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Introduction 
 

Compulsory citizenship ceremonies for new citizens were introduced in 2004 as part of a legislative 

programme attempting to reshape citizenship and immigration policy which had been introduced in 

the Government White Paper: Secure Borders, Safe Haven: Integration with Diversity in Modern 

Britain (published in 2001). The white paper argued that: 

It is symptomatic of the low-key and bureaucratic approach which the UK has adopted to the 

acquisition of British citizenship that, unlike the position in many other countries, there are no 

arrangements for any kind of public act to mark becoming a British citizen. […] There is 

evidence to suggest that these ceremonies can have an important impact on promoting the 

value of naturalisation and that immigrant groups welcome them. (p34) 

 

The white paper argued that the ceremony would:  

 

give added significance to acquiring citizenship and provide an occasion at which individuals 

and their families and friends can mark the acquisition of citizenship. It also offers an 

opportunity for the State, and the local community, to welcome formally its new citizens. 

(p34) 

 

Although there was some coverage of the first ceremonies in the media in 2004, there has been little 

attention given to them since then and few people (apart from new citizens and their friends or 

family) know what they are like. This project was the first research conducted on citizenship 

ceremonies in the UK.  

 

The research set out with the following questions1: 

• Are the ceremonies the same across the UK, or can we see local influences in the 

ceremonies? 

• How is national identity represented in the ceremonies? 

• How is citizenship represented in the ceremonies? 

• How do the ceremonies compare with citizenship ceremonies in other countries? 

• What do the new citizens feel about the ceremonies? 

• What have been the new citizens experiences of the process of acquiring citizenship? 

• What does British citizenship mean for new citizens? 

 

In order to begin researching this question, I requested texts of the ‘welcome’ speeches from over 

100 registrars around the UK. I then observed 12 ceremonies across the country and also 

interviewed registrars and other officials organising the ceremonies. In order to provide a 

international comparison, I also recruited locally-based researchers to conduct observation at 

citizenship ceremonies in the United States, Australia, Canada, Italy, the Netherlands and Singapore, 

and to interview those who are involved in organising the ceremonies. Finally, I interviewed 30 new 

citizens just after their participation in the citizenship ceremonies to get their perspectives and 

experiences. . 

 

This report summarises the main findings of the research, particularly with the interests of registrars 

in the UK who conduct the ceremonies. It begins with a summary of the ceremonies around the 

                                                           
1 The research in the UK was funded by a research fellowship from The Leverhulme Trust. The 

international research was funded by  a grant from The British Academy. 
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world, pointing out some of the key differences and then goes on to look at how ceremonies differ 

around the UK. This is interesting partly because the ceremonies were designed to have a ‘local’ 

element from the beginning. This examination of the difference looks at two key issues, that of 

where the ceremonies are held and who takes part in the ceremonies. The report then goes on to 

explore the welcome speeches, which were designed as an important part of the local element in 

the ceremonies and are the key area where there is scope for making the ceremonies different. This 

section looks at two major elements in many speeches: accounts of history and the meaning of 

citizenship. It then goes on to explore a perhaps under explored element – new citizens in the 

speeches. The second half of the report focuses on new citizens experiences. It looks at the reasons 

they gave for applying for British citizenship, this shows the diversity of the new citizens and their 

motivations. The report then looks at the accounts they gave of their experiences of applying for 

citizenship. The next two sections focus on their response to the ceremonies themselves – what they 

thought of the ceremonies themselves and what they thought about getting citizenship. 

 

It is hoped that this report will be of interest to those who work in the area of immigration and 

particularly those involved in organising and conducting citizenship ceremonies. 
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1. How do citizenship ceremonies in the UK compare to those 

around the world? 
 

As part of the research, I thought it would be interesting to see what citizenship ceremonies were 

like around the world. This was particularly relevant for the ceremonies in the US, Canada and 

Australia which were one source of inspiration for the policy in the UK. In 2010/11, I asked six 

researchers to observe citizenship ceremonies (and interview the officials undertaking the 

ceremonies) in the following countries:  America; Australia; Canada; Italy; The Netherlands; and 

Singapore 

 

These observations provide only a ‘snapshot’ of how the ceremonies are conducted in the different 

countries. As with the ceremonies in the UK, there are likely to be differences between how the 

ceremonies are conducted in different parts of each country, as all were run and organised by local 

administrators or organisations, although largely to a government-designed central format. 

Nonetheless, I think it is interesting to see the different ways in which this act of swearing in a new 

citizenship has been responded to in different countries.  

 

 The ceremonies ranged from individual oath-swearing in Italy to more than a thousand new citizens 

taking part in a large ceremony in the United States. The Italian case is perhaps best left to one side 

as, at least in the administrative area where the observation was done, the ‘ceremony’ was 

essentially an oath taking in the registrar office, rather than a more celebratory ceremony as is the 

intention behind all the other countries (including the UK). It was clear in the interview with the 

Italian officials that the important act was the taking of the oath and the ceremonial aspects were 

less significant. 

 

The international ceremonies tended to be larger than the ones in the UK. The American ceremony 

(held in the California) was by far the largest ceremony, with 1399 new citizens taking part. The 

Singaporean ceremony had 150, the Australian 60 new citizens, the Canadian had 31. The Dutch 

ceremony was also large. All the ceremonies, apart from the Italian and Dutch ceremonies had some 

form of live singing, either from local schools or local performers. The Singaporean ceremony had 

significant participation from local volunteers and community groups, but those involved in the 

ceremonies in the other countries appeared to be mostly officials. 

 

The ceremony in the US stands out not only because of its size, but also the way in which it appears 

to have more of an atmosphere of entertainment as much as ceremony, with jokes from the main 

presenter and the expectation of audience participation (in the form mostly of loud cheering and 

applause). It also made use of video entertainment (as did the Dutch ceremony). Some of the 

distinctive elements of the US ceremony would seem to reflect a different approach to patriotism 

within American culture and with repeated references to the ‘American dream’. But there was also a 

celebration of multi-lingualism (with the host ‘showing off’ his prowess in his ability to speak many 

different languages).  

 

The Dutch ceremony appears to have been closest to the ceremonies in the UK in terms of tone and 

atmosphere, with an interesting interplay between the idea of being a Dutch person and an 

‘Amsterdammer’. Interestingly the Dutch ceremony also made no reference to the endowing of 

European citizenship through the ceremony. A silence that is shared in the majority of UK 

ceremonies. 

 

The way in which history was dealt with in the different countries was also interesting, not least 

because of the prominence of history in the welcome speeches in the UK.For Australia, US and 
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Canada, all three countries have a well-established rhetoric of being ‘countries of immigrants’ in a 

way which would be a much more unusual way to characterise Britain. This rhetoric came through in 

the ceremonies. For example in the American ceremony, there was a video presentation in which 

the US immigration services director says: 

 

The United States is a nation of immigrants, we have always been a nation of immigrants, 

we’re the only country in the world that opens its arms as wide as do to immigrants…I think 

the new blood, the new culture, the new experiences that come to this nation are what make 

us different and are what make America the country it is today 

 

This is again emphasised in the video clip given by President Obama. Equally in the Canadian 

ceremony, it was said that Canada is a ‘land of immigrants’ and acknowledged that some of the 

journeys taken by immigrants would have been very difficult.  The impact of this was perhaps 

heightened by the way those involved in presenting the ceremony described their own experiences 

of immigration. In an interview with the judge who was involved with the ceremony she explained: 

 

But the part I relate to them is the fact that even though my parents were born in Canada, 

because of certain laws they could not vote.  So Asian people in British Columbia, Indian as 

well as Chinese, did not have the right to vote.  And so as a result, they were deprived of 

certain opportunities.  I tell that story because I think it’s important for people to know that 

the country has changed and that there was a period of time in our history where people were 

not basically treated equally.  ...  And so I try to relate that experience because I think for 

many new immigrants, when they become citizens they think that Canada was – is a certain 

way and it’s always been that way.  But I do want to bring it to their attention that it’s like 

anything else.  It’s been an evolution.   

 

This is a different reading of history than the more uniquely celebratory one, which suggest a 

uncomplicated history of ‘welcome’ often presented in Britain (and indeed also prevalent in the 

American ceremony). 

 

In a response to another kind of difficult history, all Australian ceremonies include a welcome from 

Indigenous Australians, which reflects on the experiences of oppression experienced by Indigenous 

Australians. The particular ceremony that was observed for this project, was held on Australia day, 

which had particular significance: 

 

The welcome was given by an Indigenous Australian who gave led a ‘Welcome to the Country’. 

He also paid his respects to the Wurrundjeri people, the traditional owners of the land, and all 

their elders.  He welcomed us to the land and asked that we help to look after it.  He talked 

about his mixed feelings about Australia Day, also known as “Invasion Day”.  He explained he 

had brought some gum leaves which are given as a symbol of welcome by Indigenous people. 

He placed these by the lectern and suggested people could help themselves at the end of the 

ceremony.  
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2. How do citizenship ceremonies differ across the UK? 
 

2.1 Locations 

I’ve had the good fortune to travel around the UK visiting 12 ceremonies in different towns and 

cities. I have also studied the ‘welcome’ texts from 55 ceremonies around the country and I wanted 

to share with you the ways in which these differ and what they share. 

Clearly, all the ceremonies have certain things in common as they have to follow a certain format, 

particularly in the text of the oath or affirmation of allegiance. In addition to setting out this oath, 

the Home Office also stipulated that there should be a ‘local welcome’. However, what is contained 

within this welcome was left open. In addition, there is scope around the official text for local 

additions to the ceremony in terms of what is created (for instance in what happens before and after 

the official part of the ceremony, who else beyond the registrar and functionary giving the welcome 

is involved in the ceremony, what gifts are presented etc.. 

 

An important aspect of the different ceremonies is the buildings and rooms in which they take place. 

Some towns and cities have the benefit of very attractive or grand venues in which to hold the 

ceremonies. These can give grandeur to events and also lend themselves to a particular narrative of 

history. Others are held in more bureaucratic-feeling, plain office-like rooms where some of the 

pomp and ceremony sometimes involved in the ceremonies (such as the Queen’s portrait, mayor’s 

gold chain etc) may feel a little out of place. Only one of the ceremonies I observed took place 

outside of the town hall or registrar. This was in a local (but newly restored) library with the librarian 

also taking part in the ceremony. The space did add an extra dimension to the ceremony, bringing 

people into a building that they might not have used but might think of using again. All new citizens 

had already been sent library cards with their notes for the ceremony. I know that other places are 

also sometimes used for ceremonies (such as schools and museums) and I think these could really 

add something to the feel of the ceremonies, especially with the involvement of those connected to 

the place (children and teachers, museum curators etc). I know one registrar mentioned issues 

around child protection for ceremonies in schools, but I don’t see how this could not be worked 

around. Other potential locations could be: galleries; sporting venues (e.g. football and cricket 

grounds); universities and other HE and FE colleges; and local community centres. The rational is 

that it is offering a slightly different perspective on the ‘community’ which is welcoming the new 

citizens. However, clearly these kinds of venues would involve more organisational time and effort 

on the part of registrars which will have cost implications (even where the venue is offered for free). 

