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Introduction 
 

 

“Two academics are sailing down a river in the Amazon rainforest. All of a sudden, one of 

them falls into the river and is attacked by a crocodile. ‘Help me!’, he screams, ‘I’m being 

eaten by a crocodile!’. The other academic hesitates for a moment and then replies, 

‘Esteemed colleague, that can’t possibly be a crocodile. Crocodiles have a much broader 

snout. They also have two teeth in their lower jaw that protrude noticeably. This one does 

not. It might be an alligator, but I’m not sure. It might also be a caiman. We need to define 

the terms of the problem correctly before we can start thinking about a solution!’”i 

 

 

 

Our common sense warns us about the downsides of an academic preoccupation with concepts, 

definitions and theories. Like the crocodile attack in the joke above, racism is generally seen as a 

problem that requires immediate action rather than a lengthy session of academic contemplation. 

However, fundamental disagreements persist about the kinds of speech, behaviour or (media) 

texts that should be regarded as racism and which ones should not (Augostinos & Every, 2007, 

Taguieff, 2001). Disagreement also persists about the kinds of action that are required to 

challenge racism effectively (Anthias & Lloyd, 2002; Lentin, 2004; Taguieff, 2001). Anti-racist 

policies and campaigns in the 1970s and 1980s have been criticized for a number of conceptual 

shortcomings that resulted in ineffective and at times even counterproductive practices (Gilroy, 

1992; Lentin, 2004; Rattansi, 1992; Solomos & Back, 1996, Taguieff, 2001). While these 

shortcomings have been widely acknowledged, arguably few advances in anti-racist theory and 

practice have been made since (Williams, 1999). At present, therefore, an urgent need exists to 

develop new effective forms of anti-racist theory and practice. 

In this dissertation, I will argue and demonstrate that rethinking contemporary anti-racism 

crucially involves a reconsideration of the role of communication. Communication is defined 

here as those processes through which discourse is reproduced, disseminated and challenged in 

society. This deliberately broad definition includes practices that range from interpersonal 
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conversations to mass media communications. These practices are central to the ways in which 

the meaning of racial, ethnic and religious difference in public and private life are created, shared 

and negotiated (Hall, 1997). Therefore, communication processes are a crucial factor in the 

reproduction of racism. By the same token, they are also essential to anti-racism and the 

production of ‘non-racist’ meanings of racial, ethnic and religious differences. At present, 

however, the role of communication in anti-racism has not been investigated empirically or 

theoretically in much detail. 

This dissertation examines the role of communication for anti-racism in contemporary 

multicultural societies. It does so by investigating the content and consequences of six recent 

communication campaigns that explicitly or implicitly sought to challenge racism or promote the 

social inclusion of racial, ethnic and religious minorities. The study limits itself to 

communication campaigns held in the domain of popular urban culture. Two campaigns are 

situated in the domain of soccer (the Nike campaign ‘Stand up Speak up’ (Chapter 3) and the 

Dutch multicultural soccer tournament ‘the Amsterdam World Cup’ (Chapter 8)). The four other 

campaigns address a general urban audience through mass media entertainment (the multicultural 

television show ‘West Side’ (Chapters 4 and 6) or through appeals to a shared urban life and 

identity (the campaigns ‘We are Londoners, we are one’, ‘What are you doing for the city’ 

(Chapter 5) and ‘We Amsterdammers’ (Chapter7)).  

The following questions will be answered by analysing these six campaigns: First, how do 

audiences give meaning to the selected communication campaigns? Second, to what extent are 

these communication campaigns effective in the struggle against racism? Third, what can be 

learned from these empirical cases about the potential of communication for anti-racism?  

 The answers to these questions contribute to anti-racism in two ways. First, they are 

intended as a contribution to the further development of anti-racist theory. As was mentioned 

above, the criticism of anti-racist practice and theory has crystallized some time ago but little 

advances have been made in the development of new theoretical perspectives on anti-racism that 

build on and learn from these critiques (Williams, 1999). By considering the role of 

communication in anti-racism in specific campaigns, the chapters that follow are intended to 

offer a starting point in this respect. Second, this dissertation addresses the potential role of 

communication in both state and NGO based interventions that seek to improve intercultural 

tolerance and harmony in a multicultural society. Such interventions increasingly focus on 

citizenship, social cohesion and the integration of minority groups in social, economic and 
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cultural domains of society (Shukra, Back, Keith, Khan & Solomos, 2004). In so doing, the fact 

that racism constitutes a serious obstacle to minority participation in each of these domains can 

be overlooked (Ibid.). This dissertation investigates the ways in which racism is currently 

addressed implicitly by communication campaigns that focus on citizenship, social cohesion and 

integration and contrasts this with more ‘head on’ approaches to anti-racism. It assesses the anti-

racist potential of such campaigns in order to contribute to the ongoing discussions about the 

ways in which state and civil society may contribute effectively and responsibly to the 

development of a racially, ethnically and religiously inclusive society.  

In the remainder of this introduction, I will argue that academic theory about (anti-)racism 

suggests two related ways in which communication campaigns may benefit anti-racism. On the 

one hand, communication may aid in the popularisation of a shared sense of community that is 

inclusive of racial, ethnic and religious differences. On the other hand, communication can be 

used to facilitate an ongoing democratic negotiation about the role of cultural diversity in society. 

These two starting points are explained below in a number of steps. First, a definition of racism is 

postulated and discussed. Next, the criticisms levelled at anti-racism are discussed in more detail. 

This is followed by a synthesis of the various theoretical suggestions for new theoretical 

approaches to anti-racism and the role of communication in them. The introduction ends with an 

overview of the various chapters that follow. 

 

Defining racism: the problem and the causes 

Racism can be defined as social exclusions based on racialized constructions of racial, ethnic or 

religious difference (Goldberg, 1993). This definition assumes that racism does not only concern 

groups habitually defined as biologically distinct (i.e. blacks or other ‘racial’ groups). It may also 

affect groups that are defined as inherently and naturally different in cultural terms (i.e. racialized 

ethnic or religious minorities) (cf. Barker, 1981; Miles, 1989). These different forms of racism 

are grounded in a shared assumption that certain racial, ethnic or religious groups are essentially 

incompatible with others in a cultural sense (Mason, 1994). Culture is defined here as the 

discourses and practices through which a society or community organizes and understands itself 

(cf. Donald & Rattansi, 1993; Jaggar, 1999). Different forms of racism can be ordered along a 

continuum depending on the ways in which this cultural incompatibility of groups is discursively 

constructed (Rattansi, 1992). On the one end of the continuum are those forms of racism in which 

this incompatibility is constructed as a biological fact. Such a construction can apply to groups 
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generally perceived in racialized terms such as blacks, but also to racialized ethnic or religious 

minorities, such as the Jews in Nazi Germany that were constructed as a distinct  biological ‘race’ 

(Miles, 1989, St.Louis, 2005). On the other end of the continuum, racisms are found that 

construct this incompatibility in cultural terms (Rattansi, 1992). This involves the social 

exclusions faced by ethnic and national minorities because of their presumed cultural 

incompatibility with the dominant society. It also concerns discrimination against religious 

minorities that are constructed as inherently and naturally different, such as the present Muslim 

communities in Western Europe (Fekete, 2004).  

Expanding the concept of racism to include discrimination based on notions of inherent 

and fixed cultural difference does not deny the different historical trajectories of these various 

forms of social exclusion. It leaves room for the possibility that these different forms of racism 

are expressed and reproduced in different ways and will affect different kinds of groups in 

different ways. Racism therefore does not have to be grounded in essentialist discourses of ‘race’ 

and its common sense ‘base grammar’, which constructs whites and blacks as essentially 

different in terms of rationality and sexuality (Hall, 1997; Nederveen Pieterse, 1992). It may also 

be grounded in naturalized and fixed constructions of ethnic or religious differences (Anthias, 

1990; Barker, 1981; Gilroy, 1987; Goldberg, 1999; Rattansi, 1992; Sefa Dei, 1999). Racism may 

also be grounded in, for example, essentialist multicultural discourses that construct ethnic 

communities as mutually exclusive, internally homogeneous and determined by superficial 

cultural practices (cf. Jaggar, 1999). It also includes essentialist discourses that construct eastern 

or Muslim communities and their cultural differences as essentially different and antithetical 

from Western societal norms and values (Said, 1978).  

Defining racism as a social exclusion implies that it can be expressed through individual 

(speech) acts as well as institutional policies and societal practices that limit or exclude people 

from civic, economic or political forms of participation. This aspect of the definition 

distinguishes it from others that define racism exclusively as an ideology (Miles, 1989) or a wider 

set of racialized discourses (Rattansi, 1992). It assumes that racism is a discursive practice that 

cannot be reduced to language (i.e. as some form of ideology or discourse) or to a set of specific 

acts that can be ‘objectively’ and acontextually identified as racist. As a discursive practice, 

racism is constituted by meaningful (but not necessarily intentional) exclusions. Such meaningful 

exclusions are based in racialized discourses about racial, ethnic or religious differences that 

circulate in a particular cultural context (Murji & Rattansi, 2005). When a culture contains 
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discourses of essentialized racial, ethnic or religious group differences, this in itself is not racist 

(cf. Anthias, 1990). However, it does constitute a necessary precondition for the performance of 

racist exclusions. Therefore, this cultural context is part of the problem of racism that needs to be 

addressed as well (Blokland, 2003; Mason, 1994).  

The problem of racism is thus rooted in the wider social, cultural and historical contexts in 

which it is being expressed. In order to address racism at its root, prohibiting or challenging overt 

expressions of racism alone is insufficient. It also requires an engagement with those processes 

through which racial, ethnic and religious groups come to be regarded and treated as biologically 

or culturally different in an essentialist way (Miles, 1989, Williams, 1999). These processes have 

been referred to as ‘racialization’ (Banton, 2005; Miles, 1989; Murji & Rattansi, 2005; Rath, 

1999). Racialization can be conceptualised as a historical development (Miles, 1989) as well as 

an everyday practice (cf. Blokland, 2003). Viewed as a historical development, the notion of 

racialization is used to theorize the relations between racism, power and the state. For instance, 

neo-Marxist scholars like Miles (1989) have argued that a racialized perception of migrant labour 

legitimatize their integration in the economy in an exploitative subordinate position. The notion 

of a hierarchy of ‘racial’ groups has therefore historically been crucial to the legitimization and 

development of a capitalist economy (cf. Murji & Solomos, 2005). Viewed as an everyday 

practice, on the other hand, racialization links expressions of racism with the everyday practices 

through which ‘race’ or essentialist constructions of cultural difference are reproduced and 

become salient in everyday life (Blokland, 2003). Through the repeated signification of ‘race’ or 

essentialist constructions of ethnic or religious differences as a central marker of difference, 

unequal social relations between racially, ethnically and religiously different groups are 

reproduced and legitimatised. Such a perspective is particularly helpful to understand how 

individuals that do not subscribe to racist ideologies nonetheless may become emotionally 

invested in racialized constructions of their own identity and community (Frosh, Phoenix & 

Pattman, 2000). 

The concept of racialization suggests that historical developments and everyday social 

practices are crucial factors in the reproduction of racism. The problem of racism should 

therefore not be addressed outside of its wider socio-historical context. More specifically, it 

suggests that the everyday discourses and social practices of a racialized culture are crucial entry 

points for anti-racism.  Thus, anti-racism faces the challenge of not only fighting racist exclusions 
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but also challenging the processes of racialization that precede them and make the meaningful 

performance of racism possible. 

 

Anti-racism 

While racism has always received academic attention, anti-racism has been relatively 

understudied (Lentin, 2004; Solomos & Back, 1996). Alastair Bonnett has remarked that anti-

racism is generally assumed to be the inverse of racism, 'fit only for the platitudes of support or 

denouncement' (Bonnett, 2000, p.2). Like racism itself, however, anti-racism cannot be 

approached as a unitary or unproblematic phenomenon. Anthias and Lloyd define anti-racism as 

‘a set of polycentric overlapping discourses and practices which combine a response to racism(s) 

with the construction of a positive project about the kind of society in which people can live 

together harmony and mutual respect’ (Anthias & Lloyd, 2002, p.xx). Broadly speaking, two 

general approaches to anti-racism can be discerned within these overlapping discourses and 

practices. On the one hand, anti-racism has been conceived as the struggle for equality. This 

approach can be called the ‘classic’ or equality based approach to anti-racism (Adler, 1999). On 

the other hand, anti-racism has been conceived as the struggle for the right to be different. This 

approach can be labelled as the ‘multicultural’ or difference based approach to anti-racism 

(Shukra, Back, Keith, Khan & Solomos, 2004).  

The equality based approaches to anti-racism are critical of state institutions and policies 

as well as individual prejudices that reflect the ideological interests of the dominant class (Lentin, 

2004). The notion of distinct biological ‘races’ or inherently and naturally different ethnic or 

religious communities is rejected as a false idea that stands in the way of recognition of the 

fundamental equality of all humans. The central goal of this form of anti-racism is to challenge 

the ways in which racialized social relations and racial prejudice are implicated in the 

reproduction of structural social inequalities (Rattansi, 1992). The main focus of this approach 

has been on challenging racist practices in housing, schooling, education, employment and 

immigration policy and challenging the ideology of racism through ‘race awareness trainings’ 

(Rattansi, 1992).  

The difference based approaches to anti-racism, on the other hand, do not reject ‘race’ or 

racialized constructions of ethnic or religious communities. Instead, they seek to change the 

meaning of these social categories and the role they play in everyday life. Racism is assumed to 

be a matter of individual prejudices that is less related to structural inequalities than to ignorance 
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and irrationality (Shukra, Back, Keith, Khan & Solomos, 2004). The general solution to this 

problem is to provide prejudiced individuals with a mix of knowledge about ethnic groups and 

positive intergroup experiences that could produce empathy and affection. This remedy is 

administered mostly through broadcasting television programmes with (positive) representations 

of racial, ethnic and religious minorities as well as by organizing events and festivals that 

celebrate the cultural differences of these groups (Horsti, 2005; Rattansi, 1992).  

Both of these approaches have received considerable criticism within and outside 

academia (Gilroy, 1992; Lentin, 2004; Rattansi, 1992; Solomos & Back, 1996; Taguieff, 2001; 

Williams, 1999). Critics have argued that the political language of both forms of anti-racism 

reflect an ideological perspective on racism that leads to theoretical and practical dogmatism and 

inflexibility. The equality based approach has been criticised for its assumption that it is engaged 

in a confrontation with a coherent racist ideology of biological inferiority. This has left it unable 

to account for or engage with changing forms of racism that are increasingly couched in terms of 

cultural rather than biological difference (Gilroy, 1992). Moreover, it also cannot account for the 

contradictions and ambivalences that are produced by the fact that racism is a situated social 

performance. For example, it is unclear how to explain or deal with white individuals who engage 

in racist behaviour in one context but simultaneously have Black or Asian friends in another 

(Rattansi, 1992). The notion of an ideological confrontation between anti-racism and racism 

furthermore produces an unhelpful dualist conceptualisation of society as made up of anti-racists 

on the one hand and the rest of the world (i.e. individuals that have not yet accepted the truth of 

the anti-racist ideology) on the other (Adler, 1999). Through the opposition between the two 

ideologies, people that seek slow reforms or even resist the anti-racist project altogether can come 

to be seen as culturally doped or even ‘racist’. The ‘race awareness trainings’ that took place in 

the UK to challenge this presumed ideology of racism have backfired and are now known for 

their ‘moralistic excess’ (Gilroy, 1992). Moreover, many of the anti-racist campaigns appeared to 

be so intertwined with (local) state power that they were unable to challenge those forms of 

racism in which the state itself was implicated (Ibid.). These criticisms have led to a steep decline 

in state based anti-racism of this kind and a switch in policy orientations towards the difference 

based ‘multicultural’ approach to anti-racism in the 1980s and 1990s (Shukra, Back, Keith, Khan 

& Solomos, 2004). 

However, the political language of the ‘multicultural’ difference based approach to anti-

racism has also come under increasing criticism. It has been accused of merely celebrating the 
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superficial manifestations of culture (what Donald & Rattansi have called the 'saris, samosas and 

steel drum' syndrome (Donald & Rattansi, 1992)). As a result, these practices fail to engage with 

social, economic and political differences and inequalities (Ibid). Moreover, the discourse of 

multiculturalism reproduces unhelpful essentialized conceptions of ethnic groups as mutually 

exclusive, internally homogeneous and tightly bound communities (Jaggar, 1999; Horsti, 2005). 

This conceptualisation of cultural diversity has been criticized for naturalizing current group 

differences and assuming the cultural authority of the national majority under the banner of 

intercultural ‘tolerance’ (Rattansi, 1992; Shukra, Back, Keith, Khan & Solomos, 2004). As such, 

it obscures the ways in which current racialized relations are produced by and are conducive to 

the power of elites in these communities and society at large (Anthias & Lloyd, 2002; Jaggar, 

1999). By celebrating group differences uncritically, such approaches risk reproducing the very 

social categorizations on which racism relies (Jaggar, 1999).  

The criticisms of both the equality based and the difference based approach to anti-racism 

indicate that the conceptualisation of the anti-racist project as a whole needs to be reconsidered. 

Goldberg has argued that the central goal of a society free of racism is unrealistic given four 

centuries of racialized development (Goldberg, 1993). The ways in which such a racism-free 

society is imagined makes clear the main conceptual shortcomings. In the two approaches above, 

it would amount to a society in which either difference has become entirely irrelevant (as 

everyone is recognized as completely the same) or entirely unproblematic (as all difference is a 

cause for celebration). At best, such a perspective constitutes a naive utopia. At worst, it is a 

dangerously misguided excess of political correctness. According to Gilroy and others, the 

shortcomings of the ‘classic’ and the ‘multicultural’ approaches to anti-racism noted above are 

compounded by the fact that their rhetoric calls for ‘equality’ and those for ‘the right to 

difference’ have proven vulnerable to cooptation and abuse by new right parties seeking to play 

into xenophobic sentiments (Anthias & Lloyd, 2002; Gilroy, 1992; Patel, 2002; Taguieff, 2001). 

Furthermore, both visions imply that racism can be eradicated without addressing other forms of 

social exclusion and inequality such as class, gender or age. This ignores the ways in which these 

different forms of oppression overlap and produce complex and situated forms of social exclusion 

(Gilroy, 1992; Williams, 1999).  
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Equality and difference reconsidered 

The problematic nature of the main theoretical and practical approaches of anti-racism has led 

Paul Gilroy to declare that the ‘end of anti-racism’ had arrived (Gilroy, 1992). Since these 

criticisms of racism have become widely known, both academics and policy makers have shifted 

their attention from ‘anti-racism’ to other kinds of engagements with questions and problems 

associated with cultural diversity such as anti-oppression, social cohesion or equal opportunities 

policies (Shukra, Back, Keith, Khan & Solomos, 2004; Williams, 1999). However, the criticisms 

above are no reason to abandon anti-racism just yet, especially since some of the problems facing 

anti-racism may also be confounding these successors (Ibid). What is needed instead is a 

thorough revision of the theories and (institutionalised) practices of anti-racism (Anthias & 

Lloyd, 2002). On a theoretical level, this involves a reassessment of the central paradox in the 

anti-racist project between the two apparently opposing ideals of equality and difference. As was 

discussed above, this has resulted in both an equality centred approach (i.e. ‘traditional anti-

racism’) and a difference centred approach (‘multicultural’ anti-racism), which were ineffective, 

incommensurable and vulnerable to cooptation and abuse by political opponents.  

This dilemma between equality and difference is not unique to the project of anti-racism 

and has similarly confronted and confounded the second wave of the women’s movement (Scott, 

1988). Scott has argued that feminism was confounded by the fact that it consisted of the 

contingent and therefore contradictory demands to treat men and women equally as well as to 

acknowledge and respect their differences. The resulting contradictions were exploited by 

political opponents who could deny claims for equal rights by simply repeating feminist 

arguments to respect the biological differences between men and women. They could also deny 

acknowledgement of special needs of women by repeating feminist demands for equal treatment. 

The conceptual problem causing these contradictions was that equality and difference are 

understood by feminists, as well as its political opponents, as two ends of a single dimension 

ranging from equality to difference (Ibid). In so doing, equality is mistakenly reduced to 

sameness. The challenge then is how equality and the right to be different within a community 

can be articulated without compromising each other. Such a reconceptualisation would in turn 

allow for the conceptualisation of the anti-racist project in which the needs for equality and 

difference are addressed coherently and simultaneously. 
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A reconceptualisation of the goals of anti-racism requires considering the questions of 

equality and difference on separate analytical levels. The equality of members of a community 

needs to be conceptualised without assuming that the community is culturally homogeneous 

(Shabani, 2002, Southpommasane, 2005). This crucially involves grounding the equal 

membership in a community on some meaningful shared aspects of a shared existence that do not 

privilege or exclude groups because of racial, ethnic or religious differences. Different authors 

have proposed to conceive of this community of equals in non-cultural terms that range from 

shared life in a city (an urban ‘cosmopolis’, Sandercock, 1998 c.f. chapter five) to shared 

adherence to the constitution (‘constitutional patriotism’, Shabani, 2002, Southpommasane, 2005) 

and shared membership of the human race (‘a common humanity’ (Gilroy, 2000)). At present, an 

inclusive sense of community that guarantees equality despite cultural differences is not yet 

institutionalised in the fabric of society. The dissemination and popularisation of such an 

inclusive sense of community can thus be defined as one of the central goals of a contemporary 

anti-racist campaign.  

Separated from the question of equality, the question of difference can also be 

reformulated. This involves, first of all, acknowledging that this question cannot be settled once 

and for all (Jaggar, 1999), let alone by experts, policymakers or anti-racist campaigners alone 

(Gilroy, 1992). The question of cultural difference in society is socially and historically 

contingent and requires an ongoing process of negotiation (Jaggar, 1999; Werbner & Modood, 

1997). Changing social, political, cultural circumstances suggest that solutions that work for the 

present moment will not be adequate for all possible future developments. The question of when 

which forms of racial, ethnic or religious differences ought to be acknowledged and respected 

cannot be answered for all domains of social life in the same way or at the same time. In a 

democratic and evolving society, such questions need to be posed continuously in all social 

domains. Their answers should be derived from democratic processes of negotiation in which 

participation of all relevant groups and institutional actors is assured (Stevenson, 2003). The 

question of cultural difference should therefore be approached in anti-racism by attempts to 

strengthen what can be called a community’s cultural citizenship (Miller, 2006, Ong, 1999, 

Pakulski, 1997; Stevenson, 2003, see also Chapter 6).  Cultural citizenship can be defined as the 

right to be different within a community and the obligation to respectfully engage with the 

difference of others. The performance of cultural citizenship involves the democratic negotiation 

of the role of cultural difference in everyday life (see Chapter 6). This approach shifts attention 
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away from attempts to change the meaning of existing differences top down in anti-racist 

campaigns. Instead, anti-racist efforts should be directed at facilitating and democratising 

communication between members of a community about the role of various aspects of its cultural 

diversity in everyday life (Jaggar, 1999; Stevenson, 2003). 

 In summary, a reformulation of the anti-racist project crucially entails reconceptualising 

its engagement with equality and difference in complementary rather than contradictory terms. 

First, this involves disseminating and popularising the basis of equality on a non-cultural basis 

through defining and instituting new senses of inclusive community. Second, it involves an 

engagement with the facilitation of the democratic negotiation of the role of cultural difference 

within an inclusive community rather than normatively proscribing a particular role for cultural 

difference in society in advance. At present, it is unclear how these goals may best be achieved.  

 

Communicating anti-racism 

It is perhaps important to emphasize here that the need for anti-racist legislation and law 

enforcement are not rendered any less crucial to the anti-racist project by popularising an 

inclusive sense of community or increasing the level of cultural citizenship in a community. 

However, in order to address the wider problem of racism beyond its direct and socially 

recognised expressions, anti-racism needs to seek wider cultural changes. In the way they are 

formulated above, the twin goals of an inclusive community and the performance of cultural 

citizenship are the two general areas of intervention through which communication may 

challenge the wider racialized culture within which racism thrives and transform it in more 

inclusive and democratic ways.  

The greatest challenge of such a reconceptualised anti-racist project is its practical 

realization. Communication can contribute to this practical implementation in at least two ways. 

Communication is, first, crucial to any effort to institutionalise a more inclusive sense of 

community based on non-cultural terms. As the work of Anderson has shown, any imagined 

community depends on a set of shared representations of that community (Anderson, 1983). 

Currently, representations of an inclusive community, which is defined without reference to 

racial, ethnic, or religious differences, are not readily available in everyday life. Therefore, (mass 

mediated) communication campaigns might intervene in this regard by disseminating such 

representations of an inclusive community in a persuasive manner. At present, however, the 

possibilities and threats of using communication for anti-racist purposes in this way remain 
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unknown. Little is known about the ways in which such an inclusive community should be 

conceptualised and represented in practical terms. Moreover, it is unclear how such appeals to an 

inclusive community are received by audiences and how they relate to people’s existing senses of 

belonging to ethnic and national communities (see Chapter 5). 

Second, communication is also central to the aim of increasing the democratic negotiation 

of the role of cultural difference in everyday life (what has been termed above as the performance 

of cultural citizenship). Such communication does not involve attempts to define the meaning or 

place of cultural diversity from the top down as the multicultural approaches to anti-racism have 

sought to do. The potential of communication lies more in the facilitation of communication 

between different individuals and groups about the problems and potentials of the role of cultural 

difference in everyday life. However, it is unclear how the performance of cultural citizenship 

can be stimulated through anti-racist communication campaigns. Moreover, it also remains to be 

investigated how such an engagement can be made sensitive to the locally and historically 

contingent needs for the acknowledgement, ignoring or challenging of particular (democratically 

decided) problematic or unproblematic forms of difference. 

These issues are addressed in this dissertation by investigating contemporary anti-racist 

engagements with communication both on the level of communicating an inclusive sense of 

community as well as the level of facilitating the democratic negotiation about the role of cultural 

difference within this community. The process of communication in these campaigns are 

conceptualised in the terms set out by the encoding-decoding model by Stuart Hall (Hall, 1973). 

This model emphasizes the social, political and cultural context of both the production and the 

reception of messages and emphasises the role of power in both processes. The production 

process of media messages is termed ‘encoding’. This term emphasizes that a media text is 

produced through the negotiations between multiple actors involved in the production process. 

Each of these actors operates within a particular social and historical context, has particular 

resources at their disposal and faces distinct limitations and opportunities. The reception process 

or ‘decoding’ assumes that the meaning of a media text for any particular audience or viewer 

depends on the cultural resources they have at their disposal to make sense of the text (Ibid.). 

Although the media text itself may be structured to facilitate particular ‘preferred’ readings 

within particular audiences, the meaning of a message inheres not in the text but in the situated 

interpretive process as a whole. The text only plays a partial role in this respect but it is by no 

means irrelevant (Michelle, 2007). Both encoding as well as decoding involve processes of 
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situated negotiation and struggle about the meaning of a text and are therefore caught in the 

dynamics of power. This emphasis on power in processes of communication is especially 

pertinent in anti-racism campaigns that communicate messages with the aim of changing society 

and its power structures. The role of power in the production and reception of the campaigns thus 

forms a central theme throughout the chapters that follow. 

In order to study the reception of the selected anti-racist campaigns from this perspective, 

a mixed method approach was used in which qualitative data collection and analysis techniques 

were complemented, where appropriate, with quantitative methods. Furthermore, because the 

context of reception is crucial for the both the analysis of reception in the encoding/decoding 

model in general and the analysis of the role of power in particular, two studies were conducted 

in which common sense ideas and negotiations about racism in the everyday life of the audiences 

of anti-racist campaigns were charted. 

 

Setup of the dissertation 

The chapters that follow were originally written as separate papers for publication in academic 

journals. Chapters 3 through 8 cover the content and reception of six recent anti-racist 

communication campaigns in the domain of popular urban culture. This domain was chosen 

because popular urban culture has a wide appeal across racial, ethnic and religious groups in 

society and continues to be one of the most common domains for anti-racist communication 

campaigns. Campaigns were selected within this domain based on four criteria. First, campaigns 

were selected that sought to challenge racism or address the wider meaning of racial, ethnic or 

religious differences in society through communication. Second, campaigns were selected that 

were held over the last five years in order to guarantee that they constituted the state of the art in 

anti-racist communication campaigning. Third, campaigns were selected that addressed the 

general public rather than a particular community or interest group. Fourth, campaigns were 

selected that focused either on mass communication of a particular message of tolerance or anti-

racism (chapters 3, 4, 5 and 6) or on facilitating communication about the role of cultural 

difference between members of different racial, ethnic and religious groups (Chapters 6, 7 and 8).  

The chapters of this dissertation are grouped in four parts. In the first part, the reception 

context of anti-racism communication campaigns is discussed. In the second part, two studies are 

presented from two different anti-racist mass media campaigns that sought to challenge 

individual attitudes and behaviours related to racism. In the third part, two studies are presented 
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on the potential of mass media campaigns to communicate a sense of inclusive community and to 

stimulate the performance of cultural citizenship. Finally, the fourth part investigates campaigns 

that facilitate communication in everyday life directly by bringing people together in projects for 

intercultural encounters (see Table 1 for an overview).  

 

Table 1. Overview of the dissertation set up  

PART Focus Cases Main question Main method 

I 
The reception context 

of anti-racist 

communication 

Everyday talk 

about racism 

How is ‘racism’ 

understood and challenged 

in everyday life? 

Focus groups  &  

 

In-depth- 

interviews 

II 

Mass media 

communications 

promoting individual 

changes in attitudes 

and behaviour related 

to racism 

Stand up, speak up 

 

West Side 

How do campaigns affect 

racist attitudes and 

behaviours?  

Content analysis, 

 

Survey & 

 

Experiment 

III 

 

Mass media 

communications for a 

sense of inclusive 

community and 

cultural citizenship 

 

We are Londoners 

 

What are you 

doing for the city? 

 

West Side 

How do campaigns 

promote inclusive 

communities and cultural 

citizenship? 

Focus groups  &  

 

In-depth- 

interviews 

IV 
Campaigns that seek to 

facilitate interpersonal 

communication  

We 

Amsterdammers 

 

Amsterdam WC 

What kinds of 

communication are 

facilitated through 

arranged intergroup 

contact? 

In-depth- 

interviews & 

 

Participatory 

observation 
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The individual chapters of this dissertation were all written as single, theory driven explorations 

of different aspects of the potential role of communication for anti-racism. As can be seen in 

Table 1, the studies presented here used diverging methodologies and their results are not to be 

read as a cumulative exploration of a single or ideal kind of communication campaigning. 

Instead, these studies together present a multi-method exploratory study on the potential of 

communication for anti-racism in general.  

 

Part I 

In Chapter 1, an empirical study is presented on everyday understandings and negotiations of 

racism in order to chart the context of the reception of anti-racist communication campaigns. 

Starting from a social constructionist perspective, it examines how the recognition of certain 

incidents, experiences and social phenomena as racist is socially achieved. In Chapter 2, the 

results from the first chapter are complemented by a case study on how Dutch soccer fans and 

players define racism in their shared sport culture. Moreover, it presents an analysis on the ways 

in which the dominant discourses about the nature of racism shape the social relations between 

those people who feel they might have suffered racial abuse and those who have engaged in 

contested racialized behaviour.  

 

Part II 

After charting the reception context of anti-racist campaigns in the first part of the dissertation, 

the second part continues with two case studies of mass media communication campaigns that 

each intended to communicate anti-racist messages in their own specific ways. In Chapter 3, an 

analysis is presented on the campaign ‘We can’t do it alone’ by the multinational sports company 

Nike. This campaign can be described as a ‘traditional’ anti-racist campaign as it seeks to 

confront racism head on through the dissemination of messages about the immorality of racism. 

The analysis focuses both on the visual and discursive content of the campaign as well as on the 

ways in which it is received among Dutch soccer audiences. In Chapter 4, another mass media 

campaign is investigated in the form of a multicultural television series. This series was intended 

to communicate anti-racist messages of intercultural tolerance and understanding implicitly 

through television entertainment. Using an experimental design, the chapter analyses the extent to 

which exposure to and identification with dramatised positive depictions of Muslim minorities 

can be a way to stimulate tolerance of cultural diversity among non-Muslim viewers. 
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Part III 

In the third part of the dissertation, two chapters are presented that deal with the potential of mass 

communication to popularise a sense of inclusive community and to stimulate cultural 

citizenship. In Chapter 5, a case study is presented on two campaigns that explicitly seek to 

communicate a new sense of community that supersedes racial, ethnic and religious differences. 

These two campaigns, called ‘We are Londoners, we are one’ and ‘What are you doing for the 

city’, both take the shared residence in a city as the basis for a culturally inclusive community. 

The analysis in this chapter focuses on the ways in which urban residents from various racial, 

ethnic and religious backgrounds find the core notion of an urban cosmopolis convincing and 

seductive and what potential it has to function as a foundation for anti-racism. In Chapter 6, the 

programme West Side is examined again using a different theoretical and methodological 

approach. This time it is approached as a communication campaign that could also facilitate the 

communication between members of the audience. Using a qualitative research design, the 

chapter analyses audience reactions to the programme and how these might contribute to the 

development of personalized negotiations about the role of cultural difference in the viewer’s 

everyday lives.  

 

Part IV 

In the fourth part of the dissertation, two case studies are presented on campaigns that seek to 

facilitate communication between members of a particular community. In Chapter 7, an analysis 

is presented of a campaign for intercultural encounters called ‘we Amsterdammers’. This 

campaign consisted of a range of different projects that sought to bring Amsterdammers from 

various racial, ethnic and religious backgrounds into personal contact with each other. The article 

examines the underlying discourse surrounding the trope ‘interpersonal contact’, as it was 

expressed by the organizers of this campaign. Next, it analyses the kinds of events and practices 

this discourse was translated into and the ways in which this relates to the goals of facilitating the 

democratic negotiation of cultural difference in everyday life. In Chapter 8, the anti-racist 

strategy of facilitating communication about cultural difference in everyday life is further 

explored through a case study on a multicultural soccer tournament called the Amsterdam World 

Cup. This annual event is set up to promote intercultural tolerance by drawing on the social 

powers of sports. The chapter examines the content and role of this central discourse of the 
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powers of sports and analyses what practical consequences it has for the way such a campaign for 

interpersonal contact through sports is organized and the experiences that participants take home 

from them.  

  These four parts are followed by a summary of their results and a conclusion in which the 

main questions posed in this introduction are addressed. The dissertation ends with a reflection on 

the actual and potential role of communication for anti-racism in contemporary multicultural 

society. 
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CHAPTER 1  

The recognition of racism in everyday life 
 

 

Introduction 

Over the last decades, expressions of racism in everyday life have been transforming insidiously. 

Overt expressions of racism have been largely replaced by more ‘subtle’ and reflexive ones that 

manage to avoid or pre-empt the accusation of racism (Meertens & Pettigrew, 1995; van Dijk, 

1992; Potter & Wetherell, 1992). These developments suggest that the identification of racism in 

everyday life is becoming increasingly difficult. This chapter examines how people recognise 

racism in times of ‘subtle racism’ and how this process relates to the struggle against everyday 

racism. 

The identification of everyday racism is generally conceptualised as the correct 

recognition of a particular act as objectively ‘racist’ (Essed, 1991; Mellor, Bynon, Maller, 

Felicity, Hamilton, & Watson, 2007; Nishimuta, 2008). Such recognition is presumably enabled 

by a sufficient level of knowledge about racism (Essed, 1991). However, common sense 

knowledge about racism has been shown to be contested, contradictory and incomplete 

(Augostinos & Every, 2007, Figgou & Condor, 2006; Müller, van Zoonen & de Roode, 2007; 

Nelson, Sanbonmatsu & McClerking, 2007). Therefore, in everyday life, objective criteria are 

often lacking to distinguish ‘racist’ forms of speech, behaviour or representation objectively from 

‘non-racist’ ones. This suggests that the recognition of racism in everyday life may be a much 

more complex, contested and contingent process than is often assumed.  

In this chapter, the recognition of racism in everyday life is reconceptualised as a social 

accomplishment. Seen from this point of view, a particular experience or incident can only be 

identified as racist when it is discursively constructed as such. The recognition of racism 

therefore depends on the discursive resources that common sense offers to construct a given 

incident or state of affairs as racist. This perspective will be used in this paper to present a more 

detailed empirical examination of the processes of recognition of racism in everyday life.  

At present, there have been no studies that directly investigate how common sense 

knowledge of racism affects negotiations and struggles around the identification of racism in 

everyday life. Three aspects have remained particularly understudied. First, most studies have 

 25



focused exclusively on the ways in which people manage to avoid or pre-empt accusations of 

racism rhetorically (e.g. van Dijk, 1992; Potter & Wetherell, 1992). In so doing, the processes 

through which everyday speech or behaviour comes to be recognised as racist have been largely 

neglected (Nelson, Sanbonmatsu & McClerking, 2007). Second, research has mostly focused on 

the discourse of politicians and institutional actors via, for example, newspapers or popular 

media. By comparison, everyday negotiations over the recognition of racism in real life situations 

have received much less attention. Third, most of these studies analyse either pre-existing 

(media) texts or individual in-depth interviews and consequently overlook the interactional nature 

of the struggles around everyday racism (Condor, Figgou, Abell, Gibson, & Stevenson, 2006).  

In order to address these issues, a study is presented below on the ways in which Dutch 

people with various ethnic backgrounds negotiate the recognition of racism in their everyday 

lives. The main question that will be answered here is: ‘How do people from different ethnic 

backgrounds identify racism in their everyday lives, and how is this process related to their 

common sense knowledge and understandings of racism?’ To answer these questions, 8 focus 

groups were held with 31 people from different ethnic backgrounds in Amsterdam about the 

presence of racism in common ambiguous everyday situations. Respondents were given a set of 

10 vignettes in which a potentially racist act, situation or representation was described and 

depicted. Among these were, for example, a black man being stopped by the police for no 

apparent reason or receiving bad service in a restaurant while others were not. Participants were 

asked to explicate under what conditions they would be sure that racism was occurring in these 

situations and how they dealt with such ambiguous situations in their daily lives. The focus group 

provided for a setting in which the active construction and contestation of group norms could be 

recorded and stimulated by a discussion moderator.   

In the following, I first explicate a theoretical framework and specify the empirical focus 

for the present study. Next, the methodology of the study is explained. This is followed by a 

presentation of the results of the analysis of the discussions that were elicited in the focus groups. 

The paper concludes with a discussion of the relevance of these findings for further 

conceptualization and study of the negotiation of everyday racism and how this reflects on the 

project of anti-racism.  
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Recognizing racism 

Studies on the experiences of blacks with racism have usefully highlighted the role of individual 

knowledge in the process of recognition of racism in everyday life (Essed, 1991; Mellor et al., 

2001). According to Essed, both knowledge of the norms for acceptable behaviour in various 

social domains and a ‘general knowledge of racism’ enable people to successfully recognize 

racism in their everyday lives (Essed, 1991). Racism is recognized when it consists of behaviour 

that transgresses situated norms for acceptable behaviour and corresponds with general 

knowledge of racism. In this model, the entire process of recognition is predicated on these two 

forms of ‘knowledge’ and basically takes two forms. Either it is correct because an individual has 

sufficient knowledge or it is incorrect because such knowledge is lacking. While individual 

knowledge and experience are certainly important factors in the recognition of racism, they are 

not the only factors that determine whether racism can be recognised. This becomes clear 

especially in everyday situations where behaviour can be difficult to interpret and information 

about the motives behind it is often not available. For example, in a study on the recognition of 

racism in everyday situations, Mellor et al. (2001) used vignettes like the one below and asked 

respondents to discuss whether racism had occurred: 

 
Scenario 1. An Asian male with a number of products approaches the counter at a 24-hour store to pay for his 

goods. A Caucasian male with a can of drink comes up beside the Asian man and is served first by the shop 

assistant (Mellor et al., 2001, p.478). 

 

It is clear that the recognition of racism in ambiguous situations like these cannot be 

reduced to the possession of adequate knowledge about racism and social norms. In the example 

above, various explanations might be given for the behaviour of the shopkeeper that are unrelated 

to the cultural difference of the Asian customer. However, the necessary information (i.e. about 

the shopkeeper’s feelings towards the Asian customer, the intentions behind his behaviour) is not 

easily accessible in such situations, leaving the behaviour open to multiple interpretations. By 

focusing only on whether people possess sufficient knowledge to recognize racism, the struggles 

and negotiations that are necessary to get everyday ambiguous (speech) acts, practices or 

representations to be recognised as racist are completely ignored. As a result, the victims of 

racism can easily become blamed for all false negatives (i.e. racism was not identified even 
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though it did not occur) as well as for all false positives (i.e. racism was identified even though it 

did not occur).  

A more adequate approach may be to conceptualise the recognition of racism as the full 

social process through which certain (speech) acts, practices or representations come to be 

regarded as racist. Such a conceptualisation draws attention to three empirical areas of interest. 

First, it is necessary to address the role of (common sense) knowledge of racism in the process of 

recognition. A number of authors have already begun to do research into the role of common 

sense definitions of racism in everyday life (Augostinos et al., 2007; Figgou & Condor, 2006, 

Lamont & Aksartova, 2002; Verkuyten, 2005). In a recent study, Verkuyten examined majority 

and minority group members’ own understandings and interpretations of racism and ethnic 

discrimination in society (Verkuyten, 2005). His study focuses on the discursive strategies used 

to construct different explanations for discrimination. His account is especially useful as it 

explores the ways in which different kinds of discursive resources are used to argue for or against 

the presence and importance of racism in society. However, the study is limited by its focus on 

talk about racism or ‘ethnic discrimination’ in an abstract general sense in society at large. As a 

result, his results say little about the ways in which people recognize racism in their own 

everyday lives.  

Second, it remains to be investigated how the identification and denial of racism are 

socially accomplished and collaboratively produced. Condor, Figgou, Abell, Gibson, & 

Stevenson (2006) have argued that studies focusing on the negotiation of the meaning and 

presence of racism have underestimated the interactional nature of both the denial as well as the 

recognition of racism. This is reflected in the dominance of studies both of media texts and in-

depth interviews in which interaction is limited at most to negotiations with the interviewer. 

These kinds of data offer limited insights into the ways in which people struggle over the 

recognition with others in their daily lives and the kinds of resources that are available to them in 

such contexts. Augostinos & Every (2007) and Lamont & Aksartova (2002) have convincingly 

argued that patterns of everyday talk around the notion of ‘race’ and racism should be regarded as 

resources with which people can perform social actions such as blaming, justifying, and 

rationalizing.  

Third, at present, the consequences of the ways in which the recognition of racism is 

struggled over in daily life are unclear. Earlier studies have suggested that discursive resources 

may be differentially available to people depending on a number of factors. Based on interviews 
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in the United States and France, Lamont and Aksartova conclude that the national context to 

some extent determines the resources people have at their disposal to construct non-racist, 

egalitarian world views (2002). In a study on the interpretation of ethnic discrimination, McLeod 

and Yates (2003) furthermore found that majority and minority groups may face considerably 

diverging consequences when they deploy certain resources to argue for or against racism. More 

specifically, ethnic minorities were in danger of being perceived as not belonging in society if 

they pressed too strongly for the presence of racism in society (McLeod & Yates, 2003). 

However, existing knowledge about these processes is sparse and linked to different theoretical 

models of racism. Furthermore, they accord relatively little weight to the interactional nature of 

the recognition and denial of racism in everyday life.   

The main question posed in the introduction can be subdivided into three sub-questions 

that correspond with the three issues described above. First, what is the role of common sense 

definitions in processes of recognition and denial of racism in everyday life? Second, how are 

identification and denial of racism socially accomplished and collaboratively produced? Third, 

what are the consequences of the ways in which racism is struggled over in daily life, and how is 

its recognition socially achieved? 

 

Method 

In order to address the three main empirical issues, the present study focuses on uncovering the 

socially situated nature of any recognition of racism in everyday life. Previous studies have 

mostly ignored this situated nature by focusing on abstract talk about racism as a general issue in 

society (cf. Verkuyten, 2005). In order to focus on the situated nature of such talk, this study 

focuses on negotiations on various mundane, everyday situations in which racism might be 

perceived. In order to elicit such patterns of talk, 31 participants were interviewed during focus 

groups with their peers. Participants were between 18 and 42 years of age, and a majority (55%) 

were female. The composition of the groups varied systematically in terms of ethnicity. Two 

groups were made up exclusively of participants with a white ethnic background (all were white 

Dutch in these groups except one white German participant). Three groups were made up of 

participants with an ethnic minority background: One of these consisted of black Surinam 

women; one consisted of Moroccan Muslim men; and one consisted of men and women with a 

Turkish background. The other three groups were composed of a mixture of participants with a 
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white Dutch majority background and participants with ethnic minority backgrounds (i.e. 

Surinamese/Ghanese, Surinamese and Moroccan).  

In the focus group, participants were asked to discuss the presence of racism in a number 

of ambiguous social situations in which racism might or might not have occurred. The procedure 

of the focus group consisted of two phases. In the first phase, participants were asked to reflect 

about their definitions of racism using two different vignettes of everyday situations in which 

racism might be recognised. These vignettes were similar to those used by Mellor et al. (2001) in 

their study. They were similarly intended to be ambiguous cases of racism in order to stimulate 

discussions about how racism might be recognised. The vignettes used included ‘a Muslim 

adolescent that was refused at a nightclub’, the packaging of a brand of cereal that featured a 

black man with exaggerated racial features and positive reproductions of racial difference in the 

form of a quote by a sports fan talking about a black soccer player saying ‘blacks are by nature 

stronger and faster and have larger penises’. Participants were encouraged to give examples from 

their own lives in which they felt racism had occurred or where they were not sure.  

In the second part of the procedure, ten of these vignettes were laid on the table and 

participants were asked to rank them in order of seriousness of the racism they could recognise. 

This forced participants to discuss amongst each other their shared norms for racist behaviour. 

The moderator of the focus group ensured that any decisions made by the group were verbally 

explained by the participants, thus rendering us full view of the discursive resources that 

participants used to argue for the presence or absence of racism.  

Despite the fact that ethnic composition of the focus groups was systematically varied, 

their discussions showed very similar dynamics and indicated that common sense knowledge and 

understanding about racism was deployed in a similar fashion. In many instances, for example, a 

white Dutch participant attempted to identify a certain experience as racist and similarly, many 

ethnic minority members actively denied the presence of racism in other experiences. Hence, the 

analysis below centres on the role of common sense knowledge that was shared between ethnic 

minorities and the white Dutch majority. Nonetheless, in some instances ethnicity did seem to 

matter strongly in the positions that speakers took up and the discussions they engaged in. The 

role of ethnicity is therefore addressed directly in the third half of the analysis when the 

consequences of processes of identification of everyday racism are discussed. 
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Results 

The results of the analysis are presented in the order of the sub questions posed earlier. First, an 

analysis of common sense definitions of racism is presented. Second, the negotiations and 

struggles surrounding the recognition and denial of racism are analysed. Third, the consequences 

of these patterns of recognition and denials for majority and minority members are addressed. 

