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1. INTRODUCTION
COMMUNITY AND CITIZENSHIP IN NEIGHBOURHOOD 

REGENERATION

‘TOGETHERSloterMORE!’

“There are many people in Slotermeer concerned about the future of  the neighbourhood. The music 
teacher who organises a neighbourhood musical with children from the neighbourhood. The baker 
who bakes bread for a neighbourhood event. And the teacher? Well, he doesn’t bake anything, but he 
gives help with homework classes. And the mother who, after school, takes care of  the children of  the 
neighbourhood, she is concerned about the future. And the older gentleman who sweeps the street twice a 
week too. Neighbourhood Circle brings all these people together and allows for the creation of  new 
links and new ideas in which anything goes. So think about how you can best use your talents to make 
Slotermeer even more beautiful. Because, together we can do more, TOGETHERSloterMORE!1”

In 2007, this optimistic call was placed in the monthly update of  a free district newspaper 
in Slotermeer. The call evokes a very specific representation of  Slotermeer, a village-like 
atmosphere where residents care for each other and where, together, they weave a warm 
web of  social relations. Slotermeer is not, however a village. It is an urban neighbourhood 
on the periphery of  the city of  Amsterdam with a population of  16.400, many of  whom 
suffer from urban marginality (cf. Wacquant, 1999), with poverty, unemployment, school 
dropout, criminality and feelings of  anxiety shaping the daily reality of  its inhabitants 
(Gemeente Amsterdam, 2008c). Issues which are associated with the globalisation of  the 
city, including increasing ethnic and class segregation, the stagnation of  social mobility 
among (post)migrant groups and the perceived lack of  liveability in some urban districts. 
As a result, the neighbourhood is framed in policy discourse as a ‘deprived’ or ‘problematic’ 
neighbourhood and has frequently been targeted as a neighbourhood in need of  national 
and local policy intervention. Dutch neighbourhoods such as Slotermeer have been part 
of  all kinds of  policy interventions since the mid-1990s – for instance as part of  the Big 
Cities Policy (1994 – 2009) and the Urban Renewal Policy (1997 – 2014) – and, as such, 
have undergone a wide-ranging physical and socio-economic regeneration. Like many 
other Dutch deprived urban neighbourhoods, Slotermeer struggles to leave its stigma of  
a problematic neighbourhood behind, to replace it with a future of  physical renewal, 
economic prosperity and the social integration of  its population.
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A leaflet distributed as part of  Neighbourhood Circle. Also distributed as poster. The text says: Good idea? 
We participate! Do you have an idea which improves your neighbourhood? Apply for a grant at the local 
administration of  Geuzenveld-Slotermeer.

Something else in the call stands out too, the seemingly responsible, altruistic behaviour of  
those who live in Slotermeer. Apparently, not only are residents concerned with the future 
of  their living environment, they contribute actively to it, they teach, care, bake and sweep. 
Their prominence in the call serves a purpose: in Slotermeer, residents, in their role as 
active citizens, play an important role in the policy efforts to regenerate the neighbourhood. 
Neighbourhood Circle2 presents such a policy effort. It is a community participation programme 
initiated by the local administration to build upon the ‘self-organising potential of  the local 
community’ in Slotermeer. More specifically, it offers residents the opportunity to organise 
weekly coffee mornings for lonely elderly or (post)migrant women in the neighbourhood 
centre, to initiate a project to collectively refurbish a dilapidated playground for children 
or to host a public event in their street for their neighbours.

As a policy program, Neighbourhood Circle is part of  an ongoing large-scale urban 
regeneration of  the district of  Amsterdam New-West, a district of  several neighbourhoods of  
which Slotermeer is part. This urban regeneration consists of  an extensive physical, economic 
and social programme for the district, which aims to facilitate the management of  urban 
marginality. In addition to the ‘top-down’ physical, economic and social regeneration of  New 
West, the local administration of  Geuzenveld-Slotermeer started Neighbourhood Management 
in 2004 as a ‘bottom-up’ strategy complementary to the development of  the district and its 
population. While the urban regeneration programme aimed to improve the overall living 
standards in Slotermeer by targeting the flood of  middle-income households through an 
improvement and variance of  the monotone housing supply, Neighbourhood Management, 
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with the same aim, specifically targeted the assumed negative effects on social cohesion 
in the district. This policy strategy aimed at ‘shared responsibility’ between citizens and 
local government for their neighbourhood and intended to ‘improve the general image of  
Slotermeer’ by strengthening the capacity of  residents through ‘enhancing social cohesion’.

Neighbourhood Circle forms the essential pillar of  Neighbourhood Management and 
is accompanied by an elaborate communication campaign, leaflets and posters, logos and 
slogans, festivals and collective gatherings where optimistic, cheerful messages and colourful, 
visions of  the future are presented and spread throughout the neighbourhood.

Logo of  Neighbourhood Circle

This variety of  communicational resources imagines and advertises Slotermeer as a place 
pulsating with collective energy and enthusiasm, as a warm, harmonious community 
where people feel at home in and spontaneously engage with each other. Interestingly, 
Neighbourhood Circle does not really advertise this image of  Slotermeer to outsiders, 
rather it does to those actually living in Slotermeer. It makes a promise to its residents.

Impressions of  the renewal festival ‘Geuzenveld-Slotermeer changes!’

Community and citizenship in neighbourhood regeneration

That the community holds many promises is a message that has found its way from academia to 
the applied domain of  policy through the mediating work of  scholars such as Amitai Etzioni 
(1996) and Robert Putnam (2000). Over the past two decades, their communitarian criticism 
of  the lack of  public engagement and a sense of  local belonging has inspired extensive debate 
on local governance in deprived urban neighbourhoods in Western Europe (Forrest and 
Kearns, 2001). Their solutions in the form of  strengthening people’s moral commitment to 
the community they live in, and enabling people to build social capital have guided policy 
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discourse on neighbourhood regeneration and underpins current policy efforts to map and 
utilize community resources. The assumption being that a stronger community will, for 
example, reduce crime, improve liveability and make local government more effective. As a 
result, in order to increase social cohesion in deprived urban neighbourhoods, governments 
have increasingly sought to engage local communities (see Maloney et al, 2000; Lowndes 
and Wilson, 2001; Bull and Jones, 2006; Brownhill and Carpenter, 2009; MacLeavey, 2009; 
Lawless et al, 2010; De Wilde et al, 2014).

The ‘TOGETHERSloterMORE!’-call, and its emphasis on together, has also to be 
understood within the wider context of  a nationwide Neighbourhood Renewal Policy, 
a policy intervention programme initiated and coordinated by the state in 2007 with the aim 
of  transforming neighbourhoods such as Slotermeer from ‘problematic neighbourhoods’ 
[probleemwijken] into ‘powerful neighbourhoods’ [krachtwijken]3. The Neighbourhood 
Renewal Policy originated from a public debate in which the qualification ‘deprived’ became 
associated not only with the physical state of  the housing stock, streets and squares of  these 
neighbourhoods and the socio-economic position of  its residents, but also with the affective 
state of  its population (see Chapter 2). These neighbourhoods came to be seen as ‘festering 
wounds’4 or ‘lost worlds’5 where people felt uprooted, abandoned, and had an eroded 
‘feeling of  familiarity and home’ (De Wilde, 2013a)6. The planned policy programmes 
were directed both at a rational, responsible public and also at a nervous, emotional public 
whose feelings and conduct were thought to arise from fears, insecurities and anxieties. It is 
therefore not surprising that the main protagonist in current policy and academic debates 
on Dutch neighbourhood governance has become the “communitarian” citizen, a resident 
who feels a sense of  belonging and loyalty to her community, identifies with its members, 
and actively engages with and contributes to its well-being.

This dissertation deals with the prominence and promise of  the communitarian citizen 
in current neighbourhood governance in the Netherlands in general, and Slotermeer in 
particular. I start from the proposition that communitarian citizens matter a great deal in 
Dutch national and local neighbourhood policies aimed at neighbourhood regeneration 
(see also Tonkens and De Wilde, 2013). 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 common.

I explore the background to this shift as well as its implications for the relationship between 
citizens and governments. More specifically, I show how this shift has a profound effect on the 
way citizenship is enacted by governance actors in deprived urban neighbourhoods, how it 
influences the type of  policies designed by national and local governments, the professional 
practices of  policy practitioners who implement these policies and the opportunities for 
residents to become engaged in their living environment. It influences who feels heard, 
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acknowledged and included and who does not, and, as such, has an effect on the empowerment 
of  some, the feelings of  exclusion of  others and the sense of  belonging of  all who are subject 
to this type of  governance. I will touch upon these issues in this dissertation because they 
are interesting and, more importantly, they are socially relevant: public media and policy 
papers often report on the beneficial and detrimental effects of  participation programmes 
in neighbourhoods such as Slotermeer and I believe an ethnographic insight can deepen a 
further understanding of, for instance, the cause of  social tensions between autochthonous 
and (post)migrant residents, the potential of  the fragile, but growing emancipation of  (post)
migrants and less educated participating in community engagement programmes or the 
ambiguous appropriation of  public space by middle class households.

Over and above all this, however, is my rather different main quest. To begin with, 
it is important to note that the view on citizenship I present in this dissertation is rather 
different from those of  communitarian-inspired politicians, policy practitioners and scholars. 
In contrast to what communitarian scholars argue, I do not see citizens as autonomous 
entities that exist prior to their contact with the government. Rather, I follow an approach 
which has its roots in a view of  citizenship as an outcome of  governmental relations and 
processes (Rose, 1999; cf. Foucault, 1977; 1991). I am interested in the ‘how’ of  governing 
in Slotermeer  – that is, the way governments try to engage citizens in policies and how they 
appear to do so in a energetic, provocative manner – and for that reason a governmentality-
inspired approach which focuses on governing as a process, which is about imbuing people 
with ‘the power of  freedom’ (Rose, 1999) is more suitable. Based on the writings of  Michel 
Foucault, Nikolas Rose argues that this power of  freedom gives rise to a very specific exercise 
of  power which incorporates local knowledge, social relations and individual capacities and 
particularities of  people, not by containing these, but by enabling people to cultivate these. 
The art of  governing citizens is thus not so much concerned with ‘seeing like a state’ but, 
to paraphrase James Scott (1998), with ‘seeing like a citizen’: a governmental strategy that 
understands what motivates and moves people, develops all sorts of  minute techniques to 
intervene in those motivations and subtly directs the conduct of  people in such a way that 
they help realise the main goals of  this governmental strategy.

A primary insight of  governmentality-studies is that this subtlety comes about through 
installing positive norms. In the case of  Neighbourhood Circle, this is done through specific 
techniques and procedures that form both the conditions for and limits to this provoked sphere 
of  citizenship. I propose that the policy practices of  Neighbourhood Circle are performative 
enactments of  power relations with the potential to produce social identity through a citation 
of  those regulatory norms. By doing so, I conceptualise citizenship as constructed through 
reiterative practices and I apply Judith Butler’s (1990; 1997) theory of  performativity (and 
power) to my study of  the effects of  a call for communitarian citizenship in Slotermeer. More 
specifically, in my empirical chapters, I show how citizens are produced through policy practices 
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by showing how local politicians and policy practitioners aim to produce a particular type 
of  ‘good’, communitarian citizen in Slotermeer. By ethnographically analysing this process 
of  citizen-making I aim to unpack the norms that underlie the current dominant citizenship 
ideal in Western European neighbourhood governance, and aim to understand its effects 
on those living their lives in deprived urban neighbourhoods. As such, the main question 
that guides this dissertation is:

How are citizens enacted in policy through an appeal on their emotions?

In this dissertation I operationalise this research question with the help of  three sub questions: 

1) How do governments intervene in deprived urban neighbourhoods?
2) How are citizens called upon to engage in these interventions?
3) What are the effects of  this call for citizenship on the political subjectivity of  people?

In chapter 2, I will trace the origins, the development and implementation of  Neighbourhood 
Circle in Slotermeer in more detail. Here, it suffices to say that Slotermeer, through the 
large scale urban regeneration project and Neighbourhood Management which fosters 
community participation, has become a site for policy interventionism and that this has given 
rise to Neighbourhood Circle, a policy programme from which communitarian citizens are 
thought to emerge. How this emergence comes about is the central theme of  this dissertation. 

In this chapter, I will introduce my analytical perspective and outline a broader context 
to help understand why, and how, governments intervene in Slotermeer. First, I present 
Slotermeer as a case of  “territorial governance”. Next, to help understand how residents are 
called upon to engage, I will elaborate on the emergence of  a communitarian-invested policy 
discourse in Western European neighbourhoods and introduce the concept of  “affective 
citizenship”. Finally, in order to understand the effects of  this call I will reflect on the “de-
politicising” tendencies within Dutch territorial governance, and the possibility for (new) 
political subjectivities to emerging from this governmental affective citizenship strategy.

TERRITORIAL GOVERNANCE

Slotermeer represents how deprived urban neighbourhoods in the Netherlands are governed 
today. A general trend in current local governance in Western Europe is the increasing 
prominence of  the urban neighbourhood as a site for policy intervention. In many countries, 
policies have been developed to promote the economic and social development of  urban 
neighbourhoods designated as ‘deprived’, ‘defamed’ or ‘disadvantaged’ (for the UK see Foley and 
Martin, 2000; Lawles et al., 2010, for Spain see Pares et al. 2012, for Sweden see Bunar, 2011, 



208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde

25

for Germany see Haus and Klausen, 2011 and for the Netherlands see Uitermark, 2003; 2005; 
Van Gent et al, 2009b, Aalbers and Van Beckhoven, 2010). I understand this interventionism 
as a form of  territorial governance: how specific designated territories (neighbourhoods) within 
a national state are administered and policies are implemented, with a particular reference 
to models of  co-operation and collaboration, both between different levels (local, national or 
European) of  government and between governmental and non-governmental actors with the 
aim of  managing the complexity of  problems characterising these territories (see Davoudi et 
al, 2008 on the concept of  territorial governance, see Uitermark, 2014 on the rise of  territorial 
governance in Western European countries).

Dutch neighbourhood governance 

Aalbers and Van Beckhoven (2010: 452) argue that since the 1990s, there has been a trend in 
which traditional sectoral policies are no longer considered adequate to manage the complexity 
of  problems in urban areas across Europe. The negative influence of  distressed urban areas 
on cities “create[d] both economic and social costs (...) a loss of  potential economic growth 
and an increase in social injustice.” In response many European countries applied a territorial 
approach to the critical situation inherent to many neighbourhoods, departing from the idea 
that an approach which complements different policy sectors and deals simultaneously with 
physical, economic and social aspects would lead to the most effective solutions to problems 
that manifest itself  at a geographical level, such as the neighbourhood (for an overview see 
Aalbers and Van Beckhoven, 2010; Van Gent et al, 2009a; Uitermark, 2014).

In the Netherlands, where governments strongly believe in social engineering (Duyvendak, 
1999), national and local governments have always laid claim to roles in the urban planning 
and regeneration of  neighbourhoods. The “first embryonic steps towards neighbourhood 
governance” (Uitermark, 2005: 155) in the Netherlands can be seen in the development of  
the first Garden Cities in the 1920s and, more importantly, in a phenomenon that has become 
known as “the notion of  neighbourhood” [wijkgedachte] and emerged during the 1940s 
and 1950s when the development of  the welfare state was in full swing and was part of  the 
reconstruction of  the country after the Second World War. Besides providing citizens with social 
security, the state set itself  another task, that of  recovering community life in (primarily) the 
big cities where rapid urbanisation had led to “criminality, destitution (...) antisocial behaviour 
and massive religious apostasy” (Van Doorn, 1955: 62). Urban planners, policy administrators 
and politicians saw a lot of  potential in the neighbourhood as a frame of  integration for “the 
true community” (Bos and Oud, 1946). The state attempted to stimulate this by defining the 
parameters for the spatial and physical development of  neighbourhoods: it primarily translated 
Anglo-Saxon Garden Cities ideas about the spatial interpretation of  community development 
to a Dutch urban context. The spatial structure of  Slotermeer, as part of  the Amsterdam 
Western Garden Cities, is an outcome of  this neighbourhood planning (see Chapter 2).
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The planning of  neighbourhoods as a result of  this “notion of  neighbourhood” can be seen 
as relatively isolated experiments outside the dominant stream of  social policy (De Boer, 2001) 
but this changed in the 1970s and 1980s when experiments with organising “neighbourhood 
welfare planning” [wijkwelzijnsplanning] and “urban renewal” [stadsvernieuwing] marked 
a new chapter in Dutch neighbourhood governance. The neighbourhood welfare planning 
was an outcome of  attempts by the left-wing cabinet to gain more control over social welfare 
services provided in urban neighbourhoods. Traditionally, these had been organised by 
religious and humanist groups. The new dominant idea was that these should no longer 
be planned by the opaque committees of  religious organisations but democratically, by 
citizens themselves. Due to the de-pillarisation in the Netherlands (cf. Kennedy, 1995) in 
that period, this development was possible.

Meanwhile, in large cities such as Rotterdam, the urban renewal begun as a result of  an 
continuing destitution in old, inner-city neighbourhoods. The ideals of  democratisation in the 
1960s (Duyvendak, 1999; Tonkens, 1999) having taking root in the Netherlands, the urban 
renewal was met with protest and active resistance (Mamadouh, 1992) which led to the State 
Secretary of  Urban Renewal to include the voice of  these social protests (Nieuwenhuijsen, 2007). 
He urged his administrators to criss-cross the country, to visit neighbourhoods and to engage 
with residents and their concerns. This culminated both in new housing and in the arrival of  a 
new system of  cooperation between residents, policy administrators and social welfare workers 
in ‘administrative project groups’. Even though relations were polarised, this forced actors to 
tackle the complex social problems together in these demarcated areas and made it possible 
for them to try out a territorial approach to problems in deprived urban neighbourhoods.

In addition, in the 1980s, the Dutch state began a decentralisation of  powers to lower 
levels of  government on all policy areas although there are also those who argue that the 
state has retained a firm grip on financial measures, and continues to wield considerable 
power. In general however, it can be said that local governments gained – at least after policy 
operations like the urban renewal and the Big Cities Policy – more voice in the spending 
of  government budgets. This allowed them to develop more coherent local social policies 
which is an important condition for territorial governance. The decentralisation model 
was also inspired by new ideas on citizenship and democracy. Experiments with interactive 
policy making (citizen panels, city debates, referenda) began, and policy administrators 
were given more leeway to carry out policy within the general parameters of  social policy. 
This decentralization was accompanied by a re-orientation of  local administrations, and 
as a result the citizen became central in Dutch territorial governance.

In summary, the neighbourhood has always been one of  the most important arenas in 
which the relation between citizens, government and civil society has taken shape (Duyvendak 
and Hortulanus, 1999; De Boer, 2001; Uitermark, 2005; WRR, 2005). Social problems are 
managed in a territorialised manner: through a re-assigning of  governmental responsibilities 
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to a neighbourhood level. An important element of  this shift has been the ability of  the 
government to delineate and delegate responsibilities to various local governance actors 
such as local government, housing associations but also the private sector and to ensure 
accurate reporting and monitoring of  delegated responsibilities (Andersen and Van Kempen, 
2001; Uitermark, 2005). This means a delegation both of  projects, and also of  decisions. 
Following initial moves to involve these governance actors, the characteristic of  Dutch 
territorial governance is that, since the 1970s, residents have been asked to become involved 
in both the consultation and delivery of  territorial policies.

In the Dutch Neighbourhood Renewal Policy of  2007 this territorial strategy is visible 
in the manner in which the state presents and positions itself  as an “ally”, promising that, 
in ten to twenty years, the national government is going to transform deprived urban 
neighbourhoods such as Slotermeer together with residents:

”People from all groups in society posses a vast amount of  strength, passion and talent, which, at 
the moment, is insufficiently mobilised. It is important not to lose this good will, which can really be 
felt among residents and many parties in neighbourhoods, but to transfer this in a mutually beneficial 
direction, to a broadly supported approach and to break down the barriers that will manifest. The 
cabinet wants to support these parties as an ‘ally’.” (Ministerie VROM, 2007: 4)

However, where together previously meant that residents were asked and expected to discuss, 
deliberate and have a say in the policy plans concerning the physical, economic and social 
regeneration of  these neighbourhoods through administrative project groups, neighbourhood 
committees and formal procedures, the current trend is to have residents participate in the 
creation of  neighbourhood communities and the production of  social cohesion through 
small, informal and collective initiatives such as coffee mornings, neighbourhood festivities 
and projects such as the refurbishments of  playgrounds, parks and squares (see Chapter 2).

Governing together

Many authors have shown how a re-assignment of  responsibilities to the neighbourhood level 
is accompanied by a re-assignment of  responsibilities to residents and how the creation of  
neighbourhood communities and local policy networks has become an important instrument 
both for the state and for local governments (see among others Raco and Imrie, 2000; Kearns 
and Paddison, 2000; Lowndes and Sullivan, 2008). In this dissertation, I am interested in how 
territorial governance is organised with the help of  citizens. How is urban marginality, which 
is often the result of  complex socio-political issues and trends – globalisation, immigration, 
retrenchment of  the welfare state – translated into problems that can be managed together 
with citizens on a neighbourhood scale? And how are citizens called upon to engage in the 
governance of  deprived urban neighbourhoods?
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Before answering these questions, I need to reflect on the notion of  ‘governance’. To 
talk about ‘governance’ is to engage with a concept that has become very popular in 
understanding processes and decisions which seek to define the actions of  people (for an 
overview see Kooiman, 1993; Rhodes, 1997). Nowadays, in social sciences, it refers to 
a non-hierarchical mode of  governing where non-governmental actors participate with 
the government in the formulation and implementation of  social policy. To answer my 
empirical research questions I employ a theoretical perspective on governance inspired 
by governmentality-studies that provides specific analytic tools for understanding such a 
non-hierarchical mode of  governing.

Governmentality-inspired studies propose that two key practices are required to translate 
a will to govern into explicit policy programs. The first is problematisation or identifying 
something as an issue requiring attention. The second is the act of  rendering governable, a set 
of  practices to translate the issue into a legible field for thought and action by assembling 
information, local knowledge and devising techniques to mobilise the options revealed 
(Rose, 1999, cf. Foucault 1977; 1991). In other words, if  governments want to govern – or 
in my case want to manage urban marginality in deprived urban neighbourhoods – it 
helps to set boundaries around an issue or multiple issues so that it becomes susceptible to 
management, and thus intervention. This raises the question of  what issues there are to 
be governed in Slotermeer.

AFFECTIVE CITIZENSHIP 

Applying a governmentality perspective to the case of  Slotermeer helps to open up to 
investigation how urban marginality has come to be identified there, and to ask the question 
for what issues community participation programmes such as Neighbourhood Circle are actually 
deemed a solution. In this section, I will introduce the analytical concept of  “affective 
citizenship” to help understand how citizens have come to play an important role in territorial 
governance in the Netherlands, and, in particular, in Slotermeer.

Culturalisation of citizenship

In this section I focus on one particular problematisation, the supposed erosion of  social 
cohesion in neighbourhoods such as Slotermeer. Uitermark (2014; 2012) has shown that ever 
since the Dutch state first started experimenting with territorial policies, a link has been 
made between the arrival of  migrants, a fear of  residential segregation and the disintegrating 
cohesive structure of  deprived urban neighbourhoods. This problematisation has continued 
into the past two decades, when policies to enhance social cohesion became integrated 
into the physical, economic and social pillars of  neighbourhood regeneration strategies. 
As Uitermark (2014: 8) argues:
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“The perceived failure of  national models of  integration (multiculturalism) has inaugurated a search 
for alternative frameworks around social cohesion that prioritize the integration of  poor minority groups 
through their incorporation in neighbourhoods. It is feared that tensions within these neighbourhoods – 
especially multicultural tensions – may dislocate society as a whole. Because of  the interdependencies 
between what goes on in these areas and the nation, the tensions are more than a local affair.”

Territorial governance should thus be seen as central to a larger governmental effort to 
manage the negative effects of  macro processes such as globalisation and immigration. 
Duyvendak (2011) has shown how debates over belonging and feeling at home in the 
Netherlands, and Western Europe in general, have been subject to a “nostalgic sentiment 
(...) discursively linked to globalization and immigration”:

“In Western-Europe, the ‘crisis of  home’ relates primarily to the changing composition of  populations and the 
meanings attached to these developments by (populist) politicians. The raging debate around the integration 
of  immigrants is increasingly framed in terms of  who belongs in the Netherlands.” (Idem: 22 – 23)

While Duyvendak localises the focus of  the crisis of  home at the national level, as the 
nation itself  is conceptualised as one large home, he also shows that, politicians believe that 
reinforcing Dutchness at the national level will help autochthonous people feel less displaced 
and uprooted, and more at home in their deprived urban neighbourhoods.

What this illustrates is that ethnic diversity, tense social relations, feelings of  unease 
and alienation, and perceptions of  uprootedness have become key indicators for defining 
the urban marginality which supposedly characterizes deprived urban neighbourhoods. 
Dutch neighbourhoods have become associated with a fragile state of  belonging and they 
are seen as arenas where the public unease about Dutch multicultural society is most 
manifest as these neighbourhoods, originally populated by blue collar workers and the middle 
class, have become populated with migrants. Because of  the interdependencies between 
what happens in these areas and the nation, the tensions have become more than a local 
affair. Symbolically, this is represented by placing the responsibility for the Neighbourhood 
Renewal Policy (from 2007 onwards) under a minister of  Integration and Housing with both 
urban policy and minority integration in the portfolio. This relates the national issue of  
integration indirectly to the local governance of  urban marginality (see also Chapter 2).

Problematising the erosion of  social cohesion resonated with a general trend in Dutch 
public and political debates about social integration at the time, a “culturalisation” of  
citizenship. This trend reflected a process in which emotions, norms, values and traditions came 
to play a critical role in delineating what could be expected of  ‘Dutch’ citizens (Duyvendak, 
2011; Duyvendak et al, 2010; Schinkel, 2008) and it shows how belonging becomes an 
emotionalised condition at the very heart of  Dutch citizenship. As Duyvendak argues:
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“This process underscores the emotional aspects of  citizenship, which has evolved from a status or 
practice into a deep sentiment. Citizens are subjected to new “feeling rules” (Hochschild, 2003: 82). 
Belonging – feeling at home – has become a requirement.” (Duyvendak, 2011: 92-93, emphasis added)

In public and political debate on national issues, a need for loyalty to the nation-state and to 
‘Dutch’ norms and values was stressed (Van Reekum, 2014). Put simply, the ‘good’, national 
community was thought to emerge out of  ‘Dutch’ values, norms and traditions. However, 
although multicultural tensions and lack of  integration in neighbourhoods such as Slotermeer 
had, amongst others, stirred the national debate on Dutchness, the territorial governance of  
these neighbourhoods arose from a somewhat different perspective of  the ‘good’ community. 
Deprived urban neighbourhoods were characterised as porous places where the perceived 
loss of  neighbourhood identity invaded the everyday life world of  people and their sense 
of  local belonging (Reinders, 2014). The dominant frame of  identification and integration 
was not so much the nation - enacted as Dutch – but rather the neighbourhood - enacted 
as a localised sense of  belonging.

The action plan that set the parameters for the Neighbourhood Renewal Policy sketched 
the following ideal of  future ‘wonderful’ neighbourhoods:

“[a place where] residents feel familiar and at home, [where] they experience their living environment 
as manageable (...) With knowledge, room and respect for each other’s lifestyle. (...) Integration 
is also about returning this social cement to the neighbourhood.” (Ministerie VROM, 2007: 4)

Subsequently, for the people living their everyday lives in these future neighbourhoods the 
following ‘modern citizenship at a neighbourhood level’ was envisioned:

“For social cohesion and integration a certain degree of  communality (...) is needed. This 
does not come naturally. Through a collective engagement with life and the living environment in the 
neighbourhood this communality can be brought about. This is modern citizenship on a neighbourhood 
level. Importantly, this establishes cooperation between residents with different ethnic, cultural and 
humanist beliefs.” (Idem: 22, emphasis added)

How that ‘communality’ is arrived at is one of  the issues of  this dissertation. The question 
is how, through policy programmes such as Neighbourhood Circle, a public engagement 
with the neighbourhood is brought about. If  the multifaceted problems that comprise 
urban marginality became demarcated in terms of  ‘belonging’ and ‘feeling at home’, how 
are specific government strategies designed to intervene in these?
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Emotionalisation: the promise and prominence of community

As previously mentioned, engaging neighbourhood communities in governing efforts has 
been key to urban policies throughout Western Europe for many years. To answer the 
question of  how citizens are enrolled in these government strategies I return to the arrival 
of  communitarianism in neighbourhood governance in Western Europe and elaborate on 
how it travelled from academia to policy.

In his famous book On Democracy in America ([1814] 2004), the French social theorist 
Alexis de Tocqueville, known as the patron-saint of  communitarianism, states that the 
“habits of  the heart” motivate people into public engagement. He refers to the morals and 
values that shape our lives, often outside of  our awareness, and make us engage in public 
action. These reflections of  De Tocqueville reverberate in philosophical debates in the 
United States at the end of  the 1970s in response to political philosopher John Rawls, who 
in his seminal work A Theory of  Justice (1971) argues that people are atomistic individuals. 
Moral philosophers make a range of  compelling counter-arguments for the importance 
of  the social realm in understanding human behaviour, stressing that individuals who are 
well-integrated into communities are better able to act in responsible, public ways than 
isolated individuals (see MacIntyre, 1984; Walzer, 1983; C. Taylor, 1989). In the 1990s 
these communitarian insights are integrated into the social scientific work of  Amitai Etzioni 
(1996) and Robert Putnam (2000), scholars concerned with the perceived breakdown of  
the American moral order supposedly caused by excessive individualism. It is through their 
work that communitarian ideas about the importance of  local belonging and community 
engagement enter the public debate, first in the United States, later in Western Europe.

Communitarian ideas about governing arrive in Western Europe with the Third Way, 
a novel ‘politics of  behaviour’, in the UK in the 1990s (Rose, 2000: 1398, cf. Giddens, 
1998). The New Labour government of  Tony Blair looks for alternative ways - beyond the 
evils of  authoritarian state intervention and the amoral liberalism of  the market - to enable 
non-state actors to participate in policy and society. The answer is found in the community: 
an alternative, third space perceived as ‘a kind of  natural extra-political zone of  human 
relations’ (Rose, 1999: 168). What is novel in this politics is an ethic of  collective responsibility, 
and a reconfiguration of  relations between those who exercise power (governments) and 
those who are obliged to be its subjects (people). In the words of  Nikolas Rose:

“Although the former must provide the conditions of  the good life, the latter must deserve to inhabit 
it by building strong communities and exercising active responsible citizenship. (...) The stake has 
to be generated in the community-based ethic that shapes the values that guide each individual. This 
is to be accomplished through building a new relation between ethical citizenship and responsible 
community fostered, but not administrated, by the state.” (Rose, 2000: 1398, emphasis added)
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The community is identified as a new sector for government in the New Labour 
administration. This can be seen in the National Strategy for Neighbourhood Renewal, launched 
in 1998. A key element of  this governmental strategy is the New Deal for Communities initiative, 
a scheme targeting 39 of  the most deprived areas in England (Social Exclusion Unit, 2000). 
In response to the perceived failure of  previous regeneration policies to reap any rewards 
from local community involvement, the New Deal for Communities has, from the outset, 
emphasised a commitment to the centrality of  community engagement (see, for example, 
Foley and Martin, 2000; Dinham, 2005; M. Taylor, 2000; 2007; Wright et al, 2006; Mathers 
et al, 2008 on the beneficial and detrimental effects of  community engagement in the UK 
New Deal for Communities).

The Dutch Neighbourhood Renewal Policy is partly inspired by the philosophy and 
policy strategies of  its UK-counterpart. The concerns the Dutch Labour-party leader 
ventilates in public debate resonate the problematisation put forward in national policy 
reports, but also those underlined in the British New Deal for Communities about violent 
outbursts in boroughs like Bradford and Bromley and other European cities, most notably 
the French banlieues. In an interview with a Dutch national newspaper he states:

“The cabinet has allowed the wounds of  these old neighbourhoods to fester. What the consequences 
can be, we know from the banlieue in Paris7.”

When the Labour party joins the Dutch Cabinet in 2007, it presents an extensive, nationwide 
policy intervention programme-program in 40 targeted neighbourhoods, the Neighbourhood 
Renewal Policy, as one of  the most important social tasks for the country. However, this is 
possible because concerns regarding these neighbourhoods reflect a public, national debate 
on ‘norms and values’ instigated by the Christian Democratic prime minister Jan-Peter 
Balkenende (WRR, 2003) and has been already formulated as ‘a cultural and immaterial task’ 
by the Liberal minister Pieter Winsemius of  Housing, Spatial Planning and the Environment 
(I will elaborate on this in Chapter 2).

To summarise, in the last decade, influenced by a national debate on the culturalisation 
of  citizenship, the most prominent problematisation associated with deprived urban 
neighbourhoods, an erosion of  social cohesion, has come to the fore. At the core of  the 
Neighbourhood Renewal Policy was an understanding of  precariousness as cutting deep into 
the emotional fabric of  deprived urban neighbourhoods such as Slotermeer. Consequently, 
the answer to material and economic issues like poverty, social deprivation, lack of  education 
and high employment were formulated in a culturalised and emotionalised discourse, and 
neighbourhood issues were no longer only framed in material terms, but rather in immaterial 
ones, so not as a problem of  material, economic poverty but as a problem of  relational, 
emotional poverty. Furthermore, this problematisation has been made governable with 
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the help of  communitarian inspired policy discourse which seeks to reconstruct citizens as 
moral subjects of  responsible communities. Policy programmes such as Neighbourhood 
Circle involve what Rose calls “ethopolitics” (1999), the targeting of  civility, levels of  trust, 
community feeling and the extent of  voluntary endeavour with the aim of  creating affective 
subjects who understand that they have a duty both to themselves and to their neighbours. 

A technology of social cohesion 

There is a paradox at the heart of  the Dutch territorial governance strategy though. 
A paradox raised by many who study attempts at governing through community. Since 
the community is considered an important instrument in all kinds of  government plans, 
this suggests that the community is a frail construct or even an absent entity (see Raco and 
Flint, 2001; Meegan and Mitchell, 2001; Meredyth et al, 2004; Larner, 2005; MacLeod 
and Johnstone, 2012; Uitermark, 2014). Communitarian values are seen as beautiful civic 
values in themselves, which is often why governments hope for spontaneous identification, 
loyalty and engagement. A community is not simply out there and, being a delicate field of  
affect-laden relationship, it cannot be enforced as well. Rather, it has to be made, shaped 
and designed. The question then becomes how these values, which will ultimately strengthen 
the community, are to be brought into practice? In order to imagine a neighbourhood as a 
community and give that image a prolific function, a sufficient number of  residents have to 
identify with and experience a sense of  belonging to it. But how can a sense of  belonging 
actually be provoked in a multicultural neighbourhood? This brings me back to my case 
study of  Neighbourhood Circle: the emphasis that the communication campaign places 
on Slotermeer as a potential sphere of  belonging made me wonder if, and how, in other 
policy practices, residents are addressed as individuals with emotional bonds of  affinity to 
places and people, and how they are provoked and enabled to cultivate those (new) bonds.

In order to answer these questions, I borrow an analytical tool from governmentality-
studies, “governmental technologies”. Governmental technologies are the tangible 
instruments through which programmes of  government unfold:

“[these are the] strategies, techniques and procedures through which different authorities 
seek to enact programs of  government in relation to the materials and forces to hand 
and the resistances and oppositions anticipated or encountered.” (Rose, 1996: 43)

For their effectiveness, these strategies, techniques and procedures are dependent on the 
degree to which they can be both wide-ranging and precise. Technologies have to be designed 
in such a manner so that they are sensitive to local circumstances and eventualities while 
simultaneously permitting particularities and complexities to be articulated in homogeneous 
terms. Technologies “enable authorities to imagine and act upon the conduct of  persons 
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individually and collectively, and in locales that are often very distant” (Miller and Rose, 
2008: 16). In Neighbourhood Circle we see the first signs of  ways in which communitarian 
citizenship is enacted in the specific locality of  Slotermeer.

Research has shown how policies that aim to produce responsible or engaged citizens 
have undergone an affective turn (Plummer, 2003; Isin, 2004). “Affective citizenship” 
has been used by scholars to reveal how governments and institutions encourage and 
acknowledge intimate relations and, at the same time, aim to shape citizens’ values and 
feelings in order to engage them in a multi diverse public domain. In her analysis of  the 
complex issues emerging from a legislation prohibiting the Muslim veil in French state schools 
Mookherjee (2005) shows that, as national governments acknowledge and ask citizens to 
be compassionate and empathetic towards ethnic and religious others, they address certain 
emotions. Thus affection and loyalty are used as emotional building blocks in a process of  
nation building which includes the recognition of  minority values. Focusing on issues of  
gender, sexuality, religion and race, Johnson (2010: 495) analyses which intimate relationships 
between citizens are recognised by governments, how they are encouraged to feel about 
others and themselves in the public sphere, and how this culminates in a “politics of  affect” 
which influences who is seen as the legitimate object of  empathy and who as the legitimate 
object of  fear. This matched who receives full citizenship rights (and who does not).

In addition, Fortier (2007; 2010) shows how British government strategies for promoting 
local social cohesion combine national visions of  shared belonging with local strategies 
of  managing diversity. In an attempt to form people’s attitudes and behaviour in the 
public domain, such as neighbourhoods, this strategy involves a form of  citizenship that 
acknowledges, harnesses, and makes subject to intervention, people’s desire to belong. In the 
specific context of  neighbourhoods, Jupp (2008; 2012) shows how within UK neighbourhood 
policy, a sense of  community is key to the designed interventions and has both creative 
potential for developing new social bonds as well as feeding social conflict between residents. 
Her study implies that that when governments attempt to provoke community engagement 
in neighbourhoods, it always involves navigating emotional tensions about who belongs 
to a community and who does not. Emphasising the dynamics of  belonging and distance, 
inclusion and exclusion, and the hidden and the visible, Jupp talks about communities as 
“emotional geographies” (2012: 3034), closely related to the dynamics of  a particular place. 

The mediating role of  governments in the dynamics of  such an emotional geography, is 
illustrated by Andrea Muehlebach (2012) in her insightful ethnography about the emotional 
dynamics of  welfare state reform in the northern Italian region of  Lombardy. She shows 
how governments seek to mobilize their citizens through “a highly, moralised kind of  
citizenship”(Idem: 6). She illustrates how, amongst others, government administrators 
draw upon an “affective register” (Idem: 44) of  pride, empathy and compassion and seduce 
and stimulate people to take better care of  their neighbours and loved ones. Her study 
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demonstrates how a new form of  citizenship works through a re-assignment of  governmental 
functions and institutions bringing with it a re-assignment of  citizens’ affective attachments to 
locally embedded forms of  collective belonging as well.

Drawing on the work of  these scholars, I understand affective citizenship as “a technology 
of  social cohesion”: an affective register of  strategies, techniques and procedures which 
local politicians, policy administrators and practitioners use to stimulate in residents the 
capacity to feel and to act upon these feelings in order to construct a neighbourhood 
community. I consider Neighbourhood Circle a technology of  governance, one that addresses 
the community as a productive force for participation through the instrumentalisation of  
personal bonds, intimate relations and emotions, all with the aim of  creating a locally, 
embedded sphere of  belonging.

Doing so, this dissertation explores “feeling at home” as a particular register of  emotions 
through which local governments try to intervene in the hearts of  citizens. Central to this 
governmental strategy is the creation of  communities as spheres of  belonging. I focus on 
the neighbourhood as a potential sphere of  belonging and the role that “feeling at home” 
plays in residents’ community participation. “Feeling at home” is a complex emotion. 
To be familiar with places and people is not a sufficient condition to feel at home. Feeling 
at home is not only an effect of  the place itself, but the result of  home-making practices: 
one has to become familiar with places and people. Within the context of  the governance of  
belonging, this dissertation focuses on feelings of  belonging that arise due to home-making 
practices in a relational space, but also as practices through which new relational spaces 
(i.e. communities) emerge.

Duyvendak (2011: 38-39) distinguishes between home as “haven” and home as “heaven”. 
Home-as-haven “covers aspects of  home that pertain to feelings of  safety, security and 
privacy, which most often relate to the micro level of  the house ... [It is a] place for retreat, 
relaxation, intimacy and domesticity.” Home-as-heaven is “more outward-oriented and/
or symbolic: it helps individuals to ‘be’, develop and express themselves collectively, 
and to connect with others, often through the creation of  intentional communities.” I 
understand feelings of  home as performative: they are not only felt and/or expressed, but 
have transformative power through home-making practices. They provoke something.

In the next section, I will focus on a specific part of  the process of  governing, the part 
formed by policy programmes which translate conceptual government strategies into concrete 
policy aims and actions. Neither citizens, nor the policy programmes that produce them, 
come about spontaneously. They require a lot of  work, work that is undertaken in the 
numerous policy practices that make up a technology of  governance.
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DEPOLITICISATION

So far I have introduced analytical tools that help me understand how citizens are sought 
out, solicited and enrolled in contemporary strategies for governing neighbourhoods, and 
I have shown how the community is identified, valorised and recruited in Dutch territorial 
governance. Communities become an object of  governmental desire, representing important 
moral, social or civic virtues that are assumed to be valuable and productive for managing 
urban marginality in deprived urban neighbourhoods. I am also interested, however, in 
what happens when residents breathe life into a technology of  social cohesion through 
their feelings, their engagement with each other and their surroundings, and through their 
interaction with government representatives, procedures and techniques in various policy 
practices. Do residents feel more at home and how does that manifest? Do they experience 
their living environment as more manageable, and how does that manifest? These are some 
of  the socially relevant questions my empirical chapters will shed light on.

There is however one specific issue which has intrigued me from the beginning of  my 
fieldwork, the effect of  this highly moralised call for citizenship on the political subjectivity 
of  residents. By the analytical concept of  political subjectivity I mean how people relate 
to governance and government, and how a single person or a group of  actors is brought 
into a position to have a voice, to stake claims and to be recognisable by authorities. At 
the same time, I use the term to point to the political and power-ridden dimension within 
politics of  identification and belonging.

A provoked sphere of citizenship

The nationwide Dutch Neighbourhood Renewal Policy had been accompanied by an 
optimistic, enthusiastic policy campaign with slogans like ‘people make their neighbourhoods’. 
Following up on those slogans governments allocated special budgets and stimuli to enable 
residents to take more responsibilities like hosting a street event, improving a square or 
organising leisure or empowerment activities in neighbourhood centres (Ministerie VROM, 
2007). These small, informal activities or projects initiated jointly by residents were called 
‘citizen initiatives’ and were stimulated with the aim to promote liveability and enhance 
social cohesion in the neighbourhood. This form of  active citizenship became celebrated 
as a progressive form of  democracy, a “do-democracy” (Wijdeven et al, 2010) that departed 
from the idea that an appropriation of  the public domain is not so much shaped by rational 
deliberations, voice and vote in formal settings but rather by warm feelings, intimate doings 
and joint actions in informal settings. Residents should be facilitated (through financial 
and professional support) and encouraged to act upon their affective attachments and 
produce something collectively. In terms of  its democratic potential, the kind of  citizenship 
envisioned within the Neighbourhood Renewal Policy was also inspired by communitarian 
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values where informally contributing through community engagement – “politics as lived 
experience” – is deemed more valuable than officially contributing through administrative 
deliberations and official committees – “politics with a big P” (Wijdeven et al, 2010: 15, 
see also Delanty, 2002).

This latter philosophy is based on an ideal of  republican citizenship where opportunities 
for developing rational competences, official deliberations and voice are valued as essential 
for the ability of  citizens to politically influence the public domain. This civic republican 
view of  politics also places a lot of  emphasis on the notion of  a public good, prior to and 
independent of  individual desires and interests (Van Gunsteren, 1998; Boyte, 2011). However, 
the policy discourse accompanying Dutch territorial governance laid claim to a strong 
political potential precisely because it did not bother residents with this, but instead urged 
them into a provoked sphere of  citizenship where they could share their wishes and dreams for 
the neighbourhood in creative, informal ways and invited them to act upon these dreams 
together and invest in them both through “the habits of  the heart” (Tocqueville, [1814] 2004) 
and also through small, informal acts of  responsibility (see also Miraftab, 2006; Brady, 2011).

Understanding community participation programmes such as Neighbourhood Circle as 
provoked spheres of  citizenship makes it clear that within Dutch territorial governance the 
community is dependent on local authority for the right to become a sphere of  governance. 
Neighbourhood Circle extends an invitation to superimpose the ethics of  neighbourly care 
and friendliness on the territorial construction of  governance: it suggests that public space 
can be enacted as familiar, intimate and cosy, and that power and decision making can 
be brought within reach. In doing so, it locates political space within familiar patterns of  
social interaction and gives licence to a subversion of  regulatory norms to enact questions 
of  power and democracy on a local scale. I understand this as a depoliticising strategy 
which accompanies the territorialisation of  state power.

In considering the complex relationship between people, politics and governance, John 
Clarke, amongst others, has questioned the political potential of  the enrolment of  people 
into the process of  policy making.

“Although many contemporary social and political trends are signified as “democratic” (...) it 
seems that these might be better understood as the demoticisation of  contemporary popular 
and political culture in which the ‘voice of  the people’ acts as a particular sort of  device. That is 
to say that there are many sites in which the voice(s) of  the people might be heard, but these have 
tenuous and tortuous relationships to politics and power.” (Clarke, 2010: 646, emphasis in original)

More specifically, to return to the idea of  a provoked sphere of  citizenship, in these spheres 
‘citizens’ are produced through the feelings and activities of  volunteers, but the contours 
of  the sphere are still designed by the government who, in this role, has the potential to 
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legitimise certain feelings and activities in this sphere at the cost of  others. The question 
then is: how democratic is a provoked sphere of  citizenship? How does it imbue people 
with power, and how should that type of  power be understood? In this dissertation I aim to 
understand the particularities of  the relationship to politics and power that communitarian 
citizenship ensures.

In the field of  critical policy, scholars researching community participation, work with 
the notion of  “depoliticisation” (see among others Larner and Craig, 2005; Larner, 2005; 
Clarke, 2008, 2010; Gaynor, 2009; Newman, 2012). From an analytical perspective, this 
concept allows the capture of  the inherently governmental nature of  attempts made to 
reduce a political articulation and action in provoked spheres of  citizenship. Depoliticisation 
is a process that:

“involves construing inequality, subordination, marginalization and social conflict, which 
all require political analysis and political solutions, as personal and individual, on the one 
hand, or as natural, religious or cultural on the other . . . Although depoliticisation sometimes 
personalizes, sometimes culturalizes, and sometimes naturalizes conflict, these tactical variations 
are tethered to a common mechanics, which is what makes it possible to speak of  depoliticisation 
as a coherent phenomenon. Depoliticisation involves removing a political phenomenon (...) 
from a recognition of  the powers that produce and contour it, no matter its particular form 
and mechanics.” (Brown 2006, p. 15; emphasis in original, in: Clarke, 2010: 646 -647)

Depoliticisation might be a governmental strategy but this does not mean that residents 
are reliable governmental agents. In this dissertation, I understand the policy quest for 
communitarian citizenship as a depoliticising strategy and aim to understand the effects 
of  this strategy on the political subjectivity of  citizens. I draw upon those scholars whose 
concerns I share and who have tried to bring political agency back into the equation (among 
others Li 2007a/b; Newman, 2013; Clarke, 2010). Since I do not assume that governments, 
easily succeed in delivering the subjects they seek to summon through policy, this dissertation 
is mainly concerned with the amount of  policy work entailed in inducing residents into a 
provoked sphere of  citizenship.

Part of  this assumption arises from an observation which aroused my interest in 
the political subjectivity of  ‘citizens’ in Dutch territorial governance. It springs from a 
discrepancy between the praises sung by the governments about transferring responsibilities 
to the local level and the positioning of  community participation as central to this policy 
interventionism, and the dissatisfaction expressed by residents about the degree of  influence 
over their living environment in the 40 targeted neighbourhoods. For example: almost 
three years into the Neighbourhood Renewal Policy, one of  the clearest outcomes of  a 
residents’ poll was the negative score on the subject of  ‘resident participation’. Despite all 
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the policy rhetoric on influence, voice and togetherness, and despite the promising visions 
of  experiencing one’s living environment as manageable, residents, apparently, did not feel 
or become more engaged8.

Profile of  the situation in the 40 neighbourhoods in the Neighbourhood Renewal Policy in 2010 (left), 
and of  the situation in Amsterdam New-West in 2010 (right). Note that in both residents experience 
resident participation as generally ‘negative’ in the Neighbourhood Renewal Policy and ‘very negative’ in 
Amsterdam New-West. (source: Ministerie BZK, 2011: 9/38)

So, despite the fact that programmes such as Neighbourhood Circle were framed as an 
opportunity to give residents a democratic voice and a degree of  influence over the direction 
their neighbourhood was taking, the experiences on the ground were, in general and perhaps 
not surprising, more equivocal.

This example again demonstrates one should not assume that governments succeed in 
delivering on the subjects they seek to raise. As much as the strategy, or techniques, might 
have a depoliticising character – and my argument is that community participation does 
have that – this does not mean that people always act accordingly. Put differently, the process 
of  subjectivation does not always fall in line with the strategies of  government.

Transfigurative practices

Recently, within critical policy studies, and inspired by the work in actor-network theory 
(ANT) on translation (Latour, 1987; Callon, 1986), new approaches to studying policy have 
emphasised the fluid and dynamic nature of  policy where that which is produced is constantly 
transformed, distorted and modified in practice (Lendvai and Stubbs, 2007; 2009; Freeman, 
2009; see also Singleton, 2005; Van den Berg, 2013). Translation pays attentions to the 
mobility of  policy, where as policies, concepts, institutions, or actors “move they morph” 
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(Cowen, 2009, in Clarke et al, 2015: 48) and change shape or character. Since everything and 
everyone enrolled in a network are active members and mediators shaping and transforming 
situations, interactions and actions (Latour, 1987), policy simultaneously occurs in and gives 
life to “actor networks”, a complex web of  human and non-human actor. As Clarke et al 
(2015: 41- 42) explain:

“The double significance of  translation points to the co-existence of  its capacity to 
produce, reproduce and reinscribe domination and also its potential to create the conditions 
and spaces of  possibility for thinking and speaking ‘otherwise’ and doing so dialogically. 
(...) In the practices of  translation (...) other possibilities emerge. They might not be 
realized; they might even be repressed, ignored or reworked back into familiar patterns. 
But the consequences of  contact and translation are always unknowable in advance.”

It is these unknowable consequences that I am in search of  in Neighbourhood Circle. 
Therefore I have understood the different situations, acts and interactions of  Neighbourhood 
Circle as part of  a network of  human and non-human actors with the aim to provoke a 
specific, communitarian citizen-subject. This network originates in a process which is started 
by governmental actors: it starts with a problematisation, but it needs to branch off into 
the neighbourhood through the actual practices – the labour, the words, the doings – of  
administrators, policy practitioners and residents.

During my ethnographic fieldwork, I witnessed and engaged in all kinds of  policy 
practices which implemented the goals of  Neighbourhood Circle: collective gatherings 
organised by policy practitioners, a request form designed by the local administration for 
residents to apply for budget or a weekly coffee morning organised by and for women in 
a neighbourhood centre. These practices can be understood as enactments of  belonging. 
For instance, at gatherings, emphasis was placed on creating a ‘cosy’ atmosphere, the budget 
specifically mentioned that a ‘good’ idea was an idea which brought residents together and 
women created a safe haven for themselves where they could share their joys and pains. 
Yet, these practices often also produced something other than described above: for instance, 
resentment at the cosy atmosphere, experience of  bureaucratic obstruction to participation, 
or exclusion of  certain groups in a neighbourhood centre.

Of  course, this is not really surprising, there are many examples of  studies that show 
how policies end up having unintended, or even perverse (Engbersen, 2009) effects. Many 
studies have shown how something different is produced in policy practices, how a policy 
aim comes about only partly or temporarily or how difficult it is to produce the desired 
policy goal. There are many causes for this, including institutional changes (Duyvendak et 
al, 2006), shifting policy objectives (Newman, 2002) or a mismatch between management 
and practitioners (Clarke and Newman, 1997; Tonkens, 2008). However, as much as these 
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factors are important to take into account, this dissertation is focused on the actual labour 
undertaken by policy practitioners who translate policies through a variety of  practices. 
Ever since Lipsky (1980) published his seminal work on “street-level bureaucrats”, it has 
been known that practitioners working on the ground (as front-line staff) work very much 
in the moment, and their improvisational behaviour determines much of  the outcome 
of  policy practices. Newman (2012) takes this idea one step further and argues that the 
emotions and passions which policy practitioners bring to the policy arena also need to be 
taken into account:

“Emotions are also constitutive, generating or strengthening commitments, identifications 
and loyalties. But they also generate contradictions; for example as different emotions 
– of  hope and despair, of  anxiety and faith, of  optimism and fear – collide.” (Idem: 465)

Those subject to policy interventions – in my case residents of  Slotermeer – are similarly just 
as difficult to predict, and their emotions also need to be taken into account. As Barnes and 
Prior (2009) have demonstrated, people targeted by policy interventions do not act in ways 
foreseen, and can modify, disrupt or simply negate intended policy outcomes. Residents can 
be nasty, carefree or stubborn rather than behaving in an exemplary, responsible manner. 
During my ethnographic fieldwork, I came across many of  those instances. In such moments, 
the perspective of  translation enabled me to see forms of  otherness: things that are ignored, 
at risk of  being denied or suppressed, or which persist outside the dominant as alternative 
possibilities of  acting. I wanted to be attentive to the way in which Neighbourhood Circle, 
as it translated policy aims, “imagine[d] and inscribe[d] positions, hierarchies, relations of  
domination and subordination and forms of  power and authority” (Clarke et al, 2015: 44). 
My focus was therefore the importance of  distinguishing between policy ambitions and 
practical outcomes as depoliticising strategies and tactics are vulnerable to repoliticising 
practices and claims.

The translation perspective makes me sensitive to the “messiness and complexity of  
policy processes” (Shore and Wright, 2011: 8) and that policy is more than a process of  
interpretation by those implementing it or those subject to it but rather is a performative act. 
This allows me to see policy as a continuous process of  transformation and to view policy 
practices as “transfigurative”, changing not only what a citizen means, but also what it becomes 
due to the continuous interruptions and disjunctions. Moreover, translation proves a useful 
tool in understanding the process of  subject-formation, in localising the agency of  residents 
which might temporarily peep through the cracks of  a governmental technology, and more 
specifically, of  emotions, sentiments and sensitivities as subversive, but also productive, forces. 
As such, translation opens up both analytical possibilities and political possibilities, offering 
an answer to the question how a citizen is enacted through policy, and it also enables me to 
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uncover within Neighbourhood Circle “what gets transferred, who gets to translate, and who 
the losers and winners within the travels of  a particular policy [are]” (Clarke et al, 2015: 48).

The power of norms

Following this critical perspective on policy, some scholars have cautioned against attributing 
policy strategies a coherence that they often lack when studied in practice, and against naturally 
assuming the success of  governmental projects in achieving their desired aims (Larner, 2005; 
Clarke, 2010). As policy is a creative, productive process (Freeman, 2009) as it moves from design 
to implementation to reception, it is also “political as it is a significant medium of  subject 
re-formulation and political change” (Apter, 2006: 6, in Clarke et al, 2015: 138). Taking into 
account the intricate dynamics of  subject formation, I analyse policy practices on a micro-
level in this dissertation in order to reveal the great deal of  complexity and nuance both in 
implementation practices as in the ways in which citizens engage in policy practices.

With regard to the dynamics of  power Judith Butler has argued that people are dependent 
on power for their very formation:

“We are used to thinking of  power as what presses on the subject from the outside, as what 
subordinates, sets underneath, and relegates to a lower order. (...) But if, following Foucault, we 
understand power as forming the subject as well, as providing the very condition of  its existence 
and the trajectory of  its desire, then power is not simply what we oppose but also, in a strong 
sense, what we depend on for our existence and what we harbour and preserve in the beings 
that we are. (...) Subjection consists precisely in this fundamental dependency on a discourse 
we never choose but that, paradoxically, initiates and sustains our agency.” (Butler, 1997: 2)

In her theory of  the performative, Butler argues that subject positions (her focus was on 
the gendered body) are made concrete through the repeated citation of  regulatory norms. 
Drawing on the power of  performative speech to convey identity through phrases such 
as ‘I declare this meeting opened’, she argues that regulatory discourse does not simply 
describe a situation or an action, but calls into effect the subject relations that it names. 
Subjectivity is thus, constructed by the power of  its citation and is produced and reproduced 
through “a regularized and constrained repetition of  norms” (Butler, 1993: 95). The necessity 
for continual repetition provides space for the formation of  the subject and provides the 
opportunity for subverting the meanings of  spheres, for occupying them in ways that might 
challenge their normative use and restrictions. In this continuous repetition lies the potential 
to bring change. Butler underlines the productive and emergent nature of  spheres: they are 
continuously subject to reproduction and reinterpretation which project “the instability and 
incompleteness of  subject-formation” (Idem: 226). Applying this perspective to a provoked 
sphere of  citizenship, I see the reiterative policy practices as such a mode of  subject-formation.
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Subjection thus, signifies both the process of  becoming subordinated by power as well as 
the process of  becoming a subject as “power not only acts on a subject but, in a transitive 
sense, enacts the subject into being” (Idem: 13). Understanding power as both subordinating 
and enabling helps me to analyze the social relations, particularities and intimacies that 
a provoked sphere of  citizenship draws upon as having political potential. When feminist 
scholars show how the personal is always political, they depart from Foucault’s notion 
that regulatory power produces the subject it controls, that power is not only imposed 
externally, but works as the regulatory and normative means by which subjects are formed. 
The question I pose in this dissertation is how, within a provoked sphere of  citizenship, 
certain regulatory norms form a communitarian subject-position and how these subject-
positions are enacted in policy?

Community: a sphere of power?

In answering this question the process noun “repoliticisation” helps me to analyse the 
political subjectivity of  residents while they build a community and attempt to feel at home 
in Slotermeer. As (Clarke, 2010: 648) argues:

“Ordinary people may seek to re-politicize issues, events and relationships – restoring the dimensions 
to view that made them problematic in the first place. This is a significant issue for studies of  
governmental strategies: we should not assume that they succeed or that they deliver the subjects whom 
they seek to summon. Politics – in its many forms – is rarely containable. Politics (and not necessarily 
progressive politics) always threatens the would-be orderly world of  de-politicised government.”

From this perspective, the practices that constitute Neighbourhood Circle should be analysed 
as having political potential: they can be seen as affective interventions which invite residents 
into a communitarian subject position through an interpellation into the personal, the 
emotional and relational. Drawing upon Butler who argues that the paradox of  subjection 
is precisely that the subject who would resist certain norms is itself  enabled, if  not produced, 
by such norms, this perspective also suggests that the political might be very much in play as 
an “enabling disruption” (Butler, 1997: 13). Although this constitutive constraint does not 
exclude the possibility of  agency, it does locate agency as a reiterative practice, immanent 
to power, and not a relation of  external opposition to power. In this sense a neighbourhood 
community – as a localised sphere of  belonging – both functions as a norm and a regulatory 
practice that produces the communitarian subject it governs. In other words, the question is 
if  and how a provoked sphere of  citizenship like Neighbourhood Circle can be understood 
as a “sphere of  power” (cf. Newman, 2013): how attempts to widen the border are made, 
how actions are subtly contested and how creative (subversive) work is done within the 
borders of  this depoliticised sphere as well.
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To conclude this section, in this dissertation I aim to illustrate the subtleties involved in 
the understanding of  political subjectivity when it comes to governing through belonging. 
I understand Neighbourhood Circle as part of  de-politicising strategies which suit the 
communitarian citizenship ideal, whilst attending equally to the possibilities of  political 
articulation that emerge despite, or even because of  such depoliticisation strategies and tactics.

BRIEF INTRODUCTION TO CHAPTERS

To sum up the above, I see affective citizenship as a goal and means of  territorial governance, 
translated through policies which target a sense of  belonging and which aim to produce a 
specific effect, namely depoliticised communitarian citizen-subjects. I will elaborate on this 
claim in the three parts of  this dissertation. In the first part Seeing like a citizen, feeling like a state 
I elaborate on the emotionalisation of  citizenship in Dutch neighbourhood governance. 
In this introductory chapter, I have presented neighbourhood regeneration as a form of  
territorial governance and outlined analytically how to understand the mobilisation of  
emotions as a productive force for participation directly, and for governing urban marginality 
in deprived urban neighbourhoods indirectly. The main questions are: why intervene in these 
neighbourhoods? And how can these interventions be understood? I have introduced three 
analytical concepts, 1) territorial governance, 2) affective citizenship and 3) depoliticisation 
which will help in understanding my empirical findings.

In Chapter 2, I present the context of  my research: the neighbourhood Slotermeer 
and the national and local policy interventions of  which it has been part. In it I ask 
how Slotermeer is crafted into a site for governance and how residents, in their role as 
communitarian citizens, have come to be assigned a central role in the territorial governance 
of  Slotermeer. I combine a short sociographic description of  Slotermeer with a focus on 
the erosion of  social cohesion as an essential problematisation and describe how these 
concerns about social cohesion have slowly, but surely, transformed into an issue for policy 
intervention. Here I set the scene for the most important instrument of  the Neighbourhood 
Management approach, the community participation programme called Neighbourhood 
Circle. In Chapter 3 I describe my research methods and introduce Neighbourhood Circle 
as a case study of  communitarian citizenship in Dutch territorial governance? I also briefly 
present three empirical indicators – space, culture and voice – which structure the empirical 
chapters with I present in the second part of  this dissertation.

In the second part How a technology of  social cohesion is practiced I present my empirical findings 
and analyse the practices of  Neighbourhood Circle in depth. In Chapter 4 I show how policy 
practitioners attempt to create a public sphere of  familiarity and intimacy in Slotermeer. 
There my question is: how is the idea and image of  a communitarian citizen translated 
into interventions designed and undertaken by local politicians and policy practitioners? 
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I analyse how policy practitioners try to sensitise residents to a locally, embedded form 
of  (collective) belonging. In particular, I show how they enact a ‘good’ citizen in different 
practices. Since I understand a citizen to be an outcome of  governing and its main tool, 
policy, to be a process of  translation, I will look at how residents become enrolled into 
Neighbourhood Circle and how they help to bring a communitarian subject-position into 
being. Chapters 5, 6 and 7 deal with three groups of  residents who enrol in Neighbourhood 
Circle in different ways and look at what occurs in practices that make up these interventions. 
More specifically, I will look at how residents translate policy through the use of  three 
neighbourhood ‘issues’: (demolition) space, (multiculturalism) culture and (the public) voice. 
I will ask how these residents enact a ‘communitarian’ citizen, and how their translation 
work creates something analogous, different and/or new in relation to the aims of  the 
policy programme.