 

 

2.2  Who participates in the ceremonies? 

In travelling round the country, it is clear that all the ceremonies have a ‘local character’ which is 

largely down to the nature of the buildings in which they are held and the personalities of those 

involved in organising the ceremonies. Each registrar brings their own flavour to the ceremonies. It is 

clear from the ceremonies, that registrars are experienced in orchestrating these kind of events 

(particularly marriages)  and in general do so in a very professional manner. As the ceremonies are 

relatively  quite small and intimate affairs (see international comparison), the warmth and 

personality of the individual registrars and teams of registrars has a particular impact. This is 

generally done very well, as will be reflected in the new citizens’ responses to the ceremonies and in 

other surveys that have been carried out. It was also clear in talking to the registrars that I met, that 

conducting citizenship ceremonies gives them great pleasure and several mentioned that it was the 

favourite part of their job. One told me that the ceremonies were different to the other parts of her 

job  because it gave her the chance to meet so many different people from all over the world and to 

be part of the way that Britain was changing.  
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The existence of the posts of Lord Lieutenant, Deputy Lord Lieutenant and Sherriff were new to me 

when I embarked on this research and I suspect they would be new to many members of the British 

public, as opposed to Mayors who may have more recognition. It appears to be generally felt by the 

registrars I spoke to, and indeed many of the citizens, that these officials bring a welcome element of 

pomp and ceremony to the occasions. Whilst they are often prominent members of the community 

with a history of active citizenship and participation, there remains a possible jarring between their 

unelected role and the promotion of democracy which many ceremonies talk about. In some of the 

ceremonies I observed, either these functionaries themselves, or others involved in welcoming new 

citizens had a different range of experience to draw on, which definitely brought something to the 

ceremonies. For instance, serving local councillors could talk about their role in democratic 

processes and representation, librarians could talk about the library as part of the community, those 

who had been born outside Britain and had gone through processes of naturalisation themselves 

could talk about their own experiences. I think the ceremonies could be greatly enriched through a 

wider range of people brought in to participate (perhaps alongside those who are there more 

directly representing the Queen). These could be drawn from a wider sense of what active 

citizenship is and who can represent the local community. They could include: teachers/head 

teachers; chairs of school governors; local councillors; leaders of community groups and local 

organisers; librarians; directors of local museums, galleries, theatres; local ‘celebrities’ such as 

writers, radio presenters, journalists, university lecturers; directors of local health trusts and 

hospitals; directors of local chambers of commerce. Where these also included people who have 

experienced dual citizenship or naturalisation this would bring an added dimension to the 

ceremonies. 

Another advantage of having more people involved in the ceremonies would be to enable more 

socialising between new citizens and those involved in the ceremony which works very well in some 

settings where both before and after the ceremony, the Lord Lieutenants or their representatives 

circulate among the citizens, enabling a more relaxed atmosphere. 
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3.  Content of the welcome speeches 
In 2008/9 I emailed 158 eight county and city level register office in Scotland, England, and Wales 

(and the Northern Ireland office) with a request for the text of the local welcome given at the 

ceremony. Sixty-seven offices replied and 55 supplied texts of the ceremony, of which 47 included 

the local welcome. Many offices did not have a text, particularly in Wales and Scotland where 

smaller offices only had infrequent and small ceremonies. The offices which supplied texts are 

almost equally divided between those based in largely rural areas and those in cities. I regard this 

collection of speeches as a ‘snapshot’ of what goes on in ceremonies as I am well aware that over 

time these speeches have been changed and indeed that many people delivering the speeches will 

adapt it to what they want to say, or give completely different speeches. 

 

All the speeches are fairly short, taking somewhere between a few minutes and ten minutes to 

deliver and they are quite diverse in tone and content. However, there are several broad themes 

which emerge through the speeches which I will attempt to summarise. Broadly, I would say that the 

most common format of welcome speech is one that gives an introduction to the area (often with 

notable historical events, landmarks etc) and then a brief consideration of the ‘rights and 

responsibilities’ of citizenship. The former part of this speech often has the sense of a touristic guide 

to the local area. This can have the disadvantage of appearing to take new citizens as newcomers, 

when in fact the regulations governing the acquisition of citizenship mean that it generally requires 

several years of residence. As one of the new citizens I interviewed put it: 

 

‘When she stood up and started speaking about X, I thought you know I’ve lived here for six 

years I know all that. Why don’t you tell me good stuff about how I can be a good citizen.  

What are the kinds of behaviours you expect from me?  What can I do to make X a better 

place?  Don’t tell me that X has got a festival in summer I know that.’ 

 

The touristic descriptions also inhibits the presentation of new citizens as ‘fellow locals’ which also 

demonstrates one of the tensions inherent in the idea of welcoming. At what point in the ceremony 

does the shift take place from ‘us’ the community welcoming ‘you’ to a sense that ‘you’ are now part 

of the community and therefore one of ‘us’? 

 

3.1  History and welcome 

Over half the speeches I looked at had some reference to local history, which often fell into the 

‘tourist’ account that I have mentioned above and also is necessarily abbreviated, given the short 

length of the speeches. I was interested in what kind of history made its way into the speeches. For 

many there was a perhaps surprising return to ancient history. Of the 25 text which mention history, 

19 refer to a pre-Norman history, ranging from Neolithic, Bronze Age and Iron Age through to 

Saxons, Vikings, Danes and, most often, Romans. The logic of the references to this ancient history in 

what are very short speeches appears to vary from speech to speech. For some, it seems to establish 

a claim that the area has ancient origins of inhabitations, whereas for others, mentioning ancient 

history plays a role in contributing to accounts of diversity and difference. However, this is a difficult 

narrative as it can summon an image of invasion which may be less celebratory than perhaps 

intended. For example in the following exerpt:  

 

Right from the early Roman invaders … and through subsequent invasions by Saxons, Vikings 

and Normans …. to more recent times when people from all continents of the world have 

adopted Sussex as their home. 

 

The switch from invasion to current migration is awkward in the context of a speech which is 

intended to welcome migrants, but such dramatic jumps in the historical account are not 
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uncommon. The tension between invader and settler narratives also serves to remind us that a 

nation-state only exists in an international context of other nations-states which help to define it. 

Nations need foreigners to exist, just as welcomes need residents and outsiders (Billig 1995, p79). 

However, this raises the question of on which ‘side’ new citizens are positioned and leaves little 

room for the ‘multilayered citizenship’ that Yuval-Davies advocates (Yuval-Davis 2008).  

 

Whilst some kind of account of ancient history is common, there was only one mention of the British 

Empire in 47 speeches. Yet, it continues to be the case that relations of empire still influence the 

migration patterns of many new citizens. I think perhaps here there is a understandable hesitancy to 

deal with the complex and often conflictual nature of imperial history in this celebratory context. 

Nonetheless, it makes the selection of which historical experiences to emphasise particularly 

interesting. In some speeches, histories of arrivals, cultural mixing and change are stressed in 

preference to talk of invasion or of ancient settlement. For example one speech describes itself as ‘a 

city full of energy and vitality.  A multi-cultural and multi-racial city promoting tolerance and 

understanding.’ The speech gives a history of arrivals: 

 

Each community has developed in X over the centuries has enriched the cultural life of the city 

which has a long history of welcoming people to settle here. The history of settlements 

includes the Italian, Irish, Jewish, people from the Asian sub-continent, Commonwealth 

countries and later from eastern Europe and non-Commonwealth African countries. People 

have come to this country for a wide range of reasons, often for reasons of their own or their 

family’s safety or because of their political or religious believes and have been welcomed into 

the community. 

 

This abbreviated history however also ignores more awkward parts the city’s history, including the 

long involvement in and profit from the slave trade as well as a more complicated history of 

response to racialised others by the population. Other kinds of histories are also given in some 

speeches, for instance referring to prominent local figures who were not born in Britain but have 

made their mark on local or national history. 

 

3.2  Meanings of citizenship 

Just under half of the speeches examined address features of what might be expected in a 

consideration of citizenship (such as democracy and voting, responsibility, freedom of speech and 

tolerance towards others). However, the majority do so in a largely passing manner and without 

much depth given to the concepts. Islington is a fairly typical example in seeming to simply supply a 

list of the attributes of citizenship: 

The values and principles that underpin British society are of fundamental importance.  A 

respect for law and order, valuing tolerance and freedom of speech, and a respect for one 

another’s beliefs, are all vital elements of being a British citizen.  It is also necessary to 

understand and participate in the democratic process, in order to fulfil your key role in British 

society (emphasis in original). 

Some did give slightly more fleshed out descriptions, for example giving suggestions of what new 

citizens might do to be active citizens (such as standing for election, becoming a school governor or 

taking part in a hospital trust).  

It is also interesting that the speeches did not on the whole mention the European Union. Yet for 

many, getting British citizenship also means becoming European, along with the rights and travel 

freedom  associated with being a European citizen (obviously some new citizens are already 

European).  
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3.3  New citizens in the speeches 

At least half the speeches regard the new citizens as making a contribution to the local community 

or nation, often in terms of contributing to diversity. In many cases, this is merely a passing 

reference, but the following is an example which contained a slightly longer consideration of what it 

might mean to be a new citizen and how the new citizens might contribute to the community, 

including the following abstracts: 

 

Bringing different cultures, ideas and backgrounds together allows us to develop new 

friendships, forge new beginnings and to develop a deeper understanding of ourselves and 

each other. 

[…] 

This can be as challenging as it can be exciting, but we should never stop trying to make things 

better. […] I firmly believe our future success depends on respect, tolerance, inclusion and 

harmony.  

 

Many speeches make references to multiculturalism and diversity, which would be expected given 

that the ceremonies are welcoming new citizens from diverse countries and that the stated aim of 

the introduction of the ceremonies was a celebration of diversity and the desire to stress positive 

elements of multiculturalism. However, beyond stating a celebration of diversity, it appears that 

there is a sense of a struggle of how to really bring the concept to life.  

 

In one speech there was a perhaps better recognition of the continuing ties that new citizens will 

feel to their countries of origin: 

It is a wonderful time to live and work in here – but you will want to keep in touch you’re your 

home country – the flags we have here are a symbol of that. Keep in touch you’re your 

language and culture as well as being fully British 

 

Equally, the experience of the new citizens themselves was only rarely mentioned. Very few few 

speeches made any mention of the journeys and potential difficulties which are involved in 

migration and applications for citizenship. One example that did began with the comment: agents ‘I 

am fully aware that you will have thought long and hard before making the decision you did today.’ 

Another said:  

 

Today we are very pleased to be able to say ‘Welcome’ to YOU, to thank you for the 

contribution that you bring with you from your own backgrounds  - be it your skills, your 

talents, or your customs - your Bravery - which it undoubtedly takes, along with enthusiasm, 

to embrace life in a different country - but we also want to thank you now for what you WILL 

contribute as you continue your life here. 

 

Yet this speech goes on to suggest: 

If you are to be really British, it will involve much more. I hope you will think carefully about 

those responsibilities – that you will become involved in the life of the community around you 

– beyond your own family and close friends - learn about that community and what makes it 

function – that you will, in short, join in. If you do that, it will not only make your own newly-

acquired citizenship more meaningful for YOU, but will also enable others to see that you really 

do want to be part of us. (emphasis added)   

Here clearly in this speech is the suggestion of an incomplete process. That citizenship might be 

endowed, but full membership, ‘if you are to be really British’ requires much more. It is a process 

which involves further acceptance based on the right kind of behaviour and the judgement of others 

on the right intentions. It also suggests that there is an audience of ‘real’ British citizens who are yet 

to be convinced of the new citizens’ membership which is unfortunate.  
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4. What are the different reasons why people want British 

citizenship? 
 

At the 12 different ceremonies that I visited, I met 25 new citizens who were prepared to meet with 

me at some point after the ceremony and record an interview. These interviews lasted between 30 

minutes and just under an hour and covered a range of questions about their experiences of coming 

to Britain, applying for citizenship and what they thought of the ceremonies. 16 of the 25 were 

women and 9 were men, their ages ranged between 18 and 43 and they came from 19 different 

countries. The people I interviewed had been living in Britain for between 4 and   years, so many had 

been eligible for citizenship for some years before they had applied for it. For some of  those who 

had lived in Britain for many years, they had felt secure in their residence and had not thought of 

applying, however it was clear that the changing rules, and fees involved in gaining citizenship had 

begun to make them feel they should apply. As one woman put it: 

 

I could have applied earlier but I think that it’s something that you just get assimilated with 

the society and you just keep going and then all of a sudden everybody starts talking to you 

about citizenship. You have to start taking the tests, you have to start to know where, as 

before you could just apply because of the length of time.  I think I just got comfortable and 

then my son said once: ‘You have been here for so long, are you going to apply for this thing?’.  

I said ‘OK,  I’m going to do it.’ 

 

Others had applied as soon as they were eligible as citizenship had been part of their objective in 

coming over to Britain. This was expressed particularly strongly by two South African women who 

had come on ancestral visas and wanted to gain citizenship as soon as possible: 

 

Because I was born outside of the UK even though my parents had British passports I couldn’t 

have a British passport so it’s always been a bit of a like sense of pride I think that it would be 

great to have one one day because I feel a bit of a connection here.  […]  I’m the only one, I 

was the only one in my family without so to me it made sense. 

