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The tradition of the oppressed teaches us that the ‘state of 
emergency’ in which we live is not the exception but the rule. We 
must attain to a conception of history that is in keeping with this 

insight. Then we shall clearly realize that it is our task to bring 
about a real state of emergency. 

Walter Benjamin

Before familiarity can turn into awareness the familiar must be 
stripped of its inconspicuousness; we must give up assuming that 
the object in question needs no explanation. However frequently 

recurrent, modest, vulgar it may be, it will now be labeled as 
something unusual. 

Bertolt Brecht
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INTRODUCTION

As the entanglements of everybody with everybody else have 
grown in recent times, to the point where everyone is tripping over 

everyone’s feet,  and everyone is in everyone’s face, its disruptive 
power, its capacity to induce doubts in those who think they have 

things figured out, taped, under control, rapidly increases. We live 
in a bazaar, not a cathedral; a whirl, not a diagram, and this makes 

it difficult for anyone anymore to be wholly at ease with his or her 
own ideas, no matter how official, no matter how cherished, no 

matter how plated with certainty.
Clifford Geertz (1995)

After local elections in March 2011 the Dutch prime-minister 
Mark Rutte, a member of the free-market liberal, rightist VVD that 
had won the elections and still today is the largest political force 
in the country, bore witness to the far-reaching transformation 
of Dutch political discourse in recent decades. In response to the 
electoral victory of his party, the prime-minister said, ‘We are 
going to give this beautiful country back to the Dutch, because 
that is our project.’ The premier’s words echoed his earlier promise, 
made when he presented his first cabinet in October 2010, to ‘give 
the country back to hard-working Dutchmen’.1 This statement 

1 See the column of Anil Ramdas on this issue:
https://www.groene.nl/artikel/hardwerkende-nederlanders
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exemplified the normalization of a peculiar political discourse 
in the Netherlands - an exclusionary politics that rests on the 
construction and imagination of a notion of ‘the people’, as in the 
rhetorical figure of the hardworking Dutchman for instance. The 
people called upon in these discourses, it must be emphasized, 
‘do not form a shapeless demos, but a particular ethnos or natio’ 
(Farris, 2016): the people called into being are ‘autochthonous’ (cf. 
Geschiere, 2009a). 

The figure of the hardworking, ordinary Dutch person 
also plays a central role in the rhetoric of the populist, rightwing 
Party for Freedom (Partij voor de Vrijheid, PVV). The leader of 
this nationalist and anti-immigration political formation, Geert 
Wilders, for years has argued that he represents ‘hardworking 
Dutch people’ like ‘Henk and Ingrid’ (sometimes: ‘Henk and Anja’). 
Wilders argues, ‘We make a choice for the people who don’t have 
it easy [die het niet cadeau krijgen]. Not for the elite, but for Henk 
and Ingrid.’ Boundaries are drawn, in Wilders’ discourse, between 
‘ordinary people’ and allegedly pluralist elites, but also between 
‘white autochthones’ and people of migrant background. ‘Henk 
and Ingrid,’ Wilders once famously said, ‘have to pay for Ahmed 
and Fatima. They have ‘a right’ to a safer Netherlands that is more 
Dutch’.2 Class and cultural boundaries submerge in a discourse 
giving form and shape to a rightwing populist political paradigm 
and social persona - the ordinary person, who is ‘originally’ Dutch 
and presumed to be and construed as white.

Important questions concerning the complex plurality 
characterizing contemporary societies emerge here - particularly 
considering Geertz’ remark above. Who are these hardworking 
Dutchmen called into being in these discourses? How does this 
symbolic figure relate to the lived realities of subjects in the urban 
day-to-day life of mixed neighborhoods? How do these exclusionary 

2 De Telegraaf, ‘PVV doet het voor Henk en Ingrid’. April 23, 2010, my emphasis. 
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discourses affect the possibilities for urban interculturalism and 
the development of new and plural, diverse collective narratives? 
This book takes as a starting point the emergence, in the extended 
aftermath of decolonization and the Cold War and amidst the 
withering of the Fordist-Keynesian compact in Europe, of what 
Nicholas de Genova has referred to as ‘the European question’, or 
the problem of Europeanness: 

W.E.B. Du Bois famously articulated the ever-unasked 
question posed implicitly to African Americans -- 
‘How does it feel to be a problem?’ While this dilemma 
persists also for people racialized as non-white in 
Europe, the question has also become pertinent for the 
presumptively ‘true’ or ‘real’ Europeans: each national 
identity -- Dutch-ness, or Danish-ness, or Spanish-
ness, and so forth -- has become newly problematic. 
(De Genova, 2012: 2-3)

The reanimation of nationalism and the strong ascent and 
normalization of culturalist and nativist politics in Europe, which 
is expressed in the rise and growing social and political influence 
of rightwing populist3, deeply exclusionary formations and ideas, 
calls for an anthropology that turns attention to precisely those 
European populations construed as native. The rise to political 
influence of nativist populisms demands an analytic focus on 
the reconstruction of majoritarian identities in Europe, and the 
everyday discourses and politics emerging in this context.

3 The term populism is not without its problems. I engage with the debate 
concerning this notion in Chapter 2.
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A culturalization of citizenship
The Netherlands’ political landscape has changed fundamentally 
after the rise and murder of Pim Fortuyn. The ex-Marxist 
sociologist Fortuyn came into prominence on the political stage 
in 2001 as the leader of a new, populist anti-immigration, anti-
Muslim political movement. His party won almost 35 percent of the 
vote in his hometown of Rotterdam in the March 2002 municipal 
elections, and 17 percent nationally in May of that year, in elections 
held only days after his assassination (see Buruma, 2006). Fortuyn 
had built his charismatic political persona around a radical attack 
on the ‘established’ political right for not heeding the widespread 
frustration with refugees and immigrants, while blaming the left - 
which he dubbed ‘de linkse kerk’ (the left church) - for abandoning 
‘ordinary people’ to the consequences of immigration and what he 
called ‘Islamization’ (Fortuyn, 2001). Fortuyn’s discourse built on 
already existing public and political modes of identifying alterity 
and associating migrants and their offspring - metonymically but 
sometimes metaphorically - with social problems and feelings of 
discomfort and displacement (e.g. Van Reekum, 2014). Baukje Prins 
has theorized this ‘prehistory’ of the culturalization of citizenship 
as the ascent of ‘new realism’ - a genre of speaking about Dutch 
multicultural society that emerged in the early 1990s during the 
so-called national minorities debate (Prins, 2002). Especially the 
rightwing politician Frits Bolkestein - the 1990s leader of the free-
market, conservative liberals already mentioned above (the VVD) 
- criticized an existing discourse surrounding ‘ethnic minorities’ 
as too lenient and permissive. Bolkestein presented himself as a 
politician who voiced unjustly marginalized popular discourses 
that could be encountered, he argued, in the churches and bars 
of the country. He said; ‘A representative who ignores the people’s 
concerns is worth nothing’ (Bolkestein in Prins 2004). In his 
important assessment of the transformation of Dutch society and 
politics in the 2000s, the internationally renowned sociologist Ian 
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Buruma quotes Bolkestein saying: ‘You should never underestimate 
how deeply Moroccan and Turkish immigrants are hated by the 
Dutch. My political success rests upon the fact that I have listened 
to these feelings’ (2006: 58). 

Fortuyn thus radicalized and normalized an already 
existing and important new realist discourse, which culminated 
in a culturalization of citizenship that has deeply affected Dutch 
society since the early 2000s. Since the rise of Fortuyn, political 
constructions pitting ‘autochthonous’ Dutch citizens against 
allegedly devious (post-)migrants have become increasingly 
normalized in the political and social sphere. In this process, 
citizenship has become redefined in terms of cultural assimilation, 
ethnic loyalty and national identity. Ethnicized and racialized 
groups are now construed and defined as cultural Others and as 
such are asked to integrate into the fiction we call Dutch ‘culture’. 
At the same time, a communitarian definition of the good citizen 
has become dominant. As Mandy de Wilde has summarized: 
‘The communitarian citizenship ideal implies a transformation 
in the way citizens are perceived by governments: no longer as 
rational, individual and calculative subjects but more prominently 
as affective subjects in search of attachments to something in 
common’ (2015: 22). 

In this dissertation, I analyze this culturalization of 
citizenship in the Netherlands from a critical and ethnographic 
perspective. The concept gives name to the rise of a discursive 
genre, an interpretive frame, that carves up Dutch society in 
distinct, internally homogeneous and delimited cultures, and 
that represents autochthonous ‘Dutch culture’ as a threatened 
entity that must be protected against the allegedly deviant cultures 
and moralities of minoritized and racialized outsiders. The 
culturalist discourse rests on the construction of a symbolic ‘front’ 
- a boundary - between autochthonous insiders and so-called 
newcomers, who - as I will flesh out in Chapter 4 - continue to be 
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represented as ‘space invaders’ (Puwar, 2004) or guests in a national 
home. The culturalist logic, which as we shall see, is intimately tied 
up with populist rhetoric, also sections the autochthonous social 
space in distinct camps - the ordinary, ‘hardworking Dutchman’ as 
underdog versus the establishment, while the latter is represented 
as alienated from authentic, autochthonous realities.

My study is concerned with the ethnography of this ‘culturalist’ 
common-sense in the Netherlands.4 Rather than focusing only 
on the national, discursive frame, I ask how the ‘culturalization 
of citizenship’ has played out in people’s everyday life-worlds. 
I approach the culturalization of citizenship as a process of 
formation in which ‘situated subjectivities’ take shape: a ‘sense of 
who one is, of one’s social location, and how (given the first two) 
one is prepared to act’ (Brubaker, 2005: 44). Culturalism is thus 
conceptualized as productive of categories, frames and schemas 
through which people perceive the world and act upon it; it is a 
process in which forms of ‘self-understanding’ (Ibid.) take shape 

4 Other notions for more or less the same discourses used in the context of the 
Netherlands include ‘culturism’, which Willem Schinkel conceptualizes as the 
functional equivalent of racism (2007). Schinkel prefers the term above ‘culturalism’, 
used by Uitermark and now by me in this book, because it can be easily confused with 
the culturalist traditions in ‘American’ anthropology and sociology. These traditions 
are indeed also grounded in notions that ‘traditional’ cultures exist and can to a 
certain extent be isolated analytically, although American culturalism is grounded 
in an intense belief in the equality of cultures, whereas contemporary culturalist 
ideologies emphasize hierarchies. Other terms used to describe articulations 
of ‘cultural racism’ include Etienne Balibar’s ‘neoracism’ (1991). My own view is 
that analyses that make a strong distinction between racism and culturalism are 
highly problematic. Such distinctions between the old and the new racism in my 
view cannot be made: racism was always a cultural phenomenon. As Ann Stoler for 
instance, has pointed out, biological racism was always only one aspect of colonial 
racism, which was always also about distinction, behavior, and ‘civility’. Racism - in 
other words - has always been cultural. When it comes to contemporary ‘cultural’ 
racism, it is clear that the ‘biological’ constantly surfaces within these discourses 
(e.g. Balkenhol, 2013; M’charek, 2013). I am therefore opposed to making a clear-
cut distinction between racism and culturalism.
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and a sense of location, commonality, and alterity is construed and 
negotiated. It denotes a transformation in the realm of what Pierre 
Bourdieu called a sens pratique (1990) - the practical sense, at once 
affective, habitual, emotional and cognitive, that persons have of 
the social world and their location in it (see Brubaker, 2005: 44; 75). 

This focus on categories, frames, and social location 
leads to a critical exploration of the terms ‘autochthonous’ and 
‘allochthonous’, which together name an operative taxonomy 
that carves up Dutch society along ethnic lines, ‘nominating into 
existence’ (Goldberg, 1997: 29-30) a majority population of ‘white’ 
Dutch citizens classified as ‘autochthonous’ on the basis of kinship 
and people’s alleged cultural and genealogical attachment to the 
Dutch soil (Duyvendak, 2011; Geschiere, 2009a; 2009b; Schinkel, 
2007; Yanow and Van der Haar, 2011). In other words, the notions 
of autochthony and allochthony denote a process of majoritization 
and minoritization (Rath, 1991). As a social anthropologist, 
my interest is in the enactment of autochthony in everyday life, 
in the ways in which daily life and people’s self-understanding 
are structured by the discourse of autochthony. During my field 
work in Amsterdam New West I have studied how autochthony is 
negotiated and appropriated in everyday life; and what role it plays 
in the ways people act upon the world. I thus analyze the extent to 
which autochthony takes shape as a cultural model for the guiding 
of perception and the organization of social action, and how it does 
so. I look at the complex relationship between autochthony as a 
symbolically powerful discourse and imaginary, institutionalized 
in practices of governance and in political rhetorics, and the things 
people do with these frames and categories. Conceptualizing the 
autochthony / allochthony taxonomy, I follow Brubaker’s approach 
of ethnicity as relational and processual and as ‘happening every 
day’ (Brubaker et al., 2006: 6-7): 
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This means thinking of ethnicity, race, and nation 
[...] in terms of practical categories, situated actions, 
cultural idioms, cognitive schemas, discursive frames, 
organizational routines, institutional forms, political 
projects, and contingent events. It means thinking 
of ethnicization [...] as political, social, cultural, and 
psychological processes. (Brubaker, 2005: 11) 

Summarizing, autochthony must not be thought of in terms 
of a cultural substance of an ethnic or national ‘group’ that we can 
confidently take as our fundamental unit of inquiry, but in terms 
of practical categories, situated actions and symbolic frames. The 
culturalization of citizenship has been studied mostly ‘from above’ 
- in and through the analysis of political developments and public 
discourse. This study, on the other hand, will focus on the politics 
of everyday life. This is what ethnography has to offer: a focus on 
symbolic behavior and everyday action, on the subtle ways people 
and social formations employ, contest, and transform the various 
‘identities’ ascribed to them (Verkaaik, 2010: 70).

A reification of culture
Central to the process of culturalization is the mobilization of a 
notion of culture as an integral whole - a static totality - and the 
symbolic equation of social groups with a particular ethnos and a 
reified culture. The culturalist common sense is based on the idea 
that Dutch culture should be dominant on Dutch soil, and should 
be defended against the cultures of deviant outsiders. A dominant 
Dutch culture is to assimilate minorities into the fictive body 
we call society, which is conceived of as an integral totality with 
a discrete, monolithic cultural substance (Ibid.). In Jan Willem 
Duyvendak’s terms, the culturalist ideal is a ‘homogeneous national 
home’ (2011, my emphasis). 
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The notion of culture as a distinct totality - or a home - 
constitutes a conception of culture that is troubling from an 
anthropological perspective. Reified cultural frameworks ignore 
the relational, processual, and conflictual character of human 
world-making. It simplifies reality by creating an illusion of cultural 
unity, reducing the opponent to a knowable and perceivable 
essence. Culturalism constitutes a discourse that ‘equates ethnic 
categories with social groups under the name of ‘community’ and 
[…] identifies each community with a reified culture’ (Baumann, 
1996: 188). Moreover, the culture ascribed to minorities has 
increasingly become framed as explanatory of social problems of 
persons in minoritized social groups, including persistent socio-
economic marginalization and deviant attitudes and behavior. This 
in turn points to a naturalization of culture: those defined as ethnic 
minorities are seen to ‘form a community based on their reified 
culture; and their culture must appear in reified form, because they 
are, after all, identified as a community’ (1996: 17). Culturalization 
almost always denotes some form of naturalization. The late Gerd 
Baumann’s critique of essentialist and totalizing conceptions of 
culture, and the alternative he formulates, is illuminating and 
deserves attention here. Baumann advocates an understanding of 
culture as a ‘triple helix in perpetual motion’ (2007). Cultures, he 
argues, always have to ‘strike new balances among three factors: 
changing material circumstances (‘survival’), changing motivations 
and cognitive structures (‘sense-making’), and changing patterns 
of action and behaviour (‘agency’)’ (Ibid: 112). The three elements 
of this triple helix constantly act upon the other: change is the key 
word here and culture is always in motion. It is not an essence but 
a process. This understanding of culture as a ‘perpetuum mobile’ 
(Ibid.), as dynamic, processual, and historical is at odds with the 
substantialist, organicist and nativist use of culture in common-
sense, culturalist discourse. 
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From the perspective of a critical analysis of culture and 
ethnicity5, the carving up of the social world in bounded groups 
and along ethnic, racial, and cultural lines - and the reification 
of cultural systems as discrete, coherent entities - cannot be 
sustained. The reification of culture as an analytic concept is 
precisely the object of anthropological understanding and critique. 
In other words, a relational, ethnographically informed analysis 
of culturalization necessarily constitutes an ‘unfreezing’ of the 
‘static, substantialist categories that deny the fluidity - hence, the 
mutability, of figurational patternings’ (Emirbayer, 1997: 308). 
Such an approach cannot take the dominant discourse for granted: 
its effects and workings are precisely what are under investigation. 
Relational social scientists, ethnographers, and others, must 
find ways of taking vernacular categories, common-sense 
understandings, and everyday narratives seriously, without falling 
into the trap of becoming ‘analytic naturalizers’ (Gil-White 1999, 
quoted in Brubaker, 2005: 9), replicating essentialist and reifying 
conceptions.

Social research in the fields of ethnicity and integration in the 
Netherlands has sometimes suffered from a lack of reflexive analysis 
and therefore from a form of analytic naturalization. As scholars of 
race in the United States have argued, racial principles are ‘deeply 
inscribed in the objective structures of racial domination, which 
some race analysts take for granted because they are deeply formed 
within them’ (Emirbayer and Desmond, 2012: 6). The location of 
scholars in any racialized order ‘deeply affects their presuppositions 
with respect to it’ (Ibid., 5). One of the consequences of this has 
been that whiteness, conceptualized not in the first place on the 

5 See e.g.: Appadurai, 1996;. Barth, 1969; Baumann, 1996; 1999; Cohen, 1985; 
1999; Eriksen, 1993; Geschiere, 2009a; 2009b; Verkaaik, 2009; Wolf, 1997; 2001; and
 see Kuper, 2000; Brubaker, 2005; Brubaker et al., 2006; Desmond and Emirbayer, 
2009a; Emirbayer and Desmond, 2011; Gilroy, 2005; Schinkel, 2007.



29

INTRODUCTION

basis of phenotype, but as a field of power that is defined by means 
of skin color, accent and language, habitus, normative behavior, 
aesthetic disposition, cultural preference, and taste, has long been 
ignored as an object of study and analysis. Whiteness has not been 
understood as a social construct but as ‘the standard against which 
all other categories are (implicitly) compared’ (Emirbayer and 
Desmond, 2012: 6). 

This assessment, articulated by Emirbayer and Desmond 
here but emerging - more broadly - from the field of critical 
race studies, is highly relevant for the research on autochthony 
in the Netherlands. Like whiteness, ‘autochthony’ has implicitly 
(and sometimes explicitly) functioned as the unreflexive norm, 
a neutral category, a natural fact without a history or relational 
context. Thus it functions, like whiteness, as a ‘reference category’ 
(see Emirbayer and Desmond, 2012; Hartigan, 1997) against which 
deviant cultures can be measured, or a cultural ‘whole’ into which 
minoritized and racialized Others can be reasonably expected 
to ‘integrate’. Willem Schinkel has pointed out that, unlike the 
supposed ‘cultures’ of Others, autochthony is not understood as an 
ethnos, denoting the sense that everything that is not autochthonous 
is automatically ‘ethnic’, while the notion of ‘autochthony’ itself is 
exempt from ethnicity and as a result from social scientific scrutiny 
(Schinkel, 2007: 172-174). As Schinkel (2007) points out, much 
‘integration’ research, which plays an important role in the social-
sciences in the Netherlands and in Europe more generally, has a 
tendency to reproduce this ‘differentiation mechanism’, in which 
society is divided up in allochthonous (ethnic/cultural, outside) 
and autochthonous (neutral/inside) parts (see Geschiere, 2009a: 
130-168). 

Autochthony on the one hand is politicized as the normative 
background against which Others can be seen, known and counted, 
while on the other hand it is mobilized as a neutral entity, which 
itself is exempted from scientific scrutiny and reflexivity. This 
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lack of reflexive analysis can be found in the fields of criminology, 
economics, and political science, but also in the sociology of 
integration, ethnicity, and religion, as Daan Beekers has recently 
shown (2015). Some scholarly representations have the tendency 
to reproduce precisely the substantialist categories that should be 
the objects of social analysis. As Duyvendak (2011: 84-105) has 
argued, the problem with the analysis of ‘the social and political 
crisis around the ‘integration’ of immigrants in the Netherlands’ 
is that it often begins with the implicit - and sometimes explicit - 
premise that Dutch autochthonous culture has always been there. 
It takes autochthony as a neutral, sociologically unproblematic 
category, a distinct totality that has been disrupted as a result of 
the forces of globalization and immigration.6 Hence, in contrast to 
the understanding of culture as a ‘triple helix in perpetual motion’ 
that Gerd Baumann (2007) defends, some scholars posit an a priori 
incompatibility of cultural wholes, beginning with the assumption 
that migrant ‘cultures’ disrupt an autochthonous sense of home and 
wholeness. Migrant cultures are thus framed as ‘wezensvreemd’, 
alien/strange, to use the notion the well-known, neoconservative 
philosopher Ad Verbrugge employs (2004). 

This culturalism is explicit for instance, in the work of 
Sniderman and Hagendoorn (2006), who argue that the discontent 
of autochthonous Dutch citizens with multi-ethnic realities 
can and must be understood as the result of a multiculturalism 

6 Willem Schinkel offers illuminating examples: Van den Brink (2006) begins 
his work on cultural contrast in the Netherlands with the unreflexive premise that 
there is a ‘tension’ between ‘the cultural heritage of migrants’ and ‘the demands 
of the Dutch environment’ (303), as if ‘migrant cultural heritage’ and ‘the Dutch 
environment’ can operate as explanatory variables, as discrete and static substances 
that are not themselves the product of social composition (see Schinkel, 2007: 149-
150). Similarly, Paul Schnabel (1999) posits a fundamental contradiction between 
a ‘modern-secular, universally oriented culture of the Western world’, which 
he describes as accommodating (inschikkelijk) to minorities, and the allegedly 
unaccommodating cultures of minorities themselves (Schnabel, 1999: 10; cf. 
Schinkel, 2007: 325-326). 
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from above. ‘Dutch multicultural policies created feelings of 
homelessness and alienation among native Dutch’ (Sniderman and 
Hagendoorn, 2006). These authors, not unlike Koopmans (2005), 
suggest that allegedly pluralist policies of the past not only gave 
(too much) leeway to (post-)migrants cultures, but also disrupted a 
once homogeneous national home, an ethnically undisturbed past, 
a national sense of emplacement and security (cf. Duyvendak and 
Scholten, 2011). 

From a social-scientific point of view, this approach is 
problematic because it is grounded in a number of false premises 
(cf. Schinkel, 2007). First of these is the premise that Dutch 
policies can indeed be labeled as multiculturalist and pluralist. 
Other researchers have demonstrated sufficiently that this cannot 
be empirically sustained.7 Second, the approach is grounded in 
‘the local hierarchization of cultures’ that Schinkel discusses, 
the double reification - cultural and spatial - that there is such a 
thing as ‘Dutch culture’ and that this alleged ‘culture’ should be 
dominant on ‘Dutch soil’. This very notion linking a reified culture 
to a particular place is in need of deconstruction. Indeed, the 
analysis of Dutch autochthony must begin with an understanding 
of autochthony as a symbolic category - an imagined community 
- that needs deconstruction, not reproduction. As Francio 
Guadeloupe (2015) notes, there has always been movement of 
people, cultural expression, and things within Europe and as part 
of the colonial ‘encounter’: multiplicity and diversity are nothing 
new. Once understood as a ‘fiction’ - in the Geertzian sense (1973), 
hence as ‘something made’, ‘something fashioned’ - the task 
becomes to explore the performative power and persuasiveness of 
the fiction of autochthony, and the ways in which it is materialized 
in people’s everyday life-worlds as common sense and ‘really real’ 
(cf. Meyer, 2009; Van de Port, 2004).

7 See e.g. Duyvendak and Scholten, 2011; Scholten, 2011; Uitermark, 2010; 
Uitermark et al., 2014b; Van Reekum and Duyvendak, 2013; Van Reekum, 2014.
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Ordinary people
In his book on the politics of home, Duyvendak argues that his 
analysis of parliamentary debates shows:

that, over time, the crisis in ‘feeling at home’ has indeed 
become primarily a problem for the native-born. In 
the 1990s, and around 2000, ‘not feeling at home’ was 
still mostly discussed as a problem for immigrants [....] 
After 2002 (the murder of Pim Fortuyn), and even more 
after 2004 (the murder of Theo van Gogh), discussions 
about the loss of home feelings have almost invariably 
concerned the native Dutch, whom politicians 
increasingly paint as ‘foreigners’ in their own country. 
(2011: 95) 

In short, the rhetorical figure of the native-born, ordinary 
autochthon whose sense of home and emplacement has been 
undermined as a result of immigration and multiculturalist, 
pluralist policies has come to take an increasingly central role in 
Dutch politics (Duyvendak, 2011). This is a quite ‘old’ rhetorical 
figure that has played a pivotal role in far right imaginaries in 
the 1970s and 1980s, in different ways has also been mobilized 
by the leftist Socialist Party in the 1980s and after (SP, 1982; cf. 
Duvyendak, 2011), and by way of the ascent of contemporary 
culturalist populism has moved from the margins to the center of 
Dutch political and public discourse.8 

There is a complex dynamic of cultural hierarchization at 
work here. In the dominant discourse, white Dutch citizens are 
equated with the category of ‘autochthony’. People thus categorized 

8 It has also come to play a central role in social analysis and popular scientific 
scholarship (e.g. Ellian, 2002; Fennema, 2010; Fortuyn, 2002; Koopmans, 2004; 
Koopmans et al., 2005; Scheffer, 2000; Sniderman and Hagendoorn, 2006; Van den 
Brink, 2006).
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are linked with the soil historically and genealogically9, and 
framed as having an historical right to the soil (Duyvendak, 2011). 
This nativist logic is replicated in the kind of social analyses that 
treat autochthony as a norm, not as something to be explained, 
but as something with which to explain social phenomena - 
‘Others’, deviants, outsiders. One of the critical objectives of my 
study is precisely to denaturalize autochthony, to understand 
autochthonous culture not as neutral but as part and parcel of 
processes of making sense of and giving meaning to the world. I 
thus seek to observe what notions, idioms, frames, stories, and self-
understandings are produced within the discourse of autochthony 
- and how these are ‘staged on and between bodies’ (Linke, 2006). 
What is crucial, therefore, is to pay attention to the affective and 
emotional dimensions of autochthony, to autochthony as an 
‘aesthetic formation’ (Meyer, 2009) that is grounded in memories, 
sensibilities, affects, and habits that have historically developed, 
and that are produced, circulated, maintained, and shared among 
people, informing their everyday dispositions in multiple ways. 
The politics of home are a matter of aesthetic formation (Meyer, 
2009; cf. Tamimi Arab, 2013). Autochthony is about people, but it 
is also about material things and features, about buildings, events, 
and emotions. Autochthony constructs continuity between the 
different levels of Dutch ‘whiteness’. A focus on habits, emotions, 
and things shifts attention to the marshaling and organizing of 
white audiences through affect, and to the structures of feeling 
within which white, autochthonous people shape their everyday 
emotive and perceptive life-worlds.

9 See for instance, the 2009 Labor Party white paper on migration and integration: 
‘Neighborhoods built for workers and the middle class have become migrant 
districts. Well-known social customs have disappeared. Shared codes of conduct 
are no longer self-evident.  [....] [P]eople have experienced feelings of unease. Their 
country is changing and they feel alienated. They feel the changes have been foisted 
upon them - and that is a nasty feeling when it comes to the country where you were 
born and raised, which you, your parents and their parents built up’ (PvdA, 2009, 
quoted in Duyvendak, 2011: 96-97). 
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Commonplace diversity? 
Knowing the city, argues the anthropologist James Holston, is 
always experimental (1999, 155). 

Cities are full of stories in time [....] Their narratives 
are epic and everyday; they tell of migration and 
production, law and laughter, revolution and art. Yet 
[...] each foray into the palimpsest of city surfaces 
reveals only traces of these relations. Once lived as 
irreducible to one another, they are registered as part of 
the multiplicity and simultaneity of processes that turn 
the city into an infinite geometry of superimpositions. 
(Holston 1999, 155)

I certainly cannot put it better than that. When I began coming 
to terms with Amsterdam ethnographically, back in 2009, the 
complexity and multiplicity of the city - looked at not (only) with 
a bird eye’s view, but (also) from the microscopic perspective of 
everyday life - impressed upon me the difficulty of what I had 
set out to do. Amsterdam is not a metropolis or mega-city, but a 
medium-sized European city that is nonetheless a node in several 
transnational networks of global flow: it is a globalized city that 
exemplifies and incorporates ‘the excesses, in various forms, of 
late capitalism and political conflict. Large metropolitan cities 
produce a heterogeneous quantity of signs and impulses that are 
to an unprecedented degree open to interpretation’ (2008: 66). 
The problem was how to do justice to this multiplicity, and how 
also to do justice to the fact that the urban environment ‘seems to 
make its own involuntary demands’ (Gandhi and Hoek, 2012: 3; cf. 
Hansen and Verkaaik, 2009). Fully aware of the limits of ‘writing 
culture’ (Clifford and Marcus, 1986) and of the impossibility of 
giving an unambiguous account, the complexity of the city first of 
all produced bafflement and headaches.
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One of the new and important concepts that has emerged 
in recent years to describe the ‘urban condition’ in the era of late-
capitalist globalization, political conflict, and mass-immigration - 
a concept that holds the promise of making sense of the dramatic 
heterogeneity of urban experience today - is the notion of ‘super-
diversity’ (Vertovec, 2007). This concept names, according to 
its proponents, a diversification of diversity characterizing the 
lived reality of an increasing number of people in urban areas 
across the world. The concept, it is argued, provides ‘a lens to 
describe an exceptional demographic situation characterized by 
the multiplication of social categories within specific localities’ 
(Wessendorf, 2014: 1). Scholars have argued that this ‘new’ 
urban condition has gone hand in hand, in many areas, with the 
normalization of difference. Susanne Wessendorf, in her study of 
diversity in Hackney, argues that in that part of London where 
she lives and works, diversity has become ‘commonplace’ (2014). 
‘Diversity has become habitual and part of the everyday human 
landscape’ (Wessendorf, 2014: 3). 

By focusing on what I call the culturalization of everyday 
life in an Amsterdam neighborhood in New West, where I worked 
from 2009 to 2011, in this book I stress the other side of super-
diversity. Another side that Wessendorf already alludes to when 
she argues that, even in Hackney, in the private realm, cultural 
particularity and boundary construction remain the dominant 
modes of negotiating diversity. Rather than understanding super-
diversity in terms of an increasing normalization of alterity, I 
argue that the contemporary global city is characterized by what 
Birgit Meyer and Peter Geschiere have called a ‘dialectics of flow 
and closure’ (1999): increasing heterogeneity, while sometimes 
becoming commonplace, also sometimes provokes an ever more 
powerful focus on locality, belonging, and identity fixture. In a 
world characterized by flux, a great deal of energy is invested in 
fixing, controlling, and freezing identities (Meyer and Geschiere, 
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1999: 5). As I see it, Dutch culturalism - understood by me as the 
dominant mode of regulating diversity in the Netherlands today - 
is a discourse of controlling and fixing identity in times of urban 
transformation and global flux. The culturalist common sense 
that has now been firmly constituted in this country produces an 
increasing focus on and awareness of the alterity of neighbors. As 
a result, it brings into being a commonplace culturalism, signifying 
a process of boundary making between those who are ethnicized 
as autochthonous - and thus entitled to soil and nation regardless 
of their cultural choices - and those who are construed as guests 
or strangers because they are associated with ethnic, cultural and 
/ or religious alterity. It is for this reason - a pressing reason, it 
seems to me - that my dissertation focuses on the construction, 
negotiation, and appropriation of the discourse of autochthony in 
‘super-diverse’ times (cf. Geschiere, 2009). 

One aspect of Amsterdam New West that struck me was 
that so few people that I spoke with exhibited any indifference 
to difference. The powerful emergence of autochthony in the 
Netherlands stands in contrast, it seems to me, with Wessendorf ’s 
notion that in Hackney ‘almost everybody comes from elsewhere’ 
(2014, 2). Autochthony precisely denotes a clear and powerful 
boundary between those who come from elsewhere and those 
who can claim to have been ‘born from the soil’ and thus to be 
home in the nation (cf. Geschiere, 2009; Duyvendak, 2011). This 
boundary between so-called ‘autochthonous’ and ‘allochthonous’ 
residents plays a key role in everyday discourse, especially among 
people ethnicized as autochthonous, in New West. This, I shall 
argue, indicates a particular ‘distribution of the sensible’ (Rancière, 
2004a). That is to say, the way people negotiate self-understanding 
and alterity in everyday life is intimately entwined with political 
and public discourse, which imposes meaning upon everyday life, 
on the perception and experience of alterity and therefore on the 
construction of self-understanding. 
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In this book I make use of my ethnographic explorations 
in New West to shed light on the politics of autochthony - part 
and parcel, in my view, of a culturalist distribution of the sensible, 
a ‘regime’ of making (common) sense, of putting things and 
people in their place and role, while ideologically legitimizing 
this particular distribution. I show that the construction of 
autochthony is always already contingent upon alterity - and 
upon the images and emotions that ‘adhere’ to culturalized and 
ethnicized Others (cf. Ahmed, 2000). Autochthony is dependent 
upon the ways in which the Other is produced as a knowable 
object. This is a pivotal dimension of Dutch culturalism. Indeed, 
the culturalization of citizenship can be described as a process in 
which ‘allochthonous’ people come into being as cultural Others, 
never fully at home among those who are seen to belong to the 
soil. The alterity of Others can be achieved precisely because the 
culturalist framework rests on collective representations of reified 
and culturalized ‘groups’ the members of which are thought and 
seen to be defined by social stereotypes that are understood and 
framed as inherent to their groups’ collective life and culture. 
Indeed, before the Other can be known - and can be distinguished 
from ordinary neighbors - a particular discourse already has to be 
in place - a field of knowledge that enables people to distinguish 
between neighbors and Others. I will focus on various ways in 
which this field of knowledge, this ‘common sense’, is produced and 
maintained in everyday discourses by zooming in on discussions 
surrounding the tangible, material future of the neighborhood 
and what I have called the discourse of displacement; on the 
anthropology of disorder, respectability and what I refer to as a 
nostalgia for the state; on the everyday politics of loss, alterity, and 
race; and on the sexual politics of culturalism.
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New West: a very short history
This book is about the dialectic of autochthony and alterity in the 
Netherlands, but it is also an urban ethnography of Amsterdam 
New West. This district can be seen as a ‘plural time-space’, ‘into 
which are folded layers and fragments of personal and public 
histories’ (Weszkalnys, 2010, 16). It is impossible to give one, 
coherent account of the district - and I will not attempt this. 
Rather, I follow particular narratives and representations as I 
have encountered them in this part of town, without doing justice 
to the full complexity of views and discourses in the everyday 
life of the district. I do so in the conviction that this particular 
anthropological study of New West sheds light on Dutch social 
history and cultural (trans)formation in more general terms. I 
argue that in giving shape to an ethnography of New West, I am 
able to ‘extend out’ from the field, ‘to extract the general from the 
unique, to move from the ‘micro’ to the ‘macro,’ and to connect the 
present to the past in anticipation of the future, all by building on 
preexisting theory’ (Burawoy, 1998: 5).

The area in which my research has taken place is the 
neighborhood of Slotermeer, part of the district referred to as the 
Western Garden Cities (Westelijke Tuinsteden), or Amsterdam 
New West. New West was built on the basis of the Algemeen 
Uitbreidingsplan (General Expansion Plan, AUP) of 1934. 
Its genealogy can be traced to the socio-spatial ideologies of 
modernist urban design, planning and architecture - the social 
utopianism of the movement for the Garden City of Ebenezer 
Howard on the one hand and the organicism and functionalism 
of the Congrès Internationaux d’Architecture Moderne (CIAM) 
on the other. As the anthropologist James Holston has argued 
in his study of Brasília, the quintessential modernist city, 
architectural modernism can be looked at as a ‘discourse on the 
good government of society which proposes architecture and city 
planning as instruments of social change and management’ (1989, 
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12). The emergence of modern planning, presupposing the city as 
an object of knowledge and intervention, can be traced to the birth 
of the nation state and the industrial working class (cf. Holston 
1989; Scott 1998). Industrialization went hand in hand with a crisis 
of agricultural, rural life, an escalation of urban growth, the rise of 
an urban proletariat (and a extremely poor and marginalized sub-
proletariat), and the concomitant need to develop instruments to 
control and contain the city and its populations. 

The British movement for the Garden City around Ebenezer 
Howard and his International Federation for Housing and Town 
Planning came into being in the late 19th century as a response 
to the abominable housing situation of the British working class 
(e.g. Engels, 1845). The Garden City was to become an alternative 
to the poverty and chaos of the modern industrial city, which was 
seen as a threat to the security and stability of the state. Howard’s 
ideas were to have a tremendous impact world-wide because they 
contained a ‘plea for integrated urban planning’ as an alternative to 
‘the haphazard and spontaneous development of cities by private 
developers, which had been the norm until the end of the 19th 
century’ (Oudenampsen, 2010: 2). The concept of the garden 
city combined a number of existing ideas on (alternative) urban 
development, including (utopian) socialist and anarchist thought, 
but stood out for its combination of such radical utopian notions 
with pragmatic applicability. ‘[T]he Garden City as proposed by 
Howard was one part political utopia, one part feasibility study’ 
(Ibid.: 3). Moreover, the concept embodied industrial modernity’s 
paradoxical character: on the one hand the belief in the ‘make-
ability’ of the future, in modernization, on the other a distaste and 
political dissatisfaction with the chaos, flux, and despair of modern 
urban life. This paradox was reflected in the garden-city ideal of 
combining the best aspects of urban and rural life, of tradition and 
modernity, of nature and culture (cf. Scheffer 2006, 7). Pleading for 
the demolition of the ‘wretched’ working class slums of London 
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and replacing them with ‘parks, recreation grounds and allotment 
gardens’, Howard wrote: ‘Elsewhere the town is invading the 
country, here the country must invade the town’ (Howard, 1902; 
quoted in Oudenampsen, 2010). 

A similar ‘modern paradox’ characterized the other 
modernist movement in urban planning and architecture, more 
sober than the ‘Romantic’ garden-city movement (cf. Scheffer, 
2006): the Congrès Internationaux d’Architecture Moderne (CIAM). 
CIAM was founded on the premise that modern architecture 
and planning were the means to create new forms of ‘collective 
association, personal habit, and daily life’ (Holston 1989, 31). The 
‘guiding hand’ (Ibid.) of CIAM was Le Corbusier, whose Charter 
of Athens led the way. The Dutch architect and urbanist Cornelis 
van Eesteren played a central role in the movement (cf. Scheffer, 
2006; Heijdra, 2010; Van Rossem, 2010). CIAM advanced and 
prescribed a functionalist, rationalist, and organicist view of the 
city and urban design.  

Modernist planning and architecture were based on the 
compartmentalization of urban spaces, the separation and 
specialization of functions as an alternative to the unplanned, 
market-driven urban chaos of earlier epochs (cf. Abrahamse et al., 
2007). Modernism expressed, in other words, the modern quest 
to master ambivalence, to restrain and contain ‘raw existence, the 
existence free of intervention, the unordered existence’ (Bauman , 
1991; 7) through planning and rationalization. Zygmunt Bauman 
argues that this desire to contain ambivalence, to organize and 
rationalize, in fact is a defining element of modernity: ‘We can say 
that existence is modern in as far as it is effected and sustained 
by design, manipulation, management, engineering’ (1991, 7). The 
paradoxes of modernity - and its cultural and aesthetic expression, 
modernism - are evident here. Modernity is characterized by 
a tension between fragmentation and constant change on the 
one hand, and the desire to control and contain on the other. 



41

INTRODUCTION

The same paradox is found in modernist architecture and urban 
design, which were grounded in both the acceptance of, and even 
enthusiasm for, the inevitability of technological progress and 
modernization - in what had become thinkable, imaginable in 
modern industrial capitalism - and on a Romantic hostility to and 
fear of the transformations associated with these developments. The 
ideologues and architects in CIAM and the garden-city movement 
were driven, simultaneously - and dialectically - by love of modern 
life and by anti-urban sentiments. The ideals of modern urban 
design combined the wish to emancipate and elevate the working 
classes with the equally important wish to control and regulate. For 
Howard, the Garden City was a form of common-sense socialism; 
he was less concerned with the outward form of the city than with 
the process that would produce new forms of democratic urban 
organization, common ownership and administration, and self-
government.

The AUP - the General Expansion Plan - was approved and 
presented in 1934; but building activities started only after the 
war. The construction of the garden cities in the 1950s offered 
Dutch modernist architects the chance to bring their convictions 
about urban organization and design to life in material form. They 
wanted to employ industrial design to build a new city as a means 
of reconstructing the social order and giving shape to a new, truly 
modern, kind of person. Working class people were to be liberated 
from the cramped and chaotic circumstances of life in the old 
popular neighborhoods, from the lack of space and hygiene in the 
inner city. Light, air, and space were the new principles guiding 
urban design, and building activities started only after extensive 
scientific studies on typology and building techniques, hygiene, 
urban functions, and the use of public and private space (cf. 
Hellinga, 1983; 2005; Van Rossem, 2008). 

The decision to build a neighborhood for mostly working and 
middle class people on the west side of Amsterdam was linked partly 
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to the development of the Amsterdam port and its industrial areas, 
which were projected to extend westward. The new neighborhoods 
of New West were to become a ‘labor reservoir’ for these industries 
(cf. Hellinga, 2005). After the war however, the plans to create a 
socially homogeneous district of industrial laborers and their 
families were modified: mounting costs of construction had led 
to higher rents than anticipated, which most working class people 
could not yet afford. The target group was therefore extended to 
other socio-economic categories, including teachers, civil servants, 
and other members of the emergent middle-class. Moreover, at 
different places in New West comfortable, more expensive homes 
arose on what were called ‘golden borders’ [gouden randjes], to 
attract more affluent and even wealthy people, while returnees 
from Indonesia (a former Dutch colony), and ‘migrants’ from 
rural districts in the north of the country also came to live in 
the area (and were perceived and treated as outsiders) (Hellinga, 
2005). Although in the early years the population of the new 
neighborhoods consisted mostly of young couples raising children, 
New West has always been a socially and culturally heterogeneous 
district (Ibid.) - contrary to popular ideas that construe the past, 
retrospectively, as homogeneous. 

The new suburbs offered only very few possibilities for the 
enormous social mobility that characterized the decades after 
WW2. Due to the pressure to build massive numbers of housing 
units as cheaply and quickly as possible, most houses were too 
small to accommodate family growth, and the capacity to facilitate 
the demands of socially mobile, ‘upper working class’ people was 
limited. Between the late 1960s and early 1980s a rising number 
of upwardly mobile people started leaving New West for (white, 
‘middle class’) towns in the vicinity of Amsterdam. (Post-)migrant 
families slowly took their place. In 1981 less than five percent 
of the residents of Amsterdam New West were categorized as of 
Surinam, Turkish or Moroccan origin (cf. Hellinga, 2005: 62). The 
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number of (post-)migrants rose to twelve percent in 1987, and 38 
percent in 2002. In 2010, while I was doing fieldwork, the total of 
‘niet-westerse allochtonen’, the taxonomic category now employed 
for residents with a (partly) ‘non-Western’ genealogy, was 49 
percent. In Slotermeer, where my research was concentrated, 
around sixty percent of residents was categorized as non-Western 
‘Amsterdammers’; thirty-two percent of the population was 
qualified as autochthonous. My research has focused on residents 
ethnicized as autochthonous. Some of these people can be seen as 
the ‘original urbanites’ [oorspronkelijke stedelingen] that Nio et al. 
refer to - white autochthones above the age of fifty who have spent 
decades living in New West - although some of the people the 
reader will encounter in this book have moved to New West more 
recently. Most of the people discussed in this dissertation are white 
residents over the age of fifty. Although New West is changing 
quickly - a new category of ‘new urbanites’ is now contributing to 
a process of gentrification in New West -  this social group still 
makes up a large part of the white ‘autochthones’ in Slotermeer 
(Nio et al., 2009). 

The local as a microcosm of the nation
Amsterdam New West can be understood historically only in 
relation to urban politics and urban developments in a broader 
sense. The making of New West after WW2 was an expression 
of the Keynesian consensus, marked by a belief in progress, 
modernization, and make-ability (cf. Duyvendak, 1999). 
Developments within the district since then are also closely 
tied up with historical developments in a broader sense: a slow 
but definitive diversification of diversity, increasing prosperity 
and social mobility of the working classes, and - starting in the 
1990s - the growing influence of neoliberal conceptions of urban 
development. By placing my data in this historical and discursive 
context, the relevance of this dissertation extends the confines of 
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the everyday in the district. In short, the anthropology of New 
West has something to say about the historical anthropology of 
post-war Dutch society in general.

In his autobiographical novel Badal, the Dutch author Anil 
Ramdas - who dramatically committed suicide in 2012 - places 
the figure of Badal, like the author a Hindustani-Surinamese 
Dutch journalist and public intellectual (and alcoholic), in a house 
by the sea, in Zandvoort. In the book, Badal, whose career has 
come to a dead end and who is frustrated about current political 
developments, mounting to racism, in his country, intends to write 
a ‘brilliant’ come-back essay on what he calls ‘white trash’ - the 
electorate of the right wing populist Geert Wilders and his far-right 
PVV, but actually working and middle class whites more generally. 
Anil Ramdas presents Badal digging through the comments on 
news items on the websites of Dutch broad sheets, counting the 
number of times people in their comments refer to either ‘time’ 
or ‘space’. They do so constantly, Badal finds, by referring to ‘the 
nation’ and ‘the past’. 

Time and space are of pivotal importance to Dutch 
autochthony. Space and time submerge in the nation, which, 
as Benedict Anderson has shown, is grounded first of all in a 
sense of geographical boundedness. ‘The nation is imagined as 
limited because even the largest of them, encompassing perhaps 
a billion living human beings, has finite, if elastic, boundaries, 
beyond which lie other nations’ (Anderson, 1991: 7).10 Moreover, 
the nation, imagined as a community, ‘conceived as a deep, 
horizontal comradeship’ (Ibid.), is grounded in a fundamentally 
modern mode of apprehending the world, a modern conception 
of time that has made ‘thinking’ the national community possible. 

10 It is of importance here that in the early 1990s Anil Ramdas interviewed 
Benedict Anderson about his book, ‘Imagined Communities, for Dutch television. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cNJuL-Ewp-A
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Borrowing from Walter Benjamin, Anderson argues that the 
nation is grounded in the emergence of an idea of ‘homogeneous, 
empty time’ (Anderson, 1991: 22-36), ‘in which simultaneity is, 
as it were, transverse, cross-time, marked not by prefiguring and 
fulfillment, but by temporal coincidence, and measured by clock 
and calendar’ (Anderson, 1991: 24). Anderson demonstrates that 
this is an historically novel idea of time and goes as far as to argue 
that ‘every essential modern conception is based on a conception 
of ‘meanwhile’’ (Ibid.): ‘The idea of a sociological organism moving 
calendrically through homogeneous, empty time is a precise 
analogue of the idea of the nation, which also is conceived as a 
solid community moving steadily down (or up) history’ (Ibid.: 
26). The nation is thinkable as a ‘substance’, a bounded and solid 
community, because we have a conception of time - a conception 
that we can call ‘modern’ - that gives us complete confidence in 
the ‘steady, anonymous, simultaneous’ activity of strangers (Ibid., 
26), to whom we are connected, even though they are strangers. 
This knowledge of temporal homogeneity and simultaneity, 
reproduced by mass media, literature, film, blogs, reassures us that 
the imagined world of the nation is rooted in mundane, everyday 
activities (getting up in the morning, reading the newspaper, going 
to school or work, taking the train at set times, etcetera). 

Modern nationalism thus necessarily rests on a sense of 
homogeneity, simultaneity, cohesion, and boundedness. This 
focus on the national community as a cohesive and bounded 
whole in the Netherlands is replicated and made tangible in what 
I have called ‘a culturalist conception of locality’. That is to say, the 
neighborhood community emerges in the public imagination as a 
microcosm of the nation. Indeed, modern nationalism everywhere 
goes hand in hand with the production of space (Lefebvre, 1991; 
Appadurai, 1996). More precisely, it relies heavily on urban 
planning and organization. In fact, architecture and city planning 
have become instrumental to the social regulation of citizens and 
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the organization of social order. Lack of cohesion and order at the 
neighborhood level has a dramatic symbolic significance at the 
level of the nation. I will elaborate on this in chapters 2 and 3.

Urban planning, including large scale public housing 
projects, has played a key role in the making of reliable and 
emancipated Dutch national citizens and the regulation of the 
Dutch nation-state since the late 19th century. The paradoxical 
character of post-war Dutch society, as reflected in the urban/anti-
urban dialectic of modernism, was articulated in the wijkgedachte, 
a neighborhood cohesion ideology that was rooted in the British 
garden-city movement and older community based ideologies 
originating in the United States, Australia, and Germany and 
that gained currency after World War 2. In this community 
ideology the fear of the loss of social cohesion in modern society 
was combined with the modern optimism that cohesion could 
be organized at the level of the neighborhood. After the war the 
concept was popularized because intellectuals and politicians were 
eager to find ways to preserve and secure the cohesion that was 
imagined to have existed during the war years. Indeed, in 1946 a 
book was published on the neighborhood as community entitled 
De stad der toekomst, de toekomst der stad (‘The city of the future, 
the future of the city’). It outlined what the post-war city should 
look like if based on the wijkgedachte. An individualizing society, it 
was argued, needed a tight, hierarchically organized neighborhood 
community as a bridge between the nuclear family and society. 
Such a neighborhood community was to protect people from 
metropolitan anonymity and alienation, and was seen as an answer 
to the atomization and de-socialization of individuals in modern 
society.

The wijkgedachte was criticized by Dutch sociologists, most 
importantly by J.A.A. Van Doorn, who argued that it was not 
based on an ‘analytical reality’ but rooted in an ideological and 
emotional distaste for urban life (Hellinga 2005, 40; cf. Diemer-
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Lindeboom 1955). The sociologist Diemer-Lindeboom (1955) 
criticized it as authoritarian, anti-modern, and anachronistic. 
These critiques of the concept notwithstanding, the neighborhood 
idea was influential in the post-war Netherlands and also took 
root in social-democratically dominated Amsterdam. Dutch social 
democracy embodied the very contradictions and paradoxes 
of post-war modernism and articulated the ‘co-incidence’ of a 
modern optimism about the ‘make-ability’ of society and the 
possibilities for social change, with the equally modern fear of 
disorder and lack of cohesion in the city. ‘In the large city, man 
has become an atom surrounded by an unknown mass of other 
atoms’, argued a special study group of the Amsterdam social-
democratic Labor Party in 1953 (PvdA, 1953; cf. Heijdra, 2010: 
75, my translation). The neighborhood idea was to bridge this 
modernist and social-democratic paradox. The modernist fear of 
the loss of social cohesion in post-war society was combined with 
an equally modernist optimism that cohesion could be organized 
at the level of the neighborhood. Such a community was seen as an 
answer to the perceived de-socialization of individuals: it was to 
make strangers into neighbors, as well as loyal citizens.