In the third part of  this dissertation, my conclusion, I will reflect upon these empirical 
findings in relation to three academic debates: 1) on the role of  emotions in governing, 2) on 
the possibility of  studying technologies in practice and 3) on understanding (new) political 
subjectivities. Here I will answer my research questions of  how are citizens are enacted in 
policy through an appeal on their emotions, how governments intervene in deprived urban 
neighbourhoods, how citizens are called upon to engage in these interventions and what 
the effect of  this call for citizenship is on the political subjectivity of  people. I argue that 
what these practices are meant to produce is a set of  citizen-subject positions that resembles 
a depoliticised, communitarian ethic: affective, relational and compliant. I will show that 
a focus on governing through the whimsical nature of  emotions teaches us just how fragile 
a governmental technology of  social cohesion actually is and how it leads to an affective 
citizenship that expresses itself  as an inclusive, depoliticised sphere of  human relations for 
some, and as an exclusive, politicised sphere of  affective relations for others.
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2. NEIGHBOURHOOD MANAGEMENT IN SLOTERMEER9

PROBLEMATISING SOCIAL COHESION AS PART OF AN 
ALTERNATIVE REGENERATION STRATEGY

In this chapter, I ask how Slotermeer and its population have become an object of  governance 
and how residents have come to be assigned a central role in the territorial governance 
of  Slotermeer. To answer this, I trace the policy context, governmental configuration and 
problematisation from which Neighbourhood Circle emerged. I focus on the erosion of  
social cohesion as an essential problematisation and describe how this problematisation 
has slowly, but surely, transformed into an issue up for policy intervention. I do so by 
combining a short sociographic description of  Slotermeer with an analysis of  the most 
important European, national and local policies which have influenced the course of  events 
in Slotermeer over the past two decades.

SLOTERMEER: DESIGN, DEMOGRAPHICS AND ISSUES

Map of  Amsterdam with the district of  New-West (Source: www.schoolgebouwen.amsterdam.nl)

http://www.schoolgebouwen.amsterdam.nl
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Map of  Amsterdam New-West with neighbourhoods. On the map Slotermeer is divided into Slotermeer-
West and Slotermeer-East. (Source: www.nieuwwest.amsterdam.nl)

The neighbourhood Slotermeer is part of  the larger administrative district of  Amsterdam 
New-West on the periphery of  Amsterdam. In the 1950s its approximately 18.000 houses 
were built as part of  the General Expansion Plan for Amsterdam by the famous Dutch 
urban planner Cornelis van Eesteren. Slotermeer was intended to be a quiet, residential 
neighbourhood for blue-collar workers and their families. Its origin can be traced back to 
the dominant values of  the “notion of  neighbourhood” (see Chapter 1) which drew upon 
the socio-spatial ideologies of  modernist urban design, planning and architecture. In his 
influential work on the values of  the notion of  the neighbourhood, the Dutch administrator 
for Public Works W.F. Geyl (1947) proposed a functional city scheme that he called “the 
fragmented city” [de gelede stad]: a city that should consist of  “hierarchical, ordered 
entities like a house, quarter, neighbourhood, city district and city” which together would 
gave shape to the living environment of  residents.

In Slotermeer these ideas can be found back in the spatial planning of  the neighbourhood. 
A strict separation between functions, such as housing, public spaces and economic 
activities, was aspired through the construction of  light and spacious low-rise buildings 
with large green semi-public spaces and parks in between. As a school or neighbourhood 
centre forms a physical opportunity for meeting and social contact between residents, the 
entities, such as buildings and quarters, were matched by public services like schools and 

http://www.nieuwwest.amsterdam.nl
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neighbourhood centres with the aim to encourage community development. And so, the 
apartment blocks and parks which were built in Amsterdam New-West embody a modernist 
hope for community and solidarity. In Geuzenveld, for example, architects wanted to design 
vegetable gardens to strengthen the “neighbourhood attachment” of  residents (Hellinga, 
2005: 33) and in Slotermeer they planned a cinema, a theatre, buildings for community 
clubs, an exhibition space and a cafe-restaurant. Unfortunately, bringing the ideal of  a 
neighbourhood community to life proved difficult. The first cinema opened many years 
late and the plan for a theatre never left the designers’ table. Eventually, when Slotermeer 
was built in the 1950s there appeared to be a lack of  public services. As Helma Hellinga 
illustrates in her historical account on the development of  Amsterdam New-West “there 
were too few schools, too few shops and there was not much for the children to do” (Idem: 
ibidem). In addition, the residents – primarily housewives – complain about loneliness and 
the feeling of  being cut off from the city due to the remote location of  the district. What 
is most noticeable is the lack of  social cohesion. Researchers working for the municipality 
locate the cause of  the problem in the population of  the Western Garden Cities: it is 
apparently “too heterogeneous” (Idem: 37) with people from the middle class, repatriates 
from former Dutch East Indies and “migrants” from the Northern provinces moving in. Due 
to these reasons, according to these researchers – and contrary to the ideals of  the notion 
of  neighbourhood – expecting social cohesion to develop between residents of  different 
class and cultural backgrounds is unrealistic.

Despite the governmental disappointment of  bringing ideals of  the notion of  neigh-
bourhood to life through spatial planning, Amsterdam New-West remained one of  the most 
popular districts of  Amsterdam until the mid-1990s as it had to do with comparatively low 
levels of  unemployment, social marginalisation and petty crime in comparison to other 
neighbourhoods in Amsterdam.

Slotermeer in the 1950s (source images: www.geheugenvanwest.nl)

Almost two decades later, by 2010, Slotermeer’s population of  16.400 is struggling with 
relatively high levels of  unemployment (10.4% against the Amsterdam average of  7.3%) 
and poverty (25% of  households were on a minimum income, with four out of  ten children 
growing up in such households)(Gemeente Amsterdam, 2010f). The population suffers 
from deteriorating public space, crime and vandalism, and especially ‘subjective safety’ 

www.geheugenvanwest.nl
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[the perception of  residents] appears an issue with residents feeling anxious and unsafe in 
their own neighbourhood (Gemeente Amsterdam, 2010e). In policy reports these safety 
issues are related to another development, namely the fact that Slotermeer has, over the past 
two decades, slowly transformed into a multi-ethnic neighbourhood. In 2010, 59% of  the 
population is identified as ‘non-Western migrants’ of  Turkish, Moroccan and Surinamese 
descent. Among children under 12, 80% are of  non-Dutch descent. The safety issues are 
related to issues which are thought to characterize Dutch multi-ethnic society: (post)migrants 
suffer from lagging integration and emancipation, inter-ethnic relations are tense, and there 
is a growing sense of  unease among the old, autochthonous residents who still remain10. 
Again the problematisation of  social cohesion comes to the fore. In 2007, a monitoring report 
of  the Amsterdam Research and Statistics Department (O+S) described the ‘condition’ of  
Geuzenveld-Slotermeer as ‘deprived’. The report identified problems on five priority domains, 
including ‘integration and participation’11. The finding that social cohesion in Slotermeer 
is below the Amsterdam average is presented as a concern within this priority domain:

Graphic representation of  the state of  social cohesion in Amsterdam. The text accompanying 
the graphic representation says: In Geuzenveld-Slotermeer the social cohesion is below the 
Amsterdam average [ondergemiddeld]. The graphs also shows that social cohesion is also 
below average in large parts of  Amsterdam New-West. (Source: Gemeente Amsterdam, Dienst 
Onderzoek en Statistiek (2007c), Staat van de aandachtswijken, Geuzenveld-Slotermeer).

By 2010, Slotermeer has also become a site of  territorial governance: both national and local 
policy programmes have been developed to manage the urban marginality the population of  
Slotermeer now struggles from. In the coming paragraphs I trace the origin, development 
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and implementation of  Neighbourhood Circle. Doing so, I will first elaborate on the 
urban regeneration of  the district of  Amsterdam New-West and second, elaborate on 
the development of  Neighbourhood Management as an alternative regeneration strategy. 

PHYSICAL, ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL REGENERATION 

The first governmental plans for the regeneration of  Slotermeer can be traced back to the 
1990s when local government, urban planners and housing corporations teamed up to 
design a large scale spatial and physical restructuring of  the Amsterdam New-West district 
which finally culminated in an extensive urban regeneration plan called Parkstad New-West. 
There are different views on the cause of  Slotermeer and its population becoming part of  
this urban regeneration-plan.

First, Mepschen (2012) argues that the governmental plans for the regeneration of  
Slotermeer were driven by an entrepreneurial motive and were a consequence of  neoliberalising 
tendencies (cf. Brenner and Theodore, 2002; Peck and Tickell, 2002) in Amsterdam urban 
policy with the local government increasingly starting, from the 1980s onwards, to think 
in economic and entrepreneurial terms about Amsterdam and its neighbourhoods. In this 
context Van Gent (2013: 503) has shown how the “third wave” of  gentrification “broke” 
on the shores of  the peripheral neighbourhoods of  Amsterdam from the 1990s onwards: 
as neoliberalisation within the housing system occurred, there was a shift in emphasis away 
from providing and securing housing for low-income households and towards realising 
mixed-income neighbourhoods rather than social housing estates. Van Gent argues that this 
production of  space for more affluent users became part of  an urban policy that began to 
focus on branding and marketing Amsterdam, and changed the image and demographic 
composition of  particular neighbourhoods, promoting the city to investors, tourists and the 
higher educated (see also Uitermark, 2009; and Uitermark and Bosker, 2014 on Amsterdam’s 
restructuring policy).

Uitermark et al (2007: 125/128) further argue that, since the mid-1990s, “an attempt by a 
coalition of  state actors and housing associations at generating social order in disadvantaged 
neighbourhoods” has become “the sine qua non for promoting liveability” in deprived 
urban neighbourhoods in the Netherlands. The urban regeneration of  Amsterdam New-
West can be seen as part of  this “state-led gentrification”, which also articulates global 
urban redevelopment strategies that aim for an economic regeneration of  cities. Cities like 
Amsterdam were to become “entrepreneurial” cities, depending on attracting high income 
groups and visitors (see also Smith, 2002; Mayer, 2003). Van Gent (2013) notes that while, 
in general, the urban regeneration of  peripheral neighbourhoods in Amsterdam is not 
understood as gentrification by policy makers themselves, New-West is an exception to 
the rule. He quotes a policy administrator who states that the aim is to physically integrate 
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neighbourhoods in New-West into the expanding centre in order to “get gentrification 
going” and “attract more ‘new urbanites”’ (Idem: 512).

Second, in her thorough historical account of  the development of  Amsterdam New-
West, Helma Hellinga (2005: 81 - 85) has argued that, from the outset, in policy discussions, 
this economic, entrepreneurial motive has also been accompanied by a social motive; namely, 
the increasing number of  migrants and lower income households and their alleged ‘lack of  
bonding’ to the neighbourhood. From the 1990s, municipal authorities, the local adminis-
tration, housing associations and city planners began drawing what Hellinga (Idem: 8) 
refers to as “doomsday scenarios” for the future of  the district. In policy documents the 
neighbourhood was framed as undergoing a downward spiral with the monotone housing 
supply (small flats with low rents) leading to a flight of  middle-class households, whose 
place was taken by lower income groups, consisting mainly of  non-Western migrants. 
The concentration of  low-rent social housing and the projected growth of  a share of  ethnic 
minorities became construed as a danger to the stability of  the district.

In 1992, at a conference called Garden City in 2010...? local politicians, district policy 
administrators, city planners and representatives of  housing associations discussed the 
future possibilities for Amsterdam New-West. Again, concerns about decreasing social 
cohesion and a lack of  neighbourhood belonging were addressed and supported – and, as 
such, given legitimisation – by a group of  urban sociologists12 who expressed their views on 
the matter, not on the basis of  research in New-West, but on the basis of  general research 
on deprived urban neighbourhoods in the Netherlands. Hellinga argues that this became 
a common argument in policy discourse and that, by the mid-1990s, a large-scale socio-
spatial regeneration of  Amsterdam New-West was proposed to tackle these social issues 
which were directly and indirectly associated with the globalisation of  the city, increasing 
ethnic and class segregation, the stagnation of  social mobility among certain social groups, 
and the perceived lack of  liveability in these districts.

 This was also the period that the state came out in favour of  the ambitious regeneration 
plans proposed by local municipalities such as Amsterdam. It saw the beginning of  the Big 
Cities Policy (1994), an integrated approach to the physical, economic and social problems 
of  urban areas. At a local level, this national policy was reflected primarily in plans for 
physical restructuring of  neighbourhoods and the improvement of  economic infrastructures. 
The social pillar of  the Big Cities Policy was less developed: it dealt with issues such as 
unemployment, school dropout rates and criminality but did not intervene by developing 
policies or setting clear parameters for local policies. Still, the ongoing policy debate and 
the financial budget provided by the state did open up possibilities for a large-scale physical, 
economic and social regeneration of  the district of  Amsterdam New-West culminating in 
2000 in Parkstad New West. 
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Parkstad New-West

Parkstad New-West comprised an extensive physical, economic and social programme 
for the district of  Amsterdam New-West with the aim ‘to attract other income groups’, 
‘to improve the image of  the district [for the benefit] of  attracting economic functions’ and 
‘to increase the social participation’ of  residents (Gemeente Amsterdam, 2000). The search 
for a specific socio-economic population – i.e. more middle class households – crystallised 
itself  in an emphasis on social-mix policies. This implied the restructuring of  housing 
market structures so that the housing supply could be increased and the construction 
of  new owner-occupied and private sector dwellings for middle-class residents could be 
commenced. This subsequently implicated the demolition of  living quarters, sale of  social 
housing, renovation of  property and development of  a new (economic, entrepreneurial) 
infrastructure for the district (Gemeente Amsterdam, 2000). The plan was to reduce the 
percentage of  social housing in the district by 31 per cent. Although an evaluation document 
in 2007 recommended that 99 per cent of  the new social housing be ideally (re)inhabited 
by residents from the district, only 60 to 70 per cent of  the owner-occupied houses and 
private housing were to be (re)inhabited by residents from New West. 

Situation in 2000 Aim for 2015
Social housing 41,000 (76%) 30,400 - 33,100 (45%)
Private housing/
Owner-occupied dwellings

13,000 (24%) 37,200 - 40,500 (55%)

Total 54,000 67,600 - 73,600

Aims for the differentiation of  the housing supply in Amsterdam New West (Source: Gemeente Amsterdam, 
(2007d) Herziening Richting Parkstad 2015, p. 26)

The urban regeneration which began in 2000 with the construction of  new quarters 
in some neighbourhoods, was halted in 2010 due to the global economic crisis, but has 
returned in some neighbourhoods. Among these is Slotermeer, a target for a profound spatial 
transformation by 2020: a large proportion of  the housing stock is marked for demolition 
and renewal, a smaller part up for renovation, and extensive infrastructural changes have 
been planned (Gemeente Amsterdam, 2010h).
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Map of  the renewal area Slotermeer-North. The colours indicate plans for demolition (purple), renovation 
(pink), sale (black stripes) and further research (yellow) in 2010. (Source: Gemeente Amsterdam, Stadsdeel 
Geuzenveld-Slotermeer (2010h) Vernieuwingsplan Slotermeer-Noord.)

Another way of  making New-West more economically attractive was through creating a 
socio-economic infrastructure for creative industries and providing housing for artists and 
creative professionals. From 2008 onwards the local government focused on making the 
neighbourhood attractive for a very specific kind of  middle-class resident, the so-called 
“creative class” (Florida, 2002). New-West is currently offering opportunities for creative 
industries, cultural hotspots and a progressive art policy (Gemeente Amsterdam, 2011d). 
By doing so, it hopes to help the city of  Amsterdam to retain its status as one of  Europe’s 
most celebrated creative cities (see Peck, 2012).

In addition to the physical and economic restructuring of  the district, Parkstad New-West 
also had a wide-ranging social policy programme, including employment opportunities, 
social activation of  problematic youngsters and improving social services. In an evaluation 
of  the social programme of  Parkstad New-West in 2005, the local administration expressed 
concern about the effects and the continuity of  the social regeneration of  the district. 
The socio-economic position of  residents of  New-West was still below the Amsterdam 
average. As a result, in 2007, the local administration developed an even more extensive 
social programme called Direction New West (DSP-groep, 2010) in which, amongst others, 
‘positive encounters in a liveable neighbourhood’ became a leading spear point13. This was 
also the time that European policy experiments started influencing the direction the urban 
regeneration of  Slotermeer was undergoing. I will elaborate on this in the next section.
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AN ALTERNATIVE REGENERATION: NEIGHBOURHOOD MANAGEMENT

A European experiment: identity building and informal participation

In addition to the spatial, economic and social regeneration of  Amsterdam New-West, 
in 2004, the local administration of  Geuzenveld-Slotermeer started Neighbourhood 
Management as a strategy intended to complement the physical and economic regeneration 
of  the district and the social development of  its population. The arguments legitimising 
the implementation of  Neighbourhood Management expressed the same type of  
problematisation that inspired the urban regeneration of  Amsterdam New-West in the mid-
1990s: Geuzenveld-Slotermeer continued to see an outflow of  middle-income households 
causing decreasing social cohesion and being the beginning of  a ‘downward spiral’.

The outflow of  middle income households represented in a network of  related problems (source: POSEIDON 
Partnership on Socio-Economic and Integrated Development of  Neighbourhoods (2006) Neighbourhood 
Management Guide. Final report of  the INTERREG IIIC East POSEIDON project, p.30).

In 2006, the outflow of  middle income households was represented in a graphic network of  
related problems (see above figure) in an European policy document. This figure was used 
as an illustration, and was accompanied by the following text explaining that the downward 
spiral started with middle-class households leaving the neighbourhood:

“This [outflow] has been the start of  an ongoing downward spiral that seems to be very hard 
to reverse. The monotone housing supply (rather small flats with low rents) leads to a flood of  
middle-class households to other parts of  Amsterdam or even other cities and villages in the region. 
Their places have been taken by lower income groups, mainly consisting of  ethnic minorities. This 
high ‘turnover’ of  tenants negatively effects social cohesion in the area. These new residents 
often face low socio-economic positions, their children often do less well at school. This in turn 
leads to a reduced chance of  getting a job, which leads to a poor image of  the area on the housing 
market. As a consequence, people who can afford it will leave the area again, being replaced 
by people from lower income groups and so on.” (POSEIDON, 2006: 30, emphasis added)
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While the urban regeneration programme aimed to improve the overall living standards 
in Slotermeer by targeting the actual flood of  middle-income households through 
an improvement and variance of  the monotone housing supply, with the same aim, 
Neighbourhood Management targeted the assumed negative effects of  this flood on the 
social cohesion in the district. Framed as a ‘bottom-up strategy’ (as opposed to the top-
down strategy of  the urban regeneration) Neighbourhood Management aimed mainly at 
citizens’ and local government’s ‘shared responsibility’ for the neighbourhood and intended 
to ‘improve the general image of  Slotermeer’ by broadening the scope and strengthening 
the capacity of  residents through ‘enhancing social cohesion’ (Idem: 11).

Neighbourhood Management sprang from a philosophy and policy work method 
developed in two transnational partnership-projects funded by the European Union, in 
which the local administration of  Geuzenveld-Slotermeer had participated. The next section 
introduces these two projects.

Identity and branding: a marketing approach

First, Neighbourhood Management integrated knowledge, methods and experiences 
developed within the Advocacy, Participation and NGOs in Planning project (APaNGO14). Launched 
in 2005, APaNGO was one of  the first European Union action research projects on 
community participation in urban planning and development. Its underlying philosophy 
was the importance of  fostering constructive community engagement in order to help 
deliver sustainable development within deprived urban neighbourhoods. APaNGO’s central 
purpose was to provide a better understanding of  the practice of  community participation 
as it related to the planning and development of  these neighbourhoods.

A large quarter in a neighbourhood close to Slotermeer was undergoing regeneration and 
formed part of  the APaNGO-project. In this particular quarter, houses had been demolished 
and new apartment blocks and green, public spaces were being designed and built15. The 
local administration of  Geuzenveld-Slotermeer wanted to include residents to re-assert 
the core aim of  the initial planning process: to create new attractive housing and public 
spaces for present and future residents. As part of  the APaNGO-project the administration 
developed a community participation programme which made use of  an ‘identity-based 
participation technique’ called ‘branding’, which aimed to create a collective sense of  local 
identity by offering residents the opportunities and tools to undergo a collaborative quest 
for the current and desired identity of  the quarter.

The programme challenged the assumption that a neighbourhood, as a demarcated 
space, also has an easily demarcated and identifiable ‘community’, and recognised that local 
communities in neighbourhoods targeted for regeneration were frequently very mixed, and 
diverse groups within the communities ‘rooted’ in different ways in their neighbourhood. 
Therefore the shared and individual histories of  local people (wherever they came from) 
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should form part of  the ‘community memory’. The future identity of  this quarter had to be 
rooted in the history of  the existing neighbourhood as the idea was that a common identity 
and future provided a ‘faraway beacon’ that would help to co-ordinate different plans and 
projects. It was thought to keep all participants involved and on track towards a common 
objective. Even when the demolition of  housing blocks had been completed and the new 
dwellings had been delivered, the desired identity was suppose to remain relevant and to 
give life to a new community.

The essence of  this policy search for the desired, but ‘rooted’ identity for a neighbourhood 
was that it approached citizens in a novel way. Residents were told that planning started with 
their experiences and opinions, and they were regarded an important source of  knowledge. 
In collective gatherings core values for the new quarter were developed through deliberation, 
and also through enabling residents to depict them on drawing boards. This approach was 
aimed at creating a different group atmosphere, compared with most regular participation 
meetings, in which sometimes the only rational option would be to criticise a plan that was 
already prepared. Stimulated through questions like: ‘What does the word ‘home’ mean to 
you? What atmosphere do you appreciate in the surroundings of  your house? What type 
of  residents should the new quarter attract?’ residents were asked to search for ‘common 
values’ concerning the neighbourhood. These values were then qualified as core values and 
linked to the ‘emotional’, ‘functional’ and ‘aspirational’ aspects of  the regeneration process 
and categorised in a ‘value table’, that was then used in the design of  the new quarter.

Value table used in the final APaNGO report. (Source: APaNGO Advocacy, Participation and NGOs in 
Planning (2007) Community engagement in planning – Exploring the way forward. Final Report of  the 
INTERREG IIIB Advocacy, Participation and NGOs in Planning Project, p. 21)

This identity-based participation technique was meant as a ‘cultural’ activity, creating a 
‘positive, collective identity for the neighbourhood’ which was to be generated through 
creating a shared vision and shared purpose. Within APaNGO, the different projects deemed 
cultural and creative activities very useful in attracting people to participatory community 
projects, for ‘developing skills and confidence, and for creating and maintaining a positive 
mood and style’ when engaging. Or, as the APaNGO practitioners formulated it: ‘the 
general stance is less political, more open minded.’



208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde

58

As an experiment this technique was deemed successful by the local administration of  
Geuzenveld-Slotermeer. It recognised the importance of  local history and showed that 
using branding could express a better, shared understanding of  community memory and 
identity and so could help to create a new identity for an area and a shared vision about 
the area’s future. The knowledge, experience and methods were used as a resource for 
Neighbourhood Management in Slotermeer, and inspired diverse policy practices within 
the later developed Neighbourhood Circle (I will return to this later).

Informal participation: a personal approach

Second, Neighbourhood Management also found a resource in a 3-year (2004-2006) 
transnational partnership project funded by a European Union project called Partnership on 
socio-economic and integrated development of  deprived neighbourhoods (POSEIDON)16. 
This project departed from the problematisation that, increasingly ‘cities in the European 
Union face poverty, crime and social exclusion and are undergoing a significant reduction 
in the community-wide functions of  urban neighbourhoods’. The overall goal of  the project 
was ‘to contribute to enhancing social cohesion as well as to improve the general image of  
deprived urban neighbourhoods’. This goal stemmed from a particular perspective on the 
deprived state of  neighbourhoods such as Slotermeer: 

“Focusing on social cohesion, integration and on how cities are coping with the impact of  globalisation is 
very topical, as people are moving into Europe from many parts of  the world. Deprivation, mainly as an 
urban phenomenon which also defines an eroding sense of solidarity, is not solely defined by socio-
economic conditions or situations caused by unemployment and lack of  education, it also defines specific 
values that go along with ideas and strategies on how to cope with resignation and self  evaluation in 
human life that cannot be expressed by figures and data.” (POSEIDON, 2006: 11, emphasis added)

The POSEIDON-project departed from a practical approach based on ‘active learning’ 
in six European cities. New work methods were tested by piloting new activities and new 
approaches in different partner areas and partners learned from each others’ practices and 
experiences through workshops, seminars and visits. Amsterdam was one of  the partner cities 
and on behalf  of  the city of  Amsterdam, the local administration exchanged professional 
knowledge and hands-on experiences of  working in deprived urban neighbourhoods with 
‘high levels of  new communities and migrant populations’ with five European partner cities17. 

The experiment developed by Geuzenveld-Slotermeer was called Neighbourhood Circle. 
This was a community participation programme that aimed to engage residents in the 
realisation of  the district’s first community school: a primary school that would also serve as 
a community centre. The construction of  the new school building was part of  Parkstad New-
West, the ongoing urban regeneration project. As such, the function of  the school, its location, 
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architectural design et cetera, had been directed top-down. Still, the actual programme 
of  activities in the school, especially the neighbourhood activities, had been developed, 
through Neighbourhood Circle, as a bottom-up process resulting in the construction of  a 
neighbourhood network around the school:

“The main aim of  the pilot project was to develop a programme of  activities for and by local residents, 
which would lead to a sustainable network of  relations, thus increasing social cohesion in the 
neighbourhood.” (POSEIDON, 2006: 31, emphasis added)

Several instruments were deployed to build the community school and to encourage residents 
to take part in the project. Instruments which were deemed most effect were the intense 
canvassing of  the networks of  local residents by policy practitioners, continuously spreading 
newsletters and sending personal invitations. In order to lower possible thresholds as much 
as possible for residents, gatherings were held in different time slots (both in the afternoon 
and in the evening) to ‘enable parents with (young) children to attend gatherings as well as 
working people’. To make sure that people attending gatherings at different times could 
meet each other and engage, dinners were organised in between the afternoon and the 
evening gatherings. Varied styles of  meeting were used, the gatherings had an informal 
character and classical meetings were prohibited (see also Chapter 4). Rapid feedback 
by means of  newsletters, face-to-face conversations and photo impressions of  previous 
gatherings was used to keep up the momentum. These informal gatherings and the personal 
attention practitioners paid to residents were deemed to be the most successful elements 
of  the project, and were thought to create trust among residents but also trustworthiness 
among policy practitioners.

As an experiment, the Neighbourhood Circle project for this particular community 
school ended in 2007 after the school had been built and the first semester of  activities had 
been programmed. As the experiment was considered successful, local administrators and 
policy practitioners involved in the development of  this community school now sought to 
roll out the programme in another part of  the district and start a new experiment (I will 
return to this later).

In summary, as a complementary strategy to the ongoing urban regeneration of  Amsterdam 
New-West, Neighbourhood Management targeted the assumed erosion of  social cohesion in 
the district as the most important issue to be managed. This problematisation emerged out of  
the participation of  the local administration of  Geuzenveld-Slotermeer in two transnational 
EU-funded partnership projects that departed from a communitarian understanding of  
what lied at the root of  the issues in deprived urban neighbourhoods in Europe – an eroded 
sense of  solidarity, affected values in human life, a lack of  rooted identities and community 
engagement. This translated into an attempt to enhance social cohesion through active 



208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde

60

learning projects, experiments and knowledge exchange and, in Geuzenveld-Slotermeer, 
led to an informal, marketing approach to participation. The communitarian perception 
of  problems in Slotermeer was inspired both by European policy discourse on problems in 
large cities and urban areas, but also through a national public discourse, where issues in 
deprived urban neighbourhoods were no longer framed in material terms, but in immaterial 
terms. I will consider this in the next section.

National concern: a cultural and immaterial task

As mentioned in the introduction of  this dissertation, at the beginning of  the 21st century 
it became clear to the Dutch state that the national policy interventionism (i.e. Big Cities 
Policy and the Urban Renewal Policy) of  the previous decade had provided little relief  
to social issues in certain urban neighbourhoods. This acknowledgment was encouraged 
by an ongoing public debate in which these neighbourhoods were framed as arenas 
where the problems of  Dutch multicultural society were most manifest. A ‘multicultural 
drama’18 unfolded: (post)migrants struggled to integrate into society, there was a growing 
unease among autochthonous people who felt like ‘foreigners’ and ethnic relations were 
increasingly tense. In the introduction of  this dissertation I have argued that this type of  
problematisation resonated with a trend in Dutch debates on citizenship, namely as part 
of  the “culturalisation” of  citizenship where emotions, morals and manners had become 
central in issues of  social integration (Schinkel, 2008; Duyvendak et al, 2010; Duyvendak, 
2011). Here I want to elaborate on how this influenced a radicalised notion of  social 
cohesion and how this notion became integrated into national public and political debates 
on citizenship and the issues in deprived urban neighbourhoods.

An influential report

In 2003, the Dutch state made its first attempt at a new nationwide neighbourhood policy-
programme. Under the title of  ‘urban restructuring’ [stedelijke herstructurering], the 
Ministry of  Housing and Spatial Planning [VROM] developed the ‘56-Neighbourhood 
Policy’. This policy strategy came on top of  existing urban policy such as the Big Cities 
Policy and the Urban Renewal Policy, and was meant as an extra impulse and intensification 
of  these social policies in areas where regular policies had sorted insufficient effect. As a 
legitimisation for this new policy, the minister argued that ‘problems are most salient on a 
neighbourhood level’ and ‘the neighbourhood is the designated level of  scale to deal with 
these problems’19. Typical of  this new vision was a ‘partner meeting’ in 2004, organised 
by the national Knowledge Institute for Urban Renewal [KEI Kenniscentrum Stedelijke 
Vernieuwing]20 for, amongst others, representatives of  public institutions local governments, 
housing corporations and welfare organisations, who, together provide for a wide social 
service landscape in Dutch neighbourhoods.
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At this meeting, Liberal politician and future minister of  Housing, Spatial Planning and 
the Environment Pieter Winsemius explained that ‘urban renewal’ was a ‘false word’ [een 
fout woord] when it came to the desired nature of  future policy interventions. He declared 
that with regard to disadvantaged neighbourhoods the urban renewal should be ‘about 
the renewal of  people and society’ instead of  simply ‘stacking stones’, the latter referring 
to neighbourhood interventions aimed at physical renewal, like the Large Cities Policies 
[GSB] of  the 1990s. The director of  the Knowledge Institute for Urban Renewal echoed 
the future minister stating that ‘transforming the current city means that one judges material 
affairs: urban planning, houses and squares, but also immaterial affairs: people, identity and 
the meaning of  places. This is about culture.’21 And so, the problems in deprived urban 
neighbourhoods became denominated ‘a cultural and immaterial task’ in this meeting.

However, Pieter Winsemius’ ideas also broadly resonated in public debate through another 
channel (see WRR, 2005). As a member of  the Dutch Scientific Council of  Government 
Policy (WRR), which gives the national government (un)commissioned advice about social 
issues, he also conducted research on the state of  affairs in 180 Dutch neighbourhoods. 
The results of  this research were published in a report with a Dutch title that allowed for 
two interpretations, alluding to two fundamental arguments made in the report. First, the 
title could be read as ‘Trust in the neighbourhood’, thus referring to the importance of  
social trust among residents, and second, it could be read as ‘Trusting the neighbourhood’, 
thus referring to the advice given that the government should finally learn to trust the 
institutions, policy practitioners and people working and living in these neighbourhoods 
and should re-assign responsibilities to a neighbourhood level.22

In 2006, after publication of  the report and Pieter Winsemius’ appointment as minister 
of  Housing, Spatial Planning and the Environment, he restarted political debate about 
the state of  Dutch disadvantaged neighbourhoods and possible options for intervention. 
He reiterated ‘the multicultural drama’ that he saw in these areas: the ‘white middle class’ 
was leaving these neighbourhoods, ‘white seniors’ considered themselves ‘in a lost world’, 
‘allochthonous youngsters’ were going off the rails and ‘populations’ were standing back 
to back’. According to the minister ‘the spark will ignite’ if  the government would not 
intervene.23 This problematisation also finds resonance in other influential national policy 
reports published at the time: in those reports problems in neighbourhoods are qualified 
in the following way: they originate from ‘a lack of  traditional binding frames’, a lack of  
‘social cohesion in the direct living environment’ and of  a lack of  ‘feeling familiar and at 
home in the neighbourhood’24. Framing deprived urban neighbourhoods metaphorically 
as ‘festering wounds’ and ‘lost worlds’ characterises these areas as places defined by a state 
of  anxiety among its population and offers a particular solution in alleviating these wounds 
caused by continuing immigration and globalisation. A solution I will elaborate on in the 
next section.
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Neighbourhood Renewal Policy

The concerns of  Pieter Winsemius also met those of  the Labour-party leader Wouter Bos 
who was inspired by the communitarian philosophy behind British Third Way politics in 
general (see Rose, 2000), and the UK National Strategy for Neighbourhood Renewal in 
particular. On a number of  occasions, the Dutch Labour-Party leader acknowledged being 
inspired by British Third Way politics, and the research office of  the Labour Party exchanged 
knowledge, research and ideas with its British counterparts in seminars, conferences and 
workshops (De Wilde, 2013a). The concerns the Dutch Labour-party leader ventilated in 
public debate echoed the problematisation put forward in the national policy reports where 
these neighbourhoods were qualified as ‘festering wounds’ (see also Chapter 1). Eventually, 
the Dutch Labour Party became an important advocate of  large scale policy interventionism 
in deprived urban neighbourhoods, and when the party was finally able to take seat in Dutch 
Cabinet in 2007 it presented an extensive, nationwide policy intervention-programme in 
40 targeted neighbourhoods - called the Neighbourhood Renewal Policy.

In the official cabinet agreement which laid out the policy programme for the subsequent 
term of  government, the Neighbourhood Renewal Policy was listed under the pillar ‘social 
cohesion’ and labelled one of  the most important social tasks in the country. The Dutch 
prime minister Jan Peter Balkenende of  the Christen Democratic Party had publicly 
expressed being influenced by communitarianist Amitai Etzioni on several occasions, already 
in 2002 for instance during a discussions in parliament to defend his policy agenda on 
‘norms and values’ (cf. WRR, 2003).25 This explains why in the cabinet agreement social 
cohesion was given such a prominent role: it was explained as an investment in ‘people, 
and the way people engage with each other and with their living environment’ (Ministerie 
van Algemene Zaken, 2007). The emphasis, however, was strongly on cultural issues: an 
increasing diversity in norms, values, customs and traditions between residents living in 
deprived urban neighbourhoods impeded a collective sense of  community, and the state 
considered it its role to address residents on these matters.

Furthermore, in the action plan that drew the contours of  the Neighbourhood Renewal 
Policy a vision was presented of  an ideal neighbourhood, but also an ideal citizen living there. 
This citizen was engaged, respectful, open towards neighbours and the community and feels 
responsible for ‘creating something together’ [om er samen iets van te maken]’ (see also Chapter 
1). These examples illustrate that the cause of  the alleged ‘multicultural drama’ is now primarily 
sought in a lack of  affective attachment and residents not feeling a sense of  belonging to their 
neighbourhoods. A task traditionally reserved for the government – a social responsibility for 
all citizens within a community – was now transferred to citizens. If  Slotermeer was a ‘festering 
wound’ it needed to be healed by bridging social, cultural and emotional differences through 
soothing and caring policy interventions in which residents, in their role as citizens, were assigned 
a central role. This implicated a re-assigning of  governmental responsibilities to residents.
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Local governance: unorthodox approaches, experiments and a citizen-centred 

approach

The national government was, however, aware that a transferral of  responsibilities to residents 
did not come naturally or easily. As part of  the Neighbourhood Renewal Policy an optimistic, 
enthusiastic discourse about ‘powerful people in powerful neighbourhoods’ was spread 
via local media, posters, leaflets and websites and, in 2007, the minister responsible for 
the Neighbourhood Renewal Policy went on a 3 month-neighbourhood tour, paid work 
visits to every single neighbourhood, and actively engaged with residents and asked them 
to share their ideas for a better neighbourhood with her. As mentioned in Chapter 1, 
transforming deprived urban neighbourhoods together not only conveyed a symbolic promise 
of  partnership, egalitarianism and proximity, it was accompanied by an actual re-assignment 
of  responsibilities to local governance actors, including local administrations, housing 
associations and welfare organisations. The message of  the Neighbourhood Renewal Policy 
was clear: the time of  abandonment, alienation and anxiety would end if  the relationship 
between citizens and other local governance actors transformed into an affective relationship 
that made acting out the future ‘wonderful’ neighbourhoods possible through present policy 
interventions.

In order to do so, the state ‘invites local governments cordially [...] to experiment [...] and 
to enable innovative and unorthodox strategies’. With this, the task of  local governance actors 
changed. The traditional social welfare worker [opbouwwerker] who had supported residents’ 
committees and groups in their protests against urban regeneration and demolition became a 
‘participation broker’ [participatie makelaar] or a ‘social broker’ [sociaal makelaar] and was 
assigned the government task of  ‘connecting’ residents to the aim of  citizen participation. 
Housing corporations were asked to take their social responsibilities more seriously and 
to invest in social real estate [maatschappelijk vastgoed] and citizen participation. Local 
governments, as a sort of  ‘facilitators’, were asked to coordinate, direct and adjust the wide 
variety of  new policy programmes (Ministerie VROM, 2007). As a result, local governments 
started a quest for new social interventions in the everyday, social life of  residents: an army 
of  policy practitioners moves into the neighbourhood, special neighbourhood teams were 
developed, new multifunctional neighbourhood centres were designed, built and opened, 
social activation policies implemented and collective neighbourhood gatherings organised 
(see Tonkens and De Wilde, 2013).

In this chapter I want to focus on one specific Neighbourhood Renewal Policy strategy, 
namely community participation. Not only were residents encouraged to play an active role 
in their neighbourhoods through the instalment of  a financial budget specifically allocated 
for citizen participation,26 but more so an affective politics of  behaviour attempted to recast 
residents into an ideal of  a strong neighbourhood and underlined the powerful role they were 
supposed to play there as ‘citizens’. On a local level, these neighbourhoods were no longer 
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‘festering wounds’, or places of  ‘decay’, they were a source of  hope which local governance 
actors could tap into, and they also stimulated and activated the strength, enthusiasm 
and pride of  residents. The neighbourhood had become the ideal frame of  integration, 
identification and engagement and through community participation programmes such as 
Neighbourhood Circle the ‘ideas’, ‘opportunities’, ‘wishes’ and ‘dreams’ of  residents could 
be tapped into and used as policy instruments. This optimistic policy discourse implied a 
new norm for how to deal with social problems: not by experiencing them as problematic, 
but as fun and challenging. It aimed to seduce residents into an identification with, and a 
belonging to, the neighbourhood, from which their engagement with their neighbours and 
their living environment would eventually arise. Neighbourhood Circle, as a community 
participation programme that drew upon the collective identity, fitted quite well within this 
policy discourse and the governmental strategy of  governing together.

The Amsterdam-charter: a participation pyramid

The Amsterdam Neighbourhood Renewal Policy-charter put a clear emphasis on residents 
as the most important partner, performer and participant in the design and execution of  
this governmental strategy:

“The source of  inspiration of  and for the Neighbourhood Renewal Policy are the people who live 
and work in the neighbourhood. (…) Without the commitment and involvement of  residents we 
will not succeed. Both in the preamble to the Neighbourhood Renewal Policy and in the analysis of  
problems, in the implementation and in the search for solutions, residents living in these neighbourhoods 
are subject as well as part of  the solution. Initiatives emerge out of  the neighbourhood. This 
happens by engaging in conversation with residents, by bringing people together in strong coalitions 
and to work collectively on improvements. Amsterdam very much appreciates this element of  the 
Neighbourhood Renewal Deal. Only by letting people participate will there be support for the 
upcoming transformations, only then will residents be proud of  the results accomplished and start to 
believe in their neighbourhood and their neighbours. Ultimately this will lead to more social cohesion, 
more trust, more positive impulses and more participation.” (Gemeente Amsterdam, 2007a: 8)

As a result, from 2008, influenced by the Neighbourhood Renewal Policy’s focus on 
participation, an attempt was made to anchor citizen participation in the Amsterdam 
Neighbourhood Policy. ‘Let a thousand flowers flourish’ became the motto for the Amsterdam 
Neighbourhood Policy, offering local administrations throughout the city leeway to choose 
their own work methods and the opportunity to experiment with unorthodox approaches 
within parameters set by the municipality. These parameters were depicted in the form of  
a ‘participation pyramid’.
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Participation-pyramid explained in the charter for the Amsterdam Neighbourhood Policy: it goes from 
informing, interaction and dialogue, co-production to a strong civil society (Source: Gemeente Amsterdam 
(2009a) Bewonersparticipatie in de Amsterdamse wijkaanpak, p. 4).

Neighbourhood Circle was an example of  one such innovative, unorthodox measure that the 
national and local government encouraged and that helped to transform residents into ‘active 
partners’ in neighbourhood projects. As the urban regeneration of  Amsterdam New-West 
was now impending on Slotermeer, the local administration, following the advice of  local 
administrators and policy practitioners involved in Neighbourhood Management, decided 
to develop ‘a more structural Neighbourhood Circle’ to strengthen ‘the community’, ‘civil 
society’ and ‘the bottom-up regeneration’ in this neighbourhood. This policy programme had 
grown out of  the marketing and informal approach to community participation discussed 
earlier in this chapter.
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BUILDING A COMMUNITY ON THE GROUND: NEIGHBOURHOOD CIRCLE

From an initial experiment to a structural instrument

In its first year, Neighbourhood Circle in Slotermeer was financed from the funds for urban 
regeneration and from standard resident participation budgets. However, this budget proved 
insufficient for a full implementation of  Neighbourhood Circle – it could not, for instance, 
provide for enough policy practitioners who were needed to implement the demanding 
informal and personal work methods. This changed in 2009, when the budget for citizen 
participation accompanying the national Neighbourhood Renewal Policy was released: 
the considerably larger budget helped resolve bottlenecks within Neighbourhood Circle, 
and subsequently helped to increase and intensify the activities of  Neighbourhood Circle 
in Slotermeer, and enabled work on a strategy for the programme. The most important 
developments were the integration of  Neighbourhood Circle within the citizen-centred 
approach of  the Amsterdam Neighbourhood Renewal Policy-charter, an expansion of  the 
team of  policy practitioners, the provision of  more time and manpower to actively canvas 
local networks and recruit residents, and the development of  a communication campaign 
called ‘TOGETHERSloterMORE!’.

The development of  Neighbourhood Circle in Slotermeer had implications for the 
participation programme in Slotermeer that was already in place. It changed its parameters: 
in the first place, tasks and responsibilities concerning social-cultural work were now 
transferred to the local administration, and second, the character of  the participation 
programme changed due to a reconfiguration of  these institutional responsibilities.

From welfare to government 

First, with the expansion and securing of  Neighbourhood Circle in Slotermeer, the 
coordinating and directive role of  the local administration in matters concerning citizen 
participation was expanded at the cost of  the social-cultural work by social workers of  
the welfare organisations. The team of  policy administrators working in the spirit of  
Neighbourhood Circle grew, and now consisted of  a neighbourhood manager, quarter 
coordinators [buurtcoördinatoren], Neighbourhood Circle coordinators and recruiters, 
request-coordinators, a financial officer and a communication manager (see appendix 3).

The neighbourhood manager set about creating the real web of  relations and activities 
from which a neighbourhood community was thought to emerge. S/he coordinated the 
policy practices making up Neighbourhood Circle: the communication campaign, the 
collective gatherings, the coaching of  policy practitioners, the request-procedures, the intake-
conversations, the canvassing of  local networks and the allocation of  the financial budget. 
Quarter coordinators played a pivotal role within Neighbourhood Circle. They worked 
in front offices of  social welfare workers and maintained a large network of  residents and 
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policy practitioners (from housing corporations and welfare organisations) working in the 
neighbourhood. In addition, they coached and guided residents in execution of  their ideas 
and initiatives. Neighbourhood Circle coordinators and recruiters also maintained relations 
with residents and policy practitioners and supported and guided the implementation of  
the policy practices that made up Neighbourhood Circle, organising collective gatherings, 
canvassing local networks, attuning the ideas of  residents to the neighbourhood policy 
agenda, connecting residents, becoming involved in activities and projects, organising 
logistics, and supporting and guiding residents as well. The communication manager was 
responsible for communication towards residents, designing logos, slogans and posters, and 
taking responsibility for the stories, narratives and interviews placed in district newspapers, 
leaflets and urban regeneration folders. Finally, the financial officer was concerned with the 
allocation of  the budget, helping with deployment of  budgets, processing receipts for the 
benefit of  financial accountability and providing volunteers with cash money.

There are two aspects worth noting here. On the one hand, the nature of  this professional 
labour – recruiting and activating residents, supporting and coaching volunteers and 
exploring the community potential of  the neighbourhood – actually overlapped with the 
professional labour undertaken by social workers. To ensure that policy practitioners worked 
according to the new method, a ‘cultural transformation’ within the Neighbourhood Circle 
team was deemed necessary, so a ‘professionalisation programme’ was implemented. This 
consisted of  workshops in which social workers taught policy administrators the ‘agogic skills, 
competences and mentality’ deemed fit to build a community. Policy administrators were 
required to attend these workshops because the social-cultural work previously undertaken 
by welfare organisations was now taking place under the control of  Neighbourhood Circle. 
In addition, social workers in the welfare organisation also had to be taught to work according 
to the Neighbourhood Circle method.

In addition, after two years Neighbourhood Circle was deemed so successful – in terms of  
the number of  activities and projects organised by residents – that the Neighbourhood Circle 
team needed extra professional resources. The local administration decided to outsource a 
part of  the process of  building a community to a private welfare company. Three employees 
were assigned to work at the front offices as application request coordinators [aanvraag 
coördinatoren]. Their main task was to guide residents through the bureaucratic rules 
and regulations and help them to apply for funding. After a year, due to unsatisfactory 
results, the contract was terminated. In 2011, however, outsourcing returned. This time the 
complete Neighbourhood Circle was put up for public tendering - the local administration 
had decided it was better to place the social-cultural tasks of  Neighbourhood Circle in the 
hands of  a welfare organisation rather than in the hands of  policy practitioners directly in 
service of  the local administration. 
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From polity to a cosy policy

Embedding Neighbourhood Circle within the local administration and asking social-cultural 
workers to work in the spirit of  the Neighbourhood Circle methods, had implications 
for another participation programme in the district, the one Neighbourhood Circle had 
replaced. This was Neighbourhood Consultation [buurtoverleg] and it had been based on 
a rather different participation paradigm.

The Neighbourhood Consultation project had its origin in the 1980s when discourse 
on democratisation had become popular in Amsterdam among local politicians and policy 
administrators. This had led to the institutionalisation of  a new political organisational 
structure, an administrative decentralisation with Amsterdam divided into several 
administrative districts, each with its own administrative work force, district council and 
administrative board (Hajer, 1989).27 Slotermeer had become part of  the administrative 
district of  Geuzenveld-Slotermeer in 1990 and, in 1994, the local administration set up the 
Neighbourhood Consultation. The alderman responsible at the time described the idea thus: 

“[to bring] the local administration closer to residents (…) and give them the feeling that they really 
do have influence [by] providing a listening ear to their concerns, enabling residents to solve issues 
themselves, like petty crime, deterioration of  public space and feelings of  insecurity and putting 
things on the policy agenda.”28

In Neighbourhood Consultation, every quarter had a neighbourhood committee, and 
pairs of  quarters had a neighbourhood office set up and run by volunteers. A core group 
of  volunteers organised neighbourhood activities and helped residents with voluntary 
efforts. Every quarter had a budget of  thousands of  euro’s, the ‘quarter budget’, and each 
year volunteers held a meeting to evaluate the previous year, the activities subsidised and 
to do the accounts. During the meetings, residents could also propose ideas to improve the 
quarter, discuss possible projects and activities for the year to come and vote on them. The 
chairman of  the meeting was a district alderman who was accountable for the budget and 
activities of  the neighbourhood office to the administrative board of  Geuzenveld-Slotermeer. 
Each quarter was also adopted by a member of  the local council and s/he was always present 
during activities. The neighbourhood offices were assigned a neighbourhood police officer, 
two district guards and a maintenance team for the public environment. The volunteers at 
the different neighbourhood offices kept in touch through informal and formal meetings, 
including the Residential Platform, a platform of  neighbourhood committees.

With the introduction of  Neighbourhood Circle, the institutional, political framework in 
which community participation had become embedded through Neighbourhood Consultation 
changed. Policy practitioners started taking over the supporting tasks which volunteers had 
been undertaking from the beginning of  Neighbourhood Consultation. In addition, the policy 
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practitioners also took on the local administrators’ tasks of  coordinating and accounting for 
the programme. First, besides taking on the welfare element of  the work, Neighbourhood 
Circle practitioners were also responsible for managing the rules, regulations and formal 
procedures which regulated the opportunities for community engagement, a role which had 
previously been played by district aldermen in Neighbourhood Consultation. The policy 
practitioners not only encouraged residents to develop activities, helped them to apply for 
funding and guided them through bureaucratic hurdles, they were also responsible for deciding 
on the allocation of  the budget, and checking the ideas and initiatives against bureaucratic 
rules and stipulations. Since, on top of  all this, policy practitioners were also responsible for 
accounting for the results to the administrative board, the community that was supposed 
to emerge out of  Neighbourhood Circle had now become embedded in a bureaucratic, 
administrative system. Local administrators remained within Neighbourhood Circle but now 
played a different role. Instead of  leading monthly neighbourhood meetings and coordinating 
the allocation of  the budget, they were now asked to ‘profile’ themselves as ‘patrons’ and to 
‘protect and visualise the core qualities’ of  the ongoing urban regeneration in Slotermeer 
by constantly putting the spotlight on engagement and joint efforts of  residents. They were 
assigned more symbolic functions, of  opening neighbourhood festivals, paying work visits 
to voluntary activities and giving inspiring speeches at collective gatherings (see Chapter 4).

Second, these inspiring contacts and informal gatherings were now part of  the 
Neighbourhood Circle ‘recruitment approach’ which urged residents to ‘take initiative’ and 
‘adopt’ ideas with the aim of  ‘linking the policy agenda of  the neighbourhood to residents’:

“Successful stories about voluntary activities should be used as PR, give a lot of  examples and 
send out the message that people can join and participate.” (Gemeente Amsterdam, 2009e)

In summary, in their attempt to achieve the policy aim of  enhancing social cohesion, 
Neighbourhood Circle practitioners had to be Janus faced: on the one hand, they 
performed a role as social-cultural workers, while, on the other, they were bureaucratic 
administrators. Volunteers were now the responsibility of  policy practitioners rather than 
of  local administrators and politicians, and the community that they were supposed to build 
was now perceived as a social or cultural field of  relationships, not as a polity interwoven 
into democratic, political structures (Hajer, 2003). The fact that the district administration 
finally put Neighbourhood Circle up for public tendering underscores this.
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CONCLUSION

Tracing the origins, the development and the implementation of  Neighbourhood Circle 
in Slotermeer, I have described how, over the course of  over two decades, Slotermeer 
has become a site for territorial governance and how one particular problematisation, an 
erosion of  social cohesion has led to a complex web of  interdependencies formed among 
the state, local government and other local governance actors. However, looking at the 
sociodemographic history of  Slotermeer we see that concerns about social cohesion have 
been part of  the very design and spatial structure of  the neighbourhood. Over decades 
these concerns have lingered on. However, the different perspectives I have introduced, 
show how problematising social cohesion has become an argument for governmental actors 
at different levels – EU, national, local and sublocal – to tackle or manage different issues: 
to actually tackle urban marginality, to pursue a gentrification-agenda or to make the 
population of  deprived urban neighbourhoods such as Slotermeer (more) governable. 
Ultimately, this problematisation has led to a policy setting where a provoked sphere of  
citizenship – Neighbourhood Circle – could come to life through the strategies, tactics 
and experiences of  both policy practitioners and residents. The question that guides the 
empirical chapters in Part 2 of  this dissertation is how citizens emerge from this policy 
setting, and how in policy practices certain issues, related to the notion of  social cohesion, 
play out in the negotiations of  both policy practitioners and residents. Before I will discuss 
this I will first, in Chapter 3, elaborate on some methodological considerations with regard 
to this dissertation.
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3. A CRITICAL POLICY ETHNOGRAPHY
SELECTING AND UNDERTAKING A CASE STUDY

In this chapter, I will describe my approach to the ethnographic fieldwork and policy analysis 
that forms the basis of  this dissertation and my methodological considerations. I will argue 
why Neighbourhood Circle can be seen as a case study of  community participation, and 
elaborate on how I undertook my ethnographic fieldwork. Finally, I will touch upon space, 
voice and culture as three empirical categories which form the basis of  the empirical chapters. 

SELECTING THE CASE STUDY

As I argued in the introduction to this dissertation, I see a ‘citizen’ as a (possible) outcome 
of  governmental action, a person whose desires, conduct and actions emerge out of  the 
desires, conduct and actions of  governments. I was therefore especially interested in how 
people become engaged, not so much through their own intrinsic motivations but through 
the mediation of  policy and the meddling of  policy practitioners. To investigate how ‘citizens’ 
are enacted in policy I needed to look at how people are addressed by policy practitioners 
and how, in actual policy practice, they are activated into a specific form of  citizenship. 
I needed to understand both the process and the context in which that occurs. I therefore 
decided to primarily use ethnographic methods. I understand ethnography as:

“The study of  people in naturally occurring settings or “field” by methods of  data collection which 
capture their social meanings and ordinary activities, involving the researcher participating directly in 
the setting, if  not also the activities, in order to collect data in a systematic manner.” (Brewer, 2000: 6)

For my research, this meant that I participated in meetings, gatherings, events and activities 
of  Neighbourhood Circle where residents met with policy practitioners and with each other. 
Like most ethnographers, I gathered further data through interviews and the collection of  
policy documents and communication material.

Which case? Neighbourhood Circle

My research was part of  a wider research project on ‘responsible, active citizens and 
inviting, connecting institutions’, for which three neighbourhoods enrolled with the Dutch 
Neighbourhood Renewal Policy had been selected before I started my research. These 
were Slotermeer (Amsterdam), Kanaleneiland (Utrecht) and Rivierenwijk (Deventer). In 
the introduction of  this dissertation, I introduced Neighbourhood Circle as a form of  
community participation meant to increase social cohesion, and gave examples of  the type 
of  activities and projects organised within Neighbourhood Circle. For example, residents 
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could organise a weekly coffee mornings for lonely elderly or (post)migrant women in the 
neighbourhood centre, initiate projects to collectively refurbish dilapidated playgrounds for 
children or host public events in their street for their neighbours. In the Neighbourhood 
Renewal Policy, this form of  participation became an essential pillar for a re-assignment 
of  responsibilities to a neighbourhood level, which meant that more responsibilities were 
transferred to residents:

“Providing space for initiatives of  residents and making residents co-responsible for the quality of  life 
and [omgangsvormen] in the neighbourhood will have a positive effect.” (Ministerie VROM, 2007)

Within the Neighbourhood Renewal Policy, a substantial special budget and stimulus for 
resident participation was reserved to enable residents to take more responsibility for their 
neighbours and their living environment through so-called ‘citizen initiatives’: small, informal 
activities or projects initiated and organised jointly by residents and aimed at improving 
liveability in the neighbourhood. While there were similarities between neighbourhoods in 
how budgets were to be allocated - for instance, in most neighbourhoods, neighbourhood 
foundations and organisations could not apply for a budget - each targeted neighbourhood 
subsequently developed specific criteria and regulations. For instance, in Kanaleneiland, 
a list of  25 signatures was needed to apply for a budget for over €20,000 and the initiative 
needed to ‘fit under the definition of  liveability’, while in Slotermeer just 2 signatures were 
needed and the initiative needed not only contribute to ‘liveability’, it also had to specifically 
address ‘social cohesion and neighbourhood engagement’.29

In 2009, I started doing exploratory fieldwork in Slotermeer, Kanaleneiland and 
Rivierenwijk, interviewing policy practitioners, asking them about the policies, procedures 
and particularities around community participation in their neighbourhood. How did they 
attempt to activate residents? What were the rules, procedures and means of  the community 
participation programme? What, in their opinion, were good and poorer examples of  
participation? What, in their opinions, were the most pressing issues in the neighbourhood? 

In Kanaleneiland, I interviewed 3 social welfare workers of  welfare organisations. One, 
a community worker, had been working in the neighbourhood for over a decade and 
could tell me a lot about the pressing social issues in Kanaleneiland, the changes in policy 
concerning citizen participation and the effects it had on the activation of  residents; the 
other two community workers had recently begun working in the neighbourhood and could 
tell me about how they carried out the newly acclaimed policy ideals on social cohesion and 
citizen participation. I also interviewed two area managers of  housing corporations. Since 
housing corporations were looking for a new social entrepreneurial role in deprived urban 
neighbourhoods such as Kanaleneiland, these area managers were actively looking for ways 
to stimulate and support residents’ initiatives. The third group I interviewed consisted of  
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two local policy administrators, who provided me with more information about the rules 
and procedures of  the new policy on citizen initiatives, explained how they carried out the 
policy and how many residents actively volunteered in the neighbourhood and in which 
kind of  projects.

 In Deventer (a neighbourhood smaller in scale than Kanaleneiland and Slotermeer), 
I interviewed one social welfare worker who had worked for over a decade in the 
neighbourhood. She provided me with a wealth of  information on pressing social issues 
there, an insight in the policy concerning citizen participation and provided some information 
on relevant initiatives. I also interviewed a housing corporation area manager working from 
a social front office in the neighbourhood. As this housing corporation played a leading role 
in the neighbourhood policy in Deventer (opposite the local administration), the manager 
was able to provide me with the main policy documents on the matter, the pressing social 
issues in the neighbourhood and information about initiatives of  residents.

To get an overview of  voluntary activities and projects in the Deventer neighbourhood, 
I also read through policy documents, neighbourhood newspapers and visited websites; 
and for Kanaleneiland, I drew on my MA thesis research, which had been on the interaction 
between residents and institutions in community participation (De Wilde, 2008, see also 
De Wilde et al. 2014) there in 2007. In addition, because my knowledge of  Kanaleneiland 
was a little out of  date, I called on my network and conducted additional interviews with 
eight volunteers.

In Slotermeer, I approached my first respondents at a collective gathering in the late 
spring of  2009: I selected eight residents (male, female, autochthonous, allochthonous, 
with a long/short history of  volunteering) and interviewed them. I asked them about 
their motivations and their experiences. How had they become voluntary active in the 
neighbourhood? What were the good and poorer experiences in the process? For whom 
had they organised their activities, and why? Had they received any support from the local 
administration, welfare organisations or other local institutions, and what was the interaction 
with these institutions like? What did they consider to be the most prominent neighbourhood 
issues? Were there any other residents or volunteers I should speak to? In the same period, 
I conducted interviews with three policy practitioners working in the Neighbourhood Circle 
program. As in Kanaleneiland and Deventer, I asked these practitioners about the policy, 
procedures and particularities around the community participation programmes in their 
neighbourhood. I conducted other interviews too; with a neighbourhood manager and a 
Neighbourhood Circle recruiter about the potential and problems in the neighbourhood, 
the policy discourse informing Neighbourhood Circle and the changes in policy; and 
with a Neighbourhood Circle coordinator, who acquainted me with a large number of  
Neighbourhood Circle initiatives and reflected on the problems he and his colleagues had 
experienced in carrying out Neighbourhood Circle in practice. Finally, I also interviewed 
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two area managers of  a housing corporation about their policy concerning participation 
in Slotermeer, about any interesting projects they had running in the neighbourhood, and 
about their ideas about the potential and problems in the neighbourhood.

On the basis of  this exploratory fieldwork I established that the community participation 
programmes in these three neighbourhoods were critical cases for an in-depth case study 
of  communitarian citizenship in neighbourhood regeneration. Flyvbjerg (2006), who 
distinguishes several types of  cases for qualitative research, identifies a ‘critical case’ as 
one of  strategic importance to a general problem. Neighbourhood Circle is, for instance, 
a critical case because it focused on residents as active players in neighbourhood regeneration 
and aimed to experiment with new work methods, something that other neighbourhoods 
selected for the Neighbourhood Renewal Policy also focused on.30 Since Neighbourhood 
Circle focused on small scale, informal resident initiatives and on community engagement, it 
offered me with the possibility of  formulating general conclusions about the role of  community 
participation in Dutch territorial governance by studying, in detail, the range of  policy 
practices that together form Neighbourhood Circle, and, importantly, taking into account 
contextual sensitivities like neighbourhood demographics, institutional particularities and local 
problems. This approach suited my research question on how citizens are enacted in policy.

After considering the three neighbourhoods, I chose to focus on Neighbourhood Circle 
in Slotermeer because there I also identified some elements of  an extreme case. This was 
important because I wanted to retrieve as much information as possible about the process 
of  implementing a community participation programme. This was because, as Flyvbjerg 
(2006: 229) puts it:

“To achieve the greatest possible amount of  information (….) on a given problem or phenomenon, a 
representative case or a random sample may not be the most appropriate strategy. This is because the 
typical or average case is often not the richest in information. Atypical or extreme cases often reveal more 
information because they activate more actors and more basic mechanisms in the situation studied.”