 

Common sense definitions of racism 

The analysis of participant’s definitions of racism revealed that although considerable diversity 

existed in the ways that they defined racism, they shared the assumption that it was immoral, 

intentional, negative and directed towards individuals or groups that were considered culturally 

different. When asked what racism was, a typical response was to describe a person whose 

behaviour or speech was deemed racist. 

 
Alida: er, racist, I have the feeling that someone who makes racist statements is doing so very consciously too. And 

then I think it’s very dangerous indeed. If you consciously, how do you say, want to show your superiority, by 

putting others down, or ehm, its a form of contempt. You make always make racist statements from a position that 

yours is better. 

 

In accounts such as the one above, the intentional nature of racism is stressed by 

emphasizing that racist behaviour is ‘consciously’ acted out and thus intended to achieve the 

undesirable goal of social hierarchisation. Racism is furthermore presented as immoral and 

antisocial. In the quote above, this is achieved by describing the acts as ‘dangerous’ and the 

reference to ‘putting others down’. By not specifying the groups that these might be but 

describing them in generalized, anonymous fashion (‘others’), no rational reasons are offered that 

could explain such behaviour. As a consequence, racism is constructed as irrational and immoral. 

In their discussions, participants never disputed the general assumptions of racism as immoral, 

intentional and negative acts directed at culturally different groups.  

The general consensus was that racism implies that many ambiguous instances are 

classified as non-racist by default. An interesting and highly significant example of this 

discursive bias was the fact that positive constructions of biological essentialisms could be 

expressed without raising suspicions or accusations of racism. For example, when groups 

discussed a vignette in which a soccer fan was quoted as saying that ‘black men are faster runners 
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and have more muscles by nature and they have larger penises’, participants typically responded 

in the following way: 
 

Kwame: this I can better consider to be a compliment [laughter in the group] ‘Black men have bigger muscles and a 

bigger dick’. 

Arnold: they can certainly run harder and faster by nature and I.. but not that I am speaking out of personal 

experience but the second part [of that expression] is also true. There is nothing insulting about it.  

Caroline: Yeah, I mean, have a look at those marathons. 

Arnold: the 100m sprint. You name it. They just have a stronger DNA. 

Caroline: yeah, a stronger physique 

Arnold: yeah physique. They fitness for a year and get so big, and when I do (..) [Laughter in the group] Nothing 

happens. 

 

In the first part of the exchange, Kwame, himself a black man, says that he might better 

consider it as a compliment. Arnold, a white man, agrees with the refusal to label such 

expressions as racist because they are not insulting and true. The veracity of the biological 

essentialism is then supported by Caroline by referencing the fact that black men often win the 

marathon. In so doing, she implies that the blackness of the athletes has caused them to win the 

marathon over and beyond all of the other factors that contribute to their success that are 

unrelated to biology but nevertheless differentiate certain people who happen to have black skin 

from certain areas of the world from other athletes. Arnold then tries to establish the fact of 

superior strength of the black body by referencing scientific terminology (‘they have a stronger 

DNA’) and ends the exchange by jokingly contrasting this superior black strength to his own 

inferior white body. Thus, ‘othering’ and constructions of essentialist group divides that are 

prerequisites for those intentional, insulting forms of racism were generally mistaken for 

harmless compliments because they lacked a negative intention or connotation. 

 

Negotiations and struggles around the recognition of racism 

The recognition of racism can be understood as a social accomplishment in which people 

construct certain events or experiences as racist by drawing on shared common sense 

understandings of racism. Certain forms of behaviour were recognised as racist 

unproblematically because they fit well with dominant common sense conceptualisations of 

racism. For example, two Turkish participants produced the recognition of racism in the 

following way when recounting the abuse that had recently happen to a mutual friend of theirs: 
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Djenghis: (...) He is riding his scooter along the bicycle lane, and she was driving a.. little disabled people’s 

vehicle. And erm, out of the blue she starts calling him names, and yeah your kind, and this, and what else 

did she say, shitforeigner ii and stuff. (...) And he remained very calm and said ‘madam what is going on, 

can I help you with something? (...) and she completely went crazy about foreigners and look, that is racist. 

When there is nothing the matter. 

Shirina: he said I must have tried to talk with that woman for 15 minutes but whatever I said, she called me 

names from here to Tokyo. ‘Madam, madam, can I help you Why are you so angry, what did I do to you?’ 

No, ‘Your kind are this, your kind are that, you have to get out of the country’.. And then he felt like, ‘well 

madam, a very good day to you, should I have done anything wrong, I’m sorry’ and then he drove off. 

Yeah, and then he also said, ‘I think that woman must have experienced quite a lot for her to be so frustrated 

that, ehm I had to listen to that!’ 

 

In the quote above, the recognition of racism is achieved by constructing the encounter between 

the man and the racist woman in close correspondence with the definition of racism as irrational 

and negative behaviour towards ethnic minorities. Crucial in this regard is the reference to 

cultural difference in the aggression displayed by the woman. The racist woman is shown to 

conceive and treat ethnic minorities as different and inferior to her self by verbally abusing the 

victim (‘shitforeigner’), making generalizing statements about ethnic minorities (‘your kind is 

like this and that’) and calling for removal of ethnic minorities from the country. Moreover, the 

woman’s behaviour is constructed as entirely uncontrolled and erratic as she ‘out of the blue 

starts calling him names’. The descriptions of the victim make it clear that he had done nothing to 

elicit this behaviour except having a different ethnic background. Through the juxtapositioning of 

the racist woman with an innocent friendly man who politely listens to the woman (who in 

retrospect even expresses appreciation for the difficult and traumatic events in her private life that 

must have preceded her racist insults), a strong contrast is generated in which the recognition of 

the racist becomes a matter of fact. 

While the above example gives a clear case of an unproblematic recognition of racism, it 

was more usual to find such recognition actively struggled over. In these struggles, claims for 

recognition for racism were contested and countered with arguments that suggested no racism 

had occurred. During these struggles, a number of different discursive resources were deployed 

by participants. The constant comparative analysis of coded transcripts (cf. Seale, 1999) yielded 

three main categories of discursive resources with which participants argued for or against the 

presence of racism in everyday life situations. These are argumentations that concern the nature, 
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intentionality and consequences of speech (acts), social practices or representations (see Table 1 

for an overview). 

 

Table1. Interpretive repertoires for the recognition of racism in ambiguous situations 
         Recognition          Denial 
  

Nature of (speech)act, practice or representation 
 Negative, hostile or disrespectful   Denial 
             Reflects a known stereotype              The stereotype is accurate/positive 
               

Intentionality 
 Repeatedly expressed  Denial- It was incidental 
 Other people/groups are treated better   Others are treated the same 
 No external factors explain behaviour              (Emotional) context responsible 
 

Consequences 
 It is insulting / painful personally 
 

            It is should not be taken serious 
            Other members of the group do not mind 

            It reproduces prejudice or inequality 
 

 It is unrelated to social processes 
              
     

  
 
 

Each of these three main forms of argumentations in Table 1 could be used sequentially or 

simultaneously by participants. They could be used both to demand the social recognition of 

racism or, alternatively and more frequently, to deny the presence of racism. To illustrate the 

dynamic process of negotiation, consider the following scene in which Youssra attempts to 

present an everyday experience she has had in a restaurant to her peers in the focus group as a 

clear cut case of racism.  
 

Youssra: In France racism and discrimination against dark skinned people happens much more than here in 

the Netherlands. Over there you can very often, like what you will get for example, what happened to me 

once is that you just get cold coffee [in a restaurant]. At the same time you see a Frenchman, you see the 

steam coming off of his coffee. So they can still make hot coffee. And then I get my Father because he 

speaks French and he will let you know what we want. 

 

Like in many other struggles over the recognition of racism, this particular example starts 

off with Youssra making the case for racist discrimination by presenting its recognition as a 

matter of fact. She does so in the quote above by announcing first that she will be telling a tale of 

racism in the first sentence (‘in France racism happens much more’). She follows this with an 
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account in which she juxtaposes the treatment she received from a waiter with the treatment that 

a Frenchman in the same restaurant received. She constructs this treatment as an intentional act 

by arguing that the negative treatment she receives is not caused by external factors beyond 

control of the waiter (‘they can still make hot coffee’). Furthermore, she provides sensory, and 

therefore difficult to deny, proof of the differential treatment (the coffee served to the Frenchman 

was visibly hot as it was steaming). However, in subsequent exchanges with the other 

participants of the focus group, Youssra acknowledges that her recognition of racism in this 

particular case is open to contestation: 

 
Marianne: well yeah how does he serve the other customers? 

Youssra: did they ever come there before, were they friendly when they came in, because I can sure 

understand, if I were a waiter, and you are rude, than I am just as rude or even more rude to you. If you are 

very friendly.. 

Marianne: or it’s just a rude waiter 

Daniëlle: or the customers are rude 

Marianne: look if he does treat the rest of the customers normally, and those men just want to be served, and 

he doesn’t serve them, then I think that is racism yeah (..) if he does that because they are different. 

 

In the above, Jo begins to problematize Youssra’s account by opening the discussion about other 

aspects of the situation that might give clues about the racist nature of the encounter such as the 

behaviour of the waiter (‘how does he treat the other guests’). In this particular focus group 

situation, Youssra is quick to acknowledge that in order to achieve an incontestable recognition 

of racism other factors would need to be checked and determined. For instance, her account 

would have to demonstrate that she had done nothing herself to have elicited the bad service from 

the waiter by being unfriendly or rude. Furthermore, the waiter himself also could be rude for 

other reasons unbeknown to her. The exchange above illustrates how difficult it can be to achieve 

the recognition of racism even in a simple everyday event such as bad service at a restaurant. 

Moreover, the final comment by Jo (its racism if ‘he does it because they are different’) illustrates 

the centrality of establishing intentionality in the recognition of racism.   

 The example above is an illustration of a struggle around the recognition of racism that 

ultimately fails. It is perhaps worth noting here that this analysis purposively does not attempt to 

arbitrate whether an encounter such as the one described by Youssra, is an instance of racism in 

any objective sense. Rather, it illustrates how the identification of racism in everyday experiences 
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is an outcome of negotiations that are enabled and constrained by discursive resources that people 

have at their disposal. The available resources for this struggle are biased against those wishing to 

accomplish the recognition of racism as there are many more opportunities to deny the 

recognition of racism than to establish its recognition in most situations. For example, the focus 

on intentionality opens up a discursive space to deny racism simply by insisting upon a verbal 

expression of racist intention on the part of the alleged perpetrator – something that is usually 

lacking. Although it was also sometimes argued that racist behaviour could be performed 

subconsciously, this was not a definitive solution to this problem. Unconscious motivation is 

generally even harder to substantiate than conscious intentional acts. In many everyday 

situations, it may be very difficult to argue for the presence of racism because a lot of information 

is simply not available (such as intention and the many contingent factors that might preclude the 

diagnosis of racism as an intentional malevolent act).  

 

Consequences  

In all focus groups, participants negotiated the boundaries within which it was acceptable to 

claim that racism had occurred. Those who were seen to transgress these boundaries suffered the 

risk of being disqualified. Such a disqualification was generally not a threat to people who argued 

against the recognition of racism. A central trope in this regard was the notion of ‘fussing’ which 

was used repeatedly to set limits to the struggles around the recognition of racism: 
 

Monique (white Dutch background): when you are at the club, and a black guy gets refused entry then it’s 

immediately racism and they start fussing about everything. That is not fair because a black guy can be 

refused entry at a club but a white guy just as well. 

 

In the quote above, Monique constructs a hypothetical case of an illegitimate claim for the 

presence of racism by neglecting to include any argumentation to support it. Hence, a black 

person who is refused at the door of a disco can be perceived as ‘fussing about everything’ 

because they have not provided any (convincing) argumentation. Such fussing is disqualified 

because it is an unfair appeal to people’s willingness to change their behaviour and social 

practices if they are deemed to violate the basic liberal values of equal treatment for all.  

People who repeatedly fail to provide convincing argumentation for their claims to the 

recognition of racism in everyday life risk being constructed as psychologically damaged. 
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Interestingly enough, this argument was made not only by majority members but also by some 

minority members: 
 

Kwame (Surinam/Ghanaian background): I think that that is the most important, if you are really 

comfortable with yourself you won’t let these kind of things get to you (...) yeah these are the kinds of 

people that, yeah the way it was at my home, those people with low self-esteem. That’s where it starts at 

first, they just failed to move on. Just like there are Dutch people, autochtone Dutch people, who just didn’t 

move on somewhere and are still at ‘all foreigners should leave the county’ and stuff like that. 

 

In the quote above, Kwame makes a distinction between black people that make 

appropriate recognitions of racism and those that are seen to want to make too many. He 

describes the latter as having ‘let these kinds of things get to you’, which implies a weakness of 

character. This weakness is subsequently attributed to the ‘low self esteem’ of people who fuss 

about racism. In an interesting rhetorical reversal, he then argues that black people who do not 

succeed in overcoming this psychological impairment risk becoming as bad as the people who 

express themselves in racist ways. He achieves this by comparing them to white majority 

members who failed to overcome parochial xenophobic sentiments (‘who just didn’t move on 

from ‘foreigners must leave the country’).  

The struggles around the recognition of racism outlined here present differential 

consequences for majority and ethnic minority members. As the latter experience more incidents 

in their daily lives, which they might potentially construct as racism, ethnic minorities were in a 

position of relative disadvantage. For most ethnic minority members, the risk of such a 

disqualification is constantly present as they experience many instances in which they feel 

wrongly treated because of their racial, ethnic or religious difference, which they cannot persuade 

others to recognise as racist. This dilemma between an excess of ambiguous, possibly racist 

experiences and a limited ability, and number of times that racism can be legitimately claimed in 

everyday life produces a dynamic of its own. Ethnic minority members are forced to engage very 

consciously and carefully with the recognition of racism. In one exchange between three black 

girls of Surinam descent, this is explicated in the following way: 
 

 

Alida: yeah, I need, I need, for me I would need a little more background information to say, like, this is, 

ehh [racism] because otherwise I also have the feeling that I’m taking things to the extreme, and I really 

want to watch out for that, since here I do not know, (...) 
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Interviewer: what do you mean, take to the extreme? 

Alida: that you start filling things in and start to see racism everywhere. 

Shaniqua: mhmh! 

Alida: that is tiring too, for yourself! (...) 

Shirley: I always give people the benefit of the doubt, also for the reason that Alida gives, otherwise you go 

paranoid. 

 

In the first part of this excerpt, Alida accounts for the ways in which she deals with the 

ambiguities surrounding the recognition of racism by making sure that she only considers things 

racism when she has sufficient proof. By stating that she wants to avoid to ‘take things to the 

extreme’ she constructs certain recognitions of racism as illegitimate and dangerous as they may 

lead her to ‘see racism everywhere’. These unwanted recognitions of racism should be avoided 

for both social and individual reasons. Socially, they are not based on ‘proof’ and hence produce 

the risk of being perceived as someone who fusses over racism. Individually, however, focusing 

on proof puts a check on the mind, which can easily see racism in many more experiences that 

can actually be proven. This contains a cost, not only socially, but it also requires a lot of energy 

(‘it is tiring’). It also risks losing touch with social reality (‘going paranoid’) and no longer being 

able to function in society. Ethnic minorities are thus somewhat forced to ‘give people the benefit 

of doubt’.  

The ambivalences and struggles surrounding the recognition of racism also have 

important consequences for the participants with a white Majority background who felt they had 

never  been a victim of racism. Taking up a position on the extreme end of the spectrum between 

‘racists’ and ‘non-racists’, these participants often appeared aware that their own ‘non-racist’ 

position was a discursive accomplishment that carried certain risks. Despite the bias against the 

recognition inherent in the discursive resources with which these need to be made, many 

participants felt that they were quite powerless and vulnerable against accusations of racism. 
 

Daniëlle: you try so hard (..) to not be racist, 

Youssra: I think Dutch people, they are so afraid, so vulnerable, they get really easily, ‘racism, 

discrimination’, even though it sometimes isn’t at all. But who is the easiest victim? It’s true someone won’t 

say ‘you are racist’ to me as quickly as they would to Daniëlle. Even though I might be much worse. Then I 

would be a Moroccan but I hate Moroccans. Or I hate Negros. Or I hate Turks. They won’t think that with 

me but they will with her. 
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By stating that she ‘tries so hard’ to avoid being racist, she emphasises the conscious 

effort that she exerts to avoid accusations of racism. Youssra, herself a Moroccan, takes the side 

of Daniëlle by arguing that (white majority) Dutch people are afraid of and sensitive to 

accusations of racism even when they actually did not do anything racist. Their status as 

privileged white Majority members appears to make them suspect and produces the feeling of 

being an easy target for accusations of racism that need to be actively avoided or denied. In one 

discussion, this sentiment was clearly expressed in the following way when a traditional Dutch 

celebration called ‘Saint Nicolas’ was being discussed. This tradition involves members of the 

white Majority painting their faces black and their lips red and pretending they were ‘black Pete’. 

As black Pete, they play the role of servant to a white saint who visits the Netherlands each year 

to bring presents to the children. All participants were aware of the controversies that had already 

raged around this particular racialized social practice. Often they vehemently opposed proposals 

to change the tradition by, for example, changing ‘black Pete’ into ‘Pete’ and painting him in 

various bright colours. This opposition is insightful for a number of reasons and is illustrated in 

the following excerpt: 
 

Naima: and would you want to change something about it? 

Monique: I think that makes absolutely no sense at all, because then you start admitting to the fact that you 

also think it is racist, and I think that we should just argue that it is not racist, because we don’t mean 

anything negative with it. And if you start giving them another colour then you start admitting to the fact 

that it indeed could be racist, and I think that is not good. 

Interviewer: what happens when you give in to that? 

Monique: well, then they will swamped you in accusations, naturally! 

Interviewer: Like what? 

Monique: well, ‘negro kisses’iii, there are more, just name it. If you admit to this, I think that they will start 

fussing about every, they will fuss about everything they come across. Maybe it will start appearing even 

more in the media and then it will start to become more of an issue. And especially with the black people 

among us. Right? If you start admitting to that. 

 

In response to the question by Naima, Monique dismisses any changes to the ‘Saint 

Nicolas’ tradition as completely ridiculous. She then argues that agreeing to the recognition of 

racism in this longstanding Dutch tradition amounts to a simultaneous agreement with the 

implicit accusation that the people who celebrate this day (including herself) are racist and 

therefore deny her own sense of innocence (‘but we don’t mean anything negative by it’). In the 
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second half of the excerpt she makes the fears underlying this position explicit as she argues that 

such a recognition of racism might set a precedent that would certainly lead to many other 

illegitimate accusations (‘they will swamp you with accusations, naturally’). Moreover, giving in 

to certain claims for the recognition is constructed in this account as irresponsible towards ethnic 

minority groups, as it will stimulate them to start fussing about ‘everything’ in their daily lives. 

As such, the ambivalence to the recognition of racism of the white majority forms a tight fit with 

that of ethnic minorities who themselves also seek to avoid fussing and eventual paranoia that 

might result from perceiving too many incidents in their everyday life as racism. 

 

Conclusion 

Based on the results above, the following answers can be given to the three sub-questions 

formulated earlier. First, the analysis shows that common sense contains various constructions of 

racism that all centre around the core belief that racism involves the negative perception and 

treatment of ethnic or racial minorities as different and inferior. They diverge to the extent that 

they also allow for unconsciously expressed racism, non-intentional racism and institutional 

racism. Moreover, non-offensive reproductions of essentialist biological discourses and positive 

stereotypes of ethnic and racial minorities therefore go unrecognised as part of the problem of 

racism. 

 Second, the recognition of racism in everyday life can usefully be conceived as the 

outcome of an interactional struggle that is fought out with the discursive means afforded by 

common sense. Common sense definitions of racism allow people to construct certain 

experiences or acts as racist. In order to be accepted by their peers, these constructions need to 

prove the racist intentions behind certain acts or social practices or demonstrate the racist 

consequences of these actions. Moreover, they need to be constructed in such a way as to exclude 

alternative interpretations. Consequently, the recognition of racism in more ambiguous situations 

generally takes the form of a discursive struggle in which arguments are exchanged for or against 

the recognition of racism. The recognition of racism is subsequently achieved once arguments for 

the recognition are socially accepted and counterarguments have been successfully rebutted. 

  Third, an analysis of the outcomes and consequences of the dynamic struggles around the 

recognition of racism in everyday life shows that the discursive resources deployed in this 

struggle are biased towards the denial of racism in everyday situations. Many kinds of ‘proof’ 

appear to be extremely hard to produce in everyday contexts (such as intentionality, lack of other 

 40



factors that can explain negative behaviour). As a result, the recognition of racism is often very 

hard or even impossible to achieve. A failed attempt to get an experience recognised as racism 

may backfire and produce counter accusations of ‘fussing’. Thus, people with an ethnic minority 

background may leave many ambiguous experiences uncontested out of the fear or the awareness 

that they cannot be successfully recognised as racism.  

These outcomes suggest that the recognition of racism is a social process that is deeply 

interrelated with power. At first sight, it seems that the bias towards the denial of racism serves to 

reproduce the conservative interests of the dominant white Dutch majority. Many racialized 

discourses and practices indeed go unchallenged or even unnoticed as they can not be addressed 

with the discursive resources available in everyday life. However, the dynamics of power appear 

to be more complex. Common sense also offers possibilities for successful contestations of 

everyday racism. Many ethnic minorities expressed appreciation for the ways in which racism 

could be addressed. Moreover, all of the participants with a white Dutch majority background in 

this study indicated a willingness to discuss the problem of racism in society and a desire to avoid 

being racist themselves. Their preferred position as ‘non-racist’ was also a social accomplishment 

that needed to be constantly reproduced and defended through avoiding certain kinds of 

behaviour and discourse. As such, power may be usefully conceptualised here as suffused with 

knowledge in the ways described in the work of Michel Foucault (1978). Foucault has shown 

how institutionalised forms of knowledge shape people’s self-understandings. These self 

understandings in turn govern the thoughts and behaviours of people in ways that serve certain 

societal interests. With regard to the recognition of racism, a similar phenomenon can be 

witnessed. The discourses through which racism is understood situationally affect the ways in 

which people perceive themselves and their experiences as either racist or non-racist. Because of 

the contradictory and fragmented nature of these understandings, an uncertainty is created that 

demands that individuals continuously exert efforts to take up positions in these discourses that 

are considered of moral worth (i.e. as ‘non-racist’). The negotiations and struggles over the 

recognition of racism in everyday life do not reveal a power that presses down upon and 

marginalizes ethnic minorities in a straightforward way. Instead, power penetrates the ways in 

which both the white Dutch majority and ethnic minorities understand themselves and their 

experiences of everyday racism.  

It is perhaps important to reiterate that this paper has remained somewhat agnostic as to 

the ‘objective’ racist nature of certain experiences brought up by the participants in the study. 
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The analysis underscores the point that for many practical purposes, such an approach may be 

more valuable than trying to arbitrate what should be ultimately regarded as racism and what 

should not. Of course, this should not be taken as a denial of the fact that legislation and the 

enforcement of constitutional rights remain crucial to challenging social exclusion. However, 

certain forms of speech or behaviour first need to be recognised as racist before these rules can be 

enforced. Everyday negotiations are currently biased against this recognition and consequently 

undermine the effectiveness of legislation. They are therefore an equally important area for anti-

racist interventions. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Accidental racists 

Experiences and contradictions of racism in local 

Amsterdam soccer culture.1 
 

Introduction 

Soccer fan cultures around the world are renowned for their potential to bring people together and 

produce a positive sense of collective identity. Paradoxically, their potential to function as a 

public arena for the expression of racism has become equally notorious. At first glance, some 

recent statistics seem suggest that this notoriety is increasingly unjustified. In the Netherlands, for 

example, only 2,2% of all reports of racist incidents made to the official anti-discrimination 

agencies were related to soccer and other forms of  ‘sports and recreation’ (LVADB, 2004).  

It would, however, be premature to conclude that soccer racism is gradually disappearing.  

Many authors writing on racism in soccer have started to adopt new paradigms that define racism 

in much wider, cultural terms and to document racist aspects of soccer culture that were 

previously ignored. It is now increasingly accepted that expressions of racism can take many 

forms in the various domains of soccer culture: collective racist chanting on the terraces is only 

the most visible (Back, Crabbe & Solomos, 1999 & 2001, Garland & Rowe, 2002, Jones, 2002). 

Racism, it is argued, often insidiously structures the interactions and decisions in soccer culture 

from the terraces, locker rooms and playing fields up to the boardrooms, soccer media and 

patterns of financial endorsement. From this perspective, a (temporary) decrease in collective 

forms of racism during soccer matches cannot be taken as a straightforward indication that racism 

is retreating from soccer culture as a whole. Moreover, the low numbers of complaints and lack 

of discussion about daily racism at soccer clubs and matches might be an indication of processes 

                                                 
1 This chapter was co-authored by Liesbet van Zoonen and Laurens de Roode and has been published as: Müller, F., 
van Zoonen, L. & de Roode, L. (2007) Accidental racists: Experiences and contradictions of racism in local 
Amsterdam soccer fan culture.  Soccer and Society, 8 (2/3), 335-350. 
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of  ‘ignoring and silencing’ rather than a genuine absence of abuse and inequality (Back et al, 

1999). 

Despite considerable academic attention to the field of soccer racism, only a handful of 

empirical studies have been published that substantiate and deepen our understandings of the 

ways racism is being expressed and experienced within local soccer fan cultures. This article 

aims to do just that, by discussing the forms in which racism manifests itself locally in 

Amsterdam soccer culture and analysing how these forms are experienced by soccer fans and 

players. Our results show that fans and players draw on one particular discourse to make sense of 

their experiences of racism in soccer culture. However, the positions they take up in this 

discourse are different, as are the ways that they deal with racism when they experience it. 

In the following pages, we will first present a short outline of the new paradigm that has 

emerged for the study of racism in soccer. We then discuss the research design of our study and 

the ways in which various concepts were applied during data analysis. After that we present the 

results of our analysis, followed by a conclusion and a discussion of the relevance of our results 

for further empirical study of racism in soccer culture. 

 

Theories of soccer racism 

Proponents of a more cultural perspective on soccer racism have argued that many 

conceptualizations of racism tend to suffer from an unduly limited analytic framework. In both 

academic writing and in the minds of the general public and their representatives, racism in 

soccer is often exclusively associated with the aggressive behaviour of groups of hooligans in and 

around the stadium (Garland & Rowe, 1999, Back, Crabbe & Solomos, 1999, Jones, 2002). 

However, racism has also been documented amongst ordinary soccer fans (Brown, 1998), 

between players (King, 2004, Burdsey, 2002), amongst referees and coaches (Back et al., 1999, 

King, 2004) and in the institutional sector of soccer associations and soccer media (Back et al., 

1999, Hermes, 2005). Back, Crabbe and Solomos (1999) have argued that most of the literature 

on soccer and racism ignores this variety by reducing the problem to a clearly identifiable, 

problematic ‘racist/hooligan’ group. They propose instead that soccer racism should be 

considered as an aspect of wider soccer culture (Ibid.).  

Back et al. (1999) have argued that studying the expressions and processes of 

radicalization in soccer is facilitated by the subdivision of soccer culture into four domains. They 

refer to these domains as ‘the vernacular’, ‘the occupational’, ‘the institutional’ and ‘the culture 
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industry’. The ‘vernacular’ domain roughly corresponds to those contexts and forms of racist 

behaviour that are generally recognized as a problem within soccer. Collective racist chanting 

amongst fans falls under this domain, as well as the excesses of ‘neighbourhood nationalisms’ in 

which soccer club identities give rise to racist behaviours within and outside the stadiums 

(Crabbe, 2004). The ‘occupational’ domain draws attention to the forms of racism that 

professional players experience at their own clubs during matches and at the training grounds, 

including the racist expectations and the processes of ‘stacking’ black players in particular 

playing positions referred to above. It also includes racialized interactions and exclusions in 

places like the locker rooms and sports club’s bars. The ‘institutional’ domain involves issues of 

racialized access to decision making in the club, racialized patterns of club ownership, and a lack 

of representation of different ethnic groups on club boards. It also involves the shapes of social 

networks that can constitute racialized networks of patronage, which obstruct access of certain 

minorities to the world of professional soccer (Burdsey, 2004). The fourth domain, ‘culture 

industry’, covers racism involved in biased representations of soccer players from different ethnic 

backgrounds in the popular media and patterns of commercial endorsement that support them 

(Hermes, 2005). This domain also covers racialized discourses in sports programs and match 

coverage. 

As this short list illustrates, the shapes and locations in which racism may be expressed 

and needs to be challenged and studied has expanded tremendously from the older focus on mere 

excesses of spectator violence. For our present research, we focused on the ways in which racism 

was experienced and expressed in the vernacular and occupational domains of soccer culture in 

particular. 

 

Race and culture 

The focus on different cultural domains and interactions outlined above has particular 

consequences for the way racist behaviour is interpreted, and its reproduction theorized. Overt 

and instantly recognizable ‘racist’ acts can no longer be taken as shorthand to classify a person as 

belonging to a deviant group of soccer fans that is characterized by moral degeneration (i.e. 

‘racist/hooligans’). They should rather be seen as expressions of a larger ‘racialized’ culture of 

soccer (Garland & Rowe, 1999). Thus, the key to understanding racism does not lie exclusively 

in the study of the content, consequences and intentions behind the overt racist act itself. It also 
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requires taking into account the cultural context in which such acts become meaningful 

expressions (Miles, Ibid., Back et al, 1999).  

The cultural context of racism is reproduced through contingent processes of 

‘racialization’ (Miles, 1993), which are contained in the unobtrusive, sub-conscious minutiae of 

everyday practices. Such everyday practices can range from jokes about black players in the 

locker room to differential racist expectations on the training grounds and the formation of mono-

ethnic sub-groups of players within mixed soccer clubs and teams (Miles, 1993, King, 2004). 

These practices do not necessarily produce overt racism nor may people recognize these 

interactions as rooted in racialized perceptions of reality. However, by reproducing a racialized 

context they do constitute the necessary potential for overt racist abuse to occur in meaningful 

ways. Since the potential for meaningful expressions of racism lies in sets of racialized practices 

and interactions of wider soccer culture, the usual focus on the ‘perpetrator’ and ‘victim’ of the 

racist act needs to be complemented with a similar rigorous attention for the culture in which the 

act was expressed. Because Racialization implies a set of differentially racialized cultural 

contexts, it also constitutes a move away from the common assumption that such a context is 

formed by a single, coherent racist ideology. Instead, it allows for an understanding of the 

contradictions and incoherencies within and between the expressions of racism in different 

domains of soccer culture.  

For example, white soccer fans can racially abuse black players of the opposite team 

whilst supporting those on their own team (Garland & Rowe, 1999, Burdsey, 2004), and racist 

abuse is also common between different non-white ethnic groups and in situations where the 

white majority is underrepresented (King, 2004, Mercer, 1994). It has also been noted that a 

racialized black identity can have a number of advantageous connotations within a masculine 

culture like soccer. In some circles, the mythical dimensions of the black body (of physical, 

sexual and athletic prowess) may even make a black identity preferable over a white one in terms 

of its ability to signify a powerful masculinity (Carrington, 2002, Jones, 2002). As a result, such 

racialized identities may sometimes be sought out for short term gains as a kind of ‘strategic 

essentialism’ (Mercer, ibid., Spivak, 1988). Without doubt, the contingent admiration of 

racialized black bodies and men is not only a source of possibility within soccer culture, but also 

one of restraint. Racialized expectations of ‘black performance’, for example, position black 

players mostly in attacking roles, and much more rarely as key defenders or goalkeepers 

(Maguire, 1991). Moreover, this particular black identity is not available to all black players. In 
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contrast to players of British-Caribbean descent, those of British-Asian descent are rarely 

perceived as potentially talented professional players in any position at all. The latter ethnicity, as 

Burdsey (2004) has shown, is stereotypically taken as effeminate and too frail for soccer (also 

King, 2004).  

Anglo-American authors have developed this cultural perspective on soccer racism with a 

particular focus on black minorities. However, while a considerable number of Dutch minorities 

are from the African Diaspora, the Dutch debate on discrimination and racism has centred much 

more on the abuse of specifically Muslim (Turkish and Moroccan) immigrants and their offspring 

(Sterkenburg & Knoppers, 2004). Racialization draws attention to the ways in which 

essentialized conceptions of difference become salient in a particular context and enable the 

meaningful expression of racism. For an empirical study of racism in soccer culture, this implies 

that the focus needs to be wider than only overt expressions of racism. It also requires an 

investigation of the ways in which the necessary preconditions for such an expression are 

reproduced in the form of ‘race’ and essentialized and naturalized cultural differences between 

ethnic and religious groups.  

 

Method 

For this research, we used 20 in-depth interviews that were carried out with soccer fans and 

players for a larger soccer research programme conducted by the Centre for Popular Culture of 

the University of Amsterdam. The soccer fans were interviewed as part of a thesis project about 

fan behaviour and expressions in the so-called Ajax F-side: the hardcore supporters of the 

Amsterdam club.2 All of these supporters were of a white ethnic-Dutch background. The soccer 

players that were interviewed were players from local Amsterdam clubs that varied in terms of 

their geographical location, ethnic diversity in the club and the size of their membership. The 

players that were interviewed for this study were of Turkish, Moroccan, Surinamese, Afghani, 

Pakistani and white Dutch backgrounds. 

Interviews were held at the soccer grounds, cafés nearby or at the respondents’ homes and 

usually lasted about one hour. During these interviews respondents were asked to reflect on their 

experiences with ethnicity in the context of soccer culture. The interviewers worked with a topic 

list that provided thematic pointers, but did not contain any standardized questions. The 

interviewee was given as much freedom as possible to reconstruct their own experiences with 
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racism and soccer in ways that were meaningful to them. Racism is defined here as social 

exclusions based on racial, ethnic or religious differences. Following the theoretical framework 

outlined above, it is considered to be dependent on the racialization of practices and discourses in 

soccer culture. This meant that we focused not only on the overt expressions of racism but also 

on the racializations of interactions and personal narratives of the people we interviewed. We also 

looked at the wider context of soccer culture and its masculine codes of conduct, in order to 

understand the ways people experience and narrate their experiences of soccer racism. This focus 

on discourses and practices allowed us to focus on both fans and players simultaneously, as 

differently positioned actors within the same cultural field, and to investigate the dynamics that 

ensued from these different discursive positions.  

The interviews were transcribed and analysed with the help of computer software for 

qualitative data analysis. The analysis was carried out in three phases. In the first phase of 

analysis, the interviews served to develop insights into the different forms of racism that were 

expressed in local Amsterdam soccer culture. In a second phase, our analysis focused on the 

discourses of racism that were used to describe different kinds of racism and on the kinds of 

racialized practices these forms of speaking ignored or silenced. In the third phase, a synthesis 

was made of the ways the results of the first two phases positioned soccer fans and players 

differently in relation to expressions of racism in soccer culture. We will first discuss the 

different forms in which racism presents itself locally in local Amsterdam soccer and the 

dominant discourse with which our respondents reflected on their experiences with these 

phenomena. Then we will discuss the ways fans draw on this discourse and take up a particular 

position within it when discussing their participation in racist abuse. Finally, we briefly discuss 

the ways soccer players deal with different forms of racism while drawing on the same dominant 

discourse as the fans.  

 

Forms of racism in Amsterdam 

Despite the common assertion that racism in Amsterdam is rare and insignificant, our research 

showed that it is frequently expressed in many of the complex and contradictory forms that are 

reported in the literature. An example of this contradiction is found in the following quote by a 

young black player from a soccer club with a white upper class history. 
 

                                                                                                                                                              
2 These interviews were conducted by David van der Leij (see also Van der Leij, 2005). 
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We had to play another team, who had a Surinamese striker, and then [my team mates] just go like um… 

well,  ‘break that nigger’, and what did they say again, um, well, ‘that fuckin’ nigger, I’m going to stand on 

his head’, you know, that kind of stuff [...] but I also have that colour, so basically it’s also about me. 

Because he makes that remark about him means that he really thinks that way about me and he makes those 

remarks about me when I’m not around. But to my face he hardly ever says it.  

 

As this quote illustrates, it was possible for white teammates to express overt racism 

towards a black player on the opposing team without it immediately constituting, for them, an 

attack of the black player on their own team. This particular experience, however, did offend the 

black player on their team and led him to question their loyalty and respect for him. The 

contradictory nature of contemporary racism also means that it is not restricted to expressions 

made by white people. Our respondents explained that racism was also expressed between ethnic 

minorities or even within the same ethnic group. As the following quote illustrates, in particular 

contexts racist hierarchies are even inverted so that, as in this case, a black player can be accused 

of being white by his black opponents. 
 

Another thing I’ve encountered a lot, is that when we played a team with many people of dark skin, they 

insulted me for being white, and being a bounty, those kind of remarks, so it works both ways, I don’t mean 

to say that it is only them, I was insulted by everybody, so actually there is no difference between white and 

black. They all do it.  

 

The term bounty in the above constitutes a racist metaphor of a chocolate candy bar with 

white coconut filling. To call a black person a ‘bounty’ effectively accuses them of excessively 

assimilating to white culture and betraying their ‘roots’ in the black community. The quote 

therefore illustrates that racism behaviour may be found even within ethnic groups that have 

traditionally only been accorded the role of victim within discourses on racism.  

 

Racialized soccer culture  

When discussing their experiences with racism, most interviewees only considered overt racist 

abuse to be ‘racism’. Their experiences with racialized soccer culture in general were thus usually 

absent in their discussions of racism. In many cases, processes of racialization were simply not 

immediately recognized as such because they occurred in the context of friendly and joking 

interactions. This finding is illustrated by the following quote in which a black soccer player can 
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be seen as struggling with calling a racist joke ‘racist’ because it was expressed without the 

intention to hurt. 
 

[At that soccer club] There were more jokes about me being dark skinned. I mean not hateful, or not being 

racist, but um… well I know a joke which is really stupid, which I’ve known for a long time, which actually 

is pretty racist, like why are my hand so white? Because I stood like this [making a gesture of standing with 

his hands against the wall, FM] when they painted me black. So yes, that kind of stuff […] and when I said 

something about it, then sometimes people listened, but they were always jokes that referred to the colour of 

my skin.  

 

Apart from this issue of recognising racism illustrated by the quote above, discussions of 

racialization are further complicated by the fact that, in some contexts, racialization can be 

accompanied by friendships, inter-cultural exchanges and carry unexpected benefits in a 

masculine culture. For the black player quoted above, the racialized masculine context of the 

locker room did not only result in ‘stupid jokes’ but also opened up an enjoyable position of a 

hyper-sexual black male.  
 

Well you’ve got jokes about the genitals. Those are also flattering (laughs), and, yes, well I find that, yes, 

there is kind of more interest in the sense that I am also asked how I’m doing, in my culture, like, hey, how 

does that work, how do you do that? 
 

For Muslim players such positions of hypersexual racialization are unavailable. Instead, 

they are faced with new emerging forms of racism in the growing anti-Muslim climate in the 

Netherlands. Much of this racism took the form of overt derogatory nationalistic remarks such as 

‘shit Moroccan’, ‘dirty Turk’, etc. This repertoire of racist abuse has become so common that it is 

even directed at players who merely look like they are from Morocco or Turkey. One Turkish 

respondent reflected on this phenomenon in the following way: 
 

We’ve had […] a game lately, last week, our goalkeeper got insulted for being a fuckin Moroccan and 

things. He isn’t a Moroccan, but he looks like it, so they threw that at him. 

 

Much anti-Muslim racism is coded in such a way that it may not be immediately 

recognized as such. For example, a collective chant about the facial hair of a players’ mother 

(‘Boussatta, your mother has got a moustache’) signifies as an anti-Muslim abuse specifically, 

because it is read as a marker of deviant Islamic gender norms for appearance in the Dutch 
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context. Other coded forms of racism are contained in references to sheep and shoplifting. These 

relate to the image of the ‘backward Muslim immigrant’ made popular through the assassinated 

Theo van Gogh’s use of the term ‘goat fuckers’. Generic insults directed at family honour can 

also be perceived as specifically anti-Muslim racism by soccer players with a Muslim 

background, as is illustrated by the following quote from a 19 year old Turkish soccer player who 

ignores biological difference altogether when giving his definition of racism in soccer. 
 

Yeah, [racism] is when they just try to antagonize you and then it’s about where you’re from or about your 

family.   

 

Apart from explicit forms of racist expressions, processes of racialization also seem to 

result in practices that are often too subtle to brand as racism.  For example, discussions about 

‘where you’re from’ was read by one of the black soccer players as offensive if he was asked for 

the wrong reasons.  
 

I am Dutch, I feel Dutch sometimes, sometimes not; that’s mostly because of remarks, then you think 

like…, like that question ‘where are you from’. That’s just a nasty question I think, because basically I 

am… and then they say ‘oh you speak Dutch so well’ and I’m like ‘yeah, hello, I was born here, and have 

grown up here’.  

 

This quote illustrates the breath of practices in which the difference from the Dutch white 

norm can be emphasised and can function to exclude certain participants of soccer culture. Under 

certain circumstances, such insidious and innocent practices as discussing your heritage at the 

soccer club may thus be linked with the reproduction of racism. However, many seemed reluctant 

to put such experiences into words, let alone to challenge them. Our analysis showed that one 

important reason for this was the general discourse with which both fans and players made sense 

of their experiences with racism.  

 

 

Discourses of racism 

Our analysis showed that the dominant discourse in local Amsterdam soccer culture constructs 

racism as an expression of individuals who stand outside the decent morality of reasonable and 

tolerant people. Such ‘racists’ are assumed to have a fixed and coherent ideological racist belief 

system that is impossible to challenge or change within the confines of the soccer stadium. This 
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discourse corresponds to what Back et al. (1999) have called a discourse of the ‘racist/hooligan’ 

folk demon.  In many racist incidents it leads to the conclusion that, since it is a problem caused 

by an extremist minority that will never change its ways, the best strategy is to simply ignore it. 

As one of the respondents said: 
 

Um… I think that time is wasted on a person with this kind of opinion. Because you just don’t change 

anymore when you’ve reached a certain age and still have an opinion like that.  I wouldn’t know what might 

trigger you to get a book or something and just change all of a sudden and then think like, well, all of a 

sudden I’m interested in all the other cultures here. 

 

Since this discourse of the ‘racist/hooligan’ folk demon holds that racism is an expression 

of a coherent set of racist values and beliefs, it cannot deal with the myriad of coded and 

contradictory expressions of racism within soccer culture that we discussed earlier. As a result, it 

becomes possible for those expressing and experiencing racism to deny its importance by 

claiming that the perpetrator is in fact, not a ‘real’ racist, because he or she does not adhere to a 

racist ideology, but is swept away by emotions or the atmosphere at the stands.  
 

Well soccer is ummm, two things I think, you’ve got emotion, as a result of which you just say stuff you 

don’t mean and there are those guys that really hate foreigners, who really are racists. Look, in the heat of 

the moment it is hard to distinguish one from the other. 

 

As this quote illustrates, the discourse of the ‘real racist’ at first seems to distinguish only 

between ‘innocent’ people and racists. However, it also opens up the discursive position of the 

person who is not really a racist but nevertheless engages in sporadic racist activity. The 

distinction between the two lies in the intention and ‘true’ values and beliefs of the offender, 

which are usually very hard, if not impossible, to determine in the context of soccer culture. 

Both fans and players discussed many contextual factors that may cause a person to 

express themselves in racist terms while they actually ‘didn’t really mean it’, such as 

emotionality, stupidity, group pressures or the need to affect the outcome of the game. This 

discursive position was very common in the accounts of both fans and soccer players. We call 

this the position of the ‘accidental racist’, since it involves admitting to past racist behaviour 

while simultaneously claiming that it was never intended as such. When the person committing a 

racist act is perceived as an accidental racist, the act is emptied of its political meaning and 

reduced to an expression of abuse that is no different from other common forms of abuse in 
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soccer culture. The offender thus manages to avoid the stamp of a ‘real’ racist and the moral 

consequences that would have occurred. In the following quote, a Turkish soccer player 

constructs racism directed at Turks as insults that ‘don’t matter’ to him and his teammates 

because they are mere emotional expressions. 
 

No, I mean, they say fuckin’ Turk occasionally, but you might as well say fuckin’ redhead. This is how we 

all see it, you know. It’s all, yeah, it doesn’t matter. And, yeah… it’s all just emotion. 

 

To this particular player, racism need therefore not be seriously and systematically 

challenged if it was the product of emotional involvement in the game. As such, his account 

opens up discursive space from which to claim innocence but simultaneously engage in racist 

behaviour. As a result of this shared discourse on ‘true’ racism, offenders and victims take up 

complementary positions in relation to racist behaviours based on whether it was perceived as 

‘real’ or ‘accidental’. These positions have different consequences for soccer fans and soccer 

players, which we will now discuss in turn. 

 

Fans and racism 

Before discussing the ways soccer fans talked about their experiences with racism, it should be 

emphasized that we will be discussing those instances in which racist expressions of soccer fans 

were openly discussed. We have done so to illustrate the dynamics of the positions that soccer 

fans take up in relation to soccer racism in dominant discourses about its meaning. It would be a 

mistake, however, to assume that such open discussions are part of everyday interactions. One of 

the most common responses to explicit questions about soccer racism was therefore, 

unsurprisingly, to downplay its frequency and significance, despite the fact that all of the fans and 

players interviewed for our research at some point argued that they had witnessed, experienced or 

engaged in racism personally in various intensities and locations. One typical comment is listed 

below, which was made by a black respondent before he went on to discuss a wide range of 

experiences he had had with racism at his local soccer club.  
 

All of us had the same experience- that it occurred occasionally, but it’s only two or three people, so 

basically it isn’t really that bad. 
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The dominant position of soccer fans talking about racism is therefore still that of the 

‘innocent’ spectator who abhors racism, hardly ever encounters it and never partakes in it 

himself. Nonetheless, many of the Amsterdam soccer fans we spoke to did openly discuss their 

own participation in racist behaviours at the soccer grounds. Most were acutely aware, at least in 

the context of interviews, of the fine line they were treading when participating in verbal abuse in 

the stadium. Many of the fans went to considerable lengths to maintain a discursive position as an 

accidental racist when discussing their occasional and contradictory recourse to racist abuse in 

the stadium. Two common arguments were repeatedly put forward by the interviewees to justify 

this position. 