 

When asked why they applied, a range of reasons were given, but were largely shared across the 

group. They involved a mixture of practical reasons, but also often accompanied by as sense of 

belonging. As one woman put it: 

 

It was – I think it was as soon as I got my indefinite leave to remain; that’s when I thought that 

I’ll apply for citizenship as well and just because, you know, I just thought that – I felt like I was 

already following the norms and the culture and everything, and I felt like a part of it already.  

And I think that having British – a British citizenship has a lot of benefits as well and if you – if 

you are kind of becoming a part of the community and the culture I thought that it would be 

good.  And my husband as well, he really encouraged me to do that. 

 

The benefits that people foresaw through attaining British citizenship were often administrative – 

ease of getting bank accounts and mobile phone accounts for example as well as in employment and 

travel: 

 

Firstly, having a British passport certainly means I can travel freely, more freely and in terms of 

job applications it will certainly help because employers have less concern if you have a British 

passport and British citizenship, so these are the main differences it will make to my life. 

 



Citizenship ceremonies  

 

However, it is worth noting that the man who I have just quoted had also decided to change his 

name to a less identifiably Muslim name in order to help his job prospects, suggesting that a change 

of passport may not be enough on its own to overcome potential employers’ reservations. 

 

For another new citizen, it was a combination of job security, education and culture that had settled 

the decision for him: 

 

Well, anyway, we are living here, so there isn't …. I am not planning to move around again 

because...... now the situation is for us, the children's education is very important.  We 

travelled a lot when the kids were so young. So that education was not that important to 

them. So now it's the time to settle somewhere. So, stay somewhere. Settle somewhere.  So 

this is the opportunity to.  ….  We tried to move to somewhere like Australia, but we just 

cancelled that...... because my kids are going to a grammar school now. My son has already 

got a placement in the grammar school.  My daughter is going next year.  So I don't want to 

break their education now. So we'll stay in one place and get the education. And also, this is 

the only job we can do it again because, now, there's no reason to move... ... because there 

are no jobs. So there is no change in career prospects. It's not there. So why don't we stay? 

And India and Britain are considerably... nearly the same.  Practically, it's the same tradition, 

commonwealth countries, corporations, and culturally the same because... and the language.  

Everybody can speak English.  

 

The feeling of a common culture through a colonial history and membership of the commonwealth 

was one mentioned by many of those who came from former British colonial countries, including 

India, Burma, Australia and South Africa. Additionally, possibilities of work and travel in the 

European Union through membership of the EU were also often mentioned as one of the reasons to 

become British. 
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5. What had been new citizens’ experiences in applying for visas 

and citizenship? 
For almost all the people I spoke to, the process of applying for citizenship had been very 

straightforward (apart from one woman who had had to apply twice due to a misunderstanding of 

the residency requirements). They had often been very impressed by the speed by which the 

process had been conducted and how quickly they had gone from making the application to 

swearing the oath/pledge at the ceremony. Many also pointed out how helpful they found the 

nationality checking service. However this often stood in marked contrast to their experiences prior 

to getting citizenship. As one woman said of the checking service: ‘Yes, the lady was lovely, actually 

she was the only person in this process who was really quite nice about it and was reasonable.’ 

Many had found the route to citizenship required difficult obstacles to overcome and it was common 

to hear of documents lost by the home office and difficult encounters with officials. Those who 

found the process the most straightforward were often helped in their applications by employers, 

but this depended on having an employer who understood the process. For others, the experience 

had been upsetting and sometimes intrusive often characterised by a sense of mistrust of some of 

their basic relationships, including doubts about marriage and paternity. For some this was clearly a 

traumatic process as one interview put it ‘at the end of the day it does damage’, a damage that he 

was trying to forget :    

 

• I remember the first time I applied [for indefinite leave to remain].  They sent us a few times 

letters and me and my husband were a little bit upset, we found it quite rude because the way 

they were treating me.  You read between the lines that I married to get the passport.  And I 

think that was the one of the reasons that put me off actually. 

• Indefinite leave to remain was hard, just in terms of getting all your documents together and it 

was a grilling in terms of the questions that you got….. Yes it was quite an intense interview it 

went for about half an hour….  I probably have the wrong attitude but from day one I've 

worked, I pay tax, I've contributed.  I do things for charity and all that kind of stuff and I guess 

they've got to do their homework as well, but it was kind of like I'm a fully contributing 

member of society. 

• Yes, well my husband he is actually – if you had him sitting here telling you the process he has 

gone through with his citizenship.  His indefinite leave to remain type of documents were lost 

and having to re-apply and having to go back to South Africa to re-apply starting from scratch.  

He’s been here for nine years and we’ve lost five years.  They lost them at the Border Agency 

unfortunately and they won’t take responsibility, they just “too bad”, “sorry, can’t help you”.  

No, no, not at all.  Actually they made it, it turned out that they said “well, you can’t prove it”.  

It meant that he overstayed his visa in the time that they lost it so they said “well, you can’t 

prove that we lost them so therefore you’ve got to go back to South Africa and re-apply.  So 

losing that, the birth certificate and your grandfather’s. 

Because he sent the originals? 

Yes, he sent in all originals and he missed his brother’s wedding because of it …. The Home 

Office unfortunately they had such a control over your life and –  

 

Perhaps one of the roles of the ceremony is to mark an end to the process of scrutiny that living in 

Britain as a non-citizen often involves. As the new citizens explained in their responses to the 

ceremonies, they did feel a more positive response from the registrars and those involved in the 

ceremonies than they had often felt in engaging with officials connected to visas and immigration. 

But the ceremonies also are likely to remind some new citizens of the impact on themselves and 

their families, which are not all positive, which have been made by their decisions to migrate and 

settle. 

  



Citizenship ceremonies  

 

6.  What did the new citizens think of the ceremonies? 
 

The vast majority of the new citizens who I spoke to enjoyed the ceremonies, even where they might 

have preferred to have ‘received the certificate in the post’ rather than had to go to a ceremony 

(although in the past they would have had to go to a solicitor to swear or pledge their allegiance). 

The following responses were quite typical: 

 

What did you think of the ceremony today?  

I think it’s really good, very nice.   

What did you like about it? 

I liked the information they are giving about it for the family, the welcome, the way they were 

really organising things, really helpful, really welcoming.   

 

It was lovely actually, I quite enjoyed it.  It was very sweet…  it was lovely, because it wasn’t 

overdone, it was really lovely, it was adequate.  You don’t have to be standing up there and 

doing long speeches on your own.  I think everyone feels very intimated doing that.  You 

know, just stating your name, just doing all the oaths as a group.  You know I think it makes a 

lot of people feel more comfortable. 

 

I think it is quite good because they welcome you as citizens and then like its totally different 

if your got envelope in the mail and get this information is something that you’re invited and 

you are welcome... And so it’s a very good way. 

 

Several people expressed relief that the ceremony had not been more difficult, or more intimidating. 

There is an understandable apprehension that some have about the ceremony, that it might be 

another ‘test ‘ in the process: 

 

I was nervous but I was really trying to calm down... Yeah. Because I wasn't expecting it to be 

so relaxed. I thought it would be something like you had to be called in on your own. To make 

you say things on your own so I was like, oh no, but then they told me that they don't do that. 

That we just go in altogether so that makes it better like. Makes you feel confident.  

 

6.1 Response to the speeches 

 

Where the speeches in the ceremony had provided more information on active citizenship and what 

it might mean, this was also inspiring for some (both these different accounts were in response to 

the same speech):  

 

you look at things in a different point of view. Like for example like I like, like I always wanted 

to be involved like in a community doing something that like working maybe with young 

people and stuff like that, but I’ve never felt like I was I could do that... Never felt like I could 

be a part of that because you had to be like just well like we, we just can’t do it.  But the way 

they was saying things on – on – on the ceremony I thought yeah I’ll go for it I’m just going to 

try decide what I can do. 

 

I like, like politics.  I like listening to stuff like that so and when you do a talk ….  it makes you 

see that you know people are open like you've got rights and you know you are open to stuff 

like you can do whatever you want to do… .  So those words are quite like, quite like, how can 

I say it?  They were encouraging words at the same time they were ... it was sort of like 

educational to me like... It was, like they were pushing you like to say, in a way, you can like 
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being a British citizen you have to put something back, it’s not just about getting a British 

citizenship...And about being British but you, you can put so much of your talent, your gifts 

and stuff give it, give back to the community. …  you never think that the community does 

need you. Is you know because think that oh no British people that’s it, they can do it.  But you 

sort of exclude yourself but we shouldn’t be like we should know that we are of the 

community so.  

 

However, other speeches were less well received: 

 

You know it was in the third person, not you but 'they'.  Diversity is really important and just 

based on the people there last night you could see a massive diversity of backgrounds… .  I 

think the best bit was left to the end where the MC was saying 'what does it mean to be a 

citizen?'  I'm not sure that he had to go back to the Greek definition however, to put it in 

context, but what it now bestows  upon people I think that's the bit that could be. 

 

A few of the respondents mentioned that they found the ceremonies, or speeches ‘cheesy’ or 

‘patronising’, although as one person pointed out, it is difficult to get it right (a point illustrated by 

the fact that others criticised the speeches for being too complicated): 

 

It's really hard because they're trying to cater for a very diverse, as they say, audience from 

people who've only just learned English all the way up to professional people who've been 

here for years.  So I appreciate that they're not going to hit the spot with everybody.  I get 

that, but there's no need to be patronising, I don't think and to be as distant as they were. 

 

Some expressed reservations about how meaningful the ceremony was, or what it meant to them 

(although all the people with this perspective also suggested that the ceremonies might have meant 

more to other people taking part): 

 

it was an attempt – I can understand a pledge, you know, a commitment to something, I don’t 

know the parallel with marrying somebody.  I could see what it was meant to be but I don’t 

know ….  I went there, I went through the motions.  …. Yeah, it was formal; there was 

someone from the mayor’s office who spoke a little bit to welcome us a little bit but said a 

little bit about diversity of X, a little bit on how X’s a good place, but it didn’t give me anything 

that I didn’t – I put this down to me being here so long and I know my way around….. I don’t 

know what the difference is; it’s just welcoming and making people at home.  If that’s what it 

was it didn’t come across that well in the – it was slightly, you know, that you had some 

official talking to you; it’s not enough.  ….  So there’s other – I'm sure there’s other ways of 

doing it, you know. 

 

Yes.  I thought it was very odd.  I shouldn't laugh because it is a very special ceremony for a lot 

of people, it was special for us too, you know, we've been here for nine years it's where we 

live, but it felt like you were boarding the plane. 

 

Whilst one woman had been irritated by the noise of children, another at a different ceremony was 

critical about overly strict instructions about children at the ceremony (she had not brought children 

herself): 

 

And for your children we know they'll get bored, there would be other ways to handle that.  

So whether it was preparation for the day, suggestions about whether you want to bring 

children or not, you know, making it clear to people what the difference was and that you'd be 

seated differently.  Giving them perhaps a run through of the ceremony, so that, what is 
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something that is very special to some people, isn't spoilt with typical British bureaucracy and 

rule-making….Yes.  And because you knew that the rule was children had to be quiet I got 

quite distracted by – I was more distracted by the children being naughty or not naughty but 

loud because I was feeling sorry for the parents and wondering are they going to be kicked 

out. 

 

Those who had been to ceremonies at the weekend or n the evening also appreciated this, as it 

caused less disruption to their working lives and meant that they were able to bring guests. 

 

6.2  Confusions over the oath 

 

Given the importance of the oath or pledge of allegiance to the ceremony, it was interesting that 

quite a few of the respondents were confused either about which version they had taken, or felt that 

they had been put in the wrong group (either that they wanted to say the religious version, but had 

been put in the other group, or visa versa). It is not clear where these confusions arise, perhaps 

when they are arranged on the telephone 

 

I was quite surprised when I saw God on mine and then I listened really intently to hear what 

the next lot said and there’s didn’t have God and I thought that was definitely supposed to be 

me in the red group and then I thought oh okay it doesn’t matter. 

 

When I booked, my place shall we say in this ceremony, they did not ask me whether I wanted 

to make an oath or any pledges, but I am absolutely Christian, I would not have had a problem 

in making an oath.  However, I was put straight away in the other room by the court….. they 

did not ask me when I gave them a call, but, quite frankly, I’m not bothered either way 

because I can understand that if they forget to ask you or you forget, sorry, or if you forget to 

mention, they will have to assume that you, by default, they will have to assume that you 

don’t want to make an oath 
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7.  How do new citizens feel about becoming British? 
 