Neighbourhood Circle was unusual in its unorthodox approach to participation. Before the 
Neighbourhood Renewal Policy had been set up and before ‘community’ and ‘participation’ 
became policy buzzwords in Dutch territorial governance, the Geuzenveld-Slotermeer local 
administration, inspired by community and participation rhetoric, had already experimented 
with Neighbourhood Circle, trialling new professional methods and tentative practices (see 
Chapter 2). In Slotermeer’s Neighbourhood Action Plan (all 40 targeted neighbourhoods 
of  the National Renewal Policy had to make this plan; they declared the most important 
policy plans for the following 4 years), the Slotermeer local government had emphasised 
the bottom-up strategies of  Neighbourhood Management and Neighbourhood Circle as 
central to the regeneration of  Slotermeer:
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“In addition to the urban renewal perspective (previously directive of  neighbourhood regeneration), matters 
which are focused on the present society will also be given a role in the regeneration plans. This plan forms 
the bottom-up emerging Neighbourhood Action Plan which partners will carry out jointly. This is a plan 
which forms a solid basis for the development of  Slotermeer into a wonderful neighbourhood. We earnestly 
request the minister [of  Social Housing, Neighbourhoods and Integration] to let this regeneration process 
show the way ahead for the necessary involvement of  residents and organisations in the implementation 
of  the Neighbourhood Action Plan. The local administration fully invests in this bottom-up 
participation project in Slotermeer and will have a broadly supported (signed by all parties of  the 
civil society) Neighbourhood Action Plan of  Slotermeer in 2008.” (Gemeente Amsterdam, 2007e)

The local administration of  Geuzenveld-Slotermeer had also participated in two EU-
funded programmes on community participation and neighbourhood regeneration, and 
had presented Neighbourhood Circle as a best practice approach to other professionals 
working in deprived urban neighbourhoods. Ideas like ‘together’, ‘joint’, ‘home’, ‘bottom-
up’ and ‘identity’ (POSEIDON, 2006; APaNGO, 2007) were firmly grounded in the policy 
discourse, but so were associated problems and issues:

“In recent years, Geuzenveld-Slotermeer has developed its own way of  area-focused work [wijkgericht 
werken] in the form of  Neighbourhood Management. This method has developed itself  through 
experiences in practice and, with it, the local administration chooses for a discerning direction in tackling 
liveability in the neighbourhood. The core idea behind Neighbourhood Management is that residents form 
the core of  the neighbourhood. (…). Neighbourhood Management works with Neighbourhood Circle 
(….) which invests in the relation between people in the neighbourhood of  the same and different cultural 
backgrounds (…) This approach demands a change in attitude among the local administration. How do 
you give space to citizens? How do you let go but also retain oversight of  the effects of  letting go? How do 
you anticipate what a citizen wants and how can you make that ‘grow’?” (Gemeente Amsterdam, 2007e)

To summarize, I aim to generalise my findings from this ethnographic study in order to be 
able to comment on the role of  community participation in Dutch territorial governance. 
Researching the policy practices of  Neighbourhood Circle in Slotermeer allows me insight 
into a form of  neighbourhood regeneration that has become most common in current Dutch 
neighbourhood governance. As such, Neighbourhood Circle provides insight into the role, 
the logic and the dynamics of  the governmental strategy of  affective citizenship, while equally 
providing an opportunity to take the local context into account and to be open to local 
contingencies that influence how policy is translated in numerous policy practices. As such, 
Neighbourhood Circle, as an extreme case, is useful to obtain information about unusual, yet 
noteworthy, situations which help to make a theoretical argument more convincing and clear, 
which, in my case, concerns governing through belonging in Dutch territorial governance.
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Neighbourhood Circle: by whom?

The all-encompassing Dutch welfare state (WRR, 2006) has resulted in extensive, formal 
state-citizen relationships, so Dutch civil society has long been a lively public space in 
which governmental and non-governmental actors interact frequently and informally with 
citizens, both on a national and local scale (Dekker, 2001). It is therefore not surprising 
that the tentacles of  the Dutch welfare state reach deep into (urban) neighbourhoods, as 
can been seen in the broad social service landscape, which is mainly occupied by three 
local institutions, local administration, welfare organisations and housing associations. 
For instance, in Kanaleneiland (Utrecht) the local administration, welfare organisations and 
housing corporations divided the responsibilities and tasks related to citizen participation 
more or less equally, while in Rivierenwijk (Deventer), it were the housing corporation and 
welfare organisation who shared these tasks.

Another extreme element of  Neighbourhood Circle is that it formed part of  a Neigh-
bourhood Management approach in which the local administration undertook a coordinating 
and directive role in matters with regard to community participation, at the cost of  the 
traditional social-cultural and social-welfare work undertaken by policy practitioners working 
for welfare organisations or the increasing social entrepreneurial role of  housing corporations 
in deprived urban neighbourhoods. Before the introduction of  Neighbourhood Management 
in Slotermeer, matters of  community participation were primarily the concern of  social 
welfare workers of  welfare organisations, who helped residents to organise activities and 
events, to apply for a small budget, while also supporting residents with political knowledge 
and bureaucratic experience to organise critical voice and protest against demolition plans 
in the neighbourhood by housing corporations and the local administration. This changed 
with the introduction of  Neighbourhood Management.

Until 2010, Slotermeer had been part of  the local administration of  Geuzenveld-
Slotermeer which, together with other districts in Amsterdam New-West, had been 
responsible for the continuing large scale urban regeneration project and which had designed 
and implemented social policy in/for the district. The local administration housed in a 
neighbourhood district office where civil servants and policy practitioners executed policy 
on the ground as true “street level bureaucrats” (Lipsky, 1980): they performed social 
services, managed funds, organised collective gatherings, acted as gatekeepers to local 
alder(wo)men and politicians who had a seat in the local district council and co-operated with 
policy practitioners of  welfare organisations, housing corporations and other local institutions.

At the time of  my fieldwork, there was one welfare organisation in Geuzenveld-
Slotermeer. Every Dutch neighbourhood has one or more of  these organisations, which 
implement local policy and provide social services, social care, assistance and community 
work. Welfare organisations developed out of  religious and ideological associations – primarily 
after the Second World War – and have developed into governance actors that perform 
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public tasks for the community (De Boer and Duyvendak, 2004). During my ethnographic 
fieldwork, I engaged with three social welfare workers engaged in Neighbourhood Circle 
through their work with volunteers. These practitioners actively encouraged residents in 
their network to become voluntary active within Neighbourhood Circle, and they organised 
gatherings to encourage volunteers to get to know each other and supported residents to 
apply for Neighbourhood Circle-funds for their ideas and initiatives.

The Netherlands has a tradition of  rented social housing. This sector, generally managed 
by housing associations, is by far the most important element in the local housing market in 
Dutch cities, and housing associations own the majority of  social housing in neighbourhoods 
up for urban renewal (Kleinhans, 2004; Veldboer et al., 2002). In 1995, Dutch housing 
associations, financially independent after the so-called ‘grossing and balancing operation’, 
became private actors, functioning within the frame of  the National Housing Act (Priemus, 
2003). With their mix of  private status, public tasks and financial autonomy, housing 
associations are considered paradigmatic New Public Management (NPM) organisations. 
Apart from performing traditional duties of  building maintenance and public tasks like 
doing ‘housing plus’, within the National Renewal Policy they had increasingly taken on 
social responsibilities and became a force in local governance networks in neighbourhoods, 
under the banner of  urban regeneration and local governance. This expressed itself  primarily 
in their search for new and creative ways to fulfil their additional social responsibilities 
(WRR, 2005). While there were several housing associations in Geuzenveld-Slotermeer 
that owned and maintained the housing stock, but no managers or practitioners of  housing 
corporations were directly involved in Neighbourhood Circle. Their only involvement in 
Neighbourhood Circle was indirect, putting leisure space (which they called ‘Neighbourhood 
Entrees’ or ‘Neighbourhood Living Rooms’) at the disposal of  volunteers.

In this dissertation I refer to this range of  community workers, social welfare workers, 
administrators, neighbourhood managers and coordinators as policy practitioners (see Appendix 
III for a list of  all policy practitioners working in Neighbourhood Circle).

Neighbourhood Circle: for whom?

Aiming to include as many residents as possible, Neighbourhood Circle distinguished three 
‘streams’: 1) ‘residents who know how to find the district government spontaneously’ (which 
ended up being the autochthonous volunteers who had already been active in the district), 
2) ‘ideas without ownership’ (residents who came up with ideas but did not carry them 
out) and 3) ‘residents at a distance’ (youngsters, (post)migrant women and the elderly/
physically impaired). Most of  the available budget was allocated to stream 1, but the aim 
was to reach beyond what policy practitioners called ‘the usual suspects’ of  autochthonous, 
already active residents and include ‘youngsters, (post) migrant women and the elderly/
physically impaired’:
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“The criteria for success developed by the district government for this budget are formulated as 
followed in the neighbourhood action plan: ‘The approach aims to (…) reach more residents than 
before’.” (Gemeente Amsterdam, 2009i)

Neighbourhood Circle thus aimed to consist of  a reflection of  the diverse population of  
Slotermeer.

Neighbourhood Circle had rules: 1) activities had to be organised in Slotermeer (for 
instance a bus trip or activities outside Slotermeer were not financed); 2) in order to receive 
funding or to be able to make use of  space in a neighbourhood centre, an official application 
form had to be filled in and submitted to Neighbourhood Circle via a policy practitioner; 
3) only residents could apply (no organisations or foundations); 4) at least two residents had 
to sign an application form and multiple residents had to be involved in the organisation; 
5) the nature of  the activities had to be such that they were open to everybody (for instance, 
no religious activities were funded); 6) the activities had to contribute to ‘social cohesion, 
neighbourhood involvement or liveability, which means to live together nicely [prettig 
samenleven] and meet and greet each other’; 7) residents had to attend a meeting with a policy 
practitioner to discuss the feasibility of  the idea; 8) approval or rejection was communicated 
through the policy practitioner after 6 weeks; 9) a budget or support was provided for a 
maximum of  year, after which a new application had to be submitted; 10) after the activities, 
a short written or oral report had to be provided (with, for example, number of  participants, 
photographs, receipts and so on). This list of  criteria shows that Neighbourhood Circle quite 
closely framed and monitored community participation in Slotermeer.

To monitor the progress of  Neighbourhood Circle, practitioners kept track of  the 
voluntary projects through an extensive Excel file which contained the following, detailed 
information: the number of  projects, the type of  activity, who had initiated it (including 
contact information), when the application had come in, whether it was approved or rejected 
by practitioners, withdrawn by residents or left unresolved (including a short explanation), 
location (neighbourhood centre, square, street or park), the budget allocated, which 
practitioner was responsible for the project, when it had been carried out or over which 
period it had taken place, whether it had received an official allocation letter, a rejection 
letter and/or if  it had been evaluated. While I was fortunate enough to be allowed access 
to this file, which provided me with a wealth of  information on Neighbourhood Circle 
between 2008 - 2010, for reasons of  confidentiality, I cannot include it here.

Over 2009, the list included 210 requests, of  which 142 were approved. The list of  names 
accompanying the activities was far shorter, indicating that a number of  residents were 
involved in multiple activities or projects. For instance, one volunteer organised a weekly 
coffee morning over the course of  a year, a cooking workshop for children over the course 
of  a couple weeks, and also a one-off Christmas dinner for the elderly. Another volunteer 
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organised computer lessons for the elderly in the neighbourhood centre, guarded a playground 
for children, organised small activities there and also organised a Sinterklaas celebration for 
children. After studying the list and attending the first collective gatherings, I identified a core 
group of  about 50 volunteers who organised voluntary activities through Neighbourhood 
Circle. Of  course, as the goal of  Neighbourhood Circle was to attract a range of  residents, the 
group was varied. Besides, not all volunteers were constantly engaged in voluntary activities, 
some left and others attended gatherings and engaged in activities but did not organise them.

After this first stage of  exploratory fieldwork I selected three projects for further 
consideration: 1) a weekly coffee morning organised by (post)migrant women in a neighbour-
hood centre, 2) an annual neighbourhood camp organised by volunteers from the creative 
class, and, 3) voluntary activities by autochthonous residents. I will now comment on each 
individually.

First, (post)migrant women. They had been identified as ‘a target group with a lot of  
potential, but unable to actively invest that potential on their own strength’ (Gemeente 
Amsterdam, 2009i), so within Neighbourhood Circle extra attention was paid to 
attracting them: there were empowerment courses on ‘effective’ participation in urban 
regeneration projects, gatherings organised at different time slots (both in afternoon and 
evening), and activities organised for (small) children during gatherings to allow mothers 
to attend, and policy practitioners in Neighbourhood Circle worked with practitioners of  
social emancipation projects in the district to target women who had already followed an 
empowerment courses (see also Chapter 5). In addition, policy practitioners were fairly 
flexible about criteria when it came to (post)migrant women. In the words of  one practitioner:

“Some activities are on the boundary, such as swimming lessons for Moroccan women, 
because it is so oriented on one group. There is a small group of  women who goes swimming 
every week and leave their home. They applied for a small budget, but it does not really fit 
within Neighbourhood Circle because it is not open to everybody. But then you look the other 
way a bit [een oogje toeknijpen] and negotiate with them. I tell them: ‘ok, I will give you a 
small budget but then you will have to promise to attend a collective gathering or an event’.”

In the end, among others, this flexible stance led to (post)migrant women becoming 
surprisingly active within Neighbourhood Circle, and making up one third of  the volunteers 
on the list. They primarily organised small activities in the safe confines of  the neighbourhood 
centre, coffee mornings, sewing workshops, cooking workshops with children, dinners for 
elderly people, dance workshops or sport sessions (salsa, belly dance, aerobic). Because they 
had been a specific target group and were successfully activated, I decided to engage with a 
group of  (post)migrant women, to understand in more detail how they had transformed/
and were still transforming from residents into citizens (see Chapter 5).
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Second, unlike (post)migrant women, autochthonous volunteers had been qualified as 
‘the usual suspects’ who organised activities ‘spontaneously’ and who, initially, took up 
the majority of  the budget for Neighbourhood Circle (Gemeente Amsterdam, 2009h). 
One policy practitioner explained that the goal of  Neighbourhood Circle, to make it more 
inclusive of  new residents, meant that the role of  autochthonous volunteers had eventually 
changed and some of  them had become less active or had ceased to be active:

“The active core of  these residents is still present. But it has changed. Four years ago, […] there were 
primarily white, older men participating and they managed to keep the rest out. The introduction of  a 
different policy has changed this. Now we see more young people, Turks and Moroccans participating.”

In Neighbourhood Circle, autochthonous volunteers made up about a third of  the volunteers, 
organising dinners or coffee mornings for elderly at the neighbourhood centre, computer 
lessons, and often also engaged in the maintenance or re-development of  playgrounds, 
squares, parks and other green in the neighbourhood. The autochthonous volunteers whom 
I engaged with were also voluntary active (as chairman or members) in neighbourhood 
committees and the Residential Platform of  Slotermeer, and paid close attention to the 
(dilapidated) state of  their houses, their streets and public spaces in the neighbourhood. Since 
autochthonous residents had often volunteered before the introduction of  Neighbourhood 
Circle, and had now enrolled in a programme that did not specifically target them (they 
often appeared to be seen as a nuisance), I decided to engage with a number of  them to 
understand how they experienced Neighbourhood Circle (see Chapter 7).

Third, while there were few volunteers from the creative class active within Neighbourhood 
Circle - they made up about 10 percent of  the list and primarily organised outdoor events 
like the neighbourhood camp or community gardens - their symbolic presence within 
Neighbourhood Circle was significant. On the one hand, they received a large share of  the 
budget because, unlike (post)migrant women and autochthonous residents, they applied for 
budgets over 10,000 Euros. For instance, a young mother who had proposed a community 
gardening project eventually, with the help Neighbourhood Circle practitioners who liked 
the idea and lobbied for it to a local alderman, applied for a budget of  80,000 Euros. In 
comparison, a coffee morning or other neighbourhood centre activity would often receive 
a budget of  several hundred Euros. On the other hand, their activities – perhaps also 
because they were aesthetically attractive, being a community garden, a festival, a creative 
project - featured prominently in neighbourhood newspapers, in the Neighbourhood Circle 
newsletter, on the district website and in urban renewal folders. Besides, policy practitioners 
were actively searching for ways to include the new gentrifying residents from the creative 
class. A document entitled ‘Neighbourhood Circle. What do we want with it?’ had this to say: 
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“Because of  the urban regeneration, the district is now inhabited by a growing number of  people who belong 
to the creative class (Richard Florida): young entrepreneurs, designers, intellectuals etc. These people possess 
attractive networks and interesting knowledge. Among people of  the creative class, we see an increasing 
tendency to socially invest in local society. Their motivations are: raising their profile, altruism, feeling a 
sense of  urgency about the multicultural society and looking for meaningfulness. For the further development 
of  Neighbourhood Circle, it is important to get these people more involved.” (Gemeente Amsterdam 2008e)

Because the creative class had a strong symbolic presence within Neighbourhood Circle, and 
as such, appeared to embody the ‘good’ citizen, I decided to focus upon a group of  residents 
from the creative class who organised an annual neighbourhood camp in Slotermeer in 
order to understand how they transformed from relative newcomers to the neighbourhood 
into celebrated citizens (see Chapter 6).

These three groups represented the majority of  residents who were voluntary active 
within Neighbourhood Circle. Interestingly, the only two (post)migrant men active within 
Neighbourhood Circle were also very active in the migrant organisations in the district, 
although these were not associated with Neighbourhood Circle (see Van Wijck, 2011). 
There were also two residents under 25 on the list. As such, these youngsters made up a 
miniscule proportion of  Neighbourhood Circle and so I decided not to focus on them either. 

UNDERTAKING A CASE STUDY

My analysis is based on three types of  data. First, I conducted a document analysis of  the 
European, national and local policy documents which (in)formed the development and 
implementation of  both the physical, economic and social regeneration of  Slotermeer. 
Second, I conducted ethnographic fieldwork in practices comprising Neighbourhood Circle, 
engaging in collective gatherings, voluntary activities and projects, administrative meetings 
between policy practitioners, deliberations between practitioners and residents, attending 
festivals, and helping initiate, and participating in, voluntary activities. I also drew on 
neighbourhood newspapers, flyers, application forms, newsletters and other communication 
material used in the implementation of  Neighbourhood Circle. Third, I conducted interviews 
with policy practitioners and volunteers.

Access to the field

A proportion of  the activities, events and projects organised by Neighbourhood Circle were 
announced in the district newspaper or in flyers and were open to everyone and so could be 
described as ‘public’. I attended those activities and was always honest, informing people 
about my role as a researcher from the university. However, other practices making up 
Neighbourhood Circle (like internal policy documents, administrative meetings, meetings 
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between residents and practitioners) were, in the first instance, closed. I gained access to 
these settings through a policy manager of  the Department of  Neighbourhoods of  the 
local administration of  Geuzenveld-Slotermeer who had contacted one of  my supervisors 
(Evelien Tonkens) about setting up a citizen-centred approach in Geuzenveld-Slotermeer: 
the local administration had made policy practitioners responsible for encouraging 
community participation in Slotermeer and they sought (academic) knowledge to help them 
carry out this task. As a result they were open to me conducting fieldwork in the participation 
programme, and they provided me with practical information about Neighbourhood Circle. 
I used this connection to 1) attend gatherings and 2) interview 3 policy practitioners to get 
a first overview of  the voluntary activities and projects in Slotermeer. One of  the policy 
practitioners became a gatekeeper to other practitioners and residents, and provided me 
with internal policy documents. She directed me to people and events which, according 
to her, might be of  interest to my research. At some times she was also open about when 
and with whom things were ‘problematic’ and advised me which residents not to contact 
(I did, however, talk to some of  these people). In exchange, we agreed that I would share 
my views on Neighbourhood Circle at one of  their internal team meetings, which I did, 
on one occasion.

I approached most residents during gatherings and activities. As these meetings were 
usually in a small setting, and often attended by the same people, I stood out the first time 
I attended. I always introduced myself  as a researcher from the university and made clear 
that, as part of  the research, I was interested in engaging in voluntary work myself  or helping 
in other ways. My role in the field was thus that of  a participant-as-observer. I engaged in 
interaction, sometimes helped in setting up projects, participated in activities, but people 
were aware of  my status as a researcher. A reflexive stance towards this is that people were 
only partly aware what my research was about as I had only told them that I was interested 
in voluntary work and how people become involved. Furthermore, not all of  the people I 
engaged with knew my role. For instance, at the coffee morning and the neighbourhood 
camp, I did not introduce myself  every time I engaged in a conversation. However, whenever 
people asked why I was there or whether I lived in the neighbourhood, I explained my role.

In spite of  all this, securing access to residents required perseverance. Through my initial 
gatekeeper from the local administration, I encountered other practitioners working in the 
front offices who helped me gain access to some of  the volunteers I had not managed to make 
contact with. I chose names from the list of  activities and they called them and asked for 
interviews. While this approach enabled me to interview some additional volunteers, it led 
to some of  these respondents thinking that I was a representative of  the local administration, 
even though I introduced myself  as a researcher from the university. This was also probably 
influenced by the interview setting, in the front offices, which might have prevented them 
from speaking frankly about problematic issues.
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Presence in the field: participating, observing and interviews

Between June 2009 and July 2011, I engaged in different practices of  Neighbourhood Circle, 
attending collective gatherings and festivals, participating in voluntary activities and being 
present at front offices. I made field notes of  those activities and also tape recorded some 
of  them. Over the course of  two years, I engaged in numerous activities that took place 
under the banner of  Neighbourhood Circle: every festival and every collective gathering 
that was publicly announced was of  interest, and I attended if  I could (Appendix IV lists 
the neighbourhood gatherings I attended).

One of  the strengths of  ethnographic fieldwork is the ability to shift focus as interesting 
new data becomes available. One of  the things I noticed during my first exploratory fieldwork 
was that few of  the residents I engaged with identified as ‘citizen’ or talked in terms of  
‘responsibilities’. At a collective gathering organised by policy practitioners with the aim 
to give impetus to their community engagement, people introduced themselves in the 
following way: as a ‘volunteer’, a ‘resident’, or ‘I do stuff in the neighbourhood’, ‘resident and 
interested’, ‘mother’, ‘computer specialist’, ‘I live in Slotermeer’, ‘member of  a foundation’, 
‘just call me a gardener’, or ‘I’m just curious’. Yet many of  these people often did (come to) 
organise projects like redecorating a dilapidated playground together, coffee mornings for 
women or the elderly in a neighbourhood centre, or a street barbecue for their neighbours. 
These projects ended up on a long list of  activities funded through the Neighbourhood 
Circle program, a list which performed the function of  monitoring and accounting for the 
budget being spent as part of  the ‘citizen-centred policy approach’. These residents were 
also publicly recognised in district newspapers, on websites or at collective gatherings by 
local administrators and policy practitioners as ‘responsible citizens’ who had come up 
with ‘good ideas’ which would make Slotermeer more beautiful and more liveable. Thus, 
despite reflecting upon themselves as ‘mother’ or ‘doing stuff in the neighbourhood’ through 
these practices residents became enrolled in a citizen-centred approach laid out by the local 
administration as part of  the ongoing regeneration of  Slotermeer.

It is not surprising, of  course, that the discursive realm of  policy discourses and the 
life world of  residents are two different things and we all know that the strenuous work 
of  policy implementation is meant to bring the two worlds together. Still, I used the first 
exploratory fieldwork to develop the research problem and clarify it scope. As mentioned 
in the introduction, I started this research with questions regarding ‘citizenship’, but over 
the course of  my fieldwork it became clear that making ‘citizens’ the object of  study and 
describing how a citizen is assembled in policy, and therefore not so much seeing a citizen as 
a person but rather as the outcome of  a process of  governing would be far more interesting. 
So a more defined topic arose, provoked by questions on how ‘citizens’ as social realities 
are produced, assembled and maintained, or fail to do so.
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As a consequence, I decided to pay close attention to the personal experience of  policy 
practitioners as well to the lived experiences undertaken by volunteers. In the end, I conducted 
interviews with 16 policy practitioners of  Neighbourhood Circle to obtain a more detailed 
understanding of  the policy practices constituting the programme (see Appendix III for a 
list of  all policy practitioners working in Neighbourhood Circle). In my empirical chapters, 
I also draw on email correspondence, conversations and (small) talk I engaged in during 
collective gatherings and voluntary activities, or in incidental encounters on the street or 
in the front offices.

In terms of  volunteers, I partly selected them from the extended list of  residents’ initiatives 
developed and used by practitioners monitoring Neighbourhood Circle. The list included 
requests for activities, ongoing activities and approved and rejected activities, and the names 
and contact details of  volunteers. There were over one hundred activities, but the list of  
names was shorter: there was a core group of  about 50 volunteers. I approached these with 
the help from practitioners, and at gatherings or activities.

In terms of  (post) migrant women, I first came into contact with four women at a collective 
gathering when I shared a table with them. At the gathering, these women discussed the 
possibility of  a ‘women’s teahouse’. I observed the discussion and, after the gathering, 
I asked if  I could join their initiative. Over a period of  three months, we met every week, 
and discussed our ideas and plans for action under the coordination of  a policy practitioner. 
Two of  the women (Khadija and Houda) already organised a weekly coffee morning, which 
they soon invited me to visit. Since the target group for the women’s teahouse were, amongst 
others, the women who attended the coffee morning, I attended the coffee morning almost 
every Wednesday between the summer of  2010 and spring 2011. After a period of  three 
months, the initiative for a women’s teahouse slowly faded, but I decided to continue attending 
the coffee morning for a period of  10 months. The women formed a group of  about 20. 
I interviewed 11, and had (additional) conversations with most of  them and the others during 
the coffee morning, though I could not communicate with some due to the fact that their 
Dutch was not good, and I did not speak sufficient Turkish or Berber. In addition, I also 
interviewed 7 other female volunteers who organised similar (weekly) activities or events in 
the neighbourhood but were not involved in the coffee morning. 

With regard to volunteers from the creative class, I came into contact with volunteers 
of  the neighbourhood camp through a policy practitioner who pointed me in the direction 
of  this initiative. I emailed Chris, the chairman of  the camp, and explained my interest as 
a researcher. He invited me to attend the organisational meetings at which the volunteers 
discussed the planning and organisation of  the camp. I was involved in the neighbourhood 
camp from spring 2010 until winter 2011, a period of  10 months, participating in the 
meetings, volunteering at the neighbourhood camp myself  and attending an evaluation 
meeting afterwards. I was also part of  their email correspondence and interviewed 7 volunteers 
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and engaged in (additional) conversations with other volunteers during the (organisation of) 
the camp. In addition, I interviewed 3 other volunteers from the creative class.

I approached some of  the autochthonous volunteers at collective gatherings, but also 
through Frans, a respondent and gatekeeper who was chairman of  the Residential Platform of  
Slotermeer and who brought me into contact with all the chairmen of  residents’ committees 
in Slotermeer. I did not engage with one particular activity or project in particular: 
in 2010 I twice attended a coffee afternoon organised by Luc and Ralf  and, in 2010, I once 
attended an event organised by Bart and Jan. I interviewed 12 autochthonous volunteers 
and, in addition, engaged in conversation with them during collective gatherings and at 
neighbourhood events.

The interviews were open and primarily aimed at gaining a better understanding of  
observations during ethnographic fieldwork. One question was standard: I would start the 
interview by asking how they had become voluntary active in the neighbourhood. There 
were some topics that I also discussed: their experiences as residents, their experiences as 
volunteers, their interactions with policy practitioners, their contacts and relations with other 
volunteers and residents, their opinion on the most pressing problems in, and the greatest 
potential of, the neighbourhood. Besides these topics, the interviews usually took the form 
of  meandering conversations where I shared some of  my observations and experiences of  
their voluntary activities, and of  neighbourhood issues or collective gatherings, with the 
aim to encourage them to do the same and to share their knowledge and experience with 
me. The interviews varied from just over 25 minutes to over 2 hours.

Number of  interviews
(Post)migrant women 18
Creative class 10
Autochthonous volunteers 12
Policy practitioners 16

N=56

Documentation of the field: document analysis

Besides participant observation and interviews, I also conducted document analysis of  
policy documents, a method guide book used by practitioners, weekly district newspapers, 
flyers, photos, websites and communication material used by the district government. I used 
the European, national and local policy documents to find out which values and norms 
informed the Neighbourhood Circle programme. From these I learned that the notions of  
‘community’ and ‘home’ were being used, so I sought out definitions and descriptions of  
these notions. These policy documents are listed in Appendix 1.
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The Neighbourhood Circle team used leaflets, posters, digital newsletters and PowerPoint 
sheets at gatherings. I analysed how these materials were used in the practices that I 
researched ethnographically, and I also analysed the materials themselves to look for logics 
about community, participation and ways of  activating residents. In Neighbourhood Circle, 
while the communication material was partly designed by the professional team themselves, 
it was also partly designed by the local administration (for instance, the logo) and developed 
by the European project that Neighbourhood Circle was part of  (for example, the methods 
guide book). I used these materials to answer questions about how the notion of  community 
was translated into policy practices, to look at ideals and assumptions that it might be based 
on, and to gain a fuller understanding of  how policy practices are formed because the 
imagery, the logos, slogans and texts were all part of  these practices.

Presentation of the field: analysing and writing up

A note on space, culture and voice

I have thematically ordered both interviews and fieldwork to identify the most important 
themes or issues. Going back and forth between fieldnotes and such analysis helped to 
identify the most interesting issues at stake. In the empirical chapters that follow, I focus on 
how residents, in practice, enrol in Neighbourhood Circle through negotiating space, culture 
and voice. Note that the notions of  space, culture and voice follow from my ethnographic 
findings, and were not part of  the research design when I started my research on citizenship 
in Slotermeer. Rather, they became sensitising concepts (Blumer, 1969) as my fieldwork 
progressed. The empirical categories are related to issues (cf. Dewey, 1927) in Slotermeer: 
demolition (space), multiculturalism (culture) and participation (voice), issues which reached 
deep into the life and world of  these volunteers, and conditioned their attachment to 
physical places, other residents and the imaginary realm of  stories and memories. They are 
also issues which unfolded in Neighbourhood Circle as the programme aimed to 1) bind 
residents to the ongoing urban regeneration and physical transformation of  Slotermeer, 2) 
frame cultural diversity as the neighbourhood’s main strength, and 3) increase a sense of  
responsibility and soft voice among residents. I found that the situations created by policy 
practitioners worked through neighbourhood centres, public squares and waste lands; 
Surinamese traditions and Dutch tearjerkers; administrative talk and a cosy ambiance. 
As such, these three empirical issues resonated through the situations and interactions that 
policy practitioners provoked.

As space, culture and voice are empirical categories, I did not aim to embed these in a 
theoretical framework. I realise that in doing so I have set aside a vast body of  knowledge. 
However, I aim to use these empirical categories to structure the variety of  activities, 
events, encounters, situations and moments I observed and to understand their role in the 
negotiations of  both policy practitioners and residents when they create and enrol them in 
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a provoked sphere of  citizenship, produce norms and, with regard to residents, explore an 
emergent affective sense of  themselves as communitarian citizens.

A note on presenting the data

Having discussed the method of  ethnography and the subject chosen, let me conclude 
with a few words on how I present my data. Clifford and Marcus (1986: 7) remind us that 
“ethnographic truths are thus inherently partial – committed and incomplete”, and I am very 
much aware of  this. I do not claim to present a truth of  reality ‘out there’, yet I do claim to 
present a tale of  how communitarian citizens come into being. A story that, due to it being 
a critical case study, has the potential to resonate within a similar context. As the goal of  this 
dissertation is to unravel the performativity of  the rather elusive, vague concept of  ‘citizenship’ 
through ethnographic methods, I have tried to give as much voice to, and provide as much 
room for, what is actually happening in the variety of  practices on the ground. In an attempt 
not to demonstrate too ‘little interpretive nerve’ (Van Maanen, 1988: 23), something which 
sociologists are sometimes accused of  when writing up ethnography (at least in relation to 
their colleagues who work in the discipline of  anthropology), I have attempted to limit, in 
the empirical Chapters 4, 5, 6 and 7, academic jargon and facts and figures.

To protect their privacy, the names of  people in this dissertation have been changed. With 
regard to Neighbourhood Circle: although, due to administrative changes, the programme 
appeared under different names over the course of  my research, for reasons of  simplicity 
and clarity, I refer to it as Neighbourhood Circle as the practices constituting it did not 
change significantly.
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4. PRACTICES OF FAMILIARITY AND INTIMACY
HOW POLICY PRACTITIONERS AND LOCAL ADMINISTRATORS 

CREATE ‘A COSY ATMOSPHERE’31

INTRODUCTION: AN ETHNOGRAPHIC SPIRIT

Sounds of  laughter, music and conversation fill a neighbourhood centre in Slotermeer. 
In the small hall, there are no grey office tables, stacks of  paper, microphones or aldermen 
behind lecterns, instead there are colourful tablecloths, yellow flowers, balloons, waxed 
lights. Policy practitioner Sander and his colleagues mingle, laughing and chatting with 
residents. The setting has a warm, informal ambiance. Sander opens the gathering with 
an inspiring speech, telling residents how ‘touched’ he is to see the enthusiasm among 
people in the neighbourhood and that it is of  upmost importance to infuse Neighbourhood 
Circle with this enthusiasm and energy. Tonight offers a perfect chance to network, to get 
to know each other, and for ‘spontaneous and imaginative encounters’ during the festive 
barbecue. The efforts of  Sander and his colleagues are meant to create ‘a cosy atmosphere’. 
The assumption is that feelings and conduct of  residents can be influenced and steered in 
the right direction if  their interactions change. According to Sander, face-to-face contact, 
friendly chats and intimate interactions are first steps towards kindling those feelings:

“You cannot communicate it in a distant, formal manner, beginning ‘let’s participate now!’ and then 
getting on to the first point on the agenda. People respond to a warm, cosy feeling when they participate. So, 
that means that you have to stimulate them in a creative, nice manner. (...) to get into the spirit, you know.”

At the end of  the evening, Sander gives those volunteers who have already helped to give 
life to Neighbourhood Circle a gift, a pink ‘Arabic inspired teapot’ that a Dutch department 
store introduced into its collection during Eid al Fitr, the festivities marking the end of  
the Islamic fasting period of  Ramadan. The teapot symbolises the message that policy 
practitioners are trying to convey: out of  different cultures something new and beautiful 
can be constructed. Everybody applauds and music from the stereo fills the hall. It is time 
for the ‘after meeting’, already announced on the invitation. Some women push the chairs 
away and start to dance to world music. There is laughter, singing and shouting, and the 
volume of  the music is turned up a little more.
When I get on my bike and leave, I think about something which Sander shared with me 
earlier, when I asked him if  he was satisfied with how the evening was going:

“It is a cosy way of  coming together, but I do try to give some profundity to the cosiness. A sort of  
profundity at least.”
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A Neighbourhood Circle gathering

‘Cosiness’. It is a word I have heard many times from the mouths of  Sander and his colleagues. 
But what constitutes a ‘profound cosiness’? What kind of  interactions, dependencies and 
relations are thought to be part of  that? In order to answer that question, in this chapter I 
focus on how local administrators and policy practitioners create contexts, situations and 
interactions which can provoke this. They do this through 1) redefining space, 2) cherishing 
culture and 3) softening voice.

POLICY PRACTITIONERS AND LOCAL ADMINISTRATORS: 
NEIGHBOURHOOD CIRCLE

As mentioned in Chapter 1, Neighbourhood Circle was the central pillar of  Neighbourhood 
Management, a ‘bottom-up’ policy strategy developed to complement the ongoing urban 
regeneration of  Slotermeer. In Chapter 2, I have described how the introduction of  this 
Neighbourhood Management approach marked an important transformation because the 
political, institutional framework in which resident participation became embedded changed. 
Where earlier the task of  supporting resident participation had been carried out by social 
welfare workers of  welfare organisations on the hand, and had been supported by local 
aldermen of  the administrative board of  the district on the other hand, it was now assigned 
to a team of  policy practitioners in service of  the local administration. In other words, the 
introduction of  Neighbourhood Management shifted the engagement of  residents from 
the sphere of  welfare to that of  government; from a political to an administrative level.

Even so, despite the fact that the engagement of  residents now became embedded 
within the bureaucratic, administrative sphere of  the local administration, my argument 
in this chapter is that the policy strategies were affective in scope and design, and the 
tactics deployed by policy practitioners resembled those of  social welfare workers, acting 
as guides and advocates for residents, but also ensuring that vulnerable residents became 
included and safeguarding the interests and ideas of  those who did not feel familiar and 
at home in Slotermeer.
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‘A bureaucratic nine-to-five attitude is fatal’

In late 2006, an invitation to a conference for policy practitioners working in Amsterdam 
organised by the local administration of  Geuzenveld-Slotermeer lifted a corner of  the veil 
on the dos and don’ts if  practitioners wanted to ‘activate and connect residents’ in their 
neighbourhood:

“A bureaucratic nine-to-five attitude is fatal [emphasis in original].”

A bureaucratic, distant attitude was presented as a big ‘don’t’. The advice was to instead 
be sensitive to and act upon the particularities and chances brought by everyday life in the 
disadvantaged neighbourhoods where most practitioners attending the conference worked. 
The aim of  the conference was to learn from ‘good examples’ that showcased how this 
should be done in practice. Policy practitioners involved in the experimental Neighbourhood 
Management approach in Geuzenveld-Slotermeer presented the ‘showpiece’ Neighbourhood 
Circle as an exemplary method of  ‘splendid organising’ when it came to activating residents 
into community engagement. This method emphasized a focus on participation as ‘not only 
directed towards content (ratio) but also towards relations (emotions)’ and the importance 
of  developing and maintaining ‘good social relations in the participation process’ with the 
aim to create ‘a safe and pleasant environment’ in which residents ‘feel at home, important, 
welcome and wanted’. Therefore, instead of  a bureaucratic attitude, the creation of  ‘a sphere 
of  familiarity and intimacy’ between residents and between residents and policy practitioners, 
was deemed a vital strategy in activating resident into this form of  community engagement. 

Karen, a Neighbourhood Circle policy practitioner, referred to this when she said that in 
order for Neighbourhood Circle to function properly a ‘mental and emotional transformation’ 
was necessary among residents of  Slotermeer:

“Some of  them do voluntarily help out their family members. But they don’t see that as a voluntary 
activity, because it’s family, it’s close. It’s that family atmosphere, that feeling, which we try to link 
to the neighbourhood.”

The variety of  roles which policy practitioners developed for themselves within Neighbourhood 
Circle revealed the importance accredited to versatility: they should be able to perform a mix 
of  roles such as ‘(co)producer, connector, process coordinator, facilitator, coach, encourager 
and safeguard of  the communal interest and relations’ but it was also deemed important 
to ‘switch between supporting residents and liberating them’ and ‘to incite, challenge and 
invite them into new coalitions and imaginative encounters’. Sander, for instance, was 
constantly searching to kindle a ‘sincere interest’ for others in residents:
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“I call upon people. But my role is temporary. [When addressing people] I always wonder, 
how personal is your relation with others in Neighbourhood Circle? Is it dependent on a friendly 
call and invitation from me? Or is there an intrinsic, human desire to form a commitment 
with others in the neighbourhood? Even if  these are neighbours you don’t really know that 
well. Would you then still come along? Can you, in all sincerity, still offer yourself, and convey 
what you want to do for others and what difference you want to make for the neighbourhood?”

A bureaucratic attitude would indeed not be helpful in these kind of  affective interventions. 
What would be helpful though was something else. The qualifications for policy practitioners 
revealed the importance of  an empathetic stance: a profile outline developed to recruit new 
Neighbourhood Circle-practitioners required general outreach skills – being a good listener, 
having good communicative skills, flexible work attitude and creativity was important – 
but ‘empathy’ [empatisch vermogen] was specifically added as a desired skill. For policy 
practitioners it was essential to be able to understand and share the emotions and experiences 
of  residents.

REDEFINING SPACE

‘Low thresholds and a welcoming feeling’

During a Neighbourhood Circle-pilot project in Geuzenveld (an adjoining neighbourhood), 
practitioners are based on the third floor of  the district office. They have their offices there 
and residents have to visit them if  they want to discuss ideas and initiatives. This means 
that residents have to present themselves at the reception desk at the entrance and wait 
until one of  the policy practitioners comes to take them up. Sander and his colleagues are 
not really satisfied with this set up, deeming it too formal as it presents a ‘high threshold’ 
for residents and communicating ‘a certain reservation’ (Gemeente Amsterdam, 2009e). 
According to Sander, at the time of  the pilot project he and his colleagues had not been 
‘visible’ enough for residents:

“They [residents] had to announce themselves at the reception, wait for one of  us to go get them, take them 
upstairs. It was not a welcoming feeling at all, it just created...distance. (...) I want a very low threshold.”

For Sander, this physical distance also creates a relational distance between residents and 
policy practitioners, and hinders the development of  warm, informal social relations. 
In order ‘to stimulate engagement’ and ‘to be able to stimulate and inspire each other’, the 
practitioners most involved in the Neighbourhood Circle should work ‘in the neighbourhood’, 
from front offices where they would be ‘close to’ and ‘easy accessible and recognisable’ to 
residents who had questions about neighbourhood issues, social problems and voluntary 
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activities, and more importantly, for residents who came up with ‘good’ ideas to improve the 
neighbourhood. And so, with the implementation of  Neighbourhood Circle in Slotermeer, 
some policy practitioners start working from these front offices.

One of  them is practitioner Quincy, who does not stay inside but spends time on the 
street in front of  his office whenever the weather allows it. I visit a couple of  times and cycle 
by many times in spring and summer, seeing him sit outside, ready for a chat, keeping an 
eye out on the street and greeting everyone. Once, when I linger and have a coffee with 
him, I casually remark that it must be nice to have a job where you can sit outside in the 
sun and chat. Quincy, ever cheerful, reacts somewhat surprisingly and seriously. Apparently, 
he isn’t just sitting there. His cheerfulness serves a purpose:

“Quincy: You have to say hello to people, greet them. You should give each and every one the feeling 
that they are here, and they deserve to be here. 
MdW: But what is it that you are trying to convey to people then?
Quincy: Joy. Cheerfulness. I think.
MdW: I don’t think I understand
Quincy: Look, I try to make people aware. Some people who live here might still see me as different 
[he points to his skin, referring to his Antillean origin]. If  that is how people experience me, then that 
is okay. People have to experience difference, they have to go through it. It is about how people feel 
towards others. And I try to give them incentives to express those feelings and communicate with each 
other. Here in the neighbourhood they tend not to do that or, when they do communicate, do that in a 
manner that is unkind, you know. It is not how you should live together and that is what I try to convey.”

At another occasion, I interview Ahmed, a volunteer who organises and teaches kick boxing 
to boys in one of  the front offices. The apparent ease with which he uses the office, putting 
his feet on the desk, offering me tea and knowing where to find the necessities for the tea 
and drinks strikes me. He looks completely comfortable. When practitioner Jasper comes 
back from an appointment, he playfully interrupts our conversation:

“Hey, do you do that at home as well? Put those feet down! I’ll tell your mother.”

The three of  us laugh about the remark. Yet, the notion of  home is not strange here and 
can be taken seriously. It illustrates how these front offices become familiar places where 
residents can walk in at any time for a chat, a question or even for a shoulder to cry on (as 
I will show later in this chapter).
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‘Neighbourhood living rooms’

Most of  the voluntary activities undertaken by residents take place in a neighbourhood 
centre. Dutch neighbourhood centres are places where social welfare workers of  welfare 
organisations have their workspace and hold office hours. But, they are also places where 
leisure activities, gatherings, and ’empowerment’ programmes are organised for residents. In 
Slotermeer there are seven neighbourhood centres that are regularly used for Neighbourhood 
Circle activities. These centres are given names like ‘the neighbourhood living room’, ‘the 
entrance to the neighbourhood, ‘the neighbourhood house’, ‘the connection’, ‘Aunt Ali’ 
and ‘our house’. The names project an image of  the neighbourhood centres as familiar 
environments where people can relax, feel at ease and also meet their neighbours.

With the introduction of  the Neighbourhood Circle in Slotermeer, policy practitioners 
start to call upon volunteers to take responsibility for the organisation of  the programme of  
activities and for the creation of  a pleasant, warm ambiance in the centres. Residents are no 
longer only offered activities; they are now handed over the responsibility for appropriating 
the agenda of  voluntary activities themselves. However, for policy practitioners, merely 
providing space would not be enough: the presence of  a proper kitchen is also thought to 
be essential. That will enable residents to undertake communal activities like cooking and 
eating together on their own. In that vein, when the administrative board of  Geuzenveld-
Slotermeer has to decide over the design of  a new multifunctional neighbourhood centre 
the Neighbourhood Circle team of  practitioners make the following official plea for kitchen 
facilities, directly linking these facilities to the desire to improve social cohesion in the 
neighbourhood:

“Unfortunately, none of  the available locations are suited for cooking activities, while 
many residents point out that they want to cook with and for residents. Because cooking 
together, and in particular, eating together greatly improves the social cohesion in the 
neighbourhood the [Neighbourhood Circle] has, in discussions about the future multifunctional 
centre, pleaded for facilities which make this possible.” (Gemeente Amsterdam, 2009f)

In addition, recurring events within Neighbourhood Circle are collective gatherings, 
sometimes also called ‘neighbourhood cafes’, organised by practitioners to bring residents in 
contact with each other, to stimulate conversation on good ideas for the neighbourhood, and 
also to have residents engage in cosy dinner, drinks and talks. These events usually take place 
in neighbourhood centres, where practitioners, with the help of  some volunteers, transform 
the large rooms and small halls into informal settings with a pleasant, comfy ambiance, 
again trying to imbue a neighbourhood space with a familiar, relaxed atmosphere. However, 
not only interior space is redefined. In spring and summer - referred to by practitioners as 
‘the activities season’ - these gatherings are also taken outside and they take the form 
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of  festivities on squares with music and upbeat performances by residents and children. 
These inside and outside gatherings and events are directly inspired by the European 
APaNGO and POSEIDON-projects: policy practitioners hope it will stimulate the ‘bonding’ 
among volunteers, create trust among residents and trustworthiness among practitioners 
(see Chapter 2).

CHERISHING CULTURE

As mentioned in Chapter 2, Neighbourhood Circle draws upon a ‘identity-based 
participation technique’ developed within the APaNGO-project. More community 
engagement from residents is believed to start from ‘who they are’ and, following the 
assumption that ‘culture’ is ‘a good way of  bringing people together’. As such, the source of  
the identity of  residents is localised in their ‘culture’. In policy practices practitioners translate 
this assumption by referring to the ‘diversity of  cultures’ in Slotermeer and proclaiming this 
as the ‘strength’ of  the neighbourhood. At one particular evening Sander opens a collective 
gathering by sharing his impressions and experiences of  one weekend-visit to Slotermeer: 

“It is a rainbow palette here, from well, Morocco, Cameroon, Brazil, Poland and many more 
countries. We don’t have to travel the world as we all encounter it here in Slotermeer. The activities 
I visited this weekend are good example of  that. (…) On every street corner, every weekend, every 
weekday, there are so many more things here happening, all bursting with energy and inspiration. 
This weekend there was a Surinamese Hindu event, Bosnian chess players played a game at 
the neighbourhood camp. And people even come from outside the neighbourhood to attend these 
activities, because it is so cosy here. (...) I feel this is the strength of  what I see happening here. I 
find all those positive stories impressing and touching. All these small networks, all these interactions 
and meetings, are the result of  small networks which lead to this colourful mosaic of  people.”

During another gathering Sander, almost philosophically, introduces two songs acoustically 
performed by a Neighbourhood Circle volunteer on living in Suriname and in the 
Netherlands, saying: ‘Difference is not something to be afraid of, it is something to cherish.’ 
How that diversity is interpreted, cherished and cultivated is illustrated in the next section.

‘Delicious, multicultural snacks’

Eating together – and other activities related to food – are an important aspect of  the 
citizenship that policy practitioners try to provoke among residents. In Slotermeer’s 
neighbourhood centres numerous cooking clubs for women and children, dinners for lonely 
elderly, coffee mornings for women and neighbourhood barbecues and dinners organised 
around cultural holidays (like Christmas and Ramadan) are organised. Activities organised 
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around food are seen as encouraging interactions and relations between residents. For 
Karen, a practitioner, eating together has a ‘conjoining function’: it helps to bring residents 
informally together over a nice meal and is meant to help residents become acquainted with, 
and learn more about, each other’s rich culture. At most gatherings there is a small buffet 
and time is set aside to enjoy some tasty food together. The buffet is usually prepared by 
female volunteers who prepare something from their own gastronomic tradition. In addition, 
at gatherings or events practitioners ask residents to bring food from their own ‘kitchen’. 
The word ‘kitchen’ has a dual meaning: it means both food prepared in one’s own kitchen 
at home and also food from what someone considers to be his or her own gastronomic 
tradition. And so, over different gatherings residents are presented with a variety of  food 
like for instance barra (a baked snack from the Surinamese and Hindustani kitchen), briwat 
(pastry snack from the Moroccan kitchen), couscous (known from the North-African kitchen), 
bread that in the Netherlands is known as ‘Turkish bread’ (the round, flat bread), and lentil 
soup (known from the Turkish, Moroccan but also Indian kitchen).

The interpretation of  the food is guided by Sander who, in his role of  chairman of  
most neighbourhood gatherings, introduces the present buffet as delicious ‘multicultural’ 
snacks and makes it part of  his short narratives about Slotermeer as a rainbow palette of  
diversities and cultures. By qualifying the food as ‘multicultural’ – and praising seemingly 
insignificant small scale activities organised around food – policy practitioners employ the 
sensory experience of  tasting, cooking and eating to invoke curiosity and respect for each 
other. It helps policy practitioners to divert attention away from the problematic aspects of  
life in a multi-ethnic neighbourhood associated with specific ethnicities and to accentuate and 
emphasise positive aspects of  the everyday, multi-ethnic reality in Slotermeer. Opening up 
to each other through engaging in different gastronomic traditions is meant to help residents 
become familiar with each other through positive encounters. As such, through the use of  
food policy practitioners attempt to reframe the stereotypical negative image associated 
with specific ethnicities (for instance Moroccan youth) through cultivating diversity, indeed 
as something not to be afraid of  or be negative about, but as something to possibly cherish. 

‘Ambassadors of music, performance and dance’

Folkloric aspects of  culture, such as handicrafts, music and dance are also cultivated to 
offer residents the opportunity to express their identity. Traditional Surinamese headscarf  
folding, traditional Hindustani dancing, an African music choir or a sing-a-long of  Dutch 
tearjerkers are a selection of  activities that form part of  Neighbourhood Circle. At gatherings, 
practitioners singled out volunteers who act out these folkloric aspects of  culture in order 
to illustrate how the ‘talents’ of  these residents benefit the neighbourhood. Practitioners 
propose to make some volunteers ‘ambassadors of  music, performance or dance’, so that 
they can reach out to residents not (yet) enrolled in Neighbourhood Circle.
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At a gathering, Sander publicly praises Ozlem, a volunteer who has, over the course of  
four months, organised a traditional ‘Turkish paper marbling’ workshop for women. 
He shares the feeling of  pride he experienced when seeing the result of  their weekly efforts 
at a festive presentation:

“There was a plate with snacks and little flags on them and if  you looked closely you would see that 
each of  those flags were different, handmade and painted by hand. At this level of  detail you could 
see that there was a whole network of  women behind it, women who had taken several afternoons 
to make these flags. It was really amazing.”

His colleague Rachida steps in to say that creative expressions like these are an asset to the 
neighbourhood. She goes on to emphasise that the particular strength of  this voluntary 
activity is the fact that through drawing upon an aspect of  her identity, Ozlem managed to 
gather a group of  women, connect them to each other and not only let them learn about 
the traditional Turkish handicraft of  paper marbling, but rather let them become aware 
and take care of  each other as well. Rachida closes her statement by saying the following:

“Together you’re stronger, than just doing things on your own. What we believe in and what we try 
to do is connect, to see if  we can benefit from each other’s talents. But also, to see that we can take 
care of  each other and get a lot of  good things done the coming years.”

In their praise of  this particular voluntary activity Rachida and Sander publicly value the 
dedication with which these volunteers share folkloric aspects of  ‘their’ culture with the 
aim to reach out to their neighbours.

The emphasis on the ‘coming years’ indicates that something as small-scale as a handicraft 
workshop has the potential to contribute to the bigger future of  Slotermeer that is mostly 
realized through the ongoing urban regeneration. This is a thought that can also be found in 
an internal discussion document (Gemeente Amsterdam, 2008e) where practitioners reflect 
upon the communication strategy of  the local Amsterdam charter for the National Renewal 
Policy (Gemeente Amsterdam, 2008a; see also Chapter 2). There, as part of  a communication 
strategy, it is stated that the ‘belief  in and pride of  Amsterdam Neighbourhoods has to be 
strengthened’. This can be done, among others, in the following way:

“Communication has to touch the residents of  these neighbourhoods and therefore has to 
add to the profile of  the neighbourhood and its residents. How do people reside, live, learn, 
participate and work in the neighbourhood?” (Gemeente Amsterdam, 2008a: 98-9).
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Reflecting upon this strategy, the Neighbourhood Circle policy practitioners propose 
the idea of  making Neighbourhood Circle into a ‘trademark’ for the neighbourhood. 
In their eyes Neighbourhood Circle, with its dozens of  ambassadors of  music, performance 
and dance forms a ‘positive representation’ of  Slotermeer and its population of  many 
thousands and they use this representation to promote a particular message to its own 
population, namely that what makes the neighbourhood attractive and forms the core 
of  Slotermeer’s identity is the cultural diversity of  its population. After the proposal is 
accepted by the administrative board, it becomes translated through various practices: as 
true ambassadors, volunteers are singled out at festivities and public events and function 
as representatives of  the neighbourhood. At a ‘participation-event’ for instance, organised 
by policy administrators of  the local administration with the aim of  activating residents 
into all sorts of  participation (through education and work, but also through community 
participation in the neighbourhood), Neighbourhood Circle is represented by an information 
stall. Khadija and Houda, two female volunteers (see Chapter 5), serve as a sort of  live 
billboard with a huge, colourful logo of  Neighbourhood Circle, large photos illustrations 
of  volunteers and activities gracing the stall. The two volunteers provide home-made food 
for visitors. Meanwhile, practitioners Karen and Paul wander around, ready to approach 
residents who stop to taste the snacks from Khadija and Houda’s Moroccan kitchen.

‘This tree is more than a tree’

As much as cultural diversity is seen as the main strength of  Slotermeer and used as a 
building block for a common neighbourhood identity, policy practitioners are well aware 
that culture can be found on a different note as well, namely as part of  the history of  the 
neighbourhood. The cultural heritage of  Slotermeer, as a neighbourhood part of  the Garden 
City-district in Amsterdam, is also something they cultivate in order to provoke a localized, 
collective sense of  belonging. Slotermeer has been designed according to the ideological 
principles of  the Garden City movement (see Chapter 2). Dotted with beautiful (though also 
partly dilapidated) parks, green areas and public courtyards it provides, especially in spring 
and summer, for some beautiful views. Through providing opportunities for identification 
with buildings, monuments and parks, practitioners invite residents to become more aware 
of  the cultural history of  the neighbourhood, and to not only physically attach themselves 
to the neighbourhood, but also to get emotionally invested in it. However, in doing so, 
policy practitioners also present initiatives which originate from their own love for the 
cultural heritage as a form of  “immaculate citizenship” (Hurenkamp and Tonkens, 2011): 
as voluntarism which springs from a spontaneous engagement with a particular place and 
not from the ongoing steering and support of  policy practitioners.



208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde

103

A good example of  this use of  the cultural heritage of  the neighbourhood, and how 
practitioners initiate something and then re-formulate it as an initiative of  residents, is the 
development of  the ‘Blue Tree’. This project is first presented to me by policy practitioner 
Quincy as a ‘successful’ Neighbourhood Circle initiative. The Blue Tree is a monumental 
poplar on the corner of  the street of  Quincy’s front office. The local administration had 
decided to cut down the huge poplars down the street, but one poplar had slipped through 
the net and was still standing. Interestingly, it is not residents, but Quincy who comes up 
with a plan to ‘save’ the poplar by transforming it into a monument in ‘memory of  the 
green that characterised this street’:

“This tree is more than a tree. A lot of  people here grew up with this tree. They grew up in a Garden City.”

He presents his ideas to save the tree to the administrative board of  the district who approve. 
Quincy then comes up with the idea of  making it an initiative of  residents, finds three 
residents who adopt his idea and take up the organisation and responsibility of  realising 
the plan. Together with an artist, they turn it into a work of  art by stripping the tree of  its 
leaves and painting it blue. Quincy is certain that the now out-of-place Blue Tree generates 
possibilities for encounters:

“It will also form a nice starting point for conversation and stimulate communication between people. They 
will stand in front of  it and think ‘what on earth is that?’ and perhaps they will start to talk about it. On 
the other hand, it might cause anger or curiosity, but that’s also a stimulus to start talking to each other.”

The official unveiling of  the Blue Tree a few months later turns into a celebration organised 
by volunteers for residents, practitioners and politicians. The district chairman proudly 
declares the tree a monument for the neighbourhood. Subsequently, the Blue Tree and the 
residents who have helped to develop it are lauded in district newspapers, newsletters and on 
district government websites, for instance in an article on the website ‘the memory of  New 
West’ which states that these residents ‘have done something good for their neighbourhood’ 
(I will elaborate on this in Chapter 7). However, this Neighbourhood Circle project has 
emerged out of  Quincy’s own nostalgic feelings and projections about the monumental tree 
and it shows how an initial idea by a policy practitioner has not only become re-framed as 
an act of  community participation but has also been appropriated by three volunteers of  
Neighbourhood Circle who share Quincy’s feelings and help a policy practitioner root the 
future identity of  Slotermeer in the cultural history of  the neighbourhood.



208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde

104

SOFTENING VOICE

The example of  the Blue Tree illustrates that policy practitioners sometimes romanticise 
the motivations, wishes and actions of  volunteers, and downplay their own wishes, roles and 
responsibility in the construction of  community participation. For Sander, Neighbourhood 
Circle represents a new form of  engagement as it offers residents a new kind of  voice and 
influence:

“There was a time when people could just bring in their ideas for the neighbourhood, but didn’t 
have to do anything themselves. It was carried out by the district administration, without their voice 
[inspraak] of  course. Now, it is completely different: we ask something of  them, they are the main 
producers, they do not only bring in the idea for a project, but carry it out themselves from A to Z.”

Sander and his colleagues attempt to imbue residents with this new kind of  voice by inviting 
them to share their ‘wishes’, ‘dreams’ and ‘ideas’ for the neighbourhood with each other. 
They emphasise the ‘joy of  volunteering’, and also how small, seemingly minute gestures 
can have a meaningful impact and make a difference. In addition, they invite residents to act 
on these ideas together and invest in them through the habits of  the heart but also through 
small acts of  responsibility. More specifically, they show how change, liveability and social 
cohesion come about through soft, small acts of  compassion, kindness and responsibility, 
not through having a hard say in joint-decision making programmes, residential committees 
or political meetings or big, extensive ideas or projects.

‘I really speak from the heart’

One of  the ways in which a softening of  voice is attempted is through the organisation of  
collective gatherings every 4 to 6 weeks. During those gatherings policy practitioners are on 
a quest to lead residents into ‘introspection’ and ‘self-reflection’ and to ‘open their hearts’ to 
others. With these aims in mind a commonplace ‘classic assembly-setting’ which contains 
the danger of  restricting communication to a bureaucratic, expert-to-layperson-mode, is 
‘out of  the question’. A work methods-guide book explains:

“Use your imagination to make the meeting of  people something special. For example choose colourful 
furniture at the meeting place, make sure there is some music, pay attention to the lightning. (…) Let people 
do things together (e.g. speed-dating) keep it small, give room for the contributions of  the participants, 
be creative in unexpected situations. Create an informal atmosphere.” (Gemeente Amsterdam, 2008g)

Indeed, at gatherings the atmosphere is playful and devoid of  a sense of  hierarchy. 
Practitioners ask residents to come up with ideas and wishes in a playful manner and they 
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work these ideas out in small groups so that they can share and start to invest in their desires 
together. They perform enthusiastic and activating talks, seat themselves next to residents, 
chat, show personal attention, brainstorm together, laugh, joke and gossip with them and 
participate quite enthusiastically in creative games. As such, the gatherings offer an informal, 
cosy setting where an egalitarian mode of  interaction between residents and practitioners 
can come about, where emotions can be experienced and expressed freely and were ideally 
the interactions between residents and practitioners are ‘personal, intimate and profound’. 

In practice, this means that policy practitioners indulge in what Karen formulate as 
a ‘care for interaction’. She describes her own expressions of  enthusiasm during these 
gatherings as part of  a personal strategy to encourage residents to become active:

“Sometimes, to arouse the same thing among residents, it helps to tap into the enthusiasm within 
you and show it during gatherings.”

Sander also taps into to his own personal experience as a human being, but also as a father 
when he calls upon the discomfort we all feel when approaching a stranger:  

“Still, the truth is that, if  we are really honest with ourselves, often we do not approach or talk to 
people we don’t know. (…) There is something inside ourselves that makes us not want to make 
that step towards the other. (...) But it is possible however. I am often inspired by children and what 
they do, for instance my son...”

Tapping into their own enthusiasm, anxieties or doubts Sander and Karen prefigure the 
feelings, the introspection or the behaviour which they seek to provoke among residents 
who attend these gatherings.

However, not only policy practitioners are given an important role in opening residents’ 
hearts towards each other; the district chairman and alder(wo)men are also called upon and 
given a ceremonial role in Neighbourhood Circle as ‘patrons’ of  this community: they open 
festivities or events, participate in voluntary activities and grace neighbourhood gatherings 
with their presence. Like practitioners they chat, eat, drink and laugh with residents and 
on occasions, they attempt to inspire residents through a pep talk or a more soul-searching 
story. Their representative function has to simultaneously give a certain weight and serious 
character to Neighbourhood Circle while their inspiring, involved performance helps to 
send out a message of  enthusiasm to residents. At one particular gathering, an alderwoman, 
casually seated on one of  the tables among other residents, gives a short speech. She expresses 
her ‘pride’, saying how ‘lovely’ it is to ‘finally meet you in person’ and how ‘impressed’ she 
is by the fact that Slotermeer is ‘buzzing with beautiful activities’:
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“I really speak from the heart when I say this, it touches me.”

Having said that, she goes on to encourage, ‘there is much work to do!’ Interestingly, she 
never mentions concrete problems, but she hints at them by referring to problems ‘behind 
the front door’. Unfortunately, the alderwoman ‘confesses’ to those present that she does 
not have any solutions for these problems herself. However, she gives ‘beautiful examples of  
good initiatives’, like ‘Moroccan and Turkish women’ helping ‘their’ men who are patrolling 
the streets at night and making the neighbourhood safer for everybody living there, from 
elderly residents to children and mothers: 

“That’s the kind of  thing you hope will happen everywhere here in the district. That some people 
say: ‘Yes, I feel responsible for what’s happening here’. That they say: ‘Yes, I care about this and 
I’m going to do something about it!’.”

She finishes with an appeal to people’s ‘sense of  compassion’ [medemenselijkheid]: 

“Let’s deal with each other compassionately. After all, despite our differences we are all just people.”

She wishes everybody good luck and says that she hopes that even more beautiful things will 
happen in the future and that it will live up to her idealised image of  a warm, compassionate 
community where people care for each other. The practitioners start to applaud, followed by the 
residents and the alderwoman leaves during the break which follows directly upon her speech.