First of all, fans describe the sometimes racist excesses of their ‘supporter’ behaviour as 

mere instrumental acts to influence the outcome of the game. This argument also asserts that 

soccer players know this too and that the stadium is a context in which all participants are aware 

that abuse is meaningless and should not be taken personally. 
 

It’s […] meant to put them off their game. And when you manage to do that by using [offensive] chanting 

then you’re doing it well. I don’t think that all of it is always insulting. When you’re at home sitting on your 

couch and you hear it, you think ‘that’s bad’. But when you’re having an experience in the stadium, those 

words are experienced entirely differently. 

 

Second, shouting abuse is often constructed by the fans as an individual emotional release 

that has meaning only in form but not in content. The following quote illustrates how fans de-

politicize their abuse by claiming that it is merely an expression of their emotional state of mind. 
 

[I don’t abuse players] to hurt them, I just do it because I’m frustrated. And then you, like, shout away the 

frustration. You lose your aggression. That’s why you do it. Not to hurt them. 

 

In these accounts, the emotions evoked by the game and group processes on the terraces 

can sometimes cause a self-proclaimed non-racist soccer fan to partake in racist abuse by 

accident.  
 

Usually I don’t really care what I sing. Mostly you just find out afterwards if it was a smart thing to do or it 

wasn’t. 
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Against Van Gobbel [a Surinam-Dutch player] I’ve yelled all kinds of things […] ‘Van Gobbel was an 

illegal immigrant bastard’ […] In general I think about it, but sometimes there are emotional moments in 

which you just forget to think straight.  

 

In many instances, moreover, racism was expressed in the form of joking remarks that 

were intended in the first place to amuse and not to offend. Our respondents indicated that in such 

a situation, it was unlikely to be interpreted as a reflection of a serious racist ideology at the same 

time. However, the fans were aware of the fact that there is a ‘line’ even an accidental racist 

should not cross. The ambivalence of their position is exemplified in the following quote, where a 

fan discusses his participation in chanting a racist slur against Moroccan player Bousatta.  
 

I can remember the story about Dries Boussatta very well. I sang along joyfully. Yeah… you could have a 

discussion about that too. Is it okay, is it racist, or is it soccer humour? How do you see it? 

 

Because of their perceived humorous qualities, the slurs against Bousatta were therefore 

constructed as, at most, only ambivalently racist. During the game, such ambivalence resulted in 

a situation that allowed for this soccer fan’s participation in racist expressions without risking the 

accusation of being a ‘real racist’ – although the ambivalence of the act, as this quote illustrates, 

did require some narrative work during the interview.  

 

Soccer players 

While it might be expected that the notion of the accidental racist is a particular position taken up 

only by fans that try to account for their own problematic behaviour, our research showed that 

soccer players who suffer racist abuse discuss their experiences in the same way. Soccer players’ 

accounts of their experiences reflected the same tripartition between an innocent majority, ‘real 

racists’ and those people who do engage in racist behaviour but don’t ‘really’ mean it (i.e. 

accidental racists).  

However, whereas the notion of an ‘accidental racist’ constitutes a safe position for fans 

that occasionally express themselves in racist ways, it presents soccer players with a major 

obstacle in confronting racism. The contradictions and incoherence in the expressions of racism, 

coupled with a discourse which defines racism through the ideological intentions of the 

perpetrator but leaves room for ‘unfortunate’ meaningless expressions of racism, result in a 
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situation where many racist expressions either go unrecognized or are discounted as mere 

attempts to influence the outcome of the game by emotionally unsettling the player.  
 

When people say those things to me I think, let them talk, it’s just because they feel powerless, because you 

can’t win you start talking to me. […] When you’re behind they don’t start jabbering. Then it’s just quiet. 

But when you’re ahead, then it’s all frustrations, they want to put you off your game, and stuff like that, and 

yeah, they say that when they really can’t win any more. I let them go […] 

 

The quote above illustrates how the intention of the person committing a racist act is 

essential to determine its meaning. When players are unable to ‘let it go’ and do get offended by 

racist abuse and take it personally, they are faced with the challenge of assessing motives and 

beliefs of the offender, and thus to determine whether they are dealing with a true racist or a mere 

‘accidentally racist’ fool. As the following quote shows, victims can thus fail to challenge the 

racist act simply because they are not sure enough about the intentions of the person who 

offended them. 
 

[…] often there is a verbal aspect by which you know. Or else I don’t know it and I just let it go. That’s why 

I don’t respond most of the time, especially with my own team mates. I find that difficult, how to asses that. 

To what extent does someone mean what he says?  

 

In practice, the task of determining the ‘true’ motives of an offender often turns out to be 

an exceedingly difficult task within a masculine soccer culture where ‘not making a fuss’ about 

your personal grievances is valued highly. This translates into some remarkable and again 

intrinsically highly contradictory social practices in which experiences of racism are reworked 

and, to some extent, rendered meaningless.  
 

It is really… during those 45 minutes, you almost want to kill him, you say almost everything, but some 

people rattle on and say these stupid things, like these racist remarks, but outside the stadium it’s like ‘hey 

mate, get a beer on me’ and then it’s over […] you just go along with them and it’s forgotten.  

 

However, even experiences with racism that can’t be shrugged off so easily were difficult 

to discuss within the masculine culture of soccer. In the following quote, a half Pakistani-half 

Dutch player exemplifies these norms when he gives an example of the way his team would react 

to a black player who has been offended by crowds making monkey chants.  
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Well… then they would say in the dressing room ‘but you ARE a monkey’ or something like that. You 

know, and then they laugh about it. It’s sort of a mentality in soccer culture, you know, actually it isn’t 

important, it’s just professional, it’s about winning the game. When someone starts to argue against that 

culture, it’s instantly silenced. 

 

Within such a masculine context, accusations of racism are thus constructed as ‘making a 

fuss’ and being preoccupied with your individual needs and emotions. The individual who still 

feels offended by such meaningless racist banter is constructed as weak, unable to resist the 

temptation of reacting to abuse and therefore endangering the victory of his own soccer team. 
 

When you just shut your mouth and score a goal, [the racist] will start to see it differently. He’ll start to 

think, ‘[racist abuse] doesn’t work on him’. But there are some players that do react to these kinds of things. 

And this usually results in a fight. That happens so often, but it’s up to the one that can’t control himself.  

 

Thus, the only generally accepted reactions to racism are either ignoring it altogether or 

improving your playing performance to win the match and ‘shut the racist up’. Our analysis 

indicates that these views of racism are not a matter of white versus black or Dutch versus non-

Dutch individuals. Many non-Dutch players also expressed the belief that emotions aroused by 

racism should be used to motivate yourself to perform better and that to spend too much time 

dwelling on experiences of racism is undesirable and a sign of weakness. Accusing others of 

racism in this context was therefore sometimes read as an indication that the accuser is unwilling 

to put in more effort and, sometimes, even trying to abuse anti-racist regulations to his own 

advantage. 

 

Conclusion 

Amsterdam soccer culture in many ways reflects the old and new forms of racism that have been 

documented in other parts of the world. The same puzzling contradictions can be found in the 

expression of racism, as well as in the racialization of wider soccer culture. Our analysis indicates 

that the dominant discourse of what constitutes ‘racism’ makes for a very poor tool to address 

this multilayered kaleidoscope.  

Nonetheless, both fans and players drew on this discourse to make sense of their 

experiences with racism. On the one hand, those who engage in racist behaviour may receive 

some benefit from it. Because their shared discourse only recognizes racism as such, when it is 

expressed with the clear intention to injure and to reflect ideological convictions, those that 
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commit racist acts are left with a discursive space through which they can avoid accountability. 

By denying any racist intentions and convictions, their behaviours are constructed as an innocent 

joke taken the wrong way or an unfortunate by-product of harmless emotional involvement in the 

game. They thus take up the position of an ‘accidental racist’ whose abuse does not qualify as 

‘real’ racism and therefore should ‘not be taken too serious’.  

Those who suffer racism also understand their experiences through the lens of this 

discourse. As a result, they are confronted with the task of establishing the ‘true’ racist intentions 

of their offenders. They may spend much time and effort trying to prove that the abuse they 

suffered was ‘really racist’. In most cases, however, the result is inconclusive and the racist act 

cannot be adequately challenged. As a result of both the efforts required to ‘prove’ racism and the 

slim chances of success, many instances of racism are accepted as a regrettable ‘part of the 

game’. 

These results confirm that a common reaction to experiences of racism in soccer culture is 

one of ignoring and silencing (Back et al, 1999). This research contributes to the understanding of 

this phenomenon by explicating a number of the discursive and cultural processes through which 

these reactions are (re)produced. Apart from the central role of the discursive position of an 

‘accidental racist’ as described above, more general dynamics of racialized masculine soccer 

culture also need to be taken into account. The accusations of racism in soccer tend to be read as 

‘making a fuss’ because of the ensuing claims and counter claims about the intentions and 

convictions of the offender. Moreover, an accusation of racism may backfire and result in 

accusations of being over sensitive and, for example, failing to appreciate racist jokes for the 

harmless tease they were intended to be. Within a soccer culture in which masculine codes of 

honour and team spirit are central, such accusations may also be read as setting your individual 

problems before the interests of the team. Consequently, addressing racism through official anti-

racist channels may simply be a bridge too far for many players who may first and foremost be 

looking to be a part of the team and ‘one of the lads’ (Burdsey, 2004). Instead, the more viable 

response is to retaliate personally and anonymously. These kinds of retaliation range from 

playing better and winning the match when the abuse is coming from the terraces to committing 

verbal or physical abuse against the perpetrator directly. To react in any other way is read as a 

sign of weakness for which there is little room in soccer culture, let alone in the context of a 

soccer match.  
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One important step forward in the eradication of soccer racism would no doubt be to 

assure that racism is no longer defined by the identity and intentions of the perpetrator but by the 

behaviour itself in order to make public redress of racism more accessible. Moreover, our 

analysis points to the importance of the cultural context through which practices of ignoring and 

silencing are reproduced. It is essential that the focus is also directed at the problematic 

masculine codes of conduct and processes of racialization, which contribute to the salience of 

particular constructions of racial, ethnic and religious groups as the ‘other’ in soccer culture. 

These processes limit the progressive internal dynamics of soccer culture. They are responsible 

for the reproduction of the potential for racism in soccer culture and need to be challenged as 

well. The relative lack of official complaints about overt racist expressions in Amsterdam soccer 

culture, for example, might actually in part be explained by the fact that racialized relations and 

practices may not even qualify as ‘accidentally racist’ because none of the participants recognizes 

them to be structured by racist discourses at all. Therefore, a critical change in soccer culture 

requires both a redefinition of the kinds of racism that ‘count’, as well as a sustained critical 

discussion about the racialized, masculine culture of soccer that partly constitutes the potential 

for racism. Such an endeavour involves a critical assessment by all actors involved of the role of 

racial, ethnic and religious differences in soccer culture. In other words, it requires a more 

extensive performance of cultural citizenship within soccer culture. 

Given soccer’s increasingly global character, it is evident that many of the studies on 

soccer racism that are currently being carried out from a cultural perspective will be applicable to 

a broad range of national contexts. However, it needs to be kept in mind that the situation of 

racism in local Amsterdam soccer is best characterized with the neologism ‘glocal’. While the 

racist discourses in the Netherlands are similar to those in countries like England, the positions 

and background of the ethnic minorities in Amsterdam soccer are different, with the most notable 

being the large groups of second generation immigrants from increasingly problematized Muslim 

‘guest worker’ communities. Not only are the forms in which racism presents itself to these 

groups to some extent peculiar to the Dutch context, the processes of racialization through which 

this racism is reproduced can also be traced through the history of the socio-political Dutch 

context (Rath, 1999). Any attempts to engage with racism in a specific locality will thus require 

attention to the global and local aspects of racism and the ways in which they find expression 

within any particular soccer culture. Nonetheless, it pays to be on guard in any local context for 
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the discourses and practices we encountered in Amsterdam. As the universal proverb goes, 

“accidents happen”. 
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CHAPTER 3 

We can’t ‘Just do it’ alone! 

An analysis of Nike’s (potential) contributions to anti- 

racism in soccer3 

 

Introduction 

Anti-racism in soccer culture has seen the object of its concern change dramatically over the past 

30 years. Initially, the focus was exclusively on the violent behaviour of hooligan minorities and 

their susceptibility to fascist political ideologies. Since then, studies looking more closely at 

racism in fan- and club cultures have shown that racist expressions in soccer culture are too 

heterogeneous to be singularly caused by the moral defects in the minds of subgroups of soccer 

fans (Garland and Rowe, 1999, Back, Crabbe and Solomos, 2001, King, 2004, Burdsey, 2004a). 

A number of authors have proposed that it is more constructive to regard racism regarded as a 

problem to be intrinsic to contemporary soccer cultures (Garland and Rowe, 1999, Back, Crabbe 

and Solomos, 2001). The culture of soccer has been shown to reflect and reproduce social 

exclusions based on racial, ethnic or religious differences. For instance, the under representation 

of certain ethnic minorities in the stands and the clubs (e.g. Asians in Britain, see Burdsey, 

2004b), traditional club cultures that alienate members from other ethnic groups (Duyvendak and 

Veldboer, 2006) and the ethnicity of club directorates are now also seen as expressions of  

racialized inequality and abuse in soccer culture (Garland and Rowe, 2001).  

This point of departure presents anti-racist campaigns with a profound challenge. No 

longer can they suffice with the singling out of racist ‘hooligan’ groups of fans that openly 

subscribe to racist ideologies. Mere increases in security measures during matches or the 
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prohibition of certain chants and curses at the football grounds are insufficient to address the 

problem at its root. Participation of fans, players and club staff members at the local level are 

now seen as crucial elements in such initiatives (Holden and Wilde, 2004, Horne, 1996, Jones, 

2002, Osler and Starkey, 2002). Positive anti-racist effects are attributed, for example, to grass 

roots initiatives that generate discussions amongst fans and players about experiences of abuse 

and exclusion (such as home made soccer fanzines that engage with the issue of racism and 

diversity at the club) (Ibid.).  

However, a genuine transformation of the culture of soccer may also benefit from the 

participation and support of other, previously uninvolved actors within soccer culture. This 

chapter examines the potential contribution of multinational corporations. In particular, it focuses 

on the content and reception of a recent anti-racist media campaign by soccer’s leading 

sportswear producing company Nike. The main question that will be addressed is whether, and in 

what ways, multinational corporations like Nike have a (potential) role in the ongoing fight 

against soccer racism. Nike is a logical choice for the investigation of the potential of 

multinational corporations to anti-racism because it is deeply implicated in the ongoing 

commercialization, transformation and globalization of soccer culture (Goldman and Papson, 

1999, Miller, Lawrence, McKay and Rowe, 1999). Over the last two decades, the company’s 

highly successful advertising strategies have managed to make the Nike brand synonymous with 

an authentic love of sports and the power to transcend individual hardships through sports 

(Goldman and Papson, 1999). Due to Nike’s unparalleled economic success, both its 

representations of sports culture as well as the popular commodified lifestyles it supports, have 

become an undeniable part of globalizing soccer culture (Ibid, Miller, Lawrence, McKay and 

Rowe, 1999). Given this position of cultural authority, the company also has, in theory at least, 

the potential to contribute to the development of more inclusive soccer cultures around the world.   

Nike’s contributions to anti-racism will be addressed through a case study of their most 

expensive anti-racist campaign to date, called ‘Stand up Speak up’. This study focused on the 

ways in which local Dutch soccer players and fans in the Netherlands made sense of ‘Stand up 

Speak up’. These reactions are analysed together with the (visual) content of the campaign to 

determine to what extent Nike contributed to the struggle against soccer racism. In so doing, we 

                                                                                                                                                              
Th This chapter was co-authored by Liesbet van Zoonen and Laurens de Roode and has been published as: Müller, F., 
van Zoonen, L. & de Roode, L. (2008) We can’t “Just do it” alone! The case of NIKE’s anti-racist campaign in 
soccer. Media culture and society, 30(1), 23-40.  
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not only assess the ways in which the company does or does not succeed by contemporary 

standards, but also what its potential might be under ideal circumstances.  

In the following, the changing demands placed on anti-racist initiatives in recent years 

will first be addressed. Then Nike’s historically developed position with regards to corporate 

responsibility and anti-racism in particular will be discussed. After that, results are presented 

from a survey amongst Amsterdam soccer players and fans. This is followed by an analysis of the 

discursive and visual codes of the ‘Stand up Speak up’ campaign. The paper is concluded with a 

discussion of the transformative potential of Nike, given its unique position in European soccer 

culture and its increasing dedication to corporate responsibility and an abstract notion of 

‘authentic sports’. 

 

Anti-racist strategies 

One of the main problems confronting anti-racism is that it has proven exceptionally hard to 

agree upon a common definition of the problem of racism (Augostinos & Every, 2007; Taguieff, 

2001). Empirical studies have demonstrated how older, ‘blatant’ forms of racism may have 

become less common but in their place many other forms of expression have come up. These 

different manifestations of racism have inspired an equal diversity of different theoretical 

conceptualisations labelled, among others, new (Solomos & Back, 1996), modern (McConahay, 

1986), subtle (Pettigrew & Meertens, 1995), symbolic (Sears, 1998), cultural (Giroux, 1993), 

institutional (Anthias & Lloyd, 2002) and aversive forms of racism (Gaertner & Dovidio, 1998). 

This proliferation of new terms and theories illustrates academic disagreements about the nature 

of racism and which individual, social and societal phenomena may qualify as racist (Augostinos 

& Every, 2007). On the one hand, some scholars have proposed that subtle racism is widespread 

in contemporary societies and permeates nearly all domains of everyday and institutional life 

(Essed, 1991). Others, such as Robert Miles, have warned that increasing the number of 

phenomena considered to be racism amounts to a ‘conceptual inflation’, which risks losing sight 

of the distinctiveness of racism from other forms of social exclusion (Miles, 1989). Somewhat in 

the same vein, Sniderman & Tetlock (1986) have argued that much of what is thus considered 

‘subtle racism’ may simply be an expression of liberal-conservative political ideals.  

Anti-racism has suffered the most from this theoretical confusion as it has been founded 

on earlier definitions of racism. While these have been outdated, there has not emerged a clear 

new definition of the problem of racism and its solution (Anthias & Lloyd, 2002; Gilroy, 1992; 
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Taguieff, 2001). Traditional anti-racist discourses tend to assume, for example, that racist 

behaviour is intentional, coherent and grounded in a firm commitment to a racist ideology (Back, 

Crabbe & Solomos, 2001). Studies have demonstrated, however, how everyday racism is 

expressed in many different and often contradictory ways (Augostinos & Every, 2007). 

Moreover, people engaging in racist speech or behaviour often do not appear to be guided by a 

singular racist ideology (Rattansi, 1992). Rattansi notes, for example, that some people that 

committed racist hate crimes also had close friends from the same ethnic communities they had 

directed their violence at (Ibid.). Furthermore, racism has also been shown to occur in many 

instances without any apparent conscious intentions on the part of perpetrators. Experimental 

studies on ‘aversive racism’ have shown, for example, that white Americans were completely 

unaware that they helped blacks Americans in distress less often than whites when the 

responsibility to help was shared with others (Gaertner & Dovidio, 1998). These sorts of 

contradictions illustrate a level of incoherence of individual behaviour that cannot be accounted 

for by the notion of an ideologically motivated, rationally acting individual ‘racist’. 

Scholars have therefore argued racism needs to be conceptualised in other terms that 

emphasise the discourses and social practices through which cultural difference or ‘race’ 

becomes a salient marker in everyday culture and leads to social exclusions (Back, Crabbe and 

Solomos, 2001). Racism should not be considered in the singular but treated as a collection of 

contextually specific ‘racisms’ (Rattansi, 1992). These various racisms are seen as contingent 

expressions of a more generally racialized culture in which ‘race’ and cultural difference 

determine to a smaller or larger extent the relations between different social groups (Rattansi, 

1992; 2005).  

The racialization of soccer culture is evident, in part, in openly hostile acts of 

discrimination and abuse committed by hooligan minorities. However, it is also expressed in 

more mundane day-to-day interactions where racist discourses implicitly structure the relations 

between participants. It can also be evident in decision-making processes or the allocation of 

resources, biased player allocation to particular positions on the soccer team and a range of other 

practices in soccer culture (Back, Crabbe and Solomos, 2001). These racialized structures and 

social relations reproduce racial inequality and constitutes a necessary (but not sufficient) 

condition for the emergence of the visible expressions of racism such as verbal or physical abuse. 

However, racialization can also be a part of non-hostile or even friendly interactions amongst 
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different individuals in soccer culture, making it a hard target for strategies that seek to 

problematize its presence.  

Anti-racist campaigns in soccer have generally failed to take the heterogeneous nature of 

racism into account (Garland and Rowe, 1999a). The assumption that soccer culture as a whole is 

implicated in the problem of racism problematizes the notions of the perpetrator and the victim 

through which the anti-racist struggle is commonly constructed. In traditional anti-racism, 

perpetrators or ‘racists’ are assumed to share identification with a racist ideology (Back, Crabbe 

& Solomos, 2001). As a consequence, the problem of racism is reduced to the presence of ‘racist 

hooligans’ that simply need to be ‘kicked out’ of soccer culture.  In practice, however, many 

people involved in racialized relations, and even many of the fans who shout racist abuse from 

the terraces, do not see themselves as racists at all (See Chapter 2). Many participants in soccer 

culture do not harbour such deeply felt racist ideological convictions but nonetheless may 

occasionally notice how particular assumptions about ‘racial’, ethnic or religious differences 

guide their perceptions, discourse and behaviour at the soccer pitches. When abuse results from 

these more mundane experiences, they are constructed unfortunate by-products of an emotional 

involvement with the game (Ibid.). As a result, many instances of racism are reduced to 

meaningless ‘accidents’ or ‘moments of weakness’ and thus are often accepted as a regrettable 

‘part of the game’ (see Chapter 2).  

Anti-racism in soccer has also been criticized for assuming that all victims of racism face 

the same problems and are all discriminated against because they are black. Consequently, the 

specific forms of racism suffered by British Asians in soccer clubs has been ignored (Burdsey, 

2004b, Jones, 2002). Moreover, by defining the victimized group as ‘black’, victims of different 

ethnic groups (i.e. Asians or Muslims) are marginalized in the struggle against racism and the 

specific forms of racism that they suffer are ignored (Jones, 2002).  

This theoretical perspective suggests that the problem of racism cannot be resolved by a 

focus on racist hooligans alone. Campaigns against soccer racism need to address more than overt 

expressions of racist hostility or exclusion. To address the problem at its root, anti-racism needs 

to challenge more generally the role that racial, ethnic and religious differences play in soccer 

culture. This includes not only those forms of discourse and behaviour that are generally 

considered ‘racist’ in a given soccer culture. It also concerns those structures, discourses and 

practices that form the context within which racist thoughts can be meaningfully entertained and 

expressed. Such structures, discourses and practices may not generally be considered ‘racist’ and 
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the people who participate in them may prefer to consider themselves ‘non-racist’ (see Chapters 1 

and 2). Nonetheless, their everyday discourses and practices are implicated in the processes of 

racialization of soccer culture and are also implicated in the solution to the problem of racism. 

At present, nothing is known about the ways in which communication campaigns in 

particular contribute to the change of soccer culture. On the one hand, it is clear that this requires 

the careful construction of media messages that will address racism as a cultural problem. The 

discourse and representations of such a message ought to define both the problem and the actors 

in soccer culture in ways that do more justice to the various processes, contexts and actors 

involved (Garland & Rowe, 1999a).On the other hand, however, media reception theory suggests 

that the reception of such messages depends on the context within which these messages are 

interpreted (Hall, 1973). Both the content of the message as well as the reception context are 

therefore crucial to understand this process of communication and are thus addressed in sequence 

below.  

 

Nike’s advertisement strategies 

An understanding of Nike’s engagement with racism through the campaign ‘Stand up Speak up’ 

requires an appreciation of the company’s long standing  involvement in the reproduction and 

representation of contemporary sports culture, as well as its growing dedication and dependence 

on corporate responsibility to ensure its brand’s integrity. Most of Nike’s recent economic 

success has been attributed not so much to the quality or price of their footwear and apparel as to 

the ways in which their advertisements have managed to infuse their brand name and logo with a 

particular sense of authenticity and urban style (Goldman and Papson, 1999).  

In the late 1980’s, the proliferation of ads that associated products with simplistic imagery 

of individual fulfilment and well being had begun to result in consumer cynicism. Within this 

media landscape, the ads made by Nike’s main advertising agency Wieder and Kennedy stood 

out in strong contrast. By presenting the company as first and foremost driven by the desire to 

promote the love of sports and simultaneously ridiculing the newly worn-out cliché’s of 

advertising, the Nike brand name and logo gradually came to signify an authentic non-

commercialized community of sports lovers (Ibid.).  

This strategy, which is still deployed in contemporary Nike ads, often explicitly claims to 

acknowledge and approve of television viewers’ cynicism towards advertisements and perpetual 

consumption through ironic and critical depictions and evaluations of consumer culture. 
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Simultaneously, viewers are hailed as true sports aficionados for whom Nike is the ‘authentic’ 

representative. The company is thus continually re-presented as supporting in the first place their 

customers’ authentic practice of sports instead of the exchange of commodities on which it is 

dependent. For example, Nike occasionally produces ‘inspirational ads’, which avoid promoting 

any product at all, with the sole aim of enhancing the strength of their brand name. Nike’s ads 

thus articulate the company’s brand and ‘Swoosh’ logo with authentic (often urban and black) 

local sports cultures and narratives of individual transcendence and empowerment through the 

devoted practice of sports.  Through these re-presentations of sporting cultures and its hegemonic 

economic presence, the company’s imagery, philosophy and products have come to take up an 

increasingly central role in soccer cultures around the world. Nike (and, of course, other 

sportswear corporations who now engage in similar advertising strategies) can now be said to be 

intricately connected with the lifestyles and practices in soccer culture and has infused them with 

its own particular commodified philosophy of life (Goldman and Papson, 1999). 

In its advertisements for soccer products and audiences, the above strategy is clearly 

visible. The ads represent soccer culture either as an unmediated look at authentic communities of 

urban sports aficionados or as absurd humoristic battles of good over evil by famous soccer 

players cast in the role of superheroes. In the first, the soccer players are represented as guys from 

the streets who transcend their surroundings through their devotion to sports and their talent in 

accord with the ‘just do it’ adage. In the second category of ads, the representations of skills, 

masculinity and empowerment are parodied, thereby sending the message that Nike, like the 

viewer, is aware of the constructed nature of the commercial and is ‘on the viewers’ side’.  

In one advertisement called ‘the mission’, for example, a team of celebrity players are cast 

as secret agents that need to steal a soccer ball from a high security building guarded by alien 

robots. They steal the ball using their soccer skills and in the process destroy the leader of the 

robots by shooting a soccer ball against his head. During their escape, they blow up the entire 

building.  Ads such as this one combine ironic intertextuality (such as the references in ‘the 

mission’ to the Hollywood movie ‘mission impossible’) with celebrity soccer stars and 

impressive soccer moves. As with Nike’s other representations of sports culture, they do not 

feature any particular commodity, thus giving the impression that Nike is simply expressing its 

unselfish love of the game.  

During the 1990s, however, a number of scandals threatened to tarnish Nike’s carefully 

built image beyond repair. In 1994, harsh criticisms were published in leading American dailies 
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and journals such as the New York Times and Rolling Stone, on Nike’s treatment of workers in 

Indonesia. In 1996, the company was associated again with the capitalist exploitation when an 

article in Life Magazine on child labour in Pakistan featured a picture of a 12 year old boy 

stitching together a Nike soccer ball in a factory. Other scandals followed suit, such as 

insufficient safety and health standards in Vietnamese factories and, recently, a highly publicized 

lawsuit in which the company had to defend itself against allegations that their corporate 

responsibility projects were misleading the public.  

 For a company who invests so much of its capital in advertising and the infusion of their 

brand and logo with particular shoe-selling meanings and connotations, such scandals constitute 

veritable ‘public relations nightmares’ (Locke, 2003). They can (and have) undercut the effects of 

previous investments in the sign-value of the ‘Swoosh’ (Bennett, 2003, Miller, Lawrence, McKay 

and Rowe, 2006). Arguably, the Nike brand is even more sensitive to such publicity than brands 

from its competitors. Its self-representation as the disinterested representative of unmediated love 

of sports, empowerment and self realization may be especially vulnerable to accusations of cold-

hearted capitalist practices and public deceit.  

Not so surprisingly, therefore, Nike has been investing strongly in the reputation of their 

company through corporate responsibility policies over the past 15 years (Locke, 2003). Since 

1992, when a code of conduct was issued by Nike to improve working conditions in factories of 

Asian sub-contractors, the company has gradually expanded its efforts to become, in the words of 

former CEO Phil Knight, ‘the world’s corporate responsibility leader’ (Nike, 2006b). Apart from 

improving the conditions and the monitoring of the working conditions in their own factories, 

Nike also started to develop other projects in their bid for the leading role in the world of 

corporate responsibility. Amongst the projects that have been developed are, for instance, a large 

scale project called ‘Nike GO’ that seeks to stimulate ‘the quality and quantity’ of physical 

activity in American schools through the provision of sports programmes, facilities and funding 

and ‘Air to Earth’, an environmental education programme (Ibid.).   

Nike has also addressed racism in sports in a number of ads. In one ad, Nike addressed the 

issue of racism in sports using golf star Tiger Woods. The ad stated that there were golf 

tournaments in which Mr. Woods was not allowed to play because of the colour of his skin. The 

ad remains controversial after it turned out that these accusations were false (Goldman and 

Papson, 1999). Nike responded by saying that the claim was meant to be interpreted as 

symbolizing the discrimination faced by other blacks in less fortunate social circumstances. 
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Critics, however, have labelled ads like these ‘legitimation advertisements’ because they see their 

effects first and foremost as increasing the appeal and marketing value of the Nike brand identity 

rather than in the official corporate responsibility goals (Goldman and Papson, 1999, Rippin, 

2003).  

 

Stand up Speak up 

‘Stand up Speak up’, Nike’s first anti-racist soccer ad, should be placed within the history of 

ironic advertising and growing dependence on corporate responsibility to ensure brand integrity 

outlined above.  In the rest of this article, the campaign is presented in detail, followed by a 

discussion of the results of our research outcomes.  

 
‘Racism is one of the biggest problems facing football across Europe. People may think the problem has disappeared, but it hasn’t. The 

players on the pitch need the help of all fans to help drown out the racists and tell them their actions aren’t acceptable. It’s time to stand 

up and speak up’ (Thierry Henry, quoted in: Nike, 2006a). 
 

With the above comment, French Arsenal striker Thierry Henry announced the start of ‘Stand up 

Speak up’, a publicity campaign against soccer racism funded, produced and coordinated by 

Nike. It was launched in January 2005, and its ad ran for 3 months on television screens in the 

UK, the Netherlands, Germany, Belgium and Luxembourg, France, Spain and Italy. Nike 

launched a website about the campaign, where the ad can be viewed and some frequently asked 

questions about the campaign are answered. The company also produced, distributed and sold 

plastic intertwined black and white wristbands that carried the slogan of the campaign and the 

Nike Swoosh. The profits made from the wristbands were donated to the King Boudain 

Foundation, which, at the time of writing, was in the process of distributing the funds to support 

local anti-racist and pro-diversity initiatives in Europe.  

The campaign was held at a time when the media attention for racism in European soccer 

had grown more or less obsolete, which in part was due to a relative absence of large scale 

hooligan activities. Despite the fact that ‘people’ might have thought ‘the problem had 

disappeared’, as Henry put it, the campaign was highly successful at least in economic terms and 

its appeal to the participants of European soccer culture: Nike managed to sell over 5 million of 

the black-and-white wristbands to soccer players and fans with a media campaign that lasted only 

a couple of months. The wristbands became so popular that they repeatedly sold out and are now, 

at the time of writing, still being offered for sale at often inflated prices on the internet.  
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The television clip 

The 45 second commercial shows a sequence of 15 static shots in which celebrity soccer players 

are shown asking the viewer to help them combat racism in soccer. Instead of speaking to the 

viewer, the players remain silent and hold up white cardboards on which their anti-racist message 

is written. In each shot, one soccer player is shown in a dark studio against the backdrop of a 

single blue/gray spot of light on a wall, illuminated by a source of light coming from the right 

hand side of the screen. Each shot features a single soccer player wearing the ‘Stand up Speak 

up’ wristband, a black t-shirt with Nike’s logo and a pair of blue jeans. The players are filmed 

from a horizontal angle, facing the camera and making direct eye contact with the viewer. Up 

until the last two shots, the players are depicted either from head to toes or from the waist up, 

thus distancing the viewer somewhat, as if to imply a relation between them and the soccer 

players that is personal but not uncomfortably intimate.  

In the first 7 shots of the advertisement, the text on the cardboards celebrates soccer 

culture and love of the game (i.e. ‘I love football, I love the challenge, I love the sound of the ball 

hitting the net, the sound of the fans screaming of joy’). While the players are holding up these 

cards, they are smiling and looking openly into the camera. In the 8th and 9th shots, the mood 

changes as Thierry Henry holds up a card that reads ‘And yet’. The shot starts with a close up of 

the cardboard and then the camera pans up to show the upper part of Henry’s body and his head. 

At first Henry is shot at profile and does not look into the camera but then, as the viewer’s gaze is 

fixed on him, he rolls his eyes and turns his head to look into the camera from an oblique angle. 

At this point, he is no longer smiling. However, since his mouth and eyebrows are relaxed as 

well, he does not seem very emotional either. His nonverbal expressions combine with the anti-

racist message of the clip as if to say that racism is demanding his attention but ultimately leaves 

him cold and thus fails in its intentions.  

In the following shot, the unfinished sentence is completed by two additional shots of 

players holding up cardboards that read ‘…we are still abused for the colour of our skin’. These 

players have a serious, discontented expression on their face and appear to be upset by the issue 

they are addressing with their cardboards.  The next 5 shots of the advertisement are filled with 

players holding up the cardboards with the rest of the text (‘We need your voices to drown out the 

racists. Wherever you hear them, say no’). All these players have a similar serious expression on 

their face, indicating that the matter at hand should not be taken lightly. In the final two shots of 

the British version of the ad, the slogan of the campaign is spoken by (black) Thierry Henry and 
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(white) soccer player Ruud van Nistelrooy. In the first shot, one of the two players is shown as he 

looks into the camera and says ‘Stand up’. In the second shot, the other player is shown as he 

says ‘Speak up’ while doing the same. The ad closes with a black screen with a picture of the 

campaign wristband, the campaign website address and the Nike ‘Swoosh’ logo. 

 

Experiences and evaluations of Stand up Speak up in local Amsterdam 

In order to understand the ways in which ‘Stand up Speak up’ was experienced and evaluated, we 

first conducted a paper and internet survey. A total of 112 respondents filled out the survey. The 

youngest respondent in our sample was 12 years old and the oldest was 50 with a mean of 26 and 

a standard deviation of 10.8. White Dutch respondents made up 62% of our sample, 33% 

indicated they had at least one parent from an immigrant background and 5% neglected to fill out 

these questions. The two main groups of non-Dutch respondents were of a Surinam ethnicity 

(10%) and of a Moroccan ethnicity (9%). The remaining 14% of our respondents had an English, 

Turkish, Colombian, Algerian, Egypt, Hong Kong, Indonesian or South African background. Of 

the non-Dutch respondents, 50% indicated that they had experienced some form of racist abuse in 

soccer over the last 2 years. Furthermore, 45% of the respondents were currently playing at a 

soccer club, while an additional 18% indicated that they had done so in the past. A website was 

created on which respondents could log on to fill in the survey and emails were sent out to soccer 

clubs and chat sites in which soccer players were invited to participate. As a means of reward, the 

respondents entered into a prize draw in which they could win a subscription to a popular soccer 

magazine.  

 

Table 2. Mean evaluation scores for ‘Stand up, Speak up’*. 

 Exposure Self-reported 

effect 

Evaluation  

 

N M SD M SD M SD 

Stand up, Speak up  113 3.1 0.9 2.1 0.8 3.3 0.8 

 

The survey contained a number of questions on demographics, experiences with soccer racism 

and three scales that measured the respondents’ exposure, evaluation and self reported change in 

cognition and behaviour at the soccer grounds attributed to ‘Stand up Speak up’. Items for each 

of the three scales consisted of a statement with which respondents could indicate their agreement 
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or disagreement by filling in a 5-point Likert scale that ranged from totally disagree (1) to totally 

agree (5).  The scale measuring exposure to the campaign was made up of 3 items about the 

frequency and locations in which respondents had been confronted with the campaign and had a 

reliability coefficient Cronbach’s alpha of .67 (M=3.1; SD=.9). The scale measuring the 

respondent’s evaluations of the campaign consisted of 3 questions regarding the effects they 

thought the campaign would have, such as for example ‘I think Stand up Speak up was a good 

way to fight racism’. The Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .73 (M=3.3; SD=.8). The third 

scale measured self reported effects of the campaign in soccer culture, such as for instance 

whether it had stimulated discussions or raised the awareness of the respondent or his peers about 

racism. These questions were intended to measure the ways in which the ‘Stand up Speak up’ 

campaign had made an impact in soccer culture. On the one hand, the campaign had the goal to 

affect cognitions by raising the awareness of viewers of racist issues in soccer culture. Audiences 

were expected to have been challenged in their preconceptions about racism and to develop a 

deeper, more reflexive relation towards racist expressions and processes in their own local soccer 

cultures. An example of the questions measuring the cognitive component is ‘The campaign 

‘Stand up Speak up’ has made me aware of soccer racism at my club’. On the other hand, the 

campaign aimed at changing behaviour of its audience by enabling the performance of anti-racist 

activities (Nike, 2006a). This was operationalized with questions about discursive acts related to 

racism. An example from the questions measuring behavioural change is ‘As a result of the 

campaign, I have talked to my peers about soccer racism’. This scale was made up of 4 items 

with a Cronbach’s alpha of .89 (M=2.1; SD=.8).  

Of the respondents to our survey, 82% indicated that they had seen the campaign ad on 

television. Of these respondents, 10% indicated that they wore the black and white wristbands 

that were promoted in the campaign. Our results showed that 30% of the respondents thought 

‘Stand up Speak’ up was a good way to address issues of soccer racism.iv  However, only four 

percent felt that the campaign had increased their own awareness of the problem of racism and 

changed the ways in which they interacted with their peers on the soccer grounds. In order to 

assess which factors predicted the differences found at the individual level, two regression 

analyses were conducted for self reported change and evaluation of the campaign respectively. 
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Table 1. Survey results. Predicting self reported change and evaluation of Stand up Speak up.v 

 Self reported cognitive and 

behavioural changes at the 

football grounds 

Evaluation of Stand up Speak up 

 Beta SE Beta SE 

Exposure to campaign .191* .081 .205* .082 

Self reported changes   .210* .098 

Ethnicity .160 .154 .034 .155 

Age .004 .009 -.059 .009 

Education -.200* .048 .138 .048 

N 106 106 

Adjusted R² .08* .07* 

*=P<.05 

 

As can be seen in Table 1, the predictor variables explained eight percent of the individual 

differences in self reported change due to the campaign and seven percent of the differences in 

the evaluation of the campaign respectively. Apart from variables ‘exposure to the campaign’, 

only the variable education had a statistically significant influence on self reported change, 

indicating that the lower the education of a respondent was, the more likely they were to say the 

campaign had incited reflection or behavioural change amongst them and their peers. However, 

even in this case the regression weights and standard deviation of the mean scores indicate that 

this effect did not prevent the self reported change of even the youngest respondents to remain 

‘neutral’ at best.  

Respondents who wore the wristbands indicated significantly higher self reported effects 

and evaluation than those that did not wear the wristbands (t(112)=-4.212; p<.0005 and t(112)=-

2.436; p=.016 for effects and evaluation respectively). However, the absolute scores of these 

groups indicated that even those who wore the wristbands did not feel that ‘Stand up Speak up’ 

had challenged their thoughts on racism or stimulated them to behave differently on the football 

grounds. 

As a whole, these results suggest a strong consensus amongst respondents with regards to 

‘Stand up Speak up’. The campaign was evaluated and experienced as ineffective by respondents 

from both Dutch and non-Dutch backgrounds, as well as by respondents who had suffered racist 
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abuse. The differences between the mean scores for all of these groups were not statistically 

significant. In short, these factors did not determine the variations in opinions about ‘Stand up 

Speak up’. Most respondents did not think the campaign had caused a change in cognition or 

behaviour amongst them and their peers with regards to soccer racism but, interestingly enough, 

they generally did not evaluate the campaign negatively. 

 

Visual and discourse analysis of ‘Stand up Speak up’ 

One obvious explanation for the relative lack of cognitive and behavioural impact and relatively 

positive evaluation would have been that ‘Stand up Speak up’ did not run for long enough and 

therefore did not have lasting effects on local Amsterdam soccer culture. However, the fact that 

over five million wristbands were sold indicates that this cannot be a sufficient explanation. 

Moreover, the overwhelming popularity of the wristbands stands in stark contrast with the 

negative appraisals of our respondents of the effects of the campaign. One important reason for 

its lack of cognitive and behavioural impact may be that the campaign draws on the common 

discourse on racism we discussed earlier and reinforces what may be called a ‘myth of the 

innocent majority’. The following quote from the ‘Stand up Speak up’ website exemplifies this 

point: 

 
Stand up speak up is a campaign that empowers true football fans to show their opposition to 

racism. The players can only speak out off the pitch. In the stadiums we need your help to show 

the ignorant few that their views wont be tolerated. 

       Stand up Speak up Website (Nike, 2006a). 

 

A distinction is thus made between the ‘true football fans’ and the ‘ignorant few’ whose ‘views’ 

will not be tolerated. By focusing on the ‘views’ of the ignorant few, an implicit image of ‘the 

racists’ is generated as a minority group that is united by their adherence of a particular coherent 

ideological (racist) world ‘view’. This necessarily excludes all the people who occasionally shout 

racist remarks when they are aroused during the game and participate in the racialization of 

soccer culture. Needless to say, it also excludes structural racialized inequality that contributes to 

the reproduction of racism.  

This notion of the ‘ignorant few’ with intolerable ‘views’ is identical to the image of the 

‘racist hooligan’ described earlier. By taking up this discourse, the campaign thus obscures the 
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possibility that soccer culture as a whole may be implicated in the reproduction of racism. 

Moreover, in hailing the viewer as a member of a community of ‘true football fans’, Nike draws 

on its established authority to define what constitutes the authentic sports loving community. It 

constructs the ‘true’ soccer lover’s identity as anti-thetical to racism, as if to say that if you really 

love the game, you couldn’t possibly be ‘a racist’. As a consequence, the campaign plays into and 

reinforces the common sense conception that all soccer fans that do not identify with a racist 

ideology belong to an innocent community of ‘true’ soccer fans that are in no way implicated in 

the reproduction of racism in soccer culture. In so doing, the advertisement divorces the problem 

of racism from soccer culture altogether.  

The visuals of the ‘Stand up Speak up’ campaign also draw on these distinctions and 

reproduce certain unhelpful assumptions about the nature of racism and its victims and 

perpetrators. This is evident first of all in the text on the cardboards that the players hold up that 

constructs racism as discrimination against the depicted players on the basis of their skin colour 

(‘we are still abused for the colour of our skin’). While this may be true for black players, such a 

conceptualization creates a unitary racialized category of black victims and hence obscures the 

differences in racism faced by, for example, Asians or Muslims (Burdsey, 2004a).  

Race also structures the visuals of the ad, as all of the depicted players holding up the 

cards which suggest they are victims of racism are non-white. When the slogan is expressed 

verbally in the final two shots of the ad, white soccer players appear (in the English version of the 

ad, for example, the first person to speak in the ad is the white player Ruud van Nistelrooy). The 

visuals of the commercial therefore combine with its explicit discourse on ‘the racists’ to conflate 

the category of ‘black’ with that of ‘victim’ and reduce the issue of racism to that of abuse 

consciously inflicted by a white individual onto a black individual. By using an obvious studio 

background, moreover, the advertisement visuals carefully avoid any reference to the 

representations of authentic soccer culture that are found in Nike’s other ads. Racism, or so the 

implicit message goes, has no place in ‘authentic’ representations of soccer culture and is 

relegated to the shadows of the artificial studio setting. In this way, racism is conceptually 

removed from the world of authentic sports culture where the ‘true soccer fans’ are situated.   

Consequently, for the majority of viewers, the ad contained little that might have caused 

them to rethink their own role in the reproduction of soccer racism. Since the common sense 

understandings in soccer culture also reduce the ‘racism’ to those intentional acts of abuse that 

can be traced to racist ideologies and hooligan subculture, the average viewer is constructed as 
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member of an innocent community of ‘true soccer fans’ that has nothing to do with racism. The 

majority of the viewers already thought of ‘the racist’ as their evil ‘other’ and discounted their 

own racist jokes, emotional curses and racialized interactions at the soccer club as meaningless 

and harmless moments of temporary insanity. Their response to the campaign as recorded in our 

survey supports this interpretation. They agreed with the non-confrontational message of the 

advertisement, but did not feel that it was a challenge to their own thoughts or behaviour at the 

soccer grounds. 

 

Conclusion 

The analysis above should not be taken as an indication that Nike is best left out of the anti-racist 

struggle altogether. Our criticism of ‘Stand up Speak up’ is focused exclusively on Nike’s use of 

an unproductive common sense discourse about racism, which does not differ much from some 

other well intended anti-racist projects (Garland and Rowe, 1999). Instead, for a number of 

reasons, the case of Nike is illustrative of the potential contributions of corporate actors in anti-

racism in soccer. First of all, the huge popularity of Nike’s anti-racist wristbands illustrates the 

potential of the company’s reputation and brand identity to rally participants behind an anti-racist 

cause. The (financial) support from 5 million players and sports fans for an anti-racist project is 

unprecedented in soccer and holds great promises for future anti-racist projects associated with 

Nike’s brand identity. Second, the campaign testifies to the fact that Nike was willing to 

articulate their precious yet vulnerable reputation with a discourse of anti-racism. As such, they 

allowed soccer fans and players, for the first time, to identify with anti-racist ideals through an 

act of buying and wearing a Nike product. Moreover, it was not the consumptive aspect that 

reduced its potential to challenge soccer racism but the particular discourse in which it was 

couched. In fact, in the current political climate in which traditional political identities are 

increasingly felt to be irrelevant for modern lives, anti-racist actions and statements arranged 

around consumer lifestyles may well prove to be an increasingly viable strategy (Bennett, 2003). 