The wijkgedachte was deeply influential in the post-war 
Netherlands and the sense that the neighborhood can and 
must function as a locus for the organization of social cohesion 
and integration remains influential today (e.g. Uitermark, 
2003; Duyvendak, 2006; Schinkel, 2009). This becomes rather 
conspicuous in the projection of culturalist fears of disorder onto 
the neighborhood (see Schinkel, 2009; 2012). 

Tropes of autochthony: 
displacement, nostalgia, and respectability
The culturalist common sense in the Netherlands relies heavily 
on the idea of the crisis of the purified community (Sennett, 1996; 
Ahmed, 2000), which is discursively located in pluri-ethnic, so-
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called ‘concentration neighborhoods’ (see Uitermark, 2003). These 
spaces figure in public representation as the sites of a multicultural 
drama (Scheffer, 2000). In Sara Ahmed’s words, the disadvantaged 
neighborhood ‘enters public discourse as a site of crisis’ (2000: 
26). It figures as a constitutive outside of the ideal space of 
culturalist ideology - the homogeneous and orderly national 
home (cf. Duyvendak, 2011). The construction of the image of the 
‘good citizen’ happens in connection with an imaginary of failed 
citizenship - the multicultural, disadvantaged neighborhood as the 
space of disorder, populist discontent and struggles over belonging 
and emplacement (Mepschen, 2012, cf. Balkenhol, 2014). The 
neighborhood constitutes, in this symbolic discourse, the space 
where an autochthonous sense of displacement - supposedly the 
result of increasing cultural diversity - can be localized. 

Since the mid-1980s New West has transformed from a white 
working and middle class area to a heterogeneous district in which 
over fifty percent of residents now have differentiated, transnational, 
diasporic backgrounds. The neighborhood exhibits, in short, the 
traces of fifty years of labor and postcolonial migration, resulting 
in what Vertovec has called a transformative ‘diversification of 
diversity’ (Vertovec, 2007). Concomitantly, the district has been 
confronted with a potent set of territorial stigmas (cf. Wacquant, 
2008). One of the neighborhoods on an infamous list of forty top-
priority ‘attention neighborhoods’ (aandachtswijken) issued by the 
Dutch minister of Integration and Housing in 2007, it has since 
long been stigmatized not only as peripheral and depraved, but also 
as ‘lacking liveability’ (see Uitermark and Duyvendak, 2008) and 
sometimes as perilous. Its inhabitants have increasingly become 
marked as troubled, marginal, poor, and disruptive. The small, 
sober homes people live in have come to be seen as anachronistic, 
out of sync with contemporary middle class demands, while the 
functionalist, modernist forms, structure, and architecture that 
characterize this part of Amsterdam have come to be perceived, 



49

INTRODUCTION

increasingly, as the disheartening determinants of petty crime, 
deterioration, alienation, and feelings of insecurity.

The affects of displacement and nostalgia are central here. 
These affects - part and parcel of the alleged crisis of the national 
community - play key roles in the marshaling and organizing of 
culturalist and populist audiences. Popular urban neighborhoods 
have become important sources and objects of culturalist passions 
and anxieties. Neighborhoods like those in New West therefore 
constitute a formidable location for ethnographic research into 
the workings of everyday autochthony, while at the same time 
making a good starting point for an ontogenetic understanding 
of autochthony as the outcome of a specific social history, a 
social history in which the ‘white’ working and middle classes 
in the Netherlands have ‘become autochthonous’. As I will argue 
in Chapter 3, the dialectic of territorial stigmatization and 
respectability plays a key role here: local residents cannot identify 
with the stigmatized representation of their district and mobilize a 
discourse of respectability to defend their locality and their sense 
of self-worth. As we shall see, this dynamic is tied up with post-
colonial and labor migration - with the construction of culturalized 
and ethnicized Others as agents of decreasing respectability.   

If space, place, and displacement are central, so is time 
- or rather, temporality. Take for instance this response to the 
publication of a popular history of New West in 2010. A man who 
grew up in New West, contributing to the website ‘Het Geheugen 
van West’, stated:  

What a feeling of melancholy emanates from such a 
photo of the Sloterpark baths […]! It makes me rather 
mournful! We […] lived in a house with a through 
lounge […] furnished with austere modern furniture, 
from Gispen, among others…The morning sun on the 
marble patterned vinyl. The sound of the number 13 
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tram […] of scooters, amplified in the bathroom […] 
Yet it had the bright smell/taste of progress…something 
perhaps many people yearn to have back. 11

The smell and taste of progress is also what New West was 
celebrating in festivities around the sixty year anniversary of the 
district, with the slogan: 60 jaar toekomst (60 years of future) in 
2012. The paradoxical mobilization of a discourse of progress 
and futurity as nostalgic praxis in New West I argue, must be 
understood in relation to a broader dynamic in which this part of 
the Dutch capital, to the great dismay of many New West residents, 
has become framed as an anachronistic space - a part of the city 
that is out of sync with the times. As the saying goes about New 
West: ‘Het is niet meer van deze tijd...’ It is no longer ‘of this time’ - ‘ 
it is not part of now’; or as one developer, connected to the housing 
corporation Stadgenoot,  told me in the course of my field work, 
reflecting on New West: ‘It is now in the past…’ [Het behoort nu tot 
het verleden]. 

In recent decades many people have argued that New West 
and its modernist forms should be dismantled, demolished 
and replaced by a denser, chaotic, creative, or spontaneous city, 
and residents who depend on public housing should for a large 
part be replaced by residents with spending power in larger and 
more expensive apartments. Indeed, since the 1990s New West 
has been one of the largest building sites of Europe. However, 
the representation of New West as ‘in the past’ has not remained 
unchallenged. In the course of my fieldwork from October 2009 to 

11 Hoe melancholiek stemt zo’n foto van het Sloterparkbad [...]! Het stemt me 
wel een beetje weemoedig! Wij [...] bewoonden een doorzonwoning [...] ingericht 
met die strakke, moderne, meubels van o.a. Gispen... Het zonlicht ‘s ochtends op 
het marmoleum. Het geluid van tram 13 [...] brommers versterkt in de badkamer 
[...]. Het had toch de opgeruimde geur/ smaak van de vooruitgang... waar velen 
misschien wel naar terug zullen verlangen. (Huub Derkson, 29 August 2010)
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June 2011, I have taken part in numerous cycling tours and walks 
through Amsterdam New West, organized by residents, architects, 
landscape specialists, local historians, etcetera. Moreover, while I 
was working in New West, the Van Eesterenmuseum, celebrating the 
neighborhood’s modernism while building on a nostalgic sense of 
a past belief in progress, was launched - a local initiative that relies 
on the work of many volunteers and has been highly successful.12 
These activities contributed not only to the construction of a 
particular spatial identity in New West, but grounded this spatial 
identity in an imaginary of optimism, progress, and futurity that is 
understood to have characterized this district in the past. 

The current historical moment is often theorized in temporal 
terms as ‘post’ something, as a historical moment following a time 
now passed. This moment has been variously named late-capitalist 
and postmodern, new capitalist, fast-capitalist and millennial 
capitalist, post-Fordist, postindustrial and postcolonial.13 When 
it comes to the Netherlands, Jan Willem Duyvendak evokes a 
comparable temporal imaginary when he argues that ‘home 
feelings of the majority’ must be understood in relation to the 
‘two major revolutions of our times: the gender revolution and 
globalization’ (2011: 3). I think there is ample reason for such 
temporal conceptualization and, moreover, for an understanding 
of the contemporary historical moment in Europe in terms of 
historical shift, but I agree with Andrea Muehlebach and Nitzan 
Shoshan (2012) when they argue that we have to move beyond 
sweeping analyses of temporal rupture and ‘towards ethnographic 
considerations of the present as fundamentally entwined with the 
past’. This focus on the everyday meaning of social temporality 
shifts my attention - especially in Chapters 3 and 4 - to nostalgia: ‘a 

12 See URL: http://vaneesterenmuseum.nl
13 See, for instance, Comaroff and Comaroff, 2000; 2006; Gilroy, 2004; Harvey, 
1990; Holmes, 2000; Jameson, 1991; Muehlebach, 2011; Sennett, 1998; 2006)
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consuming feeling born of the realization that human temporality 
is irreversible’ (Angé and Berliner, 2015: 6). A cultural practice 
that mediates collective identities, I understand nostalgia as a  
transformative politics in and through which temporal discontinuity 
is negotiated and discourses of self and Other emerge in relation to 
(a sense of) temporal rupture. Understood as a discourse of spatial 
and temporal rootedness, a defense against the ‘terror’ of both 
time and deterritorialization, I propose that autochthony can be 
understood as a nostalgic cultural practice in and through which 
people shape a sense of self, place, and belonging. This connection 
of nostalgia and autochthony alludes also to a specific articulation 
of nostalgia in the contemporary Netherlands with secularism and 
sexual freedom. Nostalgia denotes, I will attempt to demonstrate in 
Chapters 4 and 5, a longing for a homogeneously Judeo-Christian 
‘home’ (Van den Hemel, 2014) and a discomfort with those who 
are seen to trespass on this sense of emplacement and enjoyment.  

Post-Fordist affect 
The transformations of urban politics in the Netherlands, and the 
ways in which it is contested and negotiated, offer a good angle 
and starting point for the ethnographic exploration of these 
cultural practices. This dissertation is grounded in a ‘Marxian’ 
understanding of late-capitalist development - the analysis 
that contemporary urban transformations signal a process of 
development from a Fordist to a post-Fordist society, associating 
post-Fordism with the ‘condition of postmodernity’ (Harvey, 1990; 
Jameson, 1990; see also Storm and Naastepad, 2003) and with 
globalization. The period of the large scale modernist projects of 
the post-war Netherlands, characterized by a strong belief in social 
‘makeability’ and half- and wholehearted efforts to enfold the 
popular classes into middle class morality, order, and affluence, has 
slowly but surely come to an end. As in other European countries, 
we have seen the emergence of quite another form of organizing 
society - a shift to post-Fordism. 
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The post-World War 2 Fordist-Keynesian compact, and the kind 
of social constitution that emerged from it, was characterized 
by a belief in progress and a fair amount of societal optimism; 
it was a mode of organizing society that Tony Judt has recently 
somewhat nostalgically referred to as  ‘the time of collective 
purpose’ (Judt, 2010). From a Marxist perspective, David Harvey 
discusses post-war Fordism as ‘less a system of mass production 
than [...] a total way of life’ (Harvey, 1989). Harvey understands 
Fordism as mode of thinking, living, and feeling life - a psycho-
social nexus that produced subjectivities and social relations that 
were intimately tied up with the building of the welfare state - the 
Keynesian consensus, biographic, social mobility, the regulation 
of market capitalism, collective planning, the emphasis on social 
make-ability, and a particular organization and understanding 
of time, exemplified by the 8-hour work day. In other words, 
what is curiously called ‘Fordism’ in the academic literature 
- a term of which the meaning goes far beyond the actual ideas 
of the person for whom it was named, the industrialist Henry 
Ford - has constituted an infrastructure of social relations and 
subject-positions that belonged to a particular historical period 
in capitalist development - and that with the ascent of neoliberal 
relations and temporalities have slowly but definitely disappeared 
(cf. Comaroff en Comaroff, 2000; Hardt and Negri, 2000; Harvey, 
1990; Muehlebach, 2011).   

The use of the term Fordism, it has been made clear to me, 
can lead to confusion: what does Henry Ford have to do with it? I 
follow David Harvey, who argues he broadly accepts:

the view that the long postwar boom, from 1945 to 
1973, was built upon a certain set of labour control 
practices, technological mixes, consumption habits, 
and configuration of political-economic power, and 
that this configuration can reasonably be called Fordist-
Keynesian. (Harvey, 1990, 124) 
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While the figure of Henry Ford has played a central role in the 
shaping of modern capitalism, the term Fordism refers less to him 
than to what Antonio Gramsci in the Prison Notebooks describes 
as ‘the biggest collective effort to date to create, with unprecedented 
speed, and with a consciousness of purpose unmatched in history, a 
new type of worker and a new type of man’ (In: Harvey, 1990: 126). 
In these analyses, Fordism is understood as a distinctive, modernist 
regime of accumulation - a particular moment in the history of 
modern industrial capitalism - that was brought to maturity after 
1945 and remained intact until 1973. Harvey points out:

During that period, capitalism in the advanced 
countries achieved strong but relatively stable rates 
of economic growth. Living standards rose, crisis 
tendencies were contained, mass democracy was 
preserved and the threat of inter-capitalist wars kept 
remote [….] Fordism became firmly connected with 
Keynesianism. (1990: 129-131)

The development of Amsterdam as a city is exemplary of 
the ascent of post-Fordism, as is demonstrated by the focus on 
Amsterdam as a ‘creative capital’ (Oudenampsen, 2008; Peck, 2011). 
If Amsterdam New West was once the flagship of the modernist 
avant-garde, it has increasingly become framed and discussed as 
‘no longer of this time’, a modernist anachronism, so to speak, in 
post-modern times. Inhabitants of New West take this imaginary 
very personally. ‘What is meant,’ I have heard many times in the 
course of my field work there, ‘is that we are no longer of this time.’  

I have already argued that autochthony can be understood 
as a defense against the terror of time - as a nostalgic discourse 
in which, paradoxically, futurity and progress play key roles. As 
David Harvey (1990) has argued, the transformation of Fordism to 
post-Fordism signals the transition to a new temporal regime and 
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a transformation in ‘the structure of feeling’ (Williams, 1973). The 
shifts in how we live, work, dwell, experience, perceive, and feel 
lead to new forms of political struggle, new affective relations and 
antagonisms. Echoing the analysis of post-socialist nostalgia (e.g. 
Berdahl, 1999; Mandel and Humphrey, 2002), Andrea Muehlebach 
points out that post-war ‘Fordism’ must not be understood only 
as a time now passed but as a period with an ‘affective afterlife’ - a 
period that has great influence in the present. A Fordist ‘structure 
of feeling’ is mobilized, sometimes consciously, sometimes 
unconsciously, in people’s perspectives on the present. A longing 
for certain welfare state arrangements, including public housing 
arrangements, is one aspect of this. Another is the longing for a 
tangible state, for a particular form of social order and authority. 

To fully understand autochthony, I propose that it must be 
studied in a context in which a post-Fordist ‘structure of feeling’ 
is defined and construed over and against the structures, rhythms, 
lifestyles, and forms of belonging and community that can be seen 
as part of an historically different period - that of the Keynesian 
consensus, the ‘secular truce’ (Achterberg et al., 2009), and the 
welfare state (Naastepad and Storm, 2003). It is this historical 
period that has now become framed as anachronistic, old-
fashioned, ‘from another time’. The sense of loss and longing that 
emerges in this context can be studied by tracking ‘the discursively 
articulated tropes of memorialization’, but such feelings often 
‘appear in the form of a more diffused sensitivity that, while 
palpably felt and expressed in everyday practice, is not - or not fully 
- available for discursive elaboration’ (Muehlebach and Shoshan, 
2012). I shall try to shed light and make sense of these diffused 
sensitivities by fleshing out ethnographic case studies concerning 
the transformation of everyday life in New West.
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Structure of the book
I have structured the book around these major themes: (1) the 
complex question of the discourse of autochthonous displacement, 
(2) the issues of stigmatization and respectability, (3) the 
relationship between culturalism, alterity, and race, and (4) debates 
surrounding sexuality, ‘gayness’, and locality. 

In chapter 2, I zoom in on the perspectives of ‘autochthonous’ 
residents in New West, demonstrating how the plans for the 
demolition and restructuring of the neighborhood opened up 
a space for the articulation of a discourse of displacement in 
antagonistic relations with ‘Others’ - elites and sometimes (post-)
migrants. The analysis offers insight, I hope, into the conjuncture of 
the culturalization of citizenship, the crisis of representation, and 
the transformation of the affective relationship between citizens 
and the state in a post-Fordist and postcolonial Netherlands, and 
therefore into the deeper structures of Dutch ‘populism’, while 
developing a critical perspective on the notion of populism. 

In chapter 3, I continue thinking through the role of the state 
by focusing, ethnographically, on respectability, order, and what I 
have called a ‘longing for the state’ in the making of autochthony. 
I explore the complex set of issues connected to respectability 
and dis/order in the affective formation of home, place, and self-
understanding. As I shall demonstrate, ‘autochthonous’ residents 
define and defend their ‘home’ in the face of what they perceive as a 
growing threat to their way of life and their hard-won respectability. 
This perceived threat is posed by the physical proximity of cultural 
‘Others’, but especially by the changing face of the state and civil 
authorities, who are distrusted and seen as agents of stigmatization 
and decreasing respectability. The defense of respectability and 
the negotiation of stigma is part and parcel of the performance 
of a symbolic and moral boundary work. In order to be able to 
counter stigmatization and defend respectability, residents must 
‘externalize’ the responsibility for neighborhood decline by means 
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of the performance of boundaries. They do this first of all through 
classification, by mobilizing particular politics of bringing order 
to disorder by naming the agents of decreasing respectability and 
symbolic defamation - the state and other authorities - who are 
accused of deliberate neglect - and sometimes certain groups 
of post-migrants as well as other outsiders, who are viewed as 
culturally or socially incapable of respectable behavior.

If in the chapters 2 and 3, I have already dealt with the 
question of nostalgia, chapter 4 offers an analysis of the relationship 
between nostalgia and alterity. Focusing on the enactment of 
autochthony, I show that the making and doing of autochthony is 
always dependent on alterity. Indeed, autochthony can only come 
into being when a particular self-evidence concerning the alterity 
of Others is already in place. Before the Other can be known, a 
particular discourse has to be accepted, a field of knowledge that 
enables people to distinguish between ordinary neighbors and 
cultural Others. Moreover, this field of knowledge structures 
perception: it construes how people perceive and encounter the 
Other, in both a discursive and a corporeal way. 

Finally, in chapter 5 I zoom in on sexuality, alterity, and gay 
rights in the dynamics of culturalization - issues that loom large 
in the Netherlands today. Taking an ethnographic approach, I 
foreground the complex interplay of religion, secularism and 
sexuality in the ‘making’ and ‘doing’ of autochthony in an everyday, 
local context, a complexity that is lost in much of the existing 
analyses of Dutch multiculturalism.
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Populism and the discourse of 

displacement in New West

The end of the socialist alternative, then, did not signify any 
renewal of democratic debate. Instead, it signified the reduction of 
democratic life to the management of local consequences. (Jacques 

Rancière, 2004b)

In the late summer of 2009 I visited a festival on Plein 40-45, a 
central square in the oldest neighborhood of Amsterdam New 
West, Slotermeer, organized by the local municipality, to celebrate 
urban renewal. ‘Geuzenveld-Slotermeer verandert’ (Geuzenveld-
Slotermeer is changing) could be read on banners and flyers, 
and residents could be informed - and seduced  - by colorful 
pamphlets, images and videos depicting the aspired future of their 
neighborhood. A local folk dance group performed; children had 
their faces painted and enjoyed themselves on a bouncy castle; 
neighborhood organizations presented themselves, and local 
administrators explained how their policies would make things 
better, safer, and more beautiful. However, in the margins of the 
festival I encountered a group of residents who felt the less festive 
side of the politics of urban regeneration, residents who were 
happy to be living in their neighborhood, but who would have to 
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leave their home and community if the renewal plans were to be 
ratified. This group of people - mostly ‘white’ residents of the Louis 
Couperusbuurt and two neighboring quarters in Slotermeer - used 
the occasion of the festival to show their resistance to the plans. 

The Louis Couperusbuurt consisted of 670 homes, almost 
all basic, low-rent apartments owned by semi-public housing 
corporations. In the plans for the renewal of this quarter, most 
of these homes were designated for demolition. In their place a 
completely new neighborhood was to arise - higher, more spacious, 
nicer, and for the most part, more expensive. A large part of the 
low-rent public housing would be replaced by owner-occupied and 
high-rent apartments. 

A central figure in the resistance to these plans was Rick, 
whom I first met at the festival. Rick was a born Amsterdammer, 
fifty years old, who shared a low-rent apartment in the quarter 
with his partner and three cats. The two-room apartment of 
32 square meters was ‘small’, as Rick put it, but he enjoyed his 
little garden, the wide, green surroundings, and good parking 
opportunities. Like other parts of New West, the Couperusbuurt 
was green and spacious, denoting the great priority that was given 
to the construction of green spaces in the area (cf. Feddes, 2011). 
Rick himself was a foreman at a company that constructed public 
gardens and courtyards in urban renewal areas so he knew from 
personal experience, he told me, that urban restructuring was 
on the Amsterdam agenda. Rick told me he had known a large 
number of people who had been ‘demolished away’ (weggesloopt), 
or ‘deported (gedeporteerd), as he and other residents would often 
call it, but he had not expected the ‘renewal mania’ (sloopwaanzin) 
to come his way. Rick thought his neighborhood quiet, respectable, 
and ordinary: ‘netjes en gewoon’. The fact that almost half of the 
residents of the Couperusbuurt were of (post-)migrant origin 
notwithstanding, Rick told me several times that in his perception 
the quarter was predominantly ‘white’. ‘The neighborhood here is 
for the greatest part white people.’ I will come back to this use of 
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the notion of whiteness - and its articulation with other categories 
used in everyday life - elsewhere in this chapter and in the book in 
general terms. 

Rick emphasized that he considered most of his neighbors 
to be hard-working people who had a job to go to in the morning. 
‘Sixty percent of the people here have a job. The other forty 
percent are either too old to work or they are jobless. And it’s the 
jobless people who are causing trouble!’ Rick felt that he and his 
‘hardworking’, ‘ordinary’ neighbors were being punished for the 
unruly behavior of a small group of residents. He emphasized 
that the neighborhood was a quarter of ordinary Amsterdammers 
(gewone Amsterdammers). He impressed upon me, several times, 
that most of his neighbors did not cause trouble. I asked Rick 
about Mohammed Bouyeri, the Dutch-Moroccan, self-proclaimed 
Islamist who lived in the Louis Couperusbuurt when he murdered 
the filmmaker Theo van Gogh in 2004 (cf. Buruma, 2006; Stengs, 
2009). That had caused some uproar in the neighborhood, as 
journalists and television crews had suddenly roamed the quarter 
looking for ‘the ghetto’. Rick asked: ‘Because one lunatic Moroccan 
lived here it is supposed to be a bad neighborhood? [...] Yes, so I 
cannot understand the position that indeed Mohammed B. lived 
here and we are blamed for that… What does it prove? What does 
it prove? Ha, ha...’

Rick thus defended the respectability of the Louis 
Couperusbuurt and spoke of the demolition plans in terms of 
disrespect and displacement: ‘What in my eyes is happening is that 
the people who live here are being evicted and pushed back into 
deprived neighborhoods.’ In contrast to the discursive construction 
of New West as disadvantaged and troubled, Rick localized the 
deprived neighborhood elsewhere. The Louis Couperusbuurt, in 
his eyes, was a respectable place. 

While questions surrounding respectability, decency, and 
public space will be the central topics of the next chapter, here I 
will flesh out the conflict over the regeneration - the future - of 
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the Louis Couperusbuurt in Amsterdam New West, and examine 
the construction and everyday employment or emergence of 
the symbolic category of ‘ordinary people’. I will show how 
the plans for the large-scale demolition and regeneration of 
the Louis Couperusbuurt created the space for what I call a 
discourse of displacement (Mepschen, 2012) within which 
certain ‘autochthonous’ residents were able to articulate a self-
understanding, a sens pratique (Bourdieu, 1990), in antagonistic 
relations with Others - economic and political establishments, and 
sometimes people with a migration background. This discourse of 
displacement resonates strongly with the culturalist and populist 
imaginaries that circulate in the Dutch public sphere and that rest 
precisely on the rhetorical figure of the ordinary, hardworking, 
and respectable, ‘white’, autochthonous Dutch person. As I will 
substantiate in this chapter, this resonance makes the discourse of 
displacement, as I encountered it in New West, relevant beyond 
this particular case and local context. 

Toward an ethnography of populism
As already argued in the Introduction, in the Netherlands the 
figure of the ordinary person has been construed as the victim of 
cultural and physical displacement and as such plays a key symbolic 
role in the politics of culturalist populism (and increasingly also 
in more mainstream political discourse). This populist discourse 
of displacement rests on the construction of a symbolic front - 
the ‘performance of boundary work’ (Lamont, 2000) between 
autochthons and ‘allochthones’ - but also divides the autochthonous 
community into antagonistic camps - the ordinary, hardworking 
Dutchmen as underdog vis-a-vis an ‘elite’ that is framed as alienated 
from the ‘authentic’ experiences of ordinary whites in pluri-ethnic, 
popular neighborhoods (cf. Uitermark et al., 2014b). This chapter 
investigates this resonance - but also the friction and ambiguity 
- between mass-mediated political discourses and imaginaries on 
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the one hand and local, lived experience on the other. The charting 
of the discourse of displacement in Amsterdam New West offers 
insight into the conditions of emergence of Dutch populism, as 
well as the complex intersections of class, ‘race’, and political and 
social transformation in the contemporary Netherlands.

In analyzing the discourse of displacement in New West, 
I build on and develop a non-essentialist approach to populism 
(Panizza, 2005: 5), while locating the emergence of populist 
everyday discourse within a particular context of social and urban 
transformation. As Francisco Panizza argues, populism rests on the 
construction and imagination of a notion of ‘the people’. It is, at 
the core, ‘an anti-status quo discourse that simplifies the political 
space by symbolically dividing society between ‘the people’ (as the 
underdog) and its ‘other’’ (Panizza 2005: 3). The form that populist 
politics takes is dependent on the ways in which the antagonistic 
relationship between people and Other is defined in a particular 
time and place (Ibid: 4). To understand Dutch populism, we must 
analyze the construction and everyday appropriation of populist 
rhetoric and imaginaries in the Netherlands. What we need 
therefore, are detailed studies of the social construction of the 
people, the boundary practices that bring ‘the people’ to social life 
in particular local contexts, and in and through which their identity 
is forged and certain layers of citizens thus become called into being 
as part of a very particular partition of the social - ‘the people’. 

Populism cannot be understood by taking the existence of 
‘the people’ as a prime political actor or group as an a priori fact, 
but by developing a non-essentialist approach that focuses on 
people’s practical activity and self-understanding. The people and 
the other are political and social constructs. In other words, they 
have no ultimate meaning or fixed reality: they are empty signifiers 
(see Oudenampsen, 2012; Farris, 2016; Panizza, 2005). At the 
same time, I feel I should stress that a non-essentialist approach 
cannot mean we can ignore the tangible aspects of inequalities 
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and power differences that have to do with the ways people are 
socially located. One of the challenges then, is to flesh out the 
articulation of symbolic boundaries - ‘conceptual distinctions 
made by social actors to categorize objects, people, practices, and 
even time and space’ (Lamont and Molnar, 2002: 168) and social 
boundaries - ‘objectified forms of social differences manifested in 
unequal access to and unequal distribution of resources (material 
and nonmaterial) and social opportunities’ (Ibid.). In other words, 
what needs examination is the extent to which the symbolic 
boundaries that people draw are grounded in and articulate with 
‘real’, material and political inequalities in terms of access to 
resources, democratic participation, and decision making. As the 
anthropologist Don Kalb argues:

It is the contradictions and disjunctures between 
everyday agential power fields, tactical state-based 
political environments (including political and media 
opportunity structures), and global structural power 
relationships—including the significations that 
are generated within and between these disjointed 
frames— that move the popular anxiety and paranoia. 
Such anxieties, in their turn, energize the nationalist 
populisms that are taking the place of the liberal 
modernisms gone awry. In a more narrowly political 
sense, populism, in the current conjuncture, is the 
rejection of liberal elites and ideologies that fail to 
use the resources of the democratic national state 
to harness global process to local needs and desires, 
that celebrate an elite cosmopolitanism, or that 
use state power and cosmopolitan ideologies for 
outright local dispossession. More broadly conceived, 
populism refers to the moods and sensibilities of the 
disenfranchised as they face the disjunctures between 
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everyday lives that seem to become increasingly chaotic 
and uncontrollable and the wider public power projects 
that are out of their reach and suspected of serving their 
ongoing disenfranchisement. (2009: 209)

An ethnographic approach is one of the ways in which an 
examination of these disjunctures can be made more tangible 
and intelligible. Until now, little ethnographic attention has been 
paid to agency and the appropriation and negotiation of populist 
rhetorics in everyday life-worlds (but see Kalb, 2009; 2011). This 
chapter, in contrast, offers an understanding of populism as an 
interpretive frame - a perspective on the world that people employ 
in making intellectual and emotional sense of their life-worlds by 
means of the construction of symbolic boundaries. Populism is 
thus approached as offering frames for perceiving and interpreting 
society and scripts for acting in it (cf. Brubaker 2005: 64-87). It 
describes a particular orientation towards external objects, other 
people, social institutions.

This is not to argue that the discourse of displacement that 
I chart in this chapter can be understood exclusively in terms of 
its resonance with the neonationalist populism of the likes of Pim 
Fortuyn or Geert Wilders. There is no causal determinism possible 
here: ‘actual outcomes on local grounds are intermediated by 
various path-dependent ‘critical junctions’ that link global process 
via particular national arenas and local histories, often hidden, to 
emergent and situated events and narratives’ (Kalb, 2009: 209). 
Indeed, the relation between mass-mediated and local discourses 
and forms of agency is often one of friction and ambiguity. Some 
residents who employ the idiom of displacement, for instance, 
may intensely dislike the culturalizing and sometimes racializing 
undertones this idiom gains in the narratives of some of their 
neighbors. Marian, whom I will introduce below, exemplifies this 
critical attitude. By analyzing various and sometimes contradictory 
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elements of the discourse of displacement in Slotermeer, as well 
as the divergent ways in which it is strategically and affectively 
employed in the struggle over the future of the area, this chapter 
shows that populist articulation is partial and contradictory and 
cannot be understood in totalizing terms.14  

An ethnographic approach to populism can help uncover the 
relationship between social boundaries and symbolic boundaries. 
In contrast to a substantialist approach to populism, which takes for 
granted a direct, mechanical relationship between people’s position 
in the social structure and the practices and views that attach to 
them (Bourdieu, 1990), an ethnographic approach enables me 
to look closely at the complex and contradictory ways in which 
positions and practices are tied together. This is of importance 
because it brings into focus the variety of histories and narratives 
of disenfranchisement and symbolic and temporal displacement 
that call ‘the people’ into being as a lived reality (cf. Kalb, 2009; 
2011) and as such ground populist articulation as multiple. To 
understand the rise of populist political parties and discourse it 
is necessary to get beyond the too simple view of the resentful 
or spoiled ‘citizen’ that underlies much social commentary and 
analysis on Dutch populism (see Oudenampsen, 2014 for a critique 
of such analyses). Rather than assuming that the rise of right-wing 
populism is simply the irrational outcome of popular ressentiment 
I approach populism as an interpretive frame, a vehicle for making 
sense of experiences and feelings of disenfranchisement and 
symbolic and/or material dislocation.

14 The discourse of displacement can - in other words - also be politicized by 
political entrepreneurs outside the fold of contemporary Dutch culturalist and 
neonationalist populism. From a political point of view this observation is of central 
importance. It is possible and conceivable to politicize the demand for people to be 
heard in non-xenophobic ways.
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As scholars have in recent years pointed out, populism is 
notoriously difficult to conceptualize (cf. Panizza, 2005; Jansen, 
2011; D’Eramo, 2013; Farris, 2016). The concept is elusive and 
vague, and its use in academic explanations of contemporary 
transformations in Europe is over-extended, while both academic 
and public intellectual discussions surrounding populism 
continue to rely heavily on folk theories (Jansen, 2011; D’Eramo, 
2013). This reliance of popular conceptualizations produces an 
overtly normative, disqualifying view of populism as the ‘corrupt, 
undemocratic, and cynically opportunistic’ other of rational, 
liberal politics (D’Eramo, 2013; see also Oudenampsen, 2011: 10). 
As Marco D’Eramo says, ‘No one defines themselves as populist; 
it is an epithet pinned on you by your political enemy’ (2013: 8). 
Indeed, even in many academic and public intellectual discussions 
‘populism’ remains a pejorative label (Jansen, 2011: 76). The fact 
that the term is used freely to describe both the populist right and 
the (far) left, including the Syriza government in Greece and the 
Spanish political formation Podemos, speaks volumes. 

Much academic and public intellectual debate on the issue 
in fact seems motivated by a resentful distaste of populism and 
with the ‘masses’ associated with it - an ‘elite resentment’ that is 
grounded in the idea that a cultural degeneration of the masses 
has contributed to a vile civic and political climate in which 
pragmatic, reasonable, and civilized debate and policy are under 
pressure (Oudenampsen, 2011; Uitermark et al., 2014b). This 
elite resentment has led to what Kevin Levie and I have elsewhere 
called  a ‘cosmopolitan groupism’ in which an ever larger arsenal of 
concepts is poured into a simplistic dichotomous model - people 
versus elite, nationalism versus cosmopolitanism, lower educated 
versus higher educated, winners versus losers (of globalization), 
conservative versus progressive, and materialist versus post-
materialist. In these analyses it sometimes seems as if Dutch society 
is torn apart by a kind of culture war between cosmopolitan, 
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enlightened, progressive urbanites and introverted, less educated, 
conservative provincials (Mepschen and Levie, 2012). 

This approach reproduces a substantialist understanding of 
‘the people’ not as a political construct symbolically constituted in 
relations of antagonism, but as a bounded whole, an entity with 
a distinct substance - conservatism, nationalism, provincialism 
- acting under its own power. Understood in this way, populism 
becomes a property of particular groups as opposed to a 
performative effect, a construct taking shape within matrices of 
power relations and discursive inventions, emerging ‘out of the 
very way in which figurations of relationships [...] are patterned 
and operate’ (Emirbayer, 1997: 292). This approach of populism as 
the a-priori property of particular groups - the antagonistic other 
of the self-proclaimed cosmopolitan and rational liberal - in other 
words can be seen as a form of what Brubaker calls groupism - ‘the 
tendency to take discrete, bounded groups as basic constituents of 
social life, chief protagonists of social conflicts, and fundamental 
units of analysis’ (2005: 8). In its most extreme articulation, this 
approach goes as far as to sketch out ‘the people’ as a quasi-natural 
partition of the social world, as in the work of the aforementioned 
Anil Ramdas, who referred to ‘white’, working class, Dutch people 
as ‘white trash’, and painted them as a bounded, ethnic group - 
‘backward’ and ‘primitive’ - with its own folklore, musical taste, 
and language (Ramdas, 2010).

Such analyses to a certain extent can be said to be complicit 
with populism, because they constitute a repetition of the populist 
claim that ‘the people’ exist as a bounded whole with a distinct 
substance, coherent will, and collective agency. In such analyses 
populist articulation comes to be understood in terms of a mimetic 
or descriptive conception of representation (see Oudenampsen, 
2012; Laclau, 2005). It becomes seen as a ‘pure’ expression of the 
views and desires of a particular group of citizens, as opposed 
to a performative discourse and a particular ‘distribution of the 



69

CHAPTER 2

sensible’ (Rancière, 2004a) that shapes (not simply represents) how 
people see the world, and feel and act in it. This particular form 
of substantialist reasoning is highly influential in Dutch populism 
studies, especially because of the important and influential 
work of the political scientists Bovens and Wille (2011). These 
scholars have developed a highly performative argument that 
delineates populism ‘in the first decade of the 21st century [as] a 
manifestation of a sudden eruption of resentment against the rise 
of diplomademocracy’ (2011: 100). 

Their approach is part and parcel of a particular strand of 
research that has been developing since the 1990s, and in which 
populism is understood as ‘a symptom of weak democratic 
incorporation’ (Jansen, 2011: 81) of parts of the popular classes. 
The rise of populism in these analyses is more or less causally 
related to the expanding gap between citizens with a low and those 
with a high level of education, and the concomitant notion that the 
former are insufficiently incorporated and represented politically. 
The Belgian author David van Reybrouck (2008) for instance, in 
his influential ‘plea for populism’ argues that the problem is that 
there are no lower-educated people occupying a seat in parliament 
anymore. There is a new social division that is not based on income 
in the first place - a plumber might make more or less the same 
as a family doctor at the start of his career - but on education: 
and the lower-educated are excluded. Hence populism, says Van 
Reybrouck - is a political corrective to the structural exclusion of 
certain segments of the population. 

In these analyses, the wishes and desires of the higher-educated 
- regarded as a relatively coherent group - are seen to have a larger 
presence in the political sphere, and to have better representation, 
than the group of lower-educated. In such approaches, populism 
must be seen as a correction to this bias (Bovens and Wille, 2011; 
Oudenampsen, 2012: 23). While Bovens and Wille - and Van 
Reybrouck - make important points regarding forms of structural 
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inequality in late-capitalist Europe of course, there is also ample 
reason to be critical here. As Oudenampsen points out, the two 
scholars offer a formalistic and causal analysis of the emergence 
of populism that is grounded in a substantialist simplification 
- a division of society into two antagonistic groups - and the 
concomitant obfuscation of differences and divisions within both 
‘groups’ (see also Jansen, 2011: 81). Moreover, by focusing almost 
solely on the question of political incorporation, this approach is 
reductionist - it ignores (other) social and economic factors and 
political-economic developments possibly underlying populism 
(Jansen, 2011: 81). This approach also insufficiently distinguishes 
between various forms of populism, between for instance, the left 
populism of Podemos, Syriza, and to a certain extent, the Dutch 
SP and the German Linke, on the one hand, and that of the Front 
National and the Dutch Freedom Party on the other, and ignores 
the fact that ‘the people’ called upon in populism is often not a 
shapeless demos, but, in the case of rightwing, nationalist populism 
- a particular ethnos (cf. Farris, 2016) and in the case of leftwing, 
anticapitalist populism, a particular social class. 

In the Netherlands, the dominant articulation of populism, 
as it has come into being in the 1990s, is connected to autochthony 
and tends to exclude citizens construed as Other on the basis of a 
culturalist conception of society. 

The assault on public housing
Taking the relationship between symbolic and social boundaries 
seriously means taking into account, it seems to me, structural 
transformations in broader terms, how they affect people’s lives, 
and how they are understood. If populism can be seen as an 
interpretive frame to make sense of the world, what is it that people 
are making sense of? What are they actually talking about when 
they use that framework in the context of their everyday lifeworlds? 

To try and answer these questions, I take the struggle over 
the demolition and regeneration of the city - more precisely, New 
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West in Amsterdam - as a starting point. As James Dunn has 
recently argued, ‘the housing sector has been a critical sector for 
the unfolding of neoliberalism, although relatively few aspects of 
this relationship have been examined in the mainstream literature 
on neoliberalism’ (2013, 183). I try to understand precisely the 
affective politics surrounding the structural transformation of the 
Amsterdam public housing tradition by focusing on residents’ 
sense of dislocation, grief, and humiliation in response to the 
regeneration plans. As I will argue, the unmaking of the spaces 
of the ‘old’, Fordist working class generates a receptiveness for 
alternative, ethno-populist ideologies that combine the attack on 
the liberal establishment with an aggressive assault on the lower 
tiers of society - the racialized ‘dangerous classes’ with whom 
working-class whites share urban spaces and who are seen - among 
other things - as agents of decreasing respectability (see Chapter 
3). Structural transformations however, can only be fully accessed 
analytically by looking at people’s everyday practices and idioms, 
and studying the emotional, intellectual, and interpretive work 
that goes into the making of local life-worlds. Thus by focusing 
the ethnographic lens on everyday perspectives and behavior, the 
emphasis in the social analysis of populism shifts from electoral 
politics and political discourse only, to processes of articulation, 
interpellation, and to agency. In order to understand the conditions 
of emergence of populism, my approach thus links local, lived 
experiences with mass-mediated, populist political articulations 
and mobilizations (Kalb, 2011).

Pluri-ethnic, popular neighborhoods like the Louis 
Couperusbuurt in Amsterdam New West index a society in crisis. 
They figure in public discourse and imagination as the stages on 
which a ‘multicultural drama’ is played out, and have come to 
indicate a broadly shared notion that Dutch society does not have 
its house in order (Duyvendak, 2011; Trommel, 2009), or that the 
body social is ‘unhealthy’ (Schinkel, 2007). Indeed, these spaces 
figure, in public representations, as sites of social disintegration and 
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of a developing culture of poverty (Blokland-Potters, 1998). Many 
forms of social anxiety, insecurity, and fear are projected onto 
these pluri-ethnic, ‘disadvantaged’ spaces: the alleged decrease of 
social cohesion, insecurity about national identity, the rise of Islam 
in the public sphere, problems with migration, segregation, and 
integration (see Van Eijk, 2010; see also Chapters 3, 4 and 5). It 
is in this context that Rick’s remark, as discussed in the opening 
vignette of this chapter, that his neighbors were mostly ‘white’ 
people must be understood. It points to the close relationship 
that in the Netherlands is suggested between the respectability of 
neighborhoods and the number of post-migrants living there. As 
Uitermark has pointed out, in so-called ‘livability-monitors’ that 
are supposed to ‘calculate‘ the ‘livability’ of neighborhoods a high 
concentration of ‘non-western allochthons’ counts as a factor for 
a lower score (see Uitermark, 2011).15 Rick’s strategy to defend 
the respectability and ‘livability’ of his neighborhood by denying 
the pluri-ethnic character of the quarter itself thus resonates 
strongly with an increasingly dominant discourse that associates 
‘super-diversity’ with social problems, disintegration, and a lack 
of livability. 

The magic words in tackling what is construed and 
perceived as a lack of livability in popular neighborhoods in recent 
decades have been ‘regeneration’ and ‘renewal’: large-scale urban 

15 Uitermark points out: ‘if we look at the operationalization that is used for 
calculating livability scores, it is evident that the concept has been completely 
redefined (Uitermark, 2005). Residents’ perceptions are still included in the 
operationalization, but the score is also said to be based on ‘objective’ criteria. For 
example, if a neighborhood has a high share of ethnic minorities, the score goes 
down. If it has a high share of lower income households, the score goes down. If 
it has a high share of affordable housing, the score goes down. In short, what is 
really being measured here is not the extent to which residents can live a pleasant 
and affordable life in neighborhoods, but the extent to which housing corporations 
and governments can govern these neighborhoods and extract profits out of them’ 
(2011).
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restructuring is supposed to generate more social and cultural 
heterogeneity and set in motion a process of gentrification. These 
desired processes are considered vital to improving ‘livability’ in 
these popular quarters (e.g. Blokland-Potters, 1998; Oudenampsen, 
2010; Uitermark, 2003; 2011; Van Eijk, 2010; Van Gent, 2013). New 
West has been a popular district in Amsterdam until the 1990s, with 
comparatively low levels of unemployment, social marginalization 
and petty crime (Hellinga, 2005). However, beginning in 1990, 
Amsterdam municipal services, local district boards, and city 
advisors began drawing ‘doomsday scenarios’ (Hellinga, 2005: 
8) for the future of the garden cities. A new narrative emerged, 
staging the post-war areas of Amsterdam as the future arenas of 
a ‘new social question’ (cf. Scheffer, 2006). The main thread of 
that narrative was that a combination of physical decline of the 
housing stock and a culmination of social problems would lead to 
a downward spiral and ‘ghettoization’. The concentration of low-
rent public housing and the projected growth of the share of ethnic 
minorities became construed as perils to the stability in what had 
become named and known as ‘concentration neighborhoods’ (see 
Uitermark, 2003).

This shift in thinking about New West - and its spatial future 
- coincided with a broader shift in thinking about public housing 
in the Netherlands. Until the early 1990s, many people in the 
political sphere and state apparatus considered public housing a 
basic right, and even viewed a high share of social rent homes as an 
asset to Dutch cities (Uitermark et al., 2007). Starting in the early 
1990s however, public housing became associated in public and 
policy discourse with disorder, social dislocation, and ‘unlivable’ 
conditions. To facilitate the social management of working class 
and now ethnically mixed urban areas, as well as to improve the 
position of such areas within the urban housing market (Uitermark 
and Bosker, 2014), large-scale socio-spatial restructuring of these 
neighborhoods was proposed. In the so-called ‘development areas’  
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- the parts of the city, including New West, that were considered 
weakest - the main tools of the restructuring policy has been 
the demolition of social housing and the construction of owner-
occupied housing (Ibid., 5-6).

The genealogy of these shifts can be traced to the early 1980s, 
when a new market oriented policy strategy in the city took shape 
as part of a ‘broad administrative reorientation’ in urban policy 
(Hajer, 1989). The goal of policy became focused on branding 
and marketing the city and changing the image and demographic 
composition of particular places, promoting Amsterdam as the 
location for investors and tourists (Oudenampsen, 2010a: 34). This 
process articulated with global urban redevelopment strategies 
aiming for an economic regeneration of cities. Urban areas were to 
become competitive and cities ‘entrepreneurial’, which depended 
on attracting high income residents and visitors (cf. Hall and 
Hubbard,1998; Harvey, 2008; Swyngedouw, 1996). To illustrate, the 
1990 report of the Physical Planning Department of Amsterdam 
points out that the housing situation in New West was appropriate 
for ‘the current population’, but not for ‘higher segments’ (Bouw- 
en Woningdienst Amsterdam, 1990; cf. Hellinga, 2005).

This transformation of policy orientation can be understood 
as a shift from ‘social to spatial make-ability’ (Oudenampsen, 
2010a). Whereas the former combined the wish to regulate the 
city with efforts to emancipate and discipline its inhabitants, the 
latter concentrated more on the elevation of a spatial location 
(Oudenampsen, 2010a: 33) to attract new, more affluent, urban 
populations. This shift denoted a mode of urban regulation in 
which gentrification, referring to the ‘production of space for – 
and consumption by – a more affluent and very different incoming 
population’ (Slater et al., 2004: 1145) became ‘the sine qua non 
for promoting liveability’ (Uitermark et al., 2007: 128). Starting 
in the 1980s, the public housing policy tradition became seen as 
an obstacle for a well-functioning housing market (Uitermark, 
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2011: 16). Housing corporations were more or less privatized into 
semi-market players - corporations that operated independently 
from state supervision and residents’ participation and democratic 
control. The consensus about building and dwelling shifted. ‘The 
goal of ‘building for the neighborhood’ has been replaced by 
the goal of making neighborhoods ‘livable’ through altering the 
neighborhood population’ (Uitermark, 2011: 19). Urban renewal 
in popular neighborhoods no longer focused primarily on the 
population currently living there, but increasingly on ‘dreamed’ 
future residents. It is in this context - which I have already referred 
to as the unmaking of the spaces of the Fordist working and middle 
class - that the case of the Louis Couperusbuurt must be understood.

To be sure, the development described above did not mean 
that the ideals of social make-ability disappeared. New policies 
have not only focused on the physical renewal of neighborhoods 
but have also had a social and economic dimension. The influence 
of neoliberal ideologies on urban development and housing in 
the Netherlands has encountered many institutional and political 
limits (Van Gent, 2013). Institutional arrangements and societal 
ideas originating in the post-WW2 period of state expansion 
social-democratic entrenchment have remained important to the 
development of new policies, which has slowed down gentrification 
processes and alleviated its social consequences (Van Gent, 2013). 
Moreover, as Gwen van Eijk has argued, the emphasis on livability 
- and the lack thereof - cannot only be understood as the result 
of neoliberalism (2010). Among policy-makers, there were real 
concerns about national and social cohesion, segregation, and 
the maintenance of order in multicultural urban neighborhoods 
(see Blokland-Potters, 1998; Van Eijk, 2010). Safety on the streets, 
the ‘integration’ of post-migrants, and dissatisfaction among 
‘autochthonous’ residents became important social themes and 
functioned as a motor for the transformation of urban policy. 

The shift from social to spatial make-ability thus has not been 
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complete. Indeed, the idea of make-ability remained important in 
urban policy, but changed character. The emphasis was put on 
improving the social infrastructure in neighborhoods, ‘the formal 
and informal frameworks that enable citizens to engage in social 
relationships’ (Duyvendak, 2002: 166). The post-war, ‘modernist’, 
‘Fordist’ pipe dream of upward mobility, emancipation, and 
progress for working class residents - which materialized in 
the modernist Garden Cities as a spatialized emancipatory 
project - faltered in favor of more modest ideals focused on the 
neighborhood and the alleviation of neighborhood effects -  social 
cohesion, safety, and active citizenship. While it could be argued 
that important elements of ‘social make-ability’ were still present 
in this shift, especially in the idea of activating citizens, at the same 
time the shift reinforces and depends on an increasing belief in 
spatial make-ability - in changing the demographic landscape of 
the city. Indeed, to alleviate neighborhood effects and to create the 
ideal circumstances for social cohesion and citizens’ activation, the 
demographic composition of concentration neighborhoods had to 
change. Improving the social infrastructure of neighborhoods had 
come to presuppose the spatial make-over of neighborhoods to 
enable mixed-income redevelopment (Aalbers and Van Beckhoven, 
2010; Uitermark, 2003; Van Gent, 2015). As Uitermark puts it: 

For urban politicians, housing corporations, the police 
and a host of other organisations that actively sought to 
maintain order in disadvantaged neighbourhoods, an 
influx of affluent households would mean a change for 
the better because it would increase the manageability 
of disadvantaged neighbourhoods. Thus, measures 
to interfere with processes of concentration and 
segregation were from the early 1990s onwards 
increasingly seen as a necessary and integral part of 
measures to promote ‘liveability’. (2003: 543)
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The strengthening of the social infrastructure of the 
neighborhood has played an important role in the development of 
plans for the regeneration of Slotermeer. The physical renewal of 
the district has gone hand in hand with a large number of projects 
focused on livability, integration, dialogue, neighborhood binding, 
and active citizenship (cf. De Wilde, 2013; Elshout, 2013; Tonkens 
and De Wilde, 2013). Moreover, the physical renewal of Slotermeer 
was accompanied by a plethora of activities to ensure the democratic 
participation of residents in drawing up plans for the future of the 
area. In fact, the district’s administration constantly spoke of ‘making 
plans together’. This slogan stands in stark contrast, however, to the 
sense of ‘voicelessness’ and bereavement that I encountered among 
many ‘ordinary’ residents of Slotermeer who did not feel that they 
had any real say in the drawing up of plans and who expressed a 
sense of disenfranchisement and displacement in the process. How 
is this disjuncture between the administration’s stated intentions 
and the experiences of many residents to be understood? I will 
explore the possible answer to that question by zooming in on the 
various elements of the discourse of displacement I encountered in 
Slotermeer, while taking into account the structural limitations of 
citizen’s participation in urban restructuring policy.
 
