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Chapter 1  

introduction
halleh ghorashi, thomas hylland eriksen and sharam alghasi

the contemporary transformations of european societies can be described 
simplistically as a movement from postwar nation-states based on industrialism 
and cultural homogeneity to late modern states based on informationalism, cultural 
heterogeneity and ideological tensions arising from the frictions engendered by 
the intensification of transnational connectedness. Migration, globalization, new 
communication technologies, international, and increasingly intercontinental 
tourism, work to create shared european identities and public spheres, intensify 
identity politics among minorities, and further the militarization of boundaries 
including the Mediterranean and the North-West African coast. The number of 
interrelated topics is almost infinite, indicating an urgent and continued need for 
fresh observations and analysis. Mobility is becoming a key issue in social theory 
(urry 2000), complementing a century-old concern with society. People move 
into and out of countries on diverse grounds and in diverse ways – as tourists, 
refugees, students, temporary workers with or without the appropriate permits, 
labour migrants, family members of prior migrants, as underprivileged african 
boat refugees or overprivileged north european ‘climate refugees’ settling in the 
Mediterranean. Debates rage in European public spheres about topics ranging 
from headscarves (and their darker sister, niqabs) to Polish plumbers, state religion 
and language instruction in schools. The growth of new cultural complexity within 
West european societies, an issue in research and policy since the 1960s, seems 
to have changed gears, leading researchers like steven Vertovec (2005) to speak 
about a new kind of ‘super-diversity’ – less ordered and less tangible than its late-
twentieth century counterpart. In Spain alone, the number of immigrants grew 
from 900,000 in 2000 to an almost incredible 4.3 million in 2006. 

this situation, which unfolds against the backdrop of the usa-led ‘war on 
terror,’ the phenomenal growth of China as a towering industrial power and 
the universalization of new information and communication technologies, is 
characterized by scholars, variously, as a condition of fluidity (Bauman 2000), a 
reflexive state of late modernity (Giddens 1990) and a risk society (Beck 1992). 
In this time of fluid or ‘second’ modernity, Bauman (2000) argues, all solids 
become empty and old patterns of dependency are thrown into a melting pot, 
leaving individuality in its extreme form, unattached and fully responsible for its 
actions. In such a condition of flux, turbulence and uncertainty among majorities 
as well as minorities, and next to the current differentiation and content of cultural 
diversity in the composition of the population in Western europe, new tensions 
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and challenges in diverse societies have for a number of years led to the rise of 
a number of paradoxical tendencies. For example, we see a growing claim on 
freedom of speech as individual right, yet the same right is explained through 
the collective, historical achievements of western societies. We also observe a 
growth in claims of justice by minority groups, in which the space for individual 
justice in practice becomes limited. What we shall try to argue in this book, and to 
show through examples from northern europe, is that the sense of uncertainty in 
late modern societies has resulted in a tension between claims of authenticity and 
claims of autonomy. In particular, the claim of authenticity by the majority within 
many western societies is described as a culturalist dominance in public discourse 
about migration (cf., e.g., Hedetoft and Christensen 2004, Rottenburg et al. 2006, 
Stolcke 1995, Werbner and Modood 1997). The assumption of the threat of Islam 
for Western societies, fuelled by the attack of 11 september, made the position of 
Islamic minorities in the West a key issue in policy and public debate. Minorities 
– primarily islamic minorities – are thus marked by their alleged culture and/or 
religion, which are then taken to account for their relative successes or failures in 
adapting to their host society; culture is also often invoked in accounts of social 
problems such as crime, educational failures and the oppression of women. Islam 
and what this religion is claimed to contain have in many societies been launched 
as a major element in distinguishing the non-European other from the secularized 
European. 

While in the nineteenth and early to mid-twentieth centuries, perceptions of 
racial difference were important criteria in classifying and categorizing people, 
culture has increasingly replaced it, leading some scholars (e.g. Banton 1987) 
to speak of a ‘new racism’ based on perceptions of cultural difference rather 
than race (Stolcke 1995). It is the itineraries, effects of and reactions to this 
culturalist discourse in different fields of action that form the focus of this 
book. It is sometimes claimed that the best remedy to culturalism is cultural 
blindness. It is assumed that when culture is ignored there is more room for 
individual uniqueness. Yet various contributions in this book show that cultural 
blindness is not an answer to culturalist assumptions and practices, but that it 
actually reproduces the same practices. Thus, the core of this book is to show the 
ways that culturalism is reproduced and challenged, both in terms of discourses 
and practices. Next to an analysis of public debates and media, a number of 
empirically based chapters show how culturalism works in practice; in schools, 
organizations, and neighborhoods, for example. The main aim of this book is 
to show the historical embeddedness of discursive and practical manifestations 
of culturalism, primarily in two countries, Norway and the Netherlands. 
By including chapters from uk and sweden we broaden the context of the 
discussions made. By this comparison we tend to show on the one hand that 
culturalism is not a country-specific phenomenon through which discourses and 
practices are defined, yet on the other hand it also becomes clear that the forms 
of reproduction of culturalism are quite country-specific. 
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norway and the netherlands are chosen as the core countries because of their 
differences as much as because of their similarities: the netherlands has a long 
colonial history and an even longer history as a ‘crossroads’ in europe; norway 
has been more isolated and is a relative newcomer to the european immigration 
experience. However, the proportion of immigrants in both countries is relatively 
high (in 2006, 8 per cent of the norwegian population were immigrants, with 
nearly 25 per cent of the population in oslo having a minority background) and 
growing, and there are interesting parallels between the public debates concerning 
immigration in the two countries. Both countries also share predominantly Protestant 
populations and have functioning welfare states. In the massive body of literature 
on migration and minorities within europe, there is far too little international 
comparison (but see e.g. Grillo 1998, Eriksen 2002). As a result, there is a risk of 
overestimating both similarities and differences between European countries. Yet 
there is no doubt that the situation in finland, with few non-european immigrants 
before the 1990s, in many ways contrasts sharply with that in the UK or France. At 
the same time, finland is faced with a similar issue as in, say, spain or germany, 
in that the ‘auchtothonous’ (indigenous or ‘original’) population is ageing, with an 
ensuing need for labour, and with the growth in immigration (from a very modest 
26,000 in 1990 to 107,000 in 2003) a growing concern with cultural differences 
situated as an asset or a problem. Such differences and similarities are illuminated 
in the chapters that follow.

Culturalization

A few more words about culturalization would be in place. In an influential article, 
stolcke writes about a new form of exclusion rhetoric in the West that is based 
on a homogeneous, static, coherent, and rooted notion of culture. She calls this 
‘cultural fundamentalism’ (1995: 4). This time it is not the race that needs to be 
protected but the assumed historically-rooted homogenous culture of the nation: 
‘racism without race’ (Idem). In Orientalism, said (1979) famously spoke of a 
historically-constructed discourse in europe based on an imagined fundamental 
ontological dissimilarity between the european perception of the West and of the 
Orient, dissimilarity in the favor of the West. The essence of Orientalism according 
to said is then a profound distinction between the Western and oriental self in 
which the former is superior and the latter inferior. The recent developments and 
public debates in various european countries, including the netherlands, norway 
and the uk prove this point (see the chapters by dienke hondius, ellie Vasta, knut 
Kjeldstadli and Halleh Ghorashi). In many European countries, there is a tendency 
to see migrants’ culture chiefly as a source of social problems, and in recent years 
particularly with respect to Muslims. It is argued that the norms and values of 
the West and those of Muslims are different and incompatible (see e.g., Ali 2006, 
Bawer 2006, Storhaug 2006 for recent, influential books from the Netherlands 
and Norway; see Buruma 2006 for a more tempered view). This assumption has 
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led to the construction of a state of confrontation on the face of many european 
communities where there is a demand for an obligatory integration of migrants 
into their new societies. The event of 11 September followed by events in Europe 
strengthened the existing cultural categorical thinking, which in turn led to an 
increased feeling of insecurity and fear within these societies (Gillespie 2006). 
this growing sense of fear of the culture of migrants and the urgent need for their 
assimilation has resulted in an increasing gap between migrants – even those born 
in the new society – and the rest of the society. This growing gap, combined with a 
lack of cultural recognition of migrants, is considered in the undP report of 2004 
as one of the major challenges that new multicultural societies are facing (see also 
Ghorashi 2007). 

the dominant discourse in most european countries with regard to new migrants 
has become increasingly culturalist, in which a migrant’s culture is considered 
to deviate from the European norm. This is founded on a static and essentialist 
approach to culture, in which cultural content is considered the determining factor 
for all actions of individuals. Such an approach leaves little space for variation 
within ‘groups’. Recent changes and developments, particularly in the time after 
11 september 2001, have led to an increase in the impact of religion in perceptions 
of the culture of others. This is obviously more visible in the case of Islamic 
countries, and not least Muslim members of various European communities. 
yet this culturalist approach has been shaped in different ways based on diverse 
historical developments within various European countries. In the Netherlands, for 
example, the root of culturalism is located within the history of pillarization. The 
construction of pillars – ‘own worlds’ – along lines of religious denomination and 
political ideology after the second World War has been the dominant framework 
for thinking about differences in the netherlands, initially based on the tension 
between Protestants and Catholics. The dichotomy between us and them, with 
its emphasis on group boundaries, has, partly due to this established cultural and 
institutional template, latently shaped the ways in which new migrants have been 
approached in the Netherlands. The consequences of this history of pillarization 
for migrants are most evident for those from islamic countries: they have been 
mentally fitted into a new pillar: the Islamic pillar (Ghorashi 2006, Koopmans 
2003). 

This has caused new migrants from Islamic countries to find themselves in 
a confusing area of tension. The historical habit of thinking in terms of pillars 
was translated into the migrants’ conditions and left – even encouraged – space 
for these migrants to preserve their cultures. Paradoxically, this happened in an 
increasingly de-pillarized netherlands – which started in the 1960s – in which 
individual autonomy was seen as prevailing and protected. Thinking in terms of 
pillars has had a much wider effect than on Islamic migrants alone. To a certain 
extent, it has demarcated thinking about cultural differences and ethnic boundaries. 
this has led to the creation of cultural contrasts that make it virtually impossible 
to consider the individual migrant as separate from his or her cultural or ethnic 
category.
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the case of norway, on the other hand, indicates a different process regarding 
the formation of the culturalist approach in recent years. Expanding and preserving 
the welfare system has historically, roughly since the first World War, been a 
central political concern. Accordingly, the institutionalized desire is to provide 
some socioeconomic likeness for all citizens regardless of ethnic and religious 
background (Brochmann 2003, Eriksen 2006, Gullestad 2001). At the same time, it 
has also been argued that norwegian minorities have emerged as a new underclass 
(Wikan 1995). Minorities, on average, have less access to socio-material goods as 
well as enjoy a more limited, or less successful, participation in various sectors in 
the society, than average Norwegians. This state is often explained by minorities’ 
lack of ability or desire to be integrated into Norwegian society. A hegemonic 
discourse in today’s norwegian society describes the multicultural norwegian 
society as a society where the cultural quality of the migrant stands as explanatory 
factor for any conflicts involving relationships between immigrants and the host 
population (Alghasi 1999, Eriksen 2006, Gullestad 2002). This brief contrast 
between norway and the netherlands – other countries might have served as well 
– indicates that similar issues are likely to be dealt with somewhat differently in 
the two countries because of the significant historical differences. 

Welfare State, immigration and immigrants

the phenomenon of immigration is not new, but the notion, as it is understood 
in today’s Europe, is a rather recent concept. In a historical process the idea of 
who an immigrant is and where they are positioned in relation to the european 
self has been subject to major transformations (Glick Schiller 2003, Friedman 
2004). One hundred and fifty years back in time, one could emigrate from 
one place to another and be considered a fully recognized member of the new 
society. However, with the developments of nation-states based on nationalist 
ideology, new perceptions on the identities and positions of the ‘newcomers’ 
have emerged; the status of citizenship, or how one becomes a member of the 
society has been linked to the idea of a sovereign territory the citizens were 
once a part of, accompanied later with being part of a nation with common past, 
culture, and values. 

According to Glick Schiller (2003), the project of nation-state reached a new 
level of development with the emergence of welfare states in which the state had 
the task of integrating individuals in a society within a sovereign territory around 
a common past, shared culture, and mutual solidarity towards the society. In a 
welfare state, the citizenship is mirrored in the national legal system, the sovereign 
in the political system, the nation in the cultural system, and the solidarity group in 
the social system. These systems are involved in reproduction of a hegemonic view 
in which individuals or groups are aimed to become integrated into the societies. 
the process of nation-building is then suggested to be the state’s attempts to create 
an isomorphism between individuals and the nation-state. 
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immigrants seem to challenge this isomorphism within a number of arenas in 
today’s nation-states. In the field of politics, the increasing number of migrants may 
stand as a threat to states’ sovereignty, and has been an important issue in political 
debates. This possible threat is also felt in terms of the cultural positioning of the 
european self towards the newcomer, a positioning in which the european self is 
differentiated from the newcomer’s culture and way of being. As a possible threat in the 
socio-cultural and political context, the newcomers and their participation in various 
arenas within these societies are particularly under attention and focus; in education, 
in media representation, in the labour market, in relation to state bureaucracy and so 
on, there is a overwhelming tendency to regulate and form the coexistence of those 
originally who belong to here, and those who have battled their ways into the Western 
world. These arenas are given particular attention in this book. 

The Scope of this Book

The first challenge of this book is to show the contextual and situated aspect of 
culturalist practices in various places and countries, with a special focus on norway 
and the Netherlands. Such a comparison is an invitation for rethinking culture, 
and by that, for challenging the culturalist approach. An Norwegian-Iranian for 
instance, despite similarities with a dutch-iranian, possesses different qualities as 
well, because this individual is situated in a dialectical relationship to the societies 
and other members of of the societies of which he or she is a part. This relational 
quality in understanding how culture in fact functions enables us to move beyond 
a categorical thinking in which ‘minorities’ are perceived, placed and treated as 
‘the others’, while a ‘we’ is represented as the normal, the natural, and the rational 
who has the right to tame the wild horse of culture. In taking a relational stand and 
opposing this culturalist thinking, then, we consider the very diverse quality of the 
migrant, seen in relation to the societies and fields of which they are a part. This 
takes us further to a notion of resistance that is reflected not only by the migrant’s 
positioning and strategies within a given society, but also by the positioning and 
strategies of the native. One major positioning is the trans-national position which 
enables migrants to stand against hegemonic categorizations in search of new 
identities that are self-defined, and that are inspired by individual experiences in 
relation to structural forces. This strategy acknowledges that today’s multicultural 
europe is in great need of shaping a democratic culture where the search for the new 
is the obvious right of all members of the society. Thus, this book attempts to move 
beyond borders and brings the trans-national into the centre of focus. Furthermore, 
by comparing experiences and insights we hope to bring a transnational dimension 
to the challenge of understanding diversity. A trans-national perspective can help 
us to reflect upon practices that are both taken for granted and allow us to peer 
inward with regard to diversity and the migrant’s condition. We believe that such 
a comparison can inform us of the contextual differences with regard to the ways 
that these practices are shaped and reshaped. 
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Beyond Categorical Thinking

the main criticism of the culturalist approach does not concern the idea of 
categorization, in and of itself. It is impossible to conceive of life without categories, 
including social classifications. The criticism concerns cultural categories being 
reified and turned into absolute contrasts. Within the social sciences, this type of 
conception of culture has been criticized since the late 1960s, when Barth (1969) 
argued that ethnic boundaries were not created and preserved because of differences 
in cultural content, but that these boundaries were constructed in order to pursue 
a political or otherwise instrumental goal. To be sure, cultural characteristics are 
thrown into sharp relief precisely when they can be used to mark a difference 
between us and them. Following Barth (1969) and his successors in anthropological 
studies of ethnicity, we work under the assumption that ethnic boundaries between 
groups should chiefly be considered constructions that are situational, contextual, 
and changeable, rather than entities that are inherent reflections of the essence of 
different cultures.

this non-essentialist approach to identity provides a more nuanced method for 
analysing individual actions with regard to the individual’s own culture. The ways 
in which individuals perceive their culture and give meaning to it are diverse and 
variable. People are capable of criticizing their cultural habitus and of opening 
themselves up to innovation and supplementation with new cultural elements. 
This often leads to diverse forms of connections. What is needed, however, for 
such reflection and innovation to be permitted is a feeling of security. The general 
precondition for reflection, therefore, is a safe space. When people feel threatened 
and coerced, they generally respond reactively. This considerably narrows the 
space for making connections, for it causes people to cut themselves off from 
rather than open themselves up to potential new contacts and combinations. For 
people to open themselves up to new ideas and connections, they need to feel 
recognized for who they are: social recognition is of paramount importance for 
human development (Taylor 1992).

however, the question of social recognition for cultural difference or cultural 
recognition as an individual struggle is clearly related to structural hurdles such 
as the power structures of society, where various ethnic categories and groups 
are unequally endowed. Ethnic Dutch, when compared with ethnic Iranians, for 
instance, may have no difficulties travelling and settling in Norwegian society, 
precisely because the processes of identification, positioning and perceiving ethnic 
dutch within norway is different than, for instance, the processes of identifying, 
positioning and perceiving ethnic Iranians. In spite ot the apparant similarities as 
ethnic immigrants, the dutch and the iranian possess different portions of capital 
– in Bourdieu’s sense of the term – as they enter the new society. The Iranian 
carries negative capital the moment he or she enters Norwegian society. The 
struggle here, therefore, is not an individual struggle, but a struggle to break with 
the very idea of Iranianness existing in the Norwegian society. The construction 
of the new among these migrants not only requires a constrant confrontation with 
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cultural recognition, but at the same time must challenge the culturalist repertoires 
chaining these migrants to the past and to an essentialist notion of the present. 

Shaping a Democratic Culture

Cultural recognition is part and parcel of a democratic culture. Democracy goes far 
beyond people’s liberty to go to the polls. In contrast to what is often maintained, 
democracy is not just about majority participation, but it is particularly about 
providing an active space for the minority. This is precisely what constitutes the 
difference between a constitutional democracy and a so-called populist democracy: 
in the latter, the voice of the majority is given relatively free reign, but the voice 
of the minority is not secured. Democracy without the freedom for minority 
opposition is not, however, a democracy.

following lefort (1992), iJsseling argues that democracy is not primarily 
about similarity, but rather about a recognition of difference or being different 
(IJsseling 1999). This important aspect of democracy requires a democratic 
culture that creates space for being different. And yet it is precisely this aspect 
of democracy that is often in danger of being overlooked by predominating 
economic interests. This is why Giddens (1999) advocates a ‘democratization 
of democracy’, in which greater attention is paid to the democratic process. 
according to de tocqueville, democracy is not only a form of government, 
but also a way of life. This implies a change in social relations. Proponents 
of ‘deliberative’ democracy underscore the public forum, in which citizens are 
empowered to take part in a free and open dialogue and to translate their personal 
preferences into more public objectives.

Critics of this approach feel that democracy is reduced to being a dialogue 
and that it fails to take into account power relations and their impact on people’s 
access to the major public platforms. Democracy is more than simply a dialogue: it 
comprises a culture, an outlook, and a way of life. A democratic outlook implies that 
one accept from the very start that another person may be different. A democratic 
structure does not amount to much without a democratic culture, and a democratic 
culture is only feasible if it takes not the I but the other as its starting-point.

the great challenge here is maintaining this relational aspect within our highly 
individualized societies in this era of late modernity. Within the context of extreme 
fixation on individual rights and spaces of this era it is almost unimaginable to 
claim the other as starting point of the connection. Bauman (2000) describes the 
condition of this second modernity or ‘risk society’ as one in which there are no 
goals; no satisfaction of arrival. The result of this process is that the individual 
becomes the worst enemy of the citizen. Within this framework, the citizen is 
understood to be the one whose well-being is connected to the city while the 
individual is only after self-satisfaction. Inspired by Bauman’s line of thinking 
we agree that extreme individualization could lead to a slow disintegration of 
citizenship. The consequence is that ‘public’ becomes colonized by the ‘private’.
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the greatest challenge of this second modernity is to learn collectively how to 
tackle public issues without reducing them solely to private needs. 

Making democratic culture more inclusive towards diversity is one of 
the features of pursuing collectivity. One of the basic preconditions for this 
democratic culture is tolerance. Yet, tolerance in terms of allowing space for 
otherness has proven in the past decades to promote a sense of detachment that 
does not tackle collective issues through difference. This is precisely what de 
tocqueville warned us about: ‘setting people free makes them indifferent’ in 
Bauman 2000: 36). The result of this kind of tolerance is paradoxical in its 
strengthening of societal individualization and in its tendency to essentialize 
difference on a group basis. What is then lacking in this idea of tolerance 
is any collective notion of citizenship. In other words, the creation of space 
through tolerance naively fails to address the tensions that comes with engaging 
the difference. We argue that for all individuals to become engaged citizens, 
we must to take an additional step: not only allowing space but also making 
space. This is about the will to meet the other, which, beyond a convincing 
plea, requires the ability to make space or to step aside. This step to the side is 
an important and inevitable move in creating a common shared space between 
cultures, in which we can admit, meet, and connect with the other. The next step 
in a democratic outlook would then be to guard this newly created space, that 
is, to be prepared to make an effort to defend another person’s liberty and space. 
Adopting these steps brings the individual closer to the citizen. Within this more 
flexible and fluid framework an often-raised issue in Western Europe nowadays, 
the principle of the freedom of speech, ceases to be restricted to the notion of 
what an individual wants or needs to say, but rather, adds to the focus a concern 
with how one’s expression relates to others. This does not mean that the societal 
tensions are mitigated but that the approach to these tensions is different. The 
way that the citizens relate to these tensions is not solely based on individually 
motivated actions or reactions, but is informed by a relational responsibility of 
the citizen to the public. This is the only way that the public can be freed from 
the colonization of the private, returning to Bauman’s statement. 

yet in the practice of everyday life we are far from making space, let alone 
guarding space in our daily practices. Through the dominance of the culturalist 
discourse, the emphasis on the frightening and endangering elements of cultural 
difference has been so overemphasized that there is little space for cultural 
recognition or for a departure from commonality. Instead of solving problems, 
this focus on culture has contributed to a growing gap in different european 
societies between the European self and the migrant other. It follows that if 
culture is presumed to be a problem, predicated on the idea of cultural contrasts, 
migrants may as a result regroup within their ethnic boundaries to defend their 
culture. Feelings of social insecurity and a lack of recognition tend to encourage 
radicalization both for majorities and minorities. When people feel threatened, 
they will go to extremes to defend their boundaries. The growing threat of extreme 
Islamic and extreme right-wing groups is a case in point here.



Paradoxes of Cultural Recognition10

the approach shared by the contributors to this book endeavours to expand 
the space for acknowledgement and recognition of existing cultural differences, 
while simultaneously identifying the perils and shortcomings of essentialist 
categorization. Achieving this end requires finding a fine analytical balance 
between seemingly Manichean opposites – group and individual, the universal 
and the particular, cohesion and individualism, Gemeinschaft and gesellschaft 
– which may, on closer examination, turn out to be complementary rather than 
contrary.

We now move to briefly commenting on the individual chapters, which have 
been organized around three Parts. Part 1 ‘Uneasy Categories’, focuses on the 
discursive level. Part 2, ‘Cultural Categories in Practice’, shows how cultural 
categories are reproduced in practice within various fields of interaction – for 
example, within organizations and schools and Part 3, ‘the Migrant’s Positioning 
and the Public space’, describes the ways in which migrants are represented and 
position themselves within society. 

u neasy Categories

in her chapter, Vasta draws on examples from the netherlands and england, 
and thematizes the transformation of a european discourse, suggesting the ways 
in which many countries have retreated from multiculturalism. A predominant 
discourse in today’s europe indicates that multicultural approaches to immigrant 
inclusion into society have failed and that a large part of the problem lies with 
immigrants themselves. As a result, policies and programmes are heavily 
influenced by an assimilationist philosophy, rather than concentrating on making 
diversity work. Vasta argues for models of immigrant inclusion that incorporate 
policies ensuring equality of access and outcomes and that include cultural 
recognition. 

hondius speaks of the existence of a ‘silent agreement’ in Western european 
societies regarding the importance of race. In this case a visible difference such 
as skin colour is claimed to be unimportant and irrelevant. However, by referring 
to historical and present examples she illustrates the importance of race in the 
construction of identity and social relations, particularly in the Netherlands. She 
argues for a need to acknowledge that racism exists. In acknowledging that racism 
exists not only elsewhere and a long time ago, but also here and today, and by 
recognizing black and white people’s common, parallel, unequal and complex 
histories, she suggests that we may help to create space for new interaction 
concerning this uneasy subject. 

Kjeldstadli, a historian working to reconcile the analysis of ethnicity with that of 
class, has contributed a chapter which systematically develops an argument which 
shows how different positions on very basic questions concerning the categories 
of society lead, ultimately, to differing normative positions on issues of equality 
and integration. Favouring a model which transcends both liberal universalism 
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and collectivism, Kjeldstadli proposes a mode of analysis which, although based 
on the norwegian experience, could be useful in any society grappling with the 
paradoxes of recognition.

ghorashi’s chapter focuses on the contextual differences between the 
netherlands and the united states and the impact of these differences on the lives 
of Iranians in both countries. The main attention of this comparative research has 
been on the processes through which national identity is constructed in relation to 
migration and how these processes have influenced the space for cultural difference 
within each country. This space is shown to be essential for the ways that migrants 
(in this case Iranians) position themselves in the two countries. 

Cultural Categories in Practice

siebers’ chapter deals with cultural and ethnic diversity in relation to the labour 
market and work organizations. According to Siebers, most Western societies 
experience serious ethnic inequalities within their labour markets, which cannot 
be attributed solely to the unequal accumulation of human capital credentials such 
as education, work experiences, or training of minority and majority members. 
apparently, other processes of exclusion and discrimination are operational that 
harm the interests of minority members. He demonstrates that discrimination 
cannot be defined or established without taking into account dominant standards 
for good work and good performance. An analysis of the work and organization 
context is vital to understand the exclusion processes minority members have to 
face and to establish whether discrimination is the case.

Pihl’s chapter deals with intercultural practices in the norwegian educational 
system and the ways in which concepts and practices are developed within 
an intercultural context in Norway. She shows how professionals categorize 
normality, deviance and disability in within the Norwegian intercultural context. 
according to Pihl, the norwegian education system is based on a single, ethno-
national Norwegian, Christian culture, and marginalizes its immigrant pupils. In 
doing so, she addresses alternative strategies for development of democracies and 
education in an era of globalization and migration.

runfors’ piece is a presentation of how visions of equality, equal treatment 
and blindness to difference related to background are put into practice in two 
multi ethnic schools within the outskirts of Stockholm. The analysis makes 
visible some undesired outcomes of these practices, namely the grading of pupils 
according to backgrounds. As we have suggested, it is hardly possible to avoid 
classification since categories are one of the basic tools with which humans create 
order. To be sure, classification is the basis of human social organization. The 
questions of which categories we use and how we use them are, however, worth 
reflecting on. An examination of the process we use to categorize helps reveal 
how ambitions to practice cultural blindness can paradoxically result in a type of 
culturalism where inequalities are regarded as a result of cultural backgrounds, 
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rather than as the effects of the direct and indirect interaction between societal 
groups. 

van der haar demonstrates how culture and a cultural perception of the other 
are at work within the practices of social workers in the Netherlands. She employs 
this analysis in order to illustrate how cultural perception of others may be decisive 
in constructions of relations and practices. From that perspective, she argues that a 
currently dominant discourse from society at large that problematizes the culture of 
migrants also frames the ways social workers relate to their ‘allochtonous’ clients 
(allochtonous refers, especially in the dutch context, to foreigners or immigrants, 
‘non–autochthonous). 

The migrant’s Positioning and The Public Space

in this section of the book, both eide/simonsen and alghasi present the way 
images of migrants in particular islamic communities have been represented in the 
Norwegian media. Eide/Simonsen’s chapter focuses on the increasing and changing 
patterns of representation of ‘new’ migrants within Norwegian media. She observes 
a change of representation in the last decade from rather unequivocal coverage to 
increasing emphasis on difference in a negative sense (islamic migrants as victims 
of their culture or aggressors because of their culture). Migrants have within this 
particular discourse become ‘fallen angels’. Within this context, exclusionary 
essentialist constructs of migrants as ultimate others are produced, as opposed to 
the norms associated with norwegian-ness (and the inevitable link to both nature 
and culture). The chapter also explicitly suggests as one of the conditions for a 
multiethnic public sphere the right to be understood as a universal citizen. 

alghasi’s chapter shows a similar pattern of representation of islamic migrants 
in the Norwegian media, yet the focus of the chapter is different. He presents 
the challenge of tV debate programs in producing culturalist and populist 
representations of reality while attempting to narrate multi-ethnic societal issues. 
While these programs claim to take an objective and critical stand against power 
by the media, this chapter shows that these programs are, in fact, influenced by 
economic forces, and contribute paradoxically to a reductive construction of reality 
by reproducing a dominant and powerful discourse of cultural otherness. 

lettinga’s chapter follows the same line of argument concerning the 
representation of migrants but examines this process within the context of public 
debates outside the media sphere. In her chapter she shows how the populist 
representation of islamic migrants as absolute others and as a threat to the dutch 
society has increasingly hijacked the Dutch public debate, and has moved it toward 
a more culturalist direction. In this process Dutch society has been constructed as 
the norm of civilization and universal equality while women from islamic countries 
who wear Islamic clothing are considered as unemancipated and oppressed. After 
analyzing public debates and parliamentary discussions in the netherlands on the 
use of headscarves, lettinga presents the core paradox of a recognition of religious 
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difference embedded within dutch history and the current discomfort toward the 
religious choices of Islamic migrants in the country.

the chapters by Brouwer/den uyl and Vestel both focus on how young migrants 
are positioned within their local settings and the ways that these migrant youngsters 
negotiate their multiple identities in relation to these settings. Both chapters show how 
neighbourhoods that are represented within a dominant discourse as ‘problematic’ 
are considered by these young migrants as a place of belonging. The chapters also 
demonstrate how the represented identities of migrant youth as ‘coherent and static’ 
are, rather, experienced more fluidly within multiple settings. 

The chapter by Brouwer and Den Uyl focuses more specifically on the ways 
in which living in a super-diverse neighbourhood allows the young girls of their 
study the means to become culturally more competent to deal with the presence 
of diverse identities within Dutch society. These girls are easily able to use their 
inter-ethnic and intra-ethnic connections interchangeably and, in fact, invite others 
to join their neighbourhood so that they also can experience the way that mix 
of identities works in practice. This chapter concludes that the flexible and open 
presentation employed by these girls could serve as an inspiration for a larger 
sense of ‘we’ within the Dutch society. 

Vestel’s chapter provides a strong model for how hybridity works in practice. The 
focus of the chapter is on the generative articulation of ‘new’ and shared spaces of 
identity, where the participants (the youngsters living in a ‘problematic’ neighbourhood 
in norway) simultaneously seek to move beyond the cultural orientations of their 
parents as well as the hegemony of ‘the Norwegian’. This chapter shows how loyalty 
to a place leads to trans-ethnic connections and friendships. But it also demonstrates 
how the construction of otherness within the dominant society interplays with the 
shifting and hybrid manners through which these youngsters position themselves; this 
process involves tensions both on the level of experiences and reflections. 

in his epilogue on pluralist universalism, eriksen tries to draw the empirically 
based arguments of the individual chapters of the book into a viable societal model 
which reconciles the demands of equality with the facts of identity politics and 
cultural differences.

it is our hope that this book, seen in its entirety, showcases the need for a 
thorough, comparatively- and historically-framed understanding of domestic 
histories and circumstances for an understanding of majority/minority relationships; 
and we also hope that this foray into comparative research will encourage others to 
do the same, using research from other countries. 
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Chapter 2 

engaging with diversity:  
europe Between imagined homogeneity  

and enduring Cultural difference
ellie Vasta

introduction

numerous european countries of immigration are currently experiencing a ‘moral 
panic’ about immigration and ethnic and religious diversity. Throughout Europe 
the ideas about how we engage with difference are being challenged. In many 
countries there appears to be a retreat from multiculturalism, both in policy and 
public discourses, and a shift toward demands for integration1 of immigrants into 
dominant values, culture and social behaviour. There is a pervasive view that 
pluralist or multicultural approaches to immigrant inclusion into society have 
failed and that a large part of the problem lies with immigrants themselves. As 
a result, policies and programmes are heavily influenced by an assimilationist 
philosophy, rather than by a a focus on making diversity work.

A number of concerns have arisen about identity, specifically concerning 
ethnic or religious identities versus a perceived homogenous national identity. One 
fear is based on the premise that western democratic values will be destroyed by 
too many foreigners or by immigrants whose values are perceived to be different 
or inferior. There is a perception among some that alleged different or inferior 
cultures and values may threaten national identity and have a damaging effect 
on social cohesion, leading to violence and to a loss of freedom. On the other 
hand, some contend that immigrants and ethnic minorities have not done what 
they were meant to do – that is, to become like ‘us’. Many believe that immigrants 
have not met their responsibility to integrate, thus segregating themselves from 
the receiving society. An extreme argument is that multiculturalism supports a 
form of tribalism and that it segregates ethnic minorities and immigrants from the 
mainstream society. 

1 I use the term ‘integration’ when referring to the official usage both in policy and in 
the public discourse. In this schema, integration is seen as a concept and process defined by 
the dominant group. Many social scientists prefer to use the term ‘immigrant participation’ 
which provides the idea of immigrant agency in the process of settlement. 
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Multiculturalism, on the one hand, frequently elicits a paradox between the need 
for equality and cultural recognition, which is what immigrants need to integrate 
or participate and, on the other hand, the desire for cultural assimilation, which 
increasingly has become the focus of numerous European receiving societies. This 
desire is based on the idea that immigrants, their cultures and multiculturalism are 
the problem. In this chapter, I will first briefly examine how the state constructs 
migrants in the shift away from multiculturalism to integration and cohesion 
and secondly, how immigrants and ethnic minorities are positioned in the public 
discourse. British policy changes are briefly considered, merely as an illustration 
of some of the changes, and a number of dominant themes in the public discourse 
in Europe are also examined. In both policy and public discourses, there has been 
a shift away from multiculturalism to a demand for integration, cohesion and in 
some cases, assimilationism. I explore the implications of this change and contend 
that equality cannot exist without the mutual accommodation of difference. I argue 
that in western liberal democracies, instead of abandoning multiculturalism, we 
need to expand it. 

models of inclusion

Over the past 50 years there have been varied official responses to the phenomenon 
of immigration. Some countries sought immigrants to boost their numbers in the 
labour market both from their former colonies and from other countries. In many 
cases, immigrants were expected to return to their homelands when no longer 
needed. For immigrant settlers, various models of inclusion have emerged over 
the past fifty years that have focused on variations of assimilation, integration and 
multiculturalism. These include the assimilation/republican model (France), guest 
worker models (germany, switzerland, austria, netherlands, and more recently 
the uk with the work permits system), race relations (uk), multiculturalism 
(Canada, australia, sweden, netherlands, denmark, uk), and integration 
(Netherlands, Britain, Denmark, Germany). 

the continuing backlash against immigration and multiculturalism is occurring 
across countries, despite the adoption of different models of inclusion. In all the 
models of inclusion there is a general crisis of confidence. In Sweden, despite a 
policy of multiculturalism and integration, ethnic segregation and high immigrant 
unemployment persists (Schierup, et al. 2006). In Denmark, for example, where 
versions of multiculturalism and integration existed, there is now a call for a 
policy of inclusion informed by homogeneity (Hedetoft 2003). Despite its attempt 
at tackling problems of inequality through an ideology of homogeneity, france is 
also facing a failed policy (Simon 2006).

Currently, all of these models are in a state of flux with a strong leaning towards 
integration, cohesion and assimilation. In order to understand the ambiguities we 
need to begin with some basic definitions of the concepts:
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Integration is often used in a normative way, to imply a one-way process of 
adaptation by newcomers to fit in with a dominant culture and way of life. Others 
see it as a two-way process of adaptation, involving change in values, norms and 
behaviour for both newcomers and members of the existing society (Castles, et al. 
2003, 14-15). For some it represents a return to the principle of assimilation (Back, 
et al. 2002; Entzinger 2003; Worley 2005), highlighted by measures to enforce 
cultural conformity through, for instance, tests of ‘Britishness’ or ‘Dutchness’. 

as with integration, cohesion can be a vague concept that can mean whatever 
people want it to mean. Beauvais and Jenson (Beauvais and Jenson 2002) examine 
five possible conceptions of social cohesion: social cohesion as common values and 
civic culture; as social order and social control; as social solidarity and equality; 
as social networks and social capital; and as sense of belonging and identity (in 
Chan, et al. 2006, 287). In Britain, the current proposed strategy stresses a more 
individualist approach – ‘getting on well together’ and ‘adapting to one another’, 
and rejects multiculturalism (Commission on Integration and Cohesion June 
2007).

Assimilation usually refers to a process of complete absorption, through 
policies and programs of forced integration, based on the idea of a certain end-state 
where immigrants are fully absorbed into the norms and values of the receiving 
society (Brubaker 2003). Cultural recognition is anathema in this model. Today, 
policies geared towards ‘assimilation’ exist in france where the central idea is that 
immigrants become assimilated into the political community as French citizens. 
the french believe that through their republican model of assimilation, they have 
the capacity for assimilating minorities into a dominant culture based on linguistic 
homogeneity and civic nationalism. 

Although there are numerous definitions of multiculturalism, we can generally 
condense them to two key principles – social equality and participation, and 
cultural recognition: 

the .rst key principle is that immigrant participation is necessary in all 
societal institutions, including the labour market and education, to name 
a few, to achieve social equality. This requires firstly, government policies 
that make sure that immigrants have access to various rights e.g. anti-
discrimination, equal opportunity and services delivered in ways that 
match needs of different groups (according to culture, gender, generation, 
location etc); and secondly, empowerment in the sense that immigrants 
need to acquire cultural capital (main language, cultural knowledge, ability 
to switch codes) and human capital (education, vocational training) needed 
to participate in the receiving society. 
the second key principle is that migrants have the right to pursue their 
own religion and languages and to establish communities. This is about 
cultural recognition, and respect for difference. Immigrants and ethnic 
minorities require social and institutional cultural recognition in order to 
provide continuity with their past, as a source of group solidarity and as a 

•

•
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means of protection against discrimination and exclusion. Ultimately, it is 
considered necessary for successful settlement. In order to be successful, 
any policy of inclusion needs to include both principles. 

The Politics of inclusion and Discontent

The development of each country’s models of inclusion has been influenced by 
specific economic and political histories, including colonialism, the post-war 
economic situation, historical racism, forms of nation building and citizenship 
(Castles and Miller 2003). Variants of both principles of multiculturalism outlined 
above have been adopted in Europe. Many European states have assumed some 
sort of responsibility to help immigrants settle or integrate. Yet despite their 
historical, economic and political differences, numerous european countries of 
immigration appear to be moving towards a desire for cultural homogeneity. 
Britain has employed variations of multicultural policies until recently, with what 
seems to be an ideological shift in policy towards integration, social cohesion and 
assimilationism. 

Britain has had a unique mix of inclusion policies – the Race Relations and 
Multiculturalism model which continues to this day; Integration Strategies 
for refugees, which were introduced early this decade, though seem to have 
disappeared; and over the past five years the notion of Community Cohesion2 has 
been developed culminating with the recent introduction of the Commission for 
Integration and Cohesion (June 2007) whose aim it was to recommend strategies 
for the integration of new immigrants and ethnic minorities. Both the Race Relations 
Acts and multiculturalism were specifically introduced for ethnic minorities from 
the Commonwealth. The first Race Relations Acts of 1965 and 1968 were based 
on the idea that welfare agencies should be set up to help black immigrants settle. 
they were also premised on the idea that the state should end racial discrimination 
and promote equality of opportunity through legal sanctions and public regulatory 
agencies (Solomos 2003, 80). This model of inclusion was based on the idea of 
high levels of state intervention in line with the then model of the welfare state. 
Multicultural policies were specifically introduced in the schools in an attempt to 
give ethnic minority children language teaching and a culturally relevant education 
as a way of developing mutual respect and self-esteem in multiethnic classrooms. 

2 On an almost yearly basis a new official strategy or commission on cohesion has 
been introduced. For example, see Guidance on Community Cohesion lga 2002 ‘guidance 
on Community Cohesion’: Local Government Association, Office of the Deputy Prime 
Minister, Home Office, CRE, The Interfaith network.; Building a Picture of Community 
Cohesion (Home Office Community Cohesion Unit 2003); The End of Parallel Lives report 
(Community Cohesion Panel 2004); Strength in Diversity – Towards a Community Cohesion 
and Race Equality Strategy (Home Office 2004); Improving Opportunity, Strengthening 
Society (Home Office 2005). 
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some local governments introduced multicultural policies, such as labour market 
training programmes for ethnic minorities. 

nevertheless, solomos comes to the conclusion that on the whole, the measures 
taken remained largely symbolic. He states, ‘Anti-discrimination legislation has 
been in place for nearly five decades and yet there is still widespread evidence of 
a high degree of discrimination in both the public and the private sector’ (solomos 
2003, 93). The intentions behind numerous policies have not been achieved due to 
the significant gap between the rhetoric and the experience. In the 1990s, there was a 
shift away from interventionist anti-racist policies towards a more market-oriented 
approach. This approach was based on a policy of a de-regulated labour market 
and on the Thatcherite idea that service delivery is best privatized (Solomos 2003). 
Under this model, inequality has increased and certain groups cannot compete. in 
the UK in 2001-2, for example, among 16-24 year olds, Bangladeshis (36.9 per 
cent), Pakistanis (24.9 per cent) and African Caribbeans (23.7 per cent) had rather 
high rates of unemployment compared with 10.9 per cent of Whites (Schierup, et 
al. 2006, 125). 

there has been much debate in the uk about immigrant diversity, 
multiculturalism, integration and segregation. Although ‘integration as a two-
way process’ is a much advocated concept, there is some confusion about 
the exact meaning of the process. For example, the Strength in Diversity – 
Towards a Community Cohesion & Race Equality Strategy (Home Office 2004) 
report stated that ‘integration in Britain is not about assimilation into a single 
homogenous culture, it is a two-way process with responsibilities on both new 
arrivals and established communities’ (Home Office 2004, 4). Importantly, the 
responsibility of the state in the two-way process is to ‘provide practical support 
to overcome barriers to integration, both for the individuals newly arrived in 
Britain and for the local community into which they are being welcomed’ 
(Home Office 2004, 18). 

the discourse of the ‘two-way process’ sounds most reasonable, and in 
numerous documents, as in the Improving Opportunity, Strengthening Society 
(Home Office 2005), there is support for multiple identities (Home Office 2005, 
45):

…we consider that it is important for all citizens to have a sense of inclusive 
British identity. This does not mean that people need to choose between 
Britishness and other cultural identities, nor should they sacrifice their particular 
lifestyles, customs and beliefs. They should be proud of both. 

Many of the reports state that the White or established communities also need 
to engage in this process, but how this would work is rarely spelt out. When the 
responsibilities of the established communities is mentioned, it is usually put in 
terms of what they are not expected to do – ‘recognising that integration can mean 
changes for the established community does not mean abandoning the values 
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that we share as citizens: respect for the law and democratic structures, fairness, 
tolerance and respect for difference’ (Home Office 2004, 8). 

similarly, the Commission for Integration and Cohesion report (June 2007), 
although providing rather vague definitions, refers to the interactive aspect of the 
definition: ‘cohesion is principally the process that must happen in all communities 
to ensure different groups of people get on well together; while integration is 
principally the process that ensures new residents and existing residents adapt 
to one another’ (June 2007, 9). Yet the stated aim of the Commission was to 
recommend strategies for the integration of new immigrants and ethnic minorities 
(June 2007). 

In just about all the policy documents and strategies on integration and cohesion, 
integration is defined as a two-way process. But if we study the documents 
carefully, we will find the business of integration is mainly up to immigrants and 
ethnic minorities. The phrase ‘integration is a two-way process’ often remains 
a platitude because the recommended strategies rarely tackle the second part of 
the process which requires that the dominant, established groups also take the 
responsibility to integrate into an ethnically and culturally diverse society. How 
this is to be done remains obscure. Cheong et all suggest that immigrants are the 
ones expected to do the integrating ‘while issues pertaining to the problematic 
construction of White identities remain out of the spotlight of the government’s 
approach to managing new immigrants’ (Cheong, et al. 2007, 32-33).

ultimately, this two-way process becomes a smokescreen for the contradictions 
within the policy and public discourses. Immigrants and ethnic minorities are 
expected to integrate, to choose Britishness and to retain their own cultures and 
traditions, thus developing or maintaining multiple identities. Their discourse 
reveals an openness to multiculturalism, to accommodating difference through 
the idea that immigrants can develop or maintain multiple identities. But the 
contradiction in public and policy discourses arises because immigrants are 
told, through policies of integration and cohesion, that they are expected to take 
the responsibility to integrate, while it is important for the state to ensure that 
immigrants are provided with the necessary resources and rights to ‘integrate’, this 
model falls short. Worley calls it ‘a discourse of assimilation, within a framework 
of integration’ (Worley 2005, 489). 

in summary, it appears that racism is dealt with in a more forthright manner in 
the UK than in numerous other European countries. What is unique about the UK is 
that through its race relations acts it acknowledges and has attempted to deal with 
racism in a way that many other countries have not. In the UK, one small step in 
the right direction is that recently the criminal justice system has publicly admitted 
that institutional racism exists. The country has, however, shifted away from 
multiculturalism, preferring policies of integration and ‘integration and cohesion’. 

In Europe there is much rhetoric and concern for equality, but official data 
reveals there is ongoing inequality for many immigrant groups and sub-groups. 
equality of access and outcomes and cultural recognition are the necessary 
building blocks of immigrant participation. However, the concern to shift away 
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from ‘multiculturalism’ to integration concentrates mainly on the aspect of 
cultural recognition. A drive towards cultural homogeneity is revealed in the 
public discourses around Europe.

Public Discourses and Their Discontent

Too Much Diversity Undermines Social Cohesion

in the uk, some people argue that too much (ethnic/religious) diversity undermines 
social cohesion by challenging western democratic values such as freedom, 
and rights. More specifically, some believe that the values of some ethnic and 
religious groups will undermine these democratic values, and that maintaining 
multiculturalism will only exacerbate the problem (Goodhart 2004). The Cantle 
report (Cantle 2001) had argued that multiculturalism had failed ‘to assert and 
prioritize core national values’ (Lewis and Neal 2005, 431). After 9/11 in the US 
and 7/7 in the uk, there has also been concern that Muslim communities have not 
integrated. In Denmark, part of the debate is characterized by the idea ‘that ‘our’ 
values and culture are indisputably superior’ (Hedetoft 2003). In the Netherlands the 
backlash has been mainly against the ethnic minorities, particularly Muslims who 
have been there for several decades, and whom are seen not to have integrated. 

in particular, the concern is that a strong sense of islamic identity can obstruct 
integration and social cohesion, leading to violence and to a loss of freedom. 
thus, part of the popular and political debate stresses ‘the need to reassert ‘core 
values’… these values are typically associated with Christian, Western, european 
liberalism, and contrasted with those thought representative of islamism: 
segregation and suppression of women (veiling), forced/arranged marriages, 
female circumcision, separate education, the power of religious as opposed to 
secular authorities’ (Grillo 2004, 17). The fear over loss of democratic values 
makes it easier for policy and public discourses to demand a return to a dominant 
national discourse of assimilation. Parekh warns that unless diversity ‘is nurtured 
with the same diligence as solidarity’ it runs the risk of withering away (Parekh 
2004, 7). The situation in the cities varies largely from the rural areas and from 
national debates. A city like London, for example, which has been multi-ethnic 
and multicultural for many decades, is much less concerned about the so-called 
ill-effects of diversity because multiculturalism runs through the fabric of the city. 
there, the backlash has more to do with the distribution of resources – it is a class 
issue (Hewitt 2005). 

Immigrants and Ethnic Minorities Strain the Welfare System

a related theme is that too many migrants will place a strain on social resources 
or, pushing the argument further, in some countries there is a view that too many 
immigrants and ethnic minorities have become too dependant on welfare. In 
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the netherlands, for example, koopmans suggests that some immigrant groups 
have become too dependant on welfare and comes to the conclusion that ‘strong 
multiculturalism’ combined with a ‘strong welfare state’ has contributed to the 
failure of immigrant integration (Koopmans 2003; Koopmans 2006). However, 
inconsistent development of policies and poor delivery of programmes, as 
mentioned earlier, are not part of this equation (see Poplears and scholten; 
Vasta, 2007). On the other hand, in their research Banting and Kymlicka (2004b) 
found no evidence to suggest that multicultural policies erode the welfare state 
(Banting and Kymlicka 2004b, 32). The authors stress that some countries ‘have 
managed to combine high levels of immigration and multiculturalism on the 
one hand and serious commitments to redistribution on the other’ (Banting and 
Kymlicka 2004a, 1). 

Immigrants and Ethnic Minorities Have Not Taken the Responsibility to Integrate

a third theme is that migrants/ethnic minorities have not taken the responsibility 
to integrate into the receiving country and, by implication, they have segregated 
themselves. In the UK, for example, Phillips claims that the maintenance of ethnic 
identity and targeted social programmes, in other words, multiculturalism, can 
perpetuate socio-economic disadvantage and lead to segregation (Phillips 2005). 
the marginalization of various immigrant and ethnic minority groups in housing, 
education, and the labour market is rarely part of the debate about the reason some 
groups are not ‘integrating’. 

nevertheless, ghorashi explains that in the netherlands, ‘the recent discursive 
assumption has been that the social and economic problems of immigrants 
will be solved once they distance themselves from their culture and assimilate 
into Dutch society’ (2003, 165-166). By retaining strong attachments to their 
cultures, religions, home countries etc, immigrants are blamed for not taking the 
responsibility to integrate into the receiving society. In Britain, Modood counters 
this notion, and suggests that ethnic minorities are, indeed, ‘integrated’. This ‘is 
marked by an ethnic assertiveness’ in which ethnic minorities have challenged 
values and identities. ‘Indeed, political mobilization and participation, especially 
protest and contestation, has been one of the principal means of integration in 
Britain’ (Modood 2007, 49).

The Receiving Country Has Been Too Lenient/Generous

another notable argument, mainly from the netherlands, is that the receiving 
country has been too lenient by not expecting enough of migrants. The line of 
reasoning adopted by Paul Scheffer, an influential Dutch journalist, and other critics 
of immigrant integration, is that the dutch have been benevolent by providing 
funding and resources to help immigrants integrate while immigrants have not 
taken their responsibility to integrate (Engbersen 2003, 4; Entzinger 2003). one 
part of the claim is that members of some ethnic minorities, such as turks and 
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Moroccans, have not put in the effort to find jobs, and in particular have not learnt 
the language, culture and history of the Dutch. 

Academic debates, in contrast to Koopmans (2006, 18), Duyvendak et al. 
(2005, 13-14) suggest that there is a lack of empirical data to support the claim 
that dutch integration policy has failed because the dutch have been too tolerant 
of cultural and religious difference. They claim there is too much inconsistency in 
policy development and delivery. 

The Culturalism in Multiculturalism

the shift away from multiculturalism partially entails a move away from ‘cultural 
recognition’, that is, a move away from the right to pursue one’s own language, 
traditions and culture in favour of an emphasis on those of the dominant culture. By 
introducing Britishness and dutchness tests, by fearing that our democratic values 
will be swamped by immigrants’ alleged un-democratic values (as evidenced in 
the cartoons controversy),3 their perceived lack of integration is often blamed on 
their cultures or religions. Part of the problem is that immigrant cultures are seen 
as fixed and inflexible, with very little understanding of the gradual transformation 
immigrants undergo when in contact with other cultures. Furthermore, western 
liberalism becomes the fighting creed, for ‘[o]ther’ cultures will have to adapt to it, 
because it is simply the way we do things here’ (Tempelman 1999, 22).

Multiculturalism is often blamed for preaching cultural relativism, in that it 
provides the foundation that all cultures are to be treated as equal. This issue has 
been considered by Wikan (2002), when she examines a number of case studies 
describing forced marriages of young Norwegian citizens. The young women in 
these cases who have fled their parental home have been returned against their 
will to their families by social services. Her argument is that cultural rights of the 
group override the individual rights of the young people and that social services 
are implicated in this state of affairs (Wikan 2002, 145-6). Multiculturalism has 
allowed a certain pandering to collective cultural rights by the state and the social 
services. Like Okin et al. (1999), by implying the culture/religion is backward and 
illiberal, she constructs cultures as unitary and fixed. Moreover, by condemning 
the groups and their cultural practices (anthias 2002), she has also fallen into 
the culturalist trap that she so strongly condemns. It appears that Wikan rests her 
analysis on a notion of ‘backward or illiberal cultural practices’ in order to explain 
what is essentially a matter of gender inequality, a problem prevalent in the society 
as a whole, not just in ethnic minority communities. 

Modood suggests we remove culture from the equation (Modood 2007, 39): 

to speak of ‘difference’ rather than ‘culture’ as the sociological starting point 
is to recognize that the difference in question is not just constituted from the 

3 this controversy was sparked off when a danish newspaper in late 2005 published 
cartoons of the prophet Muhammed, considered blasphemous by Muslims. 
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‘inside’, from the minority culture, but from the outside, from the representations 
and treatment of the minorities in question …

the same goes for multiculturalism in that it is not about culture per se but about 
engaging with diversity and ensuring that immigrants and ethnic minorities can 
enjoy social equality, participation and recognition of their cultural traditions. An 
important irony to note is that there appears to be an extreme labelling of certain 
cultures and religions followed by excessive reactions to them.

Expanding multiculturalism 

the arguments advanced against multiculturalism are numerous and are mainly 
concerned with cultural recognition and with national identities. Rarely do they 
concentrate on the ongoing inequality experienced by many immigrant groups 
throughout societal institutions and structures. It is this inequality that acts as a 
barrier to ‘integration and social cohesion’. Furthermore, as too little attention 
is given to these problems, most european countries of immigration have not 
fully engaged with ethnic diversity and multiculturalism to make it a genuine 
and workable process. As noted earlier, the implementation of multicultural 
(and even integration) policies and programmes vary from the stated goals and 
strategies. Here the paradox arises again: when it is perceived that immigrants do 
not integrate, their culture is blamed. In other words the problems are ethnicized 
or racialized.

social solidarity or immigrant participation cannot be achieved without 
immigrants and ethnic minorities developing a sense of belonging. But this cannot 
be produced directly through the likes of Britishness or dutchness tests, or a 
policy shift towards assimilationism. Sense of belonging, shared values and trust 
can only emerge from the people themselves. In other words, ‘social cohesion’ 
cannot be engineered (Amin 2002, 972). The structures and processes of equality 
need to provide the basis and resources for immigrant participation, out of which 
a sense of belonging is likely to emerge. In order to achieve this, rather than 
abandon multiculturalism, i suggest we expand it by considering an additional two 
principles, and strengthening two others that form part of the two main principles 
of multiculturalism outlined earlier:

Mutual accommodation
Multiculturalism that embraces the whole society – this should not refer 
only to immigrants
equality and full participation 
racism – engaging with racism/racial discrimination as a fundamental 
social phenomenon deeply rooted in the histories, cultures, traditions and 
institutions of western democracies.

1.
2.

3.
4.
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Mutual Accommodation

one of the main building blocks missing from current or earlier policies of 
multiculturalism or integration is mutual accommodation. according to Bauböck, 
mutual accommodation ‘involves the adaptation of the inserted group to existing 
conditions, as well as a change in the structure of the larger society and a 
redefinition of its criteria of cohesion. Accommodation involves an internalization 
of difference. the collective characteristics of inserted groups become accepted as 
distinctions within social positions and membership groups’ (Bauböck 1996, 114). 
Whilst mutual accommodation does occur at an everyday level (see Back 2002 
on hybridity and syncretic cultures), there is very little debate about the mutual 
recognition of values, for example, around the family, in relation to women, 
children etc. in policy and in public discourse.

some theorists (sennett 2004; taylor 1994) emphasize the importance of 
cultural recognition of and respect for immigrant cultures. To varying degrees, 
cultural recognition has been taken on board by numerous countries of immigration, 
although there has been a recent retreat. But the aspects that liberal democracies 
find most difficult to consider are the granting of cultural rights and changes in the 
dominant culture (Kymlicka 1995). Bauböck states that the ‘norm of recognition 
involves mutuality’, which requires changes in receiving societal structures and 
institutions (Bauböck 1996, 119). Mutual accommodation is not just about cultural 
recognition, but about structural changes, where necessary, and ensuring structural 
equality for ethnic minorities. 

Bhikhu Parekh, through a framework of ‘civic’ or ‘critical multiculturalism’, 
develops his notion of a multicultural society by suggesting the need for a 
‘common sense of belonging’. We can arrive at this by developing ‘a body of 
moral values which deserve the respect of all human beings’ (Parekh 2000, 237-
238). He advocates that ‘all constituent cultures’ should participate in the creation 
of a climate of equality and they should have the ‘ability to interrogate each other’. 
The outcome cannot be determined (Parekh 2000, 221).4 so, different values, civic 
and cultural, have to be put to the test through dialogue, and a collective language 
needs to emerge. One important aspect of civic multiculturalism is the process 
of dialogue and negotiation. ‘By communicating to one another their differing 
perspectives on the social world in which they dwell together, they collectively 
constitute an enlarged understanding of that world’ (Young 2000, 112). Dialogue 
and relevant ways of channelling issues and debates down to the grass roots 
level need to be found in order to work towards change in societal structures 
and institutions based on mutual accommodation. It cannot be achieved through 
coercion. 

4 Parekh’s Chapter 7 provides an in-depth analysis of how to create the possibilities 
for mutual accommodation.
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Multiculturalism Includes the Whole Society

the second additional principle is based on the idea that multiculturalism should 
belong to everyone, not just immigrants. Iris Young suggests that a consequence of 
social privilege for dominant groups is that their definition of the common good is 
expressed as ‘compatible with their experience, perspective and priorities’ (young 
2000, 108). By establishing that multiculturalism is for everyone, a foundation is 
provided for the process of ‘mutual accommodation’. If multiculturalism belongs 
to everyone, it undermines the claim that multiculturalism is segregationist and 
sets up a move away from the arguments that ‘we have been too tolerant and 
benevolent’ or that ‘Islam is a backward religion’. 

Multiculturalism is not about pluralism as in separatism or tribalism. Rather, 
it is a philosophy and policy that promotes an acceptance of cultural diversity by 
encouraging the recognition of immigrants and their children as legitimate citizens 
by the society and its institutions. This entails an acceptance and affirmation of the 
fluidity of the national identity, which in any case continues to change through the 
process of globalization and through the interaction of cultures at the local level. 
the state can introduce programs that inform the society – established communities 
and immigrants alike – about cultural diversity. This is the point of pluralism or 
multiculturalism – that cultural diversity becomes an accepted value. 

thus, multiculturalism can include the whole society through its national 
identity. In turn, multiculturalism can challenge the perceived homogeneous 
imagined national identity. Multiculturalism is not antithetical to, but rather is a 
reformer of national identity (Modood 2007, 148). Modood suggests that we need 
both strong multicultural and strong national identities (Modood 2007, 149-151): 

… it does not make sense to encourage a strong multicultural or minority 
identities and weak common or national identities; strong multicultural identities 
are a good thing … but they need a framework of vibrant, dynamic, national 
narratives and the ceremonies and rituals which give expression to a national 
identity … and if there is nothing strong, purposive and inspiring to integrate 
into, why bother with integration? 

The idea of a strong national identity needs to be pushed further. A strong 
national identity in a multiethnic society requires a strong commitment to the 
accommodation of difference. Given that there is a propensity for lists of what 
constitutes Britishness, engaging with diversity and the associated symbolism is 
paramount. If an integration policy is to be a genuine ‘two-way process’, then 
Canada offers the best model for immigrant participation, through their policy 
of multiculturalism. This is due to the importance given to the accommodation 
of diverse ethnic/cultural/religious identities and its symbolic importance for 
the national identity. In Canada the government aims to promote acceptance of 
immigrants and multiculturalism by ‘de-legitimizing any idea that the society is 
based on a single ethno-national community’ and by socializing the community 



Engaging with Diversity 31

towards accommodating diversity’ (Helly 2004, 6). Indeed, that integration should 
be seen as a two-way process becomes irrelevant because it has become a multi-
way process and because multiculturalism is enshrined in their constitution; it 
has become a part of the social fabric. If countries of immigration cannot accept 
the multidimensionality of the national identity, then they cannot establish the 
process of mutual accommodation. This inability in turn will prohibit immigrant 
participation and ‘sense of belonging’. 

Equality and Full Participation 

the principle of equality and full participation requires more than introducing anti-
discrimination laws. Rather, there is a need to introduce new structural strategies 
and practices that deal with long-term inequality in the labour market and education 
that continues into the second generation. ‘Equality’ means equality of access and 
outcomes. Problems with educational attainment and labour market participation have 
led to widespread social exclusion and alienation among some immigrant and ethnic 
minority groups. Immigrants are oppressed when they are economically and socially 
marginalized and do not have a voice. Young points to this problem, suggesting 
that domination suppresses self-determination and that oppression systematically 
‘prevents people from learning and using satisfying or expansive skills in socially 
recognized settings’ and can ‘inhibit people’s ability to express their feelings and 
perspective on social life in contexts where others can listen’ (Young 2000, 156). 

Many migrants do have voting rights, but have little involvement or representation 
in decision-making processes. Participation should refer to two factors – inclusion 
into the main societal institutions as well as involvement in associational life. The 
three main aspects of associational life – private, civic and public – need to be 
opened up to scrutiny and public debate in order to accommodate migrants. The 
very basis of these three elements of associational life is likely to change over 
time when various cultures come together in open discussion. In many European 
countries, immigrants rarely participate in non-immigrant organizations, although 
the number of parliamentary representatives from ethnic minority communities 
is on the rise. Nevertheless, at the last UK national elections, researcher Jasmin 
alibhai-Brown (alibhai-Brown 2004/5): 

spent a whole week in Bradford following all candidates in one area. They were 
all asian, three were Muslim and one was not, and they were all vying for the 
same vote … in the week before the election i never saw a single woman at a 
public meeting. Nor were there any separate meetings organized for women. 
every time i asked them, they said there were cultural problems in getting 
women to come to public meetings. I do not think this is acceptable. Women 
wanted information, and many of the women’s groups in that area were incensed 
that no provision had been made for a proper democratic debate with their future 
representative. 
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resources need to be allocated to help immigrants, and women in particular, 
understand their rights and obligations, and this is best done through community 
and public dialogue. Another point is that often social cohesion is concerned 
with identity and creating a sense of belonging and much less with equality and 
participation. Policy solutions are being sought through concepts such as social 
capital, social cohesion and integration, which ultimately provide non-economic 
solutions to economic and structural problems (Fine 2000). Worse still, within 
the social capital/social cohesion/integration framework, inequalities are seen as 
socially rather than politically and economically constructed, aiding ‘the shift in 
responsibility for social inclusion from economy to society, and from government 
to individual, informing policies that focus on social behaviour’ (Edwards, et al. 
2003, 9). 

Racism

My fourth additional principle is that countries of immigration need to come to 
terms with the existence of racism and acknowledge the destructive effects this has 
on immigrants personally, as a collective, and in terms of settlement and inclusion. 
One of the major barriers to immigrant participation is systemic institutional 
racism. For example, the large gap in unemployment rates between ‘whites’ and 
immigrants mentioned earlier in the uk is frequently put down to cultural factors 
in the immigrant cultures, lack of effective networks, and lack of individual 
qualifications. While UK institutions are well aware of institutional racism, the 
problem remains (Solomos 2003). 

although many countries of immigration attempt to deal with racism by 
introducing anti-racist discrimination laws, this strategy has proven to be 
insufficient, as often the political will to bring about real change is lacking. 
sivanandan emphasizes that ‘it is only in combating racism that multiculturalism 
becomes progressive. The fight for multiculturalism and the fight against racism 
go hand-in [hand] … ’ (Sivanandan 2006). Ultimately, systemic racism creates 
ongoing alienation and undermines the possibility of community solidarity or 
cohesion. 

Conclusion 

Over the past 15 years a general crisis of confidence has developed concerning 
immigrants and immigration within Europe. Both in policy and public discourses 
there has been a reaction to the numbers of arrivals (including concern about 
economic migrants versus asylum seekers), the diversity of groups, the cultural 
and religious composition of immigrant groups, the models of immigrant inclusion 
adopted by the state, and there is much concern about immigrant integration 
into receiving societies. As a result, there has been a general shift away from 
multiculturalism to integration, cohesion, and in some cases, assimilation. 
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any model of immigrant inclusion needs to incorporate policies that ensure 
equality of access and outcomes and must include cultural recognition. The models 
of inclusion discussed in this chapter aim to achieve equality for its immigrant 
citizens through the introduction of labour market programmes, of intercultural 
and multicultural approaches to education, and through the delivery of culturally 
specific programmes and services at the local level. Some of these strategies 
still exist within the UK, particularly at the local government level. Belatedly, 
some countries have introduced language courses. As noted earlier, problems 
continue with funding and with the delivery of adequate and culturally sensitive 
programmes and services. Structural inequality, however, remains a significant 
problem in many countries where some immigrant groups have far higher levels 
of unemployment compared to the ‘native’ or ‘white’ majorities, and where levels 
of educational achievement are often lower. In addition, the introduction of the 
citizenship tests in some countries has created a domino effect across states – more 
and more countries are introducing these tests, some with sanctions attached. 

the shift towards more coercive means of immigrant inclusion has introduced 
a number of paradoxes. On the one hand there has been a ‘culturalist turn’ in both 
policy and in public discourses, with a greater – albeit negative – concentration on 
immigrant cultures: they are backward, immigrants are not shedding their cultures 
and becoming more like us, they are undermining our western democratic cultures 
etc. This has lead to a move to repress the expression and practice of immigrant 
cultures. In policy, it has also meant a shift to mainstreaming in some countries and 
less funding available for culturally-specific services and programmes. Part of this 
move is against multiculturalism. But culture remains the dominant framework 
in the shift towards cultural assimilation. The concentration on culture reveals a 
shift from cultural recognition – the acceptance of living and engaging with many 
cultures in our ethnically diverse countries and cities – to cultural assimilation 
where immigrants in numerous countries are being coerced into policies and 
ideologies of integration and social cohesion. 

this concentration on culture reveals another paradox concerning the 
relationship between the need for equality in western democratic countries and the 
desire to coerce immigrants into a perceived superior culture and way of life. A 
lack of equality and cultural recognition (both of which are necessary for successful 
immigrant inclusion) are pivotal to the crises that have resulted from the models 
of inclusion. The two main factors that can impede immigrant participation and 
damage social solidarity – continuing and rising inequalities, and racism – seem to 
be ignored in many debates. The groups that experience continuing inequality and 
attacks on their cultural traditions will find it extremely difficult to integrate into 
or to participate in society. Western liberal democratic societies pride themselves 
on the value of equality, yet there is a drive to coerce immigrants into a perceived 
superior culture whilst at the same time not paying adequate attention to the 
persistent inequality and discrimination experienced by many immigrants. 

if western democratic receiving societies are to take seriously the value of 
equality, then rather than abandon multiculturalism and the idea of engaging with 
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diversity, we need to expand it. It is important to expand these concepts because 
the danger with ‘integration and cohesion’ is that the accommodation of difference 
will be lost. Parekh so poignantly reminds us that unless diversity is nurtured, 
it runs the risk of fading away. Diversity, through multiculturalism, needs to be 
part of the national policy and public symbolism. The term ‘integration’ is not 
concerned with multiple identities nor with mutual accommodation. The broader 
national project requires more work on ensuring equality of access and outcomes, 
making provisions for cultural recognition, developing foundations for mutual 
accommodation and ensuring that everyone owns multiculturalism. Within this 
new paradigm the current forms of and concerns with integration, assimilation 
and cohesion would be unnecessary. Rather than marginalize multiculturalism, a 
critical and expanded version of this project is more likely to build up grass-roots 
solidarity. 
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Chapter 3 

race and the dutch: on the uneasiness 
surrounding racial issues in the netherlands

dienke hondius

is ‘race’ still an issue at all, or have ‘we’ moved beyond that? the present 
uneasiness surrounding issues of skin colour and race is a significant and 
problematic factor in Dutch and European race relations.1 the netherlands today 
are plagued by persistently high levels of ethnic and racial segregation in cities 
and towns.2 This situation may restrict open conflict and minor irritations, but it 
also prevents present and future everyday convivial interaction between people 
with different backgrounds, religions and skin colours. Getting along and being 
comfortable with mixed company requires substantial effort because of the real 
and perceived boundaries and distances between ethnic and racial groups. Four 
hundred years after the beginning of the slave trade and colonial expansion, this 
‘European apartheid’, as Dutch journalist Hofland recently called it, is all the more 
difficult to counter because it is claimed to be the result of thousands of individual 
‘free’ choices – not of legalized racism.3 feelings of white, european, Christian 
supremacy and superiority still have much of their old self-evident power and 
force. Both with regard to housing, residency, and education – all termed ‘private 
choices’ in an open society – the ‘black’ and ‘white’ Dutch are quite segregated. 

1 an earlier version of this chapter was presented as conference paper at the conference 
The Paradoxes of Cultural Recognition in Europe, 11/12 october 2006, to celebrate halleh 
Ghorashi’s inauguration at VU University Amsterdam. I thank the organizers for their 
remarks. The interview data and observations are presented here for the first time.

2 For recent data see: S. Musterd and W. Ostendorf, ‘Spatial Segregation and 
Integration in the Netherlands’. In: K. Schoenwalder (ed.), Residential Segregation and 
Integration of Immigrants: Britain, the Netherlands and Sweden. WZB, Berlin 2007, p. 47–WZB, Berlin 2007, p. 47–
60: http://www.wzb.eu/zkd/aki/files/iv07-602_segregation_three_countries.pdf. P. Brasse, 
and H. Krijnen (eds.), Gescheiden of gemengd: Een verkenning van etnische concentratie 
op school en in de wijk. Utrecht, Forum 2005. M. Gijsberts and J. Davevos , Uit elkaars 
buurt: de invloed van etnische concentratie op integratie en beeldvorming. SCP, Den HaagsCP, den haag 
2005. S. Karsten, C. Felix, G. Ledoux, W. Meijnen, J. Roeleveld and E. van Schooten, 
‘Choosing segregation or integration: the extent and effect of ethnic segregation in dutch 
Cities’. In: Education and Urban Society, vol. 38, no.2, 2006, pp. 228–247. 

3 H.J.A. Hofland, ‘Europese Apartheid’. NRC Handelsblad, 21 June 2006.

http://www.wzb.eu/zkd/aki/files/iv07-602_segregation_three_countries.pdf
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halleh ghorashi’s4 concept of the paradox of cultural recognition is fully relevant 
in the case of the complex relations the Netherlands are having with ‘race’. The 
african american historian allison Blakely offered the following advice to the 
dutch: 

a society not free of racism must remain race-conscious for a while in order to 
end race-consciousness.5

What happens when a visible difference among humans such as skin colour is 
consciously ignored? in current western societies, of course, racism is simply 
‘not done’ any longer; it is considered self-evident that variety in skin tone is 
unimportant and irrelevant, and therefore, it must not have any meaning. However, 
this silent agreement is interpreted in dutch discourse as an indication that it is better 
not to talk about colour differences, not to mention ‘race’ at all. This conscious 
avoidance of ‘race talk’ may have good intentions: not giving an inch to ‘race’, not 
allowing ‘race’ any space in human interaction, in public policy, in politics, or in 
academic research. The consequence of this firm avoidance, however, is a certain 
uneasiness in everyday interaction. This can be observed both in the Netherlands 
and in germany – not coincidentally two countries in which the deep memory of 
the Shoah and, to some extent, a postcolonial uneasiness have produced a specific 
‘anti-racist norm’. Both countries have become visibly and audibly multicultural 
and multiracial only recently, after having had – especially in the case of the 
netherlands – a colonial empire for centuries without a substantial black presence 
‘at home’. It would be too strong to call this avoidance of race a ‘taboo’, because 
of the weight attached to a taboo. Rather than a heavy taboo, there is a lighter 
but widely agreed upon general consensus about not mentioning skin colour, not 
naming racial issues. Ras, daar doen wij niet aan – ‘We don’t do race’. 

Meanwhile, the terminology of racial difference within the dutch language has 
become significantly outdated: halfbloed (litt. half-blood, for a person of mixed 
ancestry), neger (negro). In public policy and in social science research new 
words are offered as alternatives to racial or racist-sounding words. Words such 
as culture, ethnicity, migration, diverse, minority – and the infamous dichotomy 
allochtoon versus autochtoon (born outside or in the netherlands) – have ruled 
important parts of Dutch discourse for the last two decades. Only recently have 
the subjects of all these words come up against being called neger, allochtoon or 
etnische minderheid. The struggle for the ‘right’ words continues. The new field of 
Black european studies, initiated in germany, investigates how colour and ‘race’ 

4 H. Ghorashi,H. Ghorashi, Paradoxen van culturele erkenning: Management van diversiteit in 
nieuw Nederland. Oratie op 13 oktober 2006 aan de Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, 2006.