For many of the new citizens, the process of applying was a bureaucratic issue which meant little to 

them emotionally, apart from a new ease of travel and savings in having to apply for visas. However, 

for many others, even those who had largely given pragmatic reasons for applying, they did have an 

emotional response to the ceremonies and to the fact of obtaining British citizenship. For many, who 

had had difficult journeys to Britain and to citizenship, they had a new sense of security. As one man 

put it, who I met the day after the ceremony 

 

 ‘I slept much better last night’.  

 

He went on to explain  

 

‘Before I’m a refugee, now I’m – I’ve become a citizen and I’m like British. Yeah. I feel it’s 

better’.  

 

As another said: 

 

it feels like a milestone really. You’ve been travelling so far and when you finally get to where 

you want to, because you work hard to get there and it wasn’t something that you got free, so 

you have to be celebrating it. 

 

Becoming British, marking that journey was something to celebrate as one woman who had come 

from Liberia as a young adult explained. It was clear that the ceremony had also brought to mind 

other milestones and achievements in her life: 

 

I think it is important to celebrate.  A country that gave me more than my own country.  I did 

my first degree here, I did my teaching programme …  so I think I have benefited a lot so it is 

something to celebrate for something to be grateful, you know.  I own my house so I should 

be grateful. I feel more independent and who gave you that independence as a woman made 

you to feel more, you can, you are in control of your life in comparison to most African 

countries who really, women are subordinates so it’s like opening doors and to say that you’re 

a woman and you can be what you can be. …. And this society has so much to offer I always 

tell people there is so much it has to offer for everyone who lives here.  It just for you to say I 

am willing to work hard, I am willing to learn and I am willing to make a difference. 

 

For others, reflecting back on their journeys to citizenship was a particularly emotional as it also 

prompted thoughts of choices they had made and what they had lost. This was perhaps particularly 

true for those who could not return to the country of their birth because they were refugees and 

also those who were giving up their original citizenship to become British. A woman who had come 

from China explained: 

 

I had to make a choice – choose to be British or Chinese as there’s no dual nationality. I’ve 

been thinking I’ve been Chinese all these years but I have to lose Chinese nationality to be 

British. I feel it is quite a big deal, it’s a pity not to have dual nationality. 

 

She had  left her young daughter in China when she came to Britain and she went on to explain the 

regrets felt: 
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When I came out she was young but I had my own ambitions. If I could do it again I would 

never do it again – it’s very hard. … I used to look at other children playing and I missed my 

daughter.  

 

Some of those I spoke to hoped that citizenship would give them a sense of belonging, and perhaps 

also acceptance: 

 

I think it will be a sense of belonging that maybe, I mean you’d know that … ok they might say 

well that’s not a British accent and …  white but I think it really doesn’t matter what your 

accent is. I think it has to be you belong to something you feel about a country.  I think that is 

the difference.  Where, as I said earlier, I know more about this country.   I have spent most of 

my life here and then my own country and I think I have benefited a lot too you know so I 

think in quite a way this deal like being a citizen you actually have to contribute and give back 

to society. 

 

Another woman mentioned a sense of loyalty she felt to Britain where she had made her life: 

 

the main thing is what’s your feeling from in your inside….   We are loyal to now our own 

country because we are living here.  Myhusband is here, my children are growing up here.  I’m 

going to be loyal to this country, so [Laughs.]  I don’t know what to say.   

 

Another woman explained how she had felt quite moved: 

 

what I did really like and found quite moving, and it got a tear in my eye it was quite funny, 

which was singing God Save the Queen – and I don’t know if you noticed but I didn’t look at 

the words because I’d gone to the effort of learning the words to that – so I felt that was quite 

special and that also it was like a whoa this is quite a big thing you know….  But I guess if I 

hadn’t been able to hold on to my South African citizenship I would have been really sad at 

that moment because it would have been a kind of transition but now I feel proud actually 

that I’ve got both. 
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Appendix: international observations 

 

1. Citizenship ceremony in the United States – Bethan Harries 

 

Thursday 28th October 2010, 9.30am start 

Paramount Theatre Oakland 

 

Background to ceremonies in Oakland 

Citizenship ceremonies are held at the Paramount theatre. These ceremonies cover applicants from 

the whole Bay area (including the cities of San Francisco, San Jose, Oakland, Berkeley, Fremont), 

which has a population of around 7.5million. Ceremonies used to be held in San Francisco but 

moved in 2009 because parking was limited and ceremony goers were adding to traffic congestion. 

The theatre has a seating capacity for 3000 people. 
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Ceremonies are held fortnightly or monthly, depending on time of year it seems, with a start time of 

9.30am. They are advertised on the Paramount theatre website and are open to members of the 

public to attend, although this is not mentioned on the Theatre advert. 

 

The venue and atmosphere 

 

 

The Paramount is a refurbished 1930s Art Deco theatre on 19th Street. It is a well-known landmark 

and was one of the most expensive theatres of its time. It now mainly hosts pop concerts and classic 

movies.  The décor is extremely elaborate. There is a lot of gold, thick patterned carpeting and big 

yellow art deco lighting fixtures. There are some amazing gold dancing women in the foyer on the 

way in and the walls and ceiling inside the theatre have large gold murals of women.  
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Voter registration desks are set up on the street for people to register immediately after the 

ceremony. A vendor is offering to take commemorative photos for people and other vendors are 

setting up tables (see below for after the ceremony) 

 

There is one security guard outside the venue but at a distance from the door. People are being 

welcomed in by theatre staff who are numerous and seem to be everywhere, they are dressed in 

suited uniforms belonging to the theatre and are very cheerful and advise people where to go.  

 

There is a large crowd outside the venue, people are taking photographs and there is a general 

feeling of excitement and some of the ‘new citizens’ look apprehensive. It reminds me of a 

graduation ceremony. Some family and guests are holding flowers to give to the ‘new citizens’ after 

the ceremony. The foyer of the venue too is very crowded as guests are being directed upstairs to 

the viewing gallery (the Balcony) and ‘new citizens’ to the ground floor (the Orchestra). There is no 

additional décor here other than what is normally part of the theatre, but some children are holding 

small US flags on sticks. These are being handed out to new citizens in the main theatre itself and 

some have been passed back to children who are headed upstairs to the guest viewing gallery. 
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People are dressed mostly smart-casual – a shirt and trousers but I see one woman in a red ballgown 

and many are dressed in jeans. There is only one group I see of about 5 people (I assume family or 

friends) dressed in traditional/‘ethnic’ dress. They cheer for Nigeria later. There are two others 

wearing hooded sweatshirts with their country on, “Bosnia”.  

I head up the stairs to the Balcony to join the guests and family. I am seated at around 9am, the 

seats begin to fill up and when the ceremony starts the theatre is nearly full, just a few rows at the 

top/back remain empty. 

 

On entering many people gasp at the sight of the décor inside and pass commentary on how it looks. 

One man walks in and says, “Woo, it’s like American Idol!” There is sense of excitement generally in 

the air but some people seem detached and some are dressed very casually and look like they are 

headed to work later. A woman sits next to me with her young daughter and they are later joined by 

a family friend who is late because he struggles to find parking. Her partner, the father of the young 

girl is getting citizenship and she is excited. She is not a citizen herself and has never been to a 

ceremony before (I get this from their conversation). She asks the friend what it’s going to be like as 

she says, ‘you must’ve been to a load of these’. He confirms he has, his wife’s and several other 

family members but when they were held in San Francisco. He gives a break down of the schedule, 

explaining there will be an introductory speech and there will be a couple of videos, one in particular 

he laughs about (first video on Ellis Island – see below). He says it is supposed to show the first 

Americans and is like high school history and gives a history as if Americans have been here forever 

(laughs). They are from Mexico. 

 

Many of the guests have cameras for photos and video at the ready and take photos of the theatre 

inside and the stage area. Several go forward to peer over the balcony to wave to the person they 

have accompanied sat below in the Orchestra seats.  

 

The applicants are sat in the seats below and I do not have a view of that without also going down 

and leaning over the balcony. It appears very full 

 

The stage has a central table decorated with US flag, three or four chairs, a US flag on one side and 

an electronic keyboard (for anthem later) 

 

Backdrop is a video screen 

 

The ceremony 

The ‘pre-ceremony’ starts shortly after 9.30am. The speaker begins by apologising for being late and 

begins immediately by cracking jokes –  

 

Sorry for being late, the good news is “today is the last day you have to stand in an 

immigration line, from now on you get to join citizenship lines” (lots of laughter and clapping) 

 

He begins by welcoming everybody especially the ‘new citizens’  

 

“Even better I get to be the first to officially congratulate you on becoming fellow Americans 

today…everybody congratulations on becoming citizens (clapping and whoops). The best part 

is that on behalf of the United States government I can actually say to you, thank you for 

becoming citizens of our country today. America becomes a better place today because of 

you, everybody thank you for becoming citizens” (clapping and whoops) 
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He says there are more than 1000 people here today to which the audience gasps. He pretends to 

start counting how many people are seated below waiting for their certificates and then announces 

1399 people are there (clapping and cheering). One woman shouts: ‘you better all vote’.  

 

People clap and applaud almost every sentence that this man says. 

 

The 1399 people represent 95 countries “but in a few minutes, just one” – more gasps and cheers 

(although this is slightly deceptive as the countries are recorded as they were when the applicant 

left, so Czechoslovakia and the Czech Republic are both counted for example) 

 

He makes a request for everyone to turn off their mobile phones during the ceremony because it’s 

an important legal ceremony and then jokes, ‘of course I have to leave mine on in case the President 

calls’ 

 

He explains the order of things 

- A video showing how the US has a long history of immigration 

- Presentation from a representative from the Elections office – he encourages everyone to 

register and emphasises importance of elections ‘We need you. America has it’s problems 

and we need you to join in with the rest of us in voting’ 

- Presentation from a representative from the Passport agency 

- “Some boring announcements” including important information about certificates 

- Video entitled ‘faces of America’ 

- Official ceremony = field officer to introduce ceremony 

- Singing of the anthem, by local singer and community leader Carla Jackson and a Bay area 

musician on keyboard 

- Field officer will name all 95 countries represented in alphabetical order and people will 

stand up when you hear you country called. You will then have to raise your right hand and 

he will then lead you in the oath of allegiance – which he explains contains some language 

not used much in English language, just do your best in following it. (This is the bit that 

makes you a citizen, paying your fee didn’t make you a citizen, although don’t get me wrong 

we’re glad you paid the fee, I really needed the money’ (laughs) 

- The thing we like to do in our San Franciscan, Bay Area ceremonies is to have one of our 

brand new citizens lead us in the pledge of allegiance, who today will be Maria who is now 

officially a citizen of the Philippines but by the time she leads the pledge she will be, like you 

an American citizen’ (this makes some people emotional) (He makes this sound like a unique 

thing to the area, but I have the impression this is common from looking through You Tube 

clips) 

- Video statement from Obama 

 

Although it’s a legal ceremony, he wants to encourage everyone to feel they can clap and cheer as 

much as they want. He says, maybe we can practice and people in the audience say, yeah and 

everyone starts cheering and clapping 

He says, maybe we need something to cheer for. A lot of people from a small country are here and 

asks everyone to clap for the people/”our friends” from El Salvador – claps. How about Mexico – 

very loud cheers, whistling and clapping. 

 

He then speaks in Spanish, welcoming everybody and congratulating them on becoming citizens. 

Again, he adds that the country is better today for them becoming citizens, welcome. Thank you. 

Everybody seems impressed and cheers this 

 

He then asks everyone to cheer for China, clapping and yelling 
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He then speaks in Chinese, repeating the above (I assume!) the woman in front translates to her 

friend 

“One of America’s first allies is here, let’s here it for France” 

Repeats message in French 

(By now everybody is amazed by this man) 

“One of our newest friends in the world is Russia” (People say, wow! With the expectation he is now 

going to speak Russian) 

Repeats message in Russian 

“Wait a minute here, let’s hear it for the great nation of India (Wow, cheers) 

First he pretends he can’t speak Hindi for affect and then repeats message in Hindi (at least I assume 

it’s Hindi) – cheers, whistles 

“Ok, how about one more (cheers), let’s hear it for the Philippines” (cheers and laughter because 

people can’t believe it) 

Repeats message in Filipino 

“Ok, I suppose I should stop now” (more cheering and clapping), besides, I see some faces up front 

looking like oh no, he’s not going to do this for 88 more countries is he? (laughter) 

“Oh shoot, I do want to do one more, can I?” 

