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Time for Citizenship: Temporal Practices of 
Migrants in the Netherlands

Minke Hajer, Zana Costa Cosac, and Christian Bröer

What does citizenship have to do with time? We know that sharing a 
territory is a condition for citizenship. This essay suggests that sharing 
time is similarly important. Without actively sharing the present or past 
or working towards a common future, a political community is hard to 
imagine. To explore the relation between citizenship and time, we look at 
everyday timing and future plans of migrants. Instead of approaching time 
as a quantity or experience, we treat time as a social practice. We zoom in 
on cases of privileged expats and irregular migrants to show how unequal 
chances to build a future affect the way migrants time their lives now.

Time is not a direct focus in the work of Jan Willem Duyvendak and 
his collaborators. He offers a practice-oriented account of citizenship, 
anchored in the dynamic relations between place, lived experience, 
and politics. In his analyses of belonging (e.g., Duyvendak, 2011), in- and 
exclusion (Duyvendak & Kešić, 2022), sexual citizenship (Mepschen & 
Duyvendak, 2012), or protest movements (Duyvendak, 1995), citizenship 
appears less as a legal status than as something enacted in urban neigh-
bourhoods, political struggles, and national imaginaries. Duyvendak 
thereby foregrounds the importance of place for citizenship. Time 
implicitly enters his analyses through narratives of national pasts and 
nostalgia, through expectations of continuity, and through judgements 
about who has been present “long enough” to belong. Moreover, legal 
temporal structures – such as waiting periods, probationary residence, 
or the gradual accumulation of rights – underpin dynamics of inclusion 
and exclusion, even when they are not Duyvendak’s primary object of 
analysis. Our temporal practice perspective both builds on and departs 
from this approach. Rather than treating time as a background translated 
into spatial judgements, we foreground timing itself as a central practice 
of citizenship, thereby aligning with increasing attention for temporality 
in migration studies. Our approach conceptualises citizenship as actively 
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106 minke hajer, zana costa cosac, and christian bröer

produced through temporal practices: projecting futures, carrying pasts, 
pacing everyday life, enduring uncertainty, and synchronising or resisting 
institutional timelines. In doing so, we extend a lived, place-based under-
standing of citizenship into an explicitly temporal analysis, showing how 
inequalities in citizenship are not only spatially and culturally organised, 
but also structured through unequal capacities to wait, to plan, to endure, 
and ultimately to arrive at citizenship through timing.

Citizenship Research

Much has been written about the relationship between citizenship and 
space (e.g., Bauböck, 2003; Lefebvre, 2003; Nicholls & Vermeulen, 2012; 
Hajer & Bröer, 2020), and likewise about the interplay between space 
and time (e.g., Harvey, 1990; Lefebvre, 2004; Griffiths, 2014). This essay, 
in turn, examines the relation between citizenship and time. Research 
often ties citizenship to shared territories or meaningful places. Similarly, 
migration research focuses on borders, the territorial exercise of power, 
and on spatial moves and practices. Our own research indeed pointed to 
“claim placing” (Hajer & Bröer, 2020) as a practice of activist migrants, 
claiming places and incrementally claiming citizenship at the same 
time. In migration studies, recent research has focused on time and the 
temporal dimension of migration and citizenship policies (Cohen, 2015; 
McNavin, 2020).

Migration and the acquisition of citizenship are timed processes. 
Migration can be planned years ahead, for example. Countries of des-
tination have various time schedules governing rights, for instance, 
concerning the duration of visas or legal procedures (e.g., Jacobsen et 
al., 2021). Many legal statuses are time-defined. And for all citizens, rights 
come with age (e.g., Lister, 2007).

Time is a tool of governance (imposed waiting, delaying access) and 
ground for temporal inequalities (access to visas and to “futures”) (Brux 
et al., 2019; Jacobsen et al., 2021). As Stronks (2022) argues, temporal mech-
anisms are central tools through which legal systems regulate migrants 
living within state borders. As migration policies have grown more 
selective, facilitating easy mobility for some and severely restricting it for 
others, time has become an increasingly important factor in both selecting 
and monitoring migrants (Stronks, 2022). Research on migration and time 
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also often shows migrants’ experience of time, describing prolonged peri-
ods of waiting and uncertainty, or shows how migrants navigate or resist 
selective institutional rhythms. Broadly speaking, migration research 
paints a picture of migrants versus the system, including in terms of 
temporality and citizenship. Our essay, instead, aims at the temporal 
practices of migrants that mediate between dominant structural rhythms 
and everyday skilled attempts to navigate them. We assume that, similar 
to placemaking, creating shared time is integral to becoming a citizen. To 
be able to identify the process of “time-making” we approach time as a 
practice.

