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Abstract: This study aims to explore how migrant communities construct,
sustain, and negotiate social structures in urban environments. Using a
community ethnography approach, the research is grounded in Anthony
Giddens' structuration theory and Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of socio-cultural
capital. The research was conducted in Tamalate District, Makassar, involving
participatory observation and in-depth interviews with 15 key informants.
Findings reveal that social structures within migrant communities emerge from
routinized daily practices such as communal gatherings, religious study
groups, and collective neighborhood maintenance. Socio-cultural capital —
manifested in networks, trust, and shared values—significantly influences
individuals’ positions and roles in the community. Moreover, the younger
generation is actively involved in shaping new socio-cultural spaces through
digital adaptation and small-scale entrepreneurship. Migrant communities also
employ symbolic strategies to navigate external challenges without engaging
in open conflict, which reflects a form of silent resistance and social negotiation.
This study highlights the remarkable adaptability and resilience of migrant

communities in urban settings. Rather than being passive subjects of
displacement, these communities actively reproduce and transform their social
world, contributing to a dynamic and empowered urban life. The findings offer
valuable insights into the interplay between migration, identity formation, and
urban inclusivity, emphasizing the importance of culturally sensitive
approaches in urban development policies.

Keywords: Community Ethnography, Social Structure, Internal Migration,
Socio-Cultural Capital

Introduction

Human mobility from one place to another is not a recent phenomenon. Throughout
history, migration has been an integral part of human life, driven by various reasons such
as economic necessity, conflict, education, or simply the pursuit of a better life (Campbell &
Barone, 2012; Hoerder, 2022). In Indonesia, interregional population mobility has
significantly increased in line with infrastructure development, urbanization, and easier
access to information (Firman, 2004; Mardiansjah et al., 2021). Yet beyond mere statistical
figures, migration carries complex social narratives about how people build new
communities, negotiate identities, and reconstruct social order in unfamiliar settings
(Gomes & Mejia, 2020; Lorincz & Németh, 2022).
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In the context of internal migration, migrant communities often face multilayered
challenges: economic pressure, social stigma, cultural alienation, and limited access to
public services (Choi & Fong, 2017; Dalal & Churchill, 2018). Nevertheless, these
communities demonstrate extraordinary capacities to adapt, organize, and create their own
distinctive social systems (Carpenter & Brock, 2008; Vallury et al., 2022). Migrant
communities are not merely displaced populations; they are active social agents shaping
space, meaning, and collective structures (Comola & Mendola, 2015; Ryan et al., 2008). To
fully understand the social dynamics of migration, community ethnography becomes a vital
methodological lens (Case et al., 2014; King, 2018).

Community ethnography provides a sharp and in-depth perspective on the everyday
lives of migrant communities (Allwood, 2020; Hamish & Vupenyu, 2020). It does not merely
view migration as an economic or demographic symptom, but instead interrogates how
social interactions are formed, how power and solidarity operate, and how identities are
contested in daily life (Blumenstock et al., 2025; Lorincz & Németh, 2022). This approach
stems from the belief that social reality is not something "out there," but is continually
constructed and lived through everyday practices (Orleans, 2015; Rudanovskaya, 2019).

Previous studies have employed various approaches to examine migrant
communities. Quantitative studies, for example, have explored the correlation between
migration and poverty alleviation (Tjiptoherijanto, 2011), while structural approaches have
analyzed how state policies shape migration flows (Hugo, 2000). However, such
perspectives often portray migrants as passive objects influenced by macro structures,
rather than as reflective and proactive subjects (Ehrenfeld, 2024; Wieviorka, 2018). Some
ethnographic works—such as Lindquist’s (2009) study on Indonesian-Malaysian
migration —have started to reveal more sociological and cultural readings. Yet, few studies
have specifically examined the dynamics of migrant social structures in urban Indonesia
through the combined lenses of structuration theory and socio-cultural capital (Akhmad et
al., 2024; Hamid, 2021).

