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Chapter 1
Introduction

(…) in a climate marked by a widespread politics of polarization, 

it is of the utmost urgency that we take into account this desire 

to belong (…) a desire without a fixed political ground but with 

immense political possibilities (Probyn, 1996, p. 9)
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1.1  The governance and experience of belonging

In the mid-1990s, Elspeth Probyn articulated a critique – informed by feminist 

and psychoanalytical perspectives – of scholarly work that views belonging as 

uniquely determined by identity and identity politics, and thereby as primordial, 

pre-discursive, and absolute. In stark contrast to this essentialist perspective, she 

formulates a notion of ‘outside belonging’, putting centre stage the idea of belonging 

as a process of becoming – rather than being – which she describes as a desire or a 

longing for attachment, ‘a process that is fueled by yearning rather than the positing 

of identity as a stable state’ (Probyn, 1996, p. 19). Thus, she posits that belonging 
is not something that simply ‘is’, but something individuals long for and strive to 

achieve and maintain (see also Mee, 2009). Others have similarly stressed the notion 
of belonging as performative and inherently relational, connecting the self to others 

and to place (e.g. Bell, 1999; Fenster, 2005; Fortier, 1999; Mee, 2009; Mee & Wright, 
2009; Savage, Bagnall, & Longhurst, 2005). 
At the same time, belonging is not merely an individual act or experience but 
also functions as a discursive resource in social and political settings, where it 

‘constructs, claims, justifies, or resists forms of socio-spatial inclusion/exclusion’ 
(Antonsich, 2010, p. 644). The politics of belonging concerns the discursive and 
material boundaries through which meaning and identity are ascribed to particular 

places which are seen to ‘normatively embody the polity’ (Trudeau, 2006, p. 422). 
Notably, studies on the politics of belonging have focused on the national level, 
describing how nation-state boundaries are constructed based on specific signifiers 
of belonging – often ethnic or racial, but also gendered and sexual (e.g. Crowley, 
1999; Mepschen, Duyvendak, & Tonkens, 2010; Yuval-Davis, 2006; Yuval-Davis, 
Anthias, & Koffman, 2006). Moreover, the conflation of these two levels of belonging 
(individual emotional attachments and the boundaries of the political community) 
seems to be the hallmark of many contemporary political and policy projects which 

present the nation as a home writ large (Duyvendak, 2011). 
Studies of belonging at lower levels of scale – such as cities or neighbourhoods – 

often describe how existing insider/outsider configurations and their expression 
in everyday encounters and interactions shape emotional attachments to place. For 

minority group members, being valued and respected is important for one’s sense of 

belonging, as Devadason (2010) demonstrates in the case of North London, where 
Bangladeshi Londoners are less likely to feel that they belong to the city, despite being 

born there. On the flip-side, social psychological research indicates that for dominant 
group members, having a sense of belonging might depend on the absence of disturbing 
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or threatening Others (Dixon & Durrheim, 2000; 2004). Similarly, sociological studies 
of the housing choices of the white middle class show that they experience greater 
belonging in places that fit their sense of self (Benson & Jackson, 2013; Savage et al., 
2005; Watt, 2009). Whether one can belong thus depends on being accepted as a 
community member and having the power to claim space and define collective rules 
(Yuval-Davis, 2006). Belonging is therefore ultimately a political question, as it is 
always already implicated in broader power relations and inequalities.

Over the last decades, the Netherlands like other parts of Europe has experienced 
both an increasing population diversity and increasing politicization and 

polarization regarding questions such as what is and who can determine ‘the’ 

Dutch identity, and who can rightfully claim to belong (either in a legal or a moral 
sense) to the national community. As a consequence, diversity relating to migrant 
background – focusing in particular on migrants from Muslim countries and their 

children – has become broadly perceived as antithetical to belonging, not only in the 

sense that migrants can never fully belong (become Dutch) but, moreover, that their 
presence also constrains the belonging of the ‘native’ population (Geschiere, 2009). 
This development has been analyzed as constituting a ‘culturalization of social 

relationships’ (Anthias, 2013), a ‘culturalization of citizenship’ (Duyvendak, 2011), 
and a ‘moralization of citizenship’ (Schinkel, 2010) whereby the state enforces a 
communitarian form of belonging through paternalist policies. At the same time, 

government efforts to create belonging are socially and geographically uneven, with 

physical and social interventions targeting in particular those living in ethnically 

diverse and socioeconomically deprived neighbourhoods (Fortier, 2007; Van Gent, 
Musterd, & Ostendorf, 2009a). 
In this dissertation, I bring together these different aspects of belonging and explore 
their interconnections at different levels of scale – paying particular attention to 

the ways in which policies express visions of home and the ‘good’ community, and 
how these are contested and transformed by local understandings of place and 

belonging. At the national and urban level, I consider the discourses and practices 

of subjectification in the Netherlands through policies that seek to construct 
communities of belonging. I then relate these to the emotional connections to place 

experienced by those who – as residents of neighbourhoods declared to lack ‘good’ 
forms of community – are at the receiving end of such policies. Following Askins 

(2016, p. 516), who argues for the ‘need to reframe and repoliticise everyday 
interactions, and the emotions caught up in them, as interwoven through broader 

(state) politics’, this dissertation aims to trace Dutch discourses of belonging and 
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their practical implementations in the form of policy interventions to increase social 

cohesion or community in ethnically diverse neighbourhoods, and to compare 

and confront these with residents’ lived experiences of difference and belonging. 
Through a focus on the emotional geographies of social policy interventions (Jupp, 
2013), I bring together literature on urban neighbourhood governance with studies 
on residents’ sense of belonging in order to provide insight into how encounters 

with difference and formations of belonging are constituted by specific (urban, 
neighbourhood) contexts. The overall research addresses the following question:

How does the governance of diversity through urban 
and neighbourhood policies influence residents’ lived 
experiences of difference and belonging? 

This research question addresses multiple levels of analysis and their interrelationships. 

Therefore, in the course of the research three sub-questions were pursued, in 

correspondence with the relations outlined in the conceptual model (see Figure 1):
 

1. How does diversity feature in municipal discourses of belonging, and how 

does this relate to national policy discourses?

2. How are municipal discourses of belonging translated into policy interventions 

in ethnically diverse and deprived urban neighbourhoods? 

3. How do neighbourhood policy interventions in the form of social cohesion 

projects influence residents’ experience of difference and their neighbourhood 
belonging?
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Figure 1 | Conceptual model

1.2  Understanding diversity and belonging

Although the literature on belonging has increased significantly in recent years, the 
term belonging itself is often ill-defined (Antonsich, 2010) and many studies do not 
include an explicit theorization of the concept but employ it as a synonym of, among 
other things, identity, social cohesion, or place attachment. In this dissertation, 

following Mee and Wright (2009) and Antonsich (2010), belonging is defined as 
the affective relationship between individuals and their environment. Belonging is 

about ‘recognising – or misrecognising – the self in the other’ (Leach, 2002, p. 287, 
cited in May & Muir, 2015) and creating a sense of self through defining the imagined 
territory of one’s community (Trudeau, 2006). This reading puts centre stage the 
emotional and spatial aspects of attachment: belonging implies a ‘fit’ between 
individuals and place, resulting in feelings of comfort. In this sense, belonging 

is similar to Bourdieu’s (1990) definition of habitus as embodied and routine 
dispositions that shape orientations to the world: ‘The habitus – embodied history, 
internalized as a second nature and so forgotten as history – is the active presence of 

the whole past of which it is the product’ (p. 56). This definition acknowledges that 
experiences of belonging are based in feelings of familiarity and rootedness – being 
at home, being in place – while these are at the same time denaturalized as cultural 

constructs (Duyvendak, 2011; Wise, 2010). 
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The interplay between one’s social characteristics and experiences (who I am) 
and features of the environment (where I am) allows for multiple, situated, and 
changing attachments that are created through everyday encounters and boundary 

negotiations, and thereby distinguish belonging from identity and identity 

construction, which is more concerned with the formation of an essential self that 

is stable across contexts (Albiez, Castro, Jüssen, & Youkhana, 2011). Experiencing 
a sense of belonging can include but does not necessitate a shared nature of 

attachment, as the preconditions for belonging might vary substantially between 

people in the same locality. In contrast, social cohesion is primarily concerned 

with relations between people, while less attention is paid to place other than as 

a location for social interactions. Finally, belonging as based in (shared) emotional 
connections with a particular place and therefore necessarily located ‘outside’ the 

self might provide opportunities for the creation of communities of place beyond 

communities of identity, based on a sense of physical nearness and situated 

subjectivities (Antonsich, 2010; Diprose, 2008; Probyn, 1996). 
Because belonging is assumed to include a recognition of oneself in the other (May 
& Muir, 2015), diversity is often considered to decrease belonging – resulting in 
feelings of displacement, alienation, and isolation – as well as to create exclusionary 
dynamics against those deemed Other. In particular, Putnam’s (2007) study of social 
trust in ethnically diverse neighbourhoods – which found that increased ethnic 

diversity results in less social trust, causing residents to ‘hunker down’ (p. 249) – 
prompted a large body of research on the hypothesized relationship between ethnic 

diversity and decreased social cohesion (Van der Meer & Tolsma, 2014 provide a 
critical meta-analysis). While methodologically sophisticated, these studies often 
depart from the perspective of the ‘native’ population and do not take into account 

the diversity between and within ethnically heterogeneous neighbourhoods. In 

contrast, both quantitative (e.g. Finney & Jivraj, 2013; Vervoort, Flap, & Dagevos, 
2011) and qualitative (e.g. Anghel, 2015; Phillips, Athwal, Robinson, & Harrison, 
2014) studies indicate differences between ethnic or racial groups in terms of 
what diversity means to them and their discourses of belonging. Furthermore, 

experiences are likely to differ between neighbourhoods depending on histories of 
neighbourhood diversity, local identity, and local norms (Pemberton & Phillimore, 
2016; Nelson & Hiemstra, 2008; Wessendorf, 2013).
Arguably, looking at different experiences of diversity and belonging becomes even 
more important in consideration of the growing (attention for the) diversification 
of migrant groups and their children, as well as differences within the ‘native’ 



17

Introduction

group (often assumed to be homogeneous). These experiences are influenced both 
by the ‘compositional characteristics’ of migrants or migrant communities and by 

the characteristics of the locality itself and its other residents, as well as by being 

embedded within broader institutional structures that shape people’s abilities to 

recognize each other and interact as equals (Amin, 2002; Amin & Thrift, 2002). This 
complexity or super-diversity (as it is called by Vertovec, 2007) of many of today’s 
Western urban areas raises theoretical but also methodological questions. 

First, diversity is potentially a very broad concept as it may include anyone who is 

different from someone else or deviates from a stated norm in a socially meaningful 

way. However, any form of diversity needs to be actively constructed before it can be 

recognized and identified by others as a meaningful boundary. Although individuals’ 
(intersectional) positioning towards well-recognized social and economic categories 
– including but not limited to race and ethnicity, gender, class, sexuality, ability, 
age, and life-course – influences both their self-understanding and how they are 
perceived and judged by others, these positionalities do not have a fixed meaning but 
are fluid and contested (Yuval-Davis, 2006). Nevertheless, the institutionalization 
of social differences often obscures their socially constructed nature, making these 

distinctions seem anything but fluid. Thus, it is useful to make a distinction between 
‘objectively’ observable diversity on the one hand and subjectively experienced 
difference on the other hand. In a similar vein, Lamont and Molnár (2002) 
distinguish between social boundaries – which they define as ‘objectified forms of 
social difference manifested in unequal access to and distribution of resources (…) 
and social opportunities’ – and symbolic boundaries or the ‘conceptual distinctions 

made by social actors to categorize objects, people, practices, and even time and 

space’ (p. 168). The lived experience of social differentiation (Valentine, 2007) then 
depends on the interactions between social and symbolic boundaries, or which 

aspects of diversity are made salient as meaningful differences in a particular time 

and place. Focusing on the ‘construction and constructive power of difference’ 

(Jackson, Harris, & Valentine, 2017, p. 8) thus necessitates being sensitive to the 
ways diversity is presented from the outside in national and urban discourses on 

diversity and belonging, as well as to how difference is lived from the inside in 

residents’ everyday encounters and the consequences for belonging.

Second, place is implicated in the construction of difference and its impact on 

belonging, as both arise from everyday socio-spatial practices (Clayton, 2009; 
Leitner, 2012). It is through encounters that difference is experienced and the other is 
categorized as an Other or a stranger: ‘it is not possible to simply “be” a stranger, one 
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becomes a stranger through specific, embodied encounters’ (Koefoed & Simonsen, 
2011, p.2). Encounters are not only shaped by space but also themselves shape the 
spaces where they take place (Leitner, 2012). Thus, Amin and Thrift (2002) argue that 
cities are constituted by encounters, while Young (2011 [1990]) describes city life as 
the ‘being together of strangers’ (p. 240) who experience belonging to shared spaces 
and institutions without necessarily forming a community of mutual identification. 
As Clayton (2009, p. 483) puts it: ‘the spatial, itself a product of competing discourses, 
practices and power relations, has the capacity to constitute, constrain and mediate 

social distinctions’. A reading of space as productive of difference – rather than 

merely reflecting pre-existing insider/outsider configurations (Clayton, 2009) 
– necessitates paying attention to the interactions between social and physical 

aspects of belonging, and in particular to the ways in which these are structured by 

place histories, meanings, and imaginaries (Pemberton & Phillimore, 2016; Nelson 
& Hiemstra, 2008; Trudeau, 2006; Yeoh & Willis, 2005). 
Wilson (2017) notes that the historical meaning of the term encounter is that of a 
meeting between adversaries, a usage which is still visible in its current application 

in work on urban diversity, where it has come to connote contacts characterized 

by underlying discomfort, prejudice, or fear. Taking a more hopeful perspective, 

researchers working on the geographies of encounters have studied how everyday 

encounters in (semi)public places, such as busses (Wilson, 2011), cafés (Laurier & 
Philo, 2006), and markets (Watson, 2009) contribute to urban sociality in the form of 
nearness to and tolerance of difference. However, others have noted that encounters 

might just as likely create feelings of anxiety through the same mechanisms of 
nearness and the sensuous perception of difference (Haldrup, Koefoed, & Simonsen, 
2006; Wise, 2010) and thereby generate dis-belonging and reinforce prejudice and 
everyday racism. Shifting attention from public interactions to more privately held 

convictions, Valentine (2008) moreover argues that even positive encounters with 
group members might not scale up to change perceptions of the group as a whole. 

Such encounters and the emotions they engender are always embedded in wider 

power relations, which influence not only which categorizations are made but also 
who has the power to enforce them. These critical notes again raise issues of power 

inequalities between residents in terms of their ability to define place-specific rules 
of engagement, including who ultimately belongs there. 
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1.3  The politics of belonging: Constructing community,  
 defining place

Current political and societal discussions in the Netherlands view ethnic (migrant) 
diversity as a threat to national belonging. Similar to developments in Western 

Europe at large, a ‘backlash against multiculturalism’ (Vertovec & Wessendorf, 2010) 
has resulted in the establishment of civic integration policies, signalling a renewed 

assertiveness of migrant-receiving countries to impose the ‘native’, mainstream 

culture on newcomers. The Netherlands is often considered the prototypical 
example of this shift (Joppke, 2007), and its public denunciation of previous 
multiculturalism has been labelled ‘more extreme than elsewhere’ (Vasta, 2007, p. 
715). Demands for migrants’ de facto assimilation can be seen as part of a more 
general ‘civic turn’ (Mouritsen, 2008) where the intention is to create or conserve 
social cohesion through a redefinition of citizenship that stresses its cultural and 
normative dimensions over and above juridical status (De Koning, Jaffe, & Koster, 
2015; Schinkel, 2010).
In contrast to the politicization and polarization of diversity at the national level, 

some have argued that local governments – in particular those of large cities – may 

formulate more inclusive forms of belonging. As theorized by Bauböck (2003, p. 157), 
‘an urban citizenship that is emancipated from imperatives of national sovereignty 

and homogeneity may become a home base for cosmopolitan democracy’. From a more 

utilitarian perspective, literature on the ‘business case for diversity’ (Vertovec, 2012) 
and location decisions of the creative class (Florida, 2003) argues that (some forms 
of) diversity are attractive for local governments to establish and maintain, as these 
are seen as potentially economically profitable. More often, however, the ‘local turn’ 
in migration policy-making (Scholten, 2013a) can be described as cities’ attempts to 
neutralize harmful diversity and establish a city-based identity, which nevertheless 

may entail divergence from national integration discourses (Dukes & Musterd, 2012). 
Such divergence has been explained by referring to local governments’ assumed 
preference for instrumental and pragmatic courses of action – in contrast to the highly 

ideological nature of national level integration policy-making (Bak Jørgensen, 2012; 
Poppelaars & Scholten, 2008). However, such a neat division of labour overlooks 
substantial variation in cities’ policies and their relation to the national level – with 

some indeed being more inclusive while others champion highly exclusionary policies 
(see e.g. Ambrosini & Boccagni, 2015 and Kos, Maussen, & Doomernik, 2015 for the 
former, and Gilbert, 2009 and Van Eijk, 2010 for examples of the latter). 
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Furthermore, national and municipal politics of belonging share a preoccupation 

with the very local level – the neighbourhood or even the street – as both the 

place where diversity-related problems would manifest themselves most clearly, 

and the place where ‘good’ citizenship should be demonstrated. In response to 

concerns about places and people that would be insufficiently integrated into Dutch 
mainstream society – bringing up dystopian images of ‘parallel societies’ outside 

of government control – both Dutch integration policies and urban policies more 

generally have focused their efforts on ethnically diverse and socioeconomically 

deprived neighbourhoods. The diversity of these places is thought to cause alienation 

between residents, resulting in feelings of unease or even fear – in particular among 

the ‘native’ population (Fortier, 2010). It is in the first place in the neighbourhood 
that all residents should experience a sense of belonging and feel like they are 
‘at home’, a notion which has affective but also moral connotations (Duyvendak, 
Leenders, & Wekker, 2016) as policy efforts focus in particular on migrants and 
their children, whose integration would increase not only their own belonging but 

also that of the ‘native’ population. Moreover, these neighbourhoods are portrayed 

as alienated from ‘mainstream’, white middle-class society. Deprived and ethnically 

diverse neighbourhoods are framed in terms of failed integration (Uitermark & 
Duyvendak, 2008) and characterized as ‘low aspirational spaces’ (Raco, 2009, p. 
441), whose inhabitants are subjected to pathological neighbourhood effects and a 
culture of learned helplessness. 

The governance of urban marginality through integration (Uitermark, 2014) includes 
direct interventions in the housing stock through urban renewal and social mixing 
policies, but also many small-scale measures that aim to replace ‘pathological’ with 

‘good’ forms of community, where the latter is characterized by shared norms and 

values among residents, a shared sense of belonging, and a willingness to work 

together with other residents and institutions to improve one’s neighbourhood. 

To counter alienation and increase belonging, urban policies strongly focus on 

participation. Participation would bring residents into contact with each other, and 

especially with Others in their neighbourhood, and enable them to become self-
reliant and take steps to improve their circumstances and become socially mobile 

(and as a result become more like the imagined ‘mainstream’). 
Urban policies focus on stimulating residents to become ‘active citizens’ and deploy 

initiatives in their local environment that facilitate meeting across ethnic boundaries 

and thereby mitigate ‘harmful’ diversity (Marinetto, 2003). Borrowing from 
communitarianist thinking, social cohesion – defined as residents having a shared 
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moral or cultural framework – is presented as antidote to alienation and community 

breakdown (e.g. Etzioni, 1995). Encouraging participation moreover fits within 
broader trends of welfare state reform and/or retrenchment that result in political 

decentralization and the ‘localization of the social’ (Amin, 2005). While encounters 
in public space have been criticized as too fleeting to be meaningful (Wilson, 2017), 
more positive benefits are expected from semi-public sites of regular association, 
including schools, workplaces, sports clubs, but also neighbourhood centres that 

are created as a result of government policies. As ‘micro-spaces of social contact 

and encounter’ (Amin, 2002, p. 959), these places would ideally be locations where 
residents can shed their ‘ordinary’ roles and engage in intercultural exchange and 
dialogue. Based on assumptions derived from Allport’s (1979) contact hypothesis 
– which states that the criteria for positive contacts between majority and minority 

groups are personal interaction, equal status, cooperation towards a common goal, 

and support of authorities – sustained engagement between individuals of different 

groups in a neutral space would lessen prejudice (Matejskova & Leitner, 2011). 
However, while in-depth studies show that such initiatives do create opportunities 

for interethnic encounter, mutual understanding does not necessarily follow (see 
e.g. Askins & Pain, 2001; Bloch & Dreher, 2009; Matejskova & Leitner, 2011; Phillips 
et al., 2014). Power dynamics within initiatives tend to reflect wider inequalities, 
causing particular voices and narratives to dominate the conversation (Phillips et al., 
2014). Moreover, personal histories and narratives of place and belonging influence 
how individuals approach and experience encounters (Valentine & Sadgrove, 
2012). Therefore, studying encounters as they unfold in specific (organizational, 
neighbourhood) contexts is vital for understanding the influence of such spaces on 
belonging. In particular, two issues deserve further scrutiny: the relation between 
encounters within local initiatives – as would-be micro-publics – and residents’ 

belonging to the wider neighbourhood, and the reflection of wider neighbourhood 
and urban policies that seek to stimulate active citizenship in local social dynamics.

Fostering encounters is often a key objective of neighbourhood projects, and being 

open to all neighbourhood residents is usually a precondition for receiving financial 
support from the local government. In order to receive this support these initiatives 

need to position themselves within existing ideas of what the neighbourhood is 
and how it can be improved, and therefore engage in (indirect) attempts to define 
place meaning and identity. Through what Martin (2003a, p. 733) calls ‘place-based 
collective-action frames’, local organizations create a narrative of residents’ shared 

experiences as well as articulate a vision of how the future neighbourhood should 
be. Moreover, these collectives also need to present themselves as being more 
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representative of the neighbourhood and neighbourhood residents and as having a 

higher stake in its future than similar local organizations. Fraser’s (2004) discussion 
of a neighbourhood revitalization initiative in Tennessee provides an illustration from 

the gentrification literature. Within this initiative, a sub-set of largely middle-class 
residents who had before only been organized internally, teamed up with project 

developers to market the area to up-scale buyers in exchange for resources for their 
community association. As Fraser notes, this process involved not only disseminating 

the new vision for the neighbourhood, but also the discursive construction of groups 

that opposed the development as ‘obstacles to the dominant image of what the 

area should be’ (p. 454). This example shows that while organizations aim to bring 
residents together on the basis of a shared sense of neighbourhood belonging, they 

can also become battle grounds of competing visions for the neighbourhood, and 

therefore function as instruments of exclusion rather than inclusion. 
In addition, the embeddedness of neighbourhood initiatives in urban policies which 

prescribe highly normative forms of ‘active citizenship’ implies that the discourses 

and practices of institutional actors, in particular local officials, play a large role in the 
politics of belonging at the neighbourhood level (Nelson & Hiemstra, 2008). Studies 
not only show that residents’ lived experiences do not always line up with policy 
priorities (Robertson & Colic-Peisker, 2015), but institutional actors may also favour 
those resident groups whose interests and/or communication style are closest to 

their own (Fraser, 2004; Robinson, Shaw, & Davidson, 2005), while others are seen as 
less suitable partners. For instance, a study in a mixed-tenure and ethnically diverse 
housing block in Amsterdam showed that the block’s management structure and 

everyday management practices exacerbated experiences of social distance between 
residents, as these favoured the interests of owner-occupiers over renters (Tersteeg 
& Pinkster, 2016). Other studies have found that ethnic minority groups and lower-
educated residents are often excluded from nominally participatory processes due 
to (implicitly cultural and class-coded) perceptions of residents’ capacities (De 
Wilde, Hurenkamp, & Tonkens, 2014; Dekker & Van Kempen, 2009). Taken together, 
these studies therefore highlight the relevance of the neighbourhood as a product 

of social but also political relations (Martin, 2003b) and of the embeddedness of 
neighbourhood initiatives in wider social and institutional dynamics.
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1.4  Introducing the case studies

The design of this research is that of the exploratory (multiple) case study (Yin, 
2003). The selection of cases took place at two levels: first, the two cities of 
Amsterdam and The Hague were selected – which are in turn embedded in the 

institutional context of the Dutch nation-state – to study municipal discourses 
of belonging and their relation to national policy discourses, as well as how 

these municipal discourses are translated into policy interventions in ethnically 

diverse and deprived neighbourhoods (sub-questions one and two). Second, 
within Amsterdam three neighbourhoods were selected for in-depth analysis of 

the influence of neighbourhood policy interventions on residents’ experience of 
difference and their neighbourhood belonging (sub-question three). The following 
sections provide a brief introduction of these cities and neighbourhoods, as well as 

outline the theoretical considerations for their selection. 

1.4.1  Two urban contexts
The selection of the cities (or municipalities) was loosely guided by the principles of 
‘most similar systems design’ (Prezworski & Teune, 1970), meaning that the cities 
are similar in key respects while varying in the outcome of interest (here, policy 
discourses of belonging and their implementation). In the language of statistical 
analysis, such a selection rules out concomitant variation (Gerring, 2001). Given the 
qualitative nature of the study and the small number of cases (two), the comparison 
should be regarded as exploratory and directed towards understanding the meaning-
structures ascribed to the outcome of interest in different contexts (Barbehön et al., 
2015, see also Schwartz-Shea and Yanow, 2012). 
Comparing Amsterdam and The Hague is particularly interesting as, even though the 

populations of both cities are rather similar, they employ very different discourses of 

belonging. Amsterdam and The Hague are both large cities for Dutch standards, and 

as the capital city and the home of the national government they are both nationally 

prominent. Furthermore, they are both highly ethnically diverse ‘majority-minority’ 

cities (Crul, 2016), where the ‘native’ ethnic Dutch have become a minority,1 although 

without losing their political and economic dominance. However, while Amsterdam 

has articulated a discourse in which diversity of different kinds is valued positively, 

in The Hague (ethnic) diversity is problematized much more.

1 Autochtonen or ‘autochthonous Dutch’, statistically defined as those of whom both parents are 
born in the Netherlands. In 2016, 47.9% of the The Hague population and 48.3% of the Amsterdam 
population could be classified as autochtoon, while a small majority in both cities is classified as 
allochtoon (first or second generation migrant).
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Next to their similarities, there are also important differences between the cities 
which are likely to influence their discursive opportunity structures. Although an 
increasingly popular place to live, segregation levels in Amsterdam remain relatively 

low, partly due to its (still large although shrinking) share of social housing (Kadi 
& Musterd, 2015; Musterd, 2014). Amsterdam is generally considered to be a 
progressive, left-wing city, whose politics up till the 2014 municipal election have 
been dominated by the Labour Party. In contrast, ethnic segregation in The Hague 

is higher – although still relatively moderate compared to Anglo-Saxon countries 
(Musterd & Van Kempen, 2009) – and its political context more polarized. Since 
2010, the radical right-wing populist party PVV is represented on the municipal 

council, as are two Islamic parties. Thus, the two cities face potentially different 

challenges in designing and implementing migrant policies.

1.4.2  Three neighbourhood contexts
Within Amsterdam, three neighbourhood case studies were conducted. In order 

to study the design and implementation of policy projects and their relation to the 

experience of difference and neighbourhood belonging, the neighbourhoods selected 
had to be (ethnically) diverse and have participated in (one or both of) the major area-
based policies undertaken in Amsterdam in the 2008-2014 period2

. Selection for 

both policies proceeded based on a large number of (composite) indicators, including 
but not limited to assessments of residents’ satisfaction and sense of security, of 

social cohesion and liveability, and indicators of socioeconomic position such as the 

share of social housing (a detailed critical discussion of this selection process can 
be found in De Wilde & Franssen, 2014). Similar to the majority of neighbourhoods 
that participated in these policies, the three neighbourhoods studied in this research 

are ethnically highly diverse, housing a large number of different ethnic groups and 

fewer ‘native’ Dutch than the city average, they are socioeconomically weaker than 

average with a higher share of unemployed residents and lower average incomes, 

and have a higher share of social housing than the city as a whole.

Nevertheless, these ‘diverse and deprived’ neighbourhoods still differ from each 
other in significant ways. Acknowledging that the politics of belonging is co-

2 These policies were the Wijkaanpak (2008-2012), which although conceived at the national level 
offered considerable autonomy to participating cities, and the Hervorming Stedelijke Vernieuwing 

(2013-2014), which was a local continuation of the Wijkaanpak policy. Next to more large-scale 
measures, both policies prioritized funding small-scale projects with significant involvement from 
residents in a limited number of neighbourhoods, which were deemed the ‘worst’ neighbourhoods of 

Amsterdam and/or the Netherlands. After 2014, many of these projects continued to receive funding 
through different means, while others were discontinued. 
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constituted through place and is therefore expected to differ between places, the 
selection aimed to create variation in terms of the neighbourhoods’ social and 

physical characteristics. First, what constitutes (ethnic) diversity in a specific locality 
– in terms of its demographic composition but also in relation to its history and 

reputation – was thought to influence how (and where) one encounters the Other 
and experiences difference, resulting in particular constellations of (not)belonging. 
Similarly, built environment and location were expected to influence how residents 
relate to their neighbourhood in terms of place attachment, daily trajectories in and 

beyond the neighbourhood et cetera. Finally, by selecting neighbourhoods located 

in three different city-districts, differences in terms of the implementation of city 

policies and the design of neighbourhood policy interventions3 were also introduced. 

Combining these three aspects, the neighbourhoods selected are:

1. A post WW-II neighbourhood located in the Amsterdam New-West district, 
consisting mostly of social rental mid-rise housing but with some owner-

occupied single-family homes, with a numerical and symbolic dominance of 

first and second generation migrants from Muslim countries – in particular 
Morocco and Turkey – although ‘native’ Dutch still constitute a quarter of the 

population

2. A 1920s neighbourhood in the Amsterdam North district, consisting almost 
exclusively of low-rise social rental housing – although there are plans to 
renovate and sell off part of the housing stock – where ‘native’ Dutch are the 

largest minority group at around 40 per cent of the population
3. A 1960s-1970s neighbourhood in the Amsterdam Southeast district that 

is mostly made up out of high-rise social housing, where residents are 

predominantly of Caribbean, African, and Latin-American descent with ‘native’ 

Dutch constituting only 14 per cent of the population

3 As of March 2014, the city-district governments are officially abolished and replaced by (less 
influential) governing committees. However, the city-districts remain relevant as they played a large 
role during the earlier phase of policy design and are still responsible for policy implementation.
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1.5  Research methodology

This study uses a combination of qualitative research methods. The first part of 
the study addresses the first and second sub-question as it is concerned with the 
definition and delineation of belonging by national and municipal governments, 
seeking to chart and explain similarities and divergences therein. This part is based 
on an analysis of municipal policy documents and semi-structured interviews with 

policy-makers, external experts, and representatives of migrant associations. The 
second part addresses the third sub-question and considers the politics of belonging 

at the neighbourhood level by looking at the impact of local policy interventions 

on residents’ experience of difference and sense of neighbourhood belonging. 
These chapters are based on qualitative fieldwork consisting of semi-structured 
interviews with residents and ‘neighbourhood experts’, participant observation 
in the neighbourhood and in the spaces of selected neighbourhood projects, and 

analysis of secondary sources such as policy documents and media reports.

1.5.1  Urban politics of belonging

Material
Twelve policy documents in Amsterdam and eleven in The Hague were selected 

through a keyword search on the respective municipal websites, as well as through 

recommendations of interviewees. The selected documents date from 2003 to 2013, 

allowing for the analysis of shifts in discourses over time. All policy documents 

expressly addressing migrants and/or diversity, integration, or citizenship 
were included, as well as documents detailing policies where migrants feature 

prominently (e.g. policies concerning adult education or women’s emancipation). 
General policy papers detailing the plans of new administrations (called coalitie-
akkoorden or programma-akkoorden) were also examined. A number of other 
documents (including for example documents authored before 2003, letters to 
the municipal council, evaluation instruments, and documents authored by city-

districts) were also read, but not analysed in detail. The comparison of urban 
migrant policies with national level policy discourse is based on existing literature 
as well as the analysis of three prominent integration policy documents: the 2007 
white paper ‘Zorg dat je erbij hoort!’ (‘Make sure you’re a part of it!’), the 2009 
Integration letter to the Dutch parliament (accompanying the 2009 integration 
report) and the 2011 white paper ‘Integratie, binding, burgerschap’ (‘Integration, 
connection, citizenship’). Appendix II provides an overview of policy documents 
analysed, both in Amsterdam and The Hague.
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In addition to the document analysis, twenty semi-structured interviews were 

conducted with a number of ‘policy stakeholders’ between June and December 

2014. Most interviewees were policy-makers at the municipal and district level in 
Amsterdam and The Hague, while a few others had been involved in the evaluation 

of migrant policies (e.g. as member of an advisory committee) or had an advisory 
role as representatives of migrant associations. Most policy-makers interviewed 

were civil servants, a few were (former) politicians. Potential respondents were 
contacted based on publicly available information and through referrals from other 

interviewees. Interviewees were involved with different policy terrains including 

diversity policy, citizenship policy, social welfare policy, and neighbourhood policy 

in Amsterdam, and integration policy, social welfare policy, education policy, and 

neighbourhood policy in The Hague. 

Topics discussed varied based on professional role, but always included respondents’ 

understanding of diversity and its relevance to their field of expertise and to issues 
in their city in general, their assessment of past and current migrant policies, the 

design of current policies (in particular, the designation of target groups and the 
spatial application of policies), and the relation between discourses and policy 
practices. Appendix III provides an overview of interview topics. Interviews, which 
generally lasted around 60 minutes, were tape-recorded and transcribed verbatim. 
Interviewees were sent the transcript of their interview and asked to check it for 

any factual errors or incomplete information. In one case, this resulted in minor 

alterations of the transcript. 

Analysis 
The analysis of policy documents and interviews followed a discourse analytical 

approach based on the work of Foucault (1977; 1980; 1994). Discourse is defined 
here as ‘practices that systematically form the objects of which they speak (…) 
they constitute them and in doing so conceal their own invention’ (Foucault, 1977, 
p. 499). Discourses determine what can be legitimately said and what is rendered 
unspeakable, therefore producing ‘regimes of truth’ (Foucault, 1980) through 
which meaning-making and problematizing powers can be exercised. A central 
assumption is that concepts employed (such as diversity) do not have permanently 
fixed meanings, and may have different meanings depending on the discursive 
context. In the analysis, such concepts are considered to be ‘floating signifiers’: 
stakes in the ongoing struggle of competing discourses to fix their meaning (Phillips 
and Jørgensen, 2002). Therefore, the aim of the analysis is not to discover the ‘real’ 
meaning of policies or establish the ‘objective’ reality that they seek to change, but 
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rather to understand what is problematized and how this problematization reflects 
and reproduces particular worldviews (Barbehön et al., 2015).
A second, related, approach which informed the analysis is that of interpretive policy 

analysis (Fischer, 2003; Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2012; Yanow, 2007). This approach 
starts from the perspective that policy-makers create narratives through which they 

represent the social world. For this reason, interpretive policy analysis often makes use 

of participant observation and/or in-depth interviews to understand how meaning 

is conveyed through symbolic language and acts, and how policies construct and 

communicate group identity. Policy meanings are understood to be situation-specific, 
and the analysis is focused on understanding how they relate to and are embedded 

in the local context rather than generalizing to other cases (Yanow, 2007). In this 
dissertation, this approach was helpful to understand first of all how policy categories 
that tell stories about category members and the wider (urban) community are used 
for political and ideological purposes, and how these can be related to historical and 

spatial contexts. Furthermore, this approach directs attention to divergences between 
discursive utterances and policy practices (Fischer, 2003). 

1.5.2  Policy interventions, residents’ experience of difference,  
 and sense of neighbourhood belonging

Material
The neighbourhood fieldwork – which looked at the role of policy interventions 
in shaping local politics of belonging – employed mixed methods, including semi-
structured interviews with residents and ‘neighbourhood experts’, participant 
observation in and outside of neighbourhood projects, and an analysis of media 

coverage and policy documents. The interviews with residents formed part of a 

larger study that included neighbourhoods in Vienna and Stockholm (the Viennese 
interviews used in chapter 4 were also collected as part of this dataset) and were 
conducted using a common topic list (see appendix IV)4

. The semi-structured, in-

depth interviews discussed residents’ sense of belonging to the neighbourhood 

as a physical and social place (including among other things their perception of 
neighbourhood diversity, social contacts in the neighbourhood, daily trajectories, 

length of residence in the neighbourhood, and willingness to move) and their 
knowledge and use of neighbourhood facilities, including neighbourhood projects. 

Questions on respondents’ personal characteristics were also asked.

4 More information about the design and outcomes of this larger study can be found on the project 
website, www.icecproject.com
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In total, 93 residents were interviewed (27 in Amsterdam North, 32 in Amsterdam 
New-West, and 34 in Amsterdam Southeast). Selection proceeded along two criteria. 
First, as the aim was to explore the influence of neighbourhood projects on residents’ 
experience of difference and sense of belonging, around half of the residents 
interviewed in each neighbourhood participated in selected neighbourhood 

projects and half did not. Second, the study aimed to include residents with a 

variety of (self-identified) ethnic or national backgrounds. In particular, the sample 
had to include both a substantial number of residents belonging to the numerically 

and symbolically ‘dominant’ neighbourhood group(s)5 and of residents belonging 

to various ‘minority’ groups in the context of the neighbourhood. Furthermore, 
as much as possible considering the limited number of residents interviewed in 

each neighbourhood, attention was also paid to achieving a balanced distribution 

in terms of gender, age, socioeconomic status, and length of residence. Appendix V 
provides an overview of interviewed residents’ characteristics per neighbourhood. 

Interviews were conducted in Dutch or English and tape-recorded with respondents’ 

permission (in case respondents did not want to be recorded, extensive notes 
were made during the interview). The length of interviews varied greatly, with 
some as short as twenty minutes and others as long as two hours. Interviews were 

transcribed verbatim and analysed using the Atlas.ti software programme. 

In addition, 26 ‘neighbourhood experts’ were interviewed. These respondents 
were employed by the district government (8), social welfare organizations (6), 
housing associations (3), and other local organizations (9). These interviews 
focused on respondents’ work in the neighbourhood and their assessment 

of local neighbourhood projects. Furthermore, in each neighbourhood the 

research included participant observation at selected projects and in the wider 

neighbourhood. I attended various activities and local festivities, engaged in 

numerous informal conversations with residents, and collected local news clippings, 

flyers, and photographs. Participant observation formed a way to come into contact 
with residents who were hesitant to be interviewed, and whose experiences of 
belonging would otherwise have remained invisible. Moreover, my observations 

at neighbourhood projects allowed me to better interpret residents’ interview 

narratives and to experience first-hand the influence of these spaces in terms of the 
social and emotional dynamics they engendered.

5 Dominant neighbourhood groups were considered to be ‘native’ Dutch residents in Amsterdam 
North, residents of Moroccan or Turkish descent in Amsterdam New-West, and residents of 
Surinamese, Antillean, or Ghanaian descent in Amsterdam Southeast. 
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The fieldwork in Amsterdam North was conducted between October 2014 and 
February 2015 by the researcher. Fieldwork in Amsterdam New-West (March-July 
2015) and in Amsterdam Southeast (April 2015-January 2016) was carried out with 
the help of two research assistants per neighbourhood who conducted the interviews 

with non-participating residents. A variety of recruitment methods were used: 
respondents who participated in neighbourhood initiatives were mostly contacted 

through these initiatives or through snowball sampling. Non-participating residents 
were (except in Amsterdam North) contacted through a flyer in Dutch and English 
distributed in selected streets, followed by door-to-door calls to houses which had 

received a flyer. A limited number were also recruited through snowball sampling, 
convenience sampling (approaching people on the street and in local parks), and 
through neighbourhood media.

Analysis
The coding process took place in two steps. First, for each neighbourhood all 

interviews were coded according to the themes of the topic list as well as additional 

themes that emerged from the data. For each interview, a summary was written 

discussing the main points articulated by the respondent as well as any contextual 
information deriving from fieldwork notes or impressions at the time of the 
interview. Second, these summaries were related to each other in order to chart the 

range of experiences present within the neighbourhood and discover commonalities 
without losing sight of the individual narratives from which these are derived. Given 

the qualitative nature of this study, the aim of the analysis is theoretical or analytic 

generalization rather than statistical generalization. Thus, I seek to generalize to 

theory rather than to a general population, and I do not assume that my case studies 

are representative of such a general population (Yin, 2003). The primary aim of the 
collection and analysis of the fieldwork material is to ‘generate data which give an 
authentic insight into people’s experiences’ (Silverman, 1993, p. 91) while taking 
into account that these experiences are always embedded within particular social 
and policy contexts. 
Diversity and belonging are conceptualized as ‘sensitizing concepts’ (Blumer, 
1954), whose exact attributes were not specified in advance. Rather, these concepts 
functioned as guidelines to structure the research. What constitutes diversity and 

what makes up their neighbourhood was left to residents themselves and thus 

became an outcome of the analysis rather than being pre-determined. Therefore, 

the interviews explored respondents’ connection to their neighbourhood without a 
priori relating this to their experience of difference, ethnic or otherwise. Similarly, 
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questions about diversity were purposefully kept abstract and are intended to refer 

to any aspects of difference that are salient to the respondents. 

Finally, researchers have long known that the relevance of the neighbourhood 

differs between residents, and that the scale of their attachments and activities 

seldom corresponds to ‘official’ definitions of the neighbourhood (Galster, 2001; 
Kearns & Parkinson, 2001). Interviews therefore explicitly discussed respondents’ 
perception of neighbourhood boundaries, as well as what they understood as ‘their’ 

neighbourhood. The latter was often a smaller area, with respondents describing a 

nested hierarchy of places (Kusenbach, 2008) and being more engaged with their 
direct environment (usually one’s own street, gallery, or apartment block). On the 
other hand, especially in Amsterdam Southeast many residents expressed a strong 
sense of belonging to an area larger than their own neighbourhood (the Bijlmer 
neighbourhoods or even the entire district).

1.6  Reading guide

This dissertation is composed of five empirical chapters divided into two parts. 
These five chapters are based on articles published in, or submitted to international 
peer reviewed journals and have been copied in full6. Part I concerns the politics of 

belonging at the national and urban level and how this is manifested in diversity, 

integration, and neighbourhood policies. 

Chapter 2 investigates the relationship between national and urban migrant policy 

discourses. Analysis of policy documents in Amsterdam and The Hague shows that 

both cities deviate from the neo-assimilationist national discourse, in particular 

through a focus on urban citizenship as an overarching identity category. While 

offering opportunities for a more inclusionary belonging, these discourses at the 

same time draw new distinctions based on normative ideas of citizen participation.