“Yes” 

Let’s hear it for the San Francisco Giants (the Giants had just won a game the night before to put 

them in good chance to go through to the World Series) - the place erupts in cheering and squealing 

for quite some time – this is biggest cheer of the day 

 

Video one 

Starts with images of Ellis Island and people getting off boats with instrumental music over it. 

Writing comes up on screen… ‘Over 100 million Americans can trace their ancestors to immigrants to 

Ellis Island’ 

US immigration services director who migrated from Cuba in 1961 starts presentation on Ellis Island. 

“as I walk this island today I’m awed, I’m inspired by much of what America is about today really 

began…this is what America is all about, this is where it began. The United States is a nation of 

immigrants, we have always been a nation of immigrants, we’re the only country in the world that 

opens its arms as wide as do to immigrants…I think the new blood, the new culture, the new 

experiences that come to this nation are what make us different and are what make America the 

country it is today.” 

 

Music changes to more upbeat and images become more contemporary 

“Immigration services is going to be the place where we are going to continue to hold the beacon of 

opportunity to all immigrants that come to this country legally. We’re going to help them in a user-

friendly environment. We are now going to be providing a better service for our clients and reduce 

the backlogs that have accumulated over time…” 

The three core values of immigration services from now are... ‘Integrity, respect, ingenuity.’ 

 

Music becomes more dramatic, the director then talks about his own experience of immigration and 

links that to the people who arrived at Ellis Island and those immigrants today. They are all 

connected by ‘the dream’. Everyone has their own version of the dream, dreams of opportunities. 

‘In America, anything is possible’ 

Clapping at end of film 

 

Presentation from representative from department of elections 

Congratulations to everybody. 

Explains how to register using form which is passed around. 

Desks will be made available after the ceremony to take in forms. 
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Language assistants are also available. 

 

He then repeats this in two languages (one of which is from China). 

 

Presentation from representative from Passport Agency 

Congratulations to everybody. 

After the ceremony applicants for passports will be accepted. 

She also provides info for people who want to apply later. 

She explains the revised times and fees. 

 

Certificate explanation – by main speaker 

These will be brought to individuals at their seat, they are reminded to check details on certificate 

and have it revised before leaving, and to sign certificate. The certificate should not be used for ID to 

be carried around, he gives suggestions for where to keep it, in a frame, in a drawer, in a photo 

album. He says that some language on the certificate is confusing. He confirms it is ok to copy the 

certificate but you cannot make multiple copies. 

 

Again, he encourages people to register to vote immediately and to apply for a visa and he also 

suggests going to the social security office to notify them that you have become a citizen. Advice to 

those who might be worried about leaving the building and walking around the street without a 

Green Card. He assures everybody that they should not worry because, when you leave here today 

for the first time ‘you will be legally entitled to say, excuse me officer, I’m a citizen of the United 

States’ (claps, yeah). You don’t have to carry proof of US citizenship. He confirms that if you have a 

child living with you, has a Green Card and is under 18, that child becomes a citizen. (Wow! 

Cheering, clapping) he reiterates this again and explains how to get proof of her citizenship. 

 

Video two – “Faces of America” [38’] 

Images include: Photos of people in different ethnic dress; Ships and Ellis Island; Photos or people 

become more contemporary; Flag – fades into colour; Soldiers; Navy and quotes from military 

personnel about pride in nation; Mount Rushmore; Nature – mountains and birds, rolling fields etc; 

Cityscapes; Statue of Liberty – zoom to torch; End shot from Ellis Island to Statue of Liberty 

(Clapping) 

 

National anthem 

“Please rise for the national anthem” (some people put their hands cross their chest). 

Singer (black female) is introduced as someone who works for a community organisation that helps 

find housing for the homeless in the Bay Area 

 

“Please be seated” 

 

Representative from US Citizenship and Immigration Services [46’] 

“It is my pleasure to welcome 1399 new citizens today. For some of you the path may have been a 

difficult one, regardless of what that path was, it ends here for all. We will call out all the nations 

represented here in order to honour them.” 

He explains that you may hear names of countries that no longer exist. As he reads out each country, 

people clap and occasionally shout out. Biggest claps – El Salvador, India, Iran, Jamaica, Kenya, 

Mexico (gets huge clap), Morocco, Netherlands, Nigeria, Pakistan, Peru, Philippines (big clap), 

Uganda, UK. 

 

All applicants are now standing and presenter asks for a round of applause for them. Applicants are 

requested to raise right hand 
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Oath of allegiance repeated by all applicants and some guests join in phrase by phrase 

“I hereby declare, on oath, that I absolutely and entirely renounce and abjure all allegiance and 

fidelity to any foreign prince, potentate, state, or sovereignty of whom or which I have heretofore 

been a subject or citizen; that I will support and defend the Constitution and laws of the United 

States of America against all enemies, foreign and domestic; that I will bear true faith and allegiance 

to the same; that I will bear arms on behalf of the United States when required by the law; that I will 

perform noncombatant service in the Armed Forces of the United States when required by the law; 

that I will perform work of national importance under civilian direction when required by the law; 

and that I take this obligation freely without any mental reservation or purpose of evasion; so help 

me God” 

Presenter asks for a round of applause 

 

He asks everybody to stand – including guests and family for Pledge of Allegiance which is led by a 

‘former citizen’ of the Philippines who goes up on the stage. She asks everyone to face the flag and 

place their right on their heart and leads the Pledge: 

“I pledge allegiance to the flag of the United States of America, and to the republic for which it 

stands, one nation under God, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all.” 

 

Pledge for Passport applications led by representative of Passport Agency. 

She asks everyone who wishes to apply for a passport today to stand and raise their right hand “Do 

you swear and affirm that tall the statements on the form are true?” 

“I do” 

“You may now be seated” 

She asks them to sign their form in front of her then and then gives info about what to put in 

application envelope 

 

Video three 

People start leaving from the visitors gallery before they start this film – I presume from this some 

people have been through this before and are exiting to avoid the rush that ensues later since the 

certificates have not yet been distributed. 

 

This video begins with a short statement from President Barack Obama (met with cheers). 

 

“It’s an honor and a privilege to call you a fellow citizen for the United States of America. This is now 

officially your country, your home to protect, to defend and to serve through active and engaged 

citizenship. Together we are a nation united not by any one culture, or ethnicity or ideology, but by 

the principles of opportunity, equality and liberty that are enshrined in our founding documents. 

Today marks a very special day in your life. You have travelled a long path to get here. You’ve sworn 

a solemn oath to this country and now have all the rights of citizenship. With the privilege of 

citizenship though come great responsibilities and so I ask that you use your freedoms and your 

talents to contribute to the good of our nation and the world. Always remember that in America no 

dream is impossible. Like the millions of immigrants who have come before you, you have the 

opportunity to enrich this country through your contributions to civic society, business and your 

community. You can help write the next great chapter in our great American story, and together we 

can keep the beacon that is America burning bright for all the world to see. I am proud to welcome 

you as a new citizen of this country. May God bless you and may God continue to bless the United 

States of America” 

(Claps) 

 

Song ‘God Bless the USA” by Lee Greenwood 
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http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tNqUORIFV4I (this is the same singer but these images are not 

the ones used) 

A small group to my left stood up and put their hands on their hearts and sang along with great 

passion. The words were displayed on the bottom of the screen karaoke style so people could sing 

along, several others did so in their seats. 

 

Big cheers. 

That concludes the ceremony, certificates are distributed to people in their seats. 

Big cheers 

 

Leaving the ceremony 

The atmosphere remains very upbeat generally and some people in front remark it is quite 

emotional. People upstairs are keen to get downstairs to greet family and friends. People try go get 

to the balcony to wave again to those below. People begin to queue on the way out. 

 

Downstairs, the foyer area is very crowded and tables have been set up to process passport 

applications and queues are forming with applicants clutching certificates and envelopes containing 

applications. People are presented with bunches of flowers by friends and family and photographs 

are being taken of people posing with their certificates, and with their children and their certificates. 

 

The ‘new citizens’ are exiting holding the little flags they have been given. Outside on the pavement 

families are gathered and photos are being taken. Voter registration desks are open and a few 

people are registering. Several vendors (5 or 6) have also set up tables and are selling plastic leather 

folders to keep the certificates in for $10, “cheaper than Walmart” one shouts. Many people leave 

quickly to get cars out of time-limited parking spaces 
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2. Citizenship ceremony in Australia – Katherine Jones 

 

Notes of observation of a citizenship ceremony that took place at Richmond Town Hall in the 

City of Yarra, Melbourne on the Australia Day public holiday, 26 January 2011. 

Background 

All ceremonies have to follow the Australian Citizenship Ceremonies Code 

www.citizenship.gov.au/_pdf/accc_2009.pdf which is found on the Department of Immigration 

and Citizenship web site. 

Australia Day is the official national day which commemorates the arrival of the first fleet in 

Sydney cove in 1788.  It is widely celebrated but somewhat controversial due to the impact of 

white settlement on Aboriginal people. 

The City of Yarra is an inner metropolitan municipality which is home to a diverse community of 

around 78,000 people.  

Further information can be found at www.yarracity.vic.gov.au 

 

Observation 

 

 
 

Richmond Town Hall is an imposing building on Bridge Street, Richmond.  The main chamber is 

on the first floor and has a capacity of 200 people. 

 

There were leaflets in 10 languages other than English set out on a table outside the room in 

which the event was taking place.  These laid out the order of proceedings.  As you entered the 

room there was an official with a list at the door, checking in those due to become citizens. 

 

About 150 seats were laid out for observers with a central aisle up to the front.  At the front 

there were two groups of chairs at a 45 degree angle to the audience with the 60 candidates 

sitting on them.   

 

The 150 seats for family and friends were almost all taken.  Both candidates and attendees were 

smartly dressed in jackets, suits and dresses. 
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A large Australian flag was displayed at the front of the room in the centre.  A photograph of the 

Queen and the Commonwealth Coat of Arms were also on display but less noticeable. On the 

chairs were set out copies of the Australian Citizenship Ceremony leaflet in English containing 

some information about the history of Yarra and the order of proceedings for the Ceremony, 

and small Australian flags. 

 

The Many Moons choir were singing and the atmosphere was very relaxed with jokes about 

there being more songs to follow. 

 

The room was freely open to all – I did not have to show any form of ID and there was no 

security.  People were very relaxed about photography and I was free to walk around taking 

photographs.  Two representatives from the electoral commission had a table at the back of the 

room at which the newly fledged citizens could register to vote following the ceremony.  I asked 

them if I could take their photograph and they easily agreed. 

 

The choir finished singing at 10 am and an official from the City of Yarra mentioned that a video 

was being made of the proceedings.  They asked people to raise their hand if they had any 

objections to this and no one did.  (I learned later that a documentary was being made about a 

refugee who was becoming a citizen that day and the Council had had no prior notice about the 

filming).  Again, it all felt very relaxed.  We were asked to stand for the entrance of the Mayor, 

Councillor Alison Clarke and the official party. 

 

Colin Hunter Junior, an Indigenous Australian, led the ‘Welcome to Country’.  In this, he paid his 

respects to the Wurrundjeri people, the traditional owners of the land, and all their elders.  He 

welcomed us to the land and asked that we help to look after it.  He talked about his mixed 

feelings about Australia Day, also known as “Invasion Day”.  He explained he had brought some 

gum leaves which are given as a symbol of welcome by Indigenous people. He placed these by 

the lectern and suggested people could help themselves at the end of the ceremony. 

 

The State (i.e. Victoria) MP for Richmond, Richard Wynne, read an address from Adam Bandt, 

the Federal MP for Melbourne, which recognized the significance of Australia’s mixed history. 

 

The Mayor of Yarra, Cllr Alison Clarke then gave an address.  She encouraged everyone to wave 

their flags, and during the presentation of the certificates to come to the front and photograph 

their friends or relatives.  “This happens once, you want to have a good photo; it’s your day”.  

