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2. At home in the city?
The difference between friendship and 
amicability

Jan Willem Duyvendak and Fenneke Wekker

The home is all the rage. We see it in the media, where Ikea 
commercials and romantic movies remind us that there is no 
place quite like home; we come across it in the pamphlets of 
political parties that argue that ‘everyone should feel at home in 
the Netherlands’; and we see it all around us: everyone is trying to 
make themselves at home – in their house, in the neighbourhood, 
in the city, and in the nation. State policy is supporting citizens 
in this. Policy interventions and welfare projects ensure that 
citizens integrate, meet each other, begin to feel connected with 
one another, and identify themselves with the neighbourhood, 
the city and the country. In so doing, politics seeks to promote 
active citizenship and to encourage people to become involved 
in their neighbourhood, city and country – as if it were their 
own home.

These policies and social projects show that there is nothing 
noncommittal about feeling at home. Feeling at home is necessary 
and compulsory. There is, of course, the political hope that the 
quality of life in so-called ‘disadvantaged neighbourhoods’ will 
improve by increasing a sense of home among their inhabitants. 
Feeling at home and experiencing a sense of interconnectedness 
are seen as preconditions for a ‘good’ and livable neighbourhood 
and city. And successful neighbourhoods – characterised by 
sustainable, local networks of residents – are considered to be 
the building blocks of a sense of belonging at the national level.

More and more policymakers believe that the nation, the city 
and certainly the neighbourhood should feel like home to its 
residents. On the basis of this idea, politicians – in collabora-
tion with welfare workers and local organisations – are calling 
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upon residents to become actively involved in their ‘collective 
house’ by jointly countering deviant behaviour, by serving in 
neighbourhood committees, by participating in neighbourhood 
activities and by taking care of neighbours in need of help. The 
increased social control and social cohesion are meant to lead 
to a greater sense of security, more trust among residents and 
a livable environment that everyone can justif iably call their 
‘home’.

A livable Netherlands is a country in which everyone feels at 
home – this is what is written in countless policy documents 
produced by rural and local politics and also in the ambitious 
plans of welfare institutions and neighbourhood organisations. 
But is that even possible? Paradoxically, the will and the drive 
to make a neighbourhood a safe and peaceful ‘home’ all too 
often lead to open conflicts between residents over what that 
‘public home’ should look like and especially who should be 
able to determine what it looks like: conflicts between renters 
and buyers, between established residents and newcomers, 
between young and old, between ‘antisocial’ people and the 
‘well-adjusted’ are the order of the day in urban areas and city 
streets. As soon as one group of residents appropriates too 
much of the common or public space, the feeling of security 
and familiarity of the other residents melts away like snow. 
Accordingly, the balance between the point at which a sense 
of belonging begins for one person and ceases for the other is 
extremely precarious.

The preoccupation with home – shared by citizens, policy-
makers and welfare workers alike – is understandable. Want-
ing to feel at home is a basic human need that every citizen, 
community social worker and politician recognises. But is the 
(ultimate) aim to make everyone in the public space feel at home 
and feel connected with everybody not an overambitious ideal? 
Is it appropriate to stimulate a sense of feeling at home – and 
with it a strong degree of appropriation of the public space – if 
that brings about more conflicts and if it drives some people to 
withdraw from that space? Would it not be more desirable for 
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people to maintain a certain social distance from each other 
and to refrain from bonding strongly with their (social and 
physical) environment outside the home? In other words, is it 
possible to create an ‘open house’ out of public space? Doesn’t the 
attempt to def ine the city or city district as ‘home’ simply create 
a breeding ground for social conflicts in a society as diverse as 
the Netherlands?

Limits to feeling at home

A sense of home is a very widely shared and deeply felt emotion 
that is almost impossible to describe. There is, however, one 
thing that researchers emphasise without exception: a profound 
sense of home can only be experienced in a small circle of people. 
It turns out that we feel at home only with certain people and 
under certain circumstances. The depth of the emotion thus 
appears to lie in its selectivity: we are capable of feeling at ease 
with quite a few people and in many situations, but can we really 
feel at home with them? When ‘certain people in certain places’ 
are present, this can spoil our sense of home, our trust and our 
sense of security. It is precisely such encounters with these ‘other 
people’ that can undermine those feelings of belonging and 
social interconnectedness so sought after by community social 
workers. Perhaps a reasonably ‘good sense of home’ in an urban 
setting requires relationships that are ‘lighter’ and more aloof 
than the long-term, chummy relationships that policymakers 
would like city dwellers to cultivate.