Chapter 3 asks where these city-specific discourses on migrants and diversity 
originate and how they are implemented. Rather than being solely driven by 

pragmatic considerations, this chapter proposes that urban imaginaries or tacitly 

shared imaginations about a city’s past, present, and future nature are important 

to understand differences between cities as well as divergences between policy 

discourse and practices ‘on the ground’.

6  Some minor linguistic changes were made, for example replacing ‘in this paper’ by ‘in this 
chapter’ and spelling was harmonized across the chapters. Appendix I provides an overview of the 
publications.
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Part II consists of case studies conducted in three neighbourhoods in Amsterdam 

and one in Vienna, where the focus is on the role that neighbourhood organizations 

(understood as micro-level policy interventions) play in residents’ sense of belonging 
to the neighbourhood and neighbourhood social dynamics. 

Chapter 4 demonstrates the influence of neighbourhood policies and broader 
institutional structures on the design of local ‘spaces of encounter’ through a 

comparison of a Viennese and an Amsterdam neighbourhood. The findings show 
that whereas neighbourhood policies seek to create ‘thick’ forms of community – and 

design local projects accordingly – residents find that increased superficial contacts 
and public familiarity strengthen their neighbourhood belonging. More sustained 

encounters on the other hand run the risk of generating conflicts between residents 
and between residents and neighbourhood professionals. 

Chapter 5 investigates residents’ competing claims on a neighbourhood centre 
that was intended as an inclusive facility. Residents’ attachments to the centre as a 

functional and meaningful place should be understood along intersecting lines of 

ethnicity, class, gender, and religion, and reflect and affect not only their sense of 
belonging to the wider neighbourhood but also inform ongoing struggles to determine 

its place identity. Governing institutions played an ambivalent role in these politics of 

place through their changing support for some resident groups over others. 

Chapter 6 asks how policy notions of active citizenship correspond to residents’ 
emotional geographies. While policy interventions target residents’ presumed 

alienation and lack of participation, residents articulate a sense of neighbourhood 

belonging based on their appreciation of diversity and engagement in informal 

practices of social support. Professionals involved in the local neighbourhood 

centre mediate these different conceptions by creating personal and emotionally 

charged relations with participants while simultaneously reinforcing dominant 

interpretations of ‘good’ citizenship.

Finally, chapter 7 summarizes and connects the main findings, discusses the 
theoretical and societal implications, and points out directions for further research. 
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Chapter 2
Diverse cities and good 

citizenship: How local 
governments in the 

Netherlands recast the 
national integration discourse

This chapter has been published as: 
Hoekstra, M. (2015). Diverse cities and good citizenship: How 
local governments in the Netherlands recast national integration 
discourse. Ethnic and Racial Studies, 38(10), 1798-1814. doi:10.108
0/01419870.2015.1015585

ABSTRACT – Western European national policies increasingly 

portray diversity as negative and migrants as Others who do not 
belong to the national community. This chapter examines how local 
governments articulate alternative discourses of belonging based 

on residents’ shared membership in the civic life of the city. In a 

Dutch case study, the ways in which local policy-makers diverge 

from exclusionary national narratives are examined. It is argued 
that discourses about urban citizenship offer opportunities for the 

inclusion of migrants by drawing new boundaries between ‘good’ 

citizens and those who are unwilling to participate.
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2.1  Introduction

Recent migration waves have diversified the ethnic make-up of Western urban 
societies. These changes in population composition are also present in the policy 

discourses of countries and cities. Much has been written on cross-national 

variations in migrant integration, often in the form of national typologies or models 

(e.g. Brubaker, 1992; Favell, 2000). Underlying this literature is the assumption 
that integration policies are formed according to nationally specific circumstances 
(Scholten, 2013a). While such analyses are undoubtedly valuable, the danger is 
for a ‘methodological nationalism’ (Wimmer & Glick-Schiller, 2002) in researching 
migration which overstates the consistency and coherence of national discourses 

(cf. Bertossi & Duyvendak, 2012). Therefore, recent studies have focused on local 
dimensions of migration policy-making, especially the comparison of cities (e.g. 
Alexander, 2003; Caponio & Borkert, 2010; García, 2006; Penninx, Kraal, Martiniello, 
& Vertovec, 2004). This chapter builds upon this ‘local turn’ (Scholten, 2013a) by 
focusing on the relation between national and local discourses, more specifically 
cities’ possibilities to diverge from national integration models and develop 

different ways of managing diversity. Two strategies to replace national definitions 
that problematize diversity are investigated: defining diversity as a constitutive 
element of and (potential) asset for urban societies, and recasting exclusive national 
definitions of citizenship to be more localized and inhabitant-centric.
This study examines the policy discourses of two large cities in the Netherlands; 
Amsterdam and The Hague. The Netherlands is often considered the prototypical 
example of a shift from a multiculturalist to a restrictive integration regime (Joppke, 
2007) and its policy shift and the concomitant public outcry against multiculturalism 
has been labelled ‘more extreme than elsewhere’ (Vasta, 2007, p. 715). According 
to Entzinger (2006), the dominant national political and public discourse on the 
alleged failure of multiculturalism portrays ethnic diversity and migrants’ ‘refusal 

to integrate’ as threats to Dutch civic liberties. The question that is examined in 
this chapter is to what extent Dutch cities recast diversity as an asset rather than a 
problem, and to what extent citizenship is re-conceptualized as a tool for inclusion 
rather than exclusion. 
The next section briefly presents the concepts which structured the research, 
diversity and (urban) citizenship, after which the Dutch national context and its 
possibilities for the production of alternative local policy discourses are introduced. 

Following a description of the research methodology, the empirical findings are 
presented in two sections on Amsterdam and The Hague, which aim to show how 
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these cities construct diversity and urban citizenship and in doing so position 

themselves discursively vis-à-vis the national integration discourse. The final section 
discusses the findings and presents some avenues for further research.
 

2.2  Diversity and citizenship 

According to Joppke (2007), Western European nation-states follow increasingly 
similar trajectories by adopting civic integration policies which mark a change 

from recognizing migrants’ cultural distinctiveness towards privileging the native 

majority’s cultural identity. Concerns regarding the increasing size and diversity of 

migration flows (cf. Vertovec, 2007) and the hardening of public debate and electoral 
attitudes towards migrants underlie this shift. Increasingly, diversity is viewed 

as a problem to be controlled by strict migration and integration policies (Dukes 
& Musterd, 2012). The introduction of civic integration regimes which emphasize 
migrants’ integration into ‘the’ native majority culture can be seen as part of a 

more general ‘civic turn’ (Mouritsen, 2008) which intends to create or conserve 
social cohesion through a redefinition of citizenship. These regimes connect the 
policy fields of integration and migration control by making the acquisition of 
citizenship dependent on migrants’ successful integration (Joppke, 2007). Although 
civic integration policies are primarily concerned with inclusion in the national 

community, they often focus explicitly on the local as the appropriate level for the 
demonstration of ‘good’ citizenship (Schinkel, 2010). 
However, while national governments adopt restrictive policies, large cities have 

been found to retain ‘old’ multiculturalist policies or to experiment with new 
inclusive forms of migrant incorporation (Uitermark, Rossi & Van Houtum, 2005). 
Cities are traditionally attractive to (internal and international) migrants for 
economic reasons, but also because of their diverse social environment and relative 

anonymity. Cities offer everyday experiences and negotiations of diversity through 
encounters with difference which often challenge national representations (Amin & 
Thrift, 2002). This necessitates the formulation of a city-specific view on diversity 
and citizenship, an undertaking which has been described as the articulation of a 

‘politics of difference’ based on city life as the ‘being together of strangers’ (Young, 
2011 [1990], p. 240), or as a city’s ‘symbolic attempts to racialize and place 
modernity’ (Amin & Thrift, 2002, p. 292). In fact, according to some scholars urban 
diversity should be considered an asset to both ‘the diverse’ themselves and their 

locales. An appreciative or even celebratory approach of diversity is in line with the 

idea that diversity benefits cities’ economic development and innovative potential by 
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attracting members of the ‘creative class’ who would be drawn to open, inclusive, and 

diverse places (Florida, 2003). Although the creative class theory has been heavily 
criticized (e.g. Peck, 2005), its prescriptions have been readily adopted by urban 
policy-makers (Hoyman & Faricy, 2009), not least because it legitimizes spending 
money on ‘soft’ policy areas such as diversity by their connection to ‘hard’ economic 

profits (Musterd & Murie, 2010). Moreover, the focus on individual characteristics 
instead of group-based attributes is attractive to policy-makers looking to formulate 

inclusive policies beyond the multiculturalist paradigm (Faist, 2009). Therefore, 
cities have started to formulate more inhabitant-centric notions of citizenship based 

on localized notions of social justice (García, 2006). Contrary to national citizenship, 
urban citizenship would comprise a shared ‘right to the city’ based on residence 

and disconnected from nationality (Bauböck, 2003).Whereas according to Dukes 
and Musterd (2012) urban citizenship offers possibilities for the expression of 
difference within the overarching identity of city resident, Schinkel (2010) is more 
negative. He argues that cities use the concept of the ‘active citizen’ to discipline 

their residents and make them conform to a blueprint of the ideal citizen based on 

the dominant culture. Urban citizenship then takes a defensive mode which aims to 

neutralize threatening Others. A more thorough examination of the ways in which 
cities conceptualize and use urban citizenship is, therefore, needed to determine 

whether it fosters inclusion or exclusion. 

2.3  The Dutch national context: Constraints and possibilities for  
 local policy discourses

Diversity as a term is not much used in Dutch integration discourse. Rather, policy-

makers first spoke of ‘ethnic minorities’ and ‘minorities policy’ which later became 
‘integration policy’ and then ‘civic integration policy’. The designation ‘ethnic 

minorities’ located the difference of migrants in their – problematic – ethnicity, as it 

targeted only those groups considered in need of assistance (Scholten, 2013a). Another 
set of terms which gained currency from the 1980s onwards and now dominates 

both policy and public discourse is the allochtoon/autochtoon distinction. Whereas 

previously policies focused on specific ethnic minority groups, now the focus has 

shifted to individual allochtonen who are contrasted with the native majority (Van der 
Haar & Yanow, 2011). Allochtoon describes both first and second generation migrants. 
Although envisaged at first as less rigid than ‘ethnic minority’, the distinction between 
allochtoon and its opposite autochtoon became a ‘bright boundary’ (Alba, 2005): 
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differences between the groups are considered permanent and insurmountable, 

while internal differences are obscured (Dukes & Musterd, 2012). 
Like other Western European countries, The Netherlands experienced a shift from 
a multiculturalist regime, which allowed and encouraged migrants to retain their 

cultural distinctiveness, to a more assimilatory civic integration regime. While 

multiculturalism celebrated the intrinsic value of migrant cultures, these are now 

considered to be incompatible with the Dutch majority culture. Fostering ethnic 

identities is thought to result in a disconnect from Dutch society and the rejection 

of Dutch values (see e.g. Scheffer, 2000). With the introduction of civic integration 
policies, adaptation to the Dutch majority culture became a normative end-

goal. Failure to meet this goal results in migrants’ exclusion from membership in 
the Dutch national community, as national citizenship has become increasingly 

restrictive. Receiving a permanent residence permit is dependent on passing so-

called ‘citizenship exams’ which test knowledge of the Dutch language and norms 
and values (Joppke, 2007). Migrants are also increasingly denied ‘moral’ citizenship, 
denoting their acceptance by and inclusion in society (Schinkel, 2010). The current 
Dutch national policy discourse has almost no conception of the potentially beneficial 
aspects of a diverse society within the national discourse (Dukes & Musterd, 2012) 
and little room for the articulation of individual migrants’ identities (which are 
subsumed under the umbrella term ‘allochthonous’). 
Dutch national policy discourse stresses the local environment as the appropriate 

scale for the integration of migrants, as evidenced by the following quotation from a 

national policy paper on integration:

Living together – taking note of one another’s views, addressing 
problems together, and building a common future – requires that Dutch 
citizens meet each other within a safe and liveable environment and 
across the boundaries of their different backgrounds. By doing things 
together in the district and neighbourhood citizens develop something 
that they have in common, differences become less threatening, and 
there even arises room for difference (VROM Ministry7, 2009, p. 11).

This interpretation of integration as a micro-scale practice may make room for 

the formulation of city-specific diversity discourses. While previous studies have 
compared the content of cities’ policies and developed models of incorporation (e.g. 

7  Ministry of Public Health, Spatial Planning, and the Environment
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Alexander, 2003; Penninx et al., 2004), this research has a slightly different focus 
as it is concerned with the discourses through which migrants are categorized and 

evaluated. Although the nation-state constrains the scope for policy formulation, 

cities develop institutional and discursive structures which affect ethnic minorities 

in different ways (Nicholls & Uitermark, 2013). Dutch local policy actors often have 
considerable leeway in implementing national policy directives. Policies in the field 
of integration are routinely decentralized (Penninx, 2009), and national budget cuts 
will likely further strengthen the policy-making capacities of municipalities. Policy-

making processes in cities do not simply reflect national ones but are characterized 
by a different logic. Local actors have tactical and strategic advantages in the design 

and implementation of policies since they are closer to their implementation and 

daily practice in a diverse context (Poppelaars & Scholten, 2008). Often, city-specific 
policies and discourses pre-date national ones which make them resistant to change 

‘from above’. The focus on pragmatics and efficiency which is characteristic to the 
municipal level can also result in the continuation of old policies, even if these 

contradict stated policy aims (De Zwart & Poppelaars, 2007). 
National policy frameworks and discourses interact with circumstances and 
discourses ‘on the ground’ to create context-specific policy outcomes. Previous studies 
in the Netherlands have indeed found large differences between municipalities in 
the implementation of national integration policies such as civic integration classes 

(Kirk, 2010) and naturalization ceremonies (Verkaaik, 2010). Although it is often 
assumed that local policies will be more accommodating, this need not be the case: 
indeed, local policy actors can also ignore migrant issues or seek to externalize them 
(Mahnig, 2004). One example is the policy introduced by the city of Rotterdam (the 
second-largest city in the Netherlands and one of the most diverse) in 2005 which 
enabled the municipality to designate areas (euphemistically called ‘opportunity 
zones’) where the inflow of low-income households and those households 
exhibiting ‘problematic’ behaviour could be restricted. This measure was born out 
of concern regarding the share of disadvantaged migrant households in these areas 

(Van Eijk, 2010). Thus, although Dutch cities have considerable autonomy both in 
implementing national civic integration policies and in formulating city-specific 
policy discourses, this need not result in more inclusive policies.
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2.4  Data and methods

This study uses a discourse analytical approach to examine the discursive gap 
between the national and the local level. Following the writings of Foucault (1977, 
p. 49), discourse is here defined as ‘practices that systematically form the objects 
of which they speak (…) they constitute them and in doing so conceal their own 
invention’. Discourses construct systems of knowledge and belief which exercise 
meaning-making and problematizing powers. The focus is on policy discourses, i.e. 

the ‘official’ definitions of social situations (Van Dijk, 1997) as they are expressed 
in policy texts. Policies are not viewed as response to problems existing in a 
world ‘out there’, but as themselves constituting both problems and solutions. 

They determine what can legitimately be said and what is rendered invisible from 

debates and (policy) practices. Previous research has found that migrants are 
positioned as problematic objects (Van Dijk, 1997) and are Othered through, among 
other things, their discursive placement ‘outside’ society, the introduction of new 

terms of classification, and the sensationalizing of integration debates through the 
use of rhetorical tricks (Schrover & Schinkel, 2013). This research elaborates on 
these findings by comparing multiple discursive contexts. Discourses relate to and 
draw upon each other (interdiscursivity), especially when they are hierarchically 
ordered (as is arguably the case with a national discourse and local discourses). A 
comparative case study approach of two Dutch cities was chosen to examine the 
discursive gap between the national and the local policy level.

Amsterdam and The Hague were selected as case studies because of the continuous 

presence of migrant policies in these cities and their relative salience, arguably a 

factor of their (for Dutch standards) large and diverse populations and national 
prominence. With close to 800,000 residents Amsterdam is the capital and largest 

city in the Netherlands. The Hague is the seat of the national government and the 
third largest city in the Netherlands, with a population of over 500,000. Slightly 
over fifty per cent of both cities’ inhabitants are first or second generation migrants 
(OIS, 2014; The Hague in Figures, 2014). However, differences between the cities 
in terms of economic and socio-spatial structure as well as political orientation 

are likely to influence their discursive opportunity structures. Amsterdam is 
generally considered to be a progressive and left-wing city (its politics has been 
historically dominated by the Labour Party) with moderate levels of class and 
ethnic segregation and a thriving urban economy, based primarily in the service 

sector. In contrast, The Hague is much more segregated (Musterd & Van Kempen, 
2009), and its urban economy is weaker and largely dependent on public service 
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and administration (Kloosterman & Priemus, 2001). Radical right-wing and populist 
parties have been a recurring factor in municipal politics. The analysed material 

consists of twelve policy papers in Amsterdam and eleven in The Hague, dating from 

2003 to 2013. Statements made in political forums (such as debates or speeches) 
were not considered, nor the reception and/or interpretation of policy discourses. 

Included were all policy papers which focused on migrants and diversity during the 

2003-2013 period, as well as articles on the municipal website discussing migrant 

policies. In addition, policy papers which prominently mention migrants (e.g. 
concerning adult education or emancipation) and general policy papers detailing 
the plans of the new administration were examined. By looking at documents where 
migrants were the central topic and documents where they were not, the robustness 

of discourses could be examined, thus increasing the validity of the findings. All 
papers are authored either by the municipal board or the alderman of the respective 

policy field, and can therefore be considered representative of the municipality’s 
policy discourse. However, as will be shown, this does not mean that the articulated 

discourses are necessarily coherent or that multiple discourses cannot be present 

simultaneously. Central in the analysis is the idea that notions such as diversity and 

citizenship do not have a (permanently) fixed meaning, but should be considered 
‘floating signifiers’: stakes in the ongoing struggle of competing discourses to fix 
their meaning. Discourses articulate the meaning of signifiers through processes of 
association and disassociation (Phillips & Jørgensen, 2002). From initial readings 
of these policy papers urban diversity and citizenship emerged as central ordering 

points. The analysis proceeded to further unpack these terms by examining their 
role in describing the city and its residents, their valuation and their use as tools 

for the discursive inclusion and/or exclusion of social groups. Attention was paid 
to points of convergence or divergence between cities and between cities and the 

national level, and to developments over time.
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2.5  Amsterdam: The power of a diverse city

Alexander (2003) and Uitermark, Rossi and Van Houtum (2005) among others have 
described the development of Amsterdam’s minorities policy until 2003, starting 

with the 1989 memorandum ‘Municipal minorities policy’. In line with national-level 

developments, this memorandum stimulated the organization of minority groups 

in associations and advisory councils on an ethnic basis. In the 1990s however, 

emancipation within the own (ethnic) group became seen as constraining and 
stigmatizing. Whereas at the national level the individualization of migrants in policy 

discourse resulted in a renewed focus on the Dutch majority culture, in Amsterdam 

the first steps towards a ‘diversity policy’ were made. The 1999 draft-memorandum 
‘The power of a diverse city’ rejected the allochtoon/autochtoon dichotomy and 

introduced the notion of the Amsterdammer (resident of Amsterdam) who has a 
multifaceted (‘diverse’) identity. The diversity policy, which aims to encourage inter-
ethnic dialogue and counter stereotypes, emphasizes individuals over groups and 

projects over organizations. 

The following quotation demonstrates that these shifts can also be identified in 
more recent policy papers in Amsterdam, although the ethnic dimension dominates 

in practice (religion is notably absent): 

Gender, age, sexual orientation, and ethnic group are the most 
important dimensions for the description [of diversity in Amsterdam]. 
Incidentally, the emphasis is on the integration of ethnic groups and 
subcategories within these groups (young/old, first/second generation, 
low/high educated et cetera) (Amsterdam, 2004)

(Ethnic) diversity is first of all presented as a fact of urban life, albeit one that should 
be regulated by municipal policies: ‘migration is a part of urbanity and something 
which the local government must permanently take into account’ (Amsterdam, 2003, 
p. 12). Amsterdam presents itself as a ‘creative knowledge city’ and as accessible, 
social, and tolerant. Its creative industry and diverse population are seen as two of 

the city’s most important characteristics (www.amsterdam.nl). According to Florida 
(2003), in order to prosper cities need to attract the ‘creative class’ who would be 
drawn to open, diverse, and tolerant places. Amsterdam aligns itself with this view 

and finds evidence for it in the city’s past as successful trading hub:
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Cultural diversity creates innovation, creativity, and flexibility, which 
traditionally have enriched the commercial spirit of Amsterdam (…) the 
success of the city is to a great extent the result of the degree to which 
Amsterdam knows how to use these forces (www.amsterdam.nl)

Diversity attracts international corporations and young high-potential Western 

migrants (Amsterdam, 2012), but the ‘vitality, ambition, and work ethic’ of refugees 
are also considered assets (Amsterdam, 2011a). In short, diversity is essential to 
the presentation of Amsterdam as a ‘strong brand’ (Amsterdam, 2003). However, 
prospering from the ‘forces of diversity’ depends on the city’s ability to evade the 

risks which diversity also brings: 

Diversity is the strength of the open city. But diversity is also a 
potential source of conflict. Discrimination, feelings of detachment, and 
radicalization threaten social stability and can lead to a divided city 
(Amsterdam, 2006a, p. 2)

Two images of the city are contrasted: there is the open city which offers freedom 
and opportunities for self-realization, as well as relative anonymity (Amsterdam, 
2011b), but at the same time diversity can lead to a divided city characterized 
by instability and radicalization. Crucially, the second scenario can be averted by 

policies which mitigate diversity’s potential tendency towards permissiveness: 
diversity should be accompanied by participation and emancipation (Amsterdam, 
2010), and tolerance should not mean indifference (Amsterdam, 2012).
The potential of local (city) identity to connect people of different backgrounds and 
create more inclusive political communities is often cited as rationale behind the 

introduction of urban citizenship (Bauböck, 2003; Dukes & Musterd, 2012) as it 
allows for the creation of a common ‘we’ while preserving individual differences. 

In Amsterdam’s policy discourse, belonging to the city is a key theme: ‘By offering 
a shared view of “reality” between increasingly opposing groups, residents of 
Amsterdam can identify with Amsterdam and feel accepted and like they are part 

of the story Amsterdam’ (Amsterdam, 2006b, p. 12). Citizenship in Amsterdam is 
formulated in an explicitly inclusive manner: 
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At its core, citizenship means to Amsterdam that everybody can participate 
in society, and is involved with the city and his or her fellow residents. 
Every Amsterdammer is citizen of the city regardless of age, origin, belief, 
or ethnicity. Citizenship transcends and bridges the differences among the 
population of Amsterdam (Amsterdam, 2011b, p. 1)

Thus, citizenship is defined as the common basis of all residents of the city. As no 
additional criteria (other than residency) need to be fulfilled to qualify as ‘citizen 
of the city’, it is an ascribed rather than an achieved identity. This inclusiveness is 

also evident in the terminology which is used to refer to (children of) migrants. 
From 2013 onwards, the nationally dominant labels ‘allochtoon’ and ‘autochtoon’ 

are no longer used. Instead, the city opts for an ‘American’ system of hyphenated 

identities (e.g. Moroccan Amsterdammer) to be used only when naming national 
origins is deemed relevant. The rationale for this switch is twofold: those with 
migrant backgrounds consider the term ‘allochthonous’ to be stigmatizing, and for 

the municipality it is too broad to be informative anyway (Amsterdam, 2013a). Thus, 
the desire to create an urban community which recognizes ‘diverse’ citizens yet at 

the same time allows for their continued registration has led to the adoption of a 

more fine-grained classification which emphasizes migrants’ bond with the city.
However, citizenship of Amsterdam also has elements of an achieved status. This is 

because it is conceptualized as going beyond previous integration policies. No longer 
are behavioural and attitudinal demands only made of migrants: ‘building the city’ 
becomes the responsibility of all Amsterdammers. The core of urban citizenship in 

Amsterdam consists of five ‘citizenship competences’: identification (with the city), 
representation, accountability, defensibility, and tolerance (Amsterdam, 2012). These 
citizenship competences are to be expressed through everyday, mundane practices 
of civility and attentiveness which take place in residents’ direct environment, such 

as greeting one’s neighbours, helping senior citizens, and maintaining one’s garden 

(www.amsterdam.nl). Therefore, the construction of urban citizenship as something 
which emphatically includes migrants at the same time delimits the in-group in 

other ways, namely by excluding those who do not (want to) practice citizenship in 
this way or who do not feel connected to the city. 

Where the city’s policy paper on integration, dating from 2003, poses the question 

‘when am I/can I become a full citizen of the Netherlands (Amsterdam)?’ (Amsterdam, 
2003, p. 9), almost a decade later it is stated that ‘every Amsterdammer is citizen 

of the city’ (Amsterdam, 2011b, p. 1). However, in practice a distinction between 
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‘full’ and ‘deficient’ citizens is still made, dependent on mastery of citizenship 
competences. Migrants are more at risk of being cast as nonparticipating as their 

belonging is less self-evident (hence the initial formulation: natives are, migrants 

become). Moreover, migrants’ fitting the ‘good citizen’ template can be enforced 
(as is also the case for those ‘native’ Dutch who occupy socioeconomically weak 
positions and/or are dependent on the state). For example, citizenship competences 
are a component of Amsterdam’s language courses, which are obligatory for first-
generation migrants while they are also taken by some (semi)illiterate ‘native’ Dutch 
(Amsterdam, 2013b). Although all Amsterdammers are expected to be competent 
citizens, exhortations to participate focus on migrants:

The municipality considers it important that new Amsterdammers 
participate and play an active role in society (…) All citizens must 
be able to gain knowledge and develop competences to take part in 
and contribute to our diverse and complex city. Effective citizenship 
contributes to a sense of identity and belonging (www.amsterdam.nl – 
emphasis added)

Amsterdam’s diversity policy entails a move away from national-level civic integration 

discourse. Adaptation to the majority culture is replaced by loyalty to and participation 

in the city. Through the individualization and broadening of the notion of diversity, 

societal problems related to ethnicity are depoliticized, and diversity is reframed as 

positive and as an asset to the city. Notable in this regard is the absence of religion as a 
salient aspect of diversity. Although some (e.g. Nicholls & Uitermark, 2013; Uitermark 
& Gielen, 2010) argue that Amsterdam has made extensive use of religious institutions 
to incorporate and pacify religious minorities, in the examined policy documents 
religion is relatively absent. Islam is only mentioned at some length in a policy paper 

which was written after the murder of prominent Islam critic Theo van Gogh by a 

Moroccan Amsterdammer. This policy paper emphatically states that ‘this dynamic 

[of polarization between Muslims and non-Muslims] should of course be broken’ and 
‘moderate Muslims are of course part of “WE”’ (Amsterdam, 2005, pp. 5, 21). Muslims 
are brought into the fold as a matter of course, while the national government is 

criticized for framing problems in terms of a presupposed ‘gap’ between Islamic and 

Western values (Amsterdam, 2006b) and for being unwilling to recognize the reality 
of living with diversity: ‘where “The Hague” [reference to the national government] 
calls [for migrants to] “adapt or leave”, Amsterdam should focus on what connects us, 
on the necessity of, literally, living together’ (Amsterdam, 2005, p. 44).
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2.6  The Hague: Integration within one generation

The Hague rose to prominence as the seat of the national government, a position 

it still holds today. The city also houses 160 international institutions and 
organizations, among which the International Court of Justice and the United 

Nations Permanent Court of Arbitration. Compared to other Dutch cities The Hague 
is relatively segregated in terms of income and ethnicity, which has a historical 

basis in the division between the parts of the city built on sand (the sea-side, for the 
richer households) and peat (the inland side, for the poor). Moreover, it is one of 
only two cities in which the populist anti-immigrant party PVV is represented in the 

municipal council (since 2010). 
The Hague presents itself as a city whose global orientation matches the international 

make-up of its population. As stated by the municipal board with regard to The 

Hague’s bid for the title of European Cultural Capital of 2018:

[This title will] give The Hague the opportunity to – proudly – present 
itself as city of peace and justice in all its versatility and history. 
Together of course with the open and connecting position of The 
Hague, both towards Europe and towards itself, with its different 
neighbourhoods and diversity of residents (The Hague, 2012a, p. 1)

This quotation among others illustrates the city’s attempts to connect its (desired) 
status as ‘legal capital of the world’ with the presence of increasing numbers of 

migrants. The Hague presents diversity and the multicultural city as a factual reality, 

with diversity primarily conceived as different ethnic groups: ‘The Hague is a diverse 
city. Around half of the inhabitants has a different ethnic background’ (www.denhaag.
nl). Some distinctions within ethnic groups are also made, based on generation 
(first or second) and length of stay (recent versus established migrants). Religion 
is hardly mentioned, which is remarkable considering its overwhelming discursive 

dominance at the national level. The only references are to prayer houses (mosques, 
mandirs), which are seen as places in which specific ethnic (not religious) groups 
congregate. The continued focus on ethnic groups is apparent from references 

to inter-group contacts, inter-group discrimination et cetera. In principle, the 

municipality establishes contacts with migrants through intermediaries of their own 

ethnic background. Support for the integration policy among migrant organizations 

is considered very important (The Hague, 2012b). This indicates a divergence from 
the more individualized national policy discourse. 
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The Hague presents diversity as both potential asset and problem. European 

organizations and expats are considered valuable since their presence generates 
employment (www.denhaag.nl). However, the link between the city’s international 
profile and its diverse population is rather incidental since international elite 
workers are not assumed to be more attracted to The Hague because of its migrant 

population. ‘Ordinary’ migrants also contribute to the city’s continued economic 
vitality, especially as ethnic entrepreneurs and caretakers of the elderly (The Hague, 
2011). Moreover, diverse neighbourhoods such as Chinatown but also Transvaal 
(which is generally considered a problematic area) are presented as potential tourist 
attractions (The Hague, 2006). The past serves to justify today’s positive outlook:

Over 50% of the residents of The Hague is not of Dutch descent. That 
is an asset for our city. Namely, diversity offers opportunities in the 
economic, social, and cultural field. That was the case in past centuries 
and that is still the case (www.denhaag.nl)

The presence of migrants is also seen to bring problems such as language delays, 

unemployment, discrimination, and negative reporting by the media (www.denhaag.
nl). The focus is on the problems of diversity which are considered already present 
while the assets of diversity are presented as potentiality to be realized (‘diversity 
offers opportunities’). 
In contrast to the national discourse which distinguishes allochtonen and autochtonen, 

The Hague mostly uses the term ‘migrants’ (earlier policy documents do follow 
the national terminology as they distinguish between allochtone and autochtone 

Hagenaars). Migrants are contrasted with ‘Dutch residents of The Hague’ (Nederlandse 
Hagenaars) (The Hague, 2011). This terminology associates the native Dutch 
population with the city. In contrast, ‘migrants’ (a term which includes the second 
generation, who have technically not migrated) are not directly connected to The 
Hague. Although they are included as citizens, they also have to consciously choose to 

be part of and identify with the city. Through their integration they become ‘valuable’ 

citizens and Hagenaars:

Some [migrants] have made a conscious choice to be Hagenaar. Others 
(still) consider themselves to be Moroccans, Turks, or Africans first and 
are primarily oriented towards the own community (…) Migrants are 
an asset to The Hague if they are economically independent and active 
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in society (…) Integration means choosing for The Hague and the The 
Hague society (The Hague, 2011, pp. 11-13 – emphasis in original)

The current integration policy, which is based on the 2011 paper ‘Differing pasts, 

one future’, follows the national discourse by rhetorically distancing itself from 

formerly professed multiculturalism. The first paragraph of the city’s policy paper 
on integration stresses the new aspects of the policy. Whereas previously connecting 

different groups was the central aim, now the motto is ‘integration within one 

generation’. The more detached objective of fostering mutual respect replaces the 

earlier emphasis on connection. In some cases, the municipality even goes beyond 

national civic integration requirements. For example, The Hague wants to make 
pre-school language trajectories for migrant children obligatory, as well as civic 

integration exams for more migrant categories than currently required. 
Integration is defined as economic independence and social participation, which aligns 
with the national definition of civic integration. However, while the national discourse 
privileges cultural over socioeconomic integration (Schinkel, 2010), The Hague 
considers social participation (including language acquisition) to be instrumental to 
achieving economic independence. Dutch national integration discourse puts great 

emphasis on shared values, norms, and practices. The Hague similarly acknowledges 

the desire of native Dutch Hagenaars to feel comfortable and at home in their own 

neighbourhoods, which is made dependent on the absence of – unintegrated – migrants: 

During the past decades, a lot of citizens have been confronted with one 
large societal change after the other. They no longer feel at home in their 
street and their city. Every day they experience what failed integration 
means: neighbours with whom they cannot talk and who cannot be 
their allies in the struggle for a liveable, safe, and social neighbourhood. 
We want to win back those justly concerned citizens for our policy. 
We will do this by taking their problems, fears, and needs seriously. By 
demonstrating that this government also wants to find solutions for their 
problems. By increasing the pace of integration (The Hague, 2011, p. 2)

The city does implicitly distance itself from divisive national policy rhetoric by 

stressing the right of migrants to the city and the need for rational discussion 

between groups: 
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The right of migrants to be and stay here is not up for discussion. In 
a multicultural city there are no first- and second-class citizens, but 
everybody has equal rights and duties and gets an equal say. Real 
problems of both original residents and migrants when it comes 
to living together in a multicultural way should be discussed and 
resolved, without getting bogged down in rancour or accusations of 
discrimination and without inflating problems between individuals into 
a clash of civilizations (The Hague, 2011, p. 13)

Similar to Amsterdam, The Hague introduced urban citizenship (referred to as 
burgerschap or citizenship) as a more inclusive and less polarizing alternative 
to integration. When it was first conceived, one of the aims of the concept was to 
increase positive intercultural contacts and the appreciation of diversity (The Hague, 
2005a). Moreover, there was room for cultural differences in the interpretation of 
urban citizenship (The Hague, 2005b). More recent policy documents however paint 
a different picture. Urban citizenship is now something which residents owe the city, 

rather than a way of improving interpersonal relations: ‘don’t ask what The Hague 
does for you, but what you contribute to The Hague’ (The Hague, 2010, p. 6). In 
answer to the question: ‘citizen: are you one or do you become one?’ the city states 
‘citizenship is not only a juridical notion but also a way of life…citizenship also means 
that citizens who shirk their social responsibilities (“those who are unwilling”) will be 
reproached’ (The Hague, 2005a, pp. 9-10). A distinction is made between those who 
are merely ‘juridical’ citizens and those who do not just reside in, but also contribute 

to the city. Especially for migrants, non-participation is not an option: 

We do not accept that migrants (…) themselves choose to stand aside 
(…) A prerequisite to become a citizen is the desire to be a citizen. 
Those who are elsewhere in their heads and only stay here temporarily 
cannot focus sufficiently on building a future in The Hague (The 
Hague, 2011, -pp. 7-9)

Thus, migrants are the primary addressee of policy papers on citizenship while the 

commitment of the ‘native’ population is assumed. The past recognition of the rights 

of migrants to help shape the ‘rules of the game’ instead of unilaterally adapting 

to ‘the’ Dutch or The Hague society (The Hague, 2005b) is replaced by the more 
restrictive notion of ‘good’ urban citizenship which demands that residents identify 

with the city and involve themselves in city life.
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Figure 2 | Graphical overview of main concepts

2.7  Discussion

This study adds to the research on the construction of policy discourses on migrants 

and citizenship by focusing on the still understudied ‘local turn’ (Scholten, 2013a) 
of migrant policy formulation. It does so by examining the comparative positioning 
of cities within one national discursive context. Findings show that although the 
Dutch national government constrains the scope for policy formulation, local policy-

makers formulate alternative discourses based on the realities of governing diverse 

cities. Diversity and urban citizenship are central in these endeavours. Diversity is an 

attractive concept to policy-makers as it combines an individualist approach with a 

concern for social inclusion (Faist, 2009), and because theories on the competitive edge 
of diverse cities help justify expenditures on social policies (Musterd & Murie, 2010). 
For example, Amsterdam and The Hague explicitly connect their self-positioning as 
a global city to the diversity of their residents. However, diversity is not only viewed 

as asset: both cities demonstrate great awareness of (potential) problems associated 
with diversity, and both turn to urban citizenship as a potential solution. 

Urban citizenship creates possibilities for the construction of overarching identities 

which remain sensitive to the diverse backgrounds of cities’ inhabitants (Dukes 
& Musterd, 2012). Thus, it offers an alternative to national discourses which 
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seek to dissolve cultural difference through integration: ‘an urban citizenship 
that is emancipated from imperatives of national sovereignty and homogeneity 

may become a home base for cosmopolitan democracy’ (Bauböck, 2003, p. 157). 
However, urban citizenship can also be used to enforce policy-makers’ notions 

of the ‘good’ citizen, effectively drawing new boundaries based on identification 
and involvement. This results in a situation of false equality where migrants 

have to ‘choose’ to be a citizen and ‘learn’ how to do this while ‘native’ majority 

members are exempted from such demonstrations of loyalty. Whereas Bauböck 
(2003) envisioned an ascribed form of urban citizenship based on residence, in 
Amsterdam and The Hague it also has prominent elements of an achieved status, 

as can be seen from new differentiations between ‘good’ citizens and those who 

are labelled as uncooperative and unwilling. Migrants are more likely than ‘native’ 

majority members to be placed in the latter category.

As various authors argue, integration practices necessarily take place at the local 

level (Penninx, 2009; Poppelaars & Scholten, 2008). Local governments therefore 
have reason to resist the centrifugal tendencies of symbolically charged nationalist 

discourses. Arguably, cities’ potential to do so is enhanced through the focus of both 

national and cities’ discourses on the local as the place where integration is realized 

(Amin, 2005). This ‘romanticizing’ of local communities legitimizes cities and other 
localities as objects of identification and loyalty and justifies their formulation of 
place-specific policies. Indeed, cities’ policies do not focus solely on practical matters. 
Amsterdam and The Hague have constructed alternative discourses in which 

diversity and (urban) citizenship are key signifiers. Urban citizenship strives to 
overcome boundaries between social (ethnic) groups by relating them to a common 
project (the city) and by defining a new ‘enemy’: the ‘unwilling’ resident. Through 
positing a new collective identity and form of group membership cities constitute a 

new social imaginary. 

The Hague conforms more closely to the national discourse than Amsterdam, 

especially with regard to the city’s continued emphasis on integration and its 

demands for unidirectional adaptation by migrants. While Amsterdam started by 

conceptualizing urban citizenship as something to be achieved by migrants and today 

stresses its universal and connecting characteristics, The Hague has moved towards 

a more restrictive definition of urban citizenship which leaves less room for ethnic 
differences. Differing social, political, and historical contexts might provide possible 
explanations for this divergence in local policy discourse. Amsterdam’s reputation 
for tolerance – especially with respect to religious and sexual minorities – facilitates 
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the presentation of ethnic diversity as merely another aspect of a diversity which has 

long been regarded as ‘quintessentially Amsterdam’. The Hague, on the other hand, 

has historically been more insulated and is today characterized by more polarized 

class and spatial divisions. Moreover, whereas Amsterdam’s municipal government 

has been dominated for a long time by left-wing political parties, in The Hague the 

anti-immigrant PVV is one of the larger parties in the municipal council (although 
not part of the local government). As Van Gent and Musterd (2013) show in the case 
of The Hague, characteristics of the residential environment are related to support 

for right-wing populist parties. Similarly, the comparatively polarized discourse of 

The Hague might emanate from the more polarized make-up of the city itself.

This chapter analysed the discursive usage of diversity and citizenship in policy 

papers in two Dutch cities. While allowing for a demonstration of the ways in which 

these concepts are used in the construction of social groups and their positioning 

relative to urban society, analysing ‘official’ documents reveals less about the 
origins of policy discourses and any alternative voices that did not ‘make it’. Any 

explanations for divergences from the national discourse or differences between the 
case-study cities necessarily remain speculative. Future research could, therefore, 

examine policy-makers’ own understanding of concepts such as diversity and urban 
citizenship and their role in addressing urban issues. Furthermore, the analysis 

of policy papers tells us little about their implementation. Broad notions such as 

‘diversity’ require a lot of interpretation before they can be applied (De Zwart & 
Poppelaars, 2007). Moreover, discursive changes can be resisted at the level of actual 
policy practices. Therefore, even though it is disavowed in local policy discourses, 

ethnicity may in practice remain a dominant frame of interpretation.
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ABSTRACT – This chapter examines how urban policy actors 
organize policy practice according to their understanding of the 

diverse city. In contrast to the national level, cities are sometimes 

considered to have a pragmatic approach to governing (ethnic) 
diversity. Yet urban policies also reflect local norms and identities. 
As such, the city functions as a local discursive condition for and 

product of understandings of the social world, including processes 

of differentiation and boundary-drawing. A comparison of policies 

dealing with migrant incorporation in Amsterdam and The Hague 

– two highly diverse cities in The Netherlands – shows that a 
discrepancy may exist between overarching discourses and policy 
practices. While municipal policy discourses suggest a coherent 

programme, policy practices are rather fragmented. Even though 

policy actors explain this divergence (also) in terms of pragmatism, 
they use distinct, city-specific logics to identify what is ‘pragmatic’ 
and arrive at different outcomes. ‘Urban imaginaries’ or tacitly shared 

imaginations about the place of migrants in the urban community 

serve to provide orientation in this regard.
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3.1  Introduction

This chapter concerns cities’ roles in governing (ethnic) difference through migrant 
policies that create locally specific signifiers of belonging (Yuval-Davis, 2007). Cities 
create their own narratives about migrant incorporation in urban life, which may 

sometimes run counter to more exclusionary discourses on migration and diversity 
at the national level (Ambrosini & Boccagni, 2015; Hoekstra, 2015). Although these 
(changing) discourses have received quite some attention in the research literature 
(e.g. Alexander, 2007; Caponio & Borkert, 2010; García, 2006), less attention has 
been paid to policy practices of ‘governing difference’ (Uitermark et al., 2005). 
Studies looking at divergence between local and national migrant policies8

 have 

related this to differences in policy rationales and problem framing. Some argue 

that local governments tend to be more pragmatic and efficiency-oriented (Bak 
Jørgensen, 2012; Poppelaars & Scholten, 2008) while national governments focus 
on symbolic actions in a highly politicized and mediatized context. However, others 
argue that the reframing and reshaping of national policies at the local level not 

only results from differing circumstances ‘on the ground’ but also reflects diverging 
ideas and norms (Schiller, 2017) and imaginaries of local places and communities 
(Barbehön & Münch, 2016; Walker & Leitner, 2011). 
This chapter builds on the latter perspective and asks how urban imaginaries inform 

migrant policy discourse and subsequently influence actual policy practices. As the 
‘mental or cognitive mappings of urban reality’ (Soja, 2000, p. 324), imaginaries 
form a meta-narrative connecting notions of urban society’s past, present, and 

future nature. This chapter argues that migrant policy discourses draw upon these 

imaginaries to construct policy problems and solutions – and that, conversely, these 

discourses ‘serve as a proxy for debating the self-image of the city’ (Barbehön & 
Münch, 2016, p. 37). 
If, as this chapter argues, migrant policies should be understood as constructing 

difference and belonging in locally specific ways (Yuval-Davis, 2007), this should be 
visible not only in the ‘paper reality’ of policy documents but also become evident 

in concrete policy practices across municipal domains. Through a comparative 

approach, these policy practices can be related to city-specific imaginaries, in 
particular to understandings of the place of migrants in the urban community 

(Barbehön & Münch, 2016; Però, 2013). 