5 A. Blakely,A. Blakely, Blacks in the Dutch World. Indiana University Press, Indianapolis,indiana university Press, indianapolis, 
1993, p. 291.
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have affected european histories in various countries, and what legacies can be 
traced and compared.6 

in an earlier study about the acceptance of intermarriage as a test for tolerance, i 
interviewed dozens of racially, ethnically and/or religiously ‘mixed’ couples living 
in the Netherlands, about the reactions they had received from family and friends. 
What turned out to be one of the most ambiguous aspects of their narratives was 
the way in which the couples spoke about the impact of skin color difference. 
in one and the same sentence, they would tell me that color and skin tone was 
completely unimportant yet crucial; that color to them was something they did not 
see, yet that it was always there; they would deny and emphasize the importance 
of color simultaneously. This ambivalence, suggesting many individual struggles 
with racial difference, sparked my interest in the longer history of race relations 
within Europe.7 We need to acknowledge that current race relations are the product 
of centuries rather than decades. Underlying our current situation is a hardly 
digested colonial and postcolonial history. Before elaborating further on current 
issues regarding race and the dutch, some short observations about the historical 
framework in which we find ourselves.

Anti-Racist Norm

in Western europe, one of the legacies of the history of the holocaust is what i 
call the anti-racist norm: the norm that says that racial difference does not matter.8 
racial difference, the concept of race, the word race (ras, in dutch, like rasse, in 
German), is consciously ignored: race may not have any space in public discourse. 
in public policy, race is not a word we hear in dutch, and there is no ordinary-
sounding Dutch equivalent of ‘race relations’. That is very different from how 
‘race’ is used in English. Yet visible difference is a fact of life, and hard to deny or 
ignore. The combination of the anti-racist norm and the fact of visible blackness 
and whiteness creates a source of tension in present day life. 

Variety in skin tones within europe is common, but also still new – in some 
places more than others. In the Netherlands, a significant black presence is only 
thirty years old. Only now are the Dutch beginning to acknowledge the history and 
the legacy of four centuries of empire, the involvement in and profiteering of the 
slave trade and slavery in the colonies – only now, as a result of the black presence 
in our country. The recently unveiled Dutch monuments in Amsterdam (2002) and 
Middelburg (2005) designed to recognize dutch involvement in the slave trade 
and slavery are visible signs of this new trend. So are research and educational 

6 Black European Studies project website: www.best.uni-mainz.de. 
7 D. Hondius,D. Hondius, Gemengde huwelijken, gemengde gevoelens: aanvaarding en ontwijking 

van etnisch en religieus verschil. Phd thesis, university of amsterdam / sdu Publishers, 
The Hague 1999 and 2001.

8 D. Hondius, work in progress: ‘The Relevance of Race in European History’.

http://www.best.uni-mainz.de
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projects, as well as the enthusiasm with which transnational family histories and 
genealogies are studied.9 however, there remain areas that are still too sensitive for 
most white Dutch to change. The ubiquitous appearance of Black Pete, the funny 
and stereotypical black servant and helper of saint nicholas, always portrayed as 
pitch black, with thick red lips, wide open eyes, gold earrings, dressed like a doll, 
is the most well-known example. His presence in the yearly Sinterklaas festival 
in december is defended by some as an important part of dutch heritage that 
should not be taken away.10 But Black Pete, Zwarte Piet, has slowly become more 
controversial. 

The Negro Kiss

Two seemingly small but socially significant victories were won very recently: 
first, a revision within the Dutch dictionary, and second, in changing the name of 
a well-known sweet, the so-called negro kiss, or Negerzoenen, a cookie topped 
with sugared egg white cream covered in dark chocolate. 

four years ago, a committee of black dutch activists with surinamese roots 
began a small campaign against the word Neger, negro. The first target was the 
Dutch dictionary Van Dale, in which the definition of Neger was ‘person belonging 
to one of the black races from africa; nikker (nigger), roetmop (litt. ‘lump of 
soot’). Only within the most recent 2005 edition was this definition updated to: 
‘descendant from the negro slaves who were in former times imported in america 
(perceived by some as a term of abuse)’.11 neger is no longer a neutral term to 
use for non-white, dark-skinned people, but is acknowledged to be a pejorative, 
a negative term as well. Without the activism of the small committee this would 
likely not yet have been changed. Interestingly, there is to date still no public 
alternative for neger. 

the sweet Negro Kiss was the second target, and a few months ago the company 
that has produced these sweets from the 1920s onwards announced that, following 
new marketing research, they had come to the conclusion that the name Negerzoen 

9 the ninsee institute, various archives and a network of scholars and volunteers are 
active in this field. See www.ninsee.nl, www.buku.nl, http://www.surinaamsegenealogie.
nl/, as well as www.nationaalarchief.nl. 

10 rita Verdonk, former prison director and former minister of immigration in the 
netherlands, mentioned Sinterklaas specifically in her opening speech for the new nationalist 
political movement/party she founded, Trots op Nederland ‘Proud of the netherlands’, in 
Amsterdam, 3 April 2008. A critical view of Sinterklaas is part of what she calls the Weg met 
ons-mentaliteit, the ‘away-with-us mentality’ of ‘people who for example want to discuss 
Sinterklaas and who want to place slavery-monuments everywhere in order to portray us as 
bad people.’ Fragments of the speech on www.youtube.com.

11 October 2005, new fullprint edition of Grote Van Dale Woordenboek. However, 
the Van dale company, www.vandale.nl has an online-dictionary in which the old definition 
is still used. 

http://www.ninsee.nl
http://www.buku.nl
http://www.surinaamsegenealogie.nl/
http://www.surinaamsegenealogie.nl/
http://www.vandale.nl
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was no longer ‘of this time’. Instead, the company decided to change the name into 
kisses, with the company name, Buys, added to it, so the name for this sweet went 
from Buys Negerzoenen to Buys Zoenen. This decision has provoked thousands 
of reactions, most of which were negatively loaded and vary from outright racism 
to resignation, shrugging, well-alright-then, and lack of understanding. Very, very 
few if any white dutch welcomed this decision: the positive reactions that i have 
personally heard were only from Caribbean and Surinamese Dutch. One might say, 
‘what the fuss about one word, about one little sweet?’ however, these seemingly 
trivial incidents are representative of a more significant Dutch defense mode in 
which changing the name of the sweet, Negro kiss, and updating the definition 
for Neger are seen as unnecessary, as politically correct, or simply as strange and 
unimportant. Yet these trivial actions have been of greater consequence, as many 
people have heard about them and now finally know that there are people who find 
the word neger offensive. in this sense, the decision by the dictionary publisher 
and the sweet company to make these changes can be regarded as significant steps 
forward. This is perhaps a small step towards opening the discussion concerning 
four centuries of Dutch and European race relations. 

African-European Encounters: The Repetition of Surprise

European surprise when faced with blackness is a major topic in sixteenth and 
sevententh century travel records of the early modern meetings between white 
Europeans and Africans within Africa. Dark skin colour made a deep impression 
and was consistently noted. These notes were not heavy-handed, there was no moral 
weight attached to the early observations, but blackness was always mentioned and 
put into words such as Swart, Negro, Swartig, and Neger. The opposite, Blank, was 
also consistently mentioned. No immediate racial classification was made; these 
entries registered rather an expression of surprise and also a positive appreciation 
and admiration of the wonders of God’s creation.

the history of these meetings is, however, not recorded in an egalitarian 
manner. This history depends solely on records written by white Europeans. This 
allows us a glimpse at european perceptions and through these perceptions we 
can trace artifactual suggestions of reactions on the part of the african meeting 
participants. The asymmetry was present then, and remains with us now. Then, in 
terms of power, of mobility, who had the ship, who could travel, who wrote down 
his impressions. Now, in terms of our historical understanding of these first contact 
events. The travelogues express the idea that the writer is a pioneer: the first to 
see, to meet, and to experience something new and different in their meetings 
with Africans. It seems that white travellers chronicling these events experienced 
these early meetings with black people as new, surprising, and significant. This 
first experience has subsequently been followed by a four-centuries-old European 
tradition of surprise. Well into the late twentieth century every white boy, girl, man 
or woman in the Netherlands seems able to recall his or her first meeting with a 
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non-white person. A Surinamese man, in his late fifties now, offered a view of this 
phenomenon from a non-white perspective. He had recently arrived in Amsterdam 
as a student in the early 1970s and needed some information. 

i was walking on leidseplein, and wanted to ask a woman something: she began 
to scream! Very loud!12

one explanation for this repetition of surprise is the general and long-term absence 
in north western europe of blacks, while simultaneously most of these nations had 
significant empires with black populations who were exploited, enslaved, put to 
work for the mother country, and treated as inferior. 

The Persistence of Paternalism

Paternalism and infantilization are key terms within the Western, the european, 
and more specifically the Dutch history of race and racism. Paternalism has been 
a long-term and successful strategy to manage inequality and to maintain order. 
this tendency is a deeply rooted inclination within dutch race relations, stronger 
and more successful than bestialization or animalization – both more markedly 
dehumanizing varieties of regarding black people.13 Paternalism has a self-evident 
quality about it that makes it seem normal and natural, the way things are, and 
almost effortless. The quality of being seemingly inherent makes it very difficult 
to change and to challenge this tendency. Paternalism has continued to be practiced 
after the emancipation of slaves, after the decolonization of non-white nations, and 
after the end of racist regimes within the Netherlands. In this mode, anti-racist 
and human rights campaigns continue to use images of black children. Think of 
campaigns to fight hunger, think also of the world press photo awards: there is 
something about black children that keeps coming back, that is always used. There 
has not been much recognition of the pernicious effect of repeating images of 
blacks as children. Apparently, campaigners both in the non-profit sphere as well 
as in commercial enterprises understand that an overwhelming reliance on images 
of black children to tell the story of black people and nations at large still works. 

12 Interview with Mr. K., born in Suriname, by Martha de Bruijn and Karin Arendsen, 
students at Utrecht University, January 2007.

13 D. Hondius, work in progress. On the concept of bestialization and animalization, 
see D.B. Davis, Inhuman Bondage: The Rise and Fall of Slavery in the New World. 
Oxford University Press 2006, ch. 1, 3. See also Ira Berlin’s review in the New York 
Times, 14 May 2006, http://www.nytimes.com/2006/05/14/books/review/14berlin.html?_
r=1&oref=slogin.
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‘People with A Little Colour’

Paternalism is still alive, not only in images, but also in the struggle to find the 
right word for black people; and as always, it is dressed in good intentions. One of 
the latest terms of ‘endearment’ used by whites to mention non-whites addresses 
‘them’ as people of colour – a term long known in english as well, but in the 
netherlands this term is used in its diminutive form: mensen met een kleurtje, with 
a little colour; a ‘kleurtje’ is also what children use for colouring, a small colouring 
pencil or a crayon. This word tells us about its unimportance, its smallness, again: 
making it smaller, the intention is to ‘disarm’ colour difference by belittling it. 
some examples from recent websites: 

‘dark people obtain their little colour by the large spreading of pigment in 
the upper skin.’14 
‘The prisons are filled for the most part with people with a little colour.’15 
‘they are ladies with a little colour, most of them muslim.’16 
‘Former criminals, the long-term unemployed, people receiving benefit 
because of physical handicaps, older people, people with a little colour… 
Do we want to employ these when they fit the necessary demands?’17

‘statistically you can prove that, all other factors remaining equal, people 
with a little colour are being promoted less fast within the police force.’18 

A simple search on the internet did not produce any findings of this ‘little colour’ 
with ‘men’, some with ‘women’, but most with the neutral sounding mensen 
(people). One of the interviewees, a 20-year old student of Surinamese-Dutch 
descent, uses the ‘little colour’ terminology to describe herself. She has described 
the reactions she has received in her school where she is the only non-white 
student. They come in the form of jokes, and she is not always certain what to 
make of them: 

With the new study i do (theatre academy, school of acting), all the time there 
are these little jokes, like ‘you are the [excuusneger] token negro’, I don’t care 
much about that. (…) Sometimes having a little colour is to my advantage: when 

14 ‘Donkere mensen krijgen‘Donkere mensen krijgen hun kleurtje door de grote verspreiding van pigment 
door de opperhuid.’ www.Gezondheidsnet.nl, 2007.

15 ‘de gevangenissen worden voor het grootste deel bevolkt doorde gevangenissen worden voor het grootste deel bevolkt door mensen met een 
kleurtje.’ (Volkskrant blog).

16 ‘Het zijn‘Het zijn dames met een kleurtje, de meeste islamitisch.’ Volkskrant-blog, 2007.
17 ‘ex-criminelen, langdurig werklozen, Wao’ers, ouderen,‘ex-criminelen, langdurig werklozen, Wao’ers, ouderen, mensen met een kleurtje. 

Willen we die in dienst nemen als ze voldoen aan de gestelde eisen? (www.jongebazen.nl), 
2007.

18 ‘Statistisch kan je aantonen dat, alle andere factoren gelijk, bij de politie‘Statistisch kan je aantonen dat, alle andere factoren gelijk, bij de politie mensen 
met een kleurtje minder snel promotie maken.’ Volkskrant, blog, 2007. 

•

•
•
•

•

http://www.jongebazen.nl
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i look at the theatre academy, i think that they have accepted me also because i 
have a little colour. Well I do not know that for certain, but I think so. Anyway, 
I do stand out because I have a little colour.19

here we see that skin colour becomes a question mark – is it a factor? if so, to 
what extent? seemingly, it is up to every individual to come to terms with this in 
his or her own way.

Paternalism Today: Also on the ‘Left’

Paternalism is not an inclination that we find only in conservative circles. It can 
be found in social democrat and left liberal parties as well. Recently, for example, 
a return to paternalism has been defended, and has focused on the sector of 
social work and care workers in which a ‘new paternalism’ is being promoted. 
this is presented as the opposite of indifference and passivity, as a form of active 
involvement of social workers, policemen and teachers.20 these individuals are 
encouraged to take the leading role they have as professionals, to no longer hold 
back and sit behind their desks and computer screens, but rather to more actively 
contact and ‘coach’ the underprivileged, telling them what to do and what not to. This 
paternalism is presented as ‘care’, ‘commitment’, as opposed to non-involvement, 
bureaucratic behaviour and ‘market-thinking’. As an activating attitude for care 
workers there are perhaps benefits to this approach. But it also follows the long 
trajectory of white, European, superiority, and belongs to a new variety of what 
the dutch historian francisca de haan has called ‘caring power’, a force at work 
in both the Netherlands and England among activists against slavery.21 Currently 
within these professions there are no simple alternatives to paternalism. Therefore, 
even when patronizing attitudes are recognized and acknowledged, they may be 
hard to change.

19 Interview with Ms. E., by Puck van der Pijl, student at Utrecht University, Oct/
Nov 2007.

20 See for example interviews with Partij van de Arbeid (Dutch Social Democrat 
Party) member of parliament Jeroen Dijsselbloem in NRC Handelsblad, 17 July 2007, 
www.jeroendijsselbloem.pvda.nl. The more radical green left party (Groen Links) senator 
Jos van der Lans promotes a similar form of paternalism, and is even jokingly called 
the ‘godfather of 21st century paternalism’: see M. Luyten, Voor hun eigen bestwil, in 
nrC handelsblad, 6 May 2006, on www.waterlandstichting.nl for a critical analysis, see 
Mary R. Jackman, The Velvet Glove: Paternalism and Conflict in Gender, Class, and Race 
Relations. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994. http://ark.cdlib.org/ark:/13030/
ft958009k3.

21 F. de Haan and A. van Drenth, The Rise of Caring Power. Elizabeth Fry and 
Josephine Butler in Britain and the Netherlands (amsterdam: amsterdam university 
Press), 1999.

http://www.jeroendijsselbloem.pvda.nl
http://www.waterlandstichting.nl
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Race and migration Studies in the Netherland

The concept of ‘race’ as an influence on life in the Netherlands is difficult to find 
within research publications that focus on non-white communities. There is an 
inclination to substitute the term ‘race’ with a variety of other words, including 
culture, ethnicity, difference, migration, gender, foreign, non-white, and coloured. 
similarly, instead of using the term ‘racism’ the inclination is to use the word 
discrimination, or onderscheid maken (distinguishing, sorting out, making 
difference), or exclusion (uitsluiting). 

additionally, there is a tendency among dutch researchers and politicians to 
merge every ‘other’ group together as one: allochtonen (those who are born outside 
‘this country’) or migranten (those who have come ‘here’ from ‘elsewhere’). 
apparently there is a strong need to have one single word, to be able to talk about 
‘them’ as opposed to ‘us’. These broad categories reflect a degree of segregation 
and lack of interaction, because more ordinary and daily mixed interaction would 
result in more and other categorizations than just a merged dichotomy. 

Within the last fifteen years, the field of critical race studies has expanded 
internationally. Currently in the Netherlands, however, there is little room for this 
field. This has to do with the norm that states that ‘race’ is not the accurate focus, 
and that ‘racial’ difference is irrelevant. The absence of Critical Race Studies and 
the development of ethnic and migration studies as alternatives is the subject of a 
very recent article by dutch surinamese sociologist Philomena essed of antioch 
university, and dutch ghanese sociologist kwame nimako of the international 
School of Humanities and Social Sciences in Amsterdam.22 they present a critical 
reconstruction of the particular history of race studies in the Netherlands. With 
many examples taken over nearly three decades, they observe that dutch academic 
research is characterized by a ‘denial of racism and the delegitimization of racism 
research’. Essed and Nimako point to some of the consequences this has had on 
this field of studies:

Representatives and spokespeople of minority research, though rejecting 
extreme-right racism, generally denied the existence of, and thus lacked 
comprehensive knowledge about, systemic racism, its historical transmutations, 
its cultural expressions, its roots in the development of modernity of which 
Orientalism has been part and parcel. Here Stuart Hall’s notion or historical 
amnesia could apply.23

22 P. Essed and K. Nimako, ‘Designs and Co-Incidents: Cultures of Scholarship 
and Public Policy on Immigrants/Minorities in the Netherlands’. International Journal of 
Comparative Sociology, Vol. 47, 3–4, 2006, 281–312.

23 P. Essed and K. Nimako, ‘Designs and Co-Incidents: Cultures of Scholarship 
and Public Policy on Immigrants/Minorities in the Netherlands’. International Journal of 
Comparative Sociology, Vol. 47, 3–4, 2006, 281–312, Sage Publications, London, New 
Delhi and Thousand Oaks, 285.
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While research on ‘race’ has remained virtually absent, ‘migration’ studies has 
had a much larger following. This is notably even the case in one of the most 
renowned Dutch journals in this field, Migrantenstudies, currently in its 24th 
year. Although many articles in this journal have had racial issues as a subject or 
object, the concepts of ‘race studies’ appear so far to have been avoided here as 
well. 

Racist incidents monitored

Within this light, the 2005 report about racial discrimination in the netherlands 
came as a groundbreaking set of new data. It contained for the first time in many 
years a new large-scale survey and a series of in-depth individual interviews 
focusing on whether or not the respondents had experienced racism themselves 
within the past year. Forty per cent of the respondents with black Dutch, 
surinamese and antillean descent reported that they had experienced racism, 
while 50 per cent of the respondents of Moroccan and turkish descent reported 
the experience of racism. These figures indicated that there was a significant 
underreporting of racist incidents by police, by anti-racism bureaus, and by other 
agencies in the Netherlands, a country that allows people to file a complaint or 
report discrimination. As this underreporting was something the researchers 
had foreseen, they had included a question about whether the victims of racism 
had reported the racist incidents that they had personally experienced. The vast 
majority reported that they had not. When asked for their reasons for not doing 
so, the reason most frequently given was that the respondent felt that it would 
not make any difference, that reporting such incidents would not have any effect. 
of all the groups interviewed for this study, the surinamese and the antillean 
respondents noted most often that they preferred to ignore the incident rather than 
report it.24 the lBr report is a surprising departure from the body of research on 
this topic; we can only hope that a follow up study will be done.25 

Black Dutch Voices: ‘Race’ matters

i have described some of the historical dimensions that have shaped the current 
narrative about blackness, race, and racism in dutch society, and now turn to an 
empirical look at how these narratives play out today. Students of history and 
cultural studies from 2004 to 2007 traced black dutch narratives about ‘race’ and 

24 Monitor Rassendiscriminatie 2005. H. van den Berg and J. Evers, ‘Monitor Rassendiscriminatie 2005. H. van den Berg and J. Evers, ‘Discriminatie-
ervaringen 2005. Een onderzoek naar ervaringen met discriminatie op grond van land 
van herkomst, geloof en (huids)kleur.’ Chapter 1, p.30. LBR, Rotterdam 2006.Chapter 1, p.30. LBR, Rotterdam 2006.

25 for more Monitoring reports online, see www.annefrank.nl, or www.
monitorracisme.nl. 

http://www.annefrank.nl
http://www.monitorracisme.nl
http://www.monitorracisme.nl
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racism in more than one hundred in-depth open interviews with dutch men and 
women and of varying ages and social backgrounds who were of african ancestry, 
including Surinamese Dutch, Antillean Dutch, and African Dutch. 

the transcripts of the interviews with black men and women in the netherlands 
provide an insight to recent developments concerning narratives about race and 
racism. I have taught courses on the history and legacy of ‘race’ and racism at 
erasmus university in rotterdam, at Vu university in amsterdam, and at utrecht 
University.26 one of the assignments for this course has been for the students to 
interview a person of ‘black’ complexion and of surinamese, antillean (Caribbean), 
or African descent, to make a full transcript of the interview, and to reflect upon the 
results. We designed a series of questions in advance, with some questions devised 
beforehand by myself, and others added by the students. Among the questions 
everyone asked was the following: 

Multicultural society has been discussed a lot over the last years. Do you feel 
that skin colour matters in dutch society?

This question provoked a wealth of reactions among the interview respondents. My 
purpose in including a question concerning the impact and meaning of difference 
in skin colour was to create room to discuss that which is very rarely addressed at 
all: visible difference. Several interviewees were startled initially, then stayed on 
the ‘safe’ general terrain of commenting on recent political developments. This 
discussion included references to new anti-immigrant policies, remarks made by 
politicians, and things said on television in the weeks before the interview. A few 
respondents were outspoken in their denial of any impact of skin colour in their 
daily lives. A large majority of the respondents answered with a straightforward 
‘yes’ when asked whether skin colour mattered, followed by direct personal 
experiences or memories of what had happened to them. Here, I discuss the 
answers given to this question by the 72 interviewees who had an afro-surinamese 
or Afro-Antillean background. 

26 Interview assignments, full transcripts. Courses of D.G. Hondius at ErasmusInterview assignments, full transcripts. Courses of D.G. Hondius at Erasmus 
university rotterdam (faculty of history and arts), Vu university amsterdam (faculty 
of letters, department of history), and utrecht university (faculty of humanities, 
Department of Language and Culture Studies and Department of History), 2004–2007. I 
thank all students and my colleagues Mary-ann Middelkoop and Maaike Botman for the 
commitment and enthusiasm with which they worked on these interviews, and i thank all 
the interviewees who agreed to talk to strangers about these aspects of their personal lives. 
The students, the majority of who are white Dutch born in the Netherlands, found someone 
to interview in a variety of ways, including their own direct circles of friends, colleagues, 
friends of their families, but also random people on the street, in cafés or restaurants, on the 
market, in a shop, or from their home villages or towns all over the netherlands were among 
the interviewees. For reasons of privacy I have anonomized the names of the interviewees 
in the following quotes from the interview transcripts.
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during the interviews with black men and women made at erasmus university 
Rotterdam and VU University Amsterdam in 2004, large majorities answered the 
question of whether skin colour mattered with a straightforward yes: 75 per cent at 
EUR, 90 per cent at VU University.27 during the interviews made at Vu university 
and utrecht university in 2006 and 2007, 85 per cent of black surinamese and 
antillean men answered with a straightforward yes, 6 per cent said no, and 9 
per cent were uncertain. Of the black Surinamese and Antillean women, 80 per 
cent answered with a clear yes, and 20 per cent said no. Of these, half stated that 
earlier in their lives, they had felt different about this issue, having experienced 
more racism during their youth. One woman felt that location was important and 
that where she was currently living in amsterdam, skin colour had ceased to be 
important.28 from these results, as well as from the many spontaneous memories 
and experiences these respondents shared with the interviewers, we can conclude 
that colour is evidently a factor in dutch daily life, and that ‘race’ as visible 
difference matters, also in the Netherlands. 

The vast majority of the respondents had stories of direct experiences of 
racism. The younger and the better educated of the interviewees provided explicit 
examples. For instance, among the respondents, most black men had experienced 
the situation of not being allowed to enter a dance club. A 29 year old Surinamese 
dutch man who worked as a medical doctor recalled: 

Not long ago I wanted to visit a club together with a cousin, and I was refused. 
We were stopped at the door, they asked for our ID. I showed my driver’s license, 
my cousin as well, but we could still not enter. When we asked why we were not 
allowed in, the manager had no reply at all – while there were ‘autochtonous’ 
Dutch being allowed in. The police happened to come by, but they could also 
not do anything.29

a man born in the dutch antilles, 45 years old, working as a carpenter, explains 
that in his workplace, white people could not get over the fact that he was in charge 
and that they had to take orders from him.

27 in 2004, i supervised 16 interviews made by students at erasmus university 
Rotterdam, and 10 made by students at VU University Amsterdam.

28 in 2006 and 2007, i supervised 72 interviews made by students of taal en 
Cultuurstudies (language and Culture studies, faculty of humanities), utrecht university, 
with black Surinamese and Antillian men and women, together with drs. Maaike Botman 
and drs. Mary-Ann Middelkoop. Of the 33 black Surinamese and Antillian men interviewed, 
28 said straightforward yes; 2 said no; 3 were uncertain. Of the 39 Surinamese and Antillian 
women interviewed, 31 said straightforward yes, and 8 said no.

29 Interview with Mr. F., born in the Netherlands, parents Surinamese, 29 years old,Interview with Mr. F., born in the Netherlands, parents Surinamese, 29 years old, 
by Joost van der Kwaak, student of VU University Amsterdam, February 2004.
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i am one of the most experienced carpenters in our company, and therefore my 
boss often makes me the overseer of a project. Other carpenters then need time 
before they will ask me something. They find it difficult that they as whites have 
to ask a dark man something. It is not as it should be, according to them.30 

one surinamese woman, now 63 years old, has positive memories of her own 
working days, but noted that her son had experienced verbal abuse in school: 

Where i worked, i was always the only surinamese, and i have worked well 
there, with pleasure.(…) But sometimes there is racism, yes.(..) My son was 
called a zwarte neger (black negro) in school, and they said ga terug naar je land 
(go back to your country). He stayed home after that.’ 31 

Many interviewees were made to understand by white dutch people at some point 
in their lives that they were not really considered Dutch. This was true also for the 
younger generations among the respondents. A woman born in the Netherlands 
antilles, now 23 years old, who worked as a waitress, and had lived in rotterdam 
from the age of 7 onwards, noted: 

It is still not very common to have a white Dutch friend. We are all citizens but 
they are still looking at you as a foreigner, even when you grow up here. They 
do not (want) to acknowledge it, you know what i mean? ( … ) When they are 
looking at me, it is like I am inferior to them, I think. Or that I am not really 
dutch, in their eyes … 32

a 26 year old woman who had been born in the netherlands antilles, and now 
works as a lawyer, confirms this perception: 

the average white dutch sees his coloured fellow human being ultimately as 
inferior – with some exceptions. But they will not admit this openly, and so 
the impression is given as if [colour] does not matter. However, in reality it 
does matter absolutely. A dark man in a dark alley is experienced as more scary 
and threatening than a white man. Nobody appears to have any problem with 
dark-skinned people, but you hear so often that when a daughter or a son would 
come home with a dark person as a partner, the average dutch person would 
‘have to swallow’, or to take a deep breath, to use that expression. People with 
a dark skin colour are more often branded in a negative way: dumb, criminal, 
etcetera. The fact that ‘multicultural’ is associated with skin colour is typical for 

30 Interview with Mr. K., 45 years old, born in the Dutch Antilles, by Bob de Jong,Interview with Mr. K., 45 years old, born in the Dutch Antilles, by Bob de Jong, 
student of VU University Amsterdam, March 2004.

31 Interview with Mrs. N., by student of UU, oct/nov 2007.
32 Interview with Ms. D., born in Cura�ao, 23 years old, by Michael John, student ofInterview with Ms. D., born in Cura�ao, 23 years old, by Michael John, student of 

Erasmus University Rotterdam, March 2004.
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this: because the Chinese, the norwegians, the russians in this society are also 
multicultural!’33 

Generations of multicultural Expertise

another theme that emerged from the interviews was the extent of mixed-ness the 
respondents presented when they described their own family histories. A 63 year 
old woman of surinamese descent explained her family background: 

My grandfather was half Chinese. My great-grandmother’s name was Portuguese, 
and her mother was a slave. My mother’s name is Jewish, and in her family line 
we found free blacks and also french names; going back further there are more 
Dutch names, but also evidence of Sweden. When you look at photographs of 
my mother, she looks Jewish: a white woman with dark hair and blue eyes. But 
her great grandmother was dark black! and what is also funny is that two people 
who appear white can have a dark child with curly hair, just because that is in the 
blood. We have a saying about this in Surinamese: ‘A womb is like a patchwork 
quilt: Just as many different looking children can appear from it’.34 

for a surinamese family, this mixed background is not at all exceptional in its 
rich diversity. In the Netherlands, this mixed ancestry somehow disappears from 
view, it is never mentioned. This shows that avoiding ‘race’ and multiracial issues 
has also resulted in a disregard for the expertise and embodied experience brought 
into Europe by Afro-Caribbean men and women. Their family histories are the 
evidence of generations of multicultural and multiracial knowledge; for them, 
multiculture is to a large extent ordinary. The same goes for the vast majority of 
Asian migrants to Europe. Interethnic, interracial and inter-religious experiences 
are part and parcel of most migrants’ family histories. This inner diversity and the 
expertise it produces do not, however, find much recognition in Europe. 

Teaching Children to ignore Racism

A major phenomenon both in the 2005 LBR survey on self-reported experiences 
with discrimination and evident with respondents in the student interviews was 
the decision to ignore racism as a strategy for dealing with this issue. Several 
surinamese and antillean men and women explained that they taught their children 

33 Interview with Ms.A., born in the DutchAntilles, 26 years old, by Zahira Zaandam,Interview with Ms. A., born in the Dutch Antilles, 26 years old, by Zahira Zaandam, 
student of VU University Amsterdam, February 2004.

34 Interview with Mrs. A., 63 years old, born in Suriname, by Lindy Peijnenburg and 
Elleke van Uhm, students at Utrecht University, January 2007.
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to avoid confrontations with white dutch whenever possible – not always an easy 
task. A Surinamese father of 47, working as a security officer, explained: 

There is racism, here for example in the playground. But I prepared my children 
for that. I told them how to deal with that: ignore certain things, don’t always 
react. Ignoring is much better than answering. (…) My attitude was just not to 
react to certain things.35 

a 63 year old surinamese woman taught her children to expect problems and to 
be prepared for them: 

You need self-confidence, that is what I tell my children. Especially when they 
are with white friends, i remind them: take care with the police, because you 
will be the first they will arrest. You are black, you are Surinamese: they may 
arrest you first and then the others, or maybe the others will not be arrested at 
all. (…) My children have to learn how to handle these things at an early age, 
otherwise they can not deal with it when they are older. You have to teach them 
to have a hard skin [een harde huid te hebben]. You have to stand up for yourself, 
because if i won’t stand up for myself, who else will, you know? that is what 
I tell them.36

a surinamese dutch man of 29 years old, working as a medical doctor noted:

 I handle discrimination differently than I did before. You learn, I’m afraid,I handle discrimination differently than I did before. You learn, I’m afraid, 
to deal with it, and you learn not to see things, because you can not change 
them anyway. There is a lot of invisible discrimination. You will not hear 
people say ‘i don’t like you because you are black’, but you notice that your 
chances are being restricted very clearly, without any reason. Just like when you 
disadvantage someone, simply because you do not like the look of his or her 
face. Discrimination has become such an everyday phenomenon, that you do not 
really occupy yourself with it. You get used to it.37

from these comments, it is clear that additional research into the coping strategies of 
black dutch people with regard to racism of varying generations and backgrounds 
is necessary.

35 Interview with Mr. B., 47 years old, born in Suriname, by Harmen Dijkhuizen, 
student at Utrecht University, January 2007.

36 Interview with Mrs. N., by student of Utrecht University, Oct/Nov 2007.
37 Interview with Mr. F., born in the Netherlands, parents Surinamese, 29 years old,Interview with Mr. F., born in the Netherlands, parents Surinamese, 29 years old, 

by Joost van der Kwaak, student of VU University Amsterdam, February 2004.
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From Anti-black to Anti-muslim: Perceptions of a Shift in Focus 

one effect of the terrorist attacks in new york, Casablanca, Bali, Madrid and 
london appears to have been the strengthening of anti-Muslim sentiment, and of 
fear and anger against Muslims and against people who are perceived as potential 
terrorists. Several of the interviewees spontaneously commented on a shift they 
had experienced in their own lives; as there is not yet a received opinion about this, 
these individual observations and remarks deserve significant academic attention. 

Quite a few respondents noted they had recently seen that discrimination and 
aggression was increasingly directed against ‘the Moroccans’ or ‘the Muslims’. 
as a result, however, they felt that racism was less of a direct problem within 
their own daily lives. The older respondents described this change, which varied 
for all of them. A 52 year old Afro-Antillean man who works in a high school as 
caretaker and had come to the netherlands in 1958, when he was four years old, 
described the positive surprise that he often encountered as a teenager and young 
adult. He enjoyed his life: ‘I could have every girl I wanted. If you understand 
what I mean, haha.. My curly hair they found fantastic!’ However, during the 
1970s this changed, he says: 

It became different, slowly. There came more people who looked different, I 
mean who were black. (…) I noticed that an audience was growing of people 
who saw only the negative sides of the newcomers. According to them we were 
only taking advantage of the welfare state. I can still become angry when I think 
about that. (…) I have always worked! (…) This was when I was about 25 
years old, I think. Being black was no longer an advantage. People were fed up 
with blacks.’ (…) This was a real change. First the so-called blacks were nice, 
friendly, a kind of toys, children. I felt that was still positive. As a child I did not 
get much negative feeling at the time.’

asked about whether he felt that skin colour still played a role in the netherlands, 
he said: 

Actually, I am certain of that. (…) There are all these small things that are hard 
to describe. You just know that there are still a lot of racists. Just look at our last 
elections. What idiot is beginning an anti-Muslim policy?! I mean this is not 
respectful towards people’s values. The respect for other cultures is just gone, 
I think. It is just that I think that I am no longer the precise group that is under 
fire now. I think now that the Turks and the Moroccans are experiencing this 
more, they have more trouble of it. They are getting all the prejudices about 
mosques, that they steal, that they oppress women. I know these prejudices too. 
I think the Turks and the Moroccans have now come under fire just like we were 
thirty, forty years ago. Suddenly it is felt that they are too many. I can still hardly 
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believe it. We brought them to our country, didn’t we? And why are they now 
suddenly to blame?38 

In a similar reflection during an interview, an 81 year old Surinamese woman 
recalled coming to the Netherlands in 1948. Living in the Netherlands had never 
been easy for her, she noted. But she mentioned that she felt that more recently the 
attitudes were getting worse. 

We were the first brown ones who came there. (…) When I first came here, I was 
ashamed of my own curly hair. I began to straighten it, because I did not want 
to show that I was of Negro descent. Because a negro was much more inferior. 
They looked at negroes as much more inferior. They did not like curly hair at the 
time. (…) Now, I notice it in the shops, sometimes. Because now the Moroccans 
and the turks have a bad name, you know, they look at foreigners like myself 
different now too. Sometimes you notice. (…) No, they don’t say something. 
But the way they look at you. (…) I find that racism is going in a hypocritical, 
two-faced way. When they stand in front of you, you know, they are nice and 
friendly, but when they are behind your back, i have the idea that they talk 
about you in an inferior way – I don’t know. I think it is different since there are 
Moroccans and Turks and that sort of people here. (…) And it got worse through 
the media, the last years. (…) One way or another they make you feel that you 
are different in many ways.39 

for this interviewee, racism seems to have branched into more directions, rather 
than shifted completely towards anti-Moroccan, or anti-Turkish sentiments. 
according to her, there was a general ‘anti-foreigner’ sentiment behind this 
phenomenon. 

We know that racism and discrimination can have a tendency, historically, 
to work as a seesaw, as in the image offered by french tunisian writer, albert 
Memmi: in this children’s game, common on playgrounds, one goes up, the other 
goes down.40 it appears that as Muslims have been pushed down, all other groups 
discriminated against as well, such as black people, have gone up on the social 
hierarchy, to some extent. The effect of the singling out of Muslims as the out-
group, could be that blacks and asians (who may be perceived as distinctive from 
Muslims) have gained more acceptance, and are less likely to be seen as different 
or as troublemakers. We can not yet draw a general conclusion regarding such a 
shift on the basis of these interviews. Some interviewees reflected on a shift away 

38 Interview with Mr. M., born in the Dutch Antilles, 52 years old, by Floor de Boer,Interview with Mr. M., born in the Dutch Antilles, 52 years old, by Floor de Boer,M., born in the Dutch Antilles, 52 years old, by Floor de Boer, 
student of Utrecht University, January 2007.

39 Interview with Mrs. W., by Hester van den Blink and Iesja Westebeek, students of 
UU, okt/nov 2007.

40 A. Memmi, Racism. University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis 2000.
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from anti-black racism, while others described, rather, a doubling up and mixed 
form of discrimination that continued. 

an intriguing phenomenon within this regard is the recent presence of new 
black politicians in the netherlands, especially within the more conservative 
political parties whereby they previously had not had a significant presence. 
active recruitment of black politicians in the netherlands’ political parties is 
a relatively new phenomenon and their visibility within the media has become 
important. A small and attractive black presence within conservative parties may 
provide several benefits. This presence works as a protective barrier against the 
accusation of the party or institution being racist or exclusionary. It is also used 
strategically as ‘proof’ that black success is possible, and therefore institutional 
racism or discrimination cannot be so bad. 

this strategic use of blackness is not limited to conservative and populist 
parties, however. In that respect it is similar to the use of other minority ethnic, 
religious or sexual identities such as Jewishness, or homosexuality. Minorities who 
are clearly underrepresented in politics, in academic life, in an organization, in 
management, and in the media, are able to profit from an atmosphere in which the 
open discussion of these differences is avoided. The white majority’s uneasiness 
towards visible, cultural, or other difference creates this political space. It is, 
indeed, ironic when black, homosexual or female politicians obtain positions of 
power within a politics that opposes anti-racist, gay rights or feminist efforts. This 
is what the famous black american writer James Baldwin called ‘the price of the 
ticket’: denouncing one’s background, actively distancing oneself from the group 
one came from, and opposing this group’s politics. ‘Killing one’s family’, so to 
speak, can facilitate entrance into higher mainstream circles.41 this is not only the 
case in politics; it can also be seen, for example, within the media. A degree of 
opportunism is understandable when we look at individual life stories; politically, 
however, this trend deserves a critical look. Within globalized economies and 
politics, this is a phenomenon to be reckoned with, and it can play a role not only 
with regard to race, sex or gender, but also with regard to a national background or 
heritage. Another example in the case of Iraqi refugees obtaining positions in anti-
iraqi political groups, surinamese writers who are chosen to silence surinamese 
protests, and Moroccan politicians welcomed to a position of power in order to 
curb other Moroccans. It is necessary that we recognize the more or less implicit 
agendas that lie behind these decisions. 

far from being a full scale analysis, the empirical evidence presented here 
concerning a perceived shift in focus from anti-black racism to anti-muslim 
sentiments stands as a building block for new research. A larger survey and a 
broader scope of in-depth interviews with older black and muslim europeans, as 
well with white, non-muslim europeans, along with a media narrative analysis could 
provide compelling evidence of a newly emerging anti-muslim form of racism that 

41 J. Baldwin, ‘The Price of the Ticket’. Collected Non-Fiction, 1948–1985. New 
York 1985.
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pushes anti-black racism further into the background. It is too early to conclude 
that ‘race’ is a thing of the past, and that ‘culture’ and ‘religion’ have replaced it. 
it is unmistakable that visible difference and ‘race’, while seemingly ignored or 
shifting in focus, nevertheless retain considerable relevance within Dutch society. 
new research may focus on the historical interchange and connections between 
and across ‘race’, ‘religion’, and ‘culture’ in everyday life. Acknowledging that 
racism exists, not only elsewhere and long ago, but also here and today, and facing 
black and white people’s common, parallel, unequal and complex histories may 
help to create a space for new interaction concerning this uneasy subject. At the 
same time that private apartheid exists, there is also a countertrend that longs 
to sweep our focus away from these concerns by arguing that racial and ethnic 
difference has become unimportant. A mixed space is emerging on the street and 
within the public sphere. The common presence of people with different skin 
colours, religious backgrounds and cultures is beginning to be more and more 
ordinary. These ambivalent, mixed and double trends have characterized Dutch 
race relations in history and continue to this day. 
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Chapter 4  

should integration be the goal?  
a Policy for difference and Community1

Knut Kjeldstadli

this chapter is an attempt to think in principle, to show what models different forms 
of integration policy are based on. The intention is to illustrate what theoretical 
premises exist about what constitutes the individual and the society, and where 
these premises lead.

the idea is that different understandings of:

What a human being is, leads to different understandings of
What a society is, which then involves
different basic normative positions with regard to equality – in relation to 
cultural difference and social inequality,
different understandings of what a nation is,
Which then leads to an idea about the terms and contents of citizenship 
and
finally, that this leads to different integration projects.

This is, then, a way of thinking that is based on ‘pure’ models. The world of reality 
however involves compromise or unresolved contradictions between such models, 
as we shall see.

I will call the first model the liberal model. In the prevailing political climate, 
it is perhaps this model that is closest to what could be called political everyday 
thinking in Norway. 

according to this perspective, the individual, the individual person, is the 
central unit. The classic modern western ‘I’ is an individual who is free or self-
governing, who make choices and who is rational. The individual knows what 
they want before anything else. The individual chooses from an inner core within 
themself.

The individual is described as free and autonomous. Yet it is not only the case 
the individual is free and autonomous, it is the norm that the individual should be 
free. Initiatives and actions that can threaten the individual’s autonomy must be 
counteracted. 

1 Translated from Norwegian by Amanda Dominguez.

1.
2.
3.

4.
5.

6.
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the basis of society is then the sum of such autonomous individuals, society 
has no independent existence outside of individual persons. ‘There is no such 
thing as society, only individuals and their families’, as former British Prime 
Minister, Margaret Thatcher, said. According to this line of thought, taking society 
into consideration means taking a fictive entity into consideration. Considering 
collectives or groups as something beyond individuals also becomes illegitimate.

individuals are viewed as being fundamentally equal, as carriers of the same 
rights – the right to vote, freedom of speech, etc. – and the same duties, according 
to the law, to not violate the rights of others. A normative universalism follows 
this; not only is everyone equal but they ought to be judged according to the same 
general standards and should be treated in a uniform manner. The political unit, 
the nation, is viewed as having been established by those who want to join this 
unit, who will accepts its political basis, in the way it is expressed in a constitution 
and the laws. Historically, this has been identified as the French conception of the 
nation as a political nation.

for the view on citizenship, this has involved the belief that a person can join 
the nation, that a person can thereby become for example french, and that the right 
to citizenship has to do with where one lives. It is a territorial right, a so-called 
jus solis.

let us then examine what kind of integration project these liberal premises 
lead up to. By integration project, I mean a set of coherent ideas and practices that 
are the basis for the integration of new social citizens in a society. 

First of all, the unit that should be integrated is the individual person. Integration 
can be said to have happened when a newcomer has the same duties and rights as 
others, or more precisely coming from a liberal way-of-thinking – when newcomers 
have the same chances to achieve the same benefits as others.

secondly, there is not necessarily any requirement of assimilation in this liberal 
model. What is required is that the individual acquires knowledge and skills such 
that they can fulfill their duties and receive their rights.

thirdly, even though the individual is not required to be assimilated, they 
also cannot demand that any consideration should be given to the distinctive 
characteristics of the individual. The individual’s particular background – country 
of origin, ethnicity, culture, and religion – are simply irrelevant to the public, 
and belong entirely in the private sphere. The fact that minorities exist, is fine as 
long as they do not make demands as minorities or demand to influence what the 
majority does.

fourthly, by the very fact that the individual is and should be free and 
autonomous, no unit – whether it be family, relatives, a religious movement, or a 
cultural community – has the right to make demands on a certain way-of-thinking 
or acting by the individual, beyond what is required in order to fulfill a minimum 
in contracts between people.

fifthly, no idea or requirement exists for having a kind of emotional support for 
the society or nation as such; they are strictly speaking fictive entities according 
to this way-of-thinking. Any duties for involvement, participation, and taking 
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responsibility for a greater whole cannot be assumed beyond keeping one’s part 
of the contract. In reality, support for the political unit is basically a question 
about rationality, and is fundamentally a question about whether it is fitting for the 
individual. This also pertains to the question about double citizenship.

Sixthly, a measure such as affirmative action or preferential treatment 
– in education, jobs, or political positions – can only be justified if individuals 
have been unjustly treated, such that from the start they have not received the 
opportunities they have a right to. The result of the individuals’ use of these 
opportunities, disparities in the distribution of goods, resources and disadvantages 
are not relevant in this context, even if these disparities follow ethnic differences.
What factors support using the liberal model as the point of departure (which entails 
thinking as consistently as possible using the perspective of the individual)? for 
many, it is normatively correct: the individual should not be infringed upon. The 
autonomy of the individual is absolute. Some would also view as an advantage the 
fact that declarations of loyalty are not required, only that people follow certain 
rules. In this way, the liberal model is interested in the actions of people, but 
does not concern itself with their attitudes. It makes demands on them to publicly 
observe the rules of the game, but does not invade their private sphere. 

Nonetheless, the model also presents problems.
first of all, the prevailing western conception of the autonomous individual 

is not a given. This is partly due to with the fact that those who think differently 
about this, as we shall see. And this is also partly because many people, perhaps 
most people in norway, distance themselves from a consistent version of this view 
of humanity in their everyday way-of-thinking. Most people are against parents 
forcing their children to choose spouses. Yet, most people would also be of the 
opinion that parents have a responsibility to take care of their children. Perhaps 
then people ought to recognize that legitimate and legal marriage arrangements 
exist, in which the parents are involved. The problem is of course when reasonable 
expectations of the children become so strong that they turn into actual force, 
even if this force is not physical. The majority undoubtedly believe that children 
also have a responsibility toward their parents. In this case, we should remember 
that, hardly a generation ago, there was a common expectation that, if necessary, a 
daughter should not get married, but stay at home and take care of her father and 
mother in old-age. The fully autonomous individual perhaps does not exist, and if 
they do, they are an asocial individual.

in any case, it must be argued that the autonomous individual does not only 
exist, but that this should be the normative basis for policy. Liberal individualism 
cannot be taken for granted, it is not a given by the very fact that not everyone 
shares this perspective.

it is clear that there is no consistent way-of-thinking in present-day norwegian 
integration policy. On the one hand, it is argued that the individual person is the 
most important unit, like when protection is offered to girls who have been violated, 
through female circumcision, through forced marriage, and through arranged 
marriages that involve such great pressure that they are nearly forced. However, 
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if people are to be viewed as individuals, they cannot simultaneously be treated 
as if they belonged to a category. And this is certainly what happens. Saying that 
because some persons have been violated, measures should be implemented that 
affect everyone within these categories, whether they be demands for childcare 
and support, or a raised age-limit for marriage, is precisely not treating people 
as individuals. If it is known that some people within a certain category commit 
crimes, should the measures be directed at everyone who falls under this category? 
it seems to me that we establish a double system of bookkeeping – this type of 
generalization or stereotypification most rapidly affects the minorities. Otherwise, 
it should be argued that because several norwegian men hit in marriages, all 
Norwegian men should be scrutinized in their homes. This is an entirely analogous 
line of reasoning to the demand for special measures directed at those people who 
acquire spouses from foreign countries, while measures that affect norwegian 
homes are not proposed.

there are good positive arguments for normative universalism, or the idea that 
everyone is equal and should be treated equally. Universalism – or the belief that 
we are all humans and in this way have fundamental characteristics in common – 
seems to be that which most easily and effectively serves as the basis of resistance 
against racism or discrimination. Universalism can lead to respect – because we 
are equal, we should be treated equally.

the problem however is that that which is claimed to be a universal norm is 
sometimes the norm of one group which is passed off as universal or universally 
relevant. A hierarchy is established, but a concealed or unthematized hierarchy. 
for example, consider the norm of having fulltime wage labor, or the idea about 
what it means to belong to a nationality, what it means to be ‘Norwegian’. Those 
who do not follow the norm, are then not conceived of as being different and 
equal, but as imperfect and inferior versions of those who live up to the norm. This 
critique has been promoted for example in the united states by representatives of 
what are called identity politics. the prevailing american set of categories and 
values make claims based on a false unity. There are no actually shared values, 
but expressions of dominance from those who are WasP (White anglo-saxon 
Protestant) and in addition, usually male, middle class, and heterosexual. Against 
this backdrop, different groups have developed their special identity – and demand 
not just tolerance (i.e. to be left in peace), but also respect and recognition for who 
they are.

With regard to politics, the liberal model can be too academic, too dry. The 
decision to join a political unit or not in a way becomes a question of ‘what’s 
in it for me?’ ‘To live and let live’ sounds good. Yet can it mean disclaiming 
responsibility? Can a community prevail if no one is willing to put anything into it; 
no one cares about anything more than his/her own interests; no one is willing to 
provide for the collective (i.e. universally accessible goods); no one is interested in 
making a contribution when one does not receive anything immediately in return, 
or think about how things are going to look in the future. These are the questions 
posed by those who believe that the liberal model of democracy, which is based 
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on the idea that politics means choosing representatives, but without the constant 
involvement of social citizens, is too fragile. The ideal must be what is referred 
to as a republican model, which is based on the participation of social citizens. 
how can the liberal, somewhat retracted model create reciprocity between people 
and create an elementary solidarity with people who do not belong to one’s own 
personal network? is it possible to imagine a state based on exclusive political 
membership without it receiving support from a form of shared public political 
culture? This is asked by those who stand for a republican democracy.

The questions relates to every member of a state, even immigrants. Saying 
that migrants and especially transnational migrants who move between and have 
networks in many countries cannot be expected to relate to societies in the same 
way as those who are more permanently settled is to expect, in a manner of 
speaking, that the permanent settlers will sort things out on behalf of the whole, 
and that the migrants are more like tourists. 

now there are those who say, yes, we are for having community, but the nation, 
the nation-state is antiquated. It is too small to take on pressing tasks, too limited 
because many people actually live transnational lives, and too closed off because 
even though such a state will be inclusive, there are by definition others who do 
not get incorporated, but rather are excluded. However, so far the alternatives are 
not very concrete. For people who move around, a Schengen border is just as 
exclusionary as a Norwegian national border. An active world citizenship is in the 
best case an idea. Thus, in my opinion, the problem with liberal model remains 
unresolved: What are the circumstances that exist that can lead to efforts toward 
building a community? I will come back to this toward the end of this chapter.

if it is correct that the liberal model offers many unresolved questions, what 
then is the alternative? the other model builds upon groups, on the idea that 
superindividual entities actually exist. Let me call it here the collective model.

What view of the human being does this build upon? occasionally it is said 
that in contrast to the free, western individual, other societies and cultures are 
pre-modern or feudal. In a vulgar version, it is said that the individual person 
does not have his/her own existence, and that the collective means everything. In 
a more insightful version, it can be said that of course people have a sense of self; 
that is not the difference. The crux of the matter is that the individual cannot see 
him/herself as independent of or indifferent toward a collective, cannot see his/
her existence outside of the collective. The community can consist of family and 
relatives, but also religious groups, and even ethnicity. It is perhaps possible to say 
this way-of-thinking gives the collectives precedence over the individual.

as an idea, it is logical, but politically paradoxical, that this way of thinking 
can both lead to a position in which a culturally uniform nation-state is defended, 
and to multiculturalism, even cultural relativism. 

Let us first look at the nation. A nation is perceived in this way-of-thinking 
to rest on an ethnic community. In an older, now entirely discredited variant, this 
meant race thinking/racial thinking; a more acceptable variant says that the nation 
rests on a common culture, which can rest upon a shared origin, but which in any 
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case has historically grown forth in a historical sense, which makes the nation 
distinctive, and which deeply affects the members of the nation with regard to 
values and ways-of-thinking. This variant even largely explains why people of a 
particular nationality do what they do. Historically speaking, this is known as a 
german conception of nation, the nation as a cultural nation, which is the opposite 
of the French political nation.

Within a nation-state, only one nationality should hold the field; and membership 
in this state, citizenship, rests on descent, on jus sanguinis, literally a blood-based 
right to citizenship. One is Norwegian because one is Norwegian; you cannot just 
become a Norwegian, strictly speaking. 

as a member of the collective that constitutes the nation, one has duties, even 
obligations that exist above one’s own interests. In a conservative variant, this 
would mean furthering tradition, obeying authority, and actively using the state to 
promote one type of culture before another.

as an integration project this line of though can lead to a requirement of total 
assimilation. Or it could be said that ‘foreigners’ are only temporarily present, 
that they – while they are in the territory – cannot be expected to be assimilated. 
yet, they don’t have the same rights as the citizens, as in the way it is framed 
in concepts such as ‘guest workers’ – or in gastarbeiter, in german – the guest 
worker is going to leave again after all, not become stay.

normatively speaking, i cannot see that individual assimilation is problematic, 
if this is a strategy that a person chooses. Saying that someone deserts his/her 
ethnicity, is to support the idea that there is an inherent, and almost mystical, or 
sacred quality in us, which is a mindset I do not share. However, as a political 
project, the thought of assimilation and a uniform nation-state is not a passable, 
for several reasons.

In the coming generations, the moving will continue. Many people over the 
entire globe will move, even to Norway. This will happen both because the age 
composition of the population here is such that newcomers are needed for work, to 
care for the elderly population and to pay taxes, and because the gap in wealth in 
world has made it such that people want to move to gain a better situation in life. 
and when increasingly new people come, assimilation, or the idea that everyone 
should be equal, will not be a possibility.

secondly, requiring other people to ‘become like us’ is to show disregard for 
what they stand for. And it turns out, that even though some have sought to follow 
the slogan about ‘becoming norwegian’, they are still met with the relatively clear 
message that ‘you can never become as Norwegian as us.’

furthermore, what should newcomers be assimilated into? there is no one 
Norwegian culture that everyone shares. Norwegians disagree about Christian 
faith, nationality, drinking habits, and sexual morals. And culture is changing.

finally, there is great indication that pressure to assimilate produces a counter-
reaction, that people instead move backward into what they consider to be their 
own, that they link together in defence against the outside world.
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So far, the national way has been discussed. Now I will return to multiculturalism. 
Here, the collective is also the point of departure. Yet the unit here is not a shared 
nation, or possibly a nation that is de facto ruled by the majority, yet camouflaged 
a cohesive nation. The unit is the cultures or cultural collectives that exist within a 
territory, whether they are the majority population, indigenous people, historically 
national minorities, or new immigrant minorities. The belief about how special 
each culture is moves along a scale according to which difference or similarity 
are accentuated. At one end of the scale, one can accentuate radical difference to 
such a degree that it is nearly entirely ruled out that people with different cultural 
backgrounds can understand each other. On another end, cultures are viewed more 
as being distinctive constellations, juxtapositions of general elements that exist in 
many contexts, such that we are transparent and comprehensible to each other. In 
reality, we certainly understand a part of each other, but not everything.

as a normative theory, a multicultural position claims that all cultures are 
equally good, or perhaps more appropriately put, have the same rights the state 
should not have the task of promoting one culture over another. Alternatively, 
the state should have a certain compensatory task, guaranteeing a culture that is 
weak in terms of power, the chance of surviving, through grants for language 
instruction, organized cultural work, etc. Some believe that historical minorities, 
like the kvens in norway, have a strong legitimate claim to resources and support, 
while immigrant minorities have chosen to move and therefore do not have the 
same rights. Still, other multiculturalists say that because culture exists deeply 
within people, gives them orientation in life and balance, and because we are not 
people without the culture which has shaped us, everyone has equal right o cultural 
development.

as an integration project multiculturalism would include the following: 
the units that should be integrated, which in other words needs to be able to 

find a space in a majority society without breaking up, are cultural collectives, 
not only or primarily individuals. On this point, an otherwise technically 
good parliamentary bill no.49 (2003-2004) Diversity through inclusion and 
participation, is clearly influenced by the current government, which unilaterally 
has emphasized individuals. When a community is mentioned, it is referring to 
the existing majority community: cultural, including religious minorities are not 
present in this universe. They are not recognized as such, even though the right to 
practicing religion is emphasized.

ethnically based communities, ethnic communities, can also work to integrate 
individuals. Belonging to a group can provide a person with psychological and 
social stability. The alternative is not that people are integrated into a greater 
society, but the alternative can be people who have few contacts with other 
people at all. The experience from the immigration history of many countries, 
especially the American, is that such ethnic communities have fulfilled many 
necessary functions – information, tips about jobs, places to live, help in pinch, 
social interaction, being able to relate an implied joke that other people laugh at, 
preventing youth from falling apart. Some of these communities have become 
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weakened over time, according to whether the needs were just as, or even better 
preserved other places. Other such communities have endured, or even become 
strengthened. For example, in a way, the Pakistani and Turkish communities were 
more oriented toward the norwegian communities as long as the immigrants 
consisted of one generation of young men. With the establishment of families, and 
a number of social institutions, including religious ones, the communities have 
retreated internally, at least in some dimensions of life. Yet the individuals are 
probably more integrated, if what is meant by this is that they are more connected 
to other people. 

in relation to the political system, it is possible to be of the opinion that 
having a multicultural position can imply that all ethnic groups, cultures, possibly 
religions should be represented as such – that is, not via parties that are class-
based, or secular ideologies and programs. It can also be imagined that minority 
representation is guaranteed via quotas or actual practices in existing political 
parties. In my perspective, the relationship between the majority and minority is 
an independent power relation, similar to the way in which the relations between 
genders, different classes, social differences in resources are also power relations. 
Quotas (affirmative action) can also be justified in relation to education, work, etc. 
based on an idea of collective asymmetry, or imbalance. When many factors work 
against people in a minority, this must be counteracted with special measures, if 
necessary radical quotas – that is, a person from a minority shall get a position if 
he or she is qualified, not just when the person concerned is just as qualified as 
another good applicant.

how can such a multiculturalism be argued for?
an initial possible perspective is that collectives exist as something more 

than the sum of individuals: language is for example something that children are 
– or can be – born into. And because a collective has an actual life, it should be 
preserved, in the way we believe individuals should have the right to live.

further, it is possible to be of the opinion that cultural diversity is a strength, 
even for the persons who do not initially share cultures. Different cultures tend to 
favour certain ways of viewing the world more than others, and as such are also 
limit people’s opportunites. Diversity is a resource, it can be a source of enrichment, 
of adaptations, and self-reflection, or a source of being able to see several different 
perspectives. If monoculture makes agriculture vulnerable, a parallel might be that 
a society should preserve as many opportunities as possible, such that it can handle 
different possible futures. Letting a culture erode is also to squander its future 
potential, a potential we perhaps today still cannot see.

as a third element: failure to acknowledge collectives or to allow cultural 
distinctons to go unthematized does not mean that culture stops playing a role. 
Yet it implies that the majority culture takes over without having to argue for it, 
without it being visible, so to speak, by virtue of structural power, in the quiet 
power that exists in having a massive upper hand.

in addition, it is possible to be of the opinion that in practical politics and 
organization, we must at least think as if collectives exist. Governments have to 
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make a choice, for example arrange for native language instruction, as if this group 
of language-users exists – beyond each individual. There cannot be some kind of 
daily vote on such issues, such that such an offering would be influenced day to 
day by somewhat occasional fluctuations in opinion.

additionally, if one does not accept the real existence of cultural collectives, 
one must see that others believe that they actually exist. And one at least cannot 
brush aside such viewpoints without arguments. When the followers of a religion 
believe that this community amounts to more than its individual believers this 
has to be taken seriously. When musicians within an ethnic group prefer to play 
what they consider to be ‘their’ music, it is not unproblematic if the immigrant 
department would rather fund those who play cross over world music because it is 
viewed as more integrated and integrating.

Multiculturalism as a program also presents problems.
In the foundation itself – what is it that constitutes a collective? What traits 

should constitute the basis for acknowledgment as a collective? it is national origin? 
is it religion? should filipinos be recognized as filipinos or as Catholics? What 
then should be considered to be most important? the traits that any grouping that 
regards itself as being a group at any point in time deems to be important? in that 
case, should homosexuals who believe that sexual orientation is the decisive factor 
be acknowledged as being their own cultural group, with claim to representation 
on the same level as sikhs and samis? or is there a distinction between what can 
be referred to as a subcultural and societal diversity?

In the relationship between the collective and its surroundings: should anyone 
be able to speak out on behalf of the collective? Who in that case are the rightful 
spokespeople? Who has the right to define what a group stands for or is? Does 
anyone have the formal right and legitimacy to be of the opinion that something 
is a more authentic component of the culture than something else? Can such a 
perspective contribute to ‘freezing’ a certain culture, to claim that it has an intrinsic, 
lasting ‘essence’, while in reality it previously has changed a great deal.

In the relationship between the collective and individuals who are members: 
should a collective be able to stake claim in deciding over the individual? against 
norms that pertain to the remainder of society? should an individual be able 
to leave a group – for instance the fact several religions more willingly accept 
disbelievers than apostates? My own answer on precisely this issue is that the 
individual must have precedence and should be able to choose to leave the group. 
however, on the other hand, the state cannot direct a collective like a family or 
a religious community to accept as a member an individual who acts against the 
norms of the collective. The right to leave a group is followed by a right to not 
include, even exclude.

In the relationship between the greater society and minorities: if i say that you 
are radically different than me, this can lead to a tolerant attitude: i make certain 
choices, you must have the right to choose differently for yourself. Yet this can 
also lead to radical differential treatment. If I do not recognize any of myself in 
you, why should you be treated like me? are you actually a person, and should 
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you be treated like a person? in a peaceful situation, the question is not stated 
in such an extreme form, but modern history is unfortunately rich with negative 
examples.

In the relationship between groups. Can insistence on difference and especially 
cultural difference serve to split groups up, pit groups against each other, hindering 
the emergence of a greater, shared we? using american concepts – if each and 
every group insists on the precedence of women, or that Black is beautiful, or on 
gay pride, how can a rainbow coalition be created? in particular, can focusing on 
cultural difference hinder the recognition of social equality, social or class-based 
shared interests? it has been argued that ethnopolitics, questions about ethnic 
identity, culture, has primarily been carried forth by elites, intellectuals, or middle 
class people within an ethnic group, at the expense of concrete problems that affect 
working class people – unemployment, unstable job conditions, underpayment, 
poor living conditions, and difficulties making ends meet.

in relation to the state that one is a part of, the following question has been 
posed: Can a society exist if it only consists of a number of different groups with 
each their own identity and each their own project – without anyone considering 
the whole? and what degree or what type of differences can be found in the same 
area? historical examples, like the ottoman empire with its so-called millet-
system, in which different groups, Muslims, Christians, and Jews alike could find 
a place, rested just as much on the fact that an authoritarian religious state power 
had hegemony.

My own conclusion is that neither model number 1 – the liberal individual-
based model – or model number 2 – the collective model – provide satisfactory 
answers, neither normatively or practically. It is possible to imagine a third model? 
here is my attempt toward such an alternative – for the lack of a better word, let 
me call this the relational model.

the starting point will be a view of the person, which means that it is neither an 
autonomous i or an i encapsulated in a secondary collective, but that we humans 
exist in light of the many social relations or in the connections into which we enter 
with other people. An individual always exists in relation to others, both in the 
immediate lifeworld and for example through being consumers of products that 
come from far away. The relation can involve cooperation, interaction, exchanges, 
transactions, but can also be mediated via an intermediary like a market. We enter 
into several chains of mutual dependence, chains that have different lengths and 
include extremely different numbers of people. Some social connections exist 
within the intimate lifeworld, while others reach toward the macro-level, the 
national level, or the transnational level. If one thinks in such connections, it is 
possible to see that a person, or a collective phenomenon, is not a constant in 
itself, does not have an eternal essence, nature or substance, neither norwegians 
or Pakistanis behave in a fixed way, they can change as relations shift. 

at the same time, this means that society is constituted by the connections that 
exist between people. If there are relations between people, there is community 
between them. Instead of talking about whether a society exists or not, and that 
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there are clear geographical boundaries for a society, we can talk about different 
degrees of society, according to how close and frequent the relations are.

While the liberal model says that it is the individual who should be integrated 
and the collective model focuses on different groups, this relational thinking would 
instead talk about an integrated society as a society with high levels of cooperation 
and participation. 

it follows from this that a person can belong to several communities; it depends 
on what relations they enter into, who they interact with. A Filipino in Norway can 
then be viewed as a member of the Phillipines, of norway, and perhaps also of a 
transnational Filipino community. If this is taken seriously, it means that society 
is not identical to a unit as a territory with borders, a country, or a state. In many 
questions, cooperation will follow or be limited by boundaries, but it is not the 
territory that creates society.

a possible result of this thought is that the individual has several societal 
affiliations, that they have responsibilities in several sets of connections, that 
they must fulfill obligations in relations to several chains of mutual dependence. 
This is how it is daily; we should both be good parents and attend to the job, and 
participate in voluntary communal work in the housing cooperative. It can also be 
this way on the societal level – one can feel obligations to our place of origin and 
relatives there – and to the many relationships one enters into where one lives. 
Demanding that a person should have undivided affililiations and loyalty is to 
deny this basic condition.

for some, this has led to the thought that people should be able to have citizenship 
in several places. The argument is that demanding that one chooses between 
citizenships simply does not cover the real situation that people find themselves in. 
Present-day norwegian legislation opens for weaker variants of this, in the form 
of voting rights in the sami parliamentary elections and norwegian parliamentary 
rights, and in the form of municipal voting rights after three years of residence. 
And one is both a British citizen and a citizen of the EU. A counter argument 
against double citizenship has been that one citizenship links an individual to a 
state, that it thereby functions to create a sense of belonging. Another argument 
has been that one should not have the power to influence politics in a place one 
does not live, that one should not get to influence conditions that do not affect 
one’s own life. Finally, possible conflicts in loyalty has been imagined.

What kind of concepts about nation, about norway for example, can this way 
of thinking lead to? it is clear that the classical german understanding about the 
idea that the nation emerges from one historical ethnicity is not suitable. It is 
perhaps not as clear that the french understanding of nation also does not solve 
the problems – it leads to people being able to join the nation and state, but is 
simultaneously quite assimilatory. The newcomer’s cultural baggage is irrelevant 
at best, and at worst gets viewed as problematic. A third, new and more suitable 
concept views the nation as a process, in which some old elements disappear, 
some last, and some continually emerge – both via impulses from the outside and 
through people who flow into the area. This does not mean that a entity like what 
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is ’Norwegian’ is fictive or entirely unsteady – but that it is changeable, that it 
is created and recreated and will be created and recreated with new people who 
arrive. A nation must then be understood as diversity and unity, as difference and 
community. This sounds perhaps like wishful thinking, but is actually close to the 
American understanding of nation when it is at its best, so to speak. 

if the basic normative position shall be neither universalism nor a radical, 
relative multiculturalism, what should it then be? said in a somewhat vague 
manner – such great differences that some people find desirable against the degree 
of community that is necessary. As a normative expression: the hope was that we 
appreciated each other both based on our differences and our similarities.

as a project of integration, the goal will be to work toward a model of inclusion 
that avoids on the one hand the demand, pressure, even the coercion to assimilate, 
a model in which integration is not a nice word for assimilation. And this puts 
us through a more difficult test than liking kebabs or cous-cous. For everyone, 
whether it be people whose backgrounds are originally from norway, or another 
place, this means living with greater differences that we have been used to, living 
side-by-side with people who have thoughts and customs we do not understand, 
do not necessarily like, even personally disagree with. This is the challenge, living 
together with the people one likes is easy. On the other hand, we must together 
hinder the formation of a society in which the groups are separated, segregated, 
the young do not do not attend kindergartens and schools together, in which some 
poorly paid occupations are reserved for certain ethnic groups, or in which the 
housing prices push people with immigrant backgrounds out of the certain areas.

the relational model for coexistence between people and groups must be the 
following:

there has to be an acceptance for much greater differences in ways of 
life than have previously been the case. More specifically – individually, 
everyone should be free to argue for and against, struggle against or defend 
customs. Yet we must distinguish between what I personally value or not 
– and what a state, the public sphere within a democracy, shall open up for 
or intervene in. Today the will is greater, probably too great, to call upon 
the state. 
Some key values ought to be shared. To name two such values: That 
minority groups have claim to external protection against infringement 
from the greater society, and that individuals will not be subject to internal 
coercion in the groups to which they belong. The crux of the matter is to 
determine what belongs to the differences of the private sphere, which a 
state should not get mixed up in, and what exists as the necessary minimum 
of public concensus. Personally, there is no doubt in my mind that genital 
circumcision should not be accepted. Still, this is not a universal point of 
view – by the very fact that it takes place in the first place.

1.

2.
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how can one legitimately argue that something must be accepted by everyone? 
the British theoretician, Bhikhu Parekh describes several possibilities:

that there are universal human rights or universal moral standards that are 
perceived as being culturally neutral. The problem with such rights is that 
they are too few and ‘thin’ to cover the great many areas of human life.
That historically created core values in a country exist. Yet the problem 
is partially that few countries actually have had such entirely universally 
shared values, and in addition, that long traditions are not unequivocally 
considered to be relevant and valid by all newcomers.
that a form of conversation and tug-of-war takes place, open or tacit 
negotiations between the majority and the minority, about how one can or 
should ‘have it here.’ Calls to prayer from minarets are an example. The 
premise must be that both parties must both adapt, change? integration 
cannot mean that only one party should have to change. 

What should apply if the conversation does not lead to agreement? Personally, i 
believe that the government must then assert these few, yet essential core values. 
in some cases, in appearing tactically, even if female circumcision is forbidden, 
it is probably more prudent to change the practice through efforts of the people 
who belong to the group concerned than, for example, arresting a mother who 
has allowed her daughter be circumcised. In some cases, these core values can be 
asserted through making it rational to choose one alternative instead of another, like 
making working more favourable than going on welfare. In other circumstances, 
these values are asserted through upholding the law.

the third element in a model for coexistence must be agreement about how 
we can disagree and be different. There is a need to agree about the driving rules, 
for example that everyone should be represented, that everyone have the right to 
assert their opinions without being harassed. Here, adherents to a having small 
government claim that what is central are the procedures and actions; one should 
only demand more that people act in accordance with the rules of the game, not ask 
about people’s innermost feelings and private values. This basically corresponds 
with the liberal model. Others have said that such formal behaviour does not hold 
up when things get tough, then official republican virtues are needed, the will to do 
something. Attitudes are necessary, not just in actions – that is with an emotional, 
internalized, moral support for the democratic system, with a will to take action/
make an effort.