A discourse of inevitability
As mentioned, in 2007 several neighborhoods in Amsterdam 
New West - two of which were located in Slotermeer - were 
included in a list of forty top-priority ‘attention neighborhoods’ 
targeted for intensive regeneration in ten years. A large sum of 
money was allocated for this and the district administration 
was therefore confronted with new financial opportunities. It 
developed a ‘Neighborhood Action Plan’ that analyzed the local 
context in Slotermeer and formulated ambitions and plans for the 
future16. Starting point was the observation that Slotermeer was at 

16 Gemeente Amsterdam, Stadsdeel Geuzenveld-Slotermeer (2007e) 
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the bottom of the list in Amsterdam when it came to ‘livability’. 
Whereas the report argued that the situation had stabilized 
since 2002, Slotermeer was still considered to be socially and 
economically weak: it was characterized by high levels of structural 
unemployment, low levels of education and low incomes, and a 
high percentage of school drop-outs. The report also stated that the 
district was marked by a concentration of too many small homes, 
in which ‘(too) large families’ lived (Ibid.: 4). It emphasized what 
was called the ‘dual population structure’ of the district, denoting 
the tense relationship between autochthonous residents over the 
age of fifty on the one hand and ‘families from ethnic minorities’ 
(Turkish, Moroccan, Surinam and Antillean) - including many 
youngsters - on the other. The Louis Couperusbuurt and some of its 
neighboring quarters were highlighted as especially problematic, 
having a large amount of cheap housing that attracted socially 
marginal renters with many social problems and without affective 
and relational ties to the neighborhood. The authors of the report 
argued that the situation in the quarter was particularly difficult as 
the result of vandalism, nuisance, petty crime, and poverty. 

Slotermeer was thus designated a ‘renewal area’, and plans 
were drawn up for its physical, social, and economic regeneration 
that were to bring the neighborhood and its residents up to what 
was called the ‘normal Amsterdam level’ (Normaal Amsterdams 
Peil) in a period of ten years. Large-scale ‘physical’ renewal was 
deemed an inevitable aspect of this process, although the report 
explicitly stated that providing new opportunities for ‘current 
residents and entrepreneurs’ was the point of departure and the 
renewal of the neighborhood had to be a bottom-up project, the 
result of an ‘intensive participation trajectory’ as the basis for 
the development of Slotermeer into a beautiful and successful 

Buurtactieplan Slotermeer (Slotermeer Noordoost en Zuidwest). http://www.eukn.
org/dsresource?objectid=167522&type=or
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neighborhood. This focus on ‘making plans together’ and the idea 
that physical intervention was to benefit current residents stands in 
stark contrast with residents’ interpretation of developments, as I 
will substantiate below. 

In the eyes of Stadgenoot, the housing corporation that 
owned most of the homes in the Louis Couperusbuurt, large-scale 
physical intervention in the quarter was inevitable.17 I spoke to 
Martine, who as a developer for the corporation was responsible 
for the renewal of Slotermeer. Martine was a young professional, in 
her early thirties, who had studied Real Estate and Housing in at 
the Technical University in Delft. When I spoke to her in 2010, she 
had been working in the Amsterdam housing sector for six years. 
I had already heard a lot about her - her name came up in many 
conversations. For many residents confronted with the plans for 
the restructuring of Slotermeer, she was the face of the corporation 
and therefore of the renewal plans that residents felt initiated 
their displacement. Martine lived in Den Haag and was seen by 
residents as an outsider - someone who did not really know the 
neighborhood but nonetheless had the power to decide. She was 
also seen, sometimes, as arrogant and harsh, but this is not how 
she came across to me. She did seem cautious, at times, which was 
connected to the tensive situation surrounding the renewal plans.

Martine argued that the renewal plans for Slotermeer, 
especially the Couperusbuurt, had to be understood in the 
context of years of complaint about the state of the homes and the 
neighborhood. Residents and the corporation had been dealing 
with illegal subletting of homes, weed plantations in houses, 
residents with drinking problems, and difficulties with finding 
renters for the homes. As she said: 

17 Stadgenoot was the result of a fusion of two Amsterdam housing corporations 
in 2008 and had its roots in the social democratic labor movement - the socialist 
‘pillar - of the late 19th and early 20th century (Het Oosten and the Algemene 
Woningbouw Vereniging (AWV).
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There are probably many reasons for [these problems], 
but some of them are clear. The homes are small and 
the neighborhood is bad. For some people those small 
homes are fine of course. We understand that. But 
what we had been dealing with here were many new 
residents that ended up in this neighborhood because 
they had no other choice. Residents who did not really 
add something to the quality of the neighborhood. They 
did not really have a neighborhood feeling (buurtnotie) 
or a sense of responsibility for the quarter.

This remark is important, because it demonstrates the strong 
sense - among policy makers and corporation officials - that social 
problems were linked to a lack of place-attachment and a sense of 
belonging in the quarter. 

The corporation’s solution for these problems was clear, and 
in line with the dominant discourse concerning social problems 
in ‘weak’ neighborhoods discussed above: more differentiation in 
the housing supply and a more diverse demographic make-up. To 
improve the social and economic infrastructure of the quarter it 
was deemed necessary to ‘intervene physically’. Some residents 
were outspoken supporters of these regeneration plans. One of 
them was Fatima, a 28-year old woman and a second generation 
Dutch-Moroccan.In addition to her job in a hospital, she was 
involved in all kinds of social activities in the quarter, mostly 
focused on women and the elderly. Although Fatima wanted to 
stay in the neighborhood and realized this was going to be difficult 
financially, she supported the renewal plans wholeheartedly. Her 
home was simply ‘awful’, she told me. Moreover, the first time she 
saw the place she was ‘shocked’ (geschrokken). The back door could 
not be opened because the garden was completely overgrown. 
The walls had ‘all the colors of the rainbow. It was a terrible mess.’ 
Before Fatima, more than ten prospective tenants had refused the 
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apartment. Fatima nonetheless accepted because she had had little 
choice: she needed a place to live. She loved her neighborhood, she 
said, but not her home:
 

It is a tiny little place of only 32 square meters. One 
can’t do anything there. I do not even have a normal 
shower. I have to brush my teeth in the kitchen. And 
the house has been maintained terribly; the walls are 
very bad; there is no central heating. And the house 
is very, very noisy: I know everything my neighbor 
is doing. So there’s no privacy, one hears everything 
the other one is doing. When I’m on my couch just 
reading a book or something, I can hear everything the 
neighbors are saying.

For these reasons Fatima was ready for ‘something else’. The 
renewal of Slotermeer offered a perspective of a new and better 
neighborhood and a nicer place to live. 

When it comes to the division among residents between 
proponents and opponents of the regeneration plans, the ‘dual 
population structure’ of the neighborhood delineated in the 
municipality’s report discussed above is relevant. First of all, 
young residents like Fatima often held much more flexible views 
than older residents. Yes, Fatima preferred to return to the Louis 
Couperusbuurt after its regeneration, but told me that if this was 
impossible she was quite sure she could be happy elsewhere. As 
long as she did not have to live in the inner-city, which in her eyes 
was too noisy and busy, she felt she was going to be fine. Older 
residents did not have this kind of flexibility.

Generational differences thus played a role: young people 
seemed less place-attached and more willing and able to consider 
alternatives. Besides generation, other structural factors played 
a role. One of these was the overheated Amsterdam housing 
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market, in which it was (and is) very difficult for residents who 
depended on public housing to find a new, affordable home. 
Residents who live in restructuring areas and who are confronted 
with the demolition of their homes receive ‘urgentie’, a declaration 
that gives them priority (urgency) on the social rent market. For 
many residents, receiving urgentie is the only way to find a new 
place for an affordable price in Amsterdam. In other words, such a 
declaration is highly attractive for residents like Fatima, who dream 
of a nicer place to live, and also for residents whose homes have 
become too small for their growing families but who are unable 
to buy a home in expensive Amsterdam. It is much less relevant 
for older residents with a high level of place attachment - and 
especially irrelevant, even perilous, for residents whose income 
has become too high for social rent housing. For the latter group, 
demolition could mean the obligation to compete for housing on 
the private market. I will explore this particular, material aspect of 
urban regeneration below. 

The active resistance to the demolition plans was concentrated 
among people over the age of fifty who were not only emotionally 
attached to their neighborhood, but also had something to lose in 
terms of their financial well-being and their living pleasure, as I 
will flesh out below. It was in the spring of 2008 that residents were 
first invited to public meetings about the renewal of the district, 
including an evening in the Couperusbuurt in which Rick lived. 
That meeting was later referred to, by residents I spoke to, as ‘de 
wolkjesavond’ (’the night of small clouds’): residents were asked to 
discuss annoyances and problems and write down, in drawings of 
clouds on large strips of paper, their dreams for the future. The 
meeting was part of a trajectory that had started several months 
earlier, in which an external bureau of specialists on urban issues, 
the Joop Hofman Allianties (JHA), was hired by the Slotermeer 
municipality and the housing corporations to gather information 
on the wishes and problems of residents. Five field workers of JHA 
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organized a series of activities to get to know the district and its 
inhabitants, and to ‘collect the agenda of the neighborhood’. The 
JHA interviewed people, organized meetings, and participated in 
local activities. In its final report, the bureau claimed that over 1,600 
residents had participated, in one way or another, in the trajectory. 

Looking back, several of my interlocutors complained that, 
at the time, they had had no idea of the purpose of JHA’s activities. 
The bureau’s activities were part and parcel of a trajectory leading 
up to the formulation of plans for the restructuring of Slotermeer, 
including the demolition of the Louis Couperusbuurt and the 
eviction of many residents, but many people later complained 
to have been in ignorance of this. Had they known the future of 
their home was at stake, they would have thought twice about 
complaining. ‘Nobody ever asked me if I wanted my house to 
be demolished,’ said Rick, for instance. The questions had been 
posed in more general ways. How did residents feel about the 
neighborhood? What problems did they encounter?  What dreams 
did they have for the future? Many residents had jumped at the 
opportunity: finally they had a chance to voice their complaints. 
When I spoke to Rick about this, the focus of his narrative shifted 
from defending the respectability of the quarter to summing up 
problems. ‘Prostitution, burglaries, noise, annoyances between 
neighbors’. Many residents to whom I spoke complained 
particularly about the lack of maintenance of the housing stock, 
for which the housing corporation Stadgenoot, which played a 
key role in the development of the renewal plans, was responsible. 
Another important set of complaints concerned the policy to place 
people with problems in the neighborhood. In Rick’s words, ‘What 
happens here is a wrong allocation policy. People from the Jelinek 
[(former) alcoholics or junkies - PM], people with psychiatric 
problems, criminals [are placed here, PM]. In our eyes, they have 
done that on purpose. No wonder there’s trouble.’ These complaints 
resonated strongly with the narratives of Martine and Fatima, but 
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were interpreted in a very different way by the many opponents of 
demolition to whom I spoke. 

Indeed, the corporation’s slackness in maintenance and 
its housing allocation policy were interpreted as deliberate, as 
a strategy to legitimize the future demolition of the quarter. 
This notion - that the corporation was engaged in a deliberate 
‘metaphoric demolition’ of the neighborhood - was well captured 
by Rick, in one of our conversations. ‘They care about only one 
thing - breaking up the neighborhood. They do everything to create 
the arguments for demolition. They are deliberately downgrading 
the neighborhood!’ When the Slotermeer Labor Party leader 
Van Rijssel, who supported the demolition plans, named the 
Couperusbuurt ‘the worst neighborhood of Slotermeer’, this was 
interpreted as part and parcel of the symbolic demolition of the 
quarter and provoked outrage among residents. 

In the spring of 2008 the JHA concluded in a report that 
while people had many complaints about the neighborhood, 
they absolutely did not want to leave it. The JHA wrote about 
the Louis Couperusbuurt: ‘Affordability is the central factor on 
which residents base whether or not something should happen’. 
According to JHA, residents viewed mess and physical disarray in 
public space as their main problem - garbage not being deposited 
in the right way, smells and disorder in the halls of apartment 
buildings. Residents also felt that the supply of shops and services 
in Slotermeer was one-sided and the weekly market boring and not 
suitable for them. However, people emphasized they did not want 
to leave the neighborhood and would judge renewal plans first and 
foremost on grounds of financial affordability. Their main concern 
was whether they would be able to pay the rent in the future. 

As pointed out, residents complained they had not really been 
involved in the drawing up of plans for the renewal of Slotermeer. 
Residents were convinced that the participation trajectory was 
a farce, that the corporations and the local administration had 
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already made up their minds about the future of Slotermeer before 
the residents were invited to participate. When I confronted 
corporation officials and local administrators with this discourse, 
they agreed that mistakes had been made, but also countered the 
notion that residents had been intentionally mislead. Martine, 
speaking from the perspective of Stadgenoot, said:  

Of course, we already had some agenda points. But it 
is not true that all the plans had already been drawn 
up. We really wanted to know what was important 
to people, we were really interested in that [....] With 
hindsight, I would say that we should have been more 
transparent.... [....] We should have said: this is our 
analysis of the neighborhood; we think something 
has to change; this is our agenda. But it isn’t true 
that we already knew that we were going to demolish 
people’s homes. That wasn’t clear at that point. What 
we knew was that serious, physical intervention was 
inevitable. Just renovation was not enough - we had to 
do something to change the demographic composition 
of the neighborhood. And that meant serious physical 
intervention. Our intentions were really good [...] but it 
did not work out very well.

The program manager of the renewal plans for the local 
municipality, Cees, also countered the suspicions of residents. 
He argued that the first part of the participation trajectory had 
actually gone very well. The process of charting the problems in 
the neighborhood in his eyes had been a success. Cees argued the 
trouble had started later, in the second phase, when communication 
between the corporations and local administrators and residents 
had faltered. Cees argued: 
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You have to understand, it was difficult for us, because 
the residents were not really organized. They only 
started organizing when we had already made up 
our minds. With hindsight, I think maybe we made 
the shift from analysis [‘collecting the agenda of the 
neighborhood’ - PM] to developing actual policy too 
quickly - and too much from the conviction, ‘this is 
best, this is what must happen’. So the conversation 
became very difficult, because the two groups had 
come to clash. 

Cees was very understanding of the frustrations among residents: 

I mean, I think people are actually quite reasonable. 
I don’t know if I would have been that reasonable if 
someone from the municipality were to knock on my 
door suddenly and tell me my home was going to be 
demolished.

A discourse of displacement
In 2008 and early 2009 a project group of local civil servants 
and housing corporation officials, including Cees and Martine, 
developed their plans for the dramatic restructuring of Slotermeer, 
including the demolition of the Couperusbuurt and the replacement 
of low-rent public housing by high-rent apartments and resale 
property. In March 2009, almost a year after the ‘wolkjesavond’, the 
residents of the Couperusbuurt were again invited to a meeting. 
This was the first time most residents were confronted with 
concrete plans. One of my interlocutors, Marian, told me she 
had had an ominous feeling when she received the invitation for 
the new public meeting in the mail. ‘The invitation said that the 
meeting was going to be held to discuss ‘our neighborhood and our 
home’. I suddenly realized... ‘Oh no, this means demolition’.’ 
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Marian had grown up in Amsterdam New West, in a middle 
class, social-democratic family, only a six minute bicycle ride away 
from her current home in the Louis Couperusbuurt. She was a 
single woman with a job as an educator in a school for special-care 
children. She had just turned fifty when I first spoke to her, and had 
lived in the neighborhood since the early 1980s: it had been her 
first apartment after she had left her family home. As a long-time 
resident of New West, she had seen urban restructuring at work 
in other parts of the area, and said that she had always had a sad 
feeling when confronted with it. 

I have seen everything happen, first in Osdorp. With 
pain my heart and tears in my eyes, that I thought, my 
god, what are they doing! The flat where I lived with 
my parents, where I was born. [...] Everything is simply, 
hup, swept away. It gives you a kind of bombardment 
feeling, like, bulldozed. Like, flattening the lot. [...] 
It’s like a part of your life, your existence is being 
demolished away.

Like Rick, Marian emphasized she saw no logical reason for 
the demolition of the Louis Couperusbuurt, which therefore came 
as a surprise. 

Of course I have seen the whole neighborhood change 
[demographically - PM], but I have always experienced 
that as something very nice. [...] I was very surprised 
that we are now an ‘attention neighborhood’. I really 
thought: Heaven’s above! (Mijn hemel!) And during 
one of these evenings the Labor Party said that we were 
the worst neighborhood of Slotermeer. I have no idea 
where people get that idea, but it stings very badly. It 
made me think: where did you get that idea?’ 
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Marian emphasized that her neighborhood was anything but a 
dangerous ‘ghetto’. While she knew people who were sometimes 
afraid, especially at night, she felt this was nonsense. ‘Media 
and politicians fabricate this sense of insecurity. It has nothing 
to do with reality. These politicians have their own agenda.’ She 
remembered the March 2009 meeting as dramatic and emotional. 
She told me: 

I came in and they had hung up all these maps of the 
neighborhood, which they had colored in. [...] That 
afternoon there had been a similar meeting - well, that 
one had got completely out of hand. People got very 
emotional, made quite some noise. So, they decided to 
adjust the evening meeting, take another approach. This 
meant that no discussion was possible at all. The plans 
were simply announced. The discussion was cut off. It 
was simply announced. You could ask some questions 
after, but that was very limited. [...] They employed a 
divide and rule-strategy. [...] We didn’t really have a 
chance.’ 

Various others of my interlocutors expressed similar sentiments, 
and did not tire of impressing upon me how they had felt when the 
plans were announced. ‘It felt like a bulldozer,’ an older resident 
told me when I was drinking a cup of coffee in the local mall. The 
man had been a member of the Labor Party most of his life, but he 
had felt abandoned by that party’s support for the renewal plans. 
‘It seems they want to get rid of the normal working man,’ he said.  

In December 2009 during a meeting of the district council 
in the district’s town hall, the definite decision about the renewal 
plans was made. Hundreds of residents showed up to follow the 
council meeting on television screens in various rooms; the 
meeting room itself was too small. A number of residents had 
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signed up to voice their complaints to the district council, to ‘have 
their say’ [inspreken]. One of them was an old man in his nineties 
who spoke about his resistance during the Nazi occupation 
between 1940 and 1945, which was born out of his anger with the 
mass deportations of Jewish citizens. ‘But five years of resistance 
was apparently not enough. Now we are again being deported.’ 
Another resident, Denise, argued the ‘real reason’ for the renewal 
plans, in her eyes, was the central location of the neighborhood, 
very close to Amsterdam Airport. ‘The grey suits see dollar bills. 
The inhabitants of Slotermeer are of the wrong kind and must 
apparently be replaced.’ If the council members say yes to the plans, 
Denise argued, they would give the ‘greedy grey suits what they 
desired. Is that what a social-democratic party wants?’

‘Big money’ and ‘big capital’ were often given by residents 
as the real but invisible forces behind the renewal of New West, 
and an often heard argument was that the renewal signaled a 
morality that favored profit over people. One of my interlocutors, 
a neighborhood activist called Truus, in one of the public meetings 
discussing the renewal plans, said: 

There is much talk about the greater good, about 
general interest. But what do they mean? Do they mean 
the greater good of residents, or the general interest 
of ‘big money’? The city and the corporations have 
decided, years ago, that they wanted this large-scale 
transformation of Slotermeer. And now we are invited 
to ‘participate’. But that has nothing to with reality. We 
may give our opinion, but who decides what is the right 
opinion? Big money?

Opponents of the renewal plans thus spoke of the 
participation trajectory as a farce. While the local municipality 
talked of ‘making plans together’, my interlocutors emphasized that 
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they felt they had no real say, no voice. This sense of ‘voicelessness’ 
was reinforced by the territorial stigmatization (Wacquant, 2008) 
- or what I have called the symbolic or metaphoric demolition 
of the neighborhood - by politicians like Labor-party leader Van 
Rijssel, as recalled above. Moreover, several residents themselves 
had contributed to this territorial stigmatization by complaining a 
lot. This was pointed out to me by one of the community workers 
in Slotermeer. ‘You know the people in the Couperusbuurt, right?’ 
He asked me, laughingly.

The demolition is their own fault. They have given 
the municipality and the housing corporations many 
arguments in favor of demolition. They complain a 
lot! They are very good at complaining in that quarter. 
About living circumstances. A drug house here, 
illegals there, that there is no good. The people in the 
Couperusbuurt are difficult - they complained bitterly 
and had no idea they were digging their own grave.

This community worker pointed out that the stigmatization of the 
Couperusbuurt, a major source for people’s sense of voicelessness, 
was reinforced by residents’ own discourses of discontent.  The 
sense of lacking a voice was strongly reinforced when an alderman 
was rumored to have said: ‘You can jump up and down all you 
want, your house is going to be demolished anyway.’ This story 
was contested - I was present various times when residents 
discussed, among themselves, sometimes angrily, whether or not 
the alderman had actually used these words. Nevertheless the 
story gained momentum and performative power. The remark 
exemplified what people already suspected - that the participation 
trajectory was a cover meant to conceal residents’ lack of ‘real’ 
voice and participation. ‘They do as they like; we are just numbers 
to them,’ is how one resident gave words to this suspicion. Rick 
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argued: ‘They tell us that we have the right to participate, that 
there is still time to give our point of view. But it is all bullshit. The 
decision has been made. Nobody really cares about what we think. 
They just want to demolish our houses. They care about making 
money. Money rules. The truth is that we are being fucked over.’ 
Marian summarized this discourse of voicelessness when in one of 
our conversations she said: ‘Not for one moment I had the idea that 
there was room for real discussion. You just felt that everything had 
already been decided’. 

The politics of distrust 
The distrust of the authorities by residents was highly exacerbated 
as the result of a controversy surrounding the mysterious 
disappearance of the architect’s conclusion, which even made it 
to the Amsterdam and national media arenas. The story went as 
follows. In 2007 one of the predecessors of housing corporation 
Stadgenoot had commissioned the architectural bureau Abeling to 
do research on the question if - from an architectural point of view 
- the homes could be refurbished in such a way that they could 
regain attractiveness on the housing market. In other words, were 
there alternatives to the demolition of the houses? 

It is important to know that when the houses in the 
Couperusbuurt were built in the early 1950s, they had been 
divided into two single-floor apartments, both around 32 square 
meters. The choice for this, what was called duplexing, was made 
in response to the massive housing need in the post-war years. 
It enabled builders to produce twice as many homes, without 
compromising modernist, court-yard-oriented ideals concerning 
the construction of the neighborhood and public space. The idea 
at the time was that when the ‘housing need’ was over, the houses 
were going to be joined into more spacious, single-family homes.  
Opponents of the demolition plans - people like Rick and Marian, 
but also residents who were less vocal and active - had always argued 



EVERYDAY AUTOCHTHONY

92

that renovation - including integrating the two floors of the duplex 
houses into larger single-family homes - was a valid alternative 
to demolition. For Stadgenoot however, this was not an attractive 
option. The corporation argued that the homes were simply too 
small, too old and unfit to meet middle-class demands: demolition, 
in their view, was the only possibility. The December 2009 decision 
of the district council to approve the demolition and renewal of 
the Couperusbuurt was based partly on the corporation’s insistence 
that there was no other option for these homes, which Stadgenoot 
claimed was also the view of experts. The argument was made that 
various technical reports had shown that demolition was the only 
option. In fact, a council member for the VVD - the ‘free-market’ 
liberal party that supported the demolition of the Couperusbuurt 
- had said that if there were any reports stating that other options 
were possible, he would vote against the demolition: but during the 
decision making process alternative options were represented as 
impossible. 

In fact however, this was not the conclusion of the architect’s 
technical report. On the contrary, the architect argued that 
renovation and the ‘integration’ of apartments into single-family 
homes was a viable option that would make the houses in the 
Couperusbuurt attractive again in ‘the contemporary housing 
market’. When the opponents of the plans, assembled in the 
neighborhood committee led by Rick (among others), received the 
report, they found that its conclusion was missing. One of them, 
Hans, told me: 

We had heard, during one of the many meetings, that 
the demolition of our neighborhood was supported 
by a technical report. We did not know that report, 
so we asked if we could see it. So I called up the guy 
responsible, who said: of course Hans, you can see it, 
I will send it to you. So I received it here. And we read 
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it, and in the table of contents it said that there was a 
conclusion. But there was no conclusion.

When Hans again called up the official responsible, to ask for 
the conclusion, he was informed that it had in fact never been part 
of the report, and that the council members had never seen it either. 
After that he called the people responsible at the corporation’s 
office, but he got the same answer there. The conclusion had 
disappeared; it had in fact never existed. However, when Hans 
called the architectural bureau, the conclusion turned out to exist 
after all. Hans: ‘The architect called me back; said he had found 
the conclusion, he could deliver it at Stadgenoot’. So, I said: ‘Well, 
that’s very kind of you, but I do not work at Stadgenoot.’ Then he 
fell silent.’ 

The architect thus seemed to have ‘accidentally’ 
communicated to residents that the conclusion did exist. After this, 
Stadgenoot made an appointment with the resident’s committee 
and organized a meeting in which the architect was also present. 
During that meeting the members of the residents’ committee were 
told that a mistake had been made: there was in fact no ‘conclusion’ 
- suddenly nobody knew where it was. Hans had been on holiday, 
and when he came back and heard the story he was very angry. 
He says: 

At this point they were lying to us. Because the 
conclusion was there. I called the architect, didn’t I? 
He had found it in his archive! So, I got angry. I said: 
What are we going to do? Are we going to have to break 
into that office? Or are we going to start a riot? So, we 
started a riot!

Making use of the media network build up in the prior 
months of anti-demolition activism, residents informed the press, 
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and looked for and found support among local politicians. The 
Amsterdam TV-station AT5 made it into an item, interviewing 
Rick. The question of the missing conclusion quickly became an 
issue locally.18 During the district council meeting of September 
28, 2010, Rick made a speech in which he argued that the decision 
to ratify the Slotermeer renewal plans was made on the basis of 
incomplete and thus false information. Various council members 
expressed their agreement with Rick, including the member of the 
rightist, liberal VVD, who said he had never even seen the report. 
Questions were asked in the district council by the spokesman for 
the Socialist Party, and district alderman Paulus de Wildt (of the the 
green, leftist GroenLinks) declared his annoyance with Stadgenoot. 

When I discussed the case of the missing conclusion with 
Martine, she tried to put the affair in perspective. The report 
had not been commissioned by her (but by someone at another 
department of Stadgenoot) and, according to her, had not played 
a role in the decision making process. Moreover, the ‘missing’ 
conclusion, according to her, did not contain any new information 
at all, as the residents suggested. That renovation was a viable option 
according to the architect was already in the report. Residents (and 
politicians) had not been misled or tricked - the conclusion, in 
Martine’s eyes, had certainly not been withheld on purpose.

Whether it was a case of miscommunication or one of 
explicit deception, the architect’s missing conclusion exacerbated 
the distrust among residents and of course fed into the general 
sense that they were being misled and tricked by the proponents 
of demolition. These tropes were part of a broader discourse 
of displacement employed by white, working class residents in 
the Couperusbuurt, a discourse that construed ‘ordinary’ white 
residents as the victims of displacement and of powerful forces 
beyond their control. 

18 http://www.zie.nl/profile/AT5/ingezonden/Stadgenoot-niet-eerlijk-over-
sloop/m1fzp51fedop
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Resistance and the right to the city
I understand this discourse as one of resistance (Goetz, 2012) in 
and through which residents enter into a struggle for their ‘right to 
the city’ (Harvey, 2008) - their right to stay put (Hartman, 2002). 
The discourse of displacement not only challenged the lack of 
transparency and ‘real’ democratic participation in the decision 
making process, but the very narrative that was being used to 
justify their displacement. At the heart of resident’s resistance is 
the defense of respectability (see Chapter 3) and the claim that 
housing corporations have deliberately ‘created the argument’ for 
demolition by means of intentional neglect and disinvestment. 
This representation of things implicitly challenges the common 
sense notion that high concentrations of public housing produce 
neighborhoods with social problems. Whereas the common 
notion has now become that specific features of the poor 
neighborhood itself causes deprivation - the dynamic referred to as 
‘neighborhood effects’ in social science literature - residents blame 
policies of government neglect and (neoliberal) disinvestment. 
They engage in a struggle for their ‘right to the city’ by drawing 
boundaries between ordinary, respectable citizens and neglectful, 
inadequate, and undemocratic establishments, while criticizing a 
lack of local democracy concerning the lived environment. Within 
this boundary work, emerges the figure of the ordinary person 
whose ‘right to the city’ must be defended and who must seek to 
regain control over his own representation. 

As we shall see in the next section, this peculiar articulation 
of the right to the city with the notion of displacement is a complex 
discourse in which the ‘right to stay put’ and the politics of home 
have become entwined - sometimes - with an ‘autochthonic’ 
discourse that presupposes the notion that certain bodies are 
‘naturally’ (more) entitled to certain spaces. This representation 
continues to construe post-migrants that dwell in pluri-ethnic 
neighborhoods as ‘space invaders,’ as bodies out of place (Puwar, 
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2004). This autochthonic discourse feeds into white residents’ sense 
of belonging and home, but also that of entitlement. In the struggle 
over public housing, welfare chauvinism emerges that denotes the 
construction of antagonism between ordinary Amsterdam citizens 
- racialized as white - and post-migrants.   

Scheefwoners and (post-)migrants
When in March 2009 Marian realized that there were plans for the 
demolition of the Couperusbuurt, she worried that her whole life 
might be turned upside down. Both she and Rick exemplified a 
category of residents who feared that the demolition of their homes 
could have big personal, financial consequences. Both rented in the 
low-rent, social housing sector, in which they arrived respectively 
16 and 30 years ago, when they had a much lower income than 
today. Protected by the remnants of a strong welfare state, they 
enjoyed a non-commercial rent. Both Rick and Marian had been 
socially mobile, but had not moved (up) in terms of their housing 
arrangements. The percentage of their monthly income that went 
to rent had thus gone down considerably since they had first moved 
into the Couperusbuurt. 

People like Marian and Rick were referred to by policy 
makers and housing corporation officials as scheefwoners. These 
scheefwoners, people with a relatively high income who nonetheless 
live in social housing and thus profit from state-sponsored housing, 
are ‘the number 1 target group for current policies’ (Uitermark, 
2011). This is at least in part the result of the growing influence of 
neoliberal ideologies in urban politics, which has been grounded 
in the notion that it is necessary to move away from public housing 
as a universal provision for Amsterdam citizens, and in a strong 
political and political-economic preference for owner-occupied 
and commercial rent housing arrangements. Scheefwoners in this 
context have come to be seen as people who should be seduced - 
or forced - into finding a home outside the public housing sector 
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and thus on the market. It is important to emphasize that this 
has not always been self-evident. In the 1970s and 1980s another 
view of public housing was dominant in Amsterdam. As Justus 
Uitermark argues:

The history of Amsterdam’s housing politics after 1960 
was a double development: grassroots mobilization 
brought the state under democratic control and 
the housing market was gradually brought under 
state control. The resident movement and emerging 
institutions helped to create a decommodified housing 
stock that universalized accessibility and maximized 
affordability [....] These really were revolutionary 
developments: they gave the city to its people and they 
helped generate a vibrant creativity in spaces that had 
been freed from both the state and the market. (2011: 
12-13)

The idea of public housing for all income groups unlinked the 
distribution of houses from the distribution of income (Uitermark, 
2011), making public housing a form of progressive urban regulation 
as opposed to ‘only’ a solution for low-income households. This 
mode of urban regulation was put under pressure as a result of 
the rise of neoliberal thinking about urban development. The new 
consensus became that public housing should be available only 
to low-income households, whereas other groups would have to 
negotiate their place to live on the market. In these transformations 
explicitly liberal ideas about individual responsibility, good 
citizenship, the freedom to choose, and ownership articulated 
that represent a radical break with the Amsterdam public housing 
tradition. 

Like several other residents in the Couperusbuurt, Rick and 
Marian, who had average incomes, had built their lives around 
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their low rents. Marian travelled. When I visited her home, the first 
thing I saw was a huge map of the world with hundreds of pins in 
it, indicating all the locations she had visited. She told me: 

Ten years ago I thought of moving house. I had met a 
guy; we thought of living together. And we did for a 
while, in this house, but it is small, too small for two 
people. So, I looked around for a bigger apartment; 
thought of buying something in that new flat they had 
just built five minutes from here. But the costs! The 
transition would be extreme. And I thought: but I want 
to keep driving a car; and I want to keep traveling. I was 
happy with the way I lived. And ever since, the housing 
prices have just exploded. The transition would be even 
bigger now.

Rick and his partner had a ‘Japanese garden’ outside 
Amsterdam, where they resided during weekends and the summer. 
They also spent a lot of money on charities for animals. I once asked 
Rick if he would consider buying an apartment if the demolition 
could not be stopped: 

No! That would mean I would have to change my whole 
life and I don’t want to do that. It is as simple as that. 
We want to keep going to the theater. [...] And we have 
the speedboat, a big one, which costs a lot of money. 
And I can do these things because I have a low rent, 
because I am satisfied with this small home. They call 
us scheefwoners, but why? We pay 240 euro rent every 
month, which is not much, but look at what we get for 
it: 32 square meters and a little garden, that’s all. It is the 
choice we make.
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Confronted with the plans for the demolition of their home, 
both Rick and Marian were faced with the prospect that not only 
their home, but their whole way of life would be ‘demolished’. For 
both of them it would be impossible to find a new home in the low-
rent sector, as their income was too high. They would be forced 
to search for much more expensive housing on the stressed-out, 
overheated, and very expensive Amsterdam housing market: and 
that meant that they would have to give up many of the things 
they valued in their lives. This produced frustration, and a sense of 
displacement, as is revealed in Marian’s words: 

Am I allowed to have a home at all? Do I have rights, as 
a single person? Do I have to make room for all those 
families? [...] It is other people’s opinion that my home 
is too small for me. That I don’t belong here. Yes, uhm, 
it’s a difficult question. Yes, I simply do not agree. I do 
not want to leave. I could have left if I wanted to, but I 
do not want to pinch and scrape only to be able to live 
in a large and expensive apartment.

Rick responded to the discourse of scheefwonen with an 
alternative notion of what scheefwonen actually was: 

You can call this scheefwonen, but if I take a look at 
what some people pay who have housing benefits. 
People who live in a house of almost one hundred 
square meters - and that house should be much more 
expensive compared with what I have. Perhaps 800, 
900 euro. And they have benefits! Everything. They pay 
300 euro only. A nice place. So what is scheefwonen? 
That people live in a home they can only afford because 
they get benefits, or what I do? It is because I work and 
pay taxes that I make that possible. So people who can’t 



EVERYDAY AUTOCHTHONY

100

afford it are put in those houses and I pay 240 euro for 
a very small apartment, but I also pay for the home of 
those other people. Do you understand?

In Rick’s notion of scheefwonen we see his ideas about 
whiteness, which we already encountered in the introduction 
of this chapter, re-emerge. The figure of the common, hard-
working Dutchman in Rick’s narrative is construed in antagonistic 
relation to the post-migrant, ‘allochthonous’ Other. This trope in 
a local discourse of autochthony, which constructs the ‘common 
Dutchman’ as a victim of displacement by (post-)migrants, by 
Rick is entangled into a personal narrative, in which a notion of 
displacement again plays a key role. Rick told me how years ago he 
had a florist’s business in a white neighborhood that had become 
populated by immigrants. His regular customers moved out and 
the shop could not be sustained because, Rick argued, ‘allochtons’ 
didn’t buy flowers and stuff like that’.  Rick thus lost his business, 
which he blamed on the demographic transformation of the 
neighborhood. As Rick said: 

Now I am being driven out of my home again. And 
why? Because they want larger apartments! And why 
do they want larger apartments? For allochtonen! 
Because Dutch people (Hollandse mensen) are up to 
a maximum of four in a family. So I am again being 
driven out of my apartment. The houses that will be 
built here are for large families.

This peculiar representation of the restructuring plans - as if 
it was deliberately targeting white, Dutch, ‘ordinary’ residents - had 
a much wider base in Slotermeer. Rick himself insisted that ‘most 
of his friends’ shared the view that ‘ordinary Amsterdammers’ were 
being pushed out of town. ‘That is not a feeling I have, it is the 
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truth!’ Among many of my interlocutors in Slotermeer, the renewal 
had reinforced a conviction that immigrants were being favored 
and ‘ordinary people‘, racialized as ‘white’, were being displaced. 
Developing this perspective, Rick composed a narrative that 
construed an antagonistic relation between ‘Hollandse mensen‘ 
on the one hand and (post-)migrants on the other, between 
‘autochthonous’ and ‘allochthonous’, by imposing issues of welfare 
entitlement and the distribution of services and rights upon the 
debate about the socio-spatial restructuring of New West. He 
argued that he, as an ordinary Amsterdammer, had been forced to 
make room for ‘large ‘allochtonous’ families’:

Rick: Look, I understand, those people with big 
families also have to live somewhere. But, well, sorry, 
I have other ideas about that issue, but that is my own 
personal...’ 
PM: What is your idea about it, then?
Rick: They should just make sure they [the allochthones 
- PM] have fewer children. Why do they have four 
children, even five? Yes. Look, I will tell you again, they 
came to the Netherlands as guest workers back then. 
Yes - and at one point that changed very quickly to 
allochtoon. Yes, you know? So. Look, if people have to 
be helped, that’s fine with me, but not when it’s only for 
economic reasons. And that is how it happened with 
them. Look, most of our problems we have with all 
those people. 
[PM] But, one second, which people?
Rick: Allochtonen! [...] The neighborhood here is mostly 
white people. A couple of them live here. They got a 
house here in the past. Because they came alone. But 
now they let their wife (hun vrouwtje) come over. And, 
well, then kids will follow soon; and, well, these homes 
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are too small for that. And those are the people who are 
in favor of the demolition. That’s the hard reality; that’s 
the truth. 

The discourse of displacement that took shape in the context 
of people’s struggle for ‘the right to the city’ (Harvey, 2008), in 
other words, was built not only on the construction of a symbolic 
front between ‘the people’ and ‘the establishment’, but also on a 
‘front’ between ‘autochthonous’ citizens and post-migrants. In 
this front dynamic we see the idea of autochthonous voicelessness 
re-emerging: the notion that ordinary people, racialized as white, 
lacked political representation and voice, while post-migrants were 
heard and even favored when it came to the distribution of homes 
and the redistribution of income by means of rent benefits. Post-
migrants, construed as cultural outsiders, have become to be seen 
as the agents of social change, foreign bodies that threaten people’s 
everyday life-worlds in a direct, material way. 

As can be seen in Rick’s comments above, the idea that 
strangers were pushing ‘ordinary people’ out became tangible when 
people talked about the rationality of the renewal plans. People 
did not tire of emphasizing that ‘autochthonous’ ordinary people 
were forced out of their small homes to make room for immigrants 
with larger families. One resident, Mary, told me she had moved 
to Slotermeer in the early 1980s from Amsterdam Old West to get 
away from ‘all the immigrants’. She interpreted the restructuring 
plans as an effort to displace white residents. 

I have been on the run for those Moroccans all my life 
- at least, that’s how I feel. I know I am not supposed 
to say it, but, well, it’s the truth. Now they want to 
build a beautiful new neighborhood for Muslims 
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and Moroccans and what have you here.19 A Muslim 
neighborhood! And why? Look at the politicians here! 
Do you think they are there for the common good? 
They don’t care about ordinary Dutch people anymore. 
They want to make this into a multicultural ghetto. 
They are pushing us out. (Mary, Couperusbuurt)20

This sense of displacement, interpreted as a result of 
immigration, and also the feeling that (post-)migrants were being 
favored (see also De Gruijter et al. 2010) could also be heard 
when one listened to everyday discourse surrounding the Labor 
Party PvdA, (which remained the dominant political force in this 
district) as ‘de Partij van de Allochtonen’ - the party of allochthons’. 
People told me for instance, they did not feel represented by Labor 
anymore now that most of its representatives in the municipality 
were from a post-migrant background. It was not just that post-
migrants were somehow thought to have intimate ties to a political 
or civil society elite; it was also the sense that autochthonous Dutch 
residents had been abandoned, had lost precisely these ties and 
intimacies. 

In this trope, the ‘right to the city’ was thus redefined in a 
very particular way: a sense of displacement had now become 
interwoven with issues of cultural and social entitlement and income 
redistribution in a shrinking welfare state. In Marian’s perspective, 
as opposed to that of Rick, these questions were not fully entwined 
with the issue of immigration. In fact in our conversations Marian 
would take considerable pains to distance herself from the anti-
immigrant rhetoric of some of her ‘white’ neighbors, including 
Rick: but for Rick, his sense of displacement was clearly tied up 

19 This particular remark was in response to the remark made by the district 
chairman of Slotervaart, Ahmed Marcouch (see Chapter 5) 
20 See Chapter 5 for more on this.
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with the question of immigration and welfare redistribution in 
a demographically changed, ethnically heterogeneous city. He 
asserted his right to stay put in the Couperusbuurt by developing 
and reinforcing a discourse in which ‘ordinary’ ‘whites’ became 
victims of ‘allochtonous [welfare] spongers’ (cf. Ceuppens, 2006) 
and their elite sponsors. In this way, the right to the city became  
defined in connection to a culturalist discourse that framed certain 
citizens as more entitled - because they were ‘autochthonous’ - 
than Others. 

‘You can’t control things’
In the spring and summer of 2010 it became clear that the plans for 
the restructuring of the Louis Couperusbuurt were not going to be 
executed. Although the plans were fully worked out and had been 
ratified by the district council in December 2009, the crisis in the 
Amsterdam housing and construction market - and the economic 
crisis in more general terms - stood in the way. Housing (and 
office) construction came to a complete halt in Amsterdam in 2010, 
when a ‘building stop’ was issued by the city’s administration. Only 
projects already initiated were going to be finished; projects that 
were not yet past that point were halted for the time being. Indeed, 
in October 2010 district alderman, Paulus de Wilt, responsible 
for Housing and Urban Renewal in New West, announced that 
the demolition of the 670 homes in the Louis Couperusbuurt was 
off the table and postponed indefinitely, and in the future would 
be fully reconsidered. If new renewal plans were to be developed, 
they would have to be newly ratified by the district council. 
Moreover, before any new plans could be ratified and executed a 
new residents’ participation trajectory would have to be initiated. 
It could be argued therefore, that the opponents of demolition had 
won, although residents held a different view. 

Several of my interlocutors argued that their victory was 
ambiguous: in their view it was not a question of residents’ agency. 
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Instead, they argued, residents had been saved ‘by the economy’ 
or ‘by the crisis’. I spoke to Marian in a second long interview in 
February 2011. Alluding back to her sense of voicelessness and 
her notion of participation as a farce, I asked if she felt differently 
now. She responded, echoing the views of many of my other 
interlocutors: 

Well, the fact that ‘the economy’ has decided - as far as 
one can use that term - this means that you don’t have 
it in your own hands. You don’t have that feeling in any 
way. Really, I keep feeling, even now that we have won 
... That you can’t control things. [...] Nothing, really 
nothing has changed.

During our conversation, I pointed out that the Labor 
Party, still the dominant political force in Amsterdam New West, 
nonetheless had changed its tune on urban renewal, now pleading 
for more renovation and less demolition. Was not that partly the 
success of residents’ activities? But Marian countered: 

Sure, but they were forced by the circumstances only. 
The crisis! It is not because of what we did [....] You 
simply notice that they think, by law, officially, residents 
must be involved in making decisions. So, they organize 
evenings, everybody gets to say something; they call it 
participation, but they already know what the outcome 
is. [...] Looking back, the feeling stays that whatever we 
as residents do, it doesn’t matter. I still have the feeling 
that we lost the battle anyway, because it really makes no 
difference if you come with arguments or not, because 
the decision has already been made. That’s what makes 
it so sour (wrang).   
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I also pointed out to Marian that the renewal plans in fact 
were modified after residents’ participation, when the district 
council demanded, partly on the basis of residents’ input, that the 
percentage of public housing to be built in the Couperusbuurt was 
elevated from thirty to forty percent. Marian’s response to this was 
illustrative of her distrust in the authorities responsible: 

Yes, ha, ha, they pretend that they had not already 
calculated this in. When they begin with a new project 
of course they have ideas of how the process will go, and 
they know they will encounter resistance. And that they 
need some leverage. It’s the same process everywhere: 
in The Hague, in companies: before something new is 
started up, they already think of possible leverage, to 
make the process go more smoothly. Anyway, that’s 
how it feels to me.

For Marian and other residents, there was no real sense of 
victory. What residents were left with was a magnified sense of 
distrust, which was grounded, among other things, in the sense that 
outsiders without roots in the neighborhood were deciding about 
their livelihood, their home. Many of my interlocutors spoke of the 
large gulf they experienced between policy makers and corporation 
officials and Slotermeer residents. In our conversation, Marian and 
I discussed this issue as well. She argued that, even though she 
had less trouble than some of her neighbors in understanding and 
speaking the language of professionals, she recognized that sense 
of a divide between residents on the one hand, and authorities, 
professionals, and corporation officials on the other. It was, she 
argued, a ‘feeling’ one got:  

Look, they are people who are not from here, who do not 
have any kind of feeling with neighborhoods like this. 
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Take Martine, for instance: she is an example of that. 
I’m sure she lives in a nice ‘own home’ (koopwoning) 
in The Hague, but she takes the liberty to decide about 
our little popular quarter, you know. (en die beslist hier 
wel over ons volksbuurtje zeg maar). So, this gap, I feel 
that as well.[....] I feel that these people [professionals, 
PM] have this idea: ‘Ach, you don’t know what is best, 
you don’t have the right kind of knowledge, you are 
just a renter,  you are very dumb people. That feeling 
I do have, and that feeling I also had when I went into 
dialogue with them.

PM: But how come? How does that work? 

Marian: That’s a difficult one, it is, anyway (sowieso) 
in the feeling. I think, when you talk to them about it 
they will say: but that’s not our intention. So, it is in the 
feeling. Very much in the feeling. But it is also in things 
they do: keeping information from us; fully preparing 
what they are going to say and what they are not going 
to say: trying to manipulate things [...], lying.

I encountered sentiments - ‘feelings’ - like these constantly in New 
West. Even if people were unable to express these feelings in words 
- precisely because the register of the affective resists full discursive 
elaboration - these ‘diffused sentiments’ were of central importance 
to the way people shaped their self-understanding and sense of 
community. 

Conclusion
In the Netherlands, the construction of ‘the people’ takes place 
within a particular context of political and social transformation - 
the culturalization of citizenship and the shift toward a post-Fordist 
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society That is to say, Dutch populism rests on a culturalized and 
ethnicized construction of ‘ordinary people as ‘autochthonous’. 
Populism in the Netherlands in other words is grounded not only 
in the construction of an antagonistic relation between the people 
and the establishment, but in the exclusion of culturalized others 
from the very category of the people. In Sara Farris’ words, ‘the 
people that is called upon to act against the Other is not [...] a 
shapeless demos, but a specific ethnos or natio’ (fc. 2016). While 
many ‘autochthonous’ residents sense and argue they are rendered 
anachronistic - temporally and spatially displaced - right-wing, 
autochthonous populism can be said to hold the promise of re-
centering and de-marginalizing precisely those white, working 
and middle class residents that feel they have become increasingly 
peripheral.

As I have argued in this chapter, urban regeneration and 
shifting housing policies signal a wider practice and public culture 
of neoliberal reform, gentrification, and creative class politics 
that renders ‘old’ Fordist working class spaces like Slotermeer 
anachronistic - spatially and temporally out of place. Many 
residents in New West engaged with the notion, circulating widely 
in debates about the future of Amsterdam New West, that the 
Western Garden Cities were ‘no longer of this time’. Whereas some 
residents protested by arguing for the contemporary relevance of 
the ideas of Van Eesteren and other modernists - and by actively 
construing modernism as cultural heritage - others developed a 
more defensive and ‘emotional’ response. ‘What they mean,’ I heard 
several residents argue, ‘is that we are no longer of this time’. Remarks 
like this denote an affective sense of temporal displacement and an 
ongoing attachment of people to a time now passed - a passing 
exemplified by the withering of the Amsterdam public housing 
tradition. As Andrea Muehlebach and Nitzan Shoshan suggest, 
reflecting on the Fordist-Keynesian compact well established in 
Europe until the late 1980s: ‘Housing [...] appeared as an index of 
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a peculiar affective relationship that citizens cultivated with the 
nation-state that often took on an elaborate and extensive caregiver 
role’ (Muehlebach and Shoshan, 2012: 329). In this perspective, the 
current, decidedly post-Fordist transformation of housing policies 
indicates a more fundamental transformation of the relationship 
between citizens, the nation-state, and government, in which 
certain ‘groups’ of citizens  feel abandoned and bereft.

There is reason for some wonderment here. As I have 
argued in the Introduction, the rise of culturalist populism in the 
Netherlands since the 1990s - Bolkestein, Fortuyn, Wilders - is 
precisely grounded in a ‘transposed class discourse [that] frames 
the autochthonous, Dutch working class as a victim of cultural 
rather than economic liberalism and consequently espouses 
cultural rather than economic protectionism’ (Uitermark, 2012). 
Hence, if it is true that these dissatisfied, allegedly disenfranchised 
autochthons have been at the center of political discourse for almost 
two decades now, why do they cling to their sense of displacement 
and abandonment? 

The answers to that question I have argued, can be found, only 
by taking a close look at the everyday, material realities of people’s 
life-worlds - the articulation in other words between the symbolic 
boundaries people construct and ‘real’ social boundaries they 
encounter (Lamont and Molnar, 2002). Such a move shifts the focus 
to affect - to diffused sensitivities or moods like grief, humiliation, 
and bitterness. The challenge is to investigate the structural reasons 
for people’s sense of abandonment or disenfranchisement: reasons 
that have to do with the structural transformation of their life-
worlds in the era of ascending neoliberalism, and with the post-
political, post-democratic character of urban decision making in 
the contemporary Netherlands. Following Dunn (2013), I argue that 
the analysis of the transformation of urban and housing policies, 
and especially the withering of the public housing tradition, sheds 
light on the affective consequences of neoliberal transformations. 
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Rather than simply a form of popular, apolitical ressentiment, the 
discourse of displacement, which I see as an important building 
block of political populism, must be understood in political 
terms - as a diffused discourse of resistance that engages with the 
neoliberal transformation of Dutch society, which is characterized 
by an increasing distrust in public authorities (Hall and Lamont, 
2013: 9). Moreover, if the public housing tradition, historically, 
has represented practices of valuation - ‘matrices of worth’ based 
on morality, solidarity, and other attributes unrelated to income 
and socio-economic status alone (Ibid., 10), the decline of public 
housing represents the increasing normalization of neoliberal 
horizons of possibility that ‘elevate market criteria of worth’. As Hall 
and Lamont have recently pointed out, the impact of neoliberalism 
- at the level of personal and social valuation and (self-)worth, 
human subjectivity, and the meaning of status and citizenship - are 
not to be underestimated, even if, obviously, ‘these changes cannot 
be understood as the imposition of neoliberal modes of thinking on 
entirely plastic individuals’ (Hall and Lamont, 2013: 5). Although 
neoliberal practices are variously distributed across space - and 
their effects cannot be neatly predicted - the increasing dominance 
of neoliberal ideas and modes of governmentality influence how 
people live and identify. Moreover, neoliberalism goes hand in 
hand with increasing material insecurity as well as ‘heightened 
status anxieties’ (Hall and Lamont, 2013). In the next chapter, I 
focus on discourses surrounding worth and respectability in New 
West - discourses that are part and parcel of a cultural practice 
of nostalgia in which a longing for public authority is articulated 
and a peculiar imaginary of the past is mobilized to shape self-
understanding and community.
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Longing for the state. Disorder, 

respectability, and nostalgia in New West

More than ever before men now live in the shadow of the state. 
Ralph Miliband (1973) 

Many people whom I met in my two years of wandering and 
probing, ethnographically, in Amsterdam New West at some 
point, early on in the conversation, would start talking about what 
they construed as the decline of their neighborhood. In March 
2011 I joined what was called a buurtschouw, an inspection of the 
neighborhood, in the Louis Couperusbuurt. Active residents, with 
responsible authorities, had taken the initiative to bring together 
community police officers, local government, housing corporation 
officials, and of course residents for a walk through the quarter. 
The goal was to point out, to make visible, what residents saw as 
the unruly areas, the untidy spots, the messy gardens, the spaces 
in which maintenance was deferred or lacking, the weed - indeed - 
between the street tiles. 

