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Cultural Issues in Refugee Resettlement 

There have always been ethnic groups and nations around the world with wide-ranging 

cultural norms. With advancing technology, people from across the world now interact through 

commerce, travel, and immigration. The result of this interaction is leading to the creation of a 

global society. Living in a global society has many benefits regarding national economies, 

scientific advancements, and agricultural commodities; however it poses challenges regarding 

accepting cultural differences. When kept in the context of international travel and commerce, 

individual tourists and businessmen accept cultural diversity as part of their desired interaction. 

However, when conflicting cultural norms are brought within a nation‟s borders, cultural conflict 

is inevitable. Refugee immigration is a prime example of this. 

We see great challenges in the acceptance of refugee resettlement into Western nations. 

Refugee immigration is a complex issue to start with, and is complicated further when the daily 

news cycle highlights another refugee boat sinking or a politician‟s anti-refugee election speech. 

Still I believe citizens want to accept different cultures into their homeland; however conflict 

occurs when the immigrants‟ cultural values contradict the values of the society. While ideally 

refugees would be accepted into their hosting society through a mutual cultural integration, the 

reality is that successful refugee resettlement requires cultural assimilation to the host country's 

societal norms. This cultural assimilation is accomplished through a clearly defined expectation 

of both involved groups; specifically, the native citizens must respect that refugees will desire to 

maintain some inherent non-illegal cultural norms, and immigrants must accept that any cultural 

norm that conflicts with the foundational cultural values and laws of their host nation must be 

relinquished. This balance can be achieved through applying an interdisciplinary perspective that 

includes the three basic approaches; social sciences, humanities, and natural sciences.



Cultural Integration vs Cultural Assimilation 

Western societies place a high emphasis on personal liberty and beliefs, and seek to allow 

newly settled refugees to maintain their personal cultural identity while interacting with the 

society through social and economic activities. This idea will be termed „cultural integration;‟ 

integration is formally defined as “to bring together or incorporate parts into a whole” 

(Dictionary.com). This Western philosophy of integration idealizes that each individual‟s culture 

becomes a part of the society where that individual is resettled, and that society is made better 

when individual cultures are able to maintain their uniqueness within the whole. While this 

Western philosophy of cultural integration is noble, the practice creates considerable conflict 

between native citizens and immigrants.  

Another approach is to expect host countries to accept the cultural norms and values of 

immigrants only when those values do not supersede the current cultural norms and foundational 

ideals that the country‟s laws are built on. This immigration philosophy puts the emphasis on the 

immigrants to respect the foundational values of the host country, learn the language, and obey 

the laws even when it conflicts with their own cultural norms. This philosophy will be termed 

„cultural assimilation‟; assimilation is formally defined as “to bring into conformity with the 

customs, attitudes, etc., of a group, nation, or the like” (Dictionary.com). 

The majority of the world‟s refugee population lives in Africa and the Middle-East; 85% 

according to the NY Times publication The Flight of Refugees Around the Globe (2015). While 

many refugees who flee their home country end up in neighboring countries, many millions 

make the hazardous journey as asylum seekers to Western nations in hopes of resettlement. 

According to above mentioned NY Times article, the “The United States and France, some of the 



top hosts of refugees in the developed world, have the greatest variety of refugees and asylum-

seekers by country of origin.” This variety of refugees in western nations, results in vast cultural 

differences in regards to individual liberties, religion, and gender equality. Many refugees hold 

ideals that are directly contradictory to the values hosting countries hold foundational.  

An example of the vast cultural differences between refugee-source and refugee-hosting 

countries can be seen in Aljazeera.com‟s article titled “Afghanistan „Most Dangerous Place for 

Women”. Afghanistan has little cultural stigma against polygamy, child-brides, female genital 

mutilation, slavery or life-long indentured servitude, and honor killings. Deprived of even a basic 

education, many Afghani women have foundational beliefs that they are second-hand citizens 

who do not have the right to vote, drive, or even leave the home without a male chaperone. 

These cultural norms, while socially unacceptable and sometimes illegal in most Western nations 

that are hosting refugees, are nonetheless held very strongly by those refugees and sincerely 

believed and promoted within their cultures. Organizations, such as EqualityNow, have been 

founded to address violence and discrimination against women and girls around the world. 

EqualityNow‟s focus includes discrimination in law, sexual violence, female genital mutilation 

(FGM) and trafficking. Trying to integrate a foundational value like FGM is impossible in the 

United States because not only does it directly conflict with the societal values of Americans, as 

represented by EqualityNow, but it is also illegal. Instead of cultural integration where all 

cultural norms are accepted, cultural assimilation must occur. 