This article fills that gap. Instead of merely depicting economic aspects or population
movements, it presents a bottom-up social narrative —drawn from everyday conversations,
routines, power relations, and cultural symbols that emerge in migrant communities
(Bonisch-Brednich et al, 2023; De Fina, 2022). This study integrates community
ethnography with Anthony Giddens’ theory of structuration and Bourdieu’s concept of
socio-cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1986). Giddens (1984) emphasizes that social structures are
not only constraining but also shaped by social practices. Bourdieu (1986), on the other
hand, invites us to examine how cultural, social, and symbolic capital determines positions
and power relations within communities (Waters, 2009). By combining both frameworks,
this article captures the dynamic interplay between structure and agency, between old
habits and new adaptations, and between constraints and creative social strategies
(Chatterjee et al., 2019; Stoecklin, 2020).

This study also responds to the need to view migrant communities not as
homogeneous units tied by common origins (Chatterjee et al., 2019; Stoecklin, 2020), but as
diverse groups with varied strategies in responding to change —how they preserve values,
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reinterpret collective memory, and negotiate with urban pressures, discrimination, and
local interactions (Sinha & Mishra, 2024). In practice, migrant communities create “shadow
social spaces” such as informal savings groups, cooperatives, religious study forums, and
other informal institutions that function as alternatives to formal state structures (Lubbers
et al., 2020; Sandoval, 2013).

This article seeks to answer the following key questions: How do migrant
communities construct and reproduce their social structures through daily practices? What
rules and resources guide their interactions? How are power relations established based on
the accumulation of economic, cultural, and social capital? How are collective identity and
solidarity negotiated in the urban context? And to what extent do individuals within these
communities have room to change or sustain existing structures?

The aim of this study is to develop a comprehensive understanding of the social
dynamics within migrant communities in urban contexts by employing community
ethnography alongside the theoretical frameworks of structuration and socio-cultural
capital (Hardcastle et al., 2005; Lippuner & Werlen, 2009). This article aspires to contribute
new insights into how migrant communities not only survive under constraints, but also
actively build distinctive social worlds—worlds shaped through interactions, strategies,
and evolving meanings (Vickstrom, 2019).

Method

This study employs a qualitative approach using community ethnography to gain an
in-depth understanding of the social dynamics within migrant communities. This method
was chosen for its ability to capture social realities that are not always visible on the surface
and to allow the researcher to be directly involved in the daily lives of the community being
studied. The primary focus is on processes, meanings, and social interactions that are
formed and inherited within migrant communities in an urban context.

The research was conducted in Tamalate District, Makassar City, South Sulawesi.
This area was selected due to its high concentration of migrant communities, particularly
those originating from Bone, Jeneponto, Tana Toraja, Buton, and Flores. Moreover, this
district represents an intense convergence of migrant cultures and urban life, making it an
ideal site to explore how identity, social structure, and solidarity are formed and negotiated.

Data collection was carried out over a period of approximately three months, from
November 2024 to January 2025. During this time, the researcher engaged in participant
observation across various community activities, including Friday night religious
gatherings, neighborhood clean-up efforts, women'’s rotating savings groups (arisan), and
extended migrant family meetings. These observations were conducted directly and
involved detailed note-taking on social interactions, communication patterns, and cultural
symbols expressed in daily practices.

In addition to observation, in-depth interviews were conducted to explore the
personal experiences of community members. A total of 15 informants were purposively
selected, consisting of first- and second-generation migrants, community leaders,
housewives, youth, and local entrepreneurs. Semi-structured interviews were employed to
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maintain flexibility and responsiveness to the informants” narratives, while still covering
key topics such as social structures, power relations, habitus, and survival strategies in
urban settings.

For recording and documenting the interviews, the researcher used a high-sensitivity
digital recorder and a field note application that facilitated data coding. Transcriptions were
made verbatim and were accompanied by ethnographic notes capturing situational context,
body language, and emotional tone during conversations. The identities of informants were
anonymized using pseudonyms, in accordance with ethical standards in social research.

Data analysis followed a theory-driven thematic analysis approach, grounded in
Anthony Giddens’ theory of structuration and Pierre Bourdieu’s concepts of social, cultural,
and symbolic capital. The analytical process was iterative, beginning with close readings of
the transcripts, identifying key themes, developing thematic codes, and linking them to the
theoretical framework. NVivo 12 Plus qualitative software was used to support the
organization and visualization of data in the form of conceptual maps and analytical
matrices.

