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Abstract
Recent scholarship on diaspora engagement and transnational repression has investi-
gated how authoritarian regimes seek to engage, govern and control their diasporas. 
Recognizing that diasporas are diverse and that homeland states thus devise differ-
ent strategies in relation to different groups, this research has—to a large extent—
focused on the varied positions held by regime supporters and dissidents. Inter-gen-
erational differences, however, have not been studied in this context. Drawing on 
established frameworks theorizing extraterritorial authoritarian practices, this arti-
cle explores the ways in which second-generation diaspora—or diaspora youth—is 
either included as subjects, patriots and clients, or excluded as outlaws and traitors 
by authoritarian regimes. Drawing on the literature on transnationalism and second-
generation migrants, and using examples from empirical cases, we argue that the 
skills, resources and multi-sited embeddedness of the second-generation diaspora 
can make them particularly interesting targets for transnational engagement—or 
repression. We draw attention to specific strategies for mobilizing the support of 
diaspora youth, but also note that some techniques to control or repress extraterrito-
rial subjects are less efficacious in relation to this generation.

Keywords Second-generation diaspora · Migrant descendants · Transnational 
repression · Diaspora engagement · Diaspora activism

Introduction

It is well known that authoritarian regimes engage in transnational repression—
including surveillance, unlawful renditions, harassment, and even assassinations—
to silence critics in the diaspora (Glasius 2017; Moss 2016; Schenkkan and Linzer 
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2021). However, the recent revelation concerning Carine Kanimba, daughter of 
exiled Rwandan dissident Paul Rusesabagina—globally known as the hotel manager 
who saved over a thousand lives during the 1994 genocide—surprised some observ-
ers. She was among the many human rights activists, journalists, and political oppo-
nents whose phones had been compromised by the Rwandan government. The fact 
that a US–Belgian citizen, who had not set foot in Rwanda since she left as a small 
child, would be targeted, illustrated with shocking clarity the long reach of authori-
tarian regimes (OCCRP 2021).

Scholars have started to analyse the ways in which authoritarian governments 
seek to repress, but also to collaborate with or co-opt their dispersed populations 
(see e.g. Moss et  al. 2022; Tsourapas 2021). The targeting of young diasporans 
like Kanimba shows how this diaspora engagement not only transcends geographi-
cal borders but also generations. Authoritarian regimes, indeed, not only encourage 
their first-generation diaspora1 to contribute to development and image-building for 
the homeland, but also seek to engage young (and/or) second-generation2 diaspo-
rans through invitations to invest in, “return” to, or learn about their country of ori-
gin in various ways (c.f. Abramson 2017; Mahieu 2019). Simultaneously, second-
generation diaspora activists criticize authoritarian regimes and mobilize for human 
rights and democratization, making use of their position as integrated and educated 
in democratic countries (Orjuela 2020).

Diasporas are vastly diverse and studies of regime–diaspora relations always run 
the risk of treating them as monolithic entities. While earlier research has high-
lighted the different positionalities of regime supporters and dissidents in the dias-
pora (c.f. Baeza and Pinto 2016; Turner 2013), potential differences between gen-
erations have so far been largely neglected. To begin filling this gap in the extant 
literature, we explore the extent to which authoritarian regimes engage with or seek 
to repress their second-generation diasporas, and how the special positionality of 
this generation shapes such state-diaspora relations.

First-generation migrants are likely to have close links to and family in the 
authoritarian countries they left, and they often struggle with issues of integration 
and their potentially precarious immigration status as non-citizens. Their children 
are  more likely to live their lives further away from the tentacles of their parents’ 
authoritarian homeland states—but may nevertheless identify and seek to engage 
with it. To better understand the positionality and special characteristics of the sec-
ond-generation diaspora in this context, we draw on the diverse literatures on trans-
nationalism and second-generation migrants within an interdisciplinary framework. 
Relying on Glasius’ (2017) framework of extraterritorial authoritarian practices, we 
weave together the quite fragmented and largely single case study-based literature 