I myself am inclined toward this last perspective. Yet what are the conditions for 
this to become a reality? No one can be made to have warm feelings. The answer 
must be to establish full membership for everyone, guarantee that everyone has a 
actual share in society , despite their differences. This membership, this inclusion 
into society, has both a social, a political, and a cultural dimension.

firstly, the social membership: this involves, like point 1 – guaranteeing 
work for everyone. To be working provides income, a connection to a community, 

•

•

•
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creates self-respect, provides respect in the eyes of others, and gives the person a 
certain elementary power. Being a client implies the opposite.

a second link in the social membership is education. In working life of the 
present day, this is the entry ticket to the more secure jobs, a ticket that many 
people do not get. A school, which is not exclusionary on an ethnic and class basis, 
especially in relation to boys who often appear as being the losers, is a school 
that:

puts great emphasis on and provides the possibility of learning from 
practice, not just from books;
builds upon a teacher education and a school for a multicultural reality, 
which is reflected in the curriculum, customs, etc;
is not affected by the growing class differences resulting from 
increased privatisation of schools which, concomitant with a decline 
in the standards of the public school, in particular affects the minorities 
adversely.

further, the policy must attend to the interests of everyone who has a low positioning 
in society. i do not think information alone can cope with those who have become 
xenophobic. If one sees who this is in particular, young men are especially 
important. They are often the ones who have the lowest social positioning, with 
short education and poorly paid jobs or no job at all – the group that almost all 
parties have overlooked. What is ironic is that they in several respects resemble 
many of the youth they so strongly dislike. Young men with poor prospects and 
white skin stand against young men with bad prospects and dark skin. Not so long 
ago, the workers’ movement provided young workers with an interpretation of the 
world that hit home and worked for a policy for them. Now they feel left in the 
lurch. And in this void, they have listened to interpretations of the world that say 
that it has nothing to do with those people who are up and down in society, but 
about Norwegians/white against foreigners/blacks. As long as other parties and 
voluntary organizations do not manage to express and represent their situation, 
they will listen to the clear racists. Alternatively put, a social, class-based inclusion 
of everyone in the norwegian society is a condition for being able to include 
ethnic difference. 

now on to the political membership. One can discuss whether a debate around 
double citizenship should be debated, possibly the conditions linked to citizenship. 
still, i think another point is more important – namely political representation, 
power, for all groups. This means that one must discuss quotas – in order to balance 
the calm upperhand a majority always has through being the majority. Power has 
to do with being able to express oneself such that one cannot be ignored, so that 
one must be taken into consideration. This will probably lead to special demands, 
disagreement, even conflict. Yet, one should not be too anxious about this. The 
struggle, the competition, the antagonism between different movements – whether 
they be Christians, socialists, teetotallers, or adherents of new norwegian – created 
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modern Norway. The struggle for the same benefit/good – political influence in the 
state – functioned to integrate people. If people are not represented in the political 
system, in a number of committees, in important parts of the labour market, then 
they turn their backs on society. Perhaps they answer by cutting themselves off, 
perhaps with acting out, conflict. Struggle is good, but not if it has no direction. 
now onto what one could perhaps call a cultural membership. It is in the cards 
that the influence essentially moves from the majority to the minority, that the 
society at large has greater power and sends out a number of signals and demands. 
yet if integration is not to mean that only one party adapts itself to the other, the 
values and ways-of-thinking of the minorities must be acknowledged as entities 
that potentially can become society’s values and ways-of-thinking. Within such 
an acknowledgement lies the possibility for change to go both ways. Do not 
misunderstand. I do not mean that because a minority has a certain understanding, 
that other people owe it to them to take it on, or even that they owe it to them to 
like or accept it. Yet, because minorities are members of society, on the same level 
as others, then one must be prepared for what is norwegian to change and that the 
perception of Norwegianness, what it means to be Norwegian, must change.

this scenario, this unity in diversity, what is it like for the individual? let me 
conclude with two statements by the lebanese-french author, amin Maalouf from 
the book Identity That Kills (1999): ‘Each of my affiliations connects me to a large 
number of people. On the other hand, the more affiliations I come up with, the 
more specific my identity becomes.’ 

I believe this could be quite good.
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Chapter 5  

national identity and the sense of (non-) 
Belonging: iranians in the united states and 

the netherlands
halleh ghorashi

in this chapter i will explore some contextual differences between the netherlands 
and the united states and the impact of these differences on the lives of iranians 
in both countries. Between 1995 and 2000 I listened to the narratives of Iranian 
women in exile in the two countries. Subsequently, I continued conducting 
research in both countries. I did research on the discourses of identity in relation 
to both individual migrants and to iranian organizations in the us in the us, 
i focused on migrants and organizations in California, particularly in los 
Angeles. The most striking outcome of this research was that the Iranians, with 
their relatively common pasts, position themselves completely differently in 
these two countries. Iranian participants located in the Netherlands felt excluded 
and started to develop a complex relationship to the past. They felt strongly 
nostalgic about Iran and positioned themselves exclusively as Iranian. Iranian 
participants located in los angeles, however, felt a sense of belonging to the 
new society and positioned themselves in a hybrid way by calling themselves 
Iranian-Americans. This piece primarily focuses on contextual factors shaping 
the positioning of migrants in the Netherlands and the United States. These 
factors include migration history, the construction of identity, and the presence 
of culturalist discourse. The purpose of this piece is not to present empirical data 
(for this, see ghorashi 2003a, 2004, 2005), but to show how certain contextual 
differences, in terms of dominant discourses, are crucial to the way that identities 
are constructed and experienced. This work shows how exclusionary rhetoric 
provides for exclusionary identities. Before describing the specific contextual 
differences of both countries, i provide brief overview of the background 
concerning Iranian migration to the West.

The Country of Choice

Compared with diasporic groups such as the Jewish diaspora, the existence of 
an Iranian diaspora is quite recent. The number of Iranians residing outside Iran 
– either in exile or as migrants – before the revolution of 1979 was somewhere in 
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the tens of thousands. After the revolution that number reached into the millions. 
there is no exact number for number of people representing the iranian diaspora 
but speculations range from 1 to 4 million.1 the largest population is located in 
the United States, especially concentrated within the state of California. Southern 
California, and in particular los angeles, have been deemed by many a second 
Iran or ‘Irangeles’ (Kelly and Friedlander 1993). Estimates for the number of 
Iranians in LA vary. The number is estimated to be around 200,000, somewhere 
between the official numbers of 100,000 (by the census of 1990, Bozorgmehr et 
al. 1996: 376, note 15) and the numbers released by the media (between 200,000 
to 300,000 in mid 1980s, Bozorgmehr et al. 1993: 73). Within europe, germany 
probably hosts the largest group of Iranians. In Sweden, Iranians are the largest 
non-western immigrant group. Currently, there are approximately 30,000 Iranians 
living in the Netherlands, the majority of whom immigrated in the 1980s and the 
early 1990s. 

the largest wave of emigration from iran coincided with the years of suppression 
beginning in 1981. Seeking a safe place to stay, most Iranians looked to European 
countries and the United States. Initially, France was a favored country because 
of its historical bond with Iranian political exiles (Nassehy-Behnam 1991, 102). 
england and germany were also popular because of these countries’ histories 
of student and cultural exchange. The image of the United States as a land of 
opportunity also played a role in people’s choices. But the single most important 
factor in this decision was language. For the past several decades English has 
been taught as the second language in iranian schools, therefore, english-speaking 
countries such as england, the united states and parts of Canada were preferred 
destinations. But because those preferred countries were also the most difficult to 
reach, financial resources and contacts were crucial. The date of departure also 
became an essential factor. People who left Iran at the beginning of 1980s had more 
chance of reaching the favored european countries or the united states, whereas 
by the end of the 1980s and the beginning of the 1990s policies in those countries 
became more restrictive toward refugees. Accordingly, smugglers increased their 
prices to help people reach these countries. Many refugees chose nearby countries, 
particularly Turkey, as a country of transition.2 once in a transition country many 
were obliged to choose the best available country – as determined by offers 
made by the UN or by smugglers – instead of the country they hoped for. The 
netherlands would certainly not have been considered as a favorite destination for 
Iranians, due to lack of historical contact with the country and the language barrier. 
However, many Iranians came to the Netherlands based on the offers available. 

1 spellman (2004, 1) writes about an estimated one million people who live outside 
Iran. Other media outlets (including Iranian) report a higher number for Iranian diaspora, 
somewhere between 4 to 6 million: see for example: http://impressions-ba.com/features.
php?id_feature=10259.

2 The UNHCR unofficially estimates that there were 300,000 to 1.5 million Iranians 
in Turkey by the end of the 1980s (Bauer 1991, 96, n. 5).
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for some the netherlands in turn served as a transitional country to reach other 
preferred countries such as the United States or Canada.

as mentioned above, the united states was a preferred country of destination 
while the Netherlands was more of an accidental choice. According to Bauer 
(1991, 80), the class background of iranian exiles in turkey and germany is more 
varied than in the United States. It is often emphasized that Iranians in the United 
States are from a higher class than Iranians in Europe (Mahdi 1997, 38). Yet, the 
background of iranians in the united states is much more heterogeneous than any 
other countries outside Iran. What, however, contributes to this image of high-
class migrants in the us is rather the relatively high social mobility of migrants 
within this country. What is often ignored is that this high mobility in the US 
makes it possible for iranians to become successful in the country regardless of 
their original class background. In case of Iranians, it is important to add that 
many rich people left iran for the united states before the revolution and settled 
in some of the most expensive areas of the country such as Beverly hills, a factor 
that also strengthened the image of rich Iranians in the United States. However, 
us iranians, particularly in los angeles, are strongly heterogeneous in terms of 
class, religion, ethnicity, and occupation.

The main aspect shared by the majority of the Iranian diaspora is that their 
history of migration is quite recent and has mostly been caused by the islamic 
revolution. In spite of this commonality of history the positioning of Iranians 
within their new countries has been quite diverse. Diversity is, of course, present 
within any cultural, ethnic or national group. But what is interesting here is that 
there are striking patterns when it comes to the positioning of iranians in different 
countries. 

the results of my research in the us show that highly educated, successful 
first generation Iranians in California position themselves as both Iranian and 
American. They feel a sense of belonging to American society, yet feel very much 
Iranian in a cultural sense, calling themselves Iranian-Americans. Iranians in the 
netherlands with the same background and position in society identify themselves 
exclusively as Iranian and do not consider themselves Dutch at all. They feel 
uprooted within dutch society and feel no sense of belonging to their new country 
(Ghorashi 2003a, 2003b). 

When I first came across this difference I wondered how it was possible 
that a so-called tolerant society such as the netherlands could contribute to the 
construction of essentialist and mono-cultural identities such as that of someone 
who was considered exclusively Iranian. This while American society – which 
many of iranians called the Great Satan in their revolutionary years – had enabled 
the formation of hybrid identities such as that of an Iranian-American. How could 
this ‘old enemy’ become home to these iranians? to answer these questions i have 
explored various factors. I will start with the United States. 
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The u nited States: Distance from the ‘melting Pot’

the history of immigration in the united states has been closely linked to 
assimilation theory, which has a hierarchical base of departure. The assumption is 
that a dominant culture (of the host society) exists in contradiction to a subordinate 
culture (of migrants). Assimilation theory takes as a strong central standpoint that 
immigrants must change when they enter the host society, and adopt the dominant 
culture. It follows that migrants, with their assumed subordinated culture, are 
expected to start at the bottom of society and gradually move up. 

By the end of the twentieth century, the diversity among new migrants had 
influenced a change in this kind of approach to migration in the United States 
(Waldinger and Bozorgmehr 1996, 17). Many new migrants entering the United 
States had higher educations and specialized skills. They were prepared to claim a 
higher place on the ladder of the host society rather than starting out on the bottom 
rung.

although this change of approach has offered more room for recognition of 
the qualities of immigrants and has allowed the possibility of negotiation between 
them and the host society, it still does not imply that migrants are considered equal 
to the members of the host society. Migrants still have to work harder to get to the 
place that non-migrants of similar skill levels achieve. ‘The same proficiencies 
and skills yield better rewards for whites than for immigrants … yes, the high-
skilled immigrants are doing well, the argument goes, but having run into a glass 
ceiling, they do not do as well as they should’ (Waldinger and Bozorgmehr 1996, 
20). Nevertheless, the diversity of new migrants to the United States has brought 
a more differentiated view on migration to the foreground, and has pushed the 
assimilation standpoint somewhat to the side. Thus, this differentiated form of 
migration has forced an image of difference within the united states in which 
diverse migrant communities have been considered part and parcel of american 
society.3

However, this is just one side of the story. A second important factor that 
contributes to this differentiated notion on immigration is tied to the ways in 
which discourses on American national identity are constructed. These discourses 
are partially related to what Behdad calls ‘an ambivalent concept of the ‘nation-
state’ in which [d]isplacement is the precondition for the formation of national 
consciousness in the United States. […] In short, exile and displacement are not 
the opposite of nationalism, but the necessary prerequisite to imagining a national 
community in America’ (1997, 156 and 158). Following Behdad’s argument, 
the concepts of displacement and immigration are an essential part of national 
discourse in the United States. 

3 it is important to keep in mind that certain regional differences impact the way 
the differences are accepted. California is one of the states of the United States where the 
differences are most visible and where acceptance is much higher.
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That said, the approach toward immigration is ambivalent. On one hand, 
displacement is part of a national discourse, as america has often been called 
the dreamland for migrants, a place in which they are offered equal opportunities 
in life. On the other there exists a strong sense of a need to protect the national 
boundary against ‘certain kinds of’ immigrants.

despite the fact that the united states is an ‘immigrant country,’ there is a 
strong sense of the nation and of national boundaries which have to be protected 
against diseases (such as communism and aids) brought in by immigrants, a 
sense best expressed by the huge, impenetrable bureaucracy, the immigration 
and Naturalization Service (van der Veer 1995, 2).

thus, it is not so much the immigration policies in the united states that make 
america an ‘immigrant country’ but rather this ambivalent concept of a national 
identity that creates space for difference, as this allows those displaced and exiled 
to be part of ‘imagining a national community in America.’ In other words, the 
ambivalent notion of national discourse in the united states has made it possible 
for the displaced to claim their part of the pie within the national discourse about 
Americanness. 

the third factor in the construction of american identity is what stratton and 
Ang (1999) call ‘a design through ideological means’ instead of ‘cultural means’. 
Being a good american is about respecting universal, abstract idealist terms and 
values such as democracy and freedom. 

In the first place, being American is not primarily defined in terms of specific 
cultural practices and symbols (such as love for baseball or hotdogs), but in 
more abstract, idealist terms. As Franklin D. Roosevelt expressed in 1943: 
‘americanism is a matter of the mind and the heart; americanism is not, and 
never was, a matter of race and ancestry. A good American is one who is loyal 
to this country and to our creed of liberty and democracy’ (stratton and ang 
1998, 144). 

It is interesting that Roosevelt’s citation consists of contradictions. America, for 
example, has always been about race but it has not been about culture. Ironically, 
the same year roosevelt expressed these sentiments (1943) Japanese americans 
were inhumanely rounded up and placed in interment camps. Yet, by refusing 
to define American identity in a culturally specific way, a space is created for a 
culturally heterogeneous american identity that is based on common universal 
values. This emphasis on common ideals instead of common culture has been 
essential for the formation of hyphenated American identities. This non-culturalist 
discourse of national identity in the united states provides an inclusive space, in 
discursive terms, for cultural diversity in the country.

the claim of hyphenated identities by the migrants themselves is the last factor 
that has contributed to the construction of American identity through difference. 
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in migrant struggles to claim their cultural space in the us the history of the civil 
rights movement has been essential. In particular, the extensive and long-lasting 
struggle of african americans within the united states has made an important 
contribution toward the heterogeneity of national identity, because it has not only 
emphasized and safeguarded african americans’ difference in the search for 
their ‘roots,’ but it also exerted a strong claim for their Americanness. Through 
this history of identity politics in the us the road has been paved for many new 
migrants to claim their own cultural space within American society. 

Based on the influence of these four factors on the construction of national 
identity in the united states, i adopt rawls’ (1971, 1980) concepts of thin 
universality and thick particularity as they relate to discussions concerning 
pluralism; I do this in order to define the place of difference in national discourses. 
new types of migrants, the ambivalent notion of national discourse, the non-
culturalist claim of the american identity and the civil right movements in the 
united states have resulted in a heterogeneous – read thin – notion of national 
identity in which there is room for thick particularities. Said another way, American 
national discourse allows thick cultural differences within its thin notion of national 
identity. It is possible to be considered American – both by oneself as well as by 
others – within the country’s diversity of physical appearances, languages, and 
cultural backgrounds. Thus, the notion of American identity is like an umbrella 
that includes different particularities. The mere fact that American identity is not 
defined in cultural terms makes it possible for a unified identity to embrace a 
diversity of cultures. This is also a key reason for the strong cultural and ethnic 
flavor of identity politics in the country. In the United States culture and ethnicity 
have been the most important tools in the process of negotiation of becoming 
American. Next to the heterogeneous – read thin – notion of national identity 
that exists within the us, another essential part of the construction of national of 
identity in America is the image of success. ‘[N]ational identity in the United States 
has been defined more positively in commonsensical terms as deeply connected 
to the mythic march of progress and prosperity at home…’ (Giroux 1998, 181). 
america is considered ‘a land of opportunity’ and migrants feel pressure to show 
that they have ‘made it’ in America. Thus, being a good American is not gauged 
by one’s assimilation into a common American culture. To be sure, one may be 
different as long as one respects american values and contribute to the progress of 
the country by being successful. Being American is about being the same and yet 
culturally different.

it is within this context that iranians have been able to reconstruct their 
cultural identity in an american way and even to link their cultural identity to 
a national American identity. Many of the Iranians I spoke with in Los Angeles 
described a sense of community. For example, many registered and non-registered 
organizations are active in celebrating Iranian cultural festivities. The Iranian 
culture that has been reconstructed in the us is in many ways a re-creation of the 
years before the revolution. For many Iranians who were brought up during the 
time of the shah ‘irangeles’ feels more like iran than the post-revolution islamic 
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Iran. A passage from my field notes in L.A. shows this re-creation of the homeland, 
which is replacing the ‘real homeland’ in many ways: 

This morning I was listening to California-based Iranian radio. During the 
program an old woman called and she said that she had paid the subscription 
for six months and that she is going to iran for a while and that she would 
miss the radio terribly while staying in Iran. One of the things that would make 
her happy to come back to the US would be then the existence of the radio. 
What was interesting for me was that an old iranian lady would miss the iranian 
radio program abroad while going back to Iran. This shows how to feel at home 
as a concept is separated from its original place when a concept has lost its 
original place and has its new form in a new re-created home. Iranians who 
have been brought up in the time of the shah would hear the music of the years 
of their childhood. The old lifestyle is much closer in L.A. than in Iran after 
the revolution. Iran consistently has other elements that would attract Iranians, 
especially emotionally. But the fact that Los Angeles can in many ways replace 
iran as a homeland creates for iranians a known environment to deal with 
their new life in a new context in a less conflicting way (Field notes of 23 July 
1997).

los angeles had the same impact on me as a person who had left iran approximately 
11 years before (at the time of my research within L.A.) and who was in search of 
her homeland while living in the Netherlands. I soon felt at home in Los Angeles 
in many ways. I could relive many similar images from my childhood, including 
ones that I had already lost when I was still in Iran. The whole setting of Iran 
outside of iran, or ‘irangeles’, serves for many a familiar environment, similar to 
the place where they grew up. This can stimulate their sense of belonging. The 
existence of the past in the present in los angeles has partly contributed to the fact 
that most Iranians I talked to saw themselves as part of American society. They 
feel American in an Iranian way.4 

Continuous Strangers: iranians in the Netherlands

Compared with what i found in the us, the iranian participants with whom i spoke 
in the netherlands were more individually oriented and did not describe a sense 
of community. The few gatherings that are organized within the Netherlands are 
primarily related to Iranian national festivities or political events. The only festivity 
that is celebrated every year in almost every large city is the celebration of Norooz 
(the Iranian New Year on the 21st of March). The lack of a strong community does 

4 this sense of belonging is, however, constantly being negotiated and re-evaluated 
(for more, see Ghorashi 2004, 2005).



Paradoxes of Cultural Recognition82

not mean that Iranians are invisible in the Netherlands. In fact, the opposite is true. 
Iranians have been quite visible in fields such as politics, literature and science. 

the individualist orientation of iranians in the netherlands has to do with a 
combination of factors. Applying for political asylum has been virtually the only 
way that Iranians could stay in the Netherlands. The reason for the group of Iranian 
immigrants who entered the Netherlands in the 1980s was very political. Indeed, 
the stay of Iranians in the country depended on their political story. In addition, the 
existence of an Iranian Embassy in The Hague meant that the ‘enemy’ was close. 
this made the lives of many iranians insecure, especially given the fact that some 
prominent members of the iranian opposition were assassinated in europe in the 
1980s. These events created an atmosphere of fear resulting in limited interaction 
among Iranians. Starting in the mid-1990s, Iranians showed increasing interests in 
various cultural, social, and democratic activities and this led to the formation of new 
organizations. However, after more than ten years, it seems that these activities have 
still not resulted in the formation of a cohesive Iranian community in the Netherlands. 
the reason behind this can be explained through the impact of the political past in 
combination with the specific history of the Netherlands. 

the construction of pillars – ‘own worlds’ – along lines of religious 
denomination and political ideology was long the dominant framework for 
thinking about differences in the netherlands, before de-pillarization (ontzuiling) 
gained dominance in the 1960s. Pennings calls pillars ‘separated institutional 
complexes of religiously or ideologically motivated institutions and members, 
which are marked along the same boundaries in different social sectors’ (1991, 
21). He describes pillarization as ‘the process in which after 1880 Catholics, 
orthodox Protestants, and social democrats have gradually institutionalized their 
mutual differences’ (Ibid). Regardless of whether the pillars have been shaped by 
the elites in the service of national pacification (Lijphart 1968) or else have been 
developed within an (already) existing pluralistic political culture (daalder 1981),5 
pillarization has had a channeling effect on cultural differences, with the result that 
‘its supporters remained separated while the pillar-elites maintained contact with 
each other’ (Pennings 1991, 17). The process of secularization of Dutch society 
and the increasing role of the state in social affairs made the existence of pillars 
unnecessary and unwanted. 

it is very likely that the habitus of pillarization continued when new migrants6 
came to the netherlands, due to a culture that was supposed to be entirely different 
from the Dutch one. Koopmans holds that the relationship between Dutch 
society and its migrants is strongly rooted in the pillarized tradition. This system, 
which in the early twentieth century was a successful pacifying element in the 

5 For both references to Lijphart and Daalder see Pennings (1991, 8–9).
6 in the late 1950s, postwar economic growth and the need for unskilled labor forced 

the Dutch government to look beyond its borders, fostering labor contracts first with Italy 
and Spain and later with Turkey and Morocco (Wilterdink 1998, 58). By the term new 
migrants I refer to these Turkish and Moroccan ‘guest workers’.



National Identity and the Sense of (Non-) Belonging 83

conflicts between local religious and political groups, has been reintroduced as an 
instrument of integration (Koopmans 2003, 166 and 167). The influence of this 
pillarized history on migrants is most clearly witnessed in the case of migrants 
from islamic countries who entered the country as ‘guest workers’ in the 1960s 
and the 1970s. Even in the 1980s when the realization came that this initial idea of 
temporary migration was not realistic anymore, most policy makers and academics 
still considered this group to be a new kind of pillar. Based on a thorough study of 
the research on pillarization, Blom concludes that it is best – despite the amount of 
criticism concerning the term – to ‘again let pillarization become a metaphor’ for 
the new social developments (2000, 236). Here, we encounter contrary processes: 
after the welfare state had made pillars redundant a new discourse started to grow 
about the creation of a new pillar in a relatively de-pillarized Netherlands. Logically 
it seems quite misplaced to think of a new pillar in a country that struggles to 
prove that it is a de-pillarized society, and in which the emphasis is on individual 
autonomy against group pressure. Another contradiction has been the increase 
of anti-religious sentiments in the netherlands as the result of de-pillarization 
on the one hand, and on the other hand the implicit continuation of religiously 
based structures in different fields within the country next to the growing presence 
of Islam. Yet the above-sketched field of tension shows the confusing situation 
that the new migrants from Islamic countries faced. The habitus of pillarization 
translated into minority thinking, left – and even created – space for these migrants 
to preserve their own culture, especially when it was still generally assumed that 
they would return to their home countries, but this was even continued when they 
were believed to stay in the Netherlands. At the same time this space for group 
formation on cultural or religious basis formed a foundation of uneasiness and 
discomfort for the Dutch majority population. In a time that majority believed to 
be freed from the limitations and the pressure of the group and religion, there is 
a new group in the society which claims its group’s rights; a group believed to be 
both religious and traditional in many ways. 

it is this history of recent migration together with the present de-pillarized dutch 
society that makes group formation among migrants undesirable. Importantly, it 
is the combination of this context with the particular pattern concerning iranians, 
with its emphasis on political past that has contributed to the sense of individuality 
and lack of community among Iranians in the Netherlands. The political past of 
iranians has been key to the construction of the self-image of iranians as part of the 
intellectual elite of Iran. As mostly refugees from an Islamic country and in general 
non-religious, iranians sensed this dislike towards migrant group formation and 
acted upon it by also resenting group formation within their new society. By 
doing this they tried to distance themselves from negative images – such as low 
education, traditionalism and religiosity – that had been attributed to migrants 
from other Islamic countries. This strategy points to why Iranians have not been 
able to form a community and practice their culture in the Netherlands. It needs to 
be noted that as opposed to iranians in the united states iranian immigrants within 
the netherlands did not need the protection and support of their group, because of 
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the possibilities of the existing welfare state in the Netherlands. But the question 
remains: why do these immigrants position themselves exclusively as iranian and 
why do they not relate to the dutch identity in spite of their successes and after living 
in the country for almost two decades?

Belonging to the Dutch Society?

the idea of the migrant as a guest has long lost its currency in the netherlands, but 
the idea that migrants’ most ‘natural’ link is the one they have with their country 
of origin is persistently dominant. This assumption can also be traced within many 
other European countries. The often-cited joke by Ulrich Beck is an example of 
this. A black man in Germany is asked: ‘Where are you from?’ He answers: ‘From 
Munich.’ Q: ‘And your parents?’ A: ‘Also from Munich.’ Q: ‘And where were 
they born?’ A: ‘My mother in Munich.’ Q: ‘And your father?’ A: ‘In Ghana … 
’ Q: ‘Ah, so you’re from Ghana.’ Not so much a punch line as a stereotype, the 
joke reinforces the idea that the real, unbreakable tie a migrant has is to his or her 
‘country of origin’, (which points to the event of the migration in the person’s 
family), even if the person was born in his home country. The history of migration 
in the netherlands, with the earlier presence of ‘guest workers’ and a subsequent 
focus on refugees as the main types of migrants in more recent history, has created 
a certain kind of understanding of migration. Specifically, there is a undertone of 
temporariness that is linked to the idea of migration, which is also connected to a 
rooted notion of identity. Migrants belong to the place they came from and will, 
assumedly, eventually return to. This construction of otherness is embedded within 
an ideology of certain images and practices concerning ‘who belongs’ and ‘who 
does not belong’, and within a construction of certain images concerning the nation 
that excludes migrants. The migrant as ‘other’ is ‘constructed as not belonging to 
the nation and yet living inside it’ (Räthzel 1995, 165). In this way, this discourse 
of temporary migration has a close link to the discourses surrounding national 
identity. 

The general assumption about the Dutch is that they are not nationally oriented. 
As Prins puts it, ‘[t]he essential trait of Dutch identity is assumed to be its non-
identity, its fluidity, its openness to ‘others’’ (Prins 1997, 120). She continues:

However, this modest mode of speech has a reverse. For by assuming that 
Dutchness is an unmarked category, a subject position that does not strike the 
eye because it does not differ from modern culture in general, it turns out to 
coincide with what is considered the norm or normal. Hence, everything not-
Dutch gets marked as ‘other’, as different from that norm (Prins 1997, 126).

Until recently the Dutch were quite famous for not stressing their national identity. 
this may have to do with their resistance to germany related to their unpleasant 
past during the second World War, when a strong national identity served as a 
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basis for exclusion and terrible violence. But this claim of non-identity and 
manifest dislike of national identity does not mean that the notion of dutchness 
is not present in daily life. The opposite is the case: questions of proper and 
improper behaviors in public life are very much linked to a notion of dutchness 
that regulates the society in a latent manner. The ‘real’ Dutch have a normalized 
religion and body. According to Wekker the image of Dutchness is at the very least 
that of being white and Christian (Wekker 1995, 78). Since the growing culturalist 
discourse in the netherlands, with concerns regarding islam and the position of 
migrants from islamic countries at its core, this image of dutchness may seem 
somewhat differentiated. One example is reference to ‘Judeo-Christian tradition’ 
within present discourse instead of solely to Christian tradition as opposed to 
Islamic tradition. The present focus on Islam in the Netherlands may also have 
somewhat marginalized the exclusionary rhetoric towards other migrants groups 
such as Surinamese or Chinese. Although the present focus on Islam may seem 
new, it is actually based on the long term, albeit shifting, presence of exclusionary 
rhetoric applied towards migrants with different backgrounds.

My research has shown that in contradiction to the united states, the dutch 
notion of national identity has been quite exclusive and thick. This thick notion 
of national identity leads to a process of exclusion and sets up a dichotomous 
relationship between us – ‘the Dutch’ – and them – ‘the others’. The consequence 
is that people from different backgrounds who are born in the netherlands or who 
have lived most of their lives there and have dutch nationality are not included 
as ‘one of us’. Since 11 september, the cultural and religious content of this thick 
notion of Dutchness has become even more obvious. Beneath a new rightist 
discourse in the Netherlands is a close link between national and cultural identity. 
the focus of the dominant discourse in the netherlands since 2000 has increasingly 
been on the incompatibility of ‘other’ cultures and on the need to protect dutch 
culture and identity from external cultural invasion in order to promote dutch 
cultural norms and values. This newly formed exclusionary rhetoric is based on 
a homogeneous, static, coherent, and rooted notion of culture which stolcke calls 
‘cultural fundamentalism’ (1995, 4). In this ‘new culturalist struggle’, migrants are 
blamed not only for their culture, but also for not distancing themselves from it. 
the recent dominant assumption has been that the social and economic problems 
of immigrants will be solved once they distance themselves from their culture and 
assimilate into Dutch society. This explanation for these immigrants’ problems has 
deepened the ‘us and them’ dichotomies within the society. 

the perception of migration as a temporary phenomenon, a thick notion of 
dutchness, and the new culturalist struggle in the netherlands all have one thing 
in common – a ‘rooted’ and homogenous notion of culture. The impact of this 
dominant perception in the netherlands is that even successful immigrants in the 
society feel uprooted and not a part of society. The thick construction of Dutchness 
also makes virtually impossible the existence of hyphenated identities that are 
linked to multiple positions of cultural difference. Therefore, identification within 
the dutch context is limited to strict notions of dutch and non-dutch, which do not 
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leave space to maneuver among cultural diversity or for hybrid positioning. Even 
when migrants became a part of society through their contacts with the dutch and 
their achievements in study and work, they still did not see themselves included 
as Dutch citizens. 

this is also true in the case of iranians, who, in spite of their achievements in 
the netherlands, and their attempts to belong by differentiating themselves from 
other islamic migrants, feel that they can never break through the thick wall of 
Dutchness so that they can feel any sense of belonging to the society. They then 
distance themselves from any kind of identification with Dutchness and position 
themselves exclusively as Iranian. As a result, what prevails is that there is a 
disrupted sense of time and place that excludes multiple identifications with the 
past culture (Iran) and the present setting (the Netherlands) (Ghorashi 2003b). This 
sense of uprootedenss also fuels nostalgic feelings towards the past and creation 
of an ‘imaginary home’. This imaginary home is a selection of memories of the 
past; an Iran of their minds. This imaginary Iran is a ‘home’ created outside the 
place where one lives at present, a ‘misplaced home’ that makes the possibilities 
of settlement and a sense of belonging in a new context very difficult, if not 
impossible. 

Conclusion

Societal context is essential to how migrants position themselves in the new society. 
the historical and discursive processes in the united states have resulted in a 
situation in which the physical space of an ‘old enemy’ has turned out to be home 
for many Iranians. I argue that different factors such as civil rights movements, 
the diversity of new immigrants, a non-culturalist construction of national identity, 
and the ambivalence of the U.S. national discourse in relation to displacement and 
exile have brought to the foreground a rather heterogeneous approach to national 
identity. Within this new approach it becomes possible to create multiple positions 
of cultural difference. This heterogeneous definition of national identity creates 
a thin notion of americanness in which there is space for thick particularities (in 
this case, people with varied backgrounds and cultures). When the construction 
of national identity is not informed with an assumed cultural thickness and 
the subsequent sense of exclusion is not present, there seems to be no sense of 
uneasiness for iranians to connect with the new identity, in this case, an american 
identity. 

in the netherlands, however, national identity is seen as homogeneous, and is 
related to a thick notion of dutchness that includes white dutch and excludes those 
who are deemed culturally different (migrants). This homogeneous definition of 
dutchness does not represent the diversity of the netherlands and excludes the 
migrants’ share of Dutchness. When a national identity seems culturally exclusive 
and thick, as is dutchness, it does not leave space for migrants to connect to 
this identity and claim it in their positioning. The notion of temporary migration 
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together with an increasingly negative fixation on cultural and religious difference 
in the netherlands make the iranians participants in this study – who are also active 
participants in the Dutch society – feel like strangers or unwelcome guests. The 
fixation against cultural and religious otherness within the Netherlands, however, 
contributes to a sense of exclusion and thus a feeling of uneasiness towards the 
migrants. This prevents any sense of belonging by migrants to Dutch society 
and any identification with the Dutch identity. The result has been that migrants 
and the dutch are moving farther away from each other day by day and a sense 
of insecurity is emerging in the society. It is not only the migrants who cannot 
feel a sense of belonging in the netherlands, in this omnipresence of culturalist 
exclusionary discourse in the netherlands, it is also many ‘native’ dutch who are 
also losing their sense of belonging in the country they considered theirs. 
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Chapter 6  

discrimination and Cultural Closure 
at Work: evidence from two dutch 

organizations
hans siebers

to a considerable extent, the fate of cultural and ethnic diversity will be decided 
upon within the labour market and work organizations, since here access to jobs, 
career opportunities, and income is determined. These issues do not present a very 
optimistic picture. Most Western societies experience serious ethnic inequalities in 
the labour market that cannot be attributed only to minority members having less 
human capital credentials in terms of education, work experiences, and training. 
apparently, other processes of exclusion such as discrimination work against the 
interests of minority members in organizations.

there is considerable international literature on discrimination at work, but the 
evidence of discrimination in organizations is not straightforward and suffers from 
conceptual flaws. As I will demonstrate in this chapter, discrimination cannot be 
defined or established without taking into account dominant standards for good 
work and good performance. An analysis of the work and organization context is 
vital to understand the exclusion processes minority members have to face and to 
establish whether discrimination is the case.

Such an analysis is lacking in the literature. A fruitful starting point is provided 
by the fact that many contemporary organizations are looking for new organizational 
concepts and practices that may be understood as post-bureaucratic (heckscher, 
1994). I will demonstrate that such post-bureaucratic concepts understand 
organizations in cultural terms. They represent a shift from functional to cultural 
definitions of standards for work and for organizational practices. In principle, one 
might expect that this post-bureaucratic concern for aspects of culture and identity 
opens up space for cultural diversity and for people that might be identified as 
culturally different. Such attention leaves the Weberian distinction between person 
and function behind and thus issues of culture and identity become legitimate 
subjects of concern and management.

However, based on fieldwork in two Dutch organizations, this chapter will 
show that the opposite may be the case since in organizational settings concern 
means control. The culturalization of definitions of good work and performance is 
embedded in power relations and thus becomes normative. Culturalized definitions 
lead to the exclusion of minority members on cultural instead of functional grounds 
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and open up a wide range of arguments to be used against minority employees. 
Furthermore, since such culturally defined norms are understood as legitimate 
grounds on which distinctions are made between employees and between 
applicants, they also seriously complicate any claim of discrimination. 

i will argue that currently popular post-bureaucratic practices favour the 
cultural closure of organizations and the exclusion of minority members. These 
practices exemplify the culturalization discussed in the introductory chapter of this 
book. They show that culturalization is not limited to current dominant discourses 
in e.g. politics and media, but that these discourses coincide with trends towards 
cultural closure of basic societal institutions such as the labour market and work 
organizations.

firstly, this chapter will provide a brief overview of the literature on discrimination 
at work. Next, it will provide contextual information concerning the two Dutch 
organizations in which fieldwork has been carried out – a provincial administration 
and a police region – and will outline the basic methodological approach to data 
collection and data analysis. Subsequently, the basic findings among the provincial 
civil servants and police officers will be presented and discussed.

Ethnic inequality and Discrimination at Work

ethnic and racial inequality are persistent traits of labour markets in countries 
like the US (Roberson and Block, 2001), the UK (Blackaby et al., 2002), Sweden 
(Rydgren, 2004) and Australia (Teicher and Spearitt, 1996). In The Netherlands, 
unemployment percentages among minority groups have been about three times 
as high as those among the majority group over the last decades (CBS, 2004). 
net labour participation of minority members is about 20 per cent lower than of 
majority members (www.statline.nl). Minority members encounter substantially 
more difficulties in application procedures and in career development (Klaver 
et al., 2005; Olde Monnikhof and Buis, 2001), are overrepresented in temporary 
contracts, and work more often in functions below their educational level (dagevos, 
1998; Zandvliet et al., 2001).

the international literature recognizes that there is more to the factors causing 
such inequality than just inequality in human capital credentials, such as education, 
training, work experiences, and job tenure (Smith, 2001). Discrimination is 
suggested by the fact that human capital credentials and performances are not 
appreciated equally for minority and majority members (e.g. Tomaskovic-Devey 
et al., 2005). Majority superiors evaluate the performance of minority subordinates 
less positively than those of majority subordinates (Greenhaus et al., 1990; (Greenhaus et al., 1990; 
Greenhaus and Parasuraman, 1993).

Discrimination at work has been demonstrated in the US (e.g. Deitch et al., 
2003) and the UK (e.g. Darity and Mason, 1998; Jenkins, 1986; Ogbonna and 
Harris, 2006). After sending application letters in 1992 to the UK’s top 100 
companies in which only the applicant’s ethnic background varied, noon (1993) 

http://www.statline.nl
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got significantly more negative answers to letters indicating a minority background. 
In The Netherlands (Bovenkerk et al., 1995) and Germany (Goldberg et al., 1996) 
similar studies had similar findings.

Nevertheless, evidence is not wholly generalizable. When Noon repeated his 
study six years later, he no longer found evidence of discrimination (hoque and 
Noon, 1999). In The Netherlands, Brassé and Sikking (1986) and De Vries (1992) 
found evidence of discrimination, but it had no effect on the overall climate among 
colleagues. Instead of discrimination, Meerman (1999) found acceptance in three 
public organizations. Such findings must be treated with caution, though, since 
minority respondents tend to minimize experiences of discrimination to maintain 
self-esteem and perceived control (Ruggiero and Taylor, 1997). A limited number 
of indications may well represent the tip of the iceberg.

demonstrating discrimination is further complicated by a number of other 
factors. First, there is the claim that, especially in the US, a shift has taken 
place from blatant to modern (McConahay, 1983), everyday (Deitch et al., 
2003) or aversive (Dovidio and Gaertner, 2000) discrimination. Blatant acts of 
discrimination are committed by people who overtly admit their discriminatory 
attitudes. By contrast, aversive discrimination is about the subtle, pervasive and 
everyday ‘microaggressions’ – the impolitic jokes, derogatory remarks, and contact 
avoidance – (Deitch et al., 2003) that cannot easily be attributed to discrimination 
because perpetrators respond with non-discriminatory rationalizations.

secondly, critical race studies have contributed to our understanding of 
racial discrimination at work (e.g. Bell and Nkomo, 2001; Nkomo, 1992). These 
studies understand racism as part of rather long-term developments of racialized 
relations in society (e.g. Goldberg, 1993), only allowing for variations within its 
manifestations (e.g. blatant or aversive). However, these studies are not always 
very explicit about which contextual factors exacerbate or curb the salience of 
racism as such. In the words of Stuart Hall: ‘The question is not whether men-
in-general make perceptual distinctions between groups with different racial or 
ethnic characteristics, but rather, what are the specific conditions which make this 
form of distinction socially pertinent, historically active. What gives this abstract 
human potential its effectivity, as a concrete material force?’ (Hall, 2002, pp. 58-
59). As to racism in work settings, critical race studies’ contribution to identifying 
such conditions is limited.

Thirdly, every organization must differentiate between individual people. In 
application procedures, performance assessments and promotion decisions some 
are selected or get a good evaluation while others are not. The point is whether this 
differentiation takes place on functional or non-functional grounds. Discrimination 
only applies in the latter case. This means that an analysis of the definition of 
standards for good work and good performance is vital in discrimination studies. 
so far, such an analysis is lacking and the aim of this chapter is to provide a 
contribution toward filling this gap.

Work and work performance standards are part of a wider issue concerning 
labour control regimes in organizations (cf. Delbridge and Ezzamel, 2005). 
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Without claiming too much conceptual homogeneity regarding post-bureaucracy 
(Harris and Höpfl, 2006) or too much linearity in the transition from a bureaucratic 
to an assumed post-bureaucratic era (Mcsweeney, 2006), the literature does 
distinguish between bureaucratic and post-bureaucratic kinds of labour control as 
heuristic devices (Alvesson and Kärreman, 2004; Kärreman and Alvesson, 2004). 
Bureaucratic or technocratic control stands for managerial efforts, plans, and 
arrangements that directly control employees’ behaviour prescribing output targets 
and behaviour standards. It draws on Tayloristic principles such as the division 
of labour and the standardization of work-processes, as well as on bureaucratic 
devices of rules, protocols, and other prescriptives for employees’ behaviour. 
technocratic standards include output and behavioural norms, but also human 
capital credentials (e.g. diplomas).

By contrast, post-bureaucratic or socio-ideological control make as its focus 
‘efforts to persuade people to adapt to certain values, norms and ideas about what 
is good, important, praiseworthy, etc. in terms of work and organizational life’ 
(Alvesson and Kärreman, 2004, p. 425). Here the locus of control has moved from 
the outside to the inside. This form of control emphasizes identity regulation:

‘the intent … of these new cultural mechanisms, associated with the post-
bureaucratic organization, is to produce employees who find meaning in 
corporate values and who do not simply comply with rules and procedures to 
ensure better coordination and flexibility but are committed to processes of 
continuous improvement’ (Alvesson and Willmott, 2002, p. 37). 

The manager now tries to shape others’ identities and commitments. Standards 
focus on identity and personality traits, norms and values, attitudes, and meaning-
making.

technocratic control intervenes on the functional level whereas socio-
ideological control intervenes on the level of culture, identity, and meaning-making. 
this conceptual opposition helps us to understand exclusion and discrimination in 
the labour market and in organizations.

Research Settings and Fieldwork Approach

We carried out ethnographic research in two Dutch public organizations.1 the 
administrative body of one of the twelve provinces in the netherlands is involved 
in environmental and geographic planning, the construction and maintenance of 
roads, rivers and canals, the subsidization of welfare, community and care agencies, 
soil sanitation, and environmental protection. The other organization is the urban 
district of one of the 25 Dutch police regions. Police work not only involves law 

1 fieldwork was done together with reini raatgever at, then, utrecht university to 
whom I owe many thanks.
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enforcement. Since the 1980s, the police have also taken over many social tasks 
that are no longer fulfilled by other governmental organizations. 

each organization has a variety of diversity management instruments that 
focus on stimulating minorities’ inflow into the organization and on creating a 
climate of acceptance within the organization. It would be simplistic to deem these 
measures as unsuccessful in dealing with persisting ethnic inequality since most 
measures were implemented at times of vacancy stops that made it difficult for 
their potential positive effects to redress imbalances in personnel composition to 
become effective. Nevertheless, percentages of minority members of the 1700 and 
1200 employees of the province and the police region remain low (5 per cent 
and 3.4 per cent, respectively), well below the minorities’ share of the national 
population (10.4 per cent: CBS, 2004).2 furthermore, minority members are 
almost absent from management jobs within these organizations.

We conducted fieldwork in both organizations in 2002 and 2003 and started 
by analysing relevant organizational documents. We followed with interviews in 
the province with a member of the directorate, four bureau managers, the chief 
HRM manager and two of her colleagues dealing with HRM and diversity. In 
the police region we interviewed the district commander, his deputy, two team 
leaders, and two diversity management officers. Our topic list included general 
traits of the organization; the standards and expectations the organization had 
for its employees; the instruments to enforce them; the practices of application, 
promotion, and performance assessment; and their experiences with ethnic 
inequality, discrimination and conflicts. With bureau managers and team leaders 
we also discussed the performance and career perspectives of those employees 
whom they supervised and whom we studied in more detail (see below).

in each organization we selected two pairs of employees with the same 
educational level, gender, and age category, who were also performing the same 
work. Within these pairs, one participant was a minority member and the other 
a majority member. Thus classical human capital credentials and demographic 
variables were held constant to focus on similarities and differences in the ways 
in which they dealt with power, control, and expectations and how these were 
linked to career chances. In each organization two extra minority members were 
interviewed so in each organization six employees were studied, four of whom 
were minority members. 

2 sources: the 2002 so-called saMen report (province) and regional yearplan 
2003 (police). In official Dutch terms, ethnic differences are categorized as non-Western 
allochthonous or ethnic minorities vis-à-vis  autochthonous people. Someone is considered 
to belong to the former categories if s/he or at least one of his or her parents has been born 
in a specified number of countries that are considered non-Western. Those born in ‘Western’ 
countries are left out of the definition. Immigrant groups from ‘non-Western’ countries have 
come to constitute 1.7 million people, or 10.4 per cent of the total Dutch population (CBS, 
2004).
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We first wanted to know the basic work characteristics within each organization. 
therefore we observed a number of events such as introduction meetings of newly 
appointed officers and a large scale police operation to manage a derby football 
match with rivalling hooligans. Our main observations were focused on daily 
routines – especially interactions with colleagues and citizens – of the four pairs of 
civil servants and officers. Observations enabled us to contextualize our questions 
in subsequent interviews and to create a confidential atmosphere already before 
the interviews took place.

interview topics with employees included their human capital credentials 
and career antecedents, the expectations of colleagues and supervisors, how 
they translated these expectations into their daily work, how they deal with these 
expectations, their own expectations regarding their work and career, experiences at 
key career moments, and interactions with colleagues. Ethnic conflicts – if brought 
up first by respondents – were discussed in detail. There are no indications that 
the ethnic background of both researchers – considered to belong to the majority 
category – inflicted upon confidence or reliability requirements. Anonymity of 
findings was guaranteed; names in this text are pseudonyms.

Quotes from documents, observation notes, and interview transcripts were 
analysed along the steps set out by Miles and huberman (1994) and thus followed 
a procedure of data reduction, data display and the drawing of conclusions. After 
generating sets of codes from the data, i looked for differences and similarities in 
the statements by minority and majority respondents under each code. I followed 
this procedure for each organization. I will start with discussing findings in the 
province and then move on to the findings in the police organization. 

‘Culture Change’ at the Province

in 2001, the directorate of the province initiated a ‘culture change’ programme to 
transform employees’ norms and values. A directorate member noted:

It is a mess, here. The employees just do what they want. They are focused on 
living a nice life, not on achievement … We need new anglo-saxon values here 
… The organization has to be shaken up drastically.

the ‘key values’ of the culture change programme were effective communication, 
result-orientedness and taking responsibility. Respondents told us these ‘key values’ 
were transmitted to the employees very systematically. Since 2002 all employees 
had attended a five to seven days’ training course called the ‘Provincial Kitchen’ 
and each department had its own ‘change teams’. ‘Key values’ were translated into 
competence profiles for each function level and served as criteria for the selection 
and assessment procedures on which salary increases depended.

Our four minority respondents expressed favourable opinions of the programme. 
they particularly welcomed the prescriptions that followed from the key values 
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in the competence profiles, such as the suggestion to regularly ask feedback from 
colleagues. They were particularly positive about the policy that the programme 
demands specification of behavioural consequences, then had employees come 
to an agreement about these specifications with their supervisor, and finally had 
them formalize this agreement into their year-plan, based on which they would 
subsequently be assessed. They stressed that this procedure answered their need 
for ‘clearness’, ‘structure’, ‘transparency’, and ‘safety’.

Several clues appeared in their stories that made these needs understandable. 
One of the respondents, a financial administrator, had several negative experiences 
both in Turkey and The Netherlands when she had to leave her job after 
‘unreasonable’ and ‘unexpected’ demands. She had found it very difficult to deal 
with conflicting instructions from various managers and from that moment on 
had insisted on having written confirmations of managers’ instructions. Another 
respondent, born in liberia, told us that he was quite confused about what was 
expected from him. A policy assistant born in Turkey said, ‘As a newcomer you 
have to do your best to adapt and to learn new things so as not to be excluded from 
society.’ Another respondent suggested that she has to perform extremely well at 
work and noted, ‘as a minority member you have to beware of what people expect 
from you.’ 

The majority colleague of the Turkish financial administrator felt very 
differently about the programme. She went along with it, but was not really 
convinced of its need, nor was she very motivated to translate its values into her 
daily work. This kind of control served her Turkish colleague’s purpose but left her 
indifferent. Moreover, some majority employees clearly opposed the programme 
and countered it on an ideological level. One of the majority bureau managers 
complained about a ‘ … lack of appreciation for their profession and expertise and 
a lack of respect for the people who do the work’, as reflected in the directorate’s 
programme.

Anton, another majority respondent, also understood the programme as a 
disapproval of his views and ways of working. According to his bureau manager, 
he was among a group of employees who thought in terms of joint societal 
responsibility of the province and other stakeholders in accomplishing projects 
under the province’s supervision. By contrast, the new vision of the directorate 
was to focus on administering subsidies and financial control and to leave project 
execution and supervision to other stakeholders. This group of employees 
conceived of the culture change programme as a move within this struggle. Anton 
argued that the programme was about managers ‘wanting to score for their own 
interests, harming the province’s societal responsibility’.

Within this context of ideological struggle, liberian born Charles was hired to 
help Anton to catch up with overdue work and proved quite efficient at this work. 
Charles held favourable views about the culture change programme and advocated 
the administrative work conception favoured by the directorate. According to his 
bureau manager, both Charles’ efficiency and his representation of the directorate’s 
views created bad blood with Anton and his group of colleagues. Both Charles 
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and the bureau manager told us that conflict got out of hand and that racist words 
were uttered. At the time of the interviews, Anton and Charles were no longer on 
speaking terms. The manager noted that she had seen no alternative other than to 
arrange Charles’ transfer to another department since anton had been part of a 
group of men she could not confront. Meanwhile, Charles missed his promotion 
to the same salary scale as anton’s; as a result, he noted, his career possibilities 
looked dim.

interpretation

our minority respondents’ opinions of the ‘culture change’ programme were 
clearly more positive than those of their majority colleagues. Minority respondents 
stressed that the programme answered their needs for ‘clarity’, ‘structure’, 
‘transparency’, and ‘safety’. We came to understand these particular needs as a 
result of their particular starting points for organizational incorporation. These 
respondents noted that they had to do their best to answer to expectations both 
from within their organizations and from society. As the policy assistant indicated, 
getting a positive assessment of one’s performance at work was an important way 
to counter uncertainty regarding societal acceptance.

these respondents also had to make an extra effort to learn and answer to 
what the organization expected from them. Consequently, they preferred that 
these expectations be clear, formalized and limited in number, something they 
had missed in previous jobs. Thus, the behavioural prescriptions in the new 
competence profiles and the procedure of concluding specific agreements about 
these prescriptions in written year-plans served their interests as they entailed:

a reduction of the scope of expectations to a limited number of 
agreements; 
formalization; and 
an increase in transparency of expectations.

however, these behavioural prescriptions were singled out from an overall 
framework with quite different characteristics. As intended by the directorate, the 
programme had a wide scope of relevance. The key values effective communication, 
result-orientedness, and taking responsibility were related to ‘attitude, behaviour 
and working methods’, so they referred to both product and process. This systemic 
process of implementation did entail a considerable level of formalization of 
expectations; the formal competence profiles resembled detailed technocratic 
regulations and protocols. Yet, the directorate member said that they wanted to 
change overall behaviour and attitudes, both formal and informal aspects.

Both minority and majority respondents told us that they experienced this 
management programme, on the whole, as abstract and vague. Even after the 
extensive training courses of the Provincial kitchen several of the respondents 

1.

2.
3.
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still missed concrete guidelines for what was expected from them. There seemed 
to be a good deal of vagueness in the translation of ‘key values’ to daily work.

the wide scope of relevance, vagueness, and informality as characteristics of 
the control regime also played a role in the conflict between Anton and Charles. 
Stories such as the one of Charles and Anton contained indications of discrimination. 
Despite his work efficiency, Charles had not managed to become part of the 
dominant majority group. According to Charles and his manager Charles sat apart 
from the other employees at lunchtime and did not participate in social events. 
the discriminatory remarks made by Charles’ colleagues support discrimination 
claims. Yet, there are also elements that suggest that the kind of control being 
exercised played an important role in this tension. First, according to a bureau 
manager and an hrM advisor, the hostility between the directorate and the group 
of majority employees was partially due to the directorate’s failure to openly 
discuss the expected redefinition of the province’s responsibility. Fuzziness, lack 
of clarity and lack of formality, as well as personalization created the conditions 
in which the culture change programme could easily fuel head-on confrontation. It 
seems Charles was an unwillingly pawn within this conflict.

as the statements of anton and the directorate member illustrate, the culture 
change programme also caused these parties to launch mutual personal critiques. As 
the conflict between the directorate and the group of majority men was expressed 
in a language of personal blame and defamation, the adoption of discriminatory 
language in Anton’s critique of Charles was one step further in the same direction. 
the kind of control contributed to these discriminatory expressions by providing 
the conditions and the language for this response to emerge.

Moreover, the fact that the bureau manager failed to stipulate clear and formal 
standards of behaviour also contributed to the conflict between both men getting 
out of hand. She failed to intervene decisively at an early enough stage to prevent 
ethnic escalation – something she admitted herself. In the end, this contributed to 
Charles’ exclusion and created a space for discrimination.

Team Control at the Police

Entry into the police organization involves a wide scope of control elements. 
Applicants for a police job are screened intensively, not only regarding 
educational, intelligence and physical fitness qualifications, but also regarding 
overall psychological qualities. The applicant’s social networks are checked for 
suspicious contacts, bank accounts are screened for disproportionate debts, and 
police records are searched through to see whether the applicant’s name pops up. 
Personality control, visualized by the uniform, even goes so far as to check the 
ways in which an officer deals with stress and other personal experiences at work 
and in private.

Within the first year and a half of training, officers are instructed in many 
protocols, instructions and regulations that they have to apply in practice. However, 
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as officers and team leaders told us, police work involves more than executing 
instructions. Officers have a discretionary space within which they must rely upon 
their own judgement. In their introductory period, officers are expected to develop 
‘their own personal style’ in dealing with such situations and to ‘become a real 
officer’, coached and controlled by an experienced colleague.

Collegial education and control continue after introduction. Regular police 
work is teamwork. Officers work in the streets as a pair and belong to a team 
of about 25 colleagues. For special tasks arrest units and riot police squads are 
constituted. For the officers working on these tasks it is vital that the team must be 
a safe haven that they can return to after tense experiences. In the street, they must 
be absolutely sure that colleagues will back them up regardless of what happens. 
during a uefa cup football match on 15 october 2003, a small group of stewards 
in the stands were threatened by hooligans and called for the support of a nearby 
riot police squad. Due to communication problems, it took this squad about ten 
minutes to arrive, during which time several stewards were hurt. For weeks this 
incident caused great distress across the entire force.

One way that officers create a feeling of reliability among colleagues as well 
as deal with tensions is through the creation of team spirit. This spirit is celebrated 
in many rituals and mediated by activities such as humour and playful behaviour. 
During the football match operations, I observed riot police officers sitting opposite 
each other in their blue vans waiting to be deployed at any moment, armed with 
batons and shields. The officers dealt with the tension by continuously teasing 
each other and making jokes. By recurrently testing, teasing, and challenging each 
other’s loyalty, an identification format was constructed and celebrated that each 
officer answered to. As one team leader told me, an officer could not function 
without participating in these games and humour.

This kind of identity regulation emerges from the team mates themselves. 
Managers have little to say in this. Even team leaders could not escape from this 
game of teasing and challenging. Their authority depended on whether they fit 
such informal expectations, as both team leaders told us. The moment a team 
leader needed to call on his formal authority, s/he will be in serious trouble, 
one leader told us. Apparently, despite the fact that in formal terms the police 
organization is itself a hierarchy par excellence with top-down authority lines 
– openly symbolized by hierarchical artefacts on the police uniform – within the 
police teams this authority was neutralized to a large extent by an informal system 
of control by the teams themselves.

Team members’ expectations were not, however, always very clear. For 
example, our respondents told us that in their introductory period it had not 
always been very clear what they were supposed to do. Only our minority officers, 
however, mentioned that their experiences given this lack of transparency had 
been problematic. When asked why minority officers hardly managed to develop 
a career, one female officer with a Moluccan background noted:
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the moment you start to work in the organization you do not know where to start 
and what to do. You do not know what the organization expects. If you have an 
additional language problem [which she does not have – hs], things may become 
very difficult for you.

Bülent, a police officer with a Turkish background, said that there was a huge 
difference between what he had been taught in training and police work in practice. 
He also complained about deficiencies within the introduction period. Due to 
organizational problems he was able to have a permanent coach only half a year 
after his start. In the meantime, he noted, colleagues had interfered with his work 
with contradictory advice. Colleagues were very ‘harsh’ and ‘rigid’ towards him 
when he did not completely meet their expectations. He was dissatisfied with this 
introduction and with his coach who had concluded ‘police work is not in him’.

In comparison, one of Bülent’s majority colleagues was satisfied with the 
introduction and team guidelines. He did feel a difference between what he had 
been taught and everyday police work, but that had not been a problem. Contrary 
to Bülent’s experience, this colleague’s introduction period had been arranged 
properly, so he had fewer reasons to complain. Nevertheless, differences in 
expectation and appreciation of clear guidelines between the two officers were 
apparent and suggested that Bülent had to make an extra effort to learn his work 
and to find his way into the organization.

Bülent managed to continue with his work, but his problems also continued. 
For example, he noted that he had found it difficult to get into the language and 
humour games of teasing and challenging. Several of his colleagues thought him 
to be an ‘introvert’ and ‘not very communicative’. Sometimes he forced himself 
to participate in joking games, but then overstated his remarks in the eyes of his 
colleagues. One of Bülent’s colleagues noted that he made jokes about ‘girls while 
he has a wife and daughters at home’. At other times he told ‘wild stories’ that 
were not appreciated by colleagues. For Bülent, the subtleties and delicacies of 
the language of majority defined teasing and humour were difficult to access and 
get into.

lack of clarity also came up in the worst thing that could happen to Bülent: he 
was accused of failing to provide backup in the street to one of his colleagues, so he 
told me. Bülent was the supervisor of this new colleague, who had become nervous 
in a particular situation. Bülent noted that he had decided not to intervene because 
he trusted his colleague to clear the situation, but his colleague had informed team 
members saying that Bülent’s had left her to her fate. The assessment of such 
a situation was ambiguous, but Bülent’s team mate’s interpretations ultimately 
turned against him.

Usually within three years an officer’s performance is evaluated to see whether 
they can be promoted. In Bülent’s case, this assessment was made by his team 
leader, who decided that his overall performance was just sufficient, not more. 
When news got out of Bülent’s promotion, several of his colleagues revolted. They 
disagreed and thought that Bülent was ‘not the kind of person’ who could become 
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a senior police officer. Subsequently, the team leader withdrew his decision and 
called for a new assessment. The decision was the same, but again did not satisfy 
the team colleagues. Meanwhile working life had become impossible for Bülent 
and he was transferred to another team. There he was happy to have new colleagues, 
but remained quite pessimistic about his future career possibilities. His ambitions 
had become very modest; the damage had been done. This story indicates the 
power regular team members have vis-à-vis  the team leader, who despite noting 
his attempts to do so, was apparently unable to intervene decisively on Bülent’s 
behalf. Instead of correcting revolting colleagues, the team leader withdrew his 
early decision and finally decided to transfer Bülent.

interpretation

these police data display similar patterns as those from the province: minority 
employees have a special interest in the limited scope and formal and transparent 
nature of control and expectations, whereas informality, fuzziness and a wide scope 
of expectations constitute a risk to them. In contrast to their majority colleagues, 
our minority respondents experienced their introductory period as problematic due 
to a lack of clear guidelines within the workplace. Bülent succeeded in learning 
the instructions in the police training, but problems started when he had to develop 
his own style of working in which he became dependent on informal control by his 
colleagues. Strong collegial control confronted him with vagueness, a wide scope 
of aspects considered to be relevant, even special kinds of humour and teasing, and 
the informality of expectations. Very little of one’s life, thoughts and behaviour is 
left out of this control. Bülent suggested that he found it very difficult to cope with 
this total and inaccessible kind of demand.

Bülent’s story contains clear clues of discrimination. Clear discriminatory 
remarks were made to him. For example, Bülent once offered his condolences to 
a colleague saying that he felt sorry for the passing away of his wife, whereas in 
fact the father of this colleague had died. He told me that, of course, he apologized 
for that, but was reminded of his error relentlessly, as one of his colleagues told 
him, ‘just to teach you a lesson’. However, an explanation relying simply upon 
omnipresent discrimination cannot be confirmed without qualifications. This 
assumption is disrupted by several events. For example, due to Bülent’s double 
nationality he had to return to Turkey to do his military service. The police force 
provided him with a loan that allowed him to reduce his military obligations 
to one month. In this month the second Gulf war started and Bülent was thus 
photographed in his military uniform accompanied by arms and armed vehicles 
at the Iraqi border. These photos turned out to be highly valued assets to show his 
colleagues after his return as they cheered him as their hero.

Moreover, organizational processes were involved in Bülent’s exclusion. The 
development of strong and total team expectations had been fuelled by a shift 
in the control regime in the police organization more than a decade ago. At that 
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time the police redefined its role in society from only law enforcement to also 
the promotion of societal integration. Simultaneously, the normative image of 
a tough police officer executing hierarchical commands was transformed into a 
much softer image and internal relations became much more informal. At this time 
standard salute protocols were abolished.

These changes entailed an enlargement of the daily autonomy of teams. These 
changes resulted in a split between the de jure formal hierarchical authority and 
the de facto informal team power. In the words of one regular majority officer:

I hardly meet with a senior officer, but when I do and he asks you to do something, 
it is not simply that you do what he asks you to do. After all, it must be in the 
interest of the force. It requires consultation. It is not like I am a senior officer 
and you do what I tell you to do. That’s not how it works. On paper, yes, but not 
in practice.

The team itself has become the major source of expectations and control vis-à-vis  
individual officers. Within this context, organizational control had almost entirely 
collapsed into team control. Apart from team control, organizational control 
has become limited to selection processes and training before entering a team. 
After this first period, formal hierarchical relations seems to have become largely 
irrelevant to daily functioning. 

this collapse of organizational control into team control may explain the 
unfettered development of team control even over the details of daily interactions. 
for example, the teasing and humour games occurring within the police riot car i 
observed may have been fuelled by the tension that was in the air among officers 
that could be deployed any moment. However, the fact that this teasing and joking 
became grounds for exclusion of specific officers that had not mastered this teasing 
and joking repertoire suggests that the lack of authority in the force enabled team 
control to derail into extremes. Team control has adopted total, informal and 
inaccessible characteristics, especially for those who do not answer completely 
to expectations. This situation was most likely the case for those officers who 
have been born in different cultural contexts compared to majority officers. This 
totalizing team control fuelled the kind of discrimination Bülent had to face and 
that eventually harmed his career.

Moreover, the collapse of formal authority also explains why for team leaders 
it is almost impossible to decisively intervene in favour of those excluded. For 
those who are excluded turning to team leaders will not provide a solution, since 
team leaders do not have the power. Resorting to an official trust person is no 
option either as this is easily seen as ‘screwing your mates’ which makes further 
life at work impossible.3

3 the police organization has similar problems in dealing with sexual harassment 
among officers.
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Conclusions

Minority respondents in both organizations felt that they had to make an extra 
effort to learn what was expected from them and to answer to these expectations. 
they felt less certain of the adequacy of their frame of reference when answering 
to expectations. As a consequence, minority employees had a particular interest 
in having work and performance expectations and standards that are limited in 
scope, as well as formal and transparent in nature. These requirements had been 
met when minority employees faced technocratic control standards, that is, output 
targets, behaviour standards, and classical human capital credentials because these 
are relatively limited in scope, clearly circumscribed, can easily be formalized 
within official texts, and are relatively transparent, clear and unambiguous. In 
addition, one’s success in meeting such standards can be assessed in relatively 
objective ways. The application of technocratic standards leaves relatively little 
space for in-group favouritism, biases and discrimination to privilege majority 
members over minority members. Thus, our minority respondents of the province 
welcomed the policy stemming from the culture change programme of concluding 
clear agreements with their supervisors concerning expectations. Bülent had had 
no problem learning and using the technocratic instructions, rules and regulations 
taught to him at the police training. His troubles started when he could no longer 
rely on these technocratic devices and was expected to develop his own personal 
style of policing without clear guidelines.

By contrast, socio-ideological standards – identity and personality prescriptions, 
norms and values, attitudes, and soft skills such as social and communicative 
competences – are much more encompassing in scope, more difficult to grasp, 
and less formalized. Such standards not only answer less to the specific needs 
of minority members. Their wide scope of relevance (including many personal 
aspects) and the inherently vague, ambiguous, and blurry nature of such standards 
call for subjective interpretation in their assessment. Thus they provide ample 
room for majority supervisors (and colleagues, as in the police case) to draw on 
stereotypes and prejudices and fuel discrimination against minority members.

socio-ideological control standards played an important role in favouring 
discrimination in the cases presented here. In Charles’ case, the fuzziness, ambiguity 
and personalized language stemming from the overall socio-ideological nature of 
the ‘culture change’ programme that intervened predominantly at the personality 
traits level, contributed to personalized defamatory language, discriminatory 
practices and his exclusion from an established group of colleagues. Socio-
ideological control provided both the conditions (ambiguity and fuzziness) and the 
kind of language (personalized) for discrimination to occur. Bülent’s experiences of 
exclusion and discrimination started when he became dependent on the unfettered 
control of his colleagues, a kind of control that held him accountable to socio-
ideological criteria, expectations and standards that were inaccessible, blurry and 
of a highly informal nature. In the cases of both men, the failure of the supervisor 
to set clear technocratic standards of behaviour banning discrimination seriously 
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contributed to escalation of conflict. In short, the kinds of organizational control 
standards played an important role in either hampering or favouring discrimination 
at work.

these data suggests that the kinds of control standards utilized within 
the workplace influence the definition of discrimination. If socio-ideological 
standards, including overall identity prescriptions, are defined as functional by the 
organization, then a range of possible arguments are made available for rejecting 
an employee in application and promotion procedures. Simultaneously, the 
chances for minority employees to defend themselves by raising discrimination 
complaints are seriously curbed. After all, such complaints must demonstrate that 
non-functional standards are applied, which is very difficult when a wide range of 
standards are defined as ‘functional’ and thus are legitimized. For example, Bülent 
had no way to defend himself against accusations that he did not master the kind 
of humour that his colleagues defined as belonging to an officer’s competences. 
how could he claim discrimination when these standards are:

all-encompassing and totalizing; 
fuzzy, and therefore difficult to assess; and 
completely informal in nature?

to summarize, minority employees may have a particular interest in performing 
work according to standards that are of a technocratic kind. These standards may 
answer their need for receiving clear clues as to what is expected from them. 
socio-ideological standards not only provide minority employees with fewer clear 
clues, but also open the door for all sorts of personalized exclusion processes under 
which this group of employees seems to particularly suffer. These standards not 
only allow for a wide range of arguments to be raised against minority employees, 
they also seriously complicate complaints of discrimination as these arguments 
are legitimized. On the other hand, technocratic standards render relatively easy 
the operationalization of the concept of discrimination and thus provide minority 
members with ways to defend themselves. 

Not all of these findings are completely new. Racio-ethnic inequality in career 
determinants has been reported to be less apparent in american public sectors than 
in private american companies due to the stronger enforcement of government 
legislation within the public sector (Wilson, 1997; Wilson et al., 1999). This 
legislation stresses formalized procedures that limit the scope for subjectivity. 
Moreover, several scholars have argued that soft skills requirements are likely 
to favour subjective interpretations and result in the reproduction of stereotyping 
against minority members by majority members in power (Moss and Tilly, 1996; 
Smith, 2001). However, the fact that these skills demands are part of control 
regimes that do not necessarily stem from the kind of work performed nor from 
competitive pressures (cf. Grugulis et al., 2004) allows us to take the argument 
one step further and problematize the kind of organizational control employed as 
a conditional variable to explain discrimination at work.

1.
2.
3.
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We must also look to the wider context of this issue. The emergence of socio-
ideological control adding to or in place of technocratic control (alvesson and 
kärreman, 2004; alvesson and Willmott, 2002) is part of new post-bureaucratic 
conceptions (Heckscher, 1994) of organizations and employees. In such 
conceptions, employees are no longer just expected to meet output targets, to 
apply outlined rules of behaviour and to employ specified knowledge and skills, 
they are also expected to embody much broader and less well defined ‘competence 
profiles’, to display attitudes such as motivation and commitment, to identify with 
the team and the organization. In so doing, employees are expected not to have 
merely a nine-to-five mentality, but to be flexible, to manage their own accounts, 
and take responsibility. The language of the competence files applied by both the 
police and the provincial organization is not only about what an employee knows 
and can do, but also about what s/he is and embodies. These profiles stipulate 
identity prescriptions.

Post-bureaucratic concepts of organizations and employees are totalizing4 
in their claims of control, as the bureaucratic distinctions between formal and 
informal, public and private, person and function, product and process, and 
functional and non-functional are blurred and subsumed in romantic and religious 
notions concerning wholeness of person and organization (Du Gay, 2000). 
Wholeness conceptions understand organizations as if they were ‘communities’ or 
‘cultures’. Wholeness conceptions of employees legitimize total control aspirations 
(cf. Maravelias, 2003, for a critical discussion of this claim). Supervisors are no 
longer defined in functional terms – as managers or supervisors – but in identity 
terms, i.e. as transformational ‘leaders’ inspiring the community of employees 
based on their assumed charismatic qualities. Such notions represent a revival 
of pre-modern notions of the social. They are reminiscent of Louis XIV’s saying 
L’état, c’est moi. 

reminiscent of pre-modern notions, such post-bureaucratic understandings 
and practices ignore the fact that modern organizations are the product par 
excellence of modernity with, at its very foundation, rené descartes’ opposition 
between culture and reason and Max Weber’s separation between person and 
function. Post-bureaucratic understandings and practices do not focus on nor 
further the fight against inequality and discrimination, because these concerns 
are of a fundamentally modern nature. Post-bureaucratic understandings and 
practices work toward the collapse of the modern distinction between culture and 
functionality and produce a culturalization of work and organizations by defining 
standards for work and organization in culture-specific terms. Such definitions 
exclude those who have been socialized in different cultural contexts. They lead to 
the insidious entrenchment of majority dominant cultural notions in organizational 

4 the call for an integral approach to understanding the operation and relevance 
of diversity and ethnic inequality in organizations in earlier work (siebers, Verweel and 
De Ruijter, 2002) does not entail an argument in favour of employing a totalizing control 
concept.
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processes and structures and favour cultural closure towards others. If, indeed, 
organizations want to open up to the globalizing world, they had better look to 
their own modern and bureaucratic heritage for inspiration.
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Chapter 7  

ethno-nationalism and education
Joron Pihl

introduction

how does norwegian education deal with cultural diversity in an era of 
globalization and migration? i situate this analysis in the current theoretical 
debate concerning the development of democracies in a multicultural context. I 
then proceed to the norwegian context and analyse the question with focus on 
educational policy and educational practice. The chapter focuses on religion, 
culture and language in education. I trace the political construction of a single, 
ethno-national norwegian, Christian culture in education, and the consequences 
that this has for minority pupils and ethnic relations in school. The definition of 
cultural and educational capital is a fundamental frame of reference for educational 
practice. Teachers evaluate educational performance on the basis of cultural and 
educational capital, which is codified in the national curriculum The curriculum 
provides views of the world and norwegian culture and society, and provides 
guidelines and standards for educational evaluation. Against this background, I 
analyse educational evaluation of minority pupils with immigrant backgrounds in 
the second section of this chapter. Based on a case study, I argue that immigrant 
pupils tend to be categorized as deviant and disabled in disproportionate numbers 
when they have difficulties in school. In view of the ethno-national construction 
of culture and identity in norwegian education, i analyse this and other disturbing 
data concerning educational performance among linguistic minority pupils. The 
major focus here is on the educational system and how this succeeds – or fails 
– to qualify and include pupils in a multicultural social context. In the last section 
of the chapter i return to the initial question and discuss alternative strategies to 
the ethno-national model for education in the present era of globalization and 
migration.