To ensure data validity, triangulation of sources and methods was applied by
comparing findings from observations, interviews, and community documents (such as
event invitations, meeting minutes, and WhatsApp group conversations). Interpretive
validation was also conducted by consulting key informants to clarify selected quotes or
preliminary interpretations. This step aimed to ensure that the meanings captured by the
researcher remained faithful to the community’s lived social context.

Supporting visuals—such as community location maps, social network diagrames,
and community activity documentation—will be presented as figures with separate
captions, placed beneath the images, not embedded within them.

Overall, this research method is designed to provide a rich and nuanced portrayal of
migrant community life in urban contexts. Rather than merely depicting external
conditions, the approach aims to delve into the social logic that drives everyday actions —
from seemingly minor conversations at roadside coffee stalls to more symbolic acts such as
the selection of community leaders. Through this lens, the analysis aspires not only to
describe existing social structures but also to reveal how these structures are formed,
negotiated, and occasionally contested by the actors themselves.

Results and Discussion

This study reveals several significant findings regarding how migrant communities
construct, maintain, and negotiate their social structures in urban environments. These
findings not only respond to the research questions posed but also offer broader insights
into the hidden social dynamics that lie beneath the routines and daily interactions within
migrant communities.

Social Structures Are Formed Through Repetitive Daily Practices

One of the central findings of this research is that social structures within migrant
communities are not established through formal institutions, but rather through repetitive
daily practices involving community actors themselves. This aligns with Giddens” (1984)

https://journal.pubmedia.id/index.php/bai



Buletin Antropologi Indonesia Volume: 2, Number 3, 2025 50f 10

concept of the duality of structure, in which structure is not merely a constraining
framework, but also the outcome of continuously reproduced social actions.

For instance, among the Bugis migrant community in Tamalate District, regular
activities such as arisan (rotating savings groups), communal clean-up (gotong royong), and
religious gatherings are not merely social routines. Instead, they serve as arenas where
social hierarchies, collective norms, and the distribution of power are formed. Community
tigures who consistently participate and demonstrate loyalty gain symbolic recognition and
significant influence. This demonstrates that social structures are shaped from the bottom
up —through seemingly trivial actions that carry profound symbolic weight.

Social and Cultural Capital as the Most Enduring Sources of Power

Another striking finding is the role of social and cultural capital as enduring sources
of power within the community. Individuals who possess extensive social networks,
fluency in local languages, or active participation in cultural practices tend to hold high
positions within the community, even if they lack substantial economic capital.

For example, one informant who was known for leading religious activities held a
strong symbolic position despite modest economic status. This reflects Bourdieu’s (1986)
concept of symbolic capital —recognition granted by the community for actions or attributes
deemed valuable. The finding also shows that within migrant communities, power relations
are not strictly determined by money or formal status, but by a complex combination of
trust, moral authority, and contributions to the collective.

Agency and Negotiation: Migrants as Agents of Change

This study also demonstrates that migrants are not passive subjects merely adapting
to their new environment. They are reflective actors with agency to alter social structures,
particularly when existing frameworks are no longer relevant (Calo & Baglioni, 2023;
Mkrtichyan, 2015). One notable finding is the emergence of new spaces initiated by the
younger generation of migrants—such as discussion forums, digital communities, and
online-based collaborative businesses —beyond traditional customary structures.

This phenomenon points to a shift in habitus (Bourdieu, 1977), where younger
generations experience tensions between inherited values and modern-day demands.
Instead of rejecting tradition, they combine cultural elements with contemporary strategies
to navigate urban life. This transformation of habitus indicates that migrant communities
are dynamic and not bound by a single, static social pattern.