As we have seen in the previous chapter, residents of the 
Couperusbuurt were already known for their complaints, their 
dismay with authorities, and their struggle against the plans to 
demolish 670 homes in the quarter and replace this public housing 
estate with more spacious, more beautiful, and more expensive 



EVERYDAY AUTOCHTHONY

112

apartments. Now that the project of urban renewal in New West, 
as a result of the economic crisis, had been deferred until at least 
2019, the various housing corporations active in the district had 
been quite suddenly forced to take up their task of maintaining the 
houses, after years of neglect. Indeed, in a publication informing 
residents about the postponement of the renewal plans, the project 
developer of housing corporation Stadgenoot pointed out: ‘The last 
couple of years very little has been invested in the houses, because 
they were going to be demolished.’21

The complaints of residents, in other words, did not come out 
of thin air and people were deeply affected and frustrated by what 
many of them perceived as the decline of the public housing stock 
and also of public space. In many neighborhoods of New West, 
deferred maintenance had led to a plethora of complaints about the 
state of the homes. It had become a contentious issue throughout 
the district. The problems with the houses were brought to light, 
for instance in a black book that the New West chapter of the 
oppositional, leftist Socialist Party (SP)22 had made after opening 
a hot line for complaints about deteriorating living circumstances 
as a result of deferred maintenance (SP, 2011). Various other 
politicians, including the leftist Green party alderman Paulus de 
Wilt, responsible for housing in New West, and the central city’s 
alderman Freek Ossel (PvdA/Labor), intervened in the controversy. 
Both visited some of the homes after reading the ‘black book’, and 
reported their alarm and dismay about the state of the houses, also 
bringing to light the sometimes contentious relationship between 
state authorities and the semi-independent housing corporations.

Most of the complaints assembled by the Socialist Party 
focused on questions of cold, draughts, and mold in homes and, 

21 Stadsdeel Nieuw West: Vernieuwing door in ander tempo. https://www.
amsterdam.nl/publish/pages/.../nw_bew_krant4mei_web.pdf
22 The SP joined the Amsterdam city administration in 2014 in a coalition with 
the two free-market liberal parties, the VVD and D66.
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with others, the party argued that the living circumstances in some 
apartment complexes in New West were making people physically 
ill. In the Couperusbuurt and surrounding quarters residents also 
complained about draught and mold forming on the walls of their 
homes, but it was the state of public space that provoked most 
outrage in this part of the district - and public space was also the 
focus of the buurtschouw. In fact, the letter of invitation residents 
had received emphasized that the schouw would center on the 
quality of public space, and on safety, nuisance, or social problems 
in the quarter. ‘For maintenance problems we refer you to the 
housing corporation. This will not be extensively discussed during 
the schouw.’23

In the study of the culturalization of citizenship, the 
emotional politics surrounding neighborhood decline have not yet 
been fully taken into account. Yet, the figure of the pluri-ethnic, 
popular neighborhood plays a key role in contemporary, culturalist 
discourse. Indeed, these neighborhoods are framed as the spaces 
where a ‘multicultural drama’ is taking place. Social fragmentation, 
declining social cohesion, and perceived urban and national 
disorder have their micro-articulations in the local everyday life 
of urban neighborhoods. In this chapter, I explore the role of the 
imaginary of neighborhood decline and the politics of respectability 
in the formation of home and place and self-understanding in New 
West. As I demonstrate, people define and defend their home/place 
in the face of what they perceive as a growing threat to their way 
of life and their hard-won respectability. This process is contingent 
upon people’s situated politics in their local neighborhoods, as well 
as upon extra-local, macro-processes of territorial stigmatization 
and the declining value attached to public housing in our neoliberal 
era that residents must navigate in order to defend their cherished 

23 Buurtschouw Couperusbuurt: www.nieuwwest.amsterdam.nl/.../011_
buurtschouw_couperusbuurt.pdf
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respectability. To be able to counter stigmatization, residents must 
‘externalize ‘the responsibility for urban decline by means of the 
performance of boundary work. They bring order to disorder 
by naming the agents of decreasing respectability and symbolic 
defamation - political establishments and other authorities and 
sometimes certain groups of post-migrants and other outsiders, 
who are viewed as culturally or socially incapable of respectable 
behavior. People thus find their self-worth in their ability to be 
worthy of respect and in drawing boundaries against those who 
are conceived as lacking respectability (cf. Lamont, 2000). 

I explore these affective politics surrounding neighborhood 
decline by first looking very closely at the buurtschouw I attended in 
2011, while thereafter extending out from this case by analyzing a 
number of conversations with key interlocutors. I begin my analysis 
with this particular event to be able to flesh out the relationship 
between everyday forms of communication and emotion on the 
one hand and extra-local political developments on the other. In 
the final sections of this chapter I shall argue that to understand 
the role of respectability and order in the politics of everyday life in 
New West, these questions must be put in their historical context. 
These preoccupations are rooted in a ‘culture of control’ that has 
emerged historically as the result of the development of Dutch 
working class culture since the 19th century. This culture rests on a 
peculiar imaginary of the state, which is particularly important to 
analyze in an era of neoliberalism, in which we are confronted with 
a quite radical transformation of the affective relationship between 
the state and citizens. These shifts evoke a politics of nostalgia in 
which we can see a longing for the state, for a tangible manifestation 
of state authority - a nostalgic longing in and through which people 
give form and shape to a particular subject-position within present 
power configurations and in connection to a changing urban 
landscape. The peculiar self-understanding that comes into being 
in these processes is the symbolic figure of the ‘ordinary person’. 
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The conduct of things
The atmosphere at the buurtschouw was charged, signaling the 
complex and contentious relationship residents and civil authorities 
in this part of town had cultivated over the years. I arrived on my 
bicycle and saw a group of residents arguing fiercely with Paolo, 
the neighborhood ‘coordinator’ working for Stadgenoot. Residents 
argued Paolo ‘did nothing’ for the neighborhood, was not 
responding to the many complaints that were filed, and was bringing 
the quarter down. The tension was tangible. The charge was led by 
a physically impressive and audibly present Amsterdammer in an 
AJAX-outfit, who was shouting at Paolo while a number of other 
residents joined in now and then. Paolo, sturdily-built himself, and 
accustomed to this style of communication, seemed little impressed 
and with another official led the ‘counterattack’. There was a good 
deal of shouting, and the atmosphere was a bit tense, but things 
quickly quieted down when other residents intervened soothingly. 
A woman I was standing next to shrugged and laughed when she 
saw me taking notes. The scene was typical for her neighborhood, 
she said. ‘Everybody is always angry.’ We had never met and she 
wanted to know who I was, worried that another ‘damn journalist’ 
(rotjournalist) was going to write a nasty piece about the place 
where she called home, her neighborhood quarter. 

I approach the event of the buurtschouw as an example of 
what Randall Collins calls an ‘interaction ritual’ (1981; 2004). 
Collins’ model is useful as a heuristic device: it helps to make sense 
of this neighborhood exploration as part of a chain of events in 
which peculiar subject-positions have come into being. I make use 
of Collins’ model ‘opportunistically’, without subscribing to his 
particular, interactional sociology or to his critique of more macro-
oriented social analyses. Collins argues for a micro-oriented view 
of social life: ‘an appropriate image of the social world is a bundle 
of individual chains of interactional experience, crisscrossing each 
other in space as they flow along time’ (Collins, 1981: 998). For 
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Collins, every form of communication, of interaction, is a ritual 
producing common understanding. This common reality, Collins 
points out, from a ritual viewpoint can be called a myth. He builds 
on Durkheim here: ‘the myth, or content, is a Durkheimian ‘sacred 
object’. It signifies membership in a common group’ (1981: 998). 
In other words, in every instance of social interaction people are 
involved in the performance of boundary work and in the formation 
of some sense of togetherness. However, not every moment of 
interaction is similarly successful in generating and regenerating 
the emotions and symbolism that ‘charge up’ individuals and 
form groups. The ‘success’ of an interaction ritual depends 
on the ingredients of the ritual and on the ways in which these 
ingredients reinforce each other (Collins, 2004). Collins’ model is 
very interesting because he offers one route into the ethnographic 
approach of events - understood as interaction rituals - and the role 
of the body and bodily emotions in the context of everyday, local 
encounters between subjects. 

Bodily co-presence and boundaries
The buurtschouw brought together around thirty residents in 
a common event that involved bodily co-presence and in which 
boundaries with outsiders took shape. In the previous chapter we 
have already seen that these boundaries had been developing in the 
Louis Couperusbuurt for some time, and they were tangible during 
the buurtschouw: in the eyes of residents, it seemed to me, Paolo 
was the embodiment of ‘the authorities’ and he was approached 
as such. Other representatives of civil authorities were similarly 
construed as ‘the Other’. 

When things had quieted down and the official part of 
the buurtschouw started, Rick - a leading figure in the residents’ 
neighborhood committee who was introduced in the previous 
chapter - took the floor. He explained why he and his fellow residents 
had taken the initiative for this meeting. Rick said he was ‘sick and 
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tired’ of the disarray and lack of good maintenance in his quarter, 
and he wanted the authorities to ‘finally’ take their responsibility. 
Rick argued that the neighborhood was going downhill because 
authorities ‘simply refused’ to do their job, to keep the area tidy, 
safe, and respectable. 

A clear boundary between insiders and outsiders had already 
come into being in and through previous events and struggles. 
After Rick’s opening speech and after the various officials present 
were introduced, the inspection began. The walk would lead us 
through most of the quarter, with residents pointing out scenes 
they perceived as neglected and messy. Right around the corner 
of where we had gathered for instance, a spot was pointed out that 
residents said was a dumping site for dirt and litter. Especially 
the ‘immigrant greengrocers’ (allochtone groenteboeren) in the 
neighborhood were to be held responsible for this, some residents 
emphasized: these greengrocers - who were said to have ‘no respect’ 
- allegedly dumped litter and garbage there. 

The place, indeed, was a relatively unsightly spot at the 
time, and seemed to attract mess and untidiness. Residents said 
that they had filed many complaints about this, but that nobody 
was doing anything about it. The emotional energy was palpable 
at this moment. The older man with whom I was chatting, Mr. 
De Koning24, a long time resident living just around the corner, 
was quite charged up by now, saying passionately: ‘I have called 
to complain about this so often. But it’s not like it used to be in 
the past. There is no decent enforcement any longer. (Er wordt 
niet meer fatsoenlijk gehandhaafd.) The spirit/gusto (animo) has 

24 In general, I use fictional first names when discussing people I worked with in 
New West. However, I use more formal modes of addressing people (and fictional 
last names) with whom I was not on a first name basis during field work. It is 
unthinkable for me to address people of a certain age, like Mr. De Koning and Miss 
Hulst below, both over the age of eighty, by their first name.
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been removed from the bodies of the workers. (De animo is uit 
de lichamen van de arbeiders gehaald.)’ For Mr. De Koning, the 
‘workers’ (arbeiders) were not to blame: it was the fault of their 
managers. In more abstract terms, the problem was with ‘these 
times’ in which soulless technocrats who were out of touch with 
ordinary people were in charge. De Koning: 

That is not the fault of the workers; it is because of the 
management.... In the past we had normal, regular 
people working here, who were committed to the 
neighborhood. But now the spirit has disappeared 
from the bodies of the workers - because they are no 
longer appreciated, and they no longer feel responsible 
for their jobs. That is not the fault of the workers, but 
of the leadership... When you call, do you know what 
happens? They take their car and drive by!! They drive 
by and do nothing.

A district official countered that the problem was not a 
lack of will, but a lack of budget. The district was simply not able 
financially to keep everything nice and tidy in the Western Garden 
Cities, characterized by lots of ‘open spaces’ and green areas. The 
man in the AJAX-outfit responded angrily to this: ‘If that is the case, 
you should communicate about it! We are sitting here, wondering 
what is going on. You promise all kinds of things, but none of your 
promises are kept.’ A murmur of agreement rose from the rest of 
the group, while the district official shrugged, clearly not knowing 
how to respond exactly.

In this episode, we can clearly see that the barrier between 
insiders and outsiders was reinforced: the state and the corporations 
were construed as outsiders, which seemed to produce a ‘moment 
of intersubjectivity’ among residents. As I was working on theories 
on populism at the time, later that evening in my field notes I wrote: 
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Ever since the start of the buurtschouw, there was something 
in the air that I could not quite grasp - a feeling, an emotion. 
I have to think this through. But clearly, all the signs of 
group formation - the formation of an internal frontier 
between the people and the establishment - were present. 
This is what must be the focus of my dissertation. But what 
to do with this feeling that I cannot grasp? It makes me feel 
tense. Yes, it is a tense feeling. Something important is going 
on here, I can feel it, but it is hard to put into words.’ (Field 
notes, my translation)

My interpretation of this particular moment was reinforced by 
murmurs of agreement, which can be said to be at least partly 
discursive: but there was something more, something difficult to 
put into words, something not quite discursively available. This 
‘extra’ was a kind of emotional energy that I could feel and that 
signaled, in my view now, the formation of a tacit common reality. 
Mr. De Koning gave an extra affective dimension to this particular 
dynamic, evoking the ‘spirit’ in people and the soullessness of 
contemporary arrangements, arguing that new management 
structures within the bureaucratic field had eroded the ‘gusto’ 
or ‘animo’ in the bodies of people doing maintenance jobs in 
the quarter. Moreover, this episode revealed a second boundary, 
when ‘immigrant greengrocers’ were delineated in this almost 
exclusively ‘white’ event as the ‘strangers’ responsible making mess 
and creating disorder.

A mutual focus of attention and a shared mood
Returning to Collins’ thinking concerning the ingredients of 
interaction rituals, the third and fourth ingredients of this event 
could now also be clearly seen at work - a mutual focus of attention 
and a shared mood, each affecting the other. The focus of attention 
- the objects of contention - was mess and untidiness in public 
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spaces. A bit further down the road for instance, another trouble 
spot was waiting for the group. Here the road had been broken up 
months ago and had never been repaired. ‘Scandalous!’ said Mr. 
De Koning, now really fired up, and other residents again agreed 
wholeheartedly. ‘When are you going to do something about this? 
When are you going to stop telling stories and start acting?’ One 
of the district officials, echoing the statement in the invitation cited 
above, pointed to the representatives of the housing corporation. 
‘This is not the responsibility of the district. This is really the 
responsibility of the corporation!’ Upon hearing this, residents 
gave each other knowing looks and voiced their dismay. Some 
laughed - almost sarcastically - others responded angrily. This was 
solid proof, in their eyes, that ‘the authorities’ had no idea who was 
responsible for what. 

As the group moved on, the emotional energy seemed to 
increase. This should not coma as a surprise: as Collins argues, as 
‘persons become more tightly focused on their common activity, 
more aware of what each other is doing and feeling, and more 
aware of each other’s awareness, they experience their shared 
emotion more intensely, as it comes to dominate their awareness’ 
(2004: ). The intersubjectivity of emotions is the key factor here: 
shared emotions sweep individuals along, producing a common 
orientation towards external objects. ‘It is not so much a matter 
of knowledgeable agents choosing from repertoires, as it is a 
situational propensity toward certain cultural symbols’ (Collins, 
2004: 32). 

A broken fence perhaps, in this case, can be seen as a cultural 
symbol around which people assembled. It was pointed out by the 
residents present. In the many months that I had visited and lived 
(part-time) in this neighborhood, I had never even noticed these 
signs of decay, but for these residents it was an eyesore, a symbol 
even of neighborhood decline. The broken fence had been standing 
there, unfixed, for years. ‘It’s a goddamn mess,’ I hear somebody say. 
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(Het is godverdomme een teringzooi!) Echoing a familiar narrative, 
Mr. De Koning said: ‘They do this on purpose. They deliberately 
let the neighborhood slide. So they can demolish it.’ Still walking 
next to him and chatting with him, I asked who these ‘they’ were, 
but the old man was so wound up that he did not answer me. 
Another resident, Mrs. Katipanana, a Dutch-Indonesian woman 
and one of the few ‘black’ people present, said: ‘This just shows it 
won’t get better. It’s never going to become beautiful again in this 
neighborhood. We can walk around here and point out problems, 
but please don’t believe anything is going to change. They keep 
promising us change, but it’s just promises.’

Mrs. Katipana seemed quite angry, pointing out in disgust 
a small garden that had been badly kept. ‘Look at that! That is 
asocial, right? No, no, it will never get better. They are letting the 
neighborhood slide.’ Murmurs of agreement again rose up in the 
group, while others were wandering on, on their way to the next 
eyesore. Walking through a central artery in the quarter, other 
residents also pointed out the gardens of their neighbors. These 
too were unkempt, not very neat, and the bushes and hedges had 
grown wild and high. This was not good for safety reasons, residents 
said: and it was not according to the rules. Once upon a time, there 
had been rules: hedges for instance had not been allowed to grow 
higher than one meter. These rules used to be enforced, people said, 
but ‘these days’, the authorities let everything slide. Now nobody 
was able to see what happened behind the hedges! This made it 
easy for burglars, residents said, and burglary was a big problem 
in the quarter, as I had found out myself when my own temporary 
apartment in the neighborhood was broken into in 2010.

Moral community
So it went on. Hedges were designated as too high, moss was 
labeled dirt because it was growing on the roofs of people’s homes 
and sheds; gardens were unkempt, litter was polluting the streets 
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and lawns. According to Collins, ‘successful’ rituals have four 
main outcomes. The first is the experience of group solidarity, 
a feeling of membership, which can be clearly identified here. 
In fact, as I will point out below, it can be argued, following 
Collins, that people are ‘tied to coalitions’ by means of invoking 
a common reality and sustaining a common emotional tone 
and the production of a similar orientation towards the physical 
environment. Indeed, one such ‘coalition’ is that of ‘ordinary 
people’ - a peculiar formation that is sustained in interactional 
situations like the one described here. 

The second outcome of successful interaction rituals, argues 
Collins, is the experience of emotional energy in the individual. 
This emotional energy is described by him in ‘positive’ terms: ‘a 
feeling of confidence, elation, strength, and initiative in taking 
action’ (2004:). This seems to me however, too narrow a definition. 
I did notice elation and a sense of enjoyment in collectively 
criticizing authorities, but I also observed other articulations of 
emotional energy at work - melancholy, sorrow, and pessimism. 
There was Mrs. Katipana for instance, who was sure it was never 
going to become beautiful again. 

The third outcome, according to Collins, is that people come 
to construe and experience symbols that represent the ‘group’ 
- Durkheimian ‘sacred objects’ that people feel are associated 
with them collectively. To understand how sacred objects were 
construed here, we need to explore the fourth outcome of successful 
interaction situations - feelings of morality. Morality here refers 
to ‘the sense of rightness in adhering to the group, respecting 
its symbols, and defending both against transgressors’ (Collins, 
2004: 29). The sacred symbols that we can discern from the 
buurtschouw, in my view, are intimately tied up with the questions 
of order and authority: they are the orderly conduct of things in 
the neighborhood and the respectability of the inhabitants and 
their physical environment. It was the value of the neighborhood 
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- its moral worth - that was at stake in the buurtschouw. Mess, 
untidiness, and disorder in the neighborhood were linked to a 
more general narrative of decline, of social cohesion, respectability, 
order, and worth. 

It was also entwined with a peculiar expression of nostalgia 
- with a longing for an imagined past of neighborly trust, 
cohesiveness, and tranquility. ‘It used to be like a paradise here,’ Mr. 
De Koning explained to me. ‘So beautiful, so neat, everybody was 
friendly, there was a ‘key on a string atmosphere’. (Een-touwtje-uit-
de-voordeur-sfeer). That time was now, unfortunately for Mr. De 
Koning, over. The feeling of mutual trust and recognition was gone. 
Whereas everybody used to keep a neat garden, Mr. De Koning 
said, now people were making a mess of things. In the past people 
used to have nice curtains in front of their windows, as opposed 
to the ‘blankets’ immigrants were said to use as curtains today. 
Importantly, in the past, the curtains never used to be drawn because 
everybody trusted each other. ‘Nobody had anything to hide.’ The 
transgressors - those who did not respect the ‘sacred objects’ - thus 
can now be quite clearly delineated - civil authorities in the first 
place, but also neighbors - construed as strangers - transgressing 
collective norms of order and respectability. The affective formation 
of home/place took shape around the respectable quarter as a 
sacred object that induced moral boundary work: in confronting 
(perceived) material and symbolic degradation, people shaped a 
sense of self while constructing others as transgressors. 

Spatial stigmatization and the politics of home
Given the importance of questions of home in the contemporary 
politics of belonging and in urban governance in the Netherlands, 
it is not surprising that in recent years much sociological attention 
has been paid to the affective relations that people - especially 
those living in so-called disadvantaged neighborhoods - construct 
with their homes and their physical environment. Indeed, ‘feeling 
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at home’ in the neighborhood has been a central preoccupation 
in Dutch urban sociology (e.g. Meier, 2009; Van der Graaf and 
Duyvendak, 2009; Verplanke and Duyvendak, 2009; Tonkens 
and De Wilde, 2013). This work has done much to deconstruct 
empirically assumptions about the neighborhood as a self-evident 
‘home’. Indeed, it has been convincingly shown that the affective 
formation of home/place is contingent upon (ongoing) processes 
of interaction between subjects - it takes place in a relational field 
(Duyvendak, 2011).25

In his study of the politics of home, Jan Willem Duyvendak 
argues that the way neighborhoods - and localities in more general 
terms - are valued is not in any way universal. Duyvendak proposes 
that ‘chronically mobile’ people for instance, may ‘feel more at 
home in a world where goods are also mobile. Some people may 

25 This relational field is not only intersubjective - it involves the relations people 
construct with the physical environment and things in it. In fact, this relationship 
with the material, physical environment is of central importance. As Collins for 
instance argues, ‘the inexpressible context upon which everybody depends and 
upon which all tacit understandings rests, is the physical world, including one’s own 
body, as seen from a particular place within it’ (Collins, 1981: 995). This physical 
world is not, however, constant or static, but dynamic - ‘people come and go, homes 
are formed and dissolved’ (Collins, 1981: 996): neighborhoods change. The affective 
formation of home/place is therefore an ongoing process taking place in a relational 
field that includes both people and things. Scholars that have shaped the ‘material turn’ 
in the social sciences has in recent years emphasized the necessity for a reappraisal 
of matter and materiality beyond historical materialism: the very presence of things 
in the corporeal environment can - in these perspectives - no longer be ignored, but 
must be taken into account. This approach is of central importance to the critique of 
modernity that puts into question modernist assumptions concerning a supposed 
watershed separating modern Westerners from ‘primitive’ fetishists. The notion that 
humans are shaped and shape the material world is fundamental to the Marxist 
tradition and the basis for the Marxist critique of modern capitalism - and to the 
critique of modernity in more general terms underlying the ‘material turn’. (Latour, 
2010; Meyer, 2012). While I have not been able to deal fully and explicitly with 
scholarship within this material turn here, I hope the centrality of ‘things’ in the 
affective formation of home and place nonetheless comes to the foreground in this 
chapter - and elsewhere in the book.
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actually prefer the generic to the particular’ (2011: 13). He thus 
suggests that the relationship between increasing mobility and the 
question of local belonging cannot be taken for granted. Indeed, if 
home/place develops in a relational field, it is also contingent upon 
people’s social location and - I would add - on cultural capital. This 
means that a focus on interaction alone is not enough: we have to 
understand particular situations in the context of more enduring 
structures that make possible and constrain these situations. 

What is at stake here is an understanding of the pluri-ethnic 
neighborhood as a symbolic figure or metaphor within culturalist 
and political discourses, as opposed to simply a neutral ground on 
which social action takes place. In other words, I argue that the 
neighborhood itself must be seen as a social construction: ‘a place 
is not simply discovered, people construct it as a practical activity’ 
(Kefalas, 2003: 14). I do not, to be sure, take a micro-approach. 
Local, ‘everyday’ encounters and practices are grounded in and 
mediated by particular discursive formations and material and 
bureaucratic realities. Bridging micro and macro in this way enables 
me to focus on the sociopolitical manufacturing of neighborhoods 
as troubled, perilous and lacking ‘livability’ (cf. Uitermark, 2011): 
the distribution of such images within a culturalist symbolic 
economy and the production of these neighborhoods as objects of 
knowledge and intervention. 

Spatial stigmatization is an operative component of the politics 
of culturalization and the neighborhood can be said to come into 
being in and through these processes. Indeed, culturalist discourses 
cannot be understood without taking into account the production 
of pluri-ethnic, relatively poor neighborhoods as troubled 
concentration areas that are in need of regulation and disciplining. 
As Anouk de Koning argues, such neighborhoods have become a 
‘recurrent reference in the heated debates concerning multicultural 
society’ (2013: 14). Within culturalist discourse the pluri-ethnic 
neighborhood already is always a space of disorder and problematic 
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ambivalence. As Sara Ahmed argues, ‘It is symptomatic [...] of the 
very nature of neighbourhood that it enters public discourse as a 
site of crisis. It is only by attending to the trauma of neighbourhoods 
which fail that the ideal of the healthy neighbourhood can be 
maintained as a possibility’ (2000: 26).

De Koning demonstrates this in a recent publication on 
the Diamantbuurt, a relatively poor, pluri-ethnic public housing 
estate in the increasingly gentrified De Pijp area just south of 
Amsterdam city center. She argues that the Diamantbuurt became 
part of the national imagination: with its comparatively high share 
of allochtonen, its concentration of public housing, and many 
reported incidences of youth criminality and nuisance in public 
space, the Diamantbuurt became a ‘mediagenic neighborhood’ 
(16) and a ‘New Realist icon’ (19). As De Koning notes, the pluri-
ethic neighborhood came to ‘stand in’ for a more generalized 
culturalist discontent with the presence of racialized Others and a 
pre-occupation with ‘ordinary autochthones’ and their (sense of) 
displacement. In a similar vein, Markus Balkenhol in his research 
on the Bijlmer area of Amsterdam argues the name De Bijlmer has 
come ‘to evoke a sense of danger - it is a place to stay away from’ 
(2013: 54). De Bijlmer, Balkenhol argues, is produced in an through 
a racial geography that construed the district as a black ghetto - a 
place that cannot be seen as an integral part of the Netherlands 
because of the concentration of black, postcolonial residents in the 
area (58). 

Amsterdam New West figures in a similarly iconic way in 
contemporary, culturalist representations. As mentioned elsewhere, 
the murderer of Theo van Gogh, Mohammed Bouyeri, lived in the 
Couperusbuurt at the time of his murderous undertakings. New 
West is also infamous as the home of the so-called Tokkies, an 
‘anti-social’ family - construed as ‘extremely problematic’ - that 
rose to national fame after a number of television shows depicting 
their lives in 2003 and 2004, producing ‘de Tokkies’ as a name 
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for anti-social families (Smets and Kreuk, 2008: 38). Like the 
Diamantbuurt, important parts of New West have also increasingly 
become associated in media discourse with Dutch Moroccan 
‘problem youth’. Indeed, in 2011 Labor party MP Diederik Samsom 
- who would become the national leader of the Labor Party 
(and its parliamentary fraction one year later) - revealed he had 
worked ‘undercover’ as a street coach in Amsterdam Slotervaart 
- a district in New West neighboring Slotermeer. For one year, 
Samsom, like an amateur ethnographer (albeit not armed with the 
tools of ethnography), engaged with ‘problematic youth’ in New 
West, most of them of ‘Moroccan descent’. In a long interview in 
NRC Handelsblad, Samsom said he was ‘confounded’ by what he 
called the ‘ethnic monopoly’ of Moroccan youth on nuisance and 
intimidation, arguing that the problem was ‘Moroccan culture’ 
(like ‘honor’) and pointing out that ‘Moroccan nuisance’ affected 
‘Dutch self-confidence’ and ‘was felt to the bone’ (‘het gaat door 
merg en been’). Samsom argued explicitly that elsewhere in 
Amsterdam, autochthonous populations had ‘the monopoly’ on 
street harassment and violence - but he also emphasized that, in his 
eyes, this felt less troubling than the ‘ethnic monopoly’ on nuisance 
of Dutch-Moroccan youth in New West. 26 

Samsom’s representation of social problems in these 
culturalized terms illustrates a culturalization of urban space, to 
which Balkenhol and De Koning also refer. However, it is not only 
the social problems associated with ethnicized youth that have 
become framed in terms of ethnos and cultural alterity: it is the 
neighborhood itself that comes into being in and through these 
discursive constructions. (cf. Appadurai, 1996). In other words, I 
want to underscore the fact that we can only know the city - and 

26 See Mepschen and Oudenampsen (2011) for a critique of Samsom’s views. The 
interview with Samsom can be found here: http://www.nrc.nl/nieuws/2011/09/15/
pvda-kamerlid-samsom-ontzet-over-overlast-straattuig/



EVERYDAY AUTOCHTHONY

128

its neighborhoods - through social representation. We cannot see 
the neighborhood except as a function of our knowledge about it, 
and that knowledge is not ‘pure’ - ‘it cannot be isolated from its 
implication in a broad range of discursive contexts’ (Scott, 1988: 
2). I am paraphrasing the feminist historian Joan W. Scott here, 
who is discussing the relationship between gender and sex - and 
criticizing ‘realistic’ interpretations of sexual difference, arguing 
that it is quite impossible to come to objective knowledge about 
the body. The same is true, I propose, of the neighborhood. I make 
this point not to criticize ‘realistic’ interpretations of the very real 
problems of poverty, marginalization, and exclusion in ‘sensitive’ 
or ‘disadvantaged’ neighborhoods. Many scholars, activists, and 
politicians are concerned with this - and rightly so. I am concerned, 
however, with the politics of representation - with the production 
of locality (Appadurai, 1996) as part of the politics of culturalism. 

De Koning points out: ‘The case of the Diamantbuurt, with its 
iconic status in public debates, illustrates the impact of the political 
tide on the constitution of the objects of governance’ (2013: 23). The 
symbolic construction of pluri-ethnic neighborhoods as troubled 
areas produces these spaces as the objects of control, regulation, 
and intervention. The rendering of these neighborhoods as sites 
of crisis, their metaphoric demolition, is an important part of 
what ‘ordinary people’ respond to when they mobilize a nostalgic 
discourse of respectability and order and in doing so perform 
boundary work and thereby shape their relations with outsiders 
- people and institutions they have come to see as the agents of 
decreasing respectability. As we shall see in the next section 
however, a focus on representation does not do full justice to the 
realities on the ground, to lived experience.

Narratives of decline
Talk about neighborhood decline has never been a straightforward 
discourse of linear deterioration: in almost all cases a narrative has 
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evolved that unveiled a complex dialectic of spatial stigmatization - a 
‘metaphoric demolition’ in which residents themselves participated 
- and a resilient sense of the neighborhood as a respectable and 
orderly home. Sjoerd, for instance, was a former road worker who 
now worked as a civil servant for the city. Now fifty, he moved to 
Slotermeer when he was a young man almost thirty years ago, and 
was happy to be living there. However, he was also offended by 
the classification of his neighborhood as a problem area. We came 
to speak about the inclusion of Slotermeer on the list of so-called 
Vogelaarwijken (see Chapter 2). Sjoerd: 

Yes, that was a good one. We came home after a vacation, 
and suddenly we were a Vogelaarwijk. God damned! 
Guesswork is what I call that [natte vinger werk]. The 
names of neighborhoods in Amsterdam are put in a top 
hat and then: Oh, look, here we have a Vogelaarwijk! 
[...] God damned, why are we a Vogelaarwijk? And 
for instance the Transvaalbuurt is not? Huh? Look, 
of course you can stigmatize a whole neighborhood, 
and that is what happens. [....] But we don’t even 
have graffiti! (Laughs hard). But you stigmatize a 
whole group of residents: you simply portray them as 
antisocial [asociaal].

 
Liz, a former nurse in her early seventies, who was very 

active in the neighborhood and a well-known member of a local 
citizens’ party, also talked about the image and representation of 
her neighborhood: 

It makes me so angry. ‘Bad neighborhood’, ‘black 
neighborhood’. During a debate, this Labor Party 
official said: ‘This is a deprived neighborhood’. I told 
her: ‘If you say that again, I...!’ It makes me sick. ‘We are 
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a drain’, she said [afvoerputje]. So I responded, we are 
doing great! [we zijn zó bezig!] [....] I feel - you cannot 
speak about our neighborhood like that. It should not 
be allowed! [Dat mág niet!]. I feel that you downgrade 
the whole neighborhood when you do that. You can’t 
do that, you know! There are so many people who are 
trying to make something of the neighborhood. It’s 
only a small percentage that ruins it.

These remarks reveal a paradoxical tension between the 
defense of Slotermeer as respectable and the many complaints of 
residents that the neighborhood, in fact, was going downhill – a 
tension that I already discussed in the previous chapter. Residents 
were frustrated with the stigmatization of their district, but also, 
paradoxically, contributed to its metaphoric demolition, because 
they genuinely felt that the respectability of their home/place 
was under threat as a result of the cluttering of public space, 
transformations in the ways in which neighbors organized domestic 
space (including gardens), and connected to this the influx of 
alleged antisocial people and ‘strangers’ in the neighborhood. As 
we have seen, residents would often emphasize what they saw as the 
‘terrible, terrible problems’ (in Rick’s words) in their neighborhood. 
While they defended their respectability against the quarter’s 
symbolic demolition, they also felt that their home/place in fact 
was deteriorating. We have seen for instance, that Sjoerd ridiculed 
the idea of Slotermeer as a troubled ‘attention neighborhood’, but 
he also said that a certain amount of deterioration had taken place:

When I moved in everything was perfect here [30 years 
ago]. It was not even really a popular neighborhood. It 
was respectable, orderly. It was more a neighborhood 
of civil servants, professionals. First-class citizens lived 
here. [Hier woonden mensen van stand.] When I moved 
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in, an official of the corporation came to check on 
us. They wanted to be sure that we fitted in. [...] That 
was a time when there was a lot of supervision: they 
checked if people behaved according to the rules, etc. 
[....] The housing corporation was really interested in 
keeping the neighborhood decent. But that’s in the past. 
[laughs]. The corporations are not what they used to be. 
There is a lot of negligence. It’s rotting. [...] But it’s not 
just the corporations: it’s the people. The neighborhood 
is the same, the stones, the houses, the streets, but it’s 
the people that have changed....

Hans, a 60-year old former shop owner, now retired, and 
living in the Couperusbuurt, said: 

We came here, and it was a very pleasant/homey 
atmosphere. We were the young people among older 
people, all of them two-person households, and, 
uhm, in the summer they all sat together in the grass, 
drinking tea, with cups and things like that. Very cozy. 
Very atmospheric. Veeeerrrry decent. And very slowly 
these older people died, went to retirement homes.... 
And now we can’t even sit in our garden anymore, in the 
summer. Because of all the noise. And many drunken 
people. You can go outside, and you find a tea glass, 
from one of those tea houses. [...] Yes, you understand, 
the neighborhood is degenerating [verloedert] a little 
bit. But to do something about it, well, you need a lot 
of supervision. And they don’t have the money for that 
[...].

 A similar narrative of decline was given by an elderly lady, 
Miss Hulst, whom I interviewed twice after she had called me when 
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she had read an article about me in the local newspaper, Westerpost. 
A fragile but independent lady in her late eighties, Miss Hulst was 
a remarkable woman. The she had bought the flat in which she 
lived in a more middle-class area close to the Couperusbuurt and 
on the edge of Slotermeer in the 1950s, when she was a single 
woman working two jobs. Her whole adult life she had been ‘a 
cosmopolitan’ she said, well-connected socially, working hard and 
traveling the world. Indeed, she had been focused on the world, 
rather than on the neighborhood; she had been a very ‘autonomous 
person’ and in no way someone ‘active in clubs’. Now that she was 
getting old and had to live with many ailments; however, her world 
had grown increasingly small and her distaste for her immediate 
surroundings had increased. 

Miss Hulst said: ‘If you read the Westerpost, it is all about 
how beautiful and wonderful it is, how well the neighborhood is 
doing. But they are not telling everything. They are partly lying. 
The neighborhood has declined enormously [De wijk is enorm 
achteruitgegaan].’ Her narrative brought together in one discourse 
surrounding neighborhood deterioration, satellite dishes, crime, 
Dutch-Moroccan youth, deficient maintenance of public space, 
and litter on the streets. At the end of one of the two conversations 
I had with her, which took place at her home (she lived in an 
apartment building), she insisted on going downstairs so that 
she herself could show me the things that, in her view, indicated 
those things she was quite desperate to convey. Using my arm for 
support - she did not walk well - we went downstairs where she 
pointed out the soda cans and other trash that local school children 
- ‘all of them foreigners!’ she said - had left behind, as well as the 
balustrade surrounding her flat that showed some minor signs of 
wear and indeed could use a touch of paint. She pointed, especially 
agitated, to the weed between the street tiles and also showed 
me the spot where school kids apparently felt secluded enough 
to smoke their joints during or after class, and where Miss Hulst 
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sometimes encountered plastic bags with the sandwiches still in 
them, used condoms, ‘and everything’.

It seems to me that the narratives here discussed demonstrate, 
first of all, the subtle ways in which things adhere to bodies. In the 
past, drinking tea was something cozy and atmospheric, something 
people did together on the grass, ‘with cups and everything’. A tea 
glass today, however, allegedly from one of the ‘foreign’ tea houses 
in the neighborhood, became associated with decline, mess, and 
noise. Rutger, a 57-year old resident who was present during my 
interview with Hans, was more explicit, although also hesitant: 

The problem is [...] with the.... especially with the 
foreign people, or let’s say, yes, the, with the, with the, 
the non-Dutch people, all the windows are closed, 
all... a blanket in front of the window [as opposed to a 
‘respectable’ curtain - PM].

Clearly, what is at stake here is the emergence of a particular 
representation in which people are seen through the lens of a 
socially shared fantasy surrounding cultural alterity. Such fantasies 
are essential, of course, to the constitution of an autochthonous 
imaginary. In the next chapter, I will flesh out this dialectic of 
autochthony and alterity in more ethnographic detail. Here, I 
want to focus on another aspect of the politics of autochthony that 
is of central importance - the reification of the state in people’s 
collective fantasies. The narratives encountered here denote, in 
my view, people’s investment in a peculiar nostalgia for a state 
that is seen to no longer exist, an investment that constitutes an 
emotional and symbolic work in and through which the state 
comes into being as an analytically ‘visible’ and palpable form. A 
focus on the emotional and symbolic work done in and through 
the mobilization of nostalgic imaginaries of the state enables me to 
look more closely at the relationship between extra-local processes 
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and the construction of everyday life. This analysis will rely on an 
understanding of the relationship between the political field and 
embodied subjects in terms of everyday ‘contact zones where the 
matrix of state power touches the subjects’ everyday life worlds’ 
(Linke, 2006: 216).

The reification of the state
It was in the early days of 2010 that I first met Maarten, who also 
participated in the buurtschouw discussed above. I met him when 
I joined in a meeting with a Socialist Party MP, Paulus Jansen, 
who had come to Slotermeer to support residents in their struggle 
against the demolition plans discussed in the previous chapter. 
After the meeting, Jansen and his team were shown around in the 
neighborhood, and Maarten and I went along, chatting about the 
state of the neighborhood, the city, and the country. I was intrigued 
by this man in his mid-sixties who combined a working class style 
and conviviality with a flagrant political authoritarianism and 
with stereo-typical and sometimes outright racializing views. 
Maarten lived with his wife Liz in a small public housing estate 
neighboring the Louis Couperusbuurt - the so-called Noordzijde 
located directly at the Sloterplas. It was the estate in which Sjoerd 
- introduced above - also lived, nicely located and historically seen 
as a more high-end part of the neighborhood - an estate for more 
affluent workers, civil servants, and middle-class professionals. 
Fokker, the famous Dutch air craft manufacturer, for a long time 
had rented many of the homes in the estate for its personnel, and 
had run its own bus stop there. Living at the Noordzijde - residents 
explained to me - was living in a sought-after area, relatively ‘chic’ 
in comparison to other parts of New West and of course with a 
great view of the Sloterplas. One could argue it was a top-location: 
the fact that a small public housing estate was built in the 1950s 
exemplified the strong emancipatory logic underlying urban 
development at the time. 
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In the last two decades however, this part of the neighborhood 
had partly lost that particular appeal. Although its residents still felt 
attached to their relatively cheap spot on the edge of the Sloterplas - 
according to some of them ‘the most beautiful spot in Amsterdam’ 
- the area lost its association with respectability.  It simply became 
part of the larger imaginary of New West as troubled, disorderly, 
and violent. In the original renewal plans the estate was to be wiped 
off the map. The Sloterplas and its shores were to be transformed 
into a so-called ‘metropolitan area’ and there was no room for a 
public housing estate in these plans. The residents of this estate 
however, were very successful in resisting the demolition plans, 
which were taken off the table quite early on in the process. 

Still, the Noordzijde estate had become increasingly 
associated with a relative lack of safety and increasing disorder 
in public space - the latter being the most important complaint 
of residents in Slotermeer according to the JHA-report discussed 
in Chapter 2. Nevertheless, like Sjoerd, Maarten was very happy 
living in the neighborhood and his relatively cheap home. Like 
his wife, Liz, he came from a left-wing, working class background 
in Amsterdam - his parents had voted for the Communist Party 
(CPN) and sometimes for the Labor Party (PvdA) - they had been 
firmly on the left. Not Maarten and Liz however, who had started 
voting for the VVD - the free-market liberals - as soon as their 
income started to rise: ‘I was doing well, financially. Why would 
I vote for the left?’ said Maarten, who had been a manager at an 
Amsterdam market for most of his working life. 

In the first years of their marriage, in the 1950s, Maarten and 
Liz lived with Maarten’s parents, as many working class people 
had to do as a result of the postwar housing shortage. They were 
‘incredibly happy’ to be moving to Slotermeer: 

It was a gorgeous (schitterende) neighborhood here. 
Everywhere in the stairwells there were rosters 
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distributing cleaning tasks. And there was a huge social 
control - you knew all your neighbors [....] there were 
two attics that were in collective use: an attic to put your 
stuff and one to dry your laundry. And it was strictly 
forbidden to put your mess in the laundry attic. That 
was simply not allowed: the corporation controlled/
watched that [lette daar op], neighbors noted it. Well, all 
that is of course gone... Now people do whatever they 
want. Yes, in the past the neighbors would complain if 
you used the laundry attic for your mess - it was clean 
there... And all that was part of the whole routine - of 
cleaning stairwells and the sidewalk collectively.

Maarten and Liz deplored the passing of certain routines, 
as well as rules and regulations of community, that they had once 
taken for granted. I discussed these issues with Maarten and Liz 
during several meetings we had. One time I was interviewing 
John - an active neighborhood resident in his mid-seventies who 
in his working life had been a technician - when Maarten and Liz 
saw us drinking coffee in the local mall and joined us. A baffling 
conversation developed that covered everything from the tiniest 
neighborhood gossip to national politics, and especially the 
efficiency of the Dutch state and the moral politics of the nation. 

It could be argued that John, Liz, and Maarten occupied a 
similar social location, to possess a similar habitus even, sharing 
not only moral and political positions but a situated subjectivity, 
‘a sense of who one is, of one’s social location, and how - given 
the first two - one is prepared to act’ (Brubaker, 2000: ). All three, 
at heart, were ‘conservatives’ - to use the word Maarten and John 
used to describe themselves. As John put it, ‘People like me, we 
don’t like change’. They shared as deep distrust of the state and the 
corporations, and a diffuse, cynical mourning of a more orderly 
and efficient past.  
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According to my three interlocutors, the maintenance of the 
homes had been perfect in the past. ‘Just perfect,’ Maarten said. 
The problems had started when the corporations had fused into 
larger organizations. Maarten: ‘You know, it used to be like this. 
Every six months a guy came around checking the heater. First, 
they changed that to every year. Then, it became every 18 months.’ 
John responded: 

Indeed, there are no good corporations anymore. The 
fusions, they are a big problem. Years ago, when my 
home was still owned by Ons Belang, I knew everybody, 
and everybody who worked there knew me. They knew 
the whole neighborhood.’ 

Maarten and Liz acknowledged this and agreed. John went on: 

This has changed completely. Now when you call them 
and you try to explain where you live, they ask: which 
street is that, which zip code? They know nothing! They 
don’t know you anymore. You know, at the time there 
was a janitor. Everybody knew him, his name was Jan. 
And nobody knew his last name - I have no idea what 
his last name was. But everybody knew everybody! 
Yes? And they had time for you back then. When they 
walked around in the neighborhood, you could simply 
go to them, make conversation. The contacts were 
better, now everything is so... uhm... official, so formal, 
you know? The scale has become so large. [De schaal is 
te groot.] When you call, you don’t know... Some person 
picks up the phone, but you don’t know who he is.... It’s 
so large and impersonal (onpersoonlijk).
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John, Maarten, and Liz in this way expressed a sense of alienation 
with the ‘bureaucratic field’ (Bourdieu, 1994) that we have already 
encountered above. 

There is a plethora of desires and emotions that people 
invest in this bureaucratic field, the state apparatus and its 
related institutions. The contemporary distrust of authorities 
notwithstanding, people formulate a desire for a state that has a 
sensate, visual, personal presence in their lives, as ‘something’ that 
one could encounter in the streets, that one could chat with, that 
one ‘knew’ personally. As Linke puts it: ‘even if the state circulates 
in the political imagination of subjects as discourse or ideological 
fantasy (Zizek, 1989), it incites apprehension through sensuous 
practices’ (Linke, 2006: 218). It is precisely the transformation 
of these sensuous practices of the state - a transformation that 
materializes in a changing conduct of things in the physical 
environment and in shifting modes of communication and scale 
to which people respond when they engage in nostalgic cultural 
practices surrounding a peculiar fantasy-investment in the state. 
 
Disorder and authority
Once during my fieldwork I joined a walking tour through the 
neighborhood, during which John pointed out an old bike that 
had been standing there for over a year, locked to a lamppost but 
no longer in use. He had called the authorities responsible about 
it, but it had not been removed. This frustrated him immensely, 
and he saw it as typical of a more general deterioration he saw 
taking place in Dutch society. The fact that the authorities did not 
respond to his demand to remove the bike was highly frustrating 
for him. When I was interviewing them, I asked John, Maarten, 
and Liz about the many complaints about civil authorities that I 
encountered in the neighborhood. In response, John pointed 
out to me that people’s complaints were completely justified: the 
neighborhood had become a mess. Maarten agree with this and 
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said: ‘Just one example - not long ago I had cleaned up everything 
around my parking garage. One day later, I came to collect my car 
- and its one big mess again, it looked like a trash can.’

According to Liz this state of affairs was nothing new. She 
said: ‘Yes, but Maarten, it’s always been like that - even thirty 
years ago. It’s always been a mess there.’ Considering the strong 
fantasy-investment in the past, this is a very interesting point of 
view, suggesting that the current situation, as experienced and 
discussed by these residents, is less different from the past than 
suggested. John, moreover, felt that the neighborhood was not to 
blame: ‘I don’t think it has anything to do with Slotermeer. Because 
you hear this everywhere, also in the city. Dogs, dog shit. We have 
less of that because we have all the green areas, but you see it. I 
call that pollution (vervuiling). And mess in the street - pollution! 
We have more of that - another sort of pollution but I call it 
pollution.’ Intrigued by the focus on pollution, I asked how my 
interlocutors explained this state of things. Liz: ‘Well, people have 
become indifferent, I guess.’ Maarten, always ready to give a more 
radical interpretation: ‘Sure, but the main problem is that we have 
animals (beesten) living here! If you cross the Sloterplas and look 
at Ruimzicht (a more affluent area in Osdorp - PM), there are nice 
apartments there, and it’s not messy like here. While the number of 
people that live there is comparable.’ 

The main focus of these residents was on questions of 
authority, discipline, and state efficiency, revealing the conviction 
that in the end the behavior of people depended on the distribution 
of disciplinary authority. John pointed out: ‘I think - and I will 
always say this - that the whole deterioration of Dutch society 
started when the police became your best friend and you were 
allowed to call the teacher Piet.’ Liz agreed with this: ‘Yes, there is 
no esteem for the police anymore.’ John commented: 
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Yes, there is no esteem anymore. When I was a kid, 
whenever we saw a police officer, we were afraid. We 
would immediately start thinking: oh no, have I done 
something wrong? Today, there is no monitoring 
anymore. Not by the police, not by the district 
authorities, not by the bureaucrats. That’s why so many 
things go wrong [...] Because there is no supervision, 
no order. If the city had been a company it would have 
been bankrupt years ago!

Maarten, John and Liz thus very fluently connected mess 
and disarray in the neighborhood with the transformation of 
the state apparatus - and their distrust of the contemporary state 
notwithstanding, they expressed a deep attachment to a more 
forceful authority and state efficiency of the (imagined) past. 
According to John, what ‘ordinary residents’ like himself were 
up against was a general problem of norms and values (normen 
en waarden) as well as a government that did ‘not know what it 
wanted: inefficient and soft’. Maarten, like Hans above, complained 
that there was no real supervision anymore in the neighborhood. 
As opposed to neighborhood police officers, the district had 
started working with street wardens with much less authority and 
fewer legal means, who were described as: ‘Walking around the 
quarter but seeing and knowing nothing’. John argued moreover, 
that residents’ complaints were not taken seriously anymore and 
that people had no knowledge of where they could go with their 
issues concerning safety and order in the neighborhood. Yes, 
argued Maarten cynically, and ‘they’ are always ‘too busy’ to take 
complaints. 

Later in the conversation we came to talk about politics - and 
especially the ascent of Geert Wilders’ populist right PVV, that had 
recently increased its share of the popular vote in parliamentary 
elections from 5.9 percent to 15 percent. Maarten and John argued 
that the ascent of Wilders was the result of the demise of authority 
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in Dutch society and the ‘softness’ of the state. They argued, for 
instance, that there had never been a forceful integration policy, 
but that migrants had been pampered and ‘smothered to death’ 
instead. They also pointed out, once again, that the police had lost 
its authority. ‘You don’t feel protected anymore’, Maarten said:

The police do nothing at all. Look, that’s what I like 
about America. If you do something wrong when 
driving, and the sheriff comes after you, and you make 
a strange move, it’s immediately: hands up! [...] Yes, 
that’s what I like: dealing with things [korte metten 
maken]. Compare that to the situation here: when there 
is a fight in a bar or something, even when they send 
four police officers, people don’t care. They continue 
fighting. That’s completely different in America: there 
the police just intervene - no questions asked. That’s 
what I like. Dealing with things. [....] Not all that 
soft stuff, not all those questions about privacy and 
nonsense like that in parliament, but back to the time 
when the police meant something.