8  This chapter uses the term ‘migrant policies’ for those policies that (construct and) govern 
difference which is understood to be located wholly or partially in migrant background or foreign 

descent
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The next sections briefly discuss previous research which has been concerned 
with (national and local) paradigms or models of migrant incorporation, as 
well as criticisms that have focused on the complexity and incoherence of actual 
policy practices. The notion of urban imaginaries is introduced as offering a 

different perspective. It is argued that city-specific problem discourses relating 
to understandings of the city’s past, present, and future provide orientation for 

policy practices. After describing the case study cities and their situation within the 

national policy framework, the analysis focuses on the two policy domains which 

are most salient at the Dutch national level: integration into Dutch society and social 
cohesion in migrant-concentrated neighbourhoods. The empirical sections compare 

migrant policy discourses and practices in Amsterdam and The Hague and detail 

how the sense-making processes employed by policy actors depend on specific 
understandings of urban reality. The discussion reflects on how local historical and 
spatial contexts can inform our understanding of ‘governing difference’ as shaped 
by urban imaginaries, and the consequences for the study of urban migrant policies. 

3.2  Understanding urban migrant policies

3.2.1  Migrant policy models and their critics
While studies of migrant policies have traditionally focused on the national level, 

there is growing scholarly attention for local – especially urban – policies. Cities 

develop policies to deal with migration in the absence of national frameworks 

(Penninx & Martiniello, 2004), or the responsibility for migrant policies is deferred 
to the local level (Bak Jørgensen, 2012). Urban policy actors may resist the ‘backlash 
against multiculturalism’ (Vertovec & Wessendorf, 2010) that characterizes national 
debates in 21

st Century Europe (e.g. Ambrosini & Boccagni, 2015; Kos et al., 2015) or, 
conversely, they may seek to safeguard their city from unwanted (migrant) Others 
(e.g. Gilbert, 2009; Van Eijk, 2010). 
Like studies of national migrant policies which have sought to construct ideal-

typical models (e.g. Brubaker, 1992; Castles, 1995; Favell, 2000), scholars of urban 
migration policies have also developed typologies. Notably, Alexander (2007) 
compares the policy responses of four cities to labour migration. He distinguishes 

four phases, describing the level of involvement from local authorities as well as the 

desired level of migrants’ adaptation to the host society. They range from ‘non-policy’, 

where no migrant-specific policy is instituted and problems prompt reactions on an 
ad-hoc basis, ‘guest worker policy’, designed as a temporary solution until migrants 

return to their home country, ‘assimilationist policy’, aiming to integrate migrants 
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through minimizing their ethnic difference, to ‘pluralist policy’, which does not seek 

to minimize but accommodates or even celebrates ethnic group identity. In recent 

years, arguments have been made for the addition of a fifth phase, variously labelled 
diversity, intercultural, or post-multicultural policy (Ambrosini & Boccagni, 2015; 
Schiller, 2017; Uitermark et al., 2005). What typifies this new form – contra pluralist 
or multiculturalist policies – is the focus on individuals rather than migrant groups, 

and the incorporation of other aspects of difference like gender and sexuality. 
However, as Schiller (2017) found in her comparison of diversity policies in 
Amsterdam, Antwerp, and Leeds, while the diversity concept generates new policy 

ideas, during implementation these are combined with previous paradigms, notably 

multiculturalism. Thus, she states ‘I found that activities for implementing the 

diversity policies often diverge from the goals formulated in the policies’ (p. 277). 
Others more strongly reject the usefulness of (national) models for explaining 
policy practices. For example, Freeman (2004, p. 946) states ‘one finds ramshackle, 
multifaceted, loosely connected sets of regulatory rules, institutions, and practices 

in various domains of society that together make up the frameworks within which 

migrants and natives work out their differences’, while Joppke and Morawska (2014, 
p. 8) argue ‘once we abandon the misleading “national model” talk, we discover 
a plethora of context-specific ad hoc policies, utterly devoid of an underlying 

philosophy of integration’. Therefore, even when dominant migrant policy discourses 

can be identified, these may not neatly correspond with actual policy practices. 
This incoherence has been explained in terms of what has been called the ‘local 
pragmatism’ hypothesis. Municipal or regional governments would be more directly 

confronted with the consequences of policy implementation as they are closer to the 

situation ‘on the ground’. Contrary to national governments, they would, therefore, 

prefer an instrumental or pragmatic approach (Bak Jørgensen, 2012; Poppelaars 
& Scholten, 2008). Rather than adhere to specific paradigms, responses to policy 
problems would be dictated by the practical means and techniques available and the 

short-term consequences of policy decisions. 

However, comparative studies (e.g. De Graauw & Vermeulen, 2016; Nicholls & 
Uitermark, 2013; Scholten, 2013b) also show how the urban context shapes migrant 
policies beyond ‘simple’ pragmatism. These authors highlight factors such as city 

officials’ institutional capacities, the role of minority organizations, and local political 
developments, resulting in city-specific discursive and institutional structures. De 
Graauw and Vermeulen (2016, p. 19), for example, note that the construction of 
target-groups depends on ‘how public officials across cities understand obstacles 
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to immigrant integration’. This chapter builds on that insight by proposing that such 

constructions also depend on understandings of and norms and ideas on governing 

difference that emerge as a result of distinct urban imaginaries. 

3.2.2  Migrant policies and urban imaginaries
While migrant policies might be described as ad hoc, apolitical, or fragmented, they 

can nevertheless possess a certain internal coherence as a result of being embedded 

in locally specific experiential spaces. For example, studies show municipal 
differences in the discursive construction of ‘diversity’ (Barbehön & Münch, 2016) 
and ‘community’ (Walker & Leitner, 2011) which cannot be traced back to either 
national discursive frameworks or ‘pragmatic’ decision-making, but depend on 

how migrants are (not) included in narratives of a city’s past, present, and future 
(Barbehön & Münch, 2016; Però, 2013). 
Political geographer Soja (2000) analyses these narratives through the concept of 
urban imaginaries, which he defines as ‘our mental or cognitive mappings of urban 
reality’ (p. 324). These encompass not only ‘mental maps’ or understandings of 
urban reality in the present but also ‘the envisioning of an urban utopia’ (p. 11), 
the imagined or future reality that ‘makes a city not only a lived place but also a 

dreamed one’ (Lindner, 2006, p. 36). Cities provide spatial and historical contexts 
which facilitate certain problematizations and policy actions while inhibiting others 

(Barbehön et al., 2015; Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2012). This should not be seen 
as the result of an intentional effort by policy actors, but as a ‘set of collectively 

available and routinised “ways of doing things” that regulate meaningful practices at 
a particular place and time’ (Barbehön & Münch, 2016, p. 39). Although cities may 
face similar challenges, the ways in which these are interpreted and taken up often 

depend on locally specific experiences and meaning-making processes, which make 
up the ‘intrinsic logic’ of cities (Löw, 2013). 
Conceptions of a city’s social reality – as well as its imagined and hoped-for future 

– thus serve as orientation for defining and addressing difference. For example, in 
cities such as New York (Foner, 2007) and Birmingham (Wilson, 2015), their self-
understanding as exceptional sites of multicultural experimentation informs a positive 
outlook on diversity and an inclusive sense of urban belonging, notwithstanding 

the persistence of structural inequalities. Conversely, Mele (2000) and De Koning 
(2015) show how discourses that position migrant-dominated neighbourhoods as 
pathological spaces to legitimate and normalize urban restructuring and resident 

displacement, draw upon ‘symbolic representations and characterizations of the 

city’ (Mele, 2000, p. 628) and ‘visions of the normal and the good city’ (De Koning, 
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2015, p. 1203). These studies show how imaginaries of the present and the ideal 
city are drawn upon to formulate policies that regulate the distribution of social 

groups in urban space. In this way, the construction of diversity as a policy concern 

– through identifying and localizing individuals or groups that are legitimate objects 

of policy intervention – simultaneously communicates something about the not-

different, the mainstream from which migrants (and other Others) are discursively 
excluded (Schinkel, 2013).
If the city is to be understood as a ‘location where identities are constituted 

(…) not only as a physical entity but also as a narrative device and a plethora of 
signs and symbols infused with power relations’ (Eade & Mele, 2002, p. 11), a 
discourse-analytical approach is useful to understand how practices develop that 

draw boundaries between groups and constitute difference as (not) problematic 
(Atkinson, 2000; Barbehön & Münch, 2016). Such an approach examines the 
arguments derived from policy discourses and their translation into policy practices 

(Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2012). As such, it aligns with studies that employ Foucault’s 
governmentality concept to examine the formation of problems and ‘appropriate’ 
solutions in urban policies (see e.g. Atkinson, 2000; Dikeç, 2007; Raco & Imrie, 2000; 
Uitermark, 2014). However, these studies focus on analysing urban policy discourses 
from the perspective of management and control strategies employed by the state 

(Uitermark, 2014). I use this approach to explore how different ways of imagining 
the city have different implications for the constitution of migrant policy discourse 

and associated policy practices.

3.3  Dutch migrant policies

In migrant policy studies, the Netherlands has long been regarded as an exemplary 
multiculturalist country, that at the turn of the millennium experienced a shift 
towards a restrictive integration regime with assimilatory underpinnings (see e.g. 
Joppke & Morawska, 2014; Sniderman & Hagendoorn, 2007). Although some argue 
multiculturalism never existed as a prescriptive policy (Van Reekum & Duyvendak, 
2012), its supposed failure led to a ‘new realism’ (Prins, 2002), whose advocates 
‘tell things as they are’ not hampered by ‘political correctness’. ‘Multiculturalist’ 

policies such as those subsidizing ethnic organizations and foreign language classes 

were decried for having caused the formation of an underclass whose members do 

not feel connected to Dutch society. From a primary concern with socioeconomic 

integration in the 1990s, the focus shifted to migrants’ adoption of putatively Dutch 

norms and values (Schinkel, 2013). The rigid distinction made between autochtone 



61

Governing difference in the city

(assumed homogeneous) Dutch and their allochtone Others (allochtonen includes all 

first and second generation migrants, independent of citizenship status) exemplifies 
the degree to which foreign culture and descent are problematized and seen as 

obstacles to overcome before one can be considered a ‘full’ citizen (Yanow & Van Der 
Haar, 2013). As the policy paper ‘Integration, attachment, citizenship’ states:

It has been found that multiculturalism has failed because, contrary 
to what was thought and expected, the different ethnic and cultural 
groups that became part of European societies in the past decades did 
not come together in a new unity (Ministry of the Interior, 2011, p. 1). 

Therefore, the new integration policy makes more explicit normative demands: 

Integration is integration into the Dutch society (…) Dutch society in all 
its diversity is the society in which those who settle in the Netherlands 
must learn to live, to which they should adapt, and which they should 
join (Ministry of the Interior, 2011, p. 5). 

Current national – and urban – policies should thus be seen in the light of this 

disavowed (imagined) multicultural past. 
In addition, migrant policies at the national level problematize social cohesion in 

urban neighbourhoods. In the Dutch context, as well as elsewhere in Western Europe, 
diversity and integration are discursively linked with the direct living environment, 

especially deprived neighbourhoods in large cities, which house relatively large 

numbers of allochtonen (Van Gent et al., 2009a). Such neighbourhoods become 
emblematic of multiculturalism’s perceived failure (Schmidt, 2011). National policy 
papers on integration identify neighbourhood liveability and social cohesion as 

major policy concerns and relate this to Dutch discontent with the influx of ethnic 
and religious Others in ‘their’ neighbourhoods (Ministry of the Interior, 2011; 
VROM Ministry, 2007). The shift from a group-based (‘multicultural’) to an area-
based approach was expressed in the 2007 establishment of a Ministry for Housing, 
Neighbourhoods, and Integration. This Ministry was a direct consequence of the then 
governing coalition’s (2007-2010) political vision, which had the slogan ‘Working 
together, living together’ and considered the neighbourhood to be the ‘building 

block’ for a cohesive society. 
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 The disavowal of multiculturalism has thus led to a search for alternative frameworks 

in which Otherness is essentialized through the focus on permanent cultural 
differences captured in the autochtoon/allochtoon distinction and spatialized through 

a preoccupation with social cohesion which is considered lacking in ethnically diverse 

urban neighbourhoods. Although national urban and integration (but not immigration) 
policies have effectively ended from 2012 onwards (Scholten & Van Breugel, 2018), 
migrants’ Otherness retains its discursive salience at the national level.

3.4  Case study selection

Bearing in mind these national-level developments, this study discusses how policy 

actors in Amsterdam and the Hague organize migrant policy practice in the light 

of governing complex, heterogeneous urban communities. As the Netherlands’ first 
and third largest city, they have traditionally attracted a higher number of migrants 

compared to the rest of the country, and today house the largest and second-largest 

share of so-called allochtonen (Table 1 provides a brief statistical overview). Both 
cities have a history of formulating policies to govern this diversity. Similar to the 

national level these have changed significantly over the last decades (Hoekstra, 2015). 
There are also differences between the cities, notably in their spatial, economic, 

and political structure, which are based in diverging historical trajectories. While 

it is expected that these differences are likely to influence discursive opportunity 
structures and result in different challenges for the design and implementation 

of migrant policies, the brief description of the two cities is not meant to claim a 

form of historical path-dependency or a causal relationship resulting in distinct 

urban imaginaries. Rather, ‘objective’ aspects such as the material context of a 
city and urban policy discourse and practice are viewed as mutually constitutive 

(Richardson & Jensen, 2003), meaning that not only are discourses shaped by the 
material context, but this context is shaped by discourses as well. 
Amsterdam has a long history of housing large numbers of migrants (Lucassen, 
2004). Its historical tolerance of religious and ethnic diversity can be viewed as the 
result of a capitalist and entrepreneurial mentality. It has also been associated with 

the value placed on religious freedom (during the struggle for independence against 
the Spanish Empire, many Jewish and Protestant refugees came to Amsterdam). 
The city’s more recent reimagining as a tolerant, anti-establishment city alludes to 

this history (Nijman, 1999). Amsterdam has relatively low levels of class and ethnic 
residential segregation, partly due to limited income inequality and the ubiquity 

of social housing (approximately half of the housing stock). The urban economy is 



63

Governing difference in the city

based primarily in the service sector, with important roles for the financial sector 
and ICT. Amsterdam has historically been more left-wing than the national level, with 

a strong dominance of the Labour Party. Its governance style has been described as 

consensual (Alexander, 2007) and decentralized, as seven sub-municipal districts 
could until recently (March 2014) design and implement their own policies within 
the broader municipal framework.

Table 1 | Statistical overview Amsterdam and The Hague

Amsterdam The Hague
Population (2016) 834,713 520,697
Ethnic structure

   % Non-Western migrants9 (2016) 34.8 35.1
   % Western migrants10 (2016) 16.8 16.9
Income structure

   % Low income households (< 25.200 Euros, 2013) 50.7 49.0
   % High income households (> 47.900 Euros, 2013) 17.0 16.8

Source: Statistics Netherlands, OIS Amsterdam, The Hague in Figures [Den Haag in Cijfers].910 

While Amsterdam is the capital and arguably the Netherlands’ most important city, 
The Hague is the seat of the national government and international diplomacy. It 

houses around 160 international institutions, many related to peace and justice, 
among which the International Criminal Court and the United Nations Permanent 
Court of Arbitration. The Hague is relatively segregated in terms of both income 

and ethnicity (Kullberg, Vervoort, & Dagevos, 2009), which can be related to the 
city’s extension in the second half of the nineteenth century. Luxury housing was 
built at the sea-side on sandy ground and working-class neighbourhoods on the 

inland side (Kloosterman & Priemus, 2001). Its urban economy is based mostly on 
public services: national government and international diplomacy. Compared to 
Amsterdam, it has a more polarized political climate: it is one of two cities in the 
Netherlands where the populist anti-immigrant party PVV is represented on the 
municipal council, and the council also includes two Islamic parties. Policy-making 

is more centralized as districts function as administrative units without budgetary 

or policy-making prerogatives.

9 Share of the population with at least one parent born in an African, Latin-American, or Asian 

country (including Turkey, excluding Indonesia and Japan)
10 Share of the population with at least one parent born in a Western foreign country (including 

Indonesia and Japan)
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3.5  Material and approach

The empirical material used in this chapter concerns local policy developments 

during the 2000-2014 period. Two policy domains are studied: diversity/
integration

11
 policies and neighbourhood policies. These were selected because 

they represent the main focus areas of national migrant policy discourse. They draw 

boundaries between groups, describing who should be ‘integrated’ (Schinkel, 2013), 
and conceptualize and delineate places that should be remade and brought under 

control (Dikeç, 2007; Uitermark, 2014). 
The material analysed consists of twenty semi-structured interviews conducted 

with various ‘policy stakeholders’ between June and December 2014: policy 
actors at the municipal and district level, external experts (e.g. members of 
advisory committees), and representatives of migrant organizations. The policy 
actors interviewed are involved in shaping policies at the (sub)municipal level 
and sometimes also in organizing their implementation, but they do not deal 

directly with migrants themselves. A previous study (Hoekstra, 2015) showed the 
existence of a ‘diversity’ discourse in Amsterdam and an ‘integration’ discourse 
in the Hague. This chapter considers where these discourses originate and how 

they are implemented. Interviews discussed respondents’ assessment of past and 

current urban migrant policy discourses and practices. General questions regarding 

respondents’ understanding of (ethnic) diversity and how it is addressed within their 
field of expertise were supplemented with questions on policy aims, the choice for 
certain types of policies over others (e.g. general versus group-specific policies), and 
the relation between policy discourse and policy practices. In addition, respondents 

were asked to evaluate the effectiveness of policies in achieving their aims. As 

several respondents requested to remain anonymous, only general information 

regarding their professional role is provided. Supplementing the interview data, 

an analysis of relevant local policy documents was conducted. A keyword search 

on the municipal websites yielded a significant number of documents, and some 
respondents also suggested material. The empirical sections present a number 

of interview quotations and extracts from policy documents. These are selected 
because they can be considered ‘typical’, expressing dominant understandings, or 
sometimes because they reveal a dissenting approach. For reasons of space only a 

limited number can be provided, but many others make similar points. 

11 These are the terms used for migrant policies in the respective cities (i.e. Amsterdam uses diversity 
while The Hague speaks of integration)
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This study follows a discourse analytical approach based on the work of Foucault 

(1977; 1980). Discourse is here defined as ‘practices that systematically form 
the objects of which they speak (…) they constitute them and in doing so conceal 
their own invention’ (Foucault, 1977, p. 49). Discourses determine what can be 
legitimately said and what is rendered unspeakable, therefore producing ‘regimes of 

truth’ (Foucault, 1980) through which meaning-making and problematizing powers 
are exercised. While discursive utterances are not pre-determined or static, and 
dissenting positions can and do occur, actors have to position themselves in relation to 

dominant meaning-structures and ‘known categories’ (Hajer, 1995, p. 57). This makes 
it possible to identify the structuring principles that define and delimit possibilities 
for policy practice, and compare these across policy fields and urban contexts. The 
aim of the analysis is therefore not to discover the ‘real’ or underlying meaning of 

policies, but rather to understand problematizations and sense-making processes. 

The analysis was conducted using Atlas.ti. Coding proceeded by looking at the social 

categories and their associated attributes that are present in the policy documents 

and interviews. Attention was paid to points of convergence and divergence between 

policy discourse and stated practice, between groups of policy actors (e.g. municipal 
scales or departments), and between cities. In a next step, these categories are 
related to descriptions of the city or urban society. In this way, the understandings of 

urban reality that inform policy practice can be identified. Such understandings were 
sometimes explicit but also implied, for example through statements about ‘logical’ 
or ‘self-evident’ courses of action, which nevertheless can be said to legitimate 

specific knowledge forms and thereby reflect and reproduce particular worldviews 
(Barbehön et al., 2015). The following sections present the empirical findings. For 
each city, a brief impression is given of the development of migrant policies in the 

past two decades. This is followed by a discussion of current policy discourses and 

practices at the city and neighbourhood level. 



66

Chapter 3

3.6  Amsterdam

3.6.1  Diversity and urban citizenship
In Amsterdam, migrant policy has been subsumed into a more general diversity 

discourse. A diversity policy was introduced in the late 1990s to signal a move 

away from earlier ‘multicultural’ policies supporting emancipation within one’s 

own subculture through ethnic organizations. These policies were considered 

outdated as they would facilitate intra- rather than intergroup contacts and would 

not reflect the reality of residents’ lives, which are seen as characterized by multiple, 
intersecting identifications. Increased (awareness of) diversity within and between 
social groups is cited as a reason for an individualized and more positive approach 

(Uitermark et al., 2005). This diversity encompasses ethnicity but also gender, 
sexuality, age, and (dis)ability, and is appreciated as an integral part of urban life 
and a motor for economic growth (Amsterdam, 2011b). In the mid-2000s, urban 
citizenship was added to the diversity policy as a common point of identification and 
a way of formulating shared norms and rules of conduct (‘citizenship competences’). 
Amsterdam citizenship functions as a superordinate identity category: 

Every Amsterdammer [resident of Amsterdam] is a citizen of the city 
regardless of age, origin, belief, and ethnicity. Citizenship transcends 
and bridges the differences among the population of Amsterdam 
(Amsterdam, 2011b, p. 1). 

Whereas the national government distinguishes between ‘native’ or ethnic Dutch 

(autochtonen) and first and second generation migrants (allochtonen), Amsterdam 
uses an ethnic-cum-city categorization (e.g. Marokkaanse Amsterdammer, Moroccan 

resident of Amsterdam). This is presented as both a symbolic gesture of inclusion 
towards ethnic minority residents, many of whom perceive the term allochtoon as 

stigmatizing, and a pragmatic way to meet the needs of Amsterdam residents: 

[this decision] is deeply rooted in this city (…) it’s about being in touch 
with the city, with Amsterdammers (…) on the other hand, it’s also, of 
course, a symbol and a statement to [national politics] (Citizenship and 
Diversity Unit policy-maker). 
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Similarly, diversity policy is explained with reference to the character of the city, as 
highly diverse and as a frontrunner compared to other (Dutch and foreign) cities: 

Amsterdam is nearly always a frontrunner [in this domain]. For 
example, we abolished integration because we’re quite simply a diverse 
city where people just have to live together (…) then thinking in [terms 
of] integration and groups is obsolete. 

However, the diversity policy itself, which is formulated and implemented by the 

Citizenship and Diversity Unit (CDU, part of the Social Affairs Department), still 
primarily consists of policy programmes for specific groups. Five programmatic themes 
(women’s emancipation, anti-discrimination, LGBT12

 acceptance, radicalization and 

polarization, and citizenship) address those whose (intersectional) identities lead 
them to perform ‘worse’ than the Amsterdam average on a variety of indicators. 

While some themes – like women’s and LGBT emancipation – are continuations of 

earlier policies under the new framing of diversity, others are more recent additions. 

Notably, the radicalization and polarization programme was developed in the 
aftermath of the murder of Islam critic Theo van Gogh in Amsterdam in 2004 and 
incorporated into the diversity policy in 2010. 

According to a CDU respondent, attempts are made to ‘open up’ what can be seen as 

target group programmes by focusing on their relevance to all Amsterdammers and 

Amsterdam as a diverse city. For example, a programme about the commemoration of 
slavery history was re-baptized ‘shared history’ to emphasize its centrality to the city’s 

historical development, and LGBT policy is connected to city marketing. Nevertheless, 
there remains a focus on identity markers (gender, sexuality, religion) that signal 
difference and denote vulnerability and, in the case of Muslim Amsterdammers, the 

danger of radicalization. This is especially the case for ethnic minorities, in particular 

Muslims, who are targeted within most diversity programmes. 

Apart from these five themes, the CDU has a coordinating and agenda-setting role 
in drawing attention to ‘diversity aspects’ in other policy fields. As Schiller (2015) 
notes, the Unit cannot impose its vision on other departments but has to rely on 

the power of persuasion. Many policy programmes with a potentially significant 
‘diversity aspect’ – such as civic integration exams for non-Dutch nationals13, honour-

12 Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender
13 Until 2013, when the responsibility for these exams shifted from municipalities to the national 

government
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based violence, and spatial segregation – are located in different departments (the 
Work and Income, Healthcare, and Housing Department respectively). These issues 
are not primarily approached from a diversity angle. When diversity aspects are 

addressed this takes the form of adding projects for specific groups, rather than 
revising generic policies. 

While the CDU provides a general framework, district administrations can formulate 

their own policies14
.
 
Some districts adopt the city’s diversity policy while others

 

focus on specific groups relating to their population composition (LGBT residents 
in the inner city district, Surinamese organizations in the Southeast district). More 
often, however, district respondents argue that they do not want to focus on (ethnic) 
target groups because they want to create inclusive policies: ‘We haven’t made a 

policy on diversity; we’ve said we’re making policies for everyone. It’s about the aim 
you want to achieve.’ Rather than focusing on ethnicity, these respondents argue that 

socioeconomic arrears should be the main target: 

Of course, there are all kinds of other factors in people’s lives or in 
their background that play a role. That’s true for everybody (…) 
[socioeconomic] vulnerability is the most important criterion. What you 
look like or which… you know, that doesn’t matter.

Diversity is thus mobilized unevenly, in specific policy settings and scales but 
not in others. Some districts reject the city-wide diversity policy and articulate 

a different perspective in which residents all have a ‘background’, thus making 

policy interventions on the basis of identity aspects exclusive and unjust (as these 
would not benefit all disadvantaged residents). However, the underlying rationale 
is similar to that of CDU respondents – who also argue that ‘thinking in groups is 

obsolete’ – and of the diversity policy itself. Both regard the ‘diverse city’ as a given 

in the context of Amsterdam. However, for the district respondents, this means that 
socioeconomic inequality should take precedence over ethnic or migrant difference. 

This is especially the case in those districts and neighbourhoods where the diversity 

policy intersects with neighbourhood policies. 

14 Until March 2014, when the district governments were officially abolished (following national-level 
legislation)
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3.6.2  Neighbourhood policy
Amsterdam policy papers describe neighbourhoods as important locations for 

the practice of ‘citizenship competences’ and ‘living together with difference’ 

(Amsterdam, 2005; 2012). The municipality monitors tensions between ethnic 
groups in neighbourhoods (Broekhuizen & Van Wonderen, 2012), and has 
developed specific policy programmes for ‘deprived’, often highly ethnically diverse 
neighbourhoods (continuing a policy developed by the Ministry for Housing, 
Neighbourhoods, and Integration, see section on national policy). 
Notwithstanding the discursive focus on the neighbourhood as location of difference, 
diversity as a dimension or object of policy intervention is conspicuously absent in 

the narratives of interviewees responsible for neighbourhood policies. When asked 

whether diversity is relevant in their work, some state they do not connect their 

work with the diversity policy as they associate it with countering polarization along 

ethnocultural lines. In contrast, neighbourhood policies would take a ‘different 

perspective’ as they focus on similarities rather than differences and on stimulating 

connection and empowerment: 

I was [concerned with] how to organize collectivities in the best 
possible way and how to empower people again within the collective in 
districts and neighbourhoods, regardless of their cultural background 
(Neighbourhood Policy programme manager).

[Diversity policy] doesn’t connect because we weren’t so much 
concerned with polarization but rather wanted to stimulate and enable 
connection (…) [polarization] is a negative angle. Whereas we’re 
working towards involvement, doing things together… so in a way, it’s a 
different perspective (Housing Department policy-maker).

This concern with enabling connection, rather than fighting ethnocultural 
polarization, is based on assessments of how residents themselves would relate to 

each other. Policy actors do not consider (ethnic) diversity to be a relevant dividing 
line at the neighbourhood level: ‘multiculturalism does not cover [what is happening]. 
The people themselves in districts and neighbourhoods have also moved past that 

frame’ (Neighbourhood policy programme manager). Rather, neighbourhoods 
are described as neutral, apolitical spaces, largely devoid of tensions, to which 

residents self-evidently relate. Thus, implementing neighbourhood policies consists 
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of encouraging residents to ‘[choose] with each other what’s important to this 
neighbourhood’ (Housing Department policy-maker). 
For the CDU as well, there is no obvious connection between the diversity policy and 

neighbourhood policies. One CDU respondent first argues that diversity should be 
taken into account within neighbourhood policies, given the diverse nature of the 

city, but struggles to define how this should be realized in practice:

You know, [neighbourhood policy] was already very much a reflection 
of the city. So what’s the diversity aspect? Improving neighbourhoods 
together with residents, if you do that in a diverse neighbourhood, 
then… what more should you add to it?

As respondents argue that the diversity of neighbourhood residents should not 

– and does not – influence the organization or the outcome of neighbourhood 
development, diversity becomes depoliticized as a merely descriptive characteristic. 

According to the interviewees, ethnocultural polarization between groups might 

play a role at the city level but relations in districts and neighbourhoods are not 

influenced by (ethnic) difference. Their characterization of Amsterdam as diverse by 
default precludes paying attention to how structural inequalities influence everyday 
micro-level interactions. In contrast to this perspective, two respondents working 

in highly ethnically diverse districts point out that some ethnic groups do face 

structural barriers to participation in their neighbourhood as well as exclusion by 
better-organized groups. 

3.7  The Hague

3.7.1  Integration policy
Like Amsterdam, The Hague experienced a discursive shift on governing difference. 
In the mid-1990s, a minorities policy that mainly provided subsidies for the 

preservation of cultural customs was reformed into a more general welfare policy. 

Unlike in Amsterdam, diversity is not a central aspect of the current policy discourse. 

Rather, the aim is the socioeconomic and cultural ‘integration’ of migrants into 

‘mainstream’ The Hague society – with the exception of the 2006-2010 period, when 
The Hague’s policy was relabelled ‘citizenship policy’ and the focus shifted towards 

creating ‘encounters’ between residents and between residents and the government. 

After this period, citizenship lingered on as a policy trope, but its meaning became 
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more normative and focused on the duties of (migrant) residents, rather than 
mutual encounter and recognition (Hoekstra, 2015). The policy paper ‘Differing 
pasts, one future’ warns that ‘failed integration’ threatens social cohesion within the 

city, resulting in a lack of ‘feeling at home’ in one’s street and neighbourhood:

Many citizens have been confronted with one large societal change 
after the other. They no longer feel at home in their street and their city. 
Every day they experience what failed integration means: neighbours 
with whom they cannot talk and who cannot be their allies in the 
struggle for a liveable, safe, and social neighbourhood. We want to win 
back those justly concerned citizens for our policy (…) by increasing the 
pace of integration (The Hague, 2011, p. 2).

As with the diversity policy in Amsterdam, the integration policy is coordinated by 

an Integration Unit which develops its own policies but also puts integration on 

the agenda within other departments. Although target group policies are officially 
abolished, some ethnic/migrant groups continue to receive special attention. Most 

prominent among these are Central and Eastern European (CEE) labour migrants, a 
recent, large migrant group. Whereas in principle, the municipality communicates 

solely in Dutch, they experimented with a counter and helpline for CEE migrants in 
their own languages. The three ‘integration themes’ (policy priorities) formulated 
by the municipality also show a continued orientation on specific ethnic/migrant 
groups, although these differ from the ‘classic’ ones targeted under the old minorities 

policy15. The themes are EU labour migration, diversity and inclusivity (including 
anti-discrimination programmes focusing on CEE migrants), and language and 
participation (focusing on residents of African descent).
Respondents from the Integration Unit justify this targeted approach by referring to 

group-specific (cultural) characteristics which would hinder integration: 

I think you shouldn’t put up obstacles for yourself in this (…) we 
shouldn’t talk about whether we have a target group policy. Let’s 
consider whether we have a problem where ethnicity or background or 
migration might play a role, or not. That it’s a part of the analysis you 
make (Integration Unit policy-maker).

15 These ‘classic’ target groups are residents of Surinamese, Moroccan, Turkish, and Antillean descent: 
the four largest non-Western ethnic groups in the Netherlands
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Despite an official preference for general policies, The Hague continues to target 
groups which are presumed to face cultural barriers hindering their integration. This 

approach is legitimized by the policy’s aim of integration – implying a distinction 

between integrated residents who fully belong to the urban community, and those 

who are discursively positioned outside of it (Schinkel, 2013). Contrary to the national 
policy discourse which portrays migrants’ integration as an individual responsibility, 

The Hague respondents argue that integration is also a pressing societal need. Policy 

documents and respondents portray The Hague as a city that faces a lot of problems 

as a result of lacking integration and whose urban community is threatened by the 

arrival of new migrant groups (in particular, CEE migrants). Given these problems, 
the urgency of which is such that ‘non-commitment is not an option’ (The Hague, 
2011, p. 3), an approach which is ‘city-wide, in the interest of everyone’ (p. 5) is 
called for. This means that adapting general policies for different (ethnic/migrant) 
target groups or even creating group-specific policies is part of a ‘well-filled toolkit’ 
(p. 7) to counter spatial and social segregation along ethnic lines. All programmes 
which reduce migrants’ distance to the ‘mainstream’ (whether general or group-
specific) are considered to be in the interest of all The Hague residents.

3.7.2  Neighbourhood policy
Contrary to Amsterdam, respondents in The Hague frequently refer to specific 
neighbourhoods – such as Schilderswijk and Transvaal – when discussing the 

integration policy. These neighbourhoods house large numbers of non-Western 

(Muslim) migrants and experience social deprivation and liveability issues. Problems 
associated with migrant incorporation are thus seen to accumulate in specific areas, 
which are labelled ‘problematic’ and therefore receive additional attention and 

resources, as a policy-maker of the Integration Unit explains:

I think no city in the Netherlands is as segregated, to use that term, as 
The Hague. That’s reflected in a number of aspects and we know that 
some areas require more efforts than others.

One way in which these problems are addressed at the neighbourhood level is 
through budgets for resident participation. Individual residents and neighbourhood 

organizations can apply for subsidies to increase local welfare and ‘liveability’. These 

budgets originated as part of a national neighbourhood renewal policy, which was 

implemented in four areas in The Hague from 2008 to 2012. Concentrations of 

disadvantaged migrant groups were seen as being at the heart of social problems in 



73

Governing difference in the city

these areas. Furthermore, although the neighbourhood policy is officially a generic 
policy, informally, ethnic target groups are distinguished. The internal diversity of 

neighbourhoods is thought to result in group-specific policy needs, necessitating a 
tailored approach. Unlike in Amsterdam, where respondents talk about diversity in 

abstract terms (e.g. by referring to ‘groups’ or ‘background’), policy actors in The 
Hague often refer to particular ethnic or (sub)national groups:

[About Schilderswijk] Because there are 123 or, I don’t know how many 
nationalities, there’s also a kind of multicultural tension internally in 
that neighbourhood.

Q:  Was that also something you considered in the policy implementation?

A:  Certainly. Well, in any case, we considered and discussed it (…) you 
have to approach every group separately. So a general approach 
doesn’t exist. Berbers are very different from Kurds; Kurds have to 
be addressed differently from West-Turkish et cetera. Well, there 
are incredibly many different groups (…) so yes, you have to try to 
address that in a very focused manner (Former Programme Manager 
Neighbourhood Renewal).

Respondents mention the political mobilization of communities of interest and 

unequal power relations between groups as impediments to creating inclusive 

neighbourhood facilities. One example provided is the award winning project 
‘mothers of Schilderswijk’: a group of female volunteers who function as confidantes 
of isolated women in the very ethnically diverse Schilderswijk neighbourhood. 

The chosen approach, which made funding conditional on the project being 

open to all women in the neighbourhood instead of targeting a particular ethnic 

group, turned out to be difficult to realize. Rather than organizing on the basis of 
a shared neighbourhood identity or shared problems, various ethnic groups used 

their connections within the municipality to demand funding for group-specific 
programmes. While the project is now regarded as successful, its difficult start 
demonstrated to the actors involved that cooperation across (ethnic) group lines 
is difficult to achieve and requires intensive supervision, as is also stressed by a 
respondent from another district: 
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Our philosophy involves everyone: young, old, Dutch, or residents from 
diverse backgrounds (…) we train our employees to deal with that. 
Sometimes we don’t succeed in getting groups together; then we just 
visit groups separately. But in the end, we want to create situations in 
which all groups have their place (…) that’s a precondition (District 
policy-maker).

To sum up, given that policy actors experience The Hague as a city consisting of 
separate ethnic communities which operate at a distance (literally and figuratively) 
from ‘mainstream’ The Hague society, they consider ethnic diversity to be highly 

relevant to formulating and implementing their policies. The integration policy 

moreover has a clear spatial dimension. Respondents distinguish ‘white’ (i.e. 
predominantly ethnic Dutch) and ‘black’ (predominantly migrant) neighbourhoods 
and concentrate their integration efforts on the latter, as physical distance is thought 

to result in social distance from ‘mainstream’ The Hague society. Like the city, 

problematic neighbourhoods are not viewed as cohesive but as consisting of separate 

ethnic communities whose interests do not necessarily align. While The Hague’s 

integration policy focuses on recent arrivals (CEE migrants) and isolated groups 
(African migrants), at the neighbourhood level policy actors focus on residents 
originating from Muslim countries, who are not just portrayed as vulnerable but 

also as well-organized and politically resourceful. 



75

Governing difference in the city

3.8  Discussion

This study explored how urban policy actors imagine the diverse city and organize 
policy practice accordingly. It starts from the perspective that local migrant policies 

can be analysed through looking at city-specific imaginaries, which form a meta-
narrative connecting notions of urban society’s past, present, and future nature. 

Imaginaries provide orientation for policy actors as they locate policy problems and 

construct solutions that are considered appropriate to the specific local context. 
The findings show that Amsterdam and The Hague employ distinct, city-specific 
meaning structures. While policy actors explain their decisions (also) in terms of 
pragmatism, they use different logics to identify what is pragmatic and arrive at 

different outcomes. These logics in turn are shaped by imaginaries in the form of 

tacitly shared imaginations about the place of migrants in the urban community. 

Urban imaginaries come to matter all the more because policy practices in these 

cities cannot be neatly placed within existing paradigms or models of migrant 
incorporation. Despite an overarching discourse, actual policy practices are not 

coherent as policy actors locate difference (at least, the type demanding municipal 
attention) unevenly across spatial scales, urban areas, and population groups. 
In both cities, current policy practices should be considered in light of the rejection 

of previous ‘multicultural’ paradigms in favour of a focus on urban society and 

citizenship, while also resisting adoption of the neo-assimilationist national discourse. 

Amsterdam’s diversity discourse draws attention to various dimensions of difference 

including gender, sexuality, and ethnicity. Urban citizenship, defined as a shared 
attachment to the city, is presented as the glue that can keep a diverse city together. 

Amsterdam policy actors describe diversity as a defining characteristic of the city, 
but also as self-evident, even banal. Amsterdam’s focus on inclusive – and implicitly 

homogeneous – replacement categories like ‘urban citizens’ and ‘neighbourhood 

residents’ serves to depoliticize migrant incorporation, which becomes more about 

inclusion into the imagined landscape of the city than a concern with existing 
inequalities and segregation along lines of places of origin (cf. Wilson, 2015). 
This vision of the (future) city aligns with the diversity discourse’s neoliberal aspects 
(Uitermark et al., 2005) whereby (ethnic) difference is one of the many ways in which 
urban citizens might express their ‘lifestyle’. In this sense, diversity’s connotations 
of equality (‘we are all diverse’) and choice have been criticized as constituting ‘a 
careful concealment of power differences’, creating ‘an illusion of equality in a highly 

asymmetrical world’ (Makoni, 2012, p. 192-193). This is an especially relevant 
insight in the light of recent studies which have argued Amsterdam is moving away 
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from its past reputation as a ‘just city’ (Musterd, forthcoming; Uitermark, 2009) and 
fits into a broader narrative of Amsterdam as highly successful, and its ideal of a 
diverse yet undivided city as already a reality or within reach

16
. Similar to Peck’s 

analysis of the adoption of creative cities policies in Amsterdam, thinking in terms 

of diversity and urban citizenship has had a ‘reaffirmative, not transformative’ effect 
(Peck, 2012, p. 482). Through a temporal narrative in which Amsterdam residents 
have moved past the frame of multiculturalist group-thinking towards seeing 

themselves as individual urban citizens, Amsterdam legitimizes a move away from 

national political discourse – which is seen as polarizing – while at the same time 

distancing itself from previous, now discredited, target-group approaches. 

Conversely, in The Hague policy discourse demands migrants’ integration into 

‘mainstream’ society, the need for which is explained by referring to a (presumably) 
native Dutch population who ‘no longer feel at home in their street and their city’ 

(The Hague, 2011, p. 2). Thus, The Hague draws a sharp distinction between the 
‘native’ Dutch and the migrant groups which would threaten their belonging. 

The Hague is thought to be in need of concepts that have the potential to bridge 

different worlds: class and ethnic segregation are seen as major challenges, as is the 
divide between the ‘ordinary’ city and the world of diplomacy and highly educated 

international workers (incidentally, a programme to connect expats to ‘ordinary’ 
residents is called ‘The Bridge’). This social and spatial divide between residents is 
an urgent problem which should be fixed by any means necessary. While Amsterdam 
views diversity in the future city as an extension of current reality, in The Hague the 
lived and the dreamed city are very different. 

Contrary to Amsterdam, this alarmist perspective puts ethnic/migrant difference 

centre stage (and opens up room for target group policies for groups who pose 
a particularly severe threat) not only within the integration policy but also in 
neighbourhood policies. Although rhetorically this aligns The Hague with the Dutch 

national discourse, in practice The Hague also distances itself from the national 

approach which is seen as too individualistic and laissez-faire. Again referring to 

the problematic nature of diversity in their city, urban policy actors argue that 

integration is a pressing societal need and therefore cannot be left to migrants 

themselves but requires action by the (local) state.

