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Abstract (EN) 

Whilst the phenomenal growth in ethnic and religious diversity in 

Western world cities has in recent years been extensively researched and 

debated within academia and beyond, there is one dimension that is 

notable for the limited attention it has received to date: the human body. 

This PhD dissertation sets out to contribute to the emerging study on 

encountering urban diversity as an inter-corporeal process through 

Othering. Perhaps the most problematised body in the European context 

is that of the Muslim, often framed in public discourse and debate as 

Europe's ultimate Other. Through an urban ethnography in Amsterdam, 

the study aims to understand how ‘difference’ is lived on the ground by 

addressing how young Muslims sensorially, corporeally, and affectively 

experience, feel, and respond to the Othering attached to their bodies 

within everyday urban spaces of encounter. It will do so by addressing 

two core questions: how do young Muslims experience Othering?; and 

how do they respond to Othering? The main contribution of the project 

lies in its focus on the intersection between religion, race, culture, 

urbanism, and the body by exploring the ways through which the Muslim 

Other is (re)constructed and responded to in everyday urban spaces and 

through mundane urban practices. Focusing on the lived embodied 

experiences of young Muslims and urban geographies of Othering, the 

study sheds light on the body-society relationship and provides a better 

understanding of what it means to be a Muslim in the urban West today. 
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Abstract (NL) 

Hoewel de opzienbarende groei van etnische en religieuze diversiteit in 

westerse wereldsteden de afgelopen jaren uitgebreid is onderzocht en 

besproken binnen de academische wereld en daarbuiten, is er één 

dimensie die tot nu toe betrekkelijk weinig aandacht heeft gekregen: het 

menselijk lichaam. Dit proefschrift draagt bij aan de opkomende studie 

van het ontmoeten van stedelijke diversiteit als een intercorporaal proces 

via Othering. Het lichaam van de moslim is misschien wel het meest 

geproblematiseerde lichaam in de Europese context. In het publieke debat 

wordt het moslim-lichaam neergezet als Europa’s ultieme Other. Door 

middel van een stedelijke etnografie in Amsterdam ondersteunt dit 

onderzoek het begrip van hoe ‘verschil’ in het alledaagse leven wordt 

beleefd. Dit proefschrift gaat in op hoe jonge moslims zintuiglijk, 

lichamelijk en affectief het aan hun lichaam verbonden Othering ervaren, 

voelen en reageren op in alledaagse stedelijke ruimtes. Dit gebeurt door 

twee kernvragen aan de orde te stellen: hoe ervaren jonge moslims 

Othering?; en hoe reageren ze op Othering? De belangrijkste bijdrage van 

het project ligt in de focus op de kruising tussen religie, ras, cultuur, 

stedelijkheid en het lichaam door de manieren te onderzoeken waarop de 

moslim-Other wordt ge(re)construeerd en behandeld in alledaagse 

stedelijke ruimtes en praktijken. Door te focussen op de geleefde en 

belichaamde ervaringen van jonge moslims en stedelijke geografieën van 

Othering werpt dit proefschrift licht op de relatie tussen lichaam en 

samenleving en begunstigt het een beter begrip van wat het betekent om 

moslim te zijn in het Westen. 
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1.1. Introduction 

The fast growth of migration has led to a radical change in Dutch urban 

demography; most cities in the Netherlands are now witnessing 

unprecedented amount of ‘different’ people. On the other hand, there is 

evidence of rising levels of white/ethnic nationalism and strong populist 

xenophobia accompanied by conflict and intolerance towards minority 

groups (Valentine et al., 2015b; Essed & Hoving, 2014). Muslims in the 

Netherlands have been subject to heightened scrutiny, affective response, 

and Othering from a range of actors and communities. They are 

frequently (re)produced as strangers and tagged as the Others who do not 

belong. Nowadays, roughly five per cent of Dutch inhabitants (~855,000) 

are Muslims (CBS, 2019). As FORUM (2010 also Creighton, 2020) has 

documented, there were three stages of Muslim immigration to the 

Netherlands. Starting in the 1950s, the first wave consisted of 

(post)colonial migration from Indonesia and Suriname. During the early 

1970s, the second migration wave, guest workers largely from Morocco 

and Turkey constituted the majority of Muslims in the Netherlands up 

until now. In the third wave from the 1980s, Muslims were refugees and 

asylum seekers from the Middle East and parts of Africa. 

Responding to these waves of immigration, Dutch society has 

experienced different political approaches towards Muslims during the 

past decades. From 1950s to 1990s, political debates revolved around the 

acculturation policy and the integration of newcomers into society by 

learning the language, norms, and values to participate in society, 

profession, and education (Doornbos et al., 2021; Gazzah, 2010). 

However, some events in the early 2000s shifted the public opinion about 

Muslims: four coordinated terrorist attacks in the US on 9/11/2001 as well 

as other terror attacks in Europe such as 3/11/2004 Madrid train 

bombings, 7/7/2005 London bombings by four coordinated suicide 

attacks, the murder of film director Theo van Gogh (11/2/2004) and 

Dutch politician Pim Fortuyn (5/6/2002) who was one of the first to run 

a political campaign against Islam and Muslims as a threat to western 

liberal values (Creighton, 2020; Cesari, 2009). As a result, political 

debates have focused on the position of Islam and Muslims in the 
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Netherlands and whether Islam and Islamic lifestyles are compatible with 

Dutch society (Pertwee, 2017; De Koning, 2013). 

After van Gogh’s killing, for instance, the government set up the 

National Coordinator for Counter-Terrorism and Security (Nationaal 

Coördinator Terrorismebestrijding en Veiligheid or NCTV). Such 

measures across Dutch society, as Welten and Abbas (2021) show, have 

further Otherized Dutch Muslims. Relatedly, from 2006 onwards, the 

expression of negative attitudes toward immigrants has steadily 

increased. For instance, votes for the Party for Freedom, an overtly anti-

Muslim party headed by Geert Wilders suggest a hardening of sentiment 

towards Islam and Muslims in the Netherlands (Creighton, 2020). In 

addition, similar to Denmark, France, Belgium, Austria, and Germany, 

on 1 August 2019, the so-called ‘Burqa Ban’ came into force in the 

Netherlands which banned the face-covering clothing in a number of 

places including governmental buildings, educational institutions, 

hospitals, and public transport. The law has limited certain Muslim 

women’s access to certain civil, social, educational, health, and police 

services as well as their geographic mobility pushing them farther into 

socio-spatial isolation (Hass, 2020). As Valenta (2019) avers, ‘Burqa 

Ban’ is part of a European-wide surge in the symbolic, penal, and 

Islamophobic biopolitics targeted towards those who refuse to obey and 

submit to the state. 

As Van den Bogert (2021) stresses, inferior to the ‘true’ white Dutch 

majority, Muslims in the Netherlands are seen as unassimilable Others 

manifested as unemancipated, lower-class immigrants. Muslims in the 

Netherlands are regularly imagined as bearded men in white dresses, 

oppressed women with headscarves, and agitated radical youth who cause 

troubles. All Muslims in the West are allegedly ignorant with inadequate 

linguistic proficiency, with low educational background, with un-/under-

skilled jobs, if employed at all, who live in (self-)segregated (sub)urban 

working-class areas (Rath, 2014; Listerborn, 2015). Muslims and 

particularly young Muslims have been accustomed to disaffection and 

dissatisfaction in a climate of Othering, anxiety, and fear orchestrated by 

Dutch politicians and media depicting them as the ultimate problem group 
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(Welten & Abbas, 2021). A sharp line has been drawn between non-

Muslims (us) and Muslims (them) making it almost impossible to be 

Muslim and Dutch simultaneously. Islam has become the most important 

identity marker for ‘foreigners’ (Gazzah, 2010) to the extent that even 

white Muslims and converts are seen as outsiders. 

There is not sufficient public understanding of the ways in which 

Muslim individuals and communities experience Othering, 

discrimination, and anti-Muslim racism in the Netherlands. This should 

be the focus of policymakers and anyone who seeks to, or is in a position 

to, improve the lives of Dutch Muslims. In this light, strongly related to 

the debates about race, ethnicity, and religion and the heavily politically 

charged field of Islam and Muslim in the Netherlands, this PhD project 

critically investigates the (micro-)geographies, spatio-temporalities, 

politics, and tensions associated with the everyday urban living of young 

Dutch Muslims in Amsterdam. Because Othering is something that is 

experienced through bodily encounters and encounters with Other bodies 

(Simonsen, 2010) and understood through young Muslims’ routine lived 

and felt realities, I place the emphasis on the body and everydayness. 

Othering within their everyday life, however, may not be always visible 

or present; it touches upon young adult Muslims in different ways and 

with varying intensities. The body is a starting point here for the study of 

difference, domination, and subversion for understanding socio-spatial 

relations in contemporary urban culture in Europe and the Netherlands 

specifically (Simonsen, 2000). The body and embodiment are key 

concerns in theorising (Moss & Dyck, 2003) how young Muslims 

experience and negotiate their cultural difference(s) in Dutch urban public 

spaces. 

1.2. Embodied encounters with the o/Other bodies 

Since the 1970s, social scientists have identified the importance of 

difference and encounters within public space. Urban space is the prime 

site of encountering not only the other, a stranger outside the network of 

our family and friends, but also the Other, mostly a member of an out-

group whose identity is considered ‘different.’ Within these encounters 
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and practices of navigation and negotiation, which are forms of intensive 

being with random o/Others, Othering happens. Othering is a process 

through which difference is translated into inferiority drawing a line 

between ‘us’ and ‘them’ based on a particular self and body (Svendby, 

2018; S. Q. Jensen, 2009; 2011; Conti, 2018). For Modood (2013; 2017; 

2019a; also Modood & Thompson, 2021), Othering is a process through 

which a dominant group assigns negative properties to a subordinate 

group making that minority the Other, inferior, and threatening. As 

Campbell (2001: 44) argues, Othering is “a network of beliefs, processes 

and practices that produces a particular kind of self and body (the 

corporeal standard) that is projected as the perfect, species-typical and 

therefore essential and fully human.” 

The body is the central resource in the drama of socio-cultural 

interactions within everyday urban space where (in)civility inscribes 

itself onto the body in distinguishing normal from pathologic, proximity 

from distance, familiar from stranger (Terry & Urla, 1995; Sanders, 

2006). Embodied Othering encounters, however, involve multiple 

practices that are sensorially felt, corporeally performed, affectively 

charged, historico-geographically mediated, and agentically responded to 

(Ahmed, 2000; Simonsen, 2013; Koefoed et al., 2017). Encounter as a 

meeting that involves surprise (Ahmed, 2000; Wilson, 2017a; 2017b) is 

played out through intercorporeal meetings in everyday life whilst 

sensorially registering traces of familiarity and strange(r)ness. Imbued 

with emotions and affects of joy, fear, stress, anxiety, surprise, and shock, 

moreover, encounters have temporal and spatial roots in particular 

historical and geographical contexts of power relations between and 

within social groups (Matejskova & Leitner, 2011). They include and 

incorporate images embedded in other direct or mediated encounters in 

other spaces and in other times within the spatio-temporal ambivalences 

between the near and the distanced (Ahmed, 2000; Koefoed & Simonsen, 

2011; 2012; Koefoed et al., 2017; Listerborn, 2015). 

Othering thus is intrinsically embodied, i.e., sensorial, corporeal, and 

affective, through which the Other is constructed and agentively 

responded to via bodily encounters. Embodied encounters form 
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differentiated bodily and social spatialities and these differentiations 

contain different emotions and affects. The o/Other is constructed via 

emotionally charged spatial negotiations within everyday life. Everybody 

is constantly constituted in everyday encounters in a spectrum of 

familiarity and strangeness. The o/Other happens to be a spatial relation; 

the stranger is a relational body through encounters either face-to-face or 

mediated through images shaped via encounters in other times and other 

spaces (Koefoed & Simonsen, 2012). 