Instead of representing anti-racism as a political ideology that is becoming increasingly at odds 

with the realities of commodified soccer culture, its insertion into seductive consumerist lifestyles 

has, in theory,  the potential to shape the very subjects of soccer culture and challenge the 

racialization of (some of) their interactions and parts of the culture. Given Nike’s established 

authority in re-presenting ‘authentic’ soccer culture and the love of the game, and its central role 

in the reproduction of contemporary commodified sports culture, the company has unparalleled 
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access and power over people’s sporting identities and what constitutes a new ‘cool’ and ‘sexy’ 

soccer culture. Nike is thus in ideal position to provide its soccer audiences with progressive 

consumerist lifestyles that are articulated with anti-racist ideals, while keeping these seductive 

enough to displace the pleasures of racialized alternatives.  

However, any discussion of the potential benefits of Nike’s corporate responsibility 

initiatives is incomplete without a healthy measure of scepticism as to the motivations for both 

corporate responsibility in general and anti-racist projects like ‘Stand up Speak up’ in particular. 

The obvious reason for this is that Nike remains a multinational corporation, whose first interest 

is, by definition, making a profit. Any account that suggests that such initiatives are inspired by 

philanthropic ideals alone is therefore naturally suspect. Nike’s strong reliance on a brand 

identity that signifies authentic love for sports has made it more vulnerable than other companies 

to allegations of capitalist exploitation. This might be taken to suggest that its professed mission 

of becoming a ‘world leader’ in corporate responsibility is not mere lip service. At the same time, 

the dependency on the particular profitable connotations of their current brand identity is also 

likely to set limits on the range of anti-racist messages that the company can take up without 

endangering the sign value of the Swoosh. Some reasons for pessimism in this regard can be 

gleaned from the company’s response to other demands for changes in its representations of 

sports culture. For example, the representations of ‘authentic’ sports culture in Nike 

advertisements have repeatedly been criticized for reproducing particular cultural norms and 

ideals of masculinity that are in themselves problematic (Cole, 1996, Goldman and Papson, 1999, 

Rippin, 2003). The slogan ‘Just do it’ and its narratives of individual empowerment through 

sports have repeatedly been criticized for mystifying the structural and political causes of 

disadvantage. They are accused of creating the impression that social failure is the result of a lack 

of discipline and will power of the individual (Goldman and Papson, 1999). Nike’s attempts to 

address women through advertising also generated criticism for representing femininity in 

stereotypical domestic and passive terms that complement a tough masculine athlete found in 

Nikes other advertisements (Cole, 1996, Rippin, 2003). Nike has not responded to any of these 

allegations with structural changes in their advertisement strategies. Given that these problematic 

representations of the ‘authentic love of sports’ are simultaneously considered part of the reasons 

for Nike’s success, it thus seems that to respond to these criticisms and alter their brand identity 

entails the risk of reducing its popular appeal and hence reducing profits.  

 77



Nonetheless, commodified soccer culture is here to stay and presents anti-racism with 

new challenges and opportunities. The possibilities for concerted actions in areas of shared 

interest between anti-racist organizations and multinational corporations like Nike therefore need 

to be explored urgently. The challenge for those working to bring about a more anti-racist soccer 

culture will be to draw Nike and other similar corporate actors into the anti-racist struggle in 

constructive and concerted ways while retaining their brand identity or, in a more hopeful 

scenario, altering it in progressive ways without jeopardizing their own economic survival.  

Of course, it needs to be emphasized that mere changes in consumer lifestyles will not be 

sufficient to challenge soccer racism in all its varieties and locations. Any efforts from corporate 

actors will have to be supported by local level initiatives and attempts to institutionalise new rules 

of access, ownership and interaction in soccer culture (Garland and Rowe, 2001). Challenging 

racialized representations and articulating anti-racist ideals with consumer identities, for instance, 

are merely two of the many necessary ingredients to a concerted multi-sited anti-racist strategy 

that addresses all domains of soccer culture. This study has focused exclusively on the reception 

of the media campaign of ‘Stand up Speak up’ and the 5 million wristbands that Nike managed to 

sell to soccer fans and players. At the time of writing, the money raised with the sale of the black 

and white wristbands was being divided amongst local level anti-racist and pro-diversity 

initiatives. It requires no elaboration that the ways in which these projects will make an impact on 

soccer culture needs to be assessed well before any sort of assessment may be reached on the 

impact of the campaign as a whole. The effect of Nike’s commitment to corporate responsibility 

on soccer culture can therefore, at present, only be answered partially in terms of the reception 

and effects of its representations. In this respect, the campaign fails to address all of the problem 

areas we formulated on the basis of empirical and theoretical developments in the field of soccer 

racism research. However, as we have argued, this should be no reason to throw the baby out 

with the bathwater just yet. With a little help and dialogue, perhaps, it may yet grow up to be an 

important ally in the struggle against racism. 
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CHAPTER 4 

Entertaining anti-racism 
Multicultural television drama, identification and perceptions of ethnic 

threat 
 

 

Introduction 

Governments and NGOs are increasingly recognizing the potentials of multicultural television 

entertainment to address issues of intercultural misunderstanding, discrimination and racism. In 

this context, the American sitcom ‘The Cosby Show’ is often cited as a guiding example. Despite 

the media’s general tendency to stereotype blacks, the Cosby show, it has been argued, managed 

to single-handedly improve the image of African-Americans in the United States and elsewhere 

(cf. Brown Graves, 1999, Hartley, 1999, see also Lewis, 1991 for an overview of the discussion). 

Based on the presumptive effects of such alternative representations of ethnic minorities, 

governments and NGO’s may be tempted to produce multicultural entertainment with the explicit 

aim to improve intercultural relations. One typical example is a Dutch government funded drama 

series called ‘Westside’. Filmed in the style of a reality TV show, the fictional series chronicles 

the lives of four families from different ethnic backgrounds living in a poor urban 

neighbourhood. The show deals extensively with cultural issues within communities (ie. struggles 

around tradition and modernity in Muslim families) and between them (such as interethnic love 

interests, misunderstandings and (eventually resolved) conflicts). By presenting these themes in 

an attractive, dramatic and entertaining way the show was intended to improve mutual 

understanding between ethnic groups and reduce interethnic tensions.  

The reception and effects of programmes such as Westside have not been studied in much 

detail yet (although see Brown Graves, 1999, Persson, 1999, Shochat, 2003). Drawing on an 

experimental case study of the effects of Westside, this paper addresses two related issues. First, 

it investigates the effects of multicultural television entertainment on intercultural relations. 

Second, it seeks to contribute to the theoretical understanding of the cognitive processes 

underlying these effects. It will do so by looking at the role of identification (Cohen, 2001; 

Livingstone, 1990). Competing theoretical models exist that suggest identification is a crucial 
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mediating link between exposure to multicultural drama and changes in intercultural attitudes. In 

this study, the role of identification is hypothesized and tested based on social identity theory 

(Gaertner, Dovidio, Anastasio, Bachman & Rust, 1993) and social cognitive theory (Bandura, 

1977, Ortiz & Harwood, 2007). The main question that will be addressed is the following: Does 

multicultural television drama affect intercultural tolerance and if so, what role does 

identification play this process? 

 

Multicultural television drama 

The television shows like the Cosby show are generally expected to have a direct effect on 

audiences because their style of representing ethnic or racial minorities breaks with existing 

stereotypes. Recently, Schiappa, Gregg and Hewes (2005) have sought to provide a scientific 

basis for these common sense assumptions by postulating the ‘parasocial contact hypothesis’. 

Their theory essentially mirrors the assumptions of Allport’s original 1954 contact hypothesis 

regarding real-life intergroup contact (Allport, 1954). In everyday life, prejudice may persist 

because ethnic groups simply lack opportunities for personal contact members of other ethnic 

groups. Alternatively, contact may occur under less favourable circumstances, such as  situations 

where conflicts of interest or power differences exist. These forms of contact actually produce 

negative experiences of intergroup contact that reinforce existing prejudice. The contact 

hypothesis holds that many prejudices disappear over time when groups are brought into contact 

with each other under favourable circumstances, such as when groups are of equal status and feel 

they have common goals and need to work together to realize them (Allport, 1954; Amir, 1969; 

Pettigrew, 1998).  

The work of Schiappa et al. (2005) extends this general contact hypothesis to the media. 

Their main assumption is that contact does not have to be in person but may also be mediated 

through media such as television. Schiappa et al. find support for this assumption in the findings 

of earlier researchers that have demonstrated that viewers often react to televised characters as 

they do in real life (Ibid). Moreover, viewers often do not bother to make clear distinctions 

between fictional and non-fictional media content. As a consequence, their exposure to particular 

kinds of representations of minorities in the media could potentially provide them with similar 

experiences as real-life contact would provide (Ibid.).  

However, the images and sounds that constitute representations of ethnic minorities in the 

media are inherently selected, framed and narrativized and not a simple reflection of reality. The 
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question is therefore how representations in television drama need to be constructed to produce a 

realistic, prejudice reducing experience of parasocial contact. Schiappa et al. argue that 

representations of minorities must avoid the common stereotypes about the group in question and 

be of a positive nature (Schiappa et al., 2005). Work by other authors in the suggests additional 

criteria. Brown Graves (1999) has argued that despite an increase in Blacks in the American 

media, the overall media landscape remains largely segregated, with Blacks featuring mostly in 

all-black programmes on specific time slots. Merely representing minorities in positive and non-

stereotypical ways may therefore still implicitly naturalize existing patterns of segregation in 

society and fail to challenge anxieties about intercultural contact. Furthermore, many new 

positive and non-stereotypical representations in multicultural settings tend to present minorities 

as totally assimilated in the majority culture and obscure issues of intercultural 

misunderstandings, discrimination and racism (Coover, 2001). It has thus been proposed to focus 

on realistic representations of positive intercultural relations and interactions instead of groups 

in isolation (Schiappa et al., 2005; Ortiz & Harwood, 2007).  

The criteria mentioned above suggest that multicultural television drama like Westside is 

particularly suited to produce experiences of parasocial contact. In multicultural drama, different 

ethnic minority groups are represented in positive ways. Moreover, because of its narrative 

structure and its focus on universal interpersonal experiences such as love, jealousy and deceit, 

viewers get to see the contradictions within individual characters and stereotypes are avoided. 

Lastly, through its focus on the relations within and between different ethnic minority groups, 

multicultural drama is crucially concerned with the representation of intercultural relations.  

 

Representations and intercultural tolerance  

The cognitive processes underlying the parasocial contact hypothesis in the context of 

multicultural drama can be usefully conceptualized with the help of Social Identity Theory (SIT; 

Gaertner, Dovidio, Anastasio, Bachman & Rust, 1993, Mastro, 2003, Tajfel, 1981). SIT posits 

that prejudice and discrimination derive in part from the basic need for a positive social identity. 

In a situation in which particular group identities (such as ethnicity) are salient and distinct, this 

basic need can be satisfied by stressing positive qualities of the ingroup and emphasizing the 

negative qualities of the outgroups (Gijsberts, Hagendoorn & Scheepers, 2004). Through this 

process of ‘ingroup favoritism’, a positive social identity is created as negative attitudes towards 

outgroups are reinforced (Gaertner, Dovidio, Anastasio, Bachman & Rust, 1993, Mastro, 2003).  
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While ingroup favoritism is conceptualized as a universal and ubiquitous cognitive 

process, the intensity and kinds of ingroup identities that are involved can differ. In this study, we 

focus specifically on the occurrence of ethnic ingroup favoritism. According to Ethnic 

Competition Theory (ECT), ethnic ingroup favoritism is increased when ethnic identities are 

salient social categories and when people perceive ethnic outgroups as a threat to their own status 

and ways of life (Gijsberts, Hagendoorn & Scheepers, 2004). Perceptions of ethnic threat are 

determined by (perceived and actual) ethnic competition for resources and power in society. Such 

perceptions of competition may therefore be related to markers of social position such as age, 

education level and political preferences (Ibid.). However, they are also affected by contextual 

variables (Ibid.). One of these factors may be the experience of viewing television in which 

ethnic outgroups are represented in non-stereotypical and non-threatening ways (Mastro, 2003).  

In summary, social identity theory and ethnic competition theory predict that viewing 

multicultural television drama (i.e. drama shows in which the majority of characters are from an 

ethnic minority background) affects intercultural tolerance by reducing perceptions of ethnic 

threat. This study therefore focused on the effects of alternative representations of ethnicity in 

multicultural television drama on the perceptions of ethnic threat. The first hypothesis that was 

tested is based on this assumption and reads as follows: 

 

H1: exposure to multicultural television drama decreases perceptions of ethnic threat. 

 

Several theoretical models predict that identification may be a crucial mediating factor for the 

effect postulated in H1. The two most prominent ones are Social Identity Theory and Social 

Cognitive Theory. Both will be discussed below.  

 

Identification in Social Identity Theory 

SIT predicts that identifying with ingroup or outgroup characters may have different effects on 

perceived ethnic threat. As was mentioned above, stronger identification with the ingroup is 

associated with the tendency to develop negative attitudes towards the outgroup (Gaertner et al., 

1993; Mastro, 2003, Tajfel, 1981). Identification with the ingroup may be altered by changing the 

salience of ingroup membership in a particular social or narrative context (Gaertner et al., 1993; 

Hoeke, 2008). Cues as simple as seating arrangements may cause people to identify as a 

collective group. Their previous ingroup and outgroup identities are made irrelevant in the 
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process, resulting in positive perceptions and attitudes towards these previous outgroups (Ibid.). 

The salience of cultural difference may be affected by encouraging identification with members 

of the outgroup that contradict ingroup favoritism. Multicultural drama is one possible 

intervention through which the latter kind of identifications might be produced.  

Identification with television characters is a complex and controversial process (Barker, 

2005; Cohen, 2001) and its conceptualisation in SIT may not correspond with all of the 

definitions used in media reception studies . Cohen argues that the range of (implicit) definitions 

in media reception studies amounts to conceptual confusion and proposes that  ‘identification 

with media characters may be usefully defined as an imaginative process invoked as a response to 

characters presented within mediated texts’ (Cohen, 2001, p.250). During this process, an 

audience member shares the perspective of the character that is identified with and vicariously 

experiences the emotions that the character is going through (Ibid.).  

Many factors preceding the exposure to a particular media text may already predispose a 

viewer to identify with particular characters in fictional drama. For example, Hoffner and 

Buchanan found that viewers tend to identify more with television characters with similar gender 

or attitudes (Hoffner & Buchanan, 2005). However, narrative structure of a media text also play 

an important role (Livingstone, 1990; Hoeke, 2008). Depending on the ways in which characters 

are portrayed, viewers are encouraged or disouraged to identify with them. In a recent study, 

Hoeke affirms this interconnection between narrative and identification  participants by 

demonstrating that viewers could be seduced to identify with one of two characters in a story by 

manipulating its narrative structure. A story about a man in a wheelchair who applied for a job 

was was manipulated so as to present either the job applicant or the hiring company executive as 

more likely to be identified with. Mediation analysis showed that the impact of the story on  

reader’s attitudes was mediated through their identification with the characters (Hoeke, 2008). 

While this study was done in a laboratory setting and used a written story instead of an audio-

visual media text, it suggests that identification may be similarly affected by the narrative 

structure in television drama.  

In the genre of multicultural drama, characters with an ethnic background form the majority 

of the cast and are depicted a non-stereotypical positive way. As a consequence, its narrative 

structure invites viewers to identify with characters from ethnic backgrounds that are different 

from their own. When immersed in such a programme, viewers would be expected to identify 

more with members of ethnic outgroups than they would in when they would be confronted with 
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stereotypical or more distanced representations. Once viewers identify less exclusively with 

characters of their own ethnic ingroup, SIT suggests that ingroup favoritism is lower and 

perceived ethnic threat is reduced.  

 

H2: The effect of multicultural television drama on perceptions of ethnic threat is mediated 

by a less exclusive identification with ingroup characters. 

 

Identification in Social Cognitive Theory 

SIT is mainly concerned with the processes occurring during the actual exposure to multicultural 

drama. It is therefore relatively silent on the lasting effects that might be expected after the 

immediate moment of viewing. In this respect, Social Cognitive Theory (Bandura, 1977, Ortiz & 

Harwood, 2007) forms a useful theoretical complement.  

 SCT posits that the television presents ample opportunities for vicarious social learning 

(Singhal, Cody, Rogers & Sabido, 2004). These processes of learning are considered to be 

dependent identification of the viewer with the characters that are modelling particular kinds of 

behavior. Contrary to the predictions of Social Identity Theory (which suggests that a relative 

increase in identification with outgroups is crucial), SCT can be interpreted as suggesting that 

identifying with role models who are similar to oneself will increase the learning effect. This 

therefore suggests that identification with ingroup characters an equally important mediating 

variable for learning effects of multicultural television drama as identification with outgroup 

characters is. In other words, identification with characters that who interact successfully in a 

multicultural context are expected to increase processes of vicarious learning and lead to 

increased intercultural self-efficacy.   

 

H3a: Learning effects of multicultural drama are moderated by the level of identification 

with characters modelling intercultural behavior  

 

When watching multicultural television drama, learning is predominantely of a vicarious nature 

as viewers learn about the possibilities and consequence of certain forms of behavior in 

intercultural situations. Viewers may witness how the characters of the show deal with 

intercultural situations and misunderstandings. In so doing, they vicariously develop a sense of 

efficacy in intercultural encounters in their own everyday life. Such a sense of efficacy reduces 
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feelings of anxiety or incompetence to engage in such exchanges themselves (Fan & Mak, 1998). 

In the context of intercultural relations, the key cognitive construct is thus a form social self-

efficacy (Fan & Mak, 1998, Singhal et al., 2004) that pertains specifically to the domain 

intercultural exchanges and relations. Through observing the role models, viewers may learn in at 

least two ways from multicultural drama. First, when watching ethnic ingroup and outgroup 

characters engaging in friendly interactions, viewers may learn of the positive consequences of 

such behavior. Moreover, they can observe how this behavior is carried out succesfully. Second, 

they may also learn from watching characters make mistakes in intercultural interactions. In these 

instances, they may observe how intercultural conflicts emerge and then watch characters suffer 

the consequences. In so doing, viewers may learn about which kinds of behavior are likely to 

produce conflicts (such as acting in a prejudiced or avoidant manner in multicultural contexts) 

and what consequences this will have on the people involved. When they feel they have learned 

new insights about intercultural relations, viewers may develop an increased sense of intercultural 

self-efficacy that reflects an increased sense of self-confidence in intercultural interactions. This 

sense of intercultural self-efficacy may in turn reduce perceptions of ethnic threat as contact with 

other ethnic groups is perceived as a potentially positive experience. The two expected forms of 

learning can be formulated as hypotheses H3b, c and d below. 

 

H3b: viewing multicultural drama in which positive interactions between ethnic ingroup 

and outgroups are modelled increases intercultural self-efficacy 

 

H3c: viewing multicultural drama in which the development and negative consequences of 

intercultural conflict are modelled increases intercultural self-efficacy 

 

H3d: increases in intercultural self-efficacy lead to lower perceptions of ethnic threat 

 

Method 

In order to test the hypotheses, an experiment was carried out with two experimental conditions 

and one control condition. 152 participants with a mostly white majority background were 

assigned randomly to one of three conditions in which they watched drama shows that differed in 

the extent that they featured non-stereotypical representations of ethnic minorities and modelled 

harmonious intercultural contact or the development and resolution of intercultural conflicts.  
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Participants 

Over a three week period, 152 people from Amsterdam (66%) and its surrounding cities (34%) 

took part in the study. Participants were recruited through the distribution of flyers in the inner 

city area and offered a 10 Euro reward for their participation. Only people that could speak the 

Dutch language were allowed to participate.  In order to distinguish outgroup from ingroup in the 

analysis, the study focused exclusively on non-Muslims. This group was regarded as the ingroup 

and Muslims were regarded as their main outgroup, following recent rises in Islamophobia in the 

Netherlands  that have increasingly made Muslims the quintessential ‘outgroup’ in Dutch society 

(cf. Feteke, 2004). Muslim participants (n=9) were therefore excluded from the analyses. 97 

(66%) were female and 46 were male (34%). The age of respondents varied between 15 and 63 

years old, with a mean of 28.5 (SD=12.11). 6% had completed lower secondary education or less, 

66% had completed higher secondary education and 28% had completed a university degree. The 

ethnicity of respondents was largely white Dutch, white European or white American (90%). 5% 

was from the former Dutch colonies Surinam or the Dutch Antilles and 5% was of Asian, African 

or South American descent. No differences were found between white and non-white (ie. 

Surinamese, Asian, African or South American descent) on the dependent measures perceived 

ethnic threat, identification with in and outgroups and intercultural self-efficacy (with the lowest 

p-value for identification with outgroups, F(1, 141) = 2.182, p=.142. In subsequent analysis, 

these groups were therefore analysed as one group. 

 

Procedure 

The experiment took place at the testing laboratory of the University of Amsterdam in the centre 

of the city. Participants were told that the research was about the ways people experience popular 

cultural television programmes and that they would also have to answer a number of general 

questions that would not be related to the content of the programme. Participants were seated in 

front of a computer in a separate cubicle. First they completed about 5 minutes of initial questions 

about demographics and media use. Then they watched two episodes of a multicultural drama 

show which lasted about 40 minutes. Then they filled out a second set of questions which took 

about 20 minutes.  
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Manipulation 

Participants were randomly assigned to one of three conditions. In all conditions, participants 

watched television drama in which ethnic minorities are represented in positive ways. A decision 

was made to use full episodes from existing television programmes in order to produce an 

experimental manipulation that approximated the experience of viewing multicultural drama in 

daily life.  

Two different Dutch drama series were used in the study that represented ethnic 

minorities in positive, non-stereotypical ways. In the experimental conditions, participants were 

shown two consecutive episodes of the reality drama Westside. The show revolves around the 

lives of four families of different ethnic backgrounds. In the control condition, participants 

watched two episodes of ‘Heading for Tomorrow’, a mainstream soap with  mostly white Dutch 

characters in the cast. 

 The experimental conditions differed from the control conditions in the number of 

characters from ethnic minority backgrounds that were featured. In the experimental conditions, 

80% of the characters were of ethnic minority backgrounds across episodes and in the control 

condition, 20% of the characters were of ethnic minority backgrounds. Moreover, the 

experimental conditions contained more scenes in which ethnic minorities appeared (approx. 30 

minutes) than the control condition (approx. 10 minutes).  

 In order to test hypotheses H3c and H3d, two experimental conditions were created. In the 

first condition, positive intercultural relations are shown, which corresponds to H3c. In the 

second condition, the development and consequences of intercultural conflict are modelled, 

which corresponds to H3d. In the control condition, intercultural contact was more limited but 

also of a positive nature. Schematically, this setup can be represented as follows: 

 

 
Figure 1: Overview of differences between conditions 

Condition1: 
Westside-Harmonious 

Condition2: 
Westside-Conflict 

- Majority of characters has 
ethnic minority background 
 
- development and 
consequences of intercultural 
conflict modelled  

Control 
Condition 

- Minority of characters has 
ethnic  minority background 
 
- positive intercultural 
behaviour modelled 
 

- Majority of characters has 
ethnic minority background 
 
- positive intercultural 
behaviour modelled 
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In the episodes shown in condition one, the central storyline revolves around the mysterious 

disease of a Surinam character and the desire of a Moroccan daughter to start a dancing career at 

a modern studio despite her fathers’ objections. The white Dutch family is shown in the company 

of the members of the Surinam family. In the first half, the son is shown helping the Surinam 

family find their daughter who has gone missing. In the second hald, the white Dutch parents 

help the Surinam grandmother move to a new apartment.  

In two episodes shown in condition two, the developments of conflicts between ethnic 

groups are shown. The main storyline revolves around the suspicion and accusations of the white 

Dutch family that the son of the Moroccan family has stolen their son’s scooter. This turns out to 

be a false assumption. At the end of the second episode, the white Dutch son confesses to his 

parents that he had sold the scooter and that he lied about it having been stolen. During these two 

episodes, the parents repeatedly express suspicion and disdain for their muslim neighbors but in 

the end their prejudices are shown to be unfounded. 

In the control condition, participants watched two episodes of ‘Heading for Tomorrow’. 

Most of the scenes revolved around white Dutch characters. Part of the characters are working in 

a vegetarian restaurant and the story revolves around a cook who accidentally puts meat in the 

dish of a journalist who happens to be visiting. Two characters have an ethnic minority  

background and one of these is Muslim. In the episodes shown, this story evolves through scenes 

in which the couple is talking to eachother and falling in love.  

 

Measurements 

In order to measure perceptions of ethnic threat, the 6-item European social survey scale for 

perceived ethnic threat was used (Coenders, Lubbers & Scheepers, 2003). An sample question 

from this scale is: ‘there is going to come a time when I will have to conform to the norms and 

values of ethnic minorities’. Participants responded on a 7 point Likert scale ranging from totally 

disagree (1) to totally agree (7). Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was α = .82 (M = 2.96, SD = 

1.25).  

At the time of writing, no validated measures for intercultural self-efficacy in an 

intercultural context were available. When self-efficacy is conceived in a social domain, it refers 

to people’s cognitive and affective reactions to interpersonal contact (Fan & Mak, 1998). 

Intercultural self efficacy is therefore taken to refer to people’s perception of their own ability to 
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successfully negotiate intercultural contact. For this study, a composite scale of 4 items was 

created by using items from the ‘social self-efficacy’ scale (Fan & Mak, 1998) to address the 

cognitive dimensions and items from the racial anxiety scale (Plant & Devine, 2003) to address 

the affective dimensions. The questions used for the cognitive dimension of intercultural self-

efficacy were ‘I am confident in my ability to deal with people from a different ethnic group’,  ‘It 

is not difficult to solve a conflict with a person from a different ethnic group’. The questions used 

to address the affective dimension were ‘When I am around people from a different ethnic group 

I feel nervous’ and ‘When I am around people from a different ethnic group I feel very relaxed’. 

Participants responded on a 7 point scale ranging from totally disagree (1) to totally agree (7). 

Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was α = .71 (M = 2.95, SD = 1.02). This scale, moreover, was 

significantly negatively correlated to the number of friends with an ethnic minority background (r 

= .26, p<.002) and colleagues with an ethnic minority background (r = .30, p<.0005). As would 

be expected of a scale for intercultural self efficacy, this indicates that the less contact 

participants had with people from a different ethnic background, the lower they scored on this 

scale. 

The identification with the characters in the television series shown was measured using 

scales for the 6 most prominent characters featured in each condition. These items were 

developed based on the theoretical definition of Cohen (2001).  A four-item scale was used to 

measure identification for the 6 main characters in each condition. Each question was presented 

along with a picture of the character to ensure validity of recall. Questions were posed as 

statements to which participants could respond on a 7 point Likert scale that ranged from 

completely disagree (1) to completely agree (7). The following four items were used: ‘I 

understood the behavior of (name character)’, ‘I empathized with (name of character), ‘I think 

(name of character’) is a sympathetic person’ and ‘I recognize things from myself in (name of 

character)’.   The items of each scale intercorrelated highly and Cronbach’s alpha for the scales 

measuring each character ranged between α = .76 to α = .97. Mean scores for the different 

characters ranged between 4.94 (SD = 1.21) and 2.74 (SD = 1.39). In order to produce a measure 

of identification that could be used in analyses across the 3 conditions, composite scales were 

created. One composite scale was created for identification with the white Dutch characters (the 

ingroup) in the programmes and another for identification with Muslim characters (the outgroup). 

Scores on each of these ranged between 1 and 7 and were independent of the number of ingroup 

and outgroup characters shown in the programme. Both measures consisted of the weighted 
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average of scores on all scales for members of each ethnic group in each condition and therefore 

consisted of relative identification scores. Average score for the identification with the ingroup 

(white Dutch characters) was M = 2.82 (SD = 1.18) and for the identification with the outgroup 

(Muslim characters) index M = 3.43 (SD = 1.15).  

 

Results 

Tests for randomisation across the 3 groups of the experiment showed there were no significant 

differences between the groups in terms of gender, age, ethnicity, political preference and mood 

prior to exposure to the videos. The Westside episodes shown in condition 2 were, as intended, 

rated as giving more insights into the development of intercultural conflicts than those shown in 

the other Westside condition and the control condition (M = 6.17, SD=.80 and M = 5.24, SD = 

1.28 respectively; t(130.758)=-5.343; p<.05). 

As Table 1 shows, a significant effect was found for condition on perceived ethnic threat, 

F(2, 140) = 3.984, p<.05, η² = .05. The experimental conditions scored lower on perceived ethnic 

threat than the control condition. Planned contrasts demonstrated that this difference was 

significant, t(99.01)=-2.638, p<.05. These results therefore support hypothesis 1. Furhtermore, 

the scores on perceived ethnic threat were significantly lower for the second experimental 

condition (in which intercultural conflicts were modelled) than those in the other two conditions 

(featuring positive portrayals of the ingroup as well as the outgroup, t(143)=2,485, p<.05.  
 

Table 1. Effects of condition on perceived ethnic threat, identification, perceived knowledge of 

ethnic minorities and intercultural self efficacy. 

 Perceived 

ethnic threat* 

Identification 

with ingroup 

characters* 

Identification 

with outgroup 

characters* 

Intercultural 

self efficacy 
 

Condition N M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) 

Westside 1- 

Harmony 

47 2.92 1.34 2.78 (1.18) 3.21 (.76) 3.01 (1.11)

Westside 2- 

Conflict 

46 2.61 1.11 2.41 (1.17) 2.97 (.61) 2.87 (.95) 

Control condition 50 3.32 1.23 3.25 (1.08) 2.74 (.84) 2.96 (1.02)

* p<.05. 
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Identification was influenced, as expected, by the kind of programme watched, F(2,140) = 55.44, 

p<.05, η² = .09 for identification with ingroup characters and F(2,140) = 55.44, p<.05, η² = .31 

for identification with outgroup characters respectively. A Post-hoc LSD test revealed that the 

difference between the experimental conditions and the control condition was significant. 

Participants’ who had watched Westside identified relatively more with characters of their ethnic 

outgroup than participants in the control condition who had watched Heading for Tomorrow. 

Moreover, they identified relatively less with characters of their ethnic ingroup than participants 

in the control condition (see Table 1).  

 In order to explore the role of identification in the effect of multicultural drama on 

perceptions of ethnic threat, a mediation analysis was carried out following the requirements  set 

out by Baron & Kenny (1986). In order to conclude that mediation has occurred, four conditions 

need to be met. First, a significant relation must exist between the independent and the dependent 

variable. Second, a significant relation must exist between the independent variable and the 

mediating variables. Third, a significant relation must exist between the mediators and the 

dependent variable. Fourth, when the effect of the mediator on the dependent variable is 

controlled for, the connection between the independent and dependent variable must decrease 

significantly (Ibid.).  

The first two requirements for mediation have already been demonstrated above. First, the 

dependent variable (perceived ethnic threat) and the independent variable (experimental 

condition) were shown to be significantly related. Second, a significant relation was found 

between the independent variable and the mediating variables ingroup and outgroup identification 

(see Table 1 for means). In order to explore whether third and fourth requirements were also met, 

a two-step regression procedure was carried out. In the first step of the analysis, all relevant 

predictors of perceived threat were entered without ingroup and outgroup identification. Factors 

political preference and age were included because, as was noted earlier, these are strong 

predictors of perceptions of ethnic threat that are independent of the hypothesized effects of 

viewing multicultural drama. In the second step, identification was included to see to what extent 

the identification with ingroup and outgroup characters mediated effects of the experimental 

manipulations on perceived ethnic threat. Because the two experimental conditions did not differ 

in terms of identification, they were taken together in this analysis in order to contrast the 
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experimental conditions with the control condition. The results of this analysis are shown in 

Table 2. 

 

Table 2. Two step regression investigating the relation between multicultural drama exposure, 

ingroup and outgroup  identification and perceptions of ethnic threat 

 Perceived ethnic  

threat  

(step1) 

Perceived ethnic 

threat  

(step2) 

 β B SE B β B SE B 

Westside vs Control .521* .207 .198 .046 .266 .017

Political preference -.796* .222 -.285 -.850* .221 -.305

Age -.018* .008 -.169 -.020* .008 -.193

Identification with outgroup  - .182* .091 .174

Identification with ingroup - -.363* .142 -.256

R² .17 .22 

* Significant at p<.05. 

 

The positive beta loading for ingroup identification in table 4 shows that more identification with 

ingroup characters was associated with increases in perceived ethnic threat. The negative beta 

loading for outgroup identification suggests that more identification with outgroup characters was 

associated with lower levels of perceived ethnic threat. As both of these beta coefficients are 

significant, the third requirement for mediation was met. In the second step of the regression in 

table2, the variable identification is introduced. As a result, the beta loadings for the variable 

condition are sharply reduced. This suggests that the effects of the experimental manipulation are 

caused by its effects on identification with ingroup and outgroup characters.  

Using a macro developed by Preacher and Hayes (2008), these results were tested for 

statistical significance using a Sobel test and a bootstrapping procedure. Results from the Sobel 

test demonstrate that the indirect effect of multicultural drama through identification with 

ingroups and outgroups was significant (F(5,138)= 7,671, p<.0005).  The bootstrap estimated 

indirect effect was .1382 for ingroup identification and.3439 for for outgroup identification. The 

95 percent bootstrap confidence interval (1000 trials) was between .0095 and .3498 for ingroup 

identification and between .1073 and .6926 for outgroup identification. Because these intervals 
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do not include zero, it can be concluded that the indirect effects of watching Westside running 

through identification with ingroup characters and through identification with outgroup 

characters are both different from zero. The conclusions from the steps above are therefore 

confirmed by the bootstrapping procedure (Preacher & Hayes, 2008).  

 

Identification and social cognitive theory 

According to social cognitive theory, identification with multicultural drama would have an 

effect on perceptions of ethnic threat through its facilitation of social learning. Hypothesis 3b, c 

and d suggested that such learning would be evident in an increased sense of intercultural self-

efficacy. However, the experimental and control groups did not differ in terms of intercultural 

self-efficacy (F(2, 142) = .108, p=.898, see Table 1 for M and SD). Furthermore, no effects were 

found for intercultural self-efficacy on perceptions of ethnic threat (β = .33, p = .28) and no 

interaction effect was found between identification with ingroups or outgroups and intercultural 

self-efficacy on perceptions of threat (β = .12, p = .70 and (β = .11, p = .79). These results 

therefore contradict hypotheses H3a, b and c that assumed multicultural television drama would 

increase intercultural self-efficacy (H3b and c) and that this effect would be moderated by 

identification with characters in the programme (H3a). 

 

Discussion 

The results presented above show that watching the multicultural drama Westside significantly 

lowered perceptions of ethnic threat as compared to watching a mainstream soap opera. This 

effect was mediated by the viewers’ identification with ingroup and outgroup characters as was 

hypothesized using social identity theory. Less identification with ingroup characters and more 

identification with outgroup characters was related to viewers’ levels of perceived ethnic threat. 

The learning effects hypothesized by the Social Cognitive Theory and postulated in hypothesis 

H3 were not found in this study. Our measure for intercultural self-efficacy was not affected 

exposure to multicultural drama and identification with characters. However, it is possible that 

such effects may require longer exposure to multicultural drama than was provided for in the 

present experimental set up. Further longitudinal studies are needed to address this issue.  

In conclusion, the main question posed in the introduction may be answered tentatively in 

the affirmative: multicultural television drama can affect intercultural tolerance as it can lower  

perceptions of ethnic threat. The fact that lowered identification with ingroups was associated 
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with lower levels of perceived ethnic threat suggests that the representation of  ingroup characters 

has perhaps been relatively ignored in the bid to represent ethnic outgroups in a positive way. 

This study has shown that multicultural drama may be effective when it succeeds in subverting 

habitual ingroup identification patterns and ingroup favoritism amongst viewers. It therefore 

suggests that more attention to the representations of ingroup characters may result in more 

effective programming.  

However, a number of aspects of this process of ‘entertaining anti-racism’ remain to be 

investigated. First, analysis showed that levels of perceived ethnic threat were affected by many 

antecedent factors with a much larger impact than the experience of viewing two episodes of a 

multicultural television drama. The question might be raised whether other kinds of television 

content or more repeated viewing might have an even greater effect. At present it is unclear how 

much stronger these effects might become. Furthermore, it remains to be investigated how 

exposure to multicultural affects the reception of the many other, perhaps more threat inducing 

news and entertainment programmes that are likely to be part of an average viewer’s media diet. 

Further research in this area might therefore explore these issues most usefully from a 

longitudinal ‘cultivation’ perspective (Gerbner, Gross, Morgan, & Signorielli, 1994). These 

studies may fruitfully address the cumulative effects of watching multicultural television drama 

within a non-experimental real life setting. This would deepen our understandings of the ways in 

which short term effects in perceptions of ethnic threat may (or may not) constitute a force that 

may ‘drench’ the effects of common television fare on intercultural tolerance over time (cf. 

Greenberg, 1988).  

Using television entertainment as an intervention in multicultural relations is not risk free 

and may also have unintended and aversive consequences. For example, it may  potentially 

increase perceptions of threat or affect political processes and orientations amongst viewers. In 

this respect, qualitative studies may also be deployed to chart the ways in which immediate 

effects of viewing experiences develop and affect everyday life through public or private 

discussions about these programmes in various domains of a viewer’s life (see Chapter 6). 

Additional studies charting the effects on other dependent measures are also called for. Further 

studies are needed to both to increase our knowledge of these processes as well as to heighten our 

awareness of the political and ethical implications of multicultural television drama. 
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CHAPTER 5 

Urban Alchemy 
Performing urban cosmopolitanism in London and Amsterdam 

 
 

[I] can’t really say [I am British] coz they always cut it down like, (..) they cut it down like, I’m 

“British Pakistani” so that sort of limits me to that. ..So I just say ‘yeah, I’m a Londoner’ 

 

Azar, 18 years old 

 

 

I don’t feel Dutch, I have a Danish passport. My dad is American, my mother is Danish. I don’t 

feel Danish, I used to but now I don’t anymore too. I also don’t feel American, it’s more a piece of 

paper. Also don’t feel Dutch ..but I do feel like an Amsterdammer.  

 

Fritz, 44 years old 

 

 
Introduction 

According to some urban studies scholars, the multicultural (global) city constitutes the ultimate 

site for the development of cosmopolitan sensibilities (Amin & Thrift, 2002; Bauböck, 2003; 

Çaglar, 2002; Morley, 2000; Sandercock, 1998; Staeheli, 2003). Urban dwellers are inevitably 

and consistently confronted with cultural difference in their daily lives. Such confrontations 

demand interactions and negotiations that can upset the essentialist logics of national, ethnic and 

religious identities. ‘Unmoored’ from their traditional sources, these identities become open to 

renegotiation in possibly cosmopolitan directions (Amin & Thrift, 2002; Keith, 2005; Holston & 

Appadurai, 1999; Sassen, 1999). According to Patton, the borders between self and city have now 

become fluid and enabled the emergence of ‘imaginary cities’ – cosmopolitan constructions and 

performances of community and citizenship that are based on urban belonging and identity 

(Patton, 1995). The multicultural city may thus constitute a potential alternative to more 

exclusionary senses of community and citizenship that are based on national, ethnic or religious 

identity (Bauböck, 2003; Çaglar, 2002; Patton, 1995). 
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Despite these high hopes, however, few empirical studies have been carried out that 

substantiate and deepen our understanding of cosmopolitanism. Much of the literature on 

cosmopolitanism has instead concentrated on postulating normative ideals and abstract ethics for 

an as-yet unrealized cosmopolitan society (Beck, 2002; Ignatieff, 1999; Sandercock, 1998). Other 

strands of cosmopolitan literature have been concerned with theorizing the cosmopolitan qualities 

of the lives of international business elite or refugee Diasporas (Hannerz, 1996; Osswewaarde, 

2007). Existing literature on cosmopolitanism therefore lacks a thorough empirical base and 

shows little appreciation for extant cosmopolitanisms amongst ‘ordinary citizens’ who live more 

sedentary and unremarkable lives (Vertovec & Cohen, 2002; Pollock, Bhabha, Breckenridge & 

Chakrabarty, 2000; Robbins, 1998; Skrbis, 2004). According to Vertovec & Cohen, our 

understanding of cosmopolitanism consequently remains largely ‘rhetorical’ (Vertovec & Cohen, 

2002). 

This paper addresses these concerns by presenting an empirical investigation into the 

performance and negotiation of urban forms of cosmopolitanism amongst ‘ordinary’ residents of 

two multicultural cities in Western Europe. The aim of this paper is twofold. First, it seeks to 

redefine cosmopolitanism in concrete empirical terms as a discursive social practice, rather than a 

set of de-contextualized attitudes, skills or identities or an abstract philosophy. Such a 

redefinition is necessary to render the concept of cosmopolitanism more concrete and open to 

critical empirical research. By conceptualizing cosmopolitanism as a discursive social practice, it 

becomes possible to ask the questions when, where and by whom it can be performed and what it 

means to be ‘cosmopolitan’ in everyday life. The second purpose of this paper is to contribute 

substantially to our understandings of existing forms of cosmopolitanism in the domain of urban 

culture and identity. As a starting point, it takes the literature on cosmopolitan potentials of the 

city (cf. Çaglar, 2002; Lefebvre, 1968; Patton, 1995) as well as the quotes presented above that 

were collected for this paper. As the quotes illustrate, some urban dwellers, at least, draw on their 

own urban identities to claim belonging to the city and in so doing transcend the exclusionary 

logics of their national, religious and ethnic backgrounds. But what does it mean to make such 

statements for urban dwellers, and how does this (and the contexts in which they are produced) 

illuminate our understanding of people’s everyday engagements with cosmopolitanism? What is 

the moral and emotional economy that underpins speech acts such as these, and how does this 

relate to the social relations in the urban community? Is such a discursive positioning always 

available, to every inhabitant of the city, all the time? The empirical question that this paper will 

 96



address is: ‘What roles do urban identities play in the performance of cosmopolitanism among 

residents of London and Amsterdam?’ 

To answer this question, I present an analysis of 16 focus group discussions in which 

Londoners and Amsterdammers explored the connections between their urban identities and 

cosmopolitan values of social inclusion and intercultural tolerance. In the interviews, participants 

reflected on the appeal of two recent municipal poster campaigns for urban cosmopolitanism, 

called ‘We are Londoners, we are one’ and ‘We Amsterdammers’. Both poster campaigns were 

set up after a Muslim extremist attack on civilians in these cities.vi They constitute public 

attempts to promote urban cosmopolitan sensibilities amongst their audiences. In London, the 

slogan that was used in the posters initially read ‘7 million Londoners, one London’ and, when 

the campaign was re-issued a year later ‘We are Londoners, we are one’. In Amsterdam, the 

posters used the slogan ‘What are you doing for the city?’ and featured models from a range of 

different cultural backgrounds to emphasize cross-cultural solidarity. Starting from their 

responses to this campaign, residents of both cities were invited to discuss issues and themes that 

could elucidate the role of their urban identities in the performance of cosmopolitanism.  

In the following, I will first present a redefinition of cosmopolitanism as a discursive 

social practice that is open to empirical scrutiny. Then, I briefly discuss the method of the study 

and the two campaigns that were used to focus discussions amongst Amsterdammers and 

Londoners on the connections between their urban identities and cosmopolitanism. This is 

followed by a presentation of the analysis of the discussions themselves organized according to 

the sub-questions, which are formulated below.  

 

Grounding cosmopolitanism 

Current academic literature has not reached consensus over the definition of cosmopolitanism. 

Binnie, Holloway, Millington and Young (2006) argue that there are two main strands of 

cosmopolitan theory. The first conceptualises it as a philosophy of world citizenship. The second 

conceptualises it as sets of skills, attitudes and lifestyles that characterise an idealized 

cosmopolitan subject. Ulrich Beck (2002) and Michael Ignatieff (1999), for example, are more 

concerned with the former. Their work can be read as attempts to normatively delineate the ideal 

philosophy of world citizenship and global ethics for the current age of globalization. On the 

other end of the spectrum, writers such as Ulf Hannerz (1996) have taken a more individualist 

focus by seeking to delineate the essence of the individual cosmopolitan. This literature 
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emphasises individual skills, attitudes and behaviours that characterise the cosmopolitan subject. 

It has notably singled out particular social groups (such as international business elites, or refugee 

Diasporas) as exemplars of these kinds of subjectivity (Vertovec & Cohen, 2002).  

Critics have argued that both strands are problematic because of their normative and 

theoretical approaches to the issue of cosmopolitanism (Skrbis, 2004). Skrbis, Kendall and 

Woodward (2004) have argued that writers often tend to confuse their social ideals of 

cosmopolitanism with existing social categories and risk slipping into unhelpful political 

utopianisms (see also Ahmed, 2002). The current emphasis on normative and idealist theory 

means that it often lacks clear empirical referents (Holston & Appadurai, 1999; Skrbis et al., 

2004; Vertovec & Cohen, 2002). As a result, the value of the concept for social inquiry and social 

intervention remains limited. 

Many theorists have therefore called for a more grounded empirical approach to the study 

of cosmopolitanism (e.g. Holston & Appadurai, 1999, Skrbis et al., 2004; Vertovec & Cohen, 

2002). The point of departure in such an approach would be to investigate cosmopolitanism as a 

collection of (emergent) empirical phenomena. Empirical studies of these phenomena are 

urgently needed to substantiate and deepen our understanding of the current and potential roles of 

cosmopolitanism in contemporary societies.  

Theoretically, this requires defining cosmopolitanism in such a way as to render it open to 

empirical investigation. Following the lead in recent empirical studies on actual, existing 

cosmopolitanism (Lamont & Aksartova, 2002; Skrbis & Woodward, 2007), this paper defines 

cosmopolitanism as a (discursive) social practice. In particular, it is defined here as those 

discursive social practices in which people manage to supersede the parochialisms of their own 

national, ethnic and religious identities and position themselves and others as members of a 

shared community of equals, without compromising their cultural differences.  

I will use the concepts of discourse and social practices as defined in the work of Michel 

Foucault (1978). In Foucaultian discourse analysis, these two concepts are intimately related to 

the workings of power and considered productive of social reality and subjectivity. To define 

cosmopolitanism as a social practice from such a theoretical perspective has a number of 

important consequences. Most important for the discussion in this paper, it implies that 

cosmopolitanism cannot somehow transcend the forces of power that are played out in the 

everyday use of national, ethnic and religious identities. Instead, its performance may be 
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conceptualised as the practice of negotiating those power differentials using locally available 

discursive means.  

The work of Potter and Whetherell (1992) provides a further analytical tool to 

conceptualise the performance of urban cosmopolitanism. For these authors, negotiations of the 

discursive effects of power are possible because in many non-institutional settings, discourses are 

not as fixed as in the hospitals and prisons that are the focus of the work of Foucault. In everyday 

life, subjects have a considerably larger degree of agency with respect to the ways in which they 

discursively construct their own identities and the world around them. Thus, it is often possible 

for individuals to argue over definitions of identity and social reality by drawing on a range of 

discursive resources or strategies (called ‘interpretive repertoires’ by Potter and Wetherell, 1992). 