1 We define “diaspora” broadly as people residing outside of what they (or their country of origin) con-
sider their homeland. We recognize, however, that diasporic identities are constructed and that diasporas 
are the result of mobilization processes (see e.g. Brubaker 2005; Sökefeld 2006).
2 This article defines the second-generation diaspora broadly as persons who grew up in a country 
their parents migrated to. The partly overlapping category diaspora youth is often used by both states 
and diasporans themselves, and thus, we employ that too when relevant (see e.g. Dahinden et al. 2021; 
Loizos 2007).
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on authoritarian regimes’ engagement with their second-generation diasporas to 
shed light on the ways in which second-generation diasporans are either included 
as subjects, patriots, and clients, or excluded as outlaws and traitors by their ances-
tral homeland states. This means that both our ambition and contribution are chiefly 
conceptual rather than empirical: we draw attention to a population that—so far—
has been largely overlooked in studies on authoritarian diaspora engagement.

We find, most importantly, that the specific positionality and activism of the sec-
ond generation have crucial implications for the practices that authoritarian rulers 
employ to engage, govern, but also repress their non-resident populations. As the 
introduction of this special issue illustrates (Umpierrez de Reguero and Peltoniemi 
2023), there are manifold ways to connect non-residents with specific territories. In 
this article, thus, we aim to elucidate how second generations and the origin coun-
tries of their ascendents may be intertwined within an authoritarian context.

For this purpose, we proceed as follows: after briefly reviewing earlier research 
on the ways in which authoritarian regimes seek to maintain stability and strive to 
either engage or control their diasporas, we pivot towards the second generation and 
discuss its specific positionality in relation to an ancestral homeland and its regime. 
Against this backdrop, we tease out the primary ways in which regimes seek to 
selectively include or exclude second-generation diasporans. In a concluding sec-
tion, we summarize our key findings, address some of the broader implications and 
point towards avenues for further research.

Authoritarians and their (transnational) subjects: an overview

Authoritarianism is surging, while democracy is in retreat. In 2020, “[f]or the first 
time since 2001, autocracies are in the majority: 92 countries—home to 54% of the 
global population” (Lührmann et al. 2020). Scholarly interest in understanding the 
inner workings of non-democratic regimes has paralleled this empirical trend. Tradi-
tionally, processes and dynamics within the territorial borders of authoritarian poli-
ties have been the main focus for inquiries in this space (see e.g. Frantz and Kendall-
Taylor 2014; Sá and Rodrigues Sanches 2021; Wintrobe 2000). Gerschweski (2013) 
suggested, for instance, that the stability of authoritarian regimes essentially rests 
on three interdependent and mutually reinforcing pillars: varying configurations of 
repression,  co-optation, and legitimacy. These pillars help to explain the (in-)stabil-
ity of particular political orders and allow for a processual or interactionist account 
of the ways in which the three might (de-)stabilize a regime over time.

Recently, the transnational space has emerged as another important piece of the 
regime stability puzzle. Authoritarians are increasingly confronted with popula-
tions that are no longer confined to well-delineated national territories, but dispersed 
across space and borders (Glasius 2017; Tsourapas 2021). People emigrate to pursue 
economic opportunities, education, join family members, marry, or to seek safety 
and freedom of expression. Even while settling in their new countries, they often 
maintain transnational links and diasporic networks, and can therefore remain rel-
evant actors in their countries of origin. Not least due to these transnational link-
ages, it has become a priority for migrant-sending states—both democratic and 
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non-democratic—to harness the support of their diasporic populations. For authori-
tarian regimes, it is furthermore important to mitigate the threat that an unruly dias-
pora might pose.

States have increasingly devised diaspora engagement policies, which often 
include the establishment of dedicated government institutions, provisions to vote 
and hold dual citizenship, investment schemes, tourism initiatives or diaspora 
conferences (c.f. Pedroza and Palop-García, 2017; Ragazzi 2014). Authoritarian 
regimes have adapted their domestic tool kits to leverage diasporas as a resource and 
alleviate them as a threat. Here, the underlying logic resembles that of operating in 
the domestic setting. Even in the transnational space, the three pillars of legitima-
tion, co-optation and repression can form the foundations of authoritarianism (c.f. 
Adamson 2020; Tsourapas 2021). Considering the diversity of non-resident popu-
lations in terms of their internal composition, their interests and attitudes, Glasius 
(2017) suggested that it might be fruitful to conceptualize the approach authoritarian 
regimes adopt vis-à-vis their extraterritorial populations in terms of selective inclu-
sion and exclusion. She argued that:

the authoritarian state includes its citizens as subjects (to be controlled and 
repressed), as patriots (getting them to buy into legitimation strategies) or as 
clients (with potential for co-optation). When populations abroad resist being 
included in these ways, they may be excluded, and treated as outlaws (denied 
any trappings of legal personality) and/or as traitors (castigated and scape-
goated as enemies of the state) (Glasius 2017).

