhstani context, this tension is acute.
Numerous scholars (e.g. Diener, 2005; Cerny, 2010;
Barcus & Werner, 2010) have highlighted how Qa-
ndas returnees confront a nation that is linguistically
and culturally unfamiliar. While they may be rec-
ognized as ethnic Kazakhs, their Soviet or Chinese
diasporic experience places them outside dominant
cultural expectations. Bonnenfant (2012) and Bo-
kayev et al. (2012) further note how state-driven
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repatriation policies reproduce narrow definitions
of “Kazakhness,” excluding those who speak Rus-
sian. Integration becomes not just logistical but pro-
foundly symbolic.

This symbolic dissonance is mirrored in German
and Israeli cases. For instance, Spataussiedler from
the former USSR — legally accepted as Germans —
often face cultural suspicion and marginalization
(Miinz & Ohliger, 2003; Brubaker, 1998). Despite
their “return,” they are socially marked as outsid-
ers. Similarly, in Israel, the Law of Return operates
as a sacred national myth, but returnees from Ethio-
pia, Russia, or Latin America frequently experience
racial, linguistic, and religious barriers (Pogrund,
2016; Gonen, 1975).

At the theoretical level, cultural theorists like
Stuart Hall (1990) and Homi Bhabha (1994) offer
valuable tools for reading these contradictions. Iden-
tity is not retrieved at the border — it is negotiated,
fractured, and often improvised upon arrival. Alba
and Nee (2014), Berry (1997), and Gordon (1964)
debate assimilation vs. hybridity, while Wimmer &
Glick Schiller (2003) urge scholars to question the
very nationalist assumptions that underpin migra-
tion categories.

In the case of Kazakhstan, Amangul (2012),
Kalshabayeva et al. (2016), Akhmetova (2016), and
Terlikbayeva (2017) all demonstrate how Qandas
returnees navigate schools, institutions, and state
discourse as culturally ambivalent actors. Their inte-
gration is shaped more by symbolic boundary-work
than by legal frameworks. The same applies in Ger-
many and Israel, where belonging is policed through
language, appearance, religious practice, and discur-
sive categories of authenticity.

This article therefore builds on existing literature
but moves beyond policy-centered or demographi-
cally focused studies by examining ethnic repa-
triation as a culturally embedded and symbolically
contested process. The necessity of this research
lies in the fact that return migration — while often
framed as a natural re-entry into national belonging
— reveals deep symbolic contradictions and iden-
tity negotiations that remain underexplored across
diverse contexts. By comparing Kazakhstan, Ger-
many, and Israel, this study highlights how differ-
ent historical and ideological frameworks produce
parallel cultural tensions for returnees. The novelty
of this approach lies in its comparative cultural lens:
it does not limit itself to a single national case or
legal analysis but foregrounds the symbolic logic,
discursive frameworks, and identity work involved
in ethnic repatriation. Such a design allows for a

richer, transnational understanding of return not as
return to sameness, but as a site of cultural produc-
tion and struggle.

Methodology

This study employs a qualitative comparative
analysis, adopting cultural studies methodologies to
examine ethnic repatriation in Kazakhstan, Germa-
ny, and Israel. The research focuses on how return-
ing diasporic groups experience and interpret cultur-
al identity, collective memory, symbolic belonging,
and cultural practices related to their return.

Data were collected from secondary sources, in-
cluding official policy documents, scholarly analy-
ses, ethnographic accounts, media narratives, and
historical texts. The methodological framework em-
phasizes discourse analysis, cultural hermeneutics,
and narrative inquiry. These analytical tools allow
investigation into how states and returnees narrate
belonging, authenticity, homeland, and diaspora,
uncovering deeper symbolic meanings and cultural
tensions within repatriation practices.