Moreover, different bodies possess different affective capacities 

(Mohammad & Sidaway, 2012; Tolia-Kelly, 2006). The o/Other is not 

different from me because it is simply a body-object; the o/Other is like 

me yet is affectively marked as different (Koefoed & Simonsen, 2012). 

Following Deleuze and Guattari (1988), Brott (2002) conceptualises a 

theory of the affective body based on the idea that the body is its capacity 

to affect and to be affected by o/Other bodies (also see Thrift 2008; 

Simonsen, 2010). Therefore, everyday encounters with o/Other fleshy 

and sensuous bodies affect us and this affection takes different forms such 

as love, desire, hate, or anger (Pile, 2010). 

1.3. The Muslim Other 

In our society, major social, political, cultural, personal, and moral 

problems are both articulated with respect to the body and expressed 

through it (Wegenstein, 2006; Hancock et al., 2000). Furthermore, certain 

‘different’ bodies, when denied by the power and privilege of ‘normal’ 

bodies, are more likely to be excluded, victimised, and Othered. Muslims 

in Europe are pathologised in a way in which their religion is considered 

the prime source of political, social, cultural, and security problems. In 

much of Europe, Islam has become a line dividing ‘us,’ residents of 

Europe and ‘them,’ Muslims who are considered the Other or inferior. 

The body of the Muslim Other brings to the fore concerns regarding 

racialisation, immigration, national identities, patriotism, democracy, 

modernity, secularism, security, extremism, and radicalisation (Foner, 

2015; Sunier, 2016; Van den Brandt, 2019). 
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Muslims in the global North, including the Netherlands, are subject to 

several Othering discourses. The religio-cultural Other holds to the 

existing perception that Islam is not compatible with the Western values 

of modernity, freedom, and secularism (Ryan, 2011). It has been argued 

that Islam, Muslims, and their religio-cultural demands often contradict 

the central values of Western liberal-democratic societies and their ethos 

of individual rights and secularism. They are often framed as problematic 

and disruptive, refusals of modernity and secularism (Ramírez, 2015; 

Hamzeh, 2011; Sargent & Larchanche, 2007). As Said (1978) argues, 

orientalism represents the Orient, Middle East, Islam, and Muslims as 

inherently violent, bound to tradition, inferior, and threatening to the 

Western liberal democracies. Orientalism has also served Europe to frame 

itself as rational and civilised, technologically and economically 

progressive, and Islam as the Other functions to self-assure Europe to be 

individual, democratic, and liberal (Said, 1978). As part of a strategy that 

demonises cultural differences, anti-Muslim political discourses often 

frame Muslims as self-segregating and living in parallel cultures; 

incompatible, divergent, mismatched, and in conflict with us. These 

discourses reproduce gendered stereotypes depicting Muslim men as 

villains, potential terrorists and Muslim women as passive, helpless 

victims of oppressive patriarchal religion, an inherently sexist culture 

(Rath, 2014; Moghissi, 2016; Bilge, 2010; Eid, 2014; Najib, & Teeple 

Hopkins, 2020; Gokariksel, 2017; Van Liere, 2014). 

The image of the dangerous Other problematises Islam and Muslims 

in terms of security and terrorism. Terror attacks in the US and Europe 

have shifted the public opinion about Islam as a security threat. The ‘War 

on Terror’ and the rise of anti-Islam politicians and political parties such 

as the Party for Freedom in the Netherlands, the Sweden Democrats, the 

Belgian Vlaams Belang, the Swiss People’s Party, the Alternative for 

Germany, the Austrian Freedom Party, and the French Front National 

have resulted in the growing anti-Islamic feeling (Pertwee, 2017). 

Muslims are seen as suspect citizens who pose a potential threat to not 

only Western modern liberal democracies but also international security, 

manifested in Trump’s ‘Muslim Ban’ (Ali, 2020; Gokariksel, 2017; 
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Selod, 2018). Such a global geopolitical condition has produced Muslim 

bodies and objects they carry as risky and fearsome (Pain & Smith, 2008; 

Frisina & Hawthorne, 2018; Poynting & Briskman, 2020). The obvious 

example would be the niqab/burqa ban. In the name of gender equality 

and/or security, in Belgium, the Netherlands, and France the wearing of 

niqab and burqa in public places and public transport has been banned 

(Listerborn, 2015). 

We are witnessing the rise of far-right parties in Europe, the backlash 

of multiculturalism, spreading white/ethnic nationalism, populist 

xenophobia, and racist movements in the Global North (Listerborn, 

2015). Alongside the changing political semiotics in Europe, media 

outlets and populist discourses represent Muslims as the ethno-national 

Other which support an atmosphere of fear and loathing towards bodies 

that do not represent the figure of an acceptable, loveable citizen (Ahmed, 

2004a; 2004b; Tolia-Kelly, 2006). For Sayyid (2014), hostility towards 

Muslims rather than being merely religious, cultural, or emotional has 

political dimensions as well. In the context of migration, diversity, and 

economic instability, Muslims have become a metonym for unwanted 

immigrants, foreigners who do not belong in Europe or North America, 

part of a bad diversity, politically unfaithful and disloyal towards their 

countries of arrival, a universal figure of a non-patriot citizen (Ali, 2020; 

Frisina & Hawthorne, 2018). 

These Othering discourses work through the homogenisation process 

where a Muslim is met not as an individual but, regardless of their 

differences, as a collective identity, a mass of ‘them’ characterised by the 

sign on the body, visible expressions of difference (Simonsen, 2010; 

Listerborn, 2015). In other words, when the Other is constructed, the 

Othered is imprisoned in the body, defined in terms of bodily 

characteristics (Simonsen, 2007). Homogenisation constructs the 

‘Muslim prototype’ (Chao, 2015) which lumps a wide variety of people 

together based on physical and phenotypical features (Finlay & Hopkins, 

2020; Karaman & Christian, 2020). Hindus, Sikhs, Arabs, Middle 

Easterners, South Asians, and those with similar skin tones who embody 

an imagined ‘Muslim look’ are all becoming the same; Muslim (Love, 
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2009; 2020; Devadoss, 2020; Hopkins et al., 2017; Sziarto et al., 2013). 

Muslims and Muslim-looking people become the target of the 

racialisation of Islam based on the idea that a group of (accurate or not) 

Muslim people are associated with phenotypical and cultural 

characteristics (Kaufman & Niner, 2019; Itaoui, 2020; Hancock, 2020). 

Based on what Hesford (2011: 29) describes as ‘ocular epistemology,’ a 

‘seeing-is-believing’ paradigm (Ghumkhor, 2019), aspects of bodily 

appearance become the source of categorisation as Muslim, which 

essentialises heterogeneous social groups as a homogeneous category 

under one single religious aspect and those categorised may become 

subject to Othering (Najib & Hopkins, 2019a; 2019b; Najib & Teeple 

Hopkins, 2020; Ali, 2020; Krumer-Nevo & Sidi, 2012). Their visibility 

within everyday life, embodiments of faith, ritual observances, cultural 

expressions, and even their ‘brown’ names and languages (Devadoss, 

2020), often circulate feelings of suspicion; they are the imagined Other 

whose presence poses a threat to the (imagined) national community 

(Anderson, 2006b; Mikola et al., 2016; Warren, 2019; Ahmed, 2000; 

2007). 

Rachel Pain (2014, 2015), in this regard, has conceptualised intimate 

geopolitics of fear to connect the themes of geopolitical and everyday in 

different global, national, cultural, local, the body, and emotional contexts 

(see also Pain & Staeheli 2014; Smith 2012). By thinking through fear as 

geopolitical, Pain and Smith (2008) connect intimate geopolitics to affect 

and emotion. They foreground how, through the circulation of fear from 

global to local and/or its movement from discourses/events to the bodies 

and feelings of individuals, global fears are grounded, operating through 

the racialisation of certain bodies in the West which heavily impact 

Muslim(-looking) communities. 

Relatedly, Topolski’s (2018; 2020a; 2020b) work on ‘race-religion 

constellation’ posits religious(-looking) as not driven by characterisation 

and stereotyping of religion, but rather the collapsing, conflation, co-

constitution of race and religion. For her, race-religion constellation refers 

to the connection or co-constitution of the categories of race and religion 

through which people are classified into races according to categories 
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associated with religion. Having shed light on the genealogy of anti-

Semitism and Islamophobia, two European religious-based forms of 

racism, Topolski (2018; 2020a; 2020b) shows how the terms ‘Semite’ and 

‘Oriental’ were used from the 19th century onwards to classify people, 

specifically non-Christians, i.e., Jews, Arabs, or Muslims, as non-native 

European, thus non-white. Meer (2013 also Jansen & Meer, 2020) 

stresses that racialised categories have saturated the European social 

imaginaries and cultural portrayals of Muslims and Jews. Therefore, it is 

not merely a religious looking that is constructed as the Other but the co-

constitution of racial-religious one. 

Othering and anti-Muslim discourses in tandem with the 

homogenisation, essentialisation, and racialisation of Islam, have brought 

Muslim(-looking) people a wide variety of social, psychological, and 

economic problems. They face what Essed (1991) calls ‘everyday 

racism,’ and Mansson McGinty (2018) dubs ‘embodied Islamophobia,’ 

the lived, emotional, and embodied experiences of anti-Muslim assaults 

and routine marginalisation within the structure of everyday life. There is 

evidence from different Western countries showing that Muslim(-

looking) people face a wide variety of socio-psychological problems. 

Next to psychological disorders such as the loss of self-worth, self-

confidence, life-satisfaction, stress, illness, loneliness, depression, and 

even suicidal feelings, Muslims face lower employment, higher than 

average rates of racism and discrimination, limited mobility 

opportunities, frustrations on the blocked mosque and schools, various 

forms of systemic disadvantage and structural inequalities in the 

workplace, education, health, housing, entertainment, criminal justice 

system, and other public domains (Dunn et al., 2016; Dunn & Hopkins, 

2016; Warren, 2019; Itaoui, 2020; Marfouk, 2019; Trispiotis, 2019; 

Abdelhadi, 2017; Bila, 2019; Ali & Whitham, 2020; Noble & Poynting, 

2010). This means that Muslims in the West have been facing several 

issues concerning their identities, adoption of religio-cultural norms, and 

values, even citizenship (Fletcher, 2014; De Koning et al., 2015). Some 

bodies are seen and recognised as stranger than others (Simonsen, 2010; 

Ahmed, 2000). Muslims, thus, have turned into the ultimate Other, 
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transfixed through the religious identity to stand at the margins: 

undesired, irredeemable, and alien (Dunn & Hopkins, 2016; Kastoryano, 

2010; Hopkins et al., 2017). 