Their agency, however, is also not unlimited in non-institutional everyday settings as it is 

dependent upon the locally availability of discursive resources with which such constructions can 

be made (Ibid.).  

The resources necessary for the performance of cosmopolitanism can be defined as those 

interpretive repertoires that enable the social construction of society as a culturally inclusive 

community. These resources enable people to imagine and construct their own identity and social 

reality around them in ways that transcend the social exclusionism that national, ethnic and 

religious identities produce in everyday life. By focusing on the performance of cosmopolitanism 

through the everyday social construction of self and reality, the focus of enquiry is shifted onto 

‘ordinary’, everyday performances of cosmopolitanism. 

A study by Lamont and Aksartova has already shown some of the viability of such an 

approach to the study of ‘ordinary’ cosmopolitanism (Lamont & Aksartova, 2002). In their 

article, they investigate ordinary cosmopolitanism amongst white and black working class males 

in the US and France. Using discourse analytical techniques, they demonstrate the kinds of 

rhetorical resources that these groups have at their disposal to argue for equality and solidarity 

between the races. Their results show regional and ethnic differences in these argumentations and 

imply that cosmopolitan discursive practices are situationally performed practices that depend on 

locally available discursive resources.  

The situated nature of the performance of cosmopolitanism challenges the idealist notion 

that cosmopolitanism can be grasped in a singular pure form. Instead, it becomes possible to 

imagine cosmopolitanism to take any number of forms, depending on the context and the 

discursive resources available there (Skrbis et al, 2004; Skrbis & Woodward, 2007, Vertovec, 
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2002). Moreover, individuals may exhibit cosmopolitan sensibilities in some contexts and not in 

others, or exhibit contradictory cosmopolitanisms in different domains of their daily lives. The 

definition espoused here paradoxically also challenges other (potentially) more concrete 

approaches that define cosmopolitanism as sets of individual skills and attitudes that enable the 

performance of cosmopolitanism (as for example is central to the work of Ulf Hannerz, 1996). 

Critics have argued that such definitions run the risk of pathologizing those who cannot or do not 

exhibit these specified idealized ‘cosmopolitan’ values and behaviours (Ahmed, 2002; Baban, 

2006). From social-discursive perspective, however, the performance of the cosmopolitan should 

not be taken as a purely individual achievement. Instead, individual agency needs to be 

understood in the context of various social and historical factors that determine and enable 

people’s development of cosmopolitan sensibilities in a given social context. 

In summary, a redefinition of cosmopolitanism as a social practice enables the focused 

empirical investigation of its emergence, performance and contestation from a situated, socio-

historical perspective. This investigation is specifically concerned with the kinds of performances 

that are enabled by particular social discursive contexts and how differently positioned 

individuals come to embody the subject positions of the ‘cosmopolitan’. Moreover, it centrally 

addresses the issue of power as it seeks to understand when and how cosmopolitan positions 

become available and the kinds of efforts that are needed for its performance.   

 

Urban cosmopolitanism  

In this paper, I demonstrate the viability of this approach by addressing cosmopolitanism in the 

domain of urban culture and identity. In particular, I start off with the assumption, derived in part 

from earlier literature (e.g. Çaglar, 2002; Lefebvre, 1968; Patton, 1995), that urban identities can 

constitute a resource in the performance of cosmopolitanism in an urban context. Çaglar, for 

example, has described how second generation Turks in Berlin positioned themselves as ‘Berlin 

Turks’ to overcome the problems that their hybrid cultural backgrounds present them in 

identifying socially and culturally as fully German or fully Turkish (Çaglar, 2002). The city, 

Çaglar argues, serves them as a grounding for a sense of community and belonging in which their 

difference is accepted and normalized. In the work of Henry Lefebvre, the city’s cosmopolitan 

potential lies in the fact that it is possible to ground a sense of community solely on residential 

status. In the ideal situation envisaged by Lefebvre, this ‘right to the city’ could thus serve as a 

guarantee for maximum social inclusion of all inhabitants of the city (Lefebvre, 1968).   
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Urban reality, however, far from approaches such a utopian vision, as Lefebvre himself 

has of course continuously emphasised. As many authors have pointed out, daily life in the city is 

characterised by at least as many social exclusions as inclusions (Lefebvre, 1968, Massey, 2003, 

Morley, 2000). Any communal vision of the city thus needs to be regarded as a product of 

discourse and power and therefore carries risks of its own. According to Marcuse, metaphors that 

present the city as a unified whole are essentially ‘perverse’ since such rhetoric invariably 

obscures certain others, divisions and oppositional processes in the city (Marcuse, 2005). The 

notion of an ‘imagined city’ as a community of equal citizens risks delineating a homogeneous 

community in which conflict over its core values is unthinkable (Iveson, 2006; Marcuse, 2005). 

The progressive use of the city in practices of cosmopolitanism therefore depends on the ways in 

which it is defined as an inclusive community whereby difference is not pacified, obliterated or 

reified but remains open to contestation and negotiation. 

Given the commonality of social exclusions in the city and ‘perverse’ uses of the 

metaphor of the city as community, accounts of Berlin Turkish identity as recorded by Çaglar 

have to be understood as situated performances of cosmopolitanism. Their assertion does not 

denote a static state of affairs, nor does it imply a set of de-contextualized skills and attitudes that 

these individuals carry with them to every domain of their daily lives. Instead, it can be read as 

discursively claiming to belong to a cosmopolitan urban community. At present, however, it is 

not known how such performances hold up in the fray of day to day negotiations of identity and 

social exclusion in large multicultural cities such as London or Amsterdam. 

Second, it is unclear to what extent urban dwellers, which are differently positioned in 

terms of gender, ethnicity, age, length of residence in the city, have equal access to positions of 

urban cosmopolitanism. It is important to assess what other kinds of definitions of urban identity 

and belonging might exist beside the cosmopolitan ones that are of most interest here. The 

‘constitutive outside’ of such identities is crucial to appreciate the effort that goes into the 

performance of urban cosmopolitanism and how it is situated in a broader set of power relations.  

In order to assess the ways in which urban identities can thus be used to engage in the 

cosmopolitanism defined as discursive social practices, this paper will continue with a discussion 

of data collected on the links between urban identities and cosmopolitanism through focus group 

discussions. In these discussions, Londoners and Amsterdammers were invited to reflect on 

appeals to urban cosmopolitanism made by the governments of their respective cities.  
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The questions that guided the analysis were derived from the considerations above and are 

as follows. First, how do urban dwellers negotiate the meaning of appeals to urban 

cosmopolitanism amongst themselves? Second, how does this relate to their everyday 

constructions of their urban identities? Third, under what circumstances can urban identities 

serve as a resource in the performance of urban cosmopolitanism? In the following, I first 

present the methodology of this study and describe the two appeals for urban cosmopolitanism 

that were used to elicit discussions in the focus groups. This is followed by a presentation of an 

analysis of the data gathered.  

 

Method 

In order to answer these sub questions, an interpretive study was carried out in which urban 

dwellers discussed urban identity and community using the two campaigns mentioned earlier.  To 

complement these data, the visual and verbal campaign material was also analysed and the 

designers of the campaigns were interviewed in order to ascertain the preferred reading of the 

posters.  

For each campaign, eight focus groups were conducted with four to seven participants. 

Participants were selected using civic organizations, schools, churches, snowball sampling 

techniques and the networks of the interviewers. Because the main interest of the study was to 

examine reactions of urban audiences to an appeal for urban cosmopolitanism, our initial 

selection criteria were whether participants were living in London or Amsterdam. Although there 

were no immediate theoretical reasons to assume that a representative sample had to be drawn 

with respect to age, ethnicity or gender, an attempt was made to include people that varied along 

these dimensions to ensure that if conflicting views of the campaign were related to these 

dimensions, we would have a good chance of eliciting them in our focus group sessions.   

The participants of the focus groups differed in terms of age, ethnicity, occupation and 

length of residence in the city. In the Amsterdam focus groups, the age of participants ranged 

from 16 to 58 and participants were of varying ethnic backgrounds. The latter included white 

Dutch majority (n=17), Holland’s three largest migrant groups (Moroccan, Turkish or Surinam 

(n=7) and a host of other backgrounds from smaller migrant groups such as Dutch Antilles, 

Polish and German (n=12). In the London focus groups, participants’ ages ranged from 14 to 87 

and a variety of ethnic backgrounds was also represented. These included white British majority 
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(n=15), Pakistani & Bangladeshi (n=10), Afro-Caribbean (n=5) and other backgrounds such as 

Iraqi, Australian and Polish (n=12). 

The focus groups typically lasted from 45 minutes to one hour. The moderator started by 

asking the group ‘when would you call someone a ‘Real’ Londoner?’vii The moderator 

subsequently introduced the posters with an appeal for urban cosmopolitanism and asked the 

group to reflect out loud on their impressions of the posters and their message. All focus group 

discussions were recorded on audiotapes or digital recorders and transcribed ad verbatim by the 

moderators. All transcripts were then analysed using a constant comparative approach (Boeije, 

2002; Seale, 1999). The analysis focused on the meaning that participants gave to the campaigns, 

which shared representations of the city they drew from their negotiations and under what 

circumstances urban identity could be used in the performance of urban cosmopolitanism. Before 

discussing the results of this analysis, a brief overview is presented of the poster campaigns that 

were used to elicit discussions.  

 

Appeals to urban cosmopolitanism 

Although the campaigns held in London and Amsterdam were similar in their uses of urban 

identities, there were also some notable differences. In the following, I will first briefly describe 

each campaign and then discuss their similarities and differences.  

 

We are Londoners 

The campaign ‘We are Londoners’ was initiated in direct response to the terror attacks that struck 

the London subways on July 7th 2005. The first round of posters was designed within 48 hours of 

the attacks and used the slogan ‘Seven million Londoners, one London’. This text was a 

simplified version of a diversity campaign called ‘7 million Londoners, 300 languages and 14 

faiths’ that had been held four years earlier. The addition of the ‘one London’ thus introduced a 

sense of unity to the diversity message. The official goal of the campaign was to counter the 

negative feelings amongst the London population and ‘celebrate the diversity and unity of 

London’. According to the head of marketing at the London City municipality, the campaign was 

intended for all ethnic communities: 

 
(...) this campaign is talking to the majority living in the community, the majority of people in the Chinese community, the white community (...) 

what the message means is: yes there are different communities, but we also live together as one (…) But if you talk about the people at the 
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extreme end, these ads aren't going to change them. What they're going to do is maybe make their views seem a bit more unacceptable to the 

majority. 

 

In the aftermath of the bombing, a number of media outlets were keen to participate in making a 

statement against terrorism in London and provided the municipality with free advertising space. 

A year later, the municipality produced a second round of posters in which the slogan had been 

changed to ‘We are Londoners, we are one’. This time, the municipality funded all of publicity 

itself and people were encouraged to put up posters, stickers and badges to display their 

commitment to a diverse united London. As can be seen in Figure 1, the main posters of the 

campaign were kept very simple, basically showing only the slogan.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
Figure 1. Main campaign visuals        Figure 2. Alternative website visuals 
 

By changing the colour of the letters in ‘7 million Londoners’ that together spell ‘one London’, 

the poster also visually constructs an interconnection between the diversity and the unity of the 

city. On the website of the campaign, where people could order posters and badges for their 

personal use, a number of pictures were also provided of the campaign message in its relevant 

urban context. As can be seen in Figure 2, these campaigns made more the diversity of London 
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more visually explicit by showing Londoners of different ethnic backgrounds underneath the 

campaign banner.  

 

What are you doing for the city? 

The media campaign ‘What are you doing for the city?’ was set up after the murder of Theo van 

Gogh as part of a campaign called ‘We Amsterdammers’ which intended, amongst other things, 

to generate a collective Amsterdam identity amongst the Amsterdam population and to stimulate 

intercultural exchanges and social participation (ActionPlan Wij Amsterdammers, 2004). The 

campaign consisted of posters and local television ads in which volunteer workers who live in 

Amsterdam were presented to the urban audience (See Figure 3). Their activities ranged from 

helping schoolchildren with their homework and providing after school care for neighbourhood 

kids to giving free legal counselling and organizing a soccer tournament between Muslims and 

Jews. Apart from this variation in the kinds of volunteer work portrayed, the designers also 

sought to explicate the diversity of Amsterdam by including models of various ethnic 

backgrounds and ages and assuring an equal amount of male and female models. The ethnic 

backgrounds of the models are sometimes visually explicated by particular items of dress or 

aspects of the visual surroundings. For example, the Jewish man who organizes soccer matches 

between Muslims and Jews is shown wearing a traditional yarmulke to visually explicate his 

ethnic identity.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 
Figure 3. Posters from the ‘What are you doing for the city’ campaign  
 

 

 105



According to the designer, presenting various ethnicities as part of a shared urban community 

was the central aim of the campaign message: 

 
[in the aftermath of the murder of van Gogh, when] you would see immigrants [see footnote viii] people walking 

with their eh headscarf, you think, you MAY think, well it’s a horrible Muslim or, it’s a suicide bomber, or what’s 

going on behind the veil. So then we thought it would be nice to look for all kind of different people working hard to 

make the atmosphere better in Amsterdam, doing it on volunteer ground. (...)  

Designer Santje Kramer 

 

Each poster shows one individual volunteer worker photographed in full body portrait, standing 

or sitting alone in surroundings that are related to his or her volunteer work activities. He or she 

looks straight at the viewer with a relaxed look or a light smile while holding a large, shining 

yellow lamp in their hands. According to the designers, this lamp is intended to convey the 

message that these people are being put in the spotlight of the public’s attention for doing such 

good things for the city (Interview with the designer, May 2006). At the bottom of a poster, the 

person and his activities are described in a couple of sentences. Over the top of this, the slogan 

‘What are you doing for the city’ is written in crude large letters, exhorting readers to start 

contributing to the urban community themselves. For example, one of the posters featured the 

following text:  

 

“Braien Candelaraia is a street corner worker. When he gets off work, he helps keep adolescents 

off of the streets. By making music with them, he gives them a push in the right direction. What 

are you doing for the city?” 

 

Results 

The analysis below is presented in the order of the sub-questions formulated above. First, the 

ways in which Londoners and Amsterdammers respond to appeals to urban cosmopolitanism are 

addressed. Second, the constructions of urban identity that are related to these responses are 

analysed. Finally, the ways in which urban identities can serve as a resource for the performance 

of urban cosmopolitanism among Londoners and Amsterdammers are discussed. 
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Responding to appeals for urban cosmopolitanism. 

When Londoners and Amsterdammers were presented with posters of the campaigns ‘We are 

Londoners’ and ‘We Amsterdammers’ respectively, it was not immediately clear to them how the 

campaigns should be interpreted. Focus group participants in both cities debated the meaning of 

the posters at considerable length and generally produced a wide range of diverging 

interpretations. A typical example of such an initial discussion is the following excerpt from a 

discussion amongst a multicultural group of 7 London college students aged 18 to 22. After they 

were handed the posters of the ‘We are Londoners, we are one’ campaign, their discussion started 

as follows: 
 

1. George: we are Londoners, we are one (.) 

2. Roy: we are Londoners and we are one (.)  

3. Hernan: its like during the world cup, where you know even, it doesn’t matter who you are, it’s 

like everybody can be in a pub and they all support the same country, it doesn’t really matter.  

4. Stephanie: [but] it’s being treated like a first now. I mean ‘We are Londoners’, we already knew 

we were Londoners even before this thing came out! (…) we don’t need a poster so we know! 

5. Walter: I think its trying to say that yeah a sign of unity is like, yeah, we are one, and one London, 

to say that why are we struggling on over crime and stabbings so forth and just keep it peace, that’s 

what its trying to say 

6. Dennis: or if you cut us do we not bleed.  

7. George: I don’t know I don’t buy this stuff though. I don’t think some mugger is going to see this 

and go ‘you know what, yeah!’ (Laughter) 

8. Walter: even so, it’s a starting point. Because you have to start somewhere.  

9. Roy: well I think this is the government, trying to, you know they messed up after the whole 7/7 

[terrorist attack on the London subways] thing,  

10. Jason: I think they were trying to unite people. Which it probably did, coz when you see ‘We are 

London’ you do feel kind of proud.. Well I do. 

11. Dennis: not really, I don’t 

 

In the interaction above, which lasted a mere 2 minutes, urban identities were immediately 

negotiated amongst the discussants as they struggled to produce a shared meaning of the 

campaign message. At least 4 different interpretations were introduced ranging from social 

inclusion (turn 3) to anti-crime (turn 5) and an attempt to repair mistakes made by the 

government (turn 9). Moreover, these interpretations were contested as quickly as they were 
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produced, through arguments that urban identity is self-evident and does not need to be promoted 

(turn 4), crime won’t be solved by sharing an urban identity (turn 7) or that pride in the city is not 

shared (turn 11). 

A consensual interpretation of the campaign message was rarely achieved in both the 

London and the Amsterdam groups. Moreover, when it was achieved, it was generally quite 

negative in tone. At times such negative appraisals even appeared to arouse strong emotions. In 

such cases, participants often reflected more directly on their own relation to the city and urban 

identity, such as is evident for example in the following quote: 

 
This [campaign] is embarrassing. You know how embarrassing this is? Coz this isn’t what they think or they 

believe. They’re trying to fool you. They on purposely are going ‘I’m putting some multicultural people in the 

same picture’ and then say ‘We are London’! No! Because so much shit has happened since 9/11 and 7/7 

that’s why they’re doing this. That’s bollocks. You know what, five years ago, they wouldn’t have even 

wanted a black person representing London! 

Aisha, 31 year old Londoner, Iraqi background 

 

Constructions of urban identities 

The analysis showed that this persisting ambivalence, disagreement and criticism was related to 

the ways the appeals to urban cosmopolitanism elicited contradictory sets of common sense 

constructions of urban identities. Through these contradictory constructions, different groups of 

urban dwellers could be included and excluded at different times. An analysis of the different 

ways in which the cosmopolitan appeals of both campaigns were discussed shows that they were 

at odds with common sense constructions and uses of urban identities. At first glance, being a 

‘Londoner’ or ‘Amsterdammer’ could therefore be constructed in so many ways that it would 

seem that an inclusive urban community was a clear matter of fact: 

 
I cannot say what makes the people special in Amsterdam, when they are real Amsterdammers. I have no 

characteristics for them to say: Oh, they are eating a lot of cheese or whatever. That’s not typical for 

Amsterdam. (Laughing) That would be my problem. I don’t know what the real Amsterdammer is. Maybe this 

is the advantage of the city, that everyone can be an Amsterdammer. 

Martin, 24  year old white Amsterdammer, American background 
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At other moments, however, participants constructed their urban identities in more negative 

terms that reflected the harder aspects of city life. In these accounts, the acceptance of difference 

and a sense of shared ‘common good’ were acutely lacking.  
 

Nova: A Londoner is someone who is kind of hardened by the city, so they are a bit jaded, correct me if I’m 

wrong, if someone throws up on the tube,  

Janelle: you don’t notice it.  

Nova: you know you just ruffle your papers or whatever. And when the tube is late again, [you think] 'oh 

great, someone’s thrown themselves on the tracks' ah great, now I’m gonna be bloody late for that 

appointment. 

 

A closer examination of these constructions of urban identity revealed that they were drawn 

from a larger shared repertoire of constructions of urban identities. These different constructions 

were not all equally conducive to the performance of urban cosmopolitanism and the 

conceptualisation of a culturally inclusive community of urban dwellers. The following set of 

quotes illustrates the range of possible constructions of urban identity and its relation to urban 

cosmopolitanism.  

 
Tony: well a Londoner to me, I never thought of it. But now you put this in my mind, and I think, well, 

anybody, he could be black, Chinese, whatever, white, he's a Londoner! It’s a mix of people, you know that’s 

basically it. 

 

Jacky: when you live in Amsterdammer then you are an Amsterdammer. (...)  you don’t necessarily have to 

want to be a part of it but as long as you live there, you are to me, I am an Amsterdammer, to me you are an 

Amsterdammer. (...) 

 

Chris: I think everyone has periods where they think suddenly they are a Londoner, I know its being a 

Londoner when I’m on my way to work, and when I’m on my work I become just, Chris again. I think it all 

boils down to travelling,  

 

Marije: [you are an Amsterdammer] when you feel at home in the city. There are also people living in the city, 

who actually feel that it’s too crowded and stuff like that. 

 

Audrey: well, I think that you can call yourself a real Amsterdammer when you’ve lived there for the greatest 

part of you life or maybe even only when you were born there. 
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Matthew: that’s like another reason why we don’t count ourselves as Londoners, because we’re in the 

boundary of London, but we don’t really count as Londoners. We’re more of a suburbs than the centre of 

London where they actually advertised [the we are Londoners campaign] 

 

Giro: I don’t consider myself a Londoner, I consider myself an east ender. Not a Londoner as a whole.  

 

 

Some of the constructions above lend themselves to the performance of an urban cosmopolitan 

identity. They reference the shared urban environment (Jacky), or explicitly argue for the 

multiculturalism inherent in the city (Tony). Others, such as those expressed by Giro and Audrey, 

were more exclusionary and implied a discrimination against newcomers, residents of particular 

neighbourhoods in the city or, as will be discussed below, against ethnic minorities.  
 

The performance of urban cosmopolitanism 

This variety of available discursive resources for the construction of an urban identity 

problematized the notion of an inclusive urban cosmopolitanism for many urban dwellers. In 

stark contrast with the notion of an urban cosmopolitan community, discussions in the focus 

groups showed that identities of a ‘Londoner’ and an ‘Amsterdammer’ were not always equally 

accessible to urban dwellers of different ethnic backgrounds. More specifically, constructions of 

urban identities often had connotations of ethnicity and class: 

 
[When I had to think of a Londoner], I just saw my geography teacher. He’s just a typical east end person, 

white, short hair, balding, fat,  

(Elman, 16 year old Londoner, Bangladeshi background) 

 

No, I think a real Amsterdammer, [that’s] a woman, a woman with bleached blonde hair, a tacky spandex 

legging and who is nowadays living in the outskirts of Almere.ix  

(John, 23 year old Amsterdammer, white Dutch background) 

 

The references to a ‘typical’ white east end male in the London case, and bleached blonde hair 

and tacky clothing in the Amsterdam case, constitute a pejorative reference to traditional white 

working class majority population of the city. When these shared representations of Londoners or 

Amsterdammers were salient in a group discussion, it rendered an urban identity inaccessible to 
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urban dwellers with a different racial or class background. For some black respondents, this 

meant that identifying with the ‘the city’ and its community were off-limits to them: 
 

Seraino: [to be able to consider yourself an Amsterdammer,] the fact that you have non-Dutch background, I 

think that is important too. I came from Surinam, I’ve lived my whole life more or less in Amsterdam but I 

don’t feel like an Amsterdammer either because I am a Surinamer. It will stay that way.  

Marius: But isn’t it both possible? 

Seraino:  Well, it isn’t for me. I live in this city, but I don’t have sympathy for the city. So that’s my opinion.  

Jacky: More of a Surinamer than an Amsterdammer. 

Seraino: yeah, that’s kind of how you are made in this society, really, of course you also get discriminated and 

other stuff, so I’m also taking those kinds of things into account.  

 

In the above, Seraino, a 22 year old black man, refuses to adopt an urban cosmopolitan position 

even when he is invited by participants (who are all white) to do so. In London, some participants 

similarly constructed the urban community as white and therefore refused or felt unable to 

identify with it. This process was open ended however, and like in the quote before, it was always 

negotiated in interaction with other participants. In the following quote, a black man and woman 

and a woman with an Iraqi background discussed their London identity in the following way: 
 

Janelle: I am a Londoner, I am a Londoner.  

Pierre: but I wouldn’t class myself as a Londoner.  

Janelle: yeah because when you think of London you're thinking of union jack flags, someone playing the old 

piano, you know what I mean, the old school white type of thing. I used to think that way myself but at the 

end of the day.. 

Aisha: (overlapping, addressing Janelle) can I say? The union jack represents racism, you know that don't 

you? 

 

The quote above illustrates how negotiations of belonging to the city could end up excluding non-

whites from the urban community when representations of Londoners as ‘white’ were salient. 

Janelle’s attempt to tell the tale of her eventual cosmopolitan identification as a Londoner based 

on a different kind of inclusive representation, for example, is broken off by the implicit 

accusations that she might thus unwittingly be condoning racism. In such contexts, taking a 

cosmopolitan approach to the urban community was something that needed to be actively 

defended against other, more excluding definitions.  
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However, the ethnic connotations of many constructions of urban identity could also work 

to exclude or alienate white, middle class urban dwellers from a notion of an inclusive urban 

community. When presented with calls for solidarity and civic participation, ethnicity of other 

members of this urban community were perceived as grounds by whites to dismiss these calls 

altogether. One example of this is the following remark by one white Dutch Amsterdam student 

who adopts an urban cosmopolitan position when the appeal was expressed by a black woman: 
 

Annie: Yeah, I feel less committed to someone when their own identity is really outspoken. Like the model on 

this poster, she is a very obviously a Surinam woman and I am clearly not a Surinam woman, so... 

Moderator: But, if this Surinam lady asks, Annie what are YOU doing for the city, what do you think? 

Annie: Then I don’t think too much of it. Nice that you are doing it, but it doesn’t really motivate me to start 

doing something myself immediately. 

 

On the particular posters Annie is responding to in this quote, the inclusive urban 

community is explicitly represented through a black woman who claims to be doing something 

for her city. Annie takes issue with the explicit representation of her ethnicity (she is ‘obviously a 

Surinam woman’) and feels that it positions her as essentially different (‘I am clearly not a 

Surinam woman’). Instead of embracing a notion of a multicultural urban community, she 

dissociates herself from the calls to solidarity with her fellow urban dwellers based on the mere 

salience of ethnic differences.   

The accounts shown above complicate the interpretation of the quotes offered at the start 

of this article by Fritz (‘I don’t feel American; it’s more a piece of paper. Also don’t feel Dutch 

..but I do feel like an Amsterdammer’) and Azar (‘saying [I’m] British Pakistani sort of limits me 

to that, so I just say I’m a Londoner’). These cosmopolitan appropriations of the city therefore 

need to be appreciated as efforts to position oneself in a very dynamic discursive field in which 

such claims are frequently and easily contested. Moreover, the kind and degree of effort required 

may be different depending on how subjects are positioned in terms of race, class or national 

identity. Such positioning might also affect the availability of particular discursive resources in 

particular contexts.  

Claims to cosmopolitan identities thus need to be understood as situated, temporary and 

contested performances that are intimately connected with the workings of power in urban daily 

life. One clear example of this situated nature of such performances was the effects of the attacks 

on the city’s public transport system in 2005.  In some of the London focus groups, the memories 
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of the 7/7 attack temporarily produced a discursive field in which particular shared constructions 

of urban identity were highlighted that clearly enabled the performance of urban cosmopolitans. 

Their discussion centred around their agreement that Londoners were members of a unified 

community of equals in which there was no place for conflicts or racial discrimination, as is 

illustrated by the following rather lengthy but informative quote: 
 

Moderator: what do you think this campaign is trying to do? 

Mary: I think it makes people think 

Mitzi: I think about fanaticism. I think that we have got to tackle fanaticism 

Mary: it will not get us down, whatever you throw, we will unite.  

Others: yeah 

Evelyn: unite. No matter what colour or race we are, you throw the bombs at us and we will unite. This is 

what happens 

Mitzi: yeah, more than anything, unification.  

Tony: I mean the bus driver [of the bus that was blown up, FM], he was coloured wasn’t he? He said, I’m not 

gonna stop bus driving,  

Evelyn: but did you notice there wasn’t any 'don’t touch coz you’re black' 'don’t touch me coz you’re this' that 

day everybody was one. And this is what Londoners are about, no matter what we do everyday, [when] it’s all 

about I don’t like you because your skin is different colour.. push us in a situation, and we're there for each 

other.  

 

In the interaction above, the unity of Londoners is constructed as one that specifically crosses 

racial and ethnic divides through comments such as ‘no matter what colour or race you are (...) 

we will unite’ and ‘there wasn’t any don’t touch me coz you’re black (...) everybody was one’. As 

the quote also illustrates, however, this unity was temporary and depended upon the presence of 

an external threat to the city. At the end of the quoted discussion, Evelyn acknowledges the 

temporary nature of this unity by stressing that everyday London life is actually ‘all about’ 

racism. Thus, their endorsement of a collective urban community was to a large extent dependent 

on the London bombings that allowed for a manifestation of a shared external enemy to the 

otherwise diverse and divided inhabitants of the city. This example illustrates the situated, 

temporal and contingent nature of urban cosmopolitanism in London and Amsterdam as it was 

encountered in the focus group discussions. It shows how particular cosmopolitan meanings 

surrounding urban identity and belonging are constructed in particular historical and social 

spaces, using the discursive resources that are available through an active negotiation between 

urban dwellers.  
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Conclusion 

In this paper, I have sought to analyse the role of urban identities in the performance of 

cosmopolitanism. The responses to the appeals to urban cosmopolitanism of the campaigns ‘We 

are Londoners, we are one’ and ‘We Amsterdammers’ showed that urban identity at times served 

as a resource to supersede the parochialisms of national, ethnic and religious identities and 

produce a sense of equality amongst urban dwellers. At the same time, however, the urban 

identities of Londoners and Amsterdammers did not necessarily serve as a resource for the 

performance of urban cosmopolitanism. Amongst the diverse and contradictory ways in which 

urban identities were used in these discussions, they also, for example, were used to exclude 

people on the basis of length of residence, ethnicity, race and class.  

These results contribute to the emerging literature on a critical, grounded understanding of 

actually existing cosmopolitanisms (Çaglar, 2002; Lamont & Aksant, 2002, Skbris & Woodward, 

2007). They show how cosmopolitanism based on an urban identification is a situated 

performance. This performance is dependent on and shaped by the discursive resources that 

differently positioned subjects have access to in different social and historical contexts. 

Moreover, they illustrate how the performance of urban cosmopolitanism is, at present, very 

vulnerable to contestations by less inclusive discursive constructions of urban identity and 

belonging.  

This study of urban cosmopolitanism also demonstrates the viability of a more grounded, 

empirical approach to the study of ‘ordinary’ cosmopolitanism more in general. The discursive 

approach taken here enables an investigation of the ways in which power, discourse and 

subjectivity play a role in the emergence, performance and obstruction of particular forms of 

cosmopolitanism. The outcomes of this study suggest that theories of cosmopolitanism cannot 

afford to focus merely on the normative sides of this debate. Instead, efforts need to be exerted to 

understand how such normative theories maybe reflect and potentially inform ‘ordinary’ 

everyday performances of cosmopolitanism. The analysis demonstrates that cosmopolitanism 

cannot be envisaged as an unproblematic transcendence of the everyday workings of power and 

national, ethnic and religious identities. Instead, the situated performance of cosmopolitanism 

involves a negotiation of the existing identities and power relations that are assumed to be 

transcended. It is our understanding of these negotiations that may hold the key to the 
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constructive integration of cosmopolitanism in the fabric of our multicultural societies. If 

anywhere, such ‘urban alchemy’ takes place in the messy, down to earth reality of everyday life. 
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CHAPTER 6  

The performance of cultural citizenship 

Audiences and the politics of multicultural television drama4 
 

Introduction 

The growing presence of cultural 'others' in Western Europe has made the question of cultural 

citizenship an important one in debates about integration, cultural identity and belonging. As 

cultural difference continues to function as a cause for social exclusion in everyday life, it cuts 

across traditional citizenship regimes that officially guarantee equality of rights and obligations 

(Baban, 2006, Gilroy, 2000, Jaggar, 1999, Rosaldo, 1999, Yuval-Davis, 2002). This situation 

reflects a lack of cultural citizenship, which can be defined as the right to be culturally different 

within a community and the obligation to engage respectfully with the difference of others (cf. 

Jaggar, 1999, Kymlicka, 2003, Miller, 2006, Ong, 1999, Pakulski, 1997, Rosaldo, 1999, 

Stevenson, 2003, Turner, 1994).  

Cultural citizenship, like all other forms of citizenship, is constituted by a process of 

continuous performance rather than a set of abstract legal rules (Isin & Turner, 2002). The 

performance of cultural citizenship can be defined as the struggle over the norms, practices, 

meanings and identities through which groups and individuals are socially included and excluded 

in society (Ong, 1999, Rosaldo, 1999, Stevenson, 2003). In short, it involves the negotiation of 

the role of cultural difference in everyday life. Given the deficit of cultural citizenship faced by 

multicultural societies mentioned above, there is an urgent need to develop interventions that 

might facilitate and democratise the performance of cultural citizenship. At present, however, 

very little is known empirically about the performance of cultural citizenship, let alone about the 

ways in which it might be stimulated.  

 In this paper, we address the (potential) role of mass mediated popular culture in the 

performance of cultural citizenship (Hermes, 2005, Morley, 2006). A number of arguments have 

been made in this regard. First, mass mediated popular culture plays a central role in everyday 

                                                 
4 This chapter was co-authored by Joke Hermes. An earlier version was presented at the Etmaal van de communicatie 
wetenschap conference in 2008 as Müller, F., & Hermes, J. (2008). Populaire cultuur en Cultureel burgerschap: 
Onderhandelingen over diversiteit en multiculturalisme onder kijkers van de Amsterdamse reality-soap West Side.  
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processes of identity construction, the reproduction of (imagined) communities and the 

dissemination of ideology (Ibid.). Depending on their particular content, the consumption of these 

media texts may incite various forms of reflection upon the role of cultural difference in everyday 

life (Hermes, 2005). Second, it is consumed by a wide range of social groups and their audiences 

are often made up of multiple ethnic groups (Costera Meijer & de Bruin, 2003). Reflections about 

the role of cultural difference in everyday life stimulated through popular culture may therefore 

have a more democratic and cross-ethnic reach. However, while these arguments are well 

rehearsed in the literature, the relation between popular culture and the performance of cultural 

citizenship has not been studied empirically. Thus, it is unclear under what circumstances popular 

culture may facilitate or democratise such a performance. The main question that will be 

addressed here then is: When and how does popular culture serve as a resource in the 

performance of cultural citizenship? 

 This paper starts from the assumption that the media text, although always open to various 

interpretations, remains a determining factor in the kinds of readings and appropriations that 

viewers can make (Michelle, 2007). As a consequence, we agree with writers like Miller (1999) 

and Hartley (2006) that some texts may have more potential to support the performance of 

cultural citizenship than others. The argument in this paper is constructed around an empirical 

case study of audience reactions to one particular multicultural television drama. The series 

called West Side was selected as a case study because it was expected to be an exceptional 

resource for the performance of cultural citizenship. West Side was explicitly designed to 

promote discussions on the role of cultural difference in the Netherlands, through dramatized 

depictions of the daily lives and struggles of four families from different ethnic backgrounds in a 

multicultural neighbourhood in Amsterdam (AT5, 2006).  In order to engage viewers with locally 

relevant issues of cultural identity and difference, each family was made to represent one of the 

four largest ethnic groups in the Netherlands (i.e. white Dutch, Surinamese, Turkish and 

Moroccan), and part of the problems they face deal explicitly with their cultural backgrounds and 

their integration into Dutch society. By focusing on the reactions by the audience, which is highly 

relevant for issues of cultural citizenship, we maximized our potential to analyse how the content 

of the media text mediates and moderates cultural citizenship processes. Two questions were 

central in our investigation of the audience reactions to West Side. First, what are the audience 

reactions to the multicultural drama series West Side? Second, can some of these reactions be 
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distinguished as constituting the performance of cultural citizenship and, if so, what role does the 

content of the series play in these performances?  

In part, our analysis of the relation between audience reactions to West Side and cultural 

citizenship will build on the rich tradition of audience studies that has consistently shown how 

audiences appropriate media content and deploy its images and discourses in symbolic struggles 

in their own daily lives (e.g. Fiske, 1989, Gillespie, 1995). However, it also seeks to contribute to 

the ongoing critical reappraisal of some of the implicit assumptions about audience reception 

(Barker, 2006). Specifically, it seeks to demonstrate the need to avoid viewing audience reactions 

as always/already containing some form of ‘interpretative resistance’ or subversion of hegemonic 

values (Barker, 2006; Michelle, 2007). In so doing, the ability to distinguish between politically 

relevant engagements with popular culture and other, more common audience reactions is lost. 

Moreover, it becomes impossible to assess the relationship between these more common 

audience reactions and more politically relevant engagements such as the performance of cultural 

citizenship. Therefore, in our analysis, we specifically focus on the ways in which the 

performance of cultural citizenship is related to and emerges from other, more common audience 

reactions. 

In the following, the contents and production context of West Side are briefly sketched. 

Next, the method used to analyse the audience reactions to the show is presented. This is 

followed by an analysis of the audience reactions to West Side in which we distinguish different 

modes of reception and their relation to the performance of cultural citizenship. The paper then 

returns to the theoretical discussion about the relationship between popular culture and cultural 

citizenship and argues for a sharper theoretical delineation between common audience reactions 

to popular culture and processes of cultural citizenship.  

 

West Side: A multicultural drama series 

The first season of the reality soap West Side, which aired in 2006 and 2007 on local (AT5) and 

national television (NPS), was taken as the topic of the audience research conducted for this 

paper. West Side can be described as a combination of a traditional soap series with a reality 

format based on multicultural issues and dilemmas. The show’s storyline deals with the ups and 

downs in the lives of four families of different cultural backgrounds and is set in the western part 

of Amsterdam, which is known for its high concentration of Muslim immigrants and repeatedly 

makes the news with stories of social unrest. The four families are white Dutch, Turkish, Surinam 
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and Moroccan. Some of the vagaries of their lives are the same as in regular television soaps, 

such as love interests, infertility or the threat of terminal cancer. However, the writers of the show 

also intentionally inserted storylines that concern the difficulties of multicultural cohabitation and 

integration. For instance, the Moroccan father is presented as a rather traditionalist Muslim in the 

show who, at first, refuses to give his daughter permission to join a dancing school. His daughter 

struggles with her loyalty to him and her own desires and ends up lying to her father and the 

dancing school in order to be able to participate. Other themes in the show concern issues of male 

honour in the Turkish community, prejudice about adolescent males of ethnic backgrounds that 

hang around in the streets and white Dutch racism. The show was supplemented by an internet 

site where people could find background information about the series, watch previous episodes 

and leave comments on 25 forums. Forums were available to talk about each of the characters as 

well as about each of the 13 episodes of the series.  

The show was produced by the local Amsterdam television station AT5 and was directed 

by a professional director who had previously made a number of commercially successful 

entertainment programmes for other broadcasters. Most of the actors were professional actors, 

although a couple were still enrolled in drama classes and others had no previous acting 

experiences at all. The show was filmed mostly using hand- or shoulder held cameras which gave 

it a realistic documentary feel. The realism of the show was furthermore enhanced by relying 

completely on improvised dialogue. Even though the general storylines had been worked out, the 

actors did not know until the day of shooting what scenes they would be playing and were left to 

improvise their own lines. In so doing, the show was set up to play out the strength of a reality 

format that gives people the feeling that they were actually given a look inside the lives of people 

from other cultural backgrounds.  

 

Methodologically 

Our analysis of West Side is based on material gathered by an ethnically diverse group of students 

from two Dutch universities. Data was collected through focus group interviews (group size on 

average 5, 103 informants), street interviews in the part of Amsterdam where West Side was shot 

and its narrative is located (184 street interviews) and in-depth interviews with mostly casual 

viewers of the show as part of their course requirements (18 interviews). Additionally all traffic 

within the West Side discussion forums located on its website were analysed (877 postings 

retrieved on March 7th 2007). While focus group interviews were organized in two rounds and 
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focused more strongly on social cohesion in the second round; the in-depth interviews followed 

up on those respondents who offered strong reflection on their own identity and ethnic identity in 

general.  

Both the research process and the analysis of the interview material followed the logic of 

grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1974; Strauss and Corbin, 1980). This means that data was 

collected and analysed using the procedure of analytical induction. In analytical induction, no 

hypotheses are formulated before data collection and analysis starts and the empirical data 

themselves are used to formulate new theories and hypotheses. The relevance of the analysis for 

theoretical and societal interests is guaranteed by narrowing down the focus of empirical enquiry 

using a number of ‘sensitizing concepts’ derived from the literature (Ibid.). In this analysis, the 

main sensitizing concept was ‘the performance of cultural citizenship’ which we defined earlier 

as the negotiation of the role of cultural difference in everyday life. In the case of the audience 

reactions to West Side, we therefore focused our attention on those discussions in which the 

theme of cultural diversity appeared to be salient to viewers.  

A further sensitizing concept was suggested during the process of analytical induction 

itself. It became clear that viewers showed diverging patterns of interpretation that were closely 

related to two dominant modes of reception repeatedly documented (cf. Liebes & Katz, 1990). 

Various terminologies have been proposed (Michelle, 2003), and we have chosen to use the terms 

‘critical’ and ‘referential’ reading proposed by Liebes and Katz (1990)x. ‘Critical’ reading 

involves the highlighting of the constructed nature of the text and expressing the awareness of its 

ideological content. This mode of reception was more present in the discourse of viewers who 

had been invited to watch one or a few episodes of the programme. ‘Referential’ readings 

consisted of personal engagement with the content of West Side and were more common in the 

discourse of habitual viewers. However, it has been consistently shown that individuals cannot be 

categorised in terms of ‘reading styles’. Instead, people can (and frequently do) ‘shift’ (Michelle, 

2003) or ‘slip’ (Thomas, 2003) between referential and critical modes of reception over the 

course of their viewing experience as well as in their accounts of this experience during an 

interview. Most viewers thus construct multiple and possibly contradictory interpretations of the 

same media text and cannot be identified with any single mode of reception. Consequently, our 

interest in the analysis below was not to identify types of individual viewers through their mode 

of reception, but instead to develop an understanding of how different types of contingent 
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engagements with a media text (as expressed through these different reading styles) were related 

to the performance of cultural citizenship. 

All transcripts were fully transcribed and systematically coded using software for 

qualitative data analysis (MAXQDA, 2005). Techniques of constant comparison were used in 

order to seek out deviant cases that could deepen our interpretation of the data (cf. Seale, 1999). 

Analysis of the material followed a standard coding procedure. First, the interviews were coded 

generally for all relevant key words to do with, for example, West Side, the media, 

multiculturalism and ethnic identity found by different coders. The key words were thematically 

clustered. The clusters were confronted with existing literature and research in the field to yield 

theoretical insight. By using such procedures as the strategic use of constant comparison and 

deviant case analysis, the widest possible variety of feelings and feelings about West Side and 

multiculturalism was captured in our coding and analysis scheme (Seale, 1999, Miles and 

Huberman, 1984).  

 

Results 

The analysis of the audience reactions to the show West Side quickly demonstrated that the show 

did not generally incite viewers to start negotiating the role of cultural difference in everyday life. 

However, such performances of cultural citizenship did emerge occasionally under certain 

specific circumstances. In the following, we will first discuss the nature of the common audience 

reactions to West Side. Next, we discuss under what kinds of circumstances performances of 

cultural citizenship emerged out of these usual audience reactions to West Side. Then we present 

data to illustrate what the performance of cultural citizenship in the domain of popular culture 

looked like. As was mentioned in the method section above, audience reactions to West Side 

could be usefully interpreted as either ‘critical’ or ‘referential’ engagements with the content of 

the show (cf. Liebes & Katz, 1990). Both are discussed here in turn.  

 

Common reactions I: critical readings 

Critical readings were often expressed by viewers who had watched the show once or twice. Such 

viewers had either come across it when flicking through the channels or had been invited by the 

researchers to watch an episode. They argued that the show had little relevance for them 

personally and distanced themselves from the content of the programme. They generally avoided 

any association with the community of committed viewers of West Side. For instance, one young 
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white woman, who had just watched an episode for the first time, argued that she thought it was 

stupid, poorly acted, annoying and probably most suited for people of lower educational 

background: 

 
That was a stupid show (laughs). I thought the acting was bad and that annoyed me, basically, and ... I can 

imagine why people, I mean I think it’s good that this show exists, because I think it might help like less 

educated people, I mean it’s acceptable for all kinds of people, maybe young people really like that, so… 

 

By constructing the target audience of the show as ‘less educated people’ who might be ‘helped’ 

by its content, this account distances the speaker from the programme and its content. Against 

this backdrop, expressing judgements (‘it’s a stupid show’) as well as critical reasoning to back it 

up (‘the acting was bad’) serves to take the position of a critical, detached observer. In the 

accounts that viewers produced from this position, the content of the show served as a mere cue 

to engage in two distinct discursive practices that can be labelled ‘multicultural moralizing’ and 

‘media-savvy moralizing’. 

When viewers took to ‘multicultural moralizing’, the multicultural content of the show 

served as a starting point to begin expressing their own views on a multicultural Dutch society. 

For example, one viewer ended up expressing his own views about the reality of multicultural 

reality after having criticized the show for not being realistic enough: 

 
My sense is that in [West Side] they have tried to project something about how people are in society together. 

But it isn’t always like this. Not everyone, not every Surinamese, Moroccans or Dutch will see thing this way, 

as it were. Usually it’s really the older people who think this way but I think that youth today, or kids, don’t. I 

think that everybody just interacts with each other and that they accept one another, but what they want to 

project is something of the past, and I really don’t think it’s still like that.  

 

‘Media savvy moralizing’ was slightly different. In this case, the show functions as a trigger for 

people to express their thoughts on the role of the mass media in society and its powers to distort 

reality and common sense. In many cases, informants stressed their own insight in how the mass 

media function to influence other less media-savvy people’s opinions. Some used this repertoire 

to criticise West Side for going along with the media’s tendency to negatively represent 

multicultural society. Their concern in this respect was usually with the effects that the media 

might have on social relations, as is illustrated by the next quote:  
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On the one hand, I can understand the media because bad news sells better but on the other hand, you do 

create a certain atmosphere in society. All that spreading of negativity, all the time, will make all of us think 

negatively. If you don’t want society to polarise, you shouldn’t offer this type of reports. They have a duty to 

inform of course, but look at sides, the positive and the negative.  

 

Once engaged in these discursive practices many people we interviewed in the focus groups and 

in-depth interviews went on for long periods of time expressing their own, detached and 

impersonal views of multicultural society or the power of the media. Importantly, the content of 

West Side appeared irrelevant to the opinions that people were expressing as ‘multicultural 

moralizer’. Their accounts quickly evolved into abstract moralistic discussions that reproduced 

dominant dualist discourses about multicultural integration (it is a success/it is a failure) or the 

power of the media (it is a threat/it is a solution).  