Diasporic communities are important and therefore worthy of inclusion for 
at least five reasons. Firstly, through economic remittances, they are an important 
financial resource for the sending states and their populations. Secondly, direct 
investments from or the return of skilled emigrees to the sending states might stimu-
late economic development. Both temporary and permanent migration can, thirdly, 
act as a demographic safety valve that helps relieve pressures on the domestic labour 
market by exporting excess labour (Tsourapas 2015). Fourthly, harnessing the sup-
port of extraterritorial populations has become a priority for regimes for purely 
domestic political purposes (Brand 2010), as diaspora communities can shore up 
support for and legitimize the domestic political order by casting their votes and/
or supporting election campaigns (cf. Umpierrez de Reguero and Jakobson 2023 in 
this special issue; Rashkova 2020; Wellman 2021). Lastly, regimes may also seek to 
utilize their extraterritorial populations as vehicles to advance their foreign policy 
interests (cf. Brinkerhoff 2019) through lobbying efforts, public protests, or media 
campaigns (cf. Mencutek and Baser 2018; Tsourapas 2016).

Still, under certain circumstances, diasporic populations might be seen as more 
of a liability if not a direct threat to authoritarian homeland governments. Migrant-
receiving countries may provide space not only as a place of refuge, but also as plat-
forms for mobilization and protests against repressive and violent homeland regimes 
(Betts and Jones 2016). A vast literature on “diaspora homeland politics” has ana-
lysed, for example, how migrant groups may attempt to influence political develop-
ments in what they still perceive to be their homelands (Lyons and Mandaville 2012; 
Orjuela 2008; Østergaard-Nielsen 2001).
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Those who cannot or do not want to be included by their homeland regimes are 
therefore often subjected to a variety of different exclusionary practices (Glasius 
2017). In some cases, this exclusion might be expressed through a hostile rhetoric. 
Discussing the case of Eritrea, Conrad (2006) noted, for instance, how the regime 
requires loyalty from its extraterritorial population and tends to brand open critique 
as mutiny or treason (see also Hirt and Saleh Mohammad 2018). Such hostile rheto-
ric is, however, just one end of a much broader spectrum of transnational repression. 
Authoritarian regimes have developed a sizable toolbox of strategies and practices 
to pursue their challengers and silence critique beyond their own borders, which 
includes assassinations, assaults, disappearances, renditions and unlawful deporta-
tions, abuse of Interpol’s system of “red notices”, digital threats, spyware, passport 
and document control, and coercion by proxy (Moss et  al. 2022; Schenkkan and 
Linzer 2021; Tsourapas 2021).

So far, we have established that the stability of authoritarian regimes essentially 
rests on three interdependent and mutually reinforcing pillars—legitimation, co-
optation, and repression. Furthermore, we have explored how regimes selectively 
include those parts of their diaspora that are deemed desirable or a resource. At the 
same time, those deemed undesirable, or a threat, are excluded, and the target of 
transnational repression. As we now turn to the question of how the second-gen-
eration diaspora fits into this equation, we rely on Glasius’s (2017) framework to 
explore how authoritarian regimes treat the second-generation diasporas as subjects 
over whom they can assert control, as patriots who can be mobilized to boost legiti-
macy, or as clients to be co-opted. Further, we also question whether this generation 
can be meaningfully excluded as outlaws or traitors, as authoritarian regimes strive 
to maintain stability and control. First, however, we survey the special positionality 
of the second-generation diaspora in relation to their ancestral homeland.