1.4. Problem statement and research questions 

Over the past decades, there has been a significant amount of discussions 

and debates on the ‘Muslim question’ (Norton, 2013) in the West within 

academia and beyond covering a broad range of topics such as 

Islamophobia and security policy (Sian, 2017), Islamophobia and media 

representations (Ogan et al., 2014), Islamophobia and austerity (Ali & 

Whitham, 2020), geographies of Islamophobia (Najib & Hopkins, 2019b; 

Dunn & Hopkins, 2016; Itaoui, 2016; 2020), misrecognition (Hopkins et 

al., 2017), Muslim femininities (Dwyer, 1999; 2008), Muslim 

masculinities (Hopkins, 2004; 2007; Huizinga & van Hoven, 2021), the 

politics of veiling (Scott, 2007; Gokariksel, 2009; Secor, 2002; 

Gokariksel & Secor, 2010), belonging (Kapinga & van Hoven, 2021; 

Kapinga, 2021), fashion (Warren, 2019; Tarlo, 2007a; 2007b; 2010), and 

agency (Eid, 2015; Najib & Hopkins, 2019a; Finlay & Hopkins, 2019; 

2020; Ellefsen & Sandberg, 2021; Saleem et al., 2021). Whilst this 

scholarship has focused on the discursive, public framing of the Muslim 

Other in the West (Hoekstra & Verkuyten, 2015; De Koning, 2013), this 

PhD project distinguishes itself by focusing on the everyday lived 

experiences of young Muslims practising their embodied urbanism. As 

lived experiences, embodied urbanism refers to the spatial processes 

through which bodies are located corporeally and conceptually, 

concretely and metaphorically, materially and discursively within the 

framework of everyday urban life (Moss & Dyck, 2003) as a collective 

project because it takes place in a life-world that is already social (Turner, 

2006; 2008). Broadly speaking, by embodied urbanism the study refers 

to the public representation of the body in everyday life. It is not only 

about the conspicuous display of religious signs but also mundane 

activities such as appearance, clothing, eating/going out, mobility, 

shopping, education, employment, leisure activities, and any other 

corporeal aspects of everyday urban life. 
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By examining, for instance, who is ‘allowed’ to move how and where 

in the city, to what extent certain embodiments can or cannot be 

performed, by whom and according to what, this PhD dissertation 

particularly attempts to explore the processes that Otherize the public 

bodies through intercorporeal encounters (Brown & Gershon, 2017; 

Koivunen & Paasonen, 2001) within everyday urban living between 

Muslim communities and wider society. The body is a vital site of identity 

construction and materialisation where the (micro-)politics of difference 

are inscribed since the body serves as a marker of and platform for the 

construction and enactment of individual and social selves (Bobel & 

Kwan, 2011; Massari, 2009). The body involves both identification and 

differentiation; there is a dialectical process that involves the body both 

as a text to be read and as a site of social contestation. In this light, this 

study asks two core questions: 1) how do young Muslims experience 

Othering? and 2) how do they respond to it? 

1.4.1. How do young Muslims experience Othering? 

The primary concern of this project is to provide an in-depth 

understanding of how Othering is experienced sensorially, corporeally, 

and affectively within the urban life of young Muslims. Othering is not a 

continuously felt presence; it becomes more intense at certain situations, 

places, and moments of daily practices. Thus, how is the Muslim Other 

(re)constructed and Othering made present in their everyday urban life? 

In what ways is it felt and lived with different intensities and registered 

in the sensing bodies as part of the composition of their lived embodied 

experience? How is Othering spatially organised and practised? How 

does Othering shape their capacities of embodied urbanism? These 

questions demonstrate the ways in which Muslims socio-spatially, 

sensorially, corporeally, and affectively experience anti-Muslim racism. 

As Listerborn (2015) argues, it is not necessarily an encounter between 

an Islamophobic person and a Muslim; these experiences are also directly 

associated with what it means to be a Muslim in the West today. 

1.4.2. How do young Muslims respond to Othering? 
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Although Othering problematises the identity of Muslims, the Other is 

not passive, voiceless, subaltern (Bhatt, 2006). The dichotomy between 

‘us’ and ‘them’ should not deny the agency of those who are Othered. 

Referring to the critical questions of agency, how young Muslims manage 

the Othering attached to their bodies is crucial in the struggle for social 

justice. How young Muslims are speaking back to Othering is not only 

important for a wider understanding of the continued and complex 

negotiations of Muslims with the Western values (Jackson, 2016) but also 

everyday negotiations of difference in the city. The question of agency 

revolves around the (micro-)politics of everyday negotiations of 

difference in the city. Additionally, related to Noble and Poynting’s 

(2010) concept of a ‘pedagogy of unbelonging’, this research question 

concerns how young Muslims ‘teach’ themselves and each other to 

anticipate, adapt, and get on with their lives precisely through being 

differentiated from other bodies. How does embodiment take shape 

through encounters with Others? How do young Muslims embody their 

human agency through constraining or expanding their range of viable 

choices within everyday urban living? How do they demonstrate 

creativity in handling and responding to encounters to cultivate a 

particular aspect of (pious) lifestyle? Goffman (1971) would take this 

question as the ‘grammar of public places’, ‘appropriate’ ways of 

behaving in public spaces. For Mauss (1979) this is the notion of ‘body 

techniques’ and the ways in which people know how to use their bodies 

in different settings. This research question, consequently, foregrounds 

not only the role of age and gender in the Otherness of Muslims but also 

the various tactics and responses to experiences of Othering within the 

diversity and multidimensionality of the everyday urban practice. This 

research agenda not only thinks through the city in an intercorporeal way 

but also engages the scholarship on the body and embodiment with the 

micro-politics of everyday urban life. 

1.5. Aims, objectives, and contributions 

This dissertation provides an insight into the lived experiences of young 

Muslims in the context of everyday spaces of urban living. The study also 



Introduction  25 

 

investigates the mechanisms through which the body can transform from 

a site of conflict into one of reconciliation or the other way around. In this 

vein, the project aims to: 1) understand Othering through exploring 

multiple ways it is lived and felt in the everyday lives of young Muslims 

through the lens of embodied urbanism; 2) explore how space plays a role 

in the construction of the Muslim Other; and 3) explain tactics that young 

Muslims adopt to create and manage spaces of coexistence despite the 

Othering potentials. To answer the research questions and compatible 

with the aforementioned aims, the objectives of the study are to 1) 

develop a theoretical apparatus that is able to conceptualise the Othering 

process of Muslims supported by in-depth qualitative methods; 2) devise 

an empirical approach to understand Muslims’ response to Othering in 

different urban settings; and 3) identify and explains the ways in which 

space cast a role in the Othering of Muslims. 

The project contributes to the field of geographies of encounter 

(Valentine, 2008; 2013; Valentine & Waite, 2012) to reflect on the more 

complex ways in which banal everyday encounters in public space are 

experienced, felt, lived, and negotiated. Despite the growth in ethnic and 

religious diversity in Western world cities (Dunn, 2010a; Vertovec, 2007; 

Meissner & Vertovec, 2015), the notion of Otherness remains mostly an 

abstraction, detached from the everyday socio-spatial and embodied, i.e., 

sensorial, corporeal, affective, and agentive, lives of Muslims. The PhD 

project, thus, contributes to the growing body of literature on Muslims in 

the West and adds depth to the understanding of the Otherness of Muslims 

in their lifeworlds through their own eyes within their own urban habitats. 

Throughout this dissertation, I will situate Otherness within embodied 

(sensorial, corporeal, affective, and agentive) aspects of everyday life and 

argue that the fixed image of Muslims, as explained above, in everyday 

encounters creates potentials for Othering through embodiments that 

challenge the dominant systems of meaning and doing things. Strongly 

related to the interactions between encounter, gender, race, ethnicity, 

religion, culture, urbanism, and the body, the study critically investigates 

(micro-)behaviours/aggressions/tensions and (micro-)social geographies 

associated with the everyday urban living of young Muslims. By thinking 
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through the relations between the body and space, I touch upon how 

Othering is practised in minutely meaningful yet fully felt and viscerally 

realised sensations, emotions, and affects (Adey et al., 2014) which 

contribute to our understanding of the negotiation of differences, justice, 

social (in)equality, and Othering on the smallest of scales, e.g., facial 

expressions, posture, gestures, body language, and glimpses, that define 

attitudes towards the Muslim Other. By doing so, I also touch upon the 

lived, aesthetic, and embodied dimensions of everyday multiculturalism 

(Swanton, 2010; Mansson McGinty, 2018) through which ‘us’ and ‘them’ 

have no fixed position but are constantly (re)produced in so many little 

ways. 

By foregrounding and describing seemingly mundane events that 

entangle Muslims with discomfort, fear, and anxiety, this dissertation 

bridges the gap in the empirical evidence on the role of public space, race, 

ethnicity, and religion in the Othering of Muslims. Sensorial, corporeal, 

and affective approaches are productive because they provide a more 

expansive and embodied understanding of how Othering unfolds in 

everyday events which tap into potentials of racialisation and global 

imaginaries of discomfort (Lobo, 2014; Jensen, 2012; Ahmed, 2007; 

Swanton, 2010). I demonstrate how emotions, feelings, and affects of 

hate, anger, fear, stress, and discomfort are produced and practised when 

young Muslims are encountered. By doing so, this thesis makes empirical 

contributions to cultural geographical works on affect and emotion, the 

embodied experiences of (im)mobility, everyday multiculturalism, and 

urban geographies of Muslim communities and identities in the West 

(Purifoye, 2015; Bissell, 2016; Wilson, 2011; Koefoed et al., 2017; 

Valentine, 2013; Gokariksel, 2017; Najib & Hopkins, 2019a; 2019b; 

Hancock, 2015; 2020; Mansson McGinty, 2012; 2018; Itaoui, 2016; 

2020). 

Furthermore, the investigation identifies ordinary micro-practices and 

daily tactics that individual Muslims adopt to respond to anti-Muslim 

racism within the Dutch urban context. Putting the Dutch case into 

conversation with the literature on urban geographies of Islamophobia 

and Muslim agency in the US (Sziarto et al., 2013; Mansson McGinty et 
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al., 2013; Mansson McGinty, 2012; 2018), Australia (Itaoui, 2016; 

Mikola et al., 2016; Dunn et al., 2016), the UK (Finlay & Hopkins, 2019; 

2020; Hopkins et al., 2017; Warren, 2019), France (Najib & Hopkins, 

2019a; 2019b; Hancock, 2020), Sweden (Listerborn, 2015), and other 

European countries (Law et al., 2019; Woodward et al., 2018; Elahi & 

Khan, 2017) will further enrich scholarly debates on Muslim geographies 

in the West (Dwyer, 1999; 2008; Dwyer & Shah 2009; Dwyer & Uberoi 

2009; Hopkins, 2009; Phillips, 2009). By doing so, the project shows the 

complex tactics through which young Muslims embody their agency to 

decrease or increase their visibility within everyday urban spaces of 

encounter as well as positioning themselves differently in different 

spatialities within the spectrum of the proximity and distance to the 

dominant norms of society (read whiteness). 

1.6. Outline of the dissertation 

This research includes seven chapters. These chapters discuss different 

situations, events, and contexts related to the Otherness experienced by 

young Muslims linked by the theoretical framework of geographies of 

encounter, anti-Muslim racism, sensoriality, corporeality, affectivity, and 

agency. The current chapter, Chapter 1, introduces the main themes, 

theoretical framework, and research questions. In Chapter 2, I explain 

the ethnographic fieldwork in Amsterdam, alongside debates on the 

positionality and ethical considerations. Chapter 3 conceptualises 

Othering as a sensorial encounter arguing that Othering is sensed, lived, 

and felt in/through the Muslim body perceived sensorially based on a 

particular configuration of smell, touch, hearing, and look through which 

the Muslim Other is (re)produced. Chapter 4 contributes to Othering as 

an intercorporeal encounter in urban space and explores how Otherness 

is lived out in the networks of everyday embodied urban living of 

Muslims. It sheds light on the ways in which the figure of Muslims socio-

spatially Otherizes their bodies in relation to intersectionality, clothing, 

and stereotyping. Building upon affective atmospheres, Chapter 5 

investigates young Muslims’ everyday encounters within the (im)mobile 

spaces of public transport that entangle their bodies with different 



Introduction  28 

 

histories, affects, emotions, and feelings. It proposes an affective 

understanding of Othering practices and travelling with difference in 

public transport. Chapter 6 explores how young Muslims embody their 

agency in the forms of activities and socio-spatial relations within the 

context of their everyday life. It describes a range of ‘unremarkable’ 

ordinary tactics and everyday small agencies of impression management 

that young Dutch Muslims adopt including invisibility, visibility, and 

normalcy. The final chapter, Chapter 7, summarises the main results of 

the dissertation and offers some avenues of hopeful possibilities.
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2.1. Introduction 

Although there is a tendency to research Muslims in Muslim minority 

contexts, there has not been enough focus on their everydayness (Dunn 

& Hopkins, 2016). This research thus aims to describe and understand the 

lived embodied Othering experiences of young Muslims in Amsterdam 

(Hennink et al., 2010). This project embarks upon how meanings are 

enacted and performed through the body which creates potentials for 

conflict through performances that challenge the dominant systems of 

meaning, i.e., order. Othering is best experienced qualitatively through 

corporeal existence. This PhD research project, therefore, follows a 

qualitative approach seeking to explain how young Muslims experience, 

feel, and live Othering within their everyday urban life and how they 

respond to it. This investigation was built upon data gathered in an 

(auto)ethnographic fieldwork undertaken between January and October 

2019 in Amsterdam involving verbal (informal/formal individual/group 

interviews), visual (observations and photographs), and autoethnographic 

(taking fieldnotes and making event logs) methods. This assortment of 

methods forms a methodological triangulation combining 

autoethnography, (participatory/unobtrusive) observations, photography, 

in-depth interviews, and informal conversations which enhances the 

validity and richness of the empirical data. 