As these discussions identified abstract notions of ‘the media’, ‘government’ or 

‘individuals’ as the cause of multicultural problems, they offered little scope for a more 

personally engaged and critical negotiation of the role of cultural difference in viewers’ own 

everyday lives. While these accounts are ‘critical’ in the sense that they expressed social 

criticism, they do not critically engage with the role of cultural difference in the lives of the 

viewers themselves. Moreover, they do not lead to an exploration of the pleasures, problems and 

dilemmas that the current role of cultural difference in everyday life presents to them personally.   

 

Common reactions II: Referential readings  

The second common reading of West Side involved a more personal and engaged reflection on 

the content of the series. In contrast to the moralising accounts presented above, referential 

readings of West Side tended to emphasise the relation between the viewers’ own identities and 

the content of the series. Accounts posted on the website of the programme illustrate this clearly 

as these generally contained forms of self-identification through reference to the show and its 

community of fans. 

 

Really an awesome soap. I am from Amsterdam and I lived in Rio de Janeiro for three years and now in 

London. But nothing beats Amsterdam. This will always be my city. Wherever I am. Top soap. Greetingz…   
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Through self presentations such as the one above, viewers not only expressed their appreciation 

for the content of West Side. They also defined their relation to the community of viewers of the 

show differently. The account above expresses an engagement with this community of viewers 

by combining an expression of appreciation of the soap (‘top soap’) with communications 

directed towards other viewers of the programme (‘greetingz’) and information about one’s own 

identity (‘I live in London... but Amsterdam will always be my city’). From this initial 

positioning of positive association with the content and audience of West Side, viewers used the 

content of the programme as a resource to communicate a variety of meanings to other members 

of the audience of West Side. Importantly, the content of the West Side, being a multicultural 

soap, allowed viewers from ethnic minority backgrounds to articulate their cultural identity. For 

instance, one Turkish man reflected on the soap in the following way: 

 

Hi, first of all, I have to say I think the soap is very beautiful. And thank you Halid. You reflect true Turkish 

man [sic] with your calm, even character. I think you are very talented and successful. I wait impatiently for 

the next episode. 

 

In the account above, a viewer uses the content of West Side as a resource to express his 

own ideals about Turkish identity. This is evident in the ways in which he expresses appreciation 

for the character of the Turkish father through a parasocial address (‘thank you Halid’) and the 

subsequent references to the ways in which he represents his personal ideals about what a ‘true’ 

Turkish man should be (i.e. possessing a ‘calm, even character’). By referring to characters in the 

show to express certain ideals of Turkish identity and representation, this account illustrates how 

multicultural drama in particular may serve as a resource that facilitates the expression of one’s 

cultural identity. In this case, for example, the shared image of Halid facilitates the 

communication of an ideal of a ‘true Turkish man’. In another context, where West Side was 

unknown, such a reference would be meaningless. The expression of an ideal about Turkish 

identity would require more discursive work as it would involve constructing it without the help 

of such a clear shared image. 

At this point it could be argued that these public performances of cultural identities 

already constitute a rudimentary performance of cultural citizenship, especially since they occur 

in contexts in which this cultural difference is normally invisible. Such an interpretation, 

however, reduces the notion of the performance of cultural citizenship to the mere expressions of 
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referential readings of a programme and expressions of ethnic identity. Instead, the performance 

of cultural citizenship in the domain of popular culture needs to be limited to those audience 

reactions that reflect a more personally engaged, critical negotiation of the role of cultural 

difference in viewers’ own everyday lives. Audience reactions to West Side suggest that these 

performances are constituted through an unfolding, interactional process. This process emerges 

from the ‘referential’ reading discussed above but can not be reduced to it.   

 

Emergences and performance of cultural citizenship 

The performance of cultural citizenship, understood as the negotiation of the role of cultural 

diversity in everyday life, depended on the surfacing of ideological dilemmas from viewer’s 

everyday lives during their reflections on West Side. These ideological dilemmas appeared to 

emerge specifically from referential readings of West Side as they prompted reflections about 

viewer’s own everyday struggles. While the content of the programme did not determine these 

kinds of audience reactions, it was clearly a necessary condition. For example, one girl 

recognized herself in the storyline of a Moroccan girl who was forbidden to take dancing lessons 

by her father. Writing directly to the Moroccan character, this viewer reflected on the dilemma 

between loyalty to the values of one’s traditional parents and the desire to participate in Dutch 

society through a parasocial address:   

 

Hey Jamilla, can I say something I know how it feels to have a father like that because I have one like that 

and I am also not allowed to go to dancing lessons either I am Moroccan too you know half Surinamese.  

  

In the account above, the conflicts that a young girl can experience with a traditional Muslim 

father are explicated in a public space. In a mix between a public statement and a confession, the 

emotional charge of this particular dilemma is expressed (‘I know how it feels’). Note how the 

content of the show is crucial for the meanings and emotions that this account conveys as it only 

refers to a parental prohibition (‘I am also not allowed to go to dancing lessons’) but in so doing 

relies on the audience’s knowledge of the narrative in which the character Jamilla and her father 

clash to infer the exact nature of the problems and emotions involved. As such, the expression of 

certain views and experiences are both triggered and enabled by content of the show.  
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Other Muslim viewers adopting a referential reading style with regard to this particular 

scene in West Side were also led to reflect on their experiences of this particular dilemma. 

However, the position they took up and the accounts they produced were not identical and 

reflected differences and similarities between individuals of the same community. Furthermore, 

the role of the content of West Side in their engagement with these cultural dilemmas also 

differed. For example, the show could also serve as a resource to identify forms of conduct that 

should not be tolerated in the Muslim community. 

 

If this soap is real than you are doing a wrong thing. You should have listened to your father, I would die 

for my parents I do everything for hem. I will never do wrong things never I will never embarrass them. 

Youth today only think about themselves but if what happens on [West Side] is true, and that your father is 

proud of you for dancing on a stage. Well if I were him shame on you.  

Ibrahim 

 

In the account above, a Muslim man articulates what he considers appropriate behaviour in 

relation to the dilemma faced by Muslim children towards their parents by using the content of 

the show as a discursive resource. Dismissing the conduct of the Moroccan daughter in the show 

as immoral (‘you are doing a wrong thing’, ‘youth today only think about themselves’) he 

juxtaposes it to his own unquestioned altruistic behaviour (‘I would die for them’). Of course it 

remains unclear in what ways being prepared to ‘die for your parents’ is a sufficient solution to 

the dilemmas of growing up with traditionalist parents. In this account, nonetheless, the content 

of West Side figures as a resource to express certain feelings and personal experiences as well to 

explicate perceived group norms.  

When participants reflected referentially on the programme with their peers or members 

of their ethnic community, these dilemmas and group norms could subsequently be explored 

further. The kinds of collaborative negotiations and explorations that followed can meaningfully 

be considered performances of cultural citizenship. This is illustrated below through a more 

lengthy exchange between two viewers. The exchange starts off with a comment on a particular 

scene in which a young Turkish couple in the show is drinking alcohol during a dinner with white 

Dutch friends. When the couple is asked by their table guests why they drink alcohol, and 
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whether it is prohibited in ‘their culture’, they reply that it is ‘allowed’. On the website, a viewer 

called Cher comments on this exchange by attacking the Turkish couple as follows:  

 

I think you are downright despicable. You pretend to be a Muslim in the series but you merrily drink wine. 

As a Muslim you then say ‘We Muslims are allowed to drink alcohol’. Don’t you know Muslims are not 

allowed to drink alcohol? You are a disgrace to Muslims. A downright disaster you are. And that also goes 

for your soap wife/girlfriend!! 

Cher 

 

In this excerpt, Cher strongly expresses her disgust with a specific part of the content of West 

Side. She thereby foregrounds the rules around drinking alcohol in the Muslim community. 

Although Cher’s account is moralizing and has some resemblance to the accounts of the casual 

viewers discussed earlier, her emotional engagement with the content of the show (‘you are 

disgusting/ you are a downright disaster’) foregrounds her subjective and emotional investment in 

the representations of Muslims. Furthermore, by engaging with the characters, Cher 

simultaneously presents her views on Muslims who drink alcohol to the rest of the participants of 

the forum. In responses to Cher’s comments, a discussion erupts in which this shared dilemma is 

explored further by a group of Muslims that visit the site: 

 

To Cher, I’m sorry but, I am Muslim myself and I don’t drink, but I know enough Muslims that drink.. Both 

Turks and Moroccans. Have a look around you in clubs and bars and even at weddings. This series shows 

the reality and not the stereotypes. It’s officially not allowed by the faith but there are enough people who 

drink despite their religion. So to each his own.. Because you probably won’t be holy yourself either and 

that doesn’t matter because nobody is perfect! By the way Sinan, don’t worry about it you are doing great, 

you are an example for everyone.  

Supplexx 

 

As Supplexx confronts Cher with her moralization of the issue of Muslims and the consumption 

of alcohol, she first makes sure that her own identity as Muslim is established and that she herself 

does not drink alcohol (‘I am Muslim and I don’t drink’). Consequently, however, she asserts that 

Muslims do drink alcohol and that this is a fact of life that should be accepted based on liberal 

principles (‘to each his own’). She then confronts Cher with the improbability of her own moral 
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high ground (‘you probably won’t be holy either’) and, through addressing the drinking Turkish 

character in the show, declares that this behaviour in the show is acceptable in their community 

(‘you are role model for everyone’). In her subsequent response to Supplexx, Cher acknowledges 

the fact that many Muslims do in fact drink alcohol and then adjusts her position to Supplexx’s 

criticism.   

 

Of course I know that a lot of Muslims drink, even though it’s not allowed. But then you shouldn’t merrily 

start telling people, on TV of all places, that Muslims ARE allowed to drink. It’s a reality soap, but what 

kind of soap wants to project this kind of image, excuse me, which MUSLIM wants to project such an 

image about Muslims? Muslims are NOT allowed to drink. It is PROHIBITED! Then you shouldn’t say, 

because you happen to be starring in a TV show, that Muslims can drink and express some sort of approval 

for it (…) 

                         Cher 

 

In the account above, the dilemma of the representation of the Muslim community is 

further explored as Cher draws attention to the ethics involved (‘what kind of image should be 

projected about Muslims’?). By expressing her disdain for the representation of what she 

acknowledges to be a reality of the Muslim community, she explicates another group norm to 

‘keep up appearances’ and to make sure that immoral behaviour is not condoned either within the 

community or to the outside world. After these exchanges between Cher and Supplexx, others 

also join in the discussion and further explore their experiences with the ideological dilemma 

inherent in the representation of Muslims in the media. In the contributions above and the 

discussion in which other viewers also participated, new resources are generated and shared that 

expand participant’s critical vocabulary and carry the potential to change the ways in which they 

negotiate these issues in other domains of their daily lives as well. For example, one participant 

produced an argument that wearing a headscarf is also not worn by all Muslims and therefore is 

not a defining property of being Muslim. Another participant argued that a good Muslim can also 

be defined as one who tries to live rather than one who perfectly follows all the rules.  

 

Cultural citizenship  

The analysis of audience reactions to West Side suggests that the performance of cultural 

citizenship in the domain of popular culture is a contingent process. It emerges in particular 
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discursive contexts and unfolds in interactional exchanges as several people find themselves 

positioned and articulated as engaged and personally invested viewers. Thus positioned, they 

come to reflect on the show referentially (i.e. they exchange their experiences of the programme 

and relate the content of the show to their own lives). Within these contingent spaces of personal, 

invested reflection, ideological dilemmas related to the role of cultural difference in everyday life 

can be expressed and negotiated. The ensuing shared negotiation of the various experiences and 

perspectives that members of a group have in relation to such a dilemma, we would argue, 

addresses the ‘meaning and scope of the membership of the community in which one lives’ (Hall 

& Held, 1990: 175). Moreover, it involves a more personally engaged critical negotiation of the 

role of cultural difference in viewers’ own everyday lives and may therefore be considered a 

performance of cultural citizenship.  

The contingent emergence of performances of cultural citizenship from referential 

readings of a media text demonstrates their ‘insurgent’ nature in the domain of popular culture 

(cf. Keith, 2005). Moreover, the contingency of these insurgences suggests that individual 

viewers may become involved in multiple performances of cultural citizenship as they engage 

with various kinds of popular culture in different domains and episodes of their daily lives.  

However, despite the fact that its content appeared especially conducive to performances 

of cultural citizenship, alternative moralizing discourses about the do’s and don’ts of 

multiculturalism or the power of the mass media were a much more dominant audience reaction 

to West Side. Thus, it is important to stress the distinction between the ‘active viewer’, as is 

commonly described in audience studies research, and the ‘active citizen’ that figures centrally in 

contemporary citizenship literature. The analytical ability to make this distinction is crucial for 

the development of the field of audience studies. The analysis above may be read as an attempt to 

avoid overstressing viewers’ agency and ‘interpretive resistance’ (Barker, 2006; Michelle, 2007). 

Even though all viewers are ‘active’ in the sense of being active participants in processes of 

making meaning, they are not all equally actively engaged in negotiating the role of cultural 

difference in their public and private lives. The distinction between common forms of meaning 

making and those forms that are related to cultural citizenship becomes clear when common 

audience reactions are contrasted to those specific instances where personal engagements with 

the show evolve into the performance of cultural citizenship.  

The analysis also illustrates the need for a theorisation of the spaces of the performance of 

cultural citizenship in the domain of popular culture. The ‘public sphere’ of cultural citizenship 
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may best be regarded as a set of temporary, contingent discursive spaces in which people are 

articulated in committed yet critical ways through their personal experiences, shared cultural 

identities and social concerns. Such spaces may temporarily open up amongst friends, colleagues 

or family in various domains of everyday life – not least, perhaps, while sitting on a couch 

watching television with friends or family in the comfort of one’s own home. This argument 

corresponds to a certain degree with Habermas’ notion of the ‘episodic’ public spheres that may 

temporally and unpredictably open up in everyday life and conversation (cf. Habermas, 1996). 

However, a number of important differences between this concept and the perspective we are 

espousing need to be noted. First, the kinds of discursive practices that constitute the performance 

of cultural citizenship are not necessarily of a rational-critical nature. The results above illustrate 

how they can take on many other more emotional, intuitive and contradictory modes of discourse. 

The performance of cultural citizenship may be more constructively conceptualised as an 

emergent collaborative, social practice rather than the rational activity of an individual citizen. 

The critical potential of this social practice does not lie in its ability to secure the rights of an 

individual to assert their cultural identity. It is rather found in the ways in which the role of 

cultural difference in the relations between these individuals is explored, negotiated and 

transformed. 

Second, much mainstream deliberative theory has been accused of ignoring the processes 

through which people become engaged with politics (Dahlgren, 2006; McGuigan, 2005). The 

analysis above illustrates that at least one pathway into the performance of cultural citizenship 

lies beyond the domain of formal politics. It problematizes any simplistic notion of citizens 

entering the public sphere purely as a result of a rational decision to participate in rational-critical 

deliberation. Even if this would be the ideal form of political participation, there is currently a 

lack of insight into the ways in which it is related to, or how it might evolve from, the more 

emotional, intuitive engagements with cultural citizenship found in this study. The conditions and 

processes of the emergence and submergence of the performance of cultural citizenship therefore 

ought to be on our research agendas as much as its performance itself. These different pathways 

offered by popular culture may be especially important since they have the potential to draw 

people into the performance of cultural politics that rarely do so through formal, rational ways. 
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Conclusion 

The reactions of audiences to the show West Side reveal that multicultural television drama may 

serve as a resource for the performance of cultural citizenship. However, these performances 

need to be separated from the vast majority of audience reactions. While most viewers 

enthusiastically and creatively elaborate on their expert views and criticisms of multicultural 

society and the powers of the media, their accounts were mostly concerned with presenting 

themselves as detached but knowledgeable experts who comment on the problems facing others 

and society at large. As a consequence, the bulk of audience reactions to West Side reproduced 

only a superficial layer of meaning about West Side and failed to develop into critical 

negotiations of the ideological dilemmas of everyday life in contemporary multicultural societies. 

Those reactions that could be characterised as a performance of cultural citizenship in the domain 

of popular culture can be distinguished from common audience reactions by the personalized, 

committed engagement with particular content in a programme that is related to ideological 

dilemmas surrounding the role of cultural difference in everyday life.  

Given its relatively infrequent occurrence, it is important to acknowledge that the 

performances of cultural citizenship in the domain of popular culture discussed in this paper are 

relatively limited in scope. The bulk of audience reactions appear to be rather inconsequential to 

the negotiation of the role of cultural difference in everyday life. Moreover, the isolated 

performances of cultural citizenship have little potential to generate meaningful social change on 

their own. The impact of such insurgent performances of cultural citizenship will depend on their 

articulation to other processes of change and stagnation. In direct response to the content of a 

multicultural drama series like West Side, some viewers appeared willing to engage with the role 

of cultural difference in society from a position of personal engagement. However, this initial 

emergence should not be mistaken for the endpoint of the process of cultural citizenship. At best 

it is a potential for change, which begs the question of its mediation. At least two questions 

therefore remain unanswered. First, how are these processes supported or contained, restricted 

and fixed in place by social actors, like the local or national government, independent social 

actors like the media, community organizations or commercial enterprises? Second, how can they 

be carried further into greater momentum or lead to collective social actions that can challenge 

the presence of such ideological dilemmas themselves? These are clearly matters for further 
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investigation. The role of popular culture for cultural citizenship needs to be taken seriously in 

this regard, but should not be idealized. 
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CHAPTER 7  

Making contact 
The meaning, practices and politics of social projects for intergroup 

contact   
 

 

Introduction 

Intergroup contact is increasingly central to current approaches to multicultural integration and 

anti-racism.xi  Common sense and academic theory both assume that ‘contact’ reduces prejudice 

and improves interethnic relations (Allport, 1954, Amin, 2002, Pettigrew, 1998; Fortier, 2007; 

Shukra, Back, Keith, Khan & Solomos, 2004). This faith in the positive effects of intergroup 

contact has engendered its own genre of social projects and events for multicultural integration 

(Fortier, 2007). Despite their proliferation, however, little is known about the ways these projects 

are organized and the specific kinds of practices that they engender.  

This lack of insight is somewhat paradoxical given the fact that ‘intergroup contact’ has 

been extensively researched (Pettigrew, 1998). However, intergroup contact has been studied 

mostly in experimental settings in which ‘optimal conditions’ for intergroup contact are 

artificially created (Dixon, Durrheim & Tredoux, 2005).xii These studies do not differentiate 

between different forms of intergroup contact and have been accused of falsely assuming that 

some kind of generic form of ‘contact under optimal conditions’ exists that will produce similarly 

generic effects (Ibid.). In ‘real world’ situations, optimal conditions are very difficult, if not often 

impossible, to establish and intergroup contact can take many different forms (Dixon, Durrheim & 

Tredoux, 2005). Dixon, Durrheim and Tredoux have argued that the results from these studies 

cannot help us to understand the forms, meanings and outcomes of intergroup contact in ‘real 

world’ situations where optimal conditions are difficult, if not impossible, to provide (Dixon, 

Durrheim & Tredoux, 2005).  

One crucial problem in this respect is that it remains unclear when and how intergroup 

contact should be used as a social intervention. This lack of ‘evidence based’ strategies does not 

appear to have deterred the growth of social projects for intergroup encounters in policy circles. 

However, it does problematize the fact that, at present, it is unclear what kinds of practices and 

outcomes are being engendered by these projects and how these can be accounted for 
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theoretically. In order to address these issues, empirical studies are needed that examine the 

discourses and practices at social projects for intergroup encounters in detail. On the one hand, 

such studies may shed light on the knowledge, ideals, hopes and common sense underpinning of 

the current proliferation of such projects. On the other hand, they can provide insights into the 

actual situated social practices, encounters and interactions that are being produced in such 

projects in the name of a generalized notion of ‘intergroup contact’.  

This paper presents an empirical study of a number of social projects for interpersonal 

contact that took place in the city of Amsterdam in the Netherlands between 2005 and 2006. The 

main question that will be answered below is how are social projects for ‘intergroup contact 

under optimal conditions’ discursively and practically constructed and what can be said about 

their social and political implications? This question is answered below using policy documents, 

participant observations and in-depth interviews with organizers and volunteers. Data was 

collected at 5 different social projects from a recent campaign for multicultural integration in the 

city of Amsterdam, the Netherlands.  

In the following pages, I will discuss the main concepts and issues confronting the 

academic study of interpersonal encounters and formulate a set of sub questions that have guided 

the data collection and analysis for this study. Next, I will discuss the method of the study. The 

results are then presented in the order of the sub questions. The chapter concludes with a 

discussion of the meaning of these results for practices for stimulating multicultural integration 

and anti-racism.   

 

Contact hypothesis controversies 

The insights from the social psychological ‘contact hypothesis’ (Allport, 1954, Amir, 1969, 

Gaertner & Dovidio, 2000) are central to academic engagements with the common sense belief in 

the effect of intergroup contact on social integration and cultural tolerance. At its most basic, the 

contact hypothesis holds that inter group hostilities and stereotypes will diminish if groups are 

brought into contact under favourable conditions (Allport, 1954). These conditions are, among 

others, equal status between individuals, common goals, intergroup cooperation and the support of 

authorities, law, or custom (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). When contact occurs under these 

conditions, individuals are expected to learn personal information about members of the groups 

they hold prejudices against (Ibid.). In so doing, they come to see similarities between themselves 

and these ‘others’ and realize that their prejudice is irrational and based on ignorance (Masson & 
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Verkuyten, 1993, Pettigrew, 1998), an experience Allport  referred to as the recognition of a 

‘common humanity’ (Allport, 1954). 

Critics have argued that the study of the contact hypothesis has focused too much on 

intergroup contact under ‘optimal conditions’ and therefore failed to study the patterns and 

consequences of contact in everyday life in divided societies (Connolly, 2000; Dixon, Durrheim 

& Tredoux, 2005). Due to quantitative methodological conventions, there has been an almost 

total neglect of the ways in which participants construct the meaning of their experience of 

contact and which local, biographical, sub-cultural, ideological and political factors play a role in 

this process apart from the local interpersonal interactions themselves (Connolly, 2000).  

Consequently, a number of scholars have recently called for an expansion of the scope of 

theoretical and methodological approaches in the study of intergroup contact to address these 

criticisms (Connolly, 2000; Dixon, Durrheim & Tredoux, 2005). This agenda proposes to address 

the meanings, practices and effects of contact with a focus on their local, historical, social and 

ideological dimensions. Using qualitative methods such as participatory observation and in-depth 

interviewing studies might begin to assess the practices and meanings of intergroup contact in the 

‘real world’ outside of the experimental laboratory. Through comparative case studies, the 

processes that occur during intergroup contact may be investigated to understand their local, 

social and historical determinants and the ways in which they relate to the struggles over power 

and ideology in contemporary society (Ibid.). 

The studies that have already been carried out in this alternative paradigm have focused on 

experiences and meanings of intergroup contact in everyday life. There have been very few 

studies on the practices and meanings of intergroup contact in projects and events that claim to 

provide ‘optimal conditions’ for contact (cf. Connolly, 2000; Dixon, Durrheim & Tredoux, 

2005). Despite the fact that they have been organized, these projects are also part of ‘real world’ 

intergroup encounters. Given that these arranged forms of contact are increasingly used as social 

interventions by policymakers, these everyday practices form a crucial domain of empirical 

investigation in the effort to develop a deeper understanding of the various meanings that 

intergroup contact can have in contemporary society.  

 

Intergroup contact and power 

The meaning of intergroup contact may be usefully defined as a product of discourse and power 

in the Foucault (1978) sense. The work of Foucault suggests that power is not a property of an 
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individual or institution but rather expresses itself in our self understandings and our 

constructions of social reality. From this perspective, the meanings that people give to intergroup 

encounters do not flow in the first place from their unmediated experiences. These meanings are 

instead enabled by the discourses that are available for speaking about, thinking about and 

experiencing these encounters (Foucault, 1978). Such a post-structural perspective takes a critical 

step back from the implicit assumption that intergroup contact under ‘optimal conditions’ 

somehow manages to evade the workings of power. As Fortier has argued, it is an illusion that 

power relations and conflicts ‘will be somehow suspended through dialogue and intimacy, and 

that the distance and hierarchy between those who tolerate and those who are tolerated will 

dissolve’ (p.111). Instead, the question becomes how certain kinds of meanings are reproduced or 

contested during intergroup contact within particular local, social and historical conditions that 

frame and shape each encounter.  

Jackman and Crane (1986) provide an insightful example of how discourse and power 

pervade the meaning that is attributed to interpersonal contact. They note the paradoxical happy 

persistence of male sexist attitudes despite the widespread existence of intimate relationships 

between women and men. Such enduring and affectionate forms of contact with women have not 

generally failed to persuade men to support political reforms for women’s legal rights or equal 

job opportunities (Jackman & Crane, 1986). The explanation for this paradox is that contact 

between men and women is deeply produced and experienced through heterosexist discourses. 

These discourses shape the ways in which men can speak about, think about and experience their 

contact with women. As such, power pervades the minutiae of everyday discourse and practice 

and the most intimate experiences of many men. Jackman and Crane have argued that the 

principle also applies in intergroup contact (Jackman & Crane, 1986). Basing their conclusions 

on quantitative survey data, they conclude that commitments to ethnic in-group privilege remain 

intact even when people have sustained intimate contact with minority group members. Through 

contact, Jackman & Crane argue, political commitments to defend the white group’s privilege (as 

evidenced in low support for policy initiatives for the emancipation of blacks), did not 

fundamentally change but merely came to resemble sexist attitudes described earlier. Through 

positive contact, commitments to in-group privilege thus came to coexist with positive attitudes 

about subordinate groups.  

Jackman and Crane rely only on quantitative data for their conclusions and say little about 

the dynamic interactions and negotiations that occur during contact and that result in the 
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superficial changes in attitudes and commitments. To increase our understanding of these 

processes, it is necessary to open the ‘black box’ of intergroup contact and investigate how it 

comes to take a certain form and meaning within a particular context. What does it mean, for 

instance, to recognize a ‘common humanity’ through intergroup contact as Allport (1954) has 

argued? What kinds of practices are considered appropriate to realize such a goal? From a post 

structural perspective, such an assertion that a ‘common humanity’ has been recognized needs to 

be regarded as an interactional achievement that is articulated in using available discursive 

resources and is therefore bound up with the workings of power and ideology. 

This study of the selected social projects was guided by four sub-questions. First of all, 

most quantitative studies have approached ‘contact under optimal conditions’ as a 

decontextualised process and thus failed to appreciate the situated nature of any encounter and 

the role of wider political and historical processes in informing the meaning of intergroup 

encounters. In this study, this issue was addressed by asking: What was the political, local and 

historical context of the selected projects for intergroup contact?  

Second, the theoretical approach outlined above suggests that the meanings of intergroup 

contact do not inhere in an isolated encounter alone. Instead, even under optimal conditions, 

intergroup contact needs to be understood as constituted in and mediated by locally used 

discourses. In the case of projects for social integration, the discourse of the organizers and 

volunteers is especially important as they decide on the ways in which intergroup contact will be 

structured in their projects and organize events in ways that might realize desired forms of 

contact. Therefore, a second question pertained to the discourse of organizers and volunteers: 

How do organizers construct the meaning of intergroup contact at their events?  

Third, in order to understand what kinds of intergroup contact resulted from the efforts of 

organizers and volunteers, the actual organized encounters themselves were addressed. What 

forms of intergroup contact were produced at these projects? 

The fourth and final question pertains to the ways in which the meaning and practices of 

contact under optimal conditions related to social integration. From a discursive point of view, 

this question points to the power relations that are produced when particular discourses position 

people in particular relations towards each other based on gender, class, ethnicity or other social 

distinctions. Who is allowed to say what to whom, and why? This requires analysing the 

meanings and practices of intergroup contact to determine the different roles and positions that 

they afford participants of different backgrounds. The fourth question that will be answered in the 
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case study therefore reads: What are the ideological implications of the meanings and practices 

produced at the projects for intergroup contact under optimal conditions of the ‘We 

Amsterdammers’ campaign?  

 

Method 

These questions were applied to the campaign launched by the city of Amsterdam after the 

Islamist inspired assassination of Dutch filmmaker and Islam critic Theo van Gogh. Within two 

weeks, a new campaign called ‘We Amsterdammers’ was set up with the intent to use new 

methods of interpersonal contact to decrease dormant conflict in the city, which could be released 

by triggers such as the murder of van Gogh (see below for more detail).xiii  

Five projects were selected as case studies for this paper. The selection was made to 

reflect the breadth of the campaign’s social projects for intergroup contact. The first of these 

projects, called the ‘City Games’, was a sports, cooking and musical competition. The second 

project was a neighbourhood meeting project by an organization called ‘Spicy Food’ (‘Pittig 

Gekruid’) in which individuals with different backgrounds could cook together and get to know 

one another. The third project was called the ‘Ramadan Festival’ and was a city wide event in 

which Muslims and Dutch people could meet for shared meals and discussion nights on various 

topics associated with Islam and integration. The fourth project was called the ‘Speaking Stone’ 

and was a Dutch version of the speakers-corner in Hyde Park. It was established near the street 

where Theo van Gogh was killed and featured weekly debating sessions on Sunday afternoon. 

The fifth project was called ‘City Dinners’ and consisted of voluntary meetings between 

Amsterdammers that did not know each other yet over a dinner in a restaurant. 

Policy documents and project websites were used to collect the official discourse of the 

projects. Participatory observations were carried out at a number of selected projects, 

concentrating mainly on one project for competition (the City Games (‘Stadsspelen’) and one for 

dialogue (‘the Speaking Stone’). A total of 26 informants from five projects were interviewed in 

order to understand the meaning of contact to its organizers and volunteers. Upon selection of the 

respondents, it became clear that volunteers and semi-professionals working on the projects were 

predominantly higher educated whites.xiv Care was taken to include sufficient non-white 

respondents but the composition of the sample was also intended to reflect the actual ratio of 

white and non-white of this group. Of the 26 respondents, 20 were of white Dutch nationality, 5 

were of Moroccan descent and one had a Surinam background. Moreover, education levels of all 
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participants appeared to be very high; over 70% either had a university degree or was enrolled in 

university.  

 In the following, the results of the analysis are presented in the order of the four sub-

questions formulated earlier. First, the social, political and historical context of the ‘We 

Amsterdammers’ campaign is discussed. Second, the social practices that participants engaged in 

are discussed. Third, this is followed by an analysis of the meanings attributed to these practices 

by organizers. Fourth, the ideological consequences of these social practices and meanings are 

discussed.  

 

Results 

Social, political and historical context  

The social projects for intergroup contact were part of the municipality’s so-called 

‘diversity policy’ that was set up in the early 1990s. This policy stresses individual citizenship and 

social cohesion and seeks to promote the equal participation of individuals with diverse ethnic 

backgrounds in socio-economic, labour, housing and educational spheres. However, its 

implementation has not yet crystallized into a clear practical strategy (Uitermark, 2003). When 

Theo van Gogh was murdered by a ‘home grown’ Muslim extremist and a tumultuous aftermath 

erupted in the country, a novel and practical implementation of diversity policy was devised. 

Drawing in part on the work of the psychologist Irving Staub (1989), the municipality concluded 

that the potential for conflict and terrorism in Amsterdam needed to be reduced through a number 

of social interventions (Municipality of Amsterdam, 2004). For organizers and volunteers, 

participating in social projects for intergroup encounters was also directly related to the social 

unrest and polarization that followed the murder of Theo van Gogh. They expressed a strong 

personal desire to contribute to the pacification of the conflicts between the white Dutch majority 

and the Muslim minority but felt powerless as individuals. The projects for intergroup encounters 

served as a way to participate in a collective effort to improve social relations in the city in this 

specific historical moment.  
 

There’s people who go too far both on the left as well as on the right, in their, ehm, ways of thinking, and stuff 

like that. And so then you get the [Theo van Gogh’s killer] Mohammed B.’s  on the one side and the Hirsi 

Alis, eh, on the other side and the Wilders and then you get people like that. And so that is not a society you 

want to be a part of.xv And you can’t say, like, ehm, ‘I don’t want to be a part of people like that’ so I really 
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want, I am standing here, but well, if you don’t move, if you don’t take any steps to get these things moving, 

no matter how small they may be, nothing will change either.  

Jane, 32 year old white Dutch, City Dinners 

 

 In the account above, Jane constructs participation in projects for intergroup contact as the 

only right thing to do in the radicalised political climate of the Netherlands after the murder of 

Theo van Gogh. She achieves this by constructing the political spectrum as polarized into two 

extremes in the multicultural debate (Muslim fundamentalism on the one hand, through 

referencing the killer of van Gogh, and extreme right xenophobia on the other, by referencing 

extreme right politician Wilders and Islam hostile politician Ayaan Hirsi Ali). At the same time, 

she denies the possibility of taking up any other political standpoints that might fall in between by 

omitting other politician involved in the debate completely. As both of these positions represent 

unwanted social trajectories (‘I don’t want to be part of a society like that’), her own apolitical 

contribution becomes a meaningful act of resistance against the polarization and radicalization of 

Dutch society.  

 This account illustrates how participation in these projects acquired its meaning against the 

backdrop of a polarized political climate in which both sides no longer represented the points of 

view of the reasonable regular citizen. The social projects for intergroup contact functioned as an 

outlet for a specific desire for civic engagement that sidestepped the polarized political debate of 

Islam versus the Dutch national majority. Drawing on their common sense understandings of 

intergroup contact, organizers and volunteers presented their projects and their own participation 

as the only reasonable way out of the false dilemmatic choice between xenophobic anti-Islam 

rhetoric of right wing politicians and anti-Dutch extremism. Crucial in this respect was the ways 

in which intergroup encounters were consistently presented in a pacified and apolitical way. This 

point is exemplified by the quote below. 
 

[The city games will result in] more cohesion. More understanding, more awareness, friendship. Nice festival 

days. I think it is important.  
Renske, 27 years old white Dutch  

 

 In the above, an organizer constructs the social impact of her project as an entirely 

uncontroversial positive contribution to society. After labelling this effect ‘cohesion’, she 

subsequently constructs the meaning of this term as made up of ‘understanding, awareness and 
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friendship’. Through such apolitical accounting, the projects were constructed as transcending the 

political turmoil in which they were situated. In so doing, intergroup contact was constructed as 

the ideal solution to this turmoil as it would ‘merely’ let people develop their understandings and 

friendship for other social groups.  

 

The meaning of contact 

The official discourses of the social project elaborated on this general frame. As can be seen from 

the quotes below, the interpersonal encounters were generally constructed as encounters of equals 

in which the mutuality of understanding and respect between individuals of different groups is 

emphasized.xvi  

 “Spicy food”, to put it shortly, is a project that wants to bring residents of boroughs together in a fun, active 

and definitely non-condescending way. Because only personal contact can produce structural changes in the 

way we perceive social groups on a human level. Spicy food wants to show that different tastes in Amsterdam 

constitute an enrichment of daily life.  

Spicy Food Website, translation FM 

 In the quote above, the meaning of intergroup contact is produced by drawing on a 

pluralist multicultural discourse. After first establishing that the project is entirely uncontroversial 

(‘fun and definitely non-condescending’), it presents personal contact as a way to demonstrate 

that cultural differences are a positive aspect of societal life (cultural differences are described 

here as ‘different tastes’, because of the central metaphor of food in this particular project). By 

emphasising that the project demonstrates this fact (using the word ‘shows’), this account 

suggests that objections to these kinds of celebrations are unthinkable. The project and the 

intergroup contact it seeks to produce thus can be perceived as the ultimate way to produce 

meaningful social change in intercultural relations (‘only interpersonal contact can produce 

structural changes’).  

 This particular construction was often reproduced by organizers and volunteers when they 

accounted for the meaning of intergroup contact at their own projects. The underlying 

argumentation in these accounts was that the interpersonal encounters served to enable the 

recognition of difference. Apart from the celebratory frame used in the official quote described 

above, a second way of viewing such recognition involved stressing the risks involved with 

leaving such differences unrecognised: 
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If you as a Dutch teacher reprimand a boy from the Dutch Antilles then you will think ‘he is not being honest 

with you because he doesn’t look me in the eye.’ (..) Whereas in that culture it is actually really rude to look 

someone in the eye when you know you did something wrong, so admitting to guilt is looking down and ehm, 

accepting authority is looking down. Yeah and it’s those small subtle things that we totally don’t get, even, as 

totally Dutch people we don’t. And, can we force that, no we can’t force it, we can only talk about it (...) and 

hopefully one day we will find out after 20 years that we all can live together in this world and that we all 

religions, all cultures work side to side together.  

Ellie, 27 years old white Dutch, Speakers’ Corner 
 

In the account above, intergroup contact is similarly constructed as an ultimate pathway to 

positive intercultural relations. In this case, however, this is accomplished by acknowledging the 

possibility that cultural difference can be a source of conflict. In the first sentence, this conflict is 

illustrated with an example of a schoolteacher who is unaware of cultural codes of conduct of his 

Caribbean pupils. The resulting misunderstanding is presented as inevitable by presenting the 

cognitive mislabelling as automatic (if he does not look you in the eye, then ‘you will think he is 

not being honest’). In the next sentence, this misunderstanding is exposed by stating that the 

behaviour was actually intended as a form of politeness (‘in that culture, it is rude to look 

someone in the eye’). Intergroup contact is then presented as the ideal way to produce this 

recognition (‘we can only talk about it’) because of its subtle (‘small subtle things we Dutch don’t 

get [without help]’) and delicate nature (‘we can’t force that’). This account illustrates how 

intergroup contact could be constructed to result in recognition of difference through its potential 

to gently transfer ‘knowledge’ about cultural beliefs and practices between groups. By 

emphasizing the exchange of such (presumably objective) information, cultural difference was 

acknowledged but simultaneously constructed as harmless cultural practices and beliefs.  

 Apart from the construction of the intergroup contact as a process of the recognition of 

difference, participants also paradoxically argued for the opposite. In these situations, they argued 

that intergroup contact was crucial in order to produce the recognition of sameness.  
 

My motivation is the most to let people to know each other. (...) It’s like this: (...) When people know one 

another, when people connect, make connections to one another, they see beyond colour. They see beyond, 

they see human. And I want people to see humans. At the end of the day we are humans, we are all going to 

be judged as humans. Not as where you are born, where you lived or whatever, you are going to be judged as 

human.  

Edith, 55 year old Surinam woman, City Games 
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The quote above illustrates how constructing the intergroup encounter as a potential for 

the recognition of sameness amounted to the claim that contact under the optimal conditions of 

the projects of the ‘We Amsterdammers’ campaign would result in an increased awareness of the 

equality of people of different cultural backgrounds. In the account above, this is achieved by 

juxtaposing superficial difference (‘colour’, ‘where you are born’, ‘where you lived’) with deeper 

equality and sameness (‘at the end of the day we are humans’). Intergroup contact is presented as 

a tool to move from the superficial level to the deeper level by stressing its ability to enable 

people who previously were ignorant of each other to become familiar with each other ‘let them 

know one another’. When knowledge of the other becomes sufficiently intimate (i.e. when they 

‘connect’), the deeper truth of their equality will see dawn upon them (they ‘see beyond colour’).  

 However, by juxtaposing superficial difference with deeper equality and sameness, these 

accounts can also be seen to exclude the possibility of any real or consequential differences 

between groups. More importantly, it also denies the possibility of any real conflicts of interests 

between different groups. In the context of mere superficial differences, it is only natural that 

strangers become friends once they get to know each other better in interpersonal encounters. 

Through interaction and dialogue, they inevitably develop an awareness of their deeper 

fundamental sameness in which conflicts of interest can no longer be conceived to exist. The 

construction of such encounters as ways to let people ‘see beyond colour’ therefore framed these 

social projects as intuitively plausible, uncontroversial interventions for social integration.  

 

Practices and attendance  

The municipality solicited, selected and funded mostly small scale grass roots projects to produce 

individual interpersonal encounters between social groups. The policy of the ‘We 

Amsterdammers’ campaign was such that projects were not funded if they only focused on 

members of a single social group (e.g. children or Muslims) and hence attempted to set up 

intergroup contact. Projects were set up as events that provided an opportunity for a voluntary 

encounter between members of different groups. The emphasis on the voluntary nature of the 

encounters corresponded to the ways in which the organizers assumed that intergroup contact was 

a natural process of recognition. It was assumed that this process would unfold wherever two 

groups would be brought into non-hostile contact. Any active intervention beyond providing the 

opportunity for such contact was therefore superfluous and understandably absent. Members of 
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different groups were consequently never explicitly asked to talk to each other and were left to 

their own devices to make contact.  

Most projects were set up either as festivities and playful competitions or as occasions for 

dialogue and discussions. The projects typically focused on generating single, one-off meetings 

between individuals who had not previously met and were held in locations throughout the city. 

The projects of the ‘We Amsterdammers’ campaign differed widely in the number of participants 

they drew and the extent to which different ethnic communities participated in them. In the ‘City 

Games’, the largest of the projects examined, most diversity was found amongst the participants. 

The finale, held on the city’s main square, was visited by more than a thousand people from 

various ethnic communities. However, from participatory observations, it appeared that 

participants mostly stuck with members of their own community and made little contact with 

strangers. For example, the following scene in a tent where a music competition was being held 

was typical for the ways in which the spaces at the tournament ground were used.  

 
Once the Antillean drum band has finished playing, all of its 150 or so Antillean supporters move out of the 

sticky tent and into the warm outdoor weather. Their places in the tent are then taken up by the friends and 

family of the white Dutch rock band that will play next. However, this second band has not brought as many 

friends and family and the tent therefore suddenly appears empty as only 40 white Dutch people stand and 

watch.  

Field notes, FM 

 

As the above observation illustrates, some organized events seemed to work against the 

kinds of cross-cultural interpersonal encounters official project discourse aimed for. To some 

extent, this appeared to be related to the competitive and ethnically coded nature of this particular 

project. Hip hoppers were black, drum bands were Hindustani and rock bands were white. In the 

competitive environment, each act brought supporters from their own community who mainly 

wanted to see their own group win. However, they also reflect more complex processes of self-

segregation that have been noted elsewhere (Dixon & Reicher, 1997). 

In projects where ethnicity and competition were not fore grounded, interpersonal 

encounters also often did not always materialize in the way they had been envisioned by the 

organizers. For example, in the ‘Speakers’ Corner’ project, attendance was often very small and 

strangers rarely engaged in one-on-one conversations with people they did not know. The 
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following excerpt from ethnographic field notes taken during one of the meetings illustrates this 

point: 

 
The participants are made up of a small group of about 6 white Dutch who show up every time for the 

whole session and about 5-15 passers-by that don’t seem to have come to the park to visit the speakers’ 

corner and hang around to check out what is going on. The latter stand around for a couple of minutes to 

watch the proceedings and then carry on with their walk through the park. Usually, the session is started by 

a speech by one of the regular visitors or an invited guest. Afterwards, the discussion is opened but in order 

be allowed to speak officially people have to get onto the stone. The organizers demand that people speak 

only when they are on the stone and refuse others to speak more than short comments when they are not the 

stone. People’s eyes are all directed at the speaker who towers about 50 cm above their heads on the stone. 

There is little conversation or discussion going on between the people standing around the stone as they 

listen to the speaker. 

Field notes, FM 

 

Organizers were aware that intergroup encounters that would instil the recognition of 

either difference or sameness could not always be guaranteed by their projects. Moreover, some 

also lamented that many of the people that attended their projects were very similar in terms of 

social class, ethnicity and their norms and values and sometimes appeared to be drawn from a 

particular set of like minded civically engaged citizens. As a consequence, they carefully crafted 

accounts that constructed the meaning of intergroup contact at their projects at risk of being 

disputed by some of the harsh realities of organizing events, which depend on voluntary 

participation:  

 

Yeah, the problem of course is, with all these projects, you just get at the well-willing ones. The people 

who don’t want contact, they don’t come to these meetings. They stay at home. So actually, the groups that 

you would want to do it for, they might not come (..) and of course the goals are reached in that sense, 

because at least you are offering the opportunity to the people who want it  

Ien, 50+ year old white Dutch, Spicy Food 

 

The quote above illustrates how organizers and volunteers exerted efforts to maintain the 

meaning of intergroup contact as something unequivocally positive and non-political. In this 

account, this is achieved by dividing the target population up into a group of people who do not 

need to be brought into contact with other groups (‘the well-willing ones’) and those that do (‘the 
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groups that you would want to do it for’). The groups that do need to be brought into contact with 

each other are constructed as people who actually do not want to be exposed to intergroup contact 

at all (‘those who don’t want contact (..) stay at home’). As a consequence, their absence at the 

projects cannot be read as a failure of the projects or its organizers because all they can do is 

provide the opportunities for contact under optimal conditions.  

 

Ideological effects 

In other projects, (eye) contact and conversation between individuals was inevitable as people 

came to the project to talk to strangers over dinner or a cooking lesson. Participants that 

experienced intergroup encounters at the projects of the ‘We Amsterdammers’ campaign recalled 

these as an opportunity to get to know unfamiliar social groups. In cases where white Dutch and 

members from ethnic minorities engaged in conversation, cultural difference was thus the central 

topic of interest, especially for the white Dutch. 

 
[The dinner] was a bit of an eastern kitchen where the couscous and ehm.. you could also drink wine. And a 

little bit to my surprise my [Muslim] guest also drank wine. That is another prejudice of course that you can 

have, because she is still religious, she participates in Ramadan but she is quite modern. And then she does 

take a little glass of wine and ehm that than is a bit, like, wow.. Like ehm, of course I knew that countries- I 

know more Muslims who drink, mind you, but it is still for a moment an eye-opener that not everyone sticks 

so closely to the rules. 

Ann, 56 year old white Dutch, visitor to the City Dinner 

 

In the quote above, Ann reconstructs her intergroup contact as an encounter in which she 

was able to experience the recognition of difference. She does so by presenting herself as a person 

who has prejudices (‘that is of course a prejudice that you can have’) that are dispelled by simply 

observing others in intergroup contact. The account is careful to present these prejudices as 

common and rooted in benign ignorance. These prejudices are immediately dispelled once 

contradictory information presents itself (implied here by the word ‘eye-opener’). In so doing, she 

constructs her encounter with the member of another group as an opportunity to become more 

‘adjusted’ to the benign aspects of multicultural society. The stereotypes about immigrants that 

she reluctantly entertained because of a lack of contact with ethnic minorities were debunked 

during her participation in the project.  
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 The implicit structure of accounts such as the one above suggests that the practice of 

intergroup encounter in principle offers two complementary roles for participants. On the one 

hand, there is the person who holds prejudices that need to be eradicated. On the other hand, there 

is the person who holds the information that can be communicated through intergroup contact. In 

the discourse of the projects and the organizers, these positions were generally accorded to the 

white Dutch majority and the minorities (sometimes Muslims in particular) respectively.  