Coping Strategies Against External Pressures: From Symbolic to Structural

Another important finding relates to how migrant communities respond to external
pressures such as discrimination, exclusionary policies, and economic challenges. In many
cases, rather than engaging in direct confrontation, they build internal support systems such
as neighborhood cooperatives, informal savings groups, and cultural events that reinforce
their collective identity.
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These practices exemplify symbolic resistance, a concept referring to non-
confrontational actions employed by marginalized groups to assert their existence and
legitimacy (Dornschneider, 2023; Saikia, 2023). Practices such as wearing traditional
clothing in public events, organizing communal Maulid celebrations, or speaking regional
languages in public spaces are not merely cultural expressions, but also assertions of social
space and reminders that these communities possess a history and dignity worthy of
recognition.

Findings Supported and Contrasted by Previous Studies

The results of this study reinforce the findings of Norris and Inglehart (2012), who
argue that migrants do not simply relocate their bodies to new places —they also bring with
them social structures and cultural values that reshape urban spaces. However, unlike
Lindquist’s approach, which focuses more on transnational migration, this study shows that
similar dynamics are present in internal, inter-regional migration within Indonesia.

Moreover, this study offers a fresh perspective in relation to Scheel’s (2013) policy-
oriented view of migration. While the role of the state remains significant in shaping
patterns of mobility, the present study highlights the autonomy of migrant communities in
constructing social structures independent of formal state apparatuses.

Conclusion

This study demonstrates that the life of migrant communities in urban environments
is neither static nor solely shaped by external pressures. On the contrary, through their
everyday practices, these communities actively create and sustain their own social
structures—often in ways that remain invisible to outsiders. Migration, therefore, is not
merely about relocating physical residence, but about transporting values, social networks,
and life logics that gradually shape new urban social spaces.

The key findings reveal that the strength of migrant communities lies in their ability
to build solidarity, maintain trust, and manage the socio-cultural capital they possess.
Whether through arisan (rotating savings groups), religious rituals, or informal mutual aid,
these practices play a vital role in fostering a sense of belonging and security amid
unfamiliar or even hostile urban conditions. The social structures that emerge are not
imposed from above, but rather grow organically from the ongoing, reciprocal interactions
among community members.

Furthermore, this research highlights that individuals within these communities do
not lose their agency. They are capable of interpreting their surroundings, adapting to
change, and even transforming outdated norms into life strategies more relevant to
contemporary contexts. Young people, for instance, play a key role in reconfiguring
community values while remaining anchored to their cultural roots.

Taken together, the findings suggest that migrant communities possess substantial
social strength that should not be underestimated. They not only survive under constrained
conditions, but also actively create social structures that are vibrant, adaptive, and
continuously evolving. In the face of urban challenges, their presence serves as a vital
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reminder that city spaces are not merely shaped by policy or infrastructure but are also
deeply formed by organic social relations.

Looking ahead, this study opens avenues for further exploration of intergenerational
dynamics within migrant communities, and how processes such as digitalization and
shifting socio-political climates affect the social structures they have built. Future research
may also delve deeper into the role of migrant women and their contributions to preserving
symbolic capital and expanding networks of solidarity across communities.

References

Akhmad, F., Utomo, A., & Dressler, W. (2024). Migratory outcomes across localities and
generations in Kupang, Indonesia. Geographical Research, 62(4), 585-600.
https://doi.org/10.1111/1745-5871.12665

Allwood, A. (2020). Belonging in Brixton. Springer International Publishing.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-54598-7

Blumenstock, J. E., Chi, G., & Tan, X. (2025). Migration and the Value of Social Networks.
Review of Economic Studies, 92(1), 97-128. https://doi.org/10.1093/restud/rdad113

Bonisch-Brednich, B., Christou, A., Meyer, S., Karner, M. J., & Escher, A. J. (2023). Migrant
Narratives. Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003120520

Bourdieu, P. (1986). The Forms of Capital. In J. Richardson (Ed.), Handbook of Theory and
Research for the Sociology of Education (pp. 241-258). Greenwood.