The novel concept of temporal practices (Bröer et al., work in progress; 
Tefera & Gamlen, 2025) suggests moving attention from time to timing as 
a socio-material practice. Temporal practices are directed at time itself: 
projecting future welfare and planning day-to-day life towards that goal, 
for example. But practices are much more than intentions and (emotional) 
self-regulation. Temporal practice comprises unintended routines, mean-
ings, know-how, technologies, bodies, and other “matter” and is therefore 
situated between persons rather than within them. To plan migration 
requires migration and transportation routes and technologies, as well 
as the know-how to use them within migration networks and histories, 
for example.

Time to Be a Citizen

It has often been said that citizenship is not only a set of rights, but also 
encompasses identities, social relations, and feelings of belonging to a 
community. We build on this and hold that the capacity to engage with, 
control, and contest time adds to citizenship the ability to project a future 
and act on it. Temporal practices, in short, are the infrastructure of lived 
citizenship. They allow one to pace life according to health, care, or 
cultural rhythms; the capacity to carry pasts (family, trauma, ritual) into 
present practices; and the power to time one’s life in synchrony with (or 
resistance to) dominant institutions.

Time, in migration studies, is often seen as control, for example, 
through enforced waiting in lengthy asylum procedures (Griffiths, 
2014). We use a more dynamic model (e.g., Cwerner, 2001; Pekşen, 2025): 
migrants do not just suffer state time, but work on it, challenge it, and 
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create micro-temporal zones of autonomy (e.g., community networks, 
shadow economies, and informal routines). Yet, this view is itself too rosy: 
the chance of challenging state time is itself unequally distributed. Our 
approach, both conceptually and empirically, focuses on this dynamic 
relation and the temporal patterns that emerge from it. This allows for 
comparative analysis of how migrants “do time” differently, based not 
only on status but on intersecting conditions (e.g., infrastructures, bodily 
states, and institutional rhythms). The timing of migration obviously 
affects most other parts of life: the country of origin becomes a place of 
the past or a plan for the future, (familial) ties need to be timed anew, and 
identities become disembedded from the taken-for-granted flow of time. 
The concept of temporal practices makes this intelligible by pointing out 
that timing is a meta-practice organising life. We might, indeed, rethink 
migration as part of a larger timing-of-life process.

In the remainder of this essay, we will compare two categories of 
migrants in the Netherlands: privileged migrants – often also referred to 
as expats – and a seemingly opposite group, irregular migrants. While 
these groups might seem to have little in common, both of them, we see 
in our research, do not primarily focus on full citizenship and lifetime 
residence. In both categories, migration seems to be temporary. Yet this 
outlook is conditioned differently: expats have different paths to different 
futures at their disposal, enabling them to work towards and schedule 
different trajectories. Temporariness can be a chosen part of their plan. 
Likewise, irregular migrants can have different paths and trajectories. 
Some intend to stay for a short period, for example to work and send 
remittances, or for an extended period or even permanently, for example 
people who claim asylum but are ultimately rejected. However, as states 
do not recognise irregular migrants, they also have very few options 
to plan and work towards full citizenship. The structural differences 
between expats and irregular migrants impact the ability to plan for a 
shared future and to adjust everyday timing in relation to a future. Below, 
we look in more detail at the way temporariness impacts a shared present. 
Within each category, we see that temporal practices vary and are thus 
not just determined by structural inequalities.

We base our essay on research we have done over the last years, and 
present cases to illuminate migrants’ timing. The first research conducted 
within the I-CLAIM project concerned the living and working conditions 
of irregularised migrants in Europe, for which fieldwork was conducted 
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in spring 2025 among irregular migrant delivery and domestic workers. 
The second research is the longitudinal Sarphati Ethnography, where 
we follow the everyday life of families from the birth of the first child 
onwards. Data collection is ongoing. Several families in the panel have a 
migration background.