 
You see that there are big stereotypes about “Moroccans”, particularly Moroccans, and, it’s not always true. I 

worked for Spicy Food with a colleague that was also Moroccan. He’s a good guy; there is nothing wrong 

with him. And there are lots of guys like him. (...) That was my motivation. To [make them] see that there is a 

great group of people who are not bad and they are good guys and they have to (pause), they do their thing 

and there are, well, it’s good that they are in Holland because they have a (pause), they give something back to 

Holland. 

Sjaak, 50 year old white Dutch, Spicy Food 

 

In the quote above, a distinction is made between a group that holds prejudices (‘the people’) and 

the group that these prejudices are about (Moroccans). Intergroup contact is constructed as a tool 

with which organizers can help the first group shed their stereotypes about the second group. The 

group denoted as ‘the people’ is subsequently implicitly constructed as the Dutch majority 

through the assertion that intergroup contact will produce the realization that ‘it is good that they 

are in Holland’ and ‘they give something back to Holland’.  

In accounts such as these, the social projects for intergroup encounters were constructed 

as an opportunity for the white Dutch majority to shed its prejudice about ethnic minorities. 

Projects were expected to provide a context in which ethnic minorities could produce information 

about themselves that would facilitate the recognition of their fundamental sameness or of 

inconsequential difference by the prejudiced white majority. As such, this discourse on the 

meaning of intergroup encounters implicitly gave participating ethnic minorities a ‘burden of 

representation’ as they were expected to present themselves to the white majority as the ‘good 

guys’ that they really were. Although the organizers nowhere explicitly imposed limits on the 

kinds of interactions that intergroup contact should consist of, their discourse suggested that 

presenting yourself other than as a ‘good guy’ would be ineffective in reducing prejudice of the 

white Majority.  
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Paradoxically, this burden of representation was sometimes also constructed as a position 

of considerable agency. Since the discrimination of the Dutch majority was constructed as a 

result of the ignorance of the white Dutch, participants from minority groups could take it upon 

themselves to reduce prejudice by providing the appropriate information about their ethnic group: 
 

You just let people come together and set up contact between people and ehm it is a sort of encounter. (…) At 

the last dinner, the participants get information about the history of Morocco. In other themes people also get 

information about other things, and the evening is filled with music, culture and food. (…) And ehm, yeah, 

you can teach a great deal. 

 

Ali, 22 year old Moroccan, Ramadan Festival 

 

 In the account above, the same discourse about intergroup contact is deployed, but this 

time, it is used to take up the position of a teacher who can impart information to prejudiced 

people. Through imparting information about his ethnic background (‘history of Morocco’ as well 

as ‘music’, ‘culture’ and ‘food’) the speaker presents himself as a teacher for people ignorant of 

cultural difference (‘you can teach a great deal’). However, even though such social roles at first 

sight accorded participants with an ethnic minority background considerable agency, the kinds of 

information that they were expected to teach was limited. The dominant discourse of intergroup 

contact left no room for the articulation of real conflicts between groups from which prejudice and 

negative attitudes might also flow. Moreover, the white Dutch were never expected to 

demonstrate their cultural difference in any way. The position of the non-white participants in 

these encounters was therefore constrained through the dominant discourse on the possible 

meanings of intergroup contact.  

 

Conclusion 

The results presented above suggest the following answers to the questions raised earlier. The 

first question was related to ways in which the social projects for intergroup contact were situated 

within a particular local, political and historical context. Analysis showed that the particular 

practices, discourses and meanings attributed to interpersonal encounters at these projects were 

intimately linked to the social and political turmoil that characterised the aftermath of the murder 

of Theo van Gogh. Many volunteers sought out these projects out of dissatisfaction with the ways 
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in which other social and political actors were handling this crisis and their desire to provide an 

alternative mode of action.  

The second question pertained to the meaning that people ascribed to interpersonal 

encounters. In general, interpersonal encounters between different cultural communities were 

constructed as a tool to fight prejudice by reducing the ignorance of the white majority regarding 

ethnic minorities. The latter were expected to present their cultural differences to the prejudiced 

members of the white Dutch majority. These differences were constructed as either superficial 

and inconsequential, or as the source of misunderstandings and the cause of discrimination.  

Third, regarding the actual practices that took place in the projects of the ‘We 

Amsterdammers’ campaign, the meanings given to intergroup contact by organizers and 

volunteers limited the kinds of structures that could be imposed on the interactions or social 

practice at the social projects at first sight. Projects were assumed to provide ‘optimal conditions’ 

for intergroup contact whenever they constituted an event in which individuals participated 

voluntarily. They were therefore not assigned to particular conversational partners and, in most 

cases, were free to discuss any topic in any way they wished. 

The fourth question concerned the ideological effects of these discourses and practices. 

Within the dominant discourse through which the meaning of contact was constructed, the roles 

participants could play in the negotiation of intercultural tolerance were limited. The unequal 

relationship constructed between the white Dutch and the ethnic minorities bore the imprint of the 

larger societal discourses and anxieties about cultural difference. As such, these arranged contacts 

were much more intimately linked with power and ideology than the official discourses of the 

projects and the individualized apolitical notion of ‘interpersonal contact’ would seem to suggest.  

In conclusion, the variations in practices that were found at these projects illustrate the 

need to avoid conceptualising social projects for intergroup contact in generic, ahistoric terms. 

The central notion of an idealized, universal form of contact that occurs under ‘optimal 

conditions’ risks obscuring the different processes and negotiations that occur in real world 

intergroup contact. Moreover, it also obscures the ways in which the dominant discourse in the 

various projects led to remarkable similarities between them. On the one hand, intergroup contact 

was construct as a pathway to the recognition of equality (i.e. difference would be recognised as 

superficial and inconsequential). On the other hand, it constructed them as an intervention that 

produces the recognition of difference (i.e. difference is the source of misunderstandings). This 

finding is especially significant because the projects all intended to facilitate multicultural 
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integration. Hall and Held (1990) have argued in this respect that the main challenge for 

multicultural societies in the present age is exactly the dilemma between the needs for equality 

and the recognition of difference. As such, the appeal of social projects for intergroup contact 

among policymakers might to some extent be explained by their polysemic nature. However, the 

dualism between the recognition of sameness and difference also excludes more politicised 

meanings and recognitions. Most importantly, the focus on the reductions of prejudice through 

both forms of recognition suppresses the discussion or recognition of the structural causes for 

prejudice and discrimination and the possibility of real conflicts of interest. The veneer of 

uncontroversial and apolitical engagements with cultural difference may, in many cases, mask a 

distinct ideological orientation.  

The stimulation of intergroup contact will clearly remain a central approach in anti-racism 

and multicultural integration for the years to come. It is important that these engagements are 

grounded in an awareness of their political and social implications. Care must be taken to look 

further than experimental studies on the effects of contact under ‘optimal conditions’. Further 

research is urgently needed on the kinds of practices that are engendered in other social and 

political contexts in the name of making ‘contact’. 
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CHAPTER 8 

The soccer myth 
An analysis of the imagined and real effects of sport events for 

multicultural integration.5 

 
Introduction 

Participation in soccer is widely regarded as an effective way of addressing a range of social 

problems (Bailey, 2005; Coalter, 2007; Elling & De Knop, 2001; Holden & Wilde, 2004; Tacon, 

2007; Walseth & Fasting, 2004). Countless soccer leagues, matches and tournaments have been 

organized around the world with the explicit goal of challenging violence, racism, social 

exclusion, environmental issues and even the Israel-Palestine conflict (Coalter, 2007; Tacon, 

2007; Elling & de Knop, 2001; Sugden & Wallis, 2007, Walseth, & Fasting, 2004). However, 

relatively few studies have investigated whether these events actually have the pro-social effects 

that are ascribed to them (Bailey, 2005; Coalter, 2007; Long & Sanderson, 2001; Tacon, 2007). 

The existing studies have investigated the effects of such tournaments on a diverse set of outcome 

measures ranging from health and self esteem to crime reduction and social inclusion (Ibid.). 

Unfortunately, most lack controlled research designs and their results often cannot be compared 

due to incomparable outcome measures. Reviews of these studies therefore conclude that there is 

no support (yet) for the assumption that sport participation is a social panacea (Ibid.).  

 Despite this lack of scientific support, the belief in the social powers of soccer projects 

continues to inspire a plethora of events and tournaments for social change and regeneration. 

Recalling Thomas’ theorem that “If men define situations as real, they are real in their 

consequences” (Thomas (1928), pp.571-572), this suggests that the belief in the powers of soccer 

may have uninvestigated social consequences of its own. It may, more specifically, affect the 

production, experience and outcomes of such projects. As such, it may have particular unknown 

                                                 
5 This chapter was co-authored by Liesbet van Zoonen and Laurens de Roode and has been published as: Müller, F., 
van Zoonen, L. & de Roode, L. (2008). The integrative powers of sport. The real and  imagined consequences of 
sport events for multicultural integration. Sociology of Sport Journal, 25(3), 387-401. 
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social and political implications that, given the increasing number of social issues to which soccer 

is being applied, demand a critical assessment. 

 This chapter seeks to contribute to this assessment by examining a soccer event for 

multicultural societal integration in the Netherlands. This event, called the Amsterdam World 

Cup (AWC), is a local one-day tournament that mimics the FIFA World Cup competition for 

national teams. At the AWC, each ‘national’ team consists of local migrants of that nationality. 

Amongst these are teams from the larger ethnic communities in the Netherlands such as Surinam, 

Morocco and Turkey, as well as smaller communities such as Ghana, Iraq and Bosnia. Only one 

team, the Dutch ‘national team’, is allowed to consist of members of the Dutch white majority. 

The Amsterdam World Cup is immensely popular, as is evident from the thousands of spectators 

from various ethnic communities that come to support their respective teams each year.  

The AWC is a concrete manifestation of the widespread belief that participation in soccer 

tournaments can serve as a vehicle for addressing complex social issues such as multicultural 

integration. Given its size and appeal, the AWC is an ideal case to investigate key theoretical and 

empirical issues pertaining to the beliefs about the social effects of participation in soccer 

tournaments. The following research questions guided this study. First, what does the belief in the 

social effects of soccer consist of exactly? Second, what role does it play in the production of 

soccer tournaments for social change? Third, whose interests are being served by this particular 

belief or discourse and the practices that it engenders?  

 

Where is the proof? 

In the last few decades, the notion that sport participation can be used as a tool for social 

interventions has gained popularity (Coalter, 2007; Houlihan & White, 2002; Krouwel, Boonstra, 

Velboer & Duyvendak, 2006). This perspective builds on late 19th century and 20th century belief 

systems that saw sport participation as essential for the reproduction of societal norms, values and 

institutions (Messner, 1992). However, this increasingly instrumental approach to sports is also 

related to neo-liberal socio-economic developments and policy changes (Coalter, 2007; Krouwel, 

Boonstra, Veldboer & Duyvendak, 2006). Economic restructuring and the reduction of the 

welfare state in the 1980s resulted in problems of inner city dilapidation and social disintegration. 

These problems created the need for particular cost efficient governance strategies and social 

interventions. Recreational sports became one of the social interventions of choice to bolster 

individual civic attitudes and social regeneration (Krouwel et al., 2006). 
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 Social soccer projects are generally expected to generate cognitive changes in participants 

such as developing confidence and trust in others (Holden & Wilde, 2004). Participation in 

soccer is also assumed to lead to behavioural changes such as the acquisition of social skills and 

to prevent adolescents from committing petty crimes elsewhere while they are competing (Ibid). 

However, proliferation of social soccer projects has not been accompanied by an equal rise in 

studies that critically examine these expected effects (Coalter, 2007; Collins et al., 1999; Long & 

Sanderson, 2001; Rowe, D. 1998). The majority of the projects have not been evaluated at all 

(Tacon, 2007). This lack of evaluation has been attributed to a lack of resources among 

organizers. Moreover, it has also been noted that organizers generally lack an interest in anything 

more than general ‘output’ measures such as number of attendees (Collins et al., 1999; Tacon, 

2007). Tacon (2007) argues that the common sense wisdom about the social benefits of soccer is 

in part responsible for the lack of interest. The plausibility of these arguments makes a critical 

evaluation seem superfluous (Tacon, 2007). At present, these expected social effects are yet to be 

convincingly demonstrated through scientific research (Coalter, 2007; Tacon, 2007). The 

persistence of the belief in the social integrative value of participating in soccer tournaments 

therefore requires further research that also addresses the role of this belief itself in soccer events 

like the AWC. 

 

Methodology 

The role of the belief in the social effects of soccer can be usefully approached from a social 

constructivist perspective (Potter & Wetherell, 1987). Such a perspective emphasizes the role of 

discourse and knowledge in the reproduction of social order and power in society (Foucault, 

1978). Discourse is defined here as shared, historically derived structures of meaning that form 

the basis for the construction of social identities, social relations and, consequently, power and 

authority. Dominant discourses exclude other constructions of social reality than the ones that 

they embody (Potter & Wetherell, 1992). In this way, dominant discourses simultaneously reflect 

particular social (power) relations as well as reproduce them. The persistent belief in the social 

effects of soccer will be treated as a dominant discourse as defined here. Such an approach 

suggests three main domains of interest in the study of the discourse and practices of various 

social actors at the AWC. First, it is suggests that the discursive construction of the belief itself 

needs to be interrogated. Second, when such a tournament is used to address a particular social 

problem, the role of the dominant discourse about the problem itself also needs to be considered. 
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In multicultural societies like England and the Netherlands, the dominant discourse about 

multicultural integration has been described  as producing and essentializing cultural differences 

in society rather than merely reflecting them (Gilroy, 1987). This dominant discourse about the 

problem to which soccer is addressed may also affect the meanings and practices that are 

produced at the AWC.  

In order to manage this empirical investigation, we adopt the methodological approach by 

Du Gay et al. (1997) called the ‘circuit of culture’. In this approach, cultural phenomena are 

conceived as the end result of the combined actions and mediations of a set of social actors. 

These actors are articulated around the particular cultural artefact under study, which in this case 

was the AWC. Each social actor may be positioned differently in discourses about the power of 

soccer and discourses about multicultural integration and, from this position, reproduce or contest 

the dominant discourses and social practices of the tournament. An investigation of a tournament 

like the AWC thus consists of an analysis of how the claims, negotiations, conflicts and 

contributions made by the various actors together produce the tournament in its final form.  

The ‘circuit of culture’ of the Amsterdam World Cup extends to at least four different 

actors. First, the organizers of the tournament themselves can be considered an actor at the AWC. 

Second, the local government contributed to the AWC through its funding and advertising 

activities and was consequently considered an actor in our analysis. Third, the participants who 

actually came to play the game at the tournament formed another distinct actor at the AWC. Their 

position is different from that of the organizers and the local government as they participated in 

an event that had been organized for them by a third party. Fourth, the spectators and supporters 

also constitute an actor in the circuit of culture of the AWC as they came to watch and support 

their teams and seemed initially to be in a position of possessing the least power to determine the 

form and content of the tournament.  

In order to investigate the ways in which the different actors participating in the 

Amsterdam World Cup constructed the role of soccer in achieving the goals of cultural 

integration, we collected and analysed four different sources of data. First, we analysed the 

official discourses of both the organizers of the soccer tournament and the funding municipality 

as they were recorded in their documents, business plans and public communications. Second, we 

drew on quantitative data with a survey (n=223) of visitors of the 2005 edition of the 

tournament.xvii This survey contained demographic questions as well as closed format questions 

about people’s motivation to come to the tournament and their evaluation of the tournament. 
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Only answers to questions about reasons for participation were used in the current analysis. These 

were single items asking for a particular motivation, such as ‘did you come to the tournament to 

enjoy other cultures?’, that could be answered with yes or no. No composite scales were used and 

hence reliability coefficients were not computed. Third, 23 in-depth interviews were held before 

and after the 2006 edition with organizers, soccer players and team captains or coaches. Finally, 

our research also consisted of ethnographic fieldwork at the tournament day itself, which 

included participatory observation as well as ad-hoc interviews and discussions with the 

organizers and participants.  

We used a critical discourse analytic approach to investigate the meaning of participation 

in the event. This focused our attention on two main aspects of the discourse of each actor. First, 

it emphasized the rhetoric and narrative structures of accounts (Potter & Wetherell, 1987). We 

therefore specifically looked at the kinds of discourses about the social consequences of the 

AWC and about multicultural integration that actors drew on to make sense of the tournament. 

We also looked at how this legitimatized their own participation and contributions to the AWC. 

Second, following the work of Teun van Dijk (1993), we paid particular attention to the ways in 

which social power relations between the actors at the tournament were being reproduced and 

contested through their discourse. 

The data analysis consisted of a constant-comparative qualitative analysis as described by 

Seale (1999). The first step in the analysis consisted of a careful reading of all documents and 

transcripts and subsequent coding phases in which all sections of the texts were labelled by their 

content. We used these codes to make an initial inventory of all sections of text in which 

organizers and interviewees were constructing the meaning of soccer and the tournament itself. 

Such segments could be identified because the social effects of soccer were either explicitly 

discussed or, alternatively, reflected in talk about personal motivations or experiences that made a 

connection between the tournament and wider society. Through constant comparison techniques, 

we then identified the ways in which organizers, the funding municipality, the participating teams 

and spectators converged or diverged in their constructions of the social effects of participating in 

soccer and of multicultural social reality. A comparison of the codes across actors furthermore 

served to highlight the dominance of certain constructions and implied that a particular kind of 

discourse was dominant at the AWC. Finally, we assessed how these accounts led to particular 

practices for the actors using ethnographic field notes, survey data and information about 

tournament practices gathered from the interview material. 
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Results 

The discourse of the organizers of the tournament was, for obvious reasons, most closely related 

to the ways in which the tournament was designed and established. Therefore, we first present 

their discourse and practices followed by those of the funding municipality. Subsequently we 

present an analysis of the ways the participating soccer teams and the spectators made sense of 

the tournament and their participation.  

 

The AWC Organization  

The organizers explicitly presented the AWC as a tool with which different cultural communities 

could be brought into contact with each other. Moreover, they explicitly placed these encounters 

within the context of a perceived Dutch multicultural society. As a result of these soccer 

mediated encounters, participants were expected to learn to enjoy and respect each other’s 

cultural differences, as is exemplified in the following statement from the organization’s business 

plan: 

 
Historically soccer has been THE instrument to connect different cultures. Through the love for the ball, 

many nationalities living in the Netherlands are brought together in the Amsterdam World Cup (…) While 

retaining their own identity, visitors and participants of the Amsterdam World Cup gain understanding and 

respect for other cultures. xviii  

    (AWC Foundation, 2005, p. 2) 

 

As the emphasis on ‘respect’ and ‘understanding’ in the quote exemplifies, the organizers 

expected the soccer tournament to foster a particular pluralist multiculturalist ideal of ‘respect’ 

for other cultures. Note, for example, how cultural communities are positioned within the wider 

Dutch nation state by the phrase ‘many nationalities living in the Netherlands are brought 

together in the Amsterdam World Cup’. The expression (‘are brought together’) furthermore 

suggests that they currently are not yet together and thus implicitly constructs these nationalities 

as separate unconnected communities. These communities, moreover, are to develop respect and 

understanding for each other’s cultural differences at the tournament (‘visitors and participants ... 

gain understanding and respect’), thus implying a lack of respect and understanding of cultural 

differences between communities prior to their participation in the AWC.  
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 On the one hand, these constructions of multicultural reality seem to reflect the dominant 

multicultural integration discourse mentioned earlier, as it reduces cultural heterogeneity to a 

collection of homogeneous national minority communities. On the other hand, they reflect a 

number of assumptions about the role that soccer tournaments can play in reworking the relations 

between these communities. The game of soccer is described as an ‘instrument’ that can 

‘connect’ groups, thus implying that a third person (namely the organizers of projects like the 

AWC) can unproblematically use soccer tournaments to bring about connections between groups. 

The main effective ingredient of the game is here furthermore described as the ‘love of the ball’. 

The many facets of the game and its associated culture are thus reduced to an object (a ball) for 

which anyone can and will develop ‘love’ when they encounter it. The general, unspecific and 

uncontroversial emotion ‘love’ is subsequently transferred onto the participants of the game and 

transformed into the desirable outcomes of mutual respect and tolerance.  

 The ways in which the organizers sought to realize the perceived potential of soccer were 

affected by its discursive construction discussed above. First, participation in the tournament was 

literally conditional on identification with a single national community. In the first few years of 

the Amsterdam World Cup, this orthodoxy was partly produced by the organizers themselves as 

they actively recruited most participating teams for a full tournament. At the time, many of the 

national communities in Amsterdam did not play soccer in organized collectivities, and it was 

therefore difficult to find enough teams. Volunteers actively scouted the various communities for 

people who played soccer and wanted to participate. A number of ‘national’ soccer teams were 

thus created specifically for the tournament (Interview with AWC founder, June 2005). The 

multiculturalist understanding of the social potential of soccer was reflected in a small but 

significant ceremony at the end of the tournament in 2006. Just before the kick off of the final 

between Ghana and the Dutch Antilles, a white Dutch opera singer walked onto the pitch, stood 

between the two teams and sang the Dutch national anthem. This performance mimicked the 

singing of the national anthems of both teams at World Cup matches, but replaced the teams’ 

own national anthems with the Dutch one. In a ceremony lasting a mere couple of minutes, the 

envisioned Dutch pluralist multicultural integration was thus symbolically performed - 

subordinately articulating all immigrant nationalities to an overarching national Dutch 

collectivity.  
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Municipality  

The Amsterdam municipality, which provided a substantial part of the funding for the 

tournament, drew on the same discourses as the organizers of the AWC although, as will be 

shown below, they expected the tournament to have different effects. The funds for the 

Amsterdam World Cup came from the municipal program ‘We Amsterdammers’. This was a 

social programme established in the weeks after the murder of Islam-critical filmmaker Theo van 

Gogh in November 2004. One of the explicit goals of this program was to foster social cohesion 

and participation in the city through the promotion of a shared commitment to the idea of an 

inclusive multicultural urban community.xix The policy documents of the ‘We Amsterdammers’ 

campaign defined the Amsterdam community as “all people living in Amsterdam who reject 

violence and subscribe to the basic norms and values of our society” (Municipality of 

Amsterdam, 2004, p.5) and thus explicitly avoided defining the different cultural groups that are 

supposed to be included in this community. These shared norms and values were elaborated later 

as respect for human, gay and women’s’ rights, free speech and other mainstays of liberal 

democratic societies (Municipality of Amsterdam, 2005).  

 Local projects like the AWC received funding from the ‘We Amsterdammers’ program if 

they could demonstrate their potential to stimulate social participation across ethnic groups and 

promote interaction and dialogue. Projects were therefore not required to take up a discourse of a 

shared urban identity or seek to promote this explicitly, but were merely required to bring people 

from different ethnic backgrounds together and stimulate the development of social capital in the 

city. The municipality, however, attributed meanings to the AWC that were very closely related 

to their particular policy interests. Exemplary for the perspective of the municipality are the 

words of the mayor in a television ad for the tournament that was shown on local Amsterdam 

television in the weeks preceding the tournament day. Sitting at his office desk with a soccer ball 

in his hands, the mayor looked into the camera and addressed his Amsterdam audience in the 

following way: 
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Amsterdammers love their city. And their own culture. And soccer. And that’s why we are organizing the 

Amsterdam World Cup again this year. 32 teams of various nationalities will be competing for the world 

cup. Of their city. Of our city. Of Amsterdam.... 

(Mayor Job Cohen, in a television ad for the Amsterdam World Cup, March 2006)  

 

 In the above quote, the mayor of Amsterdam constructs the participants of the Amsterdam 

World Cup in the first place as residents of Amsterdam by beginning his speech with a 

description of all ‘Amsterdammers’. Furthermore, he frames the competition between various 

nationalities at the AWC as a competition in which the Amsterdam identity and the shared love 

for the city is to be celebrated above and beyond any national identity. This is achieved by first 

specifying the audience as ‘Amsterdammers’ and then making reference to ‘their own culture’, 

which might at this point still be read as a collective culture defined against an external entity 

such as a different city. It subsequently becomes clear that he is in fact referring to the various 

national cultures of different communities living in Amsterdam when he mentions the fact that 32 

teams of various nationalities will be competing for the world cup. In the final sentence of the 

quote, these cultural differences are progressively subsumed under this collective identity of the 

Amsterdammers as they were introduced in the first sentence, by associatively moving from the 

divisive but ambiguous ‘their city’ to ‘our city’ and, finally, to the specific Amsterdammer 

identity.   

 These various discursive constructions reveal that although the municipality envisioned a 

different social effect of soccer than the organizers, it nonetheless reproduced the dominant 

discourse about the uncontroversial positive social powers of soccer. Moreover, it also used the 

dominant discourse about multicultural integration that characterised the discourse of the 

organizers. Instead of promoting respect and understanding between the separate national cultural 

communities living in the city, the municipality expected the tournament to result in the 

celebration of a shared urban identity. Therefore, the municipality shared an assumption with the 

organizers of the event that a soccer tournament would impact national groups (who ‘love their 

own cultures’) and their relations towards each other, although in this case they would be 

articulated together in an urban identity.  

 In the following section, the discussion of the ways in which the participants themselves 

constructed the powers of a soccer tournament will show that many participants readily took up 
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this same discourse, as it allowed them to construct the effects of their participation in this sport 

in ways that served their own group needs. 

 

Participating soccer teams  

Some of the coaches of the participating soccer teams accounted for their communities’ 

participation in ways that reflected the dominant discourse of the social effects of soccer. For 

example, the coach of the Colombian team described his community’s engagement with the 

tournament in the following way: 

 
Well, and ehm… there were two important factors for participating, (…) Firstly to eh… to promote Colombia 

and [second], to bring Colombians together, those kind of things… because Colombians are actually quite 

unknown in the Netherlands, and most of the times they are associated with cocaine business and problems 

and ehhh… those are the two most important things: bringing Colombians together and promoting Colombia 

Coach for Colombian team 

 

In this account above, the Columbian coach constructs the goal of his team’s participation at the 

tournament as one of ‘bringing the community together’ as well as ‘promoting the community’. 

The tournament is thus constructed as a tool that can be used by a community to improve the 

social conditions within its own ranks. At the same time, the quote also illustrates how promoting 

the Colombian community is constructed as an activity that is directed towards the Netherlands 

and seeks to address the stereotypes that are present there. This is achieved by constructing the 

fate of Columbians as being caught between being ‘unknown in the Netherlands’ and being 

‘associated with the cocaine business and problems’. For the Columbian coach, playing soccer at 

the AWC was therefore simultaneously related to the improvement of inter-ethnic relations as 

well as to the improvement of cohesion within his own community.  

 Participants from diverse ethnic communities such as Surinam, Morocco, Ghana, Iraq 

and Afghanistan expressed a similar belief in the social consequences of participating in the 

AWC. The analysis of the various accounts revealed that these communities shared the basic 

assumptions expressed above that participation could help their community in two ways. On the 

one hand, it could strengthen their internal cohesion, and on the other hand, it could improve their 

standing in Dutch society. The ways in which the latter could be achieved was constructed in 

many different ways. As the following quote illustrates, for example, representing an ethnic 
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community at the tournament as a national team that ‘can play soccer’ was assumed to reduce 

stereotypes.  

 
Ehm, [we participated] to show once again, ehm, that there are not just bad Moroccans, but (laughs) always 

when something goes wrong, yeah, you see it right away in the media now, I mean they never look at the good 

stuff, and ehm (.) the fact that we can play soccer, that in the first instance, and that we are not criminals, I 

can’t emphasise that enough.  

Coach for Moroccan team 

 

Others feared they would not make it to the finals and would not be able to express themselves 

equally well during the matches. Instead, they engaged in an explicit promotion of the national 

community by staging performances of their traditional national culture near the soccer fields. 

For example, three male and three female dancers in traditional national costume performing folk 

dances in support of the Columbian team.  

 Other groups sought to realize the potential effects of soccer in yet other ways. The 

Afghan coach explained that playing and preparing for the AWC could also be constructed as a 

tool to empower young men in the community and to provide them with experiences that would 

help them participate in wider Dutch society. 

  
First of all [we participated because] we wanted Afghans to make contact with each other at the AWC, 

because with the situation in Afghanistan, which was also divided in north and south, our youth need to get a 

‘together’ feeling of: I am an Afghan, I live in Holland, I am Dutch. They know the rules and need to become 

a little active to get into contact with Dutch people, and in that way get better, play better. Young kids can go 

to a Dutch team if they want to play better, so we want to take care of that, and (Laughs) nobody at the 

municipality is helping us, so we have to arrange it ourselves.  

  

In the above quote, the Afghan coach constructs the tournament as an instrument for promoting 

conscious progressive community work and increasing internal social cohesion and identification 

within the local national community. This quote and the others above illustrate how practices to 

realize the social potentials of soccer at the AWC ranged from the very act of playing well for 

one’s own community to engaging in folkloristic performances.  

 Practices at the tournament were enabled and circumscribed both by the interpretation 

each team gave to the social aspects of participating as well as by the discourse of multicultural 

integration that dominated the creation of the AWC. However, the hegemony of this discourse 
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about the role of the AWC was incomplete. Occasionally, it was contested by alternative, 

somewhat dissonant practices. For instance, the Ghana team captain admitted to us that he 

included Nigerian players in his team in his bid to win the tournament arguing that “Nigeria and 

Ghana are the same” and clearly contradicting the dominant discourse of multiculturalism at the 

AWC that assumes national communities to be ethnically homogeneous. In 2007, the Dutch 

coach included black players from the former Dutch colonies Surinam and the Dutch Antilles on 

the ‘Dutch’ team thus indicating that the Dutch nation could also be constructed as including non-

whites and being culturally diverse. Such alternative practices subordinated the tournament’s 

formal discourse of national ‘purity’ to a discourse that winning is the most important aspect of 

sport participation. This priority on winning constituted an implicit resistance against the 

dominant discourse of the tournament. Although many of the soccer players and coaches who 

were interviewed were aware that such irregularities in team membership occurred in some of the 

participating teams, they did not however, express serious concern or indignation. For most of the 

participants, winning each match was the only thing that mattered, over and beyond any symbolic 

meanings that such victories might have for the organizers and officials.  

 

Spectators 

Contrary to the expectations of the organizers and public officials, most spectators and players 

professed a lack of interest in the culture of ethnic communities other than their own. As Table 1 

below shows, only 2,7% of those attending came to the tournament to enjoy other cultures. 

 

Table 1. Participants’ reasons for coming to the Amsterdam World Cup (n=223) 

 All 
participants 

White 
Dutch 

Surinam Turkey Morocco Other 
South 
American 
countries 

Middle 
Eastern 
countries 

Other 
African 
countries 

Socialize with 
friends 

54,3% 46,6% 47,5% 60% 50% 43,3% 50% 50% 

Supporting my 
country 

25,1% 20% 27,5% 24% 50% 37,8% 33,3% 13,9% 

To play soccer 9,4% 0% 15% 16% 0% 13,5% 16,7% 13,9% 
To watch soccer 8,1% 22,2% 7,5% 0% 0% 2,7% 0% 5,6% 
To enjoy other 
cultures 

2,7% 8,9% 2,5% 0% 0% 2,7% 0% 0% 

Note: Values in each row indicate the percentage of each group that agreed they had come to the 
tournament for this reason. Multiple answers were possible and percentages therefore do not add 
up to 100%. 
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This percentage varied by ethnic group however. It was highest (8,9%) for white Dutch 

spectators, whereas for other groups it was close to zero (e.g. Turkey, Morocco and African 

countries). In contrast, 54,3% of the respondents indicated that they came to socialize with their 

friends and to support their own ethnic community at the tournament (see Table 1), often coupled 

with the desire to support their country at the tournament. The data from our interviews showed a 

similar trend. The respondents generally stated that the tournament was a significant event first 

and foremost because it was an opportunity to party and meet friends of their own community– 

and of course to see their community win. As a Moroccan respondent explains below, many 

considered the AWC to be a ‘soccer party’ where you could meet your friends and kin:  

 
Because our team is, yeah, how do you say that, it’s always sociable, we aim to party, we eat a lot, we had the 

most spectators, last year there were more than 2000 spectators, Moroccans, attending, and if we would have 

reached the finals then it would have been at least 5000. (...) It is not over (??) when you are defeated, you 

have a short disappointment, because you still see who is playing in the finals, those are our friends. Of course 

I am pissed off that Morocco lost, but all in all, yeah, everyone stuck around there, and singing and stuff... 

yeah, that’s partying, soccer is a party.  

 

This emphasis on enjoyment and winning at the tournament was the usual way in which people 

explained what to them seemed to be their self-evident reasons for participating. However, some 

participants appeared to be using the tournament grounds for a different kind of engagement with 

cultural diversity that was not part of the multicultural discourse used by the organizers to 

promote the tournament. 

 In the 2006 edition of the AWC, for example, a group of about 10 Iranian young women 

paraded around the pitches wearing heavy make-up, white trousers and tight, low cut tops that 

had the text ‘Iran’ in red letters written on the front. Their appearance attracted considerable 

attention, and they repeatedly posed for photographs with spectators and the local media. During 

one of their strolls around the pitches, a middle aged male spectator from Surinam asked the 

women why they were not wearing veils. One of the women publicly contested this discursive 

connection between their Iranian identity and traditionalist Muslim practices: “We don’t have to 

wear veils, only ugly people should wear veils!” By supporting their soccer team in this manner 

 165



at the AWC, they contested the dominant multicultural integration discourse that ethnic minority 

identities are determined by a traditionalist pre-modern culture. Instead, they ‘re-presented’ their 

national community as modern and (arguably) emancipated. However, the emancipatory thrust of 

these activities remained limited given the wider context of the AWC in which they were 

performed. Their performances therefore remained focused on reproducing a distinct national 

community defined, like all others at the tournament, by its difference from other communities. 

Moreover, the sexualized nature of their appearances constituted an expression from the limited 

possibilities for females to participate at the AWC.  

 

Discussion 

The analysis of the AWC shows that all participating social actors constructed the social effects 

of participating in the tournament in ways that reflected their own interests. The organizers 

expected that the ‘love for the ball’ would affectionately connect ethnic communities with the 

broader Dutch national community. The government expressed the hope that playing soccer at 

the AWC would result in the increased awareness of a shared multicultural urban community. In 

contrast, members of the participating soccer teams saw the AWC as a way to improve social 

conditions for their own communities. They assumed it enhances social cohesion in their own 

ethnic community and improves the public image of that community to outsiders. For most of the 

spectators, however, the dominant discourse of the socially integrative effects of soccer 

tournaments appeared to be irrelevant. They came to the tournament to have a good time with 

their friends and members from their own ethnic community. Nonetheless, the social practices at 

the tournament limited their scope to challenge this discourse. 

 The various interpretations of the social effects of participation at the tournament, 

furthermore, led to distinct social practices and outcomes. They allowed different social actors to 

imagine that their particular interests would be served by their participation in the tournament. 

These differently positioned actors subsequently performed a range of social practices at the 

tournament to realize their own expectations at the tournament. The overall design of the 

tournament reflects the particular aspirations of the organizers. Other, less powerful social actors 

engaged in traditional dances to represent ‘their culture’, and others set up training regimens to 

socialize youth in ‘their’ communities. The potential for diverging appropriations of the 

dominant discourse on the social effects of soccer appears to be crucial for projects like the 

AWC. It creates space in which different actors can expect different effects from their 
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participation that serve their own particular interests. The current lack of effect studies may be 

functional in this respect. It serves to sustain a discursive space in which actors with possibly 

conflicting interests and views may momentarily converge. Since the belief in sports 

accommodates widely diverging interests, it may also serve to reduce possible conflicts between 

participating actors. This may be of considerable value in projects dealing with sensitive societal 

topics such as multicultural integration. The critical discursive approach taken in this study, 

however, also draws attention to the ways in which the dominant discourses and practices at the 

AWC legitimatized, reproduced or challenged power relations. In particular, the tournament 

appeared to legitimatize and reproduce power relations in Dutch intercultural relations and the 

domain of gender and sexuality on the other. Both will be discussed briefly below as a conclusion 

to this chapter.  

 With respect to Dutch intercultural relations, the dominance of a discourse that 

constructed cultural diversity as a collection of homogeneous national-cultural communities is 

highly significant. This dominant discourse legitimatized and reproduced power relations at the 

tournament by simultaneously enabling and constraining the ways in which participating at the 

AWC could be conceived to impact multicultural integration. On the one hand, it enabled the 

imagination of this connection by specifying the various communities that make up the cultural 

diversity of the Netherlands (constructed in this discourse as all  homogeneous national-cultural 

communities) as well as the problems associated with it (a lack of respect and tolerance between 

these communities). On the other hand, however, this essentialist mosaic conceptualization of 

cultural diversity determined the kinds of integration that soccer could be imagined to produce. 

This is reflected in the fact that the effects of the AWC were always imagined to address 

homogeneous national-cultural communities and the relations between them. Alternative 

engagements with cultural diversity were therefore marginalized at the tournament. For example, 

participation at the tournament was not imagined to demonstrate or celebrate the cultural 

differences within these communities or the similarities between them. Similarly, the possibility 

that the AWC could serve to eradicate the boundaries between these communities altogether 

(including those with the white majority) could not be imagined through this dominant discourse. 

As a result, the power relations embedded in the conceptualization of cultural diversity as a set of 

distinct, homogeneous national-cultural communities were legitimatized and reproduced in the 

discourses and practices of the AWC. 
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 The critical analysis of the role of dominant discourses at the AWC may also be extended 

to discourses on gender and sexual difference that were reproduced during the tournament. 

Although soccer participation by Dutch girls and women is increasing, soccer is still primarily 

associated with boys and men (Knoppers & Anthonissen, 2003). Instead of challenging this 

inequality, the practices at the AWC reproduced it by systematically subordinating women to the 

role of spectators. In contrast, the male soccer players were positioned to act out their roles as the 

defenders of ‘their nation’ and were seen as agents of multicultural integration. As such, both the 

dominant connections between sports and the reproduction of masculinity (Messner, 1992) and 

those between projects of nation building, national identity and masculinity (Yuval-Davis, 1997) 

were reproduced. These gendered dimensions of the tournament remained wholly uncontested at 

the AWC during the period of the research project.xx  

 The results presented here indicate that the study of the discourses that present sport as a 

social panacea can add to our understandings of the dynamics and outcomes of sports events that 

are intended as social interventions. The combination of the ‘circuit of culture’ approach outlined 

by Du Gay et al. (1997) with a critical discursive analytical perspective has proven useful to tease 

out the various conflicts, synergies and political implications of projects in which several social 

actors come together in the name of multicultural integration and intercultural tolerance. 

However, the current study focused on an annual tournament that lasts only one day. Further 

research is needed that explores how participants in other sport situations position themselves in 

relation to societal discourses about social integration or other problems to which sports are 

applied. Similar research is needed that looks at how the belief in the positive social effects of 

sports plays a role in social policy that makes use of sports events, such as in the governance of 

neighbourhoods classified as ‘poor’. Another important avenue of research is the investigation of 

projects like ‘Soccer for Peace’, a project for peace between Israeli and Palestine youth, or ‘the 

homeless cup’, a soccer event created to empower homeless people. An understanding of the 

discursive constructions of this ‘soccer myth’ remains essential to an analysis of the politics 

behind these projects and their relative successes and failures. 
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Chapter summaries 
Before discussing the answers to the main questions that frame this dissertation, the eight 

chapters are summarized below. The summaries are ordered like the chapters themselves, in four 

separate parts. 

 

Part one: Everyday communication about racism 

In the first section of this dissertation, the reception context of anti-racist campaigns was charted 

by analysing how racism is understood in everyday life. In Chapter 1, it was argued that the 

recognition of racism in everyday life needs to be understood as a discursive social 

accomplishment. An analysis of the focus group discussions demonstrated that common sense 

knowledge constructs racism as immoral, negative and as intentional forms of discrimination 

against racial, ethnic or religious minorities. This common sense knowledge was central in 

negotiations about the potentially racist nature of particular expressions or behaviours. On the 

one hand, it allowed some expressions or behaviours to be constructed as racist rather 

unproblematically. For example, verbal abuse that explicitly positioned ethnic minorities as 

inferior was generally recognized as racism directly. In many other everyday experiences, on the 

other hand, common sense knowledge appeared to be biased against the recognition of racism. 

This bias was related to the emphasis placed in common sense knowledge on the malevolent 

intention behind any racist expression or act. In order to get an expression or act recognized as 

racism, an account needed to be constructed in which the racist intentions of the perpetrator were 

convincingly demonstrated. In many cases, where no explicit racist speech had been uttered, this 

involved the painstaking process of eliminating all other explanations for the behaviour at hand. 

This requires a lot of information that is often not available and therefore renders the recognition 

of racism a practical impossibility.  

The dynamic process of recognition of racism in everyday life was further complicated by 

the common sense understanding of racism as an immoral activity. All participants in these 

studies therefore avoided being perceived as ‘racist’. They actively sought out the subject 

positioning of the ‘non-racist’ and were also wary of attempts to label their community and its 

practices at large as racist, as was illustrated by the general tendency on the part of the white 

Dutch participants to oppose any attempts to construct the Dutch tradition of ‘Saint Nicolas and 

black Pete’ as racist. Moreover, since the accusation of racism was considered so grave, failed 
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attempts to label something as racist were generally scorned upon. Individuals perceived to have 

engaged in such behaviour were accused of ‘fussing’. As a result, instances where cultural 

difference had played an inappropriate role in an experience in their everyday life could be left 

unaddressed because as it was simply too difficult or risky to try to get them recognized as an 

instance of racism.  

 The second chapter expanded on these findings by examining the ways in which racism 

was recognized and regulated within the particular societal domain of soccer culture. Interviews 

with hardcore fans and soccer players showed that particularities of a cultural context (such as in 

the masculine codes of honour and the need to remain focused on winning the game in soccer 

culture) can further problematize the recognition of racism. Acts that might otherwise be 

constructed as racist unproblematically were downplayed by constructing them as unfortunate but 

meaningless expressions that were brought about by involvement in an exciting match. Their 

‘accidental’ and therefore unintentional nature prevented these acts from being recognized as 

racist and were left unchallenged. Furthermore, the ways in which redress is sought for racism 

took on locally specific forms as players argued that the only two appropriate responses to racial 

abuse were either to retaliate or to win the match. These responses suggest that the culture within 

which racism was being expressed (i.e. a soccer culture in which racial difference continued to be 

a salient organizing principle) remained unaddressed in everyday life. 

These two studies suggest that everyday communication patterns concerning racism show 

evidence of a lack of ‘cultural citizenship’. Members of racial, ethnic and religious minorities 

expressed the feeling that in many situations, their difference played an inappropriate role in their 

interactions with others. Moreover, the means and occasions were limited for discussing these 

matters openly without fear of retribution and without having to disqualify others as malevolent, 

immoral ‘racists’. One important factor in this respect appeared to be common sense knowledge 

about racism that was used in these negotiations.  The second main factor that contributed to the 

persistence of this lack of cultural citizenship was the wider culture within which these 

discussions took place. With soccer culture, for instance, masculine codes of honour and the need 

to remain focused on winning the game further constrained the opportunities to address acts or 

social practices in which racial, ethnic or religious differences played an inappropriate role.  
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Part two: Mass media communication effects 

In the second part of this dissertation, the impact of mass media campaigns for anti-racism on 

individual attitudes and behaviours were charted through two case studies. In Chapter 3, an 

analysis of the content of Nike’s campaign ‘Stand up Speak up’ demonstrated how anti-racist 

discourse can reproduce certain problematic aspects of common sense knowledge about racism. 

This particular campaign was framed in a (visual) discourse that clearly distinguished between 

the perpetrators of racism, its victims and an innocent majority. The perpetrators were 

represented as an immoral group of individuals that do not belong in soccer culture. Furthermore, 

racism was depicted as an alien presence that needs to be expelled from soccer culture by a silent 

majority of non-racists. The victims were represented as discriminated against ‘because of the 

colour of their skin’. In so doing, this (visual) discourse constructed an opposition between the 

racist trouble makers and an innocent majority. The audience of the campaign (i.e. the majority 

that is to ‘stand up and speak up’ against the racists) is constructed as unresponsible for the 

problem of racism. At the same time, they are invited to be its solution by helping to expel ‘the 

racists’. Despite its common sense appeal, however, this particular construction of the problem of 

racism and its solution fails to engage with all forms of racism in soccer culture other than the 

explicit racist abuse hurled at soccer players during matches. Moreover, it also does not engage 

with the role of the ‘silent majority’ in processes that reproduce the cultural context in which 

racism is expressed and fails to be addressed properly. Reactions from the campaign suggest that 

most people approved of the message and agreed that racism was immoral and the ‘racists’ 

needed to be kicked out of soccer. At the same time, however, they considered themselves to be 

part of the silent and innocent majority and saw no need to reconsider their own contributions to 

soccer culture or discuss the role of cultural difference at their own local clubs.  

These results draw attention to the fact that in contemporary Western societies like the 

Netherlands at least, common sense knowledge already dictates that racism is by definition 

immoral. Moreover, as was discussed in Chapters 1 and 2, most people are keen to avoid the 

label of ‘racist’. Campaigns that seek to affirm the ‘immorality’ of racism therefore merely end 

up reproducing common sense understandings. They do little to challenge those aspects of the 

wider culture through which racism is reproduced or recognized and challenged. Moreover, they 

do not motivate people who identify as ‘non-racist’ to contribute to these transformations and 

renegotiate the role of cultural difference in their own sports clubs. The study of ‘Stand up Speak 
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up’ demonstrates that a campaign that uses a discourse that explicitly defines ‘racists’ and an 

innocent majority runs the risk of being perceived as a mere reflection of common sense 

knowledge. As a consequence, people’s perceptions of racism or their own sense of responsibility 

in the perpetuation of the problem are left unchallenged.  

In Chapter 4, a study is presented of a campaign that avoided any explicit mention or 

challenge of the problem of racism at all. This campaign used multicultural television drama as 

an alternative to mass media campaigns that seek to confront racism head on. Such an alternative 

engages directly with the meaning of racial, ethnic and religious differences within a society by 

presenting viewers with engaging alternative representations of such differences. These 

alternative representations challenge the everyday processes of racialization through which racial, 

ethnic and religious differences come to be constructed in essentialistic and mutually exclusive 

ways that are conducive to the expression of racism.   

The effects of the multicultural television drama series West Side were compared with 

those of watching a mainstream soap opera. The meaning of racial, ethnic and religious 

differences was operationalized using the concept of ‘perceived ethnic threat’, which implies a 

particular kind of construction of cultural difference. Using social identity theory, this study 

hypothesized that these perceptions of threat could be affected by the degree to which viewers 

identified with characters in the show that belonged either to their ingroup or their outgroup. This 

hypothesis was supported by the results, suggesting that multicultural television dramas can 

affect the meaning viewers give to ethnic differences. Such dramas need to be constructed in such 

a way as to produce a balance between viewer’s identifications with ingroup and outgroup 

characters. The effects that were found were small, however, and suggest that a single 

programme is not likely to have an enduring effect on perceptions of threat. However, they do 

suggest that mass media anti-racist campaigns may successfully engage with the meanings of 

cultural difference in everyday life without drawing on common sense knowledge of racism or 

engaging with ‘racism’ head on. 