Theoretical Perspectives

Multicultural theory in education has argued in favour of structural educational 
changes, based on recognition of cultural and social diversity (May, 1999) 

(Banks and Banks, 1995). Curriculum should include the history of indigenous 
people, national minorities and migrants. Language instruction, teaching 
practices and evaluation should be based on affirmation of diversity in schools 
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and society at large (Nieto, 1992). Multicultural theory argues that recognition 
of cultural diversity is an important precondition for social justice (Kymlicka, 
2006; May, 1999; Nieto, 1992; Taylor, 1994). However, multicultural theory and 
politics have acquired derogatory connotations during the past years (see Vasta 
in chapter 1). This has lead to a backlash for multicultural education. Critics of 
multiculturalism problematize the preservation of traditional cultural practices 
among immigrants, which according to the critics, is supported by multicultural 
theory and policy (Wikan, 2002). Cultural diversity is conceptualized as a threat 
towards social cohesion, the welfare state and social justice at the individual level, 
and in particular, for women (hansen, 2000; okin, Cohen, and howard, 1999; 
Schlesinger, 1991, 1992), (1994). In so doing, these critics shift responsibility to 
immigrants for their marginalized position in society and schools. Arguments in 
favour of assimilation gain momentum from this criticism towards minorities and 
immigrants in particular (Brubaker, 2003). 

however, what is excluded from the previous arguments is the construction 
of culture and identity among the majority, and the consequence this has for 
minorities and society at large (Gullestad, 2006). Here, I turn the research focus 
around. I study the majority’s policy and practice in relation to religious, cultural 
and linguistic minorities in education. The majority’s institutions and professions 
hold the power of definition in education.

it is of utmost importance to explore how this power is exercised, and what the 
consequences are in terms of qualification and democratic inclusion.

how can states with a colonial legacy develop democratic citizenship and 
nationhood in an era of globalization and migration? kymlicka outlines two 
alternative strategies for the nation-state within a multicultural context. The first 
alternative is to adopt a ‘multicultural’ conception of nationhood to accommodate 
immigrants. He calls this ‘taming liberal nationhood’. The second alternative 
strategy is to adopt a ‘multination’ conception of the state that recognizes the 
existence of sub-state nations and indigenous people, and accords them a significant 
degree of national autonomy (Kymlicka, 2006: 130). Kymlicka argues in favour 
of the latter and what he calls ‘multicultural nation-building.’ He has developed 
a model for assessment of cultural accommodation to a multicultural population 
(Kymlicka and Banting, 2006). Notably, Norway is ranked in the least positive 
category of Western countries when it comes to accommodation to a multicultural 
immigrant population (Ibid.). 

Benhabib’s (2006) theoretical proposition for dealing with multicultural 
populations and migration transcends the limits of the nation-state, to which 
Kymlicka refers. She argues that the European Community, which grants EU 
citizens rights that transcend the nation-state, are a step in this direction. The 
privileges of political membership accrue to all citizens of member countries who 
may be residing in territories other than those of their nationality. Those who are 
long term residents in foreign countries within the eu are entitled to an equivalent 
package of social rights and benefits. At the same time, Benhabib acknowledges 
the problems related to ‘fortress europe’: eu policy which is exclusive in 
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relation to non-EU citizens. The EU is caught in a contradiction between norms of 
cosmopolitan justice in treatment of those who are within its boundaries, while the 
treatment of outsiders is almost ‘warlike’ (Ibid.: 47). 

according to Benhabib, the presence of others who do not share the dominant 
culture’s memories and morals poses a challenge to the democratic legislature 
to rearticulate the meaning of democratic universalism. For European countries, 
this requires refashioning the meaning of their own peoplehood (Benhabib, 2006: 
69). She poses the following question: How can we reconcile cosmopolitan 
norms with the fact of a divided mankind? her answer is that ‘we must respect, 
encourage, and initiate multiple processes of democratic iteration’ (Benhabib, 
2006: 70). Democratic iterations are linguistic, legal, cultural and political 
repetitions-in-transformation. They not only change established understandings 
but also transform what passes as the valid or established view of an authoritative 
precedent (Ibid.: 48). Democratic iterations are complex ways of mediating the 
will- and opinion-formation of democratic majorities and cosmopolitan norms 
(Benhabib, 2006: 70). A post national or cosmopolitan citizenship is advocated in 
which human rights transcend the limits invoked by the nation-state. 

Soysal develops this argument further (Soysal, 1994). She puts forward a model 
for post-national membership. According to Soysal, the postwar era is characterized 
by a reconfiguration of citizenship from a particularistic one based on nation-hood 
to a more universalistic one based on personhood. International conventions and 
charters ascribe universal rights to persons regardless of their membership status 
in a nation-state. Against this background, and against a background of large scale 
migration, Soysal argues in favour of granting post-national membership. This 
implies granting rights to individuals, ‘denizens’, on the basis of their presence. 
‘Denizenship’ signifies that persons acquire membership rights by virtue of 
living and working in host countries (Soysal, 1994). The principle of domicile 
augments the principle of nationality. Individual rights, redefined as human rights 
on a universalistic level and legitimized at the transnational level, disrupt the 
territorial closure of nations. This is conducive to demographic situations that are 
characterized by worldwide migration. A post-national model for membership 
based on universal personhood assumes transnational rights and multiple 
memberships, belongings and identities.

the arguments put forward by kymlicka (2000; 2006), Behnabib (2006) and 
soysal (1994) are developed against a background in which the nation-state has a 
history of suppressing minorities and cultural diversity. Strong arguments are put 
forward by kymlicka, Benhabib and soysal against an ethno-national model for 
construction of nation-hood and citizenship. They regard this model as conservative 
and unsuitable for providing social justice, inclusion and social cohesion in the 
present era of globalization and migration. Against this background, we will 
next look to how nationhood, culture and identity are constructed in norwegian 
education.
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Construction of ‘Christian, National Culture’

a prominent characteristic of norwegian public elementary education is the 
important role that is attributed to Christianity. Historically, the responsibility 
of public elementary schools was to provide religious education in Christianity. 
In recent years, the influence of Christianity has been extended, in the sense 
that Norwegian culture as such is being defined as Christian. This legitimizes 
the importance which is assigned to Christianity in public schools. This will be 
analysed below, as well as will be the opposition to mandatory Christian education 
in a multicultural context, and how this has been negotiated, particularly between 
1997 and 2008.

The relation between the state, State Church and education in Norway is old. 
The history of the State Church goes back to the Protestant reformation in 1537. 
Formal education in Norway was first initiated as religious education, and organized 
by the State Church (Jordheim, 1989). Thus the link between the State Church and 
education was rooted in the very beginnings of formal education. Schools have 
been assigned a key role in Christian upbringing and education ever since public 
education was introduced in 1889. According to the Norwegian Constitution, 
the Evangelical-Lutheran religion is the religion of the state (§2). Historically, a 
major official aim of education has been to provide all pupils with a Christian and 
humanistic moral upbringing in cooperation with the home. this is formalized 
in the school law (§1–2), which also provides guidelines for the content of the 
school subject religious education (§2–4).1 the content of norwegian education is 
outlined in a national Core Curriculum with a statement of aims, which outlines 
the overall objectives, norms and values in the curriculum:2

education shall be based on fundamental Christian and humanistic values … 
the Christian faith and tradition constitute a deep current in our history – a 
heritage that unites us as a people across religious persuasions … our Christian 
and humanistic traditions place equality, human rights and rationality at the fore3 

Ministry of Church, Education and Research 1999: 5–7).

the national Curriculum has legal stature equivalent to the school law. It is binding 
and prescriptive for teaching practice. Christian heritage and traditions along with 
norwegian history are linked in the statement of aims, which asserts that ‘we’ are 
united on the basis of Christianity. The concepts ‘our history’ and ‘our Christian 
and humanistic traditions’ are applied as if all citizens share a common history. 
those who do not share this presupposed common history are excluded from the 

1 the school law: loV-1998-07-17-61 Opplæringslova. Lov om grunnskolen og denLov om grunnskolen og den 
vidaregåande opplæringa. 

2 thethe Statement of Aims (Generell læreplan) was introduced in 1995.
3 loV-1998-07-17-61 Opplæringslova. Lov om grunnskolen og den vidaregåande 

opplæringa. 

http://www.lovdata.no/cgi-wift/wiftldles?doc=/usr/www/lovdata/all/nl-19980717-061.html&emne=oppl%c6ringslova*&&
http://www.lovdata.no/cgi-wift/wiftldles?doc=/usr/www/lovdata/all/nl-19980717-061.html&emne=oppl%c6ringslova*&&
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national narrative in the Core Curriculum. Gundem commented on the curriculum 
when it was presented in 1995:

What i see as a paradox… is that the main terms of reference for cultural heritage 
in the curriculum are Christian and Western humanistic values – and that it may 
look like the schools are expected to inculcate a religious and humanistic-based 
monoculture at a time when the need to create scope for pluralism seems evident 
(Gundem, 1995: 16).

the social-democratic party and the social-democratic Minister of Church, 
Education and Research, Gudmund Hernes, played a key role defining Christianity 
as the core unifying element in norwegian culture in the educational reform in 
1997. The Minister wrote a few years earlier:

the social basis is problematic … We must compensate by shaping the ideology 
… the thoughts must be lifted and made uniform, if the nation shall stick together 
(…). We will engage in nation-building and need a firm, common ground: Faith 
… If we shall secure the right faith, teaching must be the same. Consequently we 
need curriculum (Hernes, 1992: 36–37).

in a Parliamentary speech, Minister hernes stated that the aim of education is to 
‘shape the same perception of the world … in order to create citizens into one 
people in thought, words and deeds’ (Hernes, 1995: 403). The Social-Democratic 
Party and its Minister defined Christianity as social ‘glue’ and as a precondition 
for national integration (Borchgrevink, 2002; Slagstad, 1998). This view was 
outlined in the statement of aims in the Core Curriculum, which was written by 
the Minister himself.4 

Democratic o pposition

Christianity has been an important, but controversial school subject.5 religious 
education – in terms of Christianity – has historically been a central school subject. 
Humanists and religious minorities have objected to mandatory teaching in 

4 Gudmund Hernes.
5 In the early 1890s the Social-Democratic party demanded no preaching in schools. 

Religion was assigned to the private sphere. In 1918 the party demanded that Christianity 
be removed as a school subject. In the mid 1960s an alternative school subject in Ethics 
was introduced as an alternative to Christianity. Parents could choose between these two 
subjects. However, in 1975 the Social-Democratic Party broke with its long historical 
tradition in which the party had defined religion as a private issue. In 1975 the party decided 
that policy should be developed on the basis of Christianity as a key element in norwegian 
culture (Slagstad, 1998: 403). This coincided with demographic changes in terms of greater 
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Christianity. The school subject was revised in 1997. This subject was introduced 
as a subject about Christianity, religious education and Norwegian culture and 
heritage. The school subject ‘Christian Knowledge and Religious and Ethical 
Education’ was mandatory and assigned a key role in teacher education.6 that 
indicated the political importance attached to transmission of Christian culture 
and heritage as ‘national culture.’ Christianity had a privileged position in the 
subject. Altogether 55 per cent of the curriculum was about Christianity: Bible 
texts, Christian songs and metaphors etc. The rest of the curriculum (45 per cent) 
is reserved for all other world religions and faiths. The argument put forward by 
the Ministry of Church, education and research was that ‘Christian knowledge 
and Religious and Ethical Education’ was an inclusive school subject, which 
introduced all children to norwegian culture and religion, as well as to other 
religions (Borchgrevink, 2002: 115). 

Religious minorities and humanists argued that the school subject violated 
freedom of religion and parental rights to decide in matters concerning religious 
upbringing and education of their children. Minorities experienced religious 
education in school as exclusive and discriminatory, and objected to the fact that 
the subject was mandatory. The subject was taught with the explicit objective in 
the school law of providing children with a Christian upbringing (§1–2). Some 
argued that not only teaching, but even Christian preaching, took place within 
religious education. 

in 1998, humanists and Muslims protested against the right of the state to 
make Christian upbringing and teaching mandatory in school. They brought the 
Norwegian state to trial, but lost at all judiciary levels. The Norwegian courts 
approved the school subject ‘Christian Knowledge and Religious and Ethical 
Education’ at the Town Court, the Court of Appeal and at the Supreme Court.

 in 2004 the un Commission for human rights announced that the school 
subject in religious education violated the UN convention of civil and political 
rights.7 Some minor adjustments were made in 2005 to accommodate the criticism 
by the UN. Parents were granted the right to apply for taking their children out of 
class in ‘Christian knowledge and religious and ethical education’ under certain 
limited conditions.

following this, humanists and Muslims brought their case against the 
Norwegian state further to the Human Rights Court in Strasbourg. In July 2007 
the European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg finalized the case. The court 
came to the same conclusion as the UN Commission for Human Rights. Religious 
education in Norway violated basic human rights and the freedom of religion.8 
Within the framework of the nation-state, a democratic opposition in norway had 

religious and cultural diversity due to new immigration, which had been under development 
from the mid 1960s.

6 Equivalent to 20 ECTS study points.
7 www.forskning.no/Artikler/2004/november/1100697545.06.
8 www.aftenposten.no/nyheter/iriks/article1862125.ece,29.6.07.
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fought for ten years against mandatory Christian education that had been sanctioned 
by the Norwegian state. The opposition had lost at all levels. A broad Parliamentary 
consensus, supported by the hegemonic power of the state and the state Church, 
had enforced a school subject that was discriminatory. Only very strong external 
criticism has finally forced the Norwegian state to respond to claims put forth by 
religious minorities and humanists against mandatory Christian education and 
upbringing. 

The school subject in religion will be revised because of the criticism put 
forward by the European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg. The government 
has proposed a new paragraph §2–4 in the school law (7 december 2007) in which 
‘religion, world views and ethics’ are proposed as the new name of the subject. The 
paragraph states explicitly that preaching shall not take place in religious education. 
A limited option for not attending certain parts of the course is proposed. These 
minor changes have been met with fierce opposition by the State Church. Bishops 
publicly announced that they wanted no changes in the school subject ‘Christian 
knowledge and religious and ethical education’, even though it violated human 
rights.9 the bishops noted their fears that norway would be ‘de-Christianised’ if 
the school subject was to be changed. It is uncertain whether the changes proposed 
by the government will be approved by the Parliament, and what the content of the 
revised subject will be.

democratic opposition against the state Church in a multi-religious society 
has resulted in political negotiations.10 as of 2008 it has been evident that the state 
Church prevails.11 the social-democratic party established a broad Parliamentary 
compromise about the continuation of the state Church in alliance with the 
Christian Peoples Party and five other parties. The State Church is granted limited 
autonomy, while it remains a State Church. Instead of the current paragraph in the 
Constitution, which states that the evangelical-lutheran religion is the religion 
of the state, §2 is rephrased as follows: ‘the values remain our Christian and 
humanistic heritage. This Constitution shall guarantee democracy, a just state and 
human rights.’ A new §16 in the Constitution is introduced, which states that the 
norwegian Church, the evangelical-lutheran Church, remains the norwegian 
Peoples Church and is supported as such by the state. The state will continue to pay 

9 (8.12.2007). ( http://www.p4.no/story.aspx?id=252833).
10 a government white paper proposed changes in the relation between the state and 

State Church in 2006 (Gjønnesutvalget, 31 January 2006, NOU 2006: 2 Staten og Den norske 
kirke). The proposed changes are not supported by the Minister of Culture and Church. The 
social-democratic Minister, trond giske has announced that he will not propose separation 
of the state and the State Church. http://www.bt.no/innenriks/article440354.ece According 
to the Minister there is not Parliamentary support for separation between the state and the 
Norwegian Church.

11 (St.meld.nr.17, 2007-2008).

http://www.p4.no/story.aspx?id=252833
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the salaries for priests and bishops.12 it is likely that the Parliamentary consensus 
in support of a State Church in Norway, will continue to influence educational 
policy, revision of the school subject in religion, and even teaching in this subject. 
it is reasonable to argue that these political negotiations and transformations fall 
short of democratic iterations that mediate cosmopolitan norms, as suggested by 
Benhabib (2006).

The State, the State Church and Cultural Hegemony

a fundamental principle in democracies is an acceptance of secular political 
power and a separation between the church and the state (kymlicka, 2006: 
128). Norwegian policy and practice is at odds with this fundamental principle. 
Religion is applied as a means of ethnic distinction, supported by the state. As 
long as the state Church prevails, it is likely that the criticism against the state 
Church and religious education in public schools will continue. Kymlicka argues 
that building democracy on national foundations has historically involved a 
number of injustices against those who are not seen as full members of the nation, 
whether they are inside the boundaries of the state or outside. Victims of such 
policies and practices have included immigrants who are faced with exclusion at 
the hands of nation-states (Kymlicka, 2006: 130). This is not only an historical 
phenomenon. The definition of a ‘national, Christian, Norwegian culture’, which 
has dominated norwegian education in terms of religious education up to now, is 
in fact undemocratic. The Norwegian state defines Norwegian culture and identity 
in education in essentialist and exclusive terms in relation to cultural and religious 
diversity. The state implements an ethno-cultural and ethno-national conception 
of nationhood in education.13 Christianity is defined as the national ideology for 
integration in a multicultural and multi-religious society (Slagstad, 1998: 404). In 
this context, only those who share ‘our Christian history, culture and heritage’ are 
fully included as members of a collective of ‘Norwegians’. Borchgrevink argues 
that a religious dominance is established in the public space in norway, which is 
articulated in terms of a secularized theocracy (Borchgrevink, 2002: 144). 

the ethno-cultural model for nation-building has exclusive dimensions in 
relation to religious, cultural, linguistic minorities (Bakke-lorentzen, 2007), who 
are excluded from the national construction of ‘Norwegian culture and identity’. 
historical research documents that norwegian society and culture has been 
developed on the basis of contributions from migrants through the past thousand 

12 http://multimedia.api.no/www.vl.no/archive/01826/Les_hele_kirkeforl_
1826620a.pdf, (10.4.2008). The State Church is granted more autonomy. Bishops will be 
elected by the Church, not appointed by the Ministry. 

13 The ethno-national construction of culture in Norway has significant characteristics 
in common with the german ethno-national construction of culture and nationhood 
(Brubaker, 1992).

http://multimedia.api.no/www.vl.no/archive/01826/Les_hele_kirkeforl_1826620a.pdf
http://multimedia.api.no/www.vl.no/archive/01826/Les_hele_kirkeforl_1826620a.pdf
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years (Kjeldstadli, 2003a, 2003b, 2003c). However, the cultural complexity of 
norwegian society is not recognized by educational policy, which implements 
a discriminatory conception of culture that may be described as assimilationist. 
in the following subsection of this chapter, i will discuss several repercussions 
of this policy on the education of pupils with immigrant backgrounds. I focus 
on educational provisions that are offered to these pupils and how professionals 
evaluate the linguistic, cultural and educational resources of the pupils. 

Construction of Normality, Deviance and Disability 

after the second World War, a series of social-democratic governments developed 
the public comprehensive school with the goal of including all children regardless of 
socioeconomic background or gender. ‘Enhetsskolen’ (‘the unified comprehensive 
school’) has been a cornerstone in the nation-building process up to this day. 
‘enhetsskolen’ was developed as a social instrument for generating social equality 
and cohesion. Durkheim’s conception of social integration (Durkheim, 1956) has 
informed educational policy and the development of ‘enhetsskolen’. Today, public 
education includes all children from six years of age. Elementary education is ten 
years and secondary education is three years. All pupils who complete elementary 
education have a legal right of access to secondary education without prior selection 
on the basis of grades. Pupils with disabilities are included in ordinary classes and 
schools. In this sense, Norwegian education is formally inclusive. However, as we 
shall see, the actual content of education has discriminatory dimensions. 

Pupils with immigrant backgrounds have equal access to education along with 
majority pupils. As pointed out in the previous section, they receive access to 
education based on a national Core Curriculum, where culture and identity is based 
on Christian, ethno-cultural and monolingual terms. Shared cultural, religious and 
linguistic practices and values are assumed to be a precondition for belonging and 
integration. Educational evaluation takes place within the framework of school 
law and the Core Curriculum.

 recognition of cultural diversity in education is limited to recognition of the 
indigenous Sami population. Their right to education is based on Sami language 
and culture and is guaranteed by the Norwegian Constitution. National minorities, 
however, have limited educational rights related to their minority language and 
culture. Immigrants have equal opportunity to the same education as majority 
pupils. They are expected to learn the dominant language as quickly as possible. 
Teaching in minority languages is limited to a transition model. Teaching in 
the mother tongue is provided after school hours. Many of the teachers in these 
programs are unqualified and there is lack of adequate books and teaching material 
for these pupils (Engen, 2004; Pihl, 2001).14 

14 educational provisions for minority pupils do not meet the quality standards 
required for education of majority pupils in terms of teacher education, requirement for 



Paradoxes of Cultural Recognition120

Inclusive education is a political aim. An ideology of equality has strongly 
dominated the development of education in the post war era. At the same time, there 
are problems related to the dominant ideology of equality (lidén, 2005; seeberg, 
2003). Hegemonic discourses about equality in Norway tend to conceptualize 
equality in terms of ‘sameness’ (Gullestad, 2004). One effect of this is a tendency 
to neglect or even suppress recognition of social and cultural diversity. In relation 
to diversity in education, i will show what this may lead to when it comes to 
evaluation of pupils with immigrant backgrounds.

in 1998 a study documented that pupils with minority backgrounds were 
overrepresented in special needs education in oslo in segregated groups, classes 
and even schools (Nordahl and Overland, 1998). Contrary to educational aims, 
pedagogical and ethnic segregation converged within the framework of equality of 
opportunity (Nordahl and Overland, 1998). The segregation of a disproportionate 
number of minority pupils in special needs education is documented elsewhere in 
Europe, as well as in Canada and the USA. (Ainscow and Haile-Giorgis, 1999; 
Cummins, 1984; Mercer, 1973; skrtic, 1995; skutnabb-kangas, 1981; troyna 
and Carrington, 1990). But does this necessarily mean that minority pupils are 
disabled to a greater extent than other pupils? on what conditions are minority 
pupils placed within special needs education? i have studied this in a case study 
in Oslo 1990–2000 and 2001–2005. Some major findings from this study will be 
presented here, with a focus on educational assessment as a cultural practice. 

All pupils in Norway are legally entitled to ‘individually adjusted teaching.’ 
Within the framework of the core curriculum, school law requires that the given 
content in school be adjusted to the individual child’s needs and abilities. Pupils 
who are unable to benefit from ordinary teaching under these conditions are 
entitled to special needs education. Altogether 5.5 per cent of Norwegian pupils 
receive special needs education (Bachmann and Haug, 2006). This is a relatively 
high percentage compared to Sweden, where only 1.7 per cent receives special 
needs education (Vislie, 2003). Pupils who receive special needs education are 
taught according to an ‘individual curriculum,’ which is a reduced version of the 
Core Curriculum. they are often separated from their peers and taught in special 
groups or classes for a shorter or longer period. 

Teachers who think that a pupil has ‘insufficient benefit’ from ordinary 
teaching can refer the pupil to the Pedagogical Psychological Council (PPC). 
the PPC is an expert institution that performs educational assessment in order to 
predict whether a child will be able to follow ordinary teaching in the future. The 
PPC categorizes learning disabilities and recommends special needs education. 
i have studied assessments made by the PPC of minority pupils in oslo between 
1990 and 2000 (Pihl, 2002a, 2002d, 2005) and between 2001–2005. The 
study in 1990–2000 concerned pupils with language difficulties, difficulties in 
specific subjects, behavioural difficulties and socio-emotional difficulties. Based 
on a strategic sample of 125 cases from the institutional archive, i conducted 

qualified teachers, learning material etc. 
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quantitative and qualitative analyses of the professional discourse that assigned 
minority pupils to special needs education. In a majority of cases the pupils had 
immigrant backgrounds and were from non-european countries in africa, asia 
and Latin-America. All pupils spoke a first language other than Norwegian. All 
pupils had been previously socialized under different linguistic and cultural 
conditions than their Norwegian peers. In other words, all pupils were in a process 
of learning norwegian as a second language and being socialized in a norwegian 
context. Some pupils had just immigrated to Norway while others had lived here 
for a shorter or longer period of time. Some pupils had received some education 
abroad, while others had not. Some pupils were born here of immigrant parents 
in Norway, while others had come to Norway as refugees. 

intelligence Testing

the most prominent characteristic of pedagogical and psychological assessments 
by the PPS was the use of intelligence testing. Minority pupils were tested with 
WISC-R which is an IQ test that was standardized for a Norwegian population.15 
The standardized Norwegian version of WISC-R is culturally specific. That is 
the main reason for using the norwegian version of the WisC-r on norwegian 
children. However, this test also was the main instrument used by the PPS in their 
assessments of learning disabilities among linguistic minority pupils. Minority 
pupils who recently had arrived in norway were compared with norwegian 
pupils who had lived all their lives in norway and who had attended norwegian 
kindergarten and schools. 

analyses of these educational assessments showed that the pedagogical 
psychological counsellors failed to recognize the cultural, linguistic and social 
resources of the minority pupils (Pihl, 2005). There was no recognition of how the 
difference between school and home language and culture affected educational 
performance among minority pupils. Minority pupils’ performance and possible 
learning disabilities were assessed as if they had the same cultural and linguistic 
background as Norwegian pupils. In this respect, educational assessment was 
‘culture blind.’ Assessments were supplemented by American standardized 
intelligence tests. Learning disabilities were diagnosed according to the guidelines 
for Classification of Mental and Behavioral disorders (ICD-10). Ethno-nationalism 
and eurocentric assessment criteria were applied in categorization of normality, 
deviance and disability in an intercultural context.

according to psychometric test theory, test results are only valid if tests are 
applied on a population for which the tests have been standardized (anastasi, 1976; 
Kayser, 1999; Sattler, 1992) (Wechsler, 1974). Measured by these standards and 
within this paradigm the assessments performed by the Pedagogical Psychological 
Service in Oslo violated basic test requirements. ‘One cannot assess IQ or mental 

15 Wechsler’s Intelligence Scale for Children (WISC-R).



Paradoxes of Cultural Recognition122

development among children from linguistic minorities with tests that are developed 
and standardized for majority children’ (Wold, 2006: 1324). Wold writes that the 
screening of children cannot exclusively be based on individual assessment, but 
must also include information about socialization and learning conditions (Ibid.). 
One would expect this to be self evident. However, assessments performed in Oslo 
between 1990 and 2000 violated these guidelines.

Categorization of ‘Low intelligence’ and ‘mental Retardation’

What were the effects of this evaluation practice? the evaluations contributed 
to the construction of ethnic relations in schools. Measured by Norwegian and 
American IQ tests, immigrant pupils tended to score low on the tests. The IQ 
test results were the main argument for the categorization of pupils with learning 
disability and assignment of pupils to special needs education, which often is 
segregated education. Minority pupils were placed in groups with Norwegian 
children that were diagnosed with dyslexia or mental retardation (Pihl, 2005). The 
main findings in the case study can be summarized as follows:

The Pedagogical Psychological Council subjected minority pupils to 
ethnocentric, monolingual assessment.
Intelligence testing of minority pupils violated professional guidelines.
Minority pupils were falsely diagnosed as unintelligent and ‘mentally 
retarded’ in disproportionate numbers. 
on the basis of misuse of intelligence tests, minority pupils were falsely 
placed in segregated special needs education groups and classes, and were 
taught according to a reduced curriculum.
the Pedagogical Psychological service violated ethical guidelines for 
professional evaluation, which required informed parental consent. The 
PPS did not fully inform parents about the practice of intelligence testing. 
the PPs did not inform parents about the iQ score that the PPs assigned 
to the specific child.
The cultural and linguistic resources of minority pupils were ignored.

the diagnostic categorization of minority pupils in oslo is an historical parallel to 
discrimination and stigma produced by educators in the norway’s past in relation 
to Sami and Romani pupils (Pihl, 2002b).16 the assessments produced by the 
Psychological and Pedagogical Council transformed children’s difficulties related 
to the mismatch between the school’s and the children’s linguistic and cultural 
background, into individual pathology (Pihl, 2005). The theoretical criticism of 

16 the norwegian state has publicly apologized to the sami and romani peoples for 
discrimination, stigma and violation of human rights committed by the norwegian state and 
Norwegian professionals against the Sami and Romani peoples. 
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assessment practice (Pihl, 2005) was not acknowledged by the counsellors in the 
Psychological and Pedagogical Council. They argued that ‘traditional IQ testing’ 
had been substituted by ‘new intelligence testing’, which was qualitatively different 
(Messel, 2002). Professionals argued that the theoretical criticism was irrelevant 
because assessment practice had been changed and improved after the year 2000.17 
Against this background, I conducted a follow-up study between 2001 and 2005. 
this study was done in the same area of oslo where the study 1990–2000 had been 
conducted. The study in 2001–2005 was based on a statistically representative 
sample of 125 cases concerning minority pupils. The sample was drawn by the 
educational authorities in Oslo. The cases were subjected to both statistical and 
qualitative analyses. The research question was whether assessment practice had 
improved between 2001 and 2005 compared to 1990 to 2000. 

assessments between 2001 and 2005 violated professional and ethical 
requirements, just as they did between 1990 and 2000. In fact, the practice of 
intelligence testing had increased. The Norwegian version of WISC-R was used in 
85 per cent of the cases, regardless of the pupils’ competence in norwegian, their 
Norwegian schooling or migration background. The result was that minority pupils 
were diagnosed with intelligence ‘below average’ in 80 per cent of the cases. The 
PPC diagnosed the pupils as ‘mentally retarded’ in 20 per cent of the cases.18 these 
extraordinary results were treated as valid by the PPC. The test results acquire 
status as social facts. They are the basis for special education provisions. Between 
2001 and 2005 the Pedagogical and Psychological Council applied a ‘disability 
category’ which the institution defined as ‘insufficient competence in Norwegian’. 
according to the assessments, 35 per cent of the minority pupils assessed had 
this ‘disability.’ This is a stark illustration of educational construction of disability 
within an intercultural context. Minority pupils that are competent in their first 
language, and who are in the process of learning norwegian as a second language, 
are not recognized as Norwegian learners, but are categorized as disabled. This 
serves as an illustration of the institutional and professional devaluation of pupils 
with minority background, and amounts to ethnic discrimination.

how can we understand this evaluation practice? it should be situated within 
the wider context of education and curriculum based on a single ethno-national 
community and identity. This cultural frame of reference makes counsellors and 
psychologists insensitive to the linguistic and cultural background of minority 
pupils. Any counsellor or psychologist in the Pedagogical Psychological 
service will understand that if a norwegian pupil moves to China and has 
his or her intelligence tested in Chinese with a test that is standardized for 
Chinese children, the norwegian pupil will tend to score low on the iQ test 

17 käthe lundal in Aftenposten Aften 26 April and 7 June 2005.
18 the results were presented to the Pedagogical Psychological service on 6 

December 2007.
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than Chinese children for a long time after immigration.19 low iQ score under 
these conditions would not be regarded as valid data about the norwegians 
child’s cognitive capacities. However, when it comes to assessment of minority 
pupils in norway, the categorization of iQ is based on the dominant language 
and culture and is accepted as valid. An intercultural perspective is lacking in 
educational judgement.

Cultural Hegemony and Cultural ‘Blindness’

historically psychometric assessment and subsequent categorization of ethnic 
minorities as less intelligent than the dominant, white majority have long traditions 
within psychology and education (eysenck, 1971; herrnstein and Murray, 1994) 
(Lavik, 1998). The categorization of intellectual inferiority among minority pupils, 
produced by the PPs in oslo, is comparable to the results produced by herrnstein 
and Murray in the usa in their infamous book, The Bell Curve Intelligence and 
Class Structure in American Life (Herrnstein and Murray, 1994). Here, the IQ 
was the key evaluation instrument in analyse of social relations. Indeed, The Bell 
Curve stirred a great debate in the USA and its authors were criticized of scientific 
racism (Gould, 1996). Based on psychometric assessment they argued that afro-
americans and latinos were less intelligent than the white population, and that 
low iQ explained their poverty and low position in the class structure in american 
life. 

What is new about psychometric assessment in the norwegian context, with its 
subsequent categorization of minority pupils as intellectually inferior, is that this 
process is explained in terms of ‘inclusive education’. The professionals working 
in the PPC in Oslo are motivated to help minority pupils that have difficulties in 
school. But the counsellors analyse these difficulties within a disability discourse. 
In this context, the problem seems to be two-fold. On the one hand, counsellors 
are convinced that their assessments are objective. They appear to be unaware 
that the tests they apply are culturally specific. Hence, they are not disturbed 
by the results they produce concerning minority pupils’ intellectual inferiority. 
these pedagogical psychological counsellors are ‘culturally blind’ vis-a-vis the 
linguistic and cultural backgrounds of minority pupils. They lack the bilingual 
competence to have a dialog with the children and parents and they possess 
insufficient knowledge about the linguistic and educational development among 
immigrant pupils within a minority-majority relationship. Educational policy, as 

19 according to research on language development among minorities, it takes a 
minimum of five to seven years to become fully bilingual, provided that the pupils have 
received bilingual education. The greater the cultural differences are, the more time it 
may take to be acquainted with the dominant culture. A process of acculturation is also 
dependant upon the age of an individual at the time of immigration (Cummins, 1979, 2001; 
Skutnabb-Kangas and Kangas, 1990).
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well as the standards for the professional education of pedagogical psychological 
counsellors, bears considerable responsibility for this state of affairs (Pihl, 2001; 
2002c). Pedagogical psychological counsellors work within the framework of a 
psychometric discourse that is developed and legitimized by science. They defend 
their position as experts from this position. Thus, they do not accept criticism 
from those who are positioned outside of a psychometric discourse or outside 
of a disability discourse. Their categorization of intellectual inferiority among 
pupils with immigrant background can be seen as an effect of cultural hegemony 
within education. Educational assessment is a process of distinction and ranking. 
Professionals apply the instruments and norms and standards produced by Western 
science and the dominant operational culture. What are the educational effects 
of this? at individual level, categorization of minority pupils as intellectually 
inferior, deviant and disabled in disproportionate numbers has disciplining effects. 
Minority children learn to internalize that educational failure is their own fault 
(Ryan, 1976). Reflection on the institutional conditions that shape the education 
of these children slips out of view. With lowered educational expectations that 
are based on IQ results, the pupils are taught according to a reduced curriculum. 
Minority children, who on false grounds are ascribed an iQ level of ‘mentally 
retarded’, are segregated into educational groups with mentally retarded children. 
This is of course detrimental to their education and self-esteem. 

the previous criticism of education of pupils with immigrant backgrounds is 
based on a case study in Oslo. But is the criticism concerning ethno-cultural policy 
and practice in norwegian education, which is documented in this case study, 
relevant in a wider educational context in norway? the norwegian results on 
the Pisa survey (2006) may give some indications as to whether the criticism is 
relevant. The PISA survey documents that Norwegian pupils in general perform 
below OECD average in reading, math and natural sciences. Minority pupils in 
norway with two foreign-born parents perform at a level that is two years below 
their Norwegian peers (Kjærnsli, 2007).

The difference in Norway between the performance of pupils with majority 
and minority backgrounds is significantly greater than in other European countries.  
Data on dropout in secondary school shows that while majority language students 
have an average dropout rate of 26 per cent, students of non-Western background 
have an average dropout rate of 45 per cent (Byrhagen, 2006). These results are 
disturbing. They indicate that the-national model in Norwegian education has 
negative effects on learning among minority pupils, compared with educational 
models in other European countries. The data indicate that the Norwegian 
educational model is rather unsuccessful when it comes to qualifying pupils with 
minority backgrounds. The educational system fails in its primary objective, which 
is qualification and democratic inclusion.
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Education in a Global Era

In this chapter I have explored a specific manifestation of nation-building in 
education in an era of migration and globalization. I have focused on the processes 
of social and cultural reproduction with a particular focus on the role of religion, 
culture and language, and how these factors are applied as means of distinction in 
a multicultural context. Special attention has been given to the role of the state and 
the state Church in the construction of a ‘national, Christian culture and identity’ 
in Norway. I have argued that in a multi-religious and multicultural society this 
produces discriminatory effects. Against this background I have explored the 
education and evaluation of minority pupils and its consequences. It is apparent that 
when the state defines a dominant culture on ethno-cultural terms in teacher and 
public education, educators will tend to perceive the dominant culture as ‘normal.’ 
this, then, facilitates the categorization of pupils with immigrant background as 
‘abnormal’ in disproportionate numbers. This situation mirrors the colonial legacy 
that has contributed to the reproduction of asymmetrical relations and to the 
orientalist categorization of the other in Western countries and education (dirks, 
1992; Goldberg, 1993; Said, 2001). 

A basic requirement of an educational system is that it fulfils its social 
mandate, which is the qualification of the pupils involved. If the educational 
system systematically fails in relation to a certain segment of the population, 
there are two alternative analytical responses. One approach would suggest the 
continuing analysis of an individual pupil to help explain why he or she fails. This 
is the conventional approach in teaching as well as in educational research. This 
approach is based on methodological individualism in which the individual pupil 
is defined as the educational problem. We have seen in the Norwegian context how 
minority pupils are categorized with ‘learning disabilities’ and as ‘intellectually 
and mentally inferior’ on these assumptions. But if we assume that intellectual 
capacities are evenly distributed between ethnic groups and that all groups deserve 
to be educationally qualified, we must look outside the group and the individuals 
within the group as we explain why these pupils are being marginalized. This 
approach, then, would suggest that it is necessary to focus on the educational 
system itself and on how this system contributes to systematic marginalization. 
That is what has been attempted in this chapter.

initially, the question was raised about how norwegian education relates 
to cultural diversity. My conclusion is that Norwegian education is founded on 
ethno-nationalism, where ethnicity and blood relations are important foundations 
for cultural construction and nationhood (Brubaker, 1992). The results from this 
case study suggest that ethno-nationalism alienates many pupils in school and 
marginalizes minority pupils in particular. An ethno-national construction of 
education does not provide pupils with knowledge and world views that adequately 
prepare them for living and working in a multicultural society in this global era. 
today people and capital move beyond national borders and children and young 
people have trans-national experiences as well as knowledge from living in a 



Ethno-Nationalism and Education 127

multicultural society. What is needed in schools is that these social realities are 
incorporated into textbooks and the curriculum to provide a foundation for better 
teaching and learning. That will make the school more relevant to the situation in 
which pupils live and to the society in which they will work in the future. It will 
also be an important precondition for identification and motivation in relation to 
school work and learning.

a radical break with ethno-nationalism in education will require changes at 
the political level, as well as at the level of educational research and professional 
practice. Critical multicultural educational research does not assume the given 
power relations in society and education as the sole frame of reference, but argues 
for social and political changes outside the educational system (May, 1999; Mclaren 
and Giarelli, 1995). This is based on the recognition that education is a political 
issue within modern societies. As a political issue, the educational system and the 
content of schooling are defined on the basis of politics and power relations outside 
the educational system itself. Against this background, I will argue in favour of the 
separation of state and church in Norway. Religion and religious education should 
be assigned to the private sphere. Teaching about the history of religions is important 
in a multi-religious society. However, this ought to be integrated within the teaching 
of history. To be sure, this would introduce a fundamental break with the long 
history in norway, where religious education in Christianity has been a key school 
subject. It would introduce a break with the definition of culture on religious terms, 
which claims that identification with Christian culture is a necessary precondition 
for social integration. At a time when Islam is conceptualized as a threat by the 
West, and islamic states are being criticized for the political use of islam, it is ironic 
and unfortunate that the norwegian state applies Christianity and the state Church 
for political purposes. We have seen that this in fact violates human rights. A break 
with the definition of culture and identity on Christian terms would be conducive to 
the situation in the present global classrooms, where multiple religions, languages, 
histories and ways of life are present. 

In discussions about development of education and social justice in the present 
era, a key question is choice of perspective. Benhabib (2006) and Soysal (1994) 
advocate negotiation of cosmopolitan norms and universal personhood in a 
post-national perspective. This is highly relevant to development of Norwegian 
education in the present context. Empirical and theoretical analysis of education 
in a multicultural and cosmopolitan perspective is needed. Cosmopolitan analysis 
highlights the need for structural changes in education in order to facilitate 
learning among pupils with both minority and majority backgrounds, based on 
intercultural and international perspectives and upon knowledge about the actual 
history, language and religion of minorities as well as the majority. But critical 
multicultural educational research cannot speak on behalf of the minorities. In a 
democratic perspective it is important that minorities themselves define what kind 
of education they want for their children, and that norway’s state and educational 
institutions recognize minorities with immigrant backgrounds as participants 
in the development of education. This will introduce an important break with 
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ethno-nationalism in education. It will allow for new educational strategies and 
democratic developments based on the actual presence of people in society and 
schools with diverse religious, cultural and linguistic background. Their presence 
and contribution is crucial to educational development and learning, socialization 
and belonging for all, given the new realities of globalization in norway and in 
Western Europe. 
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Chapter 8  

avoiding Culture and Practising Culturalism: 
labelling Practices and Paradoxes in 

swedish schools
ann runfors

It’s the first lesson following the spring half-term break and I am to accompany 
and observe Birgitta in her work. Birgitta is a teacher of Swedish as a second 
language and explains that the seven pupils that she is scheduled to teach are 
‘immigrant children’ who have difficulties in keeping up with their studies due to 
their poor command of Swedish. They come to her for special help in every subject 
except art, handicrafts and sport. The group consists of four girls and three boys. 
two of the pupils came to sweden some years ago, from Poland and Bangladesh 
respectively, while the other five were born in Sweden and have parents of Turkish 
background – although Birgitta ‘doesn’t know whether any of them have kurdish 
identity’.

Today only three pupils turn up; one girl and two boys. The others have 
handicraft lessons with their ordinary classes. It says mathematics on the timetable, 
but Birgitta asks the children to sit on an oriental rug placed in one part of the 
classroom. She says that she would like them to tell her what they did during 
the half-term holiday. The girl starts to talk about how she devoted much of the 
week to Kurdish dancing. She also says that she went to see a friend ‘in the city’ 
on her own. Birgitta says something appreciative about how important it is to 
get away from the neighbourhood for a while. One of the boys then says that 
while he mostly played football, he also visited the local swimming pool. Without 
commenting on his story, Birgitta asks the third and final pupil what he did. He 
too had been swimming and playing football. And he had also gone to Småland 
(a region in the south part of Sweden) on the train. Birgitta looks very pleased 
and pays a lot of attention to the trip to Småland and the train journey. ‘It is good 
to visit Sweden and see what things are like there. And it is important to go on a 
proper train’, she says encouragingly.

***

Sweden is often represented as the land of justice and equality and as one of the 
few societies with an official multicultural policy. A dominating ideal is that no 
one should be treated differently because of his or her background. The actual 
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outcomes of these visions as they are practiced are not always in line with the 
ideals, however. This chapter presents such a case by analysing how visions of 
equality, equal treatment and blindness to difference related to background are 
put into practice in a couple of multi-ethnic schools in Stockholm’s outskirts. The 
analysis makes visible undesired outcomes of these practices, namely the grading 
of pupils according to backgrounds. 

if one wants to counteract such paradoxical outcomes one has to know more 
about the complex social processes and intertwined power structures that produces 
them. Having this as a point of departure I try to uncover such processes and 
structures by analysing ethnographic material based on field-studies conducted in 
Swedish comprehensive schools.1 schools are arenas where established principles 
of categorization and scales of judgement are reflected. They are arenas where 
such structures are also used and (re)produced (Runfors 2003, 2006a, 2006b). This 
chapter puts focus on the use of structures as principles of categorization and the 
outcome of this usage by highlighting teachers’ ways of categorizing pupils and 
employing the labels ‘Swede’ versus ‘immigrant’ (in Swedish, ‘invandrare’). In 
the discussion close attention is given to three aspects: to the motivations behind 
teachers’ labelling practices, to the processes that occur when these labels are put 
into practise and finally to the effects of the processes. 

here, the theoretical starting point is that the ways in which we categorize 
and map out our social world has effects on the very same social world and how 
we perceive it. When we categorize we group people on the basis of features or 
characteristics attributed to them. This is a way of arranging one’s surroundings 
and making them understandable. Above all categorization is a way of sorting 
and thereby managing variation. It is something that people do all the time and 
everywhere (cf., e.g., Berge 1992). The social categories that we use are not 
natural, however. They are human constructions that tell us something about the 
context and the society in which they are used.

as for example sara ahmed (2004) and Beverly skeggs (2000, 2004) point out, 
categories are effects as the same time as they have effects. They are effects of the 
social relations in society, of dominating ideas about difference and of the societal 
scales of judgement that value and rank people. As social categories are linked 
to established scales of judgement they both express and shape status hierarchies 
and structures of power. Hence, social categories also have effects. Categories 
as for example women, working class, black and immigrant shape ideas about 
what constitutes masculinity, middle-classness, whiteness and Swedishness. They 
thereby contribute to the construction of gender, class, colour/race and ethnicity. 
Furthermore they position and rank people, i.e. they point out positions for people 
on gendered, classed, racialized or ethicized status scales. In other words categories 

1 The mentioned field-studies were undertaken in connection with my doctoral thesis 
(Runfors 2003). Here they are discussed in the light of my present study of young people in 
stigmatized city neighbourhoods (see for example Runfors 2004, 2007). 
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also constitute conditions for people (cf., e.g., Miegel and Schoug 1998, Lundahl 
1998, De los Reyes 2002). 

the theoretical perspective applied here could by described as a kind of ‘soft’ 
poststructuralist and intersectionalist approach2 in which i draw basic inspiration 
from anthony giddens’ ‘theory of structuration’ (see for example, giddens 
1979, 1981, 1984, 1991). In short Anthony Giddens’ ‘theory of structuration’ is a 
constructivist theory about how social activities tend to both reproduce and change 
the circumstances that generated them.3 Structure is defined as the tools that 
people use in their actions (for example, categories), but also as the outcome of 
this usage (for example, dominating labelling practices and scales of judgement). 
hence i regard people’s actions as crucial both for reproducing and challenging 
discursive practices and the conditions they constitute. By looking upon social 
life as two-sided and by localizing the (re)production of social structures to social 
practice this approach also points to ethnographic studies of everyday life as a 
method to expose complex processes of structuration. Most poststructuralist and 
intersectional analyses concentrate on dominating discourse and their constituting 
effects. In using this ‘soft’ poststructuralist approach I want to bring agency and 
the possibility of change into the analysis.

in accordance with the theoretical outlining above i will analyze what happens 
when categorization principles that permeate society are used in some multi-
ethnic comprehensive schools. I will trace several of the ideas of differences that 
informed the use of the labels ‘Swedes’ and ‘immigrant’. I will also comment 
on some intersecting scales of judgement involved in this categorization process. 
the chapter argues that the categories ‘swede’ and ‘immigrant’ take the form of a 
normative and hierarchical dichotomy. As such, this dichotomy plays a crucial part 
in the production of the above-mentioned paradox – a paradox wherein ambitions 
of equality and equal treatment result in the processes of separation and grading of 
pupils according to background. 

Place, Pupils and Personnel

due to various social and economic forces migrants are often channelled into 
low status urban spaces in receiving countries. In Sweden these spaces are often 
equal to the so-called concrete suburbs – that is, standardized housing areas built 
between 1965–1974, located in the city outskirts, and dominated by rented flats. In 

2 this kind of soft poststructuralism is discussed by hillevi lenz taguchi as feminist 
poststructuralism (2004). To my opinion though it could as well be labelled critical 
poststructuralism as the aim is to bring a critical perspective and empowerment into the 
research. This could in turn of course be said to bring a modernist touch to postmodernist 
analysis.

3 giddens’ theory of structuration is also much lesser known in sweden than his 
Theory of Modernity.
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the beginning these areas were populated mainly by the white swedish working- 
and underclass. Today they are inhabited by people with varied national and ethnic 
backgrounds – but with few residents who define themselves as Swedish. Large-
scale migration and processes of white flight have turned these urban peripheries 
into mixed ‘immigrant enclaves’ (Andersson, 1998; 2002, Hosseini-Kaladjahi 
2002), which in the swedish public debate are represented either as non-white, 
foreign city jungles beyond the swedish social community, or alternatively as non-
white, non-swedish places in Sweden (Molina 1997, 2005; Runfors 2006b). 

the schools i discuss are situated in the low status urban peripheries described 
above; and the pupil composition in these schools reflects the demography of the 
areas. When I performed field studies in the 1990s, 40 per cent to 95 per cent of 
the pupils in the schools studied had parents who had migrated to sweden from 
different parts of the world, and represented over 50 different languages.

The majority of the teachers in these schools where white women who defined 
themselves as Swedish – as were the ones I studied. Even though these teachers’ 
class backgrounds were somewhat mixed, their present positions as government 
agency representatives and teachers meant that they all belonged to a social 
middle-class strata. They were also connected by a common, formal education 
and by the fact that the high-grade institutionalized national comprehensive school 
and its central directives framed their working day. Another common feature was 
that these teachers were all enthusiastic about their jobs and engaged in the futures 
of their pupils. 

Ambitions, ideals and Everyday Practices of Labelling 

the teachers i studied invested an enormous amount of energy into trying to 
provide all of their pupils with the same opportunities in school and in society. 
they did this by trying to practice the general welfare visions of the swedish state 
– such as integration and equality. When it came to dealing with the diverse pupil 
situation, the teachers expressed a strong aversion to any homogenization. They 
preferred to individualize. At the same time they however continually divided 
the pupils in two dichotomous categories: ‘swedish children’ versus ‘immigrant 
children’. 

Social categories are used by the state as tools for placing people into identifiable 
target groups for welfare efforts. The category of ‘immigrant’ has been used by the 
swedish authorities to identify those who can be considered as having the need 
of, as well as the right to, receive both mother tongue teaching and teaching in 
Swedish as a second language.4 and in the schools studied, the term ‘immigrant’ 

4 in recent years, the category ‘invandrare’/’immigrant’ has been strongly 
problematized in many official Swedish contexts, such as government agencies and schools. 
The term has therefore often been replaced by ’foreign background’. This has, however, not 
amounted to any qualitative change of the category’s content. 
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accordingly was used for all pupils who did not have swedish as their primary 
language. 

But categories are not only tools. They mirror ideas about difference. And in 
the schools studied other grounds for using this categorization also appeared which 
displayed how the categories ‘swedes’ and ‘immigrants’ are seen to differ from 
each other. Those pupils who were interpreted as being immigrant children were 
those with at least one parent born in a country other than sweden, those whose 
mother-tongue was not swedish, and those who did not conform to the teachers’ 
idea of what it was to ‘be swedish’ from the point of view of appearance and/or 
culture. Those pupils who met the former criteria were slotted into the category of 
immigrant and outside the category of ‘being swedish’ regardless of whether they 
had been born in Sweden and were Swedish citizens. In the daily school round it 
became obvious that the categories swedish children and immigrant children were 
constructed as an antithesis to one another, and that the label immigrant acquired 
the meaning non-Swedish.

using the term immigrant as an opposite to what is termed swedish is nothing 
unusual. In fact the division Swedish/non-Swedish takes its point of departure 
in structures that permeate the Swedish society (cf., e.g., Mattsson 2005). But 
on which basis is this division constructed? as indicated above the teachers 
interpretation of ‘who was what’ and the following division into swedish/non-
swedish was founded on principles such as kinship, language and normative 
ideas concerning what swedes look like and behave like, rather than on official 
classification principles such as country of birth or citizenship. Linguistic 
similarities or differences – whether speaking so-called ‘good swedish’ or not 
– for example, functioned as a kind of audible yardstick for cultural sameness and 
deviation. Similarities or differences in appearance – whether one was interpreted 
as being, for example, blond and/or white or non-blond and/or non-white – were 
also interpreted as legible signs of cultural sameness and deviation. This meant 
that both language signs and body signs were being interpreted as signs of culture 
in the studies schools. Children who were regarded as non-white and who spoke 
swedish in a way that indicated that it was not their mother tongue thus were 
positioned as non-Swedish. 

the staff’s use of the term ‘immigrant’ was not – as people sometimes assume 
– directed at drawing attention to each child’s national or cultural extraction. On the 
contrary, the teachers usually wanted to avoid highlighting differences connected 
to national background and ethnicity and culture. This was illustrated every time 
I visited a new class. The teachers introduced their pupils by referring only to 
two categories of children: ‘Swedish’ and ‘immigrant’. They would, for example, 
say: ‘there is one Swedish child in my class and the rest are immigrants’. If I 
asked where the pupils they called immigrants were born, where their parents had 
migrated from, and so on, many teachers found the question difficult to answer. 
Some also made it clear that such questions were irrelevant or even inappropriate. 
One class teacher explained that the school’s staff ‘didn’t think in such terms.’ The 
mother-tongue teacher who worked with the class agreed: ‘it doesn’t matter where 
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people come from. Now we’re all here – together.’ As the class teacher made clear: 
‘We regard everyone as individuals. When you get to the point where you don’t 
think about background, but actually encounter the individual, then you’ve come 
a long way in terms of getting rid of prejudice.’

in their resistance to drawing attention to the pupils’ backgrounds the teachers 
gave expression to an ideal that permeates the swedish welfare state; that nobody 
should be treated differently on the basis of background. This ideal of blindness 
to cultural differences incorporates a vision of what the world should be like: 
a place where differences are not graded and therefore don’t affect how people 
treat each other, and where people are judged equally regardless of their origin. 
the ideal also accommodates a notion of how this goal is attained: through not 
attaching any social meaning to differences connected with culture and origin. The 
underlying logic is that the recognition of differences creates status hierarchies 
and, furthermore, that this can be prevented if you do cease to point out or see 
these differences (cf., e.g., Taylor 1994, 1995: 78ff). When the teachers I studied 
attempted to avoid highlighting their pupils’ backgrounds they in other words 
acted in line with the logic attached to this ideal of cultural blindness. 

Practising Culturalism and Grading Backgrounds

simultaneously as the school personnel tried to individualize and to not attach 
any social meaning to differences connected with their pupil’s culture and origin 
the ones called ‘Immigrant children’ were, however, regarded as a group. They 
were perceived of as a group with socially problematic differences related to 
their ‘non-swedishness’ and as a group that therefore needed to be provided with 
extra resources if they – in accordance with swedish welfare policy goals and 
school directives – were to have an equivalent education and equal opportunities 
in the future. And the label ‘immigrant’ placed focus on these perceived socially 
problematic differences that needed to be levelled out with help of extra 
resources. 

In the schools studied – just in Swedish society as a whole – the categories 
‘Swedish’ and ‘immigrant’ were constructed as a dichotomy. And just as many 
other dichotomies this one formed a hierarchy where the first part of the dichotomy, 
represented the normative and highly valued, whilst the other part represented the 
deviant and less valued. During my field studies it became clear that the category 
‘swedish’ formed the normative yardstick against which both pupils and equality 
was measured. Accordingly, the differences that were perceived as socially 
problematic, as well as the extra resources the ‘immigrant children’ were seen to 
need, were defined in relation to this yardstick.  Instead of talking about passing on 
‘knowledge’ and ‘social competences’ the staff increasingly talked about passing on 
‘Swedish skills and cultural competences’. The opening illustration from my field 
notebook is one example of how teachers concentrated on ‘immigrant children’ as 
a group united by lack of Swedish-defined culture, experience and competence (in 
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this case experiences of ‘the real Sweden’ beyond the foreign urban jungle), while 
the culture the children put fore (in this case for example the kurdish dancing the 
girl talked about) did not attract attention.

However, this yardstick called ‘Swedish’ was actually a multi-faceted norm. 
this became obvious for example when the staff used the terms ‘swedish children’ 
and ‘ordinary children’ synonymously, and when ‘ordinary’ didn’t refer to ‘the 
most frequent’ but to ‘the normal’ in the sense of what was believed to be ‘the 
desirable’ in all its different aspects. During my field studies I observed how 
different facets, as for example middle-classness and whiteness, melted together 
into the norm that was spelled out as ‘Swedish’. 

This cluster of scales of judgement intersecting in the school staff’s implicit 
ways of defining Swedishness and immigrantness was also illustrated in valuations 
and judgements of location and social class. The children’s localization in urban 
peripheries racialized as non-white and non-swedish locations was one aspect that 
emphasized their immigrant status. But the association of these low-status areas 
with the categories working class/underclass also ranked the pupils as lower class. 
this was a ranking that appeared to be reinforced if the pupils had parents who were 
given low status in the Swedish labour market due to their foreign background. 
That is to say, class- and race-related scales of judgement also intersected with 
judgements concerning location in ways that alienated the children from the 
possibility of being interpreted as Swedish. 

in other words, the school staff expressed a resistance against emphasizing their 
pupils’ cultural backgrounds in accordance with the logic of culture blindness. And 
the usage of the simple, single immigrant category seemed to be a way to steer 
clear of such differentiation and culture orientation. But it had the opposite effect 
and what the teachers were trying to avoid paradoxically happened. The immigrant 
category separated and grouped pupils with reference to their perceived non-
Swedishness. It thus emphasized and essentialized ideas about difference related 
to origin. More precisely it expressed as well as created ideas about deviation from 
what was defined and constructed as ‘Swedish’. It directed a lot of attention to 
‘non-swedishness’ and furthermore shaped an obsession with ‘swedishness’ and 
‘Swedish proficiencies and culture’. 

so, even though the teachers attempted to treat all pupils equally, and therefore 
actively avoided underscoring the cultural backgrounds of their pupils, culture did 
attract lots of attention. And one could say that the use of the categories ‘Swedish’ 
versus ‘immigrant’ became part of a paradoxical culturalization, a tendency to 
describe people and social relations in cultural terms. As discussed the norm, the 
school’s ideal child, was culturalized as swedish – as was the knowledge the staff 
wanted to impart to their pupils. Hence, real children were culturalized as either 
Swedish or non-Swedish.

the teachers used the discussed categories to avoid not only culture orientation 
but also gradation – all in line with the logic of culture blindness. When the 
children in the immigrant category where measured against the normative and 
multi-faceted yardstick called ‘swedish’, attention was directed towards what 
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they were perceived as lacking. Hence, the label immigrant was employed not 
only with separating, normative and culturalizing effects. It was also applied in 
a degrading mode that tended to highlight what the pupils did not have and were 
not. In so doing, the school community’s definitions of the pupils as differing 
from various aspects of what was considered to be the desirable norm became the 
central focus. 

this also meant that similarities between the individuals within the immigrant 
category were highlighted, while differences between these children were given 
less attention. As shown in the introductory example one effect was that individual 
experiences were made invisible or simply went unnoticed, another effect was that 
the pupils were effectively slotted into a homogenized immigrant category. That 
is to say, when the ideal of cultural blindness was put into practice with the help 
of the hierarchical dichotomy discussed the pupils were de-individualized and 
homogenized. And as the category ‘immigrant’ was constructed as the opposite of the category ‘immigrant’ was constructed as the opposite ofthe category ‘immigrant’ was constructed as the opposite of 
the desirable normality called swedish, the immigrant position was simultaneously 
degraded. As this normality was actually multi-faceted the immigrant category 
was assigned with similarly multi-faceted degrading content. In other words, 
this process not only homogenized subjects and positioned them as non-Swedish 
but also created stereotyped, degrading representations of them as defective in a 
number of ways. 

Some Concluding Remarks and Questions

those who are interested in changing societal structures that favour some at 
the expense of others must be able to identify the processes that produce such 
structures. Taking this as my point of departure, I have discussed what happens 
when categorization principles that permeate society were brought into play in 
some multi-ethnic comprehensive schools. More precisely I have analysed the use 
of the categories ‘swedes’ and ‘immigrant’ and several ideas of differences and 
scales of judgement that intersect in these categories. 

the school staff i studied where very engaged and openly embraced such 
aims as integration, equality and individualization as well as dominating ideals 
concerning equal treatment and blindness to cultural differences. Despite this, I 
observed a process in which children were divided, homogenized, (de)valued and 
(de)graded. As argued, this paradox can be understood in relation to the dualistic, 
hierarchical as well as culturalized modes in which the categories ‘swede’ and 
‘immigrant’ were constructed and put into practice. 

that said, neither the discussed degrading practices nor the structures that they 
produce could be upheld without the continued actions of individuals. This also 
means that individuals can challenge such degrading and discriminating structures. 
Even though different individuals have different possibilities to influence such 
structures, due to diverging positions of power, the option to act or ignore always 
exists. As I have already intimated, it is hardly possible to avoid classification since 
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categories are one of the basic tools with which humans create order and the basis 
of human social organization. The questions of which categories we use and how 
we use them are worth reflecting upon, however. Because categories conjure up 
different aspects of life. They determine how we see things and how we interpret 
our experiences. They are linked to scales of judgement and have effects as they 
are practiced. In this way, they are performative. They don’t only group people 
together, but also separate them. They create boundaries between categories and 
they homogenize the individuals inside each category. 

as discussed in this chapter, a wide variety of people are incorporated in 
the category immigrant in everyday speech – people who do not share many 
circumstances and who have not necessarily themselves migrated. These people 
are made united by experiences gained in sweden, namely that in the encounter 
with their surroundings they are interpreted, categorized, and thereby treated, as 
immigrants. Since social identifications and differences are not something that 
individuals inherently have, but are constructions that are made as a result of how 
people interpret and treat each other (cf., e.g., Goffman 1990) the question of what 
these experiences are and what they do to people is central. What, after all, do such 
experiences teach young people in today’s sweden about who they are and which 
positions and spaces they are expected to occupy in the global geography and the 
social structure?

in swedish public debate, such as that within the swedish mass 
media, ’immigrant’ is often discussed as a cultural category, i.e. as a category that 
tells us something about the culture of immigrants. But as discussed this label 
is used to denote non-swedishness and therefore rather tells us something about 
dominating ideas concerning Swedishness. ’Immigrant’ is also often mentioned 
as an ethnic category. But if ethnicity is defined as people’s way of positioning 
and identifying themselves in relation to others by using ideas of origin as the 
main criterion (cf., e.g., Eriksen 1993), then the only ethnic aspect of this label 
is that it seems to serve as a tool in the forming of Swedish ethnicity. The earlier 
discussed connection between culture on the one hand and facial features, skin and 
hair colour on the other in the definition of who was Swedish and not, points to a 
racialization of the non-swedish position as well as to an ongoing racialization of 
Swedishness. Indeed, this also raises questions concerning cultural racism.

the categorization processes i have analyzed reveal how ambitions to 
pratice cultural blindness paradoxically can result in a type of culturalism where 
inequalities are regarded as a result of cultural backgrounds, rather than as effects 
of the direct and indirect interaction between societal groups. The culturalism that 
i observed was not an explicit or conscious one however, nor was it part of any 
politically correct official discourse. Regardless, the processes made visible lead 
us to question the notion of cultural blindness as opposite to culturalism. 

this discussion on practices aiming at cultural blindness and their undesired 
outcomes should not be interpreted as an argumentation for the opposite strategy, 
cultural recognition, however. Cultural recognition can also result in culturalized 
descriptions of social relations and processes. However, the new identities and 
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lifestyles developed in the wake of today’s economic, cultural, and human flows 
(cf., e.g., Clifford 1994, Glick Schiller and Basch 1995, Kearney 1995, Thörn 
2002) are not captured by dichotomies like Swedish/immigrant. Nor are they 
captured by specific ethnic labels sometimes used in cultural recognition discourse. 
on the contrary, both of these labelling practices can serve to make invisible such 
complex self-images, diverse relationships, and cross-border communities that are 
today built over, and despite, national borders.
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Chapter 9  

disentangling Culture as explanatory 
factor: the Paradox of a Client Centred 

approach in social Work
Marleen van der haar

Culture has become central when discussing the migrant issue in European societies. 
Wikan (2002) identifies a divergent ascription of individual and collective identity 
in the case of migrants, implying that ‘culture’ is applied to migrants and not to 
so-called native residents. In these debates, the concept of culture is often used in 
a deterministic and reifying way, leaving little space for individual interpretations 
(Ghorashi 2006: 6). 

from an academic perspective, singling out culture when studying culturally 
plural settings is a risky business. Sarangi (1994: 412) warned of the tendency 
to overly celebrate cultural differences in studies of miscommunication analysis, 
assigning an ‘overpowering explanatory value’ to culture. His concern with these 
studies is ‘the trap of the binary bias and the homogenization of a group’s ‘cultural’ 
practices’ (1994: 423). He claims that ‘analytic stereotyping’ risks circularity, 
which means that looking for culture is finding culture (1994: 413). Bulcaen and 
Blommaert (1999: 141) also criticize the gap-thinking of scholars using dichotomist 
schemes and point at the ‘complex contextual web’ within which intercultural 
communication takes place and by which a series of contextual factors act on the 
course of communication. Moreover, Baumann (1999) suggested a dual discursive 
approach of both essentialism and constructivism to tackle the complex relation 
between the static and the dynamic elements of identity and culture. This moderate 
constructivist stance proposes to acknowledge that ‘the people we study’ do make 
use of both reification and reconstruction in making sense of the world around 
them. 

along this line of thought, i discuss the everyday work practices of social 
workers in the netherlands in relation to the psychosocial assistance they provide 
to so-called allochtonous clients. The expression ‘allochtones’ to refer to migrants 
and its counterpart ‘autochthones’, or so-called natives, are currently widespread in 
the Netherlands, both as administrative categories and within everyday language. 
the central bureau of statistics (Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek, CBs), which 
provides official statistics for policy makers and researchers, defines a person as 
allochtone when ‘at least one of the parents is born in a foreign country’ (CBs 2000:  
24). According to Bulcaen and Blommaert, professional traditions are shaped by 
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ideological images from society; instances of professional practice are therefore 
‘moments of discursive social construction that reproduce, transform or repair a 
particular societal order’ (1997: 14). From that perspective, it can be argued that a 
currently dominant discourse from society at large that problematizes the culture of 
migrants also frames the ways social workers relate to their allochtonous clients. 

studies on social work across europe show that professionals in this sector 
primarily perceive dealing with migrants as different and difficult in comparison to 
dealing with non-migrants and, secondly, that they often problematize these clients 
in terms of their ‘culture’ (anis 2005; Bulcaen and Blommaert 1999; oude Breuil 
2005). Van Dijk (2004: 3) claims that the Dutch health care sector continuously 
makes use of a static concept of culture. In line with Wikan’s argument, Van Dijk 
also argues that the idea of culture is (almost) exclusively used with regard to 
migrants. Secondly, according to Van Dijk, Dutch health care professionals only 
make culture relevant when assistance to immigrant patients/clients stagnates, and 
it then functions as an excuse for failing help (ibid.). Referring to the Dutch mental 
health care sector, Van dongen (2003) argues that immigrant clients are treated as 
an anomaly, and are labelled either as irregularities or as cases that do not fit the 
available ‘classifications’. 

Dutch social work lacks the diagnostic models based on fixed classifications 
that are used in the medical sector, but labelling clients still is a routine part of their 
professional repertoire. Most social workers are well aware that this labelling is 
risky, if only because it can easily lead to stigmatization. Bulcaen and Blommaert 
(1999: 140) indicate that social workers have a large reflexive consciousness about 
their professional practice and appear to seriously consider the power issues at 
stake and criticize evident explanation schemes. As an example of these evident 
explanation schemes, they recall that social workers in women’s shelters have 
to deal with and struggle against the ‘stereotype of the underprivileged, poorly 
educated and isolated woman’ (ibid.). Yet they show that, in the case of migrants, 
social workers do, in fact, make use of the so-called black-white schemata that 
pre-structures the actual social assistance (ibid.). 

i will argue that the problematization of allochtonous clients in terms of an 
ascribed collective culture appears to be in contrast to a social work discourse 
that is based on an individualized approach and in contrast to the organization’s 
generalist policy towards clients. Both would assume a rather unproblematic 
incorporation of ‘culture’ and other diversity issues into the everyday repertoire 
of social workers working in the Dutch ‘multicultural society’. Nevertheless, 
it appears that social workers in this study quite often use ‘culture’ as a main 
explanatory factor (cf. Blommaert and Bulcaen 1999) in their accounts about 
their dealings with migrant clients, thereby categorizing these clients in terms of 
cultural contrasts as ‘others’ (cf. Ghorashi 2006).

the empirical data for this research derive from an ethnographic study in a 
social work department in a mid-sized city in the netherlands with a per centage 
of allochtonous inhabitants that is comparable with the dutch average of around 
20 per cent (see Van der Haar 2007). The fieldwork was conducted during three 
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months in 2003 and some additional research was done in 2004, and consisted of 
in-depth interviews with fifteen social workers and observations of 26 sessions 
between social workers and thirteen allochtonous and thirteen autochthonous 
clients. 

firstly, i will present social workers’ accounts about their dealings with migrant 
clients, disentangle the series of argumentations they use, and thereupon relate 
the social work discourse as presented by the social workers to these accounts. 
next, i will present the negotiation process between professional and client using 
interaction data from the sessions themselves. I conclude that the deterministic 
use of culture by some of the studied social workers in combination with a strong 
focus that the public task of social work in the netherlands is to stimulate the 
empowerment and self-reliance of individual citizens frames the actual social 
work assistance to migrant clients. In the end, these factors may overrule the 
professional starting point that allows room for an individual approach.

u nderstanding migrant Clients in Terms of Culture

the interviewed social workers emphasized a client-centred approach and said 
that they ‘place[d] every individual in his/her social context’, thereby marking 
the importance of differentiating between clients. Also, during fieldwork, they 
frequently used the phrase ‘to link up where the client stands’, which they also 
expressed through their common emphasis on proximity as this helped toward their 
aims for a non-hierarchical relationship. This individual approach to clients was 
also institutionalized in the current organization’s policy. Moreover, it had been a 
decade since the organization had changed from a categorical approach to clients, 
which meant that assistance was provided to specific target groups like Antilleans, 
Surinamese and Turks, with a general integrationist policy. This meant that every 
social worker was expected to help each client, and no differentiations were made 
on the basis of client categories or target groups. Cultural diversity in the social 
work organization was not an explicit issue, neither in the organization’s policy 
reports nor in its daily practice. Some specific actions that intersected with the issue 
of cultural diversity, however, had been taken. An internal research on working 
with ‘allochtonous clients’ was conducted, an allochtonous social worker wrote 
a proposal for a so-called integral approach involving migrant women, the social 
work team followed a training on trans-cultural counselling, and social workers 
working with asylum seekers and refugees were offered auxiliary education. Also, 
as legitimized by the organization’s perspective of tailor-made help – implying a 
client-centred approach (zorg op maat) – the institution continued to offer social 
work group sessions for migrant women. 

in general, the interview responses from the social worker respondents 
suggested that they experienced difficulties when dealing with cultural diversity 
in their work practice. Words such as – and here I paraphrase from the interview 
material – ‘difficult’, ‘tough’, ‘complex’ and ‘hard’ were used when referring to 
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the actual social work practice, and predominated the more positive connotations 
like ‘fascinating’, ‘nice but also ambiguous’ and ‘special’. Despite this, none of 
the social workers avoided the inclusion of migrants in their caseloads. On any 
given day, a peek at the computer registry system indicated that all social workers 
had, at least at that moment in time, allochtonous clients in their caseloads. 

despite their individualizing approach, it appeared that the interviewed 
social workers quite often reduced ‘people with another culture’ – primarily a 
reference to migrants and refugees/asylum seekers – to a relatively homogeneous 
group. In many cases they merged all diverse migrants into one client group and 
labelled them as difficult by means of ‘their culture’. In general, social worker 
interviewees were not very specific about whom they labelled under this perceived 
common denominator. Although the interviewees did not specifically point out to 
which people they referred when they talked about migrants, the social workers 
repeatedly referred to ‘migrant women with stress complaints’. And even more 
explicitly, they often talked about women with Turkish backgrounds. The latter 
was explicable by the fact that migrants of turkish origin formed a considerable 
group of inhabitants in the city where the research was conducted. To illustrate 
the general tendency, I include an account of a male social worker that identifies 
diversity in these terms of different and difficult. The fragment is a reply to my 
questions on how he thought of dealing with a diversity of client in terms of people 
and problems and how he deals with situations in which his frame of reference 
deviates from that of the client. At one point, he explains his difficulties with 
dealing with migrant clients. 

fragment from interview sW 23-10-2003: 

What I do find difficult is people of completely different cultures … I for example 
have had a turkish couple of whom that woman was relatively integrated and 
spoke Dutch well and that man absolutely not and I found it dreadfully difficult 
to counsel him, that woman alone would in itself be all right and it was also in 
their relationship and there just came almost nothing out of that man than only 
just I suffer from stress and headaches and… and then I find it difficult to take up 
to that, say … then i do not get any further than a couple of practical advices and 
that is what is asked for but that and it helps anyhow..but I would want to offer 
more than only that (…) so it is more multicultural in that sense that people who 
really come from another country that I think that I can find more difficult than 
different cultures within our society..at least from a Dutch background (…) I 
mean if someone is a farmer of … or bank manager or i do not care or a military 
man or..that does not interest me much from which class.

the fragment above demonstrates that even when social workers were asked to 
reflect on how they dealt with diversity in general terms, they often raised the issue 
of migrants themselves, founding their argument by explaining differences and 
difficulties in terms of culture. This social worker clearly differentiated between 
dealing with diversity in the case of migrants and that of so-called natives, when 
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he compared ‘completely different cultures’ and ‘people who really come from 
another country’ to ‘different cultures within our society’. He also suggested that 
being integrated, speaking dutch, and being able to express yourself would make 
dealing with migrants more easy (‘that woman alone would in itself be all right’).