To answer the research questions, I have focused on young Muslims 

to understand how they sense, feel, experience, live, and respond to 

different modes of embodied Othering encounters. This particular 

demographic category was chosen since debates about the intimate 

geopolitics of Islamophobia mostly revolve around these young people. 

They are growing up in a political climate where they are often seen as 

victims, villains, agitated who cause troubles. Being framed as 

susceptible to indoctrination or radicalisation, media often projects the 

racialised Muslim youth as the driving force behind the security issues in 

Europe (Bayat & Herrera, 2010). Further, depicted as the source of the 

conflicts between Islam and the West, their occupation of space, social 

cohesion, integration, and identity are problematised and questioned 
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(Hopkins et al., 2018; Itaoui, 2020). In this regard, Bayat and Herrera 

(2010) argue that the feeling of Otherness amongst young Muslims is 

strong because they are assumed as immigrant outsiders who are tolerated 

by the nation. El-Tayeb (2011: 83) also describes how young Muslims 

“can be perceived as more foreign and threatening than their parents or 

grandparents who came to Europe from the Middle East, West Africa, or 

South Asia.” Consequently, the focus on young Muslims demonstrates 

how religious, racio-ethnic youth experience and understand the 

embodied aspects of anti-Muslim racism within different everyday urban 

spaces of encounter. 

To study the embodied Othering experiences of young Muslims, I 

focused on a global superdiverse city where its citizens are atomised, one 

way or another, different. Furthermore, global cities in Western Europe 

are simultaneous sites of secularisation, religious innovation, and 

diversification. With the growing visibility of religion in their public 

spaces, these cities are an indicator of postsecularism where secular and 

religious ways of being, living and doing things co-exist (Henkel, 2014; 

Hatziprokopiou & Evergeti, 2014). Amsterdam is the chosen city to 

reflect on religious diversity, particularly the visibility of Islam and its 

followers. Promoted as a liberal city with a long history of tolerance 

towards different religions, lifestyles, and mentalities, Amsterdam has 

attracted many people from a wide variety of backgrounds leading 

towards its super-diversity (Uitermark et al., 2014). As Beck (2013) has 

argued, the city encompasses 350 different religious communities from 

180 nationalities, making it one of the most religiously diverse cities in 

the world (Van Kempen & Bolt, 2009; Galster, 2005). The embodiment 

of Islamic religious beliefs, ritual observances, and cultural expressions 

are highly visible in the urban sphere; for example, 42 mosques (~15% of 

the total religious buildings of Amsterdam) shape the urban religious 

landscape and more than 120,000 Muslims (~12% of Amsterdammers) 

populate of the city (OIS, 2014; CBS, 2016). Islam has also been 

politicised in the Netherlands turning its superdiverse capital city into an 

interesting site to investigate the everyday Othering practices towards 

young Muslims within everyday spaces of urban living. As such, 
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Amsterdam offers a case for studying processes of Othering of Muslims 

in a cosmopolitan postsecular context. 

2.2. Methods 

This (auto-)ethnographic research involved attracting individuals who 

have direct experience of Othering. Participants were recruited through 

contacts with and distributing flyers and business cards at mosques, 

universities, and educational institutions. To recruit additional 

participants, I frequented everyday micro-social spaces (see Amin, 2002) 

such as libraries, community centres, corner shops, local sports clubs, and 

public transport stations. In these places, I had informal conversations 

with young Muslims and distributed flyers and business cards. Snowball 

sampling was also employed to reach out to some participants based on 

the participants’ suggestions. 

It should be indicated that contrary to discourses in political debates 

and across various media outlets that racialise, essentialise, and 

homogenise Muslims, they are not identified the same (Najib & Teeple 

Hopkins, 2020; Itaoui, 2020; Buitelaar, 2009). There is a wide variety of 

ways through which Muslims define and practice Islam. Muslims are not 

a religious category and Islam is not only a faith but also an identity, a 

practice. Additionally, despite the racialisation of Islam through which 

the materiality of religion and aspects of bodily appearance are the basis 

for categorisation (accurate or not) as Muslims (Love, 2009; Sziarto et 

al., 2013; Hopkins et al., 2017), there is no inherent prototypical Muslim 

body; not all Muslims are publicly recognised as Muslims. Therefore, 

regarding the diversity of cultures in, understanding of, and practising 

Islam (Najib & Hopkins, 2019a), special attention was paid to the richness 

and variation of the qualitative data. Respondents, therefore, were diverse 

in terms of gender (eight women and 10 men), socioeconomic status 

(from working class to upper-middle class), occupation, education (from 

high school to PhD), Islamic branches (Sunni and Shia), religious 

involvement (from orthodoxy to liberal), age (young adults between 20 

and 32), migratory generation (native, first, and second), and national 
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origin (Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iran, Iraq, Turkey, Saudi Arabia, Morocco, 

the Netherlands, Somalia, Egypt, Bangladesh, and Cameroon). 

2.2.1. Interview 

Thirty-four semi-structured, in-depth interviews with 18 participants 

were recorded (table 1). I had in total 44 hours of conversation with my 

participants. Lasting to maximum 180 minutes, five interviews were one-

off and 29 sequential, up to five sessions. Twenty-eight interviews were 

conducted with individuals whilst six interviews were in groups of two. 

The group interviews appeared rich and insightful. Crang and Cook 

(2007) and Longhurst (2010) argued that group interviews may lead 

towards less personal data; one participant may dominate the interview 

session and the rest follow them despite having opinions that hamper the 

depth of the nuanced qualitative data (Crang & Cook, 2007; Longhurst, 

2010). However, the conducted group interviews in this research proved 

to be different. I did not observe issues regarding power dynamics. Both 

group members contributed uniquely and almost equally to each 

interview session. In addition, group interviews had the advantage of 

making the interview situation more comfortable for participants 

(Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). Moreover, since the group (and 

individual) interviews were predominantly serial, the interviewer (me), 

was mostly seen as an insider (see 2.4. Positionality for an in-depth 

discussion), and interviewees became familiar faces which further made 

sessions friendly and less formal, encouraging participants to be more 

forthcoming. 

Some participants were busy to be interviewed in a face-to-face 

manner. Some female participants because of their beliefs were feeling 

uncomfortable being interviewed in person by a male researcher (see 

section 2.4. Positionality for further discussion). Consequently, 

alternative data collection methods such as phone, Skype, and/or email 

interviews were employed (Dunn, 2000). Such methods enabled 

interviewees to participate in the research on their own terms aiming to 

be interactive. They were an effective, and more inclusive way of 
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engaging hard-to-research populations in the research process (Wilkinson 

& Wilkinson, 2018). 

Walking interviews were also conducted as another visual/verbal 

embodied qualitative method. Routes were determined by participants 

and six (individual/group) walking interviews were audio-recorded to 

understand how participants make sense of urban space (Huizinga, 2020). 

It allowed participants to walk with me to show ‘their’ Amsterdam and 

neighbourhoods (Bourlessas, 2018) and describe their memories, 

histories, and imaginations, which may have been forgotten in sedentary 

interviews (Evans & Jones, 2011). 

To uncover participants’ lived embodied experiences, their stories, 

anecdotes, and original accounts regarding their everyday urban practices 

and experiences of being different in Amsterdam were audio-recorded. 

Learning more about the contextual factors that govern young Muslims’ 

lived embodied experiences of Othering, they were asked how they use 

or avoid certain places, how they dress, and how they express, hide, or 

change their religious identities in specific spaces. The questions were 

also about their personal experiences of encounters within different public 

spaces such as eating/going out, mobility, shopping, employment, and 

leisure activities. Next to the extreme episodes of verbal/physical 

violence (see section 2.5. for ethical considerations), they were asked to 

recollect any incident that made that particular experience unusual, 

‘sticky’ (Ahmed, 2010), worth remembering, the feelings these 

encounters generated, and the ways they reacted to these Othering 

practices. 

2.2.2. Observation 

The spatial distribution of Muslim communities is uneven throughout 

Amsterdam; their presence and density are higher in some 

neighbourhoods. Besides, diversity is negotiated at the neighbourhood 

level. Thus, neighbourhood forms an important point of reference for 

understanding expressions of diversity and how people negotiate these 

differences (Peterson, 2017). Areas such as Indische Buurt (Amsterdam-

Oost) and De Baarsjes (Amsterdam-West) were of special interest. These 
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are gentrified/ing neighbourhoods and religiously diverse which show the 

high presence of different Muslim and non-Muslim groups with different 

class compositions as well as social, cultural, economic, and urban 

settings. Mosques and Islamic centres such as Westermoskee, Moskee 

Annour (De Baarsjes), Ulu Camii Moskee, Moskee Al-Karama, and 

Moskee Nasr (Indische Buurt) were important sites for conducting the 

ethnographic investigations and recruiting participants. Additionally, 

shopping streets such as Javastraat (Indische Buurt) and Kinkerstraat 

(Oud-West) as well as flea markets such as Dappermarkt and Ten 

Katemarkt provided me with unique opportunities for (unobtrusive) 

observation (figure 1). I was a pedestrian observer, streetologist, mingling 

with local Muslims within their urban habitats. Focused observations 

were employed for finding their patterns of behaviour within their urban 

life. I was engaged in their mundane everyday practices to observe and 

record how they use, manage, and/or negotiate their bodies within their 

urban socio-cultural and religious geographies such as mosques, 

educational settings, playgrounds, parks, squares, shopping streets, flea 

markets, and public transport. 

During the fieldwork, moreover, I was predominantly using public 

transportation such as train, bus, tram, and metro as a useful means to 

observe encounters with ‘different’ bodies. I spent a considerable amount 

of time within these spaces, i.e., stations and vehicles, more than 400 

hours, as I undertook over 260 (inter)urban journeys some of which lasted 

to over two hours for the purpose of (auto)ethnography and participant 

observation but also engaging in conversations with strangers, recruiting 

participants, and (re)visiting my interviewees. I was not only ‘going 

somewhere’ (Salazar, 2014) but also a participant observer reflecting 

upon and recording the practices of my fellow passengers. I was 

particularly interested in bodily encounters (facial expressions as ‘affect 

in process’ (Thrift, 2004: 61), movements, stillness, silence, and 

gestures), attentive to sensing smells, sounds, and haptic sensations, 

concerned with different emotions, feelings, and affective atmospheres 

generated/changed through these (ephemeral) intercorporeal encounters 

that interlock mobility and immobility (Bissell, 2008; 2009a; 2009b; 

2010a; 2010b; Wilson, 2011; Sheller, 2014; Rink, 2016; Koefoed et al., 
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2017; Officer & Kearns, 2017). As Benediktsson et al. (2018: 14) have 

conceptualised, I was “a passive form of flâneur – a mild and reflective 

form of curiosity about fellow passengers.” 

2.2.3. Autoethnography 

The flâneurship, however, did not put me into an entirely passive mode. 