Like this alderwoman, policy practitioners also make a lot of  use of  the first person 
pronoun which increases an empathetic mode of  communication: it creates equality between 
the policy practitioner and the participant. The use of  ‘I’ includes the practitioner’s private 
and emotional life in the statement. Using the same logic of  inclusion, the plural first person 
is used as well: ‘We are all gathered together here tonight’. ‘We’ includes both residents and 
practitioners in the feelings provoked; it makes for a shared event and it seeks for a shared 
emotion. For example, the phrase ‘we are part of  a beautiful neighbourhood’ invokes a 
feeling of  pride that includes everyone in the room. The second-person pronoun, ‘you’, on 
the other hand, is commonly used when giving advice, orders and restrictions and commands 
people to do something. Thus, through the use of  ‘I’ and ‘we’ policy practitioners and local 
administrators focus on inclusion and create an opportunity to become touched by the 
warm, pleasant cosiness that Neighbourhood Circle attempts to radiate into Slotermeer. 

‘Darling, what’s the matter?’

Another way in which a softening of  voice is performed is when policy practitioners attend 
voluntary activities and events of  residents. They engage in these interactions from a 
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professional standpoint, but when attending an activity, they participate actively as if  ‘one 
of  the residents’. Wilma, a practitioner who supports Khadija and Houda, two women 
who organise a weekly coffee mornings in the neighbourhood centre, sometimes attends 
the mornings herself. She engages with the women and joins in gossip, shares her story and 
dances with them when there is something to celebrate. She shows interest and affection 
for the women, helps to create a comfortable atmosphere and tries to win their trust. Even 
so, there is also an ambiguous tension as she also tries to intervene every once in a while to 
steer group conversations towards the subject of  meaningfulness of  contact with strangers 
and to show the importance of  talking and listening to each other (see also Chapter 5).

When necessary, Sander even visits residents at home, in order to convince them to 
become part of  Neighbourhood Circle. When I ask if  that is part of  his job or just occasional, 
there is tension in his otherwise jolly tone. He seems to reflect out loud on his work saying 
that some of  his work is ‘semi private’:

“In the summer holidays I did keep in touch with some groups without any mandate or support 
from the local administration. I just monitor what happens. I listen and watch (…) When, 
on Monday, I go to volleyball after work, I go to [the office space of  Neighbourhood Circle], 
to eat something and just chat with those who are there. At the end of  the day, Olga or Peggy 
[two volunteers] usually call to say hi and tell me what has been happening. We catch up.”

Once, he thought to have overdone it when he had stayed at a resident’s place till late in 
the evening trying to persuade him to take up an active role in Neighbourhood Circle. 
He contrasts this with his colleague Jasper who has recently divorced and has now moved 
to Slotermeer where he also works. In our conversation I recall my experience with Jasper 
becoming more engaged during the past two Neighbourhood Circle gatherings chaired by 
Sander and what I qualify as his ‘dominance’ in a group discussion at the table I shared with 
him and other residents. During our discussion Jasper had stated that he was now also our 
‘neighbour’. To Sander this is ‘surely a good thing, not?’ It means that Jasper is now both 
personally and professionally engaged and it enables him to invest more time and energy 
in Neighbourhood Circle. Distance is important too, but then, as Sander confesses, ‘you 
start to bond with them [residents] as well. I mean Olga and Peggy, I know them for years 
now. I guess they are friends too. In some respects at least. You grow attached.’

In addition, as practitioners engage in activities semi-privately or visit residents in the 
privacy of  their home, they also imbue their office space and office hours with an informal 
ambiance. Quincy takes great care to coordinate social relations in his quarter of  the 
neighbourhood. For him living together is all about ‘meaningful communication’, in other 
words making contact with and talking to your neighbours. His philosophy is that any form 
of  meaningful interaction starts with a conversation:
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“Fear and nasty emotions will be released if  you don’t talk to each other. Because then people don’t 
know each other (...) People might only talk about minor things, but at least they talk, and they 
will talk about how they feel about those things.”

As I mentioned earlier in this chapter, Quincy sets an example himself  and greets everybody 
who comes in enthusiastically and always makes sure it is ‘at least a little cosy’ in his position 
and preferably also its direct surroundings. Quincy considers offering a ‘cup of  consolation’ 
part of  his daily business. What he means by this I find out later, when we are doing an 
interview. Sebehat, a cheerful, talkative volunteer who organises coffee mornings for women 
in an adjoining neighbourhood centre, walks in looking rather sad. ‘Well, darling,’ Quincy 
asks ‘What’s the matter? Tell Uncle Quincy’, while reassuringly putting an arm around 
her shoulder. Interestingly, he refers to himself  as ‘uncle’, even though Sebehat is older 
than he is. She tells him that she has had some problems with the women attending her 
coffee morning. Apparently they have not been too happy with the ways things are going 
and took it out on Sebehat. Quincy comforts her and gives her advice that paraphrases his 
philosophy: ‘If  you don’t talk to each other you cannot understand each other.’ Sebehat 
nods. ‘Otherwise you won’t ever really get to know each other, will you?’ he asks rhetorically 
and in a somewhat paternal fashion.

This conversation between Sebehat and Quincy, where Quincy gives unsolicited, 
parental advice out of  personal concern and commitment, illustrates how elements of  
family relations enter the interaction between a policy practitioner and a resident. This 
could seem unprofessional, but it can also be seen as part of  professional tactics because 
Quincy acts on the basis of  the assumption that a lack of  social relations would marginalise 
a resident, thus obstructing the goal of  maintaining the social relations that Sebehat, in her 
role as a Neighbourhood Circle volunteer, has with other women in Slotermeer. By engaging 
in such personal conversation with Sebehat, Quincy establishes an intimate bond with her 
and enacts the community he seeks to provoke. The examples of  Sander and Jasper show 
how elements out of  other informal, intimate relations (friendship, neighbourliness) are 
drawn upon by policy practitioners in order to induce the same thing.

‘I’m also the bogeyman sometimes’

However, as much as practitioners try to engage in soft, compassionate modes of  voice, 
their professional skills and administrative roles sometimes conflict with this. In order to 
support residents who have voiced their ideas and want to carry them out, a large budget 
is available. As stated on a leaflet calling upon residents to participate:

“Geuzenveld-Slotermeer greatly values the initiatives of  residents to improve the neighbourhood. 
Where residents do so, they will be given financial support.”



208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde

109

The presence of  a budget transforms practitioners into budget gatekeepers. Not only are 
they the ones to turn to if  a resident wants to ask for funds – they often work with residents to 
fill in a request form – they become the contact person, decide upon the idea, communicate 
the final decision by phone and letter and also distribute the money. The official letter 
that they send as representatives of  the local administration starts enthusiastically with 
‘Congratulations! You’re initiative has been approved!’, setting the tone of  the financial 
relation as a joyous, informal one. Sometimes, of  course, this also turns sour. As Sander 
explains:

“But then again you also have to say no sometimes or make tough decisions they don’t like. So I 
guess I’m also the bogeyman sometimes.”

In addition to financial recognition, value and worth are also attached to voluntary activities, 
through other personal or public forms of  recognition. Again, these are mediated by policy 
practitioners. For example, a small part of  the budget is reserved by practitioners for 
gift certificates, flowers or ‘moments of  joy and sorrow’ [lief-en-leed-potje], so that they 
can send flowers and cheer up volunteers who are ill and unable to attend activities. In 
addition, competitions for ‘Hero of  the neighbourhood’ and ‘Volunteer of  the year’ are 
organised and volunteers are selected for special prizes, like ‘The tree of  benefit’. This is 
a ‘symbol of  recognition’ for residents who, in a ‘special and altruistic way’, have invested 
in the neighbourhood and its residents. The idea behind these kind of  prices is that good 
deeds should be rewarded. Those who win are rewarded with a tree which they can plant 
in a park in the neighbourhood. It is not just a tree, it is a ‘sweet cherry’, and its special 
qualities are mentioned to express its symbolic value. It is ‘a tree which connects to the 
flora and fauna of  the environment and contributes to the enrichment of  the biodiversity 
in the neighbourhood’. In a special ceremony, usually chaired by the district chairman or 
alder(wo)man, a volunteer is chosen from among 3 or 4 contestants and put in the spotlight, 
with his or her contributions to the neighbourhood publicly praised (I will elaborate on 
this in Chapter 7).

Interestingly, on the hand these examples show that practitioners attempt to deal 
with bureaucratic procedures and rules (allocation and account of  financial budget) in a 
personalised, informal manner while on the other hand the public recognition for softening 
voice is undertaken in a formalised (though festive) manner through contests and ceremonies.
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Left: Winner and contestants of  the volunteer-competition ‘Tree of  Merit’ posing with a local alderman. 

Right: the winner plants his tree together with the local alderman under a lot of  attention of  bystanders 

and the district press.

CONCLUSION

The diverse enumeration of  subject positions enacted by policy practitioners indicates that 
a bureaucratic attitude would indeed be fatal in attempting to create a familiar, intimate 
atmosphere in Slotermeer and invite residents into a communitarian subject position 
from which the right affective attachments and social relations will emerge. In the process 
of  redefining space, cherishing culture and softening voice policy practitioners and local 
administrators act out opportunities for new forms of  identification, social interaction and 
relations, and translate a community participation programme through professional skills, 
trained tactics and personal commitment.

Prins and Saharso (2008) have shown how in the Netherlands there is a considerable 
discrepancy between the polarisation of  positions in the public debate on the one hand, 
and the pragmatic policy measures that are taken on the other hand. While in the public 
debate ‘the culture card is frequently played’ (Idem: 381), their argument is that, in policy 
practice, certain problematics are not related to the cultural, or religious background of  
people. Prins and Saharso argue that practitioners might perhaps be sensitive to cultural 
aspects but name them in ‘culture blind terms’. However, within Neighbourhood Circle, 
we see that policy practitioners attempt to divert attention away from the problematic aspects 
of  multiculturalism associated with specific social problems and ethnicities by cherishing 
culture and accentuating the opportunities and hidden strengths the everyday, multicultural 
reality in Slotermeer brings.

Amongst others, policy practitioners do so by engaging in tactics of  persuasion, seduction, 
motivation and encouragement which are both part of  a calculated management of  diverse 
aspects of  individual conduct and also of  improvisational tactics: they also do what they 
feel is right at a particular instance or in a particular case. Policy practitioners change 
their mood, attitude and behaviour according to the context or situation they are in, the 
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residents they are communicating with and the different interests they are guarding. (Tonkens 
et al, 2006; Tonkens, 2008). Switching between patronising and peer-oriented modes is 
should therefore be seen as part of  a policy strategy, but also as an expression of  personal 
commitment. It helps to offer settings and situations in which a community can develop 
into a field where emotions can be shared: while Karen mentions it sometimes helps to tap 
into the enthusiasm within her, the policy reports talk in logical relations between sharing 
emotions and creating relations. The free airing of  personal stories and confessions – ‘I speak 
from the heart’ – offers a setting in which soul-searching is desired and the expression of  
emotions encouraged. Practitioners seek to shape the beliefs and conduct of  residents in a 
planned directions by tapping into their own sensitivities and relations – ‘I am often inspired 
by my son...’ – to touch upon those of  residents. Residents may attend a gathering looking 
for information, but might subsequently be provoked into exchanges deeper in nature and 
into sharing their feelings and experiences. At any rate, that is the idea, and operating very 
carefully and delicately to strike the right tones with residents, this goal might be achieved. 

In doing so, policy practitioners end up in situations where they (temporarily) take in 
a communitarian subject position themselves, they develop informal, intimate relations 
with residents. As such, this can be in an intimate manner, such as when someone needs 
comfort, but it can also be in becoming friends with residents. By doing this, they not only 
ask a lot of  residents, but also of  themselves, and this manifests itself  in the example of  
the Blue Tree in which Quincy infuses his wish for Slotermeer, then shares his ideas with 
residents and confers responsibility for the project on volunteers who are already active in 
Neighbourhood Circle. These aspects of  provoking a localised sense of  belonging is related 
to their personal commitment and it can be interpreted as “emotion work” (Hochschild, 
1979): they do actually feel affection for residents and their living environment, they become 
friends and they deeply care for them and what they are doing, as the examples of  Sander 
and his colleagues show. What it also demonstrates is that the emotions and sensitivities which 
policy practitioners bring to the policy setting should be taken into account (Newman, 2012). 

Concluding, both policy practitioners and local administrators invite residents into a 
communitarian subject position through their relations. It enables them to generate among 
Neighbourhood Circle participants particular identifications with and commitments to their 
neighbours, to jointly generate and strengthen norms on what is ‘good’ citizenship with 
residents, and to perform, refresh and re-establish these norms through practices like collective 
gatherings, voluntary activities, friendly conversation and ‘cups of  consolation’. In the end, 
practitioners enact the situations, relations and subjectivities from which Neighbourhood Circle 
is thought to emerge. As such, they weave a web of  practices that results in a governing through 
belonging. Paradoxically, in doing so policy practitioners perceive Neighbourhood Circle as 
a web of  relations both emerging from and expressing a warm sociability while sometimes 
ignoring, sometimes struggling with issues of  power and bureaucracy.
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In an interim evaluation report in 2009, policy practitioners described Neighbourhood 
Circle as very successful: 

“The development of  Neighbourhood Circle has given the local community an enormous 
positive energy boost! The project has focused on citizens as producers rather than consumers, 
giving them the opportunity to develop their own talents and to become empowered. 
This has [...] increased social cohesion substantially.” (Gemeente Amsterdam, 2009g)

The question is, has it really? The next chapters will show which, and how, subject positions 
and communities emerge when a localised, collective sense of  belonging is translated in 
policy practices. Through an ethnographic insight into some of  the voluntary activities of  
(post)migrant women, the creative class and autochthonous residents I show what happens 
when governmental plans meet the desires, emotions and relations of  the people they aim 
to transform.
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5. PRACTICES OF FRAGILITY32

HOW (POST)MIGRANT WOMEN ‘LAUGH, RELAX AND FORGET’
IN A NEIGHBOURHOOD CENTRE

INTRODUCTION: AN ETHNOGRAPHIC HEART-TO-HEART

On a Wednesday morning, a group of  women are gathered in a neighbourhood centre. Some 
are chatting and exchanging gossip. Others are knitting quietly, one woman has brought 
her small children. On the table there is tea, coffee and a selection of  home-made sweets. 
‘Take another one, we will still love you even if  you’re fat,’ I hear Khadija, a volunteer 
who organises these mornings, joking to another woman who laughs and indulges. Every 
Wednesday the neighbourhood centre transforms into a cosy living room where women living 
in Slotermeer can engage in activities they normally undertake in the safety and comfort of  
their own homes, sharing stories, gossiping, talking about their experiences of  everyday life. 
Yet this temporary living room is set in the public surroundings of  a neighbourhood centre 
where residents and policy practitioners occasionally walk by, peek in, and sometimes enter. 

Wilma, a policy practitioner who helped Khadija and her friend Houda organise this 
weekly coffee morning for women, enters. She tries to bring order to the cacophony of  
voices, laughter, and small talk. After raising her voice, she whistles through her fingers and 
the room grows quiet. Wilma tries to start a group discussion about the neighbourhood’s 
lonely elderly who need help and a listening ear. She points out that Khadija has cooked 
for neighbours in the elderly home several times. Wilma then asks the women if  they want 
to follow Khadija’s example. Wilma invokes the cultural values she assumes the women 
share when she says that, in ‘your culture’, ‘It is normal to take care of  your elderly parents, 
right? You even take them into your home, right? Why not care for the lonely elderly living 
next door? Your cooking talents can really make a difference for these people’. Wilma 
explains that there is a budget to organise voluntary activities in the neighbourhood. Today, 
however, the women do not respond to her call. A joke by Houda is a welcome reprieve, 
and the discussion breaks up once more into a spontaneous cacophony of  voices, laughter 
and heart-to-hearts.

This chapter focuses on how (post)migrant women enrol in Neighbourhood Circle. 
I will describe how they explore an emergent sense of  themselves as communitarian citizens 
through (1) domesticating space (2) feminising culture and (3) whispering voice.
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The entrance to the neighbourhood centre where (post)migrant women organise weekly coffee mornings.

(POST)MIGRANT WOMEN: COFFEE MORNINGS AND A WOMEN’S TEAHOUSE

‘Walking area’

The women I engaged with in Slotermeer were aged between 30 and 55. Most were 
mothers of  Moroccan, Turkish or Surinamese backgrounds. Some of  them were first 
generation immigrants, and had left their country of  birth many years ago, others were 
second generation, born and raised in the Netherlands, some even in Amsterdam. They 
formed a group of  about 20 women, most of  them unemployed as a result of  either health 
problems, lack of  schooling or as a result of  a carefully considered decision to focus on 
motherhood. Due to unequal access to resources and opportunities (see Martin, 2002 on 
the role of  women in local citizenship), they had not taken active part in the public life in 
Slotermeer before the advent of  Neighbourhood Circle. While most had lived in Slotermeer 
for quite a long time, they were not very familiar with (issues in) the neighbourhood. Houda 
stated that her familiarity was limited to her ‘walking area’, by which she meant that which 
was accessible by foot and bound by home, her children’s school, the grocery, the shops 
and the neighbourhood centre.

Since the rise of  culturalist discourse on integration and citizenship in the Netherlands, 
(post)migrant women have moved from the margins to the centre of  both emancipation and 
integration policies (Prins and Saharso, 2008; Ghorashi, 2010). After years of  invisibility, 
these women, particularly those from Islamic countries, were targeted in local projects 
intended to emancipate them, and language courses, empowerment workshops and the like 
were organised. For women in Slotermeer, the neighbourhood centre was a familiar place. 
Some of  the female volunteers I met had been obliged to attend empowerment activities 
there in order to receive social benefits, others had taken part in workshops. These had 
led to their first trip to some of  the neighbourhood centres in Slotermeer and to their first 
contact with policy practitioners working there.
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This emphasis on women was one particular focus of  the Dutch Neighbourhood Renewal 
Policy: one of  its ambitions was to make currently inactive women participate through 
voluntary activities in their neighbourhood (Ministerie VROM, 2007). It was thought that, in 
their case in particular, because it was familiar and close to home, the neighbourhood centre 
could become the appropriate point of  action for contact and interaction. In Neighbourhood 
Circle, besides youngsters and elderly people, ‘women’ were identified as a ‘hard to reach 
group’ to be especially encouraged to become involved in the regeneration of  Slotermeer. For 
instance, practitioners organised activities for children so that parents (most often mothers) 
could take their children along and attend collective gatherings. This was a fairly direct 
measure. However, as part of  Neighbourhood Circle, policy practitioners also encouraged 
(post)migrant women indirectly to organise activities in the centres according to their own 
preferences, hobbies, and desires. The next sections describe how policy practitioners 
encourage these women to do so, and how, in the process, they intervene in these women’s 
sense of  belonging.

DOMESTICATING SPACE

‘A place where we feel welcome’

As mentioned, Khadija and Houda are volunteers who organise a weekly coffee morning 
for women in Slotermeer. They have been living in the neighbourhood for many years 
and, through their daily contacts with other women on the schoolyard, during grocery 
shopping and visits, they had become aware of  women in the neighbourhood having to deal 
with issues like isolation and lagging emancipation. Policy practitioner Wilma specifically 
approaches them during one of  their visits to the neighbourhood centre, appeals to their 
sense of  affinity and compassion for these lonely women, and activates their emotions. 
As Khadija explains:

“She told us that there were still so many women here who have never been to school, are still 
not able to leave their house and have no outlet or possibilities. I felt really sad about that 
because I have taken some steps in my life, but other women are not there yet. But that doesn’t 
mean that they are not important or that they should not be part of  this neighbourhood.”

In the process of  organising the coffee mornings, Khadija and Houda engage intensely 
with Wilma, as she guides them every step of  the way. Khadija emphasises they would not 
have succeeded without the personal commitment of, and prompting by, Wilma:

“Wilma asked us and she helped us. I was really happy, because she believed in us. She believed it was possible.”
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A year later their coffee morning has turned from an idea into a weekly opportunity 
for women living in the quarter to come together and share their stories in a pleasant 
environment. Houda explains that she experiences the weekly coffee mornings ‘like home, 
but without men and children’. This reference to home indicates that the policy aim of  
Neighbourhood Circle, which is to create a collective sense of  belonging, actually appeals 
to Houda. But what does Houda mean exactly when she refers to the neighbourhood centre 
as home? How has it transformed from just a familiar place to a home?

Khadija’s explanation offers a first point of  reference. For her, the coffee mornings are 
‘a place for women of  all cultures to come together’:

“Here women can chat, laugh, relax, forget and get information about everything that concerns 
women in the neighbourhood.”

The importance attached to seemingly trivial activities as ‘laughing’ and ‘relaxing’, 
underscores how important it is for female volunteers to offer the opportunity to engage 
in certain private practices usually undertaken in the domestic realm of  their home or in 
the comfort zone of  intimate relationships. There is an ambiguity here, however, as the 
references to ‘forgetting’ also underscores other private practices (related to problems to 
do with both family matters and the household) which can be actively made absent at the 
coffee morning, and the neighbourhood centre thus offers a retreat from. So, on the one 
hand, through the coffee morning Khadija invites and values some intimate practices related 
to home, while on the other hand she devalues others. Both practices help her to bring 
women together through domesticating the neighbourhood centre. Through the activities of  
women like Khadija and Houda, the public space of  the neighbourhood centre acquires 
comforting, relaxing qualities, because for some women the neighbourhood centre becomes 
a sort of  living room where they share emotions and experiences that are closely related to 
things happening in the privacy of  the household or the family.

The following example illustrates this. On a cold but sunny winter morning, the women 
gather in the neighbourhood centre for a coffee morning. For four weeks now, two policy 
practitioners from a local organisation specialising in psychological care have taken over 
the coffee morning. Wilma has assigned them to integrate a four week course called ‘light 
day, dark days’ into the coffee mornings. The course is especially designed for women who 
deal with ‘mental health issues, loneliness and sadness’. This particular morning, Zineb, a 
policy practitioner, waits for the right moment to intervene. She proposes everybody share 
their feelings. ‘What grade would you give yourself  today?’ she asks the group of  women. 
‘And why?’ To set an example she starts grading her own feelings. Other women follow. 
Some of  the women give themselves a high grade, one is due to become an aunt, another 
has just finished cleaning her whole house. Then it is Nurjan’s turn. Nurjan, a timid woman, 
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shares her story about her illness and how it impedes her at home and prevents her from 
doing the things she wants to do. The women react sympathetically and Emine, another 
volunteer, immediately gets of  her chair to give Nurjan a comforting hug. Then Emine takes 
over and explains why she has given herself  an 8. She’s happy that she took the initiative 
to knock on her neighbour’s door and complain about their son who has been throwing 
snowballs: ‘I feel that I stood up for myself ’. The women applaud her. When everyone in the 
group has had their say, we stand up and ‘dust off’ ourselves and our immediate neighbours. 
‘Just let go of  those negative feelings and thoughts!’ Zineb shouts across the room.

These two examples show how women engage in (new) intimate relations during the 
coffee morning with other women, and express their feelings and personal concerns. Through 
the activities of  women like Khadija and Houda, the public space of  the neighbourhood 
centre also becomes a place for retreat, relaxation and domesticity because for some 
women it becomes a sort of  living room where they share their worries and indulge in 
laughter, jokes and heart-to-hearts. Wilma’s care has activated them into these affectionate 
interactions, while the grant of  a Neighbourhood Circle budget values and legitimises the 
coffee morning as valuable for the neighbourhood and gives it a public character. Yet, for 
Khadija, Houda and some of  the women attending the coffee morning, the comforting 
setting of  the neighbourhood centre can be made even more comfortable.

‘Without a couch it is not really homely’

A couple of  weeks later, something unexpected happens during the coffee morning which illus-
trates tensions woven into this domestication of  public space. Wilma has sent out an invitation to 
elderly people in the neighbourhood to attend the coffee morning, but has forgotten to mention 
that only women are allowed. At some point during the morning, an old man enters the room 
with the invitation in his hand. There is moment of  sudden panic in the room, two of  the women 
rush to put on their headscarves, and others nervously straighten the headscarves around their 
faces. Wilma welcomes the old man, but Aisha is not amused and utters, in an angry tone, words 
in her native language. Emine does not quite understand the fuss and asks Aisha to talk Dutch so 
that she can understand her, which Aisha does not do as she is too upset. Unexpectedly, difference 
also arises within the group of  women as some of  them do not really mind the presence of  men, 
but others do. At this moment, the enacted safe environment meets the public function of  the 
neighbourhood centre, as Wilma tells some of  the women that a neighbourhood centre is a 
public space and therefore is ‘for everybody’. Emine agrees with Wilma and tries to explain her 
thoughts to Aisha in an effort to engage with her in a conversation again. Meanwhile, Wilma 
invites the elderly man to sit down and starts to pour him a cup of  coffee. As a result of  this 
interruption Aisha and two other women leave early this morning. Some of  the women that 
stay remain uncomfortable, some start doing the dishes, while others start a conversation with 
the old gentleman who appears somewhat perplexed by the upset he has apparently caused.
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This incident revives a discussion among the women about getting their ‘own’ place. Ideally, 
they would like to get out of  the public confines of  the neighbourhood centre and start 
their own ‘women’s tea house’, a place ‘where women are not just welcome, but where 
women feel welcome’. The words women use to describe a space where they would feel 
welcome indicates what they need: it has to be ‘without men’, ‘safe’, ‘informal’, ‘spontaneous’, 
‘no obligations’, ‘playful’, ‘cosy’, ‘egalitarian’, to make them ‘feel respected’, and to have 
‘a couch’. The couch might seem like a small thing, but underlines, like the adjectives 
used in the discussion, that the teahouse has to offer a safe, comfortable place for retreat. 
This becomes clear when Wilma sits down with some of  the women and tells them that 
they should focus on the activities they want in the teahouse and not on the furniture as 
Neighbourhood Circle does not fund requests for furniture.

“Emine: Well, it has to be a meeting space. But if  we put a couch in the large room, then the 
room will be filled up immediately.
Nurjan: But without a couch it is not really homely [huiselijk]…
Naqiba: … and it doesn’t really invite women to walk in and make and drink tea. We agreed 
that it has to be a meeting space right? Not a centre for activities.
Emine: Yeah, you’re right. I guess I’m just afraid the room will become cramped. 
Salima: Well, still we will need nice couches and chairs, because we want to drink tea in a relaxed 
setting. [we willen gezellig thee drinken].”

The women agree, against the advice of  Wilma, that ‘meeting’ is a very important activity, 
and one that cannot be organised in an uncomfortable, formal setting. So requesting a couch 
is very important and they decide to keep it on the application form. This example shows 
how their sense of  home becomes confronted with both formal, bureaucratic procedures of  
Neighbourhood Circle and the practical convictions of  the women. A couch is important 
because the women see the neighbourhood centre – and their imagined teahouse – as an 
extension of  their own homely living rooms.

FEMINISING CULTURE

Like most residents of  Slotermeer, (post)migrant women are well aware of  the stigma their 
neighbourhood suffers. Malini and Leela, two volunteers who organise sewing workshops 
for women, put this stigma into perspective and talk about Slotermeer with pride:

“They say it is such a bad neighbourhood here, but it such a beautiful environment here, really 
such a beautiful environment. Sometimes strange things happen, but they happen everywhere, 
right? [looks at her neighbour for approval] It’s not as bad as in other neighbourhoods.”
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Encouraged by the affective interventions of  policy practitioners, they relate positively to the 
adjective “multicultural” by feminising culture, by cherishing and cultivating certain aspects 
of  their cultural identity that are passed on by women in their culture.

‘Love goes through the stomach’

First, female volunteers organise activities in which practices organised around food, like 
cooking and eating, are the main occupation. As Chapter 4 showed, eating together, and 
other activities related to food, are an important aspect of  the communitarian citizenship 
which policy practitioners try to provoke among residents. Cooking is a daily practice for 
a lot of  these women, as much as doing groceries, picking the children up from school, 
washing, cleaning the house and so on. At the same time, it is also a practice that most of  
them are good at and are particularly proud of. Sander and his colleagues also recognise this. 
By praising seemingly insignificant small scale activities around food policy, practitioners 
publicly praise and celebrate female volunteers as the heroes of  the new sphere of  collective 
belonging in Slotermeer because cooking is a typical everyday practice that lays bare the 
hidden strengths of, mostly, (post)migrant women. At gatherings there is usually a buffet 
prepared by female volunteers who bring something from their own gastronomic tradition. 
Sometimes these are pastry snacks from the Moroccan kitchen, at others, Turkish soup and 
sweets or Surinamese treats. One particular evening, a gathering starts with a request for 
applause for Samira, a volunteer who has prepared a buffet with snacks from the Moroccan 
kitchen. Sander refers to Samira as a ‘kitchen princess’, who, like so many female volunteers, 
has mastered the art of  cooking which makes a difference in the neighbourhood. He goes 
one saying that anybody who is good at something or has a ‘talent’ should apply it for the 
benefit of  Neighbourhood Circle, just as Samira has done.

At this particular gathering lentil soup is served and Sander presents the food as 
‘multicultural’. I personally I do not understand the soup as being multicultural but as 
‘Turkish’ because one of  my best friends is of  Turkish descent and the first time that 
I actually tasted lentil soup was when she took me to a Turkish restaurant. And every 
once and a while, when I go to visit, she cooks lentil soup. So when I taste lentil soup, I 
taste my best friend’s Turkish kitchen. However, Samira is of  Moroccan descent. Emine, 
a volunteer of  Turkish descent, comes across the same issue when she tastes the soup. She 
notices that the soup is ‘different’ from the way she makes it. And so the soup becomes 
a starting point for conversation between Samira and Emine about what exactly is in 
the soup, and the differences between the Turkish and Moroccan kitchen and their use 
of  spices. Khadija joins in, and soon so do other women, joining in the conversation 
about food which follows out of  the practice of  tasting. Conversations like this, about the 
differences in taste among soup, pastry snacks or other home-made food, happen often 
between the women. 
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When I visit Khadija and Houda’s coffee morning a week later, I listen to Emine, who is 
thinking out loud about the possibilities of  organising an event where the women can bring 
different kinds of  food, from their own ‘culture’ as she describes it, and get a taste of  each 
other’s gastronomic tradition. The women thus open up to each other through tasting each 
other’s food and subsequently want to organise a neighbourhood activity in which they will 
exchange gastronomic traditions. Peggy, a Dutch-Surinamese volunteer and known as Aunt 
Peg in the neighbourhood, has invited Khadija to cook a Moroccan dish at a weekly dinner 
that she organises for the elderly in another neighbourhood centre. As Khadija explains 
to me during an interview, for her moments of  eating together provide a nice opportunity 
to reach out to her neighbours:

“I like to see people eating cosily together. It is important (...) in my culture. It doesn’t matter then 
where you’re from, whether you’re Muslim or Christian or I don’t know what. (...) Love goes through 
the stomach that’s the saying isn’t it?”

The notion of  eating together appeals to these women’s sense of  togetherness and they 
enact food in the same manner as policy practitioners intend. The seemingly trivial activity 
of  preparing food or cooking, usually done in the private realm of  their kitchen, is imbued 
with new meaning as it is brought out into the semi-public openness of  the neighbourhood 
centre and gives rise to an cosy sociability there. At the same time, it is also a sociability 
that can exclude, as there is an ambiguity: the sensory experience of  eating, tasting and 
smelling also enables women to do something else, to recollect a sense of  belonging to 
an immaterial home far away in time or place (or both). The home-made sweets which 
women bring to the coffee morning are often starting points for exchanging recipes and 
cooking tips, which are followed by conversations about growing up in Turkey, Morocco 
or other places, and about the joys, sorrows and peculiarities of  family life there. Together 
they indulge in a nostalgic longing for the intimacy of  a home long gone or far away, and 
they recognise and bond over their mutual nostalgia. However, these activities also close off 
conversations or interactions, because reminiscing about ‘home’ is, for some, best done in 
one’s native language or with those who share the same, particular migrant background. 
One week when the coffee morning is attended by a lot of  women from Moroccan descent, 
it is difficult for Emine and Nurjan, of  Turkish descent, and Peggy, of  Surinamese descent, 
to join in. Thus sometimes the feelings of  nostalgia encroach upon the newly forged bonds 
of  a cosy, gendered sociability.

It appears that the governance of  belonging of  Neighbourhood Circle is sometimes 
confronted with restrictions related to a nostalgic longing that can only be shared with 
those who share a (particular) migrant background. However, depending on the context 
and interaction, it can also lead to an opening for curiosity, reflexivity and conversation.
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‘Aunties, mothers and daughters’

Second, women organise activities in which creative, handicraft practices form the main 
occupation. In neighbourhood centres in Slotermeer the activity programme is filled with a 
traditional Turkish paper marbling workshop, a sewing workshop for traditional Hindustani 
costumes and knitting, henna and other sewing workshops. The female volunteers responsible 
for these activities are particularly proud of  these expressions of  what they consider to be 
their cultural heritage, and they want to share this part of  their cultural background with 
other people – primarily women – in the neighbourhood. This leads Carmen and Cyrille, 
two friends, to organise a traditional Surinamese headscarf  workshop. Asked about her 
motivation, Cyrille refers to issues of  integration and her own role in these:

“My mother used to say ‘if  you are in a country and people walk on one leg there, you’ll have to try to walk 
on one leg as well’. The Surinamese have learnt to do that very well here, but there is one thing they left 
dangling, their tradition...the importance of  the things which you have been raised with, your own culture.”

Cyrille refers to her fellow-Surinamese as ‘they’, implying that she is not part of  those who 
have forgotten about their ‘culture’. However, in the same sentence she switches to ‘your’, 
addressing herself, which implies that she is one of  those Surinamese who values her own 
cultural heritage. Carmen, her friend, adds to this by saying that she wants ‘to share our 
rich culture, all the good things that come from our culture and show them.’ Here ‘them’ 
refers to her non-Surinamese neighbours. For these women, integration is a two-way process 
and their ability to feel at home in Slotermeer is related to a home-making practice which 
emerges out of  a sense of  belonging to a former (and imagined) home, Surinam.

In the same way, Malini and Leela, two volunteers, organise sewing workshops for 
women, to make saris and other traditional Hindustani costumes:

“Malini: Mainly widows come here. They live alone, their children have left. We enable them to get out 
of  the house. We are alone, there are alone. Otherwise they just stay inside. We offer them some cosiness.
Leela: And we can talk Hindustani! They are all Hindustani people here, you don’t have to talk 
Dutch. That’s it!
Malini: And one of  our aunties here, she is so skilled! She has learned it from her mother. You can tell.
Auntie: yes, it offers some distraction. And it helps you to forget your pain.”

What is interesting is that these home-making practices include cultural heritage - as 
manifestations of  a public home - that have traditionally been handed down by women in 
their cultures. As such, they are feminised expressions of  culture. These practices enable 
these women to act upon their feelings of  pride for their (imagined) cultural history by 
making them a part of  the construction of  another (imagined) sphere of  belonging, namely 
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that of  a neighbourhood community in Slotermeer. In addition, through these cultural 
expressions they contribute positively to the policy narrative on Slotermeer as a rainbow 
palette of  diversity, instead of  a multicultural drama, and they help policy practitioners to 
enact the neighbourhood as such.

This, however, appears to be a fragile construction, one that is, again, closely related 
and interwoven with the private, secure and safe aspects of  home - as the following example 
illustrates. When, due to future financial cutbacks, policy practitioners ask some of  the 
female volunteers who organise sewing workshops in different neighbourhood centres to 
relocate their workshops to one centre so that they can share the sewing machines at one 
location, the women appear reluctant. Marcia, a policy practitioner, invites three female 
volunteers to discuss the plan. At first, due to the indignant reaction of  the women, she thinks 
the women have misunderstood her. Two of  the workshops are organised and primarily 
attended by Moroccan-Dutch women, the other by Surinamese-Dutch and Marcia thinks 
the volunteers are afraid that they will have to merge at some point in future. This is a 
delicate topic as it is something that policy practitioners favour but female volunteers are not 
really keen on. The example of  the sewing workshop of  Malini and Leela shows that they 
would, for instance, not be able to conduct the workshop in Hindustani. It soon becomes 
clear this is not the main issue, and it is Marcia who has misunderstood the situation. 
She is told, crossly, by volunteer Gosta, that the plan is ‘unrealistic’ because, in her view, 
her women live too far away from the designated neighbourhood centre – even though it 
is in the same district. They do not have money for the public transport and she cannot 
ask them to go on foot as they have to be back when the school of  their children finishes. 
The two other volunteers agree.

So, as much as the creative and cultural activities offer women the opportunity to suspend 
their identities as mothers or widows for a while and to tap into their creativity and show 
a different side of  their womanhood, the women are also primarily mothers, restricted by 
their young, dependent children or lack of  finances for public transport, and this has to be 
taken into account. They are limited by their ‘walking area’, an area bounded by home, 
their children’s school, the groceries and the neighbourhood centre. If  they have to venture 
too far from their house(hold), it will become an obstacle for them to engage in community 
activities outside. Again, the governance of  belonging is confronted not only by cultural 
differences, but also by practical and domestic constraints. The opportunity for ‘home’ 
feelings to travel appears to be still limited by the walking area of  most of  these women, 
a physical and relational space demarcated by buildings and dependence on family relations.
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‘We care differently’

Finally, there is the practice of  caring. Women like Emine, Khadija and Houda are very 
sensitive to issues of  caring. They feel they enact it differently from autochthonous people. 
During one coffee morning, Khadija expresses her sadness about her mother in Morocco who 
is seriously ill. The women talk at length on how autochthonous people do not always take 
good care of  their parents and elderly people, they too easily put them in an elderly home. 
‘We care differently,’ Houda says to Adriana, a regular attendee at the coffee morning. She 
explains that in the Moroccan culture people care with a sense of  delicacy and commitment 
and, if  necessary, take their parents in. Consequently, they can reach out to the lonely elderly 
in the neighbourhood by taking care of  them in their own way. Khadija tells us that it is 
comforting for her to be able to cook and provide a tasty dinner for the elderly here,while 
her own mother is so far away. This is something which Wilma refers to when she tries to 
appeal to her sense of  compassion for elderly in the introduction to this chapter. 

This apparently strikes a chord in Peggy, an elderly widow who attends the coffee 
morning faithfully every Wednesday. She joins in and tells her that a Dutch-Moroccan 
neighbour started to look out for her after her husband had died:

“He really takes care of  me. Ever since my husband died, he takes away my trash bag so that I 
don’t have to carry it downstairs. Also, in the elevator he once said, because a friend had visited me, 
a man, he said: ‘husband death, no other husband’.”

Peggy’s remark provokes laughter among the women. Another women jokes, ‘He’s probably 
in love with you’. Yet, Houda proudly affirms that this is what Moroccans are known for, 
they care and they reach out in their own ways. Even men.

In a conversation I have with Peggy later on, things seem different. She apparently does 
not completely agree with Houda and the others. She emphasises that usually the women 
tend to care for each other and this is something she relates to Surinamese, but also to 
Slotermeer, customs and values: 

“I feel a Slotermeerder. When I arrived from Suriname, I was accommodated and welcomed here, 
mostly by my female neighbours [buurvrouwen]. So, I have always lived in Slotermeer. I left for a 
certain period, when my eldest daughter went to school. They might say Slotermeer is an anti-social 
neighbourhood, people used to ask me ‘why do you live there?’ It can be a nasty neighbourhood 
[rotbuurt], that is true, but it is also cosy. So, yeah, I moved to Alkmaar [provincial town nearby] 
for my daughter. Once there, I thought: ‘Oh no!’. I told my husband, ‘When the youngest leaves 
high school, we are going back’. My son received his diploma in June and in September I was 
back. I have always said, ‘I will go back to Slotermeer!’ Slotermeer is a piece of  Suriname for me.
MdW: What do you mean by that?
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Slotermeer is different. Where I lived, the residents were just like people in Suriname. When I 
left for an appointment or groceries or work I would call out upstairs, ‘Neighbour [buurvrouw], 
I’m going out, but the kids are upstairs!’ She would take care of  them. You know. I lived on the 
first floor and when I did the washing I could take it to my neighbour and she would hang it out. 
When my eldest son was home, I would go to work and my neighbours would take care of  him. 
We shared the household in a way, the family tasks. So I have always said, I will go back to 
Slotermeer. And I did. I was very happy to be back. (...) If  the time comes and I have to go to a 
home for the elderly, it will have to be here in Slotermeer, because this is my second Suriname.”

Interestingly, Peggy feels just as at home in Slotermeer as in her country of  origin, because 
she relates to the type of  attention and care she used to receive and thinks it fits in with 
her Surinamese values and morals. In this sense, good care is ‘like people in Suriname do 
it’, and she has been able to have find it among her female neighbours here in Slotermeer. 
She adds that nowadays - as her children are grown and her husband has died - she finds 
herself  in the same loving and caring environment at the weekly coffee mornings of  Houda 
and Khadija.

WHISPERING VOICE

The voluntary activities as part of  Neighbourhood Circle not only offer (post)migrant women 
opportunities to domesticate and feminise the neighbourhood centre, it also allows them 
to voice issues that concern them in a safe, intimate environment. The warm ambiance 
of  the coffee mornings and cosy neighbourhood meetings encourage intimate forms of  
conversation and interaction, with jokes, laughter, and gossip, helping the women to reflect 
on themselves and on others through a soft, whispering of  voice. By engaging in this talk, 
they also sometimes touch upon wider social issues in the neighbourhood or in society at 
large. 

‘What about gay men?’

One day Nurjan, a regular attendee, arrives late at the coffee morning. She sits down and 
tells us that over the weekend she has attended a meeting organised around Eid al Fitr 
(festivities celebrating the end of  the annual month of  Islamic fasting).

“Nurjan: There was an imam, a priest and a Jewish religious man, what do you call someone 
like that? He explained about Judaism, with countries and borders and how they are not allowed 
to cut trees? I didn’t understand?
Adriana: I don’t think I understand you either?
Nurjan: Well, if  you don’t abide by that you’re not Jewish, because everybody has to abide by 
those rules, right?
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Gisele: There are all kinds of  faiths within Judaism, just like in Islam.
Emine: Look sweetheart, it’s just like with Wilders [Dutch right wing politician] who says that within 
Islam you can hit women. But we know that the Qur’an doesn’t say that. Some men use that to oppress 
their women. And politicians just use it to oppress us as Muslims. But it is not our guidance [leidraad].
Nurjan [jokingly]: Don’t use such difficult words!
Emine: Oh, I’m sorry. I mean that people interpret things differently.”

In the meantime Houda returns from the kitchen and a discussion about religion and what 
it means to women ensues.

“Emine: It’s very important that you respect others and that the other can be different. We all 
believe in God and that’s what’s important. I’m not going to say: ‘I’m Muslim and you have to be 
Muslim too, or vice versa’.”

But then Adriana refers to the awkward situation with the old man coming to the coffee 
morning, asking Houda, ‘But you don’t want men to attend the coffee morning, right?’ 
She refers to her own husband, who had once wanted to attend the Eid Al Fitr festivities 
at their children’s primary school, but was told not to come as the feast was organised for 
mothers. Houda responds that she understands the school’s position as she can ‘really 
not allow any men’ during the coffee mornings. ‘What will our husbands think of  us!’ 
The discussion takes an interesting turn when Nurjan makes a link between men and 
lesbians and tells us that in another neighbourhood centre where she had attended a coffee 
morning, a lesbian couple had attended activities as well. ‘Is that allowed?’ she asks out 
loud. Houda is somewhat surprised, but answers firmly, ‘No! I don’t want that. They will 
stare at me!’ She emphasises her point by making faces and gestures, imitating someone in 
love and by taking Adriana’s hand and cuddling up to her. The women laugh and imitate 
Houda by engaging in playful behaviour, touching hands and hugging the woman next to 
them. Then Khadija asks: ‘What about gay men? They will not fall in love with you?’ Houda 
cries out, ‘Noooo! No! Gay men with my children?’ Emine is less outspoken but makes it 
clear that she would find it difficult as well. She associates being gay with paedophilia and 
refers to a famous Amsterdam child abuse case that has recently been in the news. Adriana 
jokes that perhaps only the ‘man of  the lesbian couple’ can attend their coffee morning. 
Again the women laugh, the discussion continues partly in the group, but also breaks up 
into face-to-face talk between women. Then, all of  sudden, Adriana looks at the clock and 
panics. ‘Sabina!’ Apparently school is almost out and she has to rush off to pick up her young 
daughter. She says goodbye, prompting the other women to do the same without finishing 
the discussion. They hug and kiss each other goodbye notwithstanding their earlier opposing 
views on this particular issue of  religion, sexuality, and diversity in the neighbourhood.
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Despite the fact that a serious issue is being addressed during the coffee morning and that 
women take firm and opposing stances, the atmosphere remains playful, with laughter 
resonating through public conversation. The incident also shows how a serious topic can 
emerge out of  a transgression of  the boundary between private and public expressions of  
belonging - the old man entering a week before - while the topic itself  is discussed in a safe 
and intimate environment enacted through laughter and playful behaviour. While Wilma 
(in this paper’s introduction) fails to start a discussion and have women express themselves 
about a neighbourhood issue, that of  the loneliness and social isolation of  the elderly in 
Slotermeer, the women are able to whisper among themselves and express emotions in a 
more relaxed, intimate environment. So, while learning to reflect on their own feelings and 
concerns, they also learn to reflect on those of  others. In this way, a fragile public peeps 
through the cracks of  a domesticated, feminised construction of  home in the neighbourhood 
centre. At the same time, the topic discussed illustrates the fragility of  trying to govern 
through belonging because religious and ideological convictions clearly keep these women 
from enacting community as a public space that welcomes all neighbours, which is an 
important aim of  the inclusive, communitarian citizenship that policy practitioners try to 
encourage.

‘Sweethearts and a political someone’

The value of  this kind of  home-like environment becomes more clear when the women 
go on an excursion to a neighbourhood centre in a nearby city. Wilma has encouraged 
this visit as it is a ‘neighbourhood centre where a lot of  volunteers do very good work’. 
The trip is meant to teach the women about self-organisation, to help them set up their 
desired teahouse for women. For the women, the excursion is a real outing, involving taking 
a bus to a different town. On the day itself, they prepare sandwiches, fruit, and drinks and 
are excited. But when we arrive at the neighbourhood centre, it turns out that Wilma has 
made a mistake. The programme is not about how to run your own community activities 
but a programme of  the National Cooperation of  Active Residents (LSA), an organisation 
affiliated with residents’ committees and public protest. The room is filled with native Dutch, 
(mostly) male, older volunteers, among them two from the residential platform against 
demolition plans in Slotermeer. The afternoon unfolds with discussions on political issues 
like urban renewal, demolition, and the deterioration of  public space. Our group sits in 
the back of  the hall, obviously out of  place and very quiet. The women regain some of  
their enthusiasm and chattiness when there is an excursion through the neighbourhood 
and they are liberated from the official structure of  the meeting. Still, they most of  them 
do not mingle with the other participants, instead enjoy a walk by themselves. 

 The above example shows that when these women do venture away from their ‘walking 
area’, for most of  them it is essential to be able to still feel at home. If  they end up in a 
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traditional public setting enacted through discursive competences, political talk, and male 
presence, the women’s delicate public spirit tends to wither away. That is why the cosy 
Neighbourhood Circle gatherings organised by policy practitioners work much better for 
them. There the atmosphere is playful and free of  a sense of  hierarchy, there they can actually 
indulge in playful behaviour, walk around and interact in a manner they feel familiar and 
comfortable with. During gatherings, there is always a lot of  laughter, jokes and sometimes 
even flirting between policy practitioners and female volunteers. The women also talk about 
practitioners in personal terms. They idolise Sander, saying that he is ‘simply wonderful’ 
and ‘is always there for us’. Karen is described as ‘a sweetheart’ by another woman, because 
she is so always so caring and loving to her.

During one particular gathering, some women tease practitioner Paul who is sitting 
at their table and engaging with their ideas. The women decide that they want to start a 
teahouse for women, as men already frequent coffeehouses in the neighbourhood and they 
do not feel welcome there. At some point in the discussion, Paul acts as if  he is upset and 
feels excluded when he hears that men are not to be allowed into their planned teahouse. 
He pretends to want to leave the table. The women laugh, one of  them playfully puts an 
arm around his shoulder and says they will make an exception for him, because he is so 
special. ‘We will need a waiter’, another woman jokes. The whole group laughs and they 
indulge some more in discussion and playful remarks.

At the next gathering, Emine feels comfortable enough to approach an alderwoman who 
has come to give a talk. She explains that they are looking for a space for their teahouse, 
and that this is very difficult to find. The alderwoman gives Nurjan her card, telling her 
and Emine to email if  they need anything. Nurjan is surprised: ‘Wow, she’s very open!’ 
Salima comes and joins in, asking, ‘Who was that?’. To which Nurjan responds ‘A political 
someone’. Emine explains that they have met the alderwoman of  the local district and 
explains what her responsibilities are. Apparently, for these women being in contact with 
‘a political someone’ is a big thing. It gives them the chance to breathe in the air of  politics, 
a domain that they have been excluded from.

The Neighbourhood Circle gatherings create a public sphere for women in which they 
can articulate emotions, and where they will be acknowledged and taken into account by 
policy practitioners. They care for these women, make jokes and share gossip with them. 
In other words, they set the standards for a cosy, warm atmosphere, and tap into values 
like empathy, respect and affection which also give shape to the women’s coffee mornings, 
sewing club and handicraft workshops. In other words, these affective interventions resonate 
well with the desire of  these women to create a safe haven for themselves outside of  their 
home, but within the confinements of  a cosy, public sphere.
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CONCLUSION

Enrolling in Neighbourhood Circle, (post)migrant women bring practices, concerns and 
feelings which are part of  the domestic sphere of  the private house(hold), the intimate sphere 
of  family and friendship and the gendered sphere of  womanhood to the public surroundings 
of  a neighbourhood centre. This enables these women to collectively develop and express 
themselves by considering aspects of  home that refer to feelings of  protection, shelter and 
privacy – “home as haven” (Duyvendak, 2011: 38 – 39) – which most often relate to the micro 
level of  the house. By doing so, these women create and indulge in a sphere of  belonging 
through cultivating new bonds of  affinity with other women in the neighbourhood and 
engaging with neighbourhood issues in their own spontaneous, resilient and delicate ways. 
This sphere becomes a place for escape from their private activities and worries, and their 
confined identities as mothers, widows or wives. They bring the activities (cooking, sewing) 
and the strengths and joys of  a gendered identity (caring, nurturing) to coffee mornings, 
dinner clubs and creative workshops, and in doing so they express themselves communally, 
reach out to (some of) their neighbours and create an intentional community, a “home as 
heaven” (Idem: ibidem). At the background, this is carefully provoked by policy practitioners 
and local administrators who act upon the habits of  their hearts.

The invitation into a communitarian subject position appeals to these women, because 
it offers them an opportunity to partake in a warm, intimate sociability. In taking up on the 
invitation, the women are assisted by practitioners who occasionally shine the spotlight on 
them, and exhibit them as ‘good’ citizens. As part of  cherishing culture policy practitioners 
emphasize the ‘hidden’ qualities and talents of  these women. They play an important role 
in this re-imagination, not so much as part of  a pragmatic policy measure taken to stimulate 
the emancipation of  (post) migrant women, but as part of  policy strategy to develop a 
multicultural, inclusive community and citizenship. In their translation of  a new affective 
norm, practitioners cherish culture and qualify certain morals and manners as cultural. So 
Wilma appeals to a warm mode of  care undertaken by (post)migrant women, and Sander 
appeals to the art of  cooking and the value of  socialising through food. Practitioners thus 
do deal the culture card, but it is a gendered and positively valued one. It also shows that within 
Dutch territorial governance feminism and multiculturalism can co-exist in policy practices 
(see also Saharso, 2003).

Still, this does not mean that the gendered sphere of  belonging created through a 
whispering of  voice like rumours, gossip, laughter and jokes, and a feminising of  culture 
does not have a productive, powerful potential: through their desire for a couch the women 
subtly contest the way the local administration has set the parameters for Neighbourhood 
Circle. If  eating is so important, surely providing kitchen utensils is part of  the responsibility 
of  the local administration and, if  socialising is so important, surely a ‘comfy couch’ is 
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their responsibility, before they can ask women to take on the responsibility of  caring for 
others. Similarly, when the women set the parameters for the coffee morning to be ‘only 
women’, they feel it is not up to Wilma – who, in this instance, changes from sweetheart 
into a government representative – to tell them what norm they have to conform to if  they 
want to enrol in Neighbourhood Circle.

However, they are open to a playful, open conversation about the matter when one of  
the women wants to talk about the incident again because it is of  concern to her (and her 
husband). They whisper voice, which does not mean that it is not meant to be heard or 
have a loud effect, rather they look for a listening ear in intimate surroundings. The women 
sometimes attempt to widen the ideological and bureaucratic borders of  the provoked sphere 
of  citizenship that is Neighbourhood Circle, at other times, they eat, cook, care and reflect 
upon issues which concern them within the safe, comfortable confinements of  this sphere. 

Taking up the invitation towards a communitarian subject position thus offers the 
women a way to live different identities and develop new social relations, including a new 
fragile public agency (Eliasoph, 1996, see also Newman and Tonkens, 2011). Paradoxically, 
this citizenship arises from practices related to the traditional household tasks of  women, 
like cooking and sewing, or to their being mothers: They cherish culture but in a feminized 
way and they redefine space through domesticating it. Despite the talk of  empowerment 
and egalitarianism, this gives their enacted sphere of  belonging also a paternalistic touch 
(Van den Berg and Duyvendak, 2012). That is why I say ‘fragile’ because although some 
of  these women use the neighbourhood centre to temporarily project their own wishes 
and desires, in the absence of  support of  policy practitioners, they also lack the skills and 
opportunities to make their stories stick or their wishes heard. They are thus temporary, 
fragile public spaces that die with the fading away of  the sphere of  belonging in which 
they come to life. It is therefore worth bearing in mind that the transitions enabled by 
these spaces may sometimes be seen more as transient, rather than as a permanent shift. 
The teahouse, for instance, has eventually never been realized.
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6. PRACTICES OF CONVIVIALITY
HOW THE CREATIVE CLASS GO ON A ‘MINI-HOLIDAY 

IN THE EVERYDAY’

INTRODUCTION: AN ETHNOGRAPHIC EXCURSION

Every June residents of  Slotermeer have the opportunity to go on a ‘mini-holiday’ in 
their own living environment. The event, called the ‘neighbourhood camp’, consists of  a 
two day programme filled with all kinds of  cultural activities and creative interventions, 
including theatre, play, dance, yoga, cinema, painting and community gardening. 
Over the course of  ten years, the camp has come to take on the form of  a participatory 
cultural festival. The event takes place on a large field in the neighbourhood, which is 
transformed into a stage for celebration, spontaneous interaction and cultural exchange. 
At the camp, young mothers mix with young fathers at a drama workshop for children. 
A bicycle repairman and his family share halal food and snacks, and an artist provides 
organic vegetarian snacks. The residents join in for neighbourhood excursions to the local 
heritage museum, a community garden or to one of  the churches in the neighbourhood. 
In the evening. residents bring food and drinks and enjoy dinner together, a big campfire 
is lit, and there is music and a film is screened until people go to sleep in the tents they 
have set up during the day. The next morning, after some people have participated in 
an outside yoga class, dozens of  campers and other residents enjoy a congenial breakfast 
together at a huge, decorated dining table. On Sunday afternoon, the festival ends and 
everybody helps to dismantle the tents, tables and stages. Finally, the large piece of  
lawn is transformed back into just another open field in the neighbourhood, leaving no 
visible trace of  the camp.

The neighbourhood camp is organised by a group of  “pioneer gentrifiers” (Butler 
and Lees, 2006; Lees, 2008) of  the creative class, funded by Neighbourhood Circle and 
some housing associations, and framed by local administrators and policy practitioners 
as a perfect example of  what is possible when ‘residents use their creative talents’ and 
‘cultural competences for the benefit of  the neighbourhood’. In this chapter, I will 
describe how these volunteers from the creative class act upon their feelings of  belonging 
through (1) festivalising space (2) celebrating culture and (3) avoiding voice. I begin by 
introducing the volunteers of  the neighbourhood camp and their reasons for becoming 
engaged in Slotermeer.
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Flyer announcing the neighbourhood camp in 2010

CREATIVE CLASS: THE NEIGHBOURHOOD CAMP

‘I feel a bit unheimich’

Back in 2004, Chris, a well-educated creative professional, had been the initiator of  the 
neighbourhood camp. Being a pioneer from the much desired ‘middle and higher income 
groups’, he felt ‘a bit lost and uncomfortable, not really at home’ when he came to live in 
Slotermeer. He did not know most of  his neighbours and noticed, to his discomfort, that, 
in his quarter, the streets were covered in litter. To change that he organised a neighbourhood 
event together with Alexander, a friend who also lived in the neighbourhood and also worked 
in the cultural sector of  Amsterdam.

“Well, the idea was, because both Alexander and I have a cultural background, to behave like we would be on 
holiday in our own neighbourhood. To go and visit and discover things that you would never visit otherwise.”

Encouraged by their curiosity, and initially supported by the district government with a 
small budget, they were able to organise an afternoon event. Alexander put on a creative 
performance with broomsticks, after which a group of  volunteers collectively swept a couple 
of  streets clean. Afterwards the group settled down to food and drinks, accompanied by 
some music, and engaged in a festive end to the day. Over the years the pair grew into a core 
group of  about twenty volunteers and, as the initial idea of  ‘a mini-holiday in the everyday’ 
came to the fore, the activity became known as the ‘neighbourhood camp’.

For Chris, who over the years had taken up the role of  chairman of  the organising 
committee, the camp was, above all, ‘a reflection of  who we are’. The focus on creative 
expressions and cultural consumption reflected the background of  the core group of  
volunteers. With two exceptions, the volunteers can be described as belonging to the so-
called ‘creative class’ (Florida, 2002), highly educated professionals working in arts, design, 
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media and the knowledge-based sector. While many of  these volunteers in Slotermeer 
nurture their own creativity through work, they also appear to tap into it by acting upon 
an apparent openness, tolerance and sense of  responsibility for their living environment. 
In Slotermeer, each of  the creative volunteers voluntarily invests his or her creative talent 
or professional capacities for the benefit of  the neighbourhood camp: they select an art-
house film, organise an improvisational drama workshop, perform and teach music or 
dance, design games and communication material such as flyers, a camping website or 
an app, and take photographs and videos and share them online. In general, this makes 
volunteers from the creative class a much desired income group for policy makers trying 
to (re)generate deprived urban neighbourhoods (Peck, 2005; Slater, 2006).

The volunteers of  the neighbourhood camp can also be described as “pioneer gentrifiers” 
(Butler and Lees, 2006; Lees, 2008) in that most of  them came into the neighbourhood before 
the regeneration of  this district of  Amsterdam New West really began. Misha, a volunteer 
who considered himself  a ‘cultural citizen’, became involved because the camp enabled him 
‘to come to grips with the neighbourhood’. Most of  the volunteers had - at the time of  my 
fieldwork - lived in Slotermeer for less than five years and had made a conscious choice to live 
there. The fact that Slotermeer carried a public stigma of  a disadvantaged neighbourhood 
had not stopped him or other fellow-volunteers from moving in. On the contrary, Stephen, 
an actor and theatre maker, did not see ‘a disadvantaged neighbourhood’, but ‘a stage’:

“Not between the elite, but in the neighbourhoods. Precisely because there are a lot of  problems 
here and there is no supply of  art, culture or drama. And yet, there is so much talent here.”

With this statement Stephen illustrates the argument of  Florida who argues that the creative 
class seeks out urban areas that are rich in opportunities to maintain a work-life balance 
and a so-called “experiential intensity”. Apparently, they gravitate towards “plug and play 
communities, where social entry barriers are low, where heterogeneity is actively embraced, 
where loose ties prevail, where there are lots of  other creatives to mingle with [and] where 
they can validate their identities” (Florida, 2002: 304, in Peck, 2005: 746). Harold, another 
volunteer, also considered Slotermeer as having an ‘inspiring atmosphere’ for these reasons. 
The diversity of  ethnicities, cultures and lifestyles in Slotermeer added to his feeling of  
living in a ‘laboratory’. The camp offered Harold an opportunity to ‘invest’ his ‘creative 
talents’ to ‘reach out and connect’ with other residents, just as Chris and Alexander had 
intended when they first came to live in the neighbourhood. 

So, creative volunteers describe the diversity in Slotermeer as exciting and a means for 
inspiration, but they simultaneously perceive it as something they have to appropriate in order 
to create a sense of  belonging to their new living environment. Carin, a journalist and designer, 
refers to this when she explains why she has become involved in the neighbourhood camp:
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“I think it is good to do something nice for your neighbourhood. You know, Geert Wilders [A 
Dutch right wing politician] can say that festivities like these are rubbish. Well, just come and see. 
The neighbourhood camp is very cosy. Fatima and Henk and Ingrid33 might not go on an actual 
holiday together, but that’s not what it’s about. It’s about getting to know each other informally 
and in a cosy way. About creating a nice atmosphere in the neighbourhood (…). If  I am new 
to a place I get homesick quite easily, I will feel a bit unheimich. I have to feel good when I 
walk the streets here. And those participation programmes help with that, it enables mosaic tiles 
on the street, a piece of  art somewhere, a festival. These are things that make me feel good.”

Still, it is not only Neighbourhood Circle which enables these creative volunteers to act upon 
their curiosity and their quest for belonging. As part of  the regeneration of  Slotermeer, housing 
associations are providing low-cost dwellings and relatively cheap work space. Furthermore, 
Slotermeer also encourages the development of  creative hotspots, and has an elaborate 
cultural policy and possibilities to (re)design public space, offering creative volunteers space for 
‘crazy plans’ and the ability to express themselves through their creativity (see also Chapter 2). 
More than half  of  the creative volunteers who participate in the neighbourhood camp also 
receive funds from these policy programmes or work on public assignments from the local 
administration. Tom and Marsha run a cultural organisation in the neighbourhood, Lester 
makes autonomous art projects in the district and Carin has designed a promotional gift for the 
local administration and subsequently, these practices are integrated into the camp activities. 

In summary, these volunteers act upon a mix of  personal affection, creative talent and 
professional interest. As such, the camp enables them to create a stage where they can publicly 
live out a sense of  belonging to (an idealised image of) Slotermeer, while simultaneously 
profiling themselves as creative entrepreneurs and engaged, communitarian citizens. In the 
following sections I will explain how they do so exactly.