Cultural assimilation of generations of immigrants is the catalyst through which most 

modern Western societies have grown. According to Ancestry.com, in the first decade of the 

1900s, 9.2 million economic migrants and refugees sought a better future for themselves by 

relocating to Western nations. The decades of precedence set by this success is straightforward: 



newcomers‟ cultural norms were welcomed as long as they did not conflict with the current 

cultural values of the host country; or more simply stated, cultural assimilation was required. 

Immigrants were encouraged to forget their cultural norms entirely, subscribing to the theory that 

a „melting pot‟ required uniformity to the existing cultural establishment.  

According to the Migration World Magazine article, “Conflicts of American Immigrants: 

Assimilate or Retain Ethnic Identity”, the author explains that “During the early part of the 

twentieth century, immigrants from all over the world were expected to assimilate „as quickly as 

possible‟ into the American mainstream.” This demonstrates how the United States philosophy 

towards immigration has changed in the past century. Additionally, the article states that “Ethnic 

groups were encouraged to forget its language, religious practices, dietary and eating habits, 

customs, values, and norms.” Those cultural norms that were accepted were often reduced to 

Westernized patinas on existing cultural areas such as ethnically oriented fast-food restaurants or 

different forms of music and art. Others became regional celebrations, like St. Patrick‟s Day in 

Chicago or Chinese New Year in San Francisco. Unfortunately this trivialized or even mocked 

those immigrants‟ cultures and made America‟s and Europe‟s historical approach to immigration 

appear incredibly intolerant. Now living in a global society, we need to learn to respect other 

individual‟s customs, values, and norms. However, when those customs, values, and norms 

conflict with the laws of the host country, the country cannot ignore the conflict and allow the 

behavior to exist because consistency in the judicial system, which is based on the nations 

values, must take precedence. 

 



An example of where cultural integration failed can be seen in the decades-long 

immigrant unrest that is occurring in Paris, France. The “Banlieues” are poverty stricken suburbs 

surrounding Paris that are filled with African immigrants and their descendants who never 

successfully integrated into French society. According to The Challenge of French Diversity 

(2004) article published in the Migration Policy Institute Journal, these immigrants came to Paris 

during the post-World War II rebuilding period where France allowed wide open resettlement of 

anyone who came from countries that were previous French colonies. One of the government‟s 

goals was to repopulate the French working class with low cost laborers that were already 

familiar with French society. Additionally, the French intended to lead all peoples, both natives 

and immigrants, to mutual cultural understanding and a stronger future through integration. 

However, the implementation failed to achieve the desired goals and created decades of 

subsequent problems.  

While that first generation of French immigrants definitely did contribute to the 

rebuilding of war-torn France, the expected self-motivated cultural integration broadly failed. 

When the immigrants were settled into high-density housing projects surrounding Paris, 

subsequent cultural clashes with non-immigrant residents caused those French inhabitants to 

move out, creating non-integrated populations who even in that first generation did not attempt 

to integrate by learning the French language or cultural values. Over the following decades 

France saw governmental labor law changes that impacted immigrant employment, causing a 

cascading financial impact on education, community services, and infrastructure repair in the 

Banlieues. According to a New York Times article, titled the Battle Over the Banlieues (2007), 

today the third immigrant generations of these immigrants face 40-50% unemployment and 

ghetto-like living conditions with almost no hope of escape. The second and third generation 



immigrants now actively resist integration because they feel isolated and racially persecuted, and 

so instead of seeking to bridge the cultural gap they choose to retrench into cultural roots and rail 

against the injustice of their host country. Under such emotional, economic, and psychological 

pressure, youth resort to community wide riots, or even domestic terrorism, as recourse. 

An example of where cultural assimilation succeeded is during the United States‟ greatest 

immigration wave in the early 1900s. Families from across the world came to resettle in America 

in search of a better life and the “American Dream”, a phrase coined by James Adams in his 

book The Epic of America (1931). However, the “American Dream” did not come without cost 

as United States immigration expectations were for the immigrants to culturally assimilate. For 

example, it was routine for officials to change immigrants‟ names to Americanized equivalents 

as soon as they arrived at Ellis Island. While many immigrants did settle into culturally similar 

neighborhoods, such as Little China in San Francisco or Little Italy in New York City, economic 

necessity prevented cultural seclusion and heavily encouraged learning English. Imported 

cultural norms that were contrary to American ideals were stigmatized or outlawed, and 

community enforcement of assimilation was commonplace. This process had many 

complications and was often a significant burden on individual immigrants though dealing with 

cultural isolation, loss of cultural uniqueness, and even systematic discrimination from 

government and judicial entities. However, over the generations most immigrant populations 

have blended into the American melting pot and America has ultimately flourished with a 

primarily immigrant population. 