The analysis was conducted in three steps. First,
a thorough review of cultural narratives and sym-
bolic constructions within official repatriation poli-
cies was conducted. Second, narratives from return-
ees’ accounts were thematically coded, identifying
common cultural tensions, symbolic struggles, and
identity negotiations. Third, a comparative analysis
across the three countries illuminated shared cultur-
al dimensions and unique local adaptations.

This article conducts a thematic synthesis of ex-
isting qualitative research, policy documents, and
ethnographic accounts related to return migration in
Kazakhstan, Germany, and Israel. Thematic coding
was applied to secondary data drawn from scholarly
literature, state discourse, and documented returnee
experiences as presented in prior studies (e.g., Die-
ner, 2005; Bonnenfant, 2012; Remennick, 2003).

The chosen comparative cultural approach en-
sures comprehensive insight into the symbolic and
identity dimensions of ethnic return, highlighting
how repatriation reshapes cultural narratives, mem-
ory, and practices within receiving societies.

Discussion

Kazakhstan: Between Kinship and Cultural
Distance

Kazakhstan’s ethnic repatriation policy, initi-
ated after its independence in 1991, aims to restore
demographic and cultural ties with Kazakh diaspo-
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ras dispersed during the Soviet era, mainly in China,
Uzbekistan, Mongolia, and Russia. The state’s ef-
forts were formalized through the Oralman policy,
later renamed Qandas, which has brought over one
million ethnic Kazakhs “home” since independence.
Yet, return migration has been marked not by seam-
less reintegration but by cultural, linguistic, and
symbolic tensions between repatriates and locals.
As Zardykhan (2016) compellingly argues, repatri-
ates are often caught between their symbolic eleva-
tion as saviors of Kazakh identity and their practical
marginalization as culturally “foreign” others — a
duality that both fuels and frustrates Kazakhstan’s
nation-building narrative.

In the early years of independence, the Kazakh
government officially labeled repatriated ethnic Ka-
zakhs as Oralmans, a term derived from the Kazakh
verb oraly (“to return”). While initially intended as
aneutral legal category, the term gradually acquired
stigmatizing connotations, distinguishing returnees
from local Kazakhs and reinforcing perceptions of
cultural difference. In everyday usage, Oralman
began to carry implications of backwardness, for-
eignness, or lack of integration. Recognizing this,
in 2021 the state officially replaced the term with
Qandas (“blood relative” or “kin”), signaling a shift
toward more inclusive and culturally affirming lan-
guage.' This terminological change reflects not only
a semantic update, but a broader ideological effort to
frame repatriation as a kin-based reunification rather
than a bureaucratic process of reintegration. Kuscu
(2013) argues that such discursive shifts are crucial
to understanding Kazakhstan’s nation-building proj-
ect, as the language surrounding returnees reflects
deeper anxieties about authenticity, loyalty, and the
boundaries of national identity. Her analysis of pub-
lic debates reveals how repatriates are caught be-
tween official narratives of cultural unity and public
skepticism regarding their “Kazakhness.”

Despite ongoing challenges, the policy itself
reflects Kazakhstan’s cultural priority of reviving
national identity and historical memory through the
reintegration of global Kazakh communities. As
Bonnenfant (2012) argues, the state’s repatriation
discourse strategically constructs the homeland as
both an ethnic and symbolic space of return, where
returnees are invited to participate in a culturally re-
storative nation-building project. The state promotes

! The replacement of Oralman with Qandas was officially
introduced through a presidential decree in May 2021. This shift
reflects growing sensitivity to the symbolic and social meanings
of migration terminology and a broader emphasis on kinship-
based identity in national discourse.
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the use of the Kazakh language among returnees, of-
fers cultural orientation programs, and encourages
symbolic participation in national rituals and public
life. These measures reveal that repatriation is not
only a demographic effort but also a cultural project
of postcolonial nation-building. Repatriates are ex-
pected to function as both beneficiaries and agents
of the country’s evolving cultural narrative, contrib-
uting to the re-Kazakhization of society.