Irregular Migrants Stretching the Present

Paulo is from Brazil, where he worked in construction. He never imagined 
going abroad to work. However, after a series of unfortunate events his cousin 
presented him with the opportunity to come to the Netherlands. He now tells 
everyone he is in Amsterdam for his ‘gap year’, even though he has already 
been in Amsterdam for more than a year and has no concrete plans to leave. 
After arriving in the Netherlands he soon found a way to be a delivery worker 
via Facebook groups of Brazilians in the Netherlands. Working for an app 
instead of an employer makes it possible to circumvent his labour market ban. 
Delivery work allows him to work many hours and is a way to earn enough 
money to live in Amsterdam and send money home to support his mother and 
his two young children. But to do this, he has to work long hours in all weather 
conditions, splitting his work across multiple platforms. He only goes home 
to sleep. Working in delivery is a visible activity, leaving irregular migrants 
exposed not only to the elements but also to risks of policy controls. Paulo 
has been stopped several times by police who check his documents. He has 
been lucky to have been let go every time with a warning. His brother, who 
also worked as a delivery worker, wasn’t as fortunate. He had recently been 
deported after a police officer stopped him for crossing a red light.
At the time of the interview (spring 2025), the platforms were incrementally 
changing their employment policies following the ruling of the High Court 
(Hoge Raad der Nederlanden, 2023). This changed employment form would 
mean he could not work as much, or at all. He already received a message 
from the platform that these changes were pending. He indicated that if his 
account were blocked, he would not seek another informal job but would go 
back to Brazil.

Paulo’s story reveals various temporalities. He lives and works in the 
Netherlands for an undetermined but temporary period. Yet changes in 
labour market access can affect his livelihood and therefore his stay. His 
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stay could also end abruptly due to deportation or loss of work, thereby 
undermining the purpose of his migration. Paulo has very limited options 
to influence these timelines. Irregular migrant workers have to invent 
ways to circumvent their exclusion from the labour market (Hajer et al., 
2024, 2025; Van Liempt & Hajer, 2025). Paulo’s experience is emblematic of 
how platform-mediated work temporarily stabilises irregular lives, while 
remaining inherently precarious.

Delivery work functions as an arrival infrastructure for irregular 
migrants in the Netherlands. As people without a residence permit do not 
have the right to work in the Netherlands, they must find alternative ways 
to earn a living. In practice, this means they find employment in the least 
regulated sectors, where informal work is possible. Irregular migrants 
most often work in domestic work, construction, and the so-called field-
to-fork sector, including agriculture, restaurants and delivery work. From 
interviews with delivery workers, it became apparent that many found 
work in delivery almost immediately upon arrival. The platformisation of 
delivery work brings additional opportunities for informal subcontract-
ing, creating opportunities for irregular workers.

Delivery work itself is a constant dynamic of speeding up and slowing 
down, as the app gives orders to be picked up. The delivery worker must 
wait for the order to arrive and for a restaurant to prepare the food and 
then speed up to deliver the food as soon as possible and do as many deliv-
eries as possible in the least time, to make as much money as possible. This 
process can only be influenced to a certain extent by delivery workers, 
mainly by cycling fast. Risks in the sector include delivery workers often 
working long hours and being under extreme pressure to cycle fast to 
take more orders (see also Van Doorn, 2023). But there are also specific 
rhythms over the year where winters, cold or rainy weather mean more 
orders but fewer workers – ideal for people who want to work a lot. 
Similarly, Ramadan represents a temporary drop in daytime, as well as 
overall orders, meaning less work and less money for delivery workers.

Delivery work is not something most people see themselves doing for 
a long time. Several riders said it felt like being “trapped in a system that 
you know is bad for you”. The constant push to work faster takes a toll 
on physical and mental health. Because the hours are irregular, main-
taining relationships and a social life becomes difficult. The flexibility 
of the job means some riders combine it with other work, holding day 
jobs and making deliveries in the evenings or at night. This stretches or 
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maximises working time, but this often leaves little time for recovery or 
social relations (Van Liempt & Hajer, 2025). Moreover, this temporal order 
is primarily for the short term. Delivery work does not lead to career 
advancement or increased compensation, nor does it create avenues for 
regularisation. Work remains informal and platform-based, with no long-
term prospects or job security. In this way, delivery work keeps people 
stuck in a precarious cycle.

Paulo’s story shows how the migration journey can also end abruptly. 
Deportation is a real fear of many irregular migrant workers, especially 
delivery workers, who are highly visible during their work, and report 
relatively frequent interactions with police. Paulo’s brother got deported 
after being checked by the police while doing delivery work. This threat 
causes some workers to look for different, less visible work. Yet the story 
also illustrates how, especially when work and migration are closely 
linked, changes in access to work suddenly change the migration trajec-
tory. For delivery workers, the changes to access to the Uber app following 
the High Court ruling (Hoge Raad der Nederlanden, 2023) made it difficult 
to work as delivery workers.

If Uber Eats stops, it will be difficult for us to work, it was easy to start the work 
but now they have stopped my account. (interview number 15)

At the time of the interview, the blocking of the account was still pending. 
Still, Paulo, like many other interviewees, anticipated returning to Brazil 
if he lost access to the platform.