Both examples demonstrate ways that nations have received immigrants. Whether for 

economic, political or for personal reasons, these nations demonstrate that there is a desire to 

build a global community. I believe that inherently Americans want to help other people; we 



want to build community, and that doing so is mutually beneficial. Regarding immigration, 

Western societies offer refugees opportunities for a better life. Yet Westerners struggle with 

immigration when the foundational values of immigrant cultures legally contradict their society. 

Society needs its‟ core set of values; the laws of countries are based on those values. Immigrants 

who choose to follow the aspects of their culture that conflict with the laws of the host nation 

will face persecution and social ostracizing no matter how strongly they hold those beliefs. 

However, individuals should be able to continue customs that do not conflict with host nations‟ 

laws. The citizens of host nations must understand that living in a global community involves 

learning to accept diversity and develop cultural awareness. The responsibility of accepting 

nation‟s cultural norms does not fall solely on the immigrant, but citizens should accept different 

values that do not contradict their culture and laws. 

This struggle with cultural diversity can be seen in Warren St John‟s book Outcasts 

United (2009). Many citizens in Clarkston, GA were often at odds with the immigrants that were 

being resettled in their city. Some felt that the refugees were using community resources and 

were not contributing to the city. Other residents simply did not want change and as a result 

made no effort to try to understand the refugees. Conversely, the refugees were working to adjust 

to life in the United States by learning the laws and customs, learning English, and adopting an 

American lifestyle. In this situation, the author presented the Clarkston refugees as trying to 

assimilate to American culture, however many native residents were not working toward 

developing a global community and had no interest in cultural diversity.  

There are many schools of thought on accepting diversity and developing cultural 

acceptance. Each perspective, social sciences, humanities, and natural sciences, plays a valuable 

role for both the immigrant and citizen to create mutual understanding. Each helps refugees 



assimilate into a host nation‟s cultures, or assists citizens to accept the changes required for 

global communities. By exploring the different perspectives and approaches to the refugee issue, 

it is possible to demonstrate that each one plays an important role in understanding the 

experiences of refugees and their cultures. I believe the perspective of interdisciplinarity is 

needed to develop cultural awareness, and includes aspects of humanities, social science, and 

natural science. 

Approaches to Successful Refugee Resettlement 

Viewing cultural diversity and the refugee crisis through the lens of humanities, which 

includes arts and literature, allows citizens and refugees to understand experiences by 

intellectually connecting to stories and images. Citizens of host nations need to have an 

understanding of the circumstances that led to refugees fleeing from their homeland, and 

empathy for the crisis that they face. According to Northup Frye (1964), using our imagination to 

turn abstract ideas into potential realities in our mind will allow us to experience the refugees‟ 

circumstances. Connecting to stories and images is how a host nation gains perspective on 

refugees, and understands their decisions and values. 

The poem titled Home (2013) written by Kenyan-born Somali poet Warsan Shire is a good 

example of experiencing that perspective. She artfully creates violent and tumultuous imagery of 

a refugees‟ homeland, the unthinkable choices refugees must make, the hard conditions 

experienced in refugee camps, and the discrimination found in resettlement locations. Her poetry 

evokes emotions that urge the reader to feel for the plight of refugees; encouraging Westerners to 

do more to help in this crisis. Verses like “no one leaves home unless home is the mouth of a 

shark” or "no one puts their children in a boat unless the water is safer than the land" evoke 



images that urge readers to understand. Her poetry allows individuals, including myself, to 

personally relate to refugees when we normally would not, developing a cultural awareness. 

This humanities based approach connects the reader to the refugees and is consistently used 

in human interest stories in US newspapers. A study completed in the Journal of Refugee Studies 

(2010) examines how refugees are portrayed in human interest stories in the top US newspapers 

in 2008-2009. This study identified three prevalent themes in the articles reviewed: refugees as 

prior victims, refugees seeking the “American Dream”, and refugees as being unable to attain the 

“American Dream”. Accurate or not, these articles are effective in eliciting concern and empathy 

from Americans to the issues that refugees face. These human interest stories demonstrate that a 

humanities perspective is an effective way to elicit change and encourage cultural awareness. 

 While the humanities perspective is valuable in providing experiences to give us the 

ability to personally relate to others when we normally would not, these experiences can be 

abstract. The social science perspective can provide more concrete examples of the issues and 

personal experiences, and the ability to understand the experiences in the context of what is 

going on in society. According to C. Wright Mills (1959), there is a distinction between the 

troubles that individuals face in their immediate experiences and the public issues that face 

society. Applying this concept to refugees, the issues they face are troubles, but the realities of 

the homeland present them with crises.  

As Americans we can understand the crises that refugees face in the context of the 

societies of their homeland and often the neighboring refugee camps. Some of the issues that 

refugees face are a direct result of the society and the cultural norms that they come from. 