16 The 2010-2014 municipal coalition agreement states (with respect to housing policy) that 
‘Amsterdam is and will remain an undivided city’ (Amsterdam, 2010, p. 13). Nevertheless, there is 
evidence that socioeconomic and ethnic segregation in Amsterdam is increasing (see e.g. Van Gent & 
Musterd, 2016).
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Further research could examine more systematically how historical perspectives 
and future prospects can be connected to today’s meaning-making processes, 

as well as what role can be attributed to economic infrastructures, cultures of 

governance et cetera. Moreover, this study has not looked at the role (ethnic) 
difference plays in other policy domains. Both migrant and neighbourhood policies 

are arguably about encouraging some form of shared identification or cohesion. 
Findings therefore need not necessarily apply to other policy domains (although 
Scholten & Van Breugel, 2018, come to a similar conclusion in their analysis of 
education policies in Amsterdam). 
Nevertheless, this study points to the importance of looking at urban imaginaries 
to understand how policies ‘hit the ground’. Although municipal migrant policy 

discourses suggest a coherent, overarching programme, policy practices were 

found to be rather fragmented. Rather than adhering to specific paradigms of 
migrant incorporation, policy practices depend on how municipal policy actors 

make sense of difference in relation to the urban context. While some argue that 
local migrant policies are primarily driven by a search for pragmatic, efficient, and 
instrumental solutions, this chapter argues that not only should pragmatic and 

ideological considerations be seen as not necessarily mutually exclusive, the notion 
of pragmatism itself should be ‘unpacked’ to consider how specific policy practices 
come to be perceived as pragmatic in the first place. Migrant policies – and other 
urban policies – are informed by broader and locally specific understandings of 
the real and the imagined city that shape what (and who) is perceived as a policy 
problem and how it can and should be addressed. In this way, representations of 

the city are not only the outcome of urban history and development but also itself a 

factor shaping that development. 
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PART II

Experiencing difference: 
Policy interventions and 

neighbourhood belonging
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Chapter 4
Neighbourhood participation 
in super-diverse contexts: 
Comparing Amsterdam  

and Vienna

This chapter is co-authored by Julia Dahlvik and is under review at 

an international peer reviewed journal.

ABSTRACT – Urban policies are increasingly localized, stressing 

the role of neighbourhood social contacts in generating cohesion 

and citizen participation. Studies on ‘everyday’ multiculturalism 

also emphasize the neighbourhood as a meaningful place for 

encounters. However, there remains a lack of understanding of how 

specific contexts condition encounters with difference. We compare 
two European neighbourhoods that provide different contexts 
for participation: Amsterdam and Vienna. We ask how residents 
experience local spaces of encounter and how this influences their 
experience of the neighbourhood. We find a mismatch between the 
aims of local policies and the experiences of residents, who also 
value more superficial contacts.
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4.1  Introduction

European cities are increasingly heterogeneous, housing both established and new 

migrant groups, who are increasingly recognized as also internally diverse (in) 
themselves. Vertovec coined the term ‘super-diversity’ to underline the complexity of 
these developments, encompassing all relevant aspects of diversity which influence 
‘where, how, and with whom people live’ (Vertovec 2007, p. 1025). Responses by 
local authorities, service providers, and residents co-condition integration outcomes 

of newcomers along with other factors such as immigration status, labour market 

position et cetera. Migration and ethnic diversity are often politically controversial, 

as they are considered to pose a threat to the identity of places and social cohesion 

among residents, particularly when migrants are spatially concentrated in deprived 

areas (Robinson, 2010). These areas are viewed as places in which a host of physical, 
economic, and social (including ethnic) problems accumulate, resulting in multiple 
deprivation (Vranken, 2005). 
Increasingly, national and municipal governments address these concerns through 

holistic territorial strategies. To solve problems of social exclusion and liveability, 
‘hard’ physical measures, such as restructuring the housing stock, are combined with 

‘soft’ social measures, for instance stimulating social interactions. Both problem and 

solution are thus situated at the local level (Andersson & Musterd, 2005; Atkinson, 
2008; Van Gent et al., 2009a). The shift of responsibility from the (national) state 
to local institutions and citizens fits with processes of welfare state reform and/
or retrenchment (Coaffee & Healey, 2003) that result in a ‘localization of the social’ 
(Amin, 2005, p. 615). Neighbourhoods are not only regarded as administrative 
units but also as functional and meaningful places for residents. The emphasis is 

therefore on constituting the neighbourhood as a community through the efforts 

of active citizens who are expected to feel responsible for and deploy initiatives in 
their local environment (Lowndes & Sullivan, 2008; Marinetto, 2003; Newman & 
Tonkens, 2011; Williams, 2005). 
The focus on urban neighbourhoods as meaningful places for residents is also 

evident in recent academic literature on ‘everyday’ or ‘lived’ multiculturalism (see 
e.g. Clayton, 2009; Wise & Velayutham, 2009) which looks at small-scale interactions 
across cultural differences and the ways in which these are spatially contingent 

(Neal, Bennett, Cochrane, & Mohan, 2013). However, there is still a lack of integration 
between the literatures on urban neighbourhood governance and the experience 
of diverse places (Allen & Cars, 2001). As argued by several authors (Amin & 
Thrift, 2002; Phillips & Robinson, 2015), more research is needed on how different 
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(national, municipal, neighbourhood) contexts influence the way diversity plays 
out in a specific locale, including the role of spaces of encounter that are created 
as part of government interventions. In this chapter, we examine whether and how 
local initiatives create spaces of encounter where residents of diverse backgrounds 

can build social relations. A more in-depth look into the dynamics of participation 

in contexts of high diversity can contribute to debates on the circumstances under 
which intergroup contacts are experienced positively, and how local initiatives can 
be designed to facilitate encounters among residents. Thus, the study responds to 

calls for research that identifies ‘key forms of space and contact that might yield 
positive benefits’ (Vertovec, 2007, p. 1046).The study is carried out in two different 
urban contexts, Amsterdam and Vienna. Both represent internationally significant 
case studies of cities in which ethnic diversity has long been a reality but remains a 

dynamic question due to the continued incorporation of new groups and identities 

into the city and neighbourhood, the effects of which are politically contested. 

4.2  Organizing encounters with difference

Super-diversity challenges policy-makers seeking to organize communities and 

provide services for a diversifying population (Vertovec, 2007). Neighbourhood 
diversity might undermine residents’ sense of belonging as it makes everyday 

routines and interactions more uncertain and unpredictable (Neal et al., 2013; 
Wise, 2010). On the other hand, when diversity has become unremarkable and 
‘commonplace’ (Wessendorf, 2013), the shared use of public spaces may also 
create a degree of mutual acknowledgment and feelings of comfort based on public 

familiarity – recognizing others and being recognized in local spaces (Blokland & 
Nast, 2014). While such encounters do not necessarily increase understanding of 
the Other or result in more sustained relations, their presence may nevertheless 
serve to stave off prejudice (Wessendorf, 2013). However, Valentine (2008) warns 
that interactions in diverse neighbourhoods are always embedded within existing 
power relations and shaped by people’s accumulated social experiences (see also 
Chimienti & Van Liempt, 2015). Rather than having a positive influence, sustained 
encounters can also reproduce negative stereotypes and breed conflict.
With the potential benefits of encounters in mind, local governments have invested in 
purposefully created micro-spaces of local organizations and initiatives (Matejskova 
& Leitner, 2011) that facilitate the creation of social links between residents. These 
could potentially function as ‘local micro-publics of social contact and encounter’ 

(Amin, 2002, p. 959) that allow participants to step out of their ‘ordinary’ environment 
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and social roles into spaces of displacement and destabilization. According to the 

contact hypothesis (Allport, 1979), under the right circumstances, interpersonal 
contact between majority and minority groups has the potential to reduce prejudice. 

The criteria for positive contact are personal interaction, equal status between the 

groups, cooperation towards a common goal, and support of authorities, law, or 

customs. If these are fulfilled, contact would enhance knowledge about out-groups, 
reduce anxiety, and increase empathy, resulting in less prejudice (Pettigrew & Tropp, 
2008). Neighbourhood projects which offer sustained engagement and cooperation 
between individuals of different groups in a neutral space approximate Allport’s 
conditions for beneficial contact (Matejskova & Leitner, 2011), as well as Amin’s 
(2002) description of micro-publics. 
In-depth studies of projects aiming to increase participation and cohesion in diverse 

neighbourhoods show that while these provide opportunities for interethnic 

encounters, their nature can both foster and foreclose understanding across group 

lines (see e.g. Askins & Pain, 2011; Bloch & Dreher, 2009; Matejskova & Leitner, 
2011; Phillips et al., 2014). This suggests that more conditions need to be fulfilled 
in order for contacts to be experienced as positive, such as local ownership of the 
initiative, shared activities or goals (Askins & Pain, 2011; Matejskova & Leitner, 
2011) and mechanisms to overcome power inequalities between individuals and 
groups (Phillips et al., 2014). The open-ended nature of encounters with difference 
in local spaces (potentially destabilizing or reinforcing pre-existing attitudes and 
boundaries) necessitates paying close attention to interactions as they unfold in 
specific contexts. 

4.3  Participation and institutional embeddedness 

Resident engagement in super-diverse neighbourhoods can take different forms, 

ranging from participation in top-down organized initiatives to bottom-up grassroots 

movements. The institutional context influences how local initiatives are organized 
and which kinds of participation are stimulated. As Cornwall (2004) notes, ‘invited 
spaces’, which are provided by institutions at their terms, result in different dynamics 

and outcomes than ‘popular spaces’, which are initiated by members of the public (see 
also Jupp, 2008). Yet ‘popular spaces’ can become co-opted and/or institutionalized, 
and ‘invited spaces’ may be used for counter-hegemonic purposes. Recent studies 

of social cohesion policies (Eizaguirre, Pradel, Terrones, Martinez-Celorrio, & García, 
2012; Miciukiewicz, Moulaert, Novy, Musterd, & Hillier, 2012) also show an increasing 
prevalence of hybrid forms of ‘bottom-linked’ participation, whereby initiatives 
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developed by residents are supported and realized through top-down policies. While 

this provides new opportunities for residents to engage with and potentially influence 
policies, there is a danger that such participation mainly serves to legitimize top-down 

interventions (Jones, 2003; Teernstra & Pinkster, 2015) or to shift responsibilities for 
neighbourhood development from the state unto local communities (Taylor, 2007). 
It is, therefore, necessary to further examine the ‘meanings and practices associated 
with participation’ (Cornwall, 2008, p. 269) in order to understand who participates, 
under which circumstances, and what this means. 

A first question that should be asked is who can take part and who cannot or 
does not want to participate and for what reasons (Kesby, 2007). Problems faced 
by local communities are often framed as resulting from a lack of participation 

(Jones, 2003; Williams, 2005) and non-participation of individuals or groups within 
neighbourhoods is problematized as a sign of inability or unwillingness (Mathers, 
Parry, & Jones, 2008; Taylor, 2007). In fact, differences in participation result not only 
from individuals’ motivations, but also depend on power relations within specific 
initiatives (Barnes, Newman, Knops, & Sullivan, 2003) and their embeddedness in 
other (neighbourhood, institutional) contexts. Barriers to participation can arise due 
to inequalities in terms of skills, resources, and bargaining position between various 

actors involved in neighbourhood programs (Taylor, 2007; Teernstra & Pinkster, 
2015). Projects aiming to increase local involvement depend heavily on residents 
who are willing to take the lead and invest time and effort (Coaffee & Healey, 2003; 
Robinson et al., 2005). Urban professionals may want to stimulate participation but 
at the same time describe residents, especially those with a migrant background, 

as lacking organizational capacities and the cross-cutting social networks which 

would allow them to be seen as community representatives (Dekker & Van Kempen, 
2009; Kokx & Van Kempen, 2010). Institutional representatives aim to support 
interventions based on ‘shared interests’, whereby they position themselves as 

neutral actors (Lavoie, 2012). However, as neighbourhood diversity increases it 
becomes more likely that groups disagree on what is desirable or even acceptable 

behaviour (Dinham, 2007), begging the question of who has the power to define 
‘the’ public interest (Barnes et al., 2003). 
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4.4  Study design

This chapter discusses residents’ experiences of neighbourhood initiatives as 
spaces of encounter, illustrated by one neighbourhood case study in Amsterdam 

and one in Vienna. The findings are part of the comparative research project 
‘Interethnic Coexistence in European Cities’,17

 which looks at the possibilities for 

urban neighbourhood policies to create a sense of belonging in ethnically diverse 

neighbourhoods. We employ a mixed methodology, including semi-structured 
interviews with participants and non-participants of neighbourhood initiatives18 

as well as expert interviews with local stakeholders (representatives of municipal 
organizations, housing associations, and other neighbourhood organizations). In 
addition, we analyse interactions in ‘Urban Livings Labs’ (Franz, 2015), spaces of 
sustained participant observation with the researchers participating in activities 

where people meet, learn and collaborate as part of their daily life and environment. 

Amsterdam and Vienna are both highly ethnically diverse cities with a long history 

of governing diverse neighbourhoods through area-based programs. In Vienna, this 

took the shape of soft urban renewal, which focuses on gradual and sustainable 

renovations by including current residents in the process (Fassmann & Hatz, 2012). 
In The Netherlands, the Big Cities Policies and successor policies have approached 
economic, social, and physical issues in an integrated way (Van Gent et al., 2009a). 
A major difference between the cities concerns the organization of policy measures 

at the local level: while in Vienna these are largely organized in a top-down manner, 
funded by the municipality, Amsterdam prioritizes ‘bottom-linked’ initiatives in 

which resident groups cooperate with and are funded by the local government but 

also institutions such as housing associations. 

The neighbourhoods discussed in this chapter are Gumpendorf (part of the 6th district) 
in Vienna and a neighbourhood in the New-West district in Amsterdam. Within these 
neighbourhoods, specific initiatives were selected for in-depth analysis. Desk research 
and preliminary interviews with local stakeholders indicated that these initiatives 

provide spaces of encounter to residents of diverse backgrounds because of their 

aims and/or design. In Gumpendorf (Vienna), interviews with 44 residents and five 
stakeholders (representatives of the initiatives studied) were conducted between 
March and June 2015. In New-West (Amsterdam), 32 residents were interviewed  
between April and June 2015, as well as eight local stakeholders (municipal employees, 

17 ICEC (2013-2016), funded by JPI Urban Europe, see www.icecproject.com.
18 Non-participants were included to find out how they perceive the selected initiatives as well as their 

reasons for non-participation. The larger study also included secondary data and policy document analysis.
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Table 2 | Respondent samples of selected neighbourhood case studies

Gumpendorf (Vienna) New-West (Amsterdam)

Residents

   Participants

   Non-participants

44
18

26

32

15
17

Gender

   Female

   Male

25
19

17
15

Age

   ≤30
   31-59
   ≥60
   Unknown

5
31

8

0

9

16
6
1

Ethnic background19

   Austrian / Dutch

   Non-Austrian / Non-   
   Dutch

28

16
13

19

Duration of residency

   ≤10 years
   >10 years
   Unknown

14
20

10

16
15
1

Educational background20

   Low

   Middle

   High

   Unknown 

3

19

1621

6

7
8

1322

4
Occupational background
   (Self-)employed
   Unemployed

   Pensioner

   Student

   Unknown

28

4
4
1

7

7
13

5
6
1

Household composition

   Single 

      /with children

      /with others

   Couple 

      /with children

   Unknown

9

3

1

8

15
8

9

2

6
4
10

1

19202122

19 Self-identified
20 Low includes primary or secondary education; Middle includes low tertiary education (e.g. trade 

school); High includes higher tertiary education.
21 These numbers mirror the high rate of persons with tertiary education in Gumpendorf (28.2%)

relative to the Viennese average of 17.9%. The share of residents having only compulsory education 
is relatively low (21.8%), and 50.1% completed secondary education (Statistik Austria, 2011; City of 
Vienna, 2012-2013. Own calculations).

22 The relatively high share of highly educated respondents in the sample (41%, compared to 17% in 
the overall neighbourhood) is due to the inclusion of a number of student volunteers.
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employees of housing associations, and civil society representatives). Participants 
were contacted at initiatives and through leaflets distributed in the neighbourhood; 
non-participants were reached through snowball sampling and quota-based 

sampling in public space. Table 2 provides detailed information on the two resident 

samples. The semi-structured interviews discussed residents’ perceptions of the 

neighbourhood and selected initiatives, their experiences of diversity and their 
(interethnic) encounters in the neighbourhood and (where applicable) in the selected 
spaces of encounter. Stakeholders were likewise asked about their perception 

of the neighbourhood and its residents, their work in the neighbourhood, and 

neighbourhood initiatives. In addition, participant observation was conducted during 

activities in the ‘Urban Livings Labs’: the Neighbourhood Centre in Gumpendorf and 
three ‘neighbourhood living rooms’ in Amsterdam New-West.

4.5  Neighbourhood case study 1: Gumpendorf in Vienna 

The study area Gumpendorf is part of the larger borough of Gumpendorf in Mariahilf 

(6th district), located in Vienna’s inner city. The neighbourhood forms a homogeneous 
and compact spatial unit. Access to green spaces is limited as Mariahilf is Vienna’s 

most densely built and least-green district. Gumpendorf has a comprehensive social 

infrastructure, including eleven educational institutions as well as a relatively high 

density of social services (drug counselling, Sisters of Charity et cetera), and is well 
connected through a dense public transport network. Roughly half of the buildings in 

this neighbourhood were constructed during the 19th century (Gründerzeit). Twenty 
public housing buildings are located in the area. Although residents distinguish the 

‘hip’ area close to the city centre from the more run-down area further from the 

centre, it is generally perceived as a good area. The proportion of residents with a 

migrant background reflects the city average. The largest ethnic groups (first and 
second generation migrants) in Gumpendorf are people with backgrounds from 
former Yugoslavia (8.1%), Germany (4%), Turkey (3%) and Poland (2.7%), while 
Austrians without a migration background make up 59.7 percent of the population 
(Statistik Austria, 2011; City of Vienna, 2012-2013). Gumpendorf was a target 
area for renewal subsidies (in 2006) by the municipality, including revitalization 
of apartment buildings and improvement of recreation areas. Currently, municipal 

policy measures regarding interethnic coexistence, ethnic diversity, and local 
integration are implemented in the neighbourhood. 
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Five initiatives were selected for in-depth analysis. Two of these target specific 
resident groups: Free Pre-school, introduced in 2009 by the municipality, provides 

public education for children aged 0-6, with social integration being one of the aims. 
Participation in Free Pre-school is voluntary and usually related to living nearby. In 

the last year before primary school, however, it is obligatory for children to attend 

(public or private) pre-school. The Neighbourhood Service for Social Housing, which 

is also funded by the municipality, aims to improve social relations and mediate 

conflicts among social housing residents. Participation is usually related to some 
conflict within one’s building, such as interfering uses of the courtyard, vandalism, or 
perceived noise pollution. Its ‘Welcome Neighbour’ initiative promotes (not only, but 
also) interethnic living-together within the building by welcoming new neighbours 
and familiarizing them with the conventions in Austrian social housing.

The other three selected initiatives are open to all residents. Gardening around 
the Corner, introduced in 2008 and led by the Urban Renewal Office23

, is a hybrid 

initiative for residents who are interested in urban gardening and embellishing 

the neighbourhood. Ask Next Door, a bottom-up initiative introduced in 2014, is 
an online platform that aims to improve contacts among neighbours. Participants 

use the platform to get recommendations for physicians or other services in the 

neighbourhood, among other things. Finally, the Neighbourhood Centre, established 

in 1997, is a top-down initiative that considers itself a low-threshold meeting point 
in the neighbourhood. Activities are either free or based on a voluntary donation. The 

Centre’s activities, which are mostly scheduled during the day, tend to attract specific 
groups such as pensioners, persons unfit for work, or those who are self-employed 
or part-time employed. Participants have often experienced some ‘emergency 
situation’ in their lives or have psychological problems, and the Centre also provides 

counselling for those who find themselves in socially precarious situations. 
The selected initiatives thus differ in the type and degree of participation that 

they require. While participation in Free Pre-school and the mediation offered by 

Neighbourhood Service for Social Housing often represent a necessity, the other 

initiatives are based more on residents’ voluntary involvement. Several residents 

explain that they do not participate in the latter kind of initiatives because they are 
not interested, unwilling, or unable to make the required time commitment. Many 

interviewees who live in Gumpendorf also have houses outside of the city where 

they spend most of their spare time:

23 The Urban Renewal Office is a service facility of the City of Vienna concerned with topics such as 
housing counselling, neighbourhood infrastructure, public space, and promotion of coexistence. It 
aims to be low-threshold and to reinforce resident participation in urban renewal processes.
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I’m not interested in these activities and prefer to spend my time 
otherwise. Maybe because I only spend much time in my house on the 
countryside. My wife and I just had to be here because of work. As soon 
as we could, we drove to Lower Austria. ... I like the tranquility out 
there; it’s so relaxing. Here it’s quite loud after all (Male, in his 60s, 
from Austria). 

Among those who do participate, some interviewees point out that they have 

developed new contacts through the initiatives. The initiatives studied created 

spaces that engendered different types of contact, often with fellow participants. 

Some parents whose children participate in Free Pre-school mention that they have 

come to know other parents based on their children’s friendships, although deeper 

or longer-lasting contacts between parents are rare. The Neighbourhood Centre also 
contributes both to inter- and intra-ethnic contacts through the open character of its 

classes and the availability of rooms for rent for group meetings, for example religious 
or self-help groups, with people from the neighbourhood but also from further away: 

The Neighbourhood Centre is great, there is an open atmosphere, 
everyone is warm-hearted and friendly. You can also get to know 
people here with whom you meet privately afterwards. You also get 
information and tips on different issues... I think the Centre contributes 
to togetherness; it’s an important institution and it’s important that 
participation is for free (Female, in her 40s, from Germany). 

The recently established online platform Ask Next Door also seems to be successful 

in creating contacts at least for those interviewees who seem open and interested 

in meeting new people, implying a certain (self-)selection process. One of the 
participants, an Austrian ethnic woman in her sixties, explains that she has come 
to know many new people through the platform and has already been invited to a 

birthday party. ‘The platform once organized a barbecue for all in our building block; 
that was nice for making new acquaintances,’ another interviewee (Male, in his 60s, 
from Austria) points out. 
In other cases, encounters take place between participants and others in public 

space. This was particularly the case for participants in Gardening around the Corner. 

As a legalized version of previous guerrilla gardening, it takes place in public space 

where participants work to improve the urban landscape by taking care of a small 

plot of greenery. Even though social contacts are not the main aim of this initiative, 

participants (most of whom are Austrian ethnic) explain that they often receive 
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positive feedback from pedestrians walking by when they are working in their 

garden. Sometimes, neighbours also bring plants for the garden, or offer to help care 

for them. One of the participants, an Austrian woman in her fifties, notes that since 
she started taking care of the greenery in front of her house, many of her neighbours 

(Austrian and non-Austrian ethnic) have also shown interest in gardening and started 
contributing. Another participant explains that the fact that he is now caring for the 
plants in the courtyard of his apartment building has improved his relationship with 

his neighbours, as it ‘solved [my] debt with the older neighbours from earlier times 
when it [my parties] was a little louder’ (Male, in his 40s, from Germany). 
Due to its nature – urban gardening on the street – the initiative promotes interaction 

among residents and with passers-by in public space, which is otherwise rare, and 

thereby enhances public familiarity (Blokland & Nast 2014) as well as generating 
a more general sense of responsibility for the neighbourhood’s upkeep. A similar 

effect was reached when the Neighbourhood Service for Social Housing opened a 
playground to the public that was previously only intended for the social housing 

block. ‘They once came to look at the situation in our playground [since it was locked 
and not used very much]; now it’s open all day for everyone, also for those outside 
our building’ a social housing resident (Female, in her 50s, from Austria) explains, 
adding that she thinks it is a good development for the neighbourhood to share this 

place. These findings show that public space, as opposed to institutional settings, 
should not be underestimated as an urban space of encounter.

Although the investigated initiatives enable various forms of small-scale encounters 

and interactions, these are not necessarily interethnic. Interviewees often failed to 

mention this, and when questioned sometimes did not know the ethnic background 

of their contacts. This can be interpreted as a sign of functioning integration since 

the interviewed residents apparently do not make this differentiation. However, as 

(with the exception of Free Pre-school) most participants in the studied initiatives 
were ethnic Austrian or German, it seems likely that same-ethnic interaction 

accounted for a large part of overall encounters engendered by these initiatives. The 

relative absence of non-Austrian ethnic participants – which is notable given that 

they make up forty percent of neighbourhood residents – can also indicate that they 

are less interested in existing initiatives and/or face more barriers for participation. 
In some cases these barriers are formal requirements, as is the case for the Free Pre-

school, where both parents need to be employed for their children to be admitted. 

Non-participants, many of migrant background, often report that they did not get a 
place in free pre-school for their children due to the restrictive admission criteria: 
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I really wanted my son to go to public pre-school but they kept telling 
me that there is no place for him anymore and that I’m too late for 
the registration. The private pre-school is expensive and I heard from 
another mother that the care is more or less the same (...) I didn’t get a 
place in the neighbourhood, so in September he has to go to pre-school 
in the 10th district which is really unpractical because it’s a long way 
(Female, in her 20s, from Romania)

The requirement of employment for both parents creates a vicious cycle, as childcare 

must first be secured in order to be able to access the labour market, which already 
tends to be more difficult for migrants, especially women. Besides, the limited 
opening hours of the free pre-school are problematic for persons who have to work 

late, in particular, single parents. Therefore, these parents often have to find a private 
pre-school for their children. Moreover, several interviewees – of Austrian and non-

Austrian ethnic background – prefer private over public pre-school. They explain that 
the private pre-school has a better ratio of teachers to children and that they think 

that children do not learn German well in public pre-schools, since non-Austrian 

ethnic children tend to speak different languages there. Thus, for some parents it is a 

deliberate decision not to participate in the free pre-school offered by the city24:

We put our daughter into a private kindergarten so that she learns 
German and it’s better in the private kindergarten. In the public 
kindergarten all children are foreigners and the children learn Turkish; 
they don’t learn German well (Male, in his 20s, from Turkey). 

In other cases, the limited success of initiatives in attracting participants of 

different ethnic backgrounds can be attributed to a variety of implicit exclusionary 
mechanisms. A number of initiatives require German language skills and Ask Next 
Door also requires IT skills, which might exclude the elderly, among other groups. 
Other initiatives such as the Neighbourhood Centre have activities primarily during 
the day, when most people have to work. Although the threshold in the Centre is 

low due to a shop-like walk-in premise and donation-based course fees, non-ethnic 

Austrians seem to be less attracted by the offer; a majority of participants appears 

24 It should be noted that the financial difference between the public and the private institutions is 
rather small since in the public preschool parents have to pay for the food while this is included in 

the fee for the private preschool, which is also subsidized by the city.
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to be ethnic Austrian. The same is true for Gardening around the Corner, which 

however has a higher threshold since people need to know where to go and whom 

to ask regarding the registration procedure. Also, those residents who know the 

Neighbourhood Service describe it as only partly successful in its mediating role 
since conflicts cannot always be solved sustainably (for example regarding the 
activities of youth groups in the social housing blocks). In addition, its ‘Welcome 
Neighbour’ initiative, which is specifically designed to promote peaceful (not only, 
but also interethnic) living-together within the building, is mostly not known even 
when residents are familiar with the Service itself. Summing up, communication 

with potentially interested residents is a general problem, which cannot be reduced 

to the German language as a barrier: initiatives tend to reach only certain groups 
of residents – others either do not know that the initiative exists or whether and 
how they can participate. If initiatives want to create more inclusive spaces of 

encounter, they will have to address other groups more actively and demonstrate 

the possibilities they offer.

Although – with the exception of Ask Next Door – the initiatives studied do not 
primarily aim to promote interaction between residents, they do offer potential 

spaces of encounter and to some extent create contacts – both among participants 
and in some cases also with other residents – which did not exist before. However, 
these new contacts are often not interethnic. One advantage of top-down initiatives 
where residents do not have to be become active themselves, such as Free Pre-school 

and the Neighbourhood Service for Social Housing, is that they reach at least part of 
the so-called hard-to-reach groups, especially migrants. These kinds of initiatives 

allow policymakers to implement planned social mixing ‘from above.’ Contrary 
to their inclusionary aims, however, they also exclude certain resident groups. In 
Free Pre-school, these are for example parents who cannot fulfil the requirement of 
employment, and others who decide not to participate based on quality concerns. 

In contrast, in initiatives where participation is based on voluntary involvement, 

barriers to participation – especially for residents of migrant background – are 

related to different factors such as other primary aims, exclusionary mechanisms 
such as the need for German language skills, and the fact that some initiatives 

are little known among residents. To what extent (interethnic) contacts between 
residents take place thus depends on the design of the initiative, with top-down and 

bottom-up initiatives both having benefits and drawbacks in regard to fostering 
interethnic encounters. 
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4.6  Neighbourhood case study 2: New-West in Amsterdam 

The neighbourhood selected as Amsterdam case study forms part of the Amsterdam 

New-West district. Built in the 1950s as a response to urbanization and post-war 
housing shortages, the intention was to create quiet, residential neighbourhoods for 

the growing number of blue-collar workers living in crowded conditions in the city 

centre. Its design is based on the ‘garden cities’ ideal, emphasizing light and spacious 

housing, green spaces and parks, and community-building institutions such as 

schools and neighbourhood centres. While the New-West district was viewed as an 
attractive place to live until the beginning of the 1990s (Mepschen, 2012), today its 
image is rather different. Many New-West neighbourhoods are classified as ‘deprived’ 
due to physical (deterioration of public space, social housing concentrations) and 
social aspects (many residents have a low socioeconomic status, and the majority 
has a migrant background). In the selected neighbourhood, the largest ethnic 
groups are first and second generation migrants from Morocco (26.6%) and Turkey 
(18.2%), while ethnic Dutch make up 24.3 percent of the population (OIS, 2016). 
Policy papers and research commissioned by the Amsterdam municipality stress 

the neighbourhood’s perceived lack of cohesion and the tense relations between 

population groups as major problems (see e.g. Broekhuizen & Van Wonderen, 2012; 
Amsterdam New-West, 2012).
The neighbourhood has participated in area-based regeneration programs – 

targeting the ‘worst’ neighbourhoods in the Netherlands and Amsterdam – at least 
since 2008. These policies consist of a mix of physical and social initiatives along 
thematic lines, including liveability (safety, public space) and togetherness (creating 
ownership, improving social cohesion and participation), that include a budget for 
small-scale resident initiatives (Amsterdam New-West, 2012). This study focuses on 
three such initiatives, called buurthuiskamers or ‘neighbourhood living rooms,’ that 

embody the policy aim of stimulating resident participation. Rather than viewing 

participation in resident initiatives as a means to an end, policy-makers consider 

the act of participating itself to be a social good as it would generate feelings of 

connection and belonging (De Wilde, 2015).
The neighbourhood living rooms organize their own activities and host those of other 

neighbourhood groups, and in addition provide a space for consultation with the 

housing association, welfare organizations et cetera. They are central points where 

residents can get information in an informal manner: to ask whether the housing 
association representative is in, or for help with translating an official letter. They 
can be characterized as ‘bottom-linked’ (Eizaguirre et al., 2012; Miciukiewicz et al., 
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2012): housing associations and/or the district government provide premises and 
subsidize activities, but their informal and personal approach is feasible because of 

the great efforts of a few central volunteers. These are often either students or long-

time ethnic Dutch residents who are unemployed or receive disability benefits. This 
allows volunteers to spend a lot of time in the living rooms (in one case equivalent to 
a full-time job). The exception is one neighbourhood living room in which most of the 
organizational work is done by the (Surinamese) housing association representative 
who also invests much of her spare time in the initiative. These volunteers embody 

the policy ideals as they feel a great sense of ownership and responsibility for their 

initiative and the broader neighbourhood. Their importance is also repeatedly 

mentioned by participants of living room activities: ‘before we had nothing. Since 
[volunteer] came here, there are a bit more contacts with the neighbours and so on. 
Before I didn’t know that many people’ (Female, in her 50s, from Suriname). 
Although they find their involvement rewarding (both in terms of learning specific 
skills and in terms of social relations), volunteers can feel overburdened or have 
trouble letting go and delegating to others. As they become familiar faces in the 

neighbourhood, they are often approached by other residents for information or 

advice, which can be time-consuming and thus they may feel as if they are always 

‘on duty’. Volunteers are also unhappy with the complicated and bureaucratic 

procedures they have to follow and which they interpret as signs of mistrust. One 
volunteer talks about being ‘undermined [by the housing association] (…) like they 
want me gone [from the neighbourhood living room]’ (Male, in his 50s, from the 
Netherlands). Navigating bureaucratic requirements is especially an obstacle and 
deterrent for lower educated and non-ethnic Dutch residents, who consider it a waste 

of time and tend to experience ‘the system’ as unfair and hypocritical: ‘employees 
of [housing association] sometimes treat volunteers as regular employees, with 
the things they expect’ (Male, in his 50s, from the Netherlands). Some interviewees 
(both volunteers and ‘regular’ participants) applied for funding to start an initiative, 
only to be rejected for reasons they experience as arbitrary. Others indicate that, 
rather than becoming active themselves, ‘the government’, the district, or ‘people in 

the know’ should organize activities: 

[paraphrased from interview notes] the municipality should send 
people to ask what residents want (…) I can be a part if they need 
someone [for an activity], so I can see how it works, but the one 
organizer has to be someone with power or money, someone who knows 
how it works (Male, in his 30s, from Turkey). 
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Higher educated residents (most of whom are ethnic Dutch) on the other hand, 
tend to view participation as offering networking and learning opportunities. Their 

cultural capital makes higher educated interviewees feel capable of organizing 

activities if they want to (which is often not the case). Thus, who participates and 
how participation is experienced depends on various factors including external 
constraints such as work or other obligations, one’s personality as an ‘association 

person’ or not, and residents’ confidence in their abilities.
As such, interviewees’ views differ from the district’s vision on participation as 

something that all residents can (and should want to) do. This is especially the case 
for volunteers, who are more actively involved in organizing activities and setting up 

initiatives than ‘ordinary’ participants. While they can apply for subsidies to offset 

organizational costs, they do not receive any personal monetary compensation as – 

according to institutional actors – this would detract from the sense of cohesion and 

shared responsibility that neighbourhood initiatives are intended to cultivate: 

[paraphrased from interview notes] the idea is not to pay volunteers 
because we want to signal that the neighbourhood is yours, you 
as residents have to keep it a liveable place together. The housing 
association shouldn’t have to pay for that (…) they [volunteers] derive 
satisfaction from a sense of ownership, that’s the real reward (Area 
representative of the housing association). 

The one exception to this rule of unpaid voluntary work is the ‘DIY team’ of one of 
the neighbourhood living rooms, whose members receive a small compensation25 

in return for performing minor maintenance tasks. Interviewees indicate that 

this compensation is a reason why the team is also highly ethnically diverse, with 

ethnic Dutch, Turkish, Moroccan, and Surinamese members (although not diverse 
in other aspects, as all participants are low-educated, middle-aged men). Financial 
compensation is an incentive to join, not just to supplement one’s income – the team 

members either receive welfare benefits or are retired – but also because participants 
believe that it increases their chances of finding regular employment. Although they 
joined for pragmatic reasons, they have come to enjoy the social contacts (they work 
in pairs and also have a weekly teambuilding meeting). 

25 4 Euros/hour, for a maximum of 6 hours a week. In 2015, minimum wages were at 8.66 Euros/hour 
in the Netherlands.
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The design of the ‘neighbourhood living rooms’ emphasizes homeliness and informal 

social interactions. Although there are also more structured activities (such as Dutch 
language classes), residents are encouraged to drop in ‘just because’ and interact 
with the volunteers and other participants. As the centres derive their legitimacy 

from serving the neighbourhood residents, attracting a diverse group of participants 

and creating an open and inclusive atmosphere are considered important. One way 
in which this is done – which was mentioned during interviews and also emerged 

from participant observation – is through the moderation of activities and group 

discussions by volunteers, who take care to emphasize any shared interests or 

experiences as well as insist on using Dutch as a shared language whenever possible. 
For example, during a meeting of the DIY team, a discussion on the Dutch political 
system results in a Surinamese Christian and a Turkish Muslim participant together 

defending the legitimacy of confessional political parties, a statement which the 

organizer enthusiastically repeats to the rest of the group. During a later discussion 

on living in the neighbourhood which was started by the researcher, the same 

Surinamese man remarks that ‘I speak a bit of Turkish and a bit of Arabic, that’s only 

logical if you live here.’ Notwithstanding the matter-of-factness of his remark, many 
other (non-participant) interviewees do in fact regard the numerical and symbolic 
dominance of Turks and Moroccans in the neighbourhood as highly problematic, 

and especially criticize their (perceived) inability or unwillingness to speak Dutch. 
Shared neighbourhood residency is also used to invoke common ground: participants 
would greet each other as neighbours and refer to earlier occasions when they ran 

into each other in the neighbourhood. In turn, encounters within the living rooms 

increase public familiarity as participants see more familiar faces on the street or are 

greeted by people met at activities. Being ‘visibly active’ also serves to establish and 

reinforce norms of friendliness and neighbourliness: ‘Activities increase the [social] 
bonds (…) A neighbour sees you clean up the [common] garden. Yes, of course, that 
does something to you. You think hey, somebody is cleaning up my garden’ (Male, 
in his 40s, from Morocco). While all interviewees profess to adhere to an ‘ethos of 
mixing’ (Wessendorf, 2013) whereby ‘good neighbours’ greet one another, keep 
shared spaces clean, and generally behave respectfully towards others, participants 

mention more small-scale interactions in the neighbourhood than non-participants, 

especially across ethnic boundaries: 
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[at the activity] there is also a gentleman, he lives here in the 
neighbourhood, I’ve seen him a couple of times. And he has a big beard 
like, it’s a Moroccan guy I believe. And then I saw him a couple of times, 
and he now also raises his hand [in greeting], that’s kind of nice. You do 
get to know each other (Male, in his 40s, from the Netherlands). 

Such ‘fleeting’ social contacts are treated as valuable in their own right, and 
participants are not necessarily looking for close ties (although some have also made 
friends at activities). Respondents indicate that establishing a low-level form of 

familiarity is key in the functioning of living rooms as (also) places for giving advice 
and providing support. This became evident during participant observation, as 

participants discussed mundane topics but also highly personal issues such as having 

to take care of an ill and elderly partner, or not being accepted by one’s family-in-law.

However, there is also a trade-off between achieving ‘homeliness’ and inclusivity. 

In two of the three living rooms, many activities are dominated by particular ethnic 

(sub)groups, who use the space to gather with like-minded friends and create 
conviviality by invoking ‘sameness,’ to the exclusion of ethnic or religious Others. 
For example, an Antillean woman explains that she is sometimes made to feel 
unwelcome by other participants in her knitting/cooking club, which she attributes 

to her different ethnic background: 

They gossip, [in] their own language. I am from Curacao, and they are 
[Surinamese] Indian. I just think, if you know, speak Dutch (…) And 
well, some of them dislike me because I speak up (…) We are equal just 
the same I think. Because we, you know I’m not allowed to cook here? 
Because they think our food is gross (…) I find it very annoying you 
know, and sometimes it makes me so tired. So tired that I… sometimes 
[organizer] calls me and I look at my phone and put it [away]… or turn 
down the volume… just for a day you know (Female, in her 50s, from 
the Netherlands Antilles). 

Although she continues to attend out of loyalty to the organizer, a friend of hers, the 

hostility that she experiences detracts from her enjoyment of the initiative and turns 
it into an obligation, so much so that she deliberately schedules her doctor’s visits 

during the club’s activities. As many participants experience their involvement as an 
important part of their neighbourhood social life, tensions are emotionally draining 

and a reason for some to become less involved in the neighbourhood in general. 
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Thus, barriers to participation in the Amsterdam case study mostly result from 

implicit exclusionary dynamics. While the local government calls on all residents 
to be active in their neighbourhood, residents’ own (perceived) abilities to navigate 
bureaucratic requirements determines who actually takes part. Furthermore, social 

dynamics within activities also had exclusionary effects as some participants – who 
are ethnic or religious Others in the context of the initiative – were sometimes 
made to feel not at home. However, the neighbourhood living rooms also functioned 

as positive spaces of encounter whose effects transcend the space of the specific 
initiative through an increase in fleeting social contacts in public space.

4.7  Comparison and concluding thoughts

The purpose of this study was to explore whether and how local initiatives create 
spaces of encounter for residents of diverse backgrounds. Policy interventions 

in ethnically diverse neighbourhoods often aim to create positive interactions, 

resulting in more social cohesion. Yet much remains unclear regarding the dynamics 

of participation in such contexts. 
In Viennese Gumpendorf, participation in the selected initiatives is partly needs-

driven (Free Pre-school) or imposed (Neighbourhood Service for Social Housing) and 
partly interest-based (Neighbourhood Centre, Gardening around the Corner, Ask Next 
Door). All initiatives have different aims and thresholds and therefore tend to include 
and exclude particular social groups. While most of the selected initiatives generated 
some contacts, these typically tended to stay on the superficial side. Nevertheless, they 
all resulted in some contacts among residents which did not exist before, regardless 
of whether the initiative was organized top-down or bottom-up. However, the amount 

and type of contacts among participants (and with other residents) differs. This is 
related to the regularity of participation and the design of potential spaces of encounter. 

Developing closer ties is not necessarily a motivation for participation. While 

participants at the Neighbourhood Centre meet each other in different classes 
on a regular basis, parents of Free Pre-school children meet each other rarely 

(at children’s parties or events organized by the pre-school), and participants of 
Gardening around the Corner mostly do not even know each other; instead, they 
get to know strangers (and neighbours) on the street. The latter example illustrates 
that public space represents an important place for promoting public familiarity, 

such as saying ‘hi’ on the street. As all selected initiatives require a certain level 

of German, language is a barrier for non-Austrian ethnic interviewees. In order to 

further promote interethnic contacts in the neighbourhood, existing initiatives could 
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reach out with incentives for social groups who do not feel addressed or are not 

interested in existing initiatives. In addition, new strategies (funding opportunities, 
informational campaigns et cetera) might have to be developed to facilitate inclusion 
of different social groups in future initiatives.