Interviewees often typified their problems when working with migrants 
using professional identification terminology. The social workers used terms like 
‘somatisation of problems’, ‘having difficulties talking about emotional problems’, 
‘being passive’, ‘having little self reflection’, ‘having a victim mentality’, ‘being 
theatrical’, ‘being isolated’, ‘limited or not emancipated’ and having ‘other norms 
and values’ (with regard to gender relations). 

in many accounts, social workers used culture as an explanatory category; they 
related the situation of their clients primarily to cultural markers (Bulcaen and 
Blommaert 1999). Zooming in on idiom use: interviewees recurrently organized 
their accounts in terms of ‘cultural agreement’, ‘that other culture’, ‘culture aspect’, 
‘from their point of view’, ‘in their own set’, ‘because of their culture’, ‘embedded 
in the culture’ and ‘it is so interwoven in that culture’. As an illustration, under the 
report category ‘first impression of the intaker’, a 26-year-old female client with 
a turkish background was framed as a ‘culturally bounded client’ (intake report, 
CASE 26). Furthermore, ‘cultural differences’ were experienced as ‘obstacles’ 
to their preferential way of providing assistance. For example, in the following 
account a social worker explains that the cultural background of the client may 
prevent clients from changing their situation. 

fragment interview sW 7-10-2003:

sometimes i do accept those cultural boundaries and sometimes i also think well 
yes, without choices i cannot help you, so also within your culture you will have 
to [make choices]. 

this account again shows the social worker’s emphasis on change and the 
argument of culture as a difficulty in the process of helping. As an elaboration on 
the actual assistance provided, interviewees said that ‘it [was] difficult to make 
steps’ with migrant clients, that they had to ‘repeat a lot’, that you had to ‘create 
a lot of conditions’ and that they had to ‘involve the context’ (family, religion). 
even more sharply posed were words like ‘impediment’, ‘barrier’ and ‘limitation’ 
used by several social workers in this study. These words used by the interviewees 
referred to a frozen situation: the cultural context of the client was perceived as 
constraining. 

to summarize, these texts made explicit that some social workers used ‘the 
culture of the client’ to explain, for example, why the counselling did not proceed 
the way the social worker wanted, or were used to reduce a client’s problems to 
a cultural explanation. It is remarkable that in the accounts of the social workers 
culture tended to overrule other identity markers of the client, such being a woman, 
a mother, a neighbour or an employee. These social workers de-individualized 
clients as a consequence. 
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A set of generalizations is used to define the migrant clientele, as if the migrant 
client is first and foremost determined and determinable by culture. In so doing, the 
so-called homogeneous group of migrants is classified as one group showing an 
invariable behavioural pattern. Subsequently, it is this culture-thing that represents 
absolute ‘otherness’ (see also Anis 2005). This use of culture as de-individualizing 
mechanism contrasts with the social work anchor of treating each client as an 
individual and placing them in their unique social context.

When this othering is related to the basic social work assumption of proximity 
– which is perceived as crucial for the interaction between professional and client 
and is an element that represents the balance between empathy and being directive 
for the professional – it could be concluded that this way of interpreting or ascribing 
general patterns to clients primarily via culture generates a considerable distance 
between the two parties. I refer to this process as using culture as a distancing 
mechanism. Culture then is used mainly to reinforce the deviance the social 
workers experience from the social work repertoire as they formulate it. 

Between the Culture Frame and Social Work Aims 

in this section, i present the ways in which social workers talk about how they try 
to find practical ways around perceived difficulties in the psychosocial help that 
they provide to migrant clients. In the next interview fragment, a social worker 
explains how she deals with perceived limitations in actual sessions in terms of 
culture. Having identified a divergent frame of reference between herself and the 
client (here, a woman with a turkish background), this social worker mentions 
that in a session she stimulates the client to formulate a solution. In this fragment 
the social worker answers the researcher’s question concerning how she proceeds 
in this situation. 

fragment interview sW 7-10-2003:

Well, so again inform what someone has as a solution within the own cultural 
boundaries, then i for example say, Well we in the netherlands are used to deal 
with that like this, but how does it work in your culture, how would you yourself 
deal with this, so again call on their own … self-reflection (…).

the intervention the social worker proposes appears to be an act of proximity, 
namely gaining trust by being empathic. Additionally, the account could be 
interpreted as an intention of the social worker to open up the counselling from the 
client’s point of view, as the social work anchor of client-orientedness presumes. 
that is, culture seems to be used here as a methodological tool to create a dialogue 
(Anis 2005). Nevertheless, the social worker does place the situation within the 
web of culture (‘what we are used to in the netherlands’ versus ‘your culture’) 
and by so doing different cultural identifications are confirmed once more. 
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a second example of negotiating ‘culture’ in daily practice is social worker 
case-talk about dealing with Islamic women and divorce. 

fragment interview sW 1-12-2003:

(…) I find that difficult, because for example a divorce, a divorce is in fact 
not allowed, while lately a lot of people, turkish women, get a divorce, so i 
find that difficult, but I know well some way or other as a result of culture or 
religion someone is not yet ready for it, then we can look at Well how can you 
nevertheless feel good, yes, and then i stay with that, i would not say ‘Well i 
interpret the situation such that you have to get a divorce’. 

the social worker says that she is aware of islamic norms concerning marriage and 
she appears to take the disapproval of divorce within islam as a particular religious 
context. On the other hand, however, she notes a trend that she has observed in 
which divorce has become more common among women with turkish backgrounds 
in The Netherlands. Apart from that perceived tendency, she continues stating in 
her account that she does not encourage her female clients to seek a divorce when 
they do not want to do that. In these cases, she has formulated an argument for 
herself by saying: ‘in some way as a result of culture or religion someone is not 
ready for it yet’ (SW 1-12-2003). From that point on, the social worker searches 
for other ways of helping the client. In her argumentation, the social worker makes 
a comparison between ‘dutch families’ (‘here not in all cases religion is involved 
but also other factors like the fear of being lonely’, sW 1-12-2003) and says that 
she deals with them in the same way. In the end, she says that she also uses Islam 
in the process of helping. For example, she encourages some clients with problems 
getting sleep or anxious people to pray and read Koran. 

a third example of dealing with diversity in practice demonstrates the emphasis 
these social workers place on bringing about a change in the client’s situation. 
the interview fragment describes the social work intervention of group work with 
migrant women who have stress complaints as insufficient in the face of the social 
work aims of change in the client’s situation and their empowerment. She starts 
her account explaining her view on the situation of migrant women. 

fragment interview sW 17-10-2003:

(…) it is i think that is a … that is also in their own set a lot of distrust … people 
also are careful to tell their story … that also the own family system yes still has 
its limits… the role patterns that take place there … it requires really a lot from a 
woman to yes to manifest herself strongly and also to really take steps (…) well, 
like I just said, only some succeed, and there is a large group that yes, I notice 
like yes that that it is a pity that we get so little movement in the end (…) that 
it is like this again and again, i have done several groups and you see the same 
people coming over and over again. So you can say well we have really offered 
them something good, it is nice, it is safe, it works, but it does not contribute to 
what you really want to achieve. 
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this focus on change and movement is an expression of social work aiming for 
individuals to be autonomous, active and responsible. More explicitly, this social 
worker is not satisfied with just any change in the client’s situation (‘So you can say 
well we have really offered them something good, it is nice, it is safe, it works’); 
she wants her female migrant client to move within the context of empowerment 
and emancipation. However, as soon as this social worker is under the impression 
that her professional ambition to change something in the situation of the migrant 
women has not succeeded, her task is over and she tends to hand the client over 
to other workers within the social sector. In the end, when deviance from her own 
ideas of social work is too large and therefore unbridgeable, she refers clients to 
another form of assistance. For example, further on in the interview she mentions 
a gymnastic club as a possible replacement for group work.

in the examples, the social workers relate professional attitude and competences 
to perceptions concerning their culturally plural clientele. The interviewees take 
‘culture’ into account, and search for ways to incorporate it into their repertoires. 
however, by focussing on an existing social work discourse that conceptualizes 
clients as modern, responsible, and autonomous individuals, they seem to 
also constrain the space for diversity. Within these cases, at the very least, the 
interviewees do not take into account that the social work discourse is a cultural 
framework in its right. 

Converging and Diverging Scenarios 

next, i use examples from the interaction data between social worker and client to 
relate the ways that these social workers deal with migrants more specifically to 
some of the defined preferred routes of client intervention. I present a case in which 
the client converges to the social work proposal for change, and a case in which 
the client prefers her own solution and goes against the preferred intervention of 
the social worker.

Converging Scenario: Standing Up for Yourself 

The first case is an example of a client relating to social work standards or 
preferred routes of change. The case concerns a 21-year-old woman with a 
Hindustani-Surinamese background. According to the account of the social 
worker, she migrated to the netherlands as a result of her arranged marriage 
with a Surinamese-Dutch man. She and her husband lived in the house of the 
man’s parents, who treated her as a housekeeper. Her husband sexually abused 
her. At the time she applied for social work assistance she was in the middle of a 
divorce procedure and was considering whether or not she would go to the police 
to report the abuse. At the same time she had no residential permit of her own and 
applied for a permit on humanitarian grounds. The client wanted to stay in The 
Netherlands: her application report noted that the client ‘[was] not going to be 
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accepted as a divorced woman in Surinam because of the cultural background’. 
Her aims with the social work assistance were defined in the application form as 
going the police to report the abuse and becoming more assertive to build a future 
in The Netherlands. 

in the counselling session i observed this client unexpectedly started to talk 
about the court session concerning her divorce from her hindustani-surinamese-
Dutch husband for whom she came to The Netherlands. In this fragment, the issue 
of ‘standing up for yourself’ was raised by the client herself. 

fragment counselling session social worker and client, Case 16: 

C: ( … ) [My former husband] had never expected me to get a lawyer for 
real and really … do something like that … but i did not want to, i have my … 
social worker in (city) and people my coach coaches etcetera have talked with 
me thoroughly and like you are just more worthy | come on

SW: |mmm

C: You can do it and it is simply you must stand up for yourself. and it is 
possible here | they told me 

SW:  |mmm

C: … well then i did it as well

sW: and does that feel good?

C: yes, it feels very good (…)

The first turn of the client in this fragment shows that she changed her perspective 
as a result of the professional assistance from her social worker and coaches to 
retain a lawyer. Her newly learned behaviour is underlined and legitimated by the 
sentence ‘and that is possible here’, presumably referring to the idea that she could 
defend herself and stand up for her rights in dutch society, whereas in surinam she 
would not be accepted as a divorced woman. This is a clear example of how the 
empowerment repertoire was incorporated into the actions of the client. 

in her last turn in this fragment, the social worker checked with her client to 
see how she experienced her new behaviour (‘and does that feel good?’). There are 
a couple possibilities here: the social worker may be gauging the extent to which 
this course of action has been ‘imposed’ on the client by others. She might also be 
following a well-accepted professional routine of stimulating the ‘self-reflection’ 
of her client. And, in fact, the client complies. 
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Diverging Solutions: To Break Out or Not to Break Out of the System

a second case illustrates the tension that arises when there is a difference of 
strategies between the client and the social worker for dealing with the situation. 
in the end, the social worker reconstructs an argument for herself to accept the 
client’s choice. 

the client in this case is a 23-year-old islamic-turkish-dutch woman, who 
apparently has been mistreated by both her parents and her husband. At present 
she is in a divorce procedure, but her husband delays the process. According to the 
client file she ‘fled from her husband’ without her documents and belongings. She 
‘out of necessity’ moved back into her parents’ house, where her parents humiliate 
her and do not allow her to do much, according to the social worker. The client 
apparently told the social worker she initially wanted to marry the man to get out 
of her parents’ house. The client clearly indicates both in the reports of the sessions 
in the client file and during the observed session that she wants to learn to deal 
with what has happened to her. According to the social worker the counselling can 
only start when the client moves out of her parents’ house. 

The social worker’s view on the situation appears to already have been fixed 
in the advice formulated in the intake report. In the report the social worker wrote 
down that ‘the current home situation is such that coping and counselling is not 
possible. She shall have to distance also physically from the family system where 
all misery started’ (Intake report, CASE 23). In the sessions, the social worker 
has encouraged her client to ‘step out of the system’ as soon as possible and has 
offered her several options, including a crisis centre for islamic women in another 
city about a hundred kilometres away. The client, however, has decided not to 
go. Instead, the young woman indicates that while she wants to move out of her 
parents’ home, she has also decided to stay at a close range as she wants to watch 
over her siblings. In the end, the social worker accommodates her client’s choice. 
However, this does not mean that this social worker relinquishes her agenda. In 
the following fragment from the observed session, the social worker presents two 
points of view once more; the position of the client towards moving out and the 
social worker’s opinion that ‘stepping out of the system’ is essential in order to 
start the counselling. 

fragment counselling session social worker and client, Case 23: 

sW:  (…) but well we have talked about that before 

C:  yes 

SW:  that is just so uh much and than you said well I just stay with my parents 
and uhm I will see if I from there can find a place of my own well that looks 
positive now i think 

C:  yes 
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sW:  uh that is really in the short run i think 

C:  mm 

sW:  within half a year i estimate that… and yes than than it really starts, i also 
told you then it only really starts because than you step out of the system 

C: mm 

sW:  and than you build your own life your parents will deal with you differently 
… they will go against it that you will be more intangible again because that is 
what they find difficult with you that you are not tangible than they get 

C:  yes 

sW:  into a and they do strange things panic 

C:  yes 

sW:  yes well that will be tough i think so we will have to see… how you best 
can deal with that so as to stay in contact with them because that is what you 
prefer

the key issue of divergence here is that the client has chosen not to follow the route 
of empowerment as the social worker planned. When the social worker explained 
the case to me she recalled examples of how the client’s parents had influenced her. 
in her account, the social worker apparently relates the client’s choice not to break 
out of ‘the system’ to the fact that at some point in time the client changed from ‘a 
girl wearing tights clothes like you see more often with turkish girls’ to someone 
who is ‘wearing a scarf and became traditional’. The intake report suggests that the 
client changed her clothing style because of her parents: ‘I have adjusted myself 
to the will of my parents and i dress in a traditional way now, in this way it is still 
more or less manageable at home’ (Intake report, CASE 23). Moreover, the way of 
dressing appears to have triggered the social worker to define her in cultural terms. 
She has previously mentioned this impression under the item ‘first impression of 
the intaker’ and subsequently classifies the client as a ‘traditionally dressed young 
Turk’, even though the client was born in the Netherlands. 

Moreover, within the same intake report the social worker notes that the client 
told her life story ‘from a victim position’, a categorization that is evaluated as 
unconstructive by social workers in general and often ascribed to migrants, as 
demonstrated earlier. This categorization indicates a passive attitude. On the other 
hand, the client is willing to move and change her situation, and cope with her past, 
and could therefore also be interpreted as an active and self-responsible attitude. 
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although the client emphasizes that she wants to talk about how to ‘deal 
with everything she has gone through’ in the observed session, the social worker 
suggests that the client contact her again when she has found a house to live 
in via the local housing association, which she estimates will take about half a 
year. Here, the client seems to be confronted again with the decision to choose a 
route to ‘independence’, which diverges from the social worker’s ideal route of 
programmed change. 

Conclusion

in the accounts about their everyday work practice, the studied social workers 
presented a significant uniform notion of what their clients ought to be doing or 
at least what their clients should learn in the course of their counselling process. 
When talking to migrants, the social workers heard different stories from the ones 
they were used to within their own realms of experience. As a result, migrant 
clients were often characterized as ‘others’, and, as a rule, this deviance was 
associated with cultural differences. This approach led to the idea of the migrant as 
an anomaly (after Van Dongen 2003) in the social work repertoire. Moreover, the 
category of ‘cultural other’ was also used to explain the client’s actions (Bulcaen 
and Blommaert 1999; Anis 2005). As a consequence, this type of client was cast 
within a world of ‘irredeemable otherness’. This process can be called a distancing-
mechanism, which stands in obvious contrast to the social work anchor of ‘linking 
up where the client stands’ and entering into a relationship with the client. 

While all migrant clients were somehow separated from the rest of the clientele, 
they were also measured in terms of their empowerment and emancipation. Here, 
empowerment and emancipation were defined as characteristics of individualism 
and liberalism and as relevant to Dutch society; this definition was incorporated 
into the client focused approach, and into a professional-client relationship focused 
on non-hierarchical mutual negotiations, and was expected to fit into the objective 
of a willingness to ‘take steps’ during the path of assistance. Migrant clients were 
reduced to ‘their culture’ and de-individualized as a consequence, however much 
this appeared to be in contrast with the prevailing ‘individualizing’ anchors of 
social work. Thus, the use of culture was a de-individualizing mechanism. 

the association of migrant clients primarily with a passive attitude evidently 
conflicted with the social workers’ own perception of the anchor of change. 
also, the emphasis on empowerment as the preferred route of change could be 
interpreted as constraining the space for diversity. The social workers often failed 
to recognize that empowerment was also a hegemonic cultural framework that 
could be just as deterministic as the ‘culture’ they perceived as being an obstacle 
for the counselling process. These accounts demonstrate that social workers 
tended to polarize between the current social work discourse and the ways in 
which clients with other ethnic-cultural backgrounds were framed. In so doing, 
they did not combine their analysis of the situation of their migrant clients with 
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their current social work repertoires of dealing with diversity. For example, social 
workers often tended to define the situation of their migrant clients in terms of 
their lack of empowerment. 

the rather culturalist categories explicitly mentioned in the interviews should 
be put in perspective when examining the ways that social workers work in face 
to face interactions with migrants and asylum seekers/refugees. Constructing and 
reconstructing a ‘classical case’ (which often consists of reified elements) is a 
regular part of the profession and is essential for managing the complexities of 
everyday work practice. In my analysis, the sessions with clients tended to be 
a more complex case of interactional constructivism, meaning that the dynamic 
of the interaction between the client and the social worker was able to provide 
room for the individual story of the client. For example, a client-focused approach 
could have provided room for each individual client to relate to his or her cultural 
background and social context. 

Looking at the interaction data, I identified two scenarios: one of convergence 
and one of divergence relating to the social work discourse. The first scenario 
referred to situations in which the client and the social worker were agreed upon 
the intervention. Secondly, a diverging scenario was one in which the client and 
the social worker did not agree upon the intervention for change. I illustrated that 
in these scenarios culture was used as an argument to legitimize the social worker’s 
intervention or perception of the situation. The analysis in terms of scenarios 
confirms, at least, the significance of situatedness in the process of making sense 
and different ways of using of culture as a tool in everyday social work practice. 
from a researcher’s perspective, Baumann’s (1999) idea of a dual discursive 
understanding of culture in which one recognizes that people in their everyday 
negotiations may sometimes relate to a reified conceptualization of ‘their own’ and 
‘other’ cultures and may sometimes negotiate their own and others’ identifications 
in a more flexible manner, is helpful to understand meaning making in times 
dominated by a reified sense of culture. 
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Chapter 10  

What difference does it Make? 
transnational networks and Collective 
engagement among ethnic Minorities  

in norway
Jon rogstad

introduction

the chapter discusses political mobilization of non-western minorities living 
in Oslo. On a national level, ethnic minorities, on average, participate less in 
politics than native Norwegians. In the 2005 general election, for instance, turnout 
among non-western voters was 49 per cent, compared to 77 per cent for the 
native Norwegian (Aalandslid 2006). The situation in Oslo, the capital, however, 
is somehow different: in contrast to low political participation on the national 
level, there was a significant collective political mobilization among non-western 
minorities in the last local elections in Oslo. The result was significant: 17 per cent 
or 10 out of the 59 members elected in 2007 to the city parliament were of non-
western descent. As a result, the city assembly’s minority/majority ratio matches 
the ratio of the town itself. 

here, we explore the explanations for political mobilization among non-western 
minorities. In particular, I investigate political engagement by the largest minority 
group, i.e. the Pakistani community. In doing so, I will look at the impact of 
transnational relations within family networks. This focus leads to a new question, 
related to the interpretation of the relationship between transnational networks and 
local political participation. Is local and transnational mobilization an indicator of 
integration or should it rather be understood in terms of disintegration? 

in most theory on democracy, the normative legitimacy of a political decision 
depends on the degree to which those affected have been included in the decision-
making process and have had the opportunity to affect the result (Young 2000). 
this vision of democracy seems to presuppose that all citizens have the right to 
participate in matters likely to affect their well-being. Political rights are part of 
what is often referred to as an opportunity structure (koopmans 2004), a key issue 
when analyzing political participation. A normative question of great importance, 
then, inspired by Robert A. Dahl (1989), is whom should the democratic rights 
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within a national state include? in other words, who should be recognized as the 
people? 

another problem is to understand why political rights are not used in equal 
measure by all rights-holders. Certainly the imbalance goes to show that political 
rights in themselves do not or cannot guarantee participation. On the contrary, 
minorities and others with the most to gain from political change are least likely 
to participate politically to facilitate such change (Rogstad 2007). The latter 
observation comes with implications of importance. From a normative perspective, 
citizens of a community have an obligation to make their voice heard. As argued 
by Michael Walzer (1998: 50), ‘ultimately, they have to bring themselves in’. 
accordingly, ethnic minorities, like the wider community, have a responsibility to 
promote their own interests in the institutional spaces available. 

Mobilization and participation, therefore, needs to be analyzed as the result 
of a range of interconnected factors on both macro and micro levels. At the 
macro level there are dimensions related the processes of ‘allowing space’, i.e. a 
political opportunity structure, political rights and regimes of political integration. 
On the micro level there are factors that influence the tendency to make use of 
the space allowed, such as transnational networks, group identity and individual 
characteristics. Why some individual within the Pakistani group participate and 
others don’t needs to be analyzed as forms of practice embedded within existing 
structures and cultures of recognition.

Re-shaping of a Democratic Culture: o n Democracy and Transnationalism

the introduction of this book emphasizes the importance of ‘not only allowing 
space but also making space’ for minorities. It should, with reference to Young 
(2000) and Walzer (1998), be underlined that political integration is not only a 
question of allowing space but encouraging and/or training ethnic minorities to 
speak their mind in the established spaces.

Political scientists have drawn attention to the impact of the political 
opportunity structure in national systems as well as on a global level. The term 
‘scale shift’ is used to show a move in focus from a national to a transnational level 
(Tarrow and McAdam 2005). According to Ruud Koopmans (2004: 451), a key 
feature of the political opportunity approach is not that collective action is a direct 
result of structural factors, but that it is mediated by the available opportunities 
and constraints set by the political environment’. In an earlier work, Koopmans 
(1999) makes a distinction between an institutional aspect of the opportunity 
structure (i.e. the structure of the political system and the distribution of power) 
and a discursive aspect (i.e. who and what are reasonable, sensible and legitimate 
to argue within the given system). This distinction reflects important aspects of a 
political system. Institutional and discursive aspects underplay the importance of 
political culture within a community: when new groups enter a political system, 
new challenges arise, shaping (or re-shaping) the democratic culture. 
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the introduction in this book notes three themes of relevance to our present 
concern: democracy as opposition; the importance of deliberation; and the necessity 
of tolerance. In order to acknowledge the institutional and discursive aspects of 
the opportunity approach, it would be useful to add legitimacy. One of the main 
challenges for multi-religious democracies is to make different voices, views, 
and traditions feel that they are being heard and taken seriously. Paraphrasing 
Robert A. Dahl, rather than ‘who governs’, we should be asking who should be 
recognized as legitimate partners in discussions on the nature of the good life in 
modern liberal societies. 

Jürgen Habermas is a leading voice in the debate on multicultural democracies. 
democracies require citizens who recognize each other as free and equal members 
of the community, he says. There should be a sense of ‘constitutional patriotism’. 
The term is cogent in both liberal and communitarian political philosophy. 
Liberalism sees it in terms of the role and loyalty of political parties within a system. 
Communitarians, on the other hand, use constitutional patriotism to underline the 
importance of connecting values and norms within a political system. Habermas 
employs the concept to argue that loyalty among citizens is more dependent on a 
common legal frame and universal law, than collective identities: 

Democratic citizenship need not be rooted in the national identity of a people. 
however, regardless of the diversity of the different cultural forms of life, it 
does require that every citizen is socialized into a common political culture. 
(habermas 1996: 500)

an urgent question, then, is how much diversity is feasible within a ‘common 
political culture’? as descendents of migrants, ethnic minorities are located within 
a specific national and political culture while pursuing transnational political, 
economic, cultural and social ties. In the introduction of this book, transnationality 
connotes an ability to stand against hegemonic categorizations in search of new, 
experiential categories located in specific structures. The main point, of course, is 
to work through transnationalism to introduce a more dynamic perspective than 
methodological nationalism implies. Political participation is an interesting case 
of activity that in some cases is transnational. While participation itself is local, its 
causes and aims can be somewhere else or at a transnational level. 

according to eva Østergaard-nilsen (2003) transnational political networks 
represent an essential turn in political science, characterized by the fading 
dichotomy between the domestic and the international. Sidney Tarrow and 
donatella delle Porta (2005) present perspectives on political engagements and 
social movements beyond borders which, they suggest, should help us understand 
political participation among ethnic minorities. With reference to Appiah (1996), 
they speak of ‘rooted cosmopolitans’, i.e., ‘people and groups who are rooted in 
a specific national context, but who engage in regular activities that require their 
involvement in transnational networks of contacts and conflicts’ (Tarrow and Porta 
2005: 237). 
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i would like to widen the purview of cosmopolitanism to include recognition 
of differences, as well as of people’s tendency not to agree or reach consensus in 
matters of a difficult nature; values and religion spring to mind. When democracy 
is seen as deliberation, this becomes particularly important. It is not, however, 
always true that all citizens eventually reach an agreement on what counts as a 
common good. The 2005/2006 Prophet Mohammed cartoon debacle can serve as 
a good example of a value-based transnational conflict. The Danish cartoons and 
subsequent protests spread all over the world, while actions remained local. The 
controversy was handled quite differently by the governments in denmark and 
Norway. 

In Alejandro Portes’ view (et al. 1999), the transnational perspective is 
dependent on regular and sustained cross-border contacts. For our purpose, it is 
of particular interest to see how Portes and his colleagues distinguish between 
economic, sociocultural and political transnationalism. However promising this 
might be, as kivisto (2001: 561) points out there is a limitation in this approach to 
political transnationalism insofar as it concentrates solely on community leaders. 
transnational relations ‘from below’ are equally important, though of another kind 
than relations among power brokers. 

While the transnationalism of Portes et al. seems to transcend the conventional 
division between country of origin (there) and country of residence (here), to 
others it combines the here and the there, and the communicating practice in a 
transnational social field (Glick-Schiller et al. 1992). Waldinger and Fitzgerald 
(2004) take Glick-Schiller et al. as their point of departure and argue that this 
transnationalism of being, in terms of identity, should be separated from a 
transnational practice, in terms of action. In my opinion both perspectives are useful 
and challenge us to understand the diversity in the basis of political inclusion and 
mobilization both within and between nations. Liza M. Nell (2004: 50) posits five 
different kinds of transnational politics: transplanted homeland politics; homeland 
directed transnational politics; country of residence directed transnational politics; 
diaspora politics; and locally specific transnational politics. 

in this chapter, i want to focus on political mobilization and networks of 
the third kind, i.e. country of residence directed transnational politics. Political 
agitation of this nature occurs when homeland-based actors use their networks 
abroad to further political objects. The node to be studied here is Oslo and the 
minority the Pakistani community, the largest in Norway.

as already mentioned, while the difference between oslo and the rest of 
country is interesting enough in itself, the absence of political interest among non-
western voters is even more intriguing (see Figure 10.2 below). This situation, 
of high participation and low political interest, surely represents an intellectual 
challenge. To quote Bob Dylan: ‘something is happening here, but we don’t know 
what it is’.1

1 Quote taken from the song ’ Ballad of the Thin Man’, by Bob Dylan.
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Before we continue, let me be more specific about the term political integration, 
which is a term commonly used but rarely defined in theories of multiculturalism. 
the political scientist Jean tillie (2004: 530) has suggested a threefold division: 
political trust (trusting democratic political institutions); adherence to democratic 
values (for example, freedom of speech); and political participation (elections, 
but also other kinds of political activities, i.e. signing a petition, taking part in 
a public demonstration, and so on). In the chapter I will in particular focus on 
political interest, trust and participation in order to at least capture some of the 
tension between mobilization, transnationalism and integration. 

From the discussion so far, a significant finding emerges. Political mobilization 
and its outcome in terms of elected non-western representatives suggest that ethnic 
minorities are able to join and shape political institutions. Low political interest, 
on the other hand, suggests a need for stronger political integration into the 
established democratic culture of society. Perhaps ‘participation without interest’ 
is an element of this process, namely effecting the change of political institutions. 
and from a transnational perspective, the situation may not be so paradoxical after 
all. It might be that interest in politics is a truly local phenomenon, while political 
participation relates to transnational political mobilization. As we shall see in the 
following, the family provides an important conduit for political agitation and 
for the regular and sustained social relations within and across nation states. 
furthermore, the importance of families will be discussed in relation to different 
levels of political interest and trust, but also related to gender differences and the 
role of the mosques. 

Data and methods

Our data are quantitative and qualitative. The quantitative date derive from a 
survey of 1,200 respondents of Bosnian, turkish, Pakistani and norwegian 
descent, living in Oslo. The data were collected by Opinion AS in 2003 and the 
questions processed at the institute for social research in oslo in collaboration 
with an international network (Multicultural Democracy in Large Cities). 

In addition to the survey, I interviewed 12 respondents with Pakistani descent. 
They were selected from organizations, mosques and more randomly, from cafes. 
the main reason for supplementing the survey was that the data of the latter kind 
facilitated a wider explorative design and served to further elucidate the picture 
of the process of political mobilization. The chosen strategy was to show the 
respondents’ results from the survey, and ask them about their interpretation of 
the findings. The design should, in a more principled way, be seen as a response 
to the fact that i needed answers to questions i did not possess enough knowledge 
to formulate myself. 
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Political integration as Trust and interest

Political trust is defined by Tillie as ‘Citizens who trust institutions of democracy are 
politically integrated’ (p. 530). This can form the basis of our operationalization of 
political integration. What, then, do we know about trust in general? With reference 
to Rothstein (2002: 319), the Scandinavian countries are high-trust societies. In 
other words, in line with the definition, the population as a whole is well integrated. 
What about the Pakistani group, compared to the majority population and to 
other minority groups? Figure 10.1 shows the distribution of trust within the Oslo 
Parliament of Norwegians, Turks, Bosnians and Pakistanis, respectively. 

The figure presents a rather complex picture. What we can say at this stage 
is that there seems to be little support for the media-driven picture where a wide 
gap separates the majority population from the minority groups. On the contrary, 
the distribution indicates variation between the minorities as well as within the 
majority. The similarity between ethnic Norwegians and Pakistanis is noteworthy. 
Variation, however, is more pronounced in the center columns, showing that ethnic 
Norwegians trust the City the most, though the difference is not huge. Of ethnic 
Norwegians, five out of ten say that they trust the City strongly or very strongly, 
compared to four out of ten of Pakistani descent. In other words, differences in the 
level of trust seem not to explain the variation in participation.

There are theoretical implications to be drawn from the findings. First of all, they 
challenge Tillie’s straight-forward understanding of political integration. There is a 
need to explain why small differences in political integration do not affect participation 
equally for the different groups. Introducing political interest as a variable in the 
analysis should help. As trust, political interest, and participation are generally seen 
as being closely connected, I would expect to find a pattern similar to that for political 
trust. The survey, however, proves us wrong, as shown in Figure 10.2.

%

Figure 10.1 How strongly do you personally trust the City Council in o slo?
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Comparing Figures 10.1 and 10.2 shows that trust and interest are not two 
sides of the same coin or dimension. There are significant differences in political 
interest, suggesting a wide majority-minority gap. Seven out of ten minority 
community members say that are they not very or not at all interested, compared 
to three out of seven among the majority population. Native Norwegians are 
highly interested in politics, but lack trust in the political institutions (not 
shown here). Among ethnic minorities the situation is different: low trust is 
accompanied with even lower political interest. In addition to questions about 
trust and interest in local politics, the survey contained questions about interest 
in politics on national and international level. Even though these figures were 
slightly higher, the main pattern is that political interest is low no matter which 
level the questions referred to. 

then we can ask, what happens when we bring transnational and homeland 
oriented questions into the discussion? one explanation could be that many of the 
minorities perceive themselves and behave transnationally, not only with regard to 
culture and identity, but also politically. While they might reside, work and raise 
their children in one country, their main political interests are somewhere else. Not 
necessarily like Benedict anderson’s (1981) well-known idea of ‘long-distance 
nationalism’, but it might be a part of the reason. It might even be as simple as 
this: as long as you can trust norwegian political institutions, you don’t need to get 
involved or show an interest at that level. Consequently, we also explore interest in 
politics in country of origin. This may help us unravel the first kind of transnational 
politics, transplanted homeland politics, see Nell (2004). 

turks are particularly likely to report high interest in this level of politics; 
Pakistanis, on the other hand, do not seem to be politically engaged in their country 
of origin (see Figure 10.3). Bosnians are similar to the Turks – not surprisingly 
perhaps, given the heated political situation in both countries. The question of the 
kurdish minorities has been a burning topic within turkey and the international 

%

Figure 10.2 How interested are you personally in local politics?
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community for many years (note that respondents with kurdish background have 
been removed from the data), and in post-war Bosnia re-establishing a functioning 
civil society has met many challenges.

other well-known and no less crucial factors may help explain the electoral 
turnout. First are changes in the immigrant population, more specifically, age 
balance and length of stay in Norway (Aalandslid 2006). Young people use the 
ballot box less than older people, and those with the longest period of residence 
vote more than those with a short stay. 

While length of stay and age do not tell the whole story, they seem to be relevant 
indicators in exploring the political mobilization of migrants. They both stand as 
important and relevant indicators regarding organizations and informal networks 
(Putnam 1994, 2001): organizational activity produces social capital, which in 
turn produces tolerance and trust, an efficient democracy and high participation 
rates. The importance of the informal network is discussed by Bjørklund and 
Bergh (2003). They find a positive correlation between ethnic segregation and 
political participation. 

in order to offer more contextual and narrative explanations, i found it useful 
to follow the quantitative analysis with qualitative interviews, not focusing on 
descriptive issues such as how much and how often, but on why. As already 
mention, I needed answers to questions I did not possess enough knowledge to ask. 
furthermore, i wished to enlist the help of a subset of the respondents themselves 
to interpret some of the patterns revealed by the quantitative analysis. 

A first question concerned what sort of processes were taking place in the 
segregated corners of the political community. One enabling factor mentioned by 
our interviewees was the relatively large contingent of charismatic leaders who 
organized minority group mobilization in the run-up to elections. 

%

Figure 10.3 How interested are you personally in politics in your country of 
origin?
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respondent: you know they give us their cards, saying that we ought to give 
them our vote. I am not sure. 

Q: But do you give him your vote – or do you give your vote to the political 
party he represents? 

Respondent: I don’t know about political parties. He said so and I put my trust 
in him. I mean we need someone in the council who know what’s it like to be on 
the outside and belong to a minority group.

In my research I saw pre-filled party-lists, brochures and personal cards stating ‘this 
is how you vote for me’, followed by instructions on how to proceed. Obviously, 
politicians were eager to promote themselves and their ‘representativeness’ to 
their electorate. Our interviews with politicians revealed a number of mobilization 
strategies. They all started with the mobilization of politicians’ personal networks, 
which tended to propagate via family relations. Later I return to the importance of 
family networks within Norway and between Norway and other countries.

 There may be a democratic deficit if democratically elected institutions enter 
into formal or informal agreements with groups or networks that are not chosen 
democratically. In Norway for example, the close ties between the main federation 
of workers’ unions (LO) and the Labor Party have provoked criticism for years. 
But it also demonstrates that politicians’ use of networks and affiliates to mobilize 
support is in fact a historically tried and tested method in Norway. It was not the 
exclusive domain of the ethnic minorities. The question that still remains, however, 
is not related to praxis, but to questions concerning motivation on the one side and 
identity on the other. 

Political Rights, Length of Stay and Networks

duration of residence is often used as an indicator for a wider form of integration 
(Aalandslid 2006). Increasing length of residence goes together with an increasing 
tendency to vote. This in itself is not a surprising finding, far from it. It corroborates 
what we know about the voting behavior of minorities. One pertinent fact is that 
it takes some time to acquire the right to politically participate in terms of voting.2 
in research, length of residence is often used as an indicator for knowledge of 
the country and its formal and informal rules and norms. As length of residence 
increases, a person is more likely to have established contacts with people from 
other ethnic backgrounds. 

2 seven years in norway entitles one to apply for norwegian nationality, which comesseven years in norway entitles one to apply for norwegian nationality, which comes 
with the right to vote in general elections. After three years, however, resident foreigners 
can vote at local elections.
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At the same time there are other salient variables. Age seems to be important 
in the non-Pakistani communities in this study. The Pakistani minority differs 
from the other two groups on employment status, though the difference is not 
significant. In the Turkish and Bosnian minorities having a paid job increases the 
likelihood of electoral participation, a finding that adds force to a well-rehearsed 
political slogan: first of all, get a job. It’s a necessary if not sufficient condition of 
wider integration. 

this notwithstanding, we should not forget that the interviewees quoted here 
presented social and family background, organizational involvement and networks 
of friends and acquaintances as factors to be reckoned with. They were doubtless 
mutually reinforcing, and could be understood in terms of mechanisms. Whether 
one resource was as good as another is the question. Social resources such as 
organization and network membership could possibly compensate for lack of 
wealth. 

Q: how do you explain your intense interest in politics?

Respondent: I don’t really know what to say. I don’t have a good explanation 
off hand.

Q: You said your mother was pregnant when you came to Norway. Can you tell 
us something about how your organizational involvement actually began?

respondent: dad decided that we wouldn’t live where all the others who’d come 
had settled. He was really interested in things. Joined all sorts of parent groups. 
and since you ask, dad became the coach of the football team my brother played 
for after we’d been here a few years. I think both my brother and I learned that to 
get things done you had to get involved. And anyway, it’s fun. I love discussing 
issues with friends. Do it all the while. They’ve probably had it up to here with 
me nattering on. But they knew I was serious when I got involved and organized 
my first demonstration. 

Age is obviously important for the Bosnian minority and Norwegian majority, 
but not, apparently, for the other two communities. And while residence duration 
predicts involvement levels in the turkish and Bosnian communities, it has no 
measurable impact on people of Pakistani origin. This is interesting since the 
Pakistani community is the largest non-western minority in oslo; many with a 
Pakistani descent have lived in the city for more than twenty years.

our discussion so far has established that networks are one of the keys 
to political engagement. This is a reasonable conclusion, whether we look at 
conventional (voting) or unconventional political participation (taking part in 
protest demonstrations, writing to newspapers, media comments and so on). The 
conclusion echoes moreover Putnam’s (2000) Bowling Alone where he explores 
the effect of disintegration or individualization in the us on citizens’ civic – 
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political and social – engagement. To enhance mutual trust, people need to get 
together in networks, using each other as soundboards for purposes of political 
problem solving. 

it should be mentioned that Putnam’s work has received a heavy amount 
of criticism. It is regarded as tautological, nationalistic and nostalgic (Portes 
1998, Hooge 2003, Rothstein 2004). Even so, his thinking remains relevant in 
its linkage of networks, trust and participation. By emphasizing social networks, 
my respondents seem to support Putnam’s hypothesis concerning the benefit that 
face-to-face contact provides for political participation, something all three of the 
ethnic minorities in the study have in common. Contact via networks seems, in 
other words, to be a relevant mechanism for mobilization of all ethnic groups. 
It prompts new, wider questions. What is it about social encounters in informal 
networks that have such a powerful effect on political participation? What does 
it say about the importance ascribed to network membership and involvement in 
voluntary organizations?

One way of answering is to ask what political participation is for. Obviously 
this is related to the challenges of being a ‘representative’ in various contexts. 
a survey undertaken two weeks before the 2007 local election established the 
effectiveness of identity politics. Of 700 non-native residents of Oslo, 70 per cent 
said that without politicians from their own community to vote for, they would 
have stayed at home (Respons 2007). Participation then is not only a question of 
trust, nor interest – but of sharing a common background with a figure you know 
through formal and informal networks.

a closer investigation of what goes on in networks and network encounters and 
whether political participation is a consequence or a cause of network involvement 
– where politically active people get increasingly involved in other types of 
networks – could be usefully examined both qualitatively and quantitatively. Unlike 
quantitative data, our interviewees tell us nothing about extent and incidence. But 
they do offer information that surveys and questionnaires cannot. 

A Transnational Clan-Democracy

taking Verba (1978) as a point of reference, a relevant distinction could be made 
between an individual and collective mobilization. The question I hope to answer 
is what type of social mechanism explains the connection between collective 
mobilization and election result. Regarding Norway, Bjørklund and Bergh 
(2003) emphasize how ‘ghettoization’ increases participation among non-western 
immigrants. But ethnic concentrations in particular areas and easy access to potential 
voters alone can hardly explain high turnout. Bjørklund and Bergh suggest other 
possible explanations. For instance, during the 2003 and 2007 elections ‘pressure 
to conform within the ethnic community’ had a significant impact on collective 
mobilization and coordinating efforts of immigrant organizations. 
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as already mentioned, our qualitative interviews drew on information derived 
from quantitative data. These conversations set out to establish who, what, where 
and how respondents were influenced in the run-up to the election, successfully or 
not. In response to the ‘who’ question, respondents tended to point to close links 
between politicians standing for election and the minority community. This contact 
occurred at the level of the family. Who to vote for was partly a family matter for 
Pakistanis, but not simply the family in Norway. Kith and kin in Pakistan were 
also part of the equation. 

loyalty appeared to be important: clan and family members formed a 
consensus about who to vote for, or who to not vote for. The reasons did not 
always correspond to their political views. Voting could just as easily be swayed 
by the particular clan and family to which a candidate belonged: ties determined 
how much trust and loyalty the candidate could expect from (at least some of the) 
Pakistani voters. 

Q: Can you tell my more on the way mobilization actually takes place?

Respondent: As I said before, the importance of the pre-filled lists cannot be 
overstated. But there is more. The challenge is not solely to get politicians with 
minority background elected. There is also a struggle between families. I mean, 
for us to be elected and others not to be. I don’t know if you understand.

Q: I am not sure, please tell me more.

respondent: you know the family issue is about many aspects of life such as 
money, marriage and mosques, and politics. Not only for us living in Norway, 
but also for our families back home. 

Q: Now you are making me really interested.

Respondent: Sure. I don’t think it can be overstated. Well, they don’t care if we 
vote for the socialists (sV) or labor (aP), but they do care a lot if we not vote for 
the right person – one of us […] and us means family here and in Pakistan.

It is significant that the clan and family had such an impact on voting behavior, 
and that the role of families living outside of Norway was of such significance. 
it should also be mentioned that interviews after the one quoted above included 
questions concerning the role of the clan and family on voting behaviour. The 
mobilizing mechanism mentioned in the quote above was corroborated fully. This 
suggests that additional research is needed on the relationship of transnational 
family-networks and local voting behaviour. 

the role of networks is also interesting insofar as personal resources tend to 
be highly rated in conventional voting research. When we study turnout among 
minorities, however, such resources do not seem as crucial. But it depends, of 
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course, on how you define the concept of ‘personal resources’. If clan, family 
and kin are included as personal resources, the pieces are more likely to fall into 
their usual places. The previous findings, however, have theoretical as well as 
methodological implications of another kind, which is of great importance for 
future research on political engagement among ethnic minorities. This finding 
suggests that studies on political engagement should include clan and family as 
an intervening variable. Here, the terms clan and family are used in a rather wide 
sense, referring to large social units within an ethnic group that act corporatively 
in some political situations.

in the previous section, transnational clan and family loyalties were introduced, 
but this type of bond is not enough in itself. Some respondents were concerned 
about ethnic minority candidates who pledged to take action on behalf of minorities 
if they get elected. Such pledges were often about widening minority support and 
influence in the political parties and on the public stage. Minority voters were 
led to believe ‘their’ politicians would stand up for them, making actual party 
affiliation less important. But in practice, politics often turned out differently. 
disappointed expectations might therefore explain falling turnout between 2003 
and 2007 among Pakistani voters. 

respondent: We voted in accordance with the promises they gave about us being 
heard and all that. But the minute they’re in, they lose interest in us. They’re 
so afraid of being unpopular in the party. That’s what I think is the reason, 
anyway. 

During the interview, this interviewee expressed contempt for such politicians. It 
is interesting to note that this contempt was directed towards those politicians he 
believed were ‘their’ representatives. ‘They’re in our debt’, he said. In this case, 
one interpretation is that this sense of belonging was related to both transnational 
networks and ethnicity at the same time.

as the conversations turned to the actual places where collective mobilization 
was encountered, I expected immigrant organizations to feature relatively strongly. 
and while this was true for some organizations, it was not true for all, especially 
not when the so-called immigrant politicians were members of the organization 
in question. Mobilization appeared also to take place in mosques, which was 
also connected to international family networks. I will return the importance of 
the mosques later. First, I will discuss the question of how transnational ties and 
family ties were distinguished and organized. Among my findings is that these two 
types of relations might be two sides of the same coin.

From a transnational perspective, however, these findings support the theoretical 
perspectives of Tarrow and Porta (2005). International family networks and the 
political behavior of individuals provided examples of rooted cosmopolitans. 
the family’s position, qua decision maker, explained how elections could trigger 
transnational mobilization. This can furthermore be illustrated by an incident in 
2003 when an ongoing row between Pakistan and india over kashmir spilled over 
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into the local election campaign in Oslo. Alongside pledges to make school roads 
safer and arguments over how road toll funds should be spent, the Conservatives and 
Labor positioned themselves on either side of the Kashmiri issue. Labor supported 
india’s bid for a place for india on un’s security Council – an action that found 
little favor in norway’s Pakistani community, something the Conservatives used 
for all it was worth. ‘A vote for Labor means unconditional support for India’s place 
on the Security Council’, they proclaimed. But traffic between the transnational 
connections went both ways, as indicated above. With Norwegian-based relatives 
as intermediaries, family insiders and outsiders residing in far-away countries also 
affected politics in Norway. 

The Significance of Gender and Transnationalism

An important finding is that gender is unable to explain much variation in political 
participation. This is an instance of what is called a non-finding. Sometimes, the 
most interesting discovery is precisely that which is not what one expected to find 
on the basis of current knowledge. In this connection I could use the press coverage 
cited above to justify our assumptions. Or I could adopt a more theoretical stance, 
and point to research that can be placed within the general framework that has been 
termed studies of intersectionality (Acker 1997, Young 1997, Lykke 2003), i.e. 
how categories how gender, ethnicity, class and other principles of differentiation 
work together and mutually influence each other.

the analyses conducted here challenge this type of thinking about political 
participation. There were only minor differences between the sexes in both 
conventional and unconventional political participation of women within minority 
ethnic groups, which is a finding that deserves to abolish stereotypical notions of 
passive minority women. 

the Pakistani respondents also produced interesting information concerning 
the significance of gender and transnationality. In 1999, ethnic Pakistani women 
were particularly active. By the 2003 and 2007 election, however, activity levels 
had fallen, though participation remained high in Oslo. A leading figure in one of 
the minority organizations provided an explanation.

Respondent: About the women, there’s a simple explanation. Listen. You know, 
if you manage to mobilize men to turn out – you mobilize the men. If, on the other 
hand you mobilize women, it’s even better. You get to mobilize not only other 
women, but their men as well. If the women turn out, the men will follow. 

Minority women were not, as we see, passive by any definition of the word. They 
were as active as their male counterparts – in some cases more so. This is an 
important finding because it modifies our image of minority women as citizens. 
from another angle, it complements what we know about ethnic minorities in 
leading jobs – in parliament and government, for example – a sizeable proportion 
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of whom are women. We also find women from ethnic minorities in less visible 
but nevertheless highly important jobs in Norway. The point of significance here 
is their function as role models.3 

Power, position and engagement do not correspond with our traditional ideas 
concerning minority women. The actual picture is, as always, less straightforward. 
there are numerous examples of women who are not involved in the public 
sphere. One of the most arresting details to emerge from our interviews concerned 
the range of opportunities minority women actually had to exert influence. As 
described above, one of these ways was to use their subordinate roles in a strategic 
fashion. This role gave these women a chance to make a difference. This must be 
the conclusion if we accept that certain men felt ‘compelled’ to follow their wives 
or partners to the voting booths. One could ask why the men did not stop these 
women from voting. One answer is that they were not able to do so. They lacked 
the means both because of the woman herself, but also, as one female respondent 
put it, ‘He doesn’t decide – it’s his family back in Pakistan.’ true or not, by stating 
that the decision was taken in Pakistan, the respondents support the significance 
of a transnational family perspective on local voting behavior. This respondent did 
not go on to tell us why her husband’s family in Pakistan would want the woman 
to turn out at an election in Norway. Men’s subordination to family elders and 
problems arising from the wife being the only politically active spouse probably 
worked in tandem to explain why the shrewdest strategy was to mobilize women 
before elections. 

finally, i would like to underline the relevance of a comparison of politics on 
feminism and multiculturalism. A point of high relevance in this chapter is that 
group-based politics are far from alien in the public debate in Norway. On the 
contrary, and not only related to woman, the electoral law in norway is designed in 
order to secure that representatives from all the districts are elected to the national 
Parliament. In this respect, the electoral law in Norway is the opposite to that of 
the electoral law applied in the netherlands, which can serve as an example of a 
country with one electorate, i.e. where each vote counts equally.

it should also be mentioned that political scientists in norway have shown that 
among the representatives in the Parliament party allegiance often appears to be 
less important than regional loyalty (Narud and Valen 2007: 112).

The mosques: Local Arenas in Transnational Relations

in a previous section i referred to the importance of mosques in order to 
understand the connection between transnational networks, family networks, and 

3 Among them Lubna Jaffery Fjell (political adviser to the minister of the DepartmentAmong them Lubna Jaffery Fjell (political adviser to the minister of the Department 
of work and inclusion), Saera Kahn (Member of Parliament), Haddy N’jie (journalist), 
Shabana Rehman (stand-up comedian and writer), Hadia Tajik (political adviser to the 
Prime minister), Iffit Qureshi (political activist), Long Litt Woon (consultant).
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political mobilization. Mosques are places where we find politics pursued, control 
exercised, and communication between members of international family networks 
facilitated.

this is a material reason why the mosque should count as an important arena 
for investigation. In light of our interviews, future research may wish to trace 
the relations between political mobilization, faith, transnational family relations, 
nationality, and ethnicity. These relationships were particularly evident among 
people belonging to the Pakistani community. The national immigrant organizations 
were busy pursuing their own agendas, i was told, and the large numbers of local 
organizations, which made up an extremely fragmented patchwork, played no 
significant political role either. Nor did they function as arenas for organized 
political activism. The leadership figures from these organizations, however, also 
sat in senior positions in political, special interest and religious organizations. 
overlapping membership was, of course, one way of ensuring that matters were 
discussed: one arena was used to promote the agenda of another. 

one example of the importance of the families in relation to the position of 
mosques within this overlapping relationship was a conflict concerning money, 
democracy and the leadership of the largest mosque in norway, the Central Jamaat-
e Ahl-e Sunnat. Two families, the Maliks and Shahs, had invested a great deal of 
money in the mosque. In 2006, their mutual animosity got the better of them, 
and they ended up fighting each other physically, leaving one person critically 
wounded. Among those involved was Khalid Mahmood, one of the best known 
Pakistani politicians in Norway. While members of these organizations met each 
other more or less regularly, they also attended the same mosque. In addition 
to prayers, much of the time at the mosques was devoted to discussing issues 
affecting Norway and/or country of origin. 

a question, then, is how politically active members of social transnational 
networks persuade ethnic minorities to go out and vote. Three features stood 
out during our research. First, family members and minority politicians spoke in 
public when they represented their party, but mobilization was done on people’s 
doorsteps, in their homes, and in the mosques. These visits were entirely convivial 
and included discussion of politics in norway and in the country of origin, and 
also included news of family and children. The point, however was to encourage 
the voter to vote, and to get them to vote for the ‘right’ candidates. The second 
challenge was to make sure that people actually went out and voted. Transport was 
therefore provided. And third, while encouraging people to vote was important, 
whom they voted for was more important. Our interviewees noted that Pakistanis 
positioned themselves outside the polling stations armed with pre-filled party lists. 
Others told us about pre-filled party lists that were distributed in the mosques and 
personally delivered to their doors before polling day, often by the candidates 
themselves. 

As Bjørklund and Bergh (2003) found, minorities know how to exploit 
opportunities in the norwegian electoral system to reduce or increase candidates’ 
chances of success. However, as I found, the voter was not always the one to 
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cross out or cumulate candidates (i.e. increase or decrease a candidate’s chances 
of being elected). This decision was often seemingly made in advance, in line with 
decisions taken by the clan and the family elders in Pakistan. 

A Final Remark on (Dis-)integration

This brings us to the final question from the introduction, which is a rather 
normative question of a more principled nature. Is it integration when ethnic 
minorities embedded in transnational family-networks use their right to vote in 
norwegian elections to increase their community’s or family’s civic representation, 
irrespective of their own political affiliations and views? The aim of this discussion 
is not to be able to draw a final conclusion. On the contrary, I will limit my scope 
to present some arguments of significance. 

Is it not precisely because many find political participation to be a meaningful 
activity that they mobilize? in other words, is political participation to be understood 
as a claim for integration? in light of the premises underlying democratic systems, 
promoting one’s own identities and interests are not an unreasonable pursuit. After 
all, elections are all about various parties wanting to succeed and wanting to make 
a difference in line with their wellbeing. Here, the outcome – i.e. the elected town 
council – is ethnically a highly diverse group, and as such is a token of successful 
integration policies. Some families may conceivably enjoy stronger representation 
than others. But as long as balloting remains secret, persons and families can 
continue to coerce voters to vote in a particular way. The voter, however, is alone 
in the polling station and can choose whichever party list/ballot paper to put into 
the ballot box. It is precisely this element of secrecy that underlies skepticism 
towards SMS and web-based balloting. 

What about transnational mobilization? in the introduction to this chapter, 
i referred to transnationalism in terms of identity and transnational practice in 
terms of action. The impact of ethnicity and family underlines the importance 
of developing an understanding related to transnationalism and its importance 
as a non-verbal location between here and there. On the other side, political 
mobilization is closely related to practice. Voting has been used as an example of 
an action that is related to transnational family relations and local action. 

on the local level, it is not possible to say whether cases in which minorities 
delete the names of minority politicians from outside their ethnic communities and 
cumulate politicians from within their own ethnic community represent instances 
of integration. One might claim that these cases represent neither democracy 
nor diversity if minorities can only take part in elections in which they share the 
views of and vote like the majority population. The qualitative interviews paint a 
different picture, however. If kith and kin in other countries do influence voting 
behavior – i.e., influence who one should vote for or whether one should just stay 
at home – some will argue normatively that this exceeds the limits of what we can 
meaningfully call integration. 
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This is a difficult call. I do not wish to suggest that we neglect the analytical 
importance of the relations between transnational relations and local legitimacy. 
on the contrary, i want to end this chapter by mentioning a fact that studies on 
a concrete phenomenon such as mobilization make particularly clear. While 
motivation for mobilization might be transnational, facilitated by identities, or 
by international family networks, practice like political mobilization nevertheless 
always takes place in local settings. Analytically, apart from the political challenges 
of diversity and of the recognition of minority voices, we need to combine micro 
and macro in our analyses as well. 

to be sure, the limited number of qualitative interview respondents in this study 
restricts estimates concerning the frequency family councils and transnational 
influence on transnational behavior in Norway to the level of ‘speculative’ at this 
point. However, the mechanisms revealed by my interviews may help explain 
earlier findings, and should be taken into account when future research in this 
arena is developed. 
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Chapter 11 

the Process of hybridization:  
Cognition, emotion and experience among 

Multicultural youngsters in ‘rudenga’,  
east side, oslo1

Viggo Vestel

Both i and tommy (23, all- norwegian background) easily got into contact with 
people, for example, when we were in Jamaica. We are quite … international, 
and that means a lot! i feel like i am both a little Pakistani, turkish, kingston-
Jamaican, African and Norwegian (laughs). I think that’s really good. Marley 
was half, you know. (…) I feel mixed … or … I know who I am and where I 
come from, but… your milieu is also important. Tommy also has been together 
with all kinds of people. It is important to be able to be yourself together with 
everyone, sort of, so you do not feel ‘strange’ if you enter a group of foreigners 
you don’t know. (Miriam, 21, Botswanean background)

they saw us all as foreigners, including me and tommy! (Bengt, 17, all-
norwegian background)

in recent decades, the debate in the social sciences concerning how to conceptualize, 
analyze and understand the phenomenon known as ‘hybridity’ – as this has 
accompanied the intensification of the processes associated with globalization – has 
been salient (e.g. Kraidy 2005; Nederveen Pieterse 2004; Friedman 1999; Werbner 
and Moodod 1997). But while most researchers seem to agree that hybridization 
can be understood approximately as the ways in which cultural forms are becoming 
derived from already existing practices and recombined into new forms of cultural 
expressions, a more explicit and empirically informed exploration of how these 
processes occur on a microsocial level seems largely absent (nederveen Pieterse 
2004: 64; Anthias 2003). 

On the basis of three one year long fieldworks anchored in the milieu of a youth 
club in a multicultural suburb on the east side of oslo – covering a time span of 

1 an earlier version of the chapter was presented at the seminar ‘the paradoxes 
of cultural recognition in Europe’, organized by CULCOM and De Vrije Universiteit, in 
Amsterdam October 2006.
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more than 12 years – the main aim of this chapter is to explore and illuminate 
some crucial aspects of such processes, as they unfold in this social field (Vestel 
2004a). It can be argued that similar processes also appear in the creative and 
transformative action that forms part of cultural practices in a more general sense. 
the analysis thereby opposes an approach to culture as primarily coherent, static 
and homogenous as reflected in a culturalist position. Instead, the focus is upon 
the generative articulation of ‘new’ and shared spaces of identity, where the 
participants to some extent seek to move beyond both the cultural orientations 
of their parents as well as the hegemony of ‘the Norwegian’. I claim that the 
processes of hybridization are more accessible in a multicultural situation where 
cultural reproduction to a lesser degree can be taken for granted, and where such 
a focus can provide us with a glimpse into the precarious processes of ‘culture-in-
the-making’. 

According to Friedman, the term ‘hybridity’ is ‘without social significance’ if it 
is not part of subjective experience (Friedman 1999: 249–252). This I take to imply 
the requirement of a possibility to discern ways in which an actor subjectively 
identifies themself (or an external phenomenon) as a combination of two or more 
signs (or sign complexes) associated with different cultural traditions. In this 
sense, Miriam’s subjectively expressed perception of herself as ‘mixed’ seems to 
confirm the use of this notion. Insofar as these identificational directions can be 
seen on a more general level among the youngsters in this context, i suggest that 
the sharing of a common habitus, generated on the basis of experiences according 
to similarities in social position, may be seen as central for such a developement 
(Bourdieu 1990). The following questions will be explored concerning the case 
of Miriam, as well as the overall directions of identification within this youth 
milieu: 

What can be identified as the experiential basis of hybridization within this 
context? 
What is the nature of the interactions between the emotional and the 
cognitive aspects of the processes that lead to hybridization, here understood 
as a temporary conclusion to the actors’ interpretation of themselves and 
their lifeworlds?
 in a globalized world, where the presence of various media is noticeable 
in young people’s life, and where multiple cultural expressions of popular 
culture are salient: what is the role of such expressions in the processes of 
hybridization? 

to address these questions, i will extensively draw upon the theoretical framework 
of the phenomenological semiotics of C.S. Peirce. In line with this tradition, the 
core of experience may be regarded as an interpreter’s confrontation (struggle) 
with the external world, and where the latter is understood to be a constellation 
of signs in all degrees of potentiality to be activated and acted upon (e.g. Houser 
1983; Colapietro 1989: 117). A sign is here depicted as something ‘that stands to 

1.

2.

3.
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someone for something in some respect or capacity’ (Peirce in Colapietro 1989: 
57). The sign is thus regarded as the medium through which something (‘the 
object’) is represented to somebody or to another sign, while ‘respect or capacity’ 
refers to the context in which the sign occurs. The process through which the object 
is decided is seen as a reaction that Peirce calls ‘the interpretant’, which is ‘the 
impact of some sign on some other; it is that which the sign qua sign generate’; it is 
the judgment of what a sign represents in a specified context, as decided by its user 
(ibid.). As Peirce’s concept of the interpretant almost glues the semiotic process 
to an interpreting subject, this approach should be suitable to grasp the subjective 
dimensions of hybridization. To explore further these questions, a closer look at 
the context is required. 

The Place Lived: Rudenga, and a Few Words on method

Three one-year long fieldwork periods were carried out in a multicultural milieu 
that was anchored in a youth club in a suburb i have called ‘rudenga’, situated 
in the Grorud valley, in the East side of Oslo. The first fieldwork was carried out 
in 1993/94, the second in 1998/99, and the third in 2004/05.2 the core of the data 
used in this chapter, however, stems primarily from the two last field studies.

in 1998, around 22,000 people lived in the larger township, of which rudenga 
is a part (Vestel 2001, 2004a, 2004b; Pedersen and Vestel 2005). The level of 
education and income was considerably lower, and the percentage of children, of 
persons living on welfare and of persons unemployed was higher than the averages 
for Oslo during this year (Oslo Kommune 1999). The inhabitants in the larger 
township consisted of 22 per cent immigrant families, representing more than 80 
different nationalities, and was primarily working class. In the smaller locality 
of rudenga the number of immigrant families had increased from approximately 
25 per cent in 1993 to 50 per cent in 1998.3 this location was originally chosen 
for the study because of its high percentage of youth of immigrant background. 

2 The first project was commissioned by the Norwegian Department for Children and 
Family Affairs (Vestel 1999). The second was a doctorate project financed by the Research 
Council of Norway’s (NFR) programme for Cultural Studies (Vestel 2001, 2004a, 2004b). 
a series of interviews was also done in spring 2003, as a collaborator on colleague Willy 
Pedersen’s project ‘New gender, new sexualities’, financed by the Research Council of 
Norway’s programme for Health and Society (Pedersen and Vestel 2005). In autumn 2004 
a two year long project was initiated entitled ‘Young men of immigrant background, in 
the phase of establishing – youth experience, identity and the limits of hybridization’ also 
financed by the Research Council of Norway. All projects contribute to the pool of data with 
a longitudinal dimension covering more than 12 years.

3 In 1998 Norway had 4,417,599 inhabitants, 5.5 per cent of whom were considered 
immigrants, officially defined as ‘a person with two foreign born parents’ (Bjertnæs 2000: 
10). In the capital of Oslo, 17 per cent of the population belonged to this category in 1999 
(Bjertnæs 2000). The largest group were immigrants from Pakistan, who were also the first 
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the rudenga club, like most of the youth clubs in norway, was run by the local 
municipality and served youths ranging from 13 to 18 years in age. The fieldworks 
provided contact with a heterogeneous milieu of youngsters with a wide variety 
of backgrounds, including Pakistan, iraq, turkey, turkish and iranian kurdistan, 
Vietnam, Morocco, gambia, somalia, eritrea, south africa, Botswana, honduras, 
Chile, and Spain, in addition to members with solely Norwegian backgrounds. In 
each of the first two fieldworks I attended the club during its open hours (two to 
four evenings per week), and participated in staff meetings, parties and special 
events (concerts, competitions). During the field work in 1998/99, I also rented 
a flat in the area to widen my knowledge by participating to a fuller extent in 
the locality’s daily life. In total, I gathered more than 100 informants in the three 
field periods. I interviewed approximately 80 youngsters, as well as various social 
workers, policemen, teachers and parents. The last round of data-production 
(2004–05) was primarily based on interviews that took place in various settings 
outside the club (cafès, homes, etc), as the former club member informants now 
were in their twenties.

in 1993 approximately 20 per cent of the club members had an immigrant 
background; in 1998, this number had increased to 65–70 per cent. Due to several 
reorganizations and pressure on the budget of the township, subsequent to these 
first two studies and some years before the third research period started the youth 
club was closed down. The third study, therefore, focused primarily upon former 
club members (mostly young men) as they established themselves as ‘grown 
ups’.

rudenga had been heavily stigmatized prior to these studies and maintained a 
poor reputation also during the field periods. As the number of different immigrant 
families had grown and its ‘ethnoscape’ had become more complex the area showed 
a series of characteristics that seemingly predisposed its populace to numerous 
problems and social tensions, at least according to popular media images of the 
multicultural youth milieus in Norway (see also Wikan 2002). These field studies, 
however, revealed that this assumption was incorrect: the milieu of youngsters was 
characterized by a low level of conflict and a high level of social integration, with 
strong social bonds between members of different cultural backgrounds, as well 
as a strong feeling of belonging to the overall community. These characteristics, to 
some extent, also seem to be continued when several of the former members have 
reached their early twenties, as indicated in Miriam’s expressions above.

Expressions of Hybridity

Not only did individuals such as Miriam (in 2005) express a self-identification 
as ‘mixed’; various expressions of hybridization could also be discerned earlier 

immigrant group in recent years, arriving around 1970 (e.g. Wikan 2002). In 2004, the 
immigrant population of Oslo had increased to 22.5 per cent (Oslo statistikken 2005).
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through a closer look at the most salient practices among the rudengan youngsters 
on a collective level, as they manifested in 1998 (Vestel 2004a):

When I entered the club in this second field period, the first, and most striking 
of these were the highly developed greeting practices. Club members greeted each 
other every time they entered the club and when they left. Boys shook hands, 
girls gave hugs and kisses on the cheek, and a row of greeting related signs that 
expressed various degrees of appreciation and intimacy were in use. While most 
club members acknowledged that these practices had stemmed primarily from the 
immigrant families, they were also held to be influenced by the Hip Hop genre of 
gangsta rap, as well as by a more local group operating in the city of oslo, termed 
‘city strollers’ (see George 1998; Andersson 2000).4 

in their language practices single words and expressions of all the languages 
spoken by the club members and their families were represented through a common 
stock of words and expressions, while Norwegian – as the language of the majority 
– was the overarching common language.5 in their dressing practices there was 
a relative agreement concerning the coolness and salience of clothing styles 
stemming from the traditions of hip hop, techno and transnational street fashion, 
while at the same time, the clothes of the traditions associated to their families’ 
areas of origin were also respected and used in the sphere of their homes. 

the musical preferences consisted of a continuum that included older traditions 
associated with various areas of origin and to what the parents were playing at 
home, at one end. In the middle, we found various types of modernized, popular 
music from different immigrant backgrounds – rai music of north african/french 
origin, neo-bhangra from indian/Pakistani milieus in london, arabesque music 
of turkish origin and various so called ‘re-mix’ oriented examples were most 
ubiquitous – that blended with strong impulses from transnational genres of 
Western origin, primarily house and techno, hip hop, soul, rnB and mainstream 
pop. In their ‘purer’ forms, these latter genres comprised the opposite end of the 
continuum of musical preferences (see huq 2006; see also fock 1999 on similar 
practices among youth of immigrant background in Denmark). Music associated 
to various immigrant backgrounds was often played on the disco in 1998, while 
five years earlier, this had been impossible. 

on the level of more intimate social relations, there were a host of examples 
of deep friendships – as well as of love-relations – that involved members from 
a variety of different backgrounds (see also Hewitt 1992). Especially in cases of 
friendship this implied visiting each others homes, learning more of the languages 
of their friends, listening to music and eating food associated with the actual 
backgrounds and so on. A last point is the strong loyalty to the place itself. ‘If you 

4 the ‘city strollers’ refers to a loose milieu of older, semi-delinquent youngsters of 
mostly immigrant background who at the time frequently figured in newspapers headlines 
as instigators of ‘trouble’ in the area around a large shopping mall in the centre of oslo, 
called ‘Oslo City’.

5 Similar practices are also known from similar milieus in Sweden (Kotsinas 1992).
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are living here in rudenga, we’ll defend you and support you no matter what part 
of the world you or your family comes from’, as one of the club members put it, 
exemplifying what Back has termed ‘a nationalism of the neighbourhood’ (Back 
1995: 47). 

the practices and attitudes of the overall milieu in 1998–99 could thus 
be portrayed as the fusion of a wide range of signs that pointed to the various 
backgrounds represented, as well as to current expressions of popular culture. This 
picture reflected various degrees of hybridization on both collective and individual 
levels, as we soon shall see. 

if these practices, then, are to be seen as expressions of habits (in the Peircean 
sense, see below) that reflected a common habitus (in Bourdieu’s sense), then our 
core question must be: how can these habits – reflecting hybridization on various 
levels – be seen to have emerged out of the experiences of the life-worlds of these 
young actors? 

The Experiential Basis of Hybridity: Some Suggestions

in the following section, i will sketch some answers to our questions through an 
exploration of the experiential horizon of what in 2004 had become a relatively 
close group of friends. In addition to Miriam and Tommy, who had been going 
steady together for around seven years, this group included kemal (26, turkish 
parents), Manuel (23, Spanish parents), Amjat (24, Pakistani parents), Foday (22, 
Gambian parents), Angela (23, Chilean parents) and Fred (23, Eritrean parents). 
although some of these informants have been born abroad, they arrived to norway 
at an early age, and had thus grown up together in rudenga; they had known each 
other for a long time. 

for a youth of immigrant background, the feeling of being ‘mixed’ as 
expressed by Miriam, may be seen as an explicit expression of the phenomenon 
of hybridization, in terms of self-identification. For most of the youngsters in 
this milieu, this implied a feeling of being both ‘norwegian’ and whatever the 
background of their parents was. Miriam emphasized that she felt ‘both Botswanean 
and norwegian’ and that she saw ‘having two homelands’ as a positive thing. But 
she went even further. When she, albeit with a little laugh, noted that she felt 
‘both a little Pakistani, turkish, kingston-Jamaican, african and norwegian’, she 
seemed to transgress the more obvious experiential basis for identification in the 
sense of having grown up in Norway with parents from Botswana. And how did 
‘Kingston-Jamaican’ fit in this picture? How is such a wide identificational scope 
to be understood? 

to suggest some answers to this enigma, it is necessary to explore further 
the experiential horizon of the group of friends of which Miriam was a part. As 
seen within a Peircean framework, the interpretants emerging from the interaction 
with a certain experiential horizon are necessarily multidimensional; they 
cover emotional, cognitive, bodily, sensous and energetic aspects in all degrees 
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of mixing. More precisely, experience – as this is understood as an encounter 
(struggle) with the external world and especially as it contains a tension that for 
some time is unresolved – creates an arousal that generates from the investment 
in that struggle (e.g. Colapietro 1989: 57). When experience reaches some sort of 
intelligibility to a sufficient degree through the semiotic process, the according 
arousal then settles as a stage of provisional calm, reaching what i have termed 
a state of semiotic rest (Vestel 2004a). This implies a judgment that decides how 
the particular experience is to be understood, thereby bringing it in into a sphere 
of the known and the safe to dissolve the tension created. Were these processes 
discernable among the youngsters within Miriam’s group of friends? What does 
this imply more concretely for the development of their social relationships?

Most of this group of friends’ everyday experiences during the period of 
growing up were relatively non-dramatic.6 for example: tommy, a little nostalgic, 
recalled the old days in rudenga when he was younger and ‘the boys’ used to 
gather around the local kiosk, collecting enough small change from each other to 
buy a packet of cigarettes that they all subsequently shared. Some of Miriam’s best 
memories were from her childhood. She recalled when she and Angela (Chilean 
background) had played with their Barbie dolls together, when they obtained money 
to buy sweets to share on saturdays, when they went downhill sledding together 
during wintertime, and so on. She had also described a more recent recollection 
when they, both in their twenties, worked together in a clothes shop and travelled 
together to and from work. Amjat (Pakistani background) spoke of when he and 
Manuel (spanish background) exploded some garbage cans for fun outside the 
youth club, and the youth workers chased after them to give them a reprimand. All 
informants mentioned the importance of the youth club as a meeting place. 

as all these examples indicate, some sort of ‘otherness’ – in the shape of the 
knowledge that your peers have a different cultural background from the ego 
– have been present; whether in the kindergarten, at school, in the youth club 
and in the overall social space of the area. And even if these small events at first 
may seem trivial, i suggest that they nevertheless play an important role in the 
formation of the experiential basis for the development of a subjectively perceived 
hybridity in this context. 

as experiences of social relations – that always imply some form of dialogue 
– they all contain an intrinsic element of uncertainty; of some sort of tension, 
that creates the arousal referred to in the Peircean conception of experience. For 
example, when the two young girls are playing together with their dolls, it may 
be seen as a generating a continual chain of uncertainties concerning expectations 
and confirmations between the two: will she play with me today? When I suggest 
these clothes, will she accept it or suggest something else? When she suggests 
something that i suggested yesterday, and that she then refused, should i accept 
it today, or should i refuse it, to remind her of her dismissal of my suggestions 
yesterday? And so on. 