Within a heterogeneous setting of renters and buyers, of 
different cultures and lifestyles, the only real option appears 
to be to relativise the ultimate aim – i.e. a sense of home in the 
city. Physical proximity can then be combined with keeping 
one’s social distance, which in effect means that the ideal of the 
home is primarily ‘localised’ in one’s own house. One lives in a 
neighbourhood with ‘others’, but precisely because the ‘others’ 
may be very different, social proximity is not always appreciated. 



26  

In order to coexist in spite of this, what should be sought is not 
a common ‘home’ but rather ‘public familiarity’.

Talja Blokland and Julia Nast posit that public familiarity is 
suff icient for urbanites. They argue that at most what is needed 
is the ability to navigate public space in order to feel that you 
are safe and that you have a certain amount of control. This 
navigating occurs en route – on your way from home to the rest 
of your life. You move through your neighbourhood, you stop in 
a shop, you stand at a bus stop, and all the while you run into 
people you know by sight or because you sometimes chat with 
them at the school playground or the park where you walk your 
dog, or because you know them from your work or school and 
they live in the same neighbourhood as you. Blokland and Nast 
claim that it would be overambitious to strive to get to know one 
another on a more than superf icial basis purely on the basis of 
the coincidence that you live in the same neighbourhood. People 
generally do not expand their networks by adding friends from 
the neighbourhood; they f ind friends elsewhere. Government 
interventions that insinuate that you really should be friends 
with your neighbours in fact generate the wrong expectations. 
After all, true friendship requires like-mindedness and a certain 
degree of homogeneity, which is by def inition rare in an urban 
setting.

Towards a ‘light’ form of a sense of home – 
the importance of amicability

In our view, Blokland and Nast are right in arguing that public 
familiarity – which they identify in terms of safety and being 
familiar with ‘strangers’ – is key to living in a city. But many 
people in a neighbourhood, district or street seek something 
more than merely living together: they want, in fact, to feel at 
home. And for that, public familiarity is a necessary precondition 
but is insuff icient – at least in the way that Blokland and Nast 
def ine it. We believe their def inition of the term familiarity is 
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too parsimonious, for familiarity not only refers to something 
that one is accustomed to, it also signif ies amicability. This 
latter aspect of familiarity denotes a friendly interaction – the 
way friends treat each other – without the depth and emotional 
weight of True Friendship. When people treat each other kindly, 
they treat each other as if they are friends and assume that they 
can trust each other. They presume that they have things in 
common, and they treat each other in a way that exudes trust 
and ease. There is trust in such a relationship unless proven 
otherwise, instead of the opposite, distrustful variant in which 
people view each other with suspicion until ‘common ground’ 
is found.

Research has shown that amicability does not mean that 
you have to be ‘the same’ in terms of a shared lifestyle, cul-
tural background or socio-economic position: the common 
denominator can be that you both have a child or a dog, that 
you both love to swim, that you visit the same church or always 
put the trash out on a Wednesday or take the same bus to the 
city centre. Amicability is more about what you do (together) 
than who you are: it is much more about activity than identity. 
This makes it also an ‘attainable’ ideal for people living in 
heterogeneous neighbourhoods. Such people probably do not 
have much in common in terms of ‘identities’ – ethnic, religious, 
cultural – but this does not mean that they have no activities in 
common with each other. Many successful social interventions 
are therefore focused on activities that residents undertake 
together: they create a form of commonality that form a basis 
for amicability.

To deal with someone amicably is somewhere between ‘ami-
able’ and ‘chummy’: it is more than simply being friendly, but it 
is not based on – nor is its aim – true friendship. It is this ‘mild 
form of friendship’, this amicability, that can fulf il the various 
needs of people to feel at home in a public space.