She then went on to ask what Australia Day means for us.  She spoke of common democratic 

values, the country of the “fair go for all” regardless of colour, creed or age.  She acknowledged 

that the country’s history encompasses the genocide of aborigines and the transportation of 

convicts, and she spoke of herself as a descendant of convicts.  She then spoke of the country 

having been ‘enriched’ in the last 20 years by 3.5 million people from many countries.  People 

must not forget their country of birth, and Australia is richer for the different cultural 

contributions.  There is strength in diversity. 

 

Richard Wynne, State Member of Parliament spoke next.  He thanked Colin Hunter for his 

Welcome to Country.  He spoke of how Victoria had successfully integrated successive waves of 

migrants, and how no other state in Australia “and possibly the world” had done it so well.  He 

recognised those people fleeing from persecution and stated that new citizens accept the 

principles of Australian society, including freedom of speech.  He outlined the rights they have, 

including the right to vote and to seek public office. 

 

Next in the programme came the presentation of the Australia Day awards.  This takes place 

only on Australia Day and the other citizenship ceremonies through the year do not include this. 
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The first was for Community Service.  This was awarded to a counsellor in the Victorian 

Aboriginal Health Service.  Woman of the Year was awarded to a Vietnamese woman who came 

to Australia in 1979 as “a humble refugee”.  Young Citizen of the Year was awarded to a student 

of the Australian Catholic University for his involvement in a homework club for children from 

disadvantaged homes.  Finally the Citizen of the Year award was made to a local businessman 

for his contribution to Victoria Street which contains many restaurants.  Each candidate came 

up to accept the award and made a short speech.  More details can be found at 

http://www.yarracity.vic.gov.au/Your-Council/Australia-Day/ 

 

Cllr Young then explained we were moving to the Citizenship Ceremony and commenced by 

reading a message from the Minister for Immigration and Citizenship.  This outlined that the 

candidates were accepting both the privileges and responsibilities of citizenship and that in 

belonging to one of the world’s most diverse nations, citizenship is a bond that unites us all. 

 

 
 

She explained that there were 60 candidates from 26 countries – these were read out and 

include Belgium, Cambodia, Canada, Congo, England, Ethiopia, Germany, Hong Kong, Hungary, 

India, Iran, Iraq, Ireland, Italy, Malaysia, the Philippines, Scotland, Somalia, Thailand, UK and 

Vietnam.  Everyone clapped loudly at this point. 

 

She stated that it was her duty to remind the candidates that this was a solemn act of law.  They 

were making a public commitment to Australia and by their oath would be legally bound to 

uphold the laws of Australia. 

 

The Council’s Chief Executive Officer, Dr Andi Diamond, stated that she would conduct the 

affirmation ceremony under the authority of the Minister for Immigration and Citizenship as 

prescribed in the 

Australian Citizenship Act 2007 and the Australian Citizenship Regulations 2007. 

 

She then asked No 1. candidates to stand and hold a copy of the pledge in their right hand.  They 

all said together: 
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From this time forward, under God, I pledge my loyalty to Australia and its people, whose 

democratic beliefs I share, whose rights and liberties I respect, and whose laws I will uphold and 

obey. 

 

No. 2 candidates were then asked to stand and say the oath, which was exactly the same bar the 

words ‘under God’. 

 

She then asked that guests make as much noise as they could whilst the certificates were 

presented. The candidates’ names were read out individually and they came forward to receive 

their certificates from the Mayor.  The MP presented a bag, another Councillor a little gift and 

the fourth Councillor shook their hand. 

 

Everyone clapped for each candidate and there was a rising level of conversation.  People went 

forward to photograph particular individuals, and different groups stood, cheered and waved as 

their friends and relatives received their certificates. 

 

After the final candidate received his certificate, the Mayor said “May I formally congratulate 

you?  You are now citizens of Australia”. 

 

This was followed by much clapping, cheering and flag waving. 

 

The Mayor reminded them of their undertakings and wished them all a happy and successful 

future.  She said the Many Moons choir would lead some singing and asked that we all join in.  

The words were on the back of the paper.  “I am Australian” was then sung with everyone flag 

waving and joining in the chorus. 

 

The Mayor then stated that the newly confirmed citizens were eligible to enrol for elections and 

asked that they complete the form in their bags and give them to the staff of the electoral 

commission.  She said they need to sign the form in front of a witness who needed to be 18 or 

over and an Australian citizen.  She then asked that we stand for the singing of the anthem. 

 

The choir led the anthem which the new citizens barely sang.  There was loud clapping and 

cheering at the end. 

 

The Mayor then thanked the choir, thanked everyone for coming and congratulated the new 

citizens again.  More clapping and cheering followed. 

 

The ceremony finished just after 11am.  Catering was laid on tables at the back and sides of the 

room – hot mini samosas and spring rolls, sandwiches, lamingtons, orange juice and tea and 

coffee.  Different groups milled around chatting and eating. 
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3. Italian Ceremony – Carla DeTona 

 

SURROUNDINGS  

The room is inside the town hall and is on the same corridor, and the closest room to the registry 

office, where the public is actually received. It is a room with frescos and coloured walls, elegant old 

furniture, a long table, high chairs behind the table, several wood chairs in the main hall, and a long 

chair with cushions on the side of the wall. There is a nice chandelier and a big window with refined 

curtains. This room is used for seminars, meetings and occasionally for other registrations, but not 

for weddings, which are held in a larger, better decorated room on the same floor.  

There are no particular national, local or religious symbols. On the sides the walls there are 1600 

frescos, the other walls are coloured but bare, there are no frames, flag or anything else hanging or 

lying around.  

There is no special atmosphere; it is an official room with a decorum but not a particularly 

welcoming or celebratory one. No music or signs or any other officer is in the room to mark the 

event. Outside in the corridor and on the door, there is no sign of the ceremony, just an open door 

where it is made clear that the new citizen can enter and wait. 

 

NEW CITIZEN 1 

The registry office decided to speed up the process by having individual ceremonies each time. 

There are two ceremonies on this day. The first ceremony took place in the morning and lasted 15-

20 minutes. The new citizen is a man of Moroccan origins. He has lived in Italy for over 25 years. He 

came as a student to attend a course in Perugia. He lived initially in Perugia. He is born in 1961. He 

wears casual clothes, jeans, runners, but I can tell that he has made an effort. 

I meet him outside the corridor, where he has been waiting for a while he tells me and together, we 

enter the room – I suppose because of my intention to do so. In the rooms we are both not sure 

where to stand and what to do. We talk for 5 minutes then I hear the officer is about to arrive, and I 

say that I will be sitting on the chair at the side of the room. The man remains in the middle of the 

room. He is quite nervous, but there is also a degree of awkwardness, I think, as it is not clear where 

he should stay. He is not sitting, as chairs are not close to the table.  

 

CEREMONY 1 

The female officer enters; she wears a sash with the colours of the Italian flag. That’s quite common 

for mayors and officers in public ceremonies to wear. She is dressed in formal clothes. She smiles a 

lot and talks in a more formal, less accented way. But her behaviour is not formal overall and not 

very engaged either. She doesn’t shake the hands of the new citizen, or asks him to sit somewhere 

or tells him where he should stand. She just places herself behind the table and he gets closer to her 

on the other side of the table. She introduces the event and explains that having his request to 

become an Italian citizen been approved, in order for the registry office to transcribe the act, he has 

to take an oath of allegiance to the Italian state and its constitution. She says that she is acting in the 

name of the administration and on behalf of the mayor.  

 

The officer reads the document with the identification details of the new citizen and laws regulating 

the act. She makes a mistake with the pronunciation of his name. She reads very fast and doesn’t 

put emphasis on anything in particular. After few minutes she concludes the reading and asks him to 

swear the oath, repeating after her to ‘swear an oath of alliance to the republic’, to which he 

repeats, then she adds ‘to respect the constitution’ and he repeats, and finally ‘the Italian laws’ and 

he repeats. He is quite emotional and they both smile at this point. After the oath, she reads again a 

list of dates and laws, and pronounces again his surname with a mistake. She laughs at her mistake 

and proceeds ‘in the name of the Italian law to declare him an Italian citizen’.  
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No shake of hands is made but she offers again a smile . She congratulates him in the name of the 

administration, the comune. She asks him to sign the document in clear letters. He tells her that 

some date in the document is wrong, his birth date? These are the only words he has said in the 

whole process of his own will. The woman says that she realised the date was wrong and that she 

will change it. He asks her what he has to do to apply for his children’s citizenship. She tells him to 

come back the day after to file the request. He thanks her and smiles. She smiles back, and jokingly 

she reminds him that he has now acquired new rights but also new obligations. He smiles and nods 

but doesn’t comment. She congratulates him again and leaves.  

 

I get up close to him. I ask how he feels and he says nothing changes for him, tomorrow he still has 

to go to work. But I think he is still quite emotional, with a mix feeling of relief and disbelief. While 

we walk out he says that he had been waiting for so long and that the oath was really fast. He wasn’t 

expecting otherwise but he was eager to go home to tell his family it was done.  

 

NEW CITIZEN 2 

This ceremony took place during the afternoon of the same day, and it lasted 15-20 minutes. This is 

a young woman, who is born in 1981 and has married 3 years ago a man who lives nearby. She is 

from Romania. She is dressed quite elegantly, but more like a night out than a formal occasion. He is 

standing besides her all the time. When I explain that I would like to attend the oath too, the 

husband is surprised but welcomes me. He said that they thought it was just going to be a normal 

document signing, nothing ceremonial, otherwise he could have asked his mother to come. His 

mother would have liked to be there. We go in the ceremonial room together. I explain that I will sit 

on the side of the room. Again there is no indication once we enter the room whether they can sit 

down or where they have to stand. There is no sign that a ceremony is going to take place as such. I 

can see they are also feeling awkward and our small talk doesn’t help to distract them from that 

feeling. They are not sure how the ceremony will take place; nobody explained them and they 

haven’t talked to anybody else who went through the process. We are waiting for 10 minutes I think, 

when the officer comes. This is the same woman officer of the morning. 

 

CEREMONY 2 

 

The format is similar to the morning ceremony. The officer comes in, places herself behind the table, 

no hand shake. She exchanges a few words with the couple, using a rather formal and legal 

terminology to explain that the oath takes place to complete the process of citizenship acquisition. 

The officer says that in the comune they are ‘happy’ to have these events and new citizens. During 

the reading of the document, the officer makes again a mistake in the pronunciation of the new 

citizen’s surname. The reading of the formula is done with little emphasis and hastily like in the 

morning. The man is standing beside the new citizen looking a bit out of place, but there was no 

indication of where else he should have stand. The officer asks the new citizen to repeat after her 

the same formula of the morning, at which the new citizen comments (boldly) that ‘ok, here it is my 

turn’. I think this is also a manifestation of her need to participate more actively. She repeats the 

formula and then she is asked to sign the document. While she signs she comments that ‘yes here I 

have to write. Yes I sign it, so we are fine’. Now the officer takes a stand and says that she has to 

read another part of the document ‘and this is just up to me’. It is all said jokingly and with smiles. 

While the officer reads, the new citizen looks at the man, then looks at the frescos on the walls.  

 

The officer declares that the woman is now an Italian citizen and she congratulates her on behalf of 

the administration. The new citizen cuts it short; she is not very keen on this congratulatory moment 

and asks what she has to do next to get the documents, because she wants to keep the double 

citizenship. She says that she needs a marriage certificate too. The officer tells her to come the day 

after. At this point, there is another awkward moment when nobody knows quite well what to do 



Citizenship ceremonies  

 

and to say. The officer says ‘ok all is fine’ and leaves. I approach the couple, congratulate as well and 

he thanks me. She is not appearing too happy and not too happy to talk to me but at the same time I 

think she feels it is a special moment, maybe more a feeling of relief. We walk out of the comune 

together, I ask if they go celebrate somewhere. And they say maybe, but first they go home.  
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4. Dutch Ceremony – Dieuwertje Dyi Huijg 

 

12 Oct 2010. The Ceremony takes place in the Town Hall of the City (not in the district councils), they 

usually take place on a weekly basis. The town hall (“STOPERA”) is in the City Centre, next to a flea 

market on the Waterlooplein (“Waterloo square”). The music theatre and the municipal government 

reside here. The floor is marble, it looks spacious and employees and politicians of the city 

government walk in and out - as well as citizens / tourists who quickly want to get to the other side 

of the Town Hall (there are entrances/exits to the flea market, the metro and the city centre; the 

Town Hall is designed so you can walk through it with that purpose) and ‘the public’ who uses the 

building for governmental/Admin stuff (new passport, energy bills, etc). If you arrive early, there is 

nowhere to sit. The specific location is closed and one has to find a bench somewhere in the Town 

Hall. 