I do not embody the white male flâneur (Benjamin, 1979, Nigg, 2019). I 

am brown, bearded, Muslim-looking who embodies Middle Eastern facial 

features with dark hair and dark eyes. I was not only the gazer but also 

the gazed. My bearded racio-ethnic body drew attention; on many 

occasions, I received many ‘weird’ looks; on many public transport trips, 

no one was sitting next to me; or I was random/double/triple checked. 

Whilst I was looking at the Other, I was looked at as the Other which gave 

me a mixture of anxiety and curiosity. In addition to the ethnographic 

interviewing and observations, placing myself as the subject (Wall, 

2008), provided a closer evaluation of how affects and emotions were 

played out within the context of everyday social life. Autoethnography 

here, as a form of self-narrative contextualised in culture, history, and 

socio-political settings (De Freitas & Paton, 2009), is “an approach to 

research and writing that seeks to describe and systematically analyze 

(graphy) personal experience (auto) in order to understand cultural 

experience (ethno)” (Ellis et al., 2011). The employed autoethnography 

worked nicely with the other aforementioned methods. The 

autoethnographic approach placed me, the researcher, into the position of 

a participant, to gain an embodied and affective understanding of being 

the Other, whose observations and encounters resonated with points made 

by participants. The use of multiple methods and datasets, i.e., 

interviewing, observation, and autoethnography, added rigour, breadth, 

and depth to the study.  

  



 

Methodology 37 

 

 

 

  

P
s
e
u

d
o

n
y

m
 

G
e
n

d
e
r
 

A
g

e
 

D
e
s
c
r
ip

ti
o

n
 

I
n

te
r
v

ie
w

 m
e
th

o
d

 

S
a
d

e
k

 
M

 
L

a
te

 2
0

s
 

N
e
w

c
o

m
e
r 

to
 A

m
s
te

rd
a
m

, 
g

a
in

fu
ll

y
 e

m
p

lo
y

e
d

, 
fi

rs
t 

g
e
n

e
ra

ti
o

n
 

1
 s

e
d

e
n

ta
ry

 i
n

te
rv

ie
w

 

M
o

h
a
m

m
e
d
 

M
 

M
id

 2
0

s
 

M
a
rr

ie
d

 w
it

h
 t

w
o

 c
h

il
d
re

n
, 

g
a
in

fu
ll

y
 e

m
p

lo
y

e
d
, 

s
e
c
o

n
d
 g

e
n

e
ra

ti
o

n
 

1
 s

e
d

e
n

ta
ry

 i
n

te
rv

ie
w

 

F
a
ra

h
 

F
 

E
a
rl

y
 3

0
s 

P
h

D
, 

m
a
rr

ie
d

, 
a
 h

o
u

s
e
w

if
e
, 
fi

rs
t 

g
e
n

e
ra

ti
o

n
 

1
 s

e
d

e
n

ta
ry

 i
n

te
rv

ie
w

 

H
a
fe

z
 

M
 

E
a
rl

y
 3

0
s 

G
a
in

fu
ll

y
 e

m
p

lo
y

e
d

, 
s
tu

d
y

in
g
, 
b

e
a
rd

e
d
, 

fi
rs

t 
g

e
n

e
ra

ti
o

n
 

3
 s

e
d

e
n

ta
ry

 i
n

te
rv

ie
w

s
 

1
 w

a
lk

in
g

 a
n

d
 s

e
d

e
n

ta
ry

 i
n

te
rv

ie
w

 

L
is

a
 

F
 

M
id

 2
0

s
 

C
o

n
v

e
rt

, 
m

a
rr

ie
d

, 
v

e
il

e
d
, 

s
tu

d
y

in
g

, 
g
a
in

fu
ll

y
 e

m
p

lo
y

e
d

, 
n

a
ti

v
e
 

2
 s

e
d

e
n

ta
ry

 i
n

te
rv

ie
w

s
 

S
u

m
a
y

y
a
h
 

F
 

E
a
rl

y
 2

0
s 

S
tu

d
y

in
g

, 
m

a
rt

ia
l 

a
rt

 c
o

a
c
h
 f

o
r 

c
h

il
d

re
n

, 
v

e
il

e
d

, 
s
e
c
o

n
d

 g
e
n

e
ra

ti
o

n
 

1
 p

h
o
n

e
 i

n
te

rv
ie

w
 

1
 e

m
a
il

 i
n

te
rv

ie
w

 

M
y

ri
a
m

 
F

 
M

id
 2

0
s
 

S
tu

d
y

in
g

, 
v

e
il

e
d

, 
fi

rs
t 

g
e
n

e
ra

ti
o

n
 

3
 p

h
o
n

e
 i

n
te

rv
ie

w
s
 

F
a
ti

m
a
 

F
 

E
a
rl

y
 2

0
s 

G
a
in

fu
ll

y
 e

m
p

lo
y

e
d

, 
s
tu

d
y

in
g
, 
v

e
il

e
d

, 
s
e
c
o

n
d
 g

e
n

e
ra

ti
o

n
 

1
 s

e
d

e
n

ta
ry

 i
n

te
rv

ie
w

 w
it

h
 e

a
c
h

 o
n

e
 

4
 g

ro
u

p
 s

e
d

e
n

ta
ry

 i
n

te
rv

ie
w

s
 

N
o

u
r 

F
 

M
id

 2
0

s
 

F
o

u
a
d
 

M
 

M
id

 2
0

s
 

G
a
in

fu
ll

y
 e

m
p

lo
y

e
d

, 
s
tu

d
y

in
g
, 
s
e
c
o

n
d

 g
e
n

e
ra

ti
o

n
 

2
 g

ro
u

p
 s

e
d

e
n

ta
ry

 a
n
d

 w
a
lk

in
g

 i
n

te
rv

ie
w

s
 

A
h

m
a
d
 

M
 

E
a
rl

y
 2

0
s 

G
a
in

fu
ll

y
 e

m
p

lo
y

e
d

, 
s
e
c
o
n

d
 g

e
n

e
ra

ti
o

n
 

L
e
il

i 
F

 
E

a
rl

y
 3

0
s 

P
h

D
, 

g
a
in

fu
ll

y
 e

m
p

lo
y

e
d

, 
fi

rs
t 

g
e
n

e
ra

ti
o

n
 

2
 s

e
d

e
n

ta
ry

 i
n

te
rv

ie
w

s
 

Y
u

s
u

f 
M

 
M

id
 2

0
s
 

M
a
rr

ie
d

, 
g

a
in

fu
ll

y
 e

m
p

lo
y

e
d

, 
b

e
a
rd

e
d

, 
s
e
c
o

n
d

 g
e
n

e
ra

ti
o
n

 
2

 p
h

o
n

e
 i

n
te

rv
ie

w
s
 

1
 e

m
a
il

 i
n

te
rv

ie
w

 

S
a
ra

 
F

 
M

id
 2

0
s
 

G
a
in

fu
ll

y
 e

m
p

lo
y

e
d

, 
s
tu

d
y

in
g
, 
v

e
il

e
d

, 
s
e
c
o

n
d
 g

e
n

e
ra

ti
o

n
 

1
 p

h
o
n

e
 i

n
te

rv
ie

w
 

1
 s

e
d

e
n

ta
ry

 i
n

te
rv

ie
w

 

H
a
d

i 
M

 
M

id
 2

0
s
 

M
a
rr

ie
d

, 
g

a
in

fu
ll

y
 e

m
p

lo
y

e
d

, 
b

e
a
rd

e
d

, 
fi

rs
t 

g
e
n

e
ra

ti
o
n

 
1

 s
e
d

e
n

ta
ry

 i
n

te
rv

ie
w

 

1
 w

a
lk

in
g

 a
n

d
 s

e
d

e
n

ta
ry

 i
n

te
rv

ie
w

 

S
a
la

h
 

M
 

E
a
rl

y
 3

0
s 

N
e
w

c
o

m
e
r 

to
 A

m
s
te

rd
a
m

, 
g

a
in

fu
ll

y
 e

m
p

lo
y

e
d
, 

b
e
a
rd

e
d

, 
m

a
rr

ie
d

 

w
it

h
 o

n
e
 c

h
il

d
, 
fi

rs
t 

g
e
n

e
ra

ti
o
n

 
1

 S
k

y
p

e
 i

n
te

rv
ie

w
 

M
o

o
s
a
 

M
 

E
a
rl

y
 2

0
s 

G
a
in

fu
ll

y
 e

m
p

lo
y

e
d

, 
s
tu

d
y

in
g
, 
s
e
c
o

n
d

 g
e
n

e
ra

ti
o

n
 

2
 w

a
lk

in
g

 a
n

d
 s

e
d

e
n

ta
ry

 i
n

te
rv

ie
w

s
 

K
a
ri

m
 

M
 

 M
id

 2
0

s 
G

a
in

fu
ll

y
 e

m
p

lo
y

e
d

, 
s
tu

d
y

in
g
, 
b

e
a
rd

e
d
, 

s
e
c
o

n
d
 g

e
n

e
ra

ti
o
n

 
2

 s
e
d

e
n

ta
ry

 i
n

te
rv

ie
w

s
 

 
T

ab
le

 1
: 

a 
b
ri

ef
 o

v
er

v
ie

w
 o

f 
th

e 
re

cr
u

it
ed

 p
ar

ti
ci

p
an

ts
 

 



 

Methodology 38 

 

  

F
ig

u
re

 1
: 

an
 o

v
er

v
ie

w
 o

f 
th

e 
et

h
n

o
g

ra
p

h
ic

 s
it

es
 

S
o

u
rc

e:
 R

ez
a 

S
h

ak
er

 



 

Methodology 39 

 

In terms of reliability and validity of my autoethnography, as 

articulated by Ellis et al. (2011: 282), they “mean that a work seeks 

verisimilitude; it evokes in readers a feeling that the experience described 

is lifelike, believable, and possible, a feeling that what has been 

represented could be true... the story is coherent.” Autoethnography uses 

features from autobiography to write about past experiences with a 

specific focus on the cultural setting. Therefore, I continuously was 

asking myself to what extent my stories enable me and my audience to 

understand Othering. However, I had to find a balance between ‘auto’ and 

‘ethno.’ As Winkler (2018) argued, emphasis on the ‘auto,’ personal 

feelings, and thoughts may turn the conducted study into autobiography 

not autoethnography. On the contrary, emphasising the ‘ethno’ may put 

the study into more traditional forms of ethnography. 

Autoethnography is an ethical research practice that “humanizes 

research processes and products and works to be more inclusive of how 

life is lived and how experience is storied.” (Adams et al., 2013: 673; 

Lapadat, 2017). Therefore, it should be argued that (auto)ethnography is 

a “patchwork of feelings, experiences, emotions, and behaviours that 

portray a more complete view of ... life” (Wolcott, 1999: 10). By 

reconsidering the traditional critiques of autoethnography and ideas about 

objectivity, neutrality, and bias, I would say that my (auto)ethnographic 

account is just ‘a way of seeing, not the way’ (Wolcott, 1999: 137, also 

Wall, 2008; Winkler, 2018). Also, as Harding (1986; 1992; 1995) and 

Hartsock (1983) argued the production of knowledge from the point of 

view of the Othered offers a greater motivation of these groups to 

understand the views or perspectives of those in the position of power. In 

agreement with Tsalach (2013), this brief autoethnographic take on my 

racialised body functions as an epistemic lens that captures certain layers 

of everyday social reality which are less accessible and relevant for other 

people. Consequently, the autoethnographic account has the capacity to 

turn the margins into an alternative sphere for the development of critical 

and socio-political consciousness, where the Other can be heard and 

represented (hooks, 2000; Tsalach, 2013). 
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2.3. Analysis 

All interviews were verbatim transcribed and (auto)ethnographic 

fieldnotes organised. During the analysis, special attention was paid to 

different (micro-social) places and spaces within which participants 

encountered or perceived Othering. The role of language also appeared 

important during the analysis phase. I was sensitive to the affectively 

charged words and how interviewees in which contexts used them in 

order to refer to the spatio-temporalities of Othering. Words such as hate, 

disgust, fear, anger, scare, danger, shock, guilt, pity, frustration, 

indifference, and weird appeared several times (Wierzbicka, 2003; 

Conradson & McKay, 2007; Bissell, 2010a). Thereafter, within the 

platform of the qualitative data analysis computer software package, 

NVivo 10, all the collected empirical data were coded to draw out themes, 

patterns, and resemblances regarding the various sensorial, corporeal, and 

affective ways through which the Muslim Other in (re)constructed and 

how they reply to such processes. 