People’s narratives about disorder and respectability - and 
their pessimism about the future - relied on a fantasy-investment 
not only in places elsewhere (like the United States) but especially 
in the past: it denoted an affective desire for a time that could 
never be fully attained but that nonetheless had a ghostly, affective 
presence. The fantasy of a respectable, orderly, safe and ‘livable’ 
past was pivotal in shaping people’s perceptions in and of the local 
presence. What can be seen from these discourses is that there 
was more at stake here than emotions surrounding local mess 
and untidiness in public spaces. What people discussed when 
confronting such conditions was the question of social order itself 
and the transformation of state conduct. 
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The question of disorder
The relationship between dirt and social disorder of course is an 
old anthropological and sociological theme. We know from the 
work of (neo-)structuralist scholars that small signs of disarray 
can be viewed by people to indicate social disorder, instability, 
even anomie. In developing an approach to a social and cultural 
definition of dirt (as opposed to an ‘absolute’, biochemical one), 
Mary Douglas pointed out that ‘dirt is essentially disorder. There is 
no such thing as absolute dirt; it exists in the eye of the beholder’ 
(1999 [1966]: 2). Dirt, Douglas says, offends against order. ‘Ideas 
about separating, demarcating and punishing transgressions have 
as its main function to impose system on an inherently untidy 
experience’ (Ibid.: 4). It is in and through the recognition of mess 
and disarray - the classification of things as dirt - that people create 
what Douglas calls unity in experience. For Douglas, pollution 
ideas relate to social life and ‘some pollutions are used as analogies 
for expressing a general view of social order’ (3). Things, people, 
and practices become ‘dirty’ when they are matter out of place, 
when they do not fit a particular, established order. From this 
perspective, it is not surprising that the smallest details of mess 
and untidiness can have enormous symbolic power or that people 
turn to the guardians of order, who reside in the state apparatus, 
in their efforts to ‘restore the myth of the purified community’ 
(Sennett, 1996). 

As an explanation however, the relationship between dirt and 
disorder is too generic: while the anthropology of dirt is important, 
it does not explain the particularities of discussions surrounding 
respectability and order in a contemporary urban setting like 
Amsterdam New West. As suggested above, it is not just social 
instability or anomie that people fear and hence to which they 
respond, people’s narratives constitutes a critique of changing state 
conduct. In other words, when people evoke images of a state that 
fails to maintain order, they are tapping into a register - a mode 
of communication (Van de Port, 2004: 11) - that enables them to 
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voice their discontent with the performance of the state in securing 
order and respectability and that therefore gives form and shape to 
a particular cultural practice, that of nostalgia. 

As we have seen in the previous chapter, Andrea Muehlebach 
and Nitzan Shoshan have theorized this longing for and mourning 
of an imaginary state-apparatus of the past in terms of ‘post-Fordist 
affect’ (2012). In the historical period of state expansion and the 
building of the Fordist-Keynesian welfare state between 1945 and 
1980, which brought historically unprecedented forms of social 
protection as well as a real possibility of social and biographical 
mobility for working class people, citizens have cultivated a peculiar 
affective relationship with the state that ‘took on an elaborate and 
extensive caregiver role’ (2012, 329). It is important to stress here 
that most residents I have worked with held an ‘enlarged view’ of 
the state in which the housing corporations and state authorities 
were seen as part and parcel of the same apparatus. People invested 
that apparatus with the authority, power, and responsibility to 
ensure an orderly conduct of things in the physical environment, 
to maintain public order, and to protect against articulations of 
anomie like crime and nuisance - issues that for many residents are 
intimately entwined. Many of these residents have had to deal with 
burglaries in their homes and most people know someone who has 
been the victim of mugging on the street. Less threatening, but no 
less real, forms of disorder and mess are obviously everywhere, in 
the eyes of these residents. 

All this notwithstanding, narratives surrounding disorder, 
crime and nuisance also have an ‘imaginary’ character: they have 
to do with perception and representation. Crime and nuisance are 
symbolic, rhetorical figures: they play a role in political discourses, 
in populist rhetoric. While they are perfectly real, at the same time 
they play an important imaginary role. In their work on Policing 
the Crisis, Stuart Hall and his co-authors argue that public outcry 
over crime often takes the form of a moral panic. Hall cites Cohen: 
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Societies appear to be subject, every now and then, to 
periods of moral panic. A condition, episode, person or 
group of persons emerges to become defined as a threat 
to societal values and interests; its nature is presented in 
a stylized and stereo-typical fashion by the mass media; 
the moral barricades are manned by editors, bishops, 
politicians and other right-thinking people; socially 
accredited experts pronounce their diagnoses and 
solutions; ways of coping are evolved or (more often) 
resorted to; the condition then disappears, submerges 
or deteriorates and becomes more visible. (Hall et al. 
1978: 16-17)

To use the words of Jean and John Comaroff, who write about a 
quite different context in postcolonial Africa, dramatic enactments 
of crime and disorder: 

play a vital part of the effort to produce social order and 
to arrive at persuasive ways of representing it, thereby 
to construct a minimally coherent world-in-place; even 
more, to do so under neoliberal conditions in which 
technologies of governance [...] are, at the very least, 
changing rapidly. (2006: 292)

The articulations of disorder that we have encountered in 
this chapter are seen - by people living their everyday lives - as 
examples of the threatened respectability of their life-worlds and 
the fragility of civil society. These representations can be said to 
have a melodramatic aspect in the sense that they seem exaggerated 
and particular or localized. Indeed, it was often hard for me to 
fully understand what people were so fired-up about when they 
discussed neighborhood decline in dramatic terms - even though 
I myself grew up in a respectable, working class milieu in which 
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similar issues were often discussed. People would often point 
out something ‘disorderly’ that bothered them but that I would 
probably never have noticed myself. This demonstrates nothing 
other than the fact that perceptions of disorder are contingent 
upon people’s social, cultural, spatial, and generational location. As 
the Comaroffs say, in discussing crime and disorder in the different 
context of the African postcolony, ‘melodrama may be the first 
resort when norms are in flux and the state is incapable of ensuring 
order’ (2006: 292). 

Narratives of neighborhood decline reveal a particular 
emotional practice: nostalgia. Nostalgia, argues Svetlana Boym, is 
‘a longing for that ‘shrinking space’ of experience that no longer fits 
the new horizon of expectation’ (2008: 10). This is precisely what 
Muehlebach and Shoshan refer to when they evoke the notion of 
post-Fordist affect: in post-Fordist times, the space of experience 
of ‘ordinary people’ in a neighborhood like New West is shrinking 
and no longer fits the horizon of expectation. This is particularly 
visible in people’s delineation of the state as incapable of ensuring 
order and their nostalgic investment in the state of the past. They 
are looking to protect that shrinking space of experience that no 
longer fits the horizon of expectation in postindustrial Amsterdam. 

Nostalgia plays a central role in constituting the neighborhood 
as a lived reality. As Hogan and Pursell argue, ‘nostalgia is rarely 
about the past as actually experienced but rather an imagined past 
romanticized through memory and desire and as such is really 
more about the deficient present’ (2007: 7). In his book on the 
politics of home in the Netherlands Duyvendak cites Rubenstein, 
who argues for an understanding of nostalgia in temporal terms. 
Nostalgia does not so much refer to homesickness, to a longing 
for a particular geographical/spatial locality, Rubenstein states, 
but refers to a temporal longing, a yearning for a time that exists 
mostly in the imagination (Duyvendak, 2011: 24; cf. Rubenstein, 
2001: 4). Jean-Phillipe Mathy notes that Julia Kristeva makes 
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a similar argument when she points out that nostalgia is ‘less 
a relation to a lost object than [...] a fixation on a temps perdu, 
an absent past in dire need of quest and recovery’ (Mathy, 2011: 
10). While I do not disagree, the pivotal question is how nostalgic 
imaginations materialize in the everyday lifeworlds of people. How 
are these fantasies put to work in an everyday ‘praxis of belonging’ 
(Borneman, 1992)? In other words, it is essential to understand 
nostalgia not (just) as a kind of misrecognition of the past (and in 
terms of alienation from the present) but to ask the questions: what 
does nostalgia produce? In what ways is it operative in the making 
of self-understanding?  

As William Mazzarella says, practices of power have to be 
‘affective in order to be effective’ (2009: 298): in other words, affect 
is a necessary moment of any political or institutional practice. 
Political or institutional projects thus have to be grounded in 
actual experiences, moods, and desires, but these cannot be fully 
controlled. If nostalgia is indeed something that exists in the register 
of affective, bodily intensity, as opposed to (only) the register of 
‘symbolic mediation and discursive elaboration’ (cf. Massumi, 2009: 
293), it is crucial to emphasize that ‘the relation between these two 
levels is not one of correspondence and conformity’ (Muehlebach, 
2012). As the ethnographic explorations in this chapter suggest, 
struggles over disorder and respectability in New West cannot 
simply be understood as conforming to and representative of extra-
local preoccupations with order that circulate in public discourse: 
these local struggles are at the same time productive of alternative 
narratives that constitute a public with an uneasy relationship to 
political establishments, and hence to power. Indeed, understood 
in these terms, nostalgia might be seen to function as a resource 
of social resilience (Hall and Lamont, 2013) in a time of neoliberal 
transformations. By evoking an absent past, people give form and 
shape to a contemporary, but diffuse and unstable, critique of the 
transformation of the role of the state and housing corporations in 
the life of the neighborhood and the conduct of things.
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In the final section of this chapter, I will zoom in the social 
history of respectability: why do respectability and order play such 
key roles in the construction of self-understanding and social 
location in pluri-ethnic, popular neighborhoods like those in New 
West and in the cultural practice of nostalgia? The answers to these 
questions must take into account both historical and sociological 
processes. These issues are rooted in the development of a particular 
working class culture of control and respectability (Garland, 2002; 
Martin, 1981; Hall et al., 1978; Van As, 2006) - a culture with which 
residents from New West are historically connected and cultivate 
in the present. 

Understanding respectability 
The notion of respectability has been crucial to modern class 
formation and the making of the modern nation state. Indeed, as 
George Mosse has shown in his famous analysis of Nationalism 
and Sexuality, the very enforcement of the ideal of bourgeois 
respectability since the late 18th century produced the moral 
universe of the modern nation (Mosse 1985: 4). Respectability 
came to characterize the style of life of the middle classes (Ibid.) 
and ‘through respectability, the middle classes sought to maintain 
their status and self-respect against both the lower classes and 
the aristocracy’ (Mosse, 1985: 5). In his analysis of the ‘civilizing 
process’, Norbert Elias (1969) argues that imitation - mimicry - has 
been a central mechanism through which ‘lower class’ people copied 
and appropriated middle class values and behavioral patterns in an 
effort to approximate bourgeois respectability and to distinguish 
themselves from people lagging behind. While the middle classes 
responded to the increasing proximity of the working classes in the 
19th century by distinguishing themselves still further and creating 
ever finer forms of affect control and norms of behavior, upwardly 
mobile layers of the working class tried ever harder to approximate 
bourgeois values and to differentiate themselves from those layers 
that stuck to ‘preindustrial’ traditions and modes of behavior (De 
Regt, 1984: 137-142). 
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While mimicry undoubtedly played an important role, 
Elias has been criticized for not taking into account the question 
of symbolic power: the civilizing ‘process’ was not a self-evident 
development fueled by a process of mimicry, but a social, 
cultural and political offensive. In the late 19th century bourgeois 
individuals and groups, as well as the churches and the labor 
movement, started to actively transform, regulate, and discipline 
the working and ‘lower’ classes. Crucial to this process was the use 
of respectability as a classifying device, producing a rift between 
the middle classes and the working classes and thereby giving 
form and shape not only to middle class identity and morality, but 
also to the working class as the object of knowledge, critique, and 
intervention. As the Dutch historical sociologist Ali de Regt shows 
in her study of working class families and ‘civilizational labor’ in the 
Netherlands, one central aspect of this was the division of working 
class people into categories: while some were deemed respectable, 
others were construed as lacking respectability. The latter were 
designated as unacceptable (ontoelaatbaren) and unsocietal 
(onmaatschappelijken) (De Regt, 1985; Dercksen and Verplanke, 
1987) - classifications that in the late 19th century became to be 
seen as reasonable grounds for intervention in the lives of people 
who required ‘civilizing’ (Finch, 1993; De Regt, 1984). Notions of 
respectability were thus produced from anxieties about social order 
and out of concern with distinguishing middle class and upwardly 
mobile ‘respectable’ working class identity and behavior from the 
lower classes. To quote McClintock: 

The degenerate classes were as necessary for the self-
definition of the middle-class as the idea of degeneration 
was to the idea of progress, for the distance along the 
path of progress travelled by some portions of humanity 
could be measured only by the distance others lagged 
behind. (1995: 46)
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All this was also a deeply racializing project: connected to the 
colonial enterprise, this focus on respectability and the modern 
idea of progress was productive of populations (McClintock, 1995; 
Stoler, 1995; 2002; Van der Veer, 2001). Indeed, as Skeggs shows, 
the European working classes were often literally racialized: even 
Friedrich Engels - Marx’ friend and financial supporter - spoke of 
the British working class as ‘a degenerate race’ (see Skeggs, 1995).

A culture of control
Starting in the late 19th century, the working class became 
increasingly stratified within itself. Differences in life-style and 
social disposition became more and more important, which had 
everything to do with people’s location within the socio-economic 
structure (De Regt, 1986: 201). Upwardly mobile, educated layers 
of the working classes developed a life-style that centered on 
domesticity, cleanliness, hygiene, and a focus on the education 
and upbringing of children (see De Regt, 1986, chapters 3 and 4). 
However, not all people in the new working classes profited from 
the emancipatory potential of the rise of industrial capitalism. De 
Regt points out that people depending on temporary work, like 
casual laborers, vendors, porters, and diggers, did not profit from 
growing economic security in the same way. The nature of their 
jobs did not lead to regular income, while neither did it demand a 
similar process of time-disciplining of workers. Whereas a growing 
regularity - both in income and the use of time - characterized 
the lives of upwardly mobile, educated working class people with 
relatively steady jobs, a lack of temporal and income regularity 
characterized the urban poor. This affected family life, ideas 
and practices surrounding the upbringing of children, as well as 
household practices in more general terms. While the lives of the 
urban poor were marked by economic insecurity, lack of temporal 
regularity and discipline, and often appalling living circumstances, 
the upwardly mobile working class people were increasingly 
trying to approximate middle class ideals of respectability. The 
emancipation of respectable, educated layers thus went hand 
in hand with growing divisions within the working class - and 
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respectable layers increasingly identified themselves over and 
against a proletarian ‘rearguard’ or lumpenproletariat (Van Doorn, 
1954) - people that had not or not fully experienced the economic, 
cultural and social emancipation that was changing the lives of 
industrial laborers (De Regt, 1986: 202). 

As De Regt shows, divisions between respectable and 
unsocietal layers of the working classes were played out in and 
through housing politics and city planning. Emancipating groups 
were increasingly resistant to sharing city space with ‘undisciplined’ 
urban poor. The latter were not only seen as a nuisance, but also 
reminded emancipating groups of the precariousness of their recent 
social improvements. Upwardly mobile layers of the working class 
increasingly distinguished themselves by moving to new, working 
class neighborhoods, reinforcing their superior status vis-a-vis 
the urban poor (De Regt, 1986: 203), while social-democratic city 
administrations developed policies focused on the segregation 
and disciplining of ‘unacceptable’, ‘unsocietal’ layers. The latter 
were deemed unfit for independent habitation and were moved to 
separate, tightly controlled, even walled off neighborhoods. 

De Regt points out that the term ‘unacceptable’ evolved from 
a notion describing ’undisciplined habitation’ to a term descriptive 
of certain groups of ‘unsocietal’ people. Increasingly, the term 
became used in a culturalizing mode, ascribing psychological 
and cultural characteristics to unacceptable ‘groups’. Whereas the 
eugeneticist position, which explained the social marginalization 
of the urban poor as the result of hereditary, genetic disposition, 
was not absent in the Netherlands (see De Regt, 1986: 212), 
culturalist views dominated. The latter ascribed psychopathological 
characteristics to the ‘unacceptable’ urban poor, but emphasized 
social-pedagogical remedies as opposed to eugenicist ones (Ibid.). 
Social-democratic policy makers, who emphasized the need for a 
disciplined and dutiful working class, were deeply influenced by 
such culturalist views. 

As De Regt argues, this focus on cultural issues - and on re-
education and disciplining - ignored the material basis of social 
exclusion and ‘anti-social behavior’, and especially the relationship 
between poverty and ‘unacceptable’ habitation. When around 
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1950 the notion ‘unacceptable’ disappeared and was replaced by 
the term ‘unsocietal’ (onmaatschappelijk) and, in everyday, ‘lay’ 
idioms, ‘asocial’ [asociaal], the new terminology exemplified an 
increasing essentialization of urban poverty and marginalization. 
The new idiom denoted, De Regt points out, a decreasing 
awareness that ‘unacceptable’ behavior was ‘a function of the 
changing lifestyle of the working class’ (De Regt, 1986: 239): the 
term ‘unsocietal’ signified the sedimentation of the idea that the 
socially marginalized were a distinct group with particular cultural 
and psychological defects. 

The figure of ‘unacceptable’ or ‘unsocietal families’, in 
short, was central to the performance of boundary work within 
the working class. Upwardly mobile, educated layers of the 
working class were able to shape a sense of respectability and self-
understanding over and against the ‘unacceptable’ behavior of 
those who had not experienced similar processes of emancipation. 

The upward mobility of some layers within the working 
classes however, did not protect these layers against the fall-out of 
the 1930’s economic crisis - mass unemployment, poverty, and the 
constant threat of downward social mobility. As the historian Piet 
de Rooy argues, the crisis years, the misery of the Nazi-occupation, 
and the scantiness and frugality of post-war reconstruction, had 
left its traces in the working classes in the form of a ‘survival 
culture’ that he argues was the dominant expression of working 
class life until the 1960s. This ‘survival culture’ was characterized 
by solidarity among insiders, a common sense notion of justice, 
and - indeed - the maintenance of a sense of respectability in the 
face of mass unemployment and poverty. The anthropologist and 
historian Frank van As, building on the work of Bernice Martin 
(1981), makes a similar argument. His thesis is that respectable 
layers of the Dutch working classes distinguished themselves from 
the upper middle class and from the lumpenproletariat by means of 
a group-oriented ‘culture of control’ grounded in a highly regulated 
existence, self-discipline, and social control in the neighborhood 
(Van As, 2006: 18). 

This culture of control, it seems to me, remains an operative 
component in the affective formation of home in contemporary 
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Amsterdam New West even today. In the face of urban and 
sociocultural transformation, people tap into a moral-cultural 
repertoire that has its roots in the peculiar social history of 
Dutch working class formation. Increasingly, the construction of 
respectable autochthony is contingent upon the representation 
of ‘Others’ - especially migrants and their offspring - as lacking 
respectability and as agents of territorial stigmatization. In 
culturalist representations, so-called ‘allochthons’ have become 
the new ‘unsocietals’. The idea that the ‘black’ urban poor lack 
integration is an effect of this construction. In the next chapter, 
I focus on the complex relationship white ‘autochthons’ cultivate 
with their so-called allochthonous neighbors. 

Conclusion
In this chapter, I have zoomed in the complex relationship between 
the affective formation of home and the politics of class and social 
and spatial location. People’s social location - their positioning in a 
world of power relations, including their class position - provides 
a normative standpoint from which they value and evaluate the 
social order (cf. Sayer, 2005). This becomes clear in the analysis of 
the role of respectability in Amsterdam New West: people’s views 
and valuation of the neighborhood and the boundary work that 
they perform in relation to the question of respectability must be 
understood in connection with their specific social location vis-
a-vis the state apparatus, the housing corporations, and other 
parts of Amsterdam and the city as a particular imaginary in 
itself. This is why Collins’ micro-sociological approach will not 
do. Power, inequality, and hierarchy are not fully contingent upon 
micro-situations, but have historical and structural dimensions. 
Indeed, emotional energy and tacit understanding as we have seen 
emerging in the vignette above have to do with power relations: 
they are political. Perhaps they can be seen as part and parcel of a 
subtle ‘art’ of resistance or - less pronounced - as a form of social 
resilience (Hall and Lamont, 2013) in the face of structural power 
inequalities and urban transformation in the era of neoliberalism. 
They give form and shape to people’s interactions with the state 
and civil authorities. Whereas rationality is no doubt limited, as 
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Collins reminds us, people in fact do seem to interpret the social 
world and processes of hierarchization in it from a particular point 
of view - and emotional energy is not always completely beyond 
their control. People develop knowledge and cultivate feelings 
about the world: both aspects are central to the tactics they choose 
in negotiating social change, confronting power inequalities 
and institutional bureaucracies, and developing narratives that 
construct their life-worlds. 

There are strong echoes of Sara Ahmed’s work on emotions 
here (2004a; 2004b). Ahmed asks how emotions ‘work’ to align 
subjects. Indeed, how do feelings affect the formation of self-
understanding and the making of life-worlds? Emotions circulate, 
says Ahmed, between bodies and signs. They do not belong to 
individuals but are social through-and-through: they are relational 
as well as processual. In an argument that is quite similar to 
Collins’ notion that emotions intensify in interaction rituals, 
Ahmed argues emotions are ‘economical’ (2004): as they circulate, 
they gain (or lose) value. Her model has something to offer that is 
largely absent from Collins’ theory - the role of political discourse, 
media representations, and historical figurations.

Central to the politics of respectability is the question of 
class, which has an unavoidable moral dimension: it effects people’s 
sense of self-worth, while classed formations come into being 
precisely by defining themselves against others in and through the 
performance of (moral) boundary work (e.g. Lamont, 2000; Sayer, 
2005; Skeggs, 1997). People’s location within the urban structure 
therefore is of pivotal importance: whether people live in a highly 
valued neighborhood or in a stigmatized area matters to their sense 
of home and place. As we have seen in the previous chapter, the 
dominant notion among residents in Slotermeer was that they were 
under discursive attack (cf. Goetz, 2013). Recall how, in an effort to 
legitimize the demolition of the quarter, the Louis Couperusbuurt 
and surrounding quarters were dubbed ‘the worst neighborhood 
of Slotermeer’ by the local leader of the Labor Party PvdA, to the 
great dismay of many residents (see Chapter 2). The latter could not 
(fully) recognize themselves in the stigmatized picture painted of 
their quarter and the people living there. Moreover, when residents 
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saw actual deterioration, this led to great frustration: they wanted 
their quarter to look and feel respectable, safe, neat, and nice. The 
neglect of housing maintenance in the last two decades had led 
to frustration, widespread distrust, and a strong sentiment of not 
being respected. 

We have already seen that respect and morality are at the 
center of people’s discourses of discontent. What is at stake when 
residents confront territorial stigmatization and the disorderly 
conduct of things is moral self-worth and respectability. The 
latter is clearly related to the question of autonomy. Tenants 
in public housing estates in what have become ‘disadvantaged 
neighborhoods’ occupy a very particular social location in the 
contemporary city. First of all, living in public housing - being 
dependent on the provision by state and civil authorities of low-
rent homes - in itself can be seen as a challenge to people’s sense 
of self-worth (cf. Sennett, 2003: 12). In a society dominated by a 
meritocratic ideology in which respect and self-respect depend on 
liberal constructions of personal autonomy, ownership, and self-
management, dependence on social housing leads to what Richard 
Sennett calls ‘a scarcity of respect’ (2003: 13): to a certain extent the 
provision of public housing denies people full autonomous control 
over their own lives. They are, as Sennett says, spectators to their 
own needs (Ibid.). 

As liberal notions of autonomy grow more pronounced, 
people who depend on state provisions become saddled with a 
fundamentally heteronomous identity: they lose their means of 
symbolic production and become what Bourdieu calls an ‘object 
class’ - a ‘class for others’ (Wacquant, 2004: 394),: ‘compelled 
to form their subjectivity ‘through the gaze and judgement of 
outsiders’’ (Ibid.). As public housing has become associated in 
public life and political discourse with dependency and a lack of 
autonomy, residents are left with limited control over their collective 
representation and are forced to negotiate an increasingly negative 
image of their neighborhood. The ‘blemish of place’ (Wacquant 
2007) affects residents greatly, and in their everyday discourses 
they take much care and time to counter stigmatization and defend 
respectability. This becomes all the more urgent in the Amsterdam 
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context where - as argued in detail in the previous chapter - 
public housing has become associated with social problems, lack 
of livability, and dependence, while urban creativity has replaced 
public housing as Amsterdam’s ‘meta-policy’ (Peck, 2012: 464). As 
Uitermark puts it: 

The idea took hold that the government should 
only take responsibility for those who cannot take 
responsibility for themselves. Whereas first social 
housing was considered a universal provision, it was 
turned into a residual social provision for people who 
could not afford to buy. (Uitermark, 2011) 

Whereas Amsterdam, like other Dutch cities, once took pride 
in the provision of affordable housing, today public housing no 
longer induces the enthusiasm of the city’s cultural and political 
elites. This has affected the sense of self-worth of those who 
live in public housing estates, which have become increasingly 
peripheral to Amsterdam’s policy agenda and representation of 
itself (Oudenampsen, 2007; Uitermark, 2011; Peck, 2012).

Even more importantly, in order to maintain the respectable 
and orderly conduct of things in their physical environment 
- including their homes - people living in public housing are 
forced to rely on the actions of civil authorities. Residents do not 
have autonomous control over the organization of their physical 
environment: they do not own their homes, but are dependent 
upon the actions and priorities of civil authorities and often lack 
the cultural and social capital to influence the policy agenda in 
substantial or self-evident ways. The maintenance of a ‘culture 
of control’ thus depends on public authorities like the state and 
the housing corporations. It could be argued that the tradition of 
public housing has cultivated a particular relationship between 
the state and its citizens, while civil authorities are no longer able 
or willing to invest in that peculiar social contract. Hence, the 
frustration with state performance that I could observe during the 
buurtschouw discussed above. Recapitulating, I argue that public 
housing now represents a form of dependence that is at odds 
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with the ways in which ‘respect’ takes shape in a society that is 
dominated by a neoliberal ideology. In such a society, many forms 
of dependence appear as shameful: the struggle for dignity and 
respectability for tenants in public housing estates like the Louis 
Couperusbuurt is thus structured - as denoted above - by their 
particular social location in the contemporary city.
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Knowing the Other. Everyday life 

and the politics of alterity

In the spring of 2010 I visited an 88-year old man named Mr. 
Vroom who had lived in New West since 1956, thus he had lived 
in the district since the very beginning. Mr. Vroom had run a bar 
in Geuzenveld - a neighborhood in New West close to Slotermeer - 
for twenty-five years. As we were discussing the transformation of 
the neighborhood, he smiled and got up to get a file with poems his 
wife had written when she was still alive. There was one poem he 
particularly wanted to read to me. It was simply called ‘Slotermeer’:

Ja, wijk, je was nog
niet gebouwd

en je bewoners pas getrouwd
Je kinderen speelden 

in je zand
Dat zand werd langzaam groen

Er kwamen speeltuin en plantsoen
en boompjes aan de kant

We woonden heel gezellig hier
Hadden met buren veel plezier

Je was ons zo vertrouwd
We werden samen oud
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De kinderen gingen
elders heen

De oudjes bleven 
hier alleen
Maar wijk,

hoe is het nu gegaan?
De buren kunnen we niet verstaan
Je bent ons niet meer zo vertrouwd

We voelen ons 
alleen en oud. 

27

In this poem Mr. Vroom’s wife captured the feelings of loss 
and nostalgia for a past ‘home’ that many ‘white’ Dutch residents of 
this neighborhood - especially when they were older - told me they 
had experienced, a nostalgia grounded in an emotional sense of 
lost familiarity, intimacy, and trust. The poem recalls an imagined 
past in which not only the materiality of the neighborhood was 
intimately known and familiar, but in which people also had 
something ‘in common’ with their neighbors. The neighborhood 
therefore ‘felt’ - according to Vroom’s late wife - ‘familiar’ and 
‘trusted’, as denoted in the phrase ‘je was ons zo vertrouwd’. 
Moreover, this intimate knowledge between neighbors had been 
sufficient basis to have fun [plezier]. 

In this narrative immigrants represent a theft of enjoyment 
(Van der Veer, 2006; Hansen, 1996). Familiarity in the poem is 
not only located in the past, but also explicitly counterposed to 

27 Neighborhood, you had not yet been built / Your people were just married / 
Your children played in the sand / That sand slowly became green / Playgrounds 
came and parks / And trees / We were happy here / Had fun with neighbors / You 
were so familiar, so trusted / We grew old together / The children moved away / The 
old stayed / But neighborhood, what has happened now? /We no longer understand 
our neighbors / You have become strange, no longer so familiar / We feel alone 
and old.
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a contemporary situation in which the proximity of ‘strangers’ 
- whom one cannot understand linguistically and culturally 
[verstaan] - has led to a decrease of intersubjective trust and fun. 
In this chapter, I will look critically at this discourse of familiarity 
and difference in people’s everyday narratives. It seems to me 
that it plays a key role in the politics of autochthony, which are 
grounded precisely in the notion that a particular intimacy - a 
sense of belonging, home, and trust - has disappeared as the result 
of globalization and immigration.

In the previous chapters I have attempted to demonstrate 
how culturalist conceptions concerning the alterity of minoritized 
Others shape people’s perspectives on the world, the ways in which 
they negotiate and ‘make sense’ of the transformation of everyday 
life in the neighborhood. In Chapter 2 I have shown how the 
struggle to stay put, for the ‘right to the city’, has been entwined 
with a particular sense of autochthonous entitlement. Within the 
discourse of displacement, sometimes post-migrant neighbors are 
seen  as ‘space invaders’ who are considered less entitled to the city 
than self-proclaimed original, white Amsterdammers. In chapter 
3 I have argued that within discourses surrounding stigma and 
public space, the ‘allochthonous’ Other is sometimes framed as 
the agent of decreasing respectability: post-migrant communities 
- supposedly - have not fully adjusted to respectable values and 
habit. Post-migrant citizens - physically recognizable - in the eyes 
of some citizens have come to embody disarray, social disorder, 
and unwanted social transformation.

In this chapter I flesh out in more detail the everyday 
politics of alterity in New West. In the Introduction to this book 
I have already discussed some of the literature on ‘super-diversity’ 
(Vertovec, 2007; Wessendorf, 2014). As I have pointed out, 
super-diversity is sometimes seen as going hand in hand with a 
normalization of difference in the public arena. Susanne Wessendorf 
(2014), for instance, argues that in Hackney people have come to 
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experience ethnic, cultural, and linguistic diversity as a normal 
part of everyday life. Paul Gilroy discusses this phenomenon 
as ‘conviviality’ - ‘referring to the processes of ‘cohabitation and 
interaction that have made multiculture an ordinary feature of 
social life in Britain’s urban areas’ (Wessendorf, 2014: 393). Gilroy, 
to be sure, also argues that ‘conviviality’ does not signal the end of 
race or racism: indeed he points out postcolonial societies must 
choose between the racializing logics of postcolonial melancholia 
and multicultural conviviality, democracy, and pleasure. 

As I have pointed out in the Introduction, my findings in 
Amsterdam New West do not resonate very well with Wessendorf ’s 
analysis in Hackney. While I am not taking issue per se with 
Wessendorf ’s findings in Hackney, my focus is on the culturalization 
of everyday life and the strong persistence, of cultural, ethnic, 
and racialized stereotypes within the culturalist common sense 
- and therefore within the production of everyday life in the 
neighborhood. I agree with Gill Valentine when she argues against 
overly optimistic accounts of lived ‘multiculture’ in contemporary 
cities in Western Europe. Valentine is critical of representations 
that focus on urban civility and successful interculturalism: 
‘Some of the writing about cosmopolitanism and new urban 
citizenship appears to be laced with a worrying romanticisation 
of urban encounter and to implicitly reproduce a potentially naive 
assumption that contact with ‘Others’ necessarily translates into 
respect for difference.’ Valentine points out that the encounter with 
difference does not necessarily lead to increasing understanding of, 
or positive respect for the Other. Proximity does not, per se, lead to 
more intercultural understanding. I will focus on the various ways 
in which a culturalist mode of ‘knowing the Other’ is produced 
and maintained in everyday speech acts, in and through which 
autochthonous self-understanding comes into being. 
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Enacting autochthony: change and cultural loss
The rhetorical trope of the autochthonous ‘everyman’ - racialized 
as white - whose sense of home and place has been undermined by 
immigration and elite-supported multiculturalism over the years 
has come to play a central role in Dutch politics (Duyvendak 2011). 
The rhetorical figure of the ordinary autochthon has moved from 
the margins to the centre of Dutch political and public discourse 
with the recent rise of nationalism and culturalism. The idea that 
immigration is unfair to ‘the everyman’ - always racialized as white 
- of course is not unique to the Netherlands. Martin Barker was 
already arguing in 1981 that this common sense notion, central 
to what he called ‘the new racism’ in Britain, was linked ‘to the 
defense of a ‘way of life’ against ‘alien invasion’’ (Lentin and 
Titley 2011: 73). The discourse of autochthony – grounded in a 
peculiar notion of the ‘white’ everyman – rests on what Uitermark, 
Duyvendak and I have elsewhere called ‘cultural protectionism’ 
(2014; see also Balkenhol et al., 2015). The mobilization of this 
figure, whose resistance to immigration is framed as natural and 
common sense, fundamentally inverts the meaning of racial 
prejudice. ‘Racism now becomes the very refusal of immigrants to 
adopt the national lifestyle of their host country’ (Lentin and Titley 
2011: 74). In other words, the problem is no longer racism but the 
alleged lack of assimilation among racialized Others. While this 
critique is correct, it does not exempt us from the task of analyzing 
the sense of cultural loss on which the politics and everyday logic 
of autochthony is built.

I interviewed Maria (53) and Dora (73), friends and neighbors 
in the Louis Couperusbuurt district, in Dora’s home in the spring 
of 2010. Neither was part of the network of active citizens in New 
West with whom I had been spending a lot of time. I was referred 
to them by one of their neighbors, Rick, to whom I had expressed 
my worries that I was only going to meet active – and more or less 
politicized – residents like himself. He put me in touch with Maria 
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and Dora. ‘They are just ordinary people, they are not active at all’, 
he said. 

Maria asked me why she had, ‘in God’s name’, been selected 
for an interview. ‘I know nothing about nothing’ [ik weet niks van 
niks], she said. She was quite anxious about the interview and – 
although I had not suggested the topic at all – told me explicitly 
that she did not want to talk about ‘allochtonen’. ‘If it is about that, 
I don’t want to participate.’ She felt the issue was too sensitive and 
disliked the fact that it was so prevalent in her daily conversations 
with neighbors. I assured Maria that she had no obligation to talk 
about anything she did not want to, after which she agreed to the 
interview, emphasizing that she would only talk to me once, that 
I could not mention her real name, and that the interview had to 
take place at her friend Dora’s home.

When I arrived, Maria’s anxiety had not abated but Dora’s 
mood was more or less the exact opposite of that of her friend: she 
was relaxed and made fun of my research, which she was unable to 
take seriously – reflecting the cynical views of academia that I often 
encountered during my fieldwork in New West. Like Maria, Dora 
had no idea why I would want to interview her. We sat at her table 
and I was offered coffee in a huge mug while Dora’s small dog crawled 
on my lap. Before I explained my interest in the neighborhood 
and my research objectives, I had taken my recording device out 
of my bag, put it on the table and asked permission to record the 
conversation. At first both women agreed, but the mood changed 
when Maria noticed that Dora was going to talk about ‘allochtonen’ 
after all. She anxiously asked me to turn off the recording device, 
which I did. She demanded that I repeat my assurance that I was 
not going to use her real name, and explained why she disliked 
talking about the ‘multicultural’ aspects of her neighborhood. ‘To 
be honest, it makes me sick, all that talk about the foreigners [de 
buitenlanders]. It’s fake, it’s not real (niet authentiek): people are 
either for or against.’ I did not quite understand what Maria meant, 
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so I asked her to elaborate. Maria looked at Dora for confirmation 
as she explained: 

Look, people have started acting very strangely, when 
talking about foreigners. Don’t you think so, Dora? 
Suddenly they are either for or against. For instance, 
people who would normally just walk by, these 
days they suddenly feel the urge to pat these foreign 
children [buitenlandse kinderen] on the head. To show 
something – to show that they are not against them. 
Very strange behavior. Niet authentiek! Yes, I hate all 
this stupid talk about the multicultural society.

It occurred to me that Maria was reflecting on something 
important - the prevalence of the debate on multiculturalism and 
‘integration’ in the public sphere and in everyday life. I asked: ‘Why 
do you think people act like this?’ Dora responded: 

These days everything is multi-culti. Maria is right, in 
the past nobody talked about that – you did not think 
in terms of ‘autochtoon-allochtoon’. But, well, that was 
before we were flooded [overspoeld] [with immigrants 
– PM]. We used to think they were fun (geinig) – a 
black child, with different hair. You could pat them on 
the head; that was nice. (Die aaide je dan lekker over de 
bol). Yes, we thought it was fun back then. But now of 
course they are everywhere.

The somatic aspects of cultural difference – the materiality of 
the bodies of culturalized Others – entered Dora’s discourse here. 
Maria was uncomfortable and did her best to steer the conversation 
to another topic: 
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I thought we were going to talk about the demolition? 
Because I no longer recognize Amsterdam, and that is 
not just because of the foreigners. Everywhere they are 
demolishing and restructuring the city – it gives you a 
strange feeling. 

As I see it, here Maria reflected on the way culturalist discourse 
imposed meaning on social transformation, how change at the 
level of lived experience was being discussed daily in connection 
to migrant alterity and integration. The discourse of discontent 
surrounding demographic change and ‘integration’ can often 
be understood as a form of diffused commentary on social 
transformation and cultural loss in more general terms. In the 
discourse of many white ‘autochthons’, migrants were represented 
as embodying unwanted urban change, framed as agents of (or 
otherwise connected to) a broader sense of cultural loss. As such, 
the minoritized, culturalized migrant Other became part and 
parcel of a more general discourse of discontent concerning ‘these 
times’ that were – so to speak – passing people by. 

This, in my view, is how Maria’s point should be understood. 
The fact that she no longer recognized Amsterdam, she was 
arguing, was not only contingent upon the proximity of cultural 
Others. The sense of cultural loss that people commented upon 
when they expressed discontent with the ‘super-diverse’ character 
of their neighborhood was about more than the alterity of their 
neighbors. Maria said: 

When I first came here to view the house – almost 
thirty years ago – there was a neighbor who invited 
me in! Who invited me in! While she did not know 
me at all! She showed me her house. I could hardly 
believe it, because in other parts of Amsterdam that 
was not something people did anymore. I had grown 
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up in a neighborhood in which the atmosphere had 
already become cold. So I had never experienced such 
hospitality and trust. When I came here the atmosphere 
was so homey, so cozy… I could not
believe it.

Maria thus recalled a sense of homeliness and belonging that, in 
her memory, had suffused her neighborhood. She continued:

In the past people would sweep the sidewalk here, you 
know. People were enormously neat. With soap and 
everything! I have to say, I wasn’t used to that at all 
when I moved in here thirty years ago. I came from a 
neighborhood in which people did not do that. But I 
adjusted of course. So I started doing that too. Because 
people here simply felt this was important. Ha, ha, ha, 
imagine asking your neighbors that now.

 
She laughed heartily, and so did Dora. They agreed that the sense of 
collective purpose and obligation that in their eyes had characterized 
the recent past would be unthinkable today. In Maria’s memory 
this social cohesion had always been a peculiar quality of the place 
to which she had come - the Louis Couperusbuurt in Slotermeer, 
Amsterdam New West. Less a quality of ‘autochthonous’ culture, 
homeliness here was construed as a matter of geographical location 
within the city. The Couperusbuurt was like a little village, Maria 
said, and should stay that way. It stood in stark contrast to other 
parts of Amsterdam that in her view were more anonymous and 
alienating. This is why she opposed the demolition plans, but also 
why she resisted a reductionist explanation of social change and 
growing alienation in terms of the autochthonous–allochthonous 
divide and anti-multiculturalist discourse. Maria generally 
preferred continuity and had a palpable distaste for change: 
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Why are they constantly changing everything? Why 
can’t they leave things as they are? So many things are 
changing. There are so many activities now. I don’t like 
activities at all: it only leads to unrest. You are expected 
to participate…. But all I want is to stroll along the 
lake. But what have they done? They have taken away 
my footpath, because people wanted a running path. 
So they dumped asphalt there. If that doesn’t drive you 
mad…. And in the past one could swim in the Sloterplas 
– now that’s forbidden too. That has also disappeared. 
And everywhere small restaurants pop up. That’s crazy, 
right? Why can’t people simply eat at home? 

 
It seemed to me that Maria was trying to find a language with which 
to talk about transformations in the city without taking refuge 
in the idiom offered by the culturalist framework. However, she 
could not  prevent the conversation from drifting to the question 
of autochthony and allochthony which was central to her friend 
Dora’s perspective on things. Perceived transformations at the level 
of decency and cleanliness were discursively linked to the influx 
of ‘allochtonen’, and for Dora, neighbors unwilling to sweep the 
sidewalk were construed as the allochthonous ‘Other’. Following 
up on this issue, she stated: ‘Hun auto’s houden ze wel bij.’ [They do 
maintain their cars]. 

The use of the word ‘their’ [hun] is pivotal here because it 
holds both social and expressive, affective meaning (Besnier 1990: 
419): it refers not only to a specific category – allochtonen – but 
signifies the speaker’s emotional disposition to this category. Dora 
said: 

Recently one of them told me he was going to clean 
something, but I had misunderstood because they don’t 



167

CHAPTER 4

speak Dutch. That drives one crazy. That language, 
even when they are born here.... I really hate that. They 
simply do not speak Dutch at home; well, of course 
they are never going to learn.

What must be noted here is the commonplace way in which 
Dora generalized from the particular. She referred to one of her 
neighbors as ‘one of them’ and later shifted, almost imperceptibly, 
from the word ‘he’ – referring to a particular neighbor – to the word 
‘they’ – referring to the category of allochtonen. The unreflective 
way in which the figure of the allochthonous Other emerges in 
everyday speech-acts is of central analytic importance. It signifies 
the way in which the culturalist framework, grounded in the 
dichotomy between autochthony and allochthony, has imposed 
meaning on people’s everyday experience. In other words, it is 
an idiom of classification that signifies the unreflective, everyday 
ways in which people live and construe boundaries between self 
and Other.

Interestingly, Maria countered Dora’s remark, saying: ‘The 
foreigners whom I know, they speak perfect Dutch. It might be 
true that you know some who don’t speak Dutch. Fine. But the 
ones I know, well, their Dutch is perfect.’ Different perspectives on 
the Other thus abound, but the way the conversation took shape 
showed that both women had become used to thinking with and 
through the autochthonous-allochthonous categorical divide that 
dominates Dutch representations of political and social life. Even 
if Maria did not want to talk about ‘allochtonen’’, nevertheless the 
conversation moved to the topic. 

If language and habits in relation to public and private space 
were central markers of these boundaries, income and class also 
played a role. Falling out of character, Maria stated: 
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Also, they all have a car. Sometimes I think – if my name 
is not going to be in the book, I might as well say what 
I think – that the foreigners are always represented as 
poor, etcetera.... But I don’t know one without a car. I 
think many autochthons are much poorer. The foreign 
children all walk around in very expensive clothes.

Dora: ‘Yes! They all pay this from their child benefits. Because they 
all have loads of children. That is simply the truth.’

My conversation with Dora and Maria shows how self-
evident boundaries between autochthonous and allochthonous 
residents are marked and maintained, and how they take shape 
in and through different registers - somatic differences, class and 
income, respectability. Moreover, Dora’s remark that thinking in 
these terms is a new phenomenon suggests that the autochthony-
allochthony dichotomy is a relatively novel way of making sense of 
difference. While the bodily markers of difference had been there 
before – in the form of the ‘different hair’ of ‘migrant’ children 
for instance, suggesting a history of racialized thinking – the 
discourse of autochthony and allochthony appears to be a more 
recent phenomenon. In other words, it seems clear that the ascent 
of the culturalist framework, as it has taken shape in recent years 
in the Netherlands, plays a key role in how the politics of sameness 
and difference play out in the context of a local, pluri-ethnic and 
socially diverse neighborhood in contemporary Amsterdam. In 
the next ethnographic section, I will elaborate on this topic by 
showing how, in the context of culturalization, a culturalist view of 
the world seems to become commonplace. 

Enacting autochthony: commonplace culturalism
It was a Wednesday evening in October 2010 when I entered an 
evangelical church in Slotermeer. A straightforward, functionalist 
building that fitted the unpretentious neighborhood in which it was 
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located, De Bron served this evening as a venue for a debate among 
residents of New West, enticingly entitled Amsterdam between 
Mokum and Mekka. An emeritus professor of religion, who taught 
at the Protestant VU University, was going to speak about the topic 
of Islam and the need for inter-religious tolerance and dialogue. He 
had been invited by active neighborhood residents assembled in 
an ‘intercultural’ network in Slotermeer, a local initiative that had 
begun activities in the late 1990s but had gained momentum after 
the 9/11 attacks in the United States. The district administration, 
worried about the local fall-out of this global event, had taken an 
interest in ‘doing something’: more than ever, the feeling was it was 
necessary to bring people together in ‘intercultural and interfaith 
dialogue’. One year after 9/11 a revamped and now ambitious 
network was launched to do that. This particular evening eight 
years later brought together, at a rough estimate, between sixty and 
eighty people.

The church hall I stepped into was as sober and matter-of-fact 
as the building of which it was a part. The austere atmosphere of 
this Calvinist church building fitted the functionalist aesthetic that 
characterized Slotermeer. The people gathered here this evening 
also mostly seemed to fit the sober everydayness that I had become 
used to in this part of Amsterdam. At first sight Slotermeer, its 
designation as ‘troubled’ notwithstanding, was mostly a district of 
respectable people, straight lines, well kept, small gardens. There 
was little buzz. It was a residential area, really: but one has to 
scratch the surface. 

After I hung up my coat, got myself some soup and had 
chatted to the Protestant minister who had invited me to the event, 
I started looking around the room for familiar faces. Steven was 
there and I went to greet him. He was a neighborhood activist, 
whom I had met in March 2010, during the election campaign for 
the Amsterdam and New West electoral district, in which he was a 
candidate for the ChristenUnie, a small political party of evangelical 
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and orthodox Protestants. Steven was involved in a conversation 
with a number of other people. Wart and Ariane were a couple 
in their fifties who were very active locally and whom I had met 
several times before. They lived in an alternative, ecological living 
community in Osdorp, a neighboring district in New West. There 
were also two people I had never met before, a woman named Els 
and a man named Stefan. 

I was welcomed into the circle of soup-eating people, and they 
continued their discussion. The topic of debate was the dialogical 
axiom of the intercultural, inter-religious network organizing 
the event this evening, the mission of which was ‘to let it come 
from two sides’. Stefan passionately disagreed with that dialogical 
command, and his discontent in fact was why he had come to the 
meeting. 

‘It is nonsense. Because it always comes only from one side, 
from our side,’ he said. ‘We give, they only take. And when we give 
one finger, they take the whole hand.’ Considering the dialogical 
mission of this ‘inter-cultural’ event, I mistakenly expected others 
around the table to protest, but Stefan’s remarks proved less out of 
place than I had expected, at least at this point in the conversation. 
Indeed, the remarks were greeted with light approval, while Stefan 
elaborated how the changes in the neighborhood had frustrated 
and angered him: 

‘Muslims despise ordinary Western people (gewone westerse 
mensen),’ he argued. ‘They say to us that we are perverse.’ He was 
also of the opinion that friendship with Muslims was impossible, 
because ‘they only had regard for themselves’. Stefan argued he 
was speaking out of personal experience. To my surprise, Wart 
responded to this by saying that ‘yes’, he thought Stefan was partly 
right. 

They are a bit better at thinking of themselves than we 
are. But you have to differentiate between groups. We 
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suffer from Moroccans because they have failed on 
all accounts. Even when it comes to crime, they have 
failed. The Chinese, for example, they are not addressed 
for their lack of integration. Why not? They too have 
problems. They too are involved in crime; there is 
exploitation within their own community. They don’t 
speak Dutch. Many of them are here illegally. But 
they keep it within their own community. Moroccans, 
however, harass us on ‘our’ streets. That why they 
provoke so much resistance [weerstand].

Stefan responded: ‘Look, we are being despised. They think 
we are corrupt [ze vinden ons verdorven]. They came here and they 
immediately started to curse us.’ 

When I asked Stefan what he meant and if he had personal 
experience of this as well, his answer was both simple and effective: 
‘Just watch television.’ Echoing narrations with which I had become 
familiar in the course of my field work in Slotermeer, Stefan said: 
‘Even small children [of post-migrant background, PM] say: ‘just 
wait, in ten years we will be in power here’. When you hear that, 
you know what kind of language is used at home. Because children 
speak the truth.’ 

Wart seemed to agree with this: ‘We should stop blaming 
society for the trouble with migrant youths. It all starts at home. 
That’s where things go wrong.’ Els responded to that: ‘Yes, in the 
Berber culture. That’s simply a backward culture (een achterlijke 
cultuur).’ Wart responded to that: 

There is no harmony in the family culture. It already 
starts with marriage. We marry first of all mostly because 
we love each other. But in these cultures people don’t 
marry for love. They marry because they are supposed 
to marry. Moreover, the ten year old son is already 
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boss in the home, especially because the father doesn’t 
speak Dutch. When there is no harmony at home, the 
children go onto the streets. And thus a street culture 
develops. And that’s when we are confronted with it. 
That is what we suffer from.

Knowing the Other
Of central importance in this conversation is the self-evident way 
in which the Other is produced as a knowable - and known - object. 
The importance of this unreflective sense of knowing - which 
constitutes a particular gaze and is central to the construction 
of symbolic boundaries - can hardly be overestimated. The 
relationship between knowledge and racial discourse of course has 
been a central topic in the study of race and racism. ‘The scientific 
thought of the Enlightenment was a precondition for the growth 
of a modern racism based on physical typology’ (Fredrickson, 
2002: 56). The Other comes into being in and through everyday 
speech acts like the ones discussed above. When hearing such 
more or less commonplace conversations, I often noted the 
ways in which the habits, ways of life, and moral worlds of post-
migrants were framed and classified: they took on a matter-of-fact, 
indisputable form, reinforcing an understanding of society carved 
up in cultural entities, and reducing the Other to a knowable and 
perceivable essence (Verkaaik, 2009: 17). This indicates what I 
call a culturalization of social life, which produces, to use Thomas 
Blom Hansen’s terms, a certain flatness of public perception, 
leading to a situation in which people are ‘always potentially 
reducible to a phenotype, a cultural cipher, or a racialized shadow 
or doppelgänger. The category functions as a constant shadow; 
every action takes place in the gaze of the other’ (Hansen, 2012: 7). 
Discussing Apartheid and post-Apartheid South Africa, Hansen 
argues that the intense racialization of every aspect of social life 
there led to a situation ‘in which the categorical doppelgänger, the 
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stereotype, provided the script and the interpretive grid within 
which individual action - and anxiety - was situated’ (2012: 7). 