FESTIVALISING SPACE

‘A cosy atmosphere’

The neighbourhood camp tries to help residents to get acquainted with their neighbourhood 
differently by transforming the dull green field into a colourful, vibrant and musical campsite. 
During the festival, a huge red banner, announcing ‘Camping Slotermeer’, marks the 
entrance to the field. On one side of  the field, two large white party tents are set up. Tables 
and kitchen furnishings are installed and food and drinks laid out. In front of  the tents, 
a group of  canteen tables invite residents to sit down and mingle. Opposite the tables, 
a large, colourful circus tent and a small stage brighten up the field. Marked out patches 
of  the grass are also used as stages. During the day, participants can display their creative 
talents on these temporary stages, and are invited to sing, dance, play music and perform. 
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On the other side of  the field is a string of  cheerfully decorated stalls hung with colourful 
flags. These stalls are manned by volunteers who organise activities like photography and 
neighbourhood quizzes, but there are also policy practitioners distributing information on 
organisations and policy programmes in the neighbourhood, and representatives from three 
housing associations. Tom and Marsha are there to promote their cultural organisation, 
and Sander (the policy practitioner introduced in Chapter 4) and two volunteers represent 
Neighbourhood Circle. During the day, campers arrive and set up their tents, big and 
small, for the night. Like on a real holiday, they meet their temporary neighbours, help 
each other install equipment and get into conversation. The campers are joined by about 
200 residents, primarily children and their parents who are participating in the festivities 
but not actually staying overnight. Other volunteers of  Neighbourhood Circle also drop 
by during the day, Emine and Nurjan (introduced in Chapter 5) stroll around the field in 
the afternoon, and sit at one of  the tables next to some mothers and their young children. 

Meanwhile, Alexander parades around the field in his colourful showbiz suit and a huge 
hat. Like a true ring master, he playfully introduces performers, activities and fun facts over 
the sound system. Loud music booms out of  the speakers, sometimes accompanied by a 
dance performance and cheering children and their parents. In order to keep the social 
interactions and contacts smooth, those who enter the campsite go through a temporary 
customs post, announced by a colourful signboard. Accompanied by a smiley sign and 
illustrated by flowers, the board attempts to persuade visitors, in a light-hearted way, to 
‘keep the camp cosy’: ‘Clean up your garbage, do not drink too much or misbehave and 
go to your tent when the party is over’. Through an abundant stimulation of  the senses – 
the setting, music, food and performances – the camp offers opportunities for temporary 
interactions where those who go on holiday can behave spontaneously, where they can leave 
their worries behind and where they can enjoy a ‘cosy’ and ‘respectful atmosphere’. Thus, 
the creative volunteers festivalise space, they imbue a indistinct, open field with aesthetic 
attributes, cheerful activities and conspicuous performances and re-imagine it into a cheerful 
conviviality. Doing so, they transform an everyday place into something special.

However, through the abundant stimulation of  the senses, creative volunteers also re-
imagine this strip of  urban space into a temporary sociality which resembles their everyday 
life world, a world not dictated by social problems. In doing so, a part of  the everyday reality 
occurring on and around the green field is actively made absent. Current social issues 
that a majority of  residents in the neighbourhood have to deal with, like deterioration of  
public space, bad housing conditions, and poverty, are not part of  any activities during 
the neighbourhood camp. This is a conscious decision. Chris explains that the volunteers 
abandoned the original idea of  cleaning the street:
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“We thought that the aspect of  art, culture, eating and drinking was much nicer than the aspect of  
cleaning the streets. It just expressed certain negativity, like that the government isn’t doing its job properly. 
Now it is much more about celebrating and coming together. It is also what we like to do and we enjoy.”

Chris and other volunteers actively try to make social problems and struggles temporarily 
absent or frame taken-for-granted interpretations about the neighbourhood differently by 
creating a positive, vibrant atmosphere at the campsite. One of  the clearest expressions is 
a laughter workshop Alexander organises. This offers residents a way to ‘laugh away their 
troubles’. If  residents are ‘unhappy in the morning’, or ‘too worried’ Alexander teaches 
participants to the workshop to ‘start the day with a laugh. When waking up in the morning 
just say “hoho hahaha”, get out of  bed and still say “hoho hahaha”, louder and louder, 
move your body parts as well, walk through your house and end with a full laugh “hoho 
hahaha”! This does indeed cause a lot of  laughter among the participants and might help 
some residents ‘escape the everyday reality they have to deal with’, which is how one of  
the volunteers describes the aim of  the camp. It is a perhaps the clearest example of  how 
creative volunteers offer a tool to the camp participants to manage their negative emotions 
by offering a positive lens through which then can take a look at their everyday life. 

‘I create it here’

Despite the fact that Chris and his fellow volunteers have decided to focus only on the 
positive aspects of  living in Slotermeer, they are, of  course, very aware of  some of  the 
problematic issues the neighbourhood faced. The most pressing issue is the impending 
demolition (see Chapter 2). The green field is right in the middle of  a quarter which 
is part of  the neighbourhood regeneration plan (see picture 2 in Chapter 2). It forms a 
boundary however. On the North-western side of  the field are owner-occupied houses and 
old studio houses. Most of  the volunteers of  the neighbourhood camp live in this relatively 
well-kept area. On the other side of  the green field there is a quarter with primarily social 
housing earmarked for profound physical transformation, with a large part of  the housing 
stock up for demolition and renewal, a smaller part up for renovation, and with extensive 
infrastructural changes planned.

When asked if  there are any issues in the neighbourhood, Chris expresses his discontent 
about residents who are ‘too indifferent to look after their living environment and don’t 
commit to the neighbourhood’. He talks about ‘the people across the street’, who live in ‘the 
social housing over there’, who have set up a marijuana plantation and get into loud fights 
during the night. He also thinks the large influx of  temporary residents is problematic. He 
relates his discontent to the upcoming demolition plans, saying ‘at a certain point it makes 
sense that they tear down those houses’. ‘Those houses’ are indeed different than the house 
we are sitting in. ‘Those houses’ are small, social housing blocks that are poorly maintained. 
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‘This house’ is large and light, an owner-occupied dwelling with a beautifully maintained 
garden. But the most pressing problem for Chris appears not to be the presence of  these 
people and the social housing, but the absence of  something else, which relates to their 
presence. He does not perceive the demolition plans as a threat, for him it provides an 
opportunity for a ‘cultural impulse to the neighbourhood’. He relates the current composition 
of  Slotermeer to the poor cultural infrastructure in the neighbourhood and believes that 
the influx of  new people will actually benefit ‘people like me’ as it will most probably lead 
to a diversification of  shops, restaurants and cafes in the neighbourhood:

“At the moment, there are no interesting cafes here; you will have to go downtown for that. I do go to the 
Pink New West drinks [monthly happening for gay and queer people in the district], but it is not a nice 
cafe or anything like that. (…) And all those greengrocers and similar looking Blokker [Dutch discount 
store]-like stores with the same plastic crap. There is just no policy about that now. There isn’t a single 
bookshop in the neighbourhood. Not one! No quality shops, no cultural centres. There is one artists’ 
club in [an adjacent neighbourhood] with a restaurant. It’s a bit alternative, a bit posh. It’s really nice. 
There should be something like that in the heart of  our neighbourhood. Or an art-house cinema, like 
what’s happening now on the Westergasterrein [a popular cultural space in Amsterdam]. Because we 
are in the process here of  drawing more groups to the neighbourhood. Slotermeer has the image of  a 
poor people’s district, but people with money and taste also live here. There isn’t enough for them here.”

Through his reference to people with ‘taste’, he indicates the future residents he is expecting, 
highly educated, with a lot of  cultural capital, just like him and his fellow volunteers. 
Interestingly, Chris uses the personal pronoun ‘we’ when talking about the ongoing urban 
regeneration and transformation of  the neighbourhood which is designed and developed 
by the municipality of  Amsterdam, the local administration and housing associations. 
He perceives the camp as a partner in this transformation which benefits from his experience 
of  the neighbourhood. As such, he does not mind if  the local administration uses the 
camp to brand the neighbourhood to the outside world. Carin even identifies herself  as a 
‘promoter of  the neighbourhood’:

“It’s part of  my job [Carin refers to a PR gift for the local administration she has designed], but 
the idea behind is that I want to brand the neighbourhood as well as possible.”

The festivalisation of  space during the camp can be qualified as a transformative intervention, 
and a happening which enriches the place in which it occurs. As much as the camp is 
communicated as being for residents, on the day itself, friends and acquaintances of  creative 
volunteers also visit the camp in large numbers, skewing the balance of  the participants at 
times in favour of  temporary visitors over residents. As Misha, one of  the volunteers, explains:



208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde

140

“For one weekend a year it is different. I don’t have to go somewhere else in Amsterdam for fun 
and leisure, I create it here. And I can invite my friends over here. That’s nice for a change. Of  
course the idea is that in a few years, the neighbourhood will have changed as well, it is in a state 
of  transformation at the moment. You do notice that. And we help to give it a face. And it works! 
It works. Because last time my friend Bas came to the camp and said ‘Yeah, I can see it, I can see 
it’ [laughs]. You know, he meant why I crossed the ring and ventured out here. ‘Perhaps I’ll follow 
you’, he said. I just had to do some more work on pimping up the neighbourhood [laughs]. ‘Give me a 
couple of  years’, I said. ‘Give me a couple of  years’. You’ll have to cycle to Slotermeer for excitement 
[reuring], instead of  me having to cycle all the way to Westergas. He’ll wish he lives here then.”

Misha relates the temporary happening of  the camp to its enduring and important impact 
on the public image of  the neighbourhood. The volunteers carefully control the construction 
and management of  the festival space so that it can become a symbol of  the future identity 
of  Slotermeer, one in which residents from the creative class can also feel at home. It not 
only invites current residents to participate, but asks future residents to become part of  the 
imagined community in Slotermeer as presented in this temporary act of  festivalisation. 
By presenting a ‘pimped-up’ version of  what is known as a deprived neighbourhood, the 
festivalisation of  space serves to hide from view the less fun and more serious elements of  
the urban experience, like crime, littering and potential negative effects on residents’ life 
chances.

CELEBRATING CULTURE

‘Strengthening bonds in a multicultural neighbourhood’

A few days after the event of  the neighbourhood camp, Harold, a volunteer, is quoted in 
the district newspaper, which has a large feature about the camp. He explains that the camp 
is very important for Slotermeer because ‘doing things together strengthens the bonds in 
this multicultural neighbourhood’. This relates to what Carin has mentioned earlier on in 
defending her feeling of  home against the views of  right-wing politician Geert Wilders. 
She indirectly relates her feeling of  home to the notion of  ‘multicultural’, as, according to 
her, it is used in Dutch public debate. Still, Carin also refers to those (right wing) politicians 
who make remarks about one particular neighbourhood activity that has become symbolic 
of  community participation and a soft approach to solving integration issues in deprived 
urban neighbourhoods, the neighbourhood barbecue (see Verhoeven and Tonkens, 2011). 
For Harold and Carin the neighbourhood camp, as an example of  a soft approach, does 
contribute to the issue of  integration in Slotermeer.

By qualifying the ethnic diversity in the neighbourhood as ‘multicultural’, creative 
volunteers use the same discourse on ethnic diversity as policy practitioners (see Chapter 4). 
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When Harold claims that the camp is important in a multicultural neighbourhood, he is 
also referring to the importance of  creating affective attachments between residents and 
using the cultural diversity in Slotermeer as building blocks to enact situations and contexts 
that help to provoke these attachments. Through their practices, creative volunteers unfold 
the negative public image associated with the adjective ‘multicultural’ and refold it into 
something new. The creative volunteers celebrate culture in its most diverse forms and, by 
doing so, they construct a defence of  multiculturalism which converges with the message of  
Neighbourhood Circle. They refer to the positive aspects of  living in an ethnically diverse 
neighbourhood by making use of  their creative talents and cultural capital. They invite 
residents to engage in curiosity for things or people that might be different or new (or both), 
or to reflect differently on that which is familiar, in the hope that residents will develop new 
associations with the ethnic, cultural and lifestyle diversity which surrounds them.

‘We are doing interculturality’

The programme of  the camp invites residents to experience that diversity in all its forms. 
It features a wide array of  activities organised around music, food and dance. There is an 
Oriental belly dance, Tango guitar music, a henna tattoo workshop, a traditional Greek dance 
performance, a traditional Chinese lion dance, traditional Javanese court dance, Japanese 
calligraphy, Bosnian chess games, a Gypsy dance performance, street dance workshop, 
Old Dutch games, Spanish cuisine tasting and a Turkish food workshop. What links this 
programme of  activities together is an emphasis on folklore: it shares and celebrates the 
creative expressions and mundane traditions of  everyday life in different ethnicities and 
cultures. In doing so, creative volunteers negotiate the cherishing of  culture undertaken by 
policy practitioners who emphasise during collective gatherings that diversity should be 
cherished and that culture is a good way of  bringing people together. Still, they do so a little 
differently, as the activities comprising the neighbourhood camp are not a direct reflection of  
the ethnic and cultural background of  the residents of  Slotermeer. As mentioned in Chapter 
2, 59 per cent of  local inhabitants is qualified as ‘allochthonous’, of  which 18 per cent is 
stated to be ‘Turkish’, 23 per cent to be ‘Moroccan’ and 18 per cent to be ‘other non-Western’ 
(Gemeente Amsterdam, 2010f). Yet, at the neighbourhood camp there is wide array of  other 
non-Western activities; Latin-American, Asian and (Eastern) European creative acts but only 
a short Turkish food workshop are incorporated into the programme, even though most 
residents in the neighbourhood are Dutch with a Moroccan and Turkish background. Chris 
and his fellow-volunteers thus enact ‘multiculturalness’ as a phenomenon that comprises much 
more diversity than the stereotypical association with Moroccan-Dutch and Turkish-Dutch 
people and issues in public and political debate suggests. As such, creative volunteers enact 
a different kind of  multicultural, that is not assessed on a quantitative basis of  the ethnic or 
cultural background of  residents in Slotermeer, but on the basis of  the qualitative value of  
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their background. Doing so, they manage to divert attention away from the problematic aspects 
of  multiculturalism associated with specific social problems and ethnicities and celebrate 
‘multicultural’ as a rich source – and indeed a colourful mosaic – of  creative expressions.

Chris explains that this is partly a conscious decision, as it makes people aware of  the 
rich diversity of  cultures residing in Slotermeer. And, to the outside world, this strategy 
appears successful. The camp is nominated with nine other Dutch initiatives by a nationwide 
fund for social projects34. This fund awards a prize every year to projects which ‘stimulate 
social wellbeing and social cohesion’ and invest in a liveable society. The camp does not 
win but still receives a sum of  money for its nomination. On their communal website this 
‘financial recognition’ is put into perspective:

“There is the feeling that Chris describes as: ‘this is just too much fun to give up’. 
But also: ‘What we are doing is interculturality in practice! The feeling of  being 
in a village, while being in a big city. That’s it. Everybody feels that every year’.”

However, Chris also admits that this ‘interculturalist’ strategy is also prompted due to a lack 
of  networks with the Turkish, Moroccan and Surinamese community in the neighbourhood. 
In order to solve this issue the volunteers decided to hire ‘cultural groups’ and pay them to 
perform during the camp. Some performances are thus performed by professional performers 
or volunteers of  folkloric organisations (for instance the Greek dance performance or the 
Chinese lion dance), while others are performed by volunteers of  the Neighbourhood Circle 
(the tango and belly dance) and other activities, such as the Tai Chi are undertaken by 
creative volunteers themselves. Meanwhile, the core group of  volunteers actively searches 
for residents with a Turkish, Moroccan or Surinamese background to become involved in 
their neighbourhood camp. However, this remains a difficult task. Over the years they have 
only managed to include Mehmet, a Turkish-Dutch resident and his wife who, on the day 
itself, bake Turkish pastry at a stall and offer to teach people how to make these snacks, 
and his daughter who does henna-painting on hands. This delights Chris who, when I ask 
him about the ‘whiteness’ of  his core group of  volunteers, presents Mehmet as the example 
of  the ‘multiculturalness’ of  this group. As such, the frivolous, multicultural community 
that is enacted during the camp is sometimes actually a direct result of  a lack of  social 
relations and affective attachments with the largest, ethnic population in Slotermeer – i.e. 
the Moroccan-Dutch, Turkish-Dutch and Surinamese-Dutch residents and organisations. 

That the celebration of  multiculturalism does not come easily is illustrated by another 
aspect of  culture: religion is a more difficult aspect to take into account. The camp wants to be 
open and welcoming to everyone. This means that they have to take the Muslim-population 
in Slotermeer into account as well. The volunteers agree that the meat served during the 
event will be halal, but how to arrange this when the idea is to serve a ‘neighbourhood 
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meal with dishes which residents have made and taken to the camp’? Masha remarks: 
‘You can’t ask everybody to bring halal meat, it’s undoable’. As a solution, the volunteers 
agree that they will arrange for some of  the meat at the Islamic butcher so that at least there 
is a choice for Muslim residents. The other issue is the serving of  alcohol. This causes a 
discussion, because a party without serving alcohol isn’t really a party, is it? As Chris sums 
up the discussion between the volunteers:

“So, we decided not to drink alcohol. Because some people find it annoying that other people do 
drink alcohol, and they don’t want to sit too close to those people. So, yeah we had much discussion 
on how to deal with that, because some people think that a party is not a party without alcohol. 
We chose for a balance [middenweg] and chose not to serve beer as all the food and drinks are 
free. So, we try to limit it a bit and try hold back with the alcohol. Not too much in public and 
always pour it out yourself. And don’t put the bottles on the table. (…) And the meat for the 
barbecue comes from the halal butcher. We try to consider as many people as possible. And the 
bread is from the Moroccan baker on the corner and the breakfast is partly prepared by a Turkish 
pizza place. Well, yes, I guess these are all kinds of  things….I do think it is important to consider 
as many people as possible, because you will attract more people with these kind of  activities.”

‘To connect is a word that belongs to me’

The programme of  the camp also contains creative expressions that reflect a middle-brow 
taste repertoire (cf. Bourdieu, 1996): there is theatre performance, art-house film, and a 
painting workshop. These activities reflect the professional interests of  the creative volunteers. 
The idea for cinema during the camp comes from Tom and Marsha, two artists, who founded 
a small, but growing, cultural foundation in the neighbourhood some years ago with the 
aim of  ‘promoting the social-cultural development within Amsterdam New-West’. They 
organise art exhibitions in their work space, organise small cultural festivals and creative 
workshops (drawing, painting, photography and so on) and cinema evenings for children. 
In addition, they have set up and circulate a newsletter on art and cultural activities in the 
district in order ‘to generate more audience for cultural events’ and ‘monitor the development 
of  art and culture’. For the camp, they select and organise the film screening during the 
evening so that residents can enjoy a film together.

It is in much the same way that Stephen committed himself  to the organisation of  
the camp. He founded a theatre organisation with the aim of  ‘combining art, culture and 
society by investing creative talent as a force for positive change’:

“I try to break the wall between cultures, between generations and between residents. ‘To connect’ 
[verbinden] is a word that belongs to me. (…) [my cultural organisation] shows that in a time 
of  cultural pessimism the multicultural society still has a chance by using the strength of  people.”



208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde

144

At the camp, Stephen organises a ‘physical theatre’ workshop, a form of  theatre with a lot of  
dance and music that, according to Stephen, can provoke ‘subtlety, sensitivity and sensibility’ 
among those who come into contact with it. Subsequently, it can stimulate residents to ‘explore 
a connection and interaction with others, cooperate together and work out ideas together’.

The shared characteristic of  these creative expressions is that people can participate 
in it collectively. Whether it is watching a film or a performance, or acting in a workshop, 
they are open and invite engagement and interaction. They also offer the opportunity for 
self-reflection, just as policy practitioners attempt to provoke among residents at collective 
gatherings. However, at the campsite itself, it is mainly children who participate in workshops 
and activities. During the screening of  the film, only the core of  creative volunteers are 
left to enjoy it. Other people have left the festival, have already gone to their tents, or are 
chatting or doing other things around the campfire. Thus, in practice, the transformative 
potential of  celebrating culture appears to be less influential in the creation of  a warm 
communality than the creative volunteers intend or (sometimes) present it to be.

‘Open yourself to the beauty of Slotermeer’

Finally, culture is celebrated through making use of  the local cultural heritage of  the district 
and by organising excursions to different characteristic buildings or places in Slotermeer. 
One of  the excursions is an architectural walk through a part of  the neighbourhood that has been 
designated a ‘protected city site’ [beschermd stadsgezicht] by the local administration: the ‘Van 
Eesteren quarter’. As mentioned in Chapter 2, Slotermeer has been built in the 1950s as part 
of  the General Expansion Plan (AUP) by the famous Dutch urban planner Van Eesteren. His 
philosophy of  a strict separation between functions such as housing, public spaces and economic 
activities resulted in a green area with spacious buildings, courtyards and characteristic buildings. 
Another excursion goes to a Syrian-Orthodox church, which was part of  the 1950s design of  
series of  churches along a green strip in Slotermeer. To discover unfamiliar places, but also familiar 
places, in the neighbourhood reflects Chris’ initial motivation for starting the camp: to go on a small 
adventure, discover new things and ‘open yourself  [je openstellen] to the beauty of  Slotermeer’.

On the campsite itself, the cultural heritage of  the neighbourhood is also present. Carin 
introduces a ‘district quartet game’ by playing it for the first time in public. The quartet is 
developed and designed by Carin and commissioned by the district government and is meant as 
a public relations gift. The game has twelve categories of  ‘typical’ things about the district, like 
architecture, art, bridges, religion, active citizens, beautiful things, people, and portrays a carefully 
designed image of  Slotermeer, in which cultural heritage plays a central role. As Carin says,

“I already knew, but while making the quartet I saw that there are so many beautiful things in this district. 
(…) I just couldn’t find enough space for it in the 12 quartets. (…) In the end it is important that every resident 
will recognise something from their neighbourhood, a piece of  art, a school, a bridge or something else.”
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On the local website, the quartet is promoted by explaining that it is meant ‘to make people 
familiar with the relatively new history of  this district’. By using the neighbourhood camp as 
a platform Carin invites visitors to become acquainted with Slotermeer in a playful manner. 
A focus on the neighbourhood as a place with its own cultural history and particularities 
encourages visitors of  the camp to identify with Slotermeer as a home in a ‘particular’ 
sense (Duyvendak, 2011: 30 – 33). The camp itself  is part of  the section ‘active residents’ 
and is given a place in the past, the present and also the future of  the district. Still Chris, 
who presents the quartet to us at an organisational gathering, reacts a little ambiguously. 
He appears proud, but also looks somewhat disappointed. He scoffs, ‘Hmm, we have to 
compete with the neighbourhood barbecue’, suggesting that he thinks their neighbourhood 
camp is in a league of  its own when it comes to neighbourhood activities and should not 
be competing for recognition with other typical neighbourhood activities. Apparently, this 
is a kind of  public appreciation he himself  does not appreciate very much.

AVOIDING VOICE

‘We do not do politics’

The camp is usually organised in May, but in the months leading up to it the volunteers meet 
regularly to discuss the organisation. They evaluate the last version of  the camp, come up with 
new ideas and a list of  possible activities, share out practical tasks, decide who will do the request 
for funds and licences, who will arrange music and, when the weekend in May approaches, 
make to-do lists for the day itself. Chris, who chairs these evenings, opens every meeting by 
stating one rule, ‘we will only talk about the neighbourhood camp, not about politics’. For Chris, 
the camp is a ‘social activity, not political’ and the camp should not be a ‘platform for politics’

“I associate politics with negativity, with being against something. And the camp has to express 
to be in favour of  something. There were also two residents who came up to me and asked if  
they could ask people to sign a petition during the festival. One was about the construction 
of  a piece of  highway in the area, the other was about the construction of  a bike lane in the 
neighbourhood. And even though I can sympathise with these actions, I said no, because the 
camp should not be infiltrated by political things or protest issues. (...) Everybody should be 
able to just be present at the camp on an interactive, human level. That’s much more valuable.”

To be present on an interactive, human level means being able to publicly express oneself  and 
to be able to discover one’s creative, human potential. Most volunteers of  the neighbourhood 
camp agree with Chris that the very act of  speaking about policy issues, spatial planning 
or protest is in itself  doing politics. It arouses ‘negativity’, ‘indignation’, and a mental 
state of  ‘always looking behind’, in the words of  Misha. Besides, it is not constructive for 
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creating a cosy atmosphere where ‘everybody feels at home’. But keeping politics out of  
the neighbourhood camp is not easy. This becomes most clear during the organisational 
gatherings. Frans, who is not a gentrifier but an active member of  the Residential Platform 
of  Slotermeer and is very involved in the protest against the demolition plans, and also 
an amateur photographer, is part of  the team. He is constantly trying to find ways to 
reintroduce this issue. He, and another female volunteer, are the only ones who cannot be 
characterised by a creative class profile. For Frans, photography is a hobby, not a profession 
or part of  his lifestyle.

At one meeting when Chris states his ‘we do not do politics rule’, Frans quickly replies, 
‘Isn’t everything political?’ Chris is aware of  Frans’ political participation and defuses his 
attempt to break the rule with an ironic, conspicuous sigh, ‘See, here we go again….’ then 
looks away and quickly announces good news. ‘So, the district chairman has agreed to open 
the camp!’ Frans asks to which political party the chairman belongs. He knows the answer 
perfectly well, but poses the question anyway, in order to start a discussion. The chairman 
is a member of  the Labour Party, a party much despised by residents involved in the protest 
against demolition because they accuse it of  siding with the housing associations and project 
developers. Before anybody has a chance to answer, Chris answers mockingly, ‘He is above 
the parties’. Everybody laughs. Through their laughter (and absence of  other questions) the 
volunteers agree that the opening will be by the chairman, and do not make it into an issue. 

Later on in the evening, volunteers discuss at length which film to show during the 
evening and why a French cult film will not appeal to the Moroccan youth. A Latin-American 
film might be interesting but they cannot really agree whether it would suit the public of  
the camp. At one point, Frans says: ‘why not show “The Sadness of  Slotermeer?’’ He is 
referring to a documentary made by a local TV station that depicts the severe consequences 
of  demolition plans in the neighbourhood on the daily life of  some residents and how those 
residents protest against these plans. The discussion suddenly stops. There is a moment of  
silence. Then someone says, in an ironic tone, ‘Gosh, Frans that really is positive!’ Everybody 
laughs in relief  and agreement. End of  discussion. There will be nothing negative during 
the neighbourhood camp. Frans has tried to introduce another local political issue, but 
has failed. He tries this every now and then as he is quite critical of  the role of  the local 
administration in the urban regeneration plans for the district. By teasing him, the creative 
volunteers transform what Frans has said into a purely personal statement which says 
something about him as an individual, but does not say anything about a pressing issue in 
Slotermeer. Through joking and teasing, creative volunteers try to neutralise any tensions 
in the room and try not to take themselves or the situation too seriously. It helps them to 
transform a possible issue into a harmless, amusing point of  (dis)agreement.

When there is the opportunity to create an issue themselves, the creative volunteers 
also refrain, as the following example illustrates. A couple of  months after another 
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neighbourhood camp has been organised, the volunteers meet to evaluate the weekend. 
Chris has received a letter from the local administration communicating that all residents 
involved in Neighbourhood Circle have to submit a request for budget before the end of  
the month as the budget for Neighbourhood Circle has been cut. This is a quite invasive 
policy measure. A lot of  questions are posed by Chris and the other volunteers: ‘Do we 
want to already start the request this early?’ ‘How much money do we need?’ ‘How do 
we go about finding alternative sources of  income?’ ‘Should we also indicate that we have 
alternative funds as it might help in attracting more funds?’ ‘We could try asking a small 
contribution for certain things during the day?’ ‘Is it is wise to already start talking about 
a programme of  activities if  we don’t know if  the camp will happen?’ Finally, they agree 
to send out a request as soon as possible. ‘And then, if  we don’t get it, we can still apply for 
other funds, but we still have some budget left, at least for now.’ This is a practical solution.

Being present, what strikes me most was the absence of  questions or remarks about 
the policy decision concerning Neighbourhood Circle which led to this meeting. It is not 
questioned and there are no critical remarks about it. The only thing discussed is the effect 
it has on the organisation of  the camp. Creative volunteers show no signs of  an attachment 
to the Neighbourhood Circle community that policy practitioners and volunteers have been 
trying to build over the past three years. The minutes, which are sent around a couple of  
days later, close with the following statement for the neighbourhood camp the following year:

“We will strive for an unbelievable, relaxing, happy day [loei ontspannen vrolijke dag] to which 
everybody can contribute.”

No sign of  the fairly invasive policy measure. This is even more striking as Patrick, a policy 
practitioner, is present at the meeting and he appears quite emotional about it. He shares 
his disappointment and frustration about the policy measure. He introduces himself  by 
saying that from February onwards he will undergo ‘a transformation’.

“Patrick [in an ironic tone]: So, I’m a quarter coordinator, but as of  February I am a ‘quarter 
networker’ [uses the sign language for quotation marks]
[Laughter]
Someone: Wow, that is a difference!
[Laughter again]
Frans: But will you stay here in the neighbourhood?
Patrick: Yes, but I’m the only one of  the team who will remain.
Frans: What about Jasper? [another quarter coordinator]
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Patrick: He’s going to another quarter. And the support offices 1 and 2 will also close as of  
February, as will support office 5. We have to work a much broader area. The result being that we 
have to say no to certain tasks, we will be much less able to support residents. The whole of  New 
West will be divided into two very large districts where there are a lot of  problems. Really, officially 
they have code red here [code red indicates a neighbourhood with a lot of  problems]. 
[Some mutter, some sigh]
Patrick: So, as of  February things will change.
Mira: Are these changes being communicated to residents?
Patrick: Yes
Mira: Ok
Patrick: But, it will affect a lot of  things here and...
Chris: ….well, at least Patrick will be staying! So, I’ve brought the request forms….”

Chris closes the introduction round and goes on to talk about the budget. During the 
discussion about the dwindling budget, the volunteers do not ask Patrick about the details 
of  the cutbacks, but rather what he would advise them to do in order to receive the budget 
once more. They are asking him how to keep receiving the (financial) recognition needed 
to organise the camp, yet (apart from Frans) they refrain from taking in a stand themselves, 
or organising a course of  action. It is Patrick who appears affected and tries to create 
room for discussion, but his frustration is ignored in their desire to avoid engagement with 
Neighbourhood Circle and confrontation with the local administration.

‘What you’re doing, it’s actually what we are’

The local administration praises the camp as a perfect example of  what is possible when 
residents ‘join hands for the benefit of  the neighbourhood’, and it is promoted widely and 
extensively as a good practice in district newspapers, leaflets and on websites. It also features 
as a ‘factsheet’ for policy practitioners to use when they want to give examples of  initiatives 
that help to improve the neighbourhood. Creative volunteers assist in the attention and 
recognition received by the district politicians and policy practitioners, they even help policy 
practitioners in the process by emailing and uploading a stream of  good quality photos, 
uploading videos on YouTube and using Facebook and other digital networks to achieve 
as much exposure as possible.

Chris, and his group of  creative volunteers also contribute to the regeneration of  
Slotermeer in another way. While politically active residents are asked not to intervene 
with the activities during the camp, local administrators and district politicians are not 
asked to withhold from participation. Quite the contrary, an alder(wo)man or even the 
district chairman opens the festival every year and gives an inspiring talk, to give the festival 
a certain ‘class’ as Chris likes to call it: 



208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde

149

“The camp really stands out among administrators. I’ve also heard about another district where 
they wanted to copy the camp. Well, go ahead! And now the local administration used the camp to 
make a factsheet out of  it, I’m really proud about that.”

At the inauguration of  the camp, the local chairman declares that it is ‘wonderful’ to see 
residents undertake something together, something which ‘binds’. Interestingly, aldermen, 
politicians and also policy practitioners present at the camp are not there as politicians, but 
as residents or volunteers. They participate in activities, help, eat, drink and chat with other 
residents and volunteers. I specifically say ‘chat’ as they make small talk, casual conversations 
and jokes and help to create a cosy ambiance.

Despite the fact that politicians and practitioners are allowed to participate in the camp, 
creative volunteers rarely participate in the cosy gatherings organised by Sander and his 
colleagues. I meet Marsha during one gathering, she attends but leaves during the break 
because ‘quite frankly, I don’t think there’s anything here for us’. Here ‘us’ refers to herself  
and her husband Tom and their cultural foundation. They are looking for funds and 
assignments, but quickly realise that Neighbourhood Circle cannot help. Because creative 
volunteers do not come to the collective gatherings of  Neighbourhood Circle, Sander goes 
to them, in an attempt to affiliate the camp with Neighbourhood Circle. He attends an 
organisational meeting and tells us how he is busy starting ‘a broad network of  residents’ 
in the neighbourhood’. They ask him how people can connect to the network, but do not 
seem particularly interested. Later on, when they discuss the stands, Chris offers Sander a 
stand for the Neighbourhood Circle. Sander wants something ‘more dynamic’. They laugh 
at him, but he continues: ‘I can walk around and talk with everybody or I can become a 
volunteer myself  and help along.’ Chris answers:

“Well, we’re ok with you and your network being visible. We would like to generate ideas, so that 
people will see each other the whole year through.”

Sander thinks this a good idea and agrees to put up a stand, and so one of  the stalls at the 
neighbourhood camp is to be manned by Sander to recruit new volunteers for Neighbourhood 
Circle. When I ask Chris what he thinks of  Sander’s actions during the day he responds:

“I do have soft spot for Sander and his whole participation thing. Even though I don’t really know 
where to place the initiative. I did have the idea ‘Well, what you’re doing, it’s actually what we are’.”

Despite the help and support of  policy practitioners, creative volunteers do not like to 
engage personally or closely with Sander and his colleagues. They like to keep a comfortable 
distance from policy practitioners, as for them too much intimacy and involvement obstructs 
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their own professional interests and capacities. They want to feel free to go about their own 
(creative) way. When Chris organises the camp for the umpteenth time, he notices some 
changes in the bureaucratic organisation of  Neighbourhood Circle:

“It seems they have implemented another layer and that costs a lot of  time and hassle, also because they are 
so formal. (…) Well, with these kind of  things, the financial accountability and all those forms….it is 
just….it’s frustrating, like I sometimes get the feeling that they - as an active citizen - all my professional 
qualities are not recognised. That this ‘administrator apparatus’, well….. slows down everything.”

Chris now has to pass through all the bureaucratic levels just like everybody else, while 
in previous years he was able to arrange things through his connections with the district 
alderman and local administrators. The local administration wants to abide by the rules 
laid down by certain accountability standards, and this makes Chris feel ignored and 
underappreciated in his professional qualities.

CONCLUSION

Through accessing and using a whole range of  creative resources and professional interests, 
volunteers from the creative class are able to organise a festival, share their wishes and 
dreams for Slotermeer and become familiar with a neighbourhood that they are, at first 
instance, not particularly familiar with or even feel unheimich in.

The creative volunteers festivalise space, they subvert dominant meanings about for 
instance poverty in a laugh workshop, bring in new themes and activities onto and around 
the field and let residents become (newly) acquainted with their neighbourhood in a 
playful manner. Doing so, they disturb the spatial routines of  everyday life in Slotermeer, 
re-imagine and enact a multicultural conviviality, an idealised Slotermeer, one that is 
quite different from everyday life in all its complexity and ambivalence (Jamieson, 2004; 
Johansson and Kociatkiewicz, 2011). Accordingly, the neighbourhood camp resembles 
the Neighbourhood Circle gatherings organised by policy practitioners in their attempts 
to encourage residents into new imaginative encounters and interactions. At the camp the 
community is also represented as a sphere in which emotions, albeit only positive emotions, 
can be acknowledged and articulated publicly.

It is clear that creative volunteers in Slotermeer do not consider others in their surroundings 
as ‘a kind of  social wallpaper, but no more’ (T. Butler, 2003: 2484). In fact, they sincerely 
attempt to actively engage and interact with other residents, albeit it only on one weekend 
a year and through festive and frivolous interactions. Doing so, they partly display the noble 
competences and behaviour Richard Florida ascribes to them (see also Veldboer et al, 2008). 
The attendance of  (post)migrant parents and their children demonstrates the opportunity 
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to construct a temporary, socially mixed community characterised by positive interaction. 
Through this they also display what Mike Savage (2010: 116) has called “elective belonging”, 
‘moral rights over place through their capacity to move to, and put down roots in, a specific 
place which was not just functionally important to them but which also matters symbolically’. 
The neighbourhood camp enables them to claim a local and affective affiliation with Slotermeer 
by attaching value to the social atmosphere and through indulging in an aesthetic relationship 
with it (Watt, 2009). The camp performs a multicultural cosiness as an ideal format for the 
neighbourhood and, in doing so, it kindles loose connections among residents (Wuthnow, 1998; 
Duyvendak and Hurenkamp, 2003). The celebration of  culture in all its diversity and forms 
is a way for creative volunteers to translate multiculturalism and undo much of  its politicised 
meaning. It is this carefully practiced multicultural conviviality through which Chris, Carin, 
Harold and other volunteers are able to express their talents, interests and desires publicly.

The different ways in which creative volunteers avoid making a problem into an issue shows 
how much effort actually goes into creating politically disengaged conversation: jokes, laughter 
and speech rules are involved in neutering feelings of  political engagement (Eliasoph, 1998). 
Furthermore, these volunteers rarely attend Neighbourhood Circle gatherings. They keep 
their distance. They consider themselves professionals, so not dependent on the recognition or 
warm, informal care of  practitioners to provoke them into a communitarian subject position. 
Despite being publicly lauded for their camp which is thought to bring so many different 
people together and despite creative volunteers praising themselves being able to celebrate 
culture, they show no sign of  affective attachment to the familiar, intimate atmosphere that 
both policy practitioners and Neighbourhood Circle volunteers have been diligently trying to 
create for over years. Their camp does comply however with the urban regeneration agenda 
that seeks to transform Slotermeer into a resourceful, economically viable neighbourhood.

Despite the fact that creative volunteers do not engage in relations with policy practitioners, 
they do so with local administrators who open and attend their festival every year. However, 
despite being politicians, the district chairman and the alder(wo)men are asked to also 
be present on an interactive, human level at the camp and to leave any politicized issues 
unaddressed, like for instance the demolition-plans. However, avoiding voice is still a political 
act because their productive power is used at best in the depoliticisation of  Slotermeer. 
They use it to fit into a moralised sphere of  citizenship that, at times, resonates with their 
dreams for Slotermeer, but, at other times, also diverges from their desire for professional 
autonomy. They relieve social tensions, induce social interactions and help a specific sociality 
grow. As such, they enact and promote a coherent picture of  the neighbourhood that is in 
line with governmental plans for a future Slotermeer and fit in with gentrification strategies 
that cultivate the virtues of  cultural engagement by creative citizens through participation 
programmes and recode them as part of  the responsibilities of  local citizenship (Sharp et 
al, 2005; Gundry and Boudreau, 2010; Jakob, 2010).
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7. PRACTICES OF ANIMOSITY35

HOW AUTOCHTHONOUS VOLUNTEERS FEEL 
‘LOST IN FAMILIAR PLACES’

INTRODUCTION: AN ETHNOGRAPHIC BOYCOTT

It is a late summer evening in Slotermeer on the outskirts of  Amsterdam. On a piece of  
lawn next to a small neighbourhood centre, a white party tent and a barbecue reveal that 
something is about to happen here tonight. In the distance, the bell of  tram 13 rings as 
it makes its daily way over the main thoroughfare in the neighbourhood. Named after a 
former mayor of  Amsterdam, the long road reaches out to the traffic ‘ring’ that separates 
suburban Slotermeer from the inner city districts of  Amsterdam. However, the inner city 
of  Amsterdam is not the destination of  most residents tonight. They are gathering in the 
neighbourhood centre, called ‘Our House’, to attend one of  the cosy gatherings organised 
in Slotermeer.

As I arrive, I see the current ‘neighbourhood mayors’ Dirk, Klaas and Jan standing 
outside the entrance of  the centre. I have met them several times before at these gatherings. 
They are usually inclined to take the floor, often at the expense of  other, less articulate 
citizens, such as (post)migrants and women. Tonight, however, they are not performing 
their role as neighbourhood mayors. Close to the entrance of  the building, they lean against 
the wall in what appears to be a silent act of  protest. They chat with one another and with 
some of  the residents entering the building, while ignoring others. They will remain outside 
even after tonight’s gathering has begun.

One of  the people who does enter is Sander. He is hopeful and excited about this 
evening, as tonight will see the revival of  Neighbourhood Circle. He sees the renewed 
programme as his ‘baby’, and, for months now, has been trying to inspire and get residents 
excited about his ‘dreams’ for the neighbourhood. Dirk, Klaas and Jan were present at 
introductory gatherings preceding this evening, where they repeatedly interrupted Sander 
and his colleagues as they attempted to generate enthusiasm and excitement about the new 
plans. For some reason, they refuse to participate in the induced cosiness. When Sander ends 
an enthusiastic narrative about the new opportunities to enlarge and solidify Neighbourhood 
Circle, Dirk, Jan and Klaas are the first to pose critical observations and questions. ‘What 
exactly will be the role of  the district government in Neighbourhood Circle? Are there 
other funds available for a future network of  residents? Is there a neighbourhood budget? 
Why has the former participation programme disappeared? And is there to be an evaluation 
of  the current participation programme?’ These are questions which Sander and his 
colleague Rachida stumble at, stammer about, and are not able to answer, causing frustrated 
sighs and much rolling of  eyes among autochthonous volunteers like Dirk, Jan and Klaas. 
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This evening, they appear to boycott the cosiness in a different fashion than they have 
done before: they are present, but this time they do not bother to ask critical questions, 
they simply refuse to enrol into the atmosphere of  what they consider a forced happiness 
by remaining outside and leaving when the gathering begins.

Picture of  an information meeting on urban renewal in 2010 uploaded
on the website of  the Neighbourhood Platform

(source: www.bewonersplatform-geuzenveldslotermeer.nl)

This chapter deals with how autochthonous volunteers enrol in Neighbourhood Circle. In 
the following sections I will describe how, in the process, these volunteers (1) contest space 
(2) articulate Dutchness and (3) raise their voice. I begin by introducing the autochthonous 
volunteers and their motivations for becoming engaged in Slotermeer.

AUTHOCHTONOUS RESIDENTS: VOLUNTARY ACTIVITIES, NEIGHBOURHOOD 
COMMITTEES AND A RESIDENTIAL PLATFORM

‘In the past…’

Amidst the diversities of  cultures and ethnicities living in Slotermeer there are autochthonous 
(mostly older, 65-plus) residents. In 2010, 32 per cent of  residents living in the neighbourhood 
were classified as ‘autochthonous’ (Gemeente Amsterdam, 2010f).The majority of  the 
volunteers I engaged with were over 55 years old, and, having lived for a long time in 
Slotermeer, were very much aware of  the change in ethnic composition over the last 
two decades. Reijndorp (2004) describes these people as ‘original city dwellers’. They 
are often native Dutch residents who, in recent decades, have closely observed the socio-
demographic transformations in their living environment and the influence it has had on 
their established life in these post-war, urban neighbourhoods. They perceive themselves 
as a minority in their own neighbourhood and feel uprooted. The public image of  these 
residents is that they are trapped in these neighbourhoods due to a lack of  economic or other 

http://www.bewonersplatform-geuzenveldslotermeer.nl


208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde

155

opportunities, and are unable to move out. However, having moved into Slotermeer decades 
ago when it was still a respectable neighbourhood, the autochthonous volunteers I engaged 
with expressed a strong attachment to certain people and places in their surroundings. 
Van der Graaf  and Duyvendak (2009: 17-21) relate these physical and social attachments 
to a feeling of  home, and autochthonous volunteers expressed a strong sense of  belonging 
to other autochthonous residents and certain places in the neighbourhood which had, 
and still, motivated them to feel concerned and become engaged.

In Slotermeer, I engaged with a group of  twenty autochthonous volunteers, 16 men 
and 4 women. They organise voluntary activities in the neighbourhood centre, keep a 
close eye on the maintenance of  public space and housing blocks through neighbourhood 
committees or interfere collectively with urban renewal policy and neighbourhood issues 
through their alliance in a Residential Platform (RP). The RP and the neighbourhood 
committees deal with issues which lie outside the scope of  Neighbourhood Circle, like 
the impending demolition plans, other invasive policy plans (like the introduction of  paid 
parking in the neighbourhood) and political representation and participation. As such, this 
group of  volunteers is affiliated with an alternative form of  participation, in addition to 
Neighbourhood Circle.

As mentioned, these volunteers express a strong affection for certain places in the 
neighbourhood, like playgrounds, trees, parks, streets and squares. Take Dirk, for instance, 
a retired widower who moved to Slotermeer over forty years ago and who has been a 
volunteer for over twenty years. Apart from guarding the playground, he teaches computer 
lessons to elderly in the neighbourhood centre, is a chairman of  a civic neighbourhood 
committee and member of  the Residential Platform of  Slotermeer. He considers himself  
somewhat of  a ‘nosey parker’ as he likes to keep a close eye not only on the streets, but also 
on social and policy issues concerning the neighbourhood. In a PR magazine published 
by the housing association from which he rents, there is a full page spread picture of  him 
posing proudly among flowers in front of  a statue of  a construction worker. The photo and 
his story captures his attachment to the neighbourhood:

“I love this statue. I don’t know exactly what it means, but I’ve made up my own story. 
I think he stands with his back towards that which he has already built and he looks at the 
new part of  the neighbourhood, thinking: ‘Gosh, I still have to build all that’. There are many 
more beautiful statues in the neighbourhood. Together with other people, I once catalogued 
them. Now, I don’t even notice it anymore actually. You quite easily take it for granted, eh?”

Dirk goes on talking about the past of  Slotermeer in an attempt to express his love for the 
green in the neighbourhood:
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“I’ve been living here for forty years. What I like most about this quarter is the space. The 
neighbourhood has been built after Second World War, but it was designed years before 
by city planner Van Eesteren. He designed it in such a way that it feels spacious everywhere. 
There are long, straight lanes and there is lots of  green. There is lots of  space between 
houses and some buildings have beautiful inner courtyards and gardens. Not surprising, 
the motto of  the neighbourhood was: ‘Let light and air enter your home!’ Well, it worked!” 

When he finishes his story, Dirk relates his affection for the (past) neighbourhood to his 
present engagement: 

“I happily contribute [ik zet me graag in] to maintaining all these beautiful things.”

The word ‘maintain’ captures what autochthonous volunteers find most important: 
keeping things the way they are. They ultimately become active out of  concern about the 
deterioration of  a specific place or a fear that it will disappear. For instance, a playground 
where their children used to play is deteriorating, the square in which they live could do 
with a makeover, the dominant green in the neighbourhood is affected, the dirty streets 
disgrace the district and so the street could use some cleaning up or a neighbourhood centre 
is threatened with closure. 

Besides a deep physical attachment to particular places in the neighbourhood, 
autochthonous volunteers also display a strong social attachment to other (autochthonous) 
residents in the area. In an interview Dirk explains why he engages in voluntary work, he 
shares his stories about growing up in a small village and how, when he moved to Slotermeer, 
he initially missed the ‘solidarity of  a small village’: 

“As a volunteer I was also looking for that same feeling. It brings you into contact 
with people who think alike or who might fight against the same things. Or fight 
for something alike of  course. That creates a bond. In the past, when we still had 
neighbourhood offices run by volunteers, it was very cosy. Everybody knew each other.”

Klaas, an elderly resident ‘of  the first hour’, former chairman of  a neighbourhood committee 
and now organiser of  small concerts and events for elderly residents, often talks about the 
neighbourhood in the past tense and with a certain nostalgia:

“In the past, people knew each other here and did things together. A lot of  our people, with less resistance 
[weerstand], have left the neighbourhood by now. But there are still enough elderly people like me that 
live here. I just think they need to be cherished more. (…) That’s why I organise these things for them.”



208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde

157

Dirk, Klaas and other autochthonous volunteers identify strongly with the native Dutch 
population that has been shrinking over the past two decades at the expense of  a growing 
multi-ethnic population. When Klaas talks about ‘our people’ who have put up ‘less 
resistance’ and left the neighbourhood, he refers to the ‘native Dutch’ being overcome by 
‘the new Dutch’. When he qualifies the non-native as new Dutch he adds that ‘I have to pay 
attention to how I say this’, indicating his awareness about the tense social relations in the 
neighbourhood and the heated public debate about multiculturalism in the Netherlands. 

Despite their affection for Slotermeer which kindles their engagement, feelings of  
discontent also arise from their motivations and experiences. In this chapter, I understand 
their voluntary activities as home-making practices, as a way to publicly manifest a feeling 
of  belonging to places and people in the neighbourhood.

CONTESTING SPACE

‘There is not enough space’

The previous chapters have shown how Neighbourhood Circle constructs a symbolic space 
for a diversity of  cultures, ethnicities and lifestyles in Slotermeer. Nonetheless, a community 
is also enacted through the use of  physical space, the coffee mornings (Chapter 5) are 
organised in neighbourhood centres, and the neighbourhood camp (Chapter 6) is organised 
on an open, green field. In this section, I describe how autochthonous volunteers actively 
contest the use of  physical space by policy practitioners and other residents. I focus on two 
types of  space in Slotermeer, first, neighbourhood centres, and second, outdoor public 
spaces like parks, squares and streets.

For many years, neighbourhood centres had been a place where these volunteers engaged 
in all kinds of  voluntary activities, like bingo evenings, coffee mornings, computer lessons, 
dinners and the like. Also, as members of  neighbourhood committees, they visited the 
neighbourhood centre in order to discuss matters and strategies with policy practitioners 
from the welfare organisation who provided them with support, or they just dropped in for 
a chat. One of  the centres had been initiated and build by some autochthonous volunteers 
in the 1990s. Klaas, one of  them, reminisces about those days:

“So, at a certain moment we came together with a couple of  volunteers and we, as one of  the 
first, founded a residents’ committee [beheercommissie], an informal set up where people could air 
their complaints, concerns and all kinds of  irritations. I was given the honour to be chairman of  
this. Our eye fell upon this space, it was a shop back then. With a lot of  support, from, amongst 
others, the district chairman, we were able to set it up. Well, and then we saw more possibilities…
because we noticed another empty building next door. And well, it didn’t really…let’s just say, we 
had to do it all by ourselves. But, in the end we managed to do it and this centre was the result.
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We posted a signboard on the building that said ‘Neighbourhood 5’. When it was done 
I went over to the chief  police commissioner and he officially opened the building. It was 
a resounding success. Then the run became so big that we [volunteers] agreed on getting 
some professional support and we started to organise counselling hours for residents. 
It cost a lot, really a lot, of  work and energy. But with a fabulous team of  volunteers we 
were able to make it work out well. It was just, at a certain moment, the local administration 
took over and they gave the centre a different form [zij gaven er een andere invulling aan].”

The neighbourhood centre becomes a point of  reference for volunteers when they express 
feelings of  discontent, because the current use of  neighbourhood centres in Slotermeer 
does not match their idea of  community engagement. During an interview, Piet, a volunteer 
who has actually just started a cooking club himself, rhetorically poses a question in answer 
to Sander who has publicly congratulated and appreciated (post)migrant women and their 
voluntary efforts during a collective gathering the evening before:

“What is there to celebrate? [The fact] that they can cook something nice? Or that they are able to 
organise a coffee morning as well? Well, congratulations! But you know, as a man I’m not welcome, 
because those mornings are only for women. And they [policy practitioners] approve of  that. So, I can’t 
visit the neighbourhood centre, because every Wednesday morning they are (…) chatting, drinking coffee 
and doing nothing at the expense of  community money. That’s not something to celebrate, that’s just sad.”
 

There are two ‘theys’ in Piet’s story. The first ‘they’ refers to (post)migrant women who now 
also organise coffee mornings, cooking clubs and handicraft workshops in neighbourhood 
centres. The second ‘they’ refers to policy practitioners who provoke opportunities for 
new forms of  identity building and social relations and publicly express their recognition 
for these women while not acknowledging the fact that other residents - men - are now, 
at certain times, excluded from the centre.

However, not only autochthonous men, but autochthonous women also contest this 
use of  space. Ina, a volunteer who had initially, but hesitantly, expressed willingness at 
one particular gathering to help the group of  (post)migrant women to set up a teahouse, 
eventually drops out when she notices the women only want other women to attend their 
activities in the proposed teahouse. In her explanation for leaving the group, she states that 
she cannot ‘tolerate’ this as ‘men are also part of  this society’. With ‘this society’ she appears 
to mean ‘Dutch’ society and implies that neighbourhood centres should be used according 
to the customs and values of  Dutch society. She also adds that she ‘is used’ to volunteering 
with men as well and she sums up all the initiatives she is, or was, also involved in. In doing 
so, she also lays claim to the customary way of  participating in Slotermeer society. Thus, in 
the use of  the word ‘tolerate’ she implies that her claims to the neighbourhood centre are 
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legitimate and she is in a position ‘to allow’ what she perceives to be an alternative use of  
public space. By not approving, she makes clear that (post)migrants should adjust to the normal 
use of  public space, not vice versa. Her legitimisation originates from a position in which 
Dutch and neighbourhood customs intertwine into something she perceives to be the norm.

The increase in voluntary activities as a result of  Neighbourhood Circle inevitably means 
that rooms and halls in neighbourhood centres have to be shared over a larger number (and 
a greater diversity) of  volunteers. Paul, a policy practitioner is aware of  this:

“There is a real need of  suitable rooms and halls as there is not enough space for voluntary activities 
in the neighbourhood. Now, rumours are spreading, for instance that neighbourhood centres are not 
used properly the whole day. But they are. Anyway, we are looking for ways to solve this problem.”

Solving the problem appears difficult. As a consequence of  the regeneration plans for 
Slotermeer, a large neighbourhood centre has just been closed in order to be pulled 
down. The demolition issue and the subsequent interventions in physical space become 
a point of  discussion between autochthonous volunteers and policy practitioners. At a 
gathering, Sander engages in his usual heartfelt, well-meant pep talk about doing something 
good for the neighbourhood. He is interrupted by Ina, who, in her role of  member of  a 
neighbourhood committee, is also an activist against the demolition plans. Here Sander’s 
professional enthusiasm is confronted by Ina’s feeling of  discontent about the demolition 
of  a neighbourhood centre:

“You can ask us to undertake something nice, but there isn’t enough space. And now the neighbourhood 
centre has been pulled down, without our consent, or without really informing us.”

Sander pauses for a moment, while Paul, his colleague, who is also present, picks up the 
thread, acknowledges the problem and explains that the district government is negotiating 
with housing associations about suitable opportunities for alternative accommodation. 
Sander, who seems to be affected by Ina’s angry tone, decides not to respond to the comment 
and carries on with his speech, much to the discontent of  Ina and some other autochthonous 
volunteers in the room. In an interview, Dirk, very involved in the struggle against demolition 
as well, refers to the ambiguity of  Neighbourhood Circle as, in his eyes, policy practitioners 
try to kindle engagement while, at the same time, the spaces most suited for organising 
those activities are being torn down by the same local administration:

“They [local administration, policy practitioners] ask us to do something. Look across the street, 
the neighbourhood centre has been closed for almost a year! Those who used it were forced to leave 
and had to take up their activities somewhere else, because the centre was going to be demolished.”
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A new, multifunctional centre has been planned but, due to the financial crisis, construction 
has been postponed (the new centre eventually opens in 2012). Meanwhile, a temporary 
solution is the use of  buildings up for demolition, for instance, two former school buildings. 
For autochthonous volunteers this creates new occasions for contesting space. This time, 
it is the rising middle class populations, in particular the creative class, that becomes a point 
of  reference (see Chapters 2 and 6). Luc, a volunteer, remarks that a former secondary 
school had initially been due for demolition but is now, due to a change of  plans, up for 
renovation, and designated as a cultural hotspot [broedplaats] by the local administration:

“What’s unfair is that the association or the group using the building has to leave and 
then they [local administration] cannot find another use for the building, it’s not being 
demolished anymore and then, suddenly, there are artists using the building! I mean do they 
care for the neighbourhood? Do they become involved? Are they organising neighbourhood 
activities there? I’ve been there and I don’t see how it contributes to the neighbourhood.”

The group that had to leave was Luc’s own group. He and his neighbour Rob, who had used 
the former school auditorium for dinners and Amsterdam afternoons for elderly people, 
now find themselves in search of  a new space to organise these activities. In that quest, they 
have to compete with artists for the recognition of  policy practitioners and financial support, 
to the confusion of  Luc because, in his eyes, his activity provokes a sense of  community and 
is therefore a ‘real activity’. So, why should artists receive financial support is something 
he genuinely asks himself:

“There is money for that, while it isn’t really a neighbourhood activity. Real neighbourhood activities 
also generate contact between residents. A neighbourhood event has to be for the whole neighbourhood, 
right? All cultures should be able to contribute to it, there has to be something for everybody. What 
we do is also improve the engagement with a piece of  the neighbourhood. That is efficient.”

Rob also expresses his surprise. He is under the impression that he has ‘good contact’ 
with local administrators. Besides, policy practitioners and administrators tell them how 
wonderful their activities are, and they regularly pose for photographs and features in the 
weekly newspapers and on district websites. For Luc and Rob, this makes it all the more 
confusing that other groups are ‘favoured’ and assigned the scarce public space in Slotermeer. 

‘They colonise the whole square’

Besides the use of  space in (temporary, improvised) neighbourhood centres, the are other 
continuing, objects of  concern. The use of  squares or green spaces for activities that are 
qualified as unfamiliar, or not contributing to, Slotermeer is also contested by autochthonous 
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volunteers. Joris, a volunteer, had heard a Dutch-Surinamese woman reciting a poem at 
a gathering. The poem dealt with her feelings of  belonging to the neighbourhood, as she 
had been living in the neighbourhood for decades. When I refer to this occasion during 
an interview, he replies:

“She’d better feel at home here. They already have a Keti Koti festival [anniversary of  
abolishment of  slavery in the Netherlands] here on Plein 40-45 [the square]. If  I want 
to enrich myself, as Sander wants, I need to attend it. Not that I will do that by the way.”

Again, the notion of  ‘they’ refers to the use of  space by non-autochthonous volunteers and 
again is contested. Rob remarks on what he describes as a ‘multicultural festival’, that took 
place on the same square:

“There are these Moroccan residents who organise festivals for the neighbourhood. They say it’s for 
the neighbourhood, but there are only Moroccan acts. They flew in a belly dancer from Morocco, 
who is dancing for 15 Moroccans at the cost of  5000 euro. Well, it’s an asset for the neighbourhood, 
really, it really brings people together [his tone is sarcastic]. It has been like that before, we complained 
about it [to policy practitioners]. I mean, mind you they colonise the whole square. And, you 
know, Plein 40-45 is a big square. Now I heard that nowadays they adjust the programme and 
hire an accordion player as an in-between act to please the elderly residents. What do they think? 
We’ll attend somewhere in-between the rap workshop and the Koran workshop? I don’t think so.”

The word ‘colonise’ is used more often by autochthonous volunteers. Together with 
addressing some of  the other residents as ‘Moroccans’ or ‘foreigners’, this indicates that, 
in the eyes of  Rob or Joris, these residents do not really belong to Slotermeer. Volunteers 
who celebrate their version of  a community on a public square - and are able to publicly 
and collectively manifest themselves - transform a familiar public place into something 
unfamiliar. This state of  affairs affects the public identity of  Slotermeer as experienced by 
autochthonous volunteers and also the particular sense of  belonging that Rob and Joris 
experience. It illustrates how the struggle against the urban regeneration becomes negotiated 
through Neighbourhood Circle.

In addition, the process of  festivalisation is also raised by autochthonous volunteers in 
relation to the supposed colonisation of  public places in the neighbourhood. Luc, again, 
airs his surprise about the financial support artists receive as part of  an event:
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“There was a party here on the square [plein ‘40-‘45] and an artist was going to do something 
with children and he used blocks of  foam for that. All nice and well, but it costs 9000 euro! 
I mean, that’s 200 euro for material costs, and then you buy some paint and junk at a shop on 
Waterlooplein [flea market in the centre of  Amsterdam].Done. But what do you do with the remaining 
8500 euro? No clue. That does hurt. And it’s all under the banner of  Art [onder den noemer 
Kunst]. Those art projects costs so much money. But what does it contribute to the neighbourhood?”

Luc’s resentment appears to be influenced not so much by the activity itself, but how the 
activity is described (as art), and is subsequently appreciated and celebrated by the local 
administration. Through the public recognition the artist receives, ‘art projects’ are deemed 
valuable enough to spend a large part of  the budget from Neighbourhood Circle on. In his 
view, however, artists do not make any valuable contributions to Slotermeer. Worse still, 
they push him out of  the space he uses for voluntary activities for elderly people. So, when 
Neighbourhood Circle invites him to relate to these other residents and practices, he does 
so, but resentfully as it affects his sense of  belonging to Slotermeer.

In another matter, Dirk volunteered in the neighbourhood camp when it first started 
back in 2003, but he does not volunteer anymore. For him the camp has become ‘too much 
of  a festival, too little about serious things’:

“In the beginning it was also about cleaning the streets, something useful. Now it is just 
one big party. (...) Well, you know the saying: ‘give the people bread and games’, so they 
won’t complain anymore. In the meantime, they break down your house behind your back.”

Dirk’s ‘they’ refers to the local administration and housing associations that have initiated and 
carried out the plans for urban regeneration in Slotermeer. As chairman of  a neighbourhood 
committee, he is deeply involved in the protest against the plans for demolition and his 
concerns about these plans fuse with his perception of  the voluntary activities of  residents 
of  the creative class.

ARTICULATING DUTCHNESS

‘Am I walking in my own country?’

Slotermeer is a neighbourhood inhabited by people from diverse ethnic backgrounds. 
To autochthonous volunteers, that muti-ethnic composition of  Slotermeer is perceived 
as an ‘issue’, as Frans, chairman of  a neighbourhood committee and volunteer at the 
neighbourhood camp voices:
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“The interethnic relations are still an issue in this neighbourhood. There are older Dutch people 
that have the feeling of  ‘lost in familiar places’. They ask themselves: ‘Am I walking in my own 
country or through the Kasbah of  Tangier?’”

Residents like Frans, who have lived for over two decades in the neighbourhood, are aware of  
the change in the ethnic composition of  their neighbourhood and have been witnesses to the 
withering away of  the traditional way of  life in post-war urban neighbourhoods. This section 
focuses on how autochthonous residents feel alienated and uprooted and, more specifically, 
on how they translate those experiences and feelings through an articulation of  Dutchness 
when they enact community. ‘Am I walking in my own country’ is a rhetorical question 
which can be interpreted as synonymous to ‘Am I walking in my own neighbourhood?’

When Frans refers to himself  and his fellow autochthonous neighbours as tourists in 
their own country, his words appear to resonate Dutch national public debate in which 
politicians from both right- and left-wing parties refer to the native Dutch in disadvantaged 
neighbourhoods as “foreigners” who feel lost in their own living environment (Duyvendak, 
2011: 84 – 105):

“This Sunday the minister of  integration made clear in [a TV-programme] that there is a lot of  
hurt and feelings of  abandonment among autochthonous Dutch people who, for decades, have had 
the feeling that they didn’t matter anymore. I mean, a good acquaintance of  mine had it happen to 
her. She goes to a club in the neighbourhood centre. She is white, but if  she goes and gets coffee, she 
has to pay for it, but a Turkish or Moroccan woman who’s also standing in line doesn’t have to pay.
MdW: I don’t understand…
Frans: Well, I don’t understand it either. But she thinks, dammit, why do I have to pay and she 
doesn’t? Yes, because she’s an immigrant. But yes, it happens. And those are the things that keep 
stirring ill-feelings. And keeps on feeding a fire between ethnic groups.”