Calo, F., & Baglioni, S. (2023). Examining Non-EU Migrants and Refugees” Agency When
Navigating the British Labour Markets (pp. 55-73). https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-
14009-9_3

Campbell, B. C., & Barone, L. (2012). Evolutionary basis of human migration. In Causes and
Consequences of Human Migration (pp. 45-64). Cambridge University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1017/CB0O9781139003308.006

Carpenter, S. R., & Brock, W. A. (2008). Adaptive Capacity and Traps. Ecology and Society,
13(2), art40. https://doi.org/10.5751/ES-02716-130240

Case, A. D., Todd, N. R,, & Kral, M. J. (2014). Ethnography in Community Psychology:
Promises and Tensions. American Journal of Community Psychology, 54(1-2), 60-71.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10464-014-9648-0

Chatterjee, I., Kunwar, J., & den Hond, F. (2019). Anthony Giddens and structuration theory.
In Management, Organizations and Contemporary Social Theory (pp. 60-79).
Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429279591-4

Choi, S. Y. P., & Fong, E. (Eds.). (2017). Migration in Post-Colonial Hong Kong. Routledge.

https://journal.pubmedia.id/index.php/bai



Buletin Antropologi Indonesia Volume: 2, Number 3, 2025 8 of 10

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315466699

Comola, M., & Mendola, M. (2015). Formation of Migrant Networks. The Scandinavian
Journal of Economics, 117(2), 592-618. https://doi.org/10.1111/sjoe.12093

Dalal, A., & Churchill, C. (2018). Migrant risks and insurance. In Global Labour and the
Migrant Premium (pp. 52-59). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429467387-7

De Fina, A. (2022). Post-script: Narratives in the Construction of the Experiences of Migrants
and Transnational People. In Negotiating Identities in Nordic Migrant Narratives (pp.
211-229). Springer International Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-89109-
1.9

Dornschneider, S. (2023). Exit, Voice, Loyalty ... or Deliberate Obstruction? Non-Collective
Everyday Resistance under Oppression. Perspectives on Politics, 21(1), 126-141.
https://doi.org/10.1017/51537592720004818

Ehrenfeld, C. (2024). Migration theory as social theory: From transnational migration to
mobile  social  ontologies. = European  Journal @ of  Social = Theory.
https://doi.org/10.1177/13684310241274922

Firman, T. (2004). Demographic and spatial patterns of Indonesia’s recent urbanisation.
Population, Space and Place, 10(6), 421-434. https://doi.org/10.1002/psp.339

Giddens, A. (1984). The Constitution of Society: Outline of the Theory of Structuration.
University of California Press.

Gomes, C., & Mejia, G. (2020). ‘I wanted to see if you are one of us”: The role of identity in
the migration experience, a case study of Latin Americans in Australia. Transitions:
Journal of Transient Migration, 4(1), 87-98. https://doi.org/10.1386/tjtm_00014_1

Hamid, H. A. (2021). Indonesian migrant entrepreneurs. In Entrepreneurship in Indonesia
(pp- 57-77). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003187769-

Hamish, M. R., & Vupenyu, D. (2020). In Pursuit of Being and Belonging: Migrant
Associations and the Integration of Nigerian Migrant Entrepreneurs in Harare.
AFRICAN HUMAN MOBILITY REVIEW, 6(1). https://doi.org/10.14426/ahmr.v6i1.790

Hardcastle, M. R., Usher, K. J., & Holmes, C. A. (2005). An overview of structuration theory
and its usefulness for nursing research. Nursing Philosophy, 6(4), 223-234.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1466-769X.2005.00230.x

Hoerder, D. (2022). Migration Across History (pp. 29—40). https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-
81058-0_4

https://journal.pubmedia.id/index.php/bai



Buletin Antropologi Indonesia Volume: 2, Number 3, 2025 9of 10

Hugo, G. (2000). The crisis and international population movement in Indonesia. Asian and
Pacific Migration Journal, 9(1), 93-129. https://doi.org/10.1177/011719680000900105

King, R. (2018). Context-Based Qualitative Research and Multi-sited Migration Studies in
Europe (pp. 35-56). https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-76861-8_3

Lindquist, J. (2009). The Anxieties of Mobility: Migration and Tourism in the Indonesian
Borderlands. University of Hawai‘i Press.