Yet the lived experience of return reveals stark
contrasts. Returnees often speak dialects or other
languages (Chinese, Uzbek, Mongolian), adhere to
different customs, and retain diasporic worldviews
shaped by their places of exile. Werner and Barcus
(2009) show that for many Kazakhs in Mongolia,
the idea of return was not only motivated by ethnic
affinity but also complicated by transnational mo-
bility narratives, shifting economic priorities, and
redefined notions of “home.” As Portisch (2012)
shows in her ethnographic study of Kazakhs in
Western Mongolia, many returnees come from
communities that developed distinct educational
values, religious practices, and notions of cultural
continuity that differ from those promoted by the
Kazakh state. These divergent social experiences
complicate integration and challenge the expecta-
tion of automatic cultural affinity. Dalelkhan et al.
(2018) specifically analyze return migration from
China, revealing how structural immobility, border
regulations, and identity fragmentation complicate
the reintegration of Chinese-born Kazakhs, despite
their formal eligibility for return. Barcus and Wer-
ner (2010) specifically analyze the case of Kazakhs
from western Mongolia, highlighting how their
transnational migration between 1990 and 2008 pro-
duced distinct cultural expectations and community
dynamics that clashed with bureaucratic norms and
social perceptions in Kazakhstan. Scholars such as
Diener (2005), Barcus and Werner (2010), and Bon-
nenfant (2012) highlight how Qandas face symbolic
marginalization despite official inclusion. Bokayev
et al. (2012) and Cerny (2010) describe tensions in
schooling, employment, and gender norms, where
returnees are often perceived as less “modern” or
“integrated” than local Kazakhs. Amangul (2012)
and Kalshabayeva et al. (2016) note that youth in
particular struggle with identity dualism and uneven
cultural expectations. In this sense, the very project
that aims to restore cultural unity often reproduces
internal symbolic boundaries.

Nonetheless, the cultural ambitions of the Qa-
ndas policy remain significant. It operates as both
a discursive tool and a national myth, reconnecting
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fragmented histories and diasporic memories to a
shared homeland. The transition from Oralman to
Qandas illustrates the evolving role of language,
symbolism, and identity politics in shaping post-
Soviet belonging, a shift also reflected in changing
state rhetoric and media discourse (Dukeyev, 2017).
As such, Kazakhstan provides a compelling exam-
ple of how cultural policy is mobilized not just to
welcome returnees, but to perform the nation.

Germany: Legal Kinship, Cultural Distance

Germany’s return migration model is built
on legal recognition of ethnic descent, embedded
in the Aussiedler and Spéataussiedler laws. These
frameworks entitle individuals of German ancestry,
primarily from Eastern Europe and the former So-
viet Union, to obtain citizenship and resettle in the
“historic homeland.” On paper, this model reflects
a form of ethno-national inclusion — a state offering
repatriation rights to its extended cultural family.

Yet in practice, belonging proves more fragile
than citizenship alone can guarantee. The category
of the Spétaussiedler is socially marked in ways that
legally vanish but culturally endure. Returnees often
speak Russian, bear Slavic names, or embody behav-
ioral codes shaped in Soviet or post-Soviet contexts
— all of which contradict the unspoken sociocultural
parameters of Germanness. These include proficien-
cy in standard German (not dialect), familiarity with
German bureaucratic etiquette, secular outlooks,
and tacit adherence to the norms of individualism,
punctuality, and structured professionalism.

While legally “home,” Spétaussiedler frequent-
ly face symbolic marginalization. They are labeled
Russlanddeutsche, a term that linguistically ties
them not to the national ideal but to a peripheral
past. This reflects what Shibutani and Kwan (1965)
conceptualize as ethnic stratification — a process
where legally recognized groups are still culturally
ranked, with some identities relegated to lower sym-
bolic status despite formal inclusion. This form of
cultural estrangement has been well-documented
by scholars such as Brubaker (1998), Miinz and
Ohliger (2003), and Safran (1999), who point to the
paradox of returnees who possess citizenship but
lack symbolic citizenship — the everyday recogni-
tion as members of the cultural nation.