Now, the historical development of Dutch racism and the 
present situation of course is different from South Africa, but 
in my view the flatness of public perception Hansen discusses 
increasingly also haunts Dutch society. The Other is encountered 
within an ideological constellation: before he or she can be known 
-- and can be distinguished from ‘ordinary’ neighbors - a particular 
discourse has to be in place: a field of knowledge that enables 
people to distinguish between neighbors and strangers.

Everyday discourses like the ones discussed in the vignette 
above are embedded in broader culturalist narratives: they 
constitute enactments of broadly circulating discourses about the 
perceived cultural alterity of increasingly proximate Others in the 
Netherlands, and in Europe in more general terms. Indeed, the 
construction of autochthony relies on the circulation of discourses 
and images that become fitted into people’s everyday interpretive 
frames. In the words of Nitzan Shoshan, the pundits of nativist 
culturalism circulate ‘discursive topoi that have seeped as citations 
into the situated politics’ (2008: 387) of people like Stefan, Wart and 
others. As I see it, culturalization is best understood as a process 
of signification, the imposition of meaning on things in the world 
that shapes how people look at themselves and others. 

Moreover, this process alludes to what Sara Ahmed refers to 
as ‘stranger fetishism’ (2000): the process through which identity 
is relationally established through the encounter with alterity. She 
points out that such encounters are mediated: they presuppose 
‘other faces, other encounters of facing, other bodies, other spaces, 
and other times’ (Ibid.: 7).

Encounters between embodied subjects always hesitate 
between the domain of the particular - the face to 
face of this encounter - and the general - the framing 
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of the encounter by broader relationships of power 
and antagonism. The particular encounter hence 
always carries traces of those broader relationships. 
Differences, as markers of power, are not determined 
in the ‘space’ of the particular or the general, but in 
the very determination of their historical relation (a 
determination that is never final or complete, as it 
involves strange encounters). (Ahmed 2000; 8-9, italics 
in original)

‘Autochthonous’ encounters with alterity, in other words, are 
grounded in an economy of mis-recognition. That is to say, what 
appears as immediately visible, as tangible and hence authentic or 
real, is in fact always already ‘culturally and socially conditioned 
by received frames and schema’s’ (Hansen, 2012: 3). It is within 
such an economy of mis-recognition that notions of alterity take 
shape: difference is ‘imbricated in and generated through a web of 
somatic modalities that incorporate alterity into material things’ 
(Shoshan, 2008: 381). Within such a perpetual economy of mis-
recognition, the multicultural neighborhood becomes to be seen 
and experienced as a place of encounters with hostile strangers, 
with ‘space invaders’ (Puwar, 2004) that are held responsible for 
the symbolic displacement of ‘original’ and entitled autochthonous 
residents. The culturalist framework has - I propose - been central 
in producing and normalizing this everyday field of knowledge 
which produces a particular mode of experiencing alterity, in which 
the post-migrant neighbors figure as cultural strangers who are 
out of place. As a peculiar strangeness - composed by the politics 
of culturalism - comes to adhere to bodies, sounds, languages, 
smells, and sights, the pluri-ethnic neighborhood becomes to be 
experienced, by some people, as a site of crisis and peril. 

As Ahmed points out, differences ‘are impossible to grasp 
in the present’ (2000: 9). That is to say, people ‘read’ as Muslim 
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are encountered by Stefan as perilous strangers because a field 
of ‘knowledge’ has been established that produces the figure of 
the Muslim as perilous. It is for this reason that we have to turn 
our attention to the question of Orientalism - and the ‘grammar 
of identity/alterity’ that the anthropologist Gerd Baumann has 
referred to as orientalization (2004). Baumann has proposed 
thinking of identity and alterity in terms of different modalities of 
selfing and othering, different classificatory structures - grammars 
- of ‘attributing identity and alterity to whomever’ (Baumann, 
2004: 19). He bases these grammars on three theoretical 
frameworks - Edward Saïd’s notion of Orientalism;, Edward Evans-
Pritchard’s notion of segmentation, and Louis Dumont’s concept 
of encompassment. I want to focus on Baumann’s grammar of 
orientalization here, which is most relevant to the contemporary 
politics of culturalization in the Netherlands. The discourse of the 
participants in this conversation can be understood relatively easily 
in terms of the grammar of orientalization. Berber and Moroccan 
culture for instance, was delineated as backward, echoing familiar 
constructions about ‘raising children’, marriage traditions, and lack 
of discipline in Dutch-Moroccan families (cf. Van de Berg and 
Duyvendak, 2012). Interestingly, as the conversation moved on, 
the important, second element of orientalization also came into 
focus. As Baumann argues: ‘Orientalism is [...] not a simple binary 
opposition of ‘us = good’ and ‘them = bad’, but a very shrewd 
mirrored reversal of: ‘what is good in us is [still] bad in them, but 
what got twisted in us [still] remains straight in them’ (2004: 20). 
The grammar of orientalization may entail ‘a possibility of desire 
for the Other and even, sometimes, a potential for self-critical 
relativism’ (Ibid.: x). 

Indeed, orientalization gains a nostalgic dimension when the 
figure of the Other comes to embody something that is understood 
to have been lost. That is to say, within processes of orientalization 
in the context of contemporary urban multiculturalism, the ‘old’ 
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figure of the noble savage takes on a new shape (cf. Berliner, 
2015). In response to Wart’s remarks about marriage traditions in 
‘Moroccan families’, Steven, speaking from his Protestant viewpoint, 
for instance said: ‘But at least they stay married.’ Els responded to 
that: ‘And they have a nice little society among themselves, I have 
to say. I always observe that very extensively. They have certain 
greeting rituals, etcetera. And they all look alike. One big family, it 
seems to me.’ Dutch Moroccans emerge here - in other words - as 
people who - despite all their alleged problems and their allegedly 
troubling activities - have at least preserved a form of sociality that 
the Dutch themselves are seen to have lost. 

In Stefan’s eyes, however, the sense of community that Els 
attached to the Other - something the ‘autochthonous’ Dutch 
had lost - was yet another indication that Muslim Others posed a 
threat: ‘Yes, yes, they are very friendly. With each other! But when 
we interact with each other that way, we are immediately seen as a 
bunch of faggots. That’s the plain and simple truth. (Zo is het ook 
nog wel eens een keer.)’ To my surprise, Wart once again agreed 
with Stefan: ‘Yes, I must admit, this is true.’ Els now intervened, 
trying to put things in more perspective. She said: 

But listen, you mustn’t put everyone in the same box. 
(Je moet niet iedereen over één kam scheren.) The Turks 
are much more diligent (ijverig) than the Moroccans. 
And the Moroccan girls are much more diligent than 
the boys. That’s because they are kept at home and thus 
have time to do their homework. And because finishing 
an education means freedom for these girls, of course.

Stefan’s constructions of post-migrant, especially Muslim, 
alterity functioned as a starting point of a dialogue about the 
perceived alterity of post-migrant neighbors among these ‘white’, 
‘autochthonous’ residents of Slotermeer who saw themselves 
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as ‘knowing’. Most of the participants - although not Stefan - 
considered themselves more or less progressive opponents of the 
nationalist populism of the likes of Geert Wilders and his PVV 
and tried to point this out a number of times. Wart and Els, for 
instance, expressed this by arguing that ‘you must distinguish 
between groups’ and ‘you mustn’t put everyone in the same box’, 
but their speech acts reproduced the culturalist interpretive frame, 
as opposed to negating the substantialist carving up of society into 
discrete cultural entities. Moreover, while I was initially surprised 
by the conversation, which seemed out of place at this particular 
‘multiculturalist’ event, with hindsight I realized that in fact it 
remained well within the boundaries set by the substantialist 
premise inherent in the notion of intercultural dialogue as 
propagated by the event’s organizers, which relies precisely upon 
an imaginary of fixed and discrete cultural entities (see Brubaker, 
2005; Emirbayer, 1997). 

Ariana and Wart told me later that evening that in fact 
they were embarrassed ‘the racist’ turn Dutch politics had taken. 
Contradicting his earlier remarks, Wart told me: ‘In the end, these 
problems [with post-migrants youths, PM] are all social problems. 
Multicultural society is already a fact. We must think of these 
things as social problems, not as cultural problems, I guess. Yes, 
that sounds better.’ 

This embarrassment with the culturalist field of knowledge 
notwithstanding, the culturalist ‘perspective on the world’ 
(Brubaker, 2005: 65) by which the habits, ways of life, and 
moralities of post-migrants were framed, interpreted, discussed 
and classified, took on a matter-of-fact, indisputable form 
during the conversation considered above. The common sense 
articulation of these stereotypical languages unveils a deeply 
ingrained cultural essentialism that simplifies reality by creating an 
illusion of homogeneous cultural entities, reducing the opponent 
to a knowable and perceivable essence (Verkaaik, 2009: 17). At 
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the same time, however, the inconsistencies in the debate, and 
Ariana and Wart’s change of tone and view afterwards, signifies the 
instability and fluidity of such perspectives. As I will argue in the 
conclusion of this chapter, autochthony is plural, not singular and, 
as the title of the evening under discussion suggests and as we will 
see below, pluralist views embracing (elements of) contemporary 
super-diversity also prevail in New West. Before I turn my attention 
to the pluralist position however, I want to explore the politics of 
everyday orientalization - and commonplace Islamophobia - more 
extensively by zooming in on my conversations with Stefan.

Racializing the city
One of the central questions that emerge when we think through 
the performativity of the culturalist framework is: why do these 
narratives or scripts to negotiate difference make sense to people? 
In this section, I turn the attention to my conversations with Stefan 
- as a way to illustrate how culturalist narratives become enfolded 
into people’s personal and social biographies, woven into everyday 
symbolic knowledge and judgments, and thus come to ‘channel 
social interactions and organize commonsense knowledge and 
judgments’ (Brubaker, 2006:11). These conversations suggest some 
possible answers to this riddle and at the same time force us to 
think through the complex intersections of cultural and religious 
alterity, sexuality, and secularism, or - more precisely - secular 
passion (cf. Verkaaik and Spronk, 2011). To understand Stefan, we 
must begin with the fact that he is gay and comes from a strict, 
Roman Catholic background. His identification as a gay man takes 
place in the context of his life in a pluri-ethnic, multi-religious 
neighborhood which is marked as poor, troubled, and perilous, 
and in which the religious alterity of neighbors is visible in and 
through somatic and material particularities, like the hijab, the 
djellaba, the mosque, and satellite dishes. 

I went to visit Stefan in his home. I had called him after our 
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meeting and he was eager to talk to me. I was excited yet troubled 
by his eagerness to participate in my research. I felt uncomfortable 
with becoming complicit in his discourse surrounding white 
voicelessness and post-migrant viciousness. Nevertheless, I wanted 
to understand him better. Stefan lived on the fourth floor of a 1950s 
building at the edge of the small neighborhood in which I was 
working, the apartments being above a number of kebab places 
and bars, an evening shop, a small greengrocer run by a Dutch-
Moroccan man and a shop with North African wedding dresses. 
It was one of the few relatively lively corners of this otherwise 
extremely residential and quiet part of Slotermeer. It was the 
corner’s liveliness that also gave the area a bad reputation. Early 
on in my fieldwork, while looking for a temporary place to live in 
Slotermeer, people warned me to avoid this particular part of the 
area. The atmosphere in the kebab place I sometimes visited was 
buzzy and noisy, a TV-set thundering in the corner, teenage boys 
running in and out, joking with the man behind the counter. It 
was somewhat different from the working class domesticity and 
respectability of the rest of the quarter. 

Stefan’s apartment was on the top floor of a four-story 
building and was inexpensively decorated with brown carpeting, a 
number of old couches and chairs, a seventies coffee table, and a lot 
of knickknacks everywhere. The walls were decorated with some 
mildly homo-erotic drawings. Stefan had been living on disability 
benefits for years - the result of depression in the past - and had 
to survive on a relatively low income, like many of his neighbors 
in this part of Amsterdam. A couple of days a week he worked as 
a volunteer in the local hospital, a ten minute bike ride away. He 
had prepared himself well for my visit. He had even typed up four 
pages of notes so as not to forget anything he wanted to tell me. 
He had looked me up on the Internet, and had found things out 
about me. He now saw me as an expert to whom he could pass 
on his ‘knowledge’ of the neighborhood, a ‘knowledge’ that he 
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complained he was not permitted to narrate because of a leftist 
political correctness ‘destroying everything’ (dat alles kapot maakt). 

Stefan’s story started in the 1950s in the Dutch Catholic south 
where he grew up with an orthodox Catholic father, who was a 
laborer in the textile industry, and his mother, who was a housewife. 
His father was, as Stefan put it, ‘possessed [bezeten] with religious 
fanaticism.’ This was to have a strong formative influence on how 
he acted and looked upon the world. His distaste for organized 
religion and religious and sexual conservatism was palpable: 

My father was always like: God this, God that. 
Terrorizing. God as a bogeyman. It wasn’t nice. It was 
like a heavy yoke. You always were afraid: what would 
God think? I remember going to kindergarten for the 
first time, but I was afraid of the nuns who were the 
teachers. So I ran away. And I have this vivid memory… 
of those devilish nuns running after me.

 
Stefan’s views on the ‘horrible, horrible changes’ in Slotermeer 
since the influx of post-migrants in the neighborhood were 
deeply colored by his distaste for religion in general and Islam 
in particular, which he saw as a threat to his sexual identity as a 
gay man. The presence of Muslims in the neighborhood made 
him uncomfortable, bringing back, he said, his religious trauma. 
He constructed his post-migrant neighbors as a more or less 
undifferentiated group of conservative and hostile Others, who 
were not to be trusted and whose fundamental alterity and grim 
conservatism was somatically identifiable by means of dress, bodily 
posture, habits, and sounds. He spoke accordingly:  

The children are always crying, always loud. The 
family in the apartment below, to give an example. The 
children running, boom boom boom. [...] I always call 
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them the noise people (het lawaaivolk). They just never 
shut up. They make a lot of noise.

This somatically identified alterity was counterposed to an idealized 
notion of autochthonic, middle class Dutch conviviality, which 
seemed far removed from Stefan’s everyday life-world. For Stefan, 
this world was characterized by the proximity of poor, working 
class post-migrants, noisy children, and young men marked as 
threatening and dishonest: 
 

Just the other day, I was walking in the park, a bit further 
down, you know, where those expensive, detached 
houses are. A completely different kind of people lives 
there! It’s really beautiful there! Their kids were also 
playing, but it was really nice. Not like it is here. It 
was peaceful. There was chocolate milk, everything... 
Nice! But these were genuinely Western people (echt 
westerse mensen). [...] Over here, the atmosphere is 
grim (grimmig), also among children. They are always 
fighting, they are loud and aggressive.

This narration illustrates a dynamic that Shoshan calls ‘the 
somatic weaving of an ethnicized urban landscape’ in which 
‘sensualities of otherness weave political significations about ethnic 
groups [...] into the tangible fabric of the multi-ethnic city (2008: 
378)’ The urban landscape that emerges in this perspective on the 
world is a deeply culturalist and classed one, in which sensorial 
Otherness comes to be delineated as morally and politically 
significant. 

Here, the ‘loudness’ of the neighbors comes to be culturalized, 
imagined as a cultural and religious problem. When he sees women 
wearing the hijab or a man wearing the djellaba on his way to the 
mosque, he interprets this as an attack on his way of life, sexual 
identity, and personal moral values.  As he told me: 
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It’s not that women are not allowed to wear a headscarf. 
In the past, old women in the Netherlands also used to 
wear a headscarf. But it’s the message that they want to 
convey. ‘We are pious, you are bad.’ They see all Western 
women as whores. The message is: we are the good ones 
in a corrupted world. 

This moral superiority that Stefan saw as woven into the 
aesthetic disposition of ethnicized Others became construed, in 
his narrative, as an attack on his gay identity and sexuality. Stefan 
delineated it as ‘unbelievable’ that he was confronted, on a day-to-
day basis, with what he perceived as the visible signs of orthodox 
religious homophobia. Had he not escaped his own religious past? 
Had his friends not fled the orthodox Calvinist Dutch Bible Belt? 
‘We live in a world city, for crying out loud, and we are still under 
that backward yoke! Isn’t that incredible?’ 

Stefan’s narrative thus brings together pivotal elements of 
a new anxious politics surrounding LGBTIQ-identifications and 
the politics of cultural alterity in urban space, in which racialized, 
migrant Others - associated with religious conservatism - come 
to embody a more generalized heteronormativity. These issues, 
surrounding sexuality and cultural alterity, will be the central 
topics in the next chapter. In the last ethnographic section of this 
chapter, I want to shift the focus one more time, to a different mode 
of negotiating super-diversity - the register of culturalist pluralism. 

Enacting autochthony: culturalist pluralism 
I met Milena while I was preparing field work in 2009. She was a 
volunteer at In Kracht, a neighborhood organization focusing on 
conflict resolution at the neighborhood level. She fascinated me 
because she seemed somewhat out of place in Slotermeer, a white, 
middle class woman who ‘looked’ different and talked differently 
- in terms of style and posture - from other ‘autochthonous’ 
residents in the neighborhood. Milena and her husband lived in 
a nicely furnished, comfortable apartment with a balcony full of 
plants and flowers, lots of books, great coffee, and very nice Dutch 
design chairs around the dining table. This clearly was the house 
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of a middle class, educated, relatively affluent, Amsterdam couple, 
in many ways the future dreamed of by consumer/residents of the 
quarter. I also felt personally comfortable with Milena and her 
husband: at one point Milena indeed referred to me as ‘one of us’: 
[jij hoort toch ook bij OSM [ons soort mensen]. She had lived in the 
city center - the Egelantiersgracht in the formerly working class, 
now gentrified Jordaan area - in a rented apartment until 12 years 
ago, when she and her husband decided they wanted to ‘invest 
in their future’ and buy a place. As already discussed in chapter 
2, buying a home in Amsterdam is very expensive and while the 
two were not poor, as a result of gentrification, they did not have 
the money to buy a home in the city center. They were drawn to 
the apartment in Slotermeer, which was affordable and moreover 
located in a green area, which appealed to Milena. However, she 
did not really look into the neighborhood she was moving to, 
which was - she said - perhaps a mistake. 

The move felt like a deportation, Milena told me. She 
repeated the word, on purpose: deportatie. ‘I am not exaggerating!’ 
The community ‘felt strange’. ‘Nobody with whom I had anything 
in common, or with whom I had to deal with in everyday life, lived 
in Slotermeer’. In her own social circle people were deeply skeptical 
about the couple’s move to ‘the ghetto’ - ‘how could you have done 
that; we could never live there’. For them it was also very difficult, 
Milena told me, to get into ‘tram 14’ to visit them. Mimicking an 
upper middle class accent, she asked: ‘Does one have to go all the 
way through satellite dish city [schotelcity]?’28

Milena laughed about the ignorance of her middle class 
friends, but admitted that when she had just moved in she herself 
had had her doubts. She felt she was ‘becoming racist’ as a result 
of her annoyance with the behavior of many of her post-migrant 
neighbors. The ‘noise’, the trams that were always extremely full and 
noisy, the fact that everybody drove a car and so few people used a 
bicycle were all issues that annoyed her. Milena especially noticed 
men ‘spitting’ on the street, in public - something she associated 

28 Satellite dishes are seen as an index of migrant demographics.
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with ‘working class culture’ but also with ‘a different attitude’ 
toward public space of cultural ‘Others’. It also infuriated her. 

What kept her going, she said, were her deeply felt political 
convictions. She did not want to ‘become racist’. She hated herself 
for it - yes, she felt out of place in the neighborhood but did not 
think it was right for her to feel like this. As a social-democrat and 
as someone who had always defended multicultural society against 
attacks from the right, she felt it was wrong for her to ‘become racist’, 
even though her feeling of being out of place - of not belonging in 
the neighborhood - had a great impact. As she said: ‘In the Jordaan, 
the community outside had been an extension of the pleasure of 
living inside the home, but this was not the case in Slotermeer.’ 
Milena felt alienated, separated, from the neighborhood and most 
of the people in it. She did not feel at ease, comfortable, with the 
various post-migrant populations, and she felt perhaps even more 
uneasy with her autochthonous, ‘racist’, neighbors. 

The allochtonen weren’t interested in me, and I wasn’t 
interested in them. We had nothing in common. But 
the autochtons in the community were typical, old 
fashioned Amsterdammers, racists if you ask me, 
who tried to involve me in their racism! That was just 
terrible. It made me feel uncomfortable... as if they were 
forcing me to say things that I did not want to say [.]… 
I was considered an insider at first - when I confronted 
them, when I started a discussion, you will not believe 
what I heard: ‘You probably have them in your house’; 
‘You probably like them, the brown men.’ ‘You probably 
fuck them, the allochthones’; ‘You must think they are 
hot...,’ That’s the kind of thing they would say… I am 
not exaggerating’ 

There was nobody from her own milieu, white, middle class and 
respectable Amsterdam progressive ‘liberals’ - which augmented 
her sense of being out of place. 

When she quit working in 2005, Milena felt she had to 
make a change, to start - as she put it - ‘really living here’. In her 
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view this meant confronting her sense of alienation and distaste 
for the neighborhood by becoming active. This is why in 2005 
she started with a course in language development for children 
in a neighborhood school - ‘a very, very bad school’ she told me 
- across the street. She also became involved in various activities 
in the neighborhood. She became well-known by others active in 
the community and felt increasingly valued by the young men and 
women - mostly of post-migrant background - with whom she was 
now working with. It gave her a sense of pride: ‘I think I know why 
they consider me important. They need someone like me, an older, 
well educated woman.’ 

Milena was convinced that her experience as a medical social 
worker in the Amsterdam academic hospital, AMC, was of central 
importance to the work in the neighborhood she now did. It had 
prepared her to adjust to changing situations and to differences 
among people. However, Milena also felt she would never have 
chosen that line of work had she not had the right kind of character: 
she was able to talk to anyone anywhere. 

Although there are boundaries of course’ she added: 
‘some people are almost like fascists. I despise that. I 
have no time anymore for racists […] But it is true, the 
autochthonous people feel excluded - I think they do 
not get enough psychological attention. They are not 
heard.

Now that Milena no longer holds a job, she has more time 
and energy to negotiate public space - ‘to block out’ certain things 
in the neighborhood. There were certain streets and squares she 
now simply avoided; and she avoided traveling by tram as much 
as possible because it was such a tense experience for her. She 
adjusted, to use her own words: she blocked out what irritated her 
most, certain streets and quarters, the tram, and she began walking 
‘around the mess’. When she was still working it was harder for 
her to adjust: she was always on top of things at work, but almost 
always tired when she was in Slotermeer. She had no resilience, 
she said, which was something one needed if one wanted to live in 
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Slotermeer. Even now she sometimes still thought of leaving, even 
discussing the possibility with her partner. Milena felt guilty about 
it, but living in Slotermeer was still rather difficult for her.

All of these issues have taken their toll because Milena 
felt guilty. She felt her ‘political consciousness’ was out of 
synchronization with her feelings. ‘All these autochthonous Dutch 
people here, who complain all the time, don’t have that problem; 
they don’t feel guilty.’ Milena had been a member of the Labor Party 
(PvdA) for 35 years, but in 2007 she had left the party although, as 
she said, it was still part of her. She had left because she felt the 
party had moved to the right, especially on the issue of migrant 
and post-migrant integration. The hardening stance [verharding] 
on immigration had not met with Milena’s agreement.

In addition to her antiracist convictions, Milena was 
convinced that her personal experience of being an outsider - at 
the level of class and status - was central to her decision to become 
involved with those less fortunate, post-migrant youth especially. 
She had grown up in a milieu that she called a ‘middle milieu’ [een 
middenmilieu]- neither working class nor middle class. ‘But we 
were in a way even poorer than the workers, because my father 
drank.’ It was an unstable family - her parents could not deal with 
life, Milena said. When things got out of hand, she was ‘transported’ 
to a foster family, an educated, leftist, Labor Party family. 

Milena had grown up in Helmond and had a vivid memory of 
the small town’s class politics:  

There is a very typical class thing that dominated the 
city - it still does.... A canal runs through the city, you 
know, and the canal separated the residents. On one 
side lived the ‘plebs’, on the other side what we called 
the red bump (rode bult) - why they were called red 
nobody knows, because they certainly weren’t ‘red’. But 
on the red bump - or ‘the other side’ - lived the rich 
people [....] So you understand that I grew up with this 
consciousness: that there are class differences (standen 
en rangen, een klassenscheiding). People accepted that 
reality, so there was no struggle - but at school, well, the 
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nuns were very class-conscious, everybody knew that. 
The girls from the other side had a first name, but for 
me, there was only a last name. That has stayed with me 
for a long time - even today. [...] The class inequalities; 
it has politicized me I think. 

PM: So, this is why you joined the Labor Party?

Yes, of course. But I never became active. I tried that 
- I wanted to become part of the Rode Vrouwen29 - but 
in Amsterdam that group was dominated by ‘another 
kind of people’... Well, there was no way that you could 
become part of that. [Daar kwam je niet tussen]. And 
I had an occupation of which they thought: ‘well, a 
nurse, what can a nurse do.’ One had to have an UvA-
education, at the least. It was an elite party at the time, 
you know. Not many people know this, I guess.

Her work in the AMC as a consoler for hospitalized people had also 
reminded her everyday of status and class inequalities: while she 
had loved her job, it had been a highly status conscious environment 
in which she had often felt mildly marginalized. Milena’s notion 
that inequality mattered - that it was productive - drove her to 
become active, her lack of recognition in the neighborhood and 
the people who lived there notwithstanding. What was needed in 
her neighborhood to make it more bearable for people like her was 
what she called the ‘right kind of mix’. As soon as she spoke these 
words, however, she reflected upon them: 

At the same time, I don’t know, there are many problems 
with this idea of mixing. It’s social engineering, I am 
against that.... It makes me feel uncomfortable. Most of 
all I believe in education - when people are educated 

29 The Red Women - the feminist women’s organization inside the Labor Party.
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you can deal with them. For instance, I told one of 
my colleagues in In Kracht: ‘You have to go to speech 
therapy’. Because he has such a clear, Moroccan accent, 
you know? People cannot understand him. Why not 
do something about it? Yes, yes, education is basic. [...] 
The strange thing is, I feel responsible somehow: for 
upgrading people. Even in the mid-seventies, when you 
started seeing Surinam people everywhere, I remember 
that I always thought: ‘I hope he doesn’t do something 
strange or stupid.’ Because that will increase people’s 
racism. Because I wanted to protect them from the 
racists, you know?

Milena’s story complicates the culturalist framework but does not 
negate it: her narrative of New West is still firmly informed by the 
discourse of autochthony - the point is that she enacts autochthony 
differently: the self-understanding that takes shape in Milena’s 
construction of Slotermeer is as much colored by the so-called 
allochthonous Other as it is by the working class autochthonous 
Other, whom she considers to be unbearably racist. However, 
as a social-democratic leftist with a low-status background 
and experience of status hierarchization, she sympathizes with 
marginalized Others, whose alterity is understood by her not only 
in cultural, but also in class terms. 
 
Conclusion
The transformative diversification of Slotermeer and other popular 
neighborhoods in the Netherlands is often misunderstood and 
misrepresented as a shift from homogeneity to heterogeneity. This 
sense of rupture is politically mobilized in contemporary struggles 
over the future of the ‘multicultural’ Netherlands: but it is not 
accurate. From its beginnings in the early 1950s New West has been 
a religiously and socially diverse area (Hellinga 2005; Heijdra 2010). 
One reason was the role of pillarization in the construction of 
neighborhoods. The housing corporations in the Western Garden 
Cities were themselves ‘pillarized’, and quarters were constructed 
along confessional and ideological lines: Catholic corporations built 
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‘Catholic’ neighborhoods, while social-democratic corporations 
built mostly for people aligned to the social-democratic movement. 
A relatively high level of socio-economic heterogeneity, the influx 
of postcolonial migrants from Indonesia and ‘migrants’ from the 
rural North of the country, further increased the cultural and 
social diversity of the district in the 1950s and 1960s. Indeed, the 
sociologist Van Doorn as early as 1955 called for an aggressive 
‘integration policy’ regarding rural migrants in the district (Heijdra, 
2010). Culturalization is nothing new. 

That is not to say that transformations have not taken place 
more recently: the feel, the aesthetic, the phenomenology of 
Slotermeer have shifted since the 1980s. Turkish-Dutch residents, 
for instance, have taken over large parts of the retail trade in the 
neighborhood, significantly changing the range of shops (Nio et 
al., 2008). The central market in Slotermeer has come increasingly 
to cater for the poorest, mostly post-migrant layers of residents in 
the quarter, causing a sense of alienation and discontent among 
more well-to-do working class whites, who now often prefer to 
shop elsewhere. Indeed, one of my interlocutors told me he always 
looked forward to his weekly shopping trip to Amstelveen - a 
relatively white town on the outskirts of Amsterdam. It felt like 
‘coming home’, he said. However, the point is that these demographic 
transformations cannot be simply understood as a shift from 
homogeneity to heterogeneity. These changes constitute complex 
shifts that take place not only at the level of social, cultural, and 
demographic diversification, but are linked to the modern human 
condition in more general terms: ‘the consuming feeling born of 
the realization that human temporality is irreversible’ (Angé and 
Berliner, 2015: 6). The culturalist common sense, in other words, is 
linked to the question of nostalgia.

In the context of culturalization however, nostalgia, 
understood as a cultural practice - while part and parcel of modern 
life in more general terms - is molded and politicized in culturalist 
form. That is to say, these transformations have increasingly 
become displaced upon the bodies and cultures of migrants and 
thus delineated in culturalist terms. Many of the people that Nio 
et al. (2008) refer to as the ‘original city dwellers’ (oorspronkelijke 
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stedelingen) - working and middle class whites over fifty - speak 
of these transformations in terms of decline, loss, and discomfort, 
the ‘shrinking’ of their ‘autochthonous’ life-worlds, and a lack of 
recognition and voice. Hence, the discourse of autochthonous 
displacement that has taken center stage in the Netherlands in 
recent decades of political culturalization.

The racialization of the figure of the everyman (as white) also 
directs my attention to recent academic debates in the Netherlands 
concerning the relationship between culturalization, nativism, and 
racialization. In a recent contribution, the anthropologist Pooyan 
Tamimi Arab (2014) mobilizes Ash Amin’s notion of the everyday 
‘doings’ of racism (cf. M’charek, 2010; 2013). I agree with Tamimi 
Arab that such a focus on ‘doing’ is necessary, especially in light of 
the strong conviction - apparent in public discourse as well as in 
parts of academia - that Dutch society is beyond race and racism. 
This highly influential construction of the Netherlands as somehow 
post-racial is problematic in a number of ways. First, it is grounded 
in the premise that a clear distinction can be made between 
culturalism and ethnocentrism on the one hand and racism on the 
other. While it may be true that ‘race’ has, at least among those 
who have symbolic power, been semantically conquered and that 
the category of race - once assumed to be scientific fact - has been 
debunked, it must at the same time be emphasized that the racial 
has always been cultural (Young, 1995: 28; cf. Lentin and Titley, 
2011). A clear distinction between cultural essentialism and racism 
cannot be made. 

Indeed, the historical anthropologist Ann Stoler makes a 
crucial point when she argues: ‘Racial taxonomies vary in time 
and space. They slice up differently what constitutes a ‘racial type’ 
and who belongs to which category’ (1997: 103). One only has to 
look at the plethora of national, social, religious, and ethnic groups 
that have been racialized at particular moments in modern history 
- the Irish, the Italians, the Jews, the Hungarians, the Poles, and 
the Roma and Sinti, for instance - to understand that processes 
of racialization are historically contingent and fluid. It is precisely 
because race is a socially constructed, collective representation 
and fantasy - and not a scientific ‘fact’ - that the concept of racism 
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continues to be relevant to our understanding culturalism and 
autochthony in the Netherlands today. 

Moreover, Stoler has pointed out that biology has always been 
only a small part of the definition of race. It has often been assumed, 
she argues, that the core of racism has been biological and that with 
the decreasing respectability of biological racism since WW2, a 
new racism has come into being that can be called ‘cultural racism’. 
Stoler notes that this is a ‘completely erroneous’ notion of how race 
has developed as a category. From the very beginning, race has 
been about cultural competencies, about respectable behavior, and 
about being ‘part of Europe’. Following this line of thinking, Stoler 
argues against the notion that contemporary racism is somehow 
softer or more complex. Contemporary racism, for Stoler, is very 
similar to ‘that configuration of the biological, the cultural, and the 
sensory’ that defined the modern category of race.30

If one takes an ethnographic approach to the everyday 
enactment of culturalism, it becomes clear that this configuration 
of the biological, the cultural, and the sensory is still in place. 
As Tamimi Arab also points out, there is an everyday anatomo-
politics involved that we cannot ignore: the alterity discursively 
construed in and through nativist and culturalist discourses is 
read off bodies. In other words, the discursive focus may be on 
the religious and cultural alterity of peculiar, culturalized groups, 
but if we shift attention to everyday life, this alterity is ‘read off the 
body, skin color, dress codes, gestures, and so forth’ (Tamimi Arab, 
2014: 402). If we take seriously the everyday doing of culturalism, 
we cannot ignore the complex configuration in and through which 
race is construed and enacted.

A focus on enactment is not only important because it 
unveils how sensorial, somatic difference is operative within 
the everyday politics of culturalism, but also because it helps us 

30 Stoler discusses these and other issues related to race in a recent podcast 
on Archipelago, the podcast platform of The Funambulist. See URL: http://the-
archipelago.net/2014/08/21/ann-laura-stoler-the-colonial-administration-of-
bodies-and-space/
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understand autochthony as multiple and dynamic, as opposed to 
singular and static. Autochthony is not a thing with of substance 
- not a pre-given, homogeneous identity that has come to public 
life when ‘autochthonous’ people were confronted with cultural 
difference as the result of the influx of postcolonial migrants and 
migrant workers - but an articulation. Laclau and Mouffe define 
the notion of articulation as follows: ‘any practice establishing a 
relation among elements such that their identity is modified as 
the result of the articulatory practice’ (2001 [1985]: 105, quoted in 
M’Charek, 2010: 310). As Amade M’Charek points out:

Differences and similarities do not lie out there for us 
to be collected or uncovered, so as to give colour and 
contours to a social landscape. They are not given, but 
enacted in moments of tensions [....] Differences and 
similarities may be stable or not, depending on the 
maintenance work that goes into the relations that help 
to produce them [....] Differences are relational. (2010: 
311)

Everyday culturalism therefore cannot simply be understood as 
an effect of public debate. That is to say, I am not able to make 
the causal argument that local articulations of autochthony are the 
effects pure and simple of a dominant ideological construction of it. 
Rather, I argue in favor of an ethnographic focus on the enactment 
or ‘doing’ of autochthony, which is necessary to understand how 
various, contrasting but interconnected articulations of it come into 
being in and through different social relations. As I have pointed 
out in this chapter, these social relations cannot be understood in 
ahistorical, local terms. That is to say, they have histories: everyday 
encounters carry traces, as Ahmed says, of broader relations: but 
the focus on the relational ‘character’ of differences and similarities 
offers a productive way of looking at the everyday construction 
of autochthony without re-esentializing this particular subject-
position. Autochthony - as a political discourse and a performative 
mode of social categorization - has gained a large amount of 
self-evidence, stability, and endurance. This has to do with its 
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naturalizing capacities (Geschiere, 2009) and - following M’Charek’s 
comments above - the great amount of maintenance work that 
has been invested in it: but taking an ethnographic approach also 
brings to light the variety of ways in which it is articulated and 
shapes self-understandings. If differences and similarities cannot 
be uncovered, but must be analyzed in processes of enactment 
in moments of tension (M’Charek, 2010: 311), an ethnographic 
approach has been shown to be useful to chart and flesh out the 
multifariousness of autochthonous boundary constructions. 
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Homophobia and exclusion. 

Sex and secularity in Amsterdam31

Between each of us and our sex, the West has placed a never-ending 
demand for truth: it is up to us to extract the truth of sex, since this 
truth is beyond its grasp; it is up to sex to tell us our truth, since sex 

is what holds it in darkness.
Michel Foucault, 1977

In the previous chapter, in discussing my conversations with Stefan, 
I have indicated one way in which the everyday politics of religious 
and cultural alterity takes shape in relation to an emotional and 
visceral secularism. In discussing Stefan’s perspectives, I have 
pointed to the role of secularism, understood as a historical and 
social practice as well as a dominant discourse in the Netherlands, 
in shaping perceptions of self and other in ‘multicultural’ New 
West. In the Netherlands sexuality offers an idiom to discuss 
cultural alterity, public religion, and moral community, while 
bringing secularism into being as a language and cultural 
practice - something that is discussed in everyday life, embodied 

31 Small parts of this chapter have been published elsewhere: Mepschen et al., 
2010; Uitermark et al., 2014b; Balkenhol et al., 2015). 
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and emotionally laden. In this last chapter I want to focus more 
substantially on the role played by discourses surrounding ‘sexual 
democracy’ (Fassin, 2010), secularity, and the cultural and religious 
alterity of allegedly homophobic post-migrants. As I have pointed 
out in this dissertation, the construction of autochthony relies 
on the production of the Other as a knowable object. Desire and 
sexuality have been key factors in shaping this sense of knowing 
the Other, in producing a ‘truth’ about the Other that somehow 
turns into a ‘truth’ about the self. 

The role of desire and (knowledge about) the sexuality of 
Others in shaping modern subjectivity has been a central topic of 
inquiry in scholarship on modernity and bourgeois nationalism 
(e.g. Foucault, 1985; Mosse, 1985; Stoler, 1995; McClintock, 1995; 
Van der Veer, 2001). The work of Michel Foucault has been of 
central importance. For Foucault, sexuality is a construction that 
has to be understood in its social and historical context. In contrast 
to approaches influenced by Freud, including the Freudian-
Marxism of Wilhelm Reich and Herbert Marcuse, that treat 
sexuality as a preexisting but repressed natural desire, for Foucault 
desire is produced in and through the social: it is ‘not opposed 
to the law, but produced by it’ (Stoler, 1997:34). That is to say, 
freedom, including sexual freedom, is not the opposite of power. 
As David Halperin puts it in his Saint Foucault, ‘freedom is not […] 
freedom from power - it is not a privileged zone outside power, 
unconstrained by power - but a potentiality internal to power, even 
an effect of power’ (1995: 17). 

Modern sexuality and desire in Foucault’s view must be 
understood in relation to the emergence of a political technology, 
biopower, for the management of populations and the disciplining 
of individual bodies. Modern biopower brought into being a 
plurality of sexualities and ‘through the classification, distribution, 
and moral rating of those sexualities the individuals practicing them 
can be approved, treated, marginalized, sequestered, disciplined, 
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and normalized’ (Bersani, 1996 in Halperin, 1995: 20). The figure of 
the homosexual came into being in and through these technologies 
of power. ‘The sodomite had been a temporary aberration; the 
homosexual was now a species’’ (Foucault, 1990: X).32 

Sexuality was structured by desires and discourses that were 
never about sex alone (Stoler, 1997: 43). The production of desire 
and sexuality has always been closely tied up with other social and 
cultural classifications, with class, gender, race and - especially 
important today - religion. The formation of modern, national 
character was contingent - always - upon the construction of alterity, 
both ‘at home’ and in the colonial encounter. As Stoler points out, 
sexuality by definition is connected to the desire of the Other. One 
domain that was pivotal to the cultivation of bourgeois selves was 
that of lower-class Europeans, who were widely associated with 
sexual excess and inappropriate desire. Another domain was that 
of empire. Stoler argues: 

32 The work of the Dutch historian of homosexuality Theo van der Meer has been 
pivotal in developing a critical approach to the Foucaultian dichotomy between 
sodomite acts and homosexual subjectivity or personality. Contra Foucault, Van der 
Meer argues that homosexual self-awareness could already be found in the second 
half of the 18th century. He says: ‘I am not arguing that this awareness represented 
modern identity. But individuals not only appropriated meanings attached to their 
same-sex behavior, they also resisted the negative implications of those meanings, 
and transformed them in order to look upon themselves as morally responsible 
human beings. By the late eighteenth century a common understanding had 
established itself among many of those who held same-sex desires as well as among 
prosecutors, judges, and parts of the general populace’ (2007: 45). The historian 
George Chauncey has argued that ‘Foucault may have exaggerated the importance 
of medical discourse in defining homosexuality: a half-century later, the new 
classification was still largely ignored in the United States’ (Fassin and Salcedo, 
2015: 1117).
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If a desiring subject […] has the philosophical aim of 
discovering the ‘entire domain of alterity,’ of finding 
‘within the confines of this self the entirety of the 
external world’, then the imagined and practical world 
of empire must be seen as one of the most strategic sites 
for realizing that aim’ (Stoler, 1997: 45). 

As various scholars of colonial history have pointed out, what is 
lacking in Foucault’s account is an extensive engagement with the 
role of empire in the production of modern sexuality. That is to 
say, while Foucault in The History of Sexuality and in his lectures 
at the Collège de France (Foucault et al., 2003) discusses racism 
- understood as the effect of modern biopolitics - he neglects to 
take full account of the role of the colonial Other - the savage, 
the primitive, the colonized - and of the ‘implicit racial grammar’ 
that ‘underwrote the sexual regimes of bourgeois culture’ (Stoler, 
1995:12; cf. van der Veer, 2001). If sex is, as Butler points out 
(1987), always about alterity - about the transgression of the 
boundaries between self and other - the colonial encounter is 
by definition central to the construction of modern desire and 
sexuality. Indeed, Stoler argues that discourses on the sexuality of 
the colonial Other were both voyeuristic and visual - they offered 
a ‘phantasmic litany of sexual specifications and excesses that 
distinguished’ colonial Others from European bourgeois selves 
(1997: 38-39). Sexuality was dangerous, laden with the threat of 
transgression of class and ‘racial’ boundaries, and this sense of peril 
produced a large proliferation of scientific and political discourses 
concerning sexual relations and the sexuality of Others. Indeed, 
discussing late 19th century and early 20th century discourses, 
Stoler speaks of ‘scientific pornography’ - a pornography in which 
racial classification played a key role. 

This discursive field, in which modern sexuality, including 
the figure of the homosexual, comes into being in and through 
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assumptions concerning the alterity of racialized Others, is still 
in place today (Dudink, 2012). If the construction of modern 
sexuality and desire has always already been connected to 
discourses and fantasies about the sexuality of culturalized 
and racialized Others, this provides an excellent starting point 
to discuss the entanglements of sexuality, culture and race in 
contemporary discourses surrounding gay rights, sexual freedom, 
and multiculturalism in Amsterdam - and in the Netherlands in 
general terms (see Balkenhol et al., 2015). 

The peripheralization of homophobia
In recent decades the Netherlands has witnessed a quite remarkable 
shift in the social location of gay politics as they relate to the rise of 
anti-multiculturalism in Europe (Mepschen et al., 2010; Wekker, 
2009; 2014). LGBTIQ rights and discourses are employed to frame 
‘Western’ Europe as the ‘avatar of both freedom and modernity’ 
while depicting especially Muslim citizens as backwards and 
homophobic. In the words of the queer theorist Jasbir Puar (2007), 
who coined the term ‘homonationalism’, gay rights have been 
recast as an ‘optic, and an operative technology’ in the production 
and disciplining of Muslim others (see also Rahman 2014). 
Cases of homophobia among Muslim citizens are highlighted, 
epitomized as archetypal, and cast within Orientalist narratives 
that underwrite the superiority of European secular modernity. 
Homophobia is thus represented as peripheral to Dutch culture. 
This symbolic representation at the level of the nation also plays 
out at the level of geographical space in Amsterdam: whereas the 
city center is produced in public discourse as modern, ‘secular’ 
and as possessing gay capital, its racialized peripheries are often 
represented as religiously conservative, intolerant, homophobic 
and perilous for LGBTIQ people. 

This complex juncture of sexuality, religion, and race is pivotal. 
Important to the construction of Dutch autochthony is a peculiar 
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anxiety about the recent achievement of ‘sexual democracy’ - the 
extension of full civil rights to subjects who do not conform to 
heterosexual ‘normality’.  As Fassin and Salcedo argue: 

We live in societies that claim to define their own laws 
and norms immanently, from within, and no longer 
from above or beyond, through some transcendent 
principle (be it God, Nature, or Tradition). This self-
definition extends to sex; indeed, sex has become 
a primary battleground in our societies as it raises 
the question of the limits of this democratic logic: 
Does it apply everywhere, to everything, or is sex an 
exception? This accounts for the political battles about 
sexual liberty and equality—from same-sex marriage 
to violence against women, sexual harassment, 
prostitution, and pornography. Sex becomes our 
ultimate democratic truth.

This is precisely the issue that is at stake here: there is an anxiety 
or insecurity at the heart of sexual democracy because it raises 
important questions concerning democracy and citizenship. 
This anxiety culminates in a culturalization and racialization 
of sexuality, in which sexual liberty has become incorporated 
into a cultural protectionist discourse, in which it is associated 
with secular liberalism and pitted against the allegedly backward 
– perilous, sexually undemocratic – ‘cultures’ and religions of 
postmigrant subjects, especially Muslims. This articulation of 
secularism, cultural alterity, and sexual democracy operates not 
only at the level of public discourse and political debate, but also 
has a significant impact on the lives of individual subjects, affecting 
and reconfiguring perceptions, routines, habits, and practices that 
define everyday experience. While academic literature has focused 
on shifting public and political discourse, much less attention has 
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been paid to what these transformations mean in terms of the self-
understanding and practices of subjects acting in local contexts. 

The engagement with LGBTIQ politics by the former district 
chairman of Amsterdam Slotervaart, a district in New West 
neighboring Slotermeer, provides an important case study. On a 
Saturday morning in August 2009, Amsterdam mayor Job Cohen 
and the chairman of Amsterdam Slotervaart, the Moroccan-Dutch 
Labor party politician Ahmed Marcouch, opened the annual Gay 
Pride boat parade in an unexpected place. Unlike previous years 
when the ‘Canal Pride’ (the signature event of Amsterdam Gay 
Pride) opened in the liberal ‘cosmopolitan’ center of Amsterdam 
– an international gay destination – that year a small, but 
widely mediated, part of the opening took place in Marcouch’s 
‘disadvantaged’ pluri-ethnic district that tourists – gay or straight 
– hardly ever visited. Due to its image as ‘crime-ridden’ and  its 
concentration of citizens with an migrant background - who are 
often assumed to be ‘Muslim’ - Amsterdam Slotervaart has been 
described on the website of GeenStijl, the apex of right-wing irony 
and nih+ilism in the Dutch public sphere (see Oudenampsen 
2013), as ‘a permanent danger zone’. The novelty of opening the 
Pride parade in such a notorious district attracted a great deal of 
attention across the city and nationally. 

In addition to Marcouch and Cohen, various representatives 
of the COC – the oldest still existing lesbian and gay emancipation 
movement in the world – were also present. Several prominent 
public figures were there as Marcouch’s invited guests, while 
popular artists and comedians entertained the (small) crowd. Most 
of them joined the mayor and the district chairman on the boat of 
the Amsterdam municipality, which took part in the Canal Pride. 

This was an important day for Marcouch, a self-identified 
liberal Muslim who had been lobbying for months to bring to his 
district the opening of this annual festivity – a more or less national 
celebration in the Netherlands that brings tens of thousands of 
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people to the country’s capital. During his tenure as chairman in 
Slotervaart, Marcouch had set in motion a homo-emancipation 
policy that had gained some prominence, culminating in various 
expert meetings and other events in Slotervaart. One fruit of this 
course of action was the hotly debated 2009 policy paper on homo-
emancipation in Slotervaart, which catapulted Marcouch into the 
public spotlight. The chairman had spoken out in favor of making 
homosexuality bespreekbaar (‘discussible’) and ‘visible’ within 
Muslim communities – to the dismay of some local Muslims, 
including some of his compatriots in the New West chapter of 
Marcouch’ Labor party. 

Bringing the opening of the parade to this ‘permanent danger 
zone’ was supposed to be the centerpiece of Marcouch’s initiatives 
in district-level lesbian and gay politics. The idea had come to 
him when he was invited by the organizers of the Amsterdam 
Pride to join them on their Pride boat that year.33 If the organizers 
wanted real political impact, Marcouch felt, the Pride should not 
be confined to Amsterdam’s city center, but should venture out 
to places like New West. He had even lobbied for the Minister of 
Youth and Education, André Rouvoet, to be present at the opening, 
arguing that the presence of an orthodox Christian – Rouvoet was a 
member of the (orthodox and evangelical) Protestant ChristenUnie 
party – would be instructive for orthodox Muslims in his district, 
whose conservative views on homosexuality Marcouch wanted to 
provoke, make ‘discussable’ and perhaps change. To Marcouch’s 
disappointment, the minister declined. 

The debates in the Dutch public sphere surrounding this 
event – and the politics of homo-emancipation in Amsterdam 
New West in general – were not isolated phenomena, but part 
of the new configuration of sexuality, nationalism, and cultural 
alterity discussed above. This new ‘sexual nationalism’ is animated 

33 Interview, 10 January 2011.
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by spatialized cultural politics in which ethnically diverse 
neighborhoods have come to figure in public discourse as places 
of fear, invisibility, and alienation for LGBTIQ subjects, as ‘danger 
zones’ that at the same time are places of  an assumed immigrant 
self-segregation (cf. Haritaworn 2013: 63).

Pluri-ethnic neighborhoods such as New West – deemed to 
be teeming with homophobes who cannot respect gay visibility and 
rights – have increasingly come to be imagined as a constitutive 
outside of the celebrated Dutch homo-tolerance. Marcouch’s 
initiative must be understood in relation to this configuration of 
sexual freedom and cultural alterity, as played out in the streets 
of the city. Underscoring the conclusion that homophobia and 
the lack of a language to discuss homosexuality was a serious 
problem in immigrant and Muslim circles, Marcouch argued he 
felt homosexuality had to be put in another ligh. He wanted to 
show that homosexuals were ‘normal people’.34

The opening in Slotervaart did not have the cachet for which 
Marcouch had hoped. Few participants in the boat parade were 
interested in an opening there, and the event seemingly attracted 
more LGBT officials and public figures invited by Marcouch than 
New West residents. The event made some waves nonetheless, 
which had to do with broader anxieties concerning the relationship 
between LGBTIQ-people and post-migrant populations. Later 
in this chapter, I will come back to Marcouch to analyze in more 
detail his approach to questions of gay rights and sexual liberty. 
Here, I want to underscore the broader discourse going meaning 
to his initiative in New West. 

In September 2011 a media frenzy broke out across the 
Netherlands when a gay male couple in The Hague accused a group 
of neighborhood children, aged 8 to 11, of incessant harassment 
and bullying. The children were said to have verbally abused the 

34 See the interview discussed below.
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two men by calling them ‘dirty homos’, to have thrown rotten fruit 
at their windows and besmirched the walls of their home. The issue 
was raised by the local chapter of the right-wing, anti-immigrant 
populist Freedom Party (PVV), which underlined the migrant 
backgrounds of the alleged harassers, implicitly emphasizing 
the gay couple’s autochthonous identity. The Freedom Party thus 
framed these events as battles between inimical cultures. The 
harassed couple also used an anti-immigrant frame to interpret 
and represent what had (allegedly) happened to them.