In contrast, in the New-West neighbourhood, there is less variety as all the selected 
initiatives are ‘bottom-linked’: they are facilitated by formal institutions (the 
municipality and housing associations) but are run mostly or entirely by resident 
volunteers. This rather one-sided selection was not a conscious decision but a 

product of the organizational landscape. A significant role of the ‘neighbourhood 
living rooms’ is connecting marginalized and vulnerable residents to institutions 

in an accessible manner. To this end, these centres lean heavily on a particular 

type of volunteer (ethnic Dutch, middle-aged, not employed) for day-to-day 
coordination as well as handling bureaucratic requirements. These volunteers 

develop a strong sense of ownership and responsibility which aligns with the kind 

of attitudes that institutional representatives aim to stimulate. However, the idea 

that ‘good deeds are their own reward’ also breeds resentment and can undermine 

the viability of these centres in the longer run. While there is currently a mix of 
active residents across social class (although ethnic Dutch are overrepresented), too 
strong an emphasis on ‘active citizenship’, which presumes a significant degree of 
independence and know-how on the part of volunteers, might tip the scales towards 

favouring activities by middle-class ‘networkers’ while inhibiting participation 

of non-ethnic Dutch residents and lower-class ethnic Dutch. A similar tendency 

can be observed in the Viennese example of Gardening around the corner. While 
(interethnic) contacts intensified through the initiatives and were often described 
as positive (both superficial encounters that increased public familiarity and more 
profound conversations which provided opportunities for bridging differences and 

providing support), there were also examples where activities rather highlighted 
differences and made participants feel excluded. Therefore, resident participation 
offers opportunities but also raises expectations that cannot always be met.
Comparing the two cases, socializing within residents’ ethnic and social group 

appears to be the norm, while (positive) encounters and contacts across these 
boundaries require sustained efforts. One theme that emerged in both cities was 
the role of initiatives for creating fleeting encounters and public familiarity that 
result in a sense of belonging to the neighbourhood (Blokland and Nast 2014) and 
reinforce norms of good neighbouring (Wessendorf 2013). While neighbourhood 
initiatives often focus on more sustained encounters and aim to create ‘thick’ forms 
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of community and cohesion, participants do not necessarily desire close ties and 

may value more superficial contacts, with recognizing each other on the street and 
greeting being enough. Highly visible activities in public space (such as being seen 
working in the garden) result in more positive perceptions of neighbours since their 
inherently material (plants, dirt) and spatial (shared green spaces) characteristics 
facilitate emergent and transitory encounters (Askins & Pain, 2011). 
In spaces of encounter that are more ‘planned’ – such as the community centres 

in which much of our research took place – interactions were recurring and more 

sustained, sometimes resulting in friendly and supportive contacts. In both case 

studies, especially the neighbourhood centres aimed to create ‘micro-geographies of 

inclusion’ (Fincher & Iveson, 2008) through emphasizing homeliness and informality 
and offering opportunities to build trust. Notably in Amsterdam, residents are 
invited to treat the centres as their ‘living room’ and to recreate communities that are 

believed ‘lost’ by professionals. However, too much homeliness generates exclusion 
as conviviality is invoked by practicing ‘sameness’ based in ethnic background or 

participants’ shared experiences of marginality and (psychological) vulnerability. 
Therefore, sustained encounters can also deepen prejudice – for example that 
children do not learn German in the free pre-school – and result in conflicts or 
disengagement (Valentine, 2008). 
As noted by Cornwall (2004; 2008), dynamics and outcomes of participation depend 
on the design of initiatives and their embeddedness within governance structures. 

Our study highlights some of the barriers to participation that result both from 
formal (ineligibility for free pre-school) and informal (not feeling welcome, language 
barriers) exclusion mechanisms. These relate not only to ethnic but also to class 
difference and more generally to the ability and motivation to participate. On the 
one hand, personal circumstances can play an important role: many interviewees 
have other priorities such as work and family life. Education and employment 

(which also correlate with ethnicity in the two neighbourhoods) seem to be key 
dimensions: the higher educated feel more able to organize themselves; those not 
(regularly) employed have more time to participate and might even see this as a 
step towards finding a job. On the other hand, the design of initiatives and what they 
offer to participants influence whether residents are interested and willing to invest 
time and energy. From the Viennese case study, it appears that while the top-down 

initiatives studied connect participants to educational and housing institutions, 

they provide less regarding encounters with fellow residents. In contrast, bottom-

up and bottom-linked initiatives in both case studies did not only have a social 
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function but also offered low-threshold access to representatives of Dutch/Austrian 

mainstream society. However, the Amsterdam case also shows that such ‘bottom-

linked’ relationships can become fraught as volunteers demand more (also financial) 
recognition from institutional ‘partners.’ 

Therefore, organizers and local institutional actors should consider how the 

structure of their initiative influences who takes part, and consider using different 
incentives to ‘give voice’ to social groups who currently do not feel addressed by, nor 

interested in, existing initiatives. Moreover, the findings show that there might be a 
mismatch between the aims of social cohesion and resident participation policies 

and the lived experiences and desires of residents. Institutional representatives 
generally sought to stimulate sustained interethnic contacts and support, and (in 
Amsterdam) called on volunteers’ sense of civic duty and personal fulfilment. In 
contrast, our respondents (also) valued more superficial types of contact and are 
motivated to participate from a desire to improve not only the neighbourhood but 

also their personal circumstances.
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ABSTRACT – In the context of increasingly diverse urban populations 
in European cities, neighbourhood organizations are often seen as 

offering spaces of encounter that can foster a sense of belonging. As 

a result, they have formed an important element in urban policies 

on community identity and social cohesion. Yet, as Valentine (2008) 
cautions, everyday encounters in such micro-publics may not 

necessarily be experienced as positive, and these spaces themselves 
might become sites of contestation and exclusion. Through an 
ethnographic study in a super-diverse neighbourhood in Amsterdam, 

The Netherlands, this chapter investigates how residents’ sense of 
belonging to the neighbourhood is informed by competing claims 

on a neighbourhood centre. Although envisioned as a collective 

space, contestations between different groups of residents over the 

centre as a functional and meaningful place illustrate how governing 

institutions shape informal politics of place through their own vision 

for the neighbourhood and their selective support of some initiatives 

over others.
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5.1  Introduction

In recent years, much attention has been paid to Vertovec’s (2007) concept of 
super-diversity as a conceptual lens through which to study the increasing social 

differentiation in Western European cities (Crul, Schneider, & Lelie, 2013). Super-
diversity invites researchers to go beyond a focus on diversity that is the result 

of international migration and explore how differences in nationality, race, and 
ethnicity intersect with other dimensions of difference, such as gender, age, life 

course, class, religion, migrant trajectories, and language. In a growing number of 

urban neighbourhoods, diversity along such multiple dimensions of difference is 

becoming ‘commonplace’ (Wessendorf, 2013), a constitutive part of everyday life. 
From a policy perspective, diversity in urban neighbourhoods is generally considered 

problematic (Allen & Cars, 2001; Kährik, 2006; Morrison, 2003; Robinson, 2005), 
because the associated complexity and unpredictability of everyday life is thought 
to undermine easy conceptions of ‘community’ and ‘belonging’ (Grillo, 2007). 
Viewing neighbourhoods as the most appropriate locality for the mobilization 

and accommodation of diversity (Amin, 2005), urban policies on ‘social cohesion’ 
or ‘community empowerment’ have focused on fostering resident participation 

in neighbourhood-based organizations or initiatives to stimulate intercultural 

engagement (Phillips et al., 2014). Indeed, Amin (2002) has pointed to the 
importance of such micro-publics, as sites of purposeful and shared activities, to 

foster meaningful encounters in multicultural neighbourhoods. Fincher and 

Iveson (2008, p. 154) similarly suggest that planning for encounters is essential 
as these ‘…can be fleeting and temporary, but they are vital resource for opening 
up opportunities for all to experience “strangerhood” without rejection and/or 
indifference’. Leitner (2012, p. 830) also observes that spaces of encounter hold 
‘the possibility of destabilizing boundaries and creating new spaces for negotiating 

across difference’. 

At the same time, ethnographic research in diverse neighbourhoods shows that 

encounters do not necessarily deepen intercultural understanding (Wessendorf, 
2013) and may even foster negative stereotypes (Matejskova & Leitner, 2011). 
Indeed, evaluations of area-based interventions aimed at improving social cohesion 

in diverse – and often also deprived – neighbourhoods suggest that they do not 

always meet their own objectives and sometimes even undermine social cohesion 

(Allen & Cars, 2001; Kährik, 2006). This occurs particularly when potential spaces 
of encounter are claimed or territorialized by specific groups of residents, and other 
residents are thereby excluded (Valentine, 2008). Contestations over the meaning 
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and functional use of these neighbourhood spaces occur along multiple dimensions 

of difference (May, 1996; Wessendorf, 2013) and are influenced by unequal power 
dynamics between groups (Phillips et al., 2014). Moreover, such struggles reveal 
broader contestations over neighbourhood identity and the construction of place 

meanings. As Staeheli and Mitchell (2009, p. 187) note, ‘the politics of place-making, 
it seems, are characterized by the same power relations as society at large; they 
often reinforce those power relations, rather than challenge them’. 

Building on these insights, this chapter explores the degree to which neighbourhood 
organizations function as micro-publics, and how this subsequently influences the 
politics of belonging in a diverse neighbourhood in Amsterdam, the Netherlands. The 
next section discusses recent literature on belonging in diverse places and the role of 
institutional actors in shaping encounters between neighbourhood residents. Then, 

we introduce the case study neighbourhood, an area which is considered both diverse 

and deprived. As such, it has been subject to sustained policy interventions since 

2008, in order to improve the neighbourhood and generate a sense of belonging and 

ownership among residents, which local officials find to be lacking. In this process, 
the neighbourhood centre was envisioned as a space of encounter that could foster 

positive experiences of Others. As this study will show, however, the function of the 
centre has been highly contested. Diverging visions about its use have reinforced 

complex forms of boundary drawing between resident groups and undermined 
residents’ sense of belonging to the wider neighbourhood. Moreover, these informal 

politics between residents have been highly influenced by the actions of governing 
institutions that over time accommodated different resident groups they considered 

‘representative’ of the neighbourhood. Local geographies of encounters should, 

therefore, be seen as socially and spatially mediated, and contextualized by broader 
neighbourhood transformations (Leitner, 2012). 

5.2  Belonging in diverse neighbourhoods

Belonging is increasingly used as a key concept in geographical and sociological 

research. Yet the term itself is often ill-defined (Antonsich, 2010) and has been 
used as a synonym of place attachment, sense of place, social cohesion, identity, 

and citizenship. Following Antonsich (2010) and Mee and Wright (2009), this 
chapter defines belonging as the affective relationship between individuals and 
their environment. As such, it depends on individuals’ social locations (Yuval-Davis, 
2006), both in terms of their own social identity and categorization by others, as 
well as their attachments to different places. Moreover, belonging can be levered 
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as a discursive resource against those who are labelled as ‘outsiders’ and are seen 

as not-belonging (Duyvendak, 2011; Secor, 2004; Yuval-Davis, 2006). In this way, 
the politics of belonging concerns the discursive and material boundaries through 

which meaning and identity are ascribed to specific places (Trudeau, 2006).
In the case of neighbourhoods characterized by high ethnic diversity, belonging is 

shown to be multiscalar (Antonsich, 2010; Wood & Waite, 2011), with much research 
focusing on migrants’ transnational practices and affects (e.g. Ho, 2009; Leitner 
& Ehrkamp, 2006; Kobayashi, Preston, & Murnaghan, 2011; Yeoh & Willis, 2005) 
as well as the construction of migrant identities in local places and communities 

(e.g. Nelson & Hiemstra, 2008; Noble, 2009; Wessendorf, 2013). In contrast, less 
attention has been paid to dimensions of difference other than ethnicity or migrant 

status and to the ways in which the intersectionality of belonging generates inclusion 

and exclusion in particular spaces (Wood & Waite, 2011). Several authors (Clayton, 
2009; Leitner, 2012; Secor, 2004) argue that the construction of identities should 
be understood as spatially contingent, arising from everyday socio-spatial practices 

as well as being shaped by wider discourses and power relations (cf. Leitner, 
Sheppard, & Sziarto, 2008). Clayton (2009, p. 483) notes that ‘the spatial, itself a 
product of competing discourses, practices and power relations, has the capacity to 

constitute, constrain and mediate social distinctions’. Acknowledging that space is 

productive of difference rather than merely reflecting pre-existing insider/outsider 
configurations (Clayton, 2009), directs attention to the fact that feelings of belonging 
emerge out of the interaction between social and place identities. For example, in her 
study of Kurdish women’s spatial narratives of identity and citizenship in Istanbul, 

Secor (2004) describes how her interviewees encounter dominant discourses and 
practices of Turkishness as they move around the city. She notes that different spaces 

(ranging from neighbourhoods to schools and workplaces) require specific identity 
performances and offer different possibilities for resistance and negotiation. 

Notably, these studies also raise the issue of power geometries within neighbourhoods 
and inequalities between residents in their ability to determine place-specific codes 
of conduct and more broadly define place identity, including who ultimately belongs 
there. Such inequalities in processes of place-making have been demonstrated in 

numerous studies of gentrifying neighbourhoods, like the study by Benson and 

Jackson (2013, p. 806) who find that representations of place by middle-class 
residents of a mixed London neighbourhood serve to symbolically claim the area 
and recast it as an ‘appropriate place for people like them’, thereby excluding others. 
Gentrification studies like these tend to focus on differences in terms of class, albeit 
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sometimes coinciding with race, and we can expect insider/outsider configurations 
and associated feelings of belonging in diverse neighbourhoods to be more complex 
and ambiguous, occurring at the intersection of multiple dimensions of difference. 

For example, May (1996) describes how the influx of ethnic British middle-class 
residents in an ethnically mixed working-class neighbourhood in North London 
threatens, but also affirms the sense of belonging of their working-class co-
ethnics. While the newcomers’ practices of territorialization (for example, the re-
decoration and re-naming of old working-class pubs) cause the long-term residents 
to experience feelings of loss and displacement, their presence also serves to bolster 
the ‘white’ image of the neighbourhood against the ethnic Other. This study further 
shows that place-specific residential histories influence who can make effective 
claims to belong. In neighbourhoods where local history or length of residence is 

considered important, belonging may be more difficult for newcomers, especially 
when they are also ethnically Other (Nelson & Hiemstra, 2008). 
In short, whether residents living in diverse neighbourhoods develop a sense of 

belonging potentially depends on many factors, including individual and group 

identifications and place characteristics, and boundary drawing takes place along 
multiple and shifting axes of identification and differentiation. As Phillips et al. 
(2014, p. 55) observe, we may expect diverse neighbourhoods to be ‘spaces of 
contradiction – places of conviviality and conflict, spaces for erasing and reinforcing 
differences, territories of inclusion and exclusion’. The ways in which encounters 
with Others play out are not just determined by the momentary materiality of the 
encounter itself, but also by pre-existing socio-spatial imaginaries about what place 
is or should be (cf. Yeoh & Willis, 2005) and as such should be analysed in the light of 
longstanding attachments and identifications, including personal narratives of place 
and belonging (Valentine & Sadgrove, 2012). 

5.3  Neighbourhood organizations as imagined spaces  
 of encounter

As noted above, fostering a shared sense of neighbourhood belonging in highly diverse 

neighbourhoods has long been an important concern in urban policy (Fortier, 2010). 
In the governance of these urban areas, neighbourhood organizations are expected 
to function as micro-publics (Amin, 2002), offering possibilities for interaction and 
positive encounters with difference. This is certainly the case in the Netherlands 
and Amsterdam, where this study was carried out. The Netherlands has a strong 
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interventionist policy tradition, with policies employing social mixing strategies to 
engender feelings of belonging among the population. Especially (semi)public spaces 
in cities and neighbourhoods are seen as important locations for policy intervention 

(Duyvendak, Leenders, & Wekker, 2016). Dutch urban policies often focus on 
‘problem’ neighbourhoods, which are described as lacking liveability and social 

cohesion due to their ethnically diverse and socioeconomically weak population (Van 
Gent, Musterd, & Ostendorf, 2009b). These neighbourhoods are then subjected to a 
multitude of (often small-scale) social and physical interventions, in which resident 
participation is a key aspect (Dekker & Van Kempen, 2009; Uitermark, 2014). 
However, managing diversity through neighbourhood organizations may be 

particularly challenging in view of diverging opinions among groups. From the side 

of neighbourhood organizations, there is an incentive to establish community and 

create an overarching vision for the neighbourhood (Leitner, 2012), since doing so 
is necessary to access political and economic resources. By focusing on situated and 

shared experiences, internal differences are obscured and the neighbourhood is 
constituted as the appropriate scale of action (Martin, 2003a). If local organizations 
are successful in bringing together residents of diverse backgrounds, they can 

potentially function as micro-publics (Amin, 2002), creating positive encounters 
and successful cooperation across group boundaries (Fincher & Iveson, 2008). 
For example, studies on local spaces of encounter in multi-ethnic communities 
in East Berlin (Matejskova & Leitner, 2011) and Newcastle Upon Tyne (Askins & 
Pain, 2011) reveal the value of sustained engagement, shared goals, and local 
ownership for fostering a sense of belonging. Similarly, Philips et al. (2014) show 
how formalized events aimed at building bridges between established and new 

groups of residents reduce feelings of ‘strangeness’. At the same time, processes of 

community-building and social group formation by neighbourhood organizations 

in diverse neighbourhoods can be exclusionary, when certain groups claim these 
spaces by representing themselves as having a higher stake in the neighbourhood 

than others. Phillips et al. (2014) note that individuals and groups have unequal 
abilities to cooperate around neighbourhood issues and to engage with – and 

speak the language of – the institutional apparatus (Joseph, 2002). Community-
building processes often rely on the participation of a few residents who are willing 

and able to take the lead and invest a lot of time and effort (Hoekstra & Dahlvik, 
2017), and who may not necessarily represent ‘the’ neighbourhood interests even 
if they are recognized as such by institutional actors. Consequently, neighbourhood 

organizations can themselves become objects of contention and spaces of exclusion 
rather than encounter. 
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Within these organizations, institutional actors such as civil servants from local 

municipalities, welfare and housing institutions play an important role as ‘gate-

keepers’, but studies of resident participation in the Netherlands show that these 
local governing actors often fail to adequately address ethnic and cultural differences 

among residents, resulting in ethnic minority groups being excluded from processes 
that are meant to be participatory (Dekker, Völker, Lelieveldt, & Torenvlied, 
2010). De Wilde et al. (2014) similarly show that selective support of resident 
groups (often those which are seen as most flexible and competent) reproduces 
inequalities within the neighbourhood. Local officials have their own assumptions 
and ideological commitments, which influence how policies are implemented and 
consequently which groups are recognized and supported (Lavoie, 2012). This may 
result in support for those residents whose norms and values align with their own 

(Smets, 2006), putting middle-class and ‘native’ residents in a privileged position. 
These residents often also have more abilities to access political and social capital 

beyond the neighbourhood or even the city to further their local agenda for place-

making (Fraser, 2004). The role of institutional actors in shaping unequal power 
dynamics between residents of different backgrounds is clearly demonstrated 

in a study in a mixed community in Toronto (August, 2014), where newly arrived 
middle-class, white and often male residents dominate meetings at the expense of 
long-term, low-income minority women and thereby determine the priorities for 

local law enforcement in terms of neighbourhood surveillance. Similarly, a recent 

study in a mixed housing project in Amsterdam found that institutional actors play 
an important role in exacerbating experiences of social distance between residents 
through their selective engagement with owner occupiers at the expense of social 
renters, which affected subsequent management decisions about the ways in which 

collective spaces could be used (Tersteeg & Pinkster, 2016). 
These and other studies highlight that the politics of place-making can be strongly 

influenced by the discourses and practices of institutional actors (Nelson & 
Hiemstra, 2008). Unequal support and preferential treatment of resident claims to 
neighbourhood organizations by institutional actors can accentuate already existing 
differences between residents, leading residents to regard each other with suspicion 

(Robinson et al., 2005). In addition, such processes of inclusion and exclusion in 
neighbourhood organizations can have repercussions on residents’ sense of 

belonging in the wider neighbourhood, precisely because these organizations claim 

to represent ‘the community’ (even though they rarely actually do so). These findings 
therefore clearly support Valentine’s (2008, p. 334) claim that ‘we need an urban 
politics that addresses inequalities (real and perceived) as well as diversity, and 
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recognizes the need to fuse what are often seen as separate debates about prejudice 

and respect with questions of social-economic inequalities and power.’

5.4  Case study context

To explore the ways in which neighbourhood organizations contribute to residents’ 
sense of belonging in diverse neighbourhoods, a case study was conducted in 

a highly diverse neighbourhood in Amsterdam. It is a small neighbourhood of 

around five thousand residents, housed almost exclusively in low-rise buildings 
in the social rental sector. When the neighbourhood was built in the 1920s, it was 

intended for working-class families living under crowded and unhealthy conditions 

in the city centre. The neighbourhood’s initial design as a ‘garden village’ was 

intended to stimulate wholesome community life in a green and cosy atmosphere, 

located nevertheless in the vicinity of industry and harbour activities. Compared 

to Amsterdam in general, the area has always been relatively poor: a third of all 
households have an income below the poverty line

26
, and thirteen per cent of all 

residents are dependent on social welfare. Nevertheless, there is also a substantial 
share of middle-class households (estimated to be around twenty to thirty per cent), 
as is typical for low-income neighbourhoods in the Netherlands and reflects the 
relatively moderate levels of income segregation in Dutch cities. 

Over the years, the neighbourhood has become highly ethnically, culturally, and 
religiously diverse. Currently around forty per cent of the population is of ‘native’27, 

ethnic Dutch background. The largest ‘non-native’ groups in the area are of Moroccan, 

Turkish, and Surinamese descent. The Turkish group, in particular, has a longstanding 

presence in the area, as many of them moved to the city as temporary ‘guest’ workers 

in the 1970s and were employed in nearby industries. Similarly, residents of Moroccan 
and Surinamese descent by now have long histories in the neighbourhood, many 

having already moved in in the 1980s. More recent waves of diversification include 
the influx of asylum seekers from various (former) conflict regions in the Middle East 

26 Defined as the amount of money deemed necessary to make ends meet. The exact amount depends 
on the household form. In 2013, it amounted to a net monthly income of 1071.91 Euros for a single 
person, 1308.74 Euros for a single parent, and 1454.16 Euros for a couple with or without children 
(OIS, 2014).

27 Otherness in the Netherlands is primarily constructed along lines of ethnicity, rather than race. 
Official statistics distinguish between ‘autochtone’ or native Dutch and first and second generation 
migrants, who are grouped together as ‘allochtoon’. Although there is an implicit racial component 

to this distinction as autochtone’ Dutch are also understood as white, emic understandings focus 

more on ethnicity and (Islamic) religion than race as markers of Otherness. 
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and Africa, who have priority status on the social rental market, and Central and 

Eastern European (temporary) migrants. In the last few years, the neighbourhood is 
again experiencing a process of gradual ‘whitening’ due to the influx of students and 
artists who are housed on temporary contracts in vacant housing stock earmarked 

for renovation. Both residents, professionals, and local media have seen this as a sign 

that the neighbourhood stands on the brink of gentrification, although in terms of 
average income the neighbourhood is so far still positioned at the bottom end of the 

housing market (Hochstenbach & Van Gent, 2015). 
Due to its relatively deprived status in combination with the presence of minority 

residents, the neighbourhood has long been the focus of place-based urban policies. 

Several shifts can be identified in the agenda and aspirations of local governing 
actors for the neighbourhood. Rooted in the local history of the neighbourhood as 

a working class ‘village’, local government has subsidized community spaces and 

neighbourhood associations from the beginning. Within these spaces, residents 

were free to socialize and organize recreational activities. That these spaces 

were in practice mostly frequented by ‘native’, working-class residents was not 

considered very problematic. This type of classic community development changed 

in 2008, when the neighbourhood was classified as problematic by the Amsterdam 
municipality and the VROM Ministry (Public Health, Spatial Planning, and the 
Environment). Since then, it has received funding for investments in the social and 
physical infrastructure, including a budget for residents’ initiatives. Underpinning 

this policy was the assumption (made at the national level but also expressed by 
local civil servants) that these neighbourhoods lack social cohesion but also risk 
becoming excluded from the mainstream and forming ‘parallel societies’ (Van Gent 
et al., 2009b). Therefore, attempts were made to activate and include ‘non-native’ 
residents who were a growing part of the neighbourhood population but had not 

received proportionate attention in previous policies. Included in this policy shift 

was a reform of existing neighbourhood centres. Activities that were deemed to be 
purely social are no longer funded, and centres should focus on connecting different 

resident groups rather than only catering to existing visitors.
More recently, the tenor has changed again. The neighbourhood’s relatively attractive 

location close to Amsterdam’s city centre, increasing demands for housing, and the 

redevelopment of surrounding areas (Savini & Dembski, 2016) have paved the 
way for interventions that can be considered a form of state-led gentrification. For 
example, the municipality and the housing association offer financial incentives to 
creative entrepreneurs and shops and cafes with a middle-class aesthetic, in order 
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to improve the neighbourhood’s image and create social mixing. Neighbourhood 
initiatives continue to receive subsidies, but priorities have changed from integrating 

migrant communities to stimulating the place attachment of (new and long-term) 
middle-class residents (Van Gent, Boterman, & Hoekstra, 2016). These shifts in 
policy objectives demonstrate how neighbourhoods can function as spatial projects 

(Madden, 2014).

5.5  Research design

Given our interest in the role that neighbourhood organizations play in the politics 

of belonging, we focused in particular on the role of the neighbourhood centre – 

which as the main community space has been at the forefront of the policy shifts 

detailed above – in informing residents’ belonging to the neighbourhood. The 

fieldwork, which was carried out between November 2014 and February 2015, 
involved semi-structured interviews with 27 residents as well as 10 district officials 
and neighbourhood representatives, the analysis of local policy documentation and 

media coverage, and participant observation in the neighbourhood centre itself 

over a period of four months. This included attendance of various functions, such 

as regularly organized activities (e.g. cooking classes, Qur’an classes, empowerment 
trainings), and one-off events (e.g. holiday celebrations), and informal conversations 
with those in attendance. The participant observation formed a way to come into 

contact with residents who were found to be hesitant to participate through other 

forms of recruitment, such as door-to-door sampling, and whose experiences of 
belonging would otherwise have remained invisible. Moreover, observations at 

the centre helped to interpret the diverging narratives and representations of the 

functioning of the centre in the interviews.

 For the interviews, respondents were recruited both within and outside the centre, 

for example through other neighbourhood organizations, via snowball sampling and 
convenience sampling such as approaching people on the street. Eleven interviewees 

are currently active in neighbourhood organizations. Eight others were active in the 

past, while the remainder had never been active. The residents interviewed had 

different ethnic and class backgrounds: 13 were ‘native’ ethnic Dutch and 14 were 
first or second generation migrants from eight different countries but in particular 
of Moroccan and Turkish descent, reflecting neighbourhood demographics. Over 
half (16) of all interviewees had lived in the neighbourhood for at least 20 years, 
including seven non-ethnic Dutch residents. Ages ranged from 19 to 85 years old 
but most were middle-aged or older. Non-ethnic Dutch interviewees were mostly 
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married with children, while ethnic Dutch were a mix of singles and couples with 
or without children. Just over half did not work: some were actively searching 
employment while others received disability benefits, were homemakers, or were 
retired. Those who worked mostly had jobs with low occupational status such as 

construction, health care, or hospitality. A small number of respondents may be 

described as middle-class, with advanced tertiary education and employed as civil 

servants, managers, or teachers. An interview guide was used to elicit information on 

residents’ experience of the neighbourhood as a physical and social place, their sense 
of belonging, and whether they were aware of and participated in neighbourhood 

organizations, with a specific focus on the neighbourhood centre. Interviews lasted 
between 30 and 90 minutes, most being around one hour.

In addition, 10 ‘key figures’ affiliated to the city district, welfare organizations, 
and civil society organizations were also interviewed about their work in the 

neighbourhood, community-building, and neighbourhood organizations. These 

‘key figures’ had different ethnic backgrounds although most (6) were ‘native’ 
Dutch, the remainder was of Surinamese, Moroccan, and Turkish background. Half 

were middle-aged (40-60 years old), the rest were younger (mid-twenties to mid-
thirties). Two ‘key figures’ currently lived in the neighbourhood, and one other had 
lived there in the past.

5.6  The neighbourhood centre as a place ‘for everyone’

At a central location in the neighbourhood, a large grey building stands next to a 
children’s playground. Since 2012, it houses a multicultural women’s centre. 

According to the website, it aims to ‘organize weekly activities, empowerment 

training and workshops to actively contribute to social cohesion and liveability in 

the neighbourhood (…) stimulate initiatives for an active intercultural society and 
cultural exchange.’ The centre has been featured as a ‘best practice’ many times, for 
example in a government brochure on working interculturally in the neighbourhood 
(VROM Ministry, 2010 – at the time it was located in a nearby neighbourhood). While 
the idea for the centre originated with the local government as a way to stimulate the 

labour market participation of migrant women in the district, current chairwoman 

Nour28 (who herself migrated from Lebanon and now lives in a nearby neighbourhood) 
focuses on organizing activities for the neighbourhood, such as homework assistance 

for neighbourhood children and weekly dinners for elderly residents. She regards 

28 Names are pseudonyms.
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diversity as the ‘core value’ of the centre as it aims to ‘be there for everyone’. She 

therefore often rents out the building to different neighbourhood groups and 

organizations in need of space. Frequent users include the neighbourhood’s tenants’ 

association (consisting mostly of ethnic Dutch men) who use the building to hold their 
weekly meetings, and a group of mostly Moroccan men (referred to by residents as the 
‘men’s group’) who socialize there in the evening. Yet in spite of the centre’s mission 
statement, its position within the neighbourhood as an inclusive space proves to be 

contentious for residents. Because the neighbourhood is small, the building is one of 

the only places where larger groups of residents can gather indoors. Thus, there is 

a general agreement among residents and district officials that the building should 
be used ‘for the good of the neighbourhood’ and that this means that it should be an 

inclusive space where all residents are welcome29. However, there is disagreement 

about what this amounts to in practice. 

5.6.1  Imagined encounters and experiences of exclusion
During the day, most of the centre’s visitors are Muslim women from the 

neighbourhood and adjacent areas. During activities, many visitors mention that 

they do not have a lot of contact with other neighbourhood residents, due to language 

barriers but also experiences of exclusion and discrimination. Therefore, for these 
women the centre is important as a place to socialize and feel ‘at home’. One of them 
is Fatou, a 44-year-old Senegalese woman who has lived in the neighbourhood for 
six years. She leads a relatively isolated life which revolves around food shopping, 
cooking, and taking her child to and from school. Fatou discovered the women’s 

centre by accident and has become a frequent visitor: 

I was at the playground with my kid (…) and I saw Nour, she was always 
coming over to us, saying come [in] if you want, this is the women’s 
centre of the neighbourhood, for everybody and you can come (…) so 
I went there once and I thought Nour was very sweet. And then well, I 
went more often (…) I think Nour is very good for the neighbourhood, 
because she says everybody is welcome. Yes. Sometimes when I stay 
home, she comes to call [on] me, she’ll say ‘Fatou what are you doing, 
come to the women’s centre, you don’t have to sit alone, come over here’.

29 There is one other sizeable building in the neighbourhood that used to be a youth centre but is 

currently used by a commercial party as a (net)working space for freelancers. The majority of 
interviewed residents and professionals did not see this as problematic.
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While for Fatou, feeling welcome and included is a reason to visit the centre (she now 
drops by almost every day to chat with Nour and has also started taking Dutch language 
classes at the centre), some residents contest the women’s centre’s inclusivity by 
comparing it unfavourably with the centre that preceded it. That place, officially 
named after the playground but known colloquially as ‘the old neighbourhood 

centre’, was operated by a couple of long-term residents and frequented mostly by 

working-class ethnic Dutch. The old neighbourhood centre was shut down when the 

city district stopped providing subsidies as part of a more general shift in funding 

priorities, which meant that organizations deemed to have a purely social function 

were no longer eligible for funding. Hennie and Gerrit, the former leaders of the old 

neighbourhood centre, are somewhat embittered about this decision as the centre 

played an important role in their social life in the neighbourhood. As Hennie (60, 40 
years in neighbourhood) says: 

We had lots of contact with people from the neighbourhood there. 
We always had a good time. Everybody could, everyone was welcome. 
It didn’t matter which race, whether you were Turk, Moroccan or 
whatever, you were always welcome with us. 

While the old centre felt like an extension of their own home, the change in ownership 
has contributed to a more general feeling of not being welcome in the neighbourhood: 
‘well, we feel like we are being pressured to leave the neighbourhood. We’ll do no 

such thing. We won’t let ourselves be run out of the neighbourhood.’ Other working-
class, ‘native’ Dutch residents are less outspoken but also link the old centre’s closing 

to a loss of community and of the neighbourhood’s white working-class identity. 

Jaap (59, 39 years in neighbourhood) describes the neighbourhood as ‘built for 
working people, very simply. That’s who those houses were meant for.’ He explains 
that changes in population composition (ethnic diversification but also the influx of 
students) and the closing of neighbourhood amenities (including the centre) have 
changed the neighbourhood’s character: 

The contacts between people are not really there, because it used to be. 
It used to be a working-class neighbourhood. You knew everybody, you 
could [borrow] a cup of sugar (…) it’s no longer the neighbourhood it 
used to be. It’s no longer a working-class neighbourhood. Actually, it’s 
that distance between people [that now exists].
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Thus, these residents see the closing of ‘their’ neighbourhood centre as symptomatic 

of wider neighbourhood change, resulting in feelings of loss, thereby demonstrating 

a form of place-based displacement which resonates with experiences in other 
working-class neighbourhoods in the city (Pinkster, 2016). These residents do 
not visit the new women’s centre, which they think lacks the properties of a real 

neighbourhood centre. For Hennie, her dismissal of the women’s centre as ‘not really 

a neighbourhood centre’ is based on what she sees as the dominance of Islamic 

religious and cultural norms such as separate socializing for men, who visit the 

centre at night, and women, who come during the day. A true neighbourhood centre, 

according to her, should be open to everyone, and she believes that was the case 

with the old centre. Jolanda (44, 20 years in neighbourhood), another ethnic Dutch 
resident who self-identifies as working class, agrees the new women’s centre does 
not feel open and accessible: 

The children also always used it [the old neighbourhood centre] a lot, 
because whenever there was something to do, and they wanted to try it, 
I said ‘go ahead’, because luckily it was always low budget. But anyway, 
here there are… that’s gone, now it has become a women’s centre, well 
my children don’t feel called to, say, go there and do something (…) 
But well, the women’s centre used to be really a neighbourhood centre. 
Personally, I preferred that, that it really was a neighbourhood centre. 
I used to go in there to play bingo and that kind of thing. Or pick up my 
daughter because she was doing crafts there and the like. But those are 
things, it’s no longer as open. It’s something a little shadowy I think. 

Nour, the chairwoman of the women’s centre, confirms some of the long-time ethnic 
Dutch residents feel that their place has been taken away from them ‘by someone with 

a headscarf’. She herself thinks the old neighbourhood centre was not very inclusive 

as its activities were oriented towards Dutch people, featuring drinking, playing darts, 

and bingo nights. In contrast, the women of migrant background in the neighbourhood 

did not yet have a place to go to. Nour wants to be a cultural ‘broker’ and offer a place 
where both groups are welcome. However, she explains that her attempts to appeal 
to the working-class, ‘native’ Dutch group by organizing bingo nights and mixed-
gender activities mean that these become inaccessible for Muslim women who do not 

want to attend activities where men are present. Indeed, one Muslim interviewee of 

Moroccan background who used to frequent the centre says this is one of the reasons 

she stopped attending, as she did not want to be subjected to gossip from other 
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(Moroccan) residents. Thus, it is quite a struggle for Nour to be truly inclusive.
In addition to these feelings of belonging/not-belonging related to ethnicity, 

religion, and gender, class differences also play a role in the degree to which the 

neighbourhood centre is seen as a functional place. In particular, middle-class ethnic 

Dutch respondents indicate that the neighbourhood centre is ‘not for them’. This was 

already the case for the ‘old’ neighbourhood centre, which was considered rather 

‘white trash’. Peter (55, 23 years in neighbourhood) observes:

It [the building] used to be a neighbourhood centre and the woman who 
ran the place, Hennie is her name, she didn’t do badly at all, she was 
what you could call typically Amsterdam, smoker and had a hoarse voice 
[laughs]. But you know, about what we were discussing, if she’s in that 
kind of scene and I’m in a more intellectual scene or whatever you want 
to call it, well-read or just with wider interests, then it’s not going to mix, 
just like that stuff about Turks and Moroccans, that doesn’t mix either. 

While middle-class respondents describe the current neighbourhood centre as a 

‘Moroccan’ place, many of them have been there on occasion. Some are also friendly 

with Nour and say that ‘if they wanted to’ they would be welcome. For example, 
Arie (60, 38 years in neighbourhood), who is active in the tenants’ association and 
regularly visits the women’s centre, argues that ‘in fact the women’s centre has 

become a neighbourhood centre’ as it is the location where most large activities 

in the neighbourhood have to be organized. Like him, other middle-class residents 

think that the women’s centre would offer the opportunity for contacts if they so 

choose. Elaborating on this statement, Arie explains that the centre does not function 
as a real place of encounter because ethnic Dutch residents hesitate to participate in 

‘Moroccan’ activities. 

These findings show how the atmosphere and activities that engender a sense of 
belonging in some residents, and which also contribute to a feeling of having a 

‘place’ in the wider neighbourhood, generate feelings of non-belonging and even 

exclusion and displacement for others. Residents’ processes of identification 
and disidentification with the neighbourhood centre occur at the intersection of 
multiple dimensions of difference and depend on which aspects of their identity are 

made salient. One example of this can be found in the perspective of Lise (61, seven 
years in neighbourhood), an ethnic Dutch woman with a Libyan husband, who has 
converted to Islam and wears a headscarf. Ethnic diversity is central to her sense 
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of belonging in the neighbourhood, as she notes that people are friendlier than in 

previous, less diverse places of residence. Lise describes her first encounter with the 
old neighbourhood centre as one of not-belonging:

I came in there the first time, and they were immediately looking [at 
me] like what are you doing here with your… you know, it was really 
such a Dutch clique. So in that sense, it has improved since more 
different people come.

Although she and Hennie share a similar ethnic background, she did not feel 

welcome at the old neighbourhood centre as she does not identify as part of the 

‘Dutch clique’ and instead prefers a place with ‘more different people’. Gender is 

a relevant dividing line for her, but rather than feeling uncomfortable with gender 

segregation, she relishes having a place where women can be among each other. 

According to Lise, the centre used to provide such a space for women but has now 

effectively been claimed by (Muslim) men, resulting in feelings of unsafety among 
female neighbours: 

It’s called the women’s centre, they organized cooking activities and we 
had a ladies night, that means we go without hijab [headscarf], with 
make-up, wearing very sexy dresses, but that’s not possible [anymore] 
as now there are men all the time so we could just as well call it men’s 
centre (…) They hang around in front of the entrance you know, I have 
a neighbour it just makes her feel bad. Because they see that she goes 
[home] alone. So I always ask my husband [to] go in with her, so they 
see a man is going in.

On the other hand Meryem (30), a woman of Turkish descent who was born in 
the neighbourhood and lived there for twenty-three years, fondly recalls the old 

neighbourhood centre and the activities she attended there as a child:

But she [Hennie], it seemed like it was really their property, but that 
wasn’t the case. They gave that impression but they did all right. They 
did organize it. They were like those Tokkie families30, they weren’t very 

30 The Amsterdam family known as the ‘Tokkies’ was the subject of much media attention when they 

were evicted due to ‘anti-social behaviour’ and violent quarrels with their neighbours. The name 

has come to stand for anti-social persons more generally. 
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proper, let me put it like that. And this woman for example who taught 
us how to make things with beads, you could smell the tobacco ten 
meters away. But she really, I mean, we made little trees with beads, I 
learned that from her.

For Meryem, this contrasts with the women’s centre, which she describes as ‘not for 

everybody’:

It’s… the women’s centre, you know… look of course I’m of Turkish 
descent myself, and it’s not that foreign women go there or 
multicultural women go there, no problem that’s not the point. But it 
has a different appearance than the familiar neighbourhood centre. 
And that is for everybody and the women’s centre doesn’t feel like it’s 
for everybody, and that’s a shame (…) that can’t be a replacement for a 
neighbourhood centre that we used to have. 

These findings show that, contrary to their stated aims, both the old neighbourhood 
centre and the women’s centre did not function as micro-publics (Amin, 2002) where 
residents can perform the ‘labour of intercultural community’ (Noble, 2009) and 
build a shared sense of belonging. In fact, feelings of exclusion rather than inclusion 
emerge most clearly from residents’ narratives. These feelings of exclusion are 
informed by residents’ social identities (expressed along the lines of ethnicity, class, 
gender, and religion) which intersect with personal histories in the neighbourhood, 
also referred to as biographical dimensions of attachment (cf. Valentine & Sadgrove, 
2012). In this way, the interviews demonstrate how space co-constructs experiences 
of difference, resulting in avoidance rather than encounter as different forms of 

belonging were made salient during the different life-stages of the centre and were 

connected to claims about neighbourhood identity. 

5.6.2  Institutional linkages and selective support
These informal contestations over who can shape neighbourhood identity and 

claim its spaces for their preferred use do not emerge outside of government 

interventions, but are embedded within place-making policies and influenced by the 
actions of institutional representatives. Residents themselves frequently mentioned 

what they perceive as selective support (financial or otherwise) for some initiatives 
over others. For example, according to Hennie and Gerrit, local governing actors 
‘randomly’ closed their place in favour of the women’s centre. Due to budget cuts, 
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they were faced with the choice to either close down or continue without subsidies, 

which they considered not feasible because the low income of the majority of 

neighbourhood residents makes it hard to ask participants for substantial financial 
contributions. They argue that the district neglects its duty to provide a meeting 

place for them in the neighbourhood, stating that they are discriminated against and 

that local institutions are not responsive to their needs and requests. Adding insult 

to injury, they believe that the woman’s centre does receive financial support from 
the district (this is not the case). As Hennie argues:

And now it turns out the women’s centre moved in, an Iraqi lady 
[sic], and she manages the thing, and she gets enough subsidies 
for everything (…) for the women’s centre they do a lot. They get 
everything.

District officials, however, argue that the old centre’s closing is due to a lack of 
attachment and effort from the side of residents. They argue that it did not function 

as a neighbourhood centre as the residents involved were only a small group whose 

activities did not appeal to a majority of residents:

You used to have the playground association, that wasn’t a 
neighbourhood centre but something in between, it was only used by a 
small group. They were mostly elderly long-term residents who stopped 
when the subsidies were phased out.

Similarly, while the women’s centre was intended to accommodate the hitherto not 

very visible group of migrant women and thereby create more inclusive neighbourhood 

facilities, district officials now say that they prefer to close this centre too. Given the 
simmering conflicts around the building, they prefer to turn it into a ‘neutral’ place 
which is exploited by the district itself and which facilitates multiple neighbourhood 
groups (thus coming closer to their definition of a ‘real’ neighbourhood centre). One 
of the groups that they envision as a user is a recently created ‘neighbourhood trust’, 

started by resident Peter (quoted on page 117) and involving mostly middle-class 
residents. The trust aims to take over the maintenance of public space and greenery 

in the neighbourhood, which they argue would be more efficiently performed by 
residents themselves. In addition, they want to bring together other organizations 

and institutional partners in the area. As such, on paper the trust comes close to the 
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policy ideal of engaged and responsible residents who can connect different groups 

in the neighbourhood and foster a shared sense of belonging.