Fleeing one‟s homeland can give refugees opportunities to be involved in societies that value 



individual liberties, such as gender equality, demonstrating that refugees may want to assimilate 

to new cultural norms. Refugee camps are the first place that this opportunity presents itself. A 

New York Times article, titled Refugee Women's Plight (2002), discusses how the majority of 

individuals living in refugee camps are women and children, and how refugee camps can be 

places for change to improve gender equality for women. However, oftentimes gender equality is 

not the norm and actions must be taken to promote cultural change. In one example, the article 

discussed how women have to trade sex to obtain food from male aid workers in West Africa. 

The article states that changes need to be made by giving women more responsibility for 

distributing food to prevent these practices from occurring, thus changing cultural norms. 

Changing these foundational values in refugee camps can make for a better transition and 

assimilation to long term settlement nations. 

In addition to making changes in refugee camps to prepare for future immigration, 

societies must understand refugees‟ culture shock when moving to Western nations. Refugees 

cannot choose where they are relocated, so many refugees move elsewhere in the country after 

resettlement. A study completed in the Family Process Journal (2011) examines the different 

societal factors that contribute to the motivation for refugees to move. These factors include 

family and community reunification, societal factors such as better schools and education, better 

work opportunities, affordable housing, and neighborhood safety. Some factors are a result of the 

opportunities of the city that the refugees were placed in; however some factors are a result of 

cultural acceptance of that city or society. For example, according to the African Development 

Center of Minnesota, the Somali diaspora have established a very successful refugee community 

in Minnesota that is very attractive to incoming refugees looking for opportunities and cultural 

acceptance.  



Exploring the natural science perspective can provide an additional facet to 

understanding the refugee issue. Understanding the physical and natural world of refugees helps 

us understand physical issues that they face. A study published in the Globalization and Health 

Journal (2014) stated that urban Middle Eastern refugees face a high prevalence of chronic non-

communicable diseases (NCDs), such as hypertension, musculoskeletal disease, diabetes and 

chronic respiratory disease. The health risk factors for these NCDs are based on the refugees‟ 

physical world. Biological and environmental risk factors include individual genetic factors, 

environmental factors, poor housing, country of origin and lifestyle. Behavioral risk factors 

include unhealthy diet, tobacco use, sedentary lifestyle and alcoholism. Understanding these 

factors provides Americans, especially medical providers, with a biological understanding of the 

health issues that refugees face when coming to the U.S. 

An interdisciplinary perspective takes into account all the aspects of refugee issues and 

the ways to create cultural awareness. Each approach (humanities, social science, and natural 

science) is an important component of an interdisciplinary perspective. An interdisciplinary 

approach provides a holistic picture of the refugee issue. According to William H. Newell 

(1998), if a question or a problem is examined by only one discipline, only a partial answer can 

be achieved. Interdisciplinarity appreciates what each discipline has to offer, synthesizing the 

insights from each perspective to help solve the question or the issue. This approach should be 

the gold standard to understanding issues and should at least include the three approaches 

described previously to provide a complete picture of the refugee crisis and an understanding of 

refugee issues.  

An example of an interdisciplinary approach to understanding women refugee issues in 

regards to gender inequality can be found in a New York Times article titled, For Refugee 



Women, An Even Harder Ordeal (1985). This article discusses how women are the “most 

vulnerable refugees” as a result of multiple interdisciplinary factors. Through women trying to 

maintain a normal life in refugee camps, they are responsible for keeping the family together, 

seeing to the well-being and education of children, and carrying out most of the household tasks 

including gathering food and water. However, as a result of cultural norms in refugee camps, 

women oftentimes do not have the basic human rights to represent themselves, have unmet 

nutritional needs or little access to family planning materials, or have the necessary skills such as 

literacy to be self-sufficient in foreign societies. Refugee women would benefit from living in a 

culture that promotes gender equality. The expectation of cultural assimilation can be a catalyst 

to promoting refugees to reconsider their values on this topic. 

The Future of Refugee Resettlement 

Developing cultural awareness in a global society is not an easy task and the refugee crisis has 

forced individuals to confront uncomfortable situations. Whether citizens are exposed to these 

immigration issues as a result of living in the cities where refugees are resettled, or through 

media coverage, the issue cannot be ignored. We, as citizens of this world, need to develop a 

cultural awareness and understanding of other ethnic groups and nations. While Westerners have 

the responsibility to be accepting of all people and cultures, refugees need to be forbearing and 

accept the foundational culture norms of resettlement countries. Cultural acceptance is not a 

utopian process and will involve hard compromises. However, for refugee resettlement to be 

ultimately successful, assimilation and cultural awareness through interdisciplinarity is the way 

to successfully settle refugees and immigrants in host societies and nations. 
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