The empirical data were coded deductively based on a priori 

conceptual categories, e.g., sensorial dimensions of perception such as 

seeing, hearing, smelling, and touching, and inductively according to 

unanticipated categories that emerged from detailed and repeated 

readings of the texts, spatio-temporalities of Othering, and affectively 

charged words. To conduct the intra-textual analysis, the coded data for 

each participant and (auto)ethnographic accounts and observations were 

closely read to develop a unique written interpretation of each interviewee 

and observation. Thereafter, inter-textually, the emerged themes and 

patterns were compared to look for commonalities and resemblances 

(Ozanne & Ozanne, 2020). I continued iteratively between intra- and 

inter-textual analyses until I reach saturation and the themes shaped a 

coherent interpretation. Regarding the sensorial aspect of Othering, 

visual, auditory, olfactory, and haptic senses were analysed. Corporeal 

dimensions revolved around the socio-spatial aspects of Othering within 

the frameworks of intersectionality, clothing, and stereotyping. Action-

based and representational as well subtle and non-representational 

dynamics of encountering young Muslims in Amsterdam shaped the 
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affective Othering specifically within the (im)mobile spaces of public 

transport as one of the main Othering sites repeatedly mentioned by 

participants, observations, and my own personal accounts. Themes such 

as invisibility, visibility, and normalcy appeared to form the tactics on 

which young Muslims would rely to respond to Othering. 

2.4. Positionality 

My field diary served not only as a research log but also as a reflexive 

platform. My positionality here involves “reflection on self, process, and 

representation, and critically examining power relations and politics in 

the research process, and researcher accountability in data collection and 

interpretation” (Sultana, 2007: 376). Firstly, there were some specific 

barriers present during the fieldwork which, to some extent, hindered the 

recruitment process. Although I have linguistic capabilities in Persian, 

Arabic, and English, I am not advanced in the Dutch language which for 

some potential participants appeared troublesome regarding sharing their 

Othering experiences. However, English was the lingua franca during the 

fieldwork. Some degrees of mistrust about exploitation and stereotyping 

(Aroian et al., 2006) also blocked the recruitment. Some young Muslims 

seemed concerned whether their views on Dutch society, Islamophobia, 

and Othering would be misrepresented or bring them some ‘troubles.’ 

Despite my assurance of confidentiality, they remained reluctant to 

participate and politely declined my invitations. In addition, both the 

Christchurch mosque shootings in New Zealand and the shooting on a 

tram in Utrecht happened during the fieldwork which caused some further 

troubles regarding recruitment. After these incidents, some potential 

participants cancelled their participation or did not reply to my calls 

and/or emails. 

As expected, gender dynamics were present during the fieldwork, 

especially given the sensitive nature of conversation on bodies and 

conflict (Winchester, 1996). Female participants were not always willing 

to talk to me as a male researcher. Many young Muslim women declined 

my interview invitations or preferred not to be interviewed in person but 

via phone which reduced some of the complexities of face-to-face 
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conversation such as facial expressions and body language. As Lisa said: 

“for me, it doesn’t matter but maybe for others, it would matter; for some 

men maybe they wouldn’t have been enjoying this conversation if you 

were not a man.” By the same token, Yusuf argued that: 

“I think [if you were a woman] I would’ve done the 

interview but I would not definitely have met you in person 

and perhaps I wouldn’t call but maybe through emails... of 

course because you have an Islamic background, it gives me 

more incentives to help you out because you’re my brother 

and I want to help you out and see you succeed. That is also 

a thing that Islam teaches like you have to help each other 

out. The Prophet says that the best person is the one who is 

the most useful to other people... I think also because of the 

fact that you know the words and I don’t have to explain 

myself too much before you understand me, I think it really 

helped.” 

As Yusuf in the above quote mentioned, I was an insider. Despite being 

non-religious, I grew up within a Muslim family and Muslim-majority 

country which gave me the advantage of establishing trust with 

interviewees and recruiting participants. I was able to use my knowledge 

of Islam and Muslims gained from my own life to access mosques and 

communities where I conducted my fieldwork. I also noticed that I was 

talking differently during the fieldwork. My choice of words and accent 

changed as I was using sentences with religious connotations in a familiar 

way when speaking with my family or religious friends. In this sense, my 

socio-historical locations, a unique mix of gender, ethnicity, class, and 

age characteristics, had significant effects on gaining more intimate 

insights from my participants (Mullings, 1999). My name, age (33 at the 

time of fieldwork), ethnicity (Persian), migratory status from a Muslim-

majority country (Iran), socio-economic background (working class), 

religious background, some shared experiences of Islamophobia, even my 

hobby (calligraphy) helped me during the recruitment phase and the 

interview sessions. The insider positionality facilitated to have a closer 

understanding of the psychological, cultural, social, spatial, political, 
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environmental, and economic processes that have characterised the 

Othering processes that young Muslims encounter within their daily lives. 

I was representative because I look like them and/or due to my religious 

background, they didn’t simply have to explain every cultural or religious 

words. This was explicitly mentioned by Hafez: 

“If you were someone else it could be different because I 

think that person would have his or her own Western 

thoughts which may affect the conversation or the 

questions... in your case, I know it is different; I mean you 

are representative because you look like me and I see more 

of myself in you rather than a Dutch girl or guy... and if you 

were a Muslim girl, I wouldn’t have this conversation with 

her maybe. I think I would say okay thank you but I don’t do 

it. I won’t do the interview with her but with you I can 

because you are a guy.” 

It is generally assumed that an unequal power relationship exists with the 

interviewer more powerful than the interviewee. A way of attempting to 

resolve the problem of unequal power relations was by adopting an 

empathetic approach to the interview (Winchester, 1996; Jerolmack & 

Murphy, 2017). I was engaged in a non-argumentative, supportive, and 

sympathetically understanding conversation with my participants. By 

sharing my own personal experiences of Islamophobia and memories of 

Othering, I assured my participants an honest and open approach, tried to 

show my sincere curiosity. Moreover, I could establish more personal 

relations with some of my participants as an attempt to even out the power 

dynamics at play (Dowling, 2016). All in all, although the power relations 

between me and the participants were difficult to grasp, my insider 

position aided the establishment of rapport, facilitated a deep engagement 

and openness by the participants, and enhanced the quality of the 

empirical data (Jamal Al-deen, 2019; Miled, 2019). 

2.5. Ethics 

Researching Othering encounters negotiates painful experiences, 

complex political and ethical situations, and are a receptacle for all sorts 
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of negative affects, emotions, and feelings on young Muslims amplified 

by the sensationalised narratives of (inter)national media. In general 

terms, this PhD project has adhered to the principles of ethical social 

research. Before the ethnographic fieldwork, ethical approval was 

obtained from the ethics committee of the Faculty of Spatial Sciences, the 

University of Groningen. Before conducting the interview, all 

participants were provided with the information sheet and informed 

consent. The information sheet and informed consent were prepared in 

both English and Dutch in a non-technical language suitable to be 

intelligible to a wider audience. Information was offered to the 

participants well in advance so that they would have enough time to 

reflect upon it regarding their (potential) concerns which meant that they 

had a basic understanding of the aim of the research, knew that their 

participation was voluntary, and they could stop participating at any time 

(Winchester, 1996; Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007; Mark et al., 1999). 

All participants were explained why the recording was preferred. They 

were told about the research objectives, how data will be used, and the 

outcomes of the study (journal articles, thesis, and presentations in 

scientific and public podiums). Interviewees were also provided with the 

list of questions before the interview to prompt and encourage a lively 

discussion, enhance the quality of the debate, and aid informed consent 

(Dunn, 2010b). Convenient and suitable places and times for conducting 

interviews were selected for both the researcher and participants so that 

we would feel at ease and comfortable. Furthermore, I assured 

participants that the research information will be collected, analysed, and 

reported anonymously in conjunction with confidential data management 

and archiving: in accordance with the Research Data Management Plan 

of the University of Groningen; the provided information is kept 

confidentially in a locked facility and a password protected encrypted file 

on a password-protected computer for five years and then it will be 

destroyed. Moreover, all participants’ information (based on their wish) 

has been anonymised and they were given pseudonyms to protect their 

identity (Jerolmack & Murphy, 2017; Mark et al., 1999). Any other 

information that could be traced were changed to ensure anonymity 
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(Houghton et al., 2010; Jerolmack & Murphy, 2017; Flowerdew & 

Martin, 2005; Clifford et al., 2016). An age band, e.g., mid-20s and/or 

early 30s, has also been chosen to further minimise the risk of 

identification. 

Informed consent was an ongoing process of negotiation rather than a 

one-time guarantee mainly because the majority of the conducted 

interviews were sequential. Consequently, each time respondents were 

provided with informed consent to be signed and/or reminded about the 

research and their rights. Another way to avoid one-time guarantees was 

to ensure that I was not engaged in one-time fieldwork. My work with 

participants to some extent went beyond interviews, even if it simply 

meant a thank you note/text/email/gift or a follow-up phone call. 

Maintaining some degrees of contact made it much easier to alert 

participants to any important changes in the project. As a sign of 

appreciation for taking the time to participate in the research, participants 

were given a small reward, i.e., a thank you chocolate (Huisman, 2008; 

Valentine, 2005). 

During observations, I did not request consent. As Lipson (1994) 

argues, it does not raise major ethical concerns in (auto)ethnographic 

research and (unobtrusive and/or participatory) observation mainly 

because the privacy of people being observed has been respected, 

confidentiality maintained, and data protection ensured. In addition, in 

the case of using visuals (figure 2), the faces have been blurred to prevent 

identification. 

Although talking about the lived embodied experiences of Othering 

can bear negative outcomes such as anxiety and potential emotional 

harms, it can also have positive outputs. It has been argued that via 

popularising the research, the study can reach a greater audience and 

therefore would have more potential benefit. It highlights the voice of 

study participants to different stakeholders which can itself provide 

benefits through raising awareness of the Othering processes they 

encounter in action to benefit the community (Hopkins et al., 2017; 

Fawcett & Hearn, 2004; Harcourt, 2009, 2016). By talking about their 
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lived experiences of exclusion and Othering, moreover, participants 

became (more) aware of what they think and feel about themselves and 

each other, which is often considered a positive experience for 

participants and therefore a benefit of participating in research. As Fatima 

and Nour discussed during the last session of the sequential group 

interviews: 

“Me: we are finished. If you’ve got questions for me, now 

it’s the time. 

Fatima: I think you [Reza] with your complicated questions 

made us get to know each other better. 

Nour: I didn’t know you [Fatima] at that detailed level, I 

think. 

Fatima: and I didn’t know things about you [Nour] as well 

for instance with your sister, I didn’t know.” 

Fatima also added that: 

“After one of our sessions [group interviews] ... Nour was 

like ‘you know, the questions that Reza asked were so mind-

blowing and I’m still thinking about them. They were really 

deep like if we were not a Muslim, our lives would be so 

different.’ If you would have asked if you were not a Muslim 

how your life would be, that would be a very different 

question but you asked very specific questions; you did 

really go deep into it and you took us with you all along with 

your deep thoughts.” 

Another emancipative function of the research (Hennink et al., 2010) 

appeared to be participants’ heightened awareness of their surroundings, 

to be more assertive, confronting. As Hafez stressed: 

“Next time I will [confront them] because I’ve learnt that if 

someone says something, I always say what you mean with 

that and then you are confronting the people to answer your 

question and what they meant with it. It’s also for myself to 
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understand what someone meant because if you don’t 

understand, then there could be some misunderstanding and 

tensions.” 