 Taken together, the studies presented in Chapters 3 and 4 suggest that mass media 

campaigns need to be constructed carefully if they are to challenge and change individual 

attitudes and behaviours in anti-racist directions. A discourse that emphasises the immorality of 

racism risks reproducing existing common sense knowledge and leaving the discourses and 

practices untouched that contribute to the persistence of racism in a cultural context. Campaigns 

that avoid such a discourse arguably face different challenges. Chapter 4 constitutes a first 
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examination of the ways in which multicultural television entertainment may be useful in this 

regard. Although the effects found were small, it illustrates how the content of a campaign may 

be constructed to produce anti-racist changes in the perception of ethnic outgroups.  

 

Part three: Mass media communication and citizenship 

In the third part of this dissertation, the indirect approach to mass media communication was 

further explored using qualitative methods. In particular, the potential of communication 

campaigns was investigated with respect to, first, the development of inclusive senses of 

community and, second, the stimulation and facilitation of the performance of cultural 

citizenship.  

In Chapter 5, campaigns for urban cosmopolitanism were investigated that sought to 

communicate a racially, ethnically and religiously inclusive sense of community. In these 

campaigns, this inclusive community was defined as a community of equal urban dwellers. 

Audiences were invited to identify with this urban community (and, in the case of the campaign 

‘What are you doing for the city’, to contribute to it). In contrast to some of the literature that 

suggests the city unproblematically constitutes an inclusive community of equals, focus group 

discussions showed that audiences generally problematized these appeals. In the majority of 

reactions, urban dwellers either rejected the notion of an inclusive urban community or claimed it 

was a self-evident but meaningless truth that had little consequences for their own daily lives.  

This appeared to be related to fact that belonging to such an inclusive imagined urban community 

contradicted common sense knowledge about what it means to live in the city. In some specific 

circumstances, however, reactions also showed the possibility of temporarily adopting an urban 

cosmopolitan subject position. This “performance of urban cosmopolitanism” was more easy or 

difficult depending on a number of factors. One crucial factor in the context of discussions of 

anti-racism was that an ethnic background could sometimes make the adoption of an urban 

identity more difficult because, as the discussions showed, urban identities could sometimes 

implicitly be coded as white.  

The results from this study suggest that the city is not an undiscovered basis for an 

inclusive community that can readily replace the more socially exclusive national community. 

Instead, the ideal of urban cosmopolitanism is better approached as a social practice that requires 

considerable effort to adopt in everyday life, especially from urban dwellers with different racial, 

ethnic and religious backgrounds. Communicating an ideal inclusive urban community as was 

 173



done in the campaigns ‘We are Londoners, we are one’ and ‘What are you doing for the city’ 

does not acknowledge the difficulties that may be involved in adopting a cosmopolitan outlook 

for different kinds of urban dwellers. Such an approach is furthermore based on the assumption 

that the definition of an inclusive community can be determined top down by expert campaign 

designers. As such, not only does it fail to consult the people who are assumed to take part in 

such a community, it also fails to acknowledge their effort that individuals exert when adopting 

and maintaining such an identification with an inclusive urban community.  

 As was discussed in the introduction, the right to be different within such an inclusive 

community also involves the obligation to deal with difference of others in a respectful way. In 

Chapter 6, the relation between communication and these negotiations of cultural difference are 

explored. The chapter consists of a qualitative exploration of audience reactions to the 

multicultural television drama series West Side that was also the focus of Chapter 4. In this 

chapter, the potential of the show to facilitate performances of cultural citizenship is investigated. 

The analysis of audience reactions to the show demonstrates that engaged viewing and reflection 

on the meaning and resonances of the content of multicultural television shows for one’s own life 

are important. They may lead to discussions about ideological dilemmas surrounding the role of 

cultural difference in viewer’s everyday lives. Subsequent negotiations about these dilemmas in 

the lives of viewers were identified as performances of cultural citizenship. The content of 

multicultural television drama is relevant to such performances in two ways. First of all, it can 

trigger engaged discussions about the role of cultural difference in people’s private lives. Second, 

the content of such a show also constitutes a resource for the performance of cultural citizenship. 

It offers a shared and relevant reservoir of examples and narratives with which to articulate one’s 

experiences and opinions regarding the role of cultural difference in everyday life. This chapter 

illustrates how communication campaigns may be used to stimulate the performance of cultural 

citizenship. However, the case of West Side also showed that most audience reactions could not 

be regarded as cultural citizenship and were generally inconsequential. Moreover, the 

performances of cultural citizenship that were discussed in this chapter were too isolated to be of 

direct consequence to challenging racism. On the one hand, this suggests that a single programme 

like West Side is not likely to be sufficient to affect larger societal processes. On the other hand, it 

illustrates the need to use the outcomes of such performances in the development of social policy 

or further anti-racist campaigning.  
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Part four: Facilitating communication   

In the final part of this dissertation, campaigns were discussed that sought to facilitate intergroup 

communication directly by organizing intergroup encounters. In Chapter 7, an analysis was 

presented on the discourse and practices of campaigns for intergroup contact. The selected 

campaigns were framed by their organizers in a dominant discourse that suggests that intergroup 

contact under favourable conditions would lead to reductions in prejudice and increases in 

understanding and tolerance. More specifically, contact was assumed to be a uniform, 

decontextualized intervention that would (all else being equal) naturally lead to both the 

recognition of the equality of all humans and to the recognition of the need to respect the 

differences between racial, ethnic and religious groups. A further analysis showed, however, that 

the meaning of intergroup contact at the social projects studied was closely related to their social 

and political context. This context was formed by the recent murder of Islam critic Theo van 

Gogh by a Dutch youth of Moroccan background and the social unrest that had erupted in its 

wake. Hence, these social projects for intergroup encounters were set up with the intention of 

pacifying the tensions between the Muslims and the white majority in the city. The ensuing 

practices were conceived as entirely voluntary encounters between well willing members of both 

groups. In these encounters, the Muslim minority was centrally assumed to have an opportunity 

to demonstrate their innocent nature to the prejudiced white majority and gently challenge their 

stereotypes. The intended encounters, interactions and discussions at these social projects bore 

the imprint of larger societal debates about multicultural integration and reproduced the power 

differentials between the white majority and Muslim minorities that was inherent to it. The 

chapter concludes that intergroup contact and communication is always/already situated in a 

particular social historical context. This context affects the kinds of discourses through which 

such encounters are organized and experienced. These practices and experiences are therefore 

also socio-historically situated and caught up in the workings of power despite the common 

rhetoric about the apolitical nature of interpersonal contact. It is clear that when projects simply 

seek to make ‘contact’ between groups and assume that it will ‘naturally’ generate tolerance and 

reduced prejudice, their discourse should not be taken at face value.  

 In Chapter 8, these results are further elaborated on through the presentation of a study of 

the Amsterdam World Cup. In contrast to the social projects discussed in the previous chapter, 

the AWC tournament is an example of a project for intergroup encounters, which explicitly 
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sought to regulate the intergroup contact that it produced. By requiring each team at the 

tournament to represent a different national group and to consist of actual members from these 

groups residing in the Netherlands, the tournament constituted an attempted top-down 

renegotiation of the meaning of cultural differences within the Netherlands. The analysis of the 

discourse of organizers, funding municipality, soccer players and spectators showed that the 

tournament was a classic case of a multiculturalist approach to generating tolerance as it fixed the 

boundaries between groups at the tournament through official discourse and regulations. 

Consequently, it sought to improve the relations between these groups by letting them play soccer 

against each other. Ideologically speaking, the tournament reproduced the dominant discourse on 

multicultural integration that assumes that members of ethnic groups are defined first and 

foremost by their ethnic identity and cannot be members of different ethnic communities 

simultaneously. Practically speaking, the tournament mostly appeared to serve as a welcome 

contribution to the development of cohesion within national-ethnic communities as their 

members cooperated closely in preparations for the tournament and attended the festival together. 

Because of the tight organization, the tournament left little room to challenge the dominant 

discourse about multicultural integration and diversity at the tournament and the arrangements of 

power this implied. 

The studies from Chapter 7 and 8 demonstrate that campaigns for the facilitation of 

communication between racial, ethnic and religious groups about the role of cultural difference 

are a much more delicate affair than their own official rhetoric suggests. The encounters and 

discussions in the social projects that were investigated did not appear to constitute performances 

of cultural citizenship. The lack of critical negotiations about the role of cultural difference in 

everyday life appeared to be caused, on the one hand, by a lack of overt regulation as found in the 

projects discussed in Chapter 7. On the other hand, a project in which these projects were 

regulated more strongly showed how (well intended) organization and regulation may easily 

lapse into the reproduction of existing dominant discourses about the problem that is being 

addressed (i.e. multicultural diversity and integration), which are part of the problem.  
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Conclusion 
The summarized results above suggest the following answers to the three main questions that 

were posed in the introduction of this dissertation. The first question addresses the reception of 

the various forms of anti-racist campaigning that were investigated.  

 

Reception of anti-racist communication campaigns 

The diversity in reception that was found is to some extent related to differences in the theoretical 

approaches and methodologies between the different chapters. As was mentioned in the 

introduction, however, these different studies were intended in the first place as an exploration of 

the possible role of communication for anti-racism in general. With these cautions in mind, it is 

possible to draw a general conclusion about the forms of reception that can be identified across 

the chapters. 

The results suggest that four forms of reception can be discerned in the cases studied in 

this dissertation. The most common form of reception of the six campaigns can be labelled as 

‘assimilation into common sense’. Such assimilation can be defined as audience reactions in 

which the content of the campaign is perceived as entirely consonant with common sense 

understandings. As a result, it leads to the uncritical reproduction of everyday talk that does little 

to challenge racism or the context in which it is reproduced. Audience reactions to the campaign 

‘Stand up Speak up’ by Nike, for example, showed that the message of the campaign was 

generally assumed to be in complete accord with common sense understandings of racism. While 

they sympathised with the message that ‘racists’ needed to be kicked out of soccer culture, the 

common sense idea that racism consists solely of intentional and malevolent acts of aggression 

and exclusion towards ethnic minorities was reinforced through the campaign discourse. 

Audience members were reassured that they were part of an innocent majority that had no 

responsibility for racism other than excluding ‘racists’ from the soccer grounds. Another form of 

assimilation was found in the dominant reactions to the multicultural drama series West Side that 

were discussed in Chapter 6. The majority of viewers responded to this programme by engaging 

in impersonal moralizing discursive repertoires about the ‘powers of the media’ and/or the 

‘problems of a multicultural society’. The analysis demonstrated that, compared to rarer 

performances of cultural citizenship, these reactions did not constitute critical discussions about 
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the role of cultural difference in everyday life and therefore did not constitute a contribution to 

the anti-racist struggle as it was defined in the introduction. Similar processes of assimilation 

were also found in the campaigns that sought to facilitate communication between racial, ethnic 

and religious groups by organizing intergroup encounters. In these cases, the dominant discourses 

of the organizers were analyzed as generally serving the interests of the current status quo as they 

failed to stimulate critical negotiations of the current role of cultural difference in everyday life 

and reproduced certain unhelpful (essentialist) assumptions about the meaning of cultural 

difference. Participation at these events was made conditional upon this dominant discourse. As a 

consequence, the discursive practices of organizers and visitors at these tournaments reproduced 

rather than challenged a racialized context that is conducive to racist social exclusions. 

Apart from these processes of assimilation, three other kinds of reception can be 

distinguished. Although these occurred less frequently, some of them do suggest that some of the 

potentials of communication for anti-racism identified in the introduction could be empirically 

observed. First, the reception of anti-racist campaigns could take the form of resistance to the 

preferred reading of a campaign. The clearest case of such reactions was found in Chapter 5 

where two campaigns for urban cosmopolitanism were discussed. Instead of agreeing at least 

superficially with the message of the campaign, as was the case in the Nike campaign ‘Stand up 

Speak up’, the campaigns ‘What are you doing for the city’ and ‘We are Londoners, we are one’ 

were greeted with suspicion and sometimes even explicitly rejected. Citizens from London and 

Amsterdam both felt ill at ease with the notion of an inclusive urban community of equals as it 

directly contradicted their own everyday experiences.  

Second, another form of reception that was found was the individual changes in cognition 

that corresponded with the preferred reading of the campaign. In Chapter 4, the experimental 

study demonstrated how exposure to the multicultural drama resulted in reduced perceptions of 

ethnic threat among viewers. These changes in perception were directly related to the content of 

the programme as it allowed and seduced viewers to identify more with members of the Muslim 

community in the Netherlands and less with the white majority. Such cognitive changes in the 

perception of ethnic threat were in accord with the aim of the programme of changing the 

meanings that viewers accorded to cultural difference.  

Third, a final form of reception that was found consisted of negotiations between 

members of the audience of the campaign, which can be labelled as the performance of cultural 

citizenship. As was argued in Chapter 6, discussions about the multicultural programme West 
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Side resulted, in a minority of the cases, in critical, personalized negotiations of the role of 

cultural difference in the lives of viewers themselves. Although they occurred relatively 

infrequently, they were qualitatively different from the majority of audience reactions that were 

described earlier as assimilation. This mode of reception is theoretically significant and suggests 

that anti-racist communication may be used to facilitate the performance of cultural citizenship. 

However, it is unclear whether the scope of these reactions is sufficient for practical purposes. 

This issue is addressed in the paragraph below in which the second question from the 

introduction is answered. 

 

The effectivity of communication campaigns for anti-racism 

The second question posed in the introduction to this dissertation concerned the effectivity of 

communication campaigns for anti-racism. As was argued in the introduction, the goals of anti-

racist communication campaigns can pertain to two separate issues. First, such campaigns could 

be used to communicate and popularise the notion of a racially, ethnically and religiously 

inclusive community. Second, it involved the stimulation of the performance of cultural 

citizenship.  

 With regard to communicating and popularising a sense of inclusive community, the 

results of this dissertation suggest that an isolated communication campaign alone clearly does 

not suffice. On the one hand, the quantitative analysis of the reception of the multicultural 

television drama series West Side showed that certain preconditions for a sense of an inclusive 

community could be achieved through communication. In particular, this analysis showed that 

perceptions of ethnic threat could be reduced through exposure to mass media communication. 

However, perceptions of threat depend on many other factors antecedent to the viewing 

experience. Moreover, even if strong reductions in perceived ethnic threat could be produced, this 

would still not be sufficient to speak of the communication and popularisation of an inclusive 

community. Results from Chapter 5 further problematize the notion that communication 

campaigns may directly institutionalize new senses of inclusive community. The resistance to the 

campaigns ‘We are Londoners, we are one’ and ‘What are you doing for the city’ clearly 

indicated that the notion of an urban cosmopolitan community of equal citizens is currently too 

far removed from the lived reality of the city to be an effective message in a mass media 

campaign. At the same time, results showed that urban dwellers could and did identify as a 

member of a cosmopolitan urban community occasionally. Such performances of urban 
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cosmopolitanism did, however, require the exertion of a considerable amount of discursive effort 

especially among racial, ethnic and religious minorities. The fact that such performances did 

occur under certain circumstances suggests that there are clearly opportunities and potentials left 

to be explored. However, it is also clear that the stimulation and popularisation of an inclusive 

sense of community is not a simple matter of devising an ideal imagined community and 

communicating this notion from the top down.  

 The second goal of communication campaigns for anti-racism was defined in the 

introduction as the stimulation and facilitation of the performance of cultural citizenship. In this 

respect, the case studies in the chapters above suggest a more optimistic conclusion. Their results 

show that communication campaigns can be useful to seduce people to participate in the 

negotiation of the role of cultural difference in everyday life. Moreover, some campaigns may 

reach people that would otherwise be unlikely to participate in such practices. This is most 

evident in the case of the Amsterdam World Cup where ethnic minority communities participated 

in unusually high numbers. It is also evident in the audience reactions to the multicultural 

television drama series West Side. Both campaigns, which crucially involved forms of popular 

culture that are practiced and consumed across racial, ethnic and religious divides, had audiences 

composed, at least in part, of groups of people that generally participate less in formal political 

debates, such as ethnic minorities. At the same time, however, not all discourse about the issue of 

cultural difference produced by the campaigns should be regarded as performances of cultural 

citizenship. In both the audience reactions to West Side and the discussions generated by social 

projects like the Amsterdam World Cup, the majority of the negotiations appeared to do little to 

critically renegotiate the role of cultural difference in people’s own everyday lives. Instead, their 

discourse either reproduced essentialist discourses about multicultural diversity or simply 

constituted an episode of moralizing rhetorical self presentation. Such discursive practices fail to 

engage with the ideological dilemmas and problems that the current role of cultural difference in 

everyday life produces and therefore do not constitute a significant contribution to anti-racism. 

Nonetheless, the results suggest that although it occurred relatively infrequently, communication 

campaigns can stimulate and facilitate the performance of cultural citizenship in two ways. First, 

they can facilitate viewers’ awareness of ideological dilemmas in their own everyday lives. Such 

awareness may, under certain circumstances, lead to discussions and negotiations of the 

appropriateness of the role of cultural difference in particular domains of everyday life that can 

be considered cultural citizenship. Second, and related to this, highly involving communication 
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campaigns, like a multicultural television drama series, may provide people with resources to 

engage in the performance of cultural citizenship as it offers examples of everyday life situations 

and dilemmas. These shared representations that can be used as illustrations of one’s own 

position or discussed for their adequacy and appropriateness in various shared social contexts. 

 Given the documented assimilation of and resistance to campaign messages, and the 

relatively small cognitive effects and infrequent performances of cultural citizenship, the 

communication campaigns such as those investigated here will not have a significant impact on 

racism in isolation. However, the fact that desired anti-racist effects were found suggests that the 

significance of the impact is not necessarily an issue of technical sophistication of campaign 

methods. It is also clearly a result of their limited scope and a general failure to follow up on their 

outcomes by more powerful social actors.  

With regard to the issue of scope, the multicultural television drama series West Side is a 

case in point. This programme, which suffered from relatively low ratings, is among a select 

(although, admittedly, increasing) number of television programmes that consciously seek to 

subvert the dominant (visual) discourse on Muslims and cultural difference in general through 

Dutch television. While the effects of watching two episodes may be small, these findings 

suggest at least the possibility that increased exposure to such shows may repeat and cultivate this 

impact (cf. Gerbner et al., 1994). The question of effectivity of this campaign strategy is therefore 

only partly a technical issue. Technically speaking, new programme formats, narratives or 

representation styles may increase the effects that were documented in Chapter 4. However, their 

societal impact will depend on the extent to which they become a common feature in the media 

landscape and people’s everyday media diets. Part of the question of the effectivity of 

communication campaigns is therefore a question of scope that is determined by economic 

viability and the political will to invest in such changes in the media landscape. 

With regard to the issue of following up on the effects of communication campaigns, the 

connections between effective anti-racism and politics also come into view. It was noted in 

Chapter 6 that the performances of cultural citizenship that were facilitated by watching West 

Side would have little societal impact in and of themselves. But rather than being ineffective, 

these performances of cultural citizenship beg the question of their mediation into other social 

spheres. Moreover, it is important to ask what kinds of influences the outcomes of such 

negotiations are allowed to have on everyday social practices and decision making processes in 

places of power. For instance, such shows might generate focused discussions about the 
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appropriate role of cultural difference in particular social contexts (such as the soccer club, the 

classroom or the work floor). Furthermore, the question of effectivity is not only related to the 

content of such a discussion but also crucially to its democratic character (i.e. does everyone 

involved with the issue participate?). It also depends on the extent to which it is allowed to have 

an impact on the social practices or policies that determine the role of cultural differences within 

such a context. Formulated in this way, the question of the effectivity of communication 

campaigns for anti-racism again connects with issues of power and political will.  

 

Anti-racist praxis 

The final question posed in the introduction pertained to the ways in which these results might 

inform anti-racist praxis. Three main points can be distinguished and will be discussed below.  

First, it is worth emphasising that common sense knowledge of racism already contains 

the assumption that it is immoral. As a consequence, any communication campaign that seeks to 

communicate the immorality of racism without specifying which kinds of discourse, behaviour or 

representations should be considered ‘racist’ is merely restating the obvious. Moreover, such an 

approach does not address the racialized context within which social exclusions based on racial, 

ethnic or religious differences become meaningful behavioural options. It also does not address 

those factors which prevent or problematize the democratic negotiation of the role of cultural 

difference, such as masculine codes of honour in soccer culture (see Chapter 2). It may be more 

constructive to use such mass media communication campaigns to contest common sense 

knowledge and redefine the kinds of discourse, behaviour or representations that are considered 

‘racist’ in various domains of everyday life. However, such a communication strategy would be 

much more controversial and difficult to achieve than those that merely reproduce common sense 

knowledge of racism. The redefinition of what constitutes racism will invariably result in strong 

political opposition as it will involve problematizing other social practices and social domains 

that heretofore were not considered ‘racist’. Moreover, many people who comfortably consider 

themselves part of an innocent and unresponsible majority will be pressed to reconsider their own 

role (or lack thereof) in the negotiation of the role of cultural difference in everyday life. Perhaps 

more fundamentally, it is unlikely that any definition of ‘racism’ will suffice indefinitely and 

settle the issue once and for all given the social historical contingencies of racism. Therefore, 

communication in anti-racism is more likely to be effective in the long run by facilitating an 

ongoing negotiation about the appropriate role of cultural difference in various domains of 
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everyday life. The top down approach to the redefinition of what should count as ‘racism’ or an 

inappropriate role of cultural difference in everyday life forecloses this necessary ongoing 

democratic negotiation and struggle over the role of cultural difference in everyday life.  

 A second conclusion concerns the role of communication in the popularisation of a sense 

of community that is inclusive of racial, ethnic or religious differences. The results of this 

dissertation demonstrate that the top down dissemination of an ideal sense of inclusive 

community may also not have the desired impact. In Chapter 5, the idealized notion of an 

inclusive urban community was not found to be equally accessible to urban dwellers of different 

racial, ethnic or religious backgrounds because it contrasted with everyday racialized 

constructions of urban identity and belonging. The adoption of such an inclusive sense of 

community (termed ‘urban cosmopolitanism’ there) is better understood as a situated and 

contested social practice. These findings suggest that the popularisation of a sense of inclusive 

community is not a case of the unproblematic communication of the ‘deeper truth’ of 

fundamental sameness or equality of members of a community. Such a notion is contradicted by 

common sense, everyday experiences and structural socio-historical and economic inequalities 

between different racial, ethnic and religious groups. Without redress of these inequalities and the 

ways in which they contribute to the continued racialization of society, the notion of a 

community of equals has little relevance for the lived reality of audiences. Future research on 

(future) campaigns for inclusive senses of community is required to determine to what extent 

other forms of representation might be devised that can avoid the forms of resistance and 

assimilation that were documented here. However, it is clear that any top-down dissemination of 

the meaning of equality, like that of difference, cannot hope to settle the issue once and for all. 

Moreover, communication campaigns in this domain should therefore avoid presenting such an 

inclusive community as a pacified utopia that is somehow beyond all forms of inequality and 

intercultural tension. At present, the role of communication for the communication of an 

inclusive sense of community needs to be defined in more modest terms. This means shifting 

focus to the reinforcing democratic negotiations about the role of cultural differences in everyday 

life and the ways in which it forms an obstacle or potential to developing a sense of inclusive 

community.  

The third point about the implications of the results of this dissertation concerns the 

facilitation of the performance of cultural citizenship. This dissertation has demonstrated that not 

all forms of interpersonal communication about multicultural society should be regarded as a 
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performance of cultural citizenship. Many of the discussions among the audience of the 

multicultural television programme West Side, for example, remained distanced and abstract as 

viewers exchanged readily available discursive repertoires about the power of the mass media 

and multicultural integration. As a result, they failed to address the ideological dilemmas that 

they were personally facing in their everyday lives with respect to cultural diversity. Organizers 

and participants of the projects for intergroup encounters discussed in Chapters 7 and 8 mostly 

reproduced dominant discourses about intergroup contact and multicultural integration. 

Significantly, this occurred despite interpersonal contact with members of other ethnic groups. 

These results therefore suggest that merely getting people to talk is not a sufficient goal for anti-

racist communication campaigns. It is important to focus these negotiations on critical 

experiences in daily life and provide the necessary context and resources to discuss these issues 

constructively. The social projects for intergroup encounters showed that they generally failed to 

supply such a context. The case of West Side illustrates how popular culture with multicultural 

content may be considered such a resource. However, it is clear that much research still remains 

to be done on the ways in which critical performances of cultural citizenship may be stimulated 

and facilitated.  

 

Opportunities  

A number of factors can be discerned that determine whether the potential of communication 

campaigns outlined in this dissertation can be realized. First, there is room for improvement in 

the domain of technical sophistication of campaigns. On the one hand, this concerns theoretically 

driven issues such as the kinds of discourses and representations of diversity that are most in 

accord with theoretical understandings of the problem and causes of racism. On the other hand, it 

also concerns adaptation of techniques to improve processes of media involvement and reception. 

For instance, the processes that determine the impact of multicultural drama television are yet to 

be fully explored. Future studies may lead to knowledge that can be used to develop formats and 

content with stronger effects than those reported in this dissertation.  

Second, realizing the potential of communication campaigns for anti-racism involves 

increasing their scope. This might involve producing more or longer running campaigns that 

increase exposure to campaign content and the likelihood of the performance of cultural 

citizenship. It might also involve finding new ways of changing discourses and representations of 

ethnicity in non-campaign media. In both cases, the extent to which such an expansion in scope 

 184



can be realized depends on their ability to coexist with the commercial interests of the media. In 

this respect, a trend is already visible of increased representation of racial, ethnic and religious 

minorities on television in non-stereotypical ways. It may therefore seem that separate 

communication campaigns are increasingly superfluous as commercial media are developing 

these kinds of programmes out of commercial interests rather than any anti-racist agenda. 

However, while such a development is in principle welcome, it does not immediately imply that 

anti-racist engagements with mass media communication can be abandoned altogether. While 

some minorities are being represented more positively, specific groups, most notably Muslims, 

may continue to appear in predominantly stereotypical ways precisely because this serves 

commercial interests (Shaheen, 2003). Moreover, commercial interests are not identical to anti-

racist ones and do not guarantee the further development of technical sophistication of anti-racist 

media formats and content. The issue of scope therefore also depends on the political will to 

further invest in anti-racist communication. 

Third, communication campaigns need to be embedded in a wider anti-racist framework. 

Such a framework is necessary in the first place to ensure that the impact of campaigns on the 

performance of cultural citizenship is increased. This point applies in particular to the veritable 

‘discursive explosion’ about the multicultural society and integration of ethnic and religious 

minorities that has occurred over the last 15 years in the Netherlands. While discussions on this 

topic abound both in everyday life and in the media, the terms under which they are held limit 

their critical potential. Prins (2002) has called the current climate of debate one of ‘new realism’ 

that is characterised by the need to disrespect earlier taboos based on politically incorrect notions 

of  ‘tolerance’ in relation to ethnic minorities in the Netherlands. Instead, the people are urged to 

speak from the heart (or their ‘underbelly’) about their ‘true’ opinions about Dutch multicultural 

relations. In this climate, discussions about multicultural society fail to develop into critical 

negotiations because the notion of ‘speaking one’s mind’ about the ‘true’ reality of multicultural 

society forecloses a mutual exploration of exigencies and dilemmas that people from different 

backgrounds face in their everyday lives. Such discussions can easily remain lodged in claims 

and counterclaims in which a person’s opinion is expressed but not itself open to discussion. 

Communication campaigns therefore cannot merely aim to facilitate discussions about cultural 

diversity but must also seek to produce what Stevenson has called a truly communicative society 

(Stevenson, 2003). In such a society, citizens have respect for the experiences and opinions of 

others and are willing to adjust their own standpoints based on their experiences in critical 
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negotiations with others (Stevenson, 2003; Jaggar, 1999). The current climate of debate implies 

that there is a clear pedagogical aspect to the stimulation and facilitation of cultural citizenship 

that involves inculcating the values of respect for (but not uncritical acceptance of) the difference 

of others. Such a notion of respect crucially entails the willingness to scrutinise and possibly 

adjust one’s own opinions in these matters (Jaggar, 1999). Without additional efforts to produce 

contexts that are conducive to the performance of cultural citizenship and citizens equipped with 

the necessary skills, campaigns for the stimulation of the performance of cultural citizenship may 

end up producing moralistic discourses like those documented in Chapter 6. Such efforts might 

consist, for example, of an engagement with these campaigns by other actors such as schools or 

community centres. A show like West Side, for example, could be used to reflect with pupils on 

the role of cultural difference at their school and to bring up and negotiate some of the dilemmas 

that they might be facing in this regard. Communication campaigns could also be embedded in a 

wider anti-racist framework to guarantee that such performances are responded to by authorities 

and policymakers. In the example of viewing West Side in school, for instance, the performances 

of cultural citizenship that are witnessed there could be used to adapt school policies or to inform 

school authorities about the ways in which the culture at the school may be altered to challenge  

racialization and racism. The suggestion of embedding communication campaigns in pre-existing 

structures such as schools, community centres or sports clubs again illustrates the ways in which 

the realization of the potential role of communication for anti-racism depends on the political will 

to do so. 

 

The limits of communication 

In conclusion, it is worth to briefly reflect on the limits of the potential role of communication for 

anti-racism. The exploratory character of this dissertation does not permit generalizations to be 

made on the impact of all contemporary forms of communication in anti-racism. Moreover, 

communication initiatives with regard to anti-racism and cultural diversity continue to develop, 

and it is unclear what kinds of future directions they might take, how far technological 

sophistication will advance or to what extent socio-historical developments will transform the 

reception context of such campaigns. Nonetheless, the chapters in this dissertation have 

delineated a number of crucial errors that can be avoided in devising anti-racist communication 

campaigns. Moreover, a number of positive recommendations have also been formulated above. 

The success of communication campaigns depends on their embeddedness in wider campaigns 
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and on the political will to address structural, social and economic inequality. Without some of 

the additional efforts that lie outside of the realm of communication, such campaigns may end up 

providing symbolic solutions for material problems and therefore leave this infrastructure intact 

(Werbner & Modood, 1997). Yet, at the same time, symbolic exclusions are not independent of 

socio-economic exclusions, and it would go too far to dismiss all anti-racist communication 

campaigns as worthless unless they occur in an entirely consonant political climate. In such a 

scenario, all social and political actors already agree upon the problem of racism, and its solutions 

and communication and negotiation becomes irrelevant to anti-racism. This dissertation has also 

demonstrated how communication is crucial in the ongoing process of (re)defining what is meant 

by racism and what processes are implicated in its reproduction. Through ongoing negotiations of 

the meaning of cultural difference in everyday life and the dilemmas that it produces, the 

interconnectedness of symbolic exclusions and socio-economic inequalities can be explored, 

politicised and put on the political agenda in ways that may not have been done before.  

Mass communication campaigns and projects that facilitate interpersonal communication 

may not be the ultimate solution to problems of racism, discrimination and social exclusion.  

However, the cases discussed in this dissertation demonstrate that they do have a unique role to 

place in the antiracist struggle. As developments and knowledge in this area continue and our 

ability to harness the potentials of communication grows, both anti-racist theory and practice will 

surely stand to gain in strength and efficiency. Whether it will then also be adequately put into 

practice is another matter that deserves a dissertation all on its own.  
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Dutch summary  

 

Communicatie is niet de ultieme oplossing voor racisme, discriminatie en sociale uitsluiting. Het 

is echter wel een cruciaal ingrediënt voor een nieuwe theorie en praktijk van antiracisme voor de 

21ste eeuw. Dit proefschrift gaat over de manier waarop communicatie een rol kan spelen voor 

antiracisme in de hedendaagse multiculturele samenleving. Voor hedendaags antiracisme worden 

in de inleiding twee doelen onderscheiden. Ten eerste is het van belang een ideaal om de 

gelijkheid tussen personen in de samenleving te garanderen. Ten tweede moet er zorg voor 

gedragen worden dat dit ideaal van gelijkheid niet ten koste gaat van het respect voor de 

verschillen die bestaan tussen de leden van een gemeenschap van gelijken. In dit proefschrift 

wordt gekeken in hoeverre communicatiecampagnes bij kunnen dragen aan de realisatie van deze 

twee doelen. Daarbij wordt gekeken naar twee soorten campagnes. Ten eerste wordt er gekeken 

naar massamediale communicatiecampagnes die bepaalde boodschappen naar een publiek  

communiceren. Daarnaast wordt er gekeken naar campagnes die de communicatie tussen leden 

van een gemeenschap proberen te faciliteren. 

Aan de hand van zes recente cases wordt het potentieel van beide soorten campagnes voor 

antiracisme onderzocht. Wat betreft campagnes die een boodschap proberen to communiceren 

wordt gekeken naar de campagnes “Stand up, speak up”, “We are Londoners, we are one”, “Wat 

doe jij voor de stad” en de multiculturele televisieshow Westside. Voor de campagnes die 

communicatie tussen groepen proberen te bevorderen wordt gekeken naar het WK Amsterdam, 

projecten rondom het programma ‘Wij Amsterdammers’ van de gemeente Amsterdam en 

opnieuw de televisieshow Westside. Centraal staat daarbij de overkoepelende vraag wat deze 

casussen ons kunnen leren over de huidige rol van communicatie in antiracisme en hoe die 

optimaal benut zou kunnen worden. Uit de verschillende deelonderzoeken blijkt dat hedendaagse 

campagnes die zich met thema’s van racisme, discriminatie en sociale uitsluiting bezig houden 

niet altijd hun doel bereiken.  

 

Massa communicatie  

Bij campagnes die zich richten op het communiceren van een bepaalde boodschap blijkt dat men 

soms werkt met achterhaalde conceptualisaties van het probleem van racisme. Dit gebeurt 

bijvoorbeeld wanneer een campagne als ‘Stand up Speak up’ van Nike zich expliciet uitspreekt 
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tegen ‘de racisten’ in het voetbal en de ‘onschuldige meerderheid’ oproept om hen de wacht aan 

te zeggen. Het probleem van racisme wordt op deze manier geïndividualiseerd en teruggebracht 

tot een klein aantal probleemgevallen. De wijdere context en cultuur waarin raciale, etnische en 

religieuze verschillen als scheidslijnen gaan fungeren wordt zo buiten beschouwing gelaten. Dit 

blijkt ook de manier te zijn waarop men in het dagelijks leven sowieso over racisme pleegt na te 

denken. Het gevolg is dat de doelgroep zich in hun overtuiging bevestigd zien dat zij zelf geen 

racist zijn en het probleem elders ligt. Een gebrekkige conceptualisatie van het probleem van 

racisme zorgt er aldus voor dat er vaak slechts een reproductie van bestaande alledaagse (en 

problematische) betekenissen over racisme (in het Engels ‘assimilation into common sense’ 

genoemd) plaats vindt. Een tweede reden voor het uitblijven van het gewenste effect is dat 

campagnes die een boodschap proberen te communiceren vaak op weerstand stuiten bij het 

publiek. De oorzaak hiervan blijkt in sommige gevallen te liggen in het feit dat men een 

gesimplificeerd beeld heeft van de geleefde werkelijkheid van het publiek. Dit is bijvoorbeeld het 

geval bij campagnes die een ideaal van een gemeenschap van stedelingen promoten (‘Wij 

Amsterdammers’ of ‘We Londoners’). Uit onderzoek onder de doelgroep blijkt dat men de 

stedelijke identiteit soms juist etnisch ervaart en daarom het ideaal achter de campagne niet wenst 

over te nemen.  

Wanneer de lezers wel de voorkeurslezing maken van een massa communicatie campagne 

wil dat nog niet zeggen dat er gesproken kan worden van een substantieel effect. Een studie van 

kijkers van een multicultureel televisieprogramma in hoofdstuk 4 laat bijvoorbeeld zien hoe het 

programma, door kijkers zich meer met moslim personages te laten identificeren, percepties van 

etnische bedreiging weet te verlagen. Een analyse van de variantie in de scores op etnische 

bedreiging laat echter zien dat het effect van de campagne klein is in vergelijking met de andere 

factoren die deze bedreiging kunnen verklaren. Bij het inzetten van massa mediale communicatie 

campagnes moeten de verwachtingen dus getemperd worden, vooral wanneer het een eenmalige 

inzet betreft. Het verdient dus de aanbeveling om niet alleen de technieken en conceptualisaties 

van het probleem van racisme die gebruikt worden in de campagnes verder te ontwikkelen maar 

ook in te zetten op een bredere, duurzame massamediale inzet. 

 

Facilitatie van communicatie 

Campagnes die zich richten op de facilitatie van communicatie tussen groepen in de samenleving 

lijken op het eerste gezicht minder te werken met een bepaalde conceptualisatie van het probleem 
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van racisme. Echter, ook hier wordt gevonden dat het resultaat van de campagnes vaak is dat 

bestaande alledaagse kennis over de aard en oorzaken van racisme, discriminatie en sociale 

uitsluiting worden gereproduceerd. De oorzaak hiervan lijkt er vooral in te liggen dat binnen deze 

projecten weliswaar mensen bij elkaar gebracht worden maar dat de inhoud van de gesprekken 

tussen de mensen niet gestuurd wordt. Het resultaat is dat vaak bestaande stereotypen en 

geoefende commonsense ideeën worden gereproduceerd die vaak juist onderdeel van het 

probleem zijn. Onderzoek onder de kijkers van de serie Westside (een programma dat ook 

benaderd kan worden als een instrument om kijkers aan het praten te krijgen) wijst uit dat onder 

bepaalde omstandigheden gesprekken een kritischere inhoud kunnen krijgen. In dit proefschrift 

worden dergelijke gefaciliteerde gesprekken benoemd als zogenaamde ‘performances’ van 

cultureel burgerschap. Onder zulke performances wordt verstaan dat mensen op kritische, 

geëngageerde wijze de rol van cultureel verschil in hun eigen dagelijks leven met elkaar 

bediscussiëren en herijken. Zulke reacties werden bijvoorbeeld gevonden bij een klein gedeelte 

van de kijkers van hetzelfde multiculturele televisieprogramma als in hoofdstuk 4 wordt 

besproken. Het ontstaan van zulke gesprekken lijkt met name samen te hangen met de mate 

waarin men zich persoonlijk betrokken voelt bij de beelden die er te zien zijn en hierdoor 

dilemma’s en ervaringen uit het eigen leven gaat bespreken met anderen uit de gedeelde 

gemeenschap. Het gaat hierbij om die discussies waarbij democratisch onderhandeld wordt over 

een gedeeld gelijkheidsprincipe en de rol die verschillende vormen van cultureel verschil zouden 

mogen of moeten hebben binnen een gedeelde gemeenschap. Faciliterende campagnes dienen dus 

niet alleen de rol van instigator van gesprekken te hebben maar ook bepaalde gedeelde beelden, 

vertogen en verhalen aan te bieden waarmee mensen hun eigen ervaringen en idealen op het 

gebied van racisme, discriminatie, gelijkheid en verschil kunnen verwoorden en communiceren 

naar anderen.  

 

Conclusies 

De behandelde casussen geven aan dat er veel geëxperimenteerd wordt op het gebied van 

antiracisme en communicatie. Vaak wordt daarbij echter nog niet het maximale effect gesorteerd. 

Op basis van de resultaten van de verschillende in dit proefschrift besproken studies komen de 

volgende conclusies naar voren. Allereerst is het belangrijk om te benadrukken dat niet alle 

vormen van antiracistische communicatie per definitie effectief of wenselijk zijn. Met name in de 

huidige context waarin ‘racisme’ gezien wordt als iets wat zich alleen voordoet onder een kleine 
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groep extremisten, kunnen veel discussies en campagnes over racisme weinig meer 

teweegbrengen dan een herhaling van wat iedereen al wist: racisme is immoreel en de 

meerderheid is er onschuldig aan. Het soort communicatie dat wel voor antiracisme van nut zou 

kunnen zijn is echter een stuk moeilijker te produceren. Daarnaast wordt uit de resultaten 

duidelijk dat communicatiecampagnes voor antiracisme nog verder ontwikkeld kunnen worden 

op een aantal terreinen. Allereerst zijn er theoretische en technische aspecten die de aandacht 

verdienen. Er blijken momenteel nog campagnes te worden gehouden met een achterhaalde 

conceptualisatie van de problematiek van racisme. Om communicatiecampagnes te maken die 

gebaseerd zijn op de meer complexe state of the art theorieën uit de sociologische literatuur is het 

dus nodig dit conceptuele raamwerk te vernieuwen. Daarnaast is er op het gebied van de 

technieken waarmee boodschappen naar het publiek toe worden gecommuniceerd (bijvoorbeeld 

in multicultureel drama) volop in ontwikkeling en zal hier naar verwachting nog veel terrein 

gewonnen kunnen worden.  

 Naast technische en theoretische aspecten is echter ook een langdurige en verdiepende 

aanpak essentieel voor het slagen van campagnes. Het verdient de aanbeveling niet met een 

enkele campagne genoegen te nemen maar in te zetten op het langdurig op gang brengen van een 

verandering in de beeldvorming en daaraan verbonden maatschappelijke discussies. Daarbij kan 

ook de verdieping gezocht worden door communicatiecampagnes lokaler in te zetten 

(bijvoorbeeld op scholen of de werkvloer). Met behulp van de reacties en processen die daarbij 

op gang worden gebracht kan vervolgens beleid veranderd worden om de manier waarop daar 

lokaal met gelijkheid en verschil omgegaan wordt te verbeteren. 

 Op basis van de onderzochte campagnes kan geconcludeerd worden dat er voor het 

realiseren van de idealen van gelijkheid en respect voor verschil slechts gefragmenteerde deel 

oplossingen voor handen zijn. Hierdoor wordt het potentieel van communicatie voor antiracisme 

nog niet gerealiseerd.  Juist omdat zowel de basis voor gelijkheid als de manier waarop met 

verschil omgegaan zou moeten worden niet eens en voor altijd vast gesteld kan worden, is een 

voortdurende communicatie over deze onderwerpen onontbeerlijk voor een inclusieve 

samenleving.  
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Notes 
 

i I once heard this joke in a class in international development studies in the late 1990s. I was 
unable to locate a source for this joke and therefore regard it as part of our shared common sense 
knowledge about academics. 
ii The Dutch expression used was ‘kutallochtoon’.  
iii ‘Negro kisses’ are a kind chocolate coated, cream filled candy. The Dutch manufacturer 
recently changed its name to ‘Kisses’ after allegedly receiving complaints that the name was 
offensive to blacks. 
iv Percentage was calculated on the basis of respondents that scored 4 or 5 on the five-point Likert 
scale that was used. A score of 4 represents a predominant agreement, and a score of 5 represents 
a total agreement with either the campaign’s worth or its effectivity. 
v Only respondents answering all relevant items were included in the model; 5 respondents were 
removed because their ethnicity was unknown and one because their educational level was 
unknown.  
vi The ‘We are Londoners, we are one’ campaign was issued in the aftermath of the bombings of 
the London underground on July 7th 2005. The campaign ‘We Amsterdammers’ was set up in 
response to the murder of filmmaker Theo van Gogh by a Muslim radical. 
vii In the Amsterdam focus groups, participants were asked to discuss ‘real’ Amsterdammer 
identities. These discussions were not expected to result in arbitration of the true Amsterdammer 
identity. Instead, they consistently served to trigger animated discussions over people’s own 
relation to their city.  
viii The term immigrant here is a translation of the Dutch word ‘Allochtoon’, which is widely used 
in Holland to denote people with a non-white ethnic background 
ix Almere is a town near Amsterdam. Large parts of the white working class population living in 
Amsterdam’s city centre moved out to Almere and a number of other towns as the inner city 
gentrified over the last two decades.  
x We are using the terminology of Liebes and Katz here but are aware of other authors who have 
come to similar conclusions in their own studies using slightly different terms such as 
‘inferential’ and ‘attributional’ (Worth & Gross, 1974, cited in Michelle, 2007), ‘analytical’ and 
‘interpretive’ (Neuman, 1982, cited in Michelle, 2007) or ‘official’ and ‘personal’ (Dahlgren, 
1988, cited in Michelle, 2007). We recognise the commonalities in these various approaches and 
decided to use the terminology of Liebes and Katz because they fit most with the data and are 
arguably the most well known.   
xi Interpersonal contact is understood here as (non)verbal exchanges between individuals that are 
in each others’ physical presence. 
xii The central ‘optimal conditions’ are, among others, equal status between the groups,  shared 
goals, intergroup cooperation and the support of authorities (Pettigrew, 1998). This point is 
elaborated below.  
xiii Similar campaigns have been launched in London after terrorist attacks. A comparison 
between the Amsterdam campaign and the London one is part of a follow up study to this paper. 
(Muller, in progress) 
xiv Participatory observations also confirmed that especially among organizers and volunteers, 
ethnic minorities were strongly in the minority to the point of complete absence in many of the 
weekly editions of the Speakerstone project.  
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xv Geert Wilders is a Dutch extreme right politician who is mainly concerned with the perceived 
threat of Islam to the Dutch nation. After the murder of van Gogh he received extensive police 
protection because it was feared that he would be assassinated. He has recently commented that 
the Netherlands is under threat from a ‘Tsunami of Islamization’.   
xvi Only the official discourse of the ‘Spreeksteen’ deviated from these accounts by emphasizing 
the role of the project in the promotion of the freedom of expression and debate. However, in 
interviews with volunteers working at the project, it became clear that they too subscribed to the 
belief that interpersonal contact and dialogue would improve understanding between different 
groups. 
xvii Survey data were collected by Dave Mook for a BA dissertation and re-analysed for this paper 
by the authors. Mook analysed this data himself in a SWOT analysis of the tournament in 2005 in 
which ethnicity was of minor interest (Mook, 2005). The cross-tabulation of ethnicity and reasons 
for participating shown here does not appear in his work. Data are used with permission of Mr. 
Mook.  
xviii This quote and all subsequent quotes were translated from Dutch by the first author.  
xix The other two goals are to counter radicalisation of Muslim youth and fight terrorism. Both 
these goals are generally either thought to be realised through stimulations of urban citizenship, 
which will be addressed in the following or, alternatively, addressed with other measures such as 
increased security measures, which are beyond the scope of this paper.  
xx However, the 6-year old tournament is evolving. Plans have been drawn up for next year’s 
tournament to include a separate women’s tournament and a children’s tournament to supplement 
the already existing tournament. Although arguably conservative in design, it remains to be seen 
how such an alternative engagement with gender will play out in practice.  
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