Our conception of familiarity goes beyond the narrow concep-
tion of public familiarity in which everything appears to revolve 
around being able to survive in the urban ‘jungle’. While Joke van 
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der Zwaard advocates a limited definition of public familiarity, fo-
cused on feelings of security among ‘familiar strangers’, we would 
adopt a broader definition that includes amicability. Amicability 
adds something that allows people to feel at home while simul-
taneously giving others space to also feel at home. A person who 
treats you amicably is giving you space and the recognition that 
you belong there. And often it is a very familiar pattern: a friendly 
relationship develops over the course of time. It is like a dance 
on the sidewalk that becomes so familiar that you immediately 
notice if something or someone is missing. Certain people simply 
belong, not because you are so emotionally connected to them, 
not because you recognise them as someone who is ‘just like you’, 
but because they actively make the neighbourhood what it is – a 
neighbourhood that everyone can call their own to some extent.

There is a ‘mild’ form of a sense of home in many boroughs 
and neighbourhoods, even in those that are mixed. Instead of 
striving for the deepest variant of this sense of home in which 
friendships are formed between residents, it would be more effec-
tive to encourage friendly relations. Such relations are not created 
from one day to the next; they require time. If a neighbourhood 
experiences a rapid change in character, such amicable relations 
will temporarily be put under pressure, but over time they will 
develop again. Striving for amicable relations appears to be a 
realistic option for residents, policymakers and social workers: 
we can learn to treat each other amicably, especially if we know 
that as a result we will feel more at home in our neighbourhood. 
Being friendly with strangers on our street and in our neighbour-
hood is an effective way to appropriate (to a certain extent) an 
area that we always share with others. By doing so, we actively 
create a place in which we can feel quite at home. In our opinion, 
this is the best that politics and social policy can and should 
stimulate. To hope for more and to arouse lofty expectations 
could lead to unmanageable conflicts between residents and to 
the exclusion of certain population groups. A public home is a 
place to which one should never be too emotionally wedded, as 
it is a place that by def inition also belongs to ‘others’.



 29

The authors

Jan Willem Duyvendak is Distinguished Research Professor of 
Sociology at the University of Amsterdam. His main f ields of 
research are social movements, the transformation of the welfare 
state, citizenship, ‘feeling at home’ and nativism. To view his 
publications, see www.jwduyvendak.nl.

Fenneke Wekker is sociologist and urban ethnographer. Her 
research is focused on feeling and practices at home, inclusion 
and exclusion mechanisms in urban settings, community forma-
tion, and the role of race, ethnicity, class, age and gender. See for 
other publications: www.fennekewekker.nl.

This essay is based on: Duyvendak, J.W. & F. Wekker. 2015. Thuis 
in de openbare ruimte? Over vreemden, vrienden en het belang 
van amicaliteit. The Hague: Platform 31. <www.platform31.nl/
uploads/media_item/media_item/37/45/ Essay_Thuis_in_de_
openbare_ruimte-1424180382.pdf>

Further reading

Blokland, Talja & Julia Nast. 2014. ‘From public familiarity to 
comfort zone: The relevance of absent ties for belonging in 
Berlin’s mixed neighbourhoods’, in: International Journal of 
Urban and Regional Research. 38: 1142-1159.

Zwaard, Joke van der. 2010. Scenes in de copy corner. Van vluchtige 
ontmoetingen naar publieke vertrouwdheid. Amsterdam: SUN 
Trancity.

http://www.jwduyvendak.nl/
http://www.fennekewekker.nl/
http://www.platform31.nl/uploads/media_item/media_item/37/45/
http://www.platform31.nl/uploads/media_item/media_item/37/45/

	Cover
	Contents
		Acknowledgements
	1.	Urban Europe and the European Union
	An introduction
	Virginie Mamadouh and Anne van Wageningen


	Part 1 – Citizenship
	2.	At home in the city?
	The difference between friendship and amicability
	Jan Willem Duyvendak and Fenneke Wekker


	3.	A tolerant social climate?
	Questioning the validity of an overly positive self-image
	Thijl Sunier


	4.	Sex and the city
	Room for sexual citizenship
	Gert Hekma


	5.	The city as integration mechanism?
	Active, integrated migrants require an active government
	Jeanine Klaver and Arend Odé


	6.	Undocumented immigrants
	Between exclusion and inclusion
	Blanca Garcés-Mascareñas and Sébastien Chauvin


	7.	From Mokum to Damsko and back again?
	Deep language diversity and the new urbanity
	Virginie Mamadouh and Nesrin El Ayadi