However, I am aware that what I write is a partial truth since the story 

based on which I write is just one of many (Schmidt, 2011). Also, since 

any acknowledgement of difference happens within the context of 

asymmetrical power, a non-reflective identification of difference 

recreates power and inequality (Ploesser & Mecheril, 2012). I had to 

handle this ethical dilemma that as soon as I narrate my participants’ 

stories as the Other, they will be (re)produced as the Other because the 

recognition of difference (re)produces difference. Thus, my ethnographic 

gaze might further Otherize the Otherness of Muslims (Krumer-Nevo & 

Sidi, 2012) yet I do hope that the specific and idiosyncratic nature of my 

ethnography can add depth to the understanding of the contemporary 

constructions of their Otherness. I also had to deal with the fear of whether 

my ethnography functions to monitor Muslims and report on them and 

whether it brings any stretch of surveillance upon them (Miled, 2019). 

This brief reflective take on my ethnography, however, is not a claim for 

transparent reflexivity, alleviating ethical dilemmas, or solving problems 

of positionality (Rose, 1997) but an attempt to provide an understanding 

of how this PhD project was embedded within the complex context of 

fieldwork. 



 

 48 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sensorial Encounters with the Muslim Other 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Sensorial Encounters 49 

 

3.1. Introduction 

Meaning is relational and dependent on the ‘difference’. The other is 

essential to making meaning not only at the discursive but also at the 

social level. We need difference because we construct (social) meaning 

through differentiation from and dialogue with the other (Hall, 2001). The 

Other, however, has a negative connotation since its difference is 

considered less, inferior, threatening (Staszak, 2009; Svendby, 2018; 

Harmer & Lumsden, 2019). Othering is historically situated, socially 

institutionalised, and materially embodied. It takes shape in social 

institutions through the combined effect of social agents, legal and social 

practices, and organisational structures that, together, define the status of 

the Other (Godbey, 2012; Mudimbe, 2010; Richardson, 2010; Stevenson, 

2011; Said, 1978; Ryan, 2012; Lawless, 2014). Discourses of Othering 

that differentiate people are embedded within social imperatives and 

wider cultural and political themes, most particularly ideas about race, 

religion, ethnicity, nationality, language, class, gender, and sexuality 

(Ajzenstadt & Shapira, 2012; Masocha, 2015; Said, 1978). 

Perhaps the most problematised Other in the contemporary European 

context is the Muslim Other, often framed in public discourse and debate 

as Europe’s ultimate Other (Wintle, 2016). Scholarship on Muslims has 

mostly focused either on media or socio-psychology (Sayyid, 2014; 

Karim & Eid, 2014). Arguments such as poor/failed integration, a parallel 

society, inherent violence, barbaric picture of women, extremism, and 

terrorism have been part of political and media debates (Kolb & Yildiz, 

2019; Betts & Krayem, 2019). Whilst the phenomenal growth in ethnic 

and religious diversity in Western world cities has in recent years been 

researched and debated (Dunn, 2010a; Vertovec, 2007; Meissner & 

Vertovec, 2015), the notion of Otherness remains mostly an abstraction, 

detached from the everyday sensorial life of Muslims. If Othering is a 

multi-faceted phenomenon, what are the different modes through which 

it is sensed, lived, and felt in/through the body? Thinking through the 

body as a phenomenal lived body (Merleau-Ponty, 1962; Simonsen, 

2013; Simonsen et al., 2017), this chapter investigates specific and 
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multiple ways in which Otherness is perceived in the everyday urban life 

of young Dutch Muslims in Amsterdam to shed light on the sensorial 

dimensions of Othering. In this chapter, I first briefly situate the research 

in the literature on encounter, phenomenology, Othering, the body, and 

thereafter, I present Othering sensed via sight, hearing, smell, and touch. 

3.2. Sensorial encounters with the o/Other 

Economic globalisation and global conflicts have diversified urban 

populations in their socio-economic, racial, ethnic, cultural, religious, and 

linguistic profiles in conjunction with their lifestyles, attitudes, and 

modes of thought (Peterson, 2017). As Valentine and Harris (2016) argue, 

through normalisation of diversity, public space can be defined as a space 

of encounter where difference as part of everyday social routines is 

negotiated, lived, and experienced (also Valentine, 2008; Valentine et al., 

2015a). It is in urban space that transnationalism/multiculturalism 

becomes about encountering o/Others which instigate a variety of feelings 

and emotions, some generating sharing and exchange whereas others 

initiate tension, friction, and anger (Dunn, 2010a). This has shaped a new 

agenda for researching encounters (Valentine & Waite, 2012; Valentine, 

1989; Askins, 2016; Askins & Pain, 2011). 

Encounter as an attentive contact between people and their 

surroundings has some conscious aspects such as directed attentions to 

material, environmental, or human features of space registered within 

everyday life (Seamon, 2013; 2018). Encounter is the process through 

which o/Others become familiar, recognised, identified, known (Ataria, 

2016), or perceived based on Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of 

perception (1962). For him, perception is a lived dynamic between the 

perceptual body and aspects of the world. In everyday life, the world we 

encounter is depicted as an interpenetrating web of sensory and bodily 

presence and relationships which Merleau-Ponty calls the perceptual field 

(1962; also Seamon, 2013; Glendinning, 2008) via, for example, hearing 

or seeing because they immediately evoke in the lived body their 

experienced qualities. Throughout their lived experiences, people employ 

sensorial practices and perceive spaces through smells, tastes, touch, 
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hearing, and sight. Through the practico-sensory perception of spaces, 

people corporeally encounter other bodies and register familiarity and 

strange(r)ness in and through space. The Other is ‘made’ by the bodily 

appearance (e.g., Othering via visual but also auditory, olfactory, and 

haptic; see Haldrup et al., 2006) through what Ahmed (2000: 21) calls 

‘techniques of reading the bodies of Others’ via considering differences 

between what is familiar and unfamiliar. 

Muslims are one of the Others who stand outside the norm of Western 

societies. They have been subject to heightened scrutiny from a range of 

actors and communities. Their bodies are heftily debated by politicians, 

pundits, and public intellectuals who frame them as problematic and 

disruptive, refusal of modernity, secularism, and freedom (Ramírez, 

2015; Hamzeh, 2011; Sargent & Larchanche, 2007). Muslims are 

frequently (re)produced as strangers and tagged as Others who do not 

belong in Europe (Koefoed & Simonsen, 2011; 2012). They are often 

depicted as either former invaders, thus the historical external Other, or 

unwanted immigrants as part of a ‘bad diversity,’ the internal Other 

(Račius, 2019; Frisina & Hawthorne, 2018; Haque, 2010). Although 

Muslim bodies have turned into a major site of socio-political debates in 

the contemporary historical period (Hadžiristić, 2017), how Othering is 

sensed as part of their everyday life remains relatively unclear. Although 

scholars have approached the sensorial Othering, the literature has little 

to say about it through the eyes of the marginalised groups, especially 

Muslims. Following a phenomenological approach towards the everyday 

sensual and bodily Othering practices, Haldrup et al. (2006) have focused 

on the ways in which cultural/national identities are constituted through 

the Danish perspective towards immigrants. Amanda Wise’s (2010) 

sensuous multiculturalism touches upon the ways through which migrants 

are seen by Australian suburbanites. This chapter extends this sensorial 

approach to give an insider’s perspective, the real-life experiences of 

young Muslims sensing Othering within their lifeworlds. 

Phenomenologically, lifeworld describes the typical taken-for-granted 

context of everyday experience, the unquestioned ways in which people 

automatically accept everyday life (Seamon, 2013; 2018). This chapter 
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specifically focuses on young Muslims’ experiences of encounters when 

they embody their urbanism(s) as the practical knowledge of everyday 

urban living. In this respect, this chapter (re)visits the young Muslim 

bodies on the everyday urban ground to investigate how they sense 

Othering. It is to ‘re-look at the world without blinkers’ to ‘re-achieve a 

direct and primitive contact with the world’ (Merleau-Ponty, 1962: vii). 

This phenomenological approach towards the corporeal sensibility 

(Seamon, 2013; 2018) brackets taken-for-grantedness and surfaces often 

overlooked ‘basic experience of the world’ (Merleau-Ponty, 1962: viii) 

through encounter and interaction with young Muslims in Amsterdam. 

3.3. Sensorial encounters with the Muslim Other in Amsterdam 

Based on Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of perception (1962), 

everyday meetings with the o/Other are understood as biomorphic and 

anthropological (Simonsen, 2005; Simonsen et al., 2017). Encounters are 

sensorial experiences based on looking, listening, touching, tasting, and 

smelling which are thoroughly historical, cultural, geographical, and 

habitual (Simonsen, 2010; Haldrup et al., 2006; Wilson & Darling, 2016; 

Wilson, 2017a; Sayyid, 2014). Becoming the Other, thus, is rested upon 

a particular conjunction of smell, sound, taste, touch, and look (Swanton, 

2010) which are registered in our bodies and demonstrate Othering in 

everyday life. 

Merleau-Ponty (1962) argues that the perceptual field is not the sum 

of the isolated sensory registers but a commingling of integrated lived 

possibilities in each moment of experience (also Seamon, 2018). 

However, for spotlighting the sensorial Othering of Muslims, I pursue the 

phenomenological reduction to disclose and describe the various lived 

structures and dynamics of Othering based on each sense (Seamon, 2013). 

The analysis of the empirical data suggests that sensorial encounters 

transversally move through bodies and become intensified at certain 

moments: at one moment Othering surfaces in a suspicious look; at 

another moment through the sound/accent of the spoken language; via the 

smell of homemade food; or the distance between (un)familiar bodies. 
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3.3.1. Visual Othering 

The most repeated sensed Othering by participants is the ‘weird’ looks. 

Interviewees stated that they perceive frequent and long looks which 

resonate feelings such as being judged or unwelcome. During one of the 

sequential interviews, Hafez delved more deeply into how he feels about 

the looks he is predominantly receiving: 

“If you have dark hair or you are of colour and shorter, 

you’re automatically a Muslim... in my case, I think the 

problem is the way I sometimes dress. But also if I have a 

beard like now because it is longer than before. So, they look 

very bad and judgmental at you... they look very, very 

penetrating like what are you doing here, go away or 

something like that. But it has never come to the point that 

they say something. When they look at me like I’m a piece 

of [shit], I try always to smile in a friendly way. I actually 

don’t mind but also don’t like [it]. It’s not like I am happy 

because they’re looking at me; I think no one likes that 

judgmental look like you are a terrorist.” 

As a form of ‘symbolic violence’ (Bourdieu, 1977) that sorts and judges 

bodies to maintain the social hierarchies, looks can be read as informal 

negative sanctions, attempts to discipline and regulate the perceived 

deviant embodiment and behaviours of Muslims (Becker, 1997). In a 

racialised visual regime, however, marked bodies, those that deviate from 

the somatic norms of society, their very presence, gesture, and movement 

are submitted to ‘super-surveillance’ (Puwar, 2004; Swanton, 2010). 

Their received looks expect conformity; they are constantly under the 

pressure of the homogenising gaze to assimilate through minimising signs 

of cultural differences. Psychologically, Gomez et al. (2019) have argued 

that the exploratory eye gaze behaviour with higher fixation frequency 

and longer scanpath indicates the unpleasantness of the gazed. Thus, there 

is a tone to the visual which informs about the gazer’s attentional state 

and the agenda behind the gaze (Terry & Urla, 1995; McCrackin & Itier, 

2019). Eye contact establishes both intimacy and trust, as well as 
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insincerity and fear, a technique embedded in power and control (Simmel, 

1997 [1908]; Urry, 2002; Boden & Molotch, 1994; Foucault, 1977). For 

instance, in his racism theory, Fanon (1986) shows how the glancing 

looks of frightened, confused white people made his bodily consciousness 

a negating activity as if his “body was being dissected under white eyes, 

the only real eyes” (87). In the white world, the Othered encounters 

difficulties in the development of bodily schema since the Othered bodies 

are surrounded by an atmosphere of certain uncertainty. For Fanon (1986) 

and many participants, such awareness is made not out of habit but out of 

implicit knowledge. As Hafez felt, the gaze is never neutral but charged 

with judgments, feelings, and condemnation that render some bodies 

inferior. 