The story was broken on national television by Pownews, 
a right-wing television show whose cameras were also present 
when the leader of the Freedom Party, Geert Wilders, visited the 
victimized couple in their new home, accompanied by an openly 
gay PVV politician who was a member of The Hague city council. 
Pownews presented the bullied gay couple as prototypical white 
victims of devious immigrants in a pluri-ethnic society, while 
Wilders kept up his rhetoric of support for ‘ordinary’ whites and 
insisted that the children - ‘the scum’ as he called them - should be 
removed from the neighborhood - ‘If necessary, we can put them, 
with their parents, in containers on an industrial estate.’ 

This was not an isolated incident, but one episode in a series 
of events that have been framed as a clash between white gay men 
and minoritized, post-migrant youths. Indeed, anti-gay harassment 
and homophobic violence in the Netherlands is increasingly seen 
through a culturalist lens as a clash between white victims and 
ethnicized young perpetrators, most often Moroccan-Dutch young 
men. Thus Marcouch’s initiatives surrounding lesbian/gay politics 
did not emerge out of thin air, but were a response to an increasingly 
powerful discourse suggesting that the progress made at the level 
of lesbian/gay emancipation and physical security was under threat 
due to the influx and influence of cultural and religious Others. 
These concerns have been especially salient in Amsterdam, the 
reputation of which as a forerunner in homo-emancipation since 
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the 1970s has recently reinforced its old ambition to be a global 
‘Gay Capital’ - a global city that attracts gay business, gay tourists, 
and middle class LGBTIQ inhabitants. Of interest to me here is the 
relationship between the image of the city as a gay capital and the 
alterity of those Others – especially young men read as Muslim – 
that help to proclaim certain areas of the city as ‘danger zones’. 

Questions surrounding the homo-tolerant image of 
Amsterdam are not new: homo-negativity and anti-gay violence 
have been experienced and represented as ‘on the rise’ since 
the early 2000s. The alleged rise in anti-gay incidents has been 
understood in and through the same culturalist lens: acceptance of 
LGBTIQ rights was seen as typically Dutch, while homo-negativity 
was associated with cultural ‘outsiders’ – especially young men 
with ‘Muslim backgrounds’ (see Mepschen et al. 2010; Bracke 2012; 
Dudink 2012). As the cultural theorist Murat Aydemir puts it: 

[R]eceived wisdom now has it that the relationship 
between Dutch gays and lesbians – because of our 
sexuality – and Moroccan young men – because of 
their culture or religion (read: race) – can only be 
antagonistic to the extent that the needs, wants, rights, 
interests, desires, and claims of the two groups can 
only ever be mutually exclusive. The cultivated conflict 
between Dutch homosexuals and immigrant teens 
indicates a perceived rupture between interpellations 
based on sex and those based on race, a rupture that is 
part of the very way we think, experience, and live sex 
and race. (2010: 10)

In what follows, I turn to a short ethnographic vignette to 
explore how these dynamics concerning religion, race and place 
are played out in the local context of Amsterdam New West. 
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Gay men and their Others
In May 2010, while I was doing fieldwork, I was invited to the 
first reception (borrel) of Pink Nieuw West. It was organized 
by local gay men, some of whom I had already encountered 
during fieldwork. The ‘pink’ neighborhood receptions taking 
place across Amsterdam in recent years is a response to the 
uneven distribution of gay capital in the city and the process of 
peripheralization described above. While most LGBTIQ people 
in Amsterdam live their everyday lives in socially mixed, pluri-
ethnic neighborhoods outside the exorbitantly priced city center, 
most of these neighborhoods have no lesbian/gay-oriented social 
or commercial facilities. Financially and symbolically supported by 
the local authorities and the COC, the pink borrels were seen as 
a way to build LGBTIQ community and to help LGBTIQ people 
feel more at home in their local neighborhoods. They aimed to 
develop gay capital in spaces outside of the ‘globally gay’ city center, 
thereby including them in the global imagery of Amsterdam as a 
Gay Capital. 

While pink borrels had recently been held in middle-class 
and gentrifying neighborhoods closer to the city center, at the time 
none had yet been organized in New West. As one of the event’s 
initiators put it, there was ‘nothing for gays’ in the neighborhood 
except for the gay cruising area at De Nieuwe Meer, but according 
to the organizers, the sexual character of this meeting place ‘only 
contributed’ to the stigmatization of gay men. The pink borrel 
was meant to offer a meeting place for gays and lesbians in their 
own neighborhood that was not focused on sex (something that 
Marcouch also mentioned) and to ‘augment’ the level of gay capital 
in the district.

I went to the borrel with Francesco, a gay colleague who 
lived in New West and who had been invited by his neighbors. 
The reception was held in one of the neighborhood bars on Plein 
40-45, a frequent hangout for mostly autochthonous, ‘working 
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class’ Amsterdammers. Popular Dutch folk music blared from the 
loudspeakers; the bar was still draped with orange flags from the 
Queen’s Day celebration a few days earlier. As I ordered a beer, I 
encountered Michel, a gay New West politician and district council 
member for the free-market liberal party (VVD) whom I had 
interviewed a few days earlier. After greeting me with three kisses, 
he wrote down our names on a sticker, which we placed on our 
shirts so that others would be able to address us by name. 

I introduced Michel to Francesco and we chatted a bit before 
Michel had to go and welcome other guests.  A group of men soon 
noticed us and invited us over to talk. One of them, Mark, told me 
that if all the gay men in his apartment building had come, the bar 
would be full. He lived in one of the large apartment blocks north 
of the Sloterplas – owner-occupied and symbolically distant from 
the less affluent part of the neighborhood dominated by public 
housing estates. Mark noted that the pink borrel was a good idea 
because although New West had a large gay population, it was 
invisible and gay people had nowhere to meet. 

The conversation grew interesting when we began to discuss 
my research. Animated by the discussion, two of the men, both 
in their fifties, invited me to their home to ‘have a few drinks’. 
While this was clearly an invitation for more than drinking, the 
two were genuinely fascinated by my interest in the multicultural 
aspects of New West. They told me – assuming I would agree – that 
they obviously could not really be themselves in the neighborhood 
in which they lived. Part of the ‘leather community’, they often 
travelled to Berlin to ‘be themselves’, which they felt had become 
impossible in Amsterdam. They had come to see Amsterdam as a 
relatively conservative city compared to Berlin, ‘where everything 
was possible’. One of the men, Frank, told me he could not fully ‘live 
out’ his fetishes in public: he often went out in the Warmoestraat 
in the city center which caters to the leather-oriented part of 
the gay scene, but explained that he would only change into his 
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‘gear’ once he had reached his destination. Otherwise, he said, it 
was too dangerous, even in the city center. ‘This has nothing to 
do, by the way, with Moroccans per se’, he offered – an unsolicited 
statement. He told me that not long ago he had been beaten up by 
a couple of right-wing ‘skinheads’ in Schiedam – a poor, working 
class town close to Rotterdam – because he was read as gay. ‘It’s not 
just Moroccans; that’s important to stress. You can also encounter 
homophobic Dutchmen.’ 

However the conversation turned when the other man, Mark, 
accused Frank of being politically correct. I summarize: ‘Come 
on, man! There are too many Muslims in this neighborhood and 
homosexuality is simply incompatible with their beliefs. It makes 
things more difficult for us. We are going backward instead of 
forward [when it comes to gay emancipation – PM]. And that’s 
because of those backward Muslims (achterlijke moslims).’ At this 
point Frank started to change his narrative and said, as if confessing, 
that it was indeed true that there were ‘too many satellite dishes in 
the neighborhood. Turks, Moroccans. Something has to be done 
about that. [Er moet wel iets aan gebeuren]. Because as a gay man, 
one feels uncomfortable among them.’ Frank also pointed out to 
me that – thankfully, in his view – the apartment building in which 
he lived was like a ‘bastion of whiteness’ [wit bastion]. He linked 
whiteness to the presence of gay men in the building. Not that all 
of his neighbors were gay, but ‘there are many gays you know, there 
are always a lot of guys around on Grindr’.35

Mark, even more animated by now, responded: ‘It has simply 
become impossible to go on to the street as a gay man. You always 
have to be careful. That is because of the religion of those people. 
They are aggressive. Even in Berlin it’s getting worse and worse. 
And that is because of the Turks... even though the Turks in Berlin 
seem more progressive than the Moroccans here. At least, I think 

35 Grindr is a popular gay dating app on mobile phones.
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so. I don’t know exactly, but it seems like that.’36 
This brief excerpt from the conversation illustrates how 

dominant images of homosexuality, Islam, and immigrant 
communities that have emerged in the context of an increasing 
racialization of sexuality seep into everyday conversation, while 
deeply affecting experience and perception in everyday life. While 
Frank was acutely aware that homophobia cannot be reduced to 
a problem of young immigrant men – ‘you can also encounter 
homophobic Dutchmen’ – the association between homophobia 
and racialized Others, especially ‘Muslims’, nevertheless took on a 
matter-of-fact form. ‘Too many satellite dishes’ came to index the 
presence of citizens originating from and allegedly oriented towards 
Muslim-majority countries and – in interaction with hegemonic, 

36 The issue of homophobia and anti-gay violence among young post-migrant 
men – especially of Moroccan descent – plays a central role in debates on safety 
and gay emancipation in the Netherlands. The sociologist Laurens Buijs with 
colleagues (2012) has done extensive research on anti-gay violence in Amsterdam, 
interviewing perpetrators and analyzing data. Buijs et al. argue that some aspects 
of male homosexuality are widely considered undesirable. Despite the liberal 
reputation of the country, four issues remain widely rejected - anal sex, ‘feminine’ 
behavior, the public display of homosexuality, and attempts to seduce (i.e. the fear 
of becoming a sex object of homosexual men) (Buijs et al. 2012). In short, norms 
of gender and sexuality are key issues in the explanation of homophobia and anti-
gay violence. These norms are irreducible to cultural background or ethnicity, 
but intimately connected to a wider culture of hetero- and gender-normativity. 
Nonetheless, Buijs et al. argue that the data show an ‘over-representation’ of young 
Moroccan-Dutch men among the perpetrators of anti-gay violence. If the data Buijs 
et al. have analyzed is correct, this may contribute to the notion among the men 
to whom I spoke that ‘cultural background’ – somatically signified – is connected 
to homophobia. However, the authors do not take into account habits of policing, 
especially ethnic profiling (Cankaya 2015), while relying on police data. Moreover, 
the data shows that while Moroccan-Dutch young men are ‘over-represented’, 
‘white’ Dutch men are not ‘under-represented’. That is to say, from the perspective of 
everyday life, homophobia cannot be reduced to ethnicity or cultural background, 
as Buijs et al. also point out. It seems to me that the common-sense way in which 
this connection nevertheless is made in everyday discourse is ‘imaginary’ – 
connected to a particular distribution of the sensible (cf. Rancière 2004a) in which 
homophobia is perceived in and through a racialized lens.
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Orientalist discourses concerning the Arab and Muslim Other (cf. 
Puar, 2007; Butler, 2008) – had created a sense of alienation and 
fear of abjection among these white, more or less middle class, gay 
men. Frank’s more nuanced perspective, when criticized as being 
politically correct, was quickly discarded in favor of anti-Muslim 
sentiments as anxieties about one’s freedom to be homosexual 
were projected onto the backwardness and threat of violence from 
Muslims not only locally, but elsewhere in Europe. 

Such representations, it seems to me, derive from a discourse 
– dominant but not hegemonic –  that associates white middle 
class culture with homo-tolerance and ‘gay capital’, and young 
post-migrant men with tradition, aggression, and homophobia. 
In this way, ‘peripheral’ pluri-ethnic neighborhoods, seen as 
lacking sufficient ‘gay capital’ and containing too many allegedly 
homophobic immigrants and Muslims, are construed as spaces 
of discomfort and alienation for LGBTIQ people. One aspect of 
this dynamic is the implicit – probably unconscious – association 
of gayness and (sexual) tolerance with whiteness and indeed with 
Dutchness. The ‘sexualization of citizenship’ denotes a temporal 
politics shaping an imaginary of modern individualism versus 
subjectivities embedded in tradition, community, and family (cf. 
Butler, 2008; Puar, 2007). As part of this process, the ‘Judeo-Christian 
roots’ of Dutch and European culture have been ‘discovered’, 
signaling a particularizing universalism that excludes Islam from 
the European historical and sociological imaginary (cf. Van den 
Hemel, 2014). Mobilizing Europe’s Judeo-Christian tradition 
denotes a way of thinking that defines the modern secular West 
over and against other parts of the world - and most importantly 
Arab and Muslim societies. The culturalization of citizenship is 
deemed necessary then, precisely because immigrants who come 
from societies that are seen as rivals of Europe’s ‘heritage’ and its 
secular present (cf. Huntington, 1993: 32). Sexual democracy has 
come to be located at the heart of this boundary formation, as an 



211

CHAPTER 5

icon of this so-called clash of civilizations that is now played out on 
the streets and in the neighborhoods of European cities. 
  
Secular nostalgia
In recent years various scholars have pointed to the centrality of 
sexuality in shaping majoritarian Dutchness as ‘secular’, and it is 
true that the extent of secularization, here understood to denote 
the decreasing influence of institutional religion, in Dutch society 
is remarkable (Van Rooden, 2004; cf. Verkaaik, 2009); in one 
generation, the Netherlands transformed from one of the most 
religious societies in the world to one of its most secular (Van 
Rooden, 2004). As secular ideologies and practices have grown 
increasingly important within cultural practices of belonging and 
identity, the religious has become framed as out of sync with ‘liberal’ 
secular moralities, as ‘Other’. ‘Muslims’ - or those perceived to be 
Muslim - have been the most conspicuous objects in recent years 
of what Sarah Bracke refers to as ‘secular nostalgia’. People with 
a Muslim background are framed as trespassing on a sacrosanct, 
secular moral landscape, distorting the dream of a unified, secular, 
and morally progressive nation (Bracke, 2011; Mepschen and 
Duyvendak, 2012; Wekker, 2009). 

In a recent piece, Oskar Verkaaik and Rachel Spronk have 
pleaded for an anthropological, ethnographic approach to 
secularity. In making this argument, they build on the important 
work of the feminist historian Joan Scott, who developed the notion 
of ‘sexularism’ - denoting the ways in which secularism is played out 
in the intimate sphere of desire, sexuality, and the body. Sexularism 
for Scott refers to the assumption that secularism ‘encourages the 
free expression of sexuality and that it thereby ends the oppression 
of women because it removes transcendence as the foundation 
for social norms and treats people as autonomous individuals, 
agents capable of crafting their own destiny’ (Scott, 2009: 1). 
Secularism is seen as having broken the hold of traditionalism and 
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religious particularism, and ushered in an era of individualism, 
rationalism and sexual liberation. Secularism in such perspectives 
is thus understood as neutral and modern, while it is connected, 
intimately, with gender equality and sexual freedom. 

Such simple dichotomies must be brought into question. As 
Scott points out, secularism cannot be seen as sufficient historical 
explanation for the ‘admittedly more open, flexible kinds of sexual 
relations that have gained acceptance in some countries of the 
West in recent years’ (Scott, 2009: 6). The relationship between 
secularization and increasing sexual freedom cannot be taken 
for granted, because other factors are (also) at play, Scott argues. 
Moreover, religion and secularism - faith and secularity - cannot be 
approached as separate, dichotomous spheres. Rather than taking 
secularization ‘as the standard intrinsic to modernity’ (Meyer, 
2012), the rise of secularity must be understood as redefining the 
place, role, and understanding of religion in society. The increasing 
dominance of secularism - and of a secular nostalgia construing 
faithful subjects as cultural Others - transforms religious practices, 
emotions, and modes of binding (Meyer, 2012; Beekers, 2015).

It seems to me that the narratives of people like Stefan, Mark, 
and Frank show one way in which sexuality constitutes an intimate 
sphere through which secular ideologies and discourses enter 
into people’s everyday lives, engendering certain dispositions, 
practices and taken-for-granted views. It demonstrates the ways 
in which secularism operates as a cultural practice: like religion, 
it constitutes ‘historically contingent routines, traumas, joys, and 
conversion experiences [that] leave imprints upon the visceral 
register of thinking and judgment’. Indeed, like religion, secularism 
depends on affect, emotional binding, and the visceral. Rather than 
approaching the tensions around gender and sexuality as a clash 
between reason and faith, or between rationality and emotionality, 
everyday debates concerning religion, culture, and sex in New West 
point to the affective formation of secular autochthony. Quotidian 
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local encounters are structured by public representations These 
encounters are always already mediated. They are contingent 
upon common sense modes of knowing - processes in which the 
bodies of strangers come to index forms of social abjection - like 
homophobia: forms of abjection that become transposed upon 
these Others and as such exorcised from the body social. 

In the Netherlands today, this process in which certain 
images and emotions come to adhere to certain bodies is the 
work of the increasingly dominant culturalization of citizenship. 
Culturalization emphasizes alterity and brings the ‘strangeness’ of 
perceived Others - most notably Muslims - into focus. Racialization 
is an operative component of these processes: actors enact broadly 
circulating discourses surrounding religion, sexuality, and culture 
that equate homophobia with the figure of the racialized stranger 
and ‘gayness’ with whiteness. 

In an attempt to understand the power and performativity 
of sexual nationalism as a discourse of Dutch society, in the next 
section I will look critically at my conversation with Ahmed 
Marcouch on these topics, which highlights a number of central 
conundrums in the analysis of sexual nationalism. In commenting 
on the travels of her concept of ‘homonationalism’, Jasbir Puar 
argues the term cannot be understood as ‘simply a synonym for 
gay racism’ [....] (2013: 337). Indeed, sexual nationalism is not an 
identity that certain scholars and activists can ‘assign’ to certain 
others with whom they disagree, but a logic in and through which 
we have increasingly come to understand the interconnections of 
political and sexual dynamics in the Netherlands and beyond. I 
want to think and analyze sexual nationalism beyond its peculiar 
articulation with far-right, neonationalism imaginaries. While 
sexual nationalism is an element of culturalist discourse, it is 
also, and especially, salient within progressive circles, and has 
come to play a role in shaping liberal and progressive Muslim 
subjectivities. Before I turn to Ahmed Marcouch, however, I have 
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some more general things to say about the faith of progressive and 
emancipatory politics in the Netherlands. 

A post-progressive nation
The analysis of sexual nationalism brings into focus the ‘dynamics 
of power’ in discussions in the Dutch civil sphere surrounding 
‘integration’ and national moral and sexual order (see Uitermark, 
2012). The culturalist position is dominant (Uitermark et al., 
2014b) and culturalists see themselves as revolting against an 
entrenchment, in public administration and debate, of a ‘leftist’ 
and relativist approach to cultural diversity and ‘integration’ 
(Prins, 2004; Uitermark et al. 2014b). Indeed it can be argued that 
policies related to minorities have traditionally been the province 
of left-leaning, moderate pragmatists, who have tried to deal 
with integration issues as practically as possible, by means of a 
combination of paternalism and management (Uitermark, 2012). 
Taking a managerial approach focused on regulation, dialogue, and 
conflict resolution, until the 1990s they have attempted to prevent a 
large-scale politicization around these issues. It is this pragmatism 
and an alleged lack of political debate concerning integration and 
immigration against which culturalists - from Bolkestein in the 
1990s to Fortuyn and Hirsi Ali and Wilders in the 2000s and 2010s 
- have revolted (see the Introduction).  

As denoted above, culturalists have consistently done so by 
emphasizing the Judeo-Christian roots of Dutch and European 
society and the need - in light of the growing presence of 
Muslims - to defend these roots by means of a tougher stance on 
immigration, Islam, and integration (see Van den Hemel, 2014; 
Geschiere, 2009). In the eyes of culturalists, the presence and 
visibility of Muslims in postcolonial Europe demarcates the end of 
the secular contract. This post-secular appeal to Judeo-Christian 
religious roots is grounded precisely in the notion that some 
religious values are needed to safeguard society from the religious 
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practices and ideas of culturalized and racialized Others - Muslims 
(Van den Hemel, 2014: 28). It is in and through this dynamic that 
Dutch culturalist nationalism, in its various articulations, has been 
able to incorporate and appropriate some of the central gains of 
progressive and radical politics of the past - women’s and lesbian/
gay emancipation, secularism, and individualism. 

This is not to argue that culturalists have a purely instrumental 
view of these progressive values or, as Oudenampsen seems to 
suggest (2013b), that progressive elements play only a minor role 
in the neonationalist project. Oskar Verkaaik (2009: 91) argues 
for instance, that in the naturalization ceremonies that he studied, 
lesbian and gay emancipation was the topic most discussed. 
I do agree with Oudenampsen however, that it is of central 
importance to understand the essentialism underlying the peculiar 
construction of Dutch society within culturalist nationalism. 
Advancements at the level of emancipation are abstracted from 
the processes in which they are embedded, understood not as the 
product of (an ongoing) progressive social struggle, but solidified 
as inherently Dutch. They are naturalized. Oudenampsen therefore 
argues that Dutch neonationalism must be called ‘post-progressive’ 
(Oudenampsen, 2012): 

While progressive values are assimilated in post-
progressive discourse, the ideal of progress itself is 
discarded. The idea of a fluctuating but persistent 
progression on the field of social equality and civil 
liberties has been replaced with cultural essentialism: 
progressive values are given a static quality, they are 
seen as ingrained in Dutch culture, something that 
must be conserved, and defended from threats from 
without. (Oudenampsen, 2013b) 
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It is pivotal to look closely to what this new amalgamation 
of viewpoints means in relation to the making of citizens and 
subjects. The ascent of sexual nationalism relies on peculiar, 
neoliberal constructions of subjectivity. Indeed, it seems to me that 
post-progressive, sexual nationalism has become possible precisely 
because of the neoliberal emphasis on individual autonomy and 
responsibility, choice, and personal advancement. Indeed, Willem 
Schinkel and Friso van Houdt have argued the amalgamation 
of neoliberalism, nationalism, and cultural assimilationism 
can be seen as a new form of governmentality, which they 
refer to as ‘neoliberal communitarianism’ (2010) - a mode of 
governing populations, and a process of subject formation, that 
is simultaneously individualizing and homogenizing and that 
is grounded in the entanglement of some progressive values - 
individual autonomy, secularism, free sexual object choice - with 
collectivist, nationalist representations. In short, these discourses 
are focused on the formation of an exclusionary community of 
individually responsibilized subjects that form ‘lean’ consumer-
citizens. 

Post-progressivism therefore, cannot be understood as either 
conservative or progressive, but must be seen as part and parcel 
of a neoliberal project of producing individually responsibilized 
subjects. The Marxist sociologist Alan Sears has used the notion 
of ‘lean citizenship’ (2005), arguing that it is no coincidence 
that lesbians and gays have won full citizenship in the current, 
neoliberal period, marked by a transformation from a broad, 
Fordist welfare state to a post-Fordist ‘lean state’ that prioritizes 
market morality. While not negating the importance and power 
of political mobilization and patient and resilient social struggle, 
Sears points out that neoliberalism has enabled a ‘selective moral 
deregulation, as the state moved away from established practices 
of ethical and cultural formation of the population’ (Ibid.), while 
enabling a market rationality and morality that frames human 
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relations and human need in terms of individual agency. As Peter 
Drucker points out in his recent book Warped, market rationality 
often undermines conservative moralizing, certainly when it 
comes to affluent, middle class lesbians and gay men:

‘[C]ommercial gay scenes and sexual identities 
compatible with these scenes have advanced and been 
consolidated in many parts of the world, particularly 
among middle-class layers, as part of the ongoing 
commercialization and commodification of sexuality 
under neoliberalism’. (Drucker, 2015: 228)

Drucker notes that middle class lesbian and gay identities 
- anchored in consumption and embodying liberal values of 
self-fashioning autonomy and personal freedom - are not at 
odds with market rationality and morality. As such, the ascent of 
neoliberalism has been a factor in the success of social movements 
struggling for full citizenship for LGBTIQ people. In fact, it could 
be argued that neoliberalism has enabled a form of biopolitics in 
which sexual autonomy is precisely mobilized in the formation of 
a community of individualized, ‘autonomous’ subjects. Whereas 
the ‘old’ Fordist state was invested, for a plurality of reasons, in 
protecting the heterosexual family and heteronormative morality, 
the ‘lean state’ employs sexuality as an important aspect of the 
moral regulation of subjects who are seen as not fully assimilated 
into a post-progressive society of individualized subjects (cf. Puar, 
2013; Scott, 2009; Verkaaik and Spronk, 2011).

Indeed, the post-progressive construction of Dutchness goes 
hand in hand with the construction of migrant, and especially 
Muslim, culture, as ‘pre-progressive’. This logic - that certain 
minoritized ‘groups’ are still in need of emancipation - has 
become increasingly hegemonic precisely because it has salience 
beyond the populist, neonationalist right. First of all, liberal and 
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progressive critics of the neonationalist right can only show their 
commitment to ‘progressive values’ and gay rights by distancing 
themselves from Muslims’ alleged sexual and gender conservatism. 
In this way liberal and leftist politicians and public figures come 
to participate in culturalist logics (cf. Uitermark et al., 2014b). 
Second, the construction of migrant and Muslim ‘cultures’ as pre-
progressive also makes minoritized ‘groups’ the ideal objects of 
progressive political passions in post-political times, for instance 
within social-democratic politics.  

There is an important link here with the debate on 
postfeminism (McRobbie, 2004). Sarah Bracke has recently argued 
that feminism - understood as a ‘progressive’ social practice - in the 
Netherlands has become framed as intrinsically Dutch, construing 
the present as postfeminist (2012). Pim Fortuyn’s invocations of 
women’s emancipation, she argues for instance, located the necessity 
of feminism among ‘autochthonous’, ‘white’ women firmly in the 
past, while simultaneously construing ‘allochthonous’ women as in 
need of emancipation from pre-progressive cultural and religious 
constraints. What emerges here is a substantialist representation 
of gender equality as the property of white European liberal 
secularists - and a similarly substantialist view that those ‘in but 
not of Europe are always already excluded from this state of being’ 
(Lentin and Titley, 2011: 90; Brown, 2006: 8). It is on the basis of 
such representations that a central figure in Dutch feminism like 
Ciska Dresselhuys - the long-time editor-in-chief of the feminist 
monthly Opzij - was able to argue that Fortuyn was an ally of 
feminists. Political differences between Fortuyn and Dresselhuys 
(who identifies as a leftist) notwithstanding, ‘they aligned in the 
absolute priority granted to the emancipation of Muslim women, 
which elsewhere Dresselhuys affirms as the ‘third wave’ of Dutch 
feminism’ (Bracke, 2012: 239). 

Bracke argues that the alliance between progressive feminists 
like Dresselhuys and right-wing populists like Fortuyn was less 
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strange than might at first sight be expected. She argues Western 
feminism has long relied on a peculiar civilizational script that 
construed certain women - working class, black, and colonized 
women - as in need of rescue (Bracke, 2012, 241). Not only 
were some strands of feminism central to the colonial project 
- Leila Ahmed argues Western feminism came to serve as the 
‘handmaiden’ of colonialism (1992) - but also within Western 
nation-states some articulations of feminism relied upon such a 
‘rescue narrative’. Building on the work of Grever and Waalwijk 
(1998), Bracke points out: 

[T]he vindication of the rights of (white, ‘civilized’) 
women [...] relied upon an implicit and explicit ‘othering’ 
of a range of women whose ‘otherness’ precisely served 
to establish the ‘civilized’ subject of the new women’s 
movement. The spectrum of ‘other women’ included 
most notably the colonized woman, the prostitute and 
the working-class woman, which reflects how both 
‘domestic’ and international (imperial) dimensions 
were intertwined in the process of establishing the 
‘proper’ subject of the women’s movement. (2012: 241)

Bracke underscores that Dutch feminism cannot be seen as a single 
coherent force (2012: 243), and alternative strands of feminism that 
are critical of this ‘civilizational’ approach - including the feminisms 
of black and migrant women - have also developed and played 
an important role. Nonetheless, it can be argued that important 
strands of feminism in the Dutch public sphere today build on 
this civilizational script, in which Muslim women have become 
equated with religious and cultural oppression, as symbolized by 
the hijab, and as such framed as in need of rescue (see also Scott, 
2009). This particular strand of liberal feminism became the 
handmaiden, to paraphrase Leila Ahmed (1992), of a culturalist, 
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‘muscular’ liberalism that was focused on the regulation of cultural 
diversity and the disciplining of culturalized and racialized others 
in the name of women’s liberation. 

Social-democracy and the ‘new social question’ 
The post-progressive and post-feminist construction of Dutch 
society - as a nation that has already arrived, so to speak, in 
the emancipated present - creates a conundrum for the social-
democratic left. Indeed, what objects of progressive political 
passions can be found in a society in which emancipation is a 
more or less finished project? The analysis of this conundrum 
offers, I think, an important contribution to our understanding 
of the dominance of culturalist representations of contemporary 
social problems. 

This is well illustrated by the contribution to the debate on 
integration by the prominent social-democratic intellectual Paul 
Scheffer (Scheffer, 2000). Indeed, Scheffer’s intervention shows that 
the critique of pragmatic, managerial, cultural appeasement in the 
field of migrant integration has not been limited to the new right, but 
has a genealogy in the social-democratic strand of Dutch politics. 
In 2000 Scheffer published a very influential article in which he 
argued that the Netherlands were in the midst of a ‘multicultural 
drama’, and which contained a strong plea for acknowledging and 
promoting Dutch national identity as a first step toward a more 
strict integration policy targeting migrant communities (Scheffer 
2000; cf. Uitermark 2012: 66–67). As Geschiere has (implicitly) 
argued, in writing this piece Scheffer takes a substantialist 
approach to culture for granted, while building on the opposition 
between traditional and modern cultures, ‘in which, as usual, the 
‘traditional’ pole turned out to be in all respect the negation of the 
qualities of the ‘modern’ one’ (Geschiere, 2009: 155). 

The resonance between Scheffer’s analysis and rightist 
culturalist views is important, but seems to me not the most pivotal 
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aspect of Scheffer’s contribution. What is of central importance, 
in my view, is that Scheffer - unlike right-wing culturalists - 
positions himself firmly in the tradition of the social-democratic 
left. In 2004 he held his inaugural speech, in which he looked back 
at the early development of Amsterdam New West, in which his 
grandfather had played a cardinal role (Scheffer, 2006). Scheffer’s 
inaugural speech is an exercise is social-democratic reasoning, past 
and present. His concerns are deeply rooted in social-democratic 
passions and politics. Discussing the history and present of social 
engineering and the politics of state-led progress in Amsterdam 
New West, he referred to contemporary social problems flowing 
out of the growing marginalization and segregation of the 
racialized urban poor in New West as a ‘new social question’. 
Moreover, in line with the culturalist approach, Scheffer connects 
the cultural background of immigrants - the fact that they come 
from non-industrial countries, for instance - to their increasing 
socio-economic marginalization and to urban segregation. 
Fundamental for Scheffer is the question of cultural integration: 
people, he argues, must not only dwell in the same physical spaces, 
but also share the ‘mental space’ of the Dutch majority (2006: 29). 
In a global era in which, in his view, the relationship between 
modernity and tradition, cosmopolitanism and tribalism, is the 
central point on the agenda of large cities, this cultural integration 
can only be the result of stricter regulation from above. Following 
his 2000 article, he argues in favor of a forceful integration policy 
and a more self-conscious Dutch nationalism as solutions to the 
new social question. 

By invoking the ‘social question’, Scheffer links contemporary 
social issues to the historical project of social-democracy and 
progressive liberalism at large. Scheffer’s approach to the question 
of integration taps into older civilizational tropes in social-
democratic politics: without a civilization ideal, he argues, every 
political project is rudderless, without direction. Just as prewar 
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social-democratic and progressive liberal elites responded to the 
‘old’ social question with a moral-cultural agenda, grounded in 
civilizational ideals and a paternalistic approach, contemporary 
urban elites in Scheffer’s eyes should also develop an interventionist, 
moral agenda - a moral-cultural politics focused on the social 
elevation and integration of those who do not have full access to 
political, social and cultural resources (cf. Swierstra et al., 2008;  
Swierstra and Tonkens, 2005). 

Reflecting on this project, Scheffer emphasizes the necessity 
of creating access to cultural resources, by which he means access 
to collective narratives and reference points (2006: 31) grounded 
in European and Dutch cultural history. Following his reading of 
Manuel Castells (1993), Scheffer points out that the ‘new social 
question’ emerges from a dichotomous urban reality, a cosmopolitan 
urban elite on the one hand, and tribalist local communities on the 
other. The central question for him is how can we bring modernity 
and tradition into balance? What is needed, according to Scheffer, 
is the reinvention of a modernist civilizational project - a moral-
cultural offensive that has historically been central to the social-
democratic project and that goes against the grain of ‘postmodern 
relativism’ (2006). 

In response to the ‘new social question’ and the dominance 
of the culturalist framework, a new, social-democratic moral 
politics is born that appropriates aspects of the culturalist agenda 
whilst tapping into older civilizational traditions of the left. This 
demonstrates that the culturalization of citizenship, first of all, 
is nothing new, and, second, not something confined to the 
neonationalist or populist right. Lodewijk Asscher, a very prominent 
member of the Labor Party, a former alderman in Amsterdam and 
the current minister of Social Affairs, recently remarked that Geert 
Wilders should be seen as ‘the bad consciousness of the Labor 
Party. He points to the things that we have neglected.’ With this 
remark, Asscher followed up on an older, already established trope 
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within social-democracy - as we have also seen in the discussion of 
Samsom’s street coach adventures in Chapter 3. 

Discourses of sexual nationalism fit well with this 
articulation of progressive culturalism. First of all, in the context 
of a post-progressive society, sexual nationalism offers lucid 
objects of moderate, leftist passions - lesbians and gays who must 
be defended against and rescued of conservative and homophobic 
pre-progressives, who must be civilized and folded into the post-
progressive common-sense.

Civil Islam: Sexuality and liberal Muslim
 ‘techniques of the self’
After Paul Scheffer’s intervention in 2000, social-democrats with 
a migrant and Muslim background, like Ahmed Aboutaleb (the 
Labor Party mayor of Rotterdam) and Ahmed Marcouch (Labor 
Party MP), have played a key role in taking up culturalist topics. 
These Labor Party leaders have been particularly vocal about the 
need to defend tolerance, gay rights, and sexual progress, even if 
that means being critical of Muslim and migrant communities. 
Marcouch and Aboutaleb occupy a particular position in the 
dynamics of power characterizing discussions in the Dutch civil 
sphere surrounding migrant ‘integration’ (Uitermark, 2012). This 
position offers an alternative to new right culturalism, while at 
the same time incorporating elements of the post-progressivism 
of culturalists. Whereas culturalists have claimed Islam is 
incompatible with (civil engagement in) Dutch society, and have 
therefore advanced confrontational, ‘Othering’ politics vis-a-vis 
Muslim communities, focused on assimilation or exclusion, figures 
like Aboutaleb and Marcouch have played a role in developing a 
discursive position that challenges the culturalist construction of 
Islam as non-Dutch. Uitermark has coined the term ‘Civil Islam’ to 
describe this position within the civil sphere: 
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Civil Islam is an integration discourse based on the idea 
that Islamic and civil commitment can and should go 
hand in hand. Cultural problems are readily identifiable 
and have considerable explanatory relevance for 
analyzing integration issues.  Contrary to Culturalism, 
religion – properly understood – can and does provide 
solutions, as it demands civil behavior from Muslims. 
Muslims should be assertive in public debate and 
clearly state what they do or do not consider civil 
behavior. Public policy should manage the integration 
of migrant groups because this is necessary to help 
migrants emancipate as Muslim citizens. (Uitermark, 
2010: 263)

In debates surrounding lesbian/gay emancipation an 
increasing number of people with Muslim backgrounds have taken 
up a position within this discourse. This is of central importance 
to the analysis of Dutch sexual nationalism because this position 
destabilizes the secular imperative of sexual nationalism - and the 
notion that (support for) lesbian/gay emancipation relies purely 
on a ‘Judeo-Christian tradition’. People like Marcouch and others 
promoting LGBTQ-rights and visibility within Muslim and migrant 
communities do this for a large part on the basis of their religious 
convictions and socio-cultural location as post-migrants with a 
Muslim background. As Muslims, they call upon other Muslims 
to take civil responsibility - including support for LGBTIQ-
rights and homotolerance: and they do so precisely on the basis 
of a particular interpretation of Islam. The growing number of 
people taking up this position - and the increasing ascent of queer 
Muslim organizing in the Netherlands - destabilizes the ‘classic’ 
homonationalist notion that interpellations on the basis of Islam 
and those on the basis of (homo)sexuality are mutually exclusive 
(cf. El-Hajjari, 2013; Jivraj and De Jong, 2011). 
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Civil Islam positions on LGBTQ-rights and tolerance 
however, must not been seen as separate from sexual nationalism: 
proponents of Civil Islam tap into sexual nationalist discourse by 
relying on normative, essentializing notions of ‘gayness’. Before I 
turn to the relations between Civil Islam and sexual nationalism, 
I will take a closer look at Civil Islam discourse in relation to 
sexuality. As we shall see, for liberal Muslims like Marcouch, 
often proponents of Civil Islam, LGBTQ-issues and the question 
of sexual autonomy create what the anthropologist Jarrett Zigon 
calls ‘moments of ethics’ in and through which people fashion 
and refashion a moral self (see Peumans, 2014). For Zigon, moral 
dispositions are not unreflective, but come into being in moments 
of ‘moral breakdown’ necessitating an ‘ethical moment’. As Zigon 
points out, ethics are ‘a conscious acting on oneself either in 
isolation or with others so as to make oneself into a more morally 
appropriate and acceptable social person not only in the eyes 
of others but also for oneself ’ (Zigon, 2008: 165). The notion of 
moral breakdown should be interpreted broadly here: it refers to 
moments or events in a person’s everyday life that forces him or 
her ‘to reflect upon the appropriate ethical response’ (Zigon, 2009: 
262). The narrative of Ahmed Marcouch offers an example of the 
role of such ethical moments in the construction of liberal Muslim 
subjectivity. 

The first time I heard Marcouch speak was in September 2010, 
when he had left his position in New West after a widely mediated 
internal disagreement within the local chapter of the PvdA and 
had just been elected as a member of parliament for his party. 
Marcouch spoke at an event in a series of expert meetings called 
‘Being Yourself in Slotervaart’, which had been initiated under his 
leadership. His discourse was straightforward and also rehearsed: 
many of the things he said during this meeting were repeated by 
him when I interviewed him months later, in January 2011, but 
he spoke with conviction, trying to bring across how cardinal the 
issue of lesbian/gay rights and homotolerance was for him. 
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In Marcouch’s eyes, culturalists are right when they maintain 
that a broad taboo rests on sexuality in general and lesbian and 
gay sexuality in particular in Dutch Muslim communities. In an 
interview on Amsterdam’s local television station he pointed out: 

Take into account that there is hardly a positive 
vocabulary to speak about lesbians and gays in Dutch 
Muslim circles. I was recently at a school and I asked 
children there what would happen if they were to talk 
about gayness at home. They said: ‘The first thing that 
would happen is that we would get slapped.’ It is a dirty 
word that you are not supposed to use in public.

Why did Marcouch choose to profile this topic in this way? He is a 
practicing Muslim who has been active in the Muslim community 
for decades. Before he became a politician he was a police officer 
- and one of the founders of a network of Dutch-Moroccan police 
officers. Not gay himself - he is married with two sons - he became 
interested in the question of homo-emancipation in 2001, during 
the El-Moumni affair, when a conservative imam in Rotterdam, 
Khalil El-Moumni, caused commotion in a television interview in 
which he commented on the introduction of gay marriage laws in 
the Netherlands. ‘What Islam says about homosexuality,’ the imam 
argued, ‘is known among all Muslims. It is a sin.’37 The affair, which 
caused much commotion in the country, created in Marcouch’s 
life, and also as a result of his contacts with the network of lesbian 
and gay police officers, such a ‘moment of ethics’ that forced him 
to reflect on the appropriate ethical response and functioned as 
a starting point for a refashioning of a moral self. That is to say, 
sexuality and lesbian/gay rights here become part and parcel of a 

37 For an elaborate analysis of the El-Mouni affair, see Mepschen et al., 2010 and 
uitermark et al., 2014
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politics of ethical formation - the formation of a particular kind of 
a moral (Muslim) self, structured by liberal ethics (Fadil, 2011: 86). 
More broadly speaking, lesbian/gay issues - in the Netherlands - 
have offered an idiom and ethical ground for the formation of liberal 
Muslim (moral) selves - articulations of Muslim subjectivities that 
have come to play an important role in the Dutch civil sphere and 
in political debates. 

Making homosexuality ‘bespreekbaar’
After the El Moumni affair, it became clear to Marcouch that ‘young 
Dutch-Moroccans played a big role in homophobic incidents’ in 
Dutch cities, including Amsterdam (cf. Buijs et al., 2012). This 
worried him; he felt responsible for it and he wanted to understand 
why this was the case. So he started to discuss these issues within 
the Muslim community. As he became increasingly active within 
the Moroccan religious community - as a board member of a 
foundation [koepelorganisatie] of Amsterdam mosques - he was in 
the position to take the lead on this issue. 

But it was not just because of my work in the religious 
community. I also saw it in my circles. You just know, 
coming from that community, that homosexuality is 
something that is not talked about. There is no language, 
no vocabulary, and to talk about something you need a 
language. A lot of Moroccan, Muslim gays - and I have 
met many of them in the last couple of years - cannot talk 
with their parents, family, or friends. And throughout 
the community, this is the core problem. So I tried to 
explore how we could develop a language to discuss 
these issues within Moroccan and Muslim circles.

Marcouch’s initiatives to bring the question of homosexuality to 
the table were met with support, but more often with anger and 
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frustration. In 2003 members of the foundation of mosques of 
which he was a board member filed a motion of no confidence, 
against which he had to defend himself. The motion protested 
precisely Marcouch’s argument that homosexuality should be 
made ‘discussible’. Marcouch told me: 

For me, that experience showed me more than ever 
how necessary it was to talk about these issues. And 
after the murder of Van Gogh (see the Introduction - 
PM) this became even more urgent. I felt, we have to 
do something about these taboos - to discuss sexuality, 
to discuss homosexuality. Yes, Muslims did speak out 
against violence, but that was not enough, that was 
banal. We had to do more. So I tried to contribute 
to discussing these issues within the religious 
community. And another thing had to be brought to 
the table - the position of lesbians and gays within our 
own communities.

Marcouch became increasingly convinced, he declared, of 
the centrality of the topic of homosexuality. Indeed, we can see in 
his words the centrality of lesbian/gay issues in creating ‘moments 
of ethics’ in which Marcouch was able to refashion a moral self - 
and a moral self moreover, that was construed and performed vis-
a-vis ‘orthodox Muslims’ but also ‘conservative’ family members 
and personal friends that disagreed with him. The sense of moral 
self developed, I suggest, into moral politics, directed at changing 
the Muslim community in order to make a better cultural 
integration possible. His discourse was deeply concerned with 
countering suspicion about Dutch-Moroccans and Muslims, and 
with also countering the rise of right-wing culturalism by taking 
away these suspicions:
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Often we would discuss the rise of Wilders’ populism. 
This also worries me of course - I am a Dutch Muslim. 
But I said, look, as long as the Muslim community keeps 
silent about sexuality and lesbian/gay rights, etcetera, 
we will be vulnerable. People will start ‘guessing’, they 
will start thinking we condone misconduct toward 
gays, that we think it is OK. That it is our standard [een 
gedragen norm]. We cannot say: this is not our priority, 
this is not our concern.

Marcouch created quite a number of waves within Dutch-
Moroccan and Muslim communities. He pointed out to me that 
his ‘provocative style’ had ‘at least’ made people discuss questions 
surrounding sexuality and LGBTQ-visibility. While many have 
supported him, he was also harshly ridiculed, for instance in a 
popular video on YouTube depicting Marcouch as gay himself and 
suggesting he has a sexual interest in young boys.38 He also told me 
many young Dutch-Moroccans write or tweet to him complaining 
homosexuality was the ‘only’ thing he ever talked about. 

It says something about the emotionality of this topic. 
I feel I do not talk about gays that often, not more than 
I talk about good education, integration of Muslims, 
and the right of Muslims to have their own identity, 
the right of orthodox people to express their views. You 
see, for me these questions are connected. But when it 
comes to homosexuality, it hits people like a wave and 
they become emotional.

38 See the youtube video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lHlqdIAzzzY
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When in 2006 Marcouch became the district chairman of 
Slotervaart, his public profile grew and he felt he should use his 
position to put more pressure on the issue. He wanted homosexuals 
to be seen differently, as normal people wanting to live in the kind 
of cultural safety or security that would enable them to exercise 
their freedom. His approach to gay issues is grounded, in my view, 
in three interconnected discourses. First, in what he calls ‘Dutch 
norms’: ‘a humanist approach, an approach based on human rights. 
That is our common idiom in the Netherlands, our moral Esperanto. 
So that has nothing to do with theology.’ In Marcouch’s view, Dutch 
norms are thus equivalent to human rights and humanist ideals. 
Second, however, Marcouch also argues his support for LGBTQ-
rights is grounded in his particular interpretation of Islam, and 
here we can see the central role played by questions of sexual 
freedom in fashioning a moral self vis-a-vis ‘orthodox figures’ 
[orthodoxe figuren]: 

Islam advocates individuality and freedom of religion. 
Sexuality is the domain of people themselves. And 
sexual morality in Islam is highly progressive. Yes, 
there are guidelines, but there are hardly any rules for 
punishment. Even in the case of adultery - in Islamic 
law there must be four witnesses before an adulterer 
can be punished. That makes it almost impossible, 
theologically, to punish people for adultery - if Muslims 
really did follow the law, it would not be possible. There 
is a lot of humaniteit [humanism/humanitarianism] in 
Islam. [...] Moreover, there is the obligation of Muslims 
to behave decently to other people, to let them be. 

Marcouch thus links his approach to his interpretation of Islam 
- which he sees as containing a lot of ‘humaniteit’ - with Dutch 
norms, that he collated with humanist traditions and human rights. 
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In this way, he claims a place for Islam within - not outside - the 
Dutch moral, national community. At the same time, he promotes 
his view of Islam as a disciplinary practice: it is focused on shaping 
Muslim individuals and practices to become more in line with 
ideals of sexual democracy: 

There is another topic that is important to me. I 
introduced a new term, the Muslim gay. It was very 
interesting to see what happened when I used that 
term. Even the most progressive religious people told 
me: ‘We are with you all the way, but this is not possible: 
to be Muslim and gay.’ But it is possible. They exist. I 
told them: ‘Is it your right to deny someone the right to 
be both gay and Muslim? Who am I? That is something 
that belongs to that person and to the Creator.’ And I said 
the same thing to the homo-network within the Labor 
Party. We had a discussion about the ‘contradiction’ 
between article 1 [the anti-discrimination article - PM] 
and freedom of religion. I said there is no contradiction. 
You are doing precisely what some orthodox religious 
people do who deny lesbians and gays the right to be 
religious. But there is no contradiction. If you are gay, 
you are gay. If you are a Muslim gay, you are that. You, 
and no one else, decide about that. I enjoy article 1 just 
as much as I enjoy the freedom of religion. 

The third discourse in which Marcouch’s approach is 
grounded, in my view, is that of contemporary social-democratic 
thought and practice. Echoing accusations about the left’s uncritical 
multiculturalism, Marcouch argues that social-democrats have ‘too 
long’ had the feeling that they had to ‘choose’ between supporting 
cultural minorities and supporting LGBTIQ-people. He feels social 
democracy has to refashion itself in relation to these cultural and 
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sexual issues and has a key role to play in, as he puts it, ‘teaching 
Muslims’. Social democrats must stand for the right of Muslims - 
including orthodox Muslims - to ‘be there’ and to be visible - but 
that also means, in his opinion, that there should not be any taboo 
on ‘criticizing Muslims’. Whereas Marcouch prefers pragmatic 
dialogue, he says: ‘What Wilders does is not forbidden’. Echoing 
Scheffer’s plea for a new moral-cultural offensive, he argues: 

Social-democracy has always been based on a 
kind of moral, civilizational politics [een morele 
verheffingspolitiek]. We mustn’t think this is a dirty 
notion. Paternalism is part of this tradition. But it must 
be in balance. And that’s what makes it complex. We 
no longer know how to show leadership. […] What 
we need are institutions - the police for instance - that 
guarantee safety. Safety is fundamental to freedom 
and to human existence. And these institutions must 
be vital - the political sphere, the juridical sphere, and 
education. These spheres must play a role in building 
personalities. So that young people, who are sixteen or 
seventeen and happen to be lesbian or gay, can stand up 
to their parents and say: this is who I am.

Marcouch combines a defense of Islam against culturalist 
attacks with a politics of (sexual and gender) emancipation and 
securitization and safety, and as such attempts to bridge the gap 
between pragmatists and culturalists. Like culturalists, Marcouch 
posits that homophobia among Muslims should be passionately 
and uncompromisingly countered. His political agenda is rooted 
in a belief in the necessity of a moral and strong state. He thereby 
bridges classic social-democratic passions, tapping into older 
social-democratic civilizational tropes, with important elements of 
culturalist discourse, but at the same time, he and others destabilize 
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the secularist imperative in sexual nationalist discourse by 
transcending the taken-for-granted contradiction between religious 
(Muslim) subjectivity and ideals of sexual progress. For Marcouch, 
defending gay rights is a question of being a good Muslim in the 
contemporary Dutch context. He says: ‘We as Muslims are not 
barbarians, we can talk about homosexuality. The right of a Muslim 
to be Muslim is the right of a homosexual to be a homosexual.’ He 
thus opposes the essentialization of Muslim communities as static, 
without fully negating the culturalist framework.

Conclusion
I began this chapter in Foucaultian fashion, discussing the central 
importance of a sexual politics of truth in shaping autochthony 
and secularism and thinking these ‘positions’ together. As I have 
argued, sexuality is entangled with power, the product of power. 
The focus has been on the culturalist production in the Netherlands 
of ‘gayness’ as universal - secular and modern. In these dynamics, 
gayness becomes associated with whiteness, while homophobia 
becomes associated with post-migrant communities, most notably 
young men whose parents or grandparents were born in Morocco 
and who are often read as ‘Muslim’. 

The focus on visibility and discussability within this 
discourse builds on a notion of homo-emancipation that focuses 
on self-emancipation - on becoming a particular kind of individual 
- and that ‘requires a particular standard of inhabiting one’s sexual 
identity that replicates the dominant recognizable Western model’ 
(Jivraj and De Jong, 2011). As Jivraj and De Jong point out, this 
paradigm enables certain LGBTQ Muslims - who come out of 
the closet, speak out and make themselves visible - to be folded 
into Dutchness, absorbed into the (homo)national community. 
The paradigmatic status of this articulation of LGBTIQ sexual 
identity - and the emblematic status of visible, ‘out’ queer Muslims 
- cannot be understood as always and only inclusionary. Such 
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‘homonormative’ representations of lesbian/gay identities also 
have exclusionary effects: non-performative, ‘non-emblematic 
queers of color become invisible, nonexistent, or perceived of as 
‘not quite there yet’, a kind of ‘gay in progress’ for whom the closet 
door still needs to be opened fully’ (Ibid.). Civil Islam discourses 
surrounding questions of lesbian and gay emancipation are 
grounded in peculiar, normative notions of gayness as something 
that should be made discussible, visible and otherwise performed 
(cf. Foucault, 1990). Moreover, this notion of gayness rests on a 
particular, triumphant representation of the ‘global gay’ - an 
autonomous, liberal, middle class, ‘spaceless’ gay subject who has 
come be emblematic for gay emancipation. 