Lippuner, R., & Werlen, B. (2009). Structuration Theory. In International Encyclopedia of
Human Geography (pp. 39-49). Elsevier. https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-008044910-
4.00749-5

Loérincz, L., & Németh, B. (2022). How Social Capital is Related to Migration Between
Communities?  European  Journal of  Population, 38(5),  1119-1143.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10680-022-09642-3

Lubbers, M. J., Verdery, A. M., & Molina, J. L. (2020). Social Networks and Transnational
Social Fields: A Review of Quantitative and Mixed-Methods Approaches. International
Migration Review, 54(1), 177-204. https://doi.org/10.1177/0197918318812343

Mardiansjah, F. H., Rahayu, P., & Rukmana, D. (2021). New Patterns of Urbanization in
Indonesia: Emergence of Non-statutory Towns and New Extended Urban Regions.
Environment and Urbanization ASIA, 12(1), 11-26.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0975425321990384

Mkrtichyan, A. (Ed.). (2015). Armenians around the World: Migration and Transnationality.
Peter Lang D. https://doi.org/10.3726/978-3-653-05625-9

Norris, P., & Inglehart, R. F. (2012). Muslim Integration into Western Cultures: Between
Origins and Destinations. Political Studies, 60(2), 228-251.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9248.2012.00951.x

Orleans, M. (2015). Phenomenology in Sociology. In International Encyclopedia of the Social
& Behavioral Sciences (pp. 11-17). Elsevier. https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-08-097086-
8.32106-7

Rudanovskaya, S. V. (2019). Construction of Social Reality in Fiction and Phenomenology
of Everyday Life. RUDN Journal of Philosophy, 23(4), 521-532.
https://doi.org/10.22363/2313-2302-2019-23-4-521-532

Ryan, L., Sales, R., Tilki, M., & Siara, B. (2008). Social Networks, Social Support and Social
Capital: The Experiences of Recent Polish Migrants in London. Sociology, 42(4), 672—
690. https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038508091622

https://journal.pubmedia.id/index.php/bai



Buletin Antropologi Indonesia Volume: 2, Number 3, 2025 10 of 10

Saikia, A. (2023). Oral Traditions and Folklores as Tools of Political Mobilization and
Contflict Transformation among Ethnic Minority Groups in Assam, India’s Northeast.
Peace Review, 35(2), 216-226. https://doi.org/10.1080/10402659.2023.2181661

Sandoval, G. F. (2013). Shadow Transnationalism. Journal of Planning Education and
Research, 33(2), 176-193. https://doi.org/10.1177/0739456X12469881

Scheel, S. (2013). Autonomy of Migration Despite Its Securitisation? Facing the Terms and
Conditions of Biometric Rebordering. Millennium: Journal of International Studies,
41(3), 575-600. https://doi.org/10.1177/0305829813484186

Sinha, S., & Mishra, R. C. (2024). Revisiting the obedience orientation in India. Discover
Psychology, 4(1), 67. https://doi.org/10.1007/s44202-024-00158-x

Stoecklin, D. (2020). The Agency of Children in Street Situations (pp. 199-236).
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-19040-8_9

Tjiptoherijanto, P. (2011). Migration and Its Impact on Indonesian Economic Development.
Journal of Indonesian Social Sciences and Humanities, 4, 87-103.
https://jissh.journal.lipi.go.id/index.php/jissh/article/view/43

Vallury, S., Smith, A. P., Chaffin, B. C., Nesbitt, H. K., Lohani, S., Gulab, S., Banerjee, S.,
Floyd, T. M., Metcalf, A. L., Metcalf, E. C., Twidwell, D., Uden, D. R., Williamson, M.
A., & Allen, C. R. (2022). Adaptive capacity beyond the household: a systematic review
of empirical social-ecological research. Environmental Research Letters, 17(6), 063001.
https://doi.org/10.1088/1748-9326/ac68fb

Vickstrom, E. R. (2019). Legal Status, Territorial Confinement, and Transnational Activities
of Senegalese Migrants in France, Italy, and Spain (pp. 157-200).
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-12088-7_5

Waters, J. L. (2009). Cultural Capital. In International Encyclopedia of Human Geography
(pp. 404-406). Elsevier. https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-008044910-4.00930-5

Wieviorka, M. (2018). Cultures, transnationalism, and migration. In Routledge Handbook
of Cultural Sociology (pp. 555-563). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315267784-
59

https://journal.pubmedia.id/index.php/bai