Irregular migrants like Paulo share a present within the Dutch com-
munity: the customers they serve, the platforms they work for, the people 
they encounter on the streets, their friends, and members of a religious 
community. Yet various laws, policies, and the organisation of the labour 
market slow down the growth of substantial social relations and make 
a shared future insecure. Despite formal exclusion, irregular migrants 
participate in society; they attempt to make time to create meaningful 
connections, integrate at least temporarily, and contribute their labour 
time – a dynamic often described within citizenship studies as citizenship 
from below, creating substantive citizenship, or acts of citizenship (e.g., 
Shinozaki, 2015; Isin & Nielsen, 2008). Paulo’s example shows how much 
timing goes into these acts of citizenship and that timing itself can be an 
act of citizenship. However, despite these forms of citizenship, the lack of 
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formal citizenship narrows down the options for planning and timing of 
the future. The risk of deportation creates uncertainty about the future, 
making it difficult to plan beyond the stretching of the time one is present. 
In a way, Paulo and other migrants are, to some degree, stuck prolonging 
the present in the absence of possibilities to schedule steps towards the 
future.

Privileged Migrants Timing Possible Futures

Turning to privileged migrants allows us to see how similar hopes for 
the future lead to different migration trajectories under different formal 
conditions. These contrasting conditions reveal the unequal institutional 
distribution of time itself. One migrant may be given time, yet another can 
never be certain how much of it remains. The case of Camila and Hiromi 
shows how privileged migrants consider multiple future scenarios, each 
of which requires different practices in their present.

Camila from the United States and Hiromi from Japan, live in the Netherlands 
with their baby daughter. Before the baby was born, they had planned to return 
to Japan or move to the U.S. After her birth, they decided to stay longer, describ-
ing the Netherlands as an easier place to raise a child. Both took six months 
of parental leave, which is something they said would have been difficult or 
unusual to get in the U.S. They describe the Dutch work-life balance as “good”. 
In their line of work, it is also common for parents to work fewer hours once 
they have children. As Camila notes, many of her colleagues work three or four 
days a week. Their plan is to return to work after six months, but Hiromi is 
still unsure whether she will actually do so. Currently, Camila speaks English 
to their daughter, while Hiromi speaks to her in Japanese. If the baby goes 
to daycare, they expect she will also learn the Dutch language. Their current 
uncertainty about staying or leaving the Netherlands makes it unclear which 
language will be most important to her. They talk daily about “what we are 
going to do”. They feel unsure about the Dutch education system and find the 
language a barrier to understanding how to raise their child here. Hiromi says it 
is possible to live in the Netherlands speaking English, but doing so would mean 
they remain seen as “expats or foreigners” which obstructs them to integrate in 
a meaningful way. If they were to live here long term they would need to learn 
Dutch, not only for themselves but for their daughter’s sense of belonging. At 
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the same time, they wonder whether an international school might be the best 
option to ensure a smooth transition if they decide to move.

Camila and Hiromi hold formal residency in the Netherlands and migrated 
in response to an employment opportunity. Although they express 
considerable uncertainty about long-term residence in the Netherlands, 
their right to reside is not constrained by formal time limits. Like many 
privileged migrants, their formal residency provides a sense of stability 
and security in everyday life, enabling them to extend their stay while 
they contemplate future possibilities. For Camila and Hiromi, consider-
ations regarding their personal and professional lives are made in ways 
that keep various paths open. They imagine their futures in Japan, the 
United States, or the Netherlands, and their sense of belonging is tied to a 
combination of places where they have spent time and built familiarity in 
the past. Their lives are organised through a continuous consideration of 
past experiences, present circumstances, and future possibilities.

The birth of their daughter triggered them to re-evaluate their present 
living situation, confronted as they were by the passing of time and the 
need to decide whether to stay or leave and adjust their present accord-
ingly. They discuss their future “every day” and evaluate time across 
different contexts and assess where life might unfold in the most desirable 
way. Such considerations demonstrate how time functions as a resource 
that can be practised: planned, organised, and stretched. This continuous 
recalibration, while extending one’s stay, constitutes a way of practising 
time. As we also observed in the case of Paulo, this temporal practice is 
likewise visible among irregular migrants. In other words, both privileged 
and irregular migrants engage in daily acts of staying. Each must decide 
whether to remain, to move on, or to wait.

Alongside this, Camila and Hiromi reflect on the possibility of staying 
long-term and on the conditions that would make such continuity mean-
ingful. Their hesitation towards a long stay reveals how duration and 
belonging are closely connected. While they recognise that it is possible 
to live in the Netherlands while speaking English, they also understand 
that this choice would place them in the category of “expat” or “foreigner” 
and limit opportunities for deeper integration. In this sense, time can be 
understood as an act of citizenship: learning Dutch and connecting to local 
life are temporal investments that transform residence into rootedness. 
The fact that they can choose when, or whether, to make such investments 
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highlights their temporal agency. They have the capacity to control the 
depth of attachment, knowing that their stay will not be abruptly cut short.