These assumptions about contemporary homosexuality 
ground a construction of non-performative gayness as lacking 
behind, as ‘pre-progressive’ - a temporal politics that is central 
to the culturalist discourse. Moreover, many proponents of this 
discourse, including Marcouch, partake, to a certain extend, in a 
culturalized and ethnicized understanding of homophobia. Indeed, 
Marcouch underscores the analysis of Muslim communities 
as ‘pre-progressive’ and therefore a necessity of ‘integration’, 
regulation, discipline, and emancipation. This focus on integration 
and disciplining goes hand in hand with one on securitization and 
policing - it is characterized by a strong faith in ‘the right hand of 
the state’ - which Marcouch argues is a necessary tool in protecting 
LGBTIQs against homophobic violence and harassment. In this 
way, Marcouch’s discourse cannot be seen as separate from what 
I have above called the ‘peripheralization’ of homophobia. Some 
neighborhoods need to be made safe for LGBTIQ people. In 
the context in which we live today, this may mean an increasing 
policing of young post-migrant men precisely because they are 
construed and read as homophobic (Haritaworn, 2013). 

Within the dominant discourse in the Netherlands we 
see different articulations of Islam and homosexuality emerge. 
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Culturalists frame homosexuality and Islam as mutually exclusive, 
as do some (orthodox) Muslims (Rahman, 2014). We have seen 
how this discourse takes shape in the context of New West by 
zooming in on the everyday narratives of people like Stefan, Mark, 
and Frank. These narratives not only show how dominant cultural 
and sexual truths concerning the conservatism and homophobia of 
migrants seep into and construct everyday narratives, but also how 
secularism and religion materialize in everyday life. In the process, 
certain bodies and things come to be associated with homophobia, 
resulting in a de facto racialization of sexuality.  

These representations of the entangled relations between 
sexual politics, religion and the racialization of young, post-
migrant men are inscribed in the urban fabric. That is to say, the 
‘gay capital’ of the city – the visibility and cultural and commercial 
presence of ‘gayness’ in Amsterdam that plays such a key role in 
the city’s global iconography – is unevenly distributed across 
space, with areas that possess more ‘mainstream’ gay capital 
represented as more Dutch. While Amsterdam’s city center and 
some of its surrounding affluent neighborhoods are seen to have 
a large amount of gay capital, the less affluent and more peripheral 
neighborhoods are represented as potentially homophobic and 
dangerous. We can thus identify a dynamic in which Dutch homo-
tolerance and Amsterdam’s ‘gay capital’ come into being in and 
through a process of peripheralization of urban spaces marked by 
greater ethnic or racial diversity; as homo-tolerance and gay capital 
come to be associated with the cultural and spatial center of the 
city, homophobia becomes tied up with imaginaries of the city’s 
culturalized and racialized peripheries. Amsterdam New West, I 
suggest, is one of these racialized peripheries, a post-migrant space 
deemed perilous for LGBTIQ subjects.

The debate on sexual emancipation and gender equality has 
had a strong impact on how some self-identified liberal Muslims 
have discussed the situation concerning people categorized 
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as Muslim - and as perilous to the moral integrity of the post-
progressive nation - in the Netherlands. First of all, pragmatists are 
drawn into the logic of neoculturalism, which represents Dutch 
society in terms of an opposition between sexual progress and 
Muslim moralities. The investments of pragmatists and social-
democrats in the discourse of sexual and feminist progress have 
made it increasingly difficult for pragmatists to find a language to 
negate culturalist framings of Muslims as traditional and intolerant. 
Second, the position of lesbians, gays, bisexuals, and transgenders 
and women within Muslim communities has become a rallying 
point of liberal Muslims, like Ahmed Marcouch, for whom 
LGBTQ-issues offer ‘ethical moments’ in and through which they 
refashion their moral and political selves. 

What holds these different articulations of the relationship 
between homosexuality and Islam together is a homogenizing 
culturalism: within culturalist representations, ‘homosexuality’ 
emerges as singular and universal category. This stands in 
stark contrast with Foucault’s analysis. For Foucault, sexuality 
- including homosexuality - had to be understood as ‘the set of 
effects produced in bodies, behaviors, and social relations by a 
certain deployment deriving from a complex political technology’ 
(1990: 127). Sexuality is not singular, but asymmetrical and plural 
- and the same can be said about heterosexuality and homophobia. 
This, it seems to me, is a crucial insight for the analysis of LGBTIQ-
practices and identities in a globalizing world. The culturalist 
framework overwrites these complexities. Struggles for sexual 
liberation emerge from this modern regime of sexuality, and the 
effect of this liberation has not only been an increasing freedom to 
express our sexuality, but a requirement to do so. In other words, if 
we take a Foucaultian perspective, increasing sexual freedom since 
the ‘long 1960s’ is a double edged sword. It has created increasing 
freedom of sexual expression while it has also enslaved us more 
profoundly to the categories and classifications that distinguish 
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truthful sexual expression and identity - a ‘right’ way to be gay - 
from articulations and expressions that are considered hypocritical 
in a time of sexual truth. It is precisely this politics of truth, or so 
it seems to me, that we have to transform: gayness is not universal. 
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Conclusion 

In this dissertation I have developed a non-substantialist approach 
to the ‘autochthonous’ majority, focusing on everyday practices 
in and through which culturalist discourses are appropriated, 
negotiated, and (sometimes) contested. Rather than focusing on 
public discourse only, I have set out to develop an approach that 
understands culturalism and autochthony – and populism – as 
perspectives on the world, as frames or schemas to make sense of 
a given, overdetermined reality. While I have argued that everyday 
experience, perception, and sense-making are not neutral, but 
subject to processes of social formation, an ethnographic approach 
has enabled me to show the complexity and partiality of such 
processes. As Sherry Ortner (2005) points out, it is precisely the 
fact that cultural consciousness is always multilayered and reflexive 
that makes possible a critical approach to the world. As I have tried 
to show, the everyday narratives that people develop cannot simply 
be seen as reflections or effects of some dominant discourse, but 
must be understood as productive of alternative narratives, forms 
of social resilience, and sometimes as more or less articulate forms 
of resistance.

Taking a historical-sociological approach, Jan Willem 
Duyvendak (2004; 2011) has argued that the rise of cultural 
‘assimilationism’ in the Netherlands must be understood in 
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connection with a broadly shared moral progressiveness among ‘the 
autochthonous’.  To summarize this position: a moral progressiveness 
among the Dutch constitutes a perspective on the social world - a 
shared way of seeing, thinking, knowing and being in the world - 
that produces a certain autochthonous self-understanding, a sense 
of commonality, and the demand that newcomers accept and 
internalize these progressive values. Duyvendak summarizes the 
widely accepted discourse he points to as follows: ‘If immigrants 
want to stay in the Netherlands, they have to adapt to Dutch 
norms, values and emotions. The idea seems to be, indeed that 
Dutch identity must ‘cannibalize’ other identities in order to turn 
immigrants into reliable citizens’ (Duyvendak, 2011: 93, quoting 
Geschiere, 2009a: 166). The progressive consensus, moreover, is 
mobilized by ethnopolitical entrepreneurs in an escalating politics 
of alterity, targeting allegedly conservative Muslim (post)migrants 
in increasingly ‘Islamophobic’ and nativist terms. 

The notion of a progressive consensus is an important 
contribution to the analysis of Dutch autochthony, although in 
my mind there is a danger that the concept becomes employed 
in typological, substantialist terms, (re)producing a sense of 
static, fixed boundaries between (post-)migrant and religious 
minority ‘cultures’ on the one side and a bounded Dutch majority 
on the other. Such a substantialist interpretation of Duyvendak’s 
important theoretical contribution would erase the conflicts, 
power differences, class struggles, political dissemblances, regional, 
cultural and stylistic divergences within the ‘autochthonous 
majority’. What must be avoided is abstracting the notion of a 
progressive majority from the relational, historical, contextual 
processes in which it is embedded and maintained. In short, the 
‘progressive moral majority’ is not an explanatory variable in itself, 
to use the parlance of causality oriented social research, but it plays 
a variable role in debates and social conflicts over integration and 
thus must be approached as such. 
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The approach that I have tried to develop in this book has 
enabled me to get beyond the culturalist construction and analysis 
of autochthony and to take seriously other issues - class, social 
location, populism - connected to the making of autochthony. 
My argument has been that an understanding of autochthony 
must take into account its construction and circulation by (ethno)
political entrepreneurs who employ a transposed class discourse 
which ‘frames the autochthonous, Dutch working class as a victim 
of cultural rather than economic liberalism and consequently 
espouses cultural rather than economic protectionism’ (Uitermark 
et al., 2014b: 240). This transposed class politics has been an integral 
part of Dutch culturalism - and the discourse of autochthony 
- since the 1980s (cf. Mepschen, 2012; Prins, 2004; Uitermark 
et al., 2014b). Autochthony has become inextricably entwined 
with the constitution of a populist (ethno)politics - the political 
construction of the notion of the people and of an antagonistic 
relation between ‘the people’ and ‘the elite’.

For this reason - and to supplement Duyvendak’s approach 
- I have borrowed and appropriated Muehlebach and Shoshan’s 
notion of ‘post-Fordist affect’ (see also Berlant, 2007). Most 
of the interesting research that has been done in the study of 
Dutch culturalism - research that has not in itself reproduced the 
assumptions of political culturalism - has been ‘culturalist’ in the 
sense that it has focused mainly on what happens in the sphere 
of cultural production (e.g. Balkenhol, 2013; Beekers, 2015; 
Duyvendak, 2011; Van Reekum, 2014; Uitermark, 2012). Rogier 
van Reekum, who was one of my partners in the project that led 
to this book (on the culturalization of citizenship), is completely 
clear on this issue: his study is ‘an exercise in culturalism’ (2014: 
17). I cannot however be fully satisfied with this, because it seems 
to me that if we want to understand the politics of culturalization 
we cannot ignore political economy. In my view, the culturalization 
of politics we are experiencing today is intimately tied up with the 
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particular moment in the history of capitalism that we are living 
right now. In that sense, I agree with Slavoj Zizek’s definition 
of what he has called the culturalization of politics: ‘[P]olitical 
differences, differences conditioned by political inequality, 
economic exploitation, and so on, are naturalized and neutralized 
into cultural differences’ (Zizek 2008, 661). Subscribing to this 
view of the contemporary historical moment, I have tried to place 
the culturalization of citizenship in a broader social, political, 
and socio-economic context: the transformation of Dutch society 
from a Fordist, industrial and modern society to a post-Fordist, 
postindustrial and postmodern society. While I agree that we must 
‘address the issue of culture head on’ (Van Reekum, 2014), I defend 
the position that cultural change must, in the last instance, in the 
context of the transformation of broader social relations in the 
Netherlands and in Europe in more general terms. What I have 
attempted is to analyze the powerful emergence of autochthony in 
the Netherlands - and in Europe in more general terms - in the 
context of perhaps even more powerful transformations at the level 
of political economy: the rise of autochthony - and comparable 
practices of belonging in Europe - is intimately tied up with the 
transformation of capitalism in the early 21st century.

In his landmark Flesh and Stone (1994), Richard Sennett 
theorizes what he thinks of as a lack of bodily awareness and physical 
interaction being the result of a fear of touching that characterizes 
modern urban life. The multicultural metropole emerges, in 
Sennett’s prose, as urban space shaped by ‘symbolic fences’. This 
is found in the passivity of bodies in the urban landscape - the 
uncommunicative gaze in the subway, bus, or supermarket, the 
lack of astonishment with the alterity and debilities that meet the 
eye and, indeed, the other senses. Our versatility in negotiating the 
tangible manifestations of social marginalization and deep poverty 
are all central elements of urban experience in late-capitalist times 
and ‘super-diverse’ spaces. As Sennett says, talking about New 
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York: ‘Difference and indifference coexist in the life of the Village; 
the sheer fact of diversity does not prompt people to interact’ (1994, 
357). In Sennett’s view, the problem is as follows:

In the course of the development of modern, urban 
individualism, the individual fell silent in the city. The 
street, the café, the department store, the railroad, bus, 
and underground became places of the gaze rather than 
scenes of discourse. [...] Diversity [...] is a purely visual 
agora. There is nowhere to discuss the stimulations of the 
eye [...] no place they can be collectively shaped into a 
civil narrative [....] [P]olitical occasions do not translate 
into everyday social practice on the streets; they do 
little, moreover, to compound the multiple cultures [...] 
into common purposes. (Sennett 1994, 358)

 
Sennett quotes sociologist Mary Pat Baumgartner’s study of 
an American suburb: ‘On a day to day basis, life is filled with 
efforts to deny, minimize, contain, and avoid conflict. People 
shun confrontations and show great distaste for the pursuit of 
grievances or the censure of wrongdoing’ (in Sennett 1994: 19). 
Sennett points out that the modern body is a passive body, that 
sensory deprivation is the curse of modern experience. We live in 
a perpetual ‘fear of touching’ and shape our lives on the basis of 
the desire to free the body of resistance, a desire created by the 
sheer velocity of life under conditions of modernity. Modern 
urban geography and technological developments reinforce the 
experience of the world in narcotic terms (Sennett 1994, 18). There 
are echoes of George Simmel’s approach to the modern city here, 
obviously (1903) - and of Walter Benjamin as well. To Benjamin, 
modernity is the condition in which the battlefield has become the 
norm. As Susan Buck-Morss puts it, ‘Benjamin’s understanding of 
modern experience is neurological. It centers on shock’ (1992, 16). 
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Benjamin relies on the Freudian insight that we, as humans, shield 
ourselves against excessive stimulation of the senses by preventing 
these external stimuli impressing as memory (Buck-Morss 
1992). As Buck-Morss explains, ‘In industrial production no less 
than modern warfare, in street crowds and erotic encounters, in 
amusement parks and gambling casinos, shock is the very essence 
of modern experience’ (Ibid.). Experience becomes impoverished 
because we must shelter against sensual overload. An anesthetic, 
desensitized experience of the world becomes the rule, hence the 
indifference to difference, our ‘weak sense of tactile reality’ (Sennett 
1994, 17). ‘Through the sense of touch we risk feeling something 
or someone as alien’ (Ibid., 20). As a result of this fear of tactility 
we build fences - physical and symbolic - in the urban landscape. 

Charles Taylor argues: ‘[T]he key to facing the dilemma of 
exclusion [is] the idea of sharing identity space. Political identities 
have to be worked out, negotiated, creatively compromised between 
peoples who have to or want to live together under the same political 
roof ’ (Taylor 2002). Sennett plays Taylor’s tune, but goes one step 
further. To him, the solution to the moral conundrums of the 
global, multicultural city is ‘bringing the body to moral sensate life’, 
making people more physically responsive (1994, 17), producing 
something of a common narrative in times of complex difference. 
‘Lurking in the civil problems of a multi-cultural city is the moral 
difficulty of arousing sympathy for those who are Other’, Sennett 
argues (1994, 376). We can only become aware of Others when we 
become aware of our own inadequacies. We need to understand 
and accept ourselves as ‘exiles from the Garden’, Sennett says. We 
are incomplete beings, struggling, suffering, sometimes at war with 
ourselves. In order to understand the world as a place of Others, 
as contradictory and incomplete, we need to come to terms with 
the fact that we ourselves lack coherence and ‘wholeness’, and that 
there is no such thing as a body ‘freed from resistance’. We must 
let in, approach, those whom we may experience as threatening 
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to the integrity of the self. Hence, there is a moral promise, for 
Sennett, in ‘the craggy and difficult urban geography’ of difference, 
complexity, and strangeness (1994, 25).

[T]he body accepting pain is ready to become a civic 
body, sensible to the pain of another person, pains 
present together on the street, at last endurable - even 
though, in a diverse world, each person cannot explain 
what he or she is feeling, who he or she is, to the other. 
But the body can follow this civic trajectory only if it 
acknowledges that there is no remedy for its sufferings 
in the contriving of society, that its unhappiness has 
come from elsewhere, that its pain derives from God’s 
command to live together as exiles. (Sennett 1994, 376)

In these last words of his book, Sennett is not making an 
argument for a turn to Christian faith; he is doing exactly the 
opposite by suggesting that the exiled might make for themselves, 
and thereby find, a home in the 'secular' city - the city as we 
live it. This is where, for Sennett, actual ‘urbanity’ begins: when 
difference comes to be viewed by people as a chance to find out 
something that they did not know before. Sennett has a program 
for a multicultural urban future. Unlike that suggested by the 
master narratives of wholeness and coherence that characterize 
Western modernity, ‘every human body is physically idiosyncratic 
and every human being feels contradictory physical desires’ (1994, 
24). To come to terms with globalization and multiculturalism 
- with super-diversity (understood as a reality or condition, not 
a sociological lens) - in the city today, to be able to tolerate each 
other, to shape a collective narrative in the context of complex 
plurality, we must mobilize the impulse to revolt against the 
imposition of equilibrium and order. We must actively embrace 
the ambivalences and conflicting frames of meaning that produce 
‘cognitive dissonance’ (cf. Sennett 1996). 
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Sennett’s argument is compelling and good to think with. 
However, it seems to me that his call for a particular, ‘progressive’ 
sensuous community - in which the body has been brought to 
moral sensate life and people embrace difference - stands in stark 
contrast to the autochthonic sense of community that I encountered 
among the ethnicized, autochthonous Dutch in Amsterdam New 
West. To put it in another way, the crisis of multiculturalism in the 
Netherlands is associated not with a lack of ‘physical awareness’, 
but with a strong sense of the ‘bodies of others’ and a politicization 
of difference, which has its effects in the realm of the quotidian. 
Both Sennett’s agenda for the multicultural city and the culturalist 
dissatisfaction with difference and diversity that we are confronted 
with in the Netherlands today, are concerned with ‘lived experience’ 
- and with the ways in which proximate Others are encountered. 
Moreover, both perspectives rely on the fact that human beings are 
endowed not only with the gift of language and knowledge, but 
with a “sense for sensing” (De Vugt, 2015: 241).  

Following Jacques Rancière, we may argue that what 
‘presents itself to sense experience’ (Rancière 2004a; Meyer, 2012) 
and how alterity is perceived, is structured by the political field and 
public discourse. As Meyer puts it when discussing the politics of 
aesthetics:

Aesthetics [...] authorizes a particular distribution of 
the sensible that opens up a space for […] experience, 
yet excludes—or even anesthetizes—other possibilities. 
Everyday experience and ‘sensation’ is not neutral, 
natural or immediate, but subject to social processes of 
formation and to ideology. (2012, 755) 

This implies a political process of governing the possibility of 
sensation. Following Meyer’s anthropological appropriation 
of Rancière, we can thus argue that the culturalist common-
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sense dominating the Dutch integration discourse produces the 
experience of alterity and structures everyday life. If everyday 
experience and ‘sensation’ are not neutral, natural or immediate, 
but subject to social processes of formation and to ideology, we 
are able to study how this process of producing the everyday 
takes place. Focusing on (the structures of) white, autochthonous 
perceptions of alterity, in this book I have suggested that the 
politics of culturalization in the Netherlands shapes and structures 
what in and of cultural alterity presents itself to sense experience, 
how ‘Others’ are seen and encountered, and how people interpret 
what they see, perceive, feel, sense. In the culturalist context, Dutch 
people perceive and construe a landscape of alterity in everyday 
life, in their daily habits (Shoshan 2008). This constitutes a daily 
practice of self and Other in and through which people construe 
a sense of community, identity, and place for themselves. Rather 
than commonplace diversity, the dominance of culturalism in the 
Netherlands leads to a politicization of difference - what becomes 
commonplace is the politics of culturalist boundary construction, 
constituting lived realities.
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English summary

This study sets out to examine the politics of autochthony in the 
Netherlands. It thereby zooms in on the everyday articulation of a 
metaphoric figure that is central to the culturalization of citizenship 
and that has come to play an increasingly pivotal role in the Dutch 
political and cultural imagination in broader terms: the figure of 
the ordinary Dutch person. The book takes as a starting point 
the emergence, in the extended aftermath of decolonization and 
the Cold War and amidst the withering of the Fordist-Keynesian 
compact in Europe, of what Nicholas de Genova has referred to 
as ‘the European question’, or the problem of Europeanness. The 
reanimation of nationalism in Europe, which is expressed in the 
rise and growing social and political influence of exclusionary 
political formations, practices, and ideas, calls for an anthropology 
that turns attention to precisely those European populations 
construed as native or ‘autochthonous’. The focus of the book has 
therefore been on ethnographic case studies in which everyday 
articulations of autochthony and the politics of cultural and social 
location animating Dutch citizens - categorized as autochthonous 
- could be studied from a microscopic, ethnographic perspective. I 
do not attempt to give an ‘overview’ of the plurality of autochthony 
in the Netherlands, but study its articulation in local dynamics 
in Amsterdam New West surrounding struggles over the right to 
the city; the negotiation of respectability and stigmatization; the 
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politics of self and other; and the interconnections of sexuality, 
politics, and locality and belonging in Amsterdam New West. 

In the introduction, I argue that the rise to political 
influence of nativist populisms demands an analytic focus on 
the reconstruction of majoritarian identities in Europe, and the 
everyday discourses and politics emerging in this context. I show 
that the Netherlands’ political landscape has shifted after the rise 
and murder of Pim Fortuyn in the early 2000s. Fortuyn had built 
his political persona around an attack on the established political 
right for not heeding the widespread frustration with refugees 
and immigrants, while blaming the left for abandoning ‘ordinary 
people’ to the consequences of immigration and what he called 
‘Islamization’. This discourse built on already existing public and 
political modes of identifying alterity and associating migrants and 
their offspring - metonymically but sometimes metaphorically - 
with social problems and feelings of discomfort and displacement.

I argue that a critical and ethnographic perspective is needed. 
Once understood as a 'fiction' - in the Geertzian sense, hence as 
'something made', 'something fashioned' - the task becomes to 
explore the performative power and persuasiveness of autochthony, 
and the ways in which it is materialized in people’s everyday 
life-worlds as common sense and 'really real’. This study is thus 
concerned with the ethnography of a culturalist common-sense 
in the Netherlands. Rather than focusing only on the national, 
discursive frame, I ask how the culturalization of citizenship has 
played out in people’s everyday life-worlds.

Culturalism, I argue, can be understood as a particular 
distribution of the sensible, as Jacques Rancière has put it: a ‘regime’ 
of making (common) sense, of putting things and people in their 
place and role, while ideologically legitimizing this particular 
distribution. I show in this dissertation that the construction of 
autochthony is always already contingent upon alterity - upon the 
images and emotions that ‘adhere’ to culturalized and ethnicized 
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Others. Autochthony is dependent upon the ways in which the 
Other is produced as a knowable object. My study focuses on 
various ways in which this ‘common sense’, is produced and 
maintained in everyday discourses by zooming in on discussions 
surrounding the tangible, material future of the neighborhood 
and what I have called the discourse of displacement; on the 
anthropology of disorder, respectability and what I refer to as a 
nostalgia for the state; on the everyday politics of loss, alterity, and 
race; and on the sexual politics of culturalism. 

Rather than understanding super-diversity in terms of an 
increasing normalization of alterity, I argue that the contemporary 
global city is characterized by what Birgit Meyer and Peter 
Geschiere have called a 'dialectics of flow and closure': increasing 
heterogeneity, while sometimes becoming commonplace, also 
sometimes provokes an ever more powerful focus on locality, 
belonging, and identity fixture. In a world characterized by flux, a 
great deal of energy is invested in fixing, controlling, and freezing 
identities. As I see it, Dutch culturalism is a discourse of controlling 
and fixing identity in times of urban transformation and global 
flux. I also argue that the study of Dutch autochthony cannot be an 
exercise in culturalism only: to understand the emotional impact of 
autochthony and its - albeit complicated and always contradictory 
- resonance with people’s everyday life, we have to take seriously 
transformations at the level urban politics and political economy. 
I argue that the ascent of culturalism must be understood in the 
context of the shift from Fordism to post-Fordism and the growing 
influence of neoliberal representations and ideas. 

In Chapter 2, I start developing this approach by zooming 
in on the transformations of urban politics in Amsterdam, and 
the ways in which it is contested and negotiated. I argue that these 
politics offer a good angle and starting point for the ethnographic 
exploration of new cultural practices like autochthony. This 
chapter is explicitly is grounded in a ‘Marxian’ understanding 
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of late-capitalist development - the analysis that contemporary 
urban transformations signal a process of transformation from a 
Fordist to a post-Fordist society, associating post-Fordism with the 
‘condition of postmodernity’ and with globalization. The period 
of the large scale modernist projects of the post-war Netherlands, 
characterized by a strong belief in social ‘makeability’ and efforts 
to enfold the popular classes into middle class morality, order, 
and affluence, has slowly but surely come to an end. As in other 
European countries, we have seen the emergence of another mode 
of regulating populations and organizing economy and society. 
Developments in Amsterdam New West exemplify this shift to 
post-Fordism. In this chapter, I zoom in on the perspectives of 
‘autochthonous’ residents in New West, demonstrating how the 
plans for the demolition and restructuring of the neighborhood 
opened up a space for the articulation of a discourse of displacement 
in antagonistic relations with ‘Others’ - elites and sometimes 
(post-)migrants.

I have called this narrative a discourse of displacement. In 
and through this discourse, residents in New West not only express 
a sense of distrust in (political) establishments, but also express 
what they see as a lack of democracy and voice. Arguing they 
have no real voice in decision making processes, they give form 
and shape to a discourse of resistance in and through which they 
engage in a struggle for their right to the city: a right to stay put. 
While contradictory and plural, their narratives resonate with 
populist discourse in the public sphere.

In analyzing this discourse, I build on and develop a non-
essentialist approach to populism, while locating the emergence of 
populist everyday discourse within a particular context of social and 
urban transformation. In chapter 3, I continue thinking through the 
role of the state - and other authorities - by focusing on the question 
of respectability and (dis)order, and what I have called a ‘longing 
for the state’ in the making of autochthony. In the study of the 
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culturalization of citizenship, the emotional politics surrounding 
neighborhood decline have not yet been fully taken into account. 
Yet, the figure of the pluri-ethnic, popular neighborhood plays a 
key role in culturalist discourse. Indeed, these neighborhoods are 
framed as the spaces where a ‘multicultural drama’ is taking place. 
In this chapter, I explore the role of the imaginary of neighborhood 
decline and the politics of respectability in the formation of home 
and self-understanding in New West. As I demonstrate, people 
define and defend their home or locality in the face of what they 
perceive as a growing threat to their way of life and their hard-won 
respectability. This process is contingent upon people’s situated 
politics in local neighborhoods, as well as upon extra-local, macro-
processes of territorial stigmatization and the declining value 
attached to public housing in our neoliberal era that residents must 
navigate in order to defend their cherished respectability. People 
find their self-worth in their ability to be worthy of respect and 
in drawing boundaries against those who are conceived as lacking 
respectability.

I zoom in on narratives of neighborhood decline, which 
reveal a particular emotional practice: nostalgia. To understand 
this, I use the work of Andrea Muehlebach and Nitzan Shoshan 
on post-Fordist affect, a concept that provides continuity to my 
argument throughout this book. In post-Fordist times, the space of 
experience of ‘ordinary people’ in a neighborhood like New West 
is shrinking and no longer fits the horizon of expectation. This is 
particularly visible in people’s delineation of the state as incapable 
of ensuring order and their nostalgic investment in the state of 
the past. using ethnographic evidence, I argue that people are 
looking to protect a shrinking space of experience that no longer 
fits the horizon of expectation in postindustrial Amsterdam. 
Nostalgia might be seen to function as a resource of what Hall 
and Lamont have called social resilience in a time of neoliberal 
transformations. By evoking an absent past, people give form and 
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shape to a contemporary, but diffuse and unstable, critique of the 
transformation of the role of the state and housing corporations in 
the life of the neighborhood and the conduct of things.

Chapter 4 offers an analysis of the relationship between 
this politics nostalgia and the question of cultural and perceived, 
experienced alterity. Focusing on enactments of autochthony, 
I show that the making and doing of autochthony is always 
dependent on the figure of the Other. I flesh out in some detail the 
everyday politics of self and other in Amsterdam New West. As I 
have pointed out, the contemporary condition of super-diversity 
is sometimes seen as going hand in hand with a normalization 
of difference in the public arena. I argue that the encounter with 
difference does not necessarily lead to increasing understanding 
of, or positive respect for the Other. Proximity does not in all 
circumstances lead to more intercultural understanding. The 
racialization of the figure of the everyman (as white) in this 
chapter directs my attention to recent academic debates in the 
Netherlands concerning the relationship between culturalization, 
nativism, and racialization. As I argue, the influential construction 
of the Netherlands as post- or non-racial is problematic in a 
number of ways. First, it is grounded in the premise that a clear 
distinction can be made between culturalism and ethnocentrism 
on the one hand and racism on the other. While it may be true 
that 'race' has, at least among those who have symbolic power, 
been semantically conquered and that the category of race - once 
assumed to be scientific fact - has been debunked, it must at the 
same time be emphasized that the racial has always been cultural. 
A clear distinction between cultural essentialism and racism 
cannot be made.

Chapter 5 continues my critical investigation of the dynamics 
of culturalization. In this chapter, I foreground the complex interplay 
of religion, secularism and sexuality in the ‘making’ and ‘doing’ of 
autochthony in an everyday, local context, a complexity that is lost 
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in much of the existing analyses of Dutch multiculturalism and 
sexual politics. In recent decades the Netherlands has witnessed 
a quite remarkable shift in the social location of gay politics as 
they relate to the rise of anti-multiculturalism in Europe. LGBTIQ 
rights and discourses are employed to frame ‘Western’ Europe 
as the ‘avatar of both freedom and modernity’ while depicting 
especially Muslim citizens as backwards and homophobic. This 
symbolic representation at the level of the nation also plays out 
at the level of geographical space in Amsterdam: whereas the 
city center is produced in public discourse as modern, ‘secular’ 
and as possessing gay capital, its racialized peripheries are often 
represented as religiously conservative, intolerant, homophobic 
and perilous for LGBTIQ people.

These representations of the entangled relations between 
sexual politics, religion and the racialization of young, post-
migrant men are inscribed in the urban fabric. That is to say, the 
‘gay capital’ of the city – the visibility and cultural and commercial 
presence of ‘gayness’ in Amsterdam that plays such a key role in 
the city’s global iconography – is unevenly distributed across 
space, with areas that possess more ‘mainstream’ gay capital 
represented as more Dutch. While Amsterdam’s city center and 
some of its surrounding affluent neighborhoods are seen to have 
a large amount of gay capital, the less affluent and more peripheral 
neighborhoods are represented as potentially homophobic and 
dangerous. We can thus identify a dynamic in which Dutch homo-
tolerance and Amsterdam’s ‘gay capital’ come into being in and 
through a process of peripheralization of urban spaces marked by 
greater ethnic or racial diversity; as homo-tolerance and gay capital 
come to be associated with the cultural and spatial center of the 
city, homophobia becomes tied up with imaginaries of the city’s 
culturalized and racialized peripheries. Amsterdam New West, I 
suggest, is one of these racialized peripheries, a post-migrant space 
deemed perilous for LGBTIQ subjects.
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The debate on sexual emancipation and gender equality has 
had a strong impact on how some self-identified liberal Muslims 
have discussed the situation concerning people categorized 
as Muslim - and as perilous to the moral integrity of the post-
progressive nation - in the Netherlands. First of all, pragmatists are 
drawn into the logic of neoculturalism, which represents Dutch 
society in terms of an opposition between sexual progress and 
Muslim moralities. The investments of pragmatists and social-
democrats in the discourse of sexual and feminist progress have 
made it increasingly difficult for pragmatists to find a language to 
negate culturalist framings of Muslims as traditional and intolerant. 
Second, the position of lesbians, gays, bisexuals, and transgenders 
and women within Muslim communities has become a rallying 
point of liberal Muslims, like Ahmed Marcouch, for whom 
LGBTQ-issues offer 'ethical moments' in and through which they 
refashion their moral and political selves. 

What holds these different articulations of the relationship 
between homosexuality and Islam together is a particular, 
homogenizing culturalism: within culturalist representations, 
‘homosexuality’ emerges as a singular and universal category. I 
argue, however, that sexuality is not singular, but asymmetrical and 
plural. This is a crucial insight for the analysis of LGBTIQ-practices 
and identities in a globalizing world. The culturalist framework 
overwrites these complexities.

In the concluding chapter of this book, I return to some of the 
central premises of my argument by reflecting on the multicultural 
city. I make use of Richard Sennett’s analysis in his landmark Flesh 
and Blood to think through on the lived multiculturalism: the 
consequences of super-diversity in everyday life. Sennett’s call for a 
particular, ‘progressive’ sensuous community - in which the body 
has been brought to moral sensate life and people embrace difference 
- stands in contrast to the autochthonic sense of community that I 
encountered among white Dutch people in Amsterdam New West. 
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The crisis of multiculturalism in the Netherlands is associated not 
with a lack of ‘physical awareness’, but with a strong awareness of 
the ‘bodies of others’ and a politicization of difference, which has its 
effects in the realm of the quotidian. Both Sennett’s agenda for the 
multicultural city and the culturalist dissatisfaction with difference 
and diversity are concerned with ‘lived experience’ - and with the 
ways in which proximate Others are encountered. Moreover, both 
perspectives rely on the fact that human beings are endowed not 
only with the gift of language and knowledge, but with a sense for 
sensing. We can argue that what presents itself to sense experience 
and how alterity is perceived, is structured by the political field and 
public discourse.

In the conclusion, I also return to some other central 
debates I engage with in this dissertation. I have developed a non-
substantialist approach to the ‘autochthonous majority, focusing 
- ethnographically - on everyday practices in and through which 
culturalist discourses are appropriated, negotiated, and sometimes 
contested. The everyday narratives that people develop cannot 
simply be seen as reflections or effects of a dominant discourse, but 
must be understood as productive of alternative narratives, forms 
of social resilience, and sometimes as more or less articulate forms 
of resistance. In my view, the culturalization of politics we are 
experiencing today is intimately tied up with the particular moment 
in the history of capitalism in which we are living right now. I 
have tried to place the culturalization of citizenship in a broader 
social, political, and socio-economic context: the transformation 
of Dutch society from a Fordist, industrial and modern society to a 
post-Fordist, postindustrial and postmodern society. 
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In dit boek onderzoek ik de politiek van autochtonie in 
Nederland. Ik zoom daarbij in op de alledaagse articulatie van een 
metaforische figuur die een centrale rol speelt in de culturalisering 
van burgerschap en meer algemeen een belangrijke rol heeft in   
de Nederlandse politieke en culturele verbeelding: de figuur van 
de ‘gewone Nederlander’. Het uitgangspunt van dit onderzoek 
is de opkomst van wat Nicholas de Genova heeft aangeduid als 
het probleem van ‘Europees zijn’. De opleving van nationalisme 
in Europa, die we uitgedrukt zien in de groeiende invloed van 
neonationalistische politieke formaties, een sterke focus op 
de nationale identiteit en op culturele waarden vraagt in mijn 
opvatting   om een   antropologie die zich richt op de Europese 
groepen die worden gezien als oorspronkelijk of ‘autochtoon’. In dit 
boek ontwikkel ik een etnografisch perspectief, waarbij ik me richt 
op de alledaagse articulatie van autochtonie in de lokale context 
van Amsterdam Nieuw West. Ik probeer geen overzicht te geven 
van de verschillende uitdrukkingen van autochtonie in Nederland, 
maar richt me op een aantal etnografische cases: de strijd tegen de 
sloop van woningen en voor het ‘recht op de stad’; discussies rond 
respectabiliteit en stigmatisering; de politiek van zelf en ander 
waarin ‘ras’ en cultuur een rol spelen; en de interconnecties tussen 
seksualiteit, secularisme, en lokaliteit in Amsterdam Nieuw West.
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In de inleiding betoog ik dat de culturalisering van burgerschap 
een   analytische focus op lokale en nationale identiteiten en groepen 
noodzakelijk maakt. Als we deze ontwikkelingen willen begrijpen, 
moeten we ons niet alleen richten op het politiek discours, maar de 
analytische aandacht verleggen naar het dagelijks leven van mensen 
en de invloed van publieke debatten op alledaagse perspectieven. 
Etnografie kan daarbij een belangrijke bijdrage leveren. In de 
inleiding laat ik zien dat het politieke debat in Nederland een 
belangrijke transformatie heeft doorgemaakt tijdens en na de 
opkomst van en de moord op Pim Fortuyn in de periode 2001 - 
2002. Fortuyn ontwikkelde zijn politieke discours als een aanval op 
de gevestigde politiek: waar rechtse partijen in zijn ogen te weinig 
deden om uitdrukking te geven aan wijdverspreide frustraties over 
vluchtelingen en immigranten, beschuldigde hij linkse politici 
ervan ‘gewone mensen’ het slachtoffer te hebben gemaakt van 
immigratie en ‘islamisering’. Zijn vertoog bouwde voort op reeds 
bestaande repertoires, waarin migranten en hun (klein)kinderen 
werden geassocieerd met sociale problemen en met gevoelens 
van onbehagen en verdringing bij de ‘oorspronkelijke’, autochtone 
bevolking.

Ik betoog dat een kritisch en etnografisch perspectief op deze 
ontwikkelingen nodig is. Autochtonie is een sociale constructie en, 
zoals Clifford Geertz het noemt, een fictie. Het is de uitdaging om 
de overtuigingskracht van dit discursieve construct te begrijpen en 
te analyseren hoe dit discours materialiseert in de alledaagse levens 
van mensen; een vanzelfsprekende vorm aanneemt en dus als ‘echt’ 
wordt ervaren. Dit onderzoek biedt dus een etnografie van ‘het 
culturalisme’ als een vanzelfsprekend vertoog, een niet-reflexief 
perspectief op de wereld. Veel van het onderzoek op het terrein van 
integratie en de culturalisering van burgerschap houdt zich bezig 
met het publiek discours en politieke ontwikkelingen: ik houd mij 
daarentegen vooral bezig met het dagelijks leven.
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Culturalisme kan begrepen worden in de termen van 
Jacques Rancière: wat hij ‘de deling van het waarneembare’ 
noemt. Het systeem van vanzelfsprekende feiten van zintuiglijke 
perceptie dat tegelijk het bestaan aan het licht brengt van iets 
gemeenschappelijks én van de afbakeningen van delen en posities 
daarbinnen. Een deling van het waarneembare vestigt terzelfder 
tijd iets gemeenschappelijks dat wordt gedeeld, en delen die 
daarvan uitgesloten zijn.39 In dit proefschrift laat ik zien dat de 
constructie van autochtonie altijd afhankelijk is van de figuur van 
de Ander - van de beelden en emoties die in dominante vertogen 
en representaties worden geassocieerd met geculturaliseerde en 
geracialiseerde minderheden. Autochtonie is afhankelijk van 
de wijze waarop de Ander wordt geproduceerd alsof deze een 
kenbare, bevattelijke essentie heeft. Mijn onderzoek richt zich 
op de verschillende manieren waarop deze vanzelfsprekende 
‘waarneming’ wordt geproduceerd en in stand wordt gehouden in 
dagelijks vertogen. 

Een van de theoretische debatten waarmee ik me in dit 
boek bezig houd is de discussie over super-diversiteit. In plaats 
van super-diversiteit te begrijpen, zoals soms gebeurt, als een 
toenemende normalisering van verschil en diversiteit, betoog ik 
dat de hedendaagse, stad wordt gekenmerkt door wat Birgit Meyer 
en Peter Geschiere een dialectiek van flow en closure hebben 
genoemd: toenemende heterogeniteit leidt soms tot normalisering 
van verschil, maar kan ook hand in hand gaan met een steeds 
sterkere focus op lokale identificatie en uitsluiting. In een wereld die 
gekenmerkt wordt door dynamiek, wordt veel energie gestoken in 
het controleren en reguleren van identiteit. Ik zie het culturalisme 

39 Ik dank deze Nederlandstalige uitleg van het begrip aan Matthias Lievens, in: 
Representatie en contestatie: Jacques Rancière over democratie. Wijsgerig
 Perspectief, 2011. 
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in Nederland dus als een poging om cultuur en identiteit vast te 
pinnen, te controleren. Om dit proces te begrijpen kunnen we 
ons niet alleen richten op culturele dynamiek. Deze processen 
zijn onderdeel van een bredere sociale dynamiek: transformaties 
op het niveau van stedelijke politiek en politieke economie en 
de shift in bredere zin van een fordistische, moderne naar een 
postfordistische, ‘postmoderne’ samenleving. Daarnaast is van 
belang de toenemende invloed van het neoliberalisme als ideologie 
serieus te nemen. 

In hoofdstuk 2 ontwikkel ik deze benadering door in te zoomen 
op de transformatie van stedelijke politiek in Amsterdam Nieuw 
West. Ik laat zien dat veranderingen op het vlak van woningbouw een 
startpunt bieden voor de etnografische bestudering van autochtonie als 
culturele praktijk. Dit hoofdstuk biedt een ‘marxiaanse’ benadering van 
laat-kapitalistische ontwikkeling in Nederland: de transformatie van 
de stad en stedelijk beleid is exemplarisch, betoog ik, voor de overgang 
van een fordistische naar een postfordistische samenleving, waarbij 
‘het postfordisme’ geassocieerd kan worden met wat David Harvey 
de postmoderne toestand noemt. De periode van de grootschalige 
modernistische projecten die het naoorlogse Nederland kenmerkten, 
en waarin een sterk geloof in sociale maakbaarheid en emancipatie naar 
voren kwam, is langzaam maar zeker tot een einde komen. Net als in 
andere Europese landen zien we de opkomst van andere vormen van 
sociale regulering en van het organiseren van economie en samenleving.

Ik laat zien hoe plannen voor de grootschalige sloop en 
vernieuwing van de wijk de symbolische ruimte creëerden voor een 
discours van verdringing, waarin door autochtone wijkbewoners 
een zelfopvatting werd gearticuleerd in antagonistische relatie 
met ‘anderen’: economische en politieke elites en soms (post)
migranten. Een zelfopvatting die niet slechts discursief is, maar 
een belichaamde en emotionele dimensie kent. Het discours van 
verdringing biedt een idioom waarmee mensen hun gevoelens van 
wantrouwen vis-a-vis de politieke instituties kunnen uitdrukken 
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en bovendien vorm kunnen geven aan een door hen ervaren 
gebrek aan democratie en stem. Het discours van verdringing kan 
gezien worden als een discours van verzet waarbinnen bewoners 
vorm geven aan hun ‘recht op de stad’: het recht om ‘te blijven 
zitten’. Ik betoog in dit hoofdstuk dat dit vertoog op complexe wijze 
resoneert met het populistisch discours zoals dat circuleert in de 
publieke sfeer.

In het hoofdstuk bouw ik voort op een niet-essentialistische 
benadering van populisme. Ik laat zien hoe populistische 
perspectieven begrepen moeten worden binnen een bepaalde 
context van sociale en stedelijke transformatie. In hoofdstuk 3 
ontwikkel ik deze inzichten verder door me met name te richten 
op de rol van de staat in de dagelijkse praktijken en vertogen 
van bewoners. Dit hoofdstuk zoomt in op discussies rond de 
respectabiliteit van de wijk en kwesties van orde en stigmatisering. 
In deze discussies zien we een zeker ‘verlangen naar de staat’: 
een verlangen dat een belangrijke rol speelt in de constructie van 
autochtonie. De emotionele dimensie van de wijk, begrepen als een 
‘thuis’, speelt hier een centrale rol. De pluri-etnische volkswijk is 
een belangrijk metaforisch figuur in het culturalistisch discours: 
deze wordt gezien als het toneel van een ‘multicultureel drama’. Ik 
zoek uit welke rol de verbeelding van de ‘super-diverse’ wijk speelt 
in de perspectieven van mensen - en op welke manier bewoners 
omgaan met stigmatisering. Ik laat zien dat mensen geneigd zijn 
de respectabiliteit van hun wijk te verdedigen, ondanks het feit dat 
zij weinig controle hebben over de publieke representatie. Mensen 
verdedigen de wijk door het construeren van grenzen met groepen 
die worden gezien als de agenten van afnemende respectabiliteit. 
Zij doen dit in een context waarin de waardering voor sociale 
woningbouw sterk is afgenomen. 

De alledaagse vertogen van bewoners laten een specifieke 
culturele praktijk zien: nostalgie. Ik gebruik het werk van Andrea 
Muehlebach en Nitzan Shoshan over ‘postfordistisch affect’ - een 
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concept dat verschillende argumenten in dit boek met elkaar 
verbindt. In postfordistische tijden krimpt de ‘ervaringsruimte’ 
van zogenoemde ‘gewone mensen’. Dit is vooral zichtbaar in de 
vertogen rond de staat en nostalgische investering van bewoners in 
het verleden. Ik laat zien hoe mensen, in nostalgische praktijken, 
proberen hun manier van leven en ervaren te verdedigen en 
beschermen. Nostalgie kan gezien worden als een bron van wat 
Hall en Lamont ‘sociale veerkracht’ in een tijd van neoliberale 
transformaties noemen. Door het oproepen van een afwezig 
verleden geven bewoners actief vorm aan een eigentijdse, maar 
diffuse en instabiele kritiek op de transformatie van de rol van de 
staat en de woningcorporaties in neoliberale tijden.

Hoofdstuk 4 biedt een analyse van de relatie tussen deze 
nostalgische praktijken en de kwestie van de culturele Ander. Door 
me te focussen op autochtonie als sociale praktijk laat ik zien dat 
autochtonie altijd afhankelijk is van de figuur van de Ander. Zoals 
gezegd betoog ik dat super-diversiteit niet in alle omstandigheden 
leidt tot een beter begrip of positieve evaluatie van de ander. 
Nabijheid leidt niet in alle gevallen tot meer intercultureel begrip. 
De racialisering van de figuur van de ‘gewone man of vrouw’ (als 
wit) speelt een sleutelrol in dit hoofdstuk. De invloedrijke notie 
dat Nederland niet- of post-raciaal (en daarmee post-racistisch) is, 
beschouw ik als zeer problematisch. Deze notie is gebaseerd op de 
veronderstelling dat een duidelijk onderscheid mogelijk is tussen 
culturalisme en etnocentrisme enerzijds en racisme anderzijds: 
ik betoog daarentegen dat racisme altijd cultureel is geweest en 
laat zien hoe ras, ruimte, cultuur en klasse samenvloeien in de 
alledaagse constructie van autochtonie in Nieuw West. 

In hoofdstuk 5 zoom ik vervolgens verder in op de complexe 
dynamiek van culturalisering. In dit hoofdstuk laat ik zien hoe 
religie, secularisme en seksualiteit samenkomen in de constructie 
van autochtonie. In de afgelopen decennia zijn we in Nederland 
getuige geweest van een opmerkelijke verschuiving in de sociale 
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locatie van seksuele politiek, met name homorechten en met name 
in relatie tot de opkomst van anti-multiculturalisme. LHBT-rechten 
en vertogen worden in toenemende mate ingezet om ‘Europa’ neer 
te zetten als de ‘avatar’ van vrijheid en moderniteit en moslims 
als achterlijk en homofoob. Deze symbolische representatie op 
het niveau van de natie werkt door in de ruimtelijke politiek 
en verbeelding: waar het centrum van de stad in de publieke 
verbeelding wordt gezien als modern en seculier, wordt de 
geracialiseerde periferie voorgesteld als religieus conservatief, 
intolerant, homofoob en zelfs gevaarlijk voor LHBTs. Het gay capital 
van de stad - de zichtbaarheid en de culturele en commerciële 
aanwezigheid van ‘homoseksualiteit’ in Amsterdam - is ongelijk 
verdeeld over de ruimte. Waar het centrum van Amsterdam en een 
aantal van de omliggende, welgestelde wijken worden gezien als 
homovriendelijk, worden de minder welvarende en meer perifere 
wijken voorgesteld als potentieel homofoob en gevaarlijk. We zien 
dus een dynamiek waarin Nederlandse homo-tolerantie en het 
Amsterdamse gay capital tot stand komen in relatie tot de framing 
van armere, perifere wijken als problematisch.

In het afsluitende hoofdstuk van dit boek kom ik terug op een 
aantal van de centrale onderdelen van mijn betoog door te 
reflecteren op hedendaags multiculturalisme in de stedelijke 
omgeving. Ik maak gebruik van het werk van Richard Sennett, die 
in zijn belangrijke boek Flesh and Blood uit 1994 een oproep doet 
voor meer contact en een bewustere zintuigelijke waarneming van 
de Ander. Sennetts pleidooi voor een progressieve zintuigelijke 
‘gewaarwording’ van de Ander, waarbij mensen vorm geven aan 
zichzelf door verschil en diversiteit te omarmen, staat in schril 
contrast met het autochtone ‘gevoel van gemeenschap’ dat ik 
onder witte Nederlanders in Amsterdam Nieuw West tegenkwam. 
De crisis van het multiculturalisme in Nederland kan niet 
geassocieerd worden met een gebrek aan zintuigelijk bewustzijn, 
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maar hangt juist samen met een sterk bewustzijn van de lichamen 
van anderen en een politisering van (belichaamd en cultureel) 
verschil, die grote gevolgen heeft in het alledaagse leven. Zowel 
Sennetts agenda voor de multiculturele stad als de culturalistische 
ontevredenheid met verschil en diversiteit hangen samen met 
zintuigelijke ‘beleving’ - en met de manier waarop de nabijheid van 
de Ander wordt ervaren. Beide perspectieven beroepen zich op 
het feit dat mensen niet alleen taal en kennis tot hun beschikking 
hebben, maar zintuigelijke wezens zijn. In dit boek betoog ik dat 
zintuigelijke ervaring - inclusief de ervaring van de Ander - nauw 
samenhangt met politieke vertogen. De ervaring is niet direct of 
onschuldig, maar politiek, zelfs ideologisch. 

In de conclusie kom ik ook terug op een aantal centrale 
debatten waarmee ik me engageer in dit proefschrift. Ik heb 
een niet-substantialistische benadering van de ‘autochtone 
meerderheid’ ontwikkeld, waarin ik me door middel van etnografie 
richt op de dagelijkse paktijk waarin culturalistische vertogen 
worden toegeëigend en onderhandeld. De alledaagse verhalen 
die mensen ontwikkelen kunnen niet slechts gezien worden als 
reflecties of effecten van een dominante discours, maar moeten 
ook worden opgevat als productief: mensen creëeren alternatieve 
verhalen, laten een zekere mate van sociale veerkracht zien, en 
geven uitdrukking aan min of meer gearticuleerde vormen van 
verzet. Ik heb geprobeerd om de culturalisering van burgerschap 
in een bredere sociale, politieke en sociaal-economische context 
te plaatsen: de transformatie van de Nederlandse samenleving 
van een fordistische, industriële en moderne samenleving tot een 
postfordistische, postindustriële en postmoderne samenleving.
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