Frans displays how his sensitivity to ethnic and cultural others is formed, on the one hand, 
by public and political discourses and, on the other hand, by reflections and gossip about 
everyday encounters in Slotermeer which travel by word of  mouth. Another remark on 
an interaction with a schoolgirl, who apparently did not ‘look’ Dutch, also illustrates this:

“Of  course, the [community participation programme] organises all these voluntary 
activities and they [policy practitioners] try to link those activities to integration aims. 
And something can be said for that. They want to try to get people to talk to each other, to 
get migrants out of  the house. Yesterday, I talked to a girl of  8. I asked her ‘Are you going 
to a mixed school?’ ‘No’ she said. ‘Would you like that?’ I asked. ‘Yes, I would’, she said. 
‘But then, when I’m 11 or 12, my female hormones will start and I have to stay at home. 
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’And then I think, that’s where it starts! I see and read that at many places girls and women 
are kept at home. And those voluntary activities are meant to change that, to get them out 
of  the home and get them to integrate. But are those the right means to do so? I mean other 
migrants managed to do that by themselves. Apparently, not all migrants are the same.”

Apart from whether Frans really had this conversation with a young girl or only a part 
of  this conversation, it is probably safe to say that an eight year old girl would not talk to 
an arbitrary, old man about her hormones. The quote illustrates that Frans is not only in 
discussion with a girl, but also with an imagined ‘other’ he has constructed from reading 
the newspaper and watching television. An ‘other’ who is Muslim, and more importantly 
not yet integrated well enough into Dutch society and culture. Interestingly, he relates this 
lack of  integration to the voluntary activities organised in Neighbourhood Circle which 
are meant to change that. He thinks that the community participation programme does 
not offer the right context for doing integration, but a mixed school is. Frans thus shows 
how his local, everyday perception of  cultural diversity in multi-ethnic neighbourhoods is 
influenced by public and political discourses.

Moreover, autochthonous volunteers not only resonate the politico-cultural level of  
the nation state where a rather mono-cultural notion of  Dutchness prevails (see also 
Chapter 2), they also appear to be in discussion with local policy discourse where a rather 
multicultural notion of  belonging prevails and ethnic and cultural diversity is framed 
positively. When asked about the tense social relations in the neighbourhood, Dirk refers 
to the local administration in order to explain his own feelings of  discontent about those 
troubled interethnic relations:

“Do you know who have made us aware of  those differences and made those dividing lines? The local 
administration. (…) Whenever public activities or events were organised by them, there were always 
Moroccan snacks and always the same group of  Moroccans providing the food. (...) They appeared to be 
close to the local administration and always got their way, while we had to struggle to keep things going.”

The assumption of  policy practitioners that through food the stereotypical image of  
Slotermeer can be reframed and cultural diversity can be celebrated, and attention can 
be deflected from the problematic aspects of  living in a multi-ethnic neighbourhood 
(see Chapter 4) has the opposite effect. Dirk and other autochthonous volunteers perceive 
the ethnic diversity and the accompanying public and institutional recognition of  specific 
cultural customs as a problem. It affects their sense of  belonging and, for them, affects 
their ability to publicly articulate their Dutch identity through practices such as organising 
voluntary activities and events, and also to receive recognition for it. Their Dutch identity 
is intertwined with their perception of  the identity of  Slotermeer. Subsequently, this gives 
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rise to new, and strengthens existing, feelings of  discontent among them. These feelings filter 
through their sense of  belonging to Slotermeer. They actively deconstruct the imagined, 
multicultural community of  Neighbourhood Circle through an articulation of  something 
that they experience as being in decline or even publicly absent in the neighbourhood, 
namely Dutchness.

‘I know because I saw them planted’

One of  the ways in which autochthonous volunteers articulate Dutchness is by acting upon 
the cultural heritage of  the neighbourhood in order to express their strong attachment to 
Slotermeer and its history. As described in chapter 2, Slotermeer has been designed according 
to the ideological principles of  the Garden City movement, with beautiful parks, playgrounds, 
green areas and public courtyards. Policy practitioners expect that they can kindle a physical 
attachment to Slotermeer by provoking identification with the buildings, monuments and 
parks and making this identification part of  ‘who residents are’ (see Chapter 4).

A good example of  enacting community through the use of  the cultural heritage of  the 
neighbourhood is the development of  the so-called ‘Blue Tree’. The Blue Tree is initiated 
by practitioner Quincy who, with the approval of  the district board, comes up with the 
idea of  ‘turning it into an initiative of  citizens’. Quincy shares his ideas with Klaas, Jan 
and another resident who are keen on the idea as they regret the cutting down of  the trees. 
Quincy and Klaas agree that Klaas will apply for funding to Neighbourhood Circle (as only 
residents are allowed to submit requests). Klaas and the other residents become involved and 
take responsibility for realising the plan. Together with an artist, they turn the poplar into 
a work of  art by stripping the tree of  its leaves and painting it blue. When I ask Klaas why 
he has become involved he starts airing his love for the characteristic green in the district:

“We have the most beautiful park of  Amsterdam around the corner [Sloterpark]. But 
that does not mean you shouldn’t cherish those beautiful poplars standing along the 
street. They were here from the beginning. And I know because I saw them planted.”

Klaas is happy that he is helping to preserve a huge poplar ‘as a monument for the 
neighbourhood and an eye catcher on the beautiful [lane]’. When the project is finished, 
Klaas, still in close contact with Quincy, organises an event for residents around ‘the opening’ 
of  the blue tree. The official inauguration of  the Blue Tree becomes an event organised 
by volunteers for residents, practitioners and local administrators. The district chairman 
proudly declares the tree a monument for the neighbourhood and later, the Blue Tree and 
the people who helped to develop it are featured in district newspapers, newsletters and 
websites (see also Chapter 4).
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In the process of  developing the Blue Tree, Klaas shares with practitioner Quincy his 
affection for the characteristic green in the district, and bonds over this affection, despite 
Klaas’ feeling of  discontent with regard to other matters related to Neighbourhood Circle. 
They care about the same thing. Quincy links the nostalgic feelings and memories the 
monumental poplar evokes to the future possibilities the Blue Tree evokes.

“It will also form a nice starting point for conversation and encourage communication between people. They 
will stand in front of  it and think ‘what on earth is that?’ and perhaps they will start to talk about it. On 
the other hand, it might cause anger or curiosity, but that’s also an incentive to start talking to each other.”

Klaas, on the other hand, in an explanation of  the idea behind the Blue Tree, talks about 
‘today’s youth and their parents who don’t appreciate the green in this neighbourhood’: 

“They come from a different culture (…) when they arrived, it all went downhill here. While, still, 
if  you look around here, you wonder how on earth is it possible that a neighbourhood designed like 
this ended up with such a bad image?”

Klaas expresses a nostalgia for a past when Slotermeer, to him, was still a neighbourhood 
with a good reputation. In his eyes, Slotermeer no longer has this respectable identity 
because of  the influx of  migrants from the 1990s onwards, people who, unlike him, do not 
have ‘their roots’ in the neighbourhood. He, consciously or unconsciously, ignores the fact 
that ‘today’s youth’ he talks about have mostly spent their whole childhood and life in the 
neighbourhood, unlike him who moved into Slotermeer in his twenties. His volunteering, 
and those of  other autochthonous volunteers, often focuses on maintenance or preservation 
of  these roots, the squares, the green and the courtyards. They use their sense of  belonging 
to the cultural heritage of  the neighbourhood to organise activities around public spaces 
and blame ‘foreigners’ for not caring about and taking care of  them. 

Other examples show how autochthonous volunteers indirectly relate the cultural 
heritage of  Slotermeer to the deterioration of  public and green spaces such as parks and 
playgrounds. Ellen, a volunteer, talks about ‘our playground’ where her daughters used to 
play and which encouraged her to become voluntary active many years ago:

“In the past, (…) when my daughter was young, we started with the playground. It looked like 
shit. We applied new things for the playground. We also renovated the sandbox with a couple of  
neighbours. It was the first sandbox that we were able to paint ourselves. We had so much fun! Well, 
the playground was then officially re-opened by the alderman. It was really nice. But nowadays, 
it’s all gone downhill again. Nobody cares. I do try every once and a while, but well, with all 
those foreigners living here...you know, they don’t care about it. They don’t care about anything.”
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By reminiscing about the playground and relating the current deteriorated state to a lack of  
care and the ‘foreigners’’ lack of  attachment to it, Ellen indirectly links her responsibility for 
the public and green spaces in the neighbourhood to her being a native Dutch volunteer, 
and distances herself  from ‘foreigners’ living in the neighbourhood. In this manner, Klaas, 
Ellen and other autochthonous volunteers relate their feeling of  home to the cultural heritage 
of  Slotermeer and construct it as a Dutch phenomenon. The fact that, in their eyes, only 
native volunteers (in the sense of  being Dutch) care for it gives them some sort of  moral 
claim to these public grounds in the neighbourhood.

‘Play something Dutch!’

Next to their concern for the cultural heritage, volunteers also use certain elements from 
popular culture [volkscultuur] to create a space in which they can publicly articulate their 
Dutchness. Dinners are organised with mashed potatoes [stamppot maaltijden], afternoons 
with Old Dutch games and traditional cultural craft workshops, like making wooden shoes. 
There are also ‘Amsterdam’ afternoons and evenings. The adjective ‘Amsterdam’ refers 
to the music played, ‘tearjerkers’, a subgenre with simple melodies and lyrics in Dutch, 
generally about love, family relationships and mundane life. It can be described as a kind 
of  Dutch folklore (Stengs, 2010), and people who listen to this genre of  music express a 
certain cultural distinction. An incident at a gathering organised by policy practitioners 
responsible for Neighbourhood Circle illustrates this. During this gathering, world music 
plays during the break and some (post)migrant women start to dance, which leads volunteer 
Noortje to nudge her neighbour Rinda and say: ‘Next time I’ll also bring an Andre Hazes 
[popular singer of  tearjearkers] album. Let’s see if  they will still shake their booties then.’ 
When the music finishes she loudly asks Sander, the policy practitioner, to play ‘something 
Dutch!’ next time.

Organising ‘Amsterdam’ afternoons in the neighbourhood centre is a way of  indulging 
in togetherness through excluding others, in this case (post)migrants in the neighbourhood. 
This is also recognised by Jasper, a policy practitioner: 

“Well, of  course Mohammed from around the block doesn’t attend an Amsterdam afternoon. Not 
every voluntary activity means something to the whole community.”

Interestingly, original representatives from this style of  music come from inner city 
neighbourhoods in Amsterdam like De Jordaan and De Pijp, where some of  the 
autochthonous volunteers in Slotermeer grew up before they moved to Slotermeer. During 
some Amsterdam afternoons and evenings, there is a performance of  the ‘Swanchoir’, a 
choir from the De Jordaan specialising in ‘the Amsterdam song and songs from De Jordaan’. 
Still, autochthonous volunteers do not reflect on their feelings of  belonging to another 
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neighbourhood – another origin – as difficult, instead they refer to and announce it in the 
activities agenda with the adjective ‘Amsterdam’. Through this performative act, they claim 
Slotermeer as ‘theirs’ as it is part of  a city where they grew up in and they naturally belong to. 

‘You cannot take away a tasty lard cutlet’

Autochthonous volunteers also indulge in togetherness through the use of  food. When I 
go over a list of  voluntary activities together with Jasper, the policy practitioner, he points 
to the multitude of  dinners organised in neighbourhood centres and makes a somewhat 
critical comment:

“During Ramadan, allochthonous residents attend the Iftar meals, however when Christmas dinners 
are organised they do not attend.”

Jasper wonders what he has to do to get people from different cultures to attend each other’s 
dinners, because that is the goal of  Neighbourhood Circle and the reason they support it. 
However, some autochthonous volunteers make clear that they intend their dinners for only 
a certain kind of  people. Again, they oppose themselves to an ‘other’ they do not want to 
come closer to. On paper and invitation, Christmas dinners or ‘mashed potato dinners’ 
are open to everybody. This is the first thing Rob tells me when we are drinking coffee in 
the public neighbourhood living room run and supervised by him. I ask him who attends 
his dinners. Initially he states that they are open to ‘lonely elderly’, but at a later point in 
our conversation he refers to the issue of  religion stating that, of  course, the food is not 
going to be ‘halal’. Also, he remarks that ‘you cannot take away a tasty lard cutlet from our 
old-timers’ as, to him, a lard cutlet is part of  the traditional Dutch mashed potato dish. 
His ‘our’ refers to those elderly people of  Slotermeer who, according to him, ‘built up our 
society after the war and that deserve a couple of  cosy afternoons and evenings for their 
services for our country.’ By putting an emphasis on lard cutlet – a dish prepared with 
pork – Rob makes clear that he is not going to adapt to Islamic customs, as many Turkish 
and Moroccan people do not eat pork for religious or cultural reasons.

To summarize, during dinners and events organised by autochthonous volunteers this 
music and food – no halal food, the use of  pork, the serving of  alcohol and the playing 
of  Dutch tearjerker music - plays a big role, articulating a sensual Dutch presence (cf. 
Rancière, 2006).
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RAISING VOICE

‘Theatre, farce, tricks’

In talking about Neighbourhood Circle, autochthonous volunteers use other words to refer 
to the programme. To them Neighbourhood Circle resembles a ‘theatre’, a ‘farce’ and 
a form of  ‘mock participation’ [schijnparticipatie]’ where they have to ‘perform tricks’. 
Frans, despite his enrolment in Neighbourhood Circle through his engagement with the 
neighbourhood camp, is also quite critical of  this event:

“It is not a way of  solving problems. Only when you sit together around a table and seriously talk 
about problems, when you invite residents and make them responsible for defining problems and 
think along it might solve something. Different research publications indicate this. Look, it is nice 
that the neighbourhood camp tries to bring people together, so that they become familiar with each 
other, say hi to one another when walking on the street. Perhaps even start a conversation. (…) 
But it doesn’t go any further than bringing some neighbours together and letting them do nice stuff 
together. But, those aren’t really active things which really make a change. Because on Sunday 
they each go their own way. If  you really want to improve the neighbourhood you have to press 
ahead and work towards an action perspective. Not have an occasional meal or party together.”

In talking about Neighbourhood Circle in this manner, Frans expresses a lack of  voice 
and influence. He and others like him perceive Neighbourhood Circle as an ‘instrument’, 
but they want it to be a platform which provides an opportunity to publicly raise voice and 
share concerns and put issues on the policy agenda. The Neighbourhood Management 
strategy has created an absence of  the opportunity to democratically voice concerns in the 
manner they are accustomed to. Their historical framework of  reference for this experience 
can be found in the precursor of  the current Neighbourhood Circle. With the introduction 
of  Neighbourhood Circle, the political, institutional framework in which participation was 
embedded also changed. The previous participation programme, the ‘Neighbourhood 
Consultation’ project [buurtoverleg], disappeared. Interestingly, this transformation is 
something that all autochthonous volunteers raise in interviews when they share stories about 
‘how cosy it was in the old days’. The cosiness of  the old days is different from the current 
communitarian citizenship, as it apparently had a more ‘serious’ quality. As Ellen explains:

“In the past it was different. The Neighbourhood Consultation at least had a serious character. The 
volunteers there were people who, like me, kept an eye on things, like nowadays the drug dealing 
on the streets here. (...) Something like that we would have directly discussed with the alderman.”
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In another interview, Dirk explains further:

“So, in the past, every quarter had a neighbourhood committee and two quarters had a 
neighbourhood office set up and run by volunteers. We organised lots, excursions, neighbourhood 
activities. We helped residents with voluntary efforts, and didn’t try and take things out of  their 
hands. Every quarter had a budget of  [thousands of  euros], this was called the ‘quarter budget’ and 
every year we organised a meeting to evaluate the past year, the activities subsidised and financially 
accounted for things. Also, during the meetings, residents could propose ideas to improve the quarter, 
we discussed possible projects and activities for the year to come and we voted democratically on 
them. The chairman of  those evenings was always an alderman. He accounted to administrative 
board of  Slotermeer for the budget and activities of  the neighbourhood office. And every quarter was 
adopted by a member of  the local council who was always present during activities and the like. 
(…) In addition, each quarter was assigned a neighbourhood police officer, two district guards and 
a maintenance team for the public environment. The volunteers of  the different neighbourhood offices 
kept in touch through informal and formal meetings, including the Residential Platform. (…) Well, 
that went very well for years, until some years ago, when the alderman, in all his wisdom, decided 
to get rid of  all this because it had to be ‘professionalised’ [uses the gesture for quotation marks].”

The words ‘in the past’ appear to express a nostalgia for the period before Neighbourhood 
Circle, when the old participation programme was still in place. This participation project 
began in the 1980s, when discourse on democratisation became popular among local 
politicians and administrators in Amsterdam, leading to the institutionalisation of  a new 
political organisational structure (Hajer, 1989). Amsterdam underwent an administrative 
decentralisation, with the city divided in several administrative districts, each with its 
own administrative configuration and district council. Slotermeer became part of  the 
administrative district of  Geuzenveld-Slotermeer in 1990, and, in 1994, the Neighbourhood 
Consultation was set up by the district government. The alderman responsible at the time 
stated that the idea was to bring ‘the district government closer to residents (…) and give 
them the feeling that they really do have influence’ by providing an ear for their concerns, 
enabling residents to solve issues like petty crime, deterioration of  public space and feeling 
of  insecurity themselves, and to put things on the policy agenda.

The introduction of  Neighbourhood Circle has created an absence of  the opportunity 
to publicly voice concerns in a way autochthonous volunteers have become accustomed 
to. There are two important transformations: first, volunteers are now placed under the 
purview of  policy practitioners rather than of  local administrators, and second, collective 
neighbourhood gatherings have a completely different character. These two aspects 
become an issue - which autochthonous volunteers actively contest - when trying to create 
a neighbourhood community in which they feel at home.
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‘Civil servants and their masters’

When policy practitioners share their affection for the neighbourhood, autochthonous 
volunteers sometimes go along with them. When practitioners try to stimulate identification 
and attachment to buildings, monuments and parks, it often resonates with autochthonous 
volunteers and their affection for the historical roots and architecture of  the district, and 
thus serves their concerns and interests. The Blue Tree-project illustrates this. However, 
in general to autochthonous volunteers a policy practitioner is first and foremost not a 
politician, but rather ‘serves’ a politician, and therefore policy practitioners often become 
symbols of  an experienced loss of  influence, and are belittled by autochthonous volunteers 
who refer to them as mere ‘civil servants’ [ambtenaren] who ‘can’t be trusted’. Klaas, 
who co-operated with Quincy on the Blue Tree initiative, spoke distrustfully about policy 
practitioners in general.

“They have a double agenda. They serve their master, the alderman, not us citizens.”

Dirk said:

“There is the establishment [bovenlaag] and the underclass [onderlaag] here, which I can 
deal with just fine. But in the middle management [middenkader] there are only egoists who 
only think about themselves and they think for you: ‘Listen, I’m a civil servant and I know 
what’s good for you’. Well, the citizen himself  knows very well what’s good for him.”

The fact that policy practitioners pay a lot of  attention to personal care and try to engage 
in intimate interactions with residents contributes to their distrust of  them. His historical 
frame of  reference leads Dirk to be wary of  policy practitioners:

“We were too critical in the past, that was a problem and probably the reason why they [local 
administration] stopped it [Neighbourhood Consultation]. (…) But we [volunteers of  the Residential 
Platform] make sure that we at least have two representatives at every evening. Because you never know 
what they will decide behind your back. And you do notice that they take into account that you’re there, 
they know that there are residents who know about things and are critical. They come up to you and ask 
how you’re doing, you can feel that they’re checking you out, trying to see if  you agree or not. (…) And 
I’m not evil-minded [kwaaddenkend] but due to my years of  experience as a volunteer, I am suspicious.”

Autochthonous volunteers expect policy practitioners to carry out their ideas, and serve them. 
When, due to bureaucratic procedures or practical matters, things do not go to their liking, 
policy practitioners are mocked and criticised. To volunteers it underlines how ‘unprofessional’ 
their way of  working is and how they, as volunteers, manage to do it much better. 
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Luc complains that his request to put wastebaskets along a pedestrian pathway to a primary 
school has still not been implemented. He is annoyed by the amount of  litter on the streets 
and wants to do something about it:

“Meanwhile, I have already called upon them [policy practitioners] for 4 or 5 times, 
because it has been approved but not yet carried out. And that annoys me. I heard that 
they lost my request, apparently it is on the computer of  someone who doesn’t work there 
anymore. Can you believe it? But the district chairman is visiting us tomorrow. Well, I will 
grab his coat [aan zijn jasje trekken] and put the idea on the table once more. And then let’s 
see how fast those civil servants can walk. Then, all of  a sudden it will be possible.”

At the same, local administrators fell from their pedestals, as they play an increasingly 
symbolic role in Neighbourhood Circle (see Chapter 4). Luc gives the example of  a district 
alderwomen who attended a dinner for elderly in a neighbourhood centre, organized by 
Luc and Rob. Apparently, the alderwomen had nudged Luc cheerfully and said: ‘Well, 
I am going to stay a little bit longer and go for a second round’. Luc expresses ambiguous 
feelings about her remark:

“Well, you see, it’s all nice that she attends. Even though I find it strange that she told us beforehand 
she didn’t have a lot of  time, but did stay for another round of  dinner. I do find that difficult because 
the local administration tends to stick its head in the sand when it comes to difficult issues like safety 
and deterioration of  public space and that is a really important issue here. At the same time, it is 
really difficult to get an appointment with the alderwomen concerning more important projects.”

With ‘more important projects’ Luc was referring to his involvement in the protest against 
the development of  a shelter for psychiatric patients with an addictive problem in his quarter, 
approved by the local administration but disputed by the residents.36

In the past, he always had good contact with alder(wo)men in the district as they were 
more ‘approachable’.

“Well, in the past it was much easier, you just walked in [to the district office]. You knew 
where the alderman’s office was and well, you just walked in. And you had their telephone 
numbers, so you just gave them a call. Nowadays, you don’t get past the reception. If  I have 
a meeting with [one of  the policy practitioners], they have to come and get me all the way from 
downstairs. Because they are all the way up there on the I-don’t-know-which-floor. And they 
give you a hard time at the reception too, they won’t give you any phone numbers or anything.”
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When autochthonous volunteers talk about former local administrators and politicians they 
never refer to them as aldermen or district chairman, but call them by their first names. 
It is a sign of  familiarity and informality, a time when their intimate relations with local 
politicians gave their performance of  a neighbourhood community some political weight. 
In their eyes, this has withered away with the installation of  Neighbourhood Circle.

‘Let’s talk after the gathering’

Reminiscing about a warm sense of  sociability in the past indicates that autochthonous 
volunteers are not opposed to intimate relations with government representatives but the 
current multicultural, informal cosiness appears to be something they do not feel comfortable 
with. Something which becomes very clear during collective gatherings. ‘In the past I enjoyed 
those gatherings, not anymore,’ Ina, a long-term volunteer, shares with me. It deprives them 
of  the opportunity to engage in the neighbourhood through voicing serious issues in a manner 
that they have been socialised in: through rational deliberations and discussions, sharing 
negative emotions and providing room for dissent. A ‘reasonable way’. In Dirk’s words:

“Gosh yes, people always had something to complain about during those evenings. And 
you try to manage that a bit, but you know how people are, they want to express themselves’ 
[ze willen hun eigen uiten]. And I really think you should give them the opportunity to 
do so. It means they feel concerned, they feel like ‘something is actually happening here’.”

One of  the issues that Dirk is concerned with is the budget for Neighbourhood Circle, 
which is something that policy practitioners are rather reluctant to talk about, as talking 
about finances can curb enthusiasm. When Sander gives examples of  voluntary activities 
in Slotermeer and refers to the heart-warming enthusiasm with which some women 
have volunteered to become ‘playground mothers’ and take care of  the children of  the 
playground, he is interrupted by Dirk who also guards a playground. He has heard that 
these ‘allochthonous women’ receive a compensation for their voluntary activities, while 
‘not doing that much’. Subsequently, he wants to know how much budget is available for 
Neighbourhood Circle and why residents are not involved in the allocation of  the money. 
Sander, eager to avoid a discussion about this, tries to soothe things:

“Dirk, I know, let’s talk about this after the gathering. I think we all agree that the biggest reward of  
course is the gratification you get in return and that we’re making the neighbourhood a bit more beautiful.”

Dirk expresses his discontent by saying ‘Together? No way!’ [Samen? Ammehoela!]. It leads 
Sander to repeat his words and again invite him to talk after the gathering has ended, so as 
to not disrupt the warm ambiance he, and his colleagues, are busy creating.
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In an attempt to express voice, autochthonous volunteers who are present during gatherings 
constantly interrupt policy practitioners when they speak. They ask questions about policy 
matters and constantly refer to the past, when these gatherings had a different purpose. 
In the past, participation was about influence and criticism of  social policy and local politics, 
not about every day, informal activities and ‘professional multi-nonsense’. That has all been 
‘ruined’ by the local administration and policy practitioners who ‘are dancing to the tunes’ 
of  (post)migrants in the neighbourhood. These volunteers see other residents having a 
good time with practitioners during these gatherings and they feel neglected and excluded. 
These feelings of  discontent are noticed by Karen, a policy practitioner. However, she 
explains that is also their goal to include new residents in Neighbourhood Circle:

“The active core of  these residents is still present. But it has changed. Four years ago (...) there were 
primarily white, older men participating, and they managed to keep the rest out. The introduction of  a 
different policy has changed this. Now we see more young people, Turks and Moroccans participating.”
 

Karen is hesitant to relate to the feelings of  discontent among Dirk and other autochthonous 
volunteers. More so, in the first quarter report of  Neighbourhood Circle, policy practitioners 
express a concern about the group of  autochthonous volunteers. They perceived their ideas 
and activities as a ‘risk’, because there were ‘possible tensions between ideas of  residents 
and the policy of  the local administration’.

This distrust from the side of  policy practitioners and their lack of  recognition for all 
the voluntary activities of  autochthonous volunteers is felt by these volunteers and they 
actively protest against it. The question is why Dirk, Jan and Klaas keep attending when it 
apparently frustrates and disappoints them. Jan explains why, despite feelings of  discontent, 
he continues to attend:

“Civil servants organise these evening but not with the goal of  listening to us. However, 
in the past that was the aim of  those evenings. What can you do then? The only things for 
those who still have the strength and the energy is to rise up and continue to shake that tree.”

Dirk agrees and adds that their role is to make sure that the newly constructed community 
is also linked with ‘a certain degree of  political responsibility’ :

“What kind of  support are we going to get from the local administration? What backing 
do we get from aldermen? I do think you need to have some sort of  contract too, before 
being able to start some kind of  network. Sander and others can dream on, but the 
local administration needs to give us some kind of  guarantee that we will be able to 
function and organise things as a network. (…) That we will be able to have a voice.”
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CONCLUSION

Autochthonous volunteers are constantly trying to make the absent present in an attempt to 
preserve their sense of  belonging to Slotermeer. They contest the (impending) demolition 
of  their living environment, they articulate their native, Dutch culture and they mourn 
their loss of  political representation and raise their voice. For them, participation revolves 
around making present what they feel they have lost, a feeling of  home that they can publicly 
articulate, express and live out. Their voluntary activities, their rebellious interference during 
gatherings and their constant effort to voice ‘serious issues’ can be seen as home-making 
practices: just like (post)migrant women, they create places and moments of  familiarity, 
relaxation and recognition. In opposition to these women, who are finally enabled to publicly 
live out their domestic concerns, these autochthonous volunteers are engaged in a fierce 
attempt to not let their affective concerns be pushed out of  the public sphere.

Autochthonous volunteers publicly articulate Dutchness through the local cultural 
heritage of  the neighbourhood, aspects of  popular culture and folkloric traditions and 
gastronomic culture. It is important to note that there is no actual, direct relation between 
these three expressions and Dutchness, there is, instead, a constructed and articulated relation 
performed by these volunteers. They present themselves as natives and weave issues related 
to nationality and locality into an articulation of  Dutchness (Duyvendak, 2011). Through 
this public articulation of  Dutchness, political meanings about ethnic groups become part 
of  the social relations in Slotermeer. How ethnic others are seen as different, and the way 
cultural diversity is given meaning, reflects several important themes in Dutch debates about 
integration and multiculturalism (see Van Reekum, 2012; Van Reekum and Duyvendak, 
2012; Uitermark, 2012). The articulation of  Dutchness through home-making practices 
and a sense of  belonging to it becomes, in this way, imbued with political meaning.

In addition, the living environments of  these autochthonous residents have been 
directly affected by globalisation and neoliberal policies and they feel socially and culturally 
marginalised (Savage et al, 2005; Shoshan, 2008). The problem is not so much that they 
feel lost in familiar places, but that these places have actually become unfamiliar. The 
public sphere of  the community provides a last stronghold of  possible power, agency and 
opportunity to manifest their sense of  belonging and receive public recognition for it. The 
previous chapter has shown how government representatives publicly value volunteers from 
the creative class who use culture and creativity for the benefit of  voluntary activities and 
events through which a subversion of  dominant meanings is achieved. It enables volunteers 
from the creative class to practice a feeling of  home that fits in with the dominant policy 
framing of  Slotermeer as a multicultural, cosy community. At the same time, this sociability 
refuses voice to autochthonous volunteers who do not identify with this multicultural 
community, as it does not make sense to them (Bird, 2002).
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The public celebration, in district newspapers and communication material for the urban 
regeneration, of  the neighbourhood camp as an ideal form of  participation arouses feelings 
of  frustration and discord among autochthonous volunteers because, for them, an ideal 
form of  participation is about important neighbourhood issues like safety, deterioration 
of  public space and other liveability issues, and not just about cosy and creative things. 
For autochthonous volunteers, a community is not only a social or cultural field, but also a 
polity knitted in a democratic, political framework (Hajer, 2003). Expressing governmental 
recognition for Neighbourhood Circle and the residents who enrol in it is analogous to an 
under-appreciation of  their sense of  belonging to Slotermeer - already threatened by the 
urban regeneration plans - and their ways to express these feelings publicly. In other words, 
this policy re-inscribes their position in the public sphere. It explains why autochthonous 
volunteers feel unrecognised by policy practitioners, publicly displaced by (post)migrant 
women and creative professionals, and unable to ‘politicise’ neighbourhood matters as 
they used to.

Autochthonous volunteers advocate involvement in the decision-making processes and 
desire a form of  institutional power to decide things. They form a community around 
neighbourhood matters that are, within the ideal of  communitarian citizenship, no longer 
theirs to care about and display discursive competences that are no longer framed as 
valuable for the neighbourhood. The type of  citizenship that native Dutch volunteers are 
accustomed to and feel at home in is based on a republican citizenship ideal where rational 
competences and discursive deliberations are valued (Van Gunsteren, 1998; Dagger, 2002; 
Boyte, 2004). They want to be consulted by politicians and to be able to raise their voice 
in neighbourhood issues. Simultaneously, they also want to preserve this citizenship ideal 
as it offers them the opportunity to engage in personal relations with local administrators 
and politicians – relations of  power - and to feel recognised: it is this political community 
that they yearn for and feel a strong sense of  belonging to. What in the new communitarian 
citizenship ideal belongs to the public sphere – a certain public conduct based on positive 
emotions – excludes their engagement which is expressed through more traditional, rational 
expressions which originates from positive, but also from negative emotions.
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8. CONCLUSION

This dissertation is concerned with understanding the role of  community participation 
within the context of  the contemporary governing of  deprived urban neighbourhoods. 
I have posed the research question how citizen are enacted in policy through an appeal 
on their emotions. I have operationalised this question by asking 1) How do governments 
intervene in deprived urban neighbourhoods? 2) How are citizens called upon to engage in 
these interventions? and 3) What are the effects of  this call for citizenship on the political 
subjectivity of  people? In this conclusion, based on my case study of  Neighbourhood 
Management and Neighbourhood Circle in Slotermeer, I want to answer these questions in 
the context of  three academic debates, 1) on the role of  emotions in territorial governance, 
2) on the possibility of  studying technologies in practice and 3) on understanding the 
emergence of  (new) political subjectivities.

GOVERNING THROUGH EMOTIONS

Community: an affective pillar of territorial governance

In 2008, with a nationwide Neighbourhood Renewal Policy in full swing, the Dutch prime 
minister addressed local aldermen, politicians and policy makers at the annual congress 
of  the Foundation of  Dutch Municipalities (VNG)37. There he briefly summarised what 
he presented to be the ‘philosophy’ of  the ongoing, all-encompassing regeneration of  
Dutch deprived urban neighbourhoods. It was a focus on ‘communities’ which formed 
the ‘backbone of  municipalities’:

“In this globalising world we see that citizens want to recognise themselves in their 
living environment. They yearn for familiarity and safety. They are in search of  the 
human dimension [de menselijke maat], a community where they can feel at home in.”

To tackle the complexity of  social problems Dutch cities and neighbourhoods were facing, 
local governments had to not only ‘recognise’ this yearning, but also ‘acknowledge’ it. The 
main task ahead for local governments was to try and ‘strengthen a sense of  community 
and offer a human dimension and a local scale’. The prime minister concluded that this 
could not be a difficult task for local administrators as ‘the social capital is lying around 
on the streets’.

This re-territorialising and re-moralising emphasis on community, locality and familiarity, 
expresses a manifestation of  an “ethopolitical” (Rose, 1999) form of  governance, that 
has been a trend in territorial governance in Western Europe over the past twenty years 
(Uitermark, 2005; 2014). In this period, many countries across Europe have implemented 
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area-based initiatives which involve an integrated approach, including policy programmes 
that deal with the physical, economic and social aspects of  these urban areas, on the 
assumption that this will lead to the most effective solution. As a result, local issues have 
been targeted through a variety of  interventions such as the urban (re)planning of  parks, 
squares and streets, a reconfiguration of  neighbourhood compositions through social mixing, 
the economic revitalising of  urban areas through entrepreneurial strategies and the social 
empowerment of  neglected populations. This shift from governing to governance gave 
rise to another pillar, next to the physical, economic and social pillar, that neighbourhood 
regeneration in Western Europe came to rest on, the community.

Many scholars have shown how the governing of  neighbourhoods and its populations 
depend on technologies of  governance which involve constructing identities for residents as 
active citizens within the context of  their communities and how, in the process, communities 
are awarded a disciplinary function in the management of  neighbourhoods (Forrest and 
Kearns, 2001; Imrie and Raco, 2003; Lowndes et al., 2001; Lowndes and Sullivan, 2008). This 
type of  governance is underpinned by a moral rationality that seeks to invoke responsible 
and ethical self-government, and thereby reconcile personal wishes, particular sensitivities 
and emotions to dominant norms of  conduct (as I will elaborate on later in this chapter). 
As such, this rationality of  social cohesion authorises the policy production of  a new public 
as part of  the dispersal of  government into governance.

In Dutch territorial governance, we see that this re-assignment of  government 
responsibilities to a local level comes with a governmental attempt to also re-assign citizens’ 
affective attachments to a local level: a moral planning of  belonging. While the state develops 
and implements large scale intervention programmes, it also increasingly relies on a specific type 
of  citizen to take an active part in the governance of  deprived urban neighbourhoods such as 
Slotermeer. As I have shown in Chapter 2, this type of  intervention goes hand in hand with a 
specific type of  problematisation where deprivation is not only understood as defined by socio-
economic conditions, but as defined by specific human values and a ‘lack of  social cohesion’.

This departs from a communitarian understanding of  what is thought to lie at the root 
of  urban marginality in deprived urban neighbourhoods, not only in the Netherlands, but 
in the whole of  Europe - an eroded sense of  solidarity, affected values in human life, a lack 
of  rooted identities and community engagement. This particular problematisation makes 
possible a complex web of  interdependencies formed among the state, local government and 
other local governance actors because it provides for “a convenient mode of  codification” 
(Uitermark, 2005; 159): it codifies the state of  deprived urban neighbourhood in such a 
way that it applies to specific local cases but it also helps to serve as a guideline for national 
and local policy action. Ultimately, in Slotermeer, it gives rise to a policy setting which folds 
residents into the ideal of  a resilient, warm neighbourhood community, a policy setting 
from which a communitarian subject position (can) emerge.
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Central to this policy setting is the imagination of  urban marginality as problems of  
insufficiently mobilised social cohesion which directs attention to the (potential) of  
communities and the (re)construction of  “relational wealth” (Muehlebach, 2012: 38) 
as an answer to the policy frame of  relational poverty. It is important to recognise the 
presence of  community-inspired policy programmes like Neighbourhood Management 
and Neighbourhood Circle in Slotermeer as an affective pillar that supports Dutch territorial 
governance by demarcating issues of  advanced urban marginality in relational and 
emotional terms. Policy interventions such as Neighbourhood Management in Slotermeer 
show that in the implementation of  the national Dutch Neighbourhood Renewal Policy 
to a local level a turn has been made in how deprived urban neighbourhoods are being 
imagined. At a local level, these neighbourhoods are no longer ‘festering wounds’, or a 
places of  ‘decay’, they are now a source of  hope, where the strength, enthusiasm and 
pride of  residents has to be tapped into and has to be facilitated and stimulated. The 
neighbourhood has become the ideal frame of  integration, identification and engagement. 
It explains why residents are no longer asked to deal with ‘problems’, but with ‘ideas’, 
‘opportunities’, ‘wishes’ and ‘dreams’. This optimistic policy discourse explicitly sets a 
norm for how to deal with social problems: by not experiencing them as problematic, but 
as fun and challenging. It seduces residents towards an identification with and belonging 
to the neighbourhood, which is supposed to motivate them into community engagement 
and into building a neighbourhood community. 

While governments develop ‘integral’, ‘integrated’ or ‘joined-up’ policies to govern 
neighbourhoods and their populations, they also increasingly rely on citizens to take 
an active part in the governing of  their living environment. Policy programmes such 
as Neighbourhood Circle form, together with the spatial, economic or social pillars, 
the buttresses of  integrated policies aimed at transforming urban areas, districts and 
neighbourhoods. In Slotermeer, we see that Neighbourhood Management, as - framed 
as a ‘bottom-up’ strategy as opposed to the top-down strategies of  the physical, economic 
and social pillars - is very much entangled with the economic, spatial and social strategies 
which are developed with the aim of  transforming Slotermeer into an attractive place 
which can be marketed and developed for entrepreneurial and economic reasons, and 
a liveable place which offers people (increasingly middle-income groups) a safe and 
pleasant environment. On the basis of  my research into Neighbourhood Circle, I have 
shown how one of  the ways in which local government develops towards this future is 
by kindling a communitarian yearning among the residents of  Slotermeer. Through this 
affective pillar, the national, local and district government attempt to manage the ongoing 
physical, economic and social regeneration of  Slotermeer. 
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TECHNOLOGIES IN PRACTICE 

The social problems – social tensions, feelings of  unease and perceptions of  uprootedness – 
which the affective pillar of  territorial governance manages have often been understood in 
terms of  racism (Body-Gendrot, 2002; 2010), ethnocentrism (Brubaker, 2004; Smets and Den 
Uyl, 2008; Vermeulen et al, 2012) and religion (Vermeulen and Bovenkerk, 2012; Uitermark 
et al, 2014, see also Foner et al, 2014). While these studies are valuable in themselves, the 
aim of  this dissertation has been to understand how these feelings, tensions and relations 
are created, managed or reproduced through policy. I departed from a policy-as-translation 
perspective (Freeman, 2009) and focused on the ‘shifting, mobile and contested forms that 
a policy can take’ (Clarke et al, 2015: 34) as it moves through different practices from the 
design table to the implementation phase. More specifically, I was interested in the effects 
of  government programmes which translate a call for citizenship through concrete policy 
interventions and I asked how citizens are produced in the practices that make up these 
policy interventions. For that purpose, I departed from the idea of  affective citizenship as 
a governmental technology: an assemblage of  forms of  knowledge and an assortment of  
strategies, techniques and procedures oriented to produce certain practical outcomes. I was 
especially interested in the actual act of  assembling in practice and the role emotions play 
in this process, asking how policy practitioners provoke and stir a sense of  belonging among 
residents. Here, I want to reflect on three sensitising policy techniques that I encountered 
in Neighbourhood Circle.

Sensitising policy techniques

Being part of  the various policy practices of  Neighbourhood Circle and being addressed 
by the policy interventions myself, I experienced that policy practitioners rarely told us 
directly or in a definite manner how to feel or what to do. Rather, they expended a lot of  
effort decorating a room which was to host a collective gathering, they shared the food 
they valued as delicious or attempted to start group discussions about the neighbourhood’s 
lonely elderly who needed help and a listening ear. They appeared to be sensitising us by 
creating interesting situations, invoking a warm, cosy atmosphere and playing out interactions 
which suggested directions in which to look, reflect and act in everyday life in Slotermeer. 
They provided us with a sense of  reference and guidance about how to approach our daily 
life in Slotermeer, and how to relate to others who were part of  that living environment.

I borrow this notion of  sensitising from the methodological writings of  the American 
sociologist Herbert Blumer. Unlike what he calls “definitive” concepts, sensitising concepts 
do not involve using “fixed and specific procedures” to identify a set of  phenomena, but 
instead give “a general sense of  reference and guidance in approaching empirical instances”. 
So, while definitive concepts “provide prescriptions of  what to see, sensitizing concepts 
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merely suggest directions along which to look” (Blumer, 1969: 148). Just as in social sciences, 
sensitising concepts draw attention to important features of  social interaction and help 
social scientists to interpret, sensitising policy techniques help residents to also do so. They 
provide starting points for residents to discover themselves and their neighbours through 
all kinds of  sensory experiences (eating, tasting, smelling) and sensibilities (the warmth 
of  feminine, cultural care, nostalgic affection for a tree or statue, a basic human need to 
feel nice), reflecting upon these in a particular manner (suggested through talks about the 
strength of  diversity, the impact of  small acts of  kindness and the joy of  volunteering), and 
importantly, to act upon these reflections by reaching out and organising activities and 
projects that fit within the designed contours of  Neighbourhood Circle, and that help to 
transform Slotermeer from a neighbourhood into a community. 

Sensitising policy techniques contribute to a deeper understanding of  how a governmental 
technology of  social cohesion works, of  how policy practitioners try to build a community in 
various policy practices through an appeal on the desires, wishes and emotions of  residents, 
not in a directive manner but in a sensitising manner. On the basis of  my empirical findings 
I discern three sensitising policy techniques: caring, appreciating and branding. 

Three sensitising policy techniques that are part of  a technology of  social cohesion

Caring

From previous studies we know how much policy work is actually entailed in activating 
residents into citizenship (Clarke et al, 2007; Barnes and Prior, 2009; Newman and Clarke, 
2009; Newman and Tonkens, 2011a). In particular, studies have shown how, as policy 
practitioners seek a balance between taking care and taking control, they engage in many 
different and flexible ways (Tonkens and Duyvendak, 2003; Pols, 2006; Van den Berg, 
2013) and how, in the process, the practitioners become attached and start to feel for the 
people they work with or for (Newman, 2012; De Wilde and Tonkens, 2013). My in-depth 
study of  Neighbourhood Circle adds to this by highlighting the importance of  caring, which 
I define as a technique which expresses itself  through acts of  informality and intimacy 
between policy practitioners and residents. Here policy practitioners pay careful attention 
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to personal matters and sensitivities. This technique is part of  a strategy to not display a 
bureaucratic attitude, because it might impede enthusiasm and trust. In so doing, policy 
practitioners ask a lot of  themselves, they organise collective, cosy gatherings where they 
encourage an intimate and playful ambiance devoid of  hierarchy, and offer a setting in 
which emotions can be shared, as opposed to the commonplace, more bureaucratic practice 
of  limiting communication to an expert-to-lay-mode. Practitioners perform engaging and 
inspiring talks, sit down at residents’ tables, show personal attention, and play along quite 
enthusiastically in creative learning games. In the process, they themselves experiment 
with different subject positions which appear to emerge out of  a mix of  policy strategies, 
professional tactics and personal commitment: they describe themselves as “friends’, “uncles” 
and as “speaking from the heart”.

However, when it comes to working with and through emotions, there is only so much 
that can be designed. The practitioners engage in these interactions from a professional 
standpoint, but when they attend an activity they actively participate as if  they are ‘one 
of  the residents’; they share in gossip and stories, they dance with residents when there is 
something to celebrate, and when things get tough, they even visite them at home. Elements 
of  family relations also sometimes enter the interaction between practitioners and residents, 
and they give unsolicited, parental advice out of  personal concern and commitment. What 
happens with practitioners who are socialised in an intimate, personalised work method is 
that, due to sharing experiences, spending time with volunteers, and engaging in intimate 
conversations and personal confessions, they inevitably start to care and develop friendships 
out of  the situations and interactions which are meant to relieve tensions, soothe pain and 
build enthusiasm. In other words, they get attached. The example of  Sander who cannot 
help but check on the volunteers of  Neighbourhood Circle during his holidays or eats his 
dinner at an office space used by volunteers because he wants to catch up, shows how he 
bonds with volunteers. The example of  practitioner Quincy who initiates the preservation of  
a monumental poplar out of  feelings of  nostalgia and memories of  the history of  the district 
as a green, garden district and comes up with a plan to transform the tree into a monument 
in memory of  the green that characterised Slotermeer, illustrates how practitioners not 
only care for people but also for the living environment and the cultural heritage of  the 
neighbourhood they work in.

In doing so, policy practitioners act out the neighbourhood community through an 
informal, intimate sociability. But there is more to it than that. In her study of  washing 
practices in a nursing home, Jeannette Pols (2006) has shown how nurses imply a form 
of  sociability in which they acknowledge their dependence on patients and in which not 
only the patients change in order to become citizens, but nurses as well. She shows how 
the norms that constitute ‘good’ citizenship are never just given, but that they have to 
be “performed, refreshed and re-established in each situation” and that, in the process, 
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nurses become part of  the network of  their patients (Idem: 100). In line with Pols, my 
empirical findings show that policy practitioners in Slotermeer, through establishing intimate 
relations with residents, in order to be able to communicate with them and subtly steer them 
into an affective subject position, also become part of  the community they seek to provoke.

Appreciating

Besides caring, I observe the technique of  appreciating. In order to support residents who 
wanted to engage and participate in Neighbourhood Circle, policy practitioners had at 
their disposal different instruments to boost their motivations and support their initiatives. 
Through providing residents with a budget, a prize or a more informal form of  recognition, 
policy practitioners and local administrators explicitly classified certain activities and projects 
as good (and implicitly others as less good or bad).

At first glance, integrating financial support (money) into the provocation of  a 
communitarian subject position might seem counter-productive if  one focuses on the 
rationalising aspects of  money (see Simmel, [1900] 2004). However, money gets meaning 
by virtue of  how it is used, and the money used by policy practitioners of  Neighbourhood 
Circle was earmarked as ‘“special” money’ (Zelizer, 1989: 371) and, as such, designated for 
proper use, regulated through a specific mode of  allocation, and assigned special meaning. 
This meaning emerged from a set of  official rules and bureaucratic regulations (which 
stipulated that someone who applied had to live in Slotermeer or that at least two signatures 
of  residents were needed in support of  an idea), but also very much on informal negotiation as 
policy practitioners were the ones who eventually decided which neighbourhood contribution 
was worthy of  financial recognition. Social relations, cultural values and personal favours 
also structured the life of  this special money. The presence of  a budget transformed policy 
practitioners into budget gatekeepers. Not only were they the ones to turn to if  a resident 
wanted to apply for a budget, they also often worked with residents to fill in a request form, 
became the contact person, advocated the idea to colleagues (and if  necessary to a local 
administrator), decided upon the idea and communicated the final decision by phone 
and letter. The letter that they sent - as representatives of  the district government - began 
enthusiastically, ‘Congratulations! Your initiative has been approved!’. This set the tone 
of  receiving financial support as a joyous occasion. The money allocated thus also had a 
symbolic function, to celebrate some kind of  ritual event or rite of  passage through which 
residents became ‘good’ citizens.

Another aspect of  appreciating was done by attaching value and worth to ideas and 
activities through personal or public forms of  recognition (a call for applause, a publicly 
outspoken endorsement). Contests for ‘Hero of  the neighbourhood’ or ‘Volunteer of  the 
year’ were organised, and policy practitioners were the ones who nominated volunteers for 
a prize and, together with local administrators, they were the ones who expressed words of  
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praise and asked for applause. Appreciating, again, is meant to ensure a balance between 
taking care of  residents (holding them precious, enthusing and helping them) and taking 
control (not by taking over, but by keeping a small, though critical distance as well). Through 
attaching price, praise and a prize (Stark, 2011: 319; cf. Dewey, 1939) to (post)migrant 
women for feminising culture or the creative class for celebrating culture at an annual festival, 
government representatives not only appreciate but also legitimise certain feelings and 
behaviour as ‘good’ because they aim to shape a community through cherishing culture, 
just like Neighbourhood Circle intends.

Branding

Finally, in addition to caring and appreciating, I discern branding as a technique which 
assembles personal stories and images of  the ‘good’ citizen in an attempt to make (the 
future, idealised image of) Slotermeer visible and tangible in the present. Residents who 
participated in Neighbourhood Circle became part of  the abundant spread and use of  
district newspapers, visual material, slogans and festivals in Slotermeer. This presented a 
type of  communication reminiscent of  “place branding” or “city branding” (for an overview 
see Dinnie, 2004; Kavaratzis, 2005), the attempt of  governments to shape a favourable 
image of  a place and promote it to external markets. Eshuis and Klijn (2012) have shown 
how place branding involves influencing people’s ideas by shaping particular emotional 
and psychological associations with a place for the sake of  seducing prospective residents 
to choose a particular neighbourhood or district. However, Neighbourhood Circle did not 
advertise an image of  a warm, harmonious community to outsiders, but to those actually 
living in Slotermeer. Policy practitioners were called upon by the local administration to 
‘visualise the progress of  the urban regeneration’, ‘celebrate successes’ and ‘proclaim positive 
messages’ in an attempt to ‘touch residents’ and ‘persuade and enthuse them to participate’ 
in the transformation of  Slotermeer into the prospective, ‘wonderful neighbourhood’ that 
it was about to become.

Eshuis and Edwards (2012) have shown how branding also represent a means through 
which citizens can gain or lose influence over the planning of  the city’s future, as they 
can become involved in the democratic planning of  branding strategies and as such their 
experiences, feelings of  attachments and sense of  identity can be included. In the branding 
of  Slotermeer, the incorporation of  citizens’ feelings played a different role. In newspapers, 
but also at festivals, real life examples of  norms - the ‘good’ citizens - were exhibited and 
used to set an example for others and as a ‘trademark’ for the neighbourhood. Of  the three 
techniques, branding was most directly intertwined with the neighbourhood regeneration 
of  Slotermeer, as it linked up with the profile of  Slotermeer as developed in the top-down 
regeneration plans.
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In summary, the actual techniques through which a sense of  belonging is provoked (and 
a neighbourhood community is organised) are varied. Sensitising techniques should not, 
however, be seen as freestanding. They are part of  other techniques which together form 
a technology of  social cohesion. For example, the district government department also 
supported the construction and use of  searchable web sites, funding guides, best practice 
manuals and databases and indexes suitable for evaluation (see Raco and Flint, 2001 on 
accountability practices in community governance; Noordegraaf  and Abma, 2003; Franssen 
and De Wilde, 2014 on monitoring practices).

 
Unpacking communitarian norms 

Sensitising policy techniques help to understand how a technology of  social cohesion is 
translated into practice through the mediating role of  emotions. It shows how governing 
through emotions is done with the help of  strategies, procedures and tactics that enable 
residents to feel, to see, to desire in a designated way and to cultivate these feelings, perceptions 
and inclinations in a provoked sphere of  citizenship. However, understanding what a 
technology of  social cohesion actually enacts is also useful. To put it differently, what 
values underpin the communitarian subject position that is incited through Neighbourhood 
Circle? In Neighbourhood Circle policy practitioners perform characterisations of  what is 
considered ‘good’ in this provoked space of  citizenship. A focus on how they redefine space, 
cherish culture and soften voice with the help of  residents shows how they produce particular 
norms and how the subject position that they seek is gendered, classed and culturist.

Gendered

First, the norms that emerge are gendered. The emotional appeal and emphasis on meaningful 
interactions and informal sensitivities emphasises the value of  intimate, personal relations. 
This resonates well with what are often qualified as soft, gendered values like empathy, 
affection and collaborative spirit (Lister, 2003). The communitarian citizen is mobilised as 
someone who can regenerate the neighbourhood through her sensibilities and small, domestic 
talents. Through emphasising the power of  informal, intimate practices like cooking, sewing 
or nurturing, the private, intimate domain of  the household and the family is brought out 
into the public. This emphasis on gendered values and talents, which can be considered 
conservative, gives new meaning to the public sphere of  the community (see also Martin, 
2002; Larner and Craig, 2005; Buckingham et al, 2006). In reconfiguring public and private 
responsibilities, once again the personal is made political - albeit in a different manner than 
feminists intended when first using the slogan (Newman and Tonkens, 2011).
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Culturist

Second, the norms that emerge are culturist. A guiding statement like ‘culture is a good way 
of  bringing people together’ shows how culture becomes part of  the translation of  a sense 
of  belonging. Culture, as a motivational force and exotic value, is used extensively as part 
of  sensitising policy techniques as policy practitioners emphasise that culture is a good 
source of  inspiration to draw upon if  residents want reach out to their neighbours or bring 
people together through an activity or an event. Ethnic, cultural and lifestyle diversity in 
the neighbourhood is played out through traditional cultural expressions like music, food 
and dance and encouraged by policy practitioners, residents emphasise the importance 
of  culture in explaining how and why they become engaged in Slotermeer. Interestingly, 
while the use of  culture could define the neighbour as as other, it is used in Neighbourhood 
Circle to define otherness in a positive way, as valuable for bridging differences.

This idea of  culture can be understood in the context of  the culturalisation of  citizenship 
in the Netherlands (Schinkel, 2008; Duyvendak et al, 2010; Duyvendak, 2011). Schinkel has 
developed the term ‘culturist’ to indicate how, in debate and policies on integration, issues are 
increasingly described as a cultural problem. Culturism thus focuses on cultural differences. 
But where Schinkel uses the notion of  culturist to define a discourse of  otherness in which 
cultural incongruity is negatively valued and attributed one-sidedly to the ‘other’ culture 
(Schinkel, 2007), culturist notions are used in Slotermeer to focus on cultural differences as 
valuable to creating a new, collective sense of  belonging to the neighbourhood. After all, 
in Neighbourhood Circle no one is seen as belonging to the neighbourhood community 
yet, as this has to be provoked through developing affective attachments to neighbours and 
streets, squares and parks for which Neighbourhood Circle offers choreographed situations 
and opportunities. This illustrates the argument of  Prins and Saharso (2008) that in the 
Netherlands there is considerable divergence between the polarisation of  positions in the 
public debate and the practical policy measures taken on the ground when culture is 
concerned. However, where Prins and Saharso argue that in local policy contexts culture 
is left out of  the equation, my empirical findings show that communitarian norms come 
into being through policy practitioners who accentuate the cultural aspects of  everyday, 
multicultural life in Slotermeer and (re)formulate them as hidden strengths.

Classed

Third, the norms that emerge are classed. Being respectful, open and polite towards others 
who are different from you, and more importantly, the emphasis on curiosity, creativity and 
reflexivity indicates a creative class position (cf. Florida, 2002). It is therefore not strange to 
see that these norms are embodied by the volunteers from the creative class in Slotermeer. 
Gundry and Boudreau (2010) have shown how, in active citizenship policies, governments 
value a norm that departs from a humanist conception of  creativity:
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“The creative and expressive attributes of  the creative citizen are being harnessed to a wide 
variety of  governmental objectives such as ‘social cohesion’, community renewal. (...) Creativity 
is thus not merely an economic resources attributed to a finite pool of  knowledge workers. 
Rather, it is being reconstituted as an ethical disposition that may be optimized in everybody 
as the basis of  civic renewal and the achievement of  human potential.” (Idem: 351)

This resonates well to a communitarian understanding of  citizenship which assumes 
citizens live their life in communities not only through obligations and loyalties, but also 
through creativeness and imagination. As such, it explains why creative volunteers of  the 
neighbourhood camp were appreciated and lauded abundantly by local administrators 
and policy practitioners. They displayed these communitarian values with apparent ease 
and pleasure, and harvested it for the benefit of  creating a collective sense of  belonging 
to Slotermeer. Performing creative classed norms enables the local administration to 
govern urban marginality in disadvantaged neighbourhoods such as Slotermeer through 
operationalising the creative and innovative capacities of  these creative class people living, 
working and volunteering in Slotermeer as a result of  urban regeneration and social mix 
policies (see Veldboer et al, 2008; Veldboer, 2010).

In conclusion, studies of  governmental technologies which integrate a study of  actual practices 
can make important critical contributions to understanding the heterogeneous strategies, 
tactics and contingencies through which governmental programmes and policies occur. 
My study has shown that, as part of  a technology of  social cohesion, residents are expected 
to take subject positions in which certain emotions, soft skills and personal commitment in 
maintaining social relationships are recognised. Using this practice-based approach, I have 
developed affective citizenship into a concept that can be used to empirically study and 
analyse practices of  communitarian subject formation. In that sense, I have followed in the 
steps of  a number of  researchers in the diverse fields of  anthropology, empirical ethics and 
social policy who have incorporated ethnographic methods into governmentality studies 
(McDonald and Marston, 2006; Pols, 2005; 2006; Mitchell, 2006; Li, 2007a/b).

Ethnographic methods bring to such studies the ability to conduct bottom-up analyses 
that focus not only on the design of  a technology, but also on its implementation and the 
actual range of  the techniques it brings forth. It enables researchers to pay attention to 
translation as a process that is “is never neutral” as “some terms are translated, and some are 
not; some meanings are inscribed, while others are silenced” (Clarke et al, 2015: 47). This 
attention is necessary because, while it is self-evident that social policies are not homogeneous 
entities, only in-depth investigation in these programmes makes this visible. My focus on 
sites of  practice, on softening, feminising, articulating, contesting, whispering or celebrating 
and such, brings the performative dimension of  policy into view and allows a focus on 
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“the repetition or citation of  a prior, authoritative set of  practices” (Butler, 1993: 227). Doing 
so, it has enabled me to focus on the slippage, improvisation, transgression and subversion 
that is also always in play in these practices and gives them a productive power because 
they provide room for the opportunity for occupying space, culture and voice in ways that 
might change their normative use and restrictions.

Existing governmentality studies of  urban and neighbourhood governance tend 
to focus on policy discourse and are detached from the actual contexts, situations and 
interaction where they are brought into practice (Brenner, 1999; Jessop, 2002; Uitermark 
et al, 2007). This leads scholars who focus on the specifics of  neighbourhood regeneration 
programmes to argue that the recent trend towards territorialisation is aimed at regulation 
and control (Uitermark, 2014). As much as I agree with this, on the basis of  my description 
of  the shifts in national public and political discourse and the actual reconfiguration of  
institutional responsibilities on the level of  the neighbourhood (for instance, transferring the 
coordination and responsibility of  community work from a welfare organisation to the city 
district government), my practice-based approach to one of  these government programmes, 
Neighbourhood Circle, leaves room for insights into both the aims and specificities of  these 
policy programmes, the various techniques through which they are being implemented and 
the norms that are produced. What then comes to light is that a government programme 
produces all kinds of  effects, including feelings of  intimacy, at some moments in time and 
place, a sense of  belonging, conflict and feelings of  exclusion, and (temporary, fragile) 
empowerment for some residents who (finally) feel acknowledged. It shows that technologies 
are productive and emergent spheres themselves: they are carried out through norms, whose 
regulatory force functions as a kind of  power to produce the subjects it controls. In the case 
of  Neighbourhood Circle these are affective subjects.

Simultaneously, my study of  Neighbourhood Circle also shows that normalisation does 
not necessarily follow, the norms are constantly subject to reproduction and reinterpretation. 
The focus on sites of  practice, on softening, feminising, articulating, contesting, whispering or 
celebrating and such, brings the performative dimension of  policy into view and allows a focus 
on “the repetition or citation of  a prior, authoritative set of  practices” (Butler, 1993: 227). 
Doing so, it has enabled me to focus on the slippage, improvisation, transgression and 
subversion that is also always in play in these practices and gives them a productive power 
because they provide room for the opportunity for occupying space, culture and voice in 
ways that might change their normative use and restrictions.

Understanding the complex dynamics of  policy is also important form a social policy 
perspective: it would help if  politicians and policy makers stopped formulating unrealistic 
aims and stopped thinking social problems will disappear the moment policy programmes 
touch the ground. In practice, the ideal of  social engineering is also confronted with tensions 
between policy practitioners and residents, and if  emotions around home and belonging are 
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used as policy instruments, the policies, the issues and the actors change shape or character 
in ways unforeseen. In addition, it can help policy practitioners, those who actually have to 
translate those programmes and motivate, activate and empower residents, to understand 
why their well-meant intentions, dedicated efforts and strenuous labour so often lead to 
exactly the opposite of  what they aim to achieve, or to effects which they cannot quite 
capture in terms of  policy discourse or evaluative measurements.

UNDERSTANDING (NEW) POLITICAL SUBJECTIVITIES

One effect that is particularly elusive and difficult to grasp is how an affective citizenship 
strategy influences how residents relate to governance. This touches upon the political and 
power-ridden dimension of  re-assigning responsibilities and attachments to a neighbourhood 
scale. The rationality of  social cohesion summons communities as subjects and agents of  
governance within reiterative practices - for instance collective gatherings - intended to provoke 
the expression of  a new public. Strategies of  community participation, localism, joined-up 
policy making and the like have been central to a political restructuring of  state power. 
In the fusion of  community with better and more democratic governance (Purcell, 2006), 
this restructuring promises “a reordering of  public space” (Mohan and Stokke, 2000: 250) 
by attributing political content to a particular sociability. As Fortier (2010) has also shown in 
her study of  British community cohesion programmes, these governmental strategies, deployed 
with the intention of  achieving cohesion, operate through mechanisms of  subjectivation, not 
by constructing rational, discursive, autonomous subject, but by constructing affective subjects.