The second‑generation, or young, diaspora and the “homeland”

Who are the targets of transnational legitimation, co-optation, and repression? Non-
resident citizens are often clear-cut cases, but what about their children or even 
grandchildren? Indeed, authoritarian regimes have different ideas of who is to be 
engaged, co-opted, controlled, or repressed. China, for instance, has “a broad and 
ever-expanding definition of who should be subject to extraterritorial control,” 
which includes allegedly corrupt former officials, entire ethnic and religious groups, 
as well as individuals of Chinese descent who are not citizens (Schenkkan and 
Linzer 2021). As of late, Turkey employs a similarly broad conceptualization of its 
diaspora, which covers émigrés, their descendants, and groups with historic ties to 
the Ottoman empire (Arkilic 2021). In the Rwandan case, all “Rwandans” abroad 
are at risk of transnational repression (Schenkkan and Linzer 2021)—potentially 
including both non-citizens and second-generation migrants. While few authoritar-
ian regimes have a specific definition of and official policy directed towards migrant 
descendants, this group is often treated as co-nationals or transnational subjects that 
can be included or excluded.
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Research on second-generation diasporans (including those whose ancestral 
homeland states are not necessarily autocratic) shows that this generation often 
maintains links to their relatives’ countries of origin while simultaneously being 
grounded in their country of residence. This means that they are raised in a trans-
national social field, which provides them with contacts and social skills that can 
be used in both settings. “They master several cultural repertoires that they can 
selectively deploy in response to the opportunities and challenges they face” (Lev-
itt 2009: 1226). Analysing processes of identity construction and civic engagement 
among Somali diaspora youth, Horst (2018) noted how growing up in this transna-
tional space often results in a multi-sited embeddedness—a sense of belonging to 
(and involvement in) multiple different locations in tandem. However, this multi-
sited embeddedness entails its own challenges. Levitt (2009: 1230) remarked that 
second-generation migrants “have to make sense of at least two, often conflicting, 
socio-economic and racial stratification systems.” Discussing the experiences of 
Indian-American youth, she (2009: 1234) noted how parents “want their kids to fit in 
but not too much. The line between being ‘too American’ and ‘too Indian’ is never 
clear.” The notion of in-betweenness is often used to describe how second-genera-
tion migrants straddle between two worlds without necessarily feeling completely at 
home or welcome in either of them—a dynamic shown among, for instance, Amer-
ican-Egyptians. Saey and Skey (2016) found that, while this ambiguous identity can 
be troubling, second-generation migrants “returning” to Egypt selectively empha-
sized either their Egyptian or “foreign” identities depending on what helped them 
most in a particular situation.

While first-generation migrants may share the sense of not fitting in in either 
place, second-generation migrants tend to be more firmly embedded in their country 
of residence. A better education, language skills, and potentially improved economic 
prospects compared to first-generation migrants (see e.g. Zhou 1997), are likely to 
provide them with political and economic opportunities that can be harnessed for 
homeland engagements. Simultaneously, second-generation diasporans tend to have 
weaker transnational ties than the first generation (see e.g. Bloch and Hirsch 2018; 
Huang 2021; Soehl and Waldinger 2012). Tongan second-generation migrants have, 
for instance, fewer and less intense transnational links than their parents, which 
expresses itself in, for example, a notable drop in remittances being sent to Tonga 
from generation to generation (Lee 2011).

Whether second-generation diasporans develop an interest in their ancestral 
homeland and either mobilize support for or resistance against its regime depends 
on a range of factors. These might include special events in the parents’ country 
of origin, the situation in the country of residence, and/or relations to others in the 
diaspora. A crisis, such as a natural disaster or an armed conflict, in the ancestral 
homeland can mobilize the second-generation diaspora (see e.g. Orjuela 2020). The 
Egyptian uprising of 2011, for instance, triggered a “process that led to renewed 
interest in their parents’ country of origin” among numerous Austrian-born younger 
Egyptians (Lamblin 2018; Müller-Funk 2016: 363–364).