	8.	Schools in the multilingual city
	Not every language is equal
	Orhan Agirdag


	9.	City kids and citizenship
	Lia Karsten

	10.	Those who feel left behind
	Fenne M. Pinkster

	11.	Exiles in the city: A triptych
	Guido Snel, Sepp Eckenhaussen and Fien de Ruiter


	Part 2 – Urban nodes
	12.	Hub Cities 2.0 for the 21st century
	Núria Arbonés Aran

	13.	Competing cities and urban networks in medieval Europa
	Arie van Steensel

	14.	Beyond anti-urban sentiments
	Towards a new metropolitan European family
	Zef Hemel


	15.	Trendy coffee shops and urban sociability
	Jan Rath and Wietze Gelmers

	16.	A quiet transfer
	The disappearing urban prison, Amsterdam and beyond
	G. Geltner


	17.	Build something different for a change!
	How the people of Amsterdam resisted the sell-out of their city centre
	Tim Verlaan


	18.	Big is beautiful?
	Small-scale urban projects for a new century
	Stan Majoor


	19.	Creative cities and shrinking cities: False opposites?
	Marco Bontje


	Part 3 – Creative cities
	20.	The creative destruction and recovery of cities
	Joost Jonker

	21.	Visions and symbols of the creative city
	From the patroness of the city to the 3D Print Canal House
	Claartje Rasterhoff


	22.	Smart cities value their smart citizens
	Frank Kresin

	23.	The dangers of a tamed city
	Robert C. Kloosterman

	24.	Cities and creative unpredictability
	Moritz Föllmer

	25.	Cultural Incubators: The squats of the 21st century?
	Jaap Draaisma

	26.	New cities as testing grounds for a new urbanity
	Arnold Reijndorp


	Part 4 – Sustainable cities
	27.	The social sustainability of European cities
	The importance of local government
	Sako Musterd and Jan Nijman


	28.	Bothersome and besotted
	The struggle against public drunkenness in urban space
	Gemma Blok


	29.	ProefGroen (Taste Green / Test Green)
	A healthy diet can also be tasty and sustainable
	Coosje Dijkstra, Jutka Halberstadt, Jaap Seidell and Arnoud Verhoeff


	30.	Cycling is an acquired skill
	A cycling city is created through trial and error
	Marco te Brömmelstroet


	31.	Growing socio-spatial segregation in European capitals: Different government, less mitigation
	Sako Musterd

	32.	The future of the city
	Amsterdam between growth and overexploitation?
	Jeroen Slot and Laure Michon


	33.	Welcome to Amsterdam! Well, not really
	The right to the city requires a city in balance
	Arie van Wijngaarden


	34.	More than just housing
	The importance of housing associations for a sustainable city
	Jeroen van der Veer and Dick Schuiling


	35.	The energetic city: Between dreams and deeds
	Matthijs Hisschemöller


	Part 5 – Urban representation
	36.	The dreamed European city (urbo kune)
	Eberhard van der Laan

	37.	Interlocking identities
	Amsterdam, the Netherlands and Europe in the built environment of the capital
	Michael Wintle


	38.	An eye for freedom: Spinoza and Terstall in Amsterdam
	Patricia Pisters

	39.	An urban geopolitics
	(or, the perils of using the city to rebrand the state – and Europe)
	Luiza Bialasiewicz


	40.	Decor and decorum in diplomacy
	Herman van der Wusten

	41.	Urban diplomacy in Europe
	Mutual engagement or business-minded pragmatism?
	Claske Vos


	42.	Town twinning
	Over the (ir)relevance of the paradiplomacy of European cities
	Virginie Mamadouh



	Part 6 – Cities in administrative and policy networks
	43.	The city as a tool to promote European integration: Napoleonic Amsterdam
	Martijn van der Burg and Anne van Wageningen

	44.	The European city as a bulwark of resistance against neoliberalisation
	P.W. Zuidhof

	45.	About bed, bath and bread
	Municipalities as the last resort for rejected asylum seekers
	Lia Versteegh


	46.	Safe cities in Europe: Making the leap to sustainable connections
	Monica den Boer

	47.	URBAN Bijlmermeer
	How a European programme became the catalyst for a ‘black revolution’ in Amsterdam Southeast
	Thea Dukes


	48.	A Europe of peripheries
	Federico Savini

	49.	An Urban Agenda for the European Union: About cities or with cities?
	Wouter van der Heijde

	50.	2031: The year the city disbanded the state
	Anne van Wageningen