Visual Othering is also spatially divergent. Fatima elaborated on the 

‘where’ of the looks: 

“Once we were shopping and I felt people were giving us 

bitter looks. That happened maybe because we were in a 

certain shopping mall. It is very prestigious for rich people... 

for instance, in a bank office, in general, you don’t have 

many Muslims there. I think the looks that happen in that 

place are more than if you go to like a primary school. If you 

walk into a business for washing windows or walking into a 

bank, I think you get more looks at a bank because they think 

that the hijab is not meant for people who are at that level of 

society.” 

Merleau-Ponty (1962) notes that our very embodied being exposes us to 

the gaze of others yet he rejects the idea that bodies are seen exclusively 

as objects but sites for subjectivity. Within the perceptual field, the 

perceptual bodies see the world from their own first-person perspective; 

however, such perception is not formed in isolation from space; it is 

spatio-corporeal and about how the body sees and is seen by others within 

space (Simonsen, 2007; 2013; Ahmed, 2004b). The gaze is, consequently, 

place-based; in certain urban spaces, the density of the gaze is higher than 

in other places. However, as Fatima observed, the received gaze is 
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intersectional (chapter four delves more deeply into the intersectional 

Othering). She is not subjected to looks merely because of her gender, 

ethnicity, race, religious dress code, but also her perceived socioeconomic 

status. A fancy shopping mall is not a ‘typical’ place for the veiled 

Muslim women who are seen lacking the economic capital. As Puwar 

(2004: 150) suggests, bodies that deviate from the somatic norms are 

‘often much less likely to be accepted.’ Thus, Fatima gets many looks 

which for postcolonial scholars (Rose, 2001; Bourlessas, 2018; Nayak, 

2010) constructs the Other via envisioning them as subaltern. This is the 

spatio-corporeal mismatch (see chapter four for further discussion) that 

turns the Muslim body into a matter-out-of-place (Douglas, 2003); they 

become bodies out of place which pose a threat to space suggesting some 

bodies to be absent. Here Othering operates and incorporates discourses 

of stranger danger (Ahmed, 2000) through the visual. They are looked at 

because they are perceived as the origin of trouble who steal ‘our’ joy. 

Certain bodies simply are not expected in certain spaces. 

3.3.2. Auditory Othering 

Sound plays a critical role in the navigation of space. People respond to 

hearing other languages and the words that an Othered body utters. The 

response of white Dutch-speaking people to hearing foreign languages 

plays a regular role in experienced conflicts by participants. This is one 

of the central Othering processes constantly repeated by our participants. 

Hafez, for example, recalls vividly how once someone approached him 

when he was not talking in Dutch: 

“My brother and I speak Arabic when we see Turkish 

people; with Dutch people, we speak both of the other 

languages and when we see Arabic people, we speak 

Turkish. So, you can create your own privacy because you 

know people always want to listen. The Dutch people are 

very curious but then you see also that they are not happy 

that you talk Arabic or Turkish. A couple of times when I 

was talking in Arabic to a guy, someone said: we are in the 

Netherlands; we are talking in Dutch here. I said if I was 
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speaking English would you mind? She said no. But why do 

you mind if I speak Arabic? She said because I don’t 

understand [the language]. She gave herself the answer. I 

said maybe I don’t want you to understand. And she was 

speechless.” 

When Hafez confronted the Dutch person criticising his use of language, 

he exposed that it was not a foreign language per se that was considered 

problematic but rather the use of a language the person in question did 

not understand. The negative response thus does not necessarily consider 

the uttering of a language. The further probing by Hafez showed that the 

real issue lies in the inability of the Dutch person to understand the 

conversation thus portraying anxiety related to the Other which cannot be 

confronted by gaining knowledge of their practices or intention by 

listening to what is said. The foreignness, the geopolitical distance 

between the heard language, e.g., Arabic, Turkish, Farsi, Tamil, Bengali, 

or any other non-white languages that sound ‘brown’ (Devadoss, 2020), 

and the main white spoken language, in this case, Dutch, has turned to be 

the source of the construction of the Other (Dyers & Wankah, 2012). The 

auditory experience, thus, refers to hearing and listening and the ways 

through which everyday socio-spatial relations are (re)produced through 

the sensorial perception of sounds and spoken languages (Haldrup et al., 

2006). Consequently, next to the panoptical white Othering gaze, 

listening to what is said is another method of surveillance towards the 

racially marked bodies (Nayak, 2010). Linguistic profiling is comparable 

to visual racio-ethnic profiling where language and how one speaks tell 

‘us’ about ‘them’ (Joyce, 2018). For participants, the incomprehensibility 

and unfamiliarity of the sound of their native spoken language become 

associated with something foreign which generates a reaction, 

subjugating looks. 

The ways through which the main language is spoken can be another 

method of Othering. Myriam revealed how her skilled and highly 

educated mother who does not don the hijab has some troubles because 

of the way she speaks Dutch with an accent: 
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“My mom as a dentist has her own practice but she works in 

a small town and they are all white people. She feels because 

of her accent a lot of patients don’t want to have her as their 

dentist. I don’t know if it’s the fact but it’s how she feels.” 

Myriam’s mother speaks Dutch, the majority language, but feels 

nonetheless Othered through her use of words and accent. This leads 

towards the identification of the body as different triggering 

discriminatory treatments (Joyce, 2018) which in her case is selecting 

another dentist who is either Dutch or speaks Dutch ‘properly.’ This 

experience echoes Lippi-Green’s (1994: 169) argument that “there is a 

right and a wrong way to talk, and it is perfectly acceptable, even 

judicious, to censor and punish those who do not conform.” 

3.3.3. Olfactory Othering 

Smell is another sensorial mode of Othering perceived by participants. 

Olfactory refers to both the activity/action and the situation of the 

individual and/or object which expels a smell. It is a socio-cultural 

construct and has the potential to reify and reproduce difference 

(Rodaway, 2002). It is also intimately entangled with experiences of 

space and Otherness. Olfactory experience is geographical, ‘spatially 

ordered and place-related’ (Porteous, 1985: 369). Several participants, 

particularly women, mentioned their discomfort around certain places 

especially related to alcohol (chapter five explores the affective 

dimensions of smell). Yusuf, for example, in an email explained how he 

feels about: “the smell of beer when walking pass bars, which I abhor and 

try to avoid as much as possible.” The prohibition of alcohol consumption 

in Islam may have caused these ‘self-Othering’ practices; however, it taps 

into the discomfort around the potentials of anti-Muslim racism generated 

by alcohol. Participants, mostly women, argued that alcohol is related to 

drunk men which can escalate sexual harassment and/or racist comments. 

As Sara argued, “there is always alcohol involved and I’m not really a fan 

of it and try to stay away.” Consequently, similar to Valentine’s (1989) 

work on the geography of women’s fear, many of the participants’ public 
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spaces, routes, and destinations are in fact the product of avoiding 

troubles. 

In addition, Farah recalled an incident that happened at her former 

workplace: 

“It wasn’t the most progressive office to work there; it was 

very conservative there. I also tried to keep a distance 

because I didn’t feel I belong there in terms of my opinion 

and I felt I was different... I remember once one of our 

colleagues around the coffee corner said: I really want 

something to be done about people bringing their own lunch 

because it STINKS of garlic when you walk in this hall.” 

Going beyond visual and auditory registers of difference, Farah felt that 

her colleague was referring either to her or her “south-Asian colleagues 

who would bring their own foods which didn’t smell garlic to me.” Her 

story shows how smell evokes Othering which can emphatically cast the 

Other as abject (Nayak, 2010). Olfactory is strongly associated with 

encounters and Othering is linked to specific sensory understandings 

through which particular smells surface specific responses (Kettler, 

2021). Smells associated with something foreign turn into dirt and 

malodorous which surface intercultural discomfort (Wise, 2010; 

Pickering & Wiseman, 2019). Haldrup et al. (2006) conceptualise this as 

practical orientalism which manifests itself in ways through which the 

power is performed in everyday sensorial sociality and provides the 

olfactory with a platform to evoke the conspicuous revulsion. For 

Merleau-Ponty, this repulsion would be an opening-out to and 

engagement with the Other, a relationship between the perceptual body 

and its surrounding environment, the perceptual field, constituting both 

subject and object (Simonsen, 2007). Phenomenologically, active 

subjects constitute shared meanings through their bodies and the 

construction of self, body, meaning, and society requires some degrees of 

shared perception. The smell of garlic does not fit in the (shared) 

perception of a workplace within the Dutch context thus it must be 

removed, made clean, covered up. As Pickering and Wiseman (2019) 
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aver, the act of removing dirt, ‘something to be done’ as Farah’s colleague 

said, mirrors intention or desires to remove some bodies who do not 

maintain that imagined shared perception. 

3.3.4. Haptic Othering 

Encounters with other bodies, moreover, involve a haptic experience of 

the tactile receptivity of the skin and bodily contacts (Haldrup et al., 

2006). The haptic part of the body is often ignored or simply taken for 

granted but it is fundamentally cultural (Rodaway, 2002). Skin, the 

liminal stage of the body, is the zone of transformation where people 

hesitate and reflect. It has the potential to participate in the passage of one 

experiential state of the body to another (Seigworth & Gregg, 2010). The 

social body is created through the relations of touch between friendly and 

stranger bodies (Simonsen, 2013). Touch can bring a body into the ‘us’ 

realm; or the other way around, the refusal to touch creates the Other. 

Yusuf explained that many of his troubles during high school when he, 

because of his faith, did not want to shake hands with his female teachers: 

“I think when I was 18, I told my teacher when I was 

graduating, I didn’t want to shake hands. I tried to be super, 

super respectful but I got a lot of trouble. One teacher said 

OK but all the other teachers they freaked out and called my 

parents and lots of talks with the principal. That was crazy... 

unfortunately, I was too weak and there were many 

problems. I was like I don’t want to do it but, eventually, I 

shook hands when I was graduating. It was very hard and 

everyone was against me and I had no support. But my 

school was pretty much white, I’d say.” 

This tactile encounter is highly present in the everyday life of the pious 

participants. Sumayyah is clearly struggling with this: “I always find it 

really difficult to talk about it because, on the one hand, you have to adjust 

yourself to the culture here in the Netherlands, and, on the other hand, 

you have to keep your own values.” Fouad during one of the group 

walking interviews with his friend Ahmad explained how for the sake of 
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being employed or not to be considered radical he shakes hands yet 

mostly in a passive way:  

“Fouad: I do try to avoid it but if they give me a hand, I shake 

it. Otherwise, it’s hard to live here and limits my chance of 

finding a job. If I wanted to be like that, I would have stayed 

at the food delivery for my whole life... but it’s not like I give 

them my hand and I don’t mind; it does do stuff inside me 

and I do think why it has to be this way. 

Ahmad: literally the same.” 

The Othering through the haptic encounter does not only touch upon the 

palm skin but involves the whole body and the whole skin covering the 

body. It is not just the pressure on the skin, the literal contact between 

bodies and environment; it also refers to locomotion, kinesthesis, and the 

movement of the body through the environment (Gibson, 1966; 

Rodaway, 2002; Wise, 2010). It points at the sensuous mediation between 

space, bodies, and the bodies in/through space. Bodily distance, for 

instance, is a significant characteristic of the haptic encounter. Fatima, for 

example, clearly explained this haptic argument: 

“For instance, if you will be standing in a row to pay for your 

shopping, there will be a longer row on the other side. I’ve 

experienced a