Inter-generational relations in the family also play a key role in engaging—or 
distancing—second-generation individuals from their parents’ country of origin. 
Research has shown how parents’ traumatic experiences might affect the life of 
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younger generations, and how long-distance nationalism can provide meaning to 
both parents and children (see e.g. Bloch 2018; Bruland 2012; Fouron and Glick- 
Schiller 2002). In this context, Hirsch (2008: 106) discusses “post-memory” as “a 
structure of inter- and trans-generational transmission of traumatic knowledge and 
experience”. Although individuals of the next generation lack their own recollec-
tions of terrible events, the stories, and silences they have grown up with may have 
strong affective effects on them and serve as a motivation to engage in memoriali-
zation and activism. The descendants of victims might be driven by anger at the 
historical injustices and seek redress for what happened to their parents—or they 
may avoid engagement with their troublesome past altogether. Discussing the 
case of Turkish Kurds, Bloch and Hirsch (2018:15) noted how “for some, politics 
was simply inherited, passed on from parents to their children where there was an 
unquestioned expectation that they would be involved.” In other cases, parents dis-
suade their children from engaging politically with their former homeland for fear of 
repercussions.

Additionally, the host countries’ political systems and immigration and integra-
tion policies may also play a role in determining the degrees to which second-gen-
eration diasporans direct their attention and political engagement towards their par-
ents’ countries of origin (Østergaard-Nielsen 2001). Migrant descendants are often 
less affected by immigration policies but may experience similar economic, social 
and political marginalization and racialization as their parents or grandparents (c.f. 
Barwick and Beaman 2019).

The simultaneous sense of (non-)belonging to several sites and the capacity to 
navigate different social and political contexts characterizes the migrant experience. 
Still, it can be especially pronounced for those of the second generation. This gen-
eration’s embeddedness in the countries they live in, their language skills, citizen-
ship and other capacities and capabilities make them an interesting target for states 
seeking to engage their diaspora. Compared to first-generation migrants, they need 
to be more actively socialized into supporting and identifying with their ancestral 
homeland. Meanwhile, their positionality and resources may render them even 
more threatening if they turn against the non-democratic “homeland” regime. Thus, 
authoritarian regimes have strong incentives to include this group in their attempts 
to engage and/or control “their” diaspora—but they may meet particular challenges 
in the process.

How do homeland regimes include the second‑generation diaspora?

Some diaspora engagement strategies are particularly relevant for or explicitly 
geared towards second-generation migrants. Key strategies for engaging this target 
group include government-linked diaspora organizations that often have their own 
youth chapters and youth activities, as well as special conferences for young people 
organized in the diaspora. Homeland visits, organized by the state, diaspora organi-
zations or through international collaborations, are yet another common activity 
designed to socialize this group into identifying with and supporting their ancestral 
homeland.
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Rwanda, for instance, actively targets the second-generation diaspora and dias-
pora youth across Europe. The government arranges regular diaspora meetings, 
both in Rwanda and European countries, providing opportunities for diasporans to 
meet high-level representatives from Rwanda. Since 2008, the Rwandan government 
has a yearly five-week civic education programme, Indangamirwa (‘role model’) 
for youths between the ages of 18 to 35 who live or plan to study abroad. Partici-
pants learn about Rwandan history and get a chance to reconnect with their culture 
and language. Through other programmes, such as the Rwanda Youth Tour, dias-
pora youth have been invited to visit the country. Considering such activities, the 
Rwandan government clearly sees diaspora youth as a resource to be harnessed. The 
programmes encourage the participants to get involved in business and to use their 
skills in support of Rwanda’s development. As “ambassadors”, it is their task to 
help transform Rwanda’s image from a country primarily associated with the 1994 
genocide to an attractive tourist destination and a self-sustaining and proud African 
state with a successful track record of post-genocide reconciliation and economic 
development. In July 2020, the Rwandan embassy in Sweden organized an online 
Liberation Day celebration and invited diaspora youth from all over the world to 
listen to and interact with, among others, Rwanda’s Ministers of Youth and Foreign 
Affairs. A young entrepreneur who had grown up in the diaspora but moved “back” 
to Rwanda was also among the invited speakers: embodying an exemplary patriotic 
and skilful young diasporan who supports his country. The many initiatives of this 
sort, and the active involvement of dignitaries such as ministers and the president 
himself, suggest that the Rwandan government prioritizes inclusion of its young/
second-generation diaspora—involving them as patriots who can convey a “correct” 
image of Rwanda globally, and as clients who can support economic development.