 
 

The Town Hall is a relatively new building and does not have a very formal feel. For me, as a prior 

citizen of the city, it does –generally- not feel of great importance; it is not a classic/old building, you 

can walk in and out, you can use it as a passage to get to the other side of the building, there is a 

music theatre in/next to it. But, they use one of the more beautiful ‘rooms’ (the ‘foyer’) for this 

ceremony; There are old paintings with various insignias, you need to use a stately staircase to get to 

the first floor / the ‘foyer’, there is carpet (which is unusual in the Netherlands, definitely in public 

buildings) which designates its ‘special character’. 
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The doors open at 3pm. At the bottom of the stairs a big poster announces: “Welcome New 

Netherlanders” [“Welkom Nieuwe Nederlanders”2]. When you get to the top of the staircase -where 

one has to register, you see a wall with about 70 pictures of the current administrators of the 

Amsterdam City Council. If you would turn left, there are plastic chairs on your left side and on your 

right (left of the Wall of Political Fame) there is a piano, a small stage with a microphone and a table 

and left of that stage (in front of the chairs) a screen. At the back (behind the chairs) there are higher 

tables and there is tea and coffee when the attendants arrive.  

  

Hence, after the new citizens arrive, and they have queued for administrative things (registration, 

receive the program, etc), they move on to either the other side of the foyer for tea and coffee (in 

cups with the Amsterdam ‘symbol’ - 3 red crosses on top of each other, this is part of the 

Amsterdam insignia]), or immediately sit down on one of the 140 plastic chairs laid out.  

 

At the end about 80-90% of the chairs were occupied. At first it appears that there mainly new 

citizens (families: couples with/without children), but after the ceremony it appears that of the 

couples often only one of the partners is being ‘naturalised’. So, in the audience there are new 

citizens, (Dutch) partners and some other - Dutch- people.  

 

A man is playing the piano, nice and calm classical music, but also songs as Tulips of Amsterdam and 

Aan de Amsterdamse Grachten (older style ‘Amsterdam’ songs). The show hasn’t started yet. At the 

left, in the front of the room, there is this large screen. They play a mute film in black and white of 

‘Old Amsterdam’ from 1929; the canals, the boats, cyclists, very old cars etc. The ceremony is led by 

a politician from the Northern District of Amsterdam [Amsterdam Noord], who is a member of the 

GreenLeft party [GroenLinks].  

 

There are some people with cameras/phones, about 50%. Trolleys, kids run around a bit. The 

atmosphere is friendy; People do not seem too nervous, rather comfortable, engaged but not overly 

reverential– in that sense it feels very Amsterdam-like. People are rather casually dressed, most 

people still have their coats on (and even during the oath they keep them on), even the official 

representatives do not wear a tie and are not very smartly dressed. In the audience, there is no 

(festive) ‘ethnic’ dress (maybe one a bit older Muslim woman had a more traditional and beautiful 

headscarf on), some might have dressed up ‘smart’ but nothing too characteristic (of any kind).  

 

On the screen we see the colours of the Dutch flag. There is no actual Dutch flag. The piano stops, 

the audience claps. The audience is requested to turn off mobile phones, but he also addresses 

parents to keep small children with them, to stop the room turning into a playground (perhaps a 

rather patronising comment). He introduces the file and says that these are beautiful images of “our 

town”. He talks about our City Archives, “go visit it sometime if the history of your city interests you” 

 

The vice-president (Kees Diepeveen) of Amsterdam-Noord [Amsterdam North] is introduced. He asks 

if there are Noorderlingen [people from Amsterdam North] – and one guy raises his hand. This 

creates a more informal and personal feeling to the ceremony. Applause  

 

He says 

‘You have chosen to become a Netherlander. You came here to the Town Hall Amsterdam to 

get the papers of your Dutch nationality.  As a Netherlander, I may say, that I feel honoured 

that you choose for the Netherlands and for the Dutch nationality. With this you indicate that 

you want to stay here; my country and my city are now officially also your country and city.  

                                                           
2 Nieuwe Nederlander is a relatively recent term that has replaced terms as newcomers (Nieuwkomers), 
allochthonous (allochtoon), or foreigner (buitenlander) – even though the last two do not specifically refer 
to new citizens. 
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Everyone has their own reason. Some were born and raised here, they feel more at home 

here than in the home of their parents. Others came here at an older age, maybe they married 

a Netherlander. Again another person had to leave their country, flee, to leave for personal or 

political reasons. You have been here for a longer time. You have been able to estimate your 

opportunities. You have been able to judge us Netherlanders. You have probably seen that the 

Netherlands knows many laws and rules. They protect the rights of individual citizens.  They 

also organise other things. As the environment, doctor, tap water has been organised well 

[etc]. There are also many rules that cannot be found on paper: norms, expectations, that 

cannot be written in laws 

 

As such, there is no single law that makes it for granted that with someone’s birthday 

s/he treats others at work – still everyone does it. Even though in other countries this is the 

other way around; someone will be treated at his job.  

 

Many norms and customs have a long history. They originate in religious conflicts, the 

Golden Age, the struggle over water. In the last Century, the 20th Century, the Netherlands has 

changed rapidly. For example because of the WW2 (which had a lot of influence on the 

country, also a lot of processing), the rise of the industry, service sector, IT. Also because of 

the secularisation, more people do not go to church anymore. But also because of the 

influence of young people, who demand more freedom, the emancipation of women and 

homosexuals, the influx of big groups of people from other countries. First because of 

economic reasons, later also as refugee. And, finally, because of changes in the economy the 

last 50-60 years.  

 

All this has changed the Netherlands and the Netherlander[s]. And these changes will 

continue. You are a part of this, and will increasingly be a part of this because of your Dutch 

citizenship [Nederlanderschap].  For example, we are attached to our fundamental rights, 

which apply to everyone who lives in the Netherlands. The right to believe what you want, the 

freedom of religion. To say what you want, as a fundamental right, without harming someone 

unnecessarily, the freedom of expressing your opinion, without personal features/traits be 

looked at. You are not allowed to discriminate and you are not allowed to/cannot be 

discriminated. All rights regulate/look after that you can be who you want to be, can organise 

your life as you want to. The freedom of (conviction of) religion and say what you want. The 

right to be treated equally. This makes that everyone can organise their lives according to 

their own beliefs/ideas. 

 

Who we are, learnt from our parents, from the region we grown up in. The norms, values, 

religion and conviction/beliefs they have. Brothers and sisters. Scent and colours [this is a 

Dutch expression “geuren en kleuren”] from the city you grew up in, from your youth. The 

wealth you are passed along/receive in the earliest phase of your life. Sometimes consciously, 

sometimes […]. The more the freedom we get, the more we can develop ourselves. The more 

freedom, the more respect. Everyone must respect you. The history you carry with you […]. 

And respect you get when you respect others. We all want to be respected. Also respect for 

others, also when they do not live as we do. And that chance is big […]. Amsterdam is a city 

with 177 different nationalities, it can only grow if everyone respects each other and [“leave 

each other in one’s value”]; man or woman, white or black, believer or non-believer, homo- or 

heterosexual, married or not married.  

 

You feel connected to the Netherlands. You feel connected to Amsterdam and 

Amsterdammers. You feel connected to the Netherlands and you will declare that, in a bit, 

publicly. Because that is the reason that you have requested the Dutch citizenship 
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[Nederlanderschap]. In a bit you will be handed proof of that. With that you will also receive a 

present. You will get the Canon of Amsterdam, a book specially made for you. It tells the story 

of the history of our city. […] contribution to citizenship, you will get to know more about 

where you live, works, etc. I hope that, after reading this book, you will appreciate even more 

our city. It is also for children, suitable for their age. You also receive an entrance ticket for 

two people for the Amsterdams Historisch Museum [Amsterdam Historic Museum].  

 

I conclude. You are a Netherlander and Amsterdammer. I congratulate you wholehearted with 

this. You have said you want to belong to [be part of] this city and participate/engage, that 

shows willpower, you have already shown this, hold on to/retain that. Make sure that you will 

belong even more/even be more a part of it, engage/participate even more, but also stay 

yourself. Let’s further shape/mould the history of Amsterdam together. 

 

I thank you for your attention 

 

 

1st man [ 

This is an important ceremony.  

Everyone of 16ys and older will give the Verklaring van verbondheid [solidarity pledge]. At this they 

close the doors to the stairs so that other people cannot walk in 

The man gives an administrative announcement that from the next Monday, they can request a 

Dutch passport at any District Council office and he explains how this procedure works. He also 

explains that the residence permit is not needed anymore, and will be taken when the passport is 

handed over  

 

For the Verklaring van verbondheid 

There will made an oath or pledge (the former is religious, the latter not) and it is emphasised that 

people can choose. 

Instructions are given: 

 

‘The audience is your witness, ‚so you have to look out to the hall, Stand behind the microphone, 

raise your right hand, and you can say either … or  …  

- Oath � So help me god almighty 

- Pledge/vow � I declare and promise that 

 

Verklaring van Verbondheid  

This Declaration is explained, ‘every new citizen declares two things: 

1. ‘Yes: I will respect the Constitution’ 

2. ‘Yes, I promise to be a good Citizen of the Netherlands’ 

 

“I swear (declare) that I respect the constitutional rules of the Kingdom of the Netherlands, her 

freedoms and rights and swear that I faithfully will fulfil the duties that [the] citizenship entail”
3
 

 

So help me god almighty [Zo waarlijk helpe mij God almachtig] 

or  

I declare and promise that [Dat verklaar en beloof ik]” 

 

                                                           
3
 „Ik zweer (verklaar), dat ik de grondwettelijk orde van het Koninkrijk der Nederlanden, haar vrijheden en 

rechten respecteer en zweer (beloof) de plichten die het staatsburgerschap met zich meebrengen getrouw te 

vervullen” 
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There is applause between each citizen making their pledge, only one makes the religious version of 

the oath 

 

After the vow, people are called individually on stage and receive their document. At the back 

continuously the colours of the Dutch flag are (horizontal stripes of red, white, blue) on the screen. 

Except their names, nothing personal is being mentioned during this ceremonial part; Not country of 

origin, nothing else. The political representative shakes their hands, he says something to them 

which we – at the back at least – cannot hear, but I suppose it is something as “Congratulations”. 

They receive a book (the Canon of Amsterdam) 

 

It is all rather informal; no smart dress (most do not even take off their jackets –even when they go 

on stage to receive their Certificate) one man even brings his baby/toddler on his arm. When they sit 

down again, people applaud, some receive flowers from partner/friend, pictures are taken, etc. 

People who received this Canon Book, actually flip through it during the ceremony, one man poses 

with the book for a picture to be taken. Generally, people seem happy and comfortable enough, but 

there is not much of a ‘celebratory’ or otherwise exciting feeling.  

 

The age group is very mixed, but various in their early 20s (most 20s-40s). Also the countries of 

origin – as far as we know individually – are very mixed:  

- Mostly Turkish, Maghreb & (other) Arabic speaking countries 

- Sub-saharan African  

- Some East Asians and Latin Americans 

- Some white / non-Dutch origin 

- Some from Surinam (Dutch colony till 1975) 

 

The Dutch people who come along seem quite a bit cynical about the whole thing, supportive, but 

also critical of the whole procedure. Their comments are rather funny.  