However, despite its inclusive intentions, a competition quickly developed between 

the trust on the one hand, and the communities associated with the women’s centre 

on the other hand. Similar to previous developments – when the old neighbourhood 

centre was defunded in favour of the women’s centre – disagreements between 

the groups ostentatiously concern the allocation and spending of neighbourhood 

budgets but they are also about who can claim to represent the neighbourhood and 

therefore indirectly determine its place identity. While Nour and the men’s group 
initially supported the new neighbourhood organization – they organized activities 

together and a member of the men’s group briefly joined the trust’s board – their 
relationship soured when district officials offered the women’s centre’s building to the 
neighbourhood trust to use as a meeting place. Peter turned down this offer, stating:

The trust is intended to create togetherness in the neighbourhood (…) 
we don’t want to be in a building which, to put it mildly, other groups 
have claimed and which they are emotionally connected to. 

Clearly, this desire to be inclusive (‘create togetherness’) resonates with the women 
centre’s claim to ‘be there for everyone’. However, competition over neighbourhood 

funds created further discord between the groups. The women’s centre resents that 

they have to rent their premises at market rate, while the neighbourhood trust has 

received a rent-free meeting place and a generous subsidy to cover their start-up 

costs. Nour and the men’s group argue that the neighbourhood trust is all shine 
and little substance: they have been successfully organizing similar activities for a 
long time, and for less money. According to Karim (49, 24 years in neighbourhood), 
a first generation Moroccan migrant and prominent member of the men’s group, 
the neighbourhood trust chooses to spend money on ‘accessories’ while the men’s 

group favours achieving concrete changes:

So we offered our full cooperation and worked with them for months. 
Then there were some people who had a, who wanted different things 
that we didn’t agree with. Those things were more like accessories, we pay 
more attention to accessories than necessary (…) instead of improving 
the liveability, greenery and big things, they [wanted to spend money on] 
advertisements and butterfly gardens (…) we want to take advantage 
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of the budget so that we can do something big for the neighbourhood 
residents. So that the neighbourhood residents can profit, that they see 
that there are changes. Not [spend money on] accessories while there’s 
waste in the streets and littering, we should clean that up first.

As Karim continues his story, it becomes clear that this is not just a budgetary 

matter, but that he feels betrayed and excluded from the decision-making process. 
According to him, the neighbourhood trust is not inclusive because it only represents 

a small subset of neighbourhood residents, yet the local government allows them 

to unilaterally make decisions which will also impact other residents. He explicitly 
claims that the men’s group – and by extension (part of) the Moroccan residents – 
is also part of the neighbourhood, and thereby should have a say in how resources 

which are earmarked for the neighbourhood are spent: 

They [the neighbourhood trust] reneged on our deal, because we made 
a deal and then they completely changed the program (…) well OK, 
good luck but if you need us, for example during the cleaning actions 
all residents are involved, the men’s group is part of that. It’s our 
neighbourhood you know? (…) Everybody should feel and be involved 
in that project. That was the intention. But it turned out to be only a 
group of three, four people (…) I said, I see that it’s not fair, if there’s 
involvement from the neighbourhood residents then I will join (…) 
it’s a group that just appointed itself, without permission from the 
neighbourhood residents.

Peter, the initiator and leader of the neighbourhood trust, agrees that the current 

relationship with the men’s group is problematic, which he attributes to the men’s 

group feeling threatened by the district’s intention to dismantle the women’s centre: 

The Moroccan men’s group can be found in the women’s centre on 
an almost daily basis. That’s striking. And the Moroccan men’s group 
receives subsidies from the district, and very slowly we see that the 
Moroccan men’s group uses the women’s centre as their clubhouse (…) 
and they feel that the neighbourhood trust is a threat to them (…) and 
wants to take over that building.
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His word choice of ‘clubhouse’ (as well as the recurring qualifier ‘Moroccan’ for 
men’s group) is interesting, because it seems to connote that the men’s group is not a 
legitimate occupant of the women’s centre but is rather colonizing or taking over the 

place, and that it represents only a particular interest (that of a sub-set of Moroccan 
men) rather than having the interests of the entire neighbourhood at heart. In an 
earlier conversation, Peter already mentioned that he does not approve of the men’s 

group’s activities. They used to organize ‘cleaning actions’ in which participants 

(children and youth supervised by adults) were given a small monetary reward. 
Peter implies that men’s group participants used these activities to make money and 

did not really care about the improvement of the neighbourhood. His statements 

delegitimize the men’s group’s involvement in the neighbourhood as financially 
motivated, rather than being based in the desire to create a shared community. 

Moreover, he presents the trust – whose members are mostly ‘native’ Dutch and 

middle-class – as more qualified than other neighbourhood groups, whose activities 
he describes as inefficient and marginal: ‘the ideas are nice, but if you look closer, 
it’s too open-ended, they don’t know how to make connections, how to reach their 

target group’. Institutional representatives mostly agree with this assessment. One 
local government official states that ‘there are few people in the neighbourhood who 
are willing and able [to participate]’, but praises the trust as consisting of ‘active 
residents who take responsibility’. Moreover, officials believe that the character of 
the neighbourhood will change in the near future to become more ‘mixed’, i.e. more 
middle-class. They believe that the trust will be more representative of this future 

neighbourhood population than current organizations, which are dominated by 

working-class and/or ‘non-native’ residents. 

Thus, while institutional representatives are eager to have the centre as a place 

of encounter, their decisions are informed by normative ideas on which groups 

are best positioned to be inclusive and representative (Madden, 2014), given 
the neighbourhood’s changing character and broader processes of state-led 

gentrification in the city as a whole. From the side of residents, a lack of support 
from local officials as well as economic and political changes at higher levels of scale 
impact their neighbourhood belonging, resulting in feelings of marginalization and 

estrangement (cf. Pinkster, 2016).
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5.7  Conclusion

This study highlights the ways in which the informal and formal politics around a 

neighbourhood centre in a diverse neighbourhood in Amsterdam interact to co-

construct neighbourhood belonging. Although both local officials and residents 
envisioned the centre as a collective space of encounter, the findings highlight 
experiences of belonging and exclusion which are informed by the past, present, 
and future use of the centre and which occur along multiple, complex, and shifting 
dimensions of difference. Moreover, these experiences in relation to the centre itself 
are strongly informed by broader institutional processes and policy discourses.

Although the centre in its various incarnations professed to be inclusive and 

welcoming to all residents, this was rarely experienced as such. During the successive 
life-stages of the neighbourhood centre, different aspects of residents’ identities 

were made salient, highlighting the complex ‘faultlines’ that emerge in diverse 
neighbourhoods in contestations over micro-publics. The study therefore shows the 

importance of seeing belonging as a dynamic emotional attachment (Wood & Waite, 
2011) which is based not just on (self-identified or ascribed) group membership but 
also produced through attachments to specific places and the characteristics and 
meanings attributed to them. An understanding of space as productive of difference 

(Clayton, 2009) necessitates viewing encounters as ‘spatiotemporal experiences’ 
(Valentine & Sadgrove, 2012, p. 2052) that arise out of, among other factors, place-
specific residential histories (Nelson & Hiemstra, 2008) and imaginaries (Leitner, 
2012; Yeoh & Willis, 2005). 
Indeed, our findings illustrate how contestations over the centre itself affect 
belonging in a wider sense, as claiming this space also implies making claims 

about (desired) neighbourhood identity. As Sorensen (2009, pp. 212-213) puts it, 
discussing residents’ construction of shared meanings of place: ‘because places shape 
memory, contests over public planning and place-making policies become a part of 

larger struggles over history and identity’. Residents’ (dis)identifications with the 
neighbourhood centre should, therefore, be viewed as necessarily entangled with 

the neighbourhood’s changing character – from past white working-class identity 

to the current classification of ethnically diverse and deprived, and the potentially 
transforming effects of future gentrification. Consequently, these findings shed 
light on the ambivalent role that governing institutions play in the politics of place 

and belonging in these neighbourhoods. Clearly, the lived experience of spaces of 
encounter is far different from what policy-makers imagine as a solution to the 

assumed lack of community and place attachment in diverse urban spaces (Allen 
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& Cars, 2001; Phillips et al., 2014). In particular, the ability of resident groups to 
respond to institutional visions about the centre and the wider neighbourhood by 

presenting themselves and being seen as inclusive and representative influenced 
their degree of institutional support. The recurring use of ‘neighbourhood centre’ 

in the interviews as a normative label demonstrates the extent to which providing 
a shared space and gathering point for all residents is seen as necessary for 

achieving legitimacy. Consequently, officials’ distribution of financial and other 
resources according to these ideas have generated more discord between groups 

and organizations, as illustrated by the stories about the centre being ‘taken away’ 

or ‘taken over’ during the different life-stages of the centre.

This case study therefore ultimately shows that while policy-makers present 

participation in spaces of encounter as a means of forming and expressing belonging, 
in diverse neighbourhoods their own actions result in new dynamics of exclusion and 
constrain residents’ sense of belonging. Moreover, inequalities arise as a consequence 

of broader processes of neighbourhood transformation which themselves are the 

outcome of political contestations. As Madden (2014, p. 471) notes, neighbourhoods 
are not apolitical units but ‘uneven, unequal products of complex, ongoing struggles 
between various groups and institutions’. Residents’ everyday experiences often do 
not align with policy narratives and priorities (Robertson & Colic-Peisker, 2015), 
and neighbourhood organizations operate in this field of different and sometimes 
competing place imaginaries. This research thus points to the value of rethinking 

the neighbourhood as a product of social and political relations, a place which is 

not only constructed but also contested by local people and events (Martin, 2003b). 
These spatialized social and political dynamics fundamentally affect the potential of 

neighbourhood organizations to function as spaces of encounter. 
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Chapter 6
Creating good citizens? The 

governance of neighbourhood 

community and how residents 

encounter ‘civilizing’ policies

This chapter is under review at an international peer-
reviewed journal.

ABSTRACT – National and local governments in Western Europe 
formulate normative notions of active citizenship to regulate the 

attitudes and behaviours of their subjects – especially those residing in 

diverse and deprived neighbourhoods. This chapter critically engages 

with these policy rhetorics by confronting them with residents’ 

emotional geographies. Based on ethnographic fieldwork in a Dutch 
neighbourhood where interventions target residents’ presumed 

alienation from each other and ‘mainstream’ white middle-class 

society, I argue that – in contrast to these policy objectives – residents 

do experience a sense of neighbourhood belonging. However, their 
everyday encounters and practices of engagement fall short of the 

more ‘thick’ forms of community prescribed by urban policies. 

Staff members of policy interventions mediate different citizenship 

conceptions by creating personal relations with participants while 

simultaneously reinforcing dominant interpretations of ‘good’ 

citizenship. These findings highlight the ambiguous, emotionally 
charged dynamics of neighbourhood governance.
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6.1  Introduction

Residents and entrepreneurs should be enabled to take their 
responsibility. In practice, this means [they] will be actively encouraged 
to show more interest in what is going on in their neighbourhood or 
district. After all, the neighbourhood is a shared responsibility, and 
many tasks can be done by residents and entrepreneurs themselves 
(…) This does not only call for a different vision of the district’s tasks 
and role but also demands a contemporary concept of citizenship 
(Amsterdam Southeast, 2011, p. 1).

Place-based interventions in deprived urban neighbourhoods in Western Europe 

often employ highly normative notions of active citizenship (De Wilde & Duyvendak, 
2016; Koster, 2015), as the above quotation shows for the case of Amsterdam 
Southeast, one of the most deprived parts of Amsterdam. Here, residents are exhorted 
to ‘show interest’ in their neighbourhood and to view it as a ‘shared responsibility’, 

which presumably they did not do before. This chapter critically engages with 

these policy rhetorics of active citizenship (Newman & Tonkens, 2011) by studying 
how they are (not) connected with resident perceptions of and attachments to the 
neighbourhood. While recent studies (De Koning et al., 2015; Fortier, 2010) have 
explored how citizenship functions as a normative trope within (urban) policy, less 
is known about how these policies are enacted in specific contexts and internalized 
(or resisted) by individuals and communities (Raco, 2009). Following Askins (2016, 
p. 516), who argues for the ‘need to reframe and repoliticise everyday interactions, 
and the emotions caught up in them, as interwoven through broader (state) politics’, 
this chapter aims to understand how urban policies meet their subjects. How do the 

mechanisms of subjectification and emotional registries employed in these policies 
relate to residents’ own emotional geographies and everyday acts of engagement? 

In the following, I briefly discuss the literature on citizenship as a moral category, 
and its uneven implementation in specific places and communities that are believed 
to lack good citizenship qualities. Based on ethnographic fieldwork in the Bijlmer, 
a neighbourhood which – due to its high ethnic diversity and socioeconomic 

deprivation – has been heavily stigmatized and subjected to sustained policy 

interventions, I discuss the contrast between dominant policy narratives and 

residents’ emotional geographies of citizenship. As the ‘affective elements at play 

beneath the topographies of everyday life’ (Davidson, Bondi, & Smith, 2005, p. 1), 
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I suggest that emotions are not only relevant to understand residents’ experience 
of their neighbourhood, but also and especially their encounters within spaces 

of government intervention. Potentially, feelings of emotional and experiential 
proximity within such spaces can form the basis of relationships based on notions 
of care and sociability, rather than judgment (Jupp, 2013). However, they can also 
reinforce normative interpretations of citizenship as they are used to distinguish 

between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ participants. My analysis is based on participant 

observation in a neighbourhood centre created by the local government to stimulate 

community among residents and increase their labour market participation. This 

material is supplemented by semi-structured interviews with participants of this 

centre and non-participating residents, interviews with representatives from local 

government and social welfare organizations, and an analysis of policy documents 

and media coverage on the centre, the neighbourhood, and the wider Bijlmer area.

6.2  Urban policy and the good citizen

Recent studies of urban policy have demonstrated how national and local 

governments employ the concept of citizenship to describe and prescribe desired 

attitudes of their subjects (Fortier, 2010; Koster, 2015; Raco, 2009). Here, citizenship 
does not only denote formal membership of the nation-state with its associated 

rights and responsibilities but goes beyond that to include standards of morality, 

distinguishing ‘good’ from ‘bad’ or ‘deficient’ citizens. Such substantive – rather 
than formalistic – articulations of citizenship frame the good citizen by specifying 

appropriate norms, values, and behaviour (De Koning et al., 2015) and by stimulating 
desired feelings and affects (De Wilde & Duyvendak, 2016; Fortier, 2010). 
Importantly, government efforts to identify ‘deficient’ citizens and transform them 
into ‘good’ citizens are geographically uneven. Contemporary urban policies in 

Western Europe focus on policy interventions in ‘problematic’ places (Cochrane, 
2007). Urban policy studies employing the Foucauldian concept of governmentality 
or the ‘conduct of conducts’ (Foucault, 1994 [1980], p. 237) detail how urban policies 
delineate marginalized and racialized areas and populations and aim to bring these 

under state control (Dikeç, 2007; Koster, 2015; Uitermark, 2014). These areas are 
subjected to sustained policy interventions including both direct physical and social 

interventions (e.g. urban renewal and social mixing policies) and more indirect 
strategies requiring citizens to take an active part in their own governance, based 

on ‘presuppositions about urban citizenship in terms of activity and obligation, 
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entrepreneurship and allegiance, in which rights in the city are as much about duties 

as they are about entitlements’ (Osborne & Rose, 1999, p. 752). 
Raco (2009) suggests that a central dimension of ‘good’ citizens’ conduct is their 
engagement with fellow citizens and governing institutions to improve their (local) 
community. He refers to the creation of ‘aspirational citizens’ who work together 

with service providers to co-produce their own empowerment and (eventual) social 
mobility. Rather than ‘expectational citizens’, who consider themselves rightfully 
entitled to government support, aspirational citizens are responsibilized to strive 

towards self-reliance and participation in the (imagined) white middle-class 
mainstream. Policies should not simply provide state support but focus on enabling 

citizens to overcome their underprivileged background and disadvantageous 

circumstances and realize their ambitions. 

This form of governmentality not only aims to create upwardly mobile individuals 

but also and especially targets communities (Marinetto, 2003; Raco & Imrie, 
2000). Social relations in deprived neighbourhoods are decried as pathological and 
communities characterized as ‘low aspirational spaces’ (Raco, 2009, p. 441) whose 
inhabitants are subject to negative socialization effects. Moreover, the ethnic and 

racial diversity of many poor places is thought to cause alienation among residents, 

resulting in feelings of unease or even fear (Fortier, 2010). Social cohesion policies, 
therefore, seek to create new community forms based on a shared sense of belonging 

among diverse populations who meet and participate together. 

6.3  Setting the scene: ‘Reclaiming’ Amsterdam’s deprived   
 Bijlmer area 

These notions of good citizenship and community are clearly identifiable in the 
Amsterdam area called Bijlmer or Bijlmermeer. The Bijlmer is one of the most 

stigmatized urban areas in the Netherlands and is considered a ‘quintessential 
symbol of urban decline’ (Aalbers, 2011, p. 1696), both physically and socially. Built 
in the 1960s and 1970s to the southeast of Amsterdam, it was an experiment in social 
engineering following modernist planning principles. Light and spacious apartments 

in high-rise apartment blocks, surrounded by green spaces and separated from 

traffic flows, would house middle-class families looking to escape the overcrowded 
city centre. However, this failed to materialize. While middle-class households 

mostly moved to single-family housing in the Amsterdam metropolitan area, service 

provision in the newly constructed buildings lagged and the area was increasingly 
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perceived as unsafe. Many apartments remained empty causing a downward spiral 

of criminality and even fewer inhabitants (Dukes, 2007). The Bijlmer gained a 
reputation as a place of dangerous, racialized deprivation. Those who did move 

into the area were households who had trouble finding an entry into the crowded 
Amsterdam housing market, in particular, migrants from Suriname (many of whom 
moved to the Netherlands in the years around Suriname’s independence in 1975). In 
the 1980s, it also increasingly functioned as a refuge for the marginalized – including 

undocumented residents who could live there in relative anonymity (Aalbers, 2011). 
Discussions about demolition and urban renewal of the Bijlmer started in the mid-

1980s, although the area’s large-scale remaking did not start until the 1990s. Its design 

– especially the high-rises – was thought to contribute to existing social problems as 
it would inspire feelings of insecurity and anonymity, resulting in alienation and a 

lack of responsible behaviour on the part of residents. During the renewal operation, 

around half of the original high-rises were demolished and replaced with single-

family housing and mid-rise apartment buildings. At the same time, the success of the 

urban renewal operation was predicated upon the displacement and dispersal of the 

most marginalized, including many undocumented residents (Aalbers, Van Gent, & 
Pinkster, 2011), in order for the Bijlmer to become a more ‘ordinary’ neighbourhood 
(Smets & Den Uyl, 2008). Social housing – the dominant tenure form pre-renewal 
– was partly replaced by owner-occupied housing to attract and maintain different 

resident types, including the upcoming Surinamese middle class. 

Notwithstanding these efforts to ‘reclaim’ the Bijlmer both in a physical and social 
sense, the area is still portrayed as constituting a different world characterized by 

crime, poverty, and racialized pathology, both in popular culture (Van Gent & Jaffe, 
2017) and in the media. However, the Bijlmer is also widely recognized as a point 
of positive identification for black Amsterdammers and especially Surinamese and 

Antillean (and increasingly also West-African) communities, who experience a 
strong sense of attachment to the Bijlmer as a place where black culture is dominant 

and ‘mainstream’ (Aalbers, 2011). 
The neighbourhood where the research was conducted is part of the ‘old’ Bijlmer: 
most of the area still consists of high-rises that have been touched up but not 

renovated substantially (see Figure 3), and over eighty per cent is still social housing. 
In fact, many residents moved there because of urban renewal in other parts of the 

Bijlmer. Therefore, this neighbourhood is one of the places where the social issues 

and deprivation that underlie the Bijlmer stigma are still highly apparent.
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Figure 3 | High-rise ‘honeycomb’ flats in Bijlmer (left – at completion in 1974; right – 2016, 
newly renovated)
Source: Bijlmermeer Renovation Planning Office (left); author (right)

6.4  The institutional perspective

At the start of my fieldwork, I interviewed a number of street-level bureaucrats 
and social workers employed by the Southeast city district. A major theme in these 

interviews, as well as in informal follow-up conversations, was their ambivalence 

towards the area. They expressed concern about the neighbourhood’s apparent 
problems and their desire to improve it, while simultaneously defending it from its 

reputation as ‘the Dutch ghetto’. 

At the beginning of an interview with two district officials, the neighbourhood’s ‘area 
coordinator’ and its ‘participation manager’, the respondents seemed rather reserved. 

As they explained, their experiences with researchers had not always been positive. 
Two earlier reports commissioned by the district administration had sketched a 

largely negative picture. Poverty and criminality would cause tensions between 

population groups, and residents were depicted as unwilling to address these issues. 

The two professionals argue that these studies were too simplistic and unfairly 

contributed to the area’s existing negative reputation. In contrast, they thought it 
important to stress the socioeconomic diversity of the wider neighbourhood, which 

includes some owner-occupied housing and a block redeveloped to house students 

and creative entrepreneurs, and the improved safety statistics. 

Although they were eager to provide a more nuanced picture, they still see 

many problems: residents are generally poor, liveability is low and so are social 
control and cohesion. Two interviewed neighbourhood social workers agreed 

with this assessment, with one even stating that social cohesion is ‘non-existent’. 
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Referring to the functionalist naming of Bijlmer streets – all street names within 

one neighbourhood start with the same letter – the participation manager argues 

that the neighbourhood is an administrative rather than a social entity: ‘there’s no 
neighbourhood, it just so happens that all the street names start with H’. Ethnic 

diversity and a lack of interethnic contacts are partly blamed for this, as another 

professional notes ‘the community here is passive and doesn’t have something to 

bind them together’. Getting residents to participate in neighbourhood projects is 

seen as a step towards solving this presumed lack of sociability. Shying away from 

projects targeting specific ethnic groups, the district administration focuses instead 
on stimulating residents from different ethnic groups to interact meaningfully. The 

assumption seems to be that this would improve neighbourhood cohesion and 

liveability, and also stimulate residents’ economic participation by increasing their 

‘employability’. The following quotation from the neighbourhood’s participation 

manager illustrates the centrality of participation in the district’s policy vision:

The biggest challenge is increasing the degree of participation, which 
is low not because people don’t want to participate but because 
they’re not used to participating. Participation is a container concept; 
we should make clear what it means and what is expected of people. 
Participation is the common theme running through all our projects.

Consequently, the district administration supports several projects to improve 

residents’ neighbourhood participation, including a recently (2014) started centre 
called De Handreiking [hereafter also called ‘the Centre’]. This type of centre, of which 
there are three in the Bijlmer area, calls itself a ‘neighbourhood work room’ since the 

main objective is guiding residents towards (paid or voluntary) work. Although a 
private initiative, the centres are financed by the district administration (through 
a national funding scheme for deprived, ethnically diverse neighbourhoods) and 
several housing associations. Participants sometimes come of their own accord, 

through word of mouth or having received one of the locally distributed flyers. Most 
participants, however, are stimulated by the municipality to attend in exchange 
for receiving social welfare benefits or, in the case of non-Dutch nationals, as a 
requirement for passing the civic integration exam. Attendance records show that 
during its first year, De Handreiking managed to attract almost 200 participants 

from various ethnic backgrounds. Of this group, at least forty per cent live in the 
neighbourhood and many others live in surrounding neighbourhoods. 
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The ‘neighbourhood work rooms’ emphasize proximity and local attachment as 
unique selling points. One of the Centre’s flyers poses the rhetorical question: 

What makes this group of vulnerable neighbourhood residents 
become active in the neighbourhood work room, view the room as 
their own, start to feel at home in their own neighbourhood, and 
discover in the neighbourhood work room that they are worth 
something and can do something?

The Centre’s name further underscores this philosophy. It was chosen to reflect 
neighbourhood embeddedness (starting with ‘H’, like the street names) and 
roughly translates to ‘outstretched’ or ‘guiding/helping’ hand, which, according 

to coordinator Celia31, reflects their desire to reach out and activate residents. 
Notwithstanding its creation as a consequence of policy ideas on participation with 
a strongly normative bent – delineating ‘correct’ ways of resident participation and 

interaction – its mission statement nevertheless seems to offer opportunity for 

progressive and potentially empowering forms of engagement. I was interested in 

how projects such as this Centre function as spaces of encounter between residents 

and between residents and the state. In particular, I wanted to know how such 

spaces of state intervention – which according to Lawson and Elwood (2014, p. 213) 
‘crystallize the governmentalization of social life’ – relate to residents’ emotional 

geographies and everyday acts of engagement. 

6.5  The resident perspective: Emotional geographies of   
 belonging and engagement

I first visited the Centre in September 2015. Over the following four months, I became a 
regular visitor, dropping by two to three times a week to attend activities and chat with 

participants and employees. Initially I envisioned conducting individual and group 

interviews. However, I soon realized this did not fully capture what was going on in 

terms of the social and emotional dynamics I observed and experienced. Participants 
and I often lacked a common language to express nuances of feeling. In other cases, 
participants expressed anxiety at having ‘formal’ conversations. Therefore, I decided 
to try to capture the Centre as an organizational space with a particular ‘experiential 
texture’ (Conradson, 2003), constituted by the everyday interactions between 

31  Names are pseudonyms
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participants and between participants and staff and the emotions these engendered. 

While participant observation formed the basis of my analysis of interactions within 

the Centre, I also conducted twelve interviews with participants. 

As the Centre’s aims – as well as those of neighbourhood policies more generally – 

presuppose a lack of neighbourhood attachment among residents, I supplemented 

my visits to the Centre with the perspectives of other residents to understand how 

they experience their neighbourhood ‘outside’ of government interventions. Their 
stories also serve to contextualize the Centre as a (government) space producing 
specific roles, interactions and affects (cf. Lawson & Elwood, 2014). Between April 
2015 and January 2016, the author and two student assistants conducted 22 in-
depth interviews with residents who did not use the Centre. Leaflets in Dutch and 
English were distributed door-to-door explaining the study purpose – formulated 
broadly as ‘what residents think of their neighbourhood’ – and follow-up visits were 

made to houses which had received a leaflet. Interviews (which were recorded with 
residents’ permission) lasted around an hour on average and discussed residents’ 
connections to the neighbourhood as a physical and social place, their sense of 

belonging, and their experiences with formal and informal neighbourhood activities.
Over half of all 34 interviewed residents had lived in the neighbourhood for at least 
ten years, and many previously lived in other Bijlmer neighbourhoods. Interviewees 

were highly diverse in terms of ethnic or national background: they originated from 
18 different countries, notably Suriname (6) and Ghana (4), reflecting neighbourhood 
demographics. Among non-participating residents there were more ‘native’ white 

Dutch and Surinamese respondents, possibly due to their higher socioeconomic 

position, on average, and good command of Dutch, making them less likely to be in 

need of government assistance and consequently referred to the Centre. Indeed, all 

interviewed Centre participants were unemployed or marginally employed (e.g. on 
zero-hour contracts). In contrast, among non-participating interviewees seven were 
employed, mostly in jobs with low occupational status such as cashiers, cleaners, 

or construction workers, while nine were unemployed (four residents were retired, 
and two were students). Women were overrepresented, especially among Centre 
participants. Nine out of 23 interviewed women were single (grand)parents.

6.5.1  Diversity and freedom
In contrast to the policy narrative of a neighbourhood lacking in social cohesion, 

many residents feel very connected to the Bijlmer. Their sense of belonging exists 
alongside – or despite – negative experiences, such as having been a crime victim, 
or having been involved in negative interactions with neighbours. Selena, who 
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was born in Suriname and has lived in the Netherlands since 1994 and in the 
Bijlmer since 2009, prefers her neighbourhood to her boyfriend’s even though her 

apartment is expensive: 

I like it here, where I live. Look, my boyfriend lives in [nearby 
neighbourhood], and if I go there I feel, I can’t stay long. I don’t feel, I 
don’t know, I just don’t feel well (…) he also has a nice neighbourhood, 
but I just don’t feel comfortable there. But when I’m home, I’m really 
happy to be here; I don’t know. Even though it’s expensive. 

When she came to the Netherlands, Selena lived in a small town about an hour away 
from Amsterdam. She disliked this place so much that she moved in with her sister 

in Amsterdam while waiting for a social rental apartment. Even though her previous 

apartment was very affordable at ‘only two hundred euros [a month]’, she prefers 
the liveliness of her current neighbourhood: 

There, living is quiet, not very busy. Here, I have the feeling that you 
are more alive. (Why is that?) I don’t know, maybe because I like to 
have some noise [laughs]. Here I, I don’t know I like living here (…) I 
feel comfortable here. Better than in [small town]. I belong here, so, it’s 
buzzing, the hustle and bustle… 

Like Selena, other residents frequently mentioned how they thought the Bijlmer 

differs from other parts of Amsterdam and the Netherlands. Statistically, the area 
is notable for its very low share of ‘native’ white Dutch32

. While some residents 

describe the neighbourhood as multicultural, others do not because they see a few 

ethnic groups as dominant, or they think it is not ‘truly’ multicultural because there 

are so few white Dutch. Most residents, however, agree the neighbourhood’s ethnic 

composition creates a special atmosphere and sociability. One of the ways in which 
this becomes visible is a higher tolerance for noisy neighbours. When I ask Reynaldo 

– who is of Dominican descent but was born in the rural north of the Netherlands 
– why he does not want to move away from the Bijlmer, he argues he feels at home 

because Bijlmer residents are more ‘relaxed’:

32 In the part of the Bijlmer where the research was conducted, around 14 per cent (2016) is ‘native’ 
Dutch (both parents are born in the Netherlands), much lower than in Amsterdam (48 per cent) and 
the Netherlands as a whole (78 per cent).



137

The governance of neighbourhood community

My other family lives in [province]; that’s even further away, and I 
wouldn’t feel at home there anymore. There it’s so very different, a lot 
of Dutch people and quiet, if you throw a party you’ll have the police at 
your door right away. Here you can have a party at your house until five 
in the morning, and nobody will come, no police.

Reynaldo – as do other interviewees – associates the ‘relaxed’ attitude of Bijlmer 
residents with a lack of ‘Dutch people’ and, conversely, the presence of many residents 

from the Caribbean and West-Africa and the cultural characteristics ascribed to 

them. Bijlmer residents are described as ‘in your face’ and (too) assertive, but also as 
easy-going, friendly, and lively. As Reynaldo notes, this is not just an attribute of the 

people but has become a characteristic of the neighbourhood itself. The remaining 

‘Dutch people’ have also integrated into the local culture:

If I look at Dutch people in [province] and Dutch people here, the ones 
here are more, they are more used to foreign cultures (…) they’ve lived 
here for so long with, in this environment that they’re used to it. And 
sometimes they also take over the others’ behaviour. Yeah, I do notice that.

For some residents, living in a highly diverse neighbourhood means being able to 

build a community and support system of co-ethnics. Quantitative research has 

shown that living in a neighbourhood with a high share of co-ethnics increases 

migrants’ sense of belonging (Finney & Jivraj, 2013) and social contacts within their 
own group (Vervoort et al., 2011). Sites of ethnic community concentration can 
become a ‘second place of origin’, as shown by Fortier (1999, p. 44) in her discussion 
of Little Italy in London. Grace, a first-generation migrant from Ghana, describes 
how, after the relationship for which she came to the Netherlands ended, she moved 
from a mid-sized city to Amsterdam and the Bijlmer to be among fellow Ghanaians:

I broke up with my boyfriend, yeah. So I have to get close to my people 
(yeah). That’s why I came to Amsterdam [from mid-sized city]. (So there 
aren’t a lot of Ghanaian people in [city]?) Yeah a lot, but not too many. 
But that place is not like here, big difference (…) In here, my neighbour 
is a Ghanaian; downstairs I have a Ghanaian. There no. (…) You feel 
home [here], but there not. 
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Apart from feelings of comfort and belonging based on the neighbourhood’s 

liveliness and opportunities for socializing within one’s ethnic group, diversity 

also engenders feelings of freedom and abstract solidarity. This resonates with 

Chimienti and Van Liempt (2015), who discuss the multiple pathways taken by 
Somali migrants as they negotiate living in ethnic concentration areas within the 

prototypically super-diverse city of London. In the present study, the dynamics of 

negotiating both ethnic community – whether experienced as comforting or stifling 
– and high ethnic diversity within one’s direct environment were also evident and 

point to the importance of the neighbourhood as a site of both ethnic monoculture 

and multiculture. Interviewees from various backgrounds – including Surinamese 

and Ghanaian residents, but also those whose ethnic or racial group forms a small 

minority in the neighbourhood – talk about how the neighbourhood allows you to be 

yourself in terms of appearance, but also in terms of cultural and religious practices. 

Contrary to other parts of Amsterdam, in the Bijlmer they do not stand out because 

‘everybody is from somewhere [else]’. Shayma, who is Algerian and has lived in the 
Bijlmer for sixteen years, describes how she went from viewing the neighbourhood 
as ‘black’ – making her acutely aware of her racial minority status – to a place where 

she can ‘be herself’: 

In the beginning, I noticed it was a black neighbourhood. Yes, in the 
beginning I thought ‘I will live here temporarily, and then I’ll just move 
somewhere to a family house’ and such. But yes, after a few years I 
couldn’t leave anymore, I liked it too much. Strangely enough, I feel safe 
here. Safer than in other neighbourhoods (…) It’s a nice neighbourhood. 
It’s cosy. And what I notice here is you can be yourself without taking 
other people into account, you understand? Of course you do take other 
people into account, but regarding being yourself, I don’t think you have 
to here. You understand? Maybe if I’m in another neighbourhood I’ll be 
on my guard, I can’t be myself. 

Not only the social structure but also the built environment generates a sense of 
freedom and the possibility to socialize on one’s own terms. For Austrian Helga 

and her Dutch husband, who have lived in their apartment complex since 1984, the 
sense of freedom and privacy are major advantages to living in the high-rise flats 
which policy-makers once decried as causing alienation and antisocial behaviour:
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They’ve now built a lot of houses to buy and many low-rises. I wouldn’t 
want to live there (…) it’s small, it’s cramped. You look into your 
neighbours’ garden. Well look, we have a very large balcony. We 
like to sit outside and sometimes we sit; we eat breakfast outside 
if the weather is nice. Wonderful! I can see Abcoude [village near 
Amsterdam], you see the church tower of Abcoude, I hear the birds 
singing and so on. And nobody looks inside my house. 

Living in a high-rise flat inspires feelings of freedom and (self-chosen) isolation, 
while it also offers opportunities for experiencing others and the Other at a distance, 
as the story of Jan, another long-term resident who is ‘native’ Dutch, illustrates. 

Throughout the interview, Jan emphasizes his dislike of ‘social control’ and his 

preference to keep fellow residents at a distance. Like Helga, he appreciates the view 

from his apartment’s large balcony, stating ‘the city is at my feet’. At the same time, this 

balcony allows him a glimpse into his neighbours’ lives. Recounting his observations 

of his downstairs neighbours, who sometimes hold meetings in traditional dress, 

he notes he ‘doesn’t have to buy a ticket to Africa’. While this remark might seem 

sarcastic, underlying it is an appreciation of diversity that allows for ‘doing your 

own thing’: 

You see people with their ethnic background pursuing their things. I 
can also pursue my ethnic things without having to wonder all the time 
what others will think. Walking my dogs, working at night…

Rather than experiencing diversity negatively – as causing a lack of social cohesion or 
contributing to feelings of alienation – residents value diversity as offering potential 

ethnic community but also a sense of freedom and tolerance. Their appreciation of 

the Bijlmer as ‘urban’ – especially compared to former places of residence which are 

more rural and/or white – contrasts with the kind of neighbourhood policy-makers 

seek to create. Clearly, these residents appreciate exactly those elements that are 
decried in social cohesion and citizenship policies.

6.5.2  Informal acts of engagement
Residents also described various forms of informal, everyday engagement. Such acts 

of engagement exist outside the purview of government institutions and are often, 
but not always, organized in networks of co-ethnics or around a common religious 

denomination. Although falling short of the district’s definition of participation, 
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these nevertheless result in informal networks of care, support, and mutual 

understanding. They are not geared towards learning skills or ‘employability’ but 

address everyday needs, such as sharing food or repairing bikes: 

There is another neighbour, she is Antillean, she can bake very well so 
you know, sometimes she makes cakes and brings them around. Then 
we have a bicycle repair guy (…) he just likes making bikes so if yours 
is broken, you can bring it to him. Probably he’s asking for a little bit of 
money now, though, because of the crisis (Damien, Surinamese, grew 
up in the neighbourhood). 

Two interviewees are housebound due to chronic illness and depend on the help of 

family members and neighbours to help with shopping or watch their children. For 

Selena, the support of her (Moroccan and Surinamese) neighbours is an important 
reason not to move: 

The people here are very nice. They really help me, you know. They also 
help with the children when they see I’m dead tired, exhausted (…) And 
that’s also why I won’t move away anytime soon, because I don’t know if 
I’d find that kind of help in another neighbourhood. 

Another perceived benefit of informal engagement is developing intercultural 
competencies. The previous section discussed how ethnic diversity creates room for 

both making and avoiding social contacts. Many residents also mention having learned 

about other cultural practices, for example regarding socializing, cooking, child 
rearing, or house decoration. This knowledge can be seen as demonstrating cultural 

sensitivity or perhaps ordinary cosmopolitanism (Lamont & Aksartova, 2002). I 
argue it can also be understood as a form of informal engagement, as knowing the 

habits of fellow residents not only potentially increases one’s sense of neighbourhood 

attachment, but also offers opportunities to discover common ground. Yvette, a first 
generation Surinamese migrant and long-time Bijlmer resident, recounts how she ran 

into her (Ghanaian) neighbour – with whom she did not have much contact before 
– while on holiday in Ghana. This accidental meeting resulted in a trip where she 

discovered the shared roots of Ghanaian and Surinamese culture and history: 
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[We met] my neighbour there by chance and we had an amazing 
holiday. Because without her we would have stayed in Accra but 
because she was there we went to Kumasi, we went to Elmina [port 
town which formed the centre of the Dutch slave trade] to see where 
those slaves came from, all those things (…) But for us, it was also, you 
know they say because of slavery, we came from Africa. Because I was 
like ‘I want you to talk to me and understand me because all the habits 
you have are similar to those I know and I want to say that to you but 
you don’t understand me and I don’t understand you’. 

Yvette’s discovery of cultural similarities fostered a sense of connection to Ghana 

and Africa as her ancestral home. At the same time, this shared history intensified 
the relationship with her neighbour and increased her sense of belonging to the 

Bijlmer as well (cf. Balkenhol, 2011). Residents thus engage with the neighbourhood 
in a variety of ways, demonstrating the emotional attachments many residents have 

developed with the neighbourhood and their neighbours. However, these fall short 

of the more ‘thick’ forms of community envisioned by policy-makers. 

Some interviewees did indicate a willingness to participate in existing government 
projects or had plans to start their own project. However, on the whole, residents 

reject the district administration’s view of participation. Some point to public 

investments in the nearby business district and shopping centre and support for 

student housing in the neighbourhood, and argue they should receive similar (i.e. 
larger-scale and more structural) support. Moreover, the multiple deprivation faced 
by many residents means they spend their days tending to everyday needs, leaving less 

time and energy for ‘formal’ participation. For example, one interviewee participated 
in a weekly walking group but decided to stop when her daughter found a job so 

she could watch her grandchildren. Similarly, when I attended the neighbourhood 

Centre’s end-of-year celebration – a morning of playing games and exchanging small 
presents followed by lunch – few regular participants were there as it turned out 

that the municipality was handing out gift vouchers for children’s clothes to parents 

near the poverty line. These examples demonstrate that non-participation can be a 
rational choice in a context of multiple deprivation (Mathers et al., 2008).
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6.6  Practising aspirational citizenship in a neighbourhood centre

Given residents’ ambivalent position towards ‘formal’ participation, local policy 

officials look to the neighbourhood Centre to bring residents together and ‘activate’ 
them in a low-threshold manner. Central to the Centre’s functioning are its two front 

line workers. Coordinator Celia is a middle-aged woman of mixed Surinamese-Dutch 
descent who used to be a primary school teacher before quitting due to her frustration 

over the administrative burden of her job and ending up on welfare. Now, she is the 
Centre’s primary contact person and also teaches Dutch language and literacy classes. 

The other staff member, Emma, is around the same age and ‘native’ white Dutch. She 

hosts twice-weekly activity mornings during which participants engage in various 

crafts such as hairdressing, sewing, or knitting and are expected to engage with and 
learn from each other. All activities take place in a large shared space, but participants 

nevertheless tend to socialize in small groups based on pre-existing friendships or 
a common language. For example, on the left side of the room there is a makeshift 
barbershop where a group of Dominican women chat loudly in Spanish while creating 

complicated hairdos. At a table to the right sit a mixed group of African and a few 
South-Asian women who are engaged in various crafts. Ewa, who is Polish and has 

been sent to the centre to improve her Dutch, complains to me that she feels excluded: 
‘Now on Mondays, there are so many Ghanaian people, so many African people. And 
these people talk in their own language. When I come, nobody talks to me.’ 

While it is true that participants tended to socialize side-by-side rather than seek 

out interactions with strangers, the shared activity space arguably functions as 

a ‘zone of encounter’ (Wood & Landry, 2007) where ‘the simple fact of regular 
togetherness’ (Wise, 2004, p. 7) allows for fleeting contacts across difference. For 
example, participants were generally aware of the comings and goings of regulars 
and sometimes inquired after those who had been absent for some time. More 

important for participants, however, is the Centre’s function as another place to 

go to apart from their home, a place where they can perform regular household 

activities in the company of others and perhaps with equipment (sewing machines, 
hairstyling tools) that they do not possess themselves. Josette, a woman in her forties 
of Antillean descent, visits the centre for this reason:

Well, I don’t have anything to do, right? If I don’t have anything to do, I 
think that’s dangerous. I’ve been at home [unemployed] for three years 
now. So I’m pretty happy I can spend a few hours here (…) I’d do [sew] 
my curtains at home, too. Now I think oh, I can come here to work.
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This example illustrates what Jupp (2008) calls the ‘feeling of participation’ among 
participants of a ‘successful’ community group in Stoke-on-Trent. She describes 

forms of everyday sociability that depend on ostensibly mundane emotions such 

as ‘feeling at home’ and ‘helping out’. While she contrasts this insider perspective 

with literature that regards participation as ‘[shaping] subjectivities in line with 
state discourses of citizenship’ (p. 332), others have pointed out that the act of 
constituting a particular kind of environment (cosy, homely) is also a form of 
governance in which local officials aim to generate certain affective dispositions. For 
example, Horton and Kraftl (2009) discuss how employees of a Centre designed to 
improve the well-being of children in deprived neighbourhoods adopted particular 

emotional and bodily dispositions to be perceived as welcoming and sympathetic by 

local mothers. Similarly, urban policy officials in a deprived and ethnically diverse 
neighbourhood in the Netherlands created ‘cosy atmospheres’ to generate feelings 
of community and neighbourhood attachment (De Wilde & Duyvendak, 2016).
Celia and Emma also attempted to create a welcoming atmosphere, both through their 

body language and by sharing information about their personal lives. With regular 

(female) participants, they often hug in greeting or put an arm around someone 
going through a tough time. Especially Celia also shares information about herself 

as a way of connecting with participants. In one instance during a language class, the 

conversation turned to family relations. Celia draws participants’ family trees on the 

whiteboard, meanwhile explaining the Dutch words for different family relationships. 
She also draws her own tree, writing down the names of her parents and siblings. 