In this dissertation, I understand that particular citizen-subject position as an outcome 
of  governmental relations: desires and emotions of  people emerge, and are affected by, 
the desires of  governments and the policy strategies implemented to translate these desires 
into concrete policy programmes. I do not mean to argue that people are blank canvases 
waiting to be coloured in by policy interventions, they are subjects and agents of  governance. 
They bring emotions, particularities, local knowledge and social relations to the fore and so 
a retired widower decides to get of  his comfy chair on a weekday evening and get together 
with his neighbours, a newcomer feels ‘homesick’ and enthusiastically takes on the chaotic 
organisation of  a two day neighbourhood camp and two concerned women pour a cup of  
consolation every Wednesday morning for mothers, grandmothers and aunts struggling with 
the stumbling blocks of  everyday life. The protagonists of  my empirical chapters express, 
most of  the time, an intrinsic motivation to do something, they care about their neighbours 
and they worry about the sight or state of  their street or square. However, that does not 
make them citizens. They become citizens when they enrol into Neighbourhood Circle, 
so when they are sensitised into a communitarian subject position which they simultaneously 
give life to through their emotions, particularities, local knowledge and social relations.
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Transfigurative politics

Neighbourhood Circle has all the qualities of  a provoked sphere of  citizenship. It was meant 
to come to life through the engagement of  volunteers, but the parameters were designed 
by the local government and the communitarian norms were constantly translated through 
the enthusiastic, well-meant though coercive, sensitising of  policy practitioners and local 
administrators. In the introduction to this dissertation, I argued that community participation 
programmes such as Neighbourhood Circle function as instruments in “depoliticising 
strategies”, that the neighbourhood community has become an object for the exercise of  
governmental power and that the success of  the political aspirations and policy interventions 
of  Dutch territorial governance depends on its properties. These interventions often present 
themselves in the form of  invasive measures, like demolition, restructuring of  living quarters 
and paternalistic programmes, yet within a provoked sphere of  communitarian citizenship, 
politics is often ignored or actively excluded. Here, the everyday reality of  residents is 
channelled into a form of  participation that is cosy, warm and fun.

In Slotermeer I observed that at collective gatherings, in leaflets or in communication 
material, local administrators and policy practitioners hardly ever mentioned issues of  
social deprivation or physical deterioration, they even appeared to actively avoid them 
or, on the occasion that they had to respond to residents’ critical questions, they framed 
problems as opportunities. So a wasteland could become a community garden, and a fence 
around condemned buildings could become a creative art project for children and thus an 
opportunity for meeting, sharing and learning. Local administrators and policy practitioners 
spent a considerable amount of  time, energy and emotional labour intervening in social 
relations, cultural traditions and personal matters. They constantly tried to get, and keep, 
residents ‘in the spirit’ of  community engagement. They thus approached residents as 
a-political actors, inviting them to co-produce a warm sense of  sociability through the use 
of  friendly neighbourliness, personal interests or practical knowledge, praising this as a 
new form of  democratic engagement.

An analysis of  the design and implementation of  a technology of  social cohesion 
alongside an analysis of  what happens when it is mediated by emotions and actions of  both 
policy practitioners and residents shows how much top-down design, professional work and 
emotional labour is entailed in infusing a ‘bottom-up’ strategy with appropriate democratic 
vigour and grassroots energy. Local administrators, as ‘patrons’ of  Neighbourhood Circle 
attended gatherings and events, but only to motivate, feast and enjoy, not to publicly account 
for or explain budget improvements or budget cuts. Moreover, policy practitioners publicly 
(but also privately, in interviews) frowned upon those residents who raised their voice and 
expressed critical questions to them or penned critical petitions against demolition plans, 
calling them ‘angry’, or ‘representatives from a different era’ and asking them to hold back 
their critical questions till after a gathering as, in their opinion, this type of  engagement 
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impeded the creation of  an atmosphere of  familiarity and intimacy. To put it another way, local 
administrators and policy practitioners understood Neighbourhood Circle to offer a pleasant 
ambiance for democratic engagement without being involved in dirty politics or caught up 
in complex political issues and procedures: meaningful public interaction was fun, and above 
all, easy to integrate into the ‘neighbourhood agenda’. That policy agenda was closely linked 
to the urban regeneration of  Slotermeer and its future image as a place where people from 
all walks of  life and regardless of  ethnicity, culture, religion or lifestyle could feel at home.

Enacting a community in this way, Neighbourhood Circle mimics the community it 
aims to provoke. It demonstrates what in social movement literature has come to be known 
as “prefigurative politics”:

“The modes of  organization (...) social relations, decision-making, culture, and human experience 
that (...) strive to reflect the future society being sought by the group.” (Boggs, 1977: 365)

The concept has also been used more widely in an understanding of  the rise of  the women’s 
movement (Rowbotham, 1979) and later in relation to social movements that strive for 
participatory democracy, like the anti-globalisation movement (Graeber, 2002). The creation 
of  a culture of  democracy among people who have very little experience of  such things 
is littered with all sorts of  stumbling blocks and false starts. The strategy of  prefigurative 
politics is to create and sustain within the lived practice of  the movement, the relationships 
and political forms that “prefigure” and embody the desired society. In other words, this 
kind of  politics forms the link between imagining things and then bringing them into being, 
collectively. Policy practitioners undertake a lot of  work to provoke a collective sense of  
belonging which is then described as having emerged from the bottom-up desires of  residents. 

This brings me back to the paradox at the heart of  Dutch territorial governance outlined 
in the introduction of  this dissertation and the speech of  the Dutch prime minister with 
which I started this chapter: communities are thought to form the moral fibre of  Dutch 
cities but simultaneously people yearn for it (which expresses an assumption that communities 
are missed and that people need the government to help them find, or, rather, create them). 
The Dutch prime minister was probably aware that social capital was not ‘lying around on 
the streets’ in neighbourhoods like Slotermeer. As I mentioned in Chapter 2, the policy and 
political discourse on these neighbourhoods was imbued with words that signified a lack of  
community cohesion in these areas. His presentation was meant to invest his audience - local 
aldermen, policy-makers - with a belief  in the ongoing regeneration of  these neighbourhoods 
by conveying trust in localism, community and the human dimension. In the same way, 
local administrators, policy-makers and policy practitioners were aware that there was no 
such thing as a spontaneous, organically growing neighbourhood communities. After all, 
if  there was, the designed policy interventions would not be needed.
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Still, local administrators, policy-makers and policy practitioners needed residents to believe 
in their own ‘bottom-up’ emergence of  the community, otherwise they it would be difficult 
for them to identify with it. Doing so, part of  the prefigurative politics, was an intervention in 
the belonging and identification of  residents. Local administrators and policy practitioners 
acted towards residents in such a way that makes one think that this type of  community is 
their own idea and ideal which discourages one from being able to criticise it. When the 
community feels like home why would you focus on the absent (for instance the disappearance 
of  other participation programmes)? When the community feels like home why would you 
compare how much is spent on ‘your’ activities (because it is tax money)? And when the 
community feels like home why would you focus on other neighbourhood issues (such as 
the demolition of  houses in your quarter)?

An analysis of  Neighbourhood Circle shows how a related paradox applies here. 
Prefigurative politics - the strategies and tactics used by social movements - have in Slotermeer 
become part of  a top-down, depoliticised neighbourhood regeneration strategy which 
(cl)aims to give voice to bottom-up, communitarian values. Human relations, cultural values 
and emotions are used, deployed and moulded to a governmental aim and (the exercise of) 
governmental power travels through them (cf. Rose, 1999; Foucault, 1977; 1991). We see 
that the translation undertaken by policy practitioners is a powerful process of  erasure as 
well because certain meanings of  home and voice are not translated or are made invisible. 
Through so doing, with the introduction of  Neighbourhood Circle, community participation 
in Slotermeer became deprived of  both its grassroots and political potential.

However, as I showed above, this prefigurative politics comes with all kinds of  effects 
that are not always what policy representatives envision or expect. Analysing the work of  
policy practitioners from a policy-as-translation perspective opens up “the creative and 
interpretive dimensions of  translation to be able to be called into play in the service of  
making visible and contestable alternative policy creations and with them the possibility of  
transfigurative social practices” (Clarke et al, 2015: 47). In the introduction of  this dissertation, 
I introduced feminist perspectives towards citizenship and power which have taught us that 
the personal is always political. They start from an understanding that power works as the 
regulatory and normative means by which subjects are formed. It urges us to think about 
the dynamics of  power within every day, intimate practices and relations (Prokhovnik, 1998) 
as this is exactly where in Slotermeer the political subjectivity of  citizens comes to life. 
In the next section, I show how residents work the three domains of  space, culture and voice 
through negotiating sensitising techniques. Their work offers possibilities for re-articulating 
existing, taken-for-granted elements into new configurations as their negotiations show the 
compliances, evasions and provocations of  those who help to translate a technology of  
social cohesion in practice.
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Space, culture and voice revisited 

My case study of  Neighbourhood Circle in Slotermeer has demonstrated how governing 
through the whimsical, yet powerful, workings of  emotions meets class divisions, religious 
convictions, practical impediments, social antagonism and political sensitivities when carried 
out in practice. Following Clarke (2010: 648), it shows how “ordinary people repoliticise 
issues, events and relationships” and provides insight into the “complex and contested process 
through which new spaces, socialities and subjectivities are being constituted” (Larner, 2005: 
9). Volunteers cite the regulatory norms in practices where spatial, cultural or democratic 
issues are negotiated. Here I want to elaborate on the particularities of  these negotiations by 
showing how they work through issues which are related to the notions of  space, culture and 
voice, issues which reach deep into the life of  these volunteers and condition their attachment 
to physical places, other residents and the imaginary realm of  stories and memories. I have 
focused on issues of  space, culture and voice, as these were empirical themes that were the 
subject of  emotion, debate or action regularly. However, they do not contain all issues that 
volunteers were concerned with. Issues such as criminality and feelings of  insecurity were 
also part of  these volunteers’ local perception. The three empirical domains I highlighted in 
this chapter were prominent in the practices I observed during my ethnographic research. 
They came up most often, and therefore deserve more thought and consideration.
 

Space Culture Voice
(Post)migrant women Domesticating space Feminising culture Whispering voice
Creative class Festivalising space Celebrating culture Avoiding voice
Autochthonous residents Contesting space Articulating Dutchness Raising voice

How residents practice a technology of  social cohesion through space, culture and voice

(Post)migrant women bring practices, concerns and emotions - which are part of  the domestic 
sphere of  the private house(hold), the intimate sphere of  family and friendship or the gendered 
sphere of  sisterhood - to the public surroundings of  a neighbourhood centre, while they create 
a sphere of  belonging which enables them to cultivate social relations with other women 
in the neighbourhood. The gendered norm invites (post)migrant women to relocate the 
domestic ethics of  a gendered, private space, such as the kitchen, the living room, to the public 
space of  a neighbourhood centre. They extend their authority and respect drawn from the 
domestic space and apply it to the context of  a coffee morning, sewing workshop or creative 
activity for women and elderly. Their voluntary action appears to mobilise household labour 
as a model of  cooperation on which to reconstruct the community (Abel and Nelson, 1990). 
At a coffee morning, they address parenting behaviour, mental health and personal worries 
as an object of  governance, while promising that public space can be made subject to the 
rhythms of  daily interaction and that power and decision-making can be brought within 
reach (Staeheli, 2006; Jupp, 2008).
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By doing so, they see the community as an extension of  the home and they transpose 
the regulatory norms of  the safety and comfort of  the household to the neighbourhood 
centre. Thus, for most women at a coffee morning this means no interaction with foreign 
men. When the enacted safe environment meets the public function of  the neighbourhood 
centre - for instance, when a man enters because a neighbourhood centre is accessible to 
everybody - the incident revives a discussion among the women on getting their ‘own’ 
place. They want to get out of  the public confinement of  the neighbourhood centre - 
and Neighbourhood Circle - and start their own ‘women’s tea house’. Their embodiment 
of  intimacy coincides with that of  home, and not that of  a neighbourhood community. 
This example illustrates that (post)migrant women locate the political within familiar patterns 
of  social interaction and they give license to a symbolic substitution of  the gendered norm 
to perform questions of  power on both the domestic and also the public scale (Martin, 
2002; Larner and Craig, 2005; Tyler and Cohen, 2010).

At the same time, these (post)migrant women are confined within the regulatory 
parameters of  a provoked sphere of  citizenship. At other times, they prefer to whisper 
voice quietly and engage in small acts of  responsibility, rather than engage in a more official, 
democratic voice (Bickford, 1996; Van Gunsteren, 1998). By creating a sphere of  belonging 
through a whispering of  voices like rumours, gossip, laughter and jokes, and a feminising of  
culture, they choose to conform to traditional gender norms. As such, (post)migrant women 
blur conventional dimensions of  public and private and perform a community where 
citizenship can be variously, and temporarily, private and public.

The organisation of  a neighbourhood camp on a large open field, a two day programme 
filled with all kinds of  cultural activities and creative interventions like theatre, plays, dance, 
yoga, cinema, painting and community gardening, enables creative volunteers to festivalise 
urban space and create an idealised image of  the neighbourhood, rather than of  daily life 
in all its complexity and ambivalence (Jamieson, 2004; Johansson and Kociatkiewicz, 2011). 
By presenting a ‘pimped-up’ version of  what is known to be a deprived neighbourhood, 
the festivalisation of  space serves to hide from view the less fun and more serious elements of  the 
urban experience like crime, littering and poverty. Doing so, they prefigure, just like policy 
practitioners attempt, a future vision of  Slotermeer as a beautiful, liveable neighbourhood 
for people from all walks of  life. Yet, the festivalisation undertaken by creative volunteers 
is a slightly different negotiation of  redefining space undertaken by policy practitioners: 
where the latter also create situations for intimate, personal interactions, the first revolves 
solely around fun, entertaining interactions.
Through their celebration of  culture in all its diversity and forms, creative volunteers carefully 
construct a multicultural community that enables them to publicly express their creative 
talents, professional interests and personal desires. In doing so, they negotiate the caring 
and appreciating technique of  policy practitioners who emphasise that diversity should be 
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cherished. However, while they click into a moral policy landscape that, at times, resonates 
with their dreams for Slotermeer, it also, at times, diverges from their desire for professional 
and artistic autonomy through accessing and using a whole range of  creative resources, 
professional capacities and social relations. Furthermore, the different ways in ways creative 
volunteers avoid making a problem into an issue shows how much effort is actually needed 
to create politically disengaged conversation: jokes, laughter and speech rules are involved 
in neutering feelings of  political engagement (Eliasoph, 1996; 1998). In doing so, they claim 
an affective affiliation with Slotermeer at the cost of  a political one.

Besides, they refuse to be drawn into personal relations with practitioners, but do bask in the 
appreciation and branding undertaken by both policy practitioners and local administrators. 
Due to their conspicuous, upbeat expression, some of  the practices undertaken at the camp 
lend themselves perfectly to branding and are used extensively by policy practitioners and 
local administrators who hold up the camp as a wonderful example of  the type of  community 
Slotermeer (supposedly) is. In a sense, they are used by the local administration to help manage 
the neighbourhood, but it is a complex form of  co-opting which works both ways. On the 
one hand, creative volunteers fulfil an important role because they display respect for the local 
administration and help to implement its desired policies (and the urban regeneration plan) and, 
through that, help to extend its power. This underscores the argument of  those who argue that 
social mixing and gentrification originates out of  an acclaimed attribution of  desirable conduct 
to middle class households (Uitermark, 2003; Peck, 2005; Slater, 2006; Lees, 2008). Creative 
volunteers help create a new community, a festivalised, multicultural conviviality. This is their 
ideal atmosphere, to live, work and feel at home in. In staging this rather artificial atmosphere, 
they sometimes refuse to play by the - affective and bureaucratic - rules of  Neighbourhood 
Circle and negotiate the technology of  social cohesion in their own idiosyncratic ways.

Volunteers like those from the creative class or (post)migrants who celebrate their version 
of  a community on a public square or in a neighbourhood centre and are able to publicly 
and collectively manifest themselves transform a familiar public place into something 
unfamiliar. This mode of  affairs affects the public identity of  Slotermeer as experienced by 
autochthonous volunteers and the specific sense of  belonging that some of  them experience. 
Autochthonous volunteers contest this use of  space as to them it signals the withering away of  
their (traditional) way of  living. The unfamiliar is interpreted as those who, or that which, 
does not belong to the neighbourhood. Contesting space relates to questions of  culturalisation 
of  citizenship, in which both aspects of  nationality (being Dutch or being non-Dutch) and 
locality (having lived in the neighbourhood for a long time, or having moved in there recently, 
like most creative volunteers) play a role. They talk in terms of  ‘tolerating’ the activities of  
(post)migrant women where men are not allowed, implying that their claims to the public 
space of  the neighbourhood centre are legitimate and they are in the position to allow what 
they perceive to be an unfamiliar, alternative use of  public space.
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Moreover, autochthonous volunteers actively deconstruct the imagined, multicultural 
community through an articulation of  something that they experience as being in decline or 
even publicly absent in the neighbourhood, namely Dutchness. For them, their Dutch identity 
is closely intertwined with their perception of  the identity of  Slotermeer (see also Mepschen, 
2012). Through the local cultural heritage, aspects of  popular culture and folkloric traditions 
they perform an articulation of  Dutchness and weave issues related to nationality and locality 
into this performance. Autochthonous volunteers not only resonate the politico-cultural level 
of  the nation state where a rather mono-cultural notion of  Dutchness prevails (Duyvendak, 
2011), they also appear to be in discussion with local policy debate where a multicultural 
notion of  collective belonging prevails and ethnic and cultural diversity is framed positively 
(see also Chapter 2). Through this public articulation of  Dutchness, political meanings about 
ethnic groups become part of  the social relations in Slotermeer. Thus the articulation of  
Dutchness becomes imbued with political meaning.

The policy strategy of  distracting attention away from the problematic aspects of  multi-
ethnic relations by staging an induced, cosy sociability has the opposite effect. Autochthonous 
volunteers perceive the cultural diversity and the accompanying political recognition of  
specific cultural customs as a problem. It affects their sense of  belonging and, to them, 
it affects their ability to publicly articulate their Dutch identity through practices such as 
organising voluntary activities and events, and also receiving recognition for it. Consequently, 
this elicits new, and strengthens existing, feelings of  discontent among them.

Finally, autochthonous volunteers are engaged in a fierce attempt to not let their 
emotional concerns and affective attachments be pushed out of  the public domain. As 
Slotermeer has become, at times, unfamiliar to them, the public sphere of  the community 
provides a last stronghold of  possible power, agency and opportunity to manifest their 
sense of  belonging. For them a community is not only a social or cultural field, but also a 
polity interwoven in governmental, democratic structures (Hajer, 2003). They want to be 
consulted by local administrators and be able to raise their voice in neighbourhood issues. 
Their citation of  the gendered and classed norms shows how sensitising policy techniques 
are sometimes confronted with experiences and feelings related to issues in Slotermeer, 
such as the (impending) demolition of  houses and neighbourhood centres as part of  an urban 
regeneration strategy. At the same time, autochthonous volunteers also want to conserve 
this citizenship ideal as it offers them the opportunity to engage in personal relations with 
local administrators and to feel recognised: they felt at home in the political community 
that has been replaced by Neighbourhood Circle. What, in the new affective citizenship 
ideal, belongs to the public sphere – a certain public conduct based on positive emotions 
– excludes their engagement which originates from both positive and negative emotions.
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In conclusion, through these negotiations, Neighbourhood Circle-volunteers re-imagine 
and re-inscribe the technology of  social cohesion to challenge the limitations of  their 
positioning and to imprint promises of  empowerment and democracy on their enactment 
of  community. It demonstrates that communitarian subject-positions cannot not simply 
be imposed through bottom-up strategies. Rather, within the governmental and provoked 
sphere of  citizenship, we see subjects emerging out of  multiple and contested discourses and 
practices, where conventional meanings of  what is public and private space, legitimate or 
illegitimate culture, or meaningful or meaningless voice become redefined in the reiterative 
practices of  a technology of  social cohesion.

A brave new neighbourhood: provocative spheres of citizenship

Although social cohesion is often posited by the state and local governments as a real, existing 
condition integral to neighbourhoods, my case study of  Neighbourhood Circle shows that 
it should rather be seen as an enactment in which a discourse of  neighbourliness, nearness, 
intimacy and familiarity is manifested around a provocation of  a localised, collective sense 
of  belonging. This sense of  belonging has to be performed through emotional identification 
which happens in reiterative practices where residents strive to generate collective identities 
around spatial, cultural and democratic issues. Consequently, community participation 
programmes such as Neighbourhood Circle should be seen as operating on a mode of  power 
that functions on the collectivisation of  the individual as an affective subject. The main 
message communicated through affective citizenship is that Slotermeer’s ethnic, cultural, 
and lifestyle diversity is an asset for residents to come together, whether it is through street 
events, neighbourhood festivals, coffee mornings, handicraft workshops or other leisure 
or empowerment activities in the neighbourhood centre. It invites residents to indulge 
in a warm, cosy community and to care for their neighbours and surroundings, and to 
transform that into an active deed of  care and responsibility which will benefit the social 
cohesion in the neighbourhood.

It is important to note though that affective citizenship, as a technology of  social cohesion, 
works with and through the emotions of  all governance actors and aims to induce both local 
administrators, policy practitioners and residents into a “profound coziness” (De Wilde, 
2015), an almost utopian, collective sense of  happiness which is to change Slotermeer into 
a brave new neighbourhood. This ‘cosy spin on “good neighbourliness”’ (Fortier, 2010: 19) 
transforms the public sphere as it creates new forms of  empowerment, recognition and 
inclusion, but also leads to (new) lines of  demarcations and feelings of  exclusion.

Local administrators, and above all, policy practitioners who carry out this programme 
attempt to produce a subject position which resembles a depoliticised, communitarian ethic, 
one that is affective, relational and compliant. Thus an attempt is made to transform the 
political subjectivity of  residents as they take up a subject position through the powerful 
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working of  emotions. However, as Rose (1999: 191) indicates, there are “tensions between 
the moral high ground of  communitarian thought and the mundane practicalities of  policy 
formation” and we see that what is actually produced in policy practice is a set of  citizen-
subject positions, each of  which expresses itself  in a different form and receives different 
amounts of  governmental recognition. The result is a public sphere where some emotions 
are positively valued and recognised, and others are negatively valued and ignored as they 
are seen as the explicit expression of  an anti-multiculturalist feeling or political claim-making. 

Due to this, the governmental strategy of  affective citizenship becomes “organised 
around an economy of  feelings: the design, circulation and distribution of  legitimate feelings 
for and within the community delineate the codes of  conduct of  the good affective citizen 
and establishes a differential value in the currency of  feelings” (Fortier 2010: 27). A focus 
on governing through the whimsical nature of  emotions teaches us how a governmental 
technology of  social cohesion actually leads to a type of  citizenship that presents itself  
in Slotermeer as an inclusive, depoliticised sphere of  human relations for (post) migrant 
women and the creative class, and, at the same time, as an exclusive, politicised sphere of  
social relations for autochthonous volunteers. This exemplifies the need for other ways of  
delegating responsibilities to the neighbourhood level.

What is to be done then? To conceive of  residents not as unitary subjects but as “the 
articulation of  an ensemble of  subject positions” (Mouffe, 1996: 80) or a “‘patchwork’ of  
positions and negotiations” (Pols, 2005: 2016) constructed within specific discourses and 
always precariously and temporarily sutured at the intersection of  those subject positions 
would help to make explicit the heterogeneous and temporary expressions of  citizenship. 
Promoting participation, community and citizenship can be done through both “formal and 
informal arenas (…) cooperating/conforming and insurgent/disruptive practices” (Miraftab, 
2006: 212). The autochthonous volunteers are an example of  why this is needed. They 
do not, and cannot, ‘feel at home’ in the way citizenship is enacted by various governance 
actors. Suggesting that their emotions, which are often very negative and very explicitly 
political, are not legitimate, irrational or are an expression of  unwanted citizenship, does not 
do justice to the complex dynamics of  a neighbourhood community. (Post) migrant women 
are also sometimes roused into conversation due to it, as the example of  the teahouse shows: 
it arises from discontent about the lack of  roles and spaces for women in the neighbourhood. 
When George Marcus (2002, in: Johnson, 2010: 506) claimed that “the solution to good 
citizenship is located in our capacity to feel”, he also acknowledged the mobilising force of  
negative emotions. This relates to what social movement scholars call “passionate politics”, 
recognising and taking into account the mobilising effect of  emotions like fear, anger and 
indignation in addition to, for instance, joy and hope (Goodwin et al, 2009).
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Citizenship is not homogeneous and, in my empirical chapters, I have shown that even 
the invasive policy intervention of  Neighbourhood Circle has not been able to provoke all 
residents into one single subject position. When it comes to transforming deprived urban 
neighbourhoods into ‘wonderful neighbourhoods’, opportunities for different, sometimes 
contradictory, expressions of  citizenship are needed. Courage can be achieved through the 
mobilising strength of  negative emotions, the attachments to different kind of  communities 
(see, for instance, Mookherjee, 2005) and through soft acts of  whispering voice and hard 
acts of  raising voice. The “good”, therefore, has to be transformed into many “goods” (see 
Singleton, 2005, 2007; Pols, 2005; 2006; Winance, 2007). Citizenship can be enacted in 
different ways, to different ends, with different ideals.

This is illustrated by Vicky Singleton in her study of  a Healthy Citizens Programme 
in the UK (2005; 2007). She asks how a person becomes a “healthy citizen” and describes 
how practices produce multiple normativities which bite each other, overlap or simply 
ignore each other. She introduces the notion of  “normativities-in-tension” to understand 
precisely what is produced in the practices that make up the Healthy Citizens Programme:

“In their tensions, [...] normativities enacted (...) are both multiple, flexible, located 
modes of  living and being healthy, and unified, inflexible, simplified definitions of  how 
we should live. But such tensions are not necessarily disruptive, confusing or obscuring of  
power relations. [They] may be inevitable, necessary, productive and deserving of  serious 
attention (...) Indeed, I suggest that it is the tensions inherent to [a policy program] that, at 
least in part, afford its ‘great potential’.” (Singleton, 2007: 226, emphasis in original)

The possible tensions, ambivalences and contradictions that occur within the practices 
of  Neighbourhood Circle should be seen both as part of  a productive and creative force of  
participation, and also as a productive force for new forms of  citizenship to arise. Instead 
of  a provoked sphere of  citizenship, local administrators and policy practitioners should 
make sure that neighbourhoods such as Slotermeer should have multiple and provocative 
spheres of  citizenship that offer the chance of  participating and building a community, and 
that receive equal recognition, from small scale activities in the community centre to large 
scale neighbourhood projects, from cosy evenings to participation meetings where residents 
can be playful, voice their concerns, and think and talk to aldermen and protest against 
government plans. These have the potential to transform deprived urban neighbourhoods 
like Slotermeer into much braver neighbourhoods.
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Ministerie van Binnenlandse Zaken en Koninkrijksrelaties (2010) 
Bewonerspeiling aandachtswijken. Resultaten per gemeente.
http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/bestanden/documenten-en-publicaties/
rapporten/2010/10/13/bewonerspeilingen-aandachtswijken-2010-resultaten-per-
gemeente/bewonerspeilingen-aandachtwijken-2010.pdf
Ministerie van Binnenlandse Zaken en Koninkrijksrelaties (2009) 
Bewonerspeiling aandachtswijken. Resultaten per gemeente.
http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/bestanden/documenten-en-publicaties/
rapporten/2009/10/01/bewonerspeilingen-aandachtswijken-2009-resultaten-per-
gemeente/bewonerspeilingen2009.pdf
Ministerie VROM (2006a)
De behoefte aan stedelijke vernieuwing. Beleidsvarianten voor herstructureren, functieverandering en uitleg.
http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/bestanden/documenten-en-publicaties/
rapporten/2006/09/01/de-behoefte-aan-stedelijke-vernieuwing-2010-2019/r2006-
0052jb.pdf
Ministerie VROM (2006b)
Brief  Tweede Kamer over Toekomstverkenning stedelijke vernieuwing.
http://kennisbank.platform31.nl/websites/kei2011/files/KEI2003/documentatie/
VROM_brief_Toekomstverkenning_stedelijke_vernieuwing_nov2006.pdf
Ministerie VROM (2007)
Actieplan Krachtwijken. Van Aandachtswijk naar Krachtwijk.
http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/bestanden/documenten-en-publicaties/
brochures/2007/12/01/actieplan-krachtwijken/actieplan-krachtwijken.pdf
Ministerie VROM (2008)
Voortgangsrapportage wijkenaanpak 2008.
https://zoek.officielebekendmakingen.nl/kst-30995-60-b1.pdf
Ministerie VROM (2009a)
Voortgangsrapportage wijkaanpak.
http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/bestanden/documenten-en-publicaties/
rapporten/2009/10/21/bijlage-1/pw-voortgangsrapportage-wijkenaanpak.pdf
Ministerie VROM (2009b)
Bewonersparticipatie via vouchers: democratisch en activerend? Evaluatie eerste fase van de extra 
budgetten voor bewonersinitiatieven (voucherregeling), februari - oktober 2009. 
http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/bestanden/documenten-en-publicaties/
brochures/2009/11/01/bewonersparticipatie-via-vouchers-democratisch-en-
activerend/9294.pdf

http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/bestanden/documenten-en-publicaties/rapporten/2010/10/13/bewonerspeilingen-aandachtswijken-2010-resultaten-per-gemeente/bewonerspeilingen-aandachtwijken-2010.pdf
http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/bestanden/documenten-en-publicaties/rapporten/2010/10/13/bewonerspeilingen-aandachtswijken-2010-resultaten-per-gemeente/bewonerspeilingen-aandachtwijken-2010.pdf
http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/bestanden/documenten-en-publicaties/rapporten/2010/10/13/bewonerspeilingen-aandachtswijken-2010-resultaten-per-gemeente/bewonerspeilingen-aandachtwijken-2010.pdf
http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/bestanden/documenten-en-publicaties/rapporten/2009/10/01/bewonerspeilingen-aandachtswijken-2009-resultaten-per-gemeente/bewonerspeilingen2009.pdf
http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/bestanden/documenten-en-publicaties/rapporten/2009/10/01/bewonerspeilingen-aandachtswijken-2009-resultaten-per-gemeente/bewonerspeilingen2009.pdf
http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/bestanden/documenten-en-publicaties/rapporten/2009/10/01/bewonerspeilingen-aandachtswijken-2009-resultaten-per-gemeente/bewonerspeilingen2009.pdf
http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/bestanden/documenten-en-publicaties/rapporten/2006/09/01/de-behoefte-aan-stedelijke-vernieuwing-2010-2019/r2006-0052jb.pdf
http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/bestanden/documenten-en-publicaties/rapporten/2006/09/01/de-behoefte-aan-stedelijke-vernieuwing-2010-2019/r2006-0052jb.pdf
http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/bestanden/documenten-en-publicaties/rapporten/2006/09/01/de-behoefte-aan-stedelijke-vernieuwing-2010-2019/r2006-0052jb.pdf
http://kennisbank.platform31.nl/websites/kei2011/files/KEI2003/documentatie/VROM_brief_Toekomstverkenning_stedelijke_vernieuwing_nov2006.pdf
http://kennisbank.platform31.nl/websites/kei2011/files/KEI2003/documentatie/VROM_brief_Toekomstverkenning_stedelijke_vernieuwing_nov2006.pdf
http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/bestanden/documenten-en-publicaties/brochures/2007/12/01/actieplan-krachtwijken/actieplan-krachtwijken.pdf
http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/bestanden/documenten-en-publicaties/brochures/2007/12/01/actieplan-krachtwijken/actieplan-krachtwijken.pdf
https://zoek.officielebekendmakingen.nl/kst-30995-60-b1.pdf
http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/bestanden/documenten-en-publicaties/rapporten/2009/10/21/bijlage-1/pw-voortgangsrapportage-wijkenaanpak.pdf
http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/bestanden/documenten-en-publicaties/rapporten/2009/10/21/bijlage-1/pw-voortgangsrapportage-wijkenaanpak.pdf
http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/bestanden/documenten-en-publicaties/brochures/2009/11/01/bewonersparticipatie-via-vouchers-democratisch-en-activerend/9294.pdf
http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/bestanden/documenten-en-publicaties/brochures/2009/11/01/bewonersparticipatie-via-vouchers-democratisch-en-activerend/9294.pdf
http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/bestanden/documenten-en-publicaties/brochures/2009/11/01/bewonersparticipatie-via-vouchers-democratisch-en-activerend/9294.pdf
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Ministerie VROM (2010)
Voortgangsrapportage wijkenaanpak 2010.
http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/bestanden/documenten-en-publicaties/
rapporten/2010/10/13/voortgangsrapportage-wijkenaanpak-2010-voortgangsrapportage/
dw2010027113abijlagevoortgangsrapportagewijkenaanpak2010.pdf
SCP (2011)
Wonen, wijken en interventies. Krachtwijkenbeleid in perspectief.
http://www.scp.nl/dsresource?objectid=28457&type=org
SCP (2013)
Werk aan de wijk. Een quasi-experimentele evaluatie van het krachtwijkenbeleid.
http://www.scp.nl/dsresource?objectid=35625&type=org
Visitatiecommissie Wijkaanpak (2011)
Doorzetten en loslaten. De toekomst van de wijkaanpak. Deel 1: eindrapportage.
http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/bestanden/documenten-en-publicaties/
rapporten/2011/06/30/eindrapportage-visitatiecommissie-wijkenaanpak-doorzetten-
en-loslaten-deel-1/m-mijn-documenten-visietatiecommissie-wijkaanpak-eindrapport-
doorzetten-en-loslaten-deel-1.pdf
Visitatiecommissie wijkenaanpak (2011)
Doorzetten en loslaten. De toekomst van de wijkaanpak. Deel 2: rapportages rijksoverheid en 18 gemeenten. 
http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten-en-publicaties/rapporten/2011/06/30/
eindrapportage-visitatiecommissie-wijkenaanpak-doorzetten-en-loslaten-deel-1.html
Vereniging van Nederlandse Gemeenten (2008)
Toespraak Minister-presidents by VNG-jaarcongres, 4 juni 2008.
http://www.europa-nu.nl/id/vhvga5xhrxza/agenda/minister_president_jaarcongres_vng
Ministerie van Algemene Zaken (2007)
Samen werken, samen leven. Beleidsprogramma Kabinet Balkenende 4: 2007-2011.
http://www.christenunie.nl/l/library/download/438174

Local documents
DSP-groep (2010)
Programma-evaluatie Koers Nieuw West. Sociaal-economisch kopprogramma voor de Westelijke Tuinsteden 
in Amsterdam. 
http://www.amsterdam.nl/publish/pages/352189/29092010_evaluatierapport_koers_
nieuw_west.pdf
Gemeente Amsterdam (1999)
Nota Stedelijke Vernieuwing. ISV 2000 – 2004.
http://www.amsterdam.nl/gemeente/organisaties/organisaties/wzs/wonen/
publicaties/stedelijke/stedelijke/meerjaren-isviii/

http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/bestanden/documenten-en-publicaties/rapporten/2010/10/13/voortgangsrapportage-wijkenaanpak-2010-voortgangsrapportage/dw2010027113abijlagevoortgangsrapportagewijkenaanpak2010.pdf
http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/bestanden/documenten-en-publicaties/rapporten/2010/10/13/voortgangsrapportage-wijkenaanpak-2010-voortgangsrapportage/dw2010027113abijlagevoortgangsrapportagewijkenaanpak2010.pdf
http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/bestanden/documenten-en-publicaties/rapporten/2010/10/13/voortgangsrapportage-wijkenaanpak-2010-voortgangsrapportage/dw2010027113abijlagevoortgangsrapportagewijkenaanpak2010.pdf
http://www.scp.nl/dsresource?objectid=28457&type=org
http://www.scp.nl/dsresource?objectid=35625&type=org
http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/bestanden/documenten-en-publicaties/rapporten/2011/06/30/eindrapportage-visitatiecommissie-wijkenaanpak-doorzetten-en-loslaten-deel-1/m-mijn-documenten-visietatiecommissie-wijkaanpak-eindrapport-doorzetten-en-loslaten-deel-1.pdf
http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/bestanden/documenten-en-publicaties/rapporten/2011/06/30/eindrapportage-visitatiecommissie-wijkenaanpak-doorzetten-en-loslaten-deel-1/m-mijn-documenten-visietatiecommissie-wijkaanpak-eindrapport-doorzetten-en-loslaten-deel-1.pdf
http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/bestanden/documenten-en-publicaties/rapporten/2011/06/30/eindrapportage-visitatiecommissie-wijkenaanpak-doorzetten-en-loslaten-deel-1/m-mijn-documenten-visietatiecommissie-wijkaanpak-eindrapport-doorzetten-en-loslaten-deel-1.pdf
http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/bestanden/documenten-en-publicaties/rapporten/2011/06/30/eindrapportage-visitatiecommissie-wijkenaanpak-doorzetten-en-loslaten-deel-1/m-mijn-documenten-visietatiecommissie-wijkaanpak-eindrapport-doorzetten-en-loslaten-deel-1.pdf
http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten-en-publicaties/rapporten/2011/06/30/eindrapportage-visitatiecommissie-wijkenaanpak-doorzetten-en-loslaten-deel-1.html
http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten-en-publicaties/rapporten/2011/06/30/eindrapportage-visitatiecommissie-wijkenaanpak-doorzetten-en-loslaten-deel-1.html
http://www.europa-nu.nl/id/vhvga5xhrxza/agenda/minister_president_jaarcongres_vng 
http://www.christenunie.nl/l/library/download/438174
http://www.amsterdam.nl/publish/pages/352189/29092010_evaluatierapport_koers_nieuw_west.pdf
http://www.amsterdam.nl/publish/pages/352189/29092010_evaluatierapport_koers_nieuw_west.pdf
http://www.amsterdam.nl/gemeente/organisaties/organisaties/wzs/wonen/publicaties/stedelijke/stedelijke/meerjaren-isviii/
http://www.amsterdam.nl/gemeente/organisaties/organisaties/wzs/wonen/publicaties/stedelijke/stedelijke/meerjaren-isviii/
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Gemeente Amsterdam, Bureau Parkstad (2000)
Richting Parkstad 2015. Ontwikkelingsplan voor de vernieuwing van Amsterdam Nieuw West. 
Uitgebreide samenvatting.
http://www.amsterdam.nl/publish/pages/602986/richting_parkstad_2015.pdf
Gemeente Amsterdam (2004)
Meerjaren ontwikkelingsprogramma Amsterdam (MOP) 2005 – 2009. De ambities van Amsterdam in 
het kader van het Grotestedenbeleid III.
http://www.amsterdam.nl/gemeente/organisaties/organisaties/wzs/wonen/
publicaties/stedelijke/archief/archief/mop-iii-gsb/
Gemeente Amsterdam, Bureau Parkstad (2005a)
Een blik vooruit. Vijf  jaar vernieuwingsoperatie in Amsterdam Nieuw West: Evaluatie en 
keuzerichtingen.
http://kennisbank.platform31.nl/websites/kei2011/files/kei2003/documentatie/
bureauparkstad_eenblikvooruit_sept2005.pdf
Gemeente Amsterdam, Bureau Parkstad (2005b)
Jaarrapportage ParkStad 2005.
Gemeente Amsterdam, Bureau Parkstad (2005c)
Sociaal plan ParkStad. 
http://kennisbank.platform31.nl/websites/kei2011/files/kei2003/documentatie/
parkstadamsterdam_sociaal%20plan%20juli%202005.pdf
Gemeente Amsterdam, Bureau Parkstad (2006)
Een Amsterdamse benadering. Vooruitkomen, samenleven en thuis voelen in Nieuw West. Verslag van een 
onderzoek. 
http://kennisbank.platform31.nl/websites/kei2011/files/KEI2003/documentatie/
BureauParkstad_DeAmsterdamsebenadering_mrt2006.pdf
Gemeente Amsterdam (2007a)
De Amsterdamse wijkaanpak. Krachtige mensen, krachtige buurten, krachtige uitvoering.
http://www.rigo.nl/Portals/0/krachtigemensen.pdf
Gemeente Amsterdam, Dienst O+S (2007b)
Probleemwijken in Amsterdam. 0-meting.
http://www.os.amsterdam.nl/pdf/2007_probleemwijken_amsterdam.pdf
Gemeente Amsterdam, Dienst O+S (2007c)
Staat van de aandachtswijken. Geuzenveld-Slotermeer.
http://www.os.amsterdam.nl/assets/pdfs/2007_aandachtswijken_geuzenveldslotermeer.pdf
Gemeente Amsterdam, Bureau Parkstad (2007d)
Herziening richting Parkstad 2015.
http://www.amsterdam.nl/publish/pages/602986/herziening_richting_parkstad_2015.pdf

http://www.amsterdam.nl/publish/pages/602986/richting_parkstad_2015.pdf
http://www.amsterdam.nl/gemeente/organisaties/organisaties/wzs/wonen/publicaties/stedelijke/archief/archief/mop-iii-gsb/
http://www.amsterdam.nl/gemeente/organisaties/organisaties/wzs/wonen/publicaties/stedelijke/archief/archief/mop-iii-gsb/
http://kennisbank.platform31.nl/websites/kei2011/files/kei2003/documentatie/bureauparkstad_eenblikvooruit_sept2005.pdf
http://kennisbank.platform31.nl/websites/kei2011/files/kei2003/documentatie/bureauparkstad_eenblikvooruit_sept2005.pdf
http://kennisbank.platform31.nl/websites/kei2011/files/kei2003/documentatie/parkstadamsterdam_sociaal%20plan%20juli%202005.pdf
http://kennisbank.platform31.nl/websites/kei2011/files/kei2003/documentatie/parkstadamsterdam_sociaal%20plan%20juli%202005.pdf
http://kennisbank.platform31.nl/websites/kei2011/files/KEI2003/documentatie/BureauParkstad_DeAmsterdamsebenadering_mrt2006.pdf
http://kennisbank.platform31.nl/websites/kei2011/files/KEI2003/documentatie/BureauParkstad_DeAmsterdamsebenadering_mrt2006.pdf
http://www.rigo.nl/Portals/0/krachtigemensen.pdf
http://www.os.amsterdam.nl/pdf/2007_probleemwijken_amsterdam.pdf
http://www.os.amsterdam.nl/assets/pdfs/2007_aandachtswijken_geuzenveldslotermeer.pdf
http://www.amsterdam.nl/publish/pages/602986/herziening_richting_parkstad_2015.pdf
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Gemeente Amsterdam, Stadsdeel Geuzenveld-Slotermeer (2007e) 
Buurtactieplan Slotermeer (Slotermeer Noordoost en Zuidwest).
http://www.eukn.org/dsresource?objectid=167522&type=org
Gemeente Amsterdam (2008a)
Amsterdams Uitvoeringsprogramma Wijkaanpak 2008 -2009.
http://www.amsterdam.nl/wonen-leefomgeving/buurt-bewoner/wijkaanpak/
publicaties/stedelijke-kaders/#h3_4
Gemeente Amsterdam (2008b)
Charter Amsterdamse Wijkaanpak 2008 -2018.
http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/bestanden/documenten-en-publicaties/
convenanten/2008/06/20/het-charter-amsterdam/charteramsterdam.pdf
Gemeente Amsterdam (2008c).
Halfjaarrapportage. Bewonersparticipatie 2008.
http://www.amsterdam.nl/publish/pages/418602/aw-halfjaarrapportage2008-def.pdf
Gemeente Amsterdam, Stadsdeel Geuzenveld-Slotermeer (2008d)
Op volle kracht vooruit. Uitvoeringsprogramma Geuzenveld-Slotermeer.
http://www.amsterdam.nl/publish/pages/352186/uitvoeringsprogrammageuzenveld-
slotermeer.pdf
Gemeente Amsterdam, Stadsdeel Geuzenveld-Slotermeer (2008e)
De werkmethode ‘wijkweb’: hoe het wijkweb in Geuzenveld is ontstaan, hoe het zich heeft ontwikkeld, waar 
we nu staan en waar we naartoe willen.
Gemeente Amsterdam (2009a)
Bewonersparticipatie in de Amsterdamse wijkaanpak.
http://www.amsterdam.nl/publish/pages/418602/
bewonersparticipatieindewijkaanpak2009.pdf
Gemeente Amsterdam, Dienst O+S (2009b)
Monitor bewonersinitiatieven juli-december 2009.
http://www.amsterdam.nl/publish/pages/418602/100409_monitor_
bewonersinitiatieven_2009_def_iii_1-meting.pdf
Gemeente Amsterdam, Dienst O+S (2009c)
Staat van de aandachtswijken. 1-meting.
http://www.amsterdam.nl/publish/pages/352189/staatvandeaandachtswijken1-
metingdefzondersamenvatting.pdf
Gemeente Amsterdam, Koers Nieuw West (2009d)
Vernieuwing Nieuw West. Voortgangsrapportage 2007 -2008.
Gemeente Amsterdam, Stadsdeel Geuzenveld-Slotermeer (2009e)
Ideeën zonder eigenaar. Hoe wijkweb vatbare bewoners gaat aanjagen om hun schouders ook echt onder 
ideeën te zetten.

http://www.eukn.org/dsresource?objectid=167522&type=org
http://www.amsterdam.nl/wonen-leefomgeving/buurt-bewoner/wijkaanpak/publicaties/stedelijke-kaders/#h3_4
http://www.amsterdam.nl/wonen-leefomgeving/buurt-bewoner/wijkaanpak/publicaties/stedelijke-kaders/#h3_4
http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/bestanden/documenten-en-publicaties/convenanten/2008/06/20/het-charter-amsterdam/charteramsterdam.pdf
http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/bestanden/documenten-en-publicaties/convenanten/2008/06/20/het-charter-amsterdam/charteramsterdam.pdf
http://www.amsterdam.nl/publish/pages/418602/aw-halfjaarrapportage2008-def.pdf
http://www.amsterdam.nl/publish/pages/352186/uitvoeringsprogrammageuzenveld-slotermeer.pdf
http://www.amsterdam.nl/publish/pages/352186/uitvoeringsprogrammageuzenveld-slotermeer.pdf
http://www.amsterdam.nl/publish/pages/418602/bewonersparticipatieindewijkaanpak2009.pdf
http://www.amsterdam.nl/publish/pages/418602/bewonersparticipatieindewijkaanpak2009.pdf
http://www.amsterdam.nl/publish/pages/418602/100409_monitor_bewonersinitiatieven_2009_def_iii_1-meting.pdf
http://www.amsterdam.nl/publish/pages/418602/100409_monitor_bewonersinitiatieven_2009_def_iii_1-meting.pdf
http://www.amsterdam.nl/publish/pages/352189/staatvandeaandachtswijken1-metingdefzondersamenvatting.pdf
http://www.amsterdam.nl/publish/pages/352189/staatvandeaandachtswijken1-metingdefzondersamenvatting.pdf
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Gemeente Amsterdam, Stadsdeel Geuzenveld-Slotermeer (2009f)
De ‘agenda van de wijk’- 841 ideeën op zoek naar initiatiefnemers. Een eerste analyse van 35 direct 
beschikbare en bruikbare lijsten ‘Ideeën zonder eigenaar’ die, gekoppeld aan de juiste bewoners, Wijkweb 
projecten / bewonersinitiatieven zouden kunnen worden.
Gemeente Amsterdam, Stadsdeel Geuzenveld-Slotermeer (2009g)
Evaluatie Wijkweb 2008.
Gemeente Amsterdam, Stadsdeel Geuzenveld-Slotermeer (2009h)
Jaarrapportage Budget Bewonersinitiatieven Wijkaanpak.
Gemeente Amsterdam, Stadsdeel Geuzenveld-Slotermeer (2009i)
Rapportage Budget Bewonersinitiatieven Wijkaanpak.
o 1e kwartaal januari t/m maart 2009
o 2e kwartaal april t/m juni 2009
o 3e kwartaal juli t/m september 2009
Gemeente Amsterdam (2010a)
Voor een stad in balans. Amsterdamse Wijkaanpak. Uitvoeringsprogramma 2010 –2011. 
http://www.amsterdam.nl/publish/pages/374300/uitvoeringsprogramma_2010-2011.pdf
Gemeente Amsterdam (2010b)
Bewonersparticipatie in de wijkaanpak 2010.
http://www.amsterdam.nl/publish/pages/418602/
bewonersparticipatieindewijkaanpak2010.pdf
Gemeente Amsterdam, Dienst O+S (2010c)
Monitor bewonersinitiatieven 2010.
http://www.amsterdam.nl/publish/pages/418602/rapportage_monitor_
bewonersinitiatieven_2010.pdf
Gemeente Amsterdam (2010d)
Handleiding krachtige uitvoering in de Amsterdamse wijkaanpak
http://www.amsterdam.nl/wonen-leefomgeving/buurt-bewoner/wijkaanpak/
publicaties/brochures/handleiding/
Gemeente Amsterdam, Dienst O+S (2010e)
Staat van de aandachtswijken. 2-meting.
http://www.amsterdam.nl/publish/pages/352189/staatvandeaandachtswijken2010.pdf
Gemeente Amsterdam, Dienst O+S (2010f)
Staat van de wijk III. Geuzenveld-Slotermeer.
http://www.os.amsterdam.nl/nieuws/download/711/2010_svdw_geuzenveld_
slotermeer.pdf
Gemeente Amsterdam, Stadsdeel Geuzenveld-Slotermeer (2010g)
De Visie. Slotermeer in 2020.

http://www.amsterdam.nl/publish/pages/374300/uitvoeringsprogramma_2010-2011.pdf
http://www.amsterdam.nl/publish/pages/418602/bewonersparticipatieindewijkaanpak2010.pdf
http://www.amsterdam.nl/publish/pages/418602/bewonersparticipatieindewijkaanpak2010.pdf
http://www.amsterdam.nl/publish/pages/418602/rapportage_monitor_bewonersinitiatieven_2010.pdf
http://www.amsterdam.nl/publish/pages/418602/rapportage_monitor_bewonersinitiatieven_2010.pdf
http://www.amsterdam.nl/wonen-leefomgeving/buurt-bewoner/wijkaanpak/publicaties/brochures/handleiding/
http://www.amsterdam.nl/wonen-leefomgeving/buurt-bewoner/wijkaanpak/publicaties/brochures/handleiding/
http://www.amsterdam.nl/publish/pages/352189/staatvandeaandachtswijken2010.pdf
http://www.os.amsterdam.nl/nieuws/download/711/2010_svdw_geuzenveld_slotermeer.pdf
http://www.os.amsterdam.nl/nieuws/download/711/2010_svdw_geuzenveld_slotermeer.pdf
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Gemeente Amsterdam, Stadsdeel Geuzenveld-Slotermeer (2010h)
Vernieuwingsplan Slotermeer-Noord.
https://www.raadsinformatienieuwwest.nl/Documenten/Beantwoording-schriftelijke-
vragen/vernieuwingsplan-slotermeer-noord-maart2010.pdf
Gemeente Amsterdam (2011a)
Bewonersparticipatie in de wijkaanpak 2011.
http://www.amsterdam.nl/publish/pages/418602/rapportage_
bewonersparticipatie_2011.pdf
Gemeente Amsterdam, Dienst O+S (2011b)
Monitor bewonersinitiatieven 2011.
http://www.amsterdam.nl/publish/pages/418602/120327_bewonersinitiatieven_
december_2011_def.pdf
Gemeente Amsterdam, Dienst Wonen (2011c)
Stedelijke vernieuwing. Stand van zaken in 2011.
http://www.amsterdam.nl/gemeente/organisaties/organisaties/wzs/wonen/
publicaties/stedelijke/stedelijke/stand-zaken-2011/
Gemeente Amsterdam, Stadsdeel Nieuw-West (2011d)
Cultuur in Nieuw-West. Advies ten behoeve an het nieuwe cultuurbeleid in stadsdeel Amsterdam Nieuw-
West.
http://www.nieuwwest.amsterdam.nl/publish/pages/269209/advies_kunst_en_
cultuur_de_stad_bv.pdf

https://www.raadsinformatienieuwwest.nl/Documenten/Beantwoording-schriftelijke-vragen/vernieuwingsplan-slotermeer-noord-maart2010.pdf
https://www.raadsinformatienieuwwest.nl/Documenten/Beantwoording-schriftelijke-vragen/vernieuwingsplan-slotermeer-noord-maart2010.pdf
http://www.amsterdam.nl/publish/pages/418602/rapportage_bewonersparticipatie_2011.pdf
http://www.amsterdam.nl/publish/pages/418602/rapportage_bewonersparticipatie_2011.pdf
http://www.amsterdam.nl/publish/pages/418602/120327_bewonersinitiatieven_december_2011_def.pdf
http://www.amsterdam.nl/publish/pages/418602/120327_bewonersinitiatieven_december_2011_def.pdf
http://www.amsterdam.nl/gemeente/organisaties/organisaties/wzs/wonen/publicaties/stedelijke/stedelijke/stand-zaken-2011/
http://www.amsterdam.nl/gemeente/organisaties/organisaties/wzs/wonen/publicaties/stedelijke/stedelijke/stand-zaken-2011/
http://www.nieuwwest.amsterdam.nl/publish/pages/269209/advies_kunst_en_cultuur_de_stad_bv.pdf
http://www.nieuwwest.amsterdam.nl/publish/pages/269209/advies_kunst_en_cultuur_de_stad_bv.pdf
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APPENDIX II:
LIST OF WEBSITES CONSULTED

National
Kennisbank stedelijke verniewing:
http://kennisbank.platform31.nl/
Ministerie Infrastructuur en Milieu:
http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/ministeries/ienm

Local
Monitor bewonersinitiatieven Amsterdam:
http://www.bewonersinitiatieven.nl/
Amsterdamse Wijkaanpak:
http://www.amsterdam.nl/wonen-leefomgeving/buurt-bewoner/wijkaanpak/
Uitvoeringsmonitor Amsterdamse Wijkaanpak:
http://www.uitvoeringsmonitor.nl/
Stedelijke vernieuwing in Amsterdam:
http://www.amsterdam.nl/gemeente/organisatie-diensten/wzs/woonbeleid-onderzoek/
stedelijke/

Slotermeer:
Stadsdeel Nieuw-West:
http://www.nieuwwest.amsterdam.nl/
Geheugen van West:
http://www.geheugenvanwest.nl

http://kennisbank.platform31.nl/
http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/ministeries/ienm
http://www.bewonersinitiatieven.nl/
http://www.amsterdam.nl/wonen-leefomgeving/buurt-bewoner/wijkaanpak/
http://www.uitvoeringsmonitor.nl/
http://www.amsterdam.nl/gemeente/organisatie-diensten/wzs/woonbeleid-onderzoek/stedelijke/
http://www.amsterdam.nl/gemeente/organisatie-diensten/wzs/woonbeleid-onderzoek/stedelijke/
http://www.nieuwwest.amsterdam.nl/
http://www.geheugenvanwest.nl
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APPENDIX III:
LIST OF NEIGHBOURHOOD CIRCLE POLICY PRACTITIONERS 

Respondent Function Organisation
Merel Manager of  department of  neighbourhoods Local government
Rachida Manager of  Neighbourhood Circle team Local government
Sander Coordinator Local government
Rosanne Recruiter Local government
Karen Recruiter Local government
Annelise Communication manager Local government
Mia Request coordinator Local government
Natasha Request coordinator Local government
Aisha Request coordinator Local government
Patrick Quarter coordinator Local government
Quincy Quarter coordinator Local government
Jasper Quarter coordinator Local government
Tofik Financial officer Local government
Wilma Social welfare worker Welfare organisation
Adem Social welfare worker Welfare organisation
Paul Social welfare worker Welfare organisation
Saskia Area manager Housing corporation
Arjan Area manager Housing corporation

N=18 Names altered for anonymity, for explanation see p. 66-67.



208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde

List of
gatherings 

attended

A
p

p
en

d
ix

 IV



208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde

229

APPENDIX IV:
LIST OF NEIGHBOURHOOD CIRCLE GATHERINGS ATTENDED

Type of  gathering Organised by Date
Neighbourhood Circle gathering Local government June 9, 2009
Neighbourhood Circle gathering Local government October 10, 2009
Neighbourhood Circle gathering Local government March 4, 2010
Neighbourhood Circle gathering Welfare organisation March 29, 2010
Neighbourhood Circle gathering Local government June 16, 2010
Neighbourhood Circle gathering Local government June 30, 2010
Neighbourhood Circle gathering Local government September 15, 2010
Neighbourhood Circle gathering Local government October 13, 2010
Neighbourhood Circle gathering Local government November 17, 2010
Neighbourhood Circle gathering Welfare organisation May 16, 2011
Neighbourhood Circle gathering Welfare organisation July 4, 2011

N=11
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SUMMARY

BRAVE NEW NEIGHBOURHOOD
AFFECTIVE CITIZENSHIP IN DUTCH TERRITORIAL GOVERNANCE

Community and citizenship in Dutch territorial governance

This dissertation deals with the prominence and promise of  the communitarian citizen in Dutch 
territorial governance in general, and in one particular neighbourhood, called Slotermeer, 
in particular. Over the past two decades, communitarian criticism of  a lack of  solidarity, 
public engagement and a sense of  local belonging has inspired extensive debate on local 
governance in deprived urban neighbourhoods in Western Europe. As a result governments 
have increasingly sought to engage local communities in order to increase social cohesion in 
those neighbourhoods, the assumption being that a stronger community will, for example, 
reduce crime, improve liveability and make local government more effective.

Within the Netherlands, the strong emphasis on togetherness in the designed policy 
interventions for deprived urban neighbourhoods, has to be understood within the wider 
context of  a nationwide Neighbourhood Renewal Policy: a policy intervention-programme 
initiated and coordinated by the state in 2007 with the aim to transform neighbourhoods 
such as Slotermeer from ‘problematic neighbourhoods’ into ‘powerful neighbourhoods’. 
The Neighbourhood Renewal Policy originated from a public debate in which the qualification 
‘deprived’ became associated not only with the physical state of  the housing stock, streets 
and squares of  these neighbourhoods or the socio-economic position of  its residents, 
but more so with the affective state of  its population. These neighbourhoods came to be seen 
as ‘festering wounds’ or ‘lost worlds’ where people felt uprooted, abandoned, and underwent 
an eroded ‘feeling of  familiarity and home’. At the core of  the Neighbourhood Renewal 
Policy was an understanding of  precariousness as cutting deep into the emotional fabric of  
deprived urban neighbourhoods such as Slotermeer. Consequently, the answer to material 
and economic issues like poverty, social deprivation, lack of  education and high employment 
were formulated in a culturalised and emotionalised discourse, and neighbourhood issues 
were no longer only framed in material terms, but rather in immaterial ones, so not as a 
problem of  material, economic poverty but as a problem of  relational, emotional poverty.

Furthermore, this problematisation has been made governable with the help of  
communitarian inspired policy discourse which seeks to reconstruct citizens as moral subjects 
of  responsible communities. Policy programmes such as Neighbourhood Circle involve 
what Rose calls “ethopolitics” (1999), the targeting of  civility, levels of  trust, community 
feeling and the extent of  voluntary endeavour with the aim of  creating affective subjects 
who understand that they have a duty both to themselves and to their neighbours. This 
implies a transformation in the way citizens are perceived by governments within the 
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communitarian citizenship ideal: no longer as rational, individual and calculative subjects 
but more prominently as affective subjects in search of  attachments to something common 
and a collective sense of  belonging.

In this dissertation I explore the background of  this shift as well as its implications 
for the relationship between citizens and governments. I have introduced the analytical 
concept of  “affective citizenship” to help understand how citizens have come to play an 
important role in territorial governance in the Netherlands, and, in particular, in Slotermeer. 
I understand affective citizenship as a technology of  social cohesion: an affective register of  
strategies, techniques and procedures which local administrators and policy practitioners use 
to stimulate in residents the capacity to feel and to act upon these feelings in order to construct 
a neighbourhood community. By analyzing this process of  citizen-making ethnographically 
I aim to unpack the norms that underlie the current dominant citizenship ideal in Dutch 
territorial governance, and aim to understand its effects on those living their lives in deprived 
urban neighbourhoods. As such, the main question that guides this dissertation is:

How are citizens enacted in policy through an appeal on their emotions?

In answering this question I show how this shift has a profound effect on the way citizenship 
is enacted by governance actors in deprived urban neighbourhoods: it influences the type 
of  policies designed by national and local governments, the professional practices of  policy 
practitioners who implement these policies and it influences the opportunities for residents 
to become engaged. Moreover, it influences who feels heard, acknowledged and included 
and who does not, and, as such, has an effect on the empowerment of  some, the feelings 
of  exclusion of  others and the sense of  belonging of  all who are subject to this type of  
governance.

Neighbourhood Circle: a critical case of affective citizenship

On the basis of  my research into a community participation programme called Neighbourhood 
Circle, I have shown how one of  the ways in which both national and local government 
work towards transforming Slotermeer into a powerful neighbourhood is by igniting a 
communitarian yearning among the residents of  Slotermeer. Policy interventions such as 
Neighbourhood Circle in Slotermeer illustrate how in the implementation of  the national 
Neighbourhood Renewal Policy to a local level a turn has been made in how deprived 
urban neighbourhoods are being imagined. On a local level, these neighbourhoods were no 
longer ‘festering wounds’, but a source of  hope where the strength, enthusiasm and pride of  
residents had to be tapped into and had to be facilitated and stimulated. The neighbourhood 
had become the ideal frame of  integration, identification and engagement. It explains why 
residents were no longer asked to deal with ‘problems’, but with ‘ideas’, ‘opportunities’, 
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‘wishes’ and ‘dreams’. This optimistic policy discourse set a norm for how to deal with social 
problems: namely, by not experiencing them as problematic, but as fun and challenging. 
It seduced residents towards an identification with and belonging to the neighbourhood, which 
was supposed to motivate them into community engagement. I consider Neighbourhood 
Circle a technology of  governance, one that addresses the community as a productive force 
for participation through the instrumentalisation of  personal bonds, intimate relations and 
emotions, all with the aim of  creating a localised, embedded sphere of  belonging.

Neighbourhood Circle was a programme initiated by the local administration with the 
aim to build upon the ‘self-organizing potential of  the local community’. More specifically, 
it offered residents the opportunity to organize weekly coffee mornings for lonely elderly 
or (post)migrant women in the neighbourhood centre, to initiate a project to collectively 
refurbish a dilapidated playground for children, to host a public festivity in their street for 
their neighbours and many more informal, small-scale activities and projects. In the Dutch 
Neighbourhood Renewal Policy this form of  participation was deemed essential for re-
assigning social responsibilities to a neighbourhood level and I discerned Neighbourhood 
Circle to be a critical case for an in-depth case study for this type of  participation in Dutch 
neighbourhood governance.