6 For a broader picture of social life in the Rudenga youth club, see Vestel 2004a.
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this obvious element of drama (in the sense of heightened uncertainty) in the 
semiotics of basic social experience may be further illuminated with the help of 
Marcel Mauss’ famous analysis of the gift. Here, he suggests that the acceptance 
of the gift by the receiver also implies the acceptance of some part of the giver (the 
spirit entity called ‘hau’ by his Maori informants, Mauss 1970). This emphasis that 
gift exchange creates social relations, may be seen as a fundamental characteristic 
in any communicational action: the reception of the message (of which the 
Maussian gift may be seen as a metaphor) expresses the acceptance of the relation 
to the utterer/giver. However, in any dialogue, as shown by the examples above, 
the reception of the utterance always implies some degree of uncertainty, in the 
sense that there is always a possibility for the utterance to be rejected by the 
addressee (in various ways, and to various degrees), which also implies a potential 
for some form of rejection of the giver. One may thus propose that voluntary 
relations – such as friendships – will only last as long as those involved experience 
their relation, to a sufficient degree, as a confirmation of central aspects of their 
life-horizons, dignity and basic social needs (whatever they may be), and as a 
salient element in their common ethos.

Here, one may object that a dialogue also includes cases where the utterances 
are so complicated, unfamiliar, strange or even impossible for the addressee 
to understand, and hence to receive (comprehend, absorb, etc), that such a 
confirmation is impossible. In such cases, if the receiver at least shows some 
elementary effort, and thereby communicates some sort of intention to understand, 
this may serve as a sufficient marker of her confirmation of the dignity of the giver. 
despite the fact that relationships in general may also imply periods of quarrelling, 
misunderstanding and not least, power struggles, the necessity of finding some 
fundamental balance in the need for elementary respect, dignity and confirmation 
of the involved, is crucial. Within this context, the many relatively long lasting 
friendships among the rudenga youngsters indicate that such an experiential 
balance successfully has been found and settled amongst them.

according to Colapietro, a dialogue is a paradigmatic example of semiosis 
as seen from within a Peircean framework (Colapietro 1989: 22). For our 
purposes, it may be underlined that a dialogue is also a phenomenon crucial to the 
understanding of the processes through which both a subjective experience of the 
other (that is, a person) as well as the ego herself, as a sign, is developed. Within 
the Peircean tradition, human beings are seen as being especially composite and 
complex signs (Colapietro 1989: 58). For example, as Miriam has known Angela 
since they both were kids, the semiotic outcomes of all their common activities 
will sediment as a chain of memories. In that sense, Angela will release a chain of 
interpretants in Miriam that stem and are given direction from all those semiotic 
sediments (memories) that reflect the history of their relationships, and vice versa. 
in other words, they have both become signs to each other, the content of which 
are deeply coloured both by the history of their mutual relationships over time, 
and, of course, by the wider context in which their relationships have unfolded. In 
Peircean terminology, they have become indexes to each other (Peirce 1998: 461). 



The Process of Hybridization 189

When experiences of confirmation have been sufficiently repeated over time, they 
become, to some degree, an expectation – that is, the content of the interpretant to 
the sign fastens, so to speak – and this can be described as nothing else than trust, 
the basis of what is known as ‘social capital’ (Coleman 1988; Bourdieu 1983, 
1990). In addition, the informants also shared experiences of fun and excitement 
as they engaged in a wide range of leisure related activities: as experienced during 
parties, while listening to music, while participating in sports, during the practices 
related to clothing, hairdos, and so on. These activities all added up to a repertoire 
of experiences that joined to form the stuff that a feeling of community is made of, 
so to speak.

this far, we have only dealt with the relatively ‘small dramas’ that made up 
the low key and everyday experiences in the lives of the Rudengan youngsters. 
these experiences were important insofar as they were repeated and therefore 
generalized; they represented a normalization and an overall set repertoire of shared 
expectations. However, there were also experiences and events characterized by 
being ‘larger dramas’ in this milieu, where more obviously serious and existential 
matters were at stake. Here, the empathy that grew forth from the everyday 
semiotics of friendship, as manifested in the more frequent events making up the 
small dramas, may have worked as an important foundation (bridge) for developing 
an inclination to support a group member or friend when more serious matters 
were at stake. This was manifest in the case of Manuel, who some years ago had 
been involved in a serious car accident, in which his left leg became lame. Given 
this situation, his group of friends played an important role in providing emotional 
support. More recently this support was expressed in Tommy’s and Kemal’s plan 
to use Kemal’s car to take Manuel on a holiday to visit Kemal’s family in Turkey.

a most recurring source for drama in the experiential horizon of these youngsters 
was, not surprisingly, events related to racist attitudes. Foday (Gambian parents), 
for example, had very dark skin, and underlined how he never felt welcome when 
he walked through an all white neighbourhood. In 1999, when he was 17, Foday 
recounted an episode that had taken place some years before when he was bicycling 
together with a friend homewards from a place at some distance from Rudenga. 

It was around two o’clock at night. Then there came this big, black Mercedes, 
with blackened windows, you know, driving up behind us. A guy leaned out 
from the window, yelling: ‘hey you god damned negro; we’re gonna get you, 
we’re gonna get you’, and they started to drive towards us and … it was really 
scary. But we got away, we got down to Rudenga through some small paths we 
knew about. (…) You must always be careful. You got to have it in the back of 
your head all the time. (fieldnotes 1999) 

racist-related events were salient and recurrent in the life-horizon of many of 
these youngsters. The recognition that such incidents were ‘something we share’ 
was common and of much importance for generating mutual emotional support 
among the club members. 
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an even more dramatic example occurred when a group of the youngsters 
went to a party in an area far from their neighbourhood. Two (assumedly heavily 
drugged) all-norwegian youngsters, with whom tommy were negotiating to buy 
some alcohol, suddenly attacked him heavily while yelling insults about ‘Pakis’ 
and ‘blackies’, referring to both Tommy and his friends. Tommy was hit with 
a wooden stick several times in his head until he fainted and fell bleeding on 
the floor. He tells that according to the examination by medical authorities he 
would probably not have survived one or two more hits. Continuing the dramatic 
circumstances, Tommy was then driven away to the hospital by Kemal, who just 
managed to pull away as his car was attacked under heavy racist insults by a larger 
group that now were mobilized by the first party. 

all of these events pointed to a strong and common ethos among these 
youngsters. As in the often expressed importance of ‘standing up for Rudenga’, 
this ethos reflected the overall emphasis upon loyalty to the place itself; this was 
demanded regardless of ‘foreign’ or ‘inborn’ (that is ‘white’) background. 

To sum up, the repeated experiences of mutual support and confirmation of a 
basic dignity that seemed to have been manifest among the rudengan youngsters 
in everyday matters were, indeed, also expressed during incidents of a more 
dramatic character. Thus, social support seemed to be manifest not only in the 
small dramas of everyday living; this support was expressed as an attitude also 
in the larger dramas, when more seriously threatening things were at stake. This 
ethos was actualized, not least, when dialogue occurred between the youngsters 
themselves as they were engaged in a struggle against a third party, that is, in 
conflicts with the outside world. If a crucial feature of dialogue was the generation 
of a continual stream of instances that provisionally culminated in a ‘question’ of 
uncertainty regarding if, when and how the Other would confirm or refuse – through 
physical action or verbal utterance – to show support that was relevant to her or his 
interlocutor, then the mutual experience of such confirmations that repeatedly led 
to semiotic conclusions of trust in a wide range of different situations seemed to be 
the overall characteristic of the interactions between these youngsters.7 

these ‘conclusions’ seem to have been moulded and transformed into shared 
expectations, which suggested what Peirce terms an ‘ultimate logical interpretant’, 
that is, ‘ … some general pattern of coping that emerges out of some actual series 
of struggle; this interpretant is, in a word, a habit’ (ibid., 57–58). this implies 
that when such interpretative solutions were repeatedly patterned, and thus 
provisionally became an ultimate logical interpretant, they entered a ‘slumbering’ 
state as they sank into the pre-or subconscious and thereby became a disposition 
that might be activated in the future, when similar situations or experiences 
occurred. Understood as habits within a Peircean conceptual frame, they were 
clearly pointing to the phenomena encircled by Bourdieu’s concept of ‘habitus’; 

7 This does not, of course, mean that conflicts do not appear among the youngsters 
themselves. The overall picture has been, nevertheless, in accordance with these 
characteristics.
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they were nothing else than conclusive sediments from previous semiotic processes 
that here became dispositions to act in similar (but not necessarily identical) ways 
on future occasions (Bourdieu 1990).

The core of the conclusions exemplified here are primarily emotional, as they 
are dispositions and expectations of trust and emotional support. Within Peircean 
semiotics, emotions are primarily seen as a phenomenon characterized by a modus 
of being in-itself (or of being ‘immersed’, see Houser 1983). But even if emotions 
may indeed be conclusive and thus express a certain degree of reflexivity, a 
semiotic outcome of the interpretation of experience that takes this reflexivity 
further will have a stronger element of cognition, of ‘thought’, in the sense of being 
characterized by more inferential-logical qualities (ibid.). In this sense, cognition 
may imply a stronger element of distance from which such reflexivity occurs.

from the life-stories and observations i have obtained over the years, it seems 
clear that as children and early youths, the rudengan youngsters have done what 
such age mates usually do; they play with each other and become friends. As 
Manuel’s utterances (below) indicate, when they were younger they did not 
reflect much upon the fact that their peers came from a different background from 
themselves. So, the assumed ‘otherness’ was not necessarily perceived as radical 
to those involved. I nevertheless suggest that from such a mode, where the state of 
hybridity may be seen as having been relatively in-itself (that is non-reflexive – or 
doxic – in a cognitive sense) new interpretational orientations tended to emerge as 
increasingly harsh confrontations with the external world were experienced, not 
least along the lines of the larger dramas described above. The cognitive aspects 
of these informants’ conclusive interpretants have over time developed further. 
This development may have played a crucial role in refining their identificational 
directions towards what we may term a more explicitly expressed state of 
hybridity-for-itself. In other words, over time we have seen the development of 
a state of hybridity that has a more explicit capacity to reflect upon itself, as in 
Miriam’s introductory statement, which is characterized by a more articulated 
and self-conscious expression of agency. Given this development, how does this 
shifting emphasis towards cognitional reflexivity happen? And in what ways has 
this also generated a shift and refinement in these informants’ identificational 
orientations?

Articulation: A Gradually Refining Reflexivity

I suggest we may explore such a question by seeing these identificational 
directions as emerging through an increasing articulation, which is understood as 
the processes through which an experience (or a series of experiences) are made 
communicable/expressable to the actor and to her significant others in the urge 
towards increasing ‘clarity’. 

on the individual level, a closer glimpse into such processes of articulation 
may be seen in the following examples from my discussions with Manuel, who 
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was born in spain, came to norway at the age of three, and was 17 at the moment 
of this conversation in 1999. As he expressed it:

I feel I fit in when I visit Spain…but I fit in better here in Norway. It probably 
has to do with that childhood feeling. (…) I think that I am Spanish but … the 
norwegian part of me has to do with how i behave, how i talk and…(…) several 
people have asked if i was turkish when i am with kemal … But when someone 
mentions me as spanish i become proud (…) i often think that i must respect 
Norway when I am living here. Norway gives me schooling, its land, … but 
when someone asks, then I am Spanish. (…) I and Kemal do not discuss if Spain 
is better than Turkey or such things. (…) We do not think about if people are 
African or Pakistani or… I think about them as Spanish, like myself. You know, 
he speaks a different language, i speak another language; we communicate in 
Norwegian; he is from another place. But I often, almost always, in fact, forget 
where they are from. (…) We feel just as strong for our countries. I say Spain is 
best, the others have their country. 

In these quite composite statements we may discern three main identificational 
directions. Along the first he states that he feels strongly for the area where his 
family has its origin, as do most of his fellow youngsters; for him, this is the 
Spanish. The second direction points to the Norwegian. he has some resistance 
against labelling himself norwegian, but he sure is close, referring to what he terms 
‘that childhood feeling’. In the third he also expresses the feeling that the fact that 
his fellow youngsters in rudenga have a wide range of different origins (and the 
differences that these facts imply) does not matter – whether from turkey, africa 
or Pakistan. When he describes how he sees his fellow youngsters of decisively 
different backgrounds ‘as spanish’ – and not as ‘norwegian’ as we, perhaps, may 
be inclined to expect – this seems to an even stronger degree to underline the 
message that ‘there are no difference between us’ pointing to an alternative, which 
i interpret as a hybrid identity. This is, paradoxically, indeed, subsumed under the 
term ‘Spanish’, that is, his own preferred identity. Here, this means more ‘like me’ 
than actually having Spanish background. Nevertheless, the discrepancy between 
his acknowledge of the impact of his past experiences acquired while growing up 
in Rudenga (Norway), on the one hand, and his identification towards Spain, on 
the other, puzzles him, even if he emphasizes himself as ‘spanish’ as a temporary 
conclusion to this dilemma at this point in time. We here sense Manuel’s struggling 
to calm the semiotic arousal that this creates, in his search to clarify to himself 
‘who he is’.

five years later, this conclusion had changed, clearly underlining the temporary 
character of such a semiotic process. This change seemed to be connected with 
Manuel’s growing reflections concerning politics. He pointed to his experiences 
and interpretations related to the ‘world event’ of 11 september 2001 as something 
of a turning point, as did nearly everyone in the group of friends of which he was 
a part. Manuel (who was 23 in 2004) commented:
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That was a decisive moment. (…) Some saw the evil of the world, some saw 
the way the West controlled the others. People around me understood a little 
more after that incident. At least for people in my generation this has been very 
important. We discussed it over and over. Earlier, many supported the US. After 
september 11th, many started to look at history, at all the aggressions that the 
us had shown against other countries, the invasions of afghanistan and later 
Iraq. It wasn’t hard to see that the invading of Iraq was all for the oil (…). The 
West has stolen more from other parts of the world than no one else. (…) … and 
the differences between rich and poor just increase. More fear has been created 
against the Muslims. Do not misunderstand; I do not support the terrorists, even 
if I do have some understanding for the act, for the need to do something. But 
Islamic militants are someone else than ordinary folks. The media make this 
contaminate the way Muslims are seen all over. And when America invades, 
they do not feel much pity on them because they are less human, sort of. They 
just want to generalise so that the fear for Islam becomes even stronger. (…)

five years earlier, politics were far from spoken of as something of interest among 
the Rudenga youngsters. This awakening of political consciousness and the 
accompanying process of reflection had also been stimulated through the medium 
of expressions of popular culture, here in the shape of rap-music. As Manuel put 
it (2004):

Rap music made us think more for ourselves. And the more we thought that way, 
the more we saw. (…) We looked upon ourselves as coming from ‘the hood’, 
as the rappers put it. Our situation was, of, course, much ‘milder’, but we saw 
the similarities; we were more often harassed by the police, there were more 
foreigners here, and the places where they live are not as ‘fine’ as other places, 
like the west end places, you saw the class differences, sort of … (…) Cheap 
blocks here, expensive houses there. Why is it that way? Why are there so many 
‘blackies’ in a place like rudenga? there were so many questions we started 
to ask. (…) The political message of TuPac was very important. (…) He told 
us all what we felt, but did not manage to say. We knew very well that it was a 
different situation in the states, but we began to ask the same questions about 
our own place. 

Manuel here referred to the late rap-star, tuPac shakur, who to some extent had 
been inspired by his mother who had been involved in the highly politicized 
Black Panther movement. TuPac had delivered several lyrics where racism and 
related politics were a primary focus (George 1998). For several of the Rudengan 
youngsters, TuPac had long been a favorite. How did these elements influence 
Manuel’s new identificational direction towards what he termed the ‘international’? 
further on in the interview in 2004, i ask him if he still felt primarily spanish, as 
he had five years earlier. Manuel responded:
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No, I feel neither Norwegian nor Spanish … not even as European. I feel more 
like a citizen of the world. Earlier it was more important to belong to a country, 
but not now… Perhaps because it is the events of the world that have made me 
who I am. (…) I see myself as international …

To make a long story short: I suggest that Manuel’s shift in identificational 
orientation must be seen as related to a development where several important 
events and experiences from his childhood, his youth and his more recent 
years, – repeatedly underlining the stigma of both the place itself as well as its 
inhabitants – gradually have emerged to him as being related to more generalized 
power-relationships, that is, to what he sees as politics. And in the aftermath of 11 

september – that surely must be seen as what he refers to as ‘an event of the world’ 
– the increasing blame and scepticism towards the generalized ‘Muslims’, of which 
a high percentage live in rudenga, have added even more chains of interpretants 
to its stigma. Thus, it seems that Manuel – especially through these media for 
reflection (11  september, the rap lyrics of artists like tuPac) – has become able so 
see a wide range of related experiences as fitting into some patterns, the nature of 
which he still struggles to understand, but that he nevertheless relates to politics. 

i suggest that to discover that a wide range of previous experiences form a 
pattern (through the recognition of their repetition), tends, in one way or another, 
to generate a state from which one is able to reflect upon them as seen from a 
distance. From being more or less immersed in those experiences, one takes one 
step aside, so to speak, in such moments of relative insight. This process may 
of course also unfold more gradually, as when the interest in hip hop, among 
the Rudenga youngsters – that originally and for many subjectively was more 
motivated by the need for having fun, exploring skills as break-dancers, or 
simply being tough – gradually turned towards the words of an artist like tuPac, 
and where salient characteristics of the life worlds of the rappers, and those of 
multicultural Rudenga, could be seen as similar. In such a sense, the process of 
making sense of and to further understand their repeated experiences of exclusion, 
were taking some steps forward. Then, when a more large scale critical event 
like 11  september and its repercussions unfolded, not least in its train of media 
representations, more bits of such a puzzle seemed to find their fit for Manuel and 
his friends. Through checking countless discussion groups on the internet, watching 
the satirical-political films of Michael Moore, reading papers, and discussing 
intensely among themselves, it was conclusively interpreted as expressions of a 
war between the white, affluent, capitalist and imperialist west, represented by the 
US (further fuelled by their position in the Middle East conflict), on the one hand, 
and the poor countries, especially the Muslim world with whom they identified in 
several ways, on the other, without directly acclaiming Bin Laden, that is. While 
tuPac and rap lyrics helped creating cognitive distance through making them see 
similarities with their own life world on the level of everyday life, the complex 
of events related to 11 september seemed to have helped creating such distance 
through revealing a similar pattern of suppression and exclusion on a much larger 
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scale, thereby extending the frames considerably within which they understand 
themselves and their life world.

on such a background, it is not surprising that Manuel infers that an identity 
as Norwegian is highly problematic. And when he also describes – as do several 
of his friends – how he also feels too different (too norwegian) when he visits 
his family’s land of origin, the conclusion of identifying with what he terms ‘the 
international’ – indicating a more cosmopolitan stance – must be seen as obviously 
‘logical’. 

In other words, he no longer associates towards a more specified, parental 
background- country-nation-soil-based identity that at least played a greater role to 
both him and his fellow youngsters in earlier years; instead, through this cognitive 
shift and a subjective clarification of ‘what’s going on’, he now associates to 
something that both overarches and joins these differences, in the shape of being 
‘international’ and a ‘citizen of the world’. From their earlier days of being in a 
mode characterized by what i have termed ‘hybridity-in-itself’, where the youths’ 
community of differences tended to be more or less taken for granted, these new 
insights and corresponding attitudes – closely related to the emergence of what 
Marxists would call class consciousness – may have been, perhaps, better seen as 
a reflection of ‘hybridity-for-itself’ (as explained above), which in this case was 
articulated as a series of explicitly political statements. 

Hybridity, ‘Participation’ and ‘the Poetics of Dwelling’

i have argued that the processes of hybridization among the rudengan youngsters 
had their foundational basis in two experiential complexes. The first was the 
repeated experience over a larger time span of mutually receiving positive 
confirmation and social support, both in terms of the small dramas fundamental 
to social relationships, as well as in the larger dramas that emerged when larger 
issues were at stake.

it is on such an experiential background, i suggest, that Manuel earlier came 
to see his friends (of turkish, Pakistani, norwegian and other backgrounds) as 
‘spanish’, while Miriam in 2004 sees herself (of Botswanean background) as ‘a 
little turkish, Pakistani, norwegian, african’ etcetera. For Manuel, a paradox 
appears in the feeling that the many are united in the one, while for Miriam, the 
one is, paradoxically, dispersed in the many, so to speak. Both these cases can be 
seen as exemplifying a tendency to a radical identifying with his or her fellow 
youngsters that at the same time are clearly recognized as originally having a 
different background to the one who identifies with them in such ways. At least 
as expressed in such ways of speaking, they both reveal a tendency where the 
difference between the self and their social environment to some extent is marked 
as somehow dissolved. And such a tendency towards seeing the continuity between 
oneself and your other, is what has been further developed, also cognitively, in 
the shifting processes of identification and of emerging politicized consciousness 
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as described above. But are there other, and perhaps supplementing ways to 
understand such a phenomenon?

in a recent book, tim ingold argues for an approach to the understanding of 
human knowledge that is embedded in what he terms ‘a poetics of dwelling’ , 
which is closely connected with the concept of habitus (Ingold 2004). Such a 
conceptualization has emerged in the attempt to trace the processes through which 
various groups of hunters and gatherers have developed their relationship to their 
environment, so as to express a more or less explicit identification with animals 
and various natural phenomena, including what in western terms is seen as 
inorganic material. According to Ingold, these processes reflect a knowledge that 
is neglected in understanding within other kinds of ‘dwelling’, including within 
recent Western societies. As Ingold notes, this knowledge is:

… not of a formal, authorised kind, transmissible in contexts outside those of 
its practical application. On the contrary, it is based in feeling, consisting in the 
skills, sensitivities and orientations that have developed through long experience 
of conducting one’s life in a particular environment. (Ingold 2004: 25) 

the knowledge that emerges from the ‘poetics of dwelling’ is contrasted to a 
more formalized knowledge that is transmitted outside the context in which it 
has its primary relevance. This formalized knowledge relies heavily upon what 
Ingold refers to as ‘cold logic’ (ibid.), which reflects nothing but the ideals of the 
dis-interested observations of Western science. The opposite is thus ‘interested 
knowledge’, in all its aspects, that is knowledge invested with the effort towards 
whatever the projects of the life-world in question might be. In accordance with 
such a line of thought, the utterances of Manuel and Miriam, seem to relate 
strongly to the emotional configurations characteristic for Rudenga; an area that 
is stigmatized, where dense contiguity is characteristic, where relatively intimate 
knowledge about each other and their families is easily available, where many 
have become close friends, and the level of trust among the insiders is relatively 
high. 

this must also been seen as interacting with the second experiential complex 
that these youngsters share, in the shape of racist and class related exclusion. 
and as we have seen, for many of the youths growing up in such an environment, 
these tensions are, at least in the early stages, probably more felt and immersed in 
concrete experience than thought about in a more distanciated way, all in line with 
the mode of knowledge that Ingold tries to encircle. 

A similar perspective concerning the phenomena of radical identification 
has also been described by tambiah in his further development of levy-Bruhl’s 
concept of ‘participation’, understood again as a deep form of identification with 
parts of one’s environment: 

Participation can be represented as occurring when persons, groups, animals, 
places, and natural phenomena are in a relation of contiguity, and translate that 
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relation into one of existential immediacy and contact and shared affinities. 
(tambiah 1991: 107)

Such identification is, if I understand Tambiah right, emerging from the long term 
experience of continuing contact and indeed participation with the environment. 
and even if the quote above refers especially to relations of participation between 
humans and non-human elements of the environment, it points in the same 
direction as Ingolds ‘poetics of dwelling’. If this is also a valid perspective for 
the understanding of more recent contexts, then the inclination towards radical 
identification with their social environment among the Rudenga youngsters, can 
be seen along similar lines. The phenomenon of ‘participation’ along the lines 
outlined by tambiah/levy Bruhl may thus be seen as the interpretational outcome 
of a ‘poetics of dwelling’ stemming from a habitus with the characteristics outlined 
above.

Conclusion: Experience and Processual interpretation Versus the Crudeness 
of ‘Culturalism’

i have suggested that the rudengan youngsters have become indexical signs to 
each other insofar as their physical appearances create interpretants that point to 
the experiences they have shared. This logic would then read: ‘The more we are 
in contact, and our contact is experienced as mutually beneficial and necessary for 
our existential needs, the more we identify with each other.’ and when Manuel 
sees the similarities between rudenga and his friends, on the one hand, and the 
‘hoods’ of the rappers, on the other (they are more often harassed by the police, 
there are more ‘foreigners’ in rudenga, the class differences are large, the place 
itself is less ‘fine’ and so on), this makes up not only an iconic sign, in the sense 
that the situation in rudenga resembles the situation described in the rap lyrics, 
and thereby are read and interpreted with the help of this media of popular culture; 
in so far as the rudenga youngsters recognize that they also share this situation 
with each other, they are also iconic signs to each other, in the sense that: ‘you are 
like me’ and vice versa. 

From such a position there is a small step towards a more radical identification, 
as in Miriam’s case, when she declares to feel both a little ‘Pakistani, turkish, 
African and Norwegian’. And when she also includes ‘Kingston-Jamaican’, with 
an explicit reference to reggae king, Bob Marley, the power of the medium of 
popular culture to direct feelings of identification, is further underlined: ‘as Bob 
Marley was ‘half’ (black/white), so are we from rudenga composite in a similar 
way’ she seems to say. As understood on the background of the very context 
in which she has grown up, with close friends with backgrounds from a wide 
variety of the world, such a radical statement may well be seen as an expression 
of ‘participation’ stemming from the ‘poetics of dwelling’ of their habitus. In this 
way, hybridization must be seen as an interpretational outcome of the processes 
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deeply embedded in the shared social experiences of the multicultural situation as 
it appears in their place of dwelling.

When such fine grained, nuanced and indeed creative processes are appearing 
within the milieus of multicultural youth, in the low class, often stigmatized suburbs 
such as rudenga, the perhaps greatest paradox is the simplifying crudeness with 
which their identities are written about in the media, where the use of terms like 
‘immigrant youth’, ‘Pakistanis’, ‘somalis’, ’Morroccans’ and the like – all in line 
with the ‘culturalist ethos’ – leaves no room for such processes of polyvalence, 
transformation and emerging articulation that I here have tried to describe.8
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Chapter 12  

‘Mix, Just Mix and see What happens’: 
girls in a super-diverse amsterdam 

neighbourhood 
Marion den uyl and lenie Brouwer

it comes down to this: if you cut each other open, then the same blood comes 
out, one colour. One colour. So, I socialise with everybody. With everyone 
who respects me, you have to respect each other. So I socialise with different 
people. With people from Bonaire, Cura�ao, Surinam, Africa, Korea, even from 
Morocco, actually with everybody (Anna, 22, Aruban background).

Anna, whose parents came from Aruba to the Netherlands, is living in the Bijlmer 
in amsterdam, a neighbourhood with a population consisting mainly of non-
western migrants from a range of more than one hundred countries. In this chapter, 
girls from the Bijlmer, especially their networks and their identity formation, are 
at the centre of focus. Anna, who studies to be a youth worker, is proud of the 
multicultural identity of her neighbourhood, and she loves the Bijlmer. However, 
she is also aware of the negative image of the area. The Bijlmer is a so-called ‘black 
neighbourhood’, and in the netherlands black schools and districts are considered 
inferior to white schools and neighbourhoods. Furthermore, the neighbourhood is 
associated with criminality and seen as unsafe (Scheffer 2007: 88).

During the last decades quarters like the Bijlmer became populated by 
increasing streams of migrants, in particular from poor countries in the South. 
the dutch reaction to these streams of migrants has been marked by a good deal 
of ambivalence. Initially migrants tended to be welcomed, diversity was generally 
seen as enriching, and the Dutch felt confirmation of their centuries-old tradition 
of openness and tolerance. Around the turn of the century, however, a growing 
awareness of increasing segregation within the labour market manifested itself 
in schools and in neighbourhoods like the Bijlmer. Migrants began to be seen as 
players in the Multicultural drama, a description used by Paul scheffer (2000) in 
his slightly provocative and highly discussed article.

The problem of migrant integration has been further intensified by a growing 
discontent with regard to the Muslim population, and with Moroccans in particular.1 

1 The tension between native Dutch and Muslims were intensified by the attacks of 11 
September in the US and by the murder of Dutch polemic writer and filmmaker Theo van 
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the religious background of Muslims is not only considered as essential for their 
identity, but also held responsible for social unrest and arrears in educational and 
labour market results. Moreover, De Koning (2008: 79) has argued that they are 
often judged as a religious group and not on an individual basis. Under pressure 
of growing criticism the traditional dutch integration strategy, which emphasized 
the ethnic, cultural and religious identities of immigrants during their process of 
integration, has been criticized. Several scholars have suggested that the social 
recognition of cultural identity leads to an unplanned and unwanted hierarchy 
of different cultural groups, and consequently to increasing segregation (smets 
and Den Uyl 2008). The identification with culture and religion of origin may 
also hinder migrants in reaching the same school results and labour possibilities 
as their Dutch neighbours. Halleh Ghorashi (2006: 3) argues that this so-called 
paradox of cultural recognition, and the search for a new perspective, must be seen 
as an important issue for new multicultural societies. This urge to find solutions, 
according to robert Putnam (2007: 137), concerns all modern societies, because 
they all can, without any doubt, expect an increase in diversity in the near future. 
the question then might be how to develop a society in which diversity can exist 
in a meaningful and sustainable way. 

Putnam (2000) also suggests that an important means to obtaining a better and 
more secure position in society – of great importance for socially disadvantaged 
groups – lies in the use of social networks. He argues that within this context social 
capital, defined as ‘social networks and the associated norms of reciprocity and 
trustworthiness’ (Putnam 2007: 137), has an inherent value. In his work on the loss 
of community feeling and trust in american society he argues that when people 
have higher levels of social capital their lives are more successful and children 
grow up healthier, safer, and better educated; moreover, democracy and economy 
work better (ibid.: 138). To develop oneself to get a higher position, or more status 
and power, one needs to have bridging social capital. In other words, one must have 
‘ties to people who are unlike you in some important ways’ (ibid.: 143). Bonding 
social capital, ties with people and groups like you, is also significant, because 
these relations make you feel accepted and loved. However, bonding social ties 
tend to reinforce exclusive identities that are based on homogenous social groups, 
while bridging ties provide space for more open and diffuse identities. 

The Bijlmer is characterized by an increasing diversity of migrants from different 
continents: latin america (surinam, dutch antilles, dominican republic), africa 
(Ghana, Nigeria, Cameroon) and Asia (Pakistan, India, China, Indonesia). This 
diversity shows different ethnic origins, but also different languages, cultural 
habits and religion. Besides a mosque and a Hindu temple, there are numerous 
Catholic and protestant churches, often centred around a particular pastor or priest. 
This large variety of immigrant groups means that Bijlmer children grow up in a 
context of super-diversity, a term introduced by Vertovec (2006: 1) to identify the 
relatively new, intensified forms of multicultural coexistence in neighbourhoods 

Gogh on religious grounds by a Muslim.
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and cities. He refers to current changes in Britain when he discusses the concept 
of super-diversity, which is:

… a notion intended to underline a level and kind of complexity surpassing 
anything the country has previously experienced. Such a condition is 
distinguished by a dynamic interplay of variables among an increased number 
of new, small and scattered, multiple-origin, transnationally connected, socio-
economically differentiated and legally stratified immigrants who have arrived 
over the last decade (Vertovec 2006: 1).

Vertovec examines the new patterns of creolization2 that accompany increasing 
super-diversity. With respect to the appearance of Creole languages and the 
practices of crossing or code-switching within recent and actual experiences 
– expressions of super-diversity – he indicates that young people in particular 
invent these practices (Vertovec 2007: 1046). According to Vertovec, this ‘super-
diversity’ has not been elaborated on or discussed much in multicultural debates, 
because researchers and policymakers have not yet fully realized the consequences 
of the changing multi-ethnic context. For instance, an approach focused on simple 
ethnicity seems to be inadequate and inappropriate for dealing with the current 
dynamics of inclusion and exclusion in global cities (ibid.: 1025).3

The super-diverse context of the Bijlmer throws an interesting light on the 
discussion concerning cultural recognition and its relation with some of the 
aforementioned elements, such as growing contradictions and segregation between 
different groups in society. Putnam (2007: 138) found in his recent research on 
increasing diversity in the united states that in the short run ‘immigration and 
ethnic diversity challenge social solidarity and inhibit social capital’. This negative 
note is based on his findings that people tend to hunker down and restrict their 
involvement in social activities and organizations when their social environment 
changes through growing diversity. He concludes that: ‘Many Americans today 
are uncomfortable with diversity’ (ibid.: 158). This is, however, not the end of 
his argument. He argues that ethnic diversity is not only inevitable, but also, on 

2 Creolization refers to the process of mixing cultural practises, languages, or 
symbols, which leads to new cultural forms as a consequence of increasing globalization 
(Hannerz 1992: 264–266). 

3 Personal networks enacted in every day life come to the forefront in a study conducted 
among five immigrant groups (Chinese, Kurdish, Gujarati, Polish and Bangladeshi) in 
London and Manchester (Alexander et al. 2007). The researchers found ‘networks that 
were more fragmented, contingent and even haphazard than is usually suggested in a 
discussion of community’ (ibid.: 790). Nevertheless, these networks functioned as a means 
to find friendship, mutual assistance, and solidarity in the new surroundings, in particular 
for newly arrived immigrants. Besides their role as a safety net and source of support, these 
networks also seem to function as a buffer against racism and hostility (ibid.: 795).
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balance, desirable and an important social asset. Therefore, it is important that in 
the long run: 

successful immigrant societies create new forms of social solidarity and dampen 
the negative effect of diversity by constructing new, more encompassing 
identities. Thus, the central challenge of modern, diversifying societies is to 
create a new, broader, sense of ‘we’ (2007: 138–139). 

this plea for a broader sense of ‘we’ resembles ghorashi’s plea for a ‘thin’ or more 
inclusive dutch identity, as opposed to the present ‘thick’ identity, which excludes 
various – ethnic, cultural, religious – forms of being Dutch (Ghorashi 2006: 31). In 
our chapter we try to place notions of experiencing self, friends, neighbourhood, 
and ties with people like you and unlike you in the context of this concept of 
a more inclusive, broader, sense of ‘we’. Our findings are based on qualitative 
research on youth, especially on girls, that we conducted in 2006 and 2007 with 
several groups of anthropology students in the Bijlmer.4 We applied a range of 
methods of data collection, including taped interviews and several focus group 
sessions. We attended school evenings, went to churches and to the local shopping 
centre. During these visits we had the opportunity to talk with key informants such 
as youth workers and teachers. 

in anthropological studies of youth, the agency of young people – who are also 
referred to as cultural or competent agents – is considered to be a crucial perspective 
(Bucholtz 2002; Wulff 1995: 8; Valentine et al. 1998: 22). We argue that girls are 
not passive bearers of their culture, but rather that they act as active agents. In this 
discussion, we especially follow ortner (1996) who advocates the proposition that 
we should look for agency and for significant intentionality in our studies. In her 
words, agency is ‘defined minimally as a sense that the self is an authorized social 
being’ (ibid.: 10). Even socially or politically marginalized subjects are capable of 
historical transformation: ‘the challenge is to picture indissoluble formations of 
structurally embedded agency and intentional structures’ (ibid.: 12). 

We will look at the identity formation – including the search for a new and 
broader sense of ‘we’ – and at the social networks of girls in the Bijlmer. our main 
question is: what does living in the Bijlmer mean for the identity formation and 
social networks of girls? After introducing the neighbourhood, we will first focus 
on the process of identity formation of the girls in this super-diverse neighbourhood, 
and subsequently we will examine the influence of this neighbourhood on their 
networks. 

4 In the project Amsterdam Global Village, four masters degree students and several 
groups of bachelors degree students participated. Thanks to the various groups of students 
(especially with regard to research on hip-hop, gospel, sexuality, kraaiennest, VMBo-
youth, migrant churches, the weekend school, sport, networks, future, friendships and 
music) for their enthusiasm and valuable contributions. 
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The Bijlmer: A Super-diverse Neighbourhood

The building of the Bijlmer, also called Bijlmermeer, started towards the end of 
the sixties in order to find space for the overcrowding city during the years after 
World War II. The new quarter in the former Bijlmermeer polder, just southeast of 
Amsterdam, was primarily constructed as high-rises in a green, open space. The 
first residents were the native white middleclass during a time when Amsterdam 
still was a predominantly white city. This white middle class, however, began to 
leave the Bijlmer when the overspill cities of Amsterdam started building single-
family houses with gardens and before all of the planned high-rises were finished. 
Soon, the empty apartments were again filled, thanks to large-scale migration 
in the seventies. Many migrants from former colony Surinam, which gained its 
independence in 1975, arrived in the Bijlmer. They were followed by migrants 
from the antilles, additional latin american countries, and also from countries in 
Africa and Asia. In a less than ten years the Bijlmer changed from a predominantly 
native dutch area into a predominantly migrant area, or, as is commonly and 
succinctly expressed in Dutch: from a ‘white’ into a ‘black’ neighbourhood.

In the eighties the Bijlmer became known for its high and increasing rates of 
criminality, unemployment, and illegal activities. Drug addicts and dealers found 
a place in the kasbah-like structures under the high-rises. In the beginning of the 
nineties the housing corporation that owned the high-rises decided to launch a 
thorough restructuring programme. The aim was to change the area to resemble 
the norm, i.e. to be more like other Amsterdam neighbourhoods with regard to key 
issues such as employment, income, school results, and safety (Frieling 2004). 
Paradoxically, during this restructuring process, which started in 1992 and is still 
going on, the Bijlmer became in certain aspects more unlike other amsterdam 
neighbourhoods. The percentage of non-western residents increased and the 
number of female-headed households rose.5 

one of the goals of the restructuring operation has been to stimulate the rise 
of a black middle class (kwekkeboom 2002) and the planners are content that 
almost all of the new houses have been bought by residents with non-western 
roots, mainly by Surinamese. If this development continues the Bijlmer will, 
indeed, have shifted from a disadvantaged black neighbourhood into a more or less 
average amsterdam neighbourhood, albeit one that will be primarily populated by 
descendents of migrants. 

In 2007 the Bijlmer counted slightly more than 43,000 residents. Immigrants 
of non-western countries made up 74 per cent of the population. The largest group 
of these non-western immigrants, 37 per cent, consisted of Surinamese people.6 

5 in 1994 the percentage of dutch in the renewal area, which covers the largest part 
of the Bijlmer was 21 per cent and in 2005 it had decreased to 14.8 per cent (De Kleuver 
and Nauta 2006: 18).

6 The background of the Surinamese population in the Bijlmer is ethnically and 
religiously diverse: there are Christian Creoles, hindustanis who originally came from 
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the largest african group was from ghana, counting for around 10 per cent of 
the population. Finally, migrants from western countries formed 7 per cent of 
the population, and native dutch 19 per cent of the population (onderzoek and 
Statistiek 2007a). 

there were twice as many households with one parent as there were with 
two parents in the area, and two-thirds of the Bijlmer children grew up in single-
parent households (De Kleuver and Nauta 2006). Single-parent households were 
especially prominent among Surinamese, Antillean and various African groups. 
the causes and characteristics of these female-headed family structures were 
diverse. The Surinamese (Creole), and Antilleans are labelled matrifocal, on the 
basis of the important role of women as mothers and income-earners (Ypeij and 
Steenbeek 2001). The relative fragile marriage structure among these groups, 
which often resulted in single parenthood, was rooted in a history of slavery and 
poverty (Wekker 2006). The Ghanaian people in the Bijlmer consisted mainly 
of Twi-speaking matrilineal groups. The process of migration, together with 
the relatively open sexual and marriage structure of some matrilineal people, 
contributed to the high incidence of single parenthood among these groups. 
Adjusting to new marriage codes in the process of migration and settling oneself 
into new surroundings was often difficult (Kraan 2001). 

despite the spatial and social renewal programmes mentioned above, the area 
was still one of the poorest Amsterdam neighbourhoods. More than 40 per cent of 
the youth (below 18 years) grew up in households, which belonged to the lowest 
Dutch income category (Onderzoek and Statistiek 2004). Crime rates, in particular 
drug-related crime rates, continued to be a problem, and youth crime rates were 
among the highest in Amsterdam.

With respect to youth in the Bijlmer, there existed a notion of criminal and 
sometimes violent behaviour among boys, and promiscuity and prostitution 
among teenage girls. Several reports and newspaper articles discussed teenage sex 
in exchange for a ‘breezer’ – a Big Mac or a cell phone card (Korf et al. 2005). 
however, it was also clear that this extensively discussed promiscuous behaviour 
did not reflect the actual behaviour of most Bijlmer girls, but rather took hold due 
to the negative feelings of white native people about the Bijlmer and its population. 
In fact, research confirms that only a minority of the teenage girls were actually 
involved in (casual) street prostitution or sex parties (GGD 2006; De Jong 2007).

The anthropologist Bowen Paulle (2005), who conducted in-depth field 
research at two different schools, one in the Bijlmer and one in the New York 
borough of the Bronx, worked for three years as a teacher at a Bijlmer secondary 
school, where children between twelve and sixteen year received pre-vocational 
education. Paulle perceived that numerous pupils from different ethnic backgrounds 
were quite vulnerable and easily disturbed. He also observed frequent emotional 
outbursts and found that it was hard to teach in this unstable school climate. In 
the Bijlmer he reported that the most disruptive ‘street’ and ‘hard’ students found 

India, both Muslim and Hindu, and also people of Chinese and Javanese descent. 
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almost exclusively among african-surinamese and african-antillean youth, 
while he also saw many soft-spoken and mild-mannered youth (e.g. Hindustani-
Surinamese), who were often labelled as ‘soft’ or ‘nerdy’ (Paulle 2005: 117). A 
more positive finding of Paulle’s research was that most pupils finally succeeded 
in finishing school, while only a minority dropped out (ibid.: 185). 

More recent research on the same Bijlmer secondary school site for Paulle’s 
study was carried out by Mary Lou Goossens (2007). In order to collect research 
materials for her master’s thesis she worked as a homework assistant at the school. 
thirteen and fourteen year old girls told goossens that they wanted to become 
hairdressers or ground stewardesses, while boys noted that they would like to be 
soccer players or musicians. Nearly all the pupils could name something that they 
were good at: rapping, singing, athletics, football, street dance, salsa, or, even in a 
few cases, mathematics. The pupils liked school, and said that it was important to 
obtain a diploma (Goossens 2007).

These different portrayals of pupils and schools not only reflect different 
research situations, but also the complex nature of identity formation in this 
deprived urban neighbourhood. On the one hand, these pupils were viewed as ‘the 
waste bin of the waste bin’,7 yet on the other hand they also proudly identified with 
black figures, including black movie stars, musicians, models and sportsmen (Den 
Uyl and Brouwer 2009). In the next section of this chapter we elaborate on this 
complex nature of girls’ identity, and its relation to the super-diverse context in 
which they grew up. In the final section we take a deeper look at the social networks 
of the girls, using Putnam’s notion of bonding and bridging social capital. 

identify Formation: Switching and Crossing

Almost all of the girls who participated in the research were born in the Bijlmer 
or arrived there when they were still young. The Bijlmer was the place where 
they played at the playgrounds, went to school, and made their first friends. 
hartman (2007) recently conducted a study in a local community centre in the 
area. She reported that while the ‘black’ teenage girls she met there came from 
disadvantaged backgrounds and experienced problems such as teenage pregnancy 
and high dropout rates, at the same time, they were fun-loving, outgoing teens, 
and involved in strong friendships. Locality seemed to be an important source 
of identification for these girls. Indeed, in the local street language, they referred 
to the neighbourhood as their home: Bimre mi osso, Bijlmer my home (Hartman 
2007).

7 one of the teachers of the school said that she was teaching ‘the waste bin of theone of the teachers of the school said that she was teaching ‘the waste bin of the 
waste bin’. By this, she was referring to the pupils with the lowest educational ability in the 
most deprived district, the Bijlmer. However, most other teachers displayed a rather more 
positive attitude towards their pupils (Goossens 2007).
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during our study, we found that the girls who grew up in the neighbourhood 
experienced the Bijlmer as cosy, nice and beautiful, as ‘[a] cool place to chill 
with their friends’. The neighbourhood functioned as a place where one could 
feel accepted: ‘i can walk here in my african dress and nobody will stare at 
me’, Abigail, 19, explained. Thanks to the presence of so many different ethnic 
and religious groups, there was no pressure to behave in a particular way, as 
in Abigail’s words, ‘[like] a proper Pakistani, proper Dutch or whatever else’. 
renuka, a hindustani-surinamese girl who lived with her mother, brother, and 
sisters, was proud of her hindustani descent and liked hindustani dresses, and also 
felt at home in the Bijlmer: 

My own neighbourhood is everything to me. It is the place where I grew up, 
where things feel familiar, the place where my friends live. It is just my life. 
When i am in surinam, then they see that i am dutch, but when i am in the 
Bijlmer, I know that I belong here. 

An important role model – and an important source of identification – for each 
girl was her mother. Girls talked about their mothers with love and admiration. 
Their mothers were seen as a powerful source of identification in a local culture 
where the majority of children grew up in female-headed households. Mothers 
were in charge of their households, raised children and earned an income. But 
mothers were also confronted with problems such as low incomes and frequently, 
with disappointing relationships with men. These women presented an ambivalent 
image: on the one hand they appeared to be strong and confident, but on the other 
hand they also presented an image of vulnerability, particularly when it came to 
male-female relationships (Den Uyl and Brouwer 2009). Girls learned from their 
mothers that men might be attractive, but that they were also dangerous and not to 
be trusted. As a result mothers transmitted feelings of distrust and disappointment 
in men to their daughters. This often painful ambivalence was observed to be 
a characteristic of african-Caribbean and african-surinamese male-female 
relationships (Terborg 2002; Wekker 2006).8

The girls expressed that they were proud of their roots and traditions. Valerie, 
19, and of surinamese background, declared that one must ‘never to forget where 
you come from, never to deny your origins’. The cultural traditions of her country 
of origin were also important to Merve, 15, whose parents had come from Turkey. 
Merve noted that she loved what she learned at her dutch school, and she and her 
two sisters projected a future in the Netherlands. They spoke Dutch fluently, while 
their parents still struggled with words and pronunciation: 

8 hesse-Biber and her fellow researchers have conducted research among african-
american teenage girls and argue that black mothers act as mediators between black culture 
and the dominant culture: it is their role to instil in children the coping mechanisms needed 
to survive in the larger world (Hesse-Biber et al. 2004: 64).
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At home we talk Turkish with our parents, and we have been raised Turkish. 
the difference between home and school is that at home we talk about religion, 
while at school, we don’t. Our parents don’t know much about the Netherlands, 
which can sometimes be a bit difficult. At school we learn many things, this 
week we learned about the stars, astronomy, and about Dutch poems. We also 
learn that it is important to respect people. That is what my parents tell us too. 

the strong feelings for their ethnic origins did not mean that these girls wished 
to return to their parent’s country of origin; they perceived their future in the 
Netherlands. Switching between Surinam and the Netherlands or between Turkey 
and the Netherlands, like Renuka and Merve, did not seem to cause great problems. 
they seemed accustomed to expressing themselves in different languages in 
different situations, and to dressing themselves appropriately according to the 
situation at hand.

Many of the girls learned to handle different cultures or languages. Narisha, 
13, and of Pakistani background, was in her first year at a pre-vocational school. 
her parents had divorced when she was young and at the time of the study she 
lived with her mother, who had been raised in England. She lived in one of the 
high-rise apartments with her mother, brother and sister. She explained her cultural 
and ethnic orientation: ‘Firstly, I feel Pakistani, I am actually quite proud of it’. 
Narisha wore Pakistani clothes occasionally, but preferred western dresses. She 
also switched between different languages: ‘When i visit my father, we talk urdu, 
but at home, with my mother, she switches to english, but with my brother and little 
sister I talk Dutch. That is what we learn at school’. She had recently visited her 
parents’ original homeland and noted of the visit: ‘Pakistan is really different from 
the Netherlands, it is more open and the people are more hospitable.’ Although 
narisha liked her parents’ homeland very much, she still saw her future in the 
Bijlmer, explaining that this was ‘because I am born and bred here’. 

While some girls cherished the moments they shared with migrants with the 
same background, others showed less interest in their country of origin. Hope, 18, 
who was a member at one of the local Pentecostal churches, mentioned that she 
and her ghanaian friends felt ‘totally ghanaian’ when they attended the sunday 
services or when they wore Ghanaian dresses at a Ghanaian party. Danicia, sixteen, 
however said that she did not care much about roots or traditions. She noted that 
while she was proud to be a ‘real aruban’ and liked carnival, for the most part she 
seemed to feel no need to be bothered about roots, because after all, she lived in 
Amsterdam. Residing in the Netherlands was also important to Sina, 18, who had 
a surinamese background:

I actually feel quite Dutch. My ancestors originally are from India; I am of 
Hindustani descent. It is good to know where your roots are, but don’t make it 
bigger than it is. We don’t talk Surinamese at home, I can understand it, but we 
don’t speak it. My mother thinks it is very important to talk Dutch, because we 
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live in the Netherlands. If you want to reach something, you need to speak the 
language well. 

Not only were cultural traditions and languages fluid and dynamic, but religious 
faith was as well. Sina’s parents, who were divorced, both espoused different 
religions – her father was a hindu and her mother a roman Catholic – but they 
did not want to choose one of these faiths for their daughter. Therefore, according 
to Sina, ‘it is mixed’; she liked the fact that she knew both religions. She noted 
that her mother had always said that she was free to choose her own religion, as 
long as she believed in one God. This freedom of religious choice was also given 
to Blessing, 17, who said that her Ghanaian Muslim parents did not object to the 
fact that she was visiting one of the Pentecostal churches, noting, ‘my mother says 
that it is all right, as long as I am serving God’. Rebecca, 17, who lived with her 
parents and sister suggested that feeling Dutch or feeling Ghanaian was not fixed, 
but negotiable:

I feel both Dutch and Ghanaian, both. At home I feel Dutch, because my parents 
are Ghanaian. I am not like them, so I feel different. My father likes Ghanaian 
food and my mother likes dutch food, white vegetables, like chicory and 
asparagus. I like both. But at school I feel Ghanaian, because then, with my 
Ghanaian friends at school, we sit together and we speak Twi. But actually, I 
think, someone who lives here and knows the Dutch culture is simply Dutch. 
So I am Dutch. 

Mixed background, and mixed loyalties could also be a source of fun, continued 
rebecca, who watched a ghana-dutch football match with the whole family: ‘We 
watched the game and then my father and my sister were cheering for ghana, 
but my mother and I were cheering for the Dutch. It was such a big fun and 
laughter!’

Girls such as Rebecca seemed able to express different sides of their identities. 
Rebecca felt Ghanaian at school and Dutch at home. She spoke both languages 
well and she loved the dishes from her father as well as those from her mother. 
none of the girls of our research expressed being troubled or confused when 
they talked about the changing or seemingly ambiguous contexts in which they 
lived. Rather, they perceived the super-diverse environment as part of their daily 
lives, as something to be proud of, and as a positive marker of their identities. 
Identity was not fixed for girls in the Bijlmer but was, rather, negotiable; it could 
change depending on time and place. These girls switched from one language to 
the next and from one cultural code to another. The super-diverse context of the 
neighbourhood taught them to develop cultural competences and gave them the 
freedom to be themselves. They felt at home, and safe, despite the fact that many 
of them came from poor single-parent households.
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Bijlmer Networks: Trust and Reciprocity

in a report on the social capital of youths in amsterdam (onderzoek and statistiek 
2007b: 10) it was concluded that youngsters with migrant backgrounds live more 
or less separate lives from native dutch youngsters, because they tend to go to 
different (black and white) schools, participate in different (black and white) sport 
clubs and even visit different (black and white) cinemas and dancing clubs when 
they go out. However, reports like this one on the social capital of the Amsterdam 
youths, tend to treat all different migrants groups as one uniform category 
of ‘allochthonous’. There is no eye for the intermingling of different cultures, 
languages, religions or traditions. Moreover, such a narrowed analysis leads to a 
rigid vision of a divided society, and misses important intercultural dynamics. Our 
observations of and interactions within the super-diverse area of Bijlmer suggested 
that these dynamics were more complex – and more challenging – than simply an 
interaction between ‘allochthonous’ and ‘natives’.

Friendships and larger networks of the girls in our research were influenced 
by the super-diverse context within which they lived. Girls state that they were 
proud to reside in a neighbourhood with so many different nationalities, religions 
and ethnicities. Mariah, 18, who came from Ghana, was living with her mother, 
stepfather and sisters, and described the Bijlmer as a ‘chill’ place, where one could 
make friends with all kinds of people:

if you are here, there are white people, surinamese, antilleans, ghanaians, 
Hindustanis; well it is all the same. There is no fuss about skin colour. No. That 
is the nice thing about the Bijlmer. Everyone who lives here is equal, well, you 
have white people here, I have a white friend, and he speaks fluently Surinamese, 
like a real Surinamese.

Circles of friends in the Bijlmer often had mixed ethnic and religious backgrounds. 
Melissa, 19, a rapper who had been born in Curacao, was part of a group of friends 
that consisted of musicians – boys as well as girls. The majority of this group had 
an Antillean or Dominican background. Melissa described the group of friends 
with whom she made music and hangs around:

As soon as you become thirteen, fourteen or fifteen, you start hanging out on 
the street. You start doing your own thing on the street, everybody gets its own 
group, that’s it. Then comes street language, and with that language everybody 
communicates, not only here, but nationally, everywhere. Our group is really 
seeing each other every day. You get used to each other. We met each other on 
the street, on school, when we were kids, and now we are still friends. 

several important qualities of friendship came up in a focus group discussion among 
Ghanaian youngsters. Here, everyone agreed that a person’s background was not 
what really counted – what mattered was that a friend ‘be trustworthy’, ‘help you 
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when you are in trouble’, ‘she must tell you when you are doing something wrong, 
be honest’, ‘the most important thing is that you can trust your friend’, ‘that you 
can have fun together, and talk, and understand each other’. These qualities of 
friendship – trust, honesty, understanding, and having fun together – signified that 
ties between peers were an important source of bonding social capital.

Youth culture in the Bijlmer was well-known – outside Amsterdam and even 
the Netherlands – for its music and street language. Bijlmer hip-hop groups and 
brass bands appeared at several national festivals. The local street language, which 
was used by many youngsters, had borrowed numerous words from sranang 
Tongo (Surinamese), Papiamento (Antillean) and English. The language was not 
static, but constantly changing and fluid, with its speakers continuously adding 
their own words. Appel (1999), who studied Bijlmer street language, suggests 
that the Bijlmer youth language has influenced other youth languages and youth 
cultures. The street language was considered cool and was a manner by which one 
distinguished oneself from the grown-up world, from figures such as teachers and 
parents. The language was also used to express mutual solidarity and to confirm 
bonds between youngsters. This shared and co-created language could be seen as an 
exchange of trust and reciprocity, related to the creation of a shared experience.

The Bijlmer youth culture seemed to be fluid and open enough to include 
native youths. Caroline, 20, of Dutch ethnic background, trained as an athlete 
every day at the local sports complex. She had been living in the Bijlmer for the 
past two years: 

When I started training here I had to get adjusted. Because, well you know, 
you are the only white person here. But, well, then for once you feel what they 
feel, isn’t it? Before I started living here my friends said about the Bijlmer that 
it is criminal and that all those high-rises look awful. Well, it turned out to be 
completely different. The high-rises are being renovated and it looks nice and 
green. It is cosy, in summer everybody lives outside, that is so nice. Everybody 
is friendly, greets. In our athletic group we are all friends. I do not experience 
myself as different. That is funny. They sometimes say: you are more Surinamese 
than Surinamese people.

it turns out that, at least among the youth, the local culture, with its super-diverse 
mixture of ethnic and religious elements, was able to bridge between natives and 
migrants. Caroline explained that she had to withstand prejudices before she had 
started living in the area. ‘They said, Oh Caroline goes to the Bijlmer! Are you 
crazy, what are you going to do there!’ 

Melissa, 19, and born in Curacao, was well aware of this negative image 
of the Bijlmer. She disagreed with it and noted that she had experienced the 
neighbourhood as being, in fact, a safe place: ‘About the Bijlmer, yes, they say it’s 
a black neighbourhood, only negroes there, that never can be all right. But I say, 
you should not think like that. No. Just come and live here for a while, just come 
with us, mix, I would say, just mix and see what happens.’
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An important source of togetherness was formed by the numerous Bijlmer 
migrant churches (Euser et al. 2007). A group of girls who attended a local 
Pentecostal church reported that all their girlfriends were from the same church 
and that they considered them family: ‘over the course of the years, we became 
closer: we’re now one big Gospel family’. Nathalie, 19, had begun visiting the 
church when she had been 16 years old. At that time her mother had fallen ill, and 
she was staying in the house with her brother. One of her cousins had invited her 
to come to his church:

i am a ghanaian, but i did have many ghanaian friends, my friends were 
Surinamese and Antillean. And I was not wearing Ghanaian dresses. I went to 
parties, I was wearing short skirts. But my life changed. Now God is the person 
I can trust. And I can tell you I found brothers and sisters in the church. We pray 
together, and we sing together. When I go to the church I wear Ghanaian clothes, 
and I have started to learn Ghanaian, I want to learn my language. 

although nearly all the girls had friends from different ethnic backgrounds, and 
proudly mentioned all the different ethnicities and religions they saw, the closest 
friends often had the same ethnic background. Several Surinamese girls explained 
that their best friends were their cousins who were living nearby and who they 
had known all their lives. Some Ghanaian girls, like Nathalie, noted that their 
best friend was someone from the same church and the same community. While 
different groups of migrants mixed in a few churches, most primarily attracted one 
ethnic or regional group, such as Africans, Koreans, or Antilleans.

local community centres organized activities such as break-dance classes, 
brass bands, or computer courses. The centres stimulated interest in positive role 
models; on the wall were posters of popular black stars such as Michael Jordan, Bob 
Marley, Malcolm X, TuPac and Oprah Winfrey. Youngsters who visited the centre 
found friends and shared activities, which enlarged their bonding social capital. In 
the Bijlmer these centres seemed to reach only a few groups, in particular, lower 
class youths with a Surinamese or Antillean background. 

With respect to enjoying friendships and feeling safe the neighbourhood offered 
a considerable amount of bonding social capital. Community centres and churches 
further contributed to this capital. However, in order to advance in life, to reach 
a position in society or to pursue a career, one also needs bridging social capital, 
knowledge and skills. Going to school and attaining a diploma was important in 
the Bijlmer, and daughters were pressed by their mothers to attend school and 
finish their education. ‘Your diploma is your man’ was a well-known Surinamese 
saying, which meant that men were less reliable than having a diploma and earning 
an income. The importance of studying and getting a diploma was stressed by the 
Ghanaian mother of Trinity. Trinity, 18, lived with her mother and sister and she 
studied to become a social worker:
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My mother is sweet, soft, nice, she is my friend, my mother, my father, she is just 
everything to me. Other Ghanaian mothers are more strict, but she gives me a lot 
of freedom, because she associates a lot with dutch people, so she has become a 
bit Dutch. But when she goes to church then she dresses like a Ghanaian woman, 
in African clothes. She also tells me a lot about Ghanaian culture. And she urges 
me to study. You must study! Trinity, go studying! Trinity, go to school! Go to 
school!

Valerie, 19, and of surinamese descent, lived with her mother, a teacher, and with 
her older sister. Her father lived in Suriname. Although she was glad to live in 
the Bijlmer, she envisioned her future life outside the neighbourhood. She had 
finished the fifth grade of secondary school and planned to go to the university the 
following year:

I am used to live in the Bijlmer, I could not live in a Dutch village, that would 
be too white for me. I like the diversity of groups here, it is part of me, it feels 
good. At school the teachers stimulate us to think about our future. We were send 
for a visit to the university. So last week I visited an open day at the university. 
It was quite different than what I usually see! I saw mainly white people. I 
did not notice any black youths. I will have to adapt myself, that is for sure. I 
think it will be hard work, but I really want to try it. I am interested in learning 
more about small children, although earlier my goal was to become a business 
woman. Unfortunately, I am bad in economics. And I also like to travel, but I 
do not know what you have to study to become a travelling reporter. So I do not 
know yet what I want to become later. In any case I want to achieve something in 
my life, a good job in which I earn enough money to travel or to buy a house.

another surinamese girl, Priscilla, 19, was a student of higher professional 
education. She too stressed the need to obtain a diploma: ‘School is very 
important, with a diploma you can always find work. I am the only girl who 
studies engineering. Once I was thinking of stopping my study, but the teachers 
encouraged me to continue. Now I will finish my study next year’.

Bijlmer youths, encouraged by their parents and teachers, sought various ways 
out of the neighbourhood. Many of the girls in our research project pictured a future 
in other parts of the Netherlands or outside the Netherlands. Nearly 50 per cent of 
the youths who followed the higher trajectories of secondary education, went to a 
school outside their own neighbourhood (Babeliowski and de Boer 2007). 

although many natives seemed to be hesitant to mix with migrants such as 
the Bijlmer girls, the girls themselves did not seem to be very bothered by this 
attitude. They lived in a safe and enjoyable environment, which for many of them 
served as a foundation for pursuing a good and respectable position in society.
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Conclusion: identities Like many-sided Crystals

our research focused on the identity and social networks of girls in the amsterdam 
Bijlmer, a so-called ‘black’ area, plagued by problems of poverty and criminality. 
a large-scale restructuring operation that had aimed at making the neighbourhood 
more liveable began in 1992 and is still going on today. The restructuring was 
directed towards the emancipation of migrants, especially towards supporting a 
‘black’ middle class. Although this new ‘black’ middle class has, indeed, slowly 
risen in the Bijlmer, it has not formed the main population, because new poor and 
non-western migrants continue to arrive. Moreover, the native ‘white’ population 
has continued to leave the area. 

The Bijlmer is a super-diverse neighbourhood, with people from more than 
one hundred nationalities, with different religions, ethnicities, and languages. We 
examined the influence of this super-diverse environment on the identity and social 
networks of girls. Our observations and interactions suggested that the girls in our 
research felt at home and at ease in the Bijlmer. The super-diverse character of the 
neighbourhood filled them with pride; the area was described as a special setting, 
as a cool and safe place. Friendships between girls crossed ethnic and religious 
boundaries. In their friendships, the girls stressed values such as trust, honesty, and 
being able to have fun together.

Youth culture in the Bijlmer expressed itself in the form of rap, hip-hop, and 
brass band music, which was also well-known outside the neighbourhood. Street 
language also formed an important element in creating a sense of unity. The open 
character of youth culture in the Bijlmer allowed native Dutch to participate in this 
culture as well. 

the friendship networks between the girls in this neighbourhood formed a 
valuable source of bonding social capital. An important source of bridging social 
capital was offered by educational institutions, which helped many girls to pursue 
a career within the society that lay beyond the Bijlmer. 

Most girls that participated in our research spoke two or more languages and 
were able to present themselves differently in various settings. They changed 
rather effortlessly from one situation to the next, and from one language to another. 
for them the super-diverse setting simply appeared to be a fact of life and not 
problematic at all. Different facets of their identities were lived and experienced 
in various contexts. They were like many-sided crystals that reflected different 
colours, depending on the way you looked at them. 

Our study of the Bijlmer suggests potential ways for moving beyond Putnam’s 
concerns regarding our increasingly closed modern societies. The Bijlmer girls 
that we spoke with had flexible and open presentations of ‘self’ that allowed room 
for a larger sense of ‘we’. Their inclusive and open identities may even represent 
the kind of open identities that Putnam wishes for in future modern societies. 
While Putman mainly addresses the dominant white majority and its future it may 
be that migrants are already presenting this wider sense of ‘we’ in areas such as 
the super-diverse Amsterdam Bijlmer. Their presentation of self, however, seems 
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to be limited to their own social networks and their own neighbourhood. It might 
take a further transformation of the wider society – the growth of super-diversity 
in more facets of life and in many other places – to hear additional new and open, 
switching and crossing, voices like theirs. 
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Chapter 13 

fallen angels:  
the end of the Colourful Community?

elisabeth eide and anne-hege simonsen

There are lots of foreigners in Norway, but most of them are not dark skinned. 
The majority comes from our neighbouring countries, Denmark and Sweden, 
or from england, like my husband! But nobody notices or is angry at these 
immigrants! i believe one of the reasons for this is that we are a little bit afraid 
of other cultures. Before it was the negroes that were treated this way. Today 
they are regarded with more respect. It helps that we have got black idols, like 
sports stars and pop artists. 

This is not yet the case for dark skinned immigrants in Norway. This is why 
I am looking forward to the day a Pakistani wins the Holmenkollen ski jump 
competition. That will be great! (Nordlys 21 september 1991)

in 1991, eli ryg, a tV host for norwegian children programs, wrote a newspaper 
column called ‘Children’s corner’. Under the title ‘Immigrants are as good as 
us’, she attempted to pinpoint the racist and small-minded attitudes towards 
immigrants that existed in Norway at the time. By doing so, she also contributed 
instructive insights into the Norwegian majority mindset when picturing a dark 
skinned ski jumper as the ultimate symbol of successful integration.

Competition in Norwegian-ness

this super-integrated person is yet to be seen, but similar wishes are still 
presented in the media. In 2007 the Norwegian public has half-heartedly 
followed a reality series called ‘Birkebeinerne’ on tVnorge, a norwegian 
commercial TV channel. The title relates to one of the toughest open cross-
country skiing competitions in norway, and the protagonists are eight immigrants 
from countries as different as France, China and the Gambia. In addition 
to perfecting themselves as athletes, the competitors are confronted with 
Norwegian traditional food like boiled sheep head, semi-rotten fish (rakfisk) 
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and other exotica.1 the atmosphere in the series is one of inclusion and laughter, 
which is interesting in a period marked by heated media debates on relations 
between the Norwegian majority and the so-called ‘new minorities’. On a 
positive note, we may conclude that the series presents immigrants with the 
only certain way to win norwegian hearts: to excel in cross country skiing, 
which suggests to Norwegians a love of nature, simplicity and sportsmanship. 
By embracing traditional sports and the values they represent immigrants are 
even granted the opportunity to laugh at other aspects of norwegian-ness (for 
example, old fashioned food customs). On a negative note, the programme 
shows a lack of willingness in norwegian society to participate in the process of 
change by adjusting or broadening these gatekeeper concepts of Norwegian-ness 
and ‘Norwegian culture’. 

this is one of many examples that demonstrates how mass media may be seen 
as a focal arena for the study of majority exclusion/inclusion discourses concerning 
culture and implications arising from use of these discourses. In the material 
presented in this chapter we identify both issues, and simultaneously underline 
and challenge the perception of Norway as culturally homogenous. 

Falling from Grace?

The chapter is based on a research project that studied how Norwegian press covered 
its ‘significant others’ over a period of 100 years; the coverage of ‘new’ minorities2 
(immigrants and refugees) was an important part of this. The project investigated 
seven newspapers, national and regional.3 We selected 11 years between 1902 and 
2002 for the focus of this study, with 14 issues of each newspaper analysed for 
each year.4 

1 ironically, none of these items are part of a regular norwegian diet, but they are 
eaten (by some) on special occasions.

2 We use the notion ‘new’ since what we present here is part of a larger endeavour 
that includes coverage of all ethnic minorities, including the indigenous sami, romani and 
Rom, Jews and African Americans (Eide and Simonsen 2007).

3 the newspapers were aftenposten, arbeiderbladet/dagsavisen, Bergens tidende, 
Dagbladet, Nordlys, Stavanger Aftenblad and Verdens Gang/Tidens Tegn. The papers range 
from social democratic to liberal and conservative – and include four national and three 
regional dailies.

4 The project is called ‘Norway from half-colony to humanitarian superpower: One 
hundred years with the Others in Norwegian Press’. The years are 1902, 1919, 1928, 1935, 
1947, 1953, 1967, 1976, 1982, 1991, and 2002. The project explores minority coverage 
both in norway and in the Western hemisphere, and thus does not exclude inuits or 
African-Americans. Another large part of the project concerns the press coverage of the 
so-called non-Western world. Altogether 7,403 units are registered, 1,196 of which are 
minority coverage.
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regarding the coverage of immigrants and refugees, we asked whether a 
paradigm shift took place from the 1990s onwards in which Norwegian journalists 
shifted from goodwill, empathy and curiosity (as exemplified by the Eli Rygh 
quote) to increasing emphasis on conflict and extremism. Have immigrants and 
refugees now come to be seen as groups of ‘fallen angels’, reflecting a kind of 
disillusionment perhaps replacing more naïve expectations from the majority 
society towards what used to be called ‘our new compatriots’? our research has 
uncovered a larger proportion of negativity in the press coverage of these ‘new’ 
minorities, beginning at the start of the 1990s. Earlier reports highlighting well-
integrated and grateful refugees or hard-working immigrants, which added to 
the idea of a ‘Colourful Community’, seem to have been overshadowed by more 
problem-based coverage. 

The Larger Picture

Before we explore the representation of these ‘new’ minorities (‘immigrants’5 and 
refugees) in particular, we take a look at the larger picture, i.e. the representation 
of all ethnic minorities throughout the century that we have investigated. Table 
13.1 indicates that the coverage in general increased substantially in the last half 
of the survey period, especially from 1991 to 2002.

The numbers may reflect an increased number of immigrants and refugees 
arriving in Norway, as well as what Allern (1999) calls the ‘sportification’ of the 
media, where african-american sportsmen and women were more emphasized 
than other groups. The significant increase in the coverage of immigrants and 
refugees after 1991, however, also suggested that they were being subjected to a 
more passionate debate in the new millennium than they had been previously. 

Table 13.2 shows the topics represented in the newspaper coverage during the 
whole period (our selected years). Crime is not unexpectedly the most frequent 
entry in the coverage of immigrants and refugees, while politics comes in second. 
These findings largely confirm other Norwegian surveys on related matters 
(Fjeldstad and Lindstad 1997, 2005). The small coverage of racism (here including 
discrimination) found in the material is a matter of concern, while the categories 
culture and sports allow for other and less negative frames of representation. 

a closer scrutiny of the historical development of ‘immigrant’ coverage 
(refugees excluded), though, shows that the category crime represented a larger 
percentage of the total in 1982 (36 per cent) and in 1991 (30 per cent) than in 2002 
(20 per cent). This is mostly due to the increase of sports as a category in which 
people who have migrated (or been invited) to norway; this category was highly 
represented in 1991 and 2002 (28 and 25 per cent respectively). Crime was the 
second largest category in 2002, while culture was almost as large. Thus, while 

5 ‘immigrants’ is written like this in a recognition that the noun is often applied to 
people who are born in Norway.
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minority group

year
o ther

minorities Jews Sami

Rom 
and 

Romany
African-

Americans ‘immigrants’ Refugees Total

1902 8 8 1 2 2 4 0 25

1919 2 1 1 1 2 6 0 13

1928 2 0 0 2 3 0 0 7

1935 1 19 3 7 38 1 1 70

1947 1 27 3 3 10 0 0 44

1953 2 6 5 1 7 0 4 25

1967 3 5 10 4 96 0 1 119

1976 16 29 17 2 34 32 8 138

1982 18 6 8 5 29 27 5 98

1991 8 1 11 6 86 57 18 187

2002 2 8 16 1 101 248 94 470

total: 63 110 75 34 408 375 131 1196

* other minorities in our study are mainly north american indians and indigenous people in 
Greenland and Alaska (Inuits). Rom is the official term for Gypsies, Romani for ‘tatars’; the latter was 
registered as a minority in Norway from the seventeenth century on, the Rom from the nineteenth century on. 
African-Americans are represented both with stories from Norway and from the US.

Table 13.1 minority group coverage, by year. Numbers*

Topic immigrants Refugees Total

Conflict 11 10 21

economy 7 2 9

Politics 48 61 109

social assistance 1 5 6

immigrant culture 75 3 78

sports 77 1 78

integration 24 8 32

racism 20 1 21

Crime 81 34 115

humour/Curious 15 2 17

other 16 4 20

total 380 131 506

Table 13.2 ‘immigrants’ and refugees – main topics



Fallen Angels 223

crime was still a dominant category in the representation of new minorities, the 
data indicate that when the coverage was drastically increased, as was the case 
between 1991 and 2002, the variety of coverage also increased. The high score 
for politics indicates that immigration and asylum politics was a contested area in 
Norway. 

When it comes to sports, the press seemed to be more ‘colour blind’, although 
we still found examples of ‘black pearls’ in football reviews. If an individual did 
well at sports, he or she was more easily considered an integrated person. Articles 
on culture were more ambiguous, as they sometimes resorted to exoticism and 
placed a strong emphasis on difference. A typical example would be a news item 
from a local get-together where immigrants and their neighbours shared ‘their’ 
exotic and exciting food, or where ‘their’ music was played, with an emphasis 
on immigrant resourcefulness. However, often the newcomers and their offspring 
were also from 1976 onwards represented as victims of – or problems for – the 
majority society. 

Four Discourses

in our material6 we registered four main discourses within norwegian media 
coverage of ‘immigrants’ and refugees:

The majority as a problem (the Other as victim);
the other as a threat and/or problem (to ‘us’);
the Colourful Community: happy integration;
The Other as a resource person; new voices.