Turkey is another excellent example in this space. Especially since the AKP rose 
to power in 2002, the Turkish government has prioritized an active engagement 
with its sizable diaspora, which encompasses more than 6 million Turkish citizens 
abroad—many of whom reside in European countries like Germany or the Nether-
lands. While the relative importance of remittances for the Turkish economy has 
shrunk markedly over the years (see e.g. Arkilic 2021), the non-resident population 
is deemed an important tool for advancing Turkish national interests abroad and to 
shore up support at home (c.f. Aydemir and Vermeulen 2023 in this special issue; 
Baser 2017; Yener-Roderburg 2020). Naturally, not all diaspora engagement efforts 
are exclusively geared towards the second generation. Improved access to admin-
istrative and consular services, or measures to facilitate external voting, benefit 
primarily first-generation migrants (Baser and Ozturk 2020). However, institutions 
like the Yunus Emre Institutes, or the “Presidency for Turks Abroad and Related 
Communities” (YTB) (Akçapar and Aksel 2017), which are directly tasked with 
engaging the Turkish diaspora, carry out activities—including cultural, or language 
classes—especially geared towards diaspora youth. The importance attributed to the 
second generation becomes apparent on the official YTB website, where the role 
and significance of cultural and language skills for young diasporans is stressed:

It is very important for our young people to be successful individuals in the 
countries where they live, protect their cultural values and pass them to the 
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next generation. Our young people that understand the cultural values of the 
communities they live and are equipped with their own historical and cul-
tural bounty, will contribute more to both countries (Presidency for Turks 
Abroad and Related Communities 2021).

In pursuit of this mission, the YTB organizes, with support of the Ministry of 
Youth and Sport, youth camps in Turkey for young diasporans (Bozkurt 2018). 
During the Covid-19 pandemic, the YTB sought to leverage alternative chan-
nels to reach out to diaspora youth “by using existing digitalized spaces such as 
Facebook, Instagram, YouTube, and Twitter, while also introducing new digitized 
formats such as digital concerts ‘Dijital Konserler’ by famous diaspora artists” 
(Böcü and Baser 2020). Overall, we can clearly see how Turkey has embraced 
and tries to include youth it considers part of its diaspora.

Eritrea has a sizable diaspora due to its history of political violence and repres-
sion. The regime is actively engaging its diaspora, including many young regime 
supporters born outside the country. In June 2016, when thousands of Eritreans 
demonstrated in Geneva against what they saw as a flawed UN report criticizing 
Eritrea’s human rights record, young Eritreans were both among the speakers and 
protestors (TesfaNews 2016). The Young People’s Front for Democracy and Jus-
tice (YPFDJ) represents the exile youth branch of the PFDJ: the only legal politi-
cal party since the country’s independence in 1991. The YPFDJ’s annual con-
ference is deemed crucial for strengthening diaspora youth’s identification with 
the homeland. The conference serves as a meeting space and educates partici-
pants about the country’s history through seminars and lectures. Thus, the YPFDJ 
strives to socialize the young diaspora into remembering Eritrea’s traumatic and 
difficult past and instilling a sense of pride of the achievement of independence 
(Graf 2018). As true patriots, the generation growing up abroad is urged to sup-
port the “homeland” economically through a 2% diaspora tax and to help defend 
Eritrea’s reputation, as the country is internationally criticized for its poor human 
rights records (see e.g. Hirt 2021).

Morocco engages its young diaspora through various strategies. Cultural 
centres offer language training and cultural programmes, and the state organ-
izes summer camps for children as well as so-called Summer Universities that 
aim to “preserve the national identity of the new generation of Moroccans liv-
ing abroad” (quoted in: Mahieu 2019: 679). Every year, between 100 and 300 
diasporans attend these all-expenses-paid visits to their ancestral homeland. The 
trips are intended to bolster transnational ties and increase the sense of identifica-
tion with and loyalty to Morocco, by giving participants a personal experience 
that cannot be achieved through cultural or language classes. However, Mahieu 
(2019), in her study of the Summer Universities, shows that participants are not 
just passive recipients of the narrative of Morocco as a successful country, but 
critical agents who witness and interpret instances of corruption, poor organiza-
tion and lack of freedom of speech within the programme as an illustration of the 
shortcomings of Morocco as a country. Reaching out to and including the second-
generation/young diaspora is, thus, much less straightforward than authoritarian 
states may believe. Travelling “back home”, the second/young generation may not 
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only discover the homeland, but also their otherness in relation to the local popu-
lation—and perhaps the authoritarian state as well.