Angela, who is Ghanaian, remarks that one of Celia’s brothers has a Ghanaian name. 

The two women engage in a discussion on heritage and slavery, before ending on 

a lighter note by comparing recipes of Ghanaian and Surinamese crawfish dishes. 
These kinds of conversations hold the potential for engagements across difference 

in ways that unsettle previous identifications. In this case, the acknowledgement of 
shared ancestry (like Yvette’s Ghanaian holiday) instilled empathy and also facilitated 
subsequent conversations on everyday practices – such as different cooking styles – 

which often function as banal markers of Otherness (Haldrup et al., 2006) but can 
now (also) be approached from a perspective of potential familiarity. 
Such exchanges do not only result in connections across ethnic or national 
difference, but also destabilize established roles of ‘teacher’ and ‘student’, placing 

the discussion partners on a more equal footing. Participants frequently made 

efforts to this effect by bringing food, small gifts, or in one case Christmas cards 

to class. Such gifts underscore the personal relations formed during activities and 
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recast these as based on reciprocal exchange between equals (as noted by Mauss, 
2002 [1950], p. 83) regarding the relevance of gift exchange relations to Western 
societies, ‘the unreciprocated gift still makes the person who accepted it inferior’). 
While Celia shares personal anecdotes during classes to create a welcoming setting, 

these interactions are not merely instrumental means to create a certain affective 

atmosphere (Horton & Kraftl, 2009). They are experienced by staff members 
themselves as personal and emotional, and as sometimes too much so. Building 

relationships with participants can complicate professional boundaries, resulting 

in feelings of anxiety (Turner, 2009). For example, Celia notes that although she 
does not mind telling participants about her family, she dislikes being asked why 

she herself does not have children. Thus, interactions within the Centre generated 

both positive and negative emotions. While this can be seen as a form of governance 

where staff members strategically stimulate desired feelings and affects to create 

a sense of community (Conradson, 2003; De Wilde & Duyvendak, 2016), these 
staff members themselves also experience ‘feelings of emotional and experiential 
proximity’ (Jupp, 2013, p. 540) in their interactions with participants.

6.6.1  Willing and unwilling participants
The Centre’s staff not only supervise activities and teach language skills, but also 

try to instil in participants a sense of responsibility for their own lives and – by 

extension – for the neighbourhood. As such, their work has clear moralizing and 
civilizing undertones. In an opinion article entitled ‘Forced participation works and 

is necessary’, the initiator of the ‘neighbourhood work rooms’ argues his centres 

can break a ‘downward spiral’ of multiple deprivation and intergenerational 

transmission of poverty, clearly illustrating Raco’s (2009) observations about 
aspirational citizenship. Rather than ‘nudging’ residents towards participation, 

the initiator suggests participants need to be made to overcome an initial period 

of unwillingness. The Centre’s staff occasionally voiced similar sentiments about 

‘unwilling’ participants:

[paraphrased from fieldwork notes] I’m tired of the spoiled people 
here. Many of those African women came here years ago, they worked 
hard in shitty jobs, cleaning or in hotels. And they’re all single mums, 
well officially they are, in reality… now they have back problems and 
are on welfare. Some of them have some talent, well they all have some 
skills, but they’re afraid to do anything with them. They refuse, always 
afraid to lose their [welfare] benefits. 
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Such quotations clearly reflect a ‘culture of poverty’ narrative (Lewis, 1969) among 
staff members, which considers poverty to be perpetuated through a (sub)culture of 
low aspirations and moral slackness. The Centre employees would occasionally point 

out participants’ lack of ‘proper’ manners and considered it part of their role to educate 

participants on ‘appropriate’ attitudes and behaviour. This includes setting strict rules 

of conduct – being on time, cleaning up after activities – and reproaching participants 

if they shake hands ‘the wrong way’, chew gum, or ask after topics ‘the’ Dutch would 

deem private (e.g. personal finances, marriage status, or religious beliefs). 
Moreover, staff members often discussed participants’ personality characteristics, 

describing them as shy or friendly, but also back-handed or unhygienic. These 

qualifications of participants’ demeanour also play a role in the Centre’s quarterly 
evaluations. For example, one form reads: ‘[name], Sierra Leone, 16 years in the 
Netherlands, single mother of four children’ and goes on to characterize her as ‘open 
and spontaneous, her Dutch is improving, she is good at braiding [hair]’. These kinds 
of evaluations assess progress in terms of language skills but also judge participants’ 

level of integration in terms of the behaviours that would be expected of them in 
‘mainstream’ Dutch society. 

However, staff members also criticize the Centre’s ambitions, especially regarding 

labour market participation. Both Emma and Celia are precariously employed and 

they themselves have an income near the poverty line, which creates empathy and 

the awareness that, based on participants’ language skills, qualifications, and family 
and health circumstances only a few can realistically be expected to find a job. For 
example, ignoring the targets set by the district administration, Celia has decided 
not to aim for a specific skill level but to decide on a day-to-day basis what added 
value she can bring, not just in terms of learning Dutch but also relating to general 

knowledge or simply socializing. As such, she tries to distance herself from the 

policy frameworks in which the Centre is embedded and to articulate alternative 

and broader objectives. Clearly, as shown by studies of how volunteers (Williams, 
Cloke, May, & Goodwin, 2016) and welfare professionals (Lawson & Elwood, 2014) 
encounter poverty, the ethical and political positions of local staff are complex and 
often ambiguous. They are informed by the ‘sociability and experiential texture’ 
(Conradson, 2003, p. 1978) that emerges as a result of encounters between 
participants and between participants and staff. 

Staff members’ ambiguous relation to the aims of their intervention becomes 

apparent in the distinctions they draw between participants who ‘really try’ and 

those who are less cooperative. While in the former case they are sympathetic, 
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the latter evoke narratives of neighbourhood and cultural pathology. For example, 
during one language class a new volunteer, a Surinamese man in his fifties who 
himself lives in the neighbourhood, aggressively addresses Angela, asking her how 

long she has lived in the Netherlands, which turns out to be twenty-six years. He 
then launches into a long monologue on the need to learn Dutch and ‘integrate’ in 

Dutch society, while Angela appears embarrassed and withdrawn. Later, Celia tells 

me his behaviour shocked her. While she herself has bemoaned the lack of progress 

of some of her students on multiple occasions, she states she hopes Angela is not 

scared off and will continue taking lessons, as she is a great student who came to 

the classes out of her own accord (i.e. she was not sent there by the municipality). 
This last part is important as Celia’s appreciation of Angela’s voluntary presence 

underlines the distinction drawn between ‘expectational’ and ‘aspirational’ citizens 
(Raco, 2009), and also echoes familiar differentiations between the deserving and 
undeserving poor. 

6.7  Discussion

This chapter explored how urban policies that formulate normative notions of active 
citizenship relate to residents’ emotional geographies of belonging. Discourses that 

frame citizenship in moral terms – distinguishing ‘good’, ‘aspirational’, or ‘deserving’ 

citizens and dividing rights and responsibilities accordingly – have received critical 

scrutiny, including their geographical application in the form of physical and social 

interventions in deprived neighbourhoods. In contrast, less attention has been paid 

to these neighbourhoods as places where residents encounter ‘civilizing’ policies.

This paper asks how the key tropes and anxieties of place-based urban policies 
– which describe residents of diverse and deprived urban neighbourhoods as 

alienated from each other as well as from ‘mainstream’, white middle-class society 

– align with ‘perspectives from below’, based on the narratives of neighbourhood 

residents and staff members about their (emotionally charged) understandings 
and valuations of community and participation. Starting from the perspective that 

encounters and interactions are context-specific, scripted through space (Lawson & 
Elwood, 2014), I have compared three different spaces: the abstract neighbourhood 
as it is represented by street-level bureaucrats working for the local government, the 

experienced neighbourhood as it is narrated by residents, and the neighbourhood 
Centre as the location where these two perspectives intersect. 
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Neighbourhood policies in Amsterdam Southeast primarily focus on stimulating 
residents’ participation in projects that foster meaningful interaction between ethnic 

groups. Fortier (2010) points to the pre-occupation of policies concerning social 
cohesion and participation with interethnic contacts. What she calls the ‘feel-good 

politics of cohesion’ (p. 5) privileges bridging over bonding and individuals over (ethnic) 
community. Therefore, this kind of participation is emphatically not directed towards 

stimulating intra-ethnic sociability nor towards more adversarial forms of resident 

engagement – such as political mobilization. Instead, street-level bureaucrats were 

concerned with fostering ‘correct’ ways of community building and participation, which 

are thought to decrease liveability problems and increase residents’ ‘employability’. As 

such, these policies can be understood as a means to control these areas and their 

inhabitants (Uitermark, 2014) rather than empower them.
In contrast, residents articulated a very different perspective. Where policies seem 

to imagine the ideal neighbourhood as a close-knit, village-like community, residents 

appreciated the area’s urbanity. Ethnic diversity and the built environment, in 

particular the high-rise flats, engendered feelings of freedom, tolerance, and pleasant 
anonymity. Residents’ interactions as well as their engagement in acts of informal 

care and support are often (but not always) based in ethnic or cultural communities 
– reflecting attachments to other places such as one’s home country or to larger 
religious or cultural networks – but these are also grounded in the neighbourhood 

itself. The Bijlmer therefore can represent both a place of multiculture and a site of 

ethnic community (cf. Chimienti & Van Liempt, 2015). The importance of ‘in-group’ 
forms of attachment as well as the sociability engendered by ethnic diversity are 

largely overlooked or discounted by government institutions. 

Diverging understandings of participation and engagement collide in the Centre 

and become evident in the emotionally charged encounters between participants 

and staff. Social workers in the Centre employed emotional dispositions as 

strategic resources to make participants feel at home (Conradson, 2003; Horton & 
Kraftl, 2009). However, these dispositions were never merely strategic. Fostering 
personal relations also deeply affected staff members as they experienced closeness 
or distance to participants, demonstrating that ‘the processes and outcomes of 

neighbourhood policy interventions are unavoidably bound up with these complex 
emotional geographies’ (Jupp, 2013, p. 532). In some cases, the personal character of 
their work resulted in encounters that created empathy and in which staff members 

countered culture of poverty narratives (Lawson & Elwood, 2014), for example by 
reframing their work in the Centre as creating ‘added value’ for participants, rather 
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than a singular focus on labour market perspectives. On other occasions, emotional 
dynamics worked to reinforce ideas about the undeserving poor, which were to a large 

extent informed by judgments of character and behaviour – including judgements of 
‘appropriate’ motivations and adherence to white middle-class norms of interaction. 

The ambiguity of these encounters – creating empathetic and progressive 

understandings on the one hand, and reinforcing normative and moralizing urban 

policies on the other hand – is built into the mission statement of the Centre itself 

as it seeks to simultaneously empower vulnerable residents and force them to 

participate. This coexistence of punitive and supportive measures has been observed 
at the level of the city (DeVerteuil, 2014), but these findings show that similar 
paradoxical dynamics exist in micro spaces of policy interventions. The creation of 
personal and potentially reciprocal relationships seems to be a key characteristic 

of these interventions, whereby social workers function as brokers (Koster, 2014) 
mediating access to state resources. In the present case, staff working in the Centre 

occupied an ambiguous position: while they implement policies that project white 
middle-class norms onto non-white and deprived areas, they themselves are 

arguably closer – in terms of their socioeconomically marginal position if not their 

cultural identifications – to their participants than to this white middle class. In 
conclusion, encounters in these spaces do not simply reproduce state discourses of 

good citizenship, but neither do they necessarily challenge them.

The centrality of personal relationships within spaces of government intervention 

enables the rise of a governmentality that is both neoliberal and communitarianist 

(Schinkel & Van Houdt, 2010), whereby the inhabitants of deprived areas are 
cultivated as aspirational and entrepreneurial subjects. This chapter argues for 

a critical engagement with such policies, taking into account their neoliberal and 

racialized underpinnings (De Koning, 2015), which present diverse and deprived 
neighbourhoods as spaces of alienation while discounting or overwriting local place 

meanings and attachments. However, I argue it is equally important not to lose 

sight of the potential of participatory policy interventions to function as spaces of 

sociability and care (Jupp, 2008). The ambiguous emotionality inherent in residents’ 
emotional geographies of belonging as well as in the interactions between social 

workers and participants might provide a starting point to reframe current ideals 

of neighbourhood community and engagement and arrive at more empowering and 

progressive forms of urban governance. 
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7.1  Introduction

This dissertation explores how Dutch urban discourses on diversity and belonging are 
formulated, how they are implemented through policy interventions in diverse and 

deprived neighbourhoods, and how these interventions influence local experiences 
of difference and belonging. By bringing together literature on (local) integration 
policies and urban governance with studies on residents’ encounters with difference 

and sense of belonging, this dissertation aims to provide insight into how place 

co-constitutes formations of belonging. This concern with place reflects the local 
turn in the literature on integration discourses and practices (Scholten, 2013a), in 
which increasing attention is being paid to cities and municipal governments as 

policy actors who can express ideas on diversity and the ‘good’ community – more 
or less independently from the national government. Furthermore, national and 

urban discourses point at the very local level, in particular ethnically diverse and 

socioeconomically deprived neighbourhoods in large cities, as locations where the 

achievement of a shared sense of belonging is threatened most. Thus, these places are 

seen to require intensive policy intervention in order to safeguard or recreate local 

social cohesion and liveability. By defining belonging as the affective relationships 
between individuals and their environment, and the politics of belonging as the 

(discursive) mobilization of such relationships for purposes of inclusion or exclusion, 
I interpret these policy interventions as being about belonging in an emotional as 

well as a political sense: they imagine the diverse neighbourhood, city, and nation 
as places where residents should feel ‘at home’ (Duyvendak et al., 2016), and they 
propagate normative ideas on how ‘good’ citizens should live together (De Koning 
et al., 2015). The question then arises how the emotional and political aspects of 
belonging interact at different levels of scale, and how these can be – and are – 

influenced by ethnic diversity. 
There is a large body of literature with a focus on residents of diverse neighbourhoods, 

discussing everyday experiences of living with difference as well as the possibilities 
of finding common ground. From a policy perspective, diversity in urban 
neighbourhoods is often viewed as problematic (Allen & Cars, 2001; Robinson, 2005). 
However, empirical studies show a wide range of outcomes from neighbourhoods 

where diversity in public space has become ‘commonplace’ and unremarkable 

(Wessendorf, 2013) to more fraught interactions where ‘native’ resident groups 
reject newcomers’ claims to belonging (Leitner, 2012; Nelson & Hiemstra, 2008). 
Thus, as suggested by Phillips et al. (2014, p. 55), diverse neighbourhoods are 
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‘spaces of contradiction – places of conviviality and conflict, spaces for erasing 
and reinforcing differences, territories of inclusion and exclusion’. How residents 
experience difference, and the consequences for their sense of belonging, depends 
on the context in which they find themselves – the physical and social characteristics 
of the neighbourhood, including its reputation – but also on how they encounter 

others and the Other. In particular, research has focused on the potential for semi-
public spaces to function as micro-publics where residents can engage in sustained 

interaction and thereby come to hold more positive attitudes towards Others (Amin, 
2002; Matejskova & Leitner, 2011). Given that in the Netherlands these places are 
often created as part of local policies that aim to stimulate belonging, these locations 

are not just places where residents encounter each other, but also where they 

encounter the (local) state and its assumptions of ‘good’ citizenship. 
To understand how belonging is experienced in diverse places, as well as how it 
is harnessed as a political resource, the five empirical chapters in this dissertation 
traced Dutch national and urban discourses of belonging and their implementation 

‘on the ground’. The overall question guiding this research was:

How does the governance of diversity through urban and 
neighbourhood policies influence residents’ lived experiences of 
difference and belonging?

In the following section, this question is answered through a comparative summary of 

the main findings. The discussion of findings from case studies at the neighbourhood 
level is limited to Amsterdam. Subsequently, the theoretical and societal implications 

of the findings are explored, after which an agenda for future research is outlined. 
The final section reflects on the political potential of belonging.
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7.2  Summary of findings

7.2.1  Part I. Governing diversity: Comparing urban politics of belonging

Urban policy discourses
Chapter two studied whether and how urban politics of belonging in the form of 

migrant-related policies in Amsterdam and the Hague depart from the Dutch 

national policy discourse. In particular, the focus of the analysis was on the concepts 

of diversity and (urban) citizenship. The Netherlands has experienced a sharp policy 
shift from allowing migrants to retain their cultural distinctiveness while stimulating 

their socioeconomic participation, to stressing their unilateral adaptation to the 

Dutch majority culture. Current national policy discourse makes a dichotomous and 

value-laden distinction between autochtonen or ‘native’ Dutch and allochtonen or 

first and second generation migrants, leaving virtually no room for a more nuanced 
approach of diversity (Dukes & Musterd, 2012). Moreover, the national discourse 
posits a notion of citizenship which is highly restrictive for allochtonen, who are 

more and more (discursively) positioned outside the Dutch society even if they have 
the Dutch nationality and are therefore citizens in a legal sense (Schinkel, 2010). 
In contrast, since its adoption of a diversity policy in 1999 and subsequent 

development of citizenship policies Amsterdam has explicitly distanced itself from 
the national approach. Using arguments that are reminiscent of Vertovec’s (2007) 
notion of super-diversity and Florida’s (2003) creative city thesis, the Amsterdam 
municipality acknowledges residents’ intersectional identities, which include but 

are not limited to ethnic or national background, and argues that cultural diversity 

forms part of the city’s (economic) attractiveness. Urban citizenship is envisaged as 
integration 2.0: the self-evident belonging of all Amsterdammers to the city. 

In the Hague on the other hand, departure from the national discourse has been more 

subtle and uneven, with subsequent municipal governments going back and forth 

between more or less inclusive policies. In contrast to the national discourse which 

either addresses migrants as individuals or as allochtonen, collectively, the Hague has 

a strong focus on ethnic groups and migrant-concentrated neighbourhoods. Migrants 

are exhorted to identify with the city while the belonging of the ‘native’ population is 
assumed. Similarly, while at its conception in 2005 urban citizenship was envisioned 
as a more inclusive alternative to integration, over time its connotations have shifted 

from shared rights to the city to emphasizing the duties of especially migrants to 

participate in the urban society.
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Taken together, these findings demonstrate how diversity and citizenship function as 
‘floating signifiers’ (Phillips and Jørgensen, 2002), whose meaning is not fixed but differs 
between contexts and over time. While Amsterdam and the Hague both formulate 
policy discourses based on what are perceived to be characteristics and challenges 

unique to each city, there are also similarities, in particular in the formulation of urban 

citizenship as a more inclusive approach to integration. Here, attempts are made to 

formulate a new in-group based on those who are willing (and able) to comply with 
norms of civility and participation that are considered vital to a well-functioning urban 

society, and in contrast to those who only take but do not wish to contribute to the 

city. However, the degree to which this distinction between ‘good’ and ‘deficient’ urban 
citizens maps unto the familiar categories of ‘native’ and ‘migrant’ determines whether 

this amounts to anything other than old wine in new bottles. 

Imaginaries of the city and the divergence between discourse and practice
Chapter 3 asked how urban discourses of belonging are connected to policy practice, 

at the level of the city and in ethnically diverse neighbourhoods. Based on an analysis 

of policy documents and interviews with policy actors in both cities, I concluded that 

despite an overarching policy discourse, actual policy practices are not coherent. 

Nevertheless, both in Amsterdam and the Hague a distinctive approach could be 
identified based on city-specific imaginaries or the ‘mental and cognitive mappings 
of urban reality’ (Soja, 2000, p. 324) that influence which policy solutions are 
considered appropriate and feasible in the local context. 
In Amsterdam, the divergence between a discourse of positive diversity and inclusive 

urban citizenship and its (non)implementation seems at first most striking. Especially 
at the sub-city level, in districts and neighbourhoods, diversity is not thought to play 

a substantial role in policy-making. In contrast to the city level where the focus was 

on the recognition of diverse identities within the broader framing of Amsterdam 

citizenship, ethnic diversity in neighbourhoods is treated as a given that should not 

be politicized because it is not experienced by residents as a meaningful boundary. 
These understandings fit Amsterdam’s positive narrative of past migration, which 
has contributed to the desired development of the city into an economic and cultural 

hub. Today, Amsterdam views itself as an integration success story and a frontrunner 

in terms of governing difference, compared to other (Dutch and foreign) cities but 
also to the Dutch national government. This self-understanding as evidently highly 

diverse yet undivided depoliticizes diversity and downplays spatial segregation and 

(ethnic) inequality. 
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In the Hague on the other hand, (ethnic) diversity is problematized both at the urban 
and the neighbourhood level. Coupled to its self-understanding as the most highly 

segregated city of the Netherlands in terms of income and ethnicity, the Hague seeks 
to integrate migrants into the ‘mainstream’ in order to avoid further polarization 

and a loss of belonging among the ‘native’ population. Despite official adherence 
to generic policies, implementation focuses on those neighbourhoods and ethnic 

groups whose policy needs are deemed most urgent. In contrast to Amsterdam, 

neighbourhoods are viewed as (potential) locations of ethnic tension, and getting 
residents to identify with the city and the neighbourhood and participate together is 

a policy aim, rather than a point of departure. 

The comparison between the cities demonstrates the relevance of urban imaginaries 

to understanding policy practices, in particular how decisions regarding the 

implementation of policies come to be understood as pragmatic or self-evident 

courses of action. Furthermore, comparing the diversity and citizenship policy 

in Amsterdam to the implementation of policy projects in diverse Amsterdam 

neighbourhoods shows some interesting paradoxes, suggesting that concepts used 
in these policies might travel in unexpected ways. For example, policy-makers at 
the city level argue that the urban citizenship policy is not relevant to Amsterdam’s 

neighbourhood policies (although the concept of citizenship is used by the Southeast 
district, as chapter 6 has shown), yet these policies make very similar assumptions 
about how residents (should) interact with and relate to their environment. 

7.2.2  Part II. Experiencing difference: Policy interventions and  
 neighbourhood belonging

Neighbourhood belonging and the experience of difference
The three Amsterdam neighbourhoods were selected as case studies because of 

their highly diverse population: their share of first- and second generation migrant 
residents is (far) above the city average and these migrants are highly diverse in terms 
of national or ethnic background, but also in terms of their language, religion, and 

length of residence, among other things. Thus, from a statistical point of view these 

neighbourhoods can be characterized as ‘super-diverse’ places (Vertovec, 2007). 
Urban policies originating at the Dutch national level, and to a lesser extent the city 
level, presume that this diversity causes or contributes to a lack of neighbourhood 

belonging and contacts between residents, in particular between residents of 

different ethnic groups. High ethnic diversity would even place these areas at risk 

of becoming alienated from ‘mainstream’ Dutch society. From the interviews with 
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residents and local professionals, as well as extensive participant observation in the 
spaces of neighbourhood organizations, a more nuanced picture arises. 

Residents on the whole considered ethnic diversity to be a defining characteristic 
of their neighbourhood, but they did not necessarily conceive of it as super-diverse. 

Instead, the key signifiers of difference that were identified by residents depended 
on their own social position as well as characteristics of the neighbourhood. In 

particular, physical design and the historical and current population composition 

affected how diversity is experienced and how it influences neighbourhood 
belonging. For example, in Amsterdam North respondents frequently referred to 
their neighbourhood’s history as an urban garden village built in the 1920s for the 

(white) working class population of the city. This history structured ideas on who are 
the ‘original’ and thereby more legitimate inhabitants of the area, excluding migrant 
working-class residents as well as the white middle class, even though members of 

both communities also have a longstanding presence in the area. Moreover, it has 

bolstered resistance against urban renewal and gentrification, as through these 
processes resources have been made available for different ethnic and social groups. 

How diversity is experienced thus changed over time and was affected by broader 
processes of neighbourhood change, such as gentrification, that influenced which 
new groups have come into the neighbourhood.

In Amsterdam New-West on the other hand, many residents did not experience 
their neighbourhood as highly diverse and instead described it as a predominantly 

‘Muslim’ area, due to the presence of many residents originating from Morocco and 

Turkey. While for some members of these groups, living in what they experienced 
as an ethnic or religious enclave bolstered their belonging, the symbolic dominance 

of Islam (perceived through such things as Islamic sartorial codes, foreign 
languages spoken in the street, and shops selling halal products) detracted from the 
belonging of many non-Muslims, including other ‘non-native’ Dutch residents. The 

neighbourhood’s reputation as a ‘Muslim’ area moreover contributed to the place-

based stigma that many residents experienced.
Finally, Amsterdam Southeast was described as more ‘multicultural’, although here 

as well the relatively large presence of residents from the Caribbean and West-Africa 

is noted. These residents were credited with giving the area a certain joyous but also 

boisterous atmosphere. The area’s diversity, which has long made it an attractive 

place to live for the undocumented and marginalized (Aalbers, 2011), today still 
functions as a refuge for those residents who feel they ‘can be themselves’ and ‘do 

not stand out’ in the Bijlmer. Physical design, in particular the high-rise apartment 
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blocks, contributed to a sense of relative detachment and pleasant anonymity. Here, 

stigma rather strengthened residents’ belonging as they shared experiences of dis-
belonging and feeling Other outside of the neighbourhood.

Policy interventions and the consequences for belonging
The policy interventions studied in the Amsterdam case studies are very similar in 

their design and methodology. Although they are funded either in part or wholly 

by (semi)public money – usually through subsidies from the district government, 
while housing associations provide premises and sometimes sponsor activities – 

they largely depend on the efforts of unpaid resident volunteers for their day-to-day 

functioning. The exception are two paid staff members in the neighbourhood centre in 
Amsterdam Southeast. Residents’ participation is taken as evidence of their sense of 

belonging to and willingness to take responsibility for the neighbourhood. Therefore, 

making decisions on the funding and defunding of neighbourhood interventions is 

also a matter of deciding which residents can be considered representative of the 

broader neighbourhood population, and who can be counted upon to provide the 

organizational efforts that make the spaces of these interventions function as spaces 

of encounter. Interactions within the spaces of neighbourhood interventions – with 

professionals but especially with fellow residents – are expected to have relatively 
far-reaching effects on residents’ lives (in the form of increased social contacts and 
sense of belonging) and on the neighbourhood itself (in the form of improving social 
cohesion and liveability).
In all three neighbourhoods, residents articulated a less straightforward perspective. 

In Amsterdam New-West, residents especially valued the more superficial encounters 
that resulted from their participation, for example in the form of recognizing and 
greeting fellow participants or, in the case of outdoor activities, neighbours and 

passers-by. In contrast, more sustained relations in spaces designed to feel informal 

and ‘like your living room’ sometimes resulted in friendships but also generated 

tensions and disengagement, as these spaces were colonized by the home-making 

practices of specific groups. Moreover, residents questioned the norm of engaging in 
unpaid participation from a sense of civic duty and/or personal fulfilment. Rather, 
they were (also) motivated by a desire to improve their personal (financial, career) 
circumstances, for example through gaining work experience or network contacts, 
and by a desire for recognition of their skills and personal value. When these were 

not forthcoming, disenchantment with governing institutions grew and threatened 

residents’ sense of belonging. 



157

Conclusion and discussion

Similar dynamics were found in Amsterdam North, where successive incarnations of 
a neighbourhood centre aimed to include all neighbourhood residents but in practice 

generated feelings of exclusion and non-belonging. Local institutions played a 
crucial role in these dynamics as they aimed to accommodate the shifting diversities 

in the area. Through their decisions about which groups were most representative of 

the neighbourhood at different points in time, local officials anticipated changes in 
the neighbourhood’s character while their actions simultaneously worked to bring 

these into being.

In contrast, in Amsterdam Southeast professionals were not so much looking for 

active residents to organize spaces of encounter but rather used activities in the 

neighbourhood centre to convey ‘appropriate’ forms of interaction and participation. 

However, the findings clearly show the messy and ambiguous reality of policy 
implementation. Not only did the staff members of the Centre express reservations 
about their work, they also built personal relationships with participants as a 

direct consequence of the Centre’s vision. These emotionally charged relationships 

resulted in increased empathy and understanding, but also in frustration about 

participants who are viewed as ‘unwilling’ and ungrateful. Together, these findings 
underline the important role that local governing institutions and community centre 

staff members played in shaping not only how and for whom spaces of encounter 

are designed, but also how interactions in these spaces play out. These subsequently 

influenced residents’ sense of belonging to the wider neighbourhood, as claiming 
local spaces implies making claims about who belongs there. 

7.3  Theoretical and societal implications

7.3.1  Space as productive of difference
In the light of these findings, this dissertation highlights the ways in which space is 
productive of difference, rather than merely reflecting pre-existing insider/outsider 
configurations (Clayton, 2009). The comparison between Amsterdam and the Hague 
and their respective politics of belonging demonstrates how the social, economic, 

and spatial composition of these cities becomes represented and reimagined in 

narratives about urban identity and community. What Löw (2013) calls the ‘intrinsic 
logic’ of cities – or their locally specific experiences and meaning-making processes 
– influences what are believed to be the boundaries of the community and who is 
considered ‘out of place’. Urban imaginaries become visible in, for example, narratives 
about the economic and cultural benefits from past migrations, or narratives about 
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the future city which variously present diversity as a threat to civic values that should 

be neutralized or an expression of individualized identity that should be celebrated. 
Moreover, a focus on imaginaries may contribute to understanding the continuities 

and discontinuities between policy discourses and policy practices. The study thereby 

contributes to work on local or urban migrant policies and the question of whether 

these are primarily driven by pragmatic considerations (as argued by e.g. Bak Jørgensen, 
2012; Poppelaars & Scholten, 2008). It is argued that not only should pragmatic and 
ideological considerations not necessarily be seen as mutually exclusive, the notion of 
pragmatism itself deserves further scrutiny as what is considered pragmatic is not a 

given but is itself the product of local sense-making processes.

On the neighbourhood level, the case studies highlight how the social and physical 
characteristics of neighbourhoods and the design of spaces of encounter within 

these neighbourhoods work to produce different formations of (not)belonging. The 
findings in Amsterdam New-West provide a tentative indication of the importance 
of local institutional contexts in designing spaces of encounter, which subsequently 
influence how people interact with each other within and outside of these spaces. 
In a similar vein, the other two case studies show how perceptions of the character 

of the neighbourhood and its residents influence the design of local initiatives. Place 
images of Amsterdam North as a gentrification frontier and Amsterdam Southeast 
as highly marginalized and spatially and socially distinct from the rest of the city 

inform decisions on who should be made to meet in local spaces of encounter and 

which resident groups are exhorted or enabled to participate. Taken together, these 
findings underline the significance of the specificities of place to belonging and its 
political resonance. The case studies demonstrate how place co-constitutes local 

politics of belonging and highlight the relation between the establishment of local 

spaces of encounter and broader neighbourhood developments.

7.3.2  Super-diversity, politicized diversity, and experienced difference
This dissertation also raises new questions about concepts of super-diversity based 

on how residents experience difference and make distinctions in ethnically diverse 
places. While super-diversity presupposes a situation (or a place) with a significant 
amount of heterogeneity – described as ‘a level and kind of complexity surpassing 
anything (…) previously experienced’ (Vertovec, 2007, p. 1024) – in this research 
local understandings of diversity and processes of boundary-drawing were usually 

more limited in scope. In Amsterdam, diversity is the main concept through which 

migrant incorporation is approached. However, in practice this notion primarily 

serves to depoliticize inequalities that can be traced to – in particular – migrant 
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descent and provides a false sense of equivalency (‘everybody is diverse’), a criticism 
of (super)diversity that has also been articulated by Makoni (2012). In the Hague on 
the other hand, ethnic or national background remains the main aspect of diversity 

that is politicized. 

At the neighbourhood level, variations were found in how residents experience 
difference and who is considered Other. How residents described the ethnic 
composition of their neighbourhood and which aspects of difference affected their 

sense of belonging differed markedly. Three interrelated factors may contribute 

to explaining varying constellations of belonging. These factors are the numerical 
and symbolic dominance of specific ethnic groups within the neighbourhood, the 
relative presence of the ‘native’ population and the value accorded to notions of 

‘mainstream’ Dutch society, and neighbourhood history and place identity. 

In the Amsterdam North neighbourhood, in 2016, ‘native’ Dutch constituted around 
forty per cent of the population and could be considered the locally dominant group 

as they were best positioned to shape the neighbourhood’s character and identity. 

The history of the neighbourhood as a working-class ‘garden village’ built to house 

workers in the nearby shipyard industry contributes to a place narrative that stresses 

the right of working-class white Dutch to the neighbourhood and neighbourhood 

facilities. This narrative ignores the belonging of Turkish and Moroccan groups 

in the area, who were later attracted as guest-workers in the same industry, and 

underestimates the current ethnically diverse composition of the area. 

In the Amsterdam New-West and Southeast neighbourhoods on the other hand, 
‘native’ Dutch were a smaller minority, constituting 24 and 14 per cent of the 
population respectively (in 2016). In New-West, respondents frequently referred 
to their neighbourhood as a ‘Muslim’ area – which for some contributed to and for 

others greatly detracted from their sense of belonging – rather than experiencing 
it as ethnically diverse. Given the strong politicization of Islam in the Netherlands 
by populist political parties who place ‘the’ Dutch identity in opposition to Islam 

and Muslims, it is perhaps not surprising that some residents (interestingly these 
included ‘native’ Dutch but also residents of Surinamese and Antillean descent) 
experience a lack of belonging based in the perceived loss of self-evidently shared 
codes of conduct (see also Mepschen, 2016). Moreover, loss of neighbourhood status 
and the experience of place-based stigma also contribute to feelings of not-belonging 
and lead to practices of distancing oneself from ‘bad’ parts of the neighbourhood or 

from the neighbourhood altogether, as in particular long-term residents describe 

how their neighbourhood changed from a ‘respectable’ lower middle-class area 
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to an increasingly undesirable place. These findings are reminiscent of the spatial 
alienation and dissolution of place in response to territorial stigmatization as 

described by Wacquant (1996).
In contrast, in Amsterdam Southeast the experience and valuation of ethnic 
difference is very different: the neighbourhood was often described as ethnically 
diverse, rather than dominated by a particular group, or contrasted positively with 

other places which are seen as ‘more Dutch’. Although respondents recognized 

the numerical dominance of Surinamese and increasingly also West-African 

communities, their presence was not widely perceived as diminishing the belonging 

of others, but rather allowed for other minority groups to also ‘be themselves’. 

The area’s historical reputation as having always been ethnically diverse but also 

highly stigmatized stimulates a defiant form of belonging that includes the notion 
of being successfully multicultural. In addition, the built environment turns out to 

be an important dimension of belonging as the high-rise flats are seen as allowing 
residents to both engage with and keep a distance from their neighbours – directly 

contradicting the idea that the design of the Bijlmer high-rises was a large factor in 

the area’s decline33
. 

In addition to the aspects mentioned above, which pertain to the experience of 
difference based in ethnicity or migrant background, other dimensions of diversity 

were also found to be salient. In particular, contestations around spaces of 

encounter revolved around class identifications and, in Amsterdam North, gendered 
divisions of space. Class and ethnicity together structured the encounters between 

local officials and active residents in all three Amsterdam neighbourhoods. In 
Amsterdam North and New-West, middle-class ‘native’ residents were more likely 
to be considered ‘good’ active citizens. In contrast, working-class ‘native’ Dutch and 

migrant residents were more often perceived as insufficiently representative of the 
neighbourhood and were thought to have less know-how and to be less (financially) 
independent. In Amsterdam Southeast, where the share of middle-class residents is 

smaller, the lack of residents who could successfully run local policy interventions 

resulted in a relatively large degree of involvement of paid staff, in spite of the 

district’s intention to stimulate active citizenship. Moreover, labels such as ‘Muslim’, 

with which residents mostly referred to people of Moroccan and Turkish, and to 

33 During the large-scale revitalization of the area that started in the 1990s and ended around 2010, 

around 7,000 spacious and relatively new high-rise social rental apartment units were demolished 
(constituting more than half of all high-rise units) and replaced by a mix of mostly (more expensive) 
social rental apartments and owner-occupied single-family dwellings (Bijlmermeer Renovation 
Planning Office, 2014).
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a lesser degree of Middle-Eastern descent (who may or may not actually identify 
as Muslim themselves) demonstrate that aspects of diversity are often subsumed 
into larger categories that demarcate between self and Other. Local processes of 
boundary-drawing in diverse places thus depend on which aspects of diversity make 

a difference. Residents’ sense of belonging is affected by the ethnic and physical 

composition of the neighbourhood, its place history and identity – including local 

histories of diversity – and the actions of local governing officials.

7.3.3  Local politics of belonging
The analysis of the interplay of emotional and political aspects of belonging 

underlines that – notwithstanding their portrayal in neighbourhood policies as 

being based on consensual local interests – neighbourhood policy interventions 

should be seen as political acts, and as emotionally inflected political acts. These 
interventions are political in their effects, as they propagate ideals of participation 

and active citizenship which middle-class, ‘native’ Dutch residents can more easily 

satisfy than other groups, and because they create new dynamics of inclusion/

exclusion in the neighbourhoods where they are implemented. Assumptions about 
residents’ sense of belonging underlie the design of policies that seek to counter 

residents’ alienation from each other and from wider society (Fortier, 2010). These 
policy framings underestimate or deny outright that many residents do experience a 
sense of belonging in ways that have nothing to do with or are only slightly related to 

their interactions with others in the neighbourhood. These include attachments to 

one’s own home, to green spaces in the neighbourhood, or to more abstract notions 

of diversity and tolerance. They also include belonging to networks within one’s 

‘own’ community, with residents of the same ethnic or religious background. While 

policies envision ‘thick’ forms of community and belonging, residents did not always 

need or desire these types of neighbourhood contacts, or preferred to have them 

with co-ethnics. Rather, they also appreciated encounters with familiar strangers or 

near-strangers that might not result in in-depth knowledge and understanding of 

the Other but do create public familiarity and a light sense of community. 
In contrast, encounters within the spaces of neighbourhood interventions and 

the emotions that these generated sometimes produced mutual understanding, 

in accordance with research that argues that these spaces can function as micro-

publics (Amin, 2002), but also resulted in exclusionary dynamics. A contribution of 
this dissertation lies in its focus on encounters between local governing officials and 
social workers on the one hand and regular participants on the other hand, and the 

emotions that these encounters engendered. While state agents and social workers 
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sometimes employ emotions as a strategic resource (Horton & Kraftl, 2009), these 
can also form the starting point of empathetic engagements that unsettle pre-existing 
identifications. Nevertheless, the role of unequal power positions in structuring 
these encounters should not be discounted. There is a certain irony here, as these 

interventions are undoubtedly not meant to be divisive. On the contrary, policy actors 
involved with neighbourhood and participation policies in Amsterdam stressed 

their supposedly apolitical nature through their descriptions of the neighbourhood 

as a self-evident unit of belonging and of neighbourhood interventions as generating 

shared interests among residents. 

Neighbourhood policy interventions are also political because of what they do not 
do. Area-based policies that aim to counter alienation and generate local belonging 

attribute both problem causes and solutions to the local level (Van Gent et al., 2009a). 
Through this perspective, larger-scale (relational) inequalities disappear from sight. 
One can wonder whether stimulating poor residents to participate – in some cases 
involving substantial amounts of unpaid work – and outsourcing the provision of 

low-threshold social services to local organizations run by residents themselves does 

not contribute to new inequalities between residents (who have different abilities to 
be active within the confines of government regulations), and between resourceful 
and resource poor neighbourhoods. To be clear, such arguments were not generally 

invoked by policy actors nor by residents themselves – except for a few cases where 
respondents questioned large-scale investments in student housing and business 

parks in Amsterdam Southeast, or resisted plans to sell social housing stock in 

Amsterdam North. Although the influence of macro-level factors such as housing and 
labour market developments on local policy interventions lies outside the scope of 

this research, these developments arguably underlie the findings and call for a broader 
theoretical perspective on living together in diverse and deprived neighbourhoods.

7.4  Directions for further research

This dissertation points to a number of possibilities for further research. First, the 

neighbourhood case studies and their comparison in the conclusion have hinted at 

some factors that might explain variations in the experience of difference between 
neighbourhoods, and how this is connected to feelings of belonging on the part of 

residents. This question could be pursued further through a comparison with other 

types of neighbourhoods (for instance less diverse or diverse but not deprived 
neighbourhoods) and in different policy contexts. With regard to the latter, research 
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on local migrant policies has often focused on large cities – as was the case in this 

dissertation – while mid-sized or smaller cities are relatively understudied.