Germany’s case is distinct in that it offers one of
the most structured, bureaucratically consistent re-
patriation systems in Europe. Yet this precision does
not eliminate its contradictions. The German state
implicitly expects returnees to “pass” as cultural in-
siders — to erase traces of hybridity, to seamlessly

merge. Those who fail to do so are quietly othered.
As Berry (1997), Alba and Nee (2014), and Favell
(2005) argue, such pressures reflect an assimilation-
ist logic more than an inclusive pluralism — one that
demands cultural conformity under the guise of inte-
gration and conceals implicit norms about language,
behavior, and identity within the modern nation-
state.

This cultural tension underscores a deeper in-
sight: descent-based return does not guarantee cul-
tural belonging. In the German case, ethnicity opens
the legal door, but cultural conformity remains the
ticket to full social inclusion. The result is a repa-
triation policy that, while highly organized and ma-
terially supportive, continues to replicate symbolic
boundaries — boundaries that remind returnees that
even among kin, some are still strangers.

Israel: Repatriation as Return to Covenant and
Cultural Nationhood

Among the three cases, Israel presents perhaps
the most ideologically charged and religiously root-
ed model of ethnic repatriation. Its foundational re-
patriation framework, known as the Law of Return,
grants every Jew the right to immigrate to Israel and
acquire immediate citizenship. Unlike Kazakhstan’s
kinship-based model or Germany’s ethno-legal ap-
proach, Israel’s system fuses ethno-religious iden-
tity with national belonging, anchored in the idea of
aliyah — the “ascent” of the Jewish soul returning to
its promised homeland.

This model is culturally distinct not only be-
cause of its theocratic overtones but also because
of the centrality of memory, trauma, and messianic
longing in the Jewish diasporic consciousness. The
Law of Return operates as more than immigration
policy; it is a ritualized cultural act, a fulfillment of
historical destiny rooted in biblical, post-Holocaust,
and Zionist narratives. Scholars such as Safran
(1999), Gonen (1975), and Shain (2005) point out
that aliyah combines symbolic, spiritual, and na-
tional meanings, making repatriation into a cultural
ritual of belonging.

At the same time, tensions between legal Jew-
ishness and cultural integration persist. While Or-
thodox Halakhic definitions of who is a Jew shape
religious law, the state’s broader legal definitions
often include non-Halakhic Jews, mixed families, or
secular migrants from the former USSR. This has
led to the phenomenon of “liminal citizens” — legal-
ly Jewish yet culturally marginal. As Cohen (1996)
and Brubaker (1998) have observed, symbolic in-
clusion in Israel often requires not just descent, but
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religious conformity, Hebrew fluency, and align-
ment with dominant national narratives.

Furthermore, the Israeli model reveals deep so-
ciocultural boundaries between different waves of
returnees: Mizrahim, Ashkenazim, and post-Soviet
Jews experience varying degrees of cultural rec-
ognition (Gonen, 1975). Studies have shown that
Mizrahim often faced systemic disadvantages in Is-
rael’s educational and employment systems, while
post-Soviet Jews encountered linguistic and cultural
gaps with dominant Zionist narratives (Remennick,
2003; Rebhun & Waxman, 2004). This stratifica-
tion shapes not only material outcomes but also
symbolic belonging. The aliyah from the USSR, in
particular, challenged Israel’s linguistic and secular
assumptions, introducing Russian-speaking Jews
who identify more with Soviet cultural capital than
Zionist mythology.