How do homeland regimes exclude the second‑generation diaspora?

The second-generation or young diaspora is not merely a target for or recipient of 
homeland states’ attempts to engage them as patriots or to co-opt them but may also 
criticize issues such as human rights violations. Their more secure situation, physi-
cally removed from the “homeland,” makes activism more feasible, not least due 
to factors such as citizenship and a more established position in their country of 
residence than their parents. This makes them particularly well-situated to mobilize 
and voice direct critique. While some youth organizations and diaspora activists 
might support authoritarian homeland regimes, there are numerous campaigns and 
initiatives through which this young generation joins forces to oppose these regimes. 
Logically, this turns the second generation into a potential threat, which forces 
authoritarian homeland regimes to devise strategies of exclusion or repression.

Ramzan Kadyrov, head of the Chechen Republic, is known for carrying out his 
own global strategy of repression against oppositional actors. In a 2016 televised 
speech, he warned regime detractors abroad:

I know all the sites, I know all the youth who live in Europe, every Instagram, 
Facebook, every social site, we record all of your words and we note them, we 
have all of your information, who, what, we know it all. This modern age and 
technology allow us to know everything and we can find any of you so don’t 
make it worse for yourselves (Schenkkan and Linzer 2021).

The formulation “all the youth” indicates that also those growing up outside of 
Chechnya are counted among those whom the regime either characterizes as good 
and supportive Chechens, or as traitors who are to be punished and repressed 
(Schenkkan and Linzer 2021).

In April 2021, Rwandan Minister of Justice, Busingye Johnston, tweeted that: 
“At the heart of the resurgence of genocide denial is a fringe of young, educated 
descendants of genocide perpetrators, mobilizing politically around JAMBO ASBL, 
an association, based in Belgium, of offspring of genocide perpetrators” (Johnston 
2021). This is a remarkable accusation against a group of young people of Rwan-
dan background whose organization strives to draw attention to atrocities committed 
against Hutus in Rwanda and the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). For the 
Rwandan government, fighting impunity and genocide denial is an important pol-
icy priority, but also—critics argue—a way to silence its opposition (Jansen 2014). 
While first-generation Hutu diasporans can be somewhat credibly accused of being 
genocide perpetrators when voicing anti-government critique, those who were either 
children or born after 1994 cannot be silenced in the same way. Therefore, they may 
be seen as even more threatening (Orjuela 2020). As indicated, the Rwandan gov-
ernment has attempted to include this group through, for instance, homeland vis-
its. Unlike first-generation diaspora oppositional figures, physical attacks seem to 
be less of a concern for critics from the second generation—even though some have 
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received threats (JamboNews 2020). Instead, the regime may rely on surveillance—
as discussed in the introduction—or verbal attacks against them. Here, the Rwandan 
government’s campaign against the inclusion of young diaspora Rwandan and law-
yer, Laure Uwase, in a special committee at the Belgian Chambers to examine the 
country’s colonial past in 2020, is yet another illustrative example (The New Times 
2020).

While Turkey has, as noted above, expanded its outreach to the Turkish dias-
pora, this inclusion is highly selective. To some degree, it could be argued that the 
APK-led government actively chooses its diaspora—including some groups while 
simultaneously excluding others. Already during the 1980s and 1990s, there was a 
similar dynamic at play, when some diasporans were considered good or “pro-state” 
while others, for example Kurds, were considered bad or “anti-state” (Arkilic 2021). 
Nowadays, the AKP seems to conceptualize its diaspora to a large extent along the 
lines of Sunni-Turks, while others, like Kurds, Assyrians, or supporters of the out-
lawed Gülen movement, are neglected, excluded or outright considered enemies. A 
recent Freedom House (Schenkkan and Linzer 2021) report on transnational repres-
sion, and Baser and Ozturk (2020) outline some of the mechanisms, techniques and 
practices used to surveil, silence, intimidate or prosecute those whom the Erdogan 
regime deems undesirable. The German domestic intelligence service (Bundesamt 
für Verfassungsschutz [BfV] 2020) noted, for instance, in a recent report that Turk-
ish intelligence services maintain a large network of informants in Turkish diaspora 
communities. Additionally, the Turkish regime seems to make extensive use of red 
notices in the Interpol system to harass or intimidate both real and perceived oppo-
nents. There have even been reports of illegal renditions of oppositional figures from 
third countries (Schenkkan and Linzer 2021). These practices seem, however, to be 
far less widespread in the context of second-generation diasporans. Here, an exclu-
sion by omission appears to be the most prevalent tactic for those who are deemed 
either undesirable or unworthy of being included.