In the daily news coverage, the first two discourses seemed to be dominant. But 
earlier coverage of refugees had largely emphasized the third and fourth discourses; 
both within stories concerning early refugees from eastern europe and those 
concerning later arrivals from various countries in Asia. From the 1970s onwards 
a critical attitude towards the authorities and the majority was maintained, but 
in the new millennium this attitude has been given a new dimension through a 
critique of the authorities’ failure to deal with perceived negative practices within 
some minority settings. 

6 Our historical material covers 1902 and one year every decade until 2002. However, 
there is very little coverage of ‘immigrants’ and refugees before our selected year in the 
1970s, which is 1976. Thus, when mapping the discourses we focus mainly on material 
from 1976, 1982, 1991 and 2002.

•
•
•
•
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1. ‘We’ are the Problem

this discourse has focused on norwegian citizens and government as the focal 
point for blame and as immigrants – particularly women – as the victims of 
poor circumstances. ‘The housing problem’ was a media classic in relation to 
immigrants. Ever since people from other Nordic countries arrived in Norway 
early in the century, the media highlighted problems related to where they should 
live. But while the focus at first seemed to be on the new arrivals causing a problem 
for ‘us’ because they needed a roof over their heads, the focus shifted to highlight 
this issue as more of a majority problem. This was especially the case in the 1970s, 
when several stories revealed how local communities allowed immigrant families 
live in barracks or under other harsh conditions. 

More recently, Norwegian men have been pin-pointed as part of the problem. 
one example was when Women’s shelter representatives were quoted with 
accounts of girls from asia who were almost children when they arrived in norway 
and had been collected by ‘men well past 50 years of age’ (Bergens Tidende 4 
February 2002).

several stories focused on the strenuous means taken by refugees to reach 
norway, including passage through war zones by ‘agents’ (1991), later called 
‘smugglers’ (2002). News from 1982 and 1991 often provided a narrative from 
the point of view of the refugees, presenting these individuals as victims of an 
increasingly strict immigration policy and of unethical human smugglers (the latter, 
though demonstrating the complexity of the discourses, as these ‘smugglers’ were 
from various backgrounds). In the ‘human touch’ stories from 1976 and onwards, 
women were increasingly assigned the victim role. The story of one victim of 
bigamy, Sumitra, served as an example of this trend, by presenting a strict majority 
society in which the victim was subject to bad practices among her ‘own’ – both 
within India and in her newly adopted country of Norway. 

Indian Sumitra Gosain is about to die from hunger. The 51 year old woman now 
weighs only 34 kgs. ‘Neither Norway nor India wants me’, Sumitra says. She is 
a bigamy victim, and would rather die than return to shame and reproach in her 
home country. 

The last 37 days Sumitra has only taken tea. She has been denied permission to 
stay in Norway and may be thrown out of the country at any moment.

sumitra has against her will been divorced from her husband, who is a 
bigamist. 

‘Divorced women in my country often commit suicide. It is impossible to live 
with the shame, says Sumitra’. (Dagbladet 28 february 1991)
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the emphasis on shame and bigamy appealed to audience empathy, and the way 
the authorities treated this near-dying woman underlined the seriousness of the 
case. This corresponded with the observations of Swedish media researcher Ylva 
Brune, who stated that women and young children were represented as ‘victim 
heroes’ in the press, while immigrant men were more often perceived as a collective 
threat (Brune 1997, 1998).

In 1991, debates about refugee politics seem to be significant and we found 
politicians articulating their scepticism towards increased refugee ‘flows’ from 
certain countries:

If the development in the Baltic States grows worse and people flee, we have a 
special responsibility, since they are our neighbours. If someone from Sri Lanka 
or Sudan comes, the case is different. It is not natural that they come here, to 
Norway. How should an ordinary farmer from Africa achieve that? For them it 
is more normal to seek refuge in a neighbouring country, says Kosmo [leading 
Social Democratic MoP] […] It is self-evident that a Muslim can not become a 
Norwegian Lutheran. FrP [The Party of Progress, right wing] does not want the 
refugees to integrate into the society. Those who arrive here should accept that 
their stay is temporary. They shall not become Norwegian, says Skjervengen 
[FrP MoP]. (Stavanger Aftenblad 16 March 1991)

these quotes were part of a large reportage in which the refugees Constantin and 
Elena, having been denied asylum, were the main ‘cases’. Several politicians and 
other opinionated individuals representing the Church, NGOs, etc. were asked 
to comment on their case. In so doing, the majority society was represented as 
problematic. The attitudes of the two rival politicians above were challenged by 
a representative of the conservative party, who rather pragmatically stated that 
norway would possibly need the temporary workforce that these unwelcome 
immigrants represented. The notion that the refugees and asylum seekers (from 
‘far away countries’) might opt to stay and become norwegian was not a familiar 
way of thinking. Thus, this particular reportage, apart from containing refugee life 
stories that made clear norway’s responsibility to welcome some (Baltic state) 
immigrants, also represented the political views of the other as problematic, 
especially if (s)he came from a ‘remote’ country to permanently settle in Norway.

2. ‘They’ are the Problem

twenty-three per cent of the norwegian media coverage of ‘immigrants’ and 
refugees had to do with criminal behaviour. As other researchers have noted, 
however, the criminals thus described were not necessarily immigrants. On the 
contrary these individuals were often born and raised in Norway. In spite of this 
fact they were defined as ‘outside’ the Norwegian society when they did not abide 
by the law, especially if their roots could be traced to the non-western world. 
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a possible explanation, in addition to the dominant media focus on negativity 
and deviance, may have been the ‘police gaze’, i.e. the fact that the police may 
have more thoroughly surveyed ‘visible minorities’.7 another explanation may 
have been the character of some criminal acts, such as female genital mutilation, 
forced marriages and honour killings.8 these were not seen as part of a norwegian 
tradition, although historically speaking, the two latter were. A crime perceived as 
an ‘honour killing’ would as a rule, therefore, achieve more focus in the press than 
if an ethnic Norwegian man had killed a relative.

A typical report using this discourse concerned gang crimes and fights, and 
stated that the police were ‘helpless’ in the face of a ‘bloodbath fight’ (Dagbladet 
29 August 1991). An emphasis on the foreign-ness9 of fighter groups was marked 
in this and other texts. This kind of coverage seemed especially prominent in 
2002. The northernmost regional newspaper in our selection was also preoccupied 
with violence committed by foreigners. Within a series of articles, they were also 
concerned with the ‘noise’ that new homes for asylum seekers represented:

24-year old charged after fight

[…] A 24 year old is charged after the violent episode at Storslett asylum home 
Thursday night. The charged man has admitted that he hit the thigh of a 16 year 
old with a knife, and claims that he did it in self defence.

Police inspector ida thowsen tells that four men from Mongolia turned together 
in a fist fight. […] ‘It was a small argument that turned into a fight. The accused 
claims that he was attacked violently by the three others. He has indeed been 
strongly beaten up, she says’. Both the victim and the one, who is now charged, 
were sent to Sonjatun health centre for medical care. They live in the same 
apartment building as Storslett asylum home rents from Troms County. The 
building is located near Nordreisa high school. (Nordlys 16 february 2002) 

the contrast that was made between ‘small argument’ and ‘attacked violently’ 
underlined the dangers represented by the newcomers. Additionally, it is notable 
that the news article mentioned the proximity of this incident to the school – and 
thus to young local people. This piece of information heightened a presupposition 
of fear of the foreign other, without it being directly articulated. A commentator in 
norway’s largest daily analysed the situation like this:

7 See, for example, Sollund 2007.
8 These are rather rare in Norway, however.
9 emphasis on foreign-ness may be made in several ways; by applying nation-

markers (Pakistani, Somali) as a means of identification, or by using the notion ‘of foreign 
background’.
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Many immigrants in norway have their roots in cultures which are very 
oppressive to women. It is naïve to believe that this view on women does not 
follow them to norway, and that the children raised by these families will not 
be affected by it.

the worst ones (verstinger10) in this connection are probably immigrants who 
have their background from Pakistan and other south asian countries, plus 
immigrants with Middle Eastern background. (VG 21 august 2002)

here the reference to culture is open; and the culture is perceived as an entity 
travelling with the migrants. Through use of the word versting the whole discourse 
is criminalized, since the noun is used mainly to characterize a criminal who 
repeatedly commits crimes and whose prospects for reform are quite bleak. In 
addition, two large regions containing at least 1.5 billion people are said to have 
provided these criminals, without regard for the variety of people within each 
area.

increasingly, however, the press also gave space to ‘alternative voices from 
within’, individuals who rejected and openly criticized malpractices that took 
place in the immigrant societies. These ‘victim heroes’ from the 1980s and 1990s 
had increasingly become articulate heroes by their own right by 2002, and not 
least heroes of the press (see below).

3. Happily integrated

During the whole post-war period, we also find examples of individuals and families 
who stood out in the press as successful new citizens of the Norwegian society. 
We read about the Pakistani fish salesman who demonstrated his Norwegian-ness 
by being very fond of fish, and by being married to a Norwegian woman. We met 
the refugees who suffered in Chile and Cambodia, and who were thankful to their 
host country for providing them with a new livelihood, and we learned about the 
representatives of the ‘foreign Workers union’ who appreciated being granted the 
right to vote in local elections from 1983, and who promised to take an active part 
in the political life of Norway.

using this discourse, tim, a refugee from hong kong, was quoted as saying:

there are some things i will bring with me from my home country, like food 
habits, the way to prepare a meal. But apart from that, I will live like other 
Norwegians. I feel this is right when, all things considered, I have chosen this as 
my future homeland. (Stavanger Aftenblad 20 March 1982)

10 the noun versting stems from the criminal discourse and is relatively new.
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‘Culture’ did not seem to travel with tim in the same way as with the ‘worst ones’ 
mentioned above, apart from a few positive aspects. These aspects were often 
highlighted in ‘multicultural’ encounters involving food, for instance. Tim worked 
as a cook, and mentioned that he would take paternity leave when his wife rosita 
had given birth, that he wanted to learn better norwegian, and he sent some of his 
income to his parents, who were surviving on a ‘meagre pension’. Thus Tim was 
represented as a very successfully integrated person.

in the early phase of the new migration period, the immigrants and refugees 
rarely had an opportunity to speak about issues that did not directly concern their 
minority status. They most often served as ‘cases’ illustrating the situation for 
larger groups. This slowly changed over the years, for example, in the case of 
individuals being asked in small street interviews of their music preferences and 
what they did on weekends (VG 1 february 1982, Dagbladet 5 August 1991). This 
marked the beginning of a tendency to address the immigrants as ordinary citizens 
without emphasizing their foreign-ness and had more to do with integration in 
general than with the ‘happy’ discourse variety

4. The Resourceful o ther

The first permanent MoP with (new) minority background,11 Afshan Rafiq, was 
elected in 2001 for the Conservative Party. At present two representatives are 
serving, one for the left socialist Party and one for the social democrats (akhtar 
Chaudry and Saera Khan).12 this and a steady growth of other ‘new voices’ has 
lead to a broader representation of minorities in the press in the new millennium, 
with a less concentrated focus on only a few men. Muslim women – even in hijab 
– are no longer always represented as victims of backward practices in their own 
social and family environments. 

a feminist with headscarf

Norway’s first female press spokesperson of a Muslim congregation, Amber 
Khan (24), wants more women in the boards of the mosques. (end of lead)

‘The Pakistani milieu is dominated by men. I want increased participation from 
women in the leadership of the congregations, and a greater involvement from 
women in religious and social affairs. It is important that we Muslim women 
become more visible so that we can speak for ourselves and show that we are not 

11 Previously there have been Jewish MoPs, including the President of the norwegian 
Parliament, Jo Benkow (1985–1993).

12 in the city government of oslo there is more than 20 per cent representatives with 
minority background, more than is proportionate for the total minority population in Oslo.
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oppressed the way that many Norwegians believe we are’, says Khan. (Dagsavisen 
21 august 2002)

khan is photographed for the article outside the largest mosque in oslo, and with 
her headscarf. She is represented as ‘Norwegian’, in the sense that she is born 
and raised in Oslo. She admires both the previous prime minister of Norway, Gro 
Harlem Brundtland, and the leader of the Islamic council, a Norwegian convert. 
The journalist asks some critical questions, for example how Khan would relate to a 
friend who fell in love with a non-Muslim and how she feels about homosexuality, 
and the latter is avoided by khan who is represented simultaneously as well-
educated and true to Islamic tradition. ‘It is evident that she has a burning desire to 
make Muslim traditions a more natural part of the Norwegian social life’ (ibid.).

the representation is ambivalent, with the story both admiring and critical 
towards one of the new voices from the minority identifying herself as Muslim. 
other, more critical Muslim voices have also become increasingly visible and more 
visibly embraced by the leading commentators of several newspapers, some of 
them likened to pioneers in the norwegian women’s movement of the nineteenth 
century (VG 12 February 2002). 

Fear and Conventions

after the 11 september 2001 ‘Muslims’ or ‘islamists’ (the categories are sometimes 
used synonymously) have increasingly been subject to a confrontational media 
scrutiny that has been blending into the second discourse noted (‘they’ as problem). 
When Muslim migrants have been commented in the news media, it is most often 
with a negative focus, highlighting extreme cases, for example, political radicalism, 
forced marriage, female circumcision and gang violence (Næss 2003).

The representation of Muslim men is to a large degree negative. They are seen 
as traditionalistic and violent, men who exercise their power both toward their 
wives and daughters. The Muslim women meet with more sympathy in the media 
images. They are positively represented, but only when in the role of a victim 
or as opposing traditions. […] and when they show sympathy and confidence to 
Norwegian norms and rules. (Næss 2003: 131)

Images in 2007 may have shown more variety. New, young Muslim men come 
forward with critical attitudes towards ‘the norwegian’ and ‘their own’, and many 
Muslim women have fought and escaped the role of victim to emerge as leaders. 
But both in political rhetoric and in the media one may still find representations of 
the ‘Muslims’ as an essentialized category, and leading Muslim figures continue to 
be asked about terror acts elsewhere in europe as if they have more responsibility 
for these acts than other Europeans.
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throughout history migrants and refugees have been represented metaphorically 
as natural catastrophes (flow, flood, invasion), against which ‘we’ are presupposed 
to need to protect ourselves. The ‘demographical threat’ as a discourse of fear 
seems to be on the rise, but was also found in older stories about migration.

Representation of the foreigner – in flows or as individuals – may be 
psychologically seen as linked to ‘fear of what is different’. Julia Kristeva writes 
that this relates to a fear of what we do not like or understand in ourselves, and that 
we consequently project onto the foreigner (Kristeva 1991). Fear may be expressed 
in the shape of arrogance and representation of the other as of lesser value and thus 
contributes to marginalization. When ‘foreigners’ are continuously represented as 
criminals or potential criminals, this adds to the discourse of fear. Crime or deviant 
behaviour is often portrayed as something inherent to the foreigner, which strengthens 
the image of the stranger as someone bringing a threatening outside world closer.13 

Asale Angel-Ajani (2002) says that the expectation of the foreigner as a 
criminal has deep and long roots in Europe. Remnants of stereotypes linking 
physical appearance to an immanent criminal potential can be found in the way 
policies regarding criminals are carried out. Italy is one example, where she has 
reported that Africans have been imprisoned just ‘to be on the safe side’, not 
because they have actually committed a crime. In the Norwegian press, we find 
that the ‘favourite’ suspect changes over time. Before 1905, when Norway was 
still in union with sweden, swedes were often described as bigamists or arsonists 
(Simonsen 2006). Today ex-Yugoslavs and Muslims (Somalis in particular) are 
among the frontrunners. 

Somalis on the o utside

somalis, alongside refugees from the Balkans, constitute one of the most recent 
refugee groups in Norway. There are approximately 18,000 Somalis in Norway, 
and they are generally portrayed by the media as poor performers regarding 
employment, adaptation to norwegian neighbourhood behaviour patterns, social 
security issues, kids’ behaviour in schools, crime, female genital mutilation, khat 
abuse14 and violence. Most media stories of Somalis have been told within the 
frame of the ‘They as problem’ discourse. 

as Muslims after 11  September, Norwegian Somalis have also been subjected 
to close police scrutiny, in particular in relation to the informal banking system 
al barakaat, a suspected financial source for extremist networks like Al Qaeda.15 
several norwegian-somalis, in particular those belonging to a growing group of 

13 in our material another group associated with crime (and thus fear) is the romany, 
and to a certain extent also the Roma people.

14 khat is a lightly intoxicating drug, consumed by chewing leaves (smuggled from 
for example Somalia).

15 Even more so in Sweden, where several were jailed for the same reason.
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resourceful and well functioning individuals, have experienced this kind of media 
focus as burdensome stigmatization (see, for example, engebrigtsen and farstad 
2004, Berg, Fladstad and Lauritsen 2006). In our material, trans-national aspects of 
Somali immigrant lives were seldom highlighted and never as a resource.16 somalis 
were often portrayed as exploiters of the norwegian immigration- or social system 
through a focus on incidences false family relations have been cited or terrorists 
sponsored through informal economic networks. Such suspicions, however, have 
seldom drawn upon a broader political analysis, thus having left somali behaviour 
to be perceived as criminal and deviant even when it has not been. 

Linking Somalis to crime has not in itself reflected actual criminal behaviour 
committed by Somalis in Norway. Their status as refugees and asylum seekers 
actually has overlapped with the image of Somalis as criminals in many ways. 
in norway the asylum institute has been a police matter, which has lead to an 
indirect criminalization of asylum seekers. We read about ‘false refugees’, 
‘asylum seekers with no true reason to flee’, refugees ‘tricking themselves into 
the country’, ‘illegals’, and refugees thrown out of the country escorted by the 
police. Staying in Norway without legitimate papers has also been described as a 
crime. One example of how ‘refugees’ easily have been read instead as ‘criminals’ 
concerns a story in Norway’s biggest tabloid VG, titled ‘Out of control’. This 
story reported on the daily arrest by police of 10-20 people for staying in norway 
illegally: ‘tuesday’s ‘booty’ consisted of people from sri lanka, nepal, Poland, 
Byelorussia, iraq, somalia, israel, Cameroon and yugoslavia, as well as a stateless 
Palestinian.’ (VG 20 November 2002). The article also exemplified the way in 
which people from places as culturally and politically distant as the former soviet 
union and the horn of africa became ‘the same’ when placed under the category 
‘refugee’.

Symbols of Crime 

While refugees from many countries have experienced such cases of indirect 
or direct criminalization, this tendency has been particularly strong in the case 
of Somalis. They represent the only group that, through different techniques of 
metonymization, have been used as symbols of crime and chaos even when the 
topic addressed has not been related to Somalis at all. 

a series of articles in Aftenposten have exemplified this tendency. The series 
has been predominantly based on interviews with a Norwegian police officer 
serving in Dubai to expose human trafficking. Dubai has been portrayed as a 
cross road between the Middle east, the far east and africa, but somalis have 
been used to underline certain negative traits within the group deemed ‘asylum 
seekers’. The first article concerned ‘23 Africans’ trying to ‘sneak into Norway 

16 for a more in depth description of somali diasporan life, see the works of Cindy 
Horst.
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by claiming they were Norad sponsored musicians’. When a Norwegian police 
officer, Hugo Fjeld, exposed them, the swindlers’ nationality was not exposed. 
To strengthen the story, the journalist however, added an after note concerning a 
somali woman: 

a woman, claiming to be a somali asylum seeker living in oslo, was stopped 
by the border police at the Dubai airport. She was accompanied by two children 
she declared as her own, but it was later revealed that she had picked them up 
in Hargeisa in Somalia against payment. When requested to do so by the police, 
the air company Air France helped mapping the woman’s movements. When she 
understood that she was exposed she became furious and accused the company 
of producing lies. (Aftenposten 13 december 2002)

the next article was about ‘asylum tourists’, a label describing refugees who, after 
having their asylum application granted, go home to their country of origin on 
holiday. The story’s main focus is on an Afghan man who had applied for asylum 
in Norway, but went home to see his family a few months later. Again, police 
inspector Fjeld was the main source for this information. He commented on a 
general level, but said that he was particularly amazed by the number of asylum 
seekers who went home for holidays – in particular somalis: 

‘this goes particularly for somalis seeking protection from the unrest in their 
home country, some are surprised to meet a Norwegian police officer serving at 
the airport in Dubai, but they tell openly where they have been. Some say they 
have paid for the air ticket by putting aside social allowances… says Fjeld’. 
(Aftenposten 14 december 2002)

the article points out that both air companies and immigration authorities in 
dubai ‘question what they call asylum tourism and wonder if it corresponds with 
Norwegian immigration policies’. However, it is apparent that none of Fjeld’s 
sources were willing to openly comment on these matters. 

The day after this second article Fjeld appeared again under the title ‘Has 
stopped 31 attempts at human trafficking’. The only concrete example has been 
related to somalis: 

‘Several Somalis have bought passports and tickets for up to 6000 US dollars. 
They admit that the purpose is to create a better life for themselves’, says [police 
officer] Hugo Fjeld. Human trafficking from Somalia seems to be organized 
from the Nordic countries. We have proof that big amounts of travel documents 
are sent to Somalia by courier. Some Somalis have learned a little Norwegian to 
try to fool the immigration authorities. Others speculate in looking so much like 
another person that they cannot be distinguished, so called ’look-alikes’. In such 
cases they can travel on another person’s passport. Such passports can be rented 
or bought in Norway. (Aftenposten 15 december 2002)
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here the aspect of illegality was highlighted, by emphasizing expressions like 
‘trafficking’, ‘fool’ and ‘speculate’. The mentioning of renting, selling or buying 
passports worked to the same effect, and somalis again served as examples of 
deviance and potential danger.

Strangers and Ambivalence

even when the stranger is not perceived as dangerous, (s)he always represents 
an ambivalent category that, according to Bauman (1999), can be described as 
‘opaque at the core and frayed at the edges’. For our purpose this means that while 
minority groups are easily stereotyped, it is more difficult to frame them as clearly 
defined social categories. As indicated by Bauman, the stranger is ambivalent 
because (s)he transcends established categories of friends and foes. The stranger 
carries traits of both:

the stranger comes into the life-world uninvited, thereby casting me on the 
receiving side of his initiative, making me into the object of action of which 
he is the subject: all this, as we remember, is a notorious mark of the enemy. 
yet, unlike other, ’straightforward’ enemies, he is not kept at a secure distance, 
nor on the other side of the battle line. Worse still, he claims to be an object of 
responsibility – the well known attribute of the friend. If we press upon him the 
friend/enemy opposition, he would come out simultaneously under- and over-
determined. And thus, by proxy, he would expose the failing of the opposition 
itself. He is a constant threat to the world’s order. (1991: 59) 

Even when the stranger is physically close, (s)he can be mentally distant. This 
position renders him/her potentially untrustworthy, but the ambivalence also 
constitutes an invitation to question ethnic borders. 

By focusing on the Other, the media simultaneously establishes a we. This we 
differs within the news media to the degree by which the media has different 
readerships (local, national, and different political affiliations, etc). Where 
our analysis of national papers was concerned, this we often read as an ethnic 
Norwegian (majority) concept and the media took on the role as ethnic gatekeepers. 
the content of this we has, however, been in constant flux, as insiders and outsiders 
have changed over the years alongside the content of insider- and outsider-ness. 

as creators of insider/outsider oppositions, the media have thus been central 
agents in processes of identity creation, both for minority and majority groups. 
one problem with newspaper representations is that media narratives easily 
end up reducing and essentializing minorities by metaphorically linking them 
to cultural values or forms that the majority perceives as decisive. Journalistic 
representations thus stimulate the culturalist belief that individuals belonging 
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to a minority group are more simply culturally determined than individuals 
belonging to majority groups, who are typically represented as ‘free’ and 
individually independent.

Even if journalists increasingly seem to perceive the world as a heterogeneous, 
complex, and complicated place, the journalistic conventions – story lines – are 
still simplistic and poorly adapted to a multicultural reality. One example has been 
the lack of trans-national know-how within articles concerning migration. This 
tendency might be related to the way Norwegian journalism is conventionally 
sequenced into categories like domestic news, foreign news, cultural news, etc. 
immigrant groups, however, have transcended not only national borders and 
experiences, but also newspaper categories. They have been located in both the 
domestic and the international field, but have seldom been represented as such. 
their representations have thus been impoverished, in the sense that there has 
been a body of surplus experiences rarely touched upon by the media. 

The Doxa of Journalism

the norwegian-Pakistani stand-up comedian shabana rehman has commented 
about another journalistic convention; the tendency to give priority to extremes, 
while paying little attention to everyday events or normalcy.

the ones, who are really missing in the debate, are the moderates, the ones who 
let the extremists dominate the agenda. Thereby the stereotypes are enforced. It 
is not that the moderates are not there in the media, every day they are present, 
but unfortunately they are so terribly dry and boring that everybody ignores 
them. But if you say that homosexuality must be cured, that Norway should 
be an islamic state or that the porn dealer leif hagen is satan, then you are 
guaranteed a front page story. (Shabana Rehman, Dagbladet 7 January 2002)

One does not, however, have to identify with extreme people to be identified 
as an extremist, and one does not have to do anything to feel that one is under 
surveillance.

every single morning, in the radio, in the newspaper, one is made a ‘target for 
investigation’, for suspicion. The repetitive coverage of the same topic, always 
to be under discussion … This is inhuman in so many ways. You do not achieve 
any stability in your life. You can not be an ordinary human being.17 (hervik 
2002: 297)

17 A young, Muslim Indian student is here quoted.
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This young man longs to be seen and treated as ordinary, but journalism does not 
work this way. A focus on extremes and deviance within coverage on minorities 
may have greater negative impact, because many people belonging to the majority 
simply do not have additional references about minority individuals and groups 
that would be generated through friendship and or other sources of knowledge.

The strong focus on crime and conflict, and thus fear, is related to doxa. For the 
sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, doxa means ready-made thoughts or conventions in a 
given society that are not challenged; they are nature-given, self-evident. As a rule 
the debate inside a doxical room will be limited to main frames, and consequently 
remains orthodox and serves people of power within a given field (Bourdieu 1977). 
Journalism may be considered such a field; within this context, doxa represents the 
taken-for-granted conventions that influence most news media. These conventions 
favour strong action-packed news with ingredients like conflict, the not-normal, 
the extreme and the dangerous (Bourdieu 1999, Benson and Neveu 2005). The 
more that certain political arenas and other powerful forces influence journalism, 
the poorer the conditions for heterodoxic and critical challenges of these frames 
– and for dialogue.

Dialogue in the Age of Bulldozers

according to anthropologist tord larsen, a continuous colonial discourse renders 
the non-western foreigner in a no-win situation when (s)he sets foot in Europe. 
Either (s)he is reduced to a version of the majority (assimilated) or to a total 
stranger from which the majority seeks distance. This leaves the majority – we 
– in a position in which there are no decent alternatives in relation to the foreigner, 
if one does not recognize the existence of this discourse and oppose it. One way 
to break these frames is by launching other, untraditional discourses, for example, 
by rejecting the we/they divide and beginning to think more as a world citizen 
(Larsen 1999).

simplifying the stranger is of course not an exclusive norwegian or Western 
phenomenon. In the heat of the caricature controversy concerning the Prophet 
Mohammad in denmark we were able to observe the categories ‘europeans’ or 
‘The West’ being used to simplify, raise suspicion, and create unified entities in, 
for example, the Pakistani media (Eide 2007). The process of simplification also 
created a situation of polarization, which was underlined by hylland eriksen when 
he warned against approaching the Other in a bulldozer manner:

if one does so – promoting human rights with the subtlety of a bulldozer – on 
implicitly says, as missionaries and foreign aid aristocrats have done for years, 
that the experiences of others have no value, and that the others had better 
become like ourselves before we bother to listen to them. One actually says that 
they do not exist until they have become similar to ourselves. Respecting other 
life-worlds is, it must be emphasised, not the same as ethical relativism, but on 
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the contrary a recognition of the need for a dialogue to go both ways, since the 
alternative is monologue or worse … (eriksen 2005: 32)

the strategy of dialogue is facing strong opposition for the time being, but the 
invariable alternative is an annihilating lack of respect. Marginalization means 
to define the experiences of Others as peripheral or valueless. Such processes are 
increasingly dangerous in a process whereby globalization seemingly reduces 
distance. There is presumably a battle of directions within a journalistic field that 
is in search of meaningful representations. 

The Right to Provoke …

Media debates have during the last years have increasingly dealt with how 
norway and the capital oslo might look in a few decades; would too liberal 
an immigration policy lead to a Muslim majority? The media have also been 
concerned with the right to insult and provoke (minorities) as an important part 
of the freedom of expression. The ‘provocations’ have taken several shapes, most 
famous is the caricature controversy, which was brought to more global attention 
after the norwegian publication Magazinet reprinted the caricatures of the 
Prophet Mohammad originally commissioned by danish Jyllands-Posten.18 in the 
aftermath of the caricature crisis (Kunelius, Eide et.al. 2007) it is worth reflecting 
over how different rights are defended in such debates. Might it be that individual 
rights are focussed to such a degree that they exclude other rights within these 
western public spheres?

the British media researcher Charles husband in his essay ‘the right to 
communicate’ launched a pluralistic way of thinking about being a citizen in a 
mediatized public sphere. In addition to the most known and recognized individual 
rights (e.g. the UN convention on Human Rights), he mentioned differentiated 
group rights as well as a third type of right that may supplement the other two: the 
right to peace, environment, communication and development (husband 2000: 
205). 

… and the Right to be u nderstood

according to husband the right to communicate meant that the state not only 
must avoid interfering in the individual’s right to freedom of expression, but in 
addition, contribute to a framework making it easier for minority groups to enjoy 
this freedom. On the other hand Husband was critical towards what he called a 

18 other provocations have been a porn star stating that he would travel to finnmark 
to make sami porn (VG 5 January 2007), and a tV entertainer who stated his desire to see 
how many Romani (‘Tatars’) he could get into one sauna.
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reductionist view concerning freedom of communication. He posited the right 
of the individual against society’s demand for respect for variety, dialogue and 
reciprocity:

… these sentiments reduce a right to communicate to a unidirectional interpretation 
of first and second generation rights as a licence to encode and decode, transmit 
and receive, on your own terms. This radical individualism is inconsistent with a 
society’s ability to sustain a respect for diversity, sustained through differentiated 
citizenship. This self-centred, egotistical and hence ethnocentric, approach to 
communication is not open to learning, is not concerned with dialogue and 
reciprocal exchange; rather it commodifies communicative acts as personal 
exploitation of a resource – communication. (Husband 2000: 208)

husband had restated the argumentative foundation for many societies’ articles 
against hate speech and racism: individuals do not only have rights to their own 
acts of speech, but also duties towards society. His conclusion was that ‘the right 
to be understood’ must entail that everybody has a duty to understand the other, 
but this right may be realized only if the majority society distanced itself from 
egocentric acts of communication. 

this right to be understood, however, is not part of the (more or less) universally 
accepted citizen rights, and many might disagree with the notion of replacing 
understanding for accept. Husband, however, noted that without the right to be 
understood the conditions for a multiethnic public sphere would be poor. The 
journalistic approach to headscarf-wearing press spokesperson, Amber Khan 
(mentioned above), may, indeed, indicate a professional attitude that includes both 
understanding and critical dialogue.

Angels in the Snow

as opposed to such a transformative dialogue, when a group or an individual is 
presented as unilaterally dangerous or deviant, we may describe them as having 
been placed under a ‘media shadow’ (Sandström 2004). A media shadow hides the 
normal and daily routines of everyday life, the multifaceted and the complex. If, on 
the other hand, the ‘normal’ aspects of life had been illuminated for these groups 
or individuals, ‘they’ would most likely have been judged as more individual, 
multifaceted and as such more like ‘us’. 

As mentioned in the introduction, Norwegian journalists often use the image 
of nature when they want to embrace foreigners and invite them into the shared 
cultural universe. For example, in the few cases where Somali individuals were 
able to go beyond the group stereotypes in their media portrayal, we usually found 
a clear linkage to norwegian nature and what we may call hyper Norwegian-ness 
(the very well-integrated Other).
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one example was liban abdulkadir abdulahi, a young somali training to 
cross the north Pole like a true norwegian – on cross country skis:

‘ever since i was a young boy in Mogadishu, and got hold of some books 
about Nansen, Scott and Amundsen, I have dreamt about the poles. But I didn’t 
understand that I could do something about it until I came to Norway in 1999. 
[…]’

Now Liban drives a [hundespann19] together with the other students at Øytun 
[folkehøgskole20] in Alta. Catches reindeer with the sami in Kautokeino. Sleeps 
in [gapahuk21]. And practises fishbone technique, balance and other difficult 
cross country specialties again and again and again.

‘Norwegians start skiing when they are about two years old. I have 33 years to 
catch up’, observes Liban. ‘But I am going to do this. I want to be a different 
African’. (VG 28 december 2002)

not everybody goes as far as abdulahi, but loving norwegian wilderness is 
obviously an important key to acceptance, as in the case with Safia Yusuf Abdi, an 
impressive and multifaceted personality portrayed by the regional paper Nordlys. 
Contrary to many immigrant women described as heroes by the norwegian press, 
abdi is able to achieve a remarkable degree of norwegian-ness without attacking 
Somali tradition. In the interview, she points out the importance of keeping in 
touch with her family in Somalia and other Somalis in Norway. Still, according to 
the article, there is nothing in the world she misses more than the northern city of 
harstad, the nature, long walks and picking mushrooms:

an african immigrant praising norwegian nature, and who, in addition goes for 
long walks in the mountains, is not a common phenomenon. But then Safia is not 
an ordinary immigrant woman. One should rather call her a female frontrunner 
when it comes to letting herself and her children becoming integrated into 
Norwegian society. From the lowest position in Norwegian society: illiterate, 
African and single mother, Safia has fought her way up and today she stands 
before us as a resourceful and independent woman. It took her only eight years 
to go from illiterate to educated nurse. 

19 Hundespann is a group of dogs pulling one or several persons skiing, or on a 
sleigh.

20 an institution of higher learning, attended by some students after high school – but 
before university studies.

21 A special tent, partly made by materials found in the forest/nature.
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‘In Norway I have become a self-sufficient woman. I plan and structure my own 
daily life. In Somalia I was not independent. If my husband had lived in Norway 
with me I would never have been a nurse today’. (Nordlys 12 october 2002)

By referring to central norwegian values like nature, walking and leading an 
autonomous life, abdi is able to transcend the cultural border between ‘them’ and 
‘us’. Being black, circumcized and a refugee – a bearer of a ‘double stigma’ as one 
of the other articles about her put it – is comparatively under-communicated and 
less important. Abdi identifies with Norwegian, even northern Norwegian, values 
and is ascribed a northern norwegian identity that stands out as more important 
than her Somali identity. 

But even if abdi, as an individual, is able to cross the ethnic border, it does not 
mean that the border has disappeared. The newspaper article emphasizes how Abdi 
has learned to become independent in norway and that this most likely would not 
have been possible if her husband had accompanied her. Her husband would have 
‘locked’ her to somali culture and given her fewer choices of how to spend her 
life. The image of Norwegian and Somali culture – and their relative hierarchical 
positions as ‘better’ or ‘worse’ – is thus not changed, even if abdi has been able to 
make herself relevant in both environments. 

abdi’s case is also interesting because subsequently in the interview she uses 
her platform as a northern Norwegian to criticize Norway. Not many immigrants 
have been granted her opportunities, she notes. Abdi is concerned about the lack 
of understanding about female circumcision in Norway. Although adopted by the 
northern Norwegian press, she maintains some Somali traits. The reporter mentions 
how she mesmerizes audiences when she colours her lectures by reading her own 
poems or dances ‘African dance’. These traits of exotica are used to strengthen the 
image of Abdi as an impressive woman. 

like the cross country skier abdulahi, abdi is embraced by the norwegian 
majority, if only temporarily. The entry ticket seems to be to embrace central 
norwegian values with more enthusiasm than what most norwegians do – to 
become super-Norwegian. Only then is the double identity (double culture) 
of these immigrant individuals acknowledged as a resource for the larger 
community. Only then can they escape the dangerous position of the stranger. 

References

Barthes, R. (1991 [1975]): Mytologier. Oslo: Gyldendal.
Berg, M. (1998): Hudud. En essä om populärorientalismens bruksvärde och 

världsbild. Stockholm: Carlssons.
Brune, Y. (1997): Journalistikens Andra, Invandrare och flyktingar i nyheterna, i 

Nordicom 4, Göteborg.
Brune, Y. (ed.) (1998): Mörk magi i i vita medier. Stockholm: Carlssons.Stockholm: Carlssons.



Paradoxes of Cultural Recognition240

Eide, E. (2002): ‘Down There’ and ‘Up Here’ – Europe’s Others in Norwegian 
Feature Stories. Oslo: Unipub.Oslo: Unipub.

Eide, E. (2007): ‘Critique, Anger and Understanding’. Press coverage of the cartoon 
controversy in Pakistan, in E. Kunelius et.al. (eds): Reading the Mohammed 
Cartoons Controversy. AnInternational Analysis on Press Discourses on Free 
Speech and Political Spin. Bochum/Freiburg: projekt verlag.

Eide, E. and A.H. Simonsen (2004, 2005): Å se verden fra et annet sted. Medier, 
norskhet og fremmedhet. Oslo: Cappelen akademisk.

Eide, E. and A.H.Simonsen (2007): Mistenkelige utlendinger. Minoriteter i norsk 
presse gjennom hundre år. Kristiansand: Høyskoleforlaget.

Eriksen, T.H. and O. Hemer (eds): Ambivalens og fundamentalisme. oslo: 
Spartacus.

Eriksen, T.H. (2005) : ‘How Can the Glocal be local? Islam, the West and the 
globalization of identity politics’, in O. Hemer and Tufte, T. (eds): Media 
and Glocal Change. Rethinking Communication for Development. göteborg: 
Nordicom.

Fairclough, N. (1995): Media Discourse. London: Arnold.London: Arnold.
Fjeldstad, Ø. and M. Lindstad (1997): Innvandrere, fremmedfrykt og norske 

medier. Oslo: Norsk Journalistlag.
Fjeldstad, Ø. and M. Lindstad (1999): Pressen og de fremmede. Fredrikstad: IJ-

forlaget.
Fjeldstad, Ø. and M. Lindstad (2005): Av utenlandsk opprinnelse.Nye nordmenn i 

avisspaltene, Kristiansand: IJ-forlaget.
Gullestad, M. (2001): ‘Imagined Sameness: Shifting Notions of “Us” and‘imagined sameness: shifting notions of “us” andimagined sameness: shifting notions of “us” and“us” andus” and 

“Them”’, in L.A. Ytrehus (ed.):Them”’, in L.A. Ytrehus (ed.): Forestillinger om ‘den andre’, kristiansand: 
Høyskoleforlaget.

Gullestad, M. (2002): Det norske sett med nye øyne. Oslo: Universitetsforlaget.
Gullestad, M. (2001): ‘Likhetens grenser’ i Lien, Lidén og Vike (red.)‘Likhetens grenser’ i Lien, Lidén og Vike (red.)Likhetens grenser’ i Lien, Lidén og Vike (red.) Likhetens 

paradokser, Antropologiske undersøkelser i det moderne Norge. oslo: 
Universitetsforlaget.

Hervik, P. , (ed.) (1999): Den generende forskellighed. Danske svar på den stigendeDanske svar på den stigende 
multikulturalisme. København: Hans Reitzels Forlag.

Hervik, P. (2002): Mediernes muslimer. En antropologisk undersøgelse af 
mediernes dækning af religioner i Danmark. København: Nævnet for etniskKøbenhavn: Nævnet for etnisk 
ligestilling.

Husband, C. (2000): ‘Media and the Public Sphere in Multi-ethnic Societies’, in S. 
Cottle (ed.): Ethnic Minorities and the Media. Buckingham: open university 
Press.

Kunelius, R., E. Eide et.al. (eds): Reading the Mohammed Cartoons Controversy. 
AnInternational Analysis on Press Discourses on Free Speech andPolitical 
Spin. Bochum/Freiburg: projekt verlag.

Larsen, T. (1999): ‘Den globale samtalen – modernisering, representasjon og‘Den globale samtalen – modernisering, representasjon ogDen globale samtalen – modernisering, representasjon og 
subjektkonstruksjon’, in T.H. Eriksen and Hemer, O. (eds) Fundamentalism 
och Ambivalens. Oslo: Spartacus.



Fallen Angels 241

Maalouf, A. (2000): On Identity. London: The Harvill Press.
Næss, K.R. (2003): Myten om muslimer. Hovedoppgave i religionsvitenskap. 

Bergen: Universitetet i Bergen.
Shohat, E. and Stam, R. (1994): Unthinking Eurocentrism. Multiculturalism and 

the Media. London: Routledge.London: Routledge.
Simonsen, A.H. (2006): Fortellinger om verden – utenlandsdekningen i tre norske 

aviser 1880-1930, Pressehistoriske skrifter, Oslo, Universitetet i Oslo.
Storli, E. (2002): Fremmedlover gjennom tidene. Foredrag på Arkivenes dag. 

trondheim: riksarkivet (http://www.riksarkivet.no/trondheim/smakebiter/
innvandring/lover-utskrift.html.

Tjelmeland, H. (2003): Del I. 1940–1975 i Knut Kjeldstadli (red): Norsk 
innvandringshistorie I-III, Oslo.

Vaage, O.F. (1981): Innvandringssituasjonen, pressens beskrivelse og folks 
oppfatning. Oslo: Forskningsrapport.Oslo: Forskningsrapport.

http://www.riksarkivet.no/trondheim/smakebiter/innvandring/lover-utskrift.html
http://www.riksarkivet.no/trondheim/smakebiter/innvandring/lover-utskrift.html


This page has been left blank intentionally



Chapter 14  

rethinking national Constellations of 
Citizenship: situating the headscarf 

Controversy in the netherlands
Doutje Lettinga

introduction

Debates about female Islamic head and body covering are far from new in Europe. 
Already in the late 1980s a conflict emerged when Samira, Leila and Fatima, three 
pupils from a high school in Creil (an industrial town north-east of Paris) were 
not allowed to cover their hair in the classroom. It was the first of a range of 
incidents in france that resulted from the demand to wear islamic attire in public 
institutions. In other European countries Muslim girls and women have also insisted 
on a public space for their own religious and cultural practices and identities. But 
while french discussions eventually resulted in the adoption of a law in 2004 
that banned all ‘conspicuous’ religious symbols from public schools, teachers in 
the united kingdom and the netherlands are allowed to wear headscarves in the 
classroom, and debates continue to centre on the face-veil. 

What makes Muslim women’s headdress such a salient issue and why do 
debates lead to varying outcomes in different countries? Various academics 
(Chambon, 2004; Coppes, 1994; gastaut, 2002; Joppke, 2005; kastoryano, 
2006; Kuijeren, 2001; Poulter, 1997; Reysoo, 1992; Saharso, 2007) have tried 
to answer this question by assuming that these outcomes are related to national 
practices of citizenship. Their hypothesis is that dominant ways of thinking about 
citizenship, identity, and difference result in nation-specific traditions concerning 
secularism, integration, and nation-building, which subsequently result in different 
regulations. 

this chapter will rely upon their hypothesis and make a contextual analysis 
of dutch political and legal debates concerning headscarves in order to gauge 
the extent to which these debates have been influenced by national constellations 
of citizenship. In addition to looking at the way religious and ethnic or cultural 
diversity has been understood and dealt with, this chapter explores how hegemonic 
gender-images and ideologies have influenced the Dutch debates. By making a 
systematic frame-analysis (snow and Benford, 1992; feree, gamson, gerhards, 
and Rucht, 2002; Bacchi, 2005; Hajer, 1995; Hajer and Versteeg, 2005; Snow 
and Benford, 1992; triandafyllidou, 1998; Verloo and roggeband, 1996) of 
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the political debates over time and comparing these frames this chapter aims to 
illustrate the particularities shaping the dutch headscarf controversy, as much as 
the extent to which regulations have been the result of a constant polemic in which 
power relations play an important role. 

it will appear that there is no linear relationship between historic citizenship 
traditions and headscarf regulations, as has been previously assumed. In reality, 
politicians construct multiple (and sometimes conflicting) realities in the ways they 
think and talk about the social phenomenon of headscarves, and in the solutions 
they suggest to address the problem they have identified. In their political rhetoric 
to push for the accommodation or restriction of headscarves, these politicians have 
built upon, but also manipulate, contest and distort national political and cultural 
practices and idioms. Although their particular representations of the headscarf 
issue indeed only make sense in a specific Dutch social, political and cultural 
context, they also suggest the malleability of such citizenship constellations 
because some representations become more dominant over time and may result 
in new laws and institutions. 

this chapter will start with an analysis of how cultural and religious diversity 
has been dealt with in the Netherlands, particularly in relation to gender. To be sure, 
the demand to wear a headscarf is not just a request for toleration and religious 
freedom, but also for public recognition of an ethno-religious identity (Modood, 
2007) and of related gender roles. This claim of recognition thus needs to be 
understood as a claim for equality with respect to ‘difference’ in which the overlap 
of gender, culture, religion, and ethnicity may challenge existing ways of managing 
diversity. The chapter will then describe the legal debates and regulations along 
with a frame-analysis of the political debates about Muslim women’s attire in the 
Netherlands. In the conclusion, I will elaborate upon the extent to which these 
debates are influenced by and reflect gendered and racialized national histories, 
institutions, and senses of belonging (Lister, 2007).

Dutch Citizenship Traditions: Religion, Ethnic Cultural Diversity and 
Gender 

In the Netherlands, secularism and nation building has been largely influenced by 
the history of ‘pillarization’ (verzuiling). Pillarization refers to the segmentation 
that took place within dutch society along confessional lines in the early twentieth 
century. Pillarization granted religious and other communities a large autonomy 
to arrange their own affairs so that none of them could be dominated by the other, 
while each community’s representatives worked together ruling the country 
(Lijphart, 1968; van Schendelen, 1984). Within this system, members of different 
Protestant, roman Catholic or socialist and liberal ‘pillars’ went to different 
schools, sports clubs, literature clubs, or hospitals, and had their own political 
parties, broadcasting organisations, and newspapers. Diversity and divergence 
was tolerated to the extent that the elites of the different pillars managed to find 
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compromises at the national level in negotiating each community’s expression in 
the public realm. The national government – in essence, the ‘roof’ of a pillarized 
building – granted an equal public space to each community by financing and 
incorporating them even-handedly, while taking a ‘hands-off’ approach to the 
‘internal’ affairs of each community. 

Prins and saharso (2006) write that they ‘see in pillarization the expression of 
a specific Dutch interpretation of equality and neutrality. In contrast to a strictly 
secular model of neutrality, pillarization is a model in which all conceptions of 
the good have an equal right to manifest themselves in public. This explains 
why religion can be so highly visible in dutch public life as it is to this very 
day. Moreover, the right to equal treatment of rival conceptions of the good is 
interpreted as a material rather than only a formal right to equality – hence the 
public funding of religious institutions’ (p. 3). Although in the 1960s the system of 
pillarization started to crumble,1 its heritage in Dutch society is still evident. The 
dutch government still sponsors the organizations and the broadcasting agencies of 
various denominational groups, and grants state support for specialized ministries 
in institutions such as the armed forces and penal institutions, hospitals and homes 
for the elderly.2 Moreover, the government finances private denominational 
schools on equal footing with public state schools (Bijsterveld, 2005), which to 
a large extent, are free in administering their schools and in choosing their own 
pedagogical methods. They may also require loyalty of their staff with regard to 
their beliefs, meaning that they have the right to refuse teachers or pupils because 
of their sexual or religious backgrounds (if it is proven that these are irreconcilable 
with the religious or life-philosophical character of the school). Although religion 
may thus play a public role facilitated by the state, the state is still considered as 
‘neutral’, since it is obliged to treat all communities the same way and does not get 
entangled in theological issues (Saharso, 2003).

in a similar vein, ghorashi (2006) argues that the Bourdieuan ‘habitus’ 
of pillarization is still present in domains additional to religion, namely in the 
ways that multicultural diversity is thought about and acted upon. She identifies 
a ‘categorical’ type of thinking about minorities in which basic assumptions 
about dutch norms that underlie dominant behavioural practices or institutional 

1 Pillarization gradually fell apart, partly as a result of secularization and partly 
because of the rising level of schooling and individualization of the population as a whole, 
which undermined the authority of the elites of the pillars and undermined fixed community 
borders (Entzinger, 2005).

2 not only article 6 of the dutch constitution (that states that everyone shall have 
the right to manifest freely his religion or belief) plays a role in the financial ties between 
the state and religious communities, but also article 1, which also requires equal treatment 
in the field of finances: once authorities subsidize or support certain activities, religious 
counterparts cannot be excluded. Article 23 provides the basis for the government to fund 
private (denominational) education on equal footing with public education (van Bijsterveld, 
2005). 
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arrangements are taken for granted, yet different practices and norms of religious, 
ethnic or sexual minorities are seen as deviations thereof, and are either to be 
accommodated or not. Moreover, these other identities and practices of the 
minority group are reduced in such a way that the internal differences of each 
individual member’s perceptions and actions are easily overlooked. This has 
resulted in a limited conception of ‘others’ in which practices or traditions have 
been regarded as something inherent to a person’s cultural, ethnic or religious 
identity, while invisible hegemonic norms remain un-situated and exemplary. This 
not only discourages and underestimates individual immigrants’ capacities and 
skills to ‘make it’ in society, but also undermines the whole ideal of a shared 
citizenship and nation (Ghorashi, 2006, pp. 12–15).

to an important extent, the institutional framework for integration and 
multicultural rights in the netherlands is indeed based on the heritage of pillarization 
(Koopmans, 2003; Rath, 1991). In similar vein to its credo of ‘emancipation 
within one’s own circle’, so-called minority policies of the 1980s aimed to 
support migrants’ self-organizations as tool for social-economic integration and 
participation, while combating the deprivation of ethnic groups in education and 
the labour market, and resisting prejudices and discrimination (Rijkschroeff, 
Duyvendak, and Pels, 2003). Individual immigrants were, however, targeted as a 
group. Collective group identity was seen as an appropriate tool for immigrants’ 
minimal adjustment to a strange environment, because this organizational structure 
would help individuals not to feel isolated. 

the government facilitated self-organizations of immigrants along ethnic and 
religious lines accompanied by access to the state in a corporatist system of advisory 
bodies. Their representatives were, as is the case with other civic society groups, 
gradually recognized as essential partners for local and national governments and 
consulted on matters that concerned, for instance, the ‘Islamic community’. In 
reality these platforms were marked by sharp ethnic (turkish or Moroccan) and 
other (Alevi or Sunni) demarcation lines (Rath et al., 1999; Doomernik, 2005).

from the 1990s onwards this policy idea of strong group cohesion as a tool 
for integration was gradually curtailed because it did not lead to the desired levels 
of social-economic participation of immigrants. The preservation of minority 
cultures was no longer considered a public responsibility and newcomers (as 
immigrants were now defined) were obliged to follow a ‘civic incorporation’ 
course (inburgeringscursus) upon their arrival (Captain and Ghorashi, 2001). With 
the turn of the millennium, these developments have only accelerated with the 
enactment of a new alien’s act in 2003,3 which obliges new immigrants to learn 
dutch language, politics and society before they arrive in the Netherlands. A test 
demands newcomers to learn about dutch social practices of gender and social 
interaction, as well as its democratic system and historical legacy (doomernik, 
2005). 

3 the law on the integration of newcomers (Wet Inburgering Nieuwkomers, WIN).
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despite this shift from the group to the individual immigrant in social-economic 
policies, both the institutional structure and its underlying categorical thinking are 
still largely intact. Immigrants continue to be seen as homogeneous categories that 
are differentiated from mainstream society and need to be integrated, rather than 
as individuals who add to their new society as citizens. In the words of Prins and 
saharso (2006): ‘hence, while since the 1960s the netherlands secularized and de-
pillarized, what remained untarnished is a thick notion of dutchness that excludes 
people of immigrant origin’ (p. 3). Cultural ‘difference’ is now seen as hindering 
integration rather than enabling it, resulting in the idea of minorities as a problematic 
category in constant need of state support or as causing social problems.

The same holds true for images and policies regarding gender-equality. 
in particular, Muslim women are seen as a homogenous category in dutch 
emancipation and integration policies, and their culture is increasingly framed as 
a hindrance to reaching a norm of gender-equality that is based on native dutch 
women (Roggeband and Verloo, 2007). This norm consists of a ‘1.5 gender model’ 
in which the female partner combines care giving with a part-time job. Migrant 
women are supposed to follow the same track and reach the same level of (a 
lack of) economic independence and labour market participation as native dutch 
women. These women are addressed as both carers and workers; a special policy 
project that existed from 1982 until 1990 was especially targeted at increasing 
their labour market position (VEM) (Prins and Saharso, 2006). 

additionally, normative consensus exists of emancipation as sexual liberation of 
women and gays and attaining individual autonomy by breaking with traditional gender 
roles (Duyvendak, 2004). Emancipation in the Netherlands took place in a context of 
secularisation and de-pillarization, when second wave feminists aimed at breaking 
prevailing images of masculinity and femininity that limited women to religiously 
inspired roles concerning modesty and motherhood. Sexual self-determination of 
women was deemed necessary for gaining equal opportunities in social domains such 
as the labour market. Hence, followed women’s struggle for abortion rights, easy 
access to birth control, and against domestic violence. Although Christian women – 
and, since the 1980s, black, migrant, and refugee women – have challenged hegemonic 
notions and strategies for reaching gender-equality and have drawn attention to their 
specific situated needs and interests (Deekman and Hermans, 2001), this focus on 
sexual oppression due to rigid community structures continues to play an important 
role in feminist discussions4 on gender-equality of immigrant women.

in the following analysis, we will see to what extent this categorical thinking 
about minorities and how pillarized notions of neutrality and equality have 

4 Feminists of movements like ‘Dolle Mina’ and ‘Man-Vrouw Maatschappij’ have 
established the Opzij, which is still the mainstream feminist magazine in the Netherlands. 
it mainly publishes articles about issues of equal care and pay, economic independence of 
women, public child care arrangements and sexualized images of men and women, all from 
a white urban middle and upper class woman’s perspective (Sterk, 1997). It has been very 
critical about veiling.
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influenced the legal and political discussions about the headscarf in the Netherlands. 
likewise, we will show how dominant gender images (of emancipated women 
as both caregivers and as sexually independent earners) are taken as a norm in 
discussions concerning the practice of donning the veil. Likewise, I will scrutinize 
to what extent dominant gender images (of emancipated women as both caregivers 
and earners, in addition to sexually liberated agents) are taken as a norm in 
discussions concerning the practice of donning the veil. 

Headscarf Regulations and Political Debates in the Netherlands

in general, dutch women are allowed to wear headscarves in supermarkets, post 
offices, city halls, and schools. Cases of employers refusing to allow women to 
wear headscarves are usually brought forward to the equal treatment Commission 
(an advisory body of nine experts who give non-binding advice about equality 
legislation). The Commission considers the headscarf as an expression of a Muslim 
woman’s religious conviction (without getting into theological disputes whether it 
is also a religious duty) and as such protected by the right to freedom of religion. 
the Commission argues that freedom of religion is a fundamental right; it can 
be restricted only if it is demonstrated that the aim to restrict the exercise of this 
right is legitimate, and that a ban meets the requirements of proportionality and 
subsidiarity.5 in most cases the Commission has argued in favour of the woman to 
claim her legitimate right to wear a headscarf. 

This was also the case in 1998, when a conflict emerged between a public 
primary school and a trainee who refused to remove her headscarf in the classroom, 
leading to the first substantial public debate in the Netherlands. The school brought 
forward several arguments for its deterrence policy on headscarves, among them 
public neutrality, but also the argument that the school wanted to protect Muslim 
girls from liberal homes against pressure from their more stringent fellow-believers. 
this gender argument was not taken into consideration by the Commission, but 
the argument that a headscarf contravenes the neutrality of the public school was. 
The Commission judged that the fact that the trainee ‘believes in a religion and 
expresses this by wearing a headscarf does not preclude her having an open attitude 
and being capable of teaching in accordance with the character of the school as a 
public educational institution’.6 Because this teachers was still considered capable 
of fulfilling the job requirement of teaching her pupils to respect the different 
moral values that existed in dutch society, teachers were allowed to cover their 
hair in the Netherlands.

5 ‘legitimate’ means that that the aim (of a ban) must be weighty and non-
discriminating, while the latter two requirements mean that the same goal cannot be reached 
with another measure that is less discriminating and that the measure is proportional to its 
aim (Judgement CGB 2003-40, Section 5.9).

6 Judgement 99-18: 3–4, cited in Saharso (2003), p. 15.
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In 2001, the Commission of Equal Treatment argued in a similar way in a conflict 
between a local court and a Muslim woman who wanted to wear a headscarf in her 
work as a court-clerk.7 the Commission advised that forbidding religious symbols 
in court discriminated against Muslim women indirectly on grounds of religion. 
although the commission found legitimate the courts’ argument that the ban had been 
necessary to protect the impartiality of the court, it considered the means unfit and 
unnecessary for the goal. Not only would one religious group be particularly harmed 
by such a rule of non-religious appearance (whereas there were also other solutions, 
like replacement of the court clerk in question), the past had also proven that uniforms 
were not necessarily required in order to appear neutral and impartial: in previous 
cases when family law had been concerned, court officials had occasionally removed 
their togas in order not to frighten the children of the families they were serving. 

remarkably, this time the minister of Justice, korthals, overruled the advice of 
the Commission of equal treatment and insisted on the neutral appearance of the 
court. A cabinet note of 2004, called ‘Constitutional Rights in a Pluriform Society’,8 
confirmed the idea that court-clerks could not express their religious affiliation 
while in court. The note stated that it was legitimate to curtail the right to wear 
religious attire when the public function concerned one with exercising authority and 
impartiality, as with the police force, ministries and the judiciary. According to the 
memo restriction was legitimate in cases when religious clothing blatantly prevented 
someone from fulfilling his or her function as prescribed in the job description, such 
as face veils that hindered identification and communication (e.g. between civil 
servants with clients at the counter), or headgear that caused safety risks.

the latter restrictions of safety and practicality have largely been based on a 
ruling of the Commission of equal treatment of 2003, when two students of a 
public secondary school in amsterdam insisted on wearing niqabs (the veil that 
covers most of the face except for the eyes). Because they were being educated to 
become schoolteachers at kindergartens, they were told by the school management 
that they must be willing to remove their niqabs in class or when working with 
women and children during their traineeships. But the school resisted and the 
two girls brought their case to the equal treatment Commission – they said they 
wore the niqab to avoid to satisfy their religious duty to avoid the male gaze, and 
thus they felt discriminated on grounds of religion. After hearing both applicants, 
the commission decided that a general dress code that forbade face-covers 
disproportionately harmed one particular group in society and thus was a form 
of indirect discrimination. However, the nine experts agreed that the school had 
three objective grounds for justifying its dress-code: niqabs hampered effective 
communication between teacher and pupils; hindered necessary identification of 
people in and around the school that was necessary for safeguarding public safety; 
and limited possibilities for finding internships, which were obligatory for becoming 

7 CGB, 2001-53.
8 TK 29614, nr. 2.
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school-teachers. Because the commission found that the clothing rules were both 
reasonable and necessary to reach these goals, the two schoolgirls lost their case.

subsequent to the niqab case, on 10 october 2005,9 during a parliamentary 
debate on terrorism prevention, the right-wing politician geert Wilders10 submitted 
a motion to ban the burqa in public. The addressed minister of integration, Rita 
Verdonk, subsequently installed an expert committee to study the legal possibilities 
and social consequences of such a general ban. This Commission launched its 
findings one year later in a report (Vermeulen, 2006) that argued that such a ban 
infringed upon the non-discrimination principle and the right to freedom of religion 
and freedom of choice that liberal democracies should foster. The commission 
members considered the arguments that burqas were women-unfriendly and 
scared some people as insufficient grounds to curtail these liberties; they believed 
it to be evidence of an undesirable state-paternalism to liberate women from a 
submission that the latter may not have themselves experienced or that they may 
have voluntarily chosen out of religious conviction. They argued that the right to 
freedom of expression also contained the right to offend, shock or disturb others. 

the commission also advised against the introduction of a more generally 
formulated ban on all face-covers in the public sphere, because it would still 
indirectly discriminate a particular group (of orthodox Muslim women). It could 
even have the opposite effect of increasing social unrest rather than diminishing 
it, for such a ban could be perceived as stigmatizing by parts of the Muslim 
community, despite its neutral formulation. Only in semi-public domains (such 
as public transportation where citizens could not avoid meeting others) could a 
ban be legally acceptable for reasons of maintaining public safety and limiting the 
risks of attacks.11

Headscarf Discussions in the Dutch Parliament

in order to scrutinize discussions concerning the headscarf in dutch parliament, 
I analysed all documents that were identified in the period 1998–2007 by means 

9 TK 29 754, nr. 41 (2005–2006).TK 29 754, nr. 41 (2005–2006). 
10 geert Wilders used to be a member of the liberal party VVd, but launched his owngeert Wilders used to be a member of the liberal party VVd, but launched his own 

faction (‘groep Wilders’) in 2004 when he disagreed with the VVd about allowing turkey 
as a possible candidate for accessing the European Union. The successor of his one-man 
faction currently holds nine seats in the parliament under the name ‘Party of freedom’ 
(‘Partij van de Vrijheid’), which is sometimes referred to as a ‘one-issue’ party (VVD leader 
Mark Rutte in 2006). Wilders has launched a controversial movie on the internet in which 
he attacked (radical) Islam for undermining Western liberties.

11 the dutch interest-organization of public transportation has recently written a letter 
to the responsible minister of transport, Camiel eurlings, which notes that the organization 
considers the existing means sufficient to safeguard general security, and suggests that a ban 
would be unnecessary and also difficult to implement (http://www.nu.nl/news/1426174/30/ 
per cent27Boerkaverbod_in_openbaar_vervoer_onwerkbaar per cent27.html). 
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of the search engine of the dutch parliament (parlando) using keywords such as 
‘headscarf’, ‘niqab’, and ‘burqa’ and derivations thereof. This period was selected 
because no conflicts involving headwear occurred before 1998 and because in this 
period important national and international events took place (terrorist attacks in 
New York, London, Madrid and the murder of Dutch film-maker Theo van Gogh12 
by a Muslim fundamentalist) that may have influenced the debates. This search 
yielded 48 documents over a period of 12 years. Considering the fact that some 
documents did not even deal with the headscarf as an issue (but rather mentioned 
the word in another context), one must conclude that the headscarf controversy has 
not been an important topic on the Dutch political agenda until recently.13

only after 2003 did parliamentarians start problematizing the issue more 
frequently, by raising parliamentary questions or mentioning it in debates about 
immigration and integration or about emancipation. It is remarkable that before 
2003 only ten documents were identified, and these mainly concerned parliamentary 
questions raised by the greens (Groen Links, GL). After 2003, the centre-right has 
put the issue onto the political agenda; in the remaining 38 documents the liberals 
(VVd and d66), and mostly the confessionals (Cda, Cu and sgP), and right-
wing populist parties (lPf,14 Groep Nawijn and Groep Wilders) have made the 
most claims.15 

There has been a significant difference in the frames used by the different 
parties, which has led to a significant change in the direction of the debate since 
2003. Frames are the symbolic-interpretive constructs (consisting of shared beliefs, 
images and symbols) that people use to make sense of their environment (snow 
and Benford, 1992; Triandafyllidou, 1998). Frames usually consist of a diagnosis 
(what is seen as the problem, who is responsible for that problem, and who is the 
one who suffers from it?), a prognosis (what is seen as the solution, who is held 

12 together with the liberal politician ayaan hirsi ali, theo van gogh released a short 
movie, Submission, in which half-naked women recounted being abused, raped and forced 
into marriage for religiously inspired reasons. They were shown in niqabs, with Quranic 
texts written on their abused bodies. This movie was the direct cause for Mohammed B. to 
murder van Gogh and to threaten Hirsi Ali with the same action.

13 Most of them were letters of MP’s to the cabinet. Other documents were policy 
notes, letters of the minister to the cabinet, debates between parliamentary commissions 
and ministers, and parliamentary debates between party fractions in which the headscarf 
was mentioned (appendix available on request to author).

14 the list Pim fortuyn (lPf) was established by the late Pim fortuyn, who won 
a major electoral victory in 2002. After he was murdered by a radical animal activist in 
the same year, his party quickly fell apart. Some deputies have since run as independent 
candidates (Groep Nawijn and Groep Eerdmans).

15 Within a document, a claim has been counted each time it concerned a separate 
actor raising or commenting on this issue. Subsequent claims of the same actor within the 
same documents were discarded, and merely used to extend the frames encountered in the 
first claim. 
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accountable for that, and who is the policy-target?), and a call for action (who 
should act?). 

In the 27 documents that were analysed, I have identified four meta-frames that 
became dominant in different periods of time: 

the ‘non-discrimination and participation’ frame; 
the ‘universalism and non-differentialism’ frame, which consists of a ‘strict 
secularism’ subframe and a ‘social cohesion/public order’ subframe; 
the ‘islam as a threat’ frame; and 
the ‘victimization’ frame. 

Before 2003: The Left Dominates the Discussion

from 1998 to 2003, the greens (groen links, gl) and social-democrats (Pvda) 
dominated the headscarf debates. The former particularly used the so-called 
‘non-discrimination and participation frame’, whereas the latter introduced the 
‘victimization frame’. In both frames, the lacking participation of Muslim women in 
dutch society was conceptualized as a problem for their integration and emancipation, 
and thus for society at large. But a fundamental difference existed in the placement 
of the cause of this problem as well as in the solutions offered to address it. 

in the non-discrimination frame, the problem was located in structural obstacles 
that hindered Muslim women’s access to the labour market, such as discrimination 
or biased regulations and institutions. Cultural diversity was still seen as an 
enrichment to dutch society, with Muslim women contributing as citizens, and 
hence creating space for their cultural practices to stimulate their integration. For 
example, this was encountered in a debate16 about the new integration policy report 
of 1998 (in which the Netherlands was for the first time mentioned as an immigration 
country). Sing Varma, a deputy of GL asked the cabinet: ‘isn’t it horrible that 
people who work in the care industry are unwanted due to their skin colour or 
their headscarf?’ (p. 12). Varma attributed the problem of low participation by 
Muslim women to the discrimination that existed and to islamophobia among 
mainstream dutch, and submitted a motion to the Minister of integration (van 
Boxtel) to create extra internship positions to enhance these women’s participation. 
She also called for structural solutions to help incorporate newcomers: affirmative 
action policies to increase their numbers in representative functions and advisory 
bodies, financial contributions to migrant media organizations, the inclusion of 
islamic holidays in the dutch calendar, education about slavery, and language 
trainings (particularly for Chinese immigrants). Normatively, Dutch society was 
to be adjusted in order to incorporate the cultural identities of new citizens, which 
were seen as indispensable for enhancing equal rights and opportunities for new 
citizens. Also in 2001, when the case was discussed in parliament concerning a 
court-clerk who was not allowed to wear her headscarf while working, the green 

16 TK26200 VII, enz., nr. 44, pp. 8–9, 24–25. See also: TK 25601, nr. 26, p. 12.TK26200 VII, enz., nr. 44, pp. 8–9, 24–25. See also: TK 25601, nr. 26, p. 12.See also: TK 25601, nr. 26, p. 12.

a.
b.

c.
d.
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Party argued that uniforms should be adjusted to integrate headscarves of Muslim 
employees for reasons of non-discrimination and religious freedom.17 

the victimization frame also emphasized the low level of participation of 
Muslim women as a problem for their integration into dutch society, and hence 
their emancipation. In a discussion in 2000,18 faction-members of the social 
democrats (Pvda) worried about the isolated position of many immigrant women 
in the Netherlands. However, the PvdA located the problem in Muslim women’s 
culture and not in dutch society itself, and called upon Muslim women to lift their 
veils when participating in mainstream society. 

For the first time, niqabs were mentioned as a symbol of a different culture, 
marked and essentialized by practices such as female genital mutilation and honour 
killings, which suppressed Muslim women. The PvdA warned against too much 
accommodation of ‘other value systems’ under the pretext of religious freedom. 
Multiculturalism was increasingly becoming a problem, and the party advocated 
that limits be drawn for the dutch secular practices of granting broad tolerance to 
visible religious identities in public, although a ban was not yet advocated. Other 
than paying attention to the position of women ‘within Islam’, no specific policies 
were mentioned to enhance their emancipation. 

After 2003: The Centre-right and Populist Parties Take Over

in this period, the frame of multicultural accommodation was increasingly 
contested in the political debate. Integration remained the principal frame, but was 
conceptualized not only as the participation of Muslim women, but also as some 
form of value correspondence between citizens. An overabundance of cultural 
diversity was increasingly regarded as problematic, and instead of challenging 
dutch practices and institutions in order to create space for Muslim women’s head 
and body coverings, parliamentarians called for the delineation of boundaries 
of tolerance and wished to ban niqabs, which were considered as representing 
excessive cultural difference. 

three frames were employed to support the claim that integration required 
some shared values and behavioural norms, the first being a ‘universalism and 
non-differentialism frame’, which consisted of ‘strict secularism’ and ‘public 
order and social cohesion’ subframes. 

in this frame, accommodation of the headscarf was regarded as a problematic 
form of differential treatment, for it would undermine equal citizenship or political 
stability. Secularism was the framework for realizing this. Between 2004 and 2007, 

17 TK 1652, pp. 3443–3446 (13 April 2001 and 29 June 2001).
18 TK 25919, nr. 3, pp. 1–5 (13 June 2000). This document represents a discussion 

between the Minister of integration, van Boxtel, and a parliamentary Commission of internal 
affairs concerning the place that religion and belief should have in dutch integration 
policies.
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the social-democrat party,19 the Christian democrat party,20 the fortuynists,21 and 
the liberal democratic VVd22 argued on various occasions that citizens should all 
be treated equally and not being given differential rights according to religion.