Second, this study has focused on belonging as it is performed in neighbourhoods 

and paid less attention to belonging to other places – including the city, the nation, 

or transnational forms of belonging. However, from the empirical material there 

are indications that these different levels of belonging are not independent from 

each other. For example, neighbourhood belonging might be strengthened when 
residents experience a lack of belonging in other places, or experiencing a sense of 
belonging to the city might compensate for a lack of belonging at the neighbourhood 

level. Previous research indicates that in particular second-generation migrants 

feel a greater sense of belonging to the city of Amsterdam than to the Dutch nation 

(Van der Welle, 2011), and diasporic belongings are often built around specific sites 
of ethnic community (Fortier, 1999). Moreover, loss of neighbourhood belonging 
may be ‘scaled up’ and influence belonging at higher spatial scales (Pinkster, 2016) 
and be expressed as institutional distrust or political resentment. Though the role 
of (not) belonging to other places was occasionally mentioned in the study, in 
particularly in the Amsterdam Southeast case study, much more needs to be done 

to understand how belonging is experienced relationally through (dis)connections 
with different places and across multiple levels of scale (Pierce, Martin, & Murphy, 
2011), and through the power relations within which constructions of self and Other 
are embedded (Morley, 2001).
Third, one element that was addressed only indirectly in this dissertation but has 

a potentially large impact on belonging in diverse places is the dynamics of diverse 

neighbourhoods and residents’ geographical and social mobility. This research 

treated neighbourhoods as relatively static units at one point in time, not unlike their 

portrayal in neighbourhood policies. However, as the neighbourhood case studies 

have shown, their population may change over time and these dynamics influence 
which differences are recognized by residents and policy-makers. Similarly, residents 

move in and out of neighbourhoods (voluntarily and involuntarily) and their own 
social position within the neighbourhood might also change. The neighbourhoods 

studied have all been affected in some way by large-scale urban restructuring, which 

had either taken place in the recent past (Amsterdam Southeast) or is planned for 
the near future (Amsterdam North and New-West). Not only does restructuring 
often require part of the neighbourhood residents to move out either permanently 

or temporarily, such intensive interventions in a neighbourhood’s social and physical 

composition are potentially significant for residents’ emotional connection to the 



164

Chapter 7

neighbourhood even if they themselves are not directly affected (Van der Graaf, 
2009). Further research could investigate the role of housing market opportunities 
and constraints, as well as individuals’ life-course and housing trajectories in 

producing (dis)belonging. 
Finally, this study has mentioned the variety of different actors involved with 

neighbourhood policy interventions. These include paid local staff but also active 

residents, who might be volunteers or receive some kind of compensation for 

their efforts. Studies on welfare state retrenchment in the Netherlands and the 
concomitant rise of active citizenship as an ideology of governance (e.g. Newman 
& Tonkens, 2011) have noted that the rise of the ‘participation society’ enables 
a greater degree of resident participation than before, while professionals are 

exhorted to provide tailored services at the very local level. The findings of this 
dissertation suggest that these developments may result in deregulation and 

increasing informality in social service provision at the level of the neighbourhood 

or local area, which becomes more dependent on personal relations that are created 

by active citizens and semi-professionals who function as political brokers (Koster, 
2014). Further research could examine more systematically how these policy shifts 
result in changed social and power dynamics at the local level, and how this may 

impact residents’ sense of belonging.

7.5  Reflection: The political potential of belonging

“(…) if you have to think about belonging, perhaps you are already outside” 
(Probyn, 1996, p. 8)

The research in this dissertation has analysed the politics of belonging to place in 

contexts of high (ethnic) diversity. Belonging is often – by researchers and lay people 
alike – a taken for granted notion as it is experienced and discussed unreflexively as 
a ‘natural’ or ‘authentic’ state. However, in particular in the work of feminist thinkers 

(e.g. Bell, 1999; Diprose, 2008; hooks, 2008; Probyn, 1996; Yuval-Davis, 2006) it has 
been theorized as dynamic and always ‘in process’, never a final achievement. Many 
of these theorists also regard belonging as a more ‘open’ concept than identity and 

the politics of belonging as potentially better suited to a progressive agenda than 

identity politics. For example, Elspeth Probyn (1996) contrasts the politically open 
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nature of belonging to the rigid and divisive categorizations of identity, while for 

bell hooks (2008) belonging forms a way to resist racism and affirm inclusion in a 
shared culture of place. 

This study has contributed to these discussions through an empirical investigation 

into Dutch urban politics of belonging and their resonance with micro-political 

dynamics around the experience of difference in local places. The findings 
demonstrate that belonging is performed through narratives that situate the self 

within (or outside of) ethnically coded place histories and imaginaries. Moreover, 
it is never completely detached from local and non-local power dynamics. As 

Diprose (2008, p. 42) notes, ‘socio-political meaning can never simply be refused’. 
The embodied and emotional experience of belonging is informed by individuals’ 
internalization of political imaginaries. State-sanctioned limits to belonging work 

their way down into everyday encounters, limiting the possibility of bottom-up 

understandings of and flexible belongings to place. It is perhaps for this reason that 
– as this dissertation has shown – the experience of belonging is usually felt more 
deeply and articulated more readily from the outside, when it can be contrasted with 

times when and places where one did not belong. For example, migrant residents 
experienced belonging to the neighbourhood in contrast to other places where 
they experienced discrimination and felt self-conscious and Othered, and ‘native’ 
long-term residents described neighbourhood change in terms of losing the ability 

to self-evidently and pre-reflexively belong. As such, belonging also speaks to a 
more Foucauldian concern with how people come to view themselves as subjects 

within particular social worlds, and how power/knowledge relations structure the 

possibilities for belonging in – and not in spite of – difference. 
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I.  Overview articles dissertation

This dissertation is based on five articles with the following references:

1. Hoekstra, M. (2015). Diverse cities and good citizenship: How local 
governments in the Netherlands recast national integration discourse. Ethnic 
and Racial Studies, 38(10), 1798-1814. doi:10.1080/01419870.2015.1015585

2. Hoekstra, M.S. (2017). Governing difference in the city: Urban imaginaries and 
the policy practice of migrant incorporation. Territory, Politics, Governance, 

online first. doi:10.1080/21622671.2017.1306456
3. Hoekstra, M.S. and Dahlvik, J. Neighbourhood participation in super-diverse 

contexts: Comparing Amsterdam and Vienna. Article submitted for publication 
in international peer reviewed journal.

4. Hoekstra, M.S. and Pinkster, F.M. (2017). ‘We want to be there for everyone’: 
Imagined spaces of encounter and the politics of place in a super-diverse 

neighbourhood. Social and Cultural Geography, online first. doi:10.1080/146
49365.2017.1356362

5. Hoekstra, M.S. Creating good citizens? The governance of neighbourhood 

community and how residents encounter ‘civilizing’ policies. Article submitted 
for publication in international peer reviewed journal.

The majority of the work for these articles has been conducted by the first author, 
who was responsible for the (Dutch) fieldwork, the analysis of the data, and most 
of the writing. Julia Dahlvik was responsible for the fieldwork in Vienna and the 
analysis of the Viennese data. Both co-authors provided input on the research design 

and theoretical framings and contributed to the writing and editing of the chapters. 

Fenne Pinkster also provided general guidance of the PhD trajectory.
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II.  Overview of analysed policy documents

City Year Title in Dutch Title in English

Amsterdam 2003 Erbij horen en meedoen: Uitgang-

spunten voor integratie in de 

gemeente Amsterdam 

Belonging and participating: Gener-

al principles for integration in the 

municipality of Amsterdam

Amsterdam 2004 Aanbiedingsbrief diversiteits- en 

integratiemonitor

Letter regarding the diversity and 

integration monitor

Amsterdam 2005 Actieplan “Wij Amsterdammers” Actionplan “We, residents of Am-

sterdam”
Amsterdam 2006 Wij Amsterdammers II: Investeren 

in mensen en grenzen

We, residents of Amsterdam II: 
Investing in people and boundaries

Amsterdam 2006 Mensen maken Amsterdam: Het 
programma akkoord 2006-2010

People make Amsterdam: Pro-

gramme agreement 2006-2010
Amsterdam 2010 Kiezen voor de stad. Program-

ma-akkoord 2010-2014
Choosing the city. Programme 

agreement 2010-2014
Amsterdam 2011 Vluchtelingen in Amsterdam. Be-

leidsvoornemens voor de periode 

2011-2014

Refugees in Amsterdam. Policy pro-

posals for the 2011-2014 period

Amsterdam 2011 Beleidsbrief burgerschap en diver-

siteit: Geen burgerschap zonder 
hoffelijkheid

White paper on citizenship and 

diversity: No citizenship without 
civility

Amsterdam 2012 Vervolgbrief Amsterdams burger-

schap

Follow-up letter on Amsterdam 

citizenship

Amsterdam 2012 Amsterdam is er klaar mee. Beleid 

anti-discriminatie 2012-2014
Amsterdam has had enough. An-

ti-discrimination policy 2012-2014 
Amsterdam 2013 Initiatiefvoorstel “vermijd de woor-

den allochtoon en autochtoon in of-

ficiële publicaties van de gemeente 
Amsterdam: Bestuurlijke reactie

Initiative proposal “avoid the words 
allochthonous and autochthonous 

in official publications of the Am-

sterdam municipality”: Reaction of 
the administration

Amsterdam 2013 Educatie werkt! Amsterdams beleid 

voor volwasseneneducatie 2013-

2015

Education works! Amsterdam poli-

cy for adult education 2013-2015

The Hague 2005 Programma interculturalisatie en 

diversiteit

Interculturalization and diversity 

programme

The Hague 2005 Zo wij iets zijn, zijn wij Hagenaars. 

Initiatiefvoorstel integratiebeleid

If we are to be anything, we are 

residents of The Hague. Initiative 

proposal integration policy

The Hague 2006 Mee doen: Coalitieakkoord 2006-
2010

Joining in: Coalition agreement 
2006-2010

The Hague 2006 Samen stad zijn. Burgers maken het 

verschil! Beleidskader burgerschap

Being the city together. Citizens 

make the difference! White paper 

on citizenship
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The Hague 2010 Aan de slag! Coalitieakkoord 2010-

2014
To work! Coalition agreement 2010-

2014
The Hague 2011 Verschillend verleden, één toe-

komst. Hoofdlijnen integratiebeleid 

2011-2014

Differing pasts, one future. Inte-

gration policy 2011-2014, main 
directions

The Hague 2011 Plan van aanpak discriminatiebe-

strijding 2011-2014
Plan of action for combating dis-

crimination 2011-2014 
The Hague 2011 Emancipatie 2.0 Emancipation 2.0

The Hague 2012 Voortgangsrapportage integratie-

beleid

Integration policy, progress report

The Hague 2012 Voortgangsrapportage EU-arbeid-

smigratie

EU labour migration, progress 

report

The Hague 2012 Kandidatuur culturele hoofdstad 

van Europa Den Haag 2018

Candidacy for cultural capital of 

Europe The Hague 2018 
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III.  Topic list interviews policy actors

The following item list was used during the interviews with policy actors. The item 

list functioned as a jump-off point for in-depth discussion and emphasis was given 

to specific items depending on the professional role of the interviewee. Therefore, 
not all interviewees answered all questions and not all interviews were conducted 

in the same order. 

Section Items

Introduction Introduction of the research

Permission to make tape recording

Professional background Role within organization

Urban problems Main issues city faces

Issues regarding diversity/integration

Issues regarding spatial aspects (e.g. segregation)
Policy content Overview of current diversity/integration policy

Policy aims and objectives

History of policy/previous policies

Connections/disconnections to previous policies

Connections/disconnections to national policies

Policy organization Actors involved within municipality

Actors involved outside municipality

Policy implementation Projects associated with diversity/integration policy

Target group selection and rationale

Spatial dimension of implementation

Evaluation procedures

Relations between governmen-

tal scales 

Relations with city districts

Relations with national government

Relations with other (urban, national) actors
Policy Evaluation Positive points/successful aspects

Negative points/remaining challenges
Availability of resources

Media policy and media attention

Public opinion

Evaluation of relations with other relevant organizations

Neighbourhood policy content Overview of current neighbourhood policy
Policy aims

History of policy/previous policies

Connections/disconnections to previous policies

Relation to diversity/integration policy
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Neighbourhood policy organi-
zation

Actors involved within municipality

Actors involved outside municipality

Resident participation

Evaluation of policy

Vision of the future Expected future developments
Hoped for future developments

Other Other remarks
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IV.  Topic list interviews neighbourhood residents

The following item list was used during the interviews with neighbourhood 

residents, which were conducted by the primary researcher and four student 

assistants. The interviews were preceded by a standard introduction of the research 

and the interview procedure.

Introduction
As you know, our research project is about your neighbourhood. I will ask some 

questions about how long you’ve lived in this neighbourhood, how you feel about the 

neighbourhood, your daily life, and things that are organized in the neighbourhood. 

Of course, this is different for everyone, and these differences between residents are 
what interests us. There are no right or wrong answers, we are interested in your 

opinion and your personal experiences. (If necessary: reassure respondents that it 
does not matter if they do not know many people in the neighbourhood, or do not 

spend a lot of time in the neighbourhood).
Of course, you will remain anonymous and everything you tell us will be confidential. 
(If necessary: explain we will not use people’s names and attempt to make sure that 
statements cannot be traced back to interviewees). If there are any questions that 
you’d rather not answer, this is absolutely fine.
The interview will take around an hour. Before we start, I would like to ask you if 

it’s OK to record this conversation. In that way, it’s easier for me to talk to you. (If 
necessary: explain that the tape will only be used for transcribing the interview. If 
the respondent does not give permission, ask if it is OK to take notes). Before we 
begin, do you have any questions? 
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Topic Items

 Neighbourhood description Length of residence and reason for moving to the 

neighbourhood

First impression of the neighbourhood

Comparison to other neighbourhoods/previous places 

of residence

Neighbourhood reputation
Changes over time

Neighbourhood diversity Description of neighbourhood residents

Differences between residents

Contacts between residents

Tensions between residents

Place attachment Sense of belonging

Positive and negative aspects of the neighbourhood

Willingness to move

Time spent in neighbourhood/daily trajectories

Favourite places/places that are avoided

Social embeddedness Social contacts in the neighbourhood

Contacts with direct neighbours

Social contacts outside the neighbourhood

Diversity of contacts (same/different to self)
People/groups that are avoided

Participation Known organizations/initiatives

Participation in initiatives (which/why/why not)
Contribution of initiatives to the neighbourhood

Benefits of initiatives to self
Willingness to become active in neighbourhood

Good if others become active in the neighbourhood

Personal characteristics (if not mentioned before)
Age

Educational background

Occupation
Household composition

Ethnic/racial/national background (self-identified)
Conclusion Any other questions/remarks?

Any other residents who might be willing to partici-

pate?

(if not done before, give contact details to respondent)
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V.  Characteristics of interviewed neighbourhood residents3435

District North New-West Southeast
No. of  
interviewees

27 32 34

Gender 16 
11

women

men

17 
15

women

men

23 

11

women

men

Age 1 

13 

13

18-25 years old
25-50 years old
50 and older

5
17
10 

18-25 years old
25-50 years old
50 and older

3 

20

11

18-25 years old
25-50 years old
50 and older

Ethnicity
1

13 

4 
3 

2 

5 

Dutch

Moroccan

Turkish

Surinamese

Other (American, 
Austrian, Indian, 

Senegalese, Thai)

13 

5 
5 
2 

2 

5 

Dutch

Moroccan

Turkish

Antillean

Afghan

Other (Bulgarian, 
Italian-Dutch, 

Peruvian, 

Somalian, 

Surinamese)

7 
6 
4 
2 

2 

13 

Dutch

Surinamese

Ghanaian

Afghan

Dominican

Other (Algerian, 
Antillean, 

Austrian, 

Brazilian, 

Chinese, Iranian, 

Jordanian, 

Pakistani-

English, Polish, 

Portuguese, 

Somalian, 

Sudanese, 

Tibetan)

Duration of 

residence

2 

6 
3 

16 

0-5 years
5-10 years
10-20 years

20 years or more

12

5 
5
10 

0-5 years
5-10 years
10-20 years

20 years or more

4 
11 

12 

7 

0-5 years
5-10 years
10-20 years

20 years or more

Occupation 
status

11 

11 

4 
1 

employed2 

not employed

retired

student

10 

13 

4 
5 

employed

not employed

retired

student 

11 

18 

4 
1 

employed

not employed

retired

student

34 Self-identified
35 Including self-employed and part-time employed
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Household 

composition

12 

6 
8 

1 

with partner  

and children

with partner

single

single parent

10 

4 
9 

2 

3 

4 

with partner  

and children

with partner

single

single parent

with other family 

members

student  

household

8 

6 
6 
11 

4 

with partner  

and children

with partner

single

single parent

with other family 

members

Participation 12 

15
participants

non-participants

14 
18

participants

non-participants

13

21

participants

non-participants
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Summary
Governing diversity, experiencing difference: The politics of belonging in ethnically 
diverse places

Introduction
This dissertation is concerned with the formulation of Dutch urban discourses on 

diversity and belonging, their implementation through social policy interventions 

in ethnically diverse and deprived neighbourhoods, and the influence of such 
interventions on local experiences of difference and belonging. When belonging is 
defined as the affective relationship between individuals and their environment, 
and the politics of belonging as the (discursive) mobilization of such relationships 
for purposes of inclusion or exclusion, questions arise regarding the interaction 
between emotional and political aspects of belonging at different levels of scale, and 

how these can be – and are – influenced by ethnic diversity in particular. 
In the Netherlands, diversity relating to migrant background has become broadly 
perceived as impeding the belonging of particularly the ‘native’ population, spurring 

a concern with migrants’ cultural assimilation and social cohesion and participation. 

Urban policies focus in particular on ethnically diverse and socioeconomically 

deprived neighbourhoods. In these neighbourhoods, policy interventions create 

local places where residents can meet and participate together in order to prevent 

alienation and stimulate a shared sense of belonging. However, studies on how 

residents encounter difference and experience belonging in their everyday lives 
show a wide range of possible outcomes: from neighbourhoods where diversity 
has become an unremarkable part of everyday life to intense competition over 

the use of neighbourhood spaces and local place identity. These findings point to 
the importance of analysing how particular cities and neighbourhoods produce 

particular experiences of (not)belonging, and how these local experiences relate to 
wider power relations and inequalities.

Research questions
The empirical chapters 2 to 6 together address the main research question:

How does the governance of diversity through urban and 
neighbourhood policies influence residents’ lived experiences of 
difference and belonging? 
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This question was divided into three sub-questions:
1. How does diversity feature in municipal discourses of belonging, and how 

does this relate to national policy discourses?

2. How are municipal discourses of belonging translated into policy interventions 

in ethnically diverse and deprived neighbourhoods?

3. How do neighbourhood policy interventions in the form of social cohesion 

projects influence residents’ experience of difference and their neighbourhood 
belonging?

Chapter 2 addresses the first sub-question, chapter 3 addresses the second sub-
question, and chapters 4, 5, and 6 address the third sub-question.

Research methodology
The design of the research was that of the (multiple) comparative case study. In the 
first part of the research, migrant policy discourses and policy practices in the Dutch 
cities of Amsterdam and The Hague were compared. These two cities were selected 

because they are both large and nationally prominent cities, in which a (small) 
majority of the population are first- or second generation migrants. However, 
diversity is valued rather positively in Amsterdam policy discourse, while in The 

Hague it is problematized much more. The comparative analysis is based on policy 

documents and semi-structured interviews with policy actors in both cities.

Within Amsterdam, three neighbourhoods were selected for an in-depth analysis 

of the influence of policy interventions on residents’ experience of difference and 
belonging. The three case study neighbourhoods differ in terms of their resident 

population (all are highly diverse, but their ethnic composition varies), their built 
environment, and their location. All three neighbourhoods participated in the main 

area-based urban policies implemented in Amsterdam over the 2008-2014 period. 
The analysis is based on semi-structured interviews with 93 residents in total – both 

residents who participated in selected policy interventions and non-participants – 

and participant observation within spaces of selected policy interventions and in the 

broader neighbourhood. In addition, 26 ‘neighbourhood experts’ were interviewed 
and policy documents and media reports were analysed.
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Part I. Governing diversity: Comparing urban politics of belonging

Chapter 2: Diverse cities and good citizenship: How local governments in the 
Netherlands recast the national integration discourse
Chapter 2 investigates the relationship between national and urban discourses of 

belonging in the form of policies on migrant incorporation. Policy discourse at the 

Dutch national level focuses on migrants’ cultural assimilation. Amsterdam and The 

Hague both depart from this exclusionary narrative. Diversity and urban citizenship 
are central to the discourses of these cities. The chapter demonstrates that in 

Amsterdam, diversity is conceptualized as positive and of (economic) value to the 
city. Urban citizenship is presented as an inclusive identity category that offers 

opportunities for a shared identification with the city, independent of one’s ethnic or 
national background. In The Hague in contrast, diversity is viewed more negatively 

and migrants are exhorted to integrate into urban society. Urban citizenship in The 
Hague is more concerned with the duties of (in particular migrant) residents than 
with shared rights.

Chapter 3: Governing difference in the city: Urban imaginaries and the policy 
practice of migrant incorporation
Chapter 3 examines how urban policy actors in Amsterdam and The Hague organize 
policy practice according to their understanding of the diverse city. Despite an 

overarching policy discourse, policy practices are found to be rather fragmented. 

Nevertheless, in both cities a distinctive approach can be identified based on city-
specific imaginaries or tacitly shared imaginations about the place of migrants in the 
urban community. These imaginaries influence which policy problems are identified 
and which solutions are considered appropriate and feasible. In Amsterdam, the 

city’s self-understanding as self-evidently diverse yet spatially undivided contributes 

to an approach where diversity is celebrated at the city level, while it is viewed as 

unremarkable at the neighbourhood level. In contrast, in The Hague ethnic and 

income segregation are viewed as major problems. Achieving integration requires 

paying attention to group-specific policy needs both at the level of the city and in 
ethnically diverse neighbourhoods.
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Part II.  Experiencing difference: Policy interventions and   
  neighbourhood belonging

Chapter 4: Neighbourhood participation in super-diverse contexts: Comparing 
Amsterdam and Vienna
Chapter 4 compares a Viennese and an Amsterdam neighbourhood in order 
to explore the influence of the national and urban institutional context on 
neighbourhood policies and subsequently on the design of local spaces of encounter. 

The chapter asks how residents experience local spaces of encounter and how this 
influences their experience of the neighbourhood. The findings show that there is a 
mismatch between the aims of local policies on the one hand and the experiences 
of residents on the other hand. Whereas neighbourhood policies seek to create 

‘thick’ forms of community – and design local projects accordingly – residents 

find that neighbourhood interventions mostly result in increased superficial, 
fleeting contacts. These contacts are experienced positively as they contribute to 
public familiarity and thereby strengthen residents’ neighbourhood belonging. 

More sustained encounters on the other hand run the risk of generating conflicts 
between residents – which occurs when residents organize along lines of ethnicity 

or language and thereby exclude others – and between residents and professionals, 
when volunteers demand more (including financial) recognition from institutional 
partners than these are willing or able to give. 

Chapter 5: ‘We want to be there for everyone’: Imagined spaces of encounter 
and the politics of place in a super-diverse neighbourhood
Chapter 5 investigates how residents’ neighbourhood belonging is informed by 
competing claims on a neighbourhood centre. This centre was intended as an inclusive 

facility but is not experienced as such in practice. Residents’ attachments to the centre 
are formed along intersecting lines of ethnicity, class, gender, and religion, and shifted 

over time as a result of funding decisions by the local government. Residents’ claims 

on the centre are also indirectly about who can determine the neighbourhood’s 

changing place identity (which has shifted from white working-class area to 
multicultural and deprived to standing on the brink of gentrification). Therefore, their 
encounters in and around the centre also affect their sense of belonging to the wider 

neighbourhood. Governing institutions thus help shape these informal politics of 

place in this neighbourhood. Through their assessment of which resident groups are 

best positioned to organize inclusive activities, given the neighbourhood’s changing 

character, they implement their own vision for the area’s future. 
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Chapter 6: Creating good citizens? The governance of neighbourhood commu-
nity and how residents encounter ‘civilizing’ policies 
Chapter 6 asks how policy notions of active citizenship correspond to residents’ 
emotional geographies. While policy interventions target residents’ presumed 

alienation from each other and ‘mainstream’ white middle class society, the findings 
demonstrate that residents do experience a sense of neighbourhood belonging 
based on their appreciation of diversity and their engagement in informal practices 

of social support. However, these activities fall short of the more ‘thick’ forms of 

community that are prescribed by urban policies. Staff responsible for carrying out 

policy interventions mediate different citizenship conceptions by creating personal 

relations with participants. These relationships resulted in empathetic and reciprocal 

interactions which helped turn the space of the neighbourhood intervention into a 

place of care and support. However, the personal and emotional character of these 

encounters sometimes also worked to reinforce dominant interpretations of ‘good’ 

citizenship, as staff on the ground judged participants based on whether they display 

‘appropriate’ motivations and demeanour.

Conclusion and discussion

This dissertation has shown how formations of belonging are constituted through 

place. Chapter 1 introduced the concept of belonging and situated the research within 

the literature on (local) integration policies and urban governance as well as within 
studies on residents’ encounters with difference and sense of belonging. Chapters 2 

and 3 analysed the divergence of urban discourses of belonging in Amsterdam and 

The Hague from the Dutch national discourse and provided insight into their local 

specificity as well as their translation into policy practice. Chapters 4 to 6 provided 
insight into the influence of local policy interventions on residents’ lived experiences 
of difference and their neighbourhood belonging. These chapters also demonstrated 

how material and social neighbourhood contexts shape formations of belonging. 
Taken together, the findings show how the politics of belonging is influenced by 
particular place characteristics. Urban politics of belonging are co-constituted 

through imaginaries of the urban community and interactions in local spaces of 

encounter are influenced by local place identities as well as broader neighbourhood 
developments. Furthermore, the dissertation contributes to knowledge about 

how residents experience difference in ethnically diverse places. Residents’ sense 
of belonging was found to be affected by the ethnic and physical characteristics 

of the neighbourhood, its place history and identity, and the actions of local 
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governing officials. Finally, it is argued that local policy interventions should be 
seen as political acts as they sanction particular forms of belonging while ignoring 

or overwriting others, resulting in (new) divisions between residents. In addition, 
these interventions should be placed in a broader perspective that takes into account 

inequalities stemming from economic and political processes at higher spatial scales.

Returning to the question of belonging and its political possibilities, it is concluded 

that although belonging is often considered a more progressive alternative to 

identity and identity politics, the experience of belonging to a particular place is 
always structured by broader socio-political imaginaries and power relations which 

confine the ways in which belonging can be experienced. This is arguably the reason 
that – as this dissertation has shown – attempts to formulate more inclusive politics 

of belonging remain dependent on the delineation of an Other who belongs less, 
and neighbourhood belonging is primarily experienced in contrast to situations and 
places where one does not belong.
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Samenvatting
Diversiteit besturen en ervaren: De politiek van thuisgevoel en thuishoren36

 op 

etnisch diverse plekken

Inleiding
Dit proefschrift gaat over Nederlandse stedelijke discoursen over diversiteit 
en thuisgevoel, de implementatie van deze discoursen door middel van sociale 

beleidsinterventies in etnisch diverse en gedepriveerde buurten, en de invloed van 

dergelijke interventies op lokale ervaringen van thuisgevoel in de buurt. Thuisgevoel 

wordt hier gedefinieerd als de affectieve relatie tussen individuen en hun omgeving, 
en de politiek van zich thuis voelen als de (discursieve) mobilisering van thuisgevoel 
om insluiting of uitsluiting van bepaalde groepen te bewerkstelligen. Deze definitie 
roept vragen op over hoe de emotionele en politieke aspecten van thuis voelen 

op verschillende schaalniveaus zich tot elkaar verhouden, en hoe deze (kunnen) 
worden beïnvloed door met name etnische diversiteit.

In Nederland wordt migratie-gerelateerde diversiteit algemeen gezien als 
belemmerend voor het thuisgevoel van met name de ‘oorspronkelijke’ bevolking. 

De bezorgdheid hierover leidt tot beleidsmaatregelen die de culturele assimilatie 

van migranten stimuleren evenals de sociale cohesie en participatie van burgers 

in het algemeen. Deze inspanningen richten zich met name op etnisch diverse en 

sociaaleconomisch gedepriveerde buurten. Beleidsinterventies in deze buurten in 

de vorm van plekken waar bewoners elkaar kunnen ontmoeten en samen kunnen 

participeren zouden vervreemding voorkomen en zorgen voor een gedeeld 

thuisgevoel. Wetenschappelijke studies naar hoe bewoners diversiteit ervaren in hun 

dagelijks leven en hoe dit hun thuisgevoel beïnvloedt, laten echter een breed scala 

aan mogelijke uitkomsten zien: van buurten waar diversiteit een weinig opmerkelijk 
onderdeel van het dagelijks leven is geworden tot buurten waar intense competitie 

tussen groepen bewoners over lokale identiteit en het gebruik van gedeelde plekken 

in de buurt plaatsvindt. Deze tegenstrijdige bevindingen wijzen op het belang van 

een analyse die laat zien hoe lokale ervaringen van thuisgevoel (of het ontbreken 
hiervan) ontstaan in de specifieke context van steden en buurten en hoe deze 
ervaringen worden gevormd door bredere machtsrelaties en ongelijkheden.

36  Dit proefschrift gebruikt het Engelse concept belonging. Dit concept omvat zowel het gevoel ergens 

thuis te zijn (thuis voelen) als het gevoel ergens te moeten of mogen zijn (thuishoren). De interactie 
van deze twee dimensies staat centraal in dit onderzoek.
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Onderzoeksvragen
De empirische hoofdstukken 2 tot en met 6 bespreken samen de overkoepelende 
onderzoeksvraag:

Hoe beïnvloedt het besturen van diversiteit door middel van 
stedelijk en buurtbeleid de geleefde ervaringen van bewoners 
ten aanzien van diversiteit en thuisgevoel?

Deze vraag is onderverdeeld in drie deelvragen:
1. Welke rol speelt diversiteit in gemeentelijke discoursen van thuisgevoel en 

hoe verhouden deze discoursen zich tot het nationale beleidsdiscours? 

2. Hoe worden gemeentelijke discoursen van thuisgevoel vertaald naar 

beleidsinterventies in etnisch diverse en gedepriveerde buurten? 

3. Hoe beïnvloeden beleidsinterventies in de buurt in de vorm van sociale 

cohesieprojecten de ervaring van diversiteit door bewoners en hun thuisgevoel 

in de buurt? 

De eerste deelvraag wordt besproken in hoofdstuk 2. De tweede deelvraag wordt 

besproken in hoofdstuk 3, en de derde deelvraag komt aan bod in de hoofdstukken 

4, 5 en 6. 

Onderzoeksmethodiek 
Het onderzoek is ontworpen als (meervoudige) vergelijkende case study. In het 
eerste deel van het onderzoek worden beleidsdiscoursen over migranten en de 

beleidspraktijk in de Nederlandse steden Amsterdam en Den Haag vergeleken. Deze 
steden zijn geselecteerd omdat ze beide groot en nationaal prominent zijn, en omdat 

een (kleine) meerderheid van de bevolking in beide steden bestaat uit eerste- en 
tweedegeneratie migranten. Diversiteit wordt echter tamelijk positief gewaardeerd 

in Amsterdam, terwijl het in Den Haag veel meer geproblematiseerd wordt. De 

vergelijkende analyse is gebaseerd op beleidsdocumenten en semigestructureerde 

interviews met beleidsactoren in beide steden.

In Amsterdam zijn drie buurten geselecteerd voor een diepgaande analyse naar de 

invloed van beleidsinterventies op hoe bewoners diversiteit en thuisgevoel ervaren. 

De drie geselecteerde buurten hebben een verschillende bevolkingssamenstelling 

(alle drie zijn ze heel divers, maar de etnische compositie verschilt). Tevens verschillen 
ze wat betreft hun bebouwde omgeving en hun locatie in de stad. Alle drie de buurten 

vormden het onderwerp van de belangrijkste gebiedsgerichte beleidsmaatregelen 
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die in Amsterdam zijn geïmplementeerd in de periode 2008-2014. De analyse is 
gebaseerd op semigestructureerde interviews met in totaal 93 bewoners –zowel 

bewoners die participeerden in de geselecteerde beleidsinterventies als bewoners 

die niet participeerden – en op participerende observatie bij beleidsinterventies 

en in de bredere buurt. Daarnaast zijn 26 ‘buurtexperts’ geïnterviewd en zijn 
beleidsdocumenten en mediaverslagen geanalyseerd.

Deel I.  Het besturen van diversiteit: Een vergelijking tussen twee   
 varianten van stedelijke politiek met betrekking tot thuis voelen

Hoofdstuk 2: Diverse steden en goed burgerschap: Hoe lokale Nederlandse 
overheden het nationale integratiediscours omvormen
In hoofdstuk 2 wordt de relatie tussen nationale en stedelijke discourses over 

thuis voelen onderzocht. Het gaat hierbij om verschillen in beleid dat gericht is op 

de incorporatie van migranten, en specifiek over hoe de concepten diversiteit en 
(stedelijk) burgerschap hierbij worden gebruikt. Terwijl op het nationale niveau in 
Nederland de nadruk ligt op de culturele assimilatie van migranten, wijken zowel 
Amsterdam als Den Haag in hun beleidsdiscoursen af van dit uitsluitende narratief. 

Dit hoofdstuk laat zien dat diversiteit in Amsterdam wordt geconceptualiseerd 

als positief en van (economische) waarde voor de stad. Stadsburgerschap wordt 
gepresenteerd als inclusieve identiteitscategorie, die mogelijkheden biedt voor een 

gedeelde identificatie met de stad, los van etnische of nationale achtergrond. In Den 
Haag daarentegen wordt diversiteit meer negatief bezien en worden migranten 

aangespoord te integreren in de Haagse samenleving. Stadsburgerschap gaat dan 

ook in grotere mate over de plichten die bewoners, en met name migranten, hebben 

ten opzichte van de overheid dan over hun rechten.

Hoofdstuk 3: Het besturen van stedelijke diversiteit: Verbeeldingen van de 
stad en de beleidspraktijk rond de incorporatie van migranten
In hoofdstuk 3 wordt gekeken naar stedelijke beleidsactoren en hoe zij de 

beleidspraktijk organiseren. In het hoofdstuk wordt geconstateerd dat ondanks een 

overkoepelend lokaal beleidsdiscours de beleidspraktijk in Amsterdam en Den Haag 

gefragmenteerd is. Desalniettemin kan in beide steden een kenmerkende aanpak 

worden geïdentificeerd die is gebaseerd op stad-specifieke verbeeldingen van de 
stad. Deze verbeeldingen bestaan uit ideeën over het karakter van de stad in verleden, 

heden en toekomst. Toegepast op migratiebeleid gaat het dan over stilzwijgend 

gedeelde ideeën over de plek die migranten in de stedelijke gemeenschap (kunnen) 
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innemen. Deze verbeeldingen beïnvloeden welke beleidsproblemen worden 

geconstateerd en welke oplossingen voor deze problemen geschikt en haalbaar 

worden geacht. In Amsterdam draagt het zelfbeeld van de stad als vanzelfsprekend 
divers maar toch (ruimtelijk) ongedeeld bij aan een aanpak waarbij diversiteit op 
het niveau van de stad wordt gevierd, terwijl het op het niveau van de buurt niet 

wordt gezien als een relevant beleidsobject. In Den Haag daarentegen worden 

etnische en inkomenssegregatie gezien als belangrijke problemen. Om integratie te 
bewerkstelligen, moet aandacht worden gegeven aan de specifieke beleidsbehoeften 
van etnische groepen, zowel op stedelijk niveau als in etnisch diverse buurten.

Deel II.  Het ervaren van diversiteit: Beleidsinterventies en   
   thuisgevoel in de buurt

Hoofdstuk 4: Buurtparticipatie in super-diverse contexten: Een vergelijking 
tussen Amsterdam en Wenen
In hoofdstuk 4 worden een Weense en een Amsterdamse buurt vergeleken. Het doel 
van deze vergelijking is een verkenning van de rol die de stedelijke en nationale 

beleidscontext speelt bij het vaststellen van buurtbeleid en het vervolgens ontwerpen 
van lokale ontmoetingsplekken. In dit hoofdstuk wordt onderzocht hoe bewoners lokale 

ontmoetingsplekken ervaren en hoe hun interacties op deze plekken hun ervaring 

van de buurt beïnvloeden. De bevindingen laten zien dat er een mismatch is tussen 

de beleidsdoelen van de lokale overheid enerzijds en de ervaringen van bewoners 

anderzijds. Terwijl buurtbeleid als doel heeft om hechte gemeenschapsvormen te 

creëren – en lokale projecten met dit doel te ontwerpen – ervaren bewoners met name 

een toename in oppervlakkige en vluchtige contacten. Deze contacten resulteren in 

meer publieke familiariteit in de buurt en versterken hierdoor het thuisgevoel van 

bewoners. Contacten die diepgaander zijn daarentegen dragen het risico in zich dat er 

conflicten ontstaan tussen bewoners – wanneer verschillende bewonersgroepen zich 
organiseren op basis van etniciteit of taal en hierdoor anderen uitsluiten – en tussen 

bewoners en professionals, wanneer vrijwilligers meer (financiële) erkenning eisen 
van hun institutionele partners dan deze bereid of in staat zijn te geven.

Hoofdstuk 5: ‘We willen er voor iedereen zijn’: Veronderstelde ontmoeting-
splekken en plaatsgebonden politiek in een super-diverse buurt
In hoofdstuk 5 wordt onderzocht hoe het thuisgevoel van buurtbewoners wordt 
beïnvloed door de concurrerende aanspraken die verschillende groeperingen leggen 
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op een specifiek buurtcentrum. Dit buurtcentrum was bedoeld als een inclusieve 
faciliteit, maar dit wordt in de praktijk niet als zodanig ervaren. De gehechtheid 

van bewoners aan het centrum wordt bepaald door hun etniciteit, klasse, gender 

en religie, en door combinaties van deze kenmerken, en veranderde door de jaren 

heen als gevolg van subsidiebeslissingen van de lokale overheid. De aanspraken van 

bewoners op het centrum gaan indirect ook over wie de veranderende identiteit van 

de buurt mag bepalen. Deze identiteit veranderde door de jaren heen van een witte 

arbeidersbuurt naar multicultureel en gedepriveerd naar beginnende gentrificatie. 
Om deze reden beïnvloeden interacties in en rondom het centrum ook het thuisgevoel 
van bewoners in de bredere buurt. Overheidsinstanties geven mede vorm aan 
deze informele plaatsgebonden politiek in de buurt. Door hun beslissingen over 

welke bewonersgroepen het best gepositioneerd zijn om inclusieve activiteiten te 

organiseren, die plaatsvinden tegen de achtergrond van het veranderende karakter 

van de buurt, implementeren ze hun eigen visie op de toekomst van de buurt.

Hoofdstuk 6: Het creëren van goede burgers? Het bestuur van de buurt als ge-
meenschap en hoe bewoners in contact komen met ‘beschavend’ beleid 
In hoofdstuk 6 wordt de vraag gesteld hoe beleidsideeën over actief burgerschap zich 
verhouden tot de emotionele geografieën van bewoners. Terwijl beleidsinterventies 
zich richten op de veronderstelde vervreemding van bewoners van elkaar en 

van de ‘mainstream’ witte middenklasse-samenleving, laten de bevindingen in 

dit hoofdstuk zien dat bewoners zich wel degelijk thuis voelen in de buurt. Dit 

thuisgevoel is gebaseerd op hun waardering voor de diversiteit van de buurt en 

hun betrokkenheid bij informele netwerken die sociale ondersteuning bieden. Deze 

activiteiten voldoen echter niet aan de meer hechte vormen van gemeenschap die als 

wenselijk wordt beoordeeld en waarvan het ontbreken wordt vastgesteld in stedelijk 

beleid. Buurtwerkers die betrokken zijn bij lokale beleidsinterventies – met name 

het buurtcentrum – staan tussen deze verschillende opvattingen over burgerschap 

in. Tijdens hun activiteiten creëren ze persoonlijke relaties met deelnemers. Deze 

relaties kunnen resulteren in empathische en gelijkwaardige interacties, waardoor 

de ruimte van de buurtinterventie een plaats kan worden waar zorg en steun geboden 

wordt. Maar het persoonlijke en emotionele karakter van deze ontmoetingen kan 

soms ook dominante interpretaties van ‘goed’ burgerschap versterken, aangezien 

buurtwerkers de deelnemers beoordelen op basis van de impliciete beoordeling of 

zij de gewenste motivaties en ‘correct’ gedrag vertonen.
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Conclusie en discussie

Dit proefschrift heeft laten zien hoe thuisgevoel wordt gevormd door de plaats 

waar men zich bevindt. Stedelijke en buurtcontext beïnvloeden zo hoe thuisgevoel 
wordt ervaren. Hoofdstuk 1 introduceerde het concept thuisgevoel en situeerde het 

onderzoek in de literatuur over (lokaal) integratiebeleid en stedelijk bestuur, evenals 
in studies naar de ontmoetingen van bewoners met ‘anderen’ en hun thuisgevoel. In 

de hoofdstukken 2 en 3 is geanalyseerd hoe stedelijke discoursen van thuisgevoel in 

Amsterdam en Den Haag afwijken van het Nederlandse nationale discours. In deze 
hoofdstukken is het locatie-specifieke karakter van deze discoursen inzichtelijk 
gemaakt evenals hun vertaling naar de beleidspraktijk. Hoofdstukken 4 tot en met 
6 bespraken de invloed van lokale beleidsinterventies op de geleefde ervaringen 
van diversiteit en thuisgevoel in de buurt. Deze hoofdstukken lieten ook zien hoe 

ervaringen van je (niet) thuis voelen beïnvloed worden door de materiële en sociale 
kenmerken van de buurt. 

De bevindingen in dit proefschrift laten zien dat de politiek van thuisgevoel wordt 

beïnvloed door specifieke plaatsgebonden kenmerken. Dit proefschrift laat zien dat 
de stedelijke politiek van thuisgevoel mede wordt vormgegeven door verbeeldingen 

van de stedelijke gemeenschap en dat interacties in lokale ontmoetingsplekken 

worden beïnvloed door de identiteit van de buurt en door bredere ontwikkelingen. 

Daarnaast draagt dit proefschrift bij aan kennis over hoe bewoners van etnisch 

diverse plekken diversiteit ervaren. Het thuisgevoel van bewoners wordt beïnvloed 

door de etnische en fysieke kenmerken van de buurt, de buurtgeschiedenis en –

identiteit en de handelswijze van lokale ambtenaren. Ten slotte wordt gesteld dat 

lokale beleidsinterventies gezien moeten worden als politieke ingrepen, omdat ze 

bepaalde vormen van thuisgevoel sanctioneren terwijl andere worden genegeerd 

of overschreven. Op deze manier kunnen lokale beleidsinterventies leiden tot het 
ontstaan van (nieuwe) scheidslijnen tussen bewoners. Bovendien moeten deze 
interventies in een breder perspectief worden geplaatst, waarbij ook rekening 

wordt gehouden met ongelijkwaardigheid tussen bewoners die voortkomt uit 

economische en politieke processen die plaatsvinden op hogere schaalniveaus.

Terugkerend naar de vraag wat de politieke mogelijkheden van thuisgevoel zijn, 

kan worden geconcludeerd dat hoewel thuisgevoel vaak wordt beschouwd als een 

progressiever alternatief voor identiteit en identiteitspolitiek, de ervaring van je thuis 

voelen en thuishoren op een specifieke plek altijd wordt gevormd door bredere sociaal-
politieke denkbeelden en machtsrelaties die de manieren waarop dit thuisgevoel kan 

worden ervaren, beperken. Dit is wellicht de reden – zoals dit proefschrift heeft laten 
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zien – dat pogingen om te komen tot een meer inclusieve politiek van thuisgevoel 

afhankelijk blijven van het aanwijzen van een Ander die ergens minder thuis hoort, 
en dat thuisgevoel in de buurt voornamelijk wordt ervaren in de vergelijking met 

andere situaties en plaatsen waar men zich niet thuis voelt.