Although all migrants can influence the future of their residency in one 
way or another, the key difference lies in the degree of control over and 
predictability of the time available to them. For irregular migrants such 
as Paulo, time is often institutionally steered and uncertain, as their stay 
can be interrupted at any moment. Privileged migrants, by contrast, are 
often explicitly welcomed, and their temporary presence is supported by 
arrangements such as favourable tax regimes (the 30 per cent facility). As 
a result, they enjoy formal stability and a wider range of possibilities for 
shaping future time, as decisions can be made according to preference 
rather than necessity.

Taken together, these dynamics point to a broader form of temporal 
privilege among those who hold formal residency. For privileged migrants, 
formal citizenship and substantial belonging are possibilities rather than 
wishes or necessities. They can remain “foreign” without losing the right 
to stay, or choose to invest in linguistic and social integration if and when 
it suits them. The capacity to pace integration and to decide the depth of 
attachment reflects a particular control over time. Irregular migrants, 
by contrast, lack the institutional permission to extend their stay and 
therefore the security required to plan ahead. Their time is precarious and 
their belonging conditional, which gives rise to a range of temporal acts 
of citizenship aimed at stretching presence. What distinguishes privileged 
migrants, then, is not permanent settlement itself, but the possibility of 
permanence and the capacity to manage continuity as part of everyday life.

Conclusion

Citizenship concerns rights, responsibilities, belonging, and political com-
munity in a specific territory, and, we add, spending and sharing lived 
time with people in that place under conditions of dominant institutional 
rhythms. Citizenship comes to life through temporal practices. For tem-
porary migrants, each day becomes a temporal practice of continuation, 
a decision to extend one’s stay and to remain. While the law defines 
citizenship through boundaries and deadlines, we point to timing as an 
act of citizenship.
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Legislation may state that one may not stay here as a “non-citizen” or 
that one has already stayed too long, but, in practice, people stretch their 
stay. Sometimes intentionally, sometimes spontaneously, and sometimes 
simply because life unfolds, one day turns into another, and before one 
realises, a year has passed. To stay is rarely a single choice but a sequence 
of small temporal acts of remaining, deferring, and continuing.

While place and time are both important for citizenship, looking at the 
dynamics of timing the future highlights inequalities within substantive 
citizenship. The two cases in this essay show the different roles time has 
in (substantive) citizenship. Camila, Hiromi, and Paulo have a shared 
present, with Dutch society and perhaps even with one another; how-
ever, their temporariness makes their participation in a shared future 
uncertain. For some, temporary citizenship is a choice, while for others 
it is almost the only option. In this sense, privilege is also the ability to 
influence one’s own timeline(s). Camila and Hiromi not only have the time 
to contemplate future plans, but they also have a high degree of influence 
in making these plans a reality. Paulo, on the other hand, has a less clear 
vision for his future, impacted by the institutionally limited ability to plan 
for it. While Camila and Hiromi can ponder how long and how to spend 
their time in the Netherlands, Paulo spends his time in the Netherlands 
rushing between picking up and delivering food orders.

Citizenship, therefore, extends beyond questions of legal status or 
nationality. It is also about connection, about how people relate to a place 
and its people by sharing time, and how that relation develops or is denied 
over time. Belonging can be claimed through presence in a territory, and it 
is equally claimed through time spent in that territory. Likewise, exclusion 
from citizenship can work through the absence of a shared past. Without 
a shared past, newcomers may face subtle forms of exclusion when their 
history is deemed an obstacle and when presence in the political commu-
nity is not yet considered long enough.

We can thus see that demands for “integration” have at their heart 
demands about commitment to a shared future and a common past. Even 
among people with formal citizenship rights, a perceived lack of a shared 
past in the same territory can be a powerful driver of nativism, as sug-
gested by Jan Willem Duyvendak’s more recent theorizing of citizenship 
(Duyvendak et al. 2022).

More profoundly, citizenship is not only something we hold but some-
thing we build with time: a rhythm sustained, a tempo negotiated, a pulse 
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shared. To think of citizenship through temporal practices is to imagine a 
political community not as a fixed territory but as a collective project of 
synchronising, pacing, and staying together in difference. Equality, then, 
is also a matter of tempo: who may pause, who must rush, who is allowed 
to plan ahead, and, most importantly, who has or gets the time to become 
a citizen.
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