I gathered different types of  data and I analyzed different categories of  policy making. 
The core of  my argument is informed by an in-depth analysis of  Neighbourhood Circle. 
Over the course of  two years, between 2009 and 2011, I conducted ethnographic fieldwork 
in practices comprising this community participation programme: I engaged in collective 
gatherings, voluntary activities and projects, administrative meetings between policy 
practitioners, deliberations between practitioners and residents, attended festivals, and 
helped initiate and organize voluntary activities. I wanted to know what happens when 
the policy goal of  enhancing social cohesion becomes translated into specifically designed 
policy practices, such as collective gatherings, an application procedure or the professional 
support of  a practitioner. What happens then? What do policy practitioners and participating 
residents produce together? Furthermore, In order to understand the production of  a 
specific type of  citizenship in relation to the ongoing urban regeneration of  Slotermeer 
and its imagined future, I conducted interviews with policy practitioners and residents and 
conducted a document analysis of  the European, national and local policy documents 
which (in)formed the development and implementation of  both the physical, economic 
and social regeneration of  Slotermeer, as well as the policy settings which gave rise to 
Neighbourhood Circle.
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Sensitising policy techniques in a provoked sphere of citizenship

Neighbourhood Circle had all the qualities of  a provoked sphere of  citizenship: in these spheres 
‘citizens’ are produced through the feelings and activities of  residents, but the contours of  the 
sphere are designed by the government who, in this role, has the potential to legitimise certain 
feelings and activities in this sphere but not others. As such, the neighbourhood community in 
Slotermeer was meant to come to life through the engagement of  residents, but the parameters 
were designed by the local government and the norms that guided community engagement 
constantly translated through the enthusiastic, well-meant though coercive, sensitising of  policy 
practitioners and local administrators. In search for familiarity, intimacy and sincere interest 
between residents they created surprising situations, invoked a warm, cozy atmosphere and 
played out interactions which suggested directions along which to look, reflect and act in 
everyday life in Slotermeer. For instance, policy practitioners drew attention to important features 
of  social interaction and they provided starting points for residents to discover themselves 
and their neighbours through all kinds of  sensory experiences (eating, tasting, smelling) and 
sensibilities (the warmth of  feminine, cultural care, nostalgic affection for a tree or statue, a basic 
human need to feel nice), reflect upon these in a particular manner (suggested through talk on 
the strength of  diversity, the impact of  small acts of  kindness and the fun of  volunteering), and 
importantly, to act upon these reflections by reaching out and organise activities and projects 
that fit within the designed contours of  Neighbourhood Circle, and that help to transform 
Slotermeer from a neighbourhood into a community. Doing so, they worked with the sense of  
belonging of  residents and the social relations through which residents live their everyday life.

On the basis of  my empirical findings I discern three sensitising policy techniques: caring, 
appreciating and branding. First, caring which I define as a technique which expresses itself  
through acts of  informality and intimacy between policy practitioners and residents: policy 
practitioners carefully paid attention to personal matters and sensitivities. This technique is 
part of  a strategy to not display a bureaucratic attitude, because it might impede enthusiasm 
and trust. In the process, policy practitioners experiment with different subject positions 
which appear to emerge out of  a mix of  policy strategies, professional tactics and personal 
commitment: they qualify themselves as ‘friends’, ‘uncles’ and as ‘speaking from the heart’. 
Switching between these patronizing and peer-oriented modes offers a setting in which the 
meaning of  community develops into a field where emotions can be shared. What happens with 
practitioners who try to sensitise residents through a an intimate, personalized work method 
is that, due to sharing experiences, spending time with volunteers and engaging in intimate 
conversations and personal confessions, they inevitable start to care and develop friendships 
out of  the situations and interactions which are meant to relieve tensions, soothe pains and 
stir enthusiasm. Put differently, they get attached. Through establishing intimate relations with 
residents, in order to be able to communicate with them and subtly steer them into an affective 
subject position, policy practitioners also become part of  the community they seek to provoke.
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Next to caring I discern the policy technique of  appreciating. In order to support residents 
who wanted to engage and participate in Neighbourhood Circle, policy practitioners had at 
their disposal different instruments to boost their motivations and support their initiatives. 
Through providing residents with a budget, a prize or a more informal form of  recognition, 
policy practitioners and local administrators explicitly classified certain activities and projects 
as good (and implicitly others as less good or bad). Another aspect of  appreciating was 
done by attaching value and worth to ideas and activities through personal or public forms 
of  recognition (a call for applause, a publicly outspoken endorsement). Contests for ‘hero 
of  the neighbourhood’ or ‘volunteer of  the year’ were organized and policy practitioners 
were the ones who nominated volunteers for a prize and they expressed words of  praise 
and asked for applause. Appreciating, again, is meant to ensure an even balance between 
taking care of  residents (holding them precious, enthusing and helping them) and taking 
control (not by taking over, but by keeping a small, though critical distance as well).

Finally, in addition to caring and appreciating, I discern branding as a technique which 
assembles personal stories and images of  the good, communitarian citizen in an attempt 
to make (the future, idealized image of) Slotermeer visible and tangible in the present. 
Policy practitioners working in Neighbourhood Circle were called upon by the local 
administration to ‘visualize the progress of  the urban regeneration’, ‘celebrate successes’ 
and ‘proclaim positive messages’ in an attempt to ‘touch residents’ and ‘persuade and enthuse 
them to participate’ in the transformation of  Slotermeer into the prospective, ‘wonderful 
neighbourhood’ that it was about to become. They did so by collecting the stories and 
images of  residents who were engaged in Neighbourhood Circle. These stories and images 
became exhibited in the abundant spread and use of  district newspapers, visual material, 
slogans and festivals in Slotermeer and were used to set an example for others and inspire 
residents to shape particular emotional and psychological associations with Slotermeer. As 
such, the experiences, feelings of  attachments and sense of  identity of  residents became 
indirectly included in the top-down urban regeneration of  Slotermeer. 

Sensitising policy techniques contribute to a deeper understanding of  how policy 
practitioners try to built a community in various policy practices through an appeal on 
the desires, wishes and emotions of  residents, not in a directive manner but in a sensitising 
manner. It shows how governing through emotions is done with the help of  strategies, 
procedures and tactics that enable residents to feel, to see, to desire in a designated way and 
to cultivate these feelings, perceptions and inclinations in a provoked sphere of  citizenship.

(Post)migrant women, creative class and autochthonous volunteers

Yet, within Neighbourhood Circle, residents bring their own emotions, particularities, 
local knowledge and social relations to the fore as well. In this dissertation, I have illustrated 
how governing through the whimsical, yet powerful workings of  emotions meets class 
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divisions, religious convictions, practical impediments, social antagonism and political 
sensitivities when carried out in practice. I have elaborated on the particularities of  these 
negotiations by showing how they work through issues which are related to the notions 
of  space, culture and voice. Issues which cut deep into the life world of  these volunteers and 
condition their attachment to physical places, other residents and the imaginary realm of  
stories and memories.

First, (post)migrant women bring practices, concerns and emotions, which are part of  
the domestic sphere of  the private house(hold), the intimate sphere of  family and friendship 
or the gendered sphere of  sisterhood to the public surroundings of  a neighbourhood centre, 
while they create a sphere of  belonging which enables them to cultivate social relations with 
other women in the neighbourhood. Encouraged by the affective interventions of  policy 
practitioners, they relate positively to the adjective ‘multicultural’ by feminising culture; that 
is, by cherishing and cultivating certain aspects of  their cultural identity which are passed 
on by women in their culture like sewing, cooking and nurturing. Also, they domesticate 
space: they extend their authority and respect drawn from the domestic space and apply it 
to the benefit of  a coffee morning, sewing workshop or creative activity for women in the 
neighbourhood centre. Furthermore, at a coffee morning they address parenting behaviour, 
mental health and personal worries as an object of  governance, while promising that public 
space can be made subject to the rhythms of  daily interaction and that power and decision-
making can be brought into reach. Furthermore, they voice issues that concern them 
through jokes, laughter and gossiping in a safe, intimate environment, which helps them 
to reflect on themselves and on others through a soft, whispering of  voice. By engaging in this 
talk they also sometimes touch upon wider social issues in the neighbourhood or in society 
at large. And so, the sensitising policy techniques invite (post)migrant women to relocate 
the domestic ethics of  a gendered, private space – such as the kitchen, the living room, 
home – to the public space. As such, (post)migrant women blur conventional dimensions 
of  public and private and perform a community where citizenship can be variously, and 
temporarily, private and public.

Second, the organization of  an annual neighbourhood camping on a large open field - 
a two day programme filled with all kinds of  cultural activities and creative interventions: 
theatre, play, dance, yoga, cinema, painting and community gardening - enables a group 
of  volunteers of  the creative class to festivalise space and create an idealized, multicultural 
image of  the neighbourhood, rather than everyday life in all its complexity and ambivalence. 
By presenting a pimped-up version of  what is known as a deprived neighbourhood, the 
festivalisation of  space serves to hide from view the less fun and more serious elements of  
the urban experience such as crime, littering and poverty. Through their celebration of  culture 
in all its diversity creative volunteers help create a new community: namely, a festivalised, 
multicultural conviviality. This is their ideal atmosphere to live, work and feel at home in and 
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the construction of  it enables them to express their creative talents, professional interests and 
personal desires publicly. In that sense they prefigure, just like policy practitioners attempt, 
a future vision of  Slotermeer as a beautiful, liveable neighbourhood for people from all 
(ethnic, religious and cultural) walks of  life. In doing so, creative volunteers negotiate the 
caring and appreciating technique of  policy practitioners who emphasize that diversity 
should be cherished. Furthermore, they avoid voice: the different ways in which creative 
volunteers avoid to make a problem into an issue is to show how much effort it actually takes 
to create politically disengaged conversation: jokes, laughter and speech rules are involved 
in neutering feelings of  political engagement. Doing so, they claim an affective affiliation 
with Slotermeer at the cost of  a critical and political one and let themselves be deployed 
by the local administration in the urban regeneration of  Slotermeer. 

Finally, volunteers from the creative class or (post)migrants who celebrate their version 
of  a community on a public square or in a neighbourhood centre - and are able to publicly 
and collectively manifest themselves - transform a familiar public place into something 
unfamiliar. This mode of  affairs affects the public identity of  Slotermeer as experienced by 
autochthonous volunteers and with it also a particular sense of  belonging that some of  them 
experience. Autochthonous volunteers contest the domesticating and festivalising of  space 
as to them it signals the withering away of  their (traditional) way of  living. The unfamiliar 
is interpreted as those who, or that which, does not belong to the neighbourhood. Contesting 
space relates to questions of  culturalisation of  citizenship, in which both aspects of  nationality 
(being Dutch or being non-Dutch) and locality (having lived in the neighbourhood for a 
long time or having moved in there recently, such as the creative class) play a role. Moreover, 
autochthonous volunteers actively deconstruct the imagined, multicultural community 
through an articulation of  something that they experience as being in decline or even publicly 
absent in the neighbourhood: they articulate Dutchness. For them, their Dutch identity is closely 
intertwined with their perception of  the identity of  Slotermeer. Through the local cultural 
heritage, aspects of  popular culture and folkloric traditions they perform an articulation 
of  Dutchness and weave issues related to nationality and locality into this performance.

Furthermore, autochthonous volunteers are engaged in a fiery attempt to not let their 
emotional concerns and affective attachments be pushed out of  the public sphere. Slotermeer 
has become, at times, unfamiliar to them. The public sphere of  the community provides 
a last stronghold of  possible power, agency and opportunity to manifest their sense of  
belonging. For them a community is not only a social or cultural field, but also a polity 
interwoven in democratic, political structures. They want to be consulted by politicians 
and be able to raise their voice in neighbourhood issues. What in the new communitarian 
citizenship ideal belongs to the public sphere – a certain public conduct based on positive 
emotions – excludes their engagement which is expressed through more traditional, rational 
expressions which originates from positive, but also from negative emotions.
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What these negotiations of  the sensitising policy techniques show is that communitarian 
subject positions are not simply imposed from above. Rather, within the provoked sphere 
of  citizenship we see subject positions emerging out of  multiple and contested discourses 
and practices, where conventional meanings of  what is public and private space, culture or 
voice become redefined in the reiterative practices of  Neighbourhood Circle. Furthermore, 
the negotiations show both the compliances as the evasions and provocations of  those who 
help to translate a local, collective sense of  belonging through community participation.

The transfigurative politics of affective citizenship

In this dissertation I argued that community participation programmes such as 
Neighbourhood Circle function as a tool for “depoliticising strategies”: the neighbourhood 
community has become an object for the exercise of  governmental power and on its 
properties the success of  the political aspirations and policy interventions of  Dutch territorial 
governance depends. These are often invasive measures – demolition, restructuring of  living 
quarters, paternalistic programmes - yet within this particular provoked sphere of  citizenship, 
politics is ignored or actively taken out of  things. Here, the everyday reality of  residents is 
canalized into a form of  participation that is cosy and fun. At collective gatherings, in leaflets 
or in communication material, local administrators and policy practitioners hardly ever 
mentioned issues of  social deprivation or physical deterioration. More so, they appeared to 
actively avoid them or, on the occasion that they had to answer critical questions of  residents, 
they framed problems as opportunities: a wasteland could become a community garden or 
a fence closing off buildings up for future demolition could become a creative art project 
with the help of  children and thus be an opportunity for meeting, sharing and learning. 
Doing so, local administrators and policy practitioners spend a vast amount of  time, energy 
and emotional labour intervening in social relations, cultural traditions and personal matters. 
They constantly tried to get, and keep, residents in the spirit of  community engagement. 
In doing so, they approached residents as a-political actors: they invited them to co-produce 
a warm sense of  sociability through the use of  friendly neighbourliness, personal interests 
or practical knowledge and praised this as a new form of  democratic engagement. Doing 
so, with the introduction of  Neighbourhood Circle community participation in Slotermeer 
became deprived of  both its grassroots-potential and its political potential.

Although social cohesion is often posited by the state and local governments as an actually 
existing condition integral to neighbourhoods, my case study of  Neighbourhood Circle shows 
that it rather has to be seen as an enactment in which a discourse of  neighbourliness, nearness, 
intimacy and familiarity is manifested around a provocation of  a localised, collective sense of  
belonging. This sense of  belonging has to be performed through emotional identification which 
happens in reiterative practices where residents strive to generate collective identities around 
spatial, cultural and democratic issues. Due to this, community participation programmes such 
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as Neighbourhood Circle should be seen as operating on a mode of  power that functions on 
the collectivisation of  the individual as an affective subject. The main message communicated 
through affective citizenship is that Slotermeer’s ethnic, cultural, and lifestyle diversity is an 
asset for residents to come together whether it is through street parties, neighbourhood festivals, 
coffee mornings, handicraft workshops or other leisure or empowerment activities in the 
neighbourhood centre. It invites residents to indulge in a warm, cosy community and to care 
for their neighbours and surroundings, and transform that into an active deed of  responsibility. 
Put differently, Neighbourhood Circle aimed to induce residents into a “profound cosiness” 
(De Wilde, 2015): a collective sense of  happiness. This ‘cosy spin on “good neighbourliness”’ 
(Fortier, 2010: 19), transforms the public sphere as it creates new forms of  empowerment, 
recognition and inclusion, but also leads to (new) lines of  demarcations and feelings of  exclusion. 

Local administrators, and above all, policy practitioners who carry out this programme 
attempt to produce a subject position which resembles a depoliticised, communitarian 
ethic, one that is affective, relational and compliant. Through their sensitising policy 
techniques they mimic the community they aim to provoke. Doing so, an attempt is made 
at a transformation of  the political subjectivity of  residents as they take up a subject position 
through the powerful working of  emotions. Yet, as Nicholas Rose (1999: 191) indicates, 
there are “tensions between the moral high ground of  communitarian thought and the 
mundane practicalities of  policy formation” and we see that what is actually produced in 
policy practice is a set of  citizen subject positions, each of  which expresses itself  in a different 
form and receives different amounts of  governmental recognition. The result is a public 
sphere where some emotions are positively valued and recognised, and others are negatively 
valued and ignored as they are seen as the explicit expression of  an anti-multiculturalist 
feeling or political claim-making. Through attaching price, praise and a prize (Stark, 2011: 
319; cf. Dewey, 1939) to (post)migrant women for feminising culture or the creative class 
for celebrating culture at an annual festival, government representatives not only appreciate 
but also legitimise certain feelings and behaviour as ‘good’ because they aim to shape a 
community through cherishing culture, just like Neighbourhood Circle intends.

Due to this, the governmental strategy of  affective citizenship becomes “organised 
around an economy of  feelings: the design, circulation and distribution of  legitimate feelings 
for and within the community delineate the codes of  conduct of  the good affective citizen 
and establishes a differential value in the currency of  feelings” (Fortier 2010: 27). A focus 
on governing through the whimsical nature of  emotions teaches us how a governmental 
technology of  social cohesion actually leads to a type of  citizenship that presents itself  
in Slotermeer as an inclusive, depoliticised sphere of  human relations for (post) migrant 
women and the creative class, and, at the same time, as an exclusive, politicised sphere of  
social relations for autochthonous volunteers. This exemplifies the need for other ways of  
delegating responsibilities to the neighbourhood level.
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This brings me back to the paradox at the heart of  Dutch territorial governance: communities 
are thought to form the moral fiber of  Dutch cities but simultaneously people yearn for it 
(which expresses an assumption that communities are missed and that people need the 
government to help them find, or, rather, create them). An analysis of  Neighbourhood 
Circle shows how a related paradox applies here: “prefigurative politics” (Boggs, 1977) – 
the strategies and tactics used by social movements – have in Slotermeer become part of  a 
top-down, depoliticised neighbourhood regeneration strategy which (cl)aims to give voice to 
bottom-up, communitarian values. However, human relations, cultural values and emotions 
are used, deployed and kneaded to a governmental aim and (the exercise of) governmental 
power travels through them. 

However, this prefigurative politics comes with all kinds of  effects that are not always what 
policy representatives envision or expect. Analyzing the work of  policy practitioners from a 
“policy-as-translation” perspective opens up “the creative and interpretive dimensions of  
translation to be able to be called into play in the service of  making visible and contestable 
alternative policy creations and with them the possibility of  transfigurative social practices” 
(Clarke et al, 2015). In this dissertation I have given an insight into these possibilities: 
I have shown how residents work the three domains of  space, culture and voice through 
negotiating sensitising techniques. In the introduction of  this dissertation, I introduced 
feminist perspectives towards citizenship and power which have taught us that the personal 
is always political. They start from an understanding that power works as the regulatory and 
normative means by which subjects are formed. It urges us to think about the dynamics of  
power within every day, intimate practices and relations (Prokhovnik, 1998) as this is exactly 
where in Slotermeer the political subjectivity of  citizens comes to life. In the next section, 
I show how residents work the three domains of  space, culture and voice through negotiating 
sensitising techniques. Their work offers possibilities for re-articulating existing, taken-for-
granted elements into new configurations as their negotiations show the compliances, evasions 
and provocations of  those who help to translate a technology of  social cohesion in practice.

The possible tensions, ambivalences and contradictions that occur within the practices 
of  Neighbourhood Circle should be seen both as part of  a productive and creative force of  
participation, and also as a productive force for new forms of  citizenship to arise. Instead 
of  a provoked sphere of  citizenship, local administrators and policy practitioners should 
make sure that neighbourhoods such as Slotermeer should have multiple and provocative 
spheres of  citizenship that offer the chance of  participating and building a community, and 
that receive equal recognition, from small scale activities in the community centre to large 
scale neighbourhood projects, from cosy evenings to participation meetings where residents 
can be playful, voice their concerns, and think and talk to aldermen and protest against 
government plans. These have the potential to transform deprived urban neighbourhoods 
like Slotermeer into much braver neighbourhoods.
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SAMENVATTING

HEERLIJKE NIEUWE WIJK
AFFECTIEF BURGERSCHAP IN DE NEDERLANDSE TERRITORIALE 

BELEIDSAANPAK

Gemeenschap en burgerschap in de Nederlandse territoriale beleidsaanpak

Deze dissertatie behandelt de rol van communitaristisch burgerschap in de huidige 
Nederlandse territoriale beleidsaanpak in het algemeen en binnen één wijk, genaamd 
Slotermeer, in het bijzonder. De laatste twee decennia is onder invloed van de 
communitaristische kritiek op het gebrek aan solidariteit, publiek engagement en thuis 
voelen van burgers, een breed publiek debat geïnstigeerd over het interveniëren in, en het 
besturen van achterstandswijken in West-Europa. In reactie hierop hebben overheden in 
toenemende mate gepoogd lokale gemeenschappen te betrekken bij het bestuurlijk proces 
om zo de sociale cohesie van deze wijken te verhogen. Het uitgangspunt hierbij is dat een 
sterkere gemeenschap en gemeenschapsgevoel zullen leiden tot, bijvoorbeeld, afname van 
criminaliteit en verhoging van de leefbaarheid en bovendien het lokaal bestuur effectiever 
zal maken.

In Nederland moet de sterke nadruk op gemeenschappelijkheid in de beleidsinterventies 
die zijn ontwikkeld door lokale en nationale overheden voor achterstandswijken, begrepen 
worden binnen de context van de nationale 40-wijkenaanpak. Dit is een beleidsinterventie-
programma, geïnitieerd en gecoördineerd door de nationale overheid vanaf  2007, dat tot 
doel had wijken zoals Slotermeer van ‘probleemwijken’ naar ‘krachtwijken’ te transformeren. 
Deze 40-wijkenaanpak vond zijn oorsprong in een publiek debat waarin de kwalificatie 
‘achterstand’ niet alleen geassocieerd werd met de fysieke staat van de huizen, straten en 
pleinen van deze wijken of  de sociaaleconomische positie van de bewoners, maar ook met 
hun affectieve staat. Deze wijken werden gezien als een ‘etterende wond’ of  een ‘verloren 
wereld’ waar bewoners zich ontworteld en in de steek gelaten voelden en zich daardoor 
niet meer vertrouwd en thuis voelden in hun wijk.

De kern van de 40-wijkenaanpak werd bepaald door een gevoel van urgentie omtrent 
de precaire situatie van deze wijken. Deze precariteit werd niet alleen sociaaleconomisch of  
fysiek opgevat maar ook als een wond in het emotionele weefsel van achterstandswijken zoals 
Slotermeer, waarbij de etterende wond geheeld moest worden door culturele en emotionele 
verschillen tussen bewoners te overbruggen. Deze overbrugging moest plaats vinden door 
middel van verzachtende en verzorgende beleidsinterventies, waarin bewoners in hun 
rol als communitaristische burgers een cruciale rol kregen toebedeeld. Dit uitgangspunt 
impliceert een verandering van de manier waarop burgers en burgerschap worden gezien 
door overheden en beleidsmakers binnen het communitaristisch burgerschapsideaal: 
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burgers worden niet langer gezien als rationele, individuele en berekenende subjecten maar 
meer als affectieve subjecten op zoek naar hechting aan iets gemeenschappelijks en met 
een (in potentie sterk) thuisgevoel.

In deze dissertatie analyseer ik de achtergrond van deze verandering en de implicaties 
die deze verandering heeft voor de relatie tussen burgers en overheden. Ik heb het 
analytische concept “affectief  burgerschap” geïntroduceerd om te laten zien hoe burgers 
zo’n belangrijke rol zijn gaan spelen in de Nederlandse territoriale beleidsaanpak in het 
algemeen, en Slotermeer in het bijzonder. I begrijp affectief  burgerschap als een technologie 
van sociale cohesie: een affectief  register van strategieën, technieken en procedures die 
lokale bestuurders en beleidsprofessionals gebruiken om in bewoners bepaalde gevoelens 
op te roepen en ze vervolgens te stimuleren om naar die gevoelens te handelen ten 
behoeve van de totstandkoming van een wijkgemeenschap. Door de totstandkoming van 
burgerschapspraktijken etnografisch te analyseren heb ik tot doel de normen te begrijpen 
die aan de basis liggen van het huidige dominante burgerschapsideaal in de Nederlandse 
territoriale beleidsaanpak, en zo de effecten te begrijpen op de levens van hen die in 
achterstandswijken wonen. De hoofdvraag van deze dissertatie is dan ook:

Hoe worden burgers en hun burgerschap gevormd via beleidsinterventies die een beroep 
doen op hun emoties? 

Door het beantwoorden van deze vraag laat ik zien hoe deze verandering een effect heeft 
gehad op de manier waarop burgerschap wordt vormgegeven door overheidsactoren in 
achterstandswijken: deze visie beïnvloedt het type beleidsinterventies dat door nationale en 
lokale overheden ontworpen wordt, de professionele praktijken van beleidsprofessionals die 
deze beleidsinterventies implementeren, en de mogelijkheden en manieren waarop bewoners 
actief  kunnen worden in de wijk. Daarnaast beïnvloedt deze visie wie zich gehoord, erkend 
en erbij voelt horen en wie niet, en daarmee de empowerment van sommigen, de uitsluiting 
van anderen en het thuisgevoel van eenieder die onder invloed staat van deze beleidsaanpak.

Wijk Cirkel: een exemplarische casus van affectief burgerschap

In mijn analyse van een sociaal participatieprogramma genaamd Wijk Cirkel heb ik laten zien dat 
een van de manieren waarop zowel nationale als lokale beleidsinterventies Slotermeer proberen 
te transformeren in een ‘krachtwijk’, het aanspreken en aanwakkeren van een communitaristisch 
verlangen bij de bewoners is. Beleidsinterventies zoals Wijk Cirkel laten zien hoe op lokaal 
niveau een verandering heeft plaatsgevonden in de manier waarop achterstandswijken verbeeld 
worden. Op een lokaal niveau zijn deze wijken niet langer ‘etterende wonden’, maar juist een 
bron van hoop waar de kracht, het enthousiasme en het gevoel van trots van bewoners simpelweg 
aangesproken moest worden en gefaciliteerd en gestimuleerd voor het naar buiten kon komen. 
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De wijk werd het ideale niveau van integratie, identificatie en engagement. Dit verklaart waarom 
bewoners niet langer gevraagd werd hun ‘problemen’ aan te pakken maar nu met hun ‘ideeën’, 
‘wensen’, ‘kansen’ en ‘dromen’ te komen. Dit optimistische beleidsvertoog heeft de norm gezet 
voor de manier waarop met sociale problemen omgegaan moest worden: niet door ze als 
problematisch te framen maar juist als ‘uitdaging’. Het verleidt bewoners tot identificatie met, 
en thuis voelen in de wijk, wat ze dan uiteindelijk tot verdere betrokkenheid met, en actief  worden 
in de gemeenschap moet brengen. I beschouw Wijk Cirkel als een technologie van bestuur, 
een technologie die de gemeenschap aanspreekt als een productieve kracht voor participatie 
door middel van de instrumentalisering van persoonlijke banden, intieme relaties en gevoelens; 
dit alles met het doel om een lokale, gemeenschappelijke sfeer van thuis voelen te creëren. 

 Wijk Cirkel is een beleidsinterventie geïnitieerd door de lokale overheid die zou moeten 
drijven op het ‘zelf  organiserend potentieel van de gemeenschap’. Het gaf  bewoners de 
mogelijkheid om in het buurtcentrum wekelijkse koffieochtenden te organiseren voor 
eenzame ouderen en (post)migrantenvrouwen, om een project te initiëren waarin collectief  
de vervallen speeltuin werd hersteld, om voor de buurtbewoners publieke festiviteiten en 
andere informele, kleinschalige activiteiten en projecten in hun straten te organiseren. In 
de 40-wijkenaanpak werd deze vorm van participatie gezien als cruciaal voor het opschalen 
van sociale verantwoordelijkheid naar het niveau van de buurt. Om die reden zie ik Wijk 
Cirkel als een exemplarische casus voor een diepgravende en gedetailleerde analyse van dit 
type participatie in Nederlands stedelijk vernieuwingsbeleid.

Ik heb verschillende vormen van data verzameld en daardoor verschillende vormen 
van beleid maken geanalyseerd. De kern van mijn argument steunt op een diepgravende 
analyse van Wijk Cirkel. Gedurende twee jaar, tussen 2009 en 2011, heb ik etnografisch 
veldwerk gedaan in de praktijken die binnen dit sociale participatieprogramma vallen. Ik was 
aanwezig bij collectieve bijeenkomsten, vrijwilligersprojecten en activiteiten, vergaderingen 
van beleidsprofessionals en van professionals en bewoners, ik ging naar festivals en hielp met 
het organiseren van vrijwilligersactiviteiten. Ik wilde weten wat er gebeurt als het beleidsdoel 
om de sociale cohesie te vergroten vertaald wordt naar specifieke beleidspraktijken, zoals 
collectieve bijeenkomsten, een financieringsprocedure of  de professionele steun van een 
professional aan bewoners. Wat gebeurt er dan? Wat ontstaat er uit de interactie tussen 
beleidsprofessional en participerende bewoners?

Daarnaast heb ik, om te begrijpen hoe een specifieke vorm van burgerschap in deze 
praktijken tot stand gebracht wordt in relatie tot de voortgaande stedelijke vernieuwing 
van Slotermeer en haar gedroomde toekomst, interviews gehouden met beleidsmakers, 
beleidsprofessionals en bewoners. Ook heb ik een analyse gedaan van Europese, nationale 
en lokale beleidsdocumenten waarop de ontwikkeling en implementatie van zowel de fysieke, 
economische en sociale regeneratie is gebaseerd alsook van de specifieke beleidscontext 
waarin Wijk Cirkel kon ontstaan.
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Gevoelig makende beleidstechnieken in een geprovoceerd domein van 

burgerschap

Wijk Cirkel had alle kwaliteiten van een geprovoceerd domein van burgerschap: het was 
bedoeld om tot leven te komen door het engagement van bewoners, maar de parameters 
werden ontwikkeld door de lokale overheid en door de normen voor participatie die constant 
werden overgebracht door het enthousiaste, en goedbedoelde maar toch sturende, gevoelig 
maken door beleidsprofessionals en lokale politici. Op zoek naar familiariteit, intimiteit en 
oprechte interesse tussen bewoners creëerden ze situaties die een warme, gezellige atmosfeer 
opriepen en stuurden ze interacties die bepaalde verwachtingen voor de toekomst in zich 
droegen over hoe te kijken naar, te reflecteren op en actief  te worden in het alledaagse 
leven van Slotermeer. Beleidsprofessionals vroegen aandacht voor bepaalde aspecten van 
sociale interactie en ze gaven bewoners de mogelijkheden waarmee ze zichzelf  en hun 
mede-buurtbewoners konden leren kennen, door bijvoorbeeld sensitieve ervaringen zoals 
eten, proeven, ruiken en gevoeligheden zoals de warmte van vrouwelijkheid, culturele 
gevoeligheid, nostalgie voor een boom of  standbeeld, of  een basaal menselijk verlangen om 
zich goed te voelen. Hierop werd op een bepaalde manier gereflecteerd door bijvoorbeeld 
te praten over de kracht van diversiteit, de invloed van kleine daden van vriendelijkheid 
en de voldoening van vrijwilligerswerk. En, belangrijk, beleidsprofessionals organiseerden 
vanuit deze reflectie activiteiten en projecten die pasten binnen de contouren van Wijk 
Cirkel die hielpen om Slotermeer te transformeren van een wijk naar een gemeenschap. 
Hiermee speelden ze in op het thuisgevoel en de alledaagse sociale relaties van bewoners.

Op basis van mijn empirische bevindingen onderscheid ik drie gevoelig makende 
beleidstechnieken: zorgen, waarderen en branding. Ten eerste: zorgen definieer ik als een 
beleidstechniek die zich uit in informele en intieme handelingen tussen beleidsprofessionals 
en bewoners: beleidsprofessionals geven zorgvuldig aandacht aan persoonlijke kwesties en 
gevoeligheden. Deze techniek is onderdeel van een strategie om expliciet niet een bureaucratische 
houding tentoon te spreiden omdat dat het vertrouwen en enthousiasme van bewoners zou 
kunnen schaden. In dit proces experimenteren beleidsprofessionals met verschillende subject-
posities die ontstaan uit een combinatie van beleidsstrategieën, professionele tactieken en 
persoonlijke inzet: ze kwalificeren zichzelf  als ‘vriend’, ‘oom’ en als ‘sprekende uit het hart’. Door 
te schakelen tussen paternalistische en vriendschappelijke posities creëren beleidsprofessionals 
een situatie waarin een gevoel van gemeenschap ontstaat waarin emoties gedeeld kunnen 
worden. Beleidsprofessionals die bewoners op deze manier gevoelig proberen te maken door 
een intieme gepersonaliseerde manier van werken raken zelf, door het delen van ervaringen, 
het besteden van tijd met bewoners en door intieme gesprekken en persoonlijke ontboezemingen, 
in een staat dat ze zich bekommeren om bewoners. Er ontstaan vriendschappen uit de situaties 
en interacties die bedoeld zijn spanningen weg te nemen, pijn te verzachten en enthousiasme 
op te wekken. Om het anders te stellen, beleidsprofessionals raken gehecht.
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Ten tweede: naast zorgen onderscheid ik de beleidstechniek van het waarderen. Om bewoners 
die zich willen engageren met, en willen participeren in Wijk Cirkel te ondersteunen hebben 
beleidsprofessionals verschillende instrumenten tot hun beschikking om de motivatie van 
bewoners te versterken en hun initiatieven te ondersteunen. Door bewoners van een budget 
te voorzien, een prijs te geven of  door meer informele vormen van erkenning, classificeren 
beleidsprofessionals en lokale politici expliciet bepaalde activiteiten en projecten als ‘goed’ 
(en impliciet andere als minder of  slecht). Ze geven goedkeuring aan bepaalde ideeën 
en activiteiten door persoonlijke of  publieke vormen van erkenning zoals een vraag om 
applaus of  een publieke aanbeveling. Verkiezingen van de ‘held van de wijk’ of  ‘vrijwilliger 
van het jaar’ worden georganiseerd en beleidsprofessionals nomineren vrijwilligers voor 
prijzen en uiten woorden van lof  en vragen om applaus. Waarderen is bedoeld om een 
balans te vinden tussen het zorgen voor bewoners en het controle nemen over de situatie 
waarin de bewoners zitten.

Ten derde: naast zorgen en waarderen onderscheid ik branding, als derde beleidstechniek. 
Deze beleidstechniek bestaat uit het verzamelen van persoonlijke verhalen en beelden van de 
goede, communitaristische burger in een poging om de toekomstige, geïdealiseerde verbeelding 
van Slotermeer zichtbaar en voelbaar te maken. Beleidsprofessionals die werkten met Wijk 
Cirkel werden opgeroepen door beleidsmakers om het ‘stedelijke vernieuwingsproces te 
visualiseren’, ‘succes te vieren’ en ‘positieve boodschappen te verkondigen’ om zo ‘bewoners 
te raken’ en over te halen en te enthousiasmeren om actief  te worden in de transformatie 
van Slotermeer in de toekomstige ‘prachtwijk’ die het aan het worden was. Dit deden ze 
door verhalen en beelden van bewoners die participeerden in Wijk Cirkel te verzamelen. 
Deze verhalen en beelden werden gebruikt in wijdverspreide wijkkranten en ander visueel 
materiaal, slogans en festivals in Slotermeer en waren op die manier een voorbeeld om andere 
bewoners te inspireren en om zo bepaalde emotionele associaties met Slotermeer op te roepen. 

Het analyseren van gevoelig makende beleidstechnieken biedt een beter begrip van hoe 
beleidsprofessionals gemeenschappen proberen te vormen via verschillende beleidspraktijken 
die een beroep doen op de verlangens, wensen en emoties van bewoners. Dit gebeurt niet 
op een directe manier, maar op een gevoelig makende manier. Het laat zien hoe besturen 
via emoties gebeurt met behulp van bepaalde strategieën, procedures en tactieken die 
maken dat bewoners op een bepaalde manier gaan kijken, voelen en verlangen en waarin 
deze gevoelens, percepties en neigingen worden gecultiveerd binnen een geprovoceerd 
domein van burgerschap.

(Post)migrantenvrouwen, de creatieve klasse en autochtone vrijwilligers

Bewoners brengen ook hun eigen gevoelens, bijzonderheden, lokale kennis en sociale 
relaties naar voren. Ik heb in deze dissertatie geïllustreerd hoe het besturen door emoties 
in beleidspraktijken klassendimensies, religieuze overtuigingen, praktische belemmeringen, 
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sociale antagonismen en politieke gevoeligheden oproept en daardoor beïnvloed wordt. 
Ik heb uitgeweid over de particulariteiten van deze beïnvloeding door te laten zien hoe ze 
doorwerken in kwesties gerelateerd aan ruimte, cultuur en inspraak. Kwesties die diep doordringen 
in de leefwereld van vrijwilligers en hun relatie met fysieke plekken, andere bewoners en 
die de imaginaire ruimte van verhalen en herinneringen vormgeven.

(Post)migranten vrouwen brengen hun dagelijkse praktijken, zorgen en emoties, die 
onderdeel zijn van het huiselijke domein van het huishouden, de intieme sfeer van de 
familie en vriendschap of  het domein van het zusterschap naar het publieke domein van 
het buurthuis. Ze creëren een sfeer van thuis voelen die het mogelijk maakt om hun sociale 
relaties met andere vrouwen in de wijk te cultiveren. Aangemoedigd door de affectieve 
interventies van beleidsprofessionals ontstaat er een positieve verbeelding van het woord 
‘multicultureel’ door een feminisering van de cultuur. Dit gebeurt door bepaalde aspecten van 
hun culturele identiteit die traditioneel door vrouwen worden doorgegeven, zoals naaien, 
koken en zorgen binnen de publieke ruimte van het buurthuis te cultiveren. Daarmee 
vindt er ook een domesticatie van de ruimte plaats. De (post)migrantenvrouwen brengen hun 
positie van autoriteit en respect in de huiselijke sfeer naar de koffieochtenden, naaicursus 
of  andere creatieve activiteiten voor vrouwen in het buurtcentrum. Op de koffieochtenden 
worden thema’s als ouderschap, mentale gezondheid en persoonlijke beslommeringen en 
zorgen onderdeel van het domein waarin de beleidsprofessionals interveniëren, waarmee 
tegelijkertijd de publieke ruimte onderworpen wordt aan het ritme van het alledaagse en 
daarmee een opening ontstaat van deze vrouwen richting meer beslissingsmacht. De vorm 
die de inspraak van deze vrouwen krijgt, is die van grapjes, lachen en roddelen in een veilige, 
intieme omgeving die hen helpt te reflecteren op zichzelf  en op de ander in een vorm van 
fluisterende inspraak. Door op deze manier zich te engageren komen ze, af  en toe, te spreken 
over sociale problemen die spelen in de wijk of  in de samenleving. De gevoelig makende 
beleidstechnieken nodigen de vrouwen uit om hun huiselijke ethiek van de huiselijke, 
private ruimte – zoals de keuken of  de huiskamer – mee te nemen naar de publieke ruimte.

Elders in de wijk wordt de jaarlijkse buurtcamping georganiseerd op een groot open 
veld. Het tweedaagse programma bestaat uit allerlei culturele activiteiten en creatieve 
interventies zoals theater, dans, yoga, een filmvertoning, schilderen en tuinieren in een 
gemeenschappelijke tuin. Deze buurtcamping maakt het mogelijk voor een groep vrijwilligers 
uit de creatieve klasse om de ruimte te festivaliseren en zo een geïdealiseerd, multicultureel 
beeld van de wijk te creëren dat afwijkt van het alledaagse leven met al haar complexiteit en 
ambivalentie. Door een ‘verbeterde’ versie van wat mensen kennen als een achterstandswijk 
te presenteren, fungeert het festivaliseren van de ruimte als een manier om de minder 
leuke en meer serieuze kanten van het stedelijke leven, zoals criminaliteit, verloedering 
en andere elementen die een negatief  effect kunnen hebben op bewoners, uit het zicht te 
houden. Door een viering van cultuur, in al haar diversiteit, creëren de creatieve vrijwilligers 
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een nieuwe gemeenschap: een gefestivaliseerde, multiculturele gezelligheid. Dit is voor 
hen een geïdealiseerde omgeving om in te leven, te werken en zich thuis in te voelen. Door 
zich hier voor in te zetten kunnen ze hun creatieve talenten, professionele belangen en 
persoonlijke verlangens uiten in de publieke ruimte. Op deze manier anticiperen ze op, en 
brengen tot stand, net als de beleidsprofessionals, een toekomst visie van Slotermeer waarin 
Slotermeer wordt verbeeld als een mooie, leefbare wijk voor mensen van alle (etnische, 
religieuze, culturele) achtergronden. Op deze manier gaan de creatieve vrijwilligers mee 
in de zorgende en waarderende beleidstechnieken van beleidsprofessionals die de nadruk 
leggen op de waarde van diversiteit. Ook vermijden ze inspraak door op verschillende manieren 
problemen niet te laten escaleren, maar ze juist te depolitiseren. Door middel van grappen, 
gelach en gespreksnormen worden gevoelens van politiek engagement geneutraliseerd. 
Hierdoor claimen de creatieve vrijwilligers een affectieve band met Slotermeer ten koste 
van een kritisch-politieke band en worden ze door de lokale overheid ingezet in de stedelijke 
vernieuwing van Slotermeer als voorbeeld voor andere bewoners.

De vrijwilligers uit de creatieve klasse en de (post)migranten vrouwen die hun versie 
van gemeenschap vieren op een publiek veld of  in het buurthuis – en die de mogelijkheid 
hebben dit publiekelijk en collectief  te doen – transformeren een familiaire publieke ruimte 
naar iets nieuws en onbekends. Deze activiteiten beïnvloeden de publieke identiteit van 
Slotermeer zoals die ervaren wordt door autochtone vrijwilligers en hiermee ook de specifieke 
manier waarop zij zich thuis voelden in de wijk. Autochtone vrijwilligers protesteren tegen 
de domesticering en festivalisering van de ruimte omdat het voor hen een signaal is van 
de marginalisering van hun manier van leven. Het onfamiliaire en onbekende wordt 
geïnterpreteerd als degenen die niet thuishoren in de wijk. Het contesteren van de ruimte heeft 
daarmee direct te maken met de culturalisering van burgerschap, waarin zowel aspecten 
van nationaliteit als lokaliteit, dat wil zeggen het al lang leven in de wijk, een rol spelen. 
De autochtone vrijwilligers deconstrueren het beeld van Slotermeer als een multiculturele 
gemeenschap door het articuleren van iets waarvan zij vinden dat het steeds marginaler 
of  zelfs afwezig is in de wijk: ze articuleren Nederlandsheid. Voor hen is hun Nederlandse 
identiteit nauw verbonden met hun perceptie van de identiteit van Slotermeer. Door lokaal 
cultureel erfgoed, populaire cultuur en folkloristische tradities articuleren ze een vorm van 
Nederlandsheid waar kwesties van nationaliteit en lokaliteit doorheen geweven worden. 

Daarnaast zijn de autochtone vrijwilligers actief  in een vurige poging om er voor 
te zorgen dat hun emotionele zorgen en affectieve banden niet uit het publieke domein 
worden geduwd. Slotermeer is onfamiliair voor ze geworden. De publieke ruimte van de 
gemeenschap is de laatste mogelijkheid om hun macht, zeggingskracht en de mogelijkheid 
om een gevoel van thuis te behouden te verdedigen. Voor hen is de gemeenschap niet 
alleen een sociaal of  cultureel domein maar ook een publiek domein dat verweven is met 
bestuurlijke en democratische structuren. Ze willen gehoord worden door politici en de 
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mogelijkheid hebben om hun stem te verheffen omtrent kwesties die in de wijk spelen. Wat 
in het nieuwe ideaal van affectief  burgerschap tot de publieke sfeer behoort – een manier 
van publiekelijkheid gebaseerd op positieve emoties – sluit hun manier van engagement 
en participatie uit omdat deze in zowel positieve maar ook negatieve emoties geworteld is. 

Mijn dissertatie laat zien is dat gevoelig makende beleidstechnieken niet simpelweg leiden 
tot bepaalde, top-down te specificeren communitaristische subject-posities. We zien dat in 
dit door het beleid geprovoceerde domein van burgerschap verschillende subject-posities 
ontstaan uit meerdere en soms tegengestelde vertogen en praktijken waar conventionele 
betekenissen van wat publieke en private ruimte, cultuur en inspraak zijn, geherdefinieerd 
worden in de praktijken van Wijk Cirkel. Het laat zien hoe bewoners zowel meegaan in, 
als zich onttrekken aan de provocaties van beleidsprofessionals die hen proberen te helpen 
hun thuisgevoelens om te zetten in actief  burgerschap in de gemeenschap. 

De transfiguratieve politiek van affectief burgerschap

In deze dissertatie heb ik beargumenteerd dat sociale participatieprogramma’s zoals Wijk 
Cirkel functioneren als instrument voor ‘depolitiserende strategieën’: de wijkgemeenschap is 
het object geworden van bestuurlijke macht en het is deze gemeenschap waarvan het succes 
en de politieke aspiraties en beleidsinterventies van de Nederlandse territoriale beleidsaanpak 
afhangen. Dit zijn vaak ingrijpende maatregelen – sloop, herstructuring en paternalistische 
programma’s – maar binnen het geprovoceerde domein van burgerschap, wordt de politieke 
dimensie vaak genegeerd of  actief  buiten dit domein gehouden. Hier wordt de alledaagse 
realiteit van bewoners gekanaliseerd naar een vorm van participatie die vooral ‘gezellig’ en 
‘leuk’ moet zijn. Bij collectieve bijeenkomsten, in flyers of  ander communicatiemateriaal, 
wordt door lokale politici of  beleidsprofessionals nauwelijks melding gemaakt van kwesties 
zoals sociale armoede of  fysieke verpaupering. Er lijkt actief  gezocht te worden naar manieren 
om ze te vermijden en op die momenten dat kritische vragen van bewoners moeten worden 
beantwoord, worden problemen ingekaderd als mogelijkheden: een braakliggend stuk land 
kan een gemeenschappelijke tuin worden en een hek dat gebouwen die gesloopt gaan worden 
afsluit, kan een creatief  kunstproject worden voor kinderen, en zo een mogelijkheid om samen 
te komen, te delen en te leren. Hierdoor zijn lokale politici en beleidsprofessionals grote delen 
van hun tijd, energie en emotionele arbeid kwijt aan het interveniëren in sociale relaties, 
culturele tradities en persoonlijke zorgen van bewoners. Ze proberen constant bewoners in 
een staat van opgewekte participatie te houden of  te krijgen. Hierbij spreken ze bewoners 
steevast aan als apolitieke actoren: ze nodigden ze uit om een warm gevoel van sociabiliteit te 
coproduceren door middel van nabuurschap, persoonlijke interesse of  praktische kennis en 
prijzen dit aan als een nieuwe vorm van democratisch engagement. Maar met de introductie 
van het Wijk Cirkel sociale participatieprogramma berooft de beleidsinterventie Slotermeer 
van zowel haar bottom-up potentieel als haar politieke potentieel tot zelforganisatie. 
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Hoewel sociale cohesie door nationale en lokale overheden wordt gezien als een daadwerkelijk 
bestaand weefsel in wijken, laat mijn analyse van Wijk Cirkel zien dat het beter begrepen 
kan worden als iets dat tot stand wordt gebracht in een vertoog van nabuurschap, nabijheid, 
intimiteit en familiariteit. Dat vertoog komt tot uiting in het uitlokken van een lokaal 
thuisgevoel door verschillende beleidspraktijken. Dit thuisgevoel wordt tot stand gebracht 
in een emotionele identificatie die ontstaat in terugkomende praktijken waarin bewoners 
streven naar collectieve identiteiten rond ruimtelijke, culturele en democratische kwesties. 

Sociale participatieprogramma’s zoals Wijk Cirkel zouden moeten worden begrepen 
als opererend vanuit de collectivisering van het individu als een affectief  subject. De 
belangrijkste boodschap die uitgedragen wordt in affectief  burgerschap is dat de etnische, 
culturele en lifestyle diversiteit van Slotermeer een aanwinst is voor bewoners en dat 
het belangrijk is om samen te komen in straatfeesten, wijkfestivals, koffieochtenden en 
handvaardigheidsworkshops of  andere vrije tijd- of  empowerment activiteiten in het 
buurthuis. Bewoners wordt gevraagd om zich onder te dompelen in het warme, gezellige 
gemeenschapsgevoel en zorg te dragen voor hun medebuurtbewoners en hun omgeving, 
en zo dit gevoel te transformeren in het actief  nemen van verantwoordelijkheid. Anders 
geformuleerd: het doel is bewoners te bewegen naar een vorm van ‘diepgaande gezelligheid’, 
en een collectief  gevoel van voldoening. Deze ‘cosy spin on “good neighbourliness”’ (Fortier, 
2010: 19), transformeert het publieke domein omdat het nieuwe vormen van empowerment, 
erkenning en inclusie creëert, maar ook leidt tot (nieuwe) lijnen van demarcatie en gevoelens 
van uitsluiting. 

Beleidsprofessionals die dit beleidsprogramma uitvoeren, proberen een subject-positie 
te produceren die past binnen de gedepolitiseerde, communitaristische ethiek: affectief, 
relationeel en gehoorzaam. Door middel van hun gevoelmakende beleidstechnieken 
simuleren ze de gemeenschap die ze proberen tot stand te brengen of  te provoceren. Hiermee 
wordt een poging gedaan om de politieke subjectiviteit van bewoners te transformeren 
wanneer ze een subject-positie innemen vanuit de geprovoceerde emoties. Maar, zoals 
Nicholas Rose (1999: 191) laat zien, er zijn “tensions between the moral high ground of  
communitarian thought and the mundane practices of  policy formation” en we zien dat 
wat daadwerkelijk tot stand komt in beleidspraktijken een set van burger-subject posities 
is, die verschillende vormen en hoeveelheden van bestuurlijke erkenning krijgt en andere 
die negatief  gewaardeerd worden en genegeerd omdat ze gezien worden als expliciete 
vormen van een anti-multiculturalistisch gevoel en politiek aanspraak maken. Door beloning, 
waardering en lof  aan (post)migrantenvrouwen te bieden voor het feminiseren van de cultuur 
of  aan de creatieve klasse voor het vieren van cultuur bij een jaarlijks festival worden deze 
niet alleen gewaardeerd, maar ook gelegitimeerd. En dit geldt ook voor de bijbehorende 
gevoelens en gedragingen die als ‘goed’ worden betiteld, omdat ze tot doel hebben door het 
koesteren van cultuur een gemeenschap te creëren, in lijn met de bedoeling van Wijk Cirkel.
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Hiermee raakt de bestuurlijke strategie van affectief  burgerschap “organized around an 
economy of  feelings: the design, circulaton and distribution of  legitimate feelings for and 
within the community delineate the codes of  conduct of  the good affective citizen and 
establishes a differential value in the currency of  feelings” (Fortier 2010: 27). Een focus op 
het besturen via de grillige natuur van de emoties leert ons hoe een bestuurlijke technologie 
van het thuis voelen leidt tot een vorm van affectief  burgerschap dat zichzelf  presenteert 
in Slotermeer als een inclusief, gedepolitiseerd domein voor (post)migrantenvrouwen en de 
creatieve klasse, maar als een exclusief, gepolitiseerd domein voor autochtone vrijwilligers. 
Dit illustreert de urgentie van het zoeken naar andere manieren om verantwoordelijkheden 
te delegeren naar het wijkniveau. 

Dit brengt me terug naar de paradox in de kern van de Nederlandse territoriale 
beleidsaanpak: gemeenschappen worden gezien als het morele weefsel van Nederlandse 
steden, maar tegelijkertijd zijn mensen zoekend en verlangend naar een gemeenschap, 
wat impliceert dat gemeenschappen gemist worden en dat mensen de overheid nodig hebben 
om deze te vinden, of  beter gezegd, te creëren. De analyse van Wijk Cirkel laat zien dat 
een gerelateerde paradox van toepassing is: “prefiguratieve politiek” (Boggs, 1977) – de 
strategieën en tactieken gebruikt door sociale bewegingen – is in Slotermeer onderdeel 
geworden van een top-down, gedepolitiseerde stedelijke vernieuwingsstrategie die claimt 
een stem te geven aan bottom-up, communitaristische waarden. Sociale relaties, culturele 
waarden en emoties worden gebruikt, ingezet en gekneed met een bestuurlijk doel.

Deze prefiguratieve politiek heeft allerlei effecten die niet altijd door beleidsprofessionals 
worden voorzien of  verwacht. Door een analyse van het werk van beleidsprofessionals vanuit 
een “beleid-als-vertaling” perspectief  opent zich “the creative and interpretive dimensions of  
translation to be able to be called into play in the service of  making visible and contestable 
alternative policy creations and with them the possibility of  transfigurative social practices” 
(Clarke et al. 2015). In deze dissertatie heb ik een inkijk gegeven in deze mogelijkheden: 
ik heb laten zien hoe bewoners via kwesties in de domeinen ruimte, cultuur en inspraak 
onderhandelen met de gevoelig makende beleidstechnieken van beleidsprofessionals. Dit 
biedt mogelijkheden voor het re-articuleren van bestaande, vanzelfsprekende elementen 
in nieuwe configuraties door meegaandheid, ontwijking en contestatie van bewoners die 
helpen om de technologie van sociale cohesie naar de praktijk te vertalen.

De mogelijke spanningen, ambivalenties en tegenstellingen die ontstaan in de praktijken 
van Wijk Cirkel moeten daarom gezien worden als onderdeel van een productieve en creatieve 
kracht van participatie en als een productieve kracht in de formatie van nieuwe vormen 
van burgerschap. Beleidsmakers en beleidsprofessionals zouden moeten zorgen dat wijken 
zoals Slotermeer verschillende en provocatieve domeinen van burgerschap in zich houden, die 
bewoners de kans geven te participeren en een gemeenschap te vormen en daarvoor 
evenveel erkenning te krijgen: kleine activiteiten in het buurthuis, grote wijkprojecten, 
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gezellige avonden, participatiebijeenkomsten waar bewoners hun zorgen kunnen uiten en 
kunnen denken en praten met politici, maar ook kunnen protesteren en in verzet komen. 
Deze provocatieve domeinen van burgerschap hebben namelijk de potentie om zogenaamde 
achterstandswijken zoals Slotermeer te transformeren in nog veel meer dan een heerlijk 
nieuwe wijk. 



208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde

N
ot

es



208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde208241-L-bw-de Wilde

255

NOTES
1. In Dutch ‘meer’ means ‘lake’, which gives Slotermeer its name as the neighbourhood 
borders on a lake. However, in this call another meaning of  ‘meer’ is used, as it also means 
‘more’.
2. Between 2007-2012 this participation program was given different names. For clarity 
reasons, in the rest of  this chapter I will refer to it as ‘Neighbourhood Circle’ or ‘participation 
program’.
3. This is how the 40 targeted neighbourhood of  the Neighbourhood Renewal Policy 
were qualified in public debate and in policy documents. They were also qualified as 
‘wonderful neighbourhoods’ [prachtwijken], ‘attention neighbourhood’ [aandachtswijk], 
[Vogelaarwijken], or ‘deprived neighbourhoods [achterstandswijken]. See Hellinga (2005) 
for a description of  Slotermeer as a disadvantaged neighbourhood. See Uitermark (2003) 
on the stigmatised notion of  ‘concentration neighbourhoods’ in the Netherlands.
4. Part of  a statement by the Dutch Labor party leader in the newspaper Algemeen Dagblad 
of  November 1, 2006. The full statement is: “The cabinet has allowed the wounds of  these 
old neighbourhoods to fester. What the consequences might be, we know from the banlieue 
in Paris.”
5. de Volkskrant, ‘Winsemius slaat alarm over probleemwijken’, 01/11/2006.
6. Accompanying the publication of  nation-wide research findings on pressing social 
issues in deprived urban neighbourhoods, the Director of  the Scientific Council on 
Government Policy — and future minister responsible for urban and neighbourhood 
policy — described these neighbourhoods as lost worlds where people felt abandoned in 
the Netherlands.
7. Part of  a statement by the Dutch Labour party leader in the newspaper Algemeen Dagblad 
of  November 1, 2006.
8. Four questions were asked to residents and these four questions together make up the 
score ‘resident participation’:

- Do you feel responsible [medeverantwoordelijk] for the liveability in the neighbourhood? 
- Have you been active the past year and helped to improve your neighbourhood? 
- Do you think that the neighbourhood you reside in has deteriorated or improved the past year? 
- Do you think the neighbourhood will deteriorate or improve the coming years?

9. This chapter is based on and contains revised extracts from the following book chapter:
- Wilde, M. de (2013) “Een gevoelige kwestie of  een gevoelskwestie? Affectief  
burgerschap in de wijk in historisch perspectief ” In Tonkens, E. and M. de Wilde 
(Eds.) Als meedoen pijn doet. Affectief  burgerschap in de wijk. Amsterdam: Van Gennep. 
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10. In 2002 a documentary series entitled ‘The Akbarstreet’ was broadcasted: a portrait of  
a multicultural street in Amsterdam New-West. The documentary team stayed for 9 months 
in the street and reported their experiences. The documentary reports the history of  the 
neighbourhood, daily life of  its residents and the role policy makers and local politicians 
play. The documentary portrays how residents feel abandoned by the government and how 
troublesome the integration between different groups goes in a deprived urban neighbourhood. 
At the time, this documentary series received a lot of  attention in the public debate.
11. The other priority domains were ‘learning and growing up’, ‘working and the economy’, 
‘living and life’ and ‘safety’.
12. The sociologists Arnold Reijndorp, Ineke Teijmant and Gerard Andriessen.
13. The other two spear points of  the programme were ‘socio-economic participation’ and 
‘individual progress’ (DSP-groep, 2010).
14. APaNGO was supported by the UK Department for Communities and Local Government 
and the EU INTERREG IIIB funding programme. Its aim was to establish a North West 
European network of  skills and resources to aid community engagement in regional planning 
processes. The three-year project began in April 2005 and was completed in October 2007.
15. This quarter was the Eendrachtspark neighbourhood.
16. For more information on POSEIDON see their website: http://poseidon-partnership.
factlink.net/
17. The other cities were Vienna, North Kent, Stockholm, Genoa and London.
18. On January 29, 2000, the newspaper NRC Handelsblad published the now famous essay 
“A Multicultural Drama” by the publicist Paul Scheffer. This essay, in which Scheffer 
criticized Dutch multiculturalism, has provoked ongoing public and political debate.
19. In 2003 the Department of  Housing, Spatial Planning and Environment (VROM) 
develops the ‘56-Neighbourhoods Policy. The policy departs from the assumption that the 
available Urban Renewal Policies are not efficient enough and it entrusts the Department 
of  VROM to make available, to 56 neighbourhoods, extra policy means and facilities, as 
well as setting agreements and performance standards to counteract any possible urban 
deprivation and urban arrears.
20. KEI kenniscentrum was a national knowledge and research institute on urban and 
social issues. 
21. KEI kenniscentrum, report KEI partnerbijeenkomst, 15 november 2004.
22. The Dutch title of  the report is Vertrouwen in de buurt.
23. Accompanying the publication of  nation-wide research findings on pressing social issues 
in deprived urban neighbourhoods, the Director of  the Scientific Council on Government 
Policy (WRR) — and future minister responsible for urban and neighbourhood policy 
— described these neighbourhoods as lost worlds where people felt abandoned in the 
Netherlands.

http://poseidon-partnership.factlink.net/
http://poseidon-partnership.factlink.net/
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24. See: Ministerie VROM (2007) Actieplan Krachtwijken. Van aandachtswijk naar prachtwijk. 
Den Haag en VROM-raad (2006) Stad en stijging: sociale stijging als leidraad voor stedelijke 
vernieuwing. Den Haag.
25. Amongst others on a debate in parliament on December 18th, 2002. A Dutch research 
documentary was broadcasted on September 26, 2004 calling Etzioni the ‘value whisperer’ 
of  the Dutch Prime Minister: http://tegenlicht.vpro.nl/afleveringen/2004-2005/de-
waardenfluisteraar-van-balkenende.html
26. In 2008 a budget of  €20 million was reserved for citizen participation. Over the years 
2009 – 2011 the budget was €25 million (Ministerie VROM, 2009b).
27. Amsterdam introduced two districts in 1982, four in 1986 and another ten in 1990 - 
one of  the districts was Geuzenveld-Slotermeer.
28. Trouw, ‘Stadsdeelvoorzitter bij overleg buurt 4’, 11/11/95 en ‘Loze verwijten over 
racisme in Slotermeer/Geuzenveld’, 18/10/95.
29.  For more information see: Gemeente Utrecht (2010) Criteria leefbaarheidsbudgetten. 
Utrecht. Gemeente Amsterdam, Stadsdeel Geuzenveld-Slotermeer (2010) Aanvraag 
bewonersinitiatief. Amsterdam.
30.  For more information see: Visitatiecommissie Wijkaanpak (2011) Doorzetten en loslaten. 
De toekomst van de wijkaanpak. Deel 2: rapportages rijksoverheid en 18 gemeentes. Den Haag. 
31. This chapter is based on and contains revised extracts from the following book chapters:

- Wilde, M. de (2015) Profound coziness. Affective citizenship and the failure to enact 
community in a Dutch urban neighbourhood. In J. Kleres and Y. Albrecht (Eds.) Die Ambivalenz 
der Gefühle. Uber die verbindende und wiederspruchliche Sozialitat von Emotionen. Springer VS. 
- Wilde, M. de (2013) “Diepgaande gezelligheid. De alledaagse politiek van burgerschap 
in Slotermeer” In Tonkens, E. and M. de Wilde (Eds.) Als meedoen pijn doet. Affectief  
burgerschap in de wijk. Amsterdam: Van Gennep.

32. This chapter is based on, and contains revised extracts from, the following book chapter:
- Wilde, M. de (2015) Profound coziness. Affective citizenship and the failure to enact  
community in a Dutch urban neighbourhood. In J. Kleres and Y. Albrecht (Eds.) Die Ambivalenz 
der Gefühle. Uber die verbindende und wiederspruchliche Sozialitat von Emotionen. Springer VS. 
- Wilde, M. de (2013) “Diepgaande gezelligheid. De alledaagse politiek van burgerschap 
in Slotermeer” In Tonkens, E. and M. de Wilde (Eds.) Als meedoen pijn doet. Affectief  
burgerschap in de wijk. Amsterdam: Van Gennep.

33. Geert Wilders uses the names ‘Henk and Ingrid’ in debates, as symbolic of  ‘typical 
Dutch’ people who do not feel at home in the multicultural society. As such it became a 
well-known expression in public debate, media and speech.
34.  In 2009 the neighbourhood camp was nominated for the ‘Appeltje van Oranje’ of  the 
national Oranje Fonds. This is price for a local initiative or organisation which contributes 
best to a more liveable society and more social cohesion among different groups.

http://tegenlicht.vpro.nl/afleveringen/2004-2005/de-waardenfluisteraar-van-balkenende.html
http://tegenlicht.vpro.nl/afleveringen/2004-2005/de-waardenfluisteraar-van-balkenende.html
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35. This chapter is based on, and contains revised extracts from, the following book chapters:
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36. This is the HVO Querido-shelter called Noordzijde. Noordzijde is a 24-hours facilitation 
for people in need of  long-term care as a result of  psychiatric problems in combination 
with an addiction to drugs and/or alcohol. 
37. Vereniging van Nederlandse Gemeenten (2008), Toespraak minister-president bij VNG-
jaarcongres, 4 juni 2008.