 

Something that draws my attention is that the woman calling the people on stage (for their oath), 

actually tries (and quite succeeds) to pronounce, for example, Arabic and Hispanic and other names 

rightly. That is quite uncommon in the Netherlands 

 

 

The politician ends by saying:  

 

I congratulate you all with your acquired Netherlands nationality. I also congratulate 

warmheartedly with your Dutch nationality. ‘You know where you come from, you might also 

be curious where others come from’ ‘I will take you on a small voyage around the world: 

Turkey; Morocco; Ghana; Guatemala; US; Tunesia ; Pakistan; Brazil; Chile; Iran; Kyrgyzstan; 

Afhanistan; Ukrania; Azerbeidjan; Israel; Surinam; Egypt; Albania; Iraq; Greece; theUK 

 

‘To the Dutch citizenship/nationality belongs the Dutch flag and also the Dutch anthem’. (The 

text of the anthem comes on the screen, and is also on the back of the program) ‘It would be 

nice now, even if this is the first time in your life, if you try to sing the Dutch anthem along’ 

 

People are asked to rise, which everyone does. The anthem is played ‘live’ on the piano and 

apparently they hire a specific singer to sing it on stage. The audience does sing (or hum) along. 

Including the more cynical native Dutch people (from an older generation than me), laughing a bit 

though, sing along the 1st couplet (which they know by heart).  
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With this ...  the end of the official part of the ceremony’ ‘I would like to warmheartedly invite 

you to drink a glass’ make a toast …‘‚And I tell you: drinks and snacks are free. Because, as you 

know, Dutch people are crazy about anything free’ [jokingly]  

 

 

People walk away, there is a calm atmosphere. There is some more piano playing, some jazzy music 

now  

 

When people walk away, it becomes clear that some people know each other. My guess is that they 

know each other from the inburgeringscursus. They shake hands etc. Some pics in front of the 

screen with the Dutch ‘flag’. At the back there is tea, coffee, juice and wine. Some snacks. Various 

people stay longer to chat a bit – including all the ‘officials’. There is an informal atmosphere (very 

Amsterdamlike)  
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5. Canadian Ceremony – Nadia Kidwai 

 

 

Introduction 

 

This particular Canadian Citizenship Ceremony was observed in the city of Winnipeg, province of 

Manitoba and took place on December 7th, 2010 at the Manitoba Legislature. The Legislature built in 

1919, accommodates the Legislative Assembly, its committees and staff, as well as the offices for the 

ministers and deputy ministers of all government departments at the provincial level.  It is one of the 

most iconic sites in Winnipeg. 

 

 
 

There are multiple citizenship ceremonies which take place across Manitoba every year and these 

ceremonies are held in various locations and buildings. The Government of Canada, specifically the 

Department of Citizenship and Immigration Canada is the main body responsible for organising 

citizenship court ceremonies across Canada, however different ceremonies have assistance for their 

logistical coordination from different bodies and agencies. All citizenship court ceremonies held at 

the Manitoba Legislature are coordinated by the Multiculturalism Secretariat, Government of 

Manitoba. Typically the Multiculturalism Secretariat coordinates two citizenship ceremonies a year 

in Manitoba, however many more are held throughout the year and throughout the province, 

coordinated by other agencies at a variety of different locations. 

 

 

Surroundings  

 

The ceremony was held in the Speaker’s Reception Room, also known as the Chandelier Room 

located on the second floor of the Legislature. That particular room is often used for official 

receptions and speaking events; because of this, the room is ornately decorated, imposing both a 

sense of formality and grandeur with its high ceilings, large crystal chandeliers, plush red carpeting 
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and large windows overlooking the grounds of the Legislature. In keeping with Canada’s British ties, 

large oil portraits of King George V, Queen Mary, Queen Elizabeth II and Prince Phillip the Duke of 

Edinburgh  hang from the walls of the reception room. The Flag of Manitoba (which incidentally has 

Union Jack on it) hangs ceremoniously at the front of the room.  

 

 
 

For the ceremony, chairs were positioned with printed programmes on each seat. The printed 

programme- which was in both English and French, the two official languages of Canada- included 

the programme of events, as well as the Oath of Citizenship and the National Anthem. Citizens sat in 

the middle of the room, with guests on either side. At the end of the room sat the children’s choir 

from a local school. The choir was made up of children from diverse cultural backgrounds, two of 

whom had recently gone through the citizenship ceremony themselves. Guests and citizens 

generally spoke to each other in hushed tones, even before the formal ceremony started. 

 

Citizens 

 

There were 31 citizens sworn in that day from the following countries: China; Columbia; India; 

Kazakhstan; Netherlands; Paraguay; Philippines; Russia; Rwanda; Sierra Leone; Thailand ; Ukraine 

 

Families including toddlers and children were among the new citizens to be sworn in. The majority of 

new citizens appeared to be between their 30s-40s with one elderly couple. Most citizens were 

wearing ‘Western’ style clothing; only two women appeared to be observing their traditional/ 

cultural clothing including a sari and traditional African dress. The attire worn by the men varied, 

though it was generally casual-smart. One man wore a suit while another man wore jeans, trainers, 
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and a t-shirt with a motorbike and wolf on it. The newly sworn in citizens did bring family, friends 

and work colleagues to be their guests for the ceremony. 

 

Other dignitaries and special guests in attendance included three provincial Cabinet ministers 

including the Minister of Justice, Minister of Labour and Immigration, Minister of Culture, Heritage 

Tourism, an RCMP officer as well as a city counsellor.  

 

Programme of Events 

• Clerk of Ceremony: Lorraine Daniel 

• Introductory Remarks and Administration of the Oath of Citizenship: Citizenship Judge Joy 

Dirks 

• Presentation of Certificates of Citizenship 

• Greetings from the Government of Manitoba: Honourable Flor Marcelino; Minister of 

Culture Heritage and Tourism, Minister responsible for Multiculturalism 

• Entertainment: Sister MacNamara School Choir 

• Closing Remarks: Citizenship Judge 

• National Anthem: O Canada! 

• Reception: Official Cake Cutting 

 

Ceremony 

 

The ceremony began twenty minutes late with the Clerk of Ceremony Loraine Daniel entering the 

room to explain the procedures of the citizenship court ceremony to the citizens-to-be. The Clerk 

wore a formal black robe indicative of her position and informed the citizens-to-be about the oath, 

how and when to raise their hands, when pictures can be taken, advising them that their Permanent 

Resident cards would be taken away and replaced with a citizenship card and that they would be 

receiving a certificate. The Clerk gave instruction in both English and French.  

 

Following this, RCMP officer Constable Lance- who himself is an immigrant originally from Vietnam- 

entered the room and commanded the audience to ‘All Rise’ before the Citizenship Judge entered 

the room. The Judge Joy Dirks was different from the judge that was originally scheduled and 

specified on the programme. Judge Dirks had travelled to Winnipeg from Calgary, Alberta specifically 

for the occasion. Judge Dirks was also wearing her formal black robes for the occasion. She walked 

into the room smiling. 

 

Her opening remarks comprised of a short speech and though she appeared to be reading from a 

script, she came across as warm, sincere and extremely engaging. Her speech lasted approximately 

five minutes and touched upon the following points: 

 

Canada’s history as a land of immigrants: 

• She acknowledged the immigrant background of both Minister Flor Marcelino (originally 

from the Philippines) and of the RCMP Officer Constable Lance (originally from Vietnam). 

• She told her own story as someone of sixth generation immigrant background 

• She encouraged the citizens-to-be, to imagine what life will be like in six generations time 

and how their family will now “determine the future of Canada”. 

• She spoke about the history of Canada as a land of immigrants and how Canadian history “is 

bound in our ancestors”. 

• She acknowledged that it has “not been easy” for many people to immigrate and become 

Canadian citizens; that many have escaped from war-torn countries and have witnessed 

“inhumanity and cruelty” 
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• Judge Dirks congratulated the citizens-to-be for having “succeeded” and that their “long 

journey is over. [That their]... perseverance and faith is being rewarded today.” 

What does it mean to be a Canadian Citizen? 

• Judge Dirks emphasised that citizenship is not just a technical qualification required for 

passports and employment. 

• Rather, Judge Dirks emphasised that citizenship is a “covenant between individual and 

country; a bond between us and those who came before us and those who come after us.” 

• Judge Dirks commented that the ‘Canadian way’ is the “willingness to reach out to others; 

take responsibility for our friends and neighbours” 

• Judge Dirks referenced the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms particularly the right to 

freely practice religion, Canada’s social welfare programmes, foreign aid and volunteerism as 

the “Canadian way”. 

Judge Dirks used effusive language throughout her speech including the following phrases: 

 

“Pleased to welcome you to the ceremony...very honoured to share this with you.” 

“Magnificent day and magnificent building....glistening in the sunlight” 

“In the great nation of Canada” 

“Canada is a ‘beacon of hope and opportunity” 

“We are honoured to welcome you to our ‘Canadian Family’” 

 

The Oath 

After the Judge’s ‘Opening Remarks’, the Clerk then asked citizens to stand, raise their hand and to 

repeat the oath after Judge, in French first. Judge Dirks said the French words one-two words at a 

time. Two elderly citizens did not bother repeating in French but most did. 

 

Oath of Citizenship 

“I affirm that I will be faithful and bear true allegiance to Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth the Second, 

Queen of Canada, Her Heirs and Successors, and that I will faithfully observe the laws of Canada and 

fulfil my duties as a Canadian citizen.” 

 

When it came to reciting the oath in English, most citizens read the oath from the programme which 

they each had. Most citizens smiled after the Judge pronounces them citizens and the event was 

quite moving. 

 

One by one, the newly sworn in citizens/ families came up to greet the Judge and receive their 

certificates as well as a gift package from Minister Flor Marcelino. The RCMP officer handed out a 

small Canadian flag to each new citizen. 

 

Judge Dirks talked to each new citizen and repeated the same line of “Congratulations to you 

Sir/Madam, you are now a citizen of Canada”. The Judge engaged in small talk with the new citizens, 

particularly with the children . 

 

All citizens smiled as they shook hands with the Judge to receive their certificate. They had their 

photograph taken at the end by an official photographer. 

 

Once all the new citizens had received their citizenship certificates, the Judge closed by saying, 

“There is something special in your hands, a common thread which unites us” 

 

This was received with applause and even cheering from the crowds. Before calling upon Minister 

Marcelino to come and speak, Judge Dirks read aloud the list of countries where the new citizens are 

immigrating from (available on the programme). 
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Honourable Flor Marcelino, Minister for responsible for Multiculturalism 

 

The Minister Flor Marcelino then took to the podium to deliver a short speech. For the most part of 

it, she read from a script. She spoke about how she was the “first woman of colour elected to 

Manitoba Legislature.” She also spoke about the importance of multiculturalism in Manitoba and 

how it is “is alive and celebrated”, particularly represented by the “ethnically, religiously diverse 

elected body” and the “hundreds of languages spoken”. 

 

She paid tribute to the indigenous First Nations peoples of Manitoba, who originally inhabited the 

land before European settlement and before the formal creation of Canada, “Manitoba is Cree word 

for ‘Where the spirit resides’” and she cited Louis Riel, a Métis historical figure as the “father of the 

province”.  

 

At one point, Minister Marcelino appeared to start speaking spontaneously about her own 

immigrant experience to Canada. She became emotional and started crying as she said, “I consider it 

to be a privilege and honour to be a Canadian citizen. The Canadian Citizenship Ceremony is very 

dear to me, I am grateful to be a Canadian Citizen.” 

 

After Minister Marcelino finished her speech, the MacNamara School choir sang two songs entitled ‘I 

love this Country’ and ‘One Light’. 

 

Most notably, Judge Dirks closed the ceremony by commenting that the singing “almost moved her 

to tears”. Judge Dirks also commented that she had presided over hundreds of citizenship 

ceremonies and she has never been to one where three Cabinet Ministers were in attendance, as 

well as Deputy Ministers, city counsellors and RCMP officers, which to her showed “the high priority 

of citizenship in Manitoba”. 

 

Judge Dirk finished by addressing the newly sworn in citizens directly; “What you can accomplish is 

limitless, you make your own story in Canada”. 

The ceremony ends with the singing of the Canadian National Anthem and reception with an ‘official 

cake cutting’. 

National Anthem 

O Canada! 

Our home and native land! 

True patriot love in all thy sons command. 

With glowing hearts we see thee rise, 

The True North strong and free! 

From far and wide, O Canada, 

We stand on guard for thee. 

God keep our land glorious and free! 

O Canada, we stand on guard for thee. 
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6. Singaporean ceremony – Tee Hongmui 

 

(awaiting permissions) 