MP’s Dijsselbloem and Van Hengst of the Social Democrats (PvdA), for 
instance, wrote a question to the Minister of integration (de graaf) and pled for a 
stricter separation between church and state: ‘have you read about the article “we 
could learn from the french headscarf controversy”, saying that dutch Muslims 
may wear headscarves as long as they show their ears? if yes, are you willing to 
change the photo regulations as to make them equal for all citizens?’23 for the 
same declared reason of universal equality (for which a ban on religious identities 
in public institutions was deemed necessary for stricter separation between church 
and state), the fortuynists asked the Minister of Justice in 2004 to implement 
a ban on headscarves in public service: ‘do you (also) think that it should be 
forbidden to manifest one’s religion for civil servants? if yes, which action will 
you undertake to implement a ban?’24 similar questions were raised concerning the 
uniforms of other state-officials such as prison guards or court-clerks.

in the previously mentioned constitutional note of 2004, the government stuck 
to the legal advice of the Commission of equal treatment, which had argued 
that forbidding civil servants and teachers to express their belief, indirectly 
discriminated against Muslim women on religious grounds. The strict secularism 
frame thus did not resonate successfully. With this decision, the headscarf seemed 
to have been finished as a case of dispute, and the debate shifted to the Islamic 
face-veil, with the right-wing politician, geert Wilders, introducing a motion to 
Dutch parliament in 2005 to ban the burqa in public space.25 

the universalism frame was extended with a ‘public order and social cohesion’ 
frame; burqas (and islamic full body covering including face veils in general) were 
seen as hindering the integration of Muslim women, because they impeded the 
face-to-face communication that was deemed necessary for participation in dutch 
society. They also threaten social cohesion at large because they scare others and 
create parallel societies with people not recognizing each other as equal peers of 
the community: 

We, in the netherlands want to live in a free society, where everyone can look 
each other in their eyes, where people can meet each other and communicate 

19 TK 986 (14 January 2004), p. 2089. 
20 TK 1485 (15 March 2004), p. 3141. Also TK 2049 (1 September 2006), p. 4353.
21 TK 1073 (3 February 2004), p. 2267. Also TK 73 (14 April 2006), pp. 4458–9 and 

pp. 4469–4473.
22 TK 376 (24 June 2005).
23 TK 986 (14 January 2004), p. 2089. 
24 TK 1073 (3 February 2004), p. 2267. Also TK 73 (14 April 2006), pp. 4458–9 and 

pp. 4469–4473.
25 TK 29754, nr. 53 (13 October 2005).TK 29754, nr. 53 (13 October 2005).
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with each other in the public sphere. (…) The English prime-minister Tony 
Blair characterized the burqa last week as a ‘marker of separation’, a symbol 
of diversification or of two different worldviews, while we are seeking in our 
integration policy for binding factors in our society and for social cohesion 
(Minister Verdonk, of integration, p. 1116).26

as such, the responsibility of integration primarily shifted to the Muslim woman 
in question rather than to xenophobia that may have existed among other dutch, 
and dominant norms (of face-to face visibility) remained unquestioned. In fact, 
the norm of face-to-face visibility was considered a ‘matter of civilization’ (d66, 
p. 1116)27 that newcomers needed to adopt. Those using this type of framing to 
support a general ban, such as the Christian-democrats (Cda) and the liberals 
(VVd), avoided a discourse of cultural assimilation by comparing the burqa with 
the balaclava, and nuns with Muslim girls: 

In the public space, I want to see people’s faces. We all know what nuns are. We 
know how they looked at us (-because they showed their face-), and similarly i 
want to see the cheeks of Muslim girls and women who cover (MP Weekers of 
CDA, p. 1074). 28

even the VVd, which admitted to being hesitant to impose clothing regulations 
that conflicted with its ideology of individual liberty, deemed these restrictions 
necessary: 

when people go out in public in such a manner that they cover their face, whether 
this is with a burqa or with a balaclava. This infringes dramatically on feelings 
of safety of other people at street, and our care for public order makes us that 
we do not support the right to wear a burqa in public (MP Weekers of VVD, p. 
1073).29

By using such an egalitarian discourse, these parties successfully framed a general 
ban on burqas as a citizenship obligation that equally concerned everyone. As 
such, they differentiated from the discourse of the populist right-wing parties, 
which used the ‘Islam as a threat’ frame. Nevertheless, the influence of the latter 
frame was clear; a culturalist notion of burqa-wearing women as uncivilized and 
possibly radicalist underlied the idea that they endangered public order by not 
showing their faces. 

in the ‘islam as a threat’ frame, burqas, and to a lesser extent headscarves, 
were portrayed as symbols of a backward and dangerous islamic culture that 

26 TK 15 (19 October 2006).
27 TK 16 (24 October 2006).
28 TK 15 (19 October 2006).
29 TK 15 (19 October 2006).TK 15 (19 October 2006).
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threatened secularism and ‘Western’ modernity. Islam in its purest form was seen 
as inherently gender-oppressive, violent, intolerant (Wilders, p. 17),30 or radical 
(Hirsi Ali, p. 31),31 subsequently undermining Western societies’ liberties and 
values. Although radical Muslims were sometimes differentiated from moderate 
Muslims, islam was targeted as the root of the problem by making reference to the 
Islamic Republic of Iran and to the Taliban in Afganistan. 

in this frame, Muslims were particularly mentioned as policy targets, as 
their culture was diametrically opposed to the Dutch ‘Leitkultur’ (Wilders, p. 
17), which was associated with tolerance, gender-equality, and freedom. Dutch 
multiculturalism was regarded as naïve and even dangerous, because it had 
fostered radicalism by tolerating communities’ backward culture through subsidies 
for self-organizations: ‘Multiculturalism is the purest apartheid’ (Wilders, p. 17). 
instead, it was suggested that the government be a powerful actor that protected 
(and subsequently defined) Western modernity and secularism by demanding 
that Muslims assimilate. In a discussion about public morality,32 MP herben of 
the former lPf stressed that it was of utmost importance to teach newcomers 
(‘particularly newcomers from islamic countries who see Western societies as 
decadent societies without God and duties’, p. 4471) about norms and values that 
were so self-evident for ‘us’, such as secularism: 

We have been liberated ages ago from inquisitors and ayatallohas, and we 
would like to keep it like that. Even the pope respects the separation between 
religious and civil law. That’s why I would like to ask our Minister-President to 
constitutionally lay down the formal separation between church and state (MP 
Herben, LPF, p. 4471). 

secularism was no longer only a means to manage religious diversity according 
to the current social and political realities, but also became a fundamental aspect 
of Western modernity, which itself needed to be protected and defended against a 
fundamentalist Islam. 

Gender and Culture intersect

the debate about female islamic head and body covering took on another dimension 
after 2003. Various parties, both on the left and the right, increasingly began to 
invoke the victimization frame: ‘the burqa is a symbol of submission. This does 
not fit in our value-system’ (VVD, p. 1073) or it is ‘the worst variant of women-
unfriendly clothing’ (Groep Eerdmans, p. 1074).33 Muslim women were seen as 

30 TK 15 (19 October 2005).
31 TK 29 754, nr. 53 (13 October 2005). 
32 TK 73 (14 April 2005).
33 TK 15 (19 October 2006).
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victims of a patriarchal culture marked by domestic violence, honour killings, 
arranged marriages, and lack of sexual self-determination (Minister Verdonk of 
integration, p.9).34 Particularly with regard to the face veil, a deliberate choice to 
wear a burqa was out of question; MP Van oudenallen (groep Van oudenallen), 
for example, wondered aloud why ‘those women want to wear a burqa at all 
costs?’, and provided the answer in her call to the public:‘let’s help those people 
who for whatever reason feel safer in a burqa’ (p. 1075).35 

an important difference between this usage and the previous use of this frame 
was that Muslim women were not only seen as vulnerable victims, but also as 
perpetrators of the problem: by deliberately ‘choosing’ to wear the face-veil, 
Muslim women were made responsible for their own inability to integrate and 
emancipate. Strangely enough, instead of addressing them as responsible actors 
involved in deliberating the solution to the constructed problem of oppression, 
the government  was called upon to impose a general ban on burqas in order to 
save these women. And because the problem of Muslim women’s oppression 
was located in their culture, the remedy set up by this frame likewise shrank to 
assimilation: islamic culture was to be changed through courses at schools on 
emancipation, and citizenship courses that familiarized migrants with the language 
and social values of the Netherlands. Likewise, Muslim men were referred to as 
a policy subject: 

‘the attitude of allochtonous men is crucial for making the emancipation of 
women succeed. A dialogue should be started with them about it (…) to make 
clear that they don’t need to fear the emancipation of their wives’ (p. 10). [Muslim 
men] ‘have more difficulties to separate religion from culture. They misuse the 
Quran to forbid women several things, and should learn that they can only win 
by a situation of gender-equality’ (Minister of Integration Verdonk, p. 8).36

MP Geert Wilders even called for ‘state education in sexuality’ for men.37 Clearly, 
dutch norms of gender-equality were taken as the norm, for unlike islamic culture, 
these politicians noted, ‘the netherlands is a country of freedom and equality’.38 
one faction member of the socialist Party (sP) (Vergeer) also worried about images 
of women with headscarves in the schoolbooks of so-called ‘pre-schools’ (age 
four to six). She suggested that that these images provided the wrong role models 
to young children, who should instead learn that ‘men and women are equal and 
emancipated’ and get an education based on a ‘Dutch’ framework.39

34 TK 29 203, nr. 9 (29 March 2004), pp. 1–11.
35 TK 15 (19 October 2006), pp. 1072–1078.
36 TK 29 203, nr. 9 (29 March 2004), pp. 1–11.
37 TK 1664 (23 May 2006), p. 551.
38 Bakker (D66) in TK 29 203, nr. 9 (29 March 2004), p. 7.Bakker (D66) in TK 29 203, nr. 9 (29 March 2004), p. 7.
39 TK 27020 en 29284, nr. 37 (12 January 2004), p. 5.TK 27020 en 29284, nr. 37 (12 January 2004), p. 5.
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A Discrepancy Between the Legal and Political Debate

if we look at the dutch legal debate and resulting legislation, it becomes clear that 
it mainly centred on the neutrality and non-discrimination principle and that the 
outcome was largely accommodative if the claim concerned headscarves. In regard 
to the niqab, a larger scope existed to impose clothing regulations. Teachers and 
civil servants were thus able to reflect the different worldviews living in society, 
as long as these views did not hinder them in being impartial towards others’ 
backgrounds. But different deputies have challenged this legal framing over time. 
initially, they used a strict secularism frame to contest the right to wear headscarves 
in public functions, but this claim did not resonate successfully. But when female 
islamic head and body cloths were framed as symbols of intrinsic cultural 
difference and of fundamentalism, politicians from the entire political spectrum 
agreed that boundaries had to be drawn to multicultural accommodation (except 
the Greens). Particularly the phenomenon of the face-veil has been a thorn in their 
sides. Unlike headscarves, this piece of clothing has been framed as an ‘excessive’ 
claim of difference that conflict with behavioral norms of communication and 
universal values of gender-equality and freedom. Before 2003 the idea persisted 
that native dutch should get acquainted with Muslim women’s clothing and that 
the government should adjust institutions and regulations to increase possibilities 
of participation for Muslim citizens. But more recently, MPs from both the right 
and the left have suggested that these citizens should adjust to dominant norms in 
mainstream society if politicians are to prevent dutch society from falling apart 
into separate communities where women’s rights are bashed and radicalism is 
spreading. 

in essence, this discourse of the state guaranteeing some basic norms and values 
to maintain a cohesive and egalitarian society allows these recent decisions to be 
about public order and social stability, not about secularism. This allowed even 
the Christian parties sgP and Cda (previously the champions of pillarization that 
allowed for a large public space for religion) to vote in favour of the motion to 
curtail religious practices in public. By carefully framing this issue as a universal 
citizenship obligation to show one’s face, they have killed two birds with one 
stone: on the one hand, they have differentiated themselves from the extremist 
right-wing parties that use an Islamophobic discourse. On the other hand, they 
have successfully circumvented the claim that this decision is about curtailing 
religious practice per say, a decision that might have consequences for their own 
rank and file. 

As such, the confessionals find themselves in a discursive and uneasy alliance 
with the liberals, because the former would most likely not adhere to the liberal 
norms of sexuality that the latter would defend. To be sure, these Christian parties 
advocate morals of decency that might be more similar to those of some orthodox 
Muslims than to those of non-religious liberals. In fact, the Christian parties 
did not favour the idea that the state interfered with the motivations of Muslim 
women to don the veil. But that they were more concerned about protecting their 
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own Christian morality from secularist intrusion than the self determination of 
individual Muslim women became clear when the sgP voted several times in 
favour of a ban on veiling. This party still endorses the possibility of unequal 
rights and roles between men and women for religiously inspired reasons.40 

the common fear of radical islam and terrorism has thus even overcome the 
fundamental difference between the liberals and confessionals in regard to gender 
and the place of religion within the public sphere, despite the fact that it has 
never been established whether burqas exert a real social danger.41 this fear has 
apparently prevented a rational calculation concerning whether a curtailment of 
the right to freedom of religion and the right of the woman in question to make her 
own decisions are legitimate for broader social concerns, or whether it is the only 
feasible solution possible to reach that goal (for example, the existing obligation 
that all citizens need to carry an id or asking women to remove their face-covers 
in specific circumstances are not even considered as alternative solutions).

Conclusion

this chapter has shown that the dutch regulations and discussions concerning 
female islamic head and body covering are related to the way the netherlands has 
historically managed diversity. The legal means for framing and regulating the use 
of the headscarf has been relatively consistent in the netherlands over the last ten 
years. This jurisprudence has fit the Dutch pillarized variant of secularism, in which 
a neutral public realm means that all religious communities have an equal space 
for expressing themselves in the public realm. The state does not involve itself 
with (theological) meanings of religious symbols, and leaves it to the adherent to 
wear niqabs to demonstrate their religiously inspired ideas concerning appropriate 
gender roles. Nor does the law consider the argument that wearing the niqab may 
infringe upon another person’s freedom not to be confronted with religion and 
associated ideas concerning female conduct, because the public school has been 
envisioned as a social space that reflects the plurality of society. 

40 Women’s groups have been waging a court case to block state-subsidies to the 
Christian-orthodox party sgP, which hitherto forbade female members to be elected or 
to possess executive or representative functions within the party, arguing that this would 
infringe upon internationally ratified declarations on human rights. The United Nations 
Committee on the Convention on the elimination of all forms of discrimination against 
Women also criticized the dutch government for not living up to its duties of the CedaW, 
but the state has nonetheless decided that it continues to subsidize all political parties.

41 there was, however, one case in the united kingdom when a suspect of murder 
managed to flee the country by wearing his sister’s niqab, because the immigration 
controllers did not do a visual check to match the passport photo with the departing person’s 
face: http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/incomingFeeds/article758617.ece.
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nevertheless, the political debate has shown the extent to which dutch pillarized 
ways of accommodating religious pluralism have been increasingly contested 
when it concerned Islam. Although at first sight the increasing call for assimilation 
appears very unlikely in the light of dutch citizenship practices, this chapter has 
shown that this shift has likewise played into dutch ways of categorical thinking 
about cultural difference: Muslim practices of donning the veil have always been 
seen as derivations of dominant norms and values rather than as part of dutch 
society. Whereas before an apparent toleration existed for multiculturalism, this 
fully existed at the mercy of mainstream society and proved very thin when 
politicians managed to frame burqas and niqabs as symbols of a backward and 
fundamentalist Islam that threatened Dutch society. Now, multiculturalism has 
been framed as undesirable and even naïve, and integration has increasingly been 
understood in terms of uniformity, whether in regard to abstract values such as 
‘secularism’, ‘freedom’, and ‘equality,’ or in regard to behavioural norms. Dutch 
society has thus become the norm of civilization and universal equality, and 
has been measured according to a supposed standard of gender-equality (Vollp, 
2001).

the consequence of this shift is that women with veils or niqabs have 
automatically been perceived as un-emancipated, oppressed, and vulnerable 
victims of patriarchy; a problematic us-them dichotomy has thus emerged over 
gendered bodies. Rather than recognizing the differences between women 
according to class, age, ethnicity, and immigration background, veiled Muslim 
women have been labelled as oppressed and all native Dutch women as liberated. 
the result is that integration and emancipation has become thought feasible only if 
one changes one’s culture, with lifting the veil becoming the symbol of this cultural 
change. Muslim women have been forced into an impossible either/or choice 
between ‘Dutch’ and ‘Muslim’ society, which may have made it more difficult to 
claim dutch identity and publicly contest patriarchy without being perceived as a 
betrayer to the community. Sceptics of a ban on niqabs have also had a hard time 
criticizing regulation that have been framed as essential for maintaining the equal 
rights that dutch women have obtained, for no-one wants to be portrayed as acting 
against human rights. By the same token, it is unlikely that a ban would augment 
any women’s emancipation and untrue that gender-inequality no longer exists in 
Dutch society. 

the call for a strong state to protect a public moral to which ‘the other’ should 
adjust has changed the role of government as being a mediator of social and 
cultural diversity to becoming a moral actor determining which differences are 
acceptable and which are not. The debates about Muslim women’s head and body 
covering have illustrated the urgent need for critical and self-reflective voices in 
dutch parliament and elsewhere – including the voices of Muslim women at the 
margins – to re-imagine an inclusive and egalitarian nation that creates space for 
diverse (Muslim) identities and multiple modernities. 
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Chapter 15  

representations of the Other in norwegian 
debate Programmes 1989–1997

sharam alghasi

introduction

the issue of immigration began to take a central position in the norwegian 
public sphere by the second half of the 1980s. This issue was the primary topic 
during the norwegian local political election in 1987, in which the Progress Party 
(FrP), known for its anti-immigration views, gained a strong popular vote. For 
the first time within Norwegian political history, FrP emerged as a political force 
that would be recognized in the years to come (Hagelund 2003).1 the increasing 
impact of immigration can also be traced to media practices in which immigration 
has become a subject of considerable focus. As will be shown, no other significant 
theme within the norwegian public sphere was so massively debated on norwegian 
debate programmes as that related to migrants and immigration. A debate 
programme might, for instance, attract huge attention nationwide. Programmes 
such as Holmgang, broadcast by tV2, drew nearly 500,000 thousands viewers 
weekly, a huge number in a country with the population of four and a half million.2 
Norwegian debate programmes thus became a major forum for debate concerning 
immigration-related issues within norwegian society (syvertsen 1997, alghasi 
1999). The chapter examines the practices carried out by these debate programmes 
in relation to the issue of immigration. 

images of the o ther

the term ‘debate programme’ refers to a tV or radio genre in which a group of 
people recognized for their expertise on the subject under focus, or on another 

1 Before 1987, FrP had never gained more then 6.3 per cent of the votes in Norway. 
In 1987, 12.3 per cent of the Norwegian population voted for FrP. At that point FrP became 
Norway’s third largest political party.

2 The popularity of debate programs has somehow declined in recent years. In 2006, 
Holmgang had a viewer rate of 330,000 viewers. This decline may be linked to much greater 
consumption of the internet, as well as the production of other news genres and 24-hour 
channels devoted to news and current issues. 
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topic of relevance, are invited to the studio to debate and exchange understandings. 
debate programmes vary greatly regarding their participants, themes, lengths, 
forms of conversation and means of exchange. Some programmes are more 
journalistic, while others have are characteristically entertainment shows (Leudijk 
1997). Despite these variations, however, these programmes often focus on the 
current issues that are recognized as important in the public sphere.3 

in this chapter, the focus is on debate programmes wherein ‘immigration’ 
has been the prime subject for debate. These programmes’ focus on immigration 
may be understood as a cultural practice in the sense that they portray/represent 
a piece of reality – the multi-ethnic and multicultural norway – as they believe 
to that this reality exists in society. This representation of the multi-ethnic and 
multicultural norway is suggested to have a narrative form (thwaits 1994, 
gillespie 2006): narratives are temporally-relayed processes within a given text 
where certain actions are linked to certain characters, personalities, and identities 
(Thwaits 1994, Gillespie 2006, Fairclough 1995). It is through the narrative form 
that a debate programme constructs a certain reality through which a Norway in 
miniature is represented; viewers of these programmes are served ideas on the 
emerged multi-ethnic and multicultural norway where certain actors with given 
identities carry out certain actions and consequentially mirror certain relationships 
and conditions. 

the narration and representation of the world outside the studio is understood 
to be discursive in the sense that a particular version of realities concerning 
immigration and immigrants is represented (Hall 1997, Gillespie 2006). Thus the 
actual narrations on a debate programme may reflect a power relation wherein 
particular versions of discursive realities are more probable and commonly 
represented than other possible, alternate realities (Hall 1973). 

Inspired by Bourdieu’s field theory, this chapter suggests that in a debate 
programme cultural practices concerning immigration and migrants lead to 
meaning production concerning these topics and mirror a dialectical relationship 
between economical and political power in one side, and cultural power on the 
other (Bourdieu 1995). For instance, a debate programme proudly claims to serve 
the community, but simultaneously serves an economical logic that is marked by 
the viewers’ ratings. The discourse(s) on immigration and migrants that is produced 
is then understood as the result of syntheses of interaction between economic, 
political and cultural powers.

in exploring the existing discourses on immigration and migrants on norwegian 
debate programmes, this chapter assumes that the entrance of channels such as tV2 
into the field of Norwegian media has marked a greater degree of involvement of 
economic and political capital within the field; as a consequence, the autonomy for 

3 A study in The Dutch debate programmes indicates that the top five themes chosen 
for debate in debate programmes are the same as ‘the top five news’ in the Dutch public 
sphere (Leudijk 1997).
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cultural production concerning immigration and migrants has been challenged and 
has become subject to major changes (Bourdieu 1994, Benson 1999).

Sample and the Analytical Approach 

the sample for this chapter includes all of the debate programmes with 
‘immigration’ as the prime subject for debate that were broadcast during the 
period from 1989 to 1997 by the two national tV channels in norway, nrk and 
TV2. By the beginning of 1990s these channels were the only two Norwegian 
TV channels covering the entire country. The channels enjoyed holding a unique 
position in Norway; they were both defined as public broadcasting channels, 
and consequentially possessed particular advantages and responsibilities in the 
country. NRK had monopoly on licensing fees, while TV2 had monopoly on 
advertisements, which made the channel a mixture of commercial and public 
broadcasting. The unique position of the channels was reflected in theses channels’ 
need to legitimize their activities and defend their rights as the ‘privileged’ tV 
channels in Norway (Syvertsen 1997:20). This responsibility, as it will soon be 
demonstrated, would impact the channels’ focus on immigration-related issues. 

two debate programmes from each channel have been included in the sample: 
Antenne 10 and Redaksjon 21 from nrk and Holmgang and Lønning Direkte 
from TV2 (see list of programmes and topics at the end of the chapter). The 
issues focused on within these programmes were what fiske (1987) has termed 
‘news worthy’; they pointed to the relationship between the ‘norwegian’ and the 
‘migrant’, and dealt with recently occurring events and thus were considered as a 
part of the news chain. The theme for a debate programme on immigration may, 
for instance, have dealt with a public statement made by a politician, which in 
turn may have lead to a particular chain of news. A survey that indicated some 
‘interesting facts’ about ‘norwegians’ and ‘immigrants’, or resulted from research 
on a range of issues including racist attitudes towards migrants, religion, the 
life conditions of migrants, were also themes for debate. The themes covered a 
wide range of issues linked to immigration policy in norway, as well as a wide 
range of issues that were suggested to have resulted in norwegian society due 
to immigration. This issues included criminality and violence, as well as various 
cultural tensions.

Analytically, the chapter is divided into two sections: the first section examines 
the types of presentations and narratives concerning immigration and migrants 
that occurred within the debate programmes in our sample. The aim here is to 
establish some understanding concerning the sort of narrative structures and 
discursive message(s) that existed in these debate programmes. In this regard, 
the distinction between ‘story’ and ‘plot’ is important (grossberg 2006, forster 
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1927, Polkinghorne 1995, Chatman 1978, Gillespie 2006).4 the story is the actual 
development of events through time, what we see and hear, as well as those things 
that we deduce from what we see and hear. The plot, on the other hand, is the way 
the story is told, it is the trajectory of discourse (Forster 1927, Grossberg 2006). 
this chapter will focus on an analysis of the plots within which ideas concerning 
immigration and migrants were continuously represented. 

the second section of the chapter is an attempt to establish some understanding 
concerning how narratives and representation of immigration and migrants, as 
well as the cultural practices of the debate programmes themselves, have over 
time become subject to changes and transformations. Here, the primary focus is 
on TV2 and its entrance into the Norwegian media field. We suggest that this 
entrance marked an important transformation in the ways that debate programmes 
in Norway have ‘talked about’ immigration and migrants. 

Representation of the multi-ethnic and multicultural Norway

debate programmes attempt to portray pieces of reality with regard to multi-ethnic 
and multicultural Norway. In so doing, they reconstruct certain realit(ies). One way 
of grasping the representations of reality offered by norwegian debate programmes 
is through an examination of the chosen themes for debate. These themes indicate 
the narrative structure and the semiotic processes of meaning production within 
the programmes. The chosen themes in the programmes indicate what issues are 
considered important to talk about with regard to the immigration issue (what 
is important). They are also vital in understanding how certain narratives and 
particular understandings of multi-ethnic and multicultural norway are shaped 
and cemented (how one should talk about these issues). 

on these programmes, themes were often introduced to viewers from the 
beginning point of exposition where the narrative started to take shape. One 
programme, Lønning Direkte, broadcast on 12 January 1995, aimed to debate the 
topic, ‘why criminality has developed among the migrants?’ this question was 
related to racism: 

it was revealed last week that criminality in the migrant milieu is totally out 
of control (…). Police are worried and believe the milieu to be tough and 
dangerous. But why has this (the criminality) developed? Is it because those 
who have warned us in the past almost consequently are stamped as racists? 

‘Criminality’ stood as one of the major themes for the analysed debate programmes, 
and often emerged with reference to different causal relationships. The opening 

4 There are various distinctions and terms regarding story and plot. Grossberg (2006) 
and Chatman (1978) employ the term discourse. Forster (1927), Gillespie and Toynbee 
(2006), and many others, on the other hand, use the term plot.
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above indicated a common form in many of the programme openings, which was 
to introduce a theme along with a causal link to another phenomenon. For instance, 
in the segment above rising criminality was linked to the seeming suppression of 
critical voices within society. 

another programme, Holmgang, broadcast on 28 february 1995, also focused 
on criminality: 

The theme for the programme tonight is a police report. It rings bells. The report 
indicates that migrant youth are responsible for half the criminality. Is it that 
migrant youth are more criminals then others, or there are other reasons? 

again the theme was criminality, but this time the phenomenon was seen in relation 
to ‘migrant youth criminality’. As shown in the quotation above, there was no 
explicit phenomenon which criminality was linked to. However, the programme 
indirectly suggested ‘other reasons’, an indication that the programme aims to 
explore other possible reasons in explaining the increased crime rates among the 
migrant youth. The search for an ‘other reason’ was often an invitation to debate 
on inherent cultural qualities of migrants, which stood as the motivation behind 
actions such as criminality or other acts of deviance. This link between the cultural 
quality of the migrant and the state of deviance and crime was clearly illustrated in 
a programme broadcast on 14 June 1990, in which the debate concentrated on the 
question of why foreigners were overrepresented in cases of rape: 

Why are foreigners so highly ranked in the rape statistic in oslo? is it simply 
cultural differences which lead foreign men to violate the norwegian girl? or 
is it norwegian girls who have gone far (…)? is it norwegian girls who are 
tempting and challenging for foreign men, and therefore lead to frustration? 
Could anyone need a gender course? 

here, criminality and violence committed by migrant men was linked to ‘cultural 
differences’, and more specifically, to a gendered view of the other, the migrant 
man. Many of the expositions established a dominant causal link between an act of 
crime and violence on women caused by migrant culture. One programme aimed 
to debate the issue of ‘forced marriage in migrant families’. The exposition was 
as follow: 

forced marriage, in true contrast to the norwegian law, is again a reality in 
Norway. It happens in migrant families where Redaksjon 21 [the programme] 
knows a series of young boys and girls who are forced to marry against their 
will. Sometimes the families use terror and violence in order to realize their wish 
(which is to force the girls to marry the chosen groom). 

the above exposition illustrated again a link between acts of crime/violence 
against women and culture. The above exposition also emphasized how migrants’ 
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‘ways of being’ differed from the imagined norwegianess, as expressed within 
‘the Norwegian law’. The represented reality of multi-ethnic and multicultural 
Norway within this programme indicated the unease and conflict that were suggest 
to exist between ‘us’ and ‘them’. The chosen themes and paradigmatic choices 
illustrated and supported this chosen reality; the themes were often negative and 
aimed to illustrate the difficult and demanding conditions that Norwegian society 
had been propelled towards due to immigration and to immigrants who had entered 
norwegian society; clearly, these changes had irrevocably changed the norwegian 
landscape of everyday life forever. 

this constructed narrative supported the idea that the coexistence of migrants 
and Norwegians had created difficulties; furthermore, a narrative of danger and 
threat was easy to trace in many of these debate programmes. For instance, a 
programme broadcast on 4 april 1989, focused on ‘pro-forma marriage’ in norway 
within the following exposition:

More foreigners are attempting to fix their stay in Norway. Police around the 
country have explanations which indicate that foreigners pay a considerable 
amount of money to marry norwegian girls in order to get a residence permit 
in Norway. If a Norwegian woman for instance gets married to a foreign man, 
he will automatically get resident permission. We go to meet a woman from 
somewhere in norway who was offered 40,000 crowns in order to get married to 
a foreigner (…). They met for the first time in a restaurant at the airport. 

The programme was then set to debate the issue of pro-forma marriage. The formative 
processes in the programme, such as the images or questions presented, together 
created a message that warned all norwegian girls about the danger of committing 
the same act and marrying a migrant man for money. The message of the programme 
was to warn other norwegian girls to be awake and alert for such dangers, while the 
‘migrant man’ was identified as an agent of insecurity within Norwegian society. 
Perceiving migrants as a possible danger for the majority Norwegian society was 
also suggested in Antenne ti, broadcast by nrk (23 february 1989), when the theme 
for debate was the Rushdie affair. The programme had the following opening: 

(…) It is a book about life and death (…). Satanic verses has humiliated 
and angered Muslims. And Ayatollah Khomeini finds it so humiliating and 
blasphemous that he states that the author must be killed. We are going to look 
at the reason for this and the consequences of it. 

the programme purported to examine how Muslims in norway related themselves 
to the fatwa,5 and aimed to question whether or not the fatwa would lead to an 
act of violence by Muslims living within the country. In this programme, ‘Muslim 

5 fatwa in the islamic faith is a religious edict or a ruling of islamic law issued by an 
Islamic scholar. 
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representatives’ from Norway were invited to debate the issue. As the programme 
continued, the focus shifted to a debate on the effect of fatwa in norway, as it 
might lead to act of crime and violence by migrants.

this type of representation of the landscape has not been limited to norwegian 
NRK and TV2. Another study (Lindstad and Fjeldstad 1997) has indicated that 
criminality has been the theme most often employed in coverage of migrant cases. 
in these cases, the non-western migrant has been the focus and has been presented 
as a problem for Norwegian society. This also has been the case with the debate 
programmes presented here. In this reconstruction of reality the migrant was 
someone from asia or africa, and was differentiated from the norwegian in terms 
of cultural differences, nationality, skin colour and race. 

a more detailed analysis of these debate programmes indicated the ways that 
various themes led to the construction of a landscape in which cultural differences 
stood as a major source of distinction between Norway/Norwegianess and ‘the 
Others’. Antenne 10 broadcast on nrk on 19 July 1990, was focused on the debate 
concerning migrant criminality. The debate had the following opening: 

foreigners stand behind most of the rapes, cases of stabbing, and brutal narc 
crimes in Oslo. These claims are supported by figures from the Oslo Police 
office. But yesterday a research report was presented that shows that immigrants 
are not more criminal then Norwegians. The report includes all sorts of crime 
throughout the country. 

this exposition of the programme once again represented a master-narrative 
in which the meeting between migrant and the norwegian society was seen as 
problematic; this problem – or range of problems – shaped the core of the debate. 

Within the exposition, the programme purported to take an ‘objective’ stance 
as it aimed to debate the findings from a ‘research report’ more profoundly. The 
relevant actors – among others, both the police and the researchers – were invited 
to debate further. The piece began with the anchor asking questions to the police 
inspector: 

Anchor: How can [the police and researchers] reach such different figures? 

Police inspector: Researchers have figures from the Oslo Police department 
regarding narcs and rapes. We gave them the figures. In the figures they have 
now, I see that they try to cover up the things we had. And that is something I 
don’t really appreciate. 

the anchor moved towards another guest, the leader of an organization whose aim 
was to increase the integration of migrants in norway: 

Anchor: Do you trust these figures? 
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organization leader: It can be that the police have observations or data. But no 
matter what the data or report, we have got to debate on how we can prevent 
this criminality. 

the anchor went on to provide information about a documentary before the debate 
in the studio continued. The documentary was a long report on a ’summer night 
in Oslo’ in which journalists followed a police patrol throughout the city of Oslo. 
as the voiceover announced, ‘the night life in oslo is changed, the capital is more 
dangerous, and the violence is more brutal’. The documentary provided a dark 
picture of oslo; a norwegian girl with a purposefully unrecognizable appearance 
was seated in a dark room and recounted an incident in which she had been raped 
by a pirate-taxi driver: 

I was trying to hike home. I was really drunk (…). So there comes a car with 
two persons (…). It was a Moroccan (…), a pirate-taxi. (…) I was asked to sit in 
front of the car. (…) I didn’t think it was dangerous either. I felt sleep while he 
was driving, but he had then stopped in a parking place in a remote place. He had 
moved my seat down and stood on his knees in front of me just about to rape me. 

More scenes established a picture of the city that supported the police claims that 
migrants were more criminal. Text rolled across the screen with the following 
message: 

in the country as a whole, migrants are only a few percent of those sentenced 
for rape, but in Oslo, the picture is something different this spring. (…) 35 are 
reported for rape, where 24 of them have foreign background. Together with the 
police we have gone through all cases. 2/3 of all those reported for rape in Oslo 
are men from Asia or Africa. 

the programme went on to seek an explanation for the phenomenon that migrant 
men were overrepresented in Oslo rape statistics. Presenting scenes from a 
discothèque, the following text emerged on the screen:

In the crossroad of cultures a flirt at a discothèque has many times resulted 
in rape. In all reported rapes, there are many examples in which a group of 
friends up to ten friends have raped a girl. (…) The aggressors are all foreigners 
[the scene is from an empty street, in middle of the night, and the text rolls 
again]. One of the rapes took place in this place in Eastern Oslo, after a visit in 
a discothèque. The aggressor has been sentenced. His version of the incident is 
very illuminating in such cases.

A jailed Moroccan explained how within this rape scenario, he was actually the 
victim: 
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Ahmed [sentenced for rape]: What happened here, she wanted it, you can say, 
in a way. I didn’t force her (…) if you meet a girl in a discothèque, you see, you 
talk, you drink together, you talk about sex (…). So when you ask her if she 
wants to go home with you …

Journalist [interrupting him]: Then she wants to have sex with you?

Ahmed: Yes. 

the message of the report was clear, and stood in accordance with the views of the 
police in the studio that migrants were committing more crimes of rape than others 
in Norway. Ahmed’s words were used to illustrate the factor of cultural differences 
as the cause for the higher incidence of rape committed by migrant men; in so 
doing, ahmed stood as a metaphor for a condition norwegian debate programmes 
often claim to be dominating in reconstructing the landscape of multi-ethnic and 
multicultural Norway. 

Within these debate programmes’ the actors were given different qualities and 
identities through constructed dramaturgic narratives. The term ‘migrant’ was not 
simply employed to refer to a person travelling from somewhere and settling down 
in a new place. The term also awoke a series of connotations and associations. 
in this world of debate programmes migrants were markedly distinguished from 
the norwegian: they were usually darker, they came from other places, and they 
were a problem. It was this problematic aspect that provided the focus for many 
of these debates. The migrant was a threat against the ‘normal’ and consequently 
the term was often associated with actions that disturbed an otherwise normal 
and harmonious state of life. In this case, Norway was cast as the normal and the 
unproblematic. Life in Norway was always associated with prosperity and fortune, 
and for this reason migrants were potentially capable of doing whatever was 
necessary to live in Norway. The migrant also often represented the old traditions, 
habits, and attitudes that Norwegians had wisely cast away in the past. 

the perception of migrants as a problem stood as the fundamental basis for each 
programme. In so doing, various events were localized and tuned to a set of known 
conceptual relations that were often in accordance with the viewers’ perceptions of 
the world. In this sense the programmes had a reproducing function. At the same time, 
the picture of the migrant was also hegemonizing: the migrant was the disturbing 
element coming from the outside; this quality of disturbance was to be used by the 
norwegian to collectively identify him- or herself through differentiation from the 
migrant. Within these constructed narratives the themes, the sources, the relations, 
and the participants, functioned as metonyms. All of these elements were reduced 
in such a way that they resembled familiar and known versions of realities. In so 
doing, the underlying discourse of the programmes was that of confrontation; two 
fronts were constructed, representing two markedly different universes. 

the language used in the programmes was metaphoric in the sense that 
known terms and ideas were employed to introduce the unknown, and therefore 
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the programmes seemed very much like clichés. Islam, views concerning 
women, criminality, and so on were stable categories with stable content that 
was continuously reproduced. The point, here, is not to suggest that, for instance, 
‘the Muslim view on women’ as represented in the programmes does not exist. 
the point is that this version of Muslim thought was the only version represented 
in the programmes. The result of this representation was that the world outside 
was represented in a mechanical and static way with little space for change and 
movement. 

Thus, despite the historical journalistic claim of objectivity and representation 
for the idea of freedom of speech, we observed the constant reproduction of 
a particular discourse on immigration and migrants in these programmes. 
Consequently, our question became: what does the particular representation of 
immigration and migrants tell us? 

Reproduction of images of the o ther

as mentioned earlier nrk and tV2 were given rights and obligations regarding 
their practices. NRK was the first TV channel in Norway and therefore was situated 
in a very particular position. The channel has been established in 1933 and in spite 
of having a great autonomy regarding its practices, had to report to the state and 
the parliament about its activities (Syvertsen 1992). According to its Television 
manifest (mission statement) the channel is given series of rights and obligations. 
the Manifest from 1990 states: 

NRK’s duty is to distribute information and culture throughout the country. 
By demonstrating great diversity in the produced programmes, the channel 
is supposed to awake the interest for public issues as well as to create the 
opportunity for experience and entertainment (…). By diverse, unbiased, and 
critical journalism NRK is supposed to cast light on Norwegian and international 
society. It is an important duty to promote human and democratic values. The 
programmes should be marked with quality in content, form, presentation and 
technical practice. 

the channel is thus given the explicit responsibility to promote certain cultural 
activities. The channel is also to hold great responsibility for being ’correct’, 
’objective’, and ’precise’ in distributing the news (NRK programme manifest 
1982). TV2, on the other hand, has its own rights and obligations with regard 
to being seen as a conscious channel with responsibilities concerning cultural 
reproduction. The channel is private and has depended on income from 
advertising. For various reasons, despite being a commercial channel, it should 
not be considered an ordinary commercial one. This is because, like NRK, there 
are particular rights and obligations the channel has been given by the state; the 
channel has the national monopoly on advertising rights, and has also been allowed 
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to broadcast important public duties. Therefore, the channel has since its inception 
tried to establish a profile that could give it a certain identity (Syvertsen 1997:36); 
in order to distinguish itself from an ordinary channel, tV2 has invested more in 
journalism, and has promoted itself primarily as a news channel. In this regard 
there are many public oriented issues that give TV2 an identity and profile similar 
to that of NRK (Syvertsen 1997: 203). 

Despite these clear policies regarding the importance of journalistic responsibility 
in mirroring public issues, when it came to the issue of immigration these channels 
reproduced historically constructed texts and meanings on immigration and 
migrants. Within the TV2 and NRK’s debate programmes the term ‘migrants’ 
continuously referred to people coming from a remote culture that was culturally 
distanced from what was recognized to be ‘our culture’, the Norwegian one. In the 
discourse that ran through these debate programmes, the righteous members of an 
imagined norwegianess were gathered in front of the tV to face the threat coming 
from the outside; ‘we’ became familiar with this previously unknown threat in 
the programmes. The logic of these programmes was, for instance, that ‘since the 
swedes are our neighbours, they are most probably more like us, compared with 
Pakistanis who have travelled from a remote distance’. It followed by this logic 
that the more you were like ‘us’, the more normal you were. The programmes 
suggested that migrants possessed an inherent culture that made it more possible 
for them to commit criminal acts than it was for Norwegians. Thus, there was an 
orientalist view in approaching the culture of the other. In other words, this view 
suggested that there was a fundamental ontological difference between people in 
the West and the orient, a difference that fell in the favour of the West (said 
1979: 203–4). Orientalism’s essence provided a deep distinction between Western 
superiority and Oriental inferiority. 

one other similarity between tV2 and nrk was the ways in which they used 
their constructed format to problematize the idea of immigration. The programmes 
were stages for the steady reproduction of pre-existing views within the immigration 
debate in Norway. In the represented reality of the debate programmes, there 
were always two fronts meeting in a sort of intellectual wrestling match whose 
actors possessed different and conflicting qualities. This format was one that was 
easily grasp by the viewers; thus, the same themes and arenas for conflict were 
reproduced before the 1990s, year after year. 

Culture in Transformation 

for decades, nrk had held a monopoly as the only nationwide tV channel 
in Norway. By TV2’s emergence in the field of media this monopoly vanished 
and was substituted with a new condition: norwegian media by the beginning 
of 1990s was marked by greater impact from commercialism and by consequent 
transformation. Indeed, this transformation has had a crucial effect as to how the 
cultural responsibility and practices of the channels are executed, on portrayals 
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of immigration and migrants, on the suggested results that migrants have had on 
norwegian society, and on how these programmes suggest that we should approach 
the new multi-ethnic condition in our society.

A greater degree of commercialism within the TV2 network intensified the 
eagerness to capture the attention of additional viewers. This was marked by the 
popularization and sensationalism of tV, especially notable within the debate 
programmes on immigration. Here, good journalists and good news programme 
were no longer defined as ‘objective’, ‘precise’, or comprehensive, but as those 
which were able to attract more viewers. In the race to increase their numbers, 
immigration-related issues stood as a significant issue. From 1987 to 1997 more 
than 50 debate programmes in tV2 and nrk had immigration-related issues as 
their theme for debate and meaning exchange. No other theme in the same period 
of time was even close to receiving this much attention in the debate programmes 
carried by these channels. Based on NRK’s model of cultural reproduction of 
the past, in which the multi-ethnic landscape was constructed around the binary 
oppositions of ‘we’ and ‘them’, various immigration-related issues were brought 
into the centre of attention and cast as vital to the public awareness. 

This new logic in the field marked a move from elitism to popularization and 
sensationalism. Before the 1990s, NRK had tried to act independently with regard 
to the field of economy. The channel had not tried to be commercial, but rather 
to be known as a forum for increasing information and knowledge on various 
public issues. ‘The culture of the migrant’ was thus a natural of debate on NRK; 
these earlier debate programmes had often drawn a clear causal link between an 
event and suggested cultural explanations. Invited guests increased the ‘culture 
image’ of the programmes in the sense that they were recognized as experts on the 
chosen theme for the programme. The expert enjoyed a great deal of respect in the 
programmes, and the anchors very often held a journalistic, objective mask: They 
did not interrupt guests, and often referred to facts. 

 this state of debate programme, this concept of debate programme however, 
changed rather dramatically when TV2 entered the field. After this point, the debate 
programmes began to resemble ‘folk-meetings’ where anyone could participate 
and tell what they had to get off their chest. The participants were no longer topical 
experts, but gained seeming expertise via their particular realms of experience. 
People were encouraged to call in and voice their opinions on the particular theme 
that was up for debate. The anchor for the programme thus became a conduit for 
the voice of the public. The anchor’s attitudes emphasized his role as a man of the 
people. He moved back and forth, got angry, and sat with people in the studio. The 
theme for the programmes did not have the same strong causal link had been the 
case with the NRK. This popularization of debate programmes and particularly 
the immigration issue was viewed as much more entertaining than those of the 
past. While before fact and the knowledge were seemingly important, the new 
era contained a strong element of sensationalism and often stood as much more 
entertaining than the old debate programme model. 
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Furthermore, the relationship of these programmes towards the political field 
experienced a major transformation. NRK programmes had always held a great 
deal of respect for the authorities. Those with power, for instance, a minister or 
police officer, were treated with respect; they were given sufficient time to speak, 
to present their views, or to comment on the views of others. Within this context, 
the anchor stood more as a moderator than an active participant in the debate. TV2 
changed this condition. The channel was independent from state financing, and as 
such, its interaction with the political field also changed. In debate programmes 
produced from this channel, the rulers and those in power were often subject to a 
considerable amount of confrontation by the anchors of the programmes. While 
nrk for many had stood as an ally to the power block, tV2 stood as a great 
prospect to express its independence and journalistic integrity by confronting and 
criticizing those in power. The dominating belief in the debate programmes was 
built on an unlimited sensationalism in which the programmes were supposed 
to represent the man on the street and consequently cross-examine and expose 
things for ‘what they were’. TV2’s strategy thus was to confront the power block 
and at the same time to ally with oppositional political views. The anchor’s role 
within this configuration was to be the one hunting down the power agents. This 
condition led to an informal, unwritten alliance between the political forces on the 
right in norwegian politics, particularly the right populism represented by frP, 
known for its anti-immigration stands in Norwegian society. 

Conclusion

the time period of this chapter’s focus was a period in which debate programmes 
became established cultural forums through which a particular norwegian multi-
ethnic and multicultural landscape was constructed. The representation of the multi-
ethnic and multicultural norway, and how we are to talk about it should be regarded 
as a cultural practice within norwegian society: while the migrant is debated, 
it is indeed the cultural practices in the majority society that are expressed and 
represented. These cultural practices in the programmes should not be perceived as 
autonomous, as both the fields of economics and politics, to various degrees and at 
various times, have also influenced the cultural practices of the programmes. 

an examination of debate programming concerning immigrants in the eras 
prior to and after TV2’s emergence in the Norwegian field of media indicates 
that there were constant cultural practices and constructions through which the 
norwegian and the other were given identities and ways of being. The choice of 
themes and the ways they were represented indicated through these years shifted 
away from the portrayal of a social reality in which the world was reduced to 
conflict and battle between ‘immigrant’ and ‘the Norwegian’. This shift indicates 
that a dramaturgic construction was rendering the debate and was also characterized 
by a reduction of the essence and content of the debate. These cultural practices 
in debate programmes were also characterized as a form of cultural reproduction 
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since they relied on pre-existing cultural images and views concerning ‘the 
other’. Migrants were in this light seen as inferior to the norms of values in the 
imagined norwegian community and represented a potential threat against social 
coherence and stability. In this sense, the meaning of immigration and migrants 
was constructed and prepared for what John Boak would call the simplest part of 
the brain, ‘the brain of fight, flight, blood and territory’ (Boak 1997). 

This simple format of meaning production has satisfied the thirst of debate 
programmes in their search for sensation, and has created the cultural legitimacy 
that these programmes have sought. The massive need that TV, in general, and 
these debate programmes, in particular, have to increase their symbolic capital is 
often passed unnoticed. They seek to increase this capital as they aim to stand as the 
new cultural forums of our time. However, great symbolic violence occurs when 
hegemonic themes are reproduced that lead to the construction of an understanding 
of immigration and of the migrant that emerges as reality itself, as unquestionable. 
The debate programmes in the described period possessed a formidable influence 
and symbolic power and in fact stood as an important distributor of understanding 
concerning the culture and being of the other in Norwegian society. 

since the 1990s, the process of othering, as described here, has moved 
forward and has been radicalized. In a continuation of the constructed realities 
on multi-ethnic norway, today’s norwegian debate programmes can be seen as 
another stage in the post 9/11 era in which the representation of the threat caused 
by the other has reached new heights. On one hand, Islam and Islamism have 
been used as symbols to materialize the threat hanging over our societies. On the 
other hand, the greater the threat, the more seemingly legitimate and acceptable 
are these constructed understandings of the lives of immigrants. To be sure, this 
radicalization of the debate on migrants and immigration should not necessarily be 
linked to actual changes or radicalization of the culture of these others, but rather, 
should be tied to the different logics that now govern the field of media, as well as 
to the particular socio-cultural and political contexts that mark the current cultural 
production of these programmes. 
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Appendix: Data on the Debate Programmes

Number Date Theme Theme category

1 23/2/89 salman rushdie religion

2 4/4/89 norwegian girl married to migrant man Criminality

3 27/4/89 assault on migrants racism

4 15/3/90 Human trafficking Criminality

5 14/6/90 rape and gender-course Criminality

6 19/7/90 Migrant criminality Criminality

7 28/5/91 fighting between youth gangs Criminality

8 13/6/91 kindism (a concept used to express 
a ‘liberal and irresponsible’ view on 
immigration in norway) 

immigration 
policy

9 16/7/92 is there race-hatred in religious groups? racism

Table 15.1 Theme list for Antenne 10

Table 15.2 Theme list for Redaksjon 21

Number Date Theme Theme category

1 17/10/94 neo-nazism racism

2 18/10/94 forced marriage Criminality

3 18/10/94 norwegian youth attitude towards 
migrants 

attitudes

4 20/2/95 unemployment among migrants living condition

5 12/10/95 fire at Veitvet (Veitvet is an area in 
oslo)

Criminality

6 Feb. 96 Migrant women’s’ condition in norway living condition

7 19/3/96 Migrant warns against culture-clash immigration policy

8 11/4/96 County negotiations immigration policy

9 15/4/96 Murder at oslo s (oslo train station) Criminality

10 2/9/96 liberalizing asylum policy immigration policy

11 Oct. 96 immigration low immigration policy

12 16/9/96 County negotiations immigration policy

13 Nov. 96 County negotiations immigration policy
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Table 15.3 Theme list for Lønning Direkte

Number Date Theme Theme category

1 1/9/94 Three Iranian plane hijackers will be 
sent home 

other

2 6/10/94 racism and will to work against 
migrants 

racism

3 12/1/95 Why criminality has developed … ? Criminality 

4 23/2/95 Pakistani boy sentenced for 
blasphemy (in Pakistan) 

religion 

5 27/2/95 Migrant criminality and migrant fear Criminality

6 9/11/95 Sohaila Andrawes (highjacker from 
70s) 

other

7 29/8/96 africans and health watch directory immigration policy

8 22/5/97 What is a norwegian? attitudes, 
immigration policy

Number Date Theme Theme category

1 12/1/93 racism racism

2 2/3/93 What shall we do with kosovo 
albanians?

immigration policy

3 21/9/93 Church asylum immigration policy

4 30/11/93 kosovo-albanians immigration policy

5 13/12/94 Three Iranian plane hijackers other

6 28/2/95 Migrant youth and criminality Criminality

7 17/10/95 Criminality among migrants. 
Migrants take initiative 

Criminality

8 28/11/95 home sending of Bosnians immigration policy

9 4/3/97 immigration law immigration policy

Table 15.4 Theme list for Holmgang
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Chapter 16  

from obsessive egalitarianism to Pluralist 
universalism? a normative epilogue

thomas hylland eriksen

the nordic countries are world famous for their presumed egalitarian ideologies 
and practices. If there is a Nordic identity charged with positive qualities, it must 
arguably be connected to some idea of democracy, welfare and egalitarianism. It 
is an open question whether such a characterization remains valid. Deregulation 
of markets has proceeded at great speed in this region like elsewhere in the world, 
and regarding the educational system, values and principles of market economics 
are making their impact felt there in several ways. In the same way as ‘Hindu 
fundamentalism’ feels like an oxymoron, a conceptual impossibility, ‘market run 
schools’ sound distinctly un-Nordic. It says something about our time that both of 
these strange anomalies exist and thrive. 

the netherlands, which has formed the other main focus of this book, is 
for its part widely renowned for its liberal values in issues ranging from same-
sex marriage to marijuana smoking, and the country also has a long tradition of 
protecting religious minorities which were persecuted elsewhere. In recent years, 
however, dutch politics have taken a distinct turn away from the liberal tolerance 
of the past, towards a largely negatively marked concern with cultural differences 
and growing demands to integrate immigrants in stricter ways than formerly. The 
frictions inherent in the new netherlands are tangible, and it sometimes appears as 
if the liberalism so deeply embedded in the country is a societal model (a liberal 
society) rather than an ethical attitude (respect for a diversity of ways of life).

seen through the analytical apparatus employed by the contributors to this 
book, focusing on exclusion and inclusion in a situation of heightened reflexivity 
around cultural identities and ambivalence surrounding concepts of nationhood, 
the scandinavian and dutch situations appear comparable and in many ways 
similar. Cultural sameness has been a precondition both for Dutch tolerance and 
for Scandinavian egalitarianism. Faced with unprecedented cultural diversity, 
transnational ties, conflicts over the role of religion, high unemployment numbers 
among many immigrant groups, and a revitalization of traditional nationalism, the 
societal responses are mixed, and in both societies (for the sake of simplicity, i do not 
distinguish between the scandinavian countries here) new cosmopolitan attitudes 
are confronted with territorial and ethnocultural nationalisms, multiculturalisms of 
varying shades and identity politics among the minorities. Searching to redefine 
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the map to fit the new territory, both societies are in the midst of a series of painful 
birth throes. 

there are naturally many ways in which these dilemmas could be approached, 
empirically as well as theoretically. I have chosen education, or more generally 
the transmission of knowledge, as the starting and ending place for this epilogue. 
this is where social values are shaped and confronted with other alternatives, 
and where both sharing and differentiation develop. Taking my cue from the 
arguments developed in the book, i shall argue, normatively, that it is both possible 
and necessary find a third way between the Scylla of ethnocentric, authoritarian 
knowledge and the Charybdis of relativist nihilism, for the societies in question 
– and with them, other societies faced with comparable dilemmas – to be able 
to adjust to the new demographic circumstances without dissolving into chronic 
ambivalence or divisive identity politics.

Newness

the transition from industrial to informational society makes it necessary to think 
and act in novel ways in very many areas. Suddenly, society’s shared institutions 
no longer function the way we have been used to, and time and again, it turns out 
that the experts, who should have been close at hand to solve our problems, in the 
space of a few years have become experts on a society that no longer exists.

Our day and age is that after the postwar era. That period was characterized 
by optimistic nation-building and a widespread belief in progress, and it took 
place entirely in the shadow of the cold war and decolonization. This period is 
familiar for all our intellectuals and ‘experts’. The period after the postwar era 
is characterized by the fact that the political space which used to exist between 
the US and the Soviet Union has collapsed; the world’s conflicts have attained an 
ethnic expression rather than an ideological one; the internet and satellite television 
lead to a democratic and chaotic surplus of fast information, and international 
migration has resulted in the obsolesence of most of whatever it was we learnt by 
way of cultural geography in school. Briefly put: Our era can only be understood 
if we recognize that both the electronic revolution and international migration are 
now important dimensions of our society, and that they are two sides of the same 
coin. This fact is laden with consequences for our thinking about the organization 
and purpose of educational systems. 

the new electronic technologies, most of them computer based, have during 
the last couple of decades given information a very different place in society from 
what it had in the old industrial society. At the time, there was still scarcity of 
information, people thirsted for knowledge and appropriated it whenever they 
could, convinced that as much knowledge as possible would give them the best 
possible understanding. Today, the situation is almost turned on its head in our part 
of the world. There is too much information in the world; it presses itself onto us 
from all directions – over the mobile phone, via the Web, on a growing number of 
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tv channels and so on – and, for example, it is perfectly possible to surf the Web for 
weeks and months without ever encountering the same website twice (or for that 
matter, encountering anything remotely relevant to one’s needs and interests). The 
problem confronting us is, briefly, that there is too much information, not too little. 
the surplus of information has a powerful democratizing effect since it makes it 
impossible for the state or self-appointed élites to dictate which knowledge each 
of us should appropriate; at the same time, it has – for the exact same reason – 
fragmenting effects. A new scarce resource is coherence. Whoever is able to filter 
and sort the information at his or her disposal, and is thereby able to discard ninety-
nine per cent as irrelevant, wins this game – not whoever is able to remember the 
names of Russian rivers or African heads of state.

The new, multiethnic situation creates comparable challenges. While identity, 
culture and values were for decades practically non-issues in our european public 
spheres, questions to do with community and cultural plurality have in the space 
of a few years become some of the most central issues – and some of the most 
difficult ones to handle in a defensible manner. 

the relatively homogeneous industrial society, where there was broad, tacit 
agreement about what kind of people the inhabitants were and what kind of 
knowledge was valuable, has eroded away. In what ways informational society 
will manage its collective identities and its distribution of knowledge remains to 
be seen. In periods characterized by rapid change, there will always be struggles 
between competing world-views. The most important arena of this struggle is 
arguably the school, our most important formal institution of socialization.

Which Knowledge?

a general problem associated with socialization in societies of our kind, ‘hot 
societies’ as Lévi-Strauss called them, is that knowledge is rendered obsolete. 
Culture is often defined as that knowledge, those values and skills that are 
transmitted, often in a slightly modified form, from one generation to the next. 
When society changes quickly, both generations – both the teachers and the 
learners – discover that the last generation’s knowledge, in extreme cases their 
entire world-view, become irrelevant. Uncertainty arises as to what is to be valid 
as relevant knowledge. When computer skills began to be taught in schools in 
the late 1970s, it was seen as prudent and forward-thinking to teach the pupils a 
programming language called BASIC. By now, it is already many years ago that 
anyone last used BASIC for anything whatsoever. Besides, teaching secondary 
schoolchildren a programming language was a result of a misguided view of 
relevant knowledge. Nobody who needs to make a phone call has to dissemble 
a telephone to find out how it works, and it is not necessary to be a mechanic in 
order to drive a car.

the problems of transition are also evident, if somewhat more easily grasped, 
in a subject such as international politics. Whereas most teachers, from primary 
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school to university level, have received their training in an era when the world 
was defined through the cold war and the conflict between the US and the Soviet 
Union, the conflicts of the last decade and a half have followed other lines. 
suddenly, ethnic conflict, which was virtually unknown in the schools of the 
1980s, have become central. After the nine-eleven shock, textbooks had to be re-
written once again, now introducing fundamentalist terrorism as a global force to 
be reckoned with. Regarding social studies in our own societies, it is also easy to 
see that major changes have rendered it difficult to state exactly what we should 
teach about society. The welfare society of the postwar era, where politics followed 
easily understood right–left dividing lines, where the stable nuclear family was 
still the most common household form, and where there were obvious differences 
between the working class and the bourgeoisie, no longer exists in the way it is 
still described in many textbooks. 

Still, the most excruciatingly difficult problems of transition can arguably be 
identified in the subject areas to do with cultural heritage and value outlooks – 
history, literature and religious/ethical instruction. Among school subjects, history 
is the most important source of collective identification in our kinds of society, 
and to take norway as an example, the historians have composed a thick and 
often monolithic pillar in Norwegian nation-building generally. It is only through 
knowing the past that one can know oneself, it is often said; and there may be some 
truth in this kind of statement, but it is no less true that history, the way it is being 
narrated, is tantamount to a series of stories about the past, which might have been 
exchanged for others. As Orwell lets one of his more pernicious characters put it 
in 1984: Whoever controls the past, controls the present.

Even if the past does not change, the stories about the past do. National histories 
always contain important mythical elements – they are partly allegorical stories 
about good and evil, they are structured as narratives, and they contain a carefully 
selected sample of facts woven together so as to fit the present self-imagery of 
the nation-state. This does not mean that they are false and fictional, but that 
history can be narrated in many different ways. In a society which becomes ever 
more pluralistic, not least thanks to the information revolution and immigration, 
alternative interpretations of the past and new facts which shed new light on the 
present, will continuously be on offer. The massive support of eugenics in the 
nordic societies of the interwar years, to mention an example, has only recently 
been documented and described by historians; reinterpretations of the second 
World War, where Zygmunt Bauman’s analysis of the holocaust as a product 
of bureaucratic rationality is one of the major contributions, continue to create 
waves and controversies which illuminate the identity-formative aspect of history: 
history is no more about the past than about the present, and any reevaluation or 
touch-up added to past events do nothing to change the past (it has already taken 
place), but contribute to changing the present.

regarding religion and world-views, which are taught in scandinavian and 
dutch schools in quite different ways, it is an obvious and banal fact that immigrants 
and their children are not necessarily faithful Christians. It is moreover hardly 
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controversial to state that quite a few ethnic dutchmen, scandinavians and sami 
also don’t have a very active and passionate relationship to Christianity. As we are 
now witnessing the collapse of Christian religious hegemony in these societies 
– in spite of aggressive attempts from certain Christian politicians to revitalize 
it – it is an open, and difficult, question what kinds of values and cosmologies 
schoolchildren ought to be indoctrinated with – if any. If schools become non-
confessional, it is said, the risk is that they may also become valueless, that is to 
say amoral. (Yet, one might look to other countries to see how they deal with this!) 
if, on the other hand, schools are not going to be non-confessional, they are bound 
to brainwash defenceless children who, according to the universal declaration of 
Human Rights, are entitled not to be subjected to religious indoctrination.

the educational system’s dilemmas associated with the identity-formative 
subjects are formidable, not least in the countries under scrutiny in this book, 
which have in the past been basking in the mixed blessing of egalitarianism, 
homogeneous populations and shared values. Let us now move to the possible 
solutions. I will look at three. My examples will from now on be Norwegian, since 
they are the closest at hand.

Cultural Hegemony

While still at playschool, norwegian children are taught how to celebrate 
Constitution Day (17 May) and other national and Christian holidays. For 
Muslim children to get a day off to celebrate Eid-ul-fitr, that is the end of the holy 
month of fasting, Ramadan, extraordinary measures are necessary. Children of 
non-nationalist parents are not acquitted of the 17 May celebration. Norway is, 
briefly, a country where national identity is taken for granted, as part of the air 
that everybody breathes, and it is intimately tied to the non-religious, that is to 
say pleasant, aspects of Christianity (Christmas, the long easter holiday etc.). This 
starting-point makes Norway a difficult country to reform at the level of collective 
identity. Also, there are also strong indications to the effect that a widespread 
Norwegian reaction to the major societal changes outlined at the beginning of 
this talk, consists in withdrawal and nostalgia. The stronger the threats against 
the hallowed national identity, the stronger it becomes. For example, precious 
few regarded the 1994 lillehammer Winter olympics as a silly and pretentious 
project, perpetuating a museumlike image of Norway as a rural country of simple 
peasants. More seriously, a fairly large minority of the population now regularly 
votes for a political party which believes in a mixture of ethnic cleansing and 
authoritarian assimilation as the only solution to problems associated with ethnic 
and cultural pluralism. Such attitudes are also widespread in the more established 
political parties, wheras the present, Christian-led government sees it as its task to 
ensure that the schools protect Norwegian traditions and Norwegian values.

A Norwegian school system which sees it as its objective to protect and conserve, 
must maintain – even strengthen – the popular myths about Norwegianness. From 
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the time when ‘the first Norwegians’ followed the edge of the ice ten thousand 
years ago, via the Viking era, the Christianization and the ‘four hundred year 
night’ of danish dominance, the signing of the constitution at eidsvold in 1814, 
nansen, 1905 and the heroic resistance during the War, right up to the oil-rich 
country spending part of its economic surplus to advertise its national identity in 
various non-norwegian lands, pupils will imbibe the true story about that brave 
and hard-working people which went from victory to victory – from lindisfarne 
to the West Bank, so to speak. (Some countries celebrate their defeats. Norway 
is not one of them.) Official Norway will appear a unique country which treats 
its new citizens well and turn them into Norwegians efficiently and quickly by 
making them understand that serial monogamy is better than arranged marriages, 
that weekend drinking binges are far superior to constipated teetotalism, and that 
one mustn’t smile to strangers on the tram.

this kind of school would perceive the current tendencies of fragmentation 
as a threat, and would stick to the old and familiar any time. Norway would still 
be presented as mainly homogeneous (even if a little bit of exotic ornamentation 
exists in finnmark (the sami) and in oslo’s east end (the Pakistanis)), founded in 
ideals of equality and similarity as well as a powerful, legitimate State.

in such a school, which is not entirely different from the one we’ve already 
got, Christianity is primus inter pares among the world’s religions. In the new, 
revised subject of religious instruction in Norwegian schools, which ostensibly 
accommodates religious minorities, Christianity has the place of honour, while 
other so-called world religions are also presented. Atheists are not met with 
anything resembling enthusiasm in this kind of school.

a society which adheres to the old principles of national identity will inevitably 
stimulate two kinds of attitude towards inhabitants of foreign origin: either they 
should be norwegianized as soon as possible, for their own good and ours; or 
they should stay away. Since culture is perceived as unitary and limited, there is 
no place for zones of ambiguity. There is no grey, only black and white. Either 
you are inside, or you are outside. Being inside requires a high degree of cultural 
competence. Similarity and community are perceived as central values, and that 
country which is not norway, but ‘abroad’ (Utlandet), is depicted as a fascinating, 
but dangerous place.

multiculturalism

another model, which has been tried out in many countries in recent years – not 
least in parts of the US – is that which can be labelled multiculturalist. Now 
multiculturalism is a difficult and ambiguous concept, and I cannot go into its 
conceptual intricacies here. Suffice it therefore to say that this ideology takes, as 
its point of departure, the fact that the world has changed, and that the maps need to 
be updated in order to give useful descriptions of the territories. The old map was 
hegemonic and monolithic, and accounted for culture, identity, history and world-
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views in the way dictated by the dominant group. In the case of the US, this meant 
that the opening of the West was depicted as a victory for progress and civilization, 
not as a series of horrible massacres and cultural genocides; that the great hero 
of 1865 was President lincoln, not the millions of slaves who had succeeded in 
surviving in spite of decades of inhuman treatment; that the population of the 
us ought to regard the West european immigrants who arrived on ships with 
names like Mayflower as their ancestors, and that slave-owners like Washington 
and Jefferson were the greatest heroes of the nation. 

Following the growing influence of the civil rights movement, feminism 
and native American organizations from the 1960s onwards, influential groups 
in north american society gradually began to revise their myths of origin and 
the foundation of their collective identity. Opposition against the simplistic 
hegemonic version of history in fact reached a provisional climax at the time of the 
bicentennial celebration of the US state in 1976. Exhibitions and shows planned 
for the celebrations were intended to show the unity and community of the nation, 
but as it happened, the result was the opposite. Many individuals and organizations 
protested against the fact that they were either left out or misrepresented. Women’s 
history, black history, native american history and the histories of later immigrants 
were not given their proper place in the national narratives. Around the same time, 
the African-American author Alex Haley had a major breakthrough with his novel 
Roots, which retrospectively can be seen to have marked the beginning of a global 
ethnic revitalization which surpasses everything this side of Sturm und Drang. 
Members of ethnic minorities became reflexively aware that they did not belong 
to the dominant segment of society, and that their own cultural identity might in 
fact be quite different from the one they were taught to belive in school. At the 
same time they were told, by academics and other intellectuals, that their cultural 
tradition and their history was neither better nor worse than that of the white man, 
but different. Soon, action groups were formed to reform everything from history 
curricula in schools to reading lists in universities (where it was seen as a main 
goal to get rid of the dead white males). There have since then been reversals and 
backlashes in the us, not least under the current presidential regime, but still, 
multiculturalism is solidly embedded in parts of the us educational system by 
now.

Multiculturalism, in this version, is – briefly put – the doctrine that: 

everybody belongs to a culture, 
all cultures are of equal value and deserve their place in the educational 
system, and 
this place is not taken but must be demanded, since the ruling classes will no 
more relinquish their cultural hegemony than their economic dominance. 

in a norwegian context, multiculturalism might, if against all odds it were to be 
introduced, lead to a fragmentation of classes and courses. Perhaps, special Muslim 
schools would proliferate, which taught world history as it is seen from Mecca (and 

a.
b.

c.
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not from london, as we are used to hereabouts), who emphasized the national poet 
Wergeland’s weakness for islam in its lessons on norwegian history, and which 
spent many hours exploring the effects of immigration from Muslims countries 
to Norway. Multiculturalism might also be expressed through the establishment 
of separate West norwegian curricula where the three national countercultures 
(new norwegian, fundamentalist Christianity and an aversion to alcohol) might 
be emphasized, and a separate east norwegian variant, where pupils were exposed 
to detailed knowledge about the European Union. Gypsy children would not be 
burdened with formal education, since it is not part of their culture.

even if a unitary school were retained under multiculturalism, it would have 
to make many compromises in its bid to satisfy everybody. Coherence would lose 
to general fragmentation.

like so many political visions that have developed in the us over the last 
two hundred years or so, multiculturalism is based on impeccable democratic 
premises, but it quickly degenerates into absurdity and parody. According to a 
strict multiculturalist view, there are, for example, no sound criteria for arguing 
that shakespeare’s dramas are better than the origin myths of the Bemba, that 
Beethoven’s symphonies somehow are of lasting value, or that the universal 
Declaration of Human Rights is a terrific idea even for people of non-European 
origins. To such statements, one may always respond ‘It’s not my culture’. Not 
surprisingly, multiculturalism has suffered terrible blows at the hands of many 
american intellectuals, from the conservative allan Bloom to the liberal neil 
Postman, who point out that every standard, every set of criteria for evaluating 
quality, is ultimately destroyed by this relativism unbound. Besides, there is little 
doubt that multiculturalism, in the form presented here, leads to a strengthening 
of boundaries between groups, and does not in any way stimulate equitable 
integration into a shared public sphere.

seen as an identity-formative ideology, multiculturalism can be regarded 
as nationalism writ small: each and every small or large group whose leaders 
see it as the inheritor of a cultural tradition, can claim the right to promote its 
identity internally, but not to convert or offend others. As in the case of hegemonic 
nationalism, cultures are depicted as homogeneous and limited, and each and every 
group may appear as a mini-nation with its own customs, its own religion, its 
own history, its own myths and stories, and even perhaps its own language. Many 
norwegians are instinctively positively inclined to multiculturalism, perhaps 
because they rightly recognize the logic of nationalism in it. Multiculturalism is 
apartheid with a friendly face.

Pluralist u niversalism

i have now presented, admittedly in versions verging on caricature, two alternative 
responses to the new multiethnic and electronic life-world encountered in schools: 
one may stick stubbornly to notions of roots and similarity, or one may advocate 
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the view that different cultural groups ought to manage their own knowledge 
systems on a par with everybody else. The first model leads to exclusion or brutal 
assimilation; the second model leads to segregation and disintegration. Hegemonic 
nationalism refuses the members of minorities the right to be different, whereas 
multiculturalism refuses them the right to be similar. If we have to choose between 
these alternatives, we are in other words faced with a real dilemma, which seems 
to have no good solution that is faithful to democratic values and human rights 
principles. The hegemonic model will not only be accused of perpetuating dated 
ideas and to create a slightly suffocating, self-sustained national identity, locking 
it into an airtight room as it were. Within the multiculturalist model, a Gypsy child 
will soon be old enough to accuse the norwegian state of not having offered him 
his constitutional rights of equal opportunities: on the altar of cultural relativism 
and multiculturalism, they have sacrificed his right to become a literate citizen.

so what must be done? it may not come as a great surprise that my third model 
amounts to a solution which ensures both equal rights and opportunities, and the 
right to be different. I propose to call it pluralist universalism. The universalism of 
this concept entails that it insists on a unitary view of knowledge and a democratic 
view of education: everyone should have the same opportunities. Its pluralism 
lies in its recognition of the fact that the world changes depending on where one 
sees it from, that there are no eternal absolutes and no privileged vantage-point. 
the challenge for this model consists in avoiding knowledge relativism (anything 
labelled knowledge is equally good) and unintentional hegemony (one group 
presumes to represent universalism, and uses various forms of symbolic power to 
mute the others).

a few aspects of a school based in pluralist universalism, and which thus 
succeeds in weaving two apparently contradictory ideas together, might look like 
this:

let us at the outset accept that norway is a political community and a territory 
which has a shared language of communication (with two variants – standard and 
new Norwegian), except in the Sami areas. The Norwegians have no common 
religion, although a majority have received some kind of a Lutheran upbringing. 
the political cohesion of norway presupposes a range of shared meanings among 
the inhabitants. One of the primary tasks of the school system consists in enabling 
the pupils to function as fully-fledged citizens; making them understand their social 
duties (such as sending in their tax return in time and following traffic rules), and 
their rights (of welfare benefits, higher education, equal treatment in the labour 
market and so on).

the pupils also have to learn about the history of norway, but the teachings 
will emphasize that the country is complex and variegated, that there have 
always existed profound cultural differences as well as differences of interest 
between town and country, west and east, farmer and worker – and the students 
are taught that the cultural differences between a north norwegian laestadian 
(conservative Lutheran sect) and an East Norwegian atheist can be just as profound 
as the differences between an ethnic norwegian and an immigrant from another 
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continent. This school will, moreover, emphasize that Norway has turned out the 
way it has because of circumstances intrinsic to the country (climate, geography 
etc.) and because of contact with others (crucial events in Norwegian history have 
always involved foreigners). Norwegian history should be taught as a part of world 
history. 

it is not, this kind of school would teach its students, because norwegians are 
culturally similar that they have something important in common, but because 
they are able to understand each other, and because they have a shared state and 
public sphere. In subjects such as literature, Norwegian literature will have a 
privileged place, but it will be taught as part of international trends. No pupil 
shall be allowed not to learn about the greatness of foreigners like goethe and 
Shakespeare. Religious studies will either be discarded altogether – religion is, 
after all, a private matter in any decent society – or become purely descriptive.

The challenge consists in finding a working balance between similarity and 
difference: the state demands of its citizens that they should be similar in a number 
of areas (e.g. following an identical set of laws), and the citizens are, for their part, 
entitled to equal rights and opportunities. This means that a segregation-friendly 
school system where education is decentralized to the level of the community or 
minority, is hardly commendable. School is chiefly about sharing – differences 
belong mainly elsewhere – but the sharing must be equitable and fair.

Concluding Remarks

the educational systems in the societies of the new europe are naturally faced with 
many other problems than the ones I have discussed briefly here. A problem which 
is probably of enormous significance, is the general infantilization of society, where 
children and adults alike are encouraged by advertising, television and newspapers 
to behave like childish teenagers. Another problem is to do with the absence of a 
sound pedagogic ideology in the school system. Thanks to this vacuum, children 
are inadvertently taught to become careerists and consumers rather than sensible, 
mature individuals capable of making critical, independent acts of judgement. A 
third problem, which i touched upon at the beginning of the talk, is to do with the 
pace of cultural change, which makes knowledge obsolete. Rather than learning 
facts by heart, pupils should be encouraged to learn techniques for learning. When 
children are taught to use computers, they need tools enabling them to confront 
any computer, not just the ones that can be programmed in BASIC (in the past) or 
which are run by Microsoft Windows (today).

a fourth problem, which in my view is less serious, is to do with ‘our cultural 
heritage’. For what, when all is said and done, is left of it? The answer is: At least 
as much as in the past. But, and that may be the most significant new insight 
about the societies we have recently entered, our shared heritage does not consist 
in a single, closed universe. It can be approached from many angles, it contains 
a wealth of creaky floors and dark corners, and it is continuously on the move. If 
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we were now able, in this secluded, privileged part of the world, to realize that 
differences can be a good thing, that would mark a major step away from the old, 
static ideologies of identity – where you are either ‘entirely norwegian’/‘entirely 
dutch’ or ‘entirely something else’, that is to say, we would be on our way towards 
a condition where hybrid forms and grey zones were perceived as uncontroversial 
and unproblematic, where boundaries between groups (or, for that matter, nations) 
were not seen as absolute, and where we were able to realize that differences at 
one level reflect similarities at another. This is what pluralist universalism is about 
– it resembles hinduism more than the religions of West asia: We all live in a 
shared world, we can understand each other, but we approach this world from 
different points of view, and both society and the well-being of the average citizen 
will in the future depend on this insight being implemented in schools and in the 
knowledge-transmission systems generally. 
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