When revisiting the tactics and practices authoritarian regimes employ to repress 
or control their extraterritorial subjects, we find that only some are used against the 
generation that grew up in the diaspora. Techniques, such as surveillance, online 
intimidation, or coercion by proxy, may be used to target this generation. The afore-
mentioned examples from Rwanda and Chechnya suggest that state officials—at 
least occasionally—voice accusations against young/second-generation critics in 
the diaspora. In theory, authoritarian states could just as well use physical attacks 
against this generation, but as far as we know, this is exceedingly rare. Whether this 
means that these individuals are seen as less threatening, or if attacking them would 
involve higher risks for authoritarian states, is worthy of further investigation. More-
over, the second-generation migrants’ relatively more secure position probably saves 
them from being a target of renditions or unlawful deportations (c.f. Schenkkan and 
Linzer 2021). Other techniques, such as passport cancellations or the denial of con-
sular services, are, similarly, not quite as relevant when the targets are not citizens. 
However, in the Eritrean case, even non-citizens who have grown up and live out-
side the country can be pressured to support the homeland state. When paperwork 
is needed to, for instance, fulfil the wish of a deceased first-generation migrant to be 
buried in the homeland, or to resolve inheritance or land matters, authorities may 
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demand that even grandchildren in the diaspora pay a retroactive diaspora tax (see 
e.g. Hirt and Saleh Mohammad 2018).

Conclusions

Taking its point of departure in the burgeoning literature on the increasingly trans-
national nature of authoritarianism and the varied ways in which non-democratic 
regimes seek to engage, co-opt, control, or repress their extraterritorial populations, 
this article sought to draw attention to a particular group that has so far been largely 
neglected in these debates: second-generation diasporans. By teasing out the specific 
positionalities of diaspora youth, we have shown how certain inter-generational dif-
ferences might complexify authoritarians’ efforts to selectively include or exclude 
what they see as their extraterritorial populations. Some of the strategies and prac-
tices that have proven efficacious in the context of first-generation migrants, like 
direct threats, renditions or even assassinations, are not nearly as feasible or effec-
tive when second-generation diasporans are concerned. While their skills and spe-
cial position make them a highly interesting target group for engagement and co-
optation, it also makes them less susceptible to certain more exclusionary practices.

The contribution of this article has been chiefly conceptual: to open a scholarly 
debate on the ways in which authoritarian regimes and their second/young genera-
tion diaspora interact. The realization that diaspora youth have emerged as a key 
target group for authoritarian states opens a host of new avenues for further research. 
For one, further in-depth empirical investigations into the motivations and strategies 
of authoritarian governments geared towards this group are warranted. At the same 
time, one ought to pay closer attention to the ways in which the (often democratic) 
countries of residence relate and react to authoritarians’ efforts to engage with their 
young diasporas. Then, there is a clear need for studies inquiring into this group’s 
special positionality as they either support or challenge the governments of their 
ancestral homelands. Moreover, it will be fruitful to pay closer attention to the ways 
in which the second generation responds to these in- and exclusionary efforts. The 
second-generation or young diaspora is highly diverse, and future studies ought to 
acknowledge that the line between regime supporters and critics may sometimes be 
blurred: even those participating in activities supportive of an authoritarian regime 
may express critique or engage in resistance. Clearly, diaspora youth is not passive 
recipients of strategies of authoritarian regimes or, for that matter, the opposition. 
Understanding the complexities of how people of different ages and generations 
mobilize for or against authoritarian regimes and how these regimes seek to control 
or involve different sections of their diaspora will be increasingly important. What 
is at stake is the safety, freedom, and agency of individuals in the diaspora, but also 
broader development in both migrant-sending authoritarian states and the countries 
that migrants and their children inhabit.
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