Despite these frictions, the Israeli case exem-
plifies how repatriation can function as a national
mythos — reinforcing cultural memory, sacred
space, and historical continuity. The return is not
only geographic but metaphysical, inscribing the re-
turnee into a long narrative of exile and redemption.
Thus, repatriation here becomes a form of cultural
enactment: a symbolic homecoming that reaffirms
Israel’s identity as both a modern state and a spiri-
tual homeland.

Comparative Analysis: Three Cultural Models
of Return

Taken together, the cases of Kazakhstan, Ger-
many, and Israel reveal three distinct cultural
models of ethnic repatriation. Kazakhstan ap-
proaches repatriation as a postcolonial project of
cultural restoration, aiming to reconnect with a
fragmented diaspora and revive a suppressed na-
tional identity. Germany treats repatriation as a
legal recognition of ancestral belonging, yet falls
short of offering symbolic cultural inclusion to re-
turnees shaped by foreign sociopolitical contexts.
Israel, by contrast, enacts repatriation as a sacred
covenant — a return not only to territory but to a
metaphysical identity shaped by religion, memo-
ry, and historical trauma.

Despite these differences, all three cases expose
a common paradox: legal inclusion does not neces-
sarily guarantee cultural acceptance. Returnees often
experience a gap between juridical recognition and
symbolic belonging, especially when their diasporic
identities diverge from dominant national narra-
tives. Language, religion, education, and collective
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memory become sites of negotiation — where return-
ees must often perform, translate, or even suppress
parts of themselves to “fit” the cultural mold of the
homeland. As Fassin (2011) argues, modern migra-
tion policies frequently operate through a logic of
“conditional inclusion,” where the act of welcoming
simultaneously imposes expectations, surveillance,
and symbolic hierarchies. Repatriation, though
framed as kinship-based return, thus functions as a
governmental project of cultural filtering. Returnees
often experience a gap between juridical recognition
and symbolic belonging — a dissonance that persists
despite formal citizenship or legal status (Miinz &
Ohliger, 2003; Joppke, 2005).

These models also illuminate different cultural
priorities: Kazakhstan emphasizes ethno-linguistic
revival; Germany insists on bureaucratic clarity and
linguistic assimilation; Israel invokes messianic
symbolism and historical redemption. Repatriation,
in all cases, serves as more than a demographic or
political tool — it becomes a stage where the nation
imagines itself, confronts its boundaries, and reaf-
firms (or contests) the meanings of identity and kin-
ship.

Conclusion

This article has argued that ethnic repatriation
is not merely a legal or demographic process, but a
culturally embedded and symbolically charged phe-
nomenon. By comparing Kazakhstan, Germany, and
Israel, the study has demonstrated how repatriation
policies reflect divergent cultural logics — kinship
revival, legal recognition, and sacred return — and
how these frameworks affect the lived identities of
returnees.

Across all three cases, a recurring contradiction
emerges: formal inclusion often coexists with sym-
bolic exclusion. Returnees are welcomed home in
law but remain distant in cultural terms — marked
by language, behavior, religion, or memory. This
dissonance highlights the limitations of juridical
models of belonging, especially when they fail to
accommodate the complexity of diasporic subjec-
tivities. Repatriation, in all cases, serves as more
than a demographic or political tool — it becomes a
stage where the nation imagines itself, confronts its
symbolic boundaries, and rearticulates its cultural
identity (Cohen, 2008; Brubaker, 1998).

The article’s contribution lies in applying a
cultural studies-oriented comparative framework
to repatriation — a field often dominated by policy
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analysis or legal discourse. It shifts the focus from
administrative mechanisms to symbolic narratives,
from integration metrics to identity negotiations.
This approach reveals repatriation as a stage where
nationhood is performed, not only through inclusion
but through the drawing and redrawing of cultural
boundaries.

Ultimately, ethnic return is shown to be a space
of tension and transformation — where migrants do
not simply return to a homeland but actively par-

ticipate in reshaping its meanings. Repatriation thus
becomes a critical lens through which to explore
how nations remember, imagine, and recreate them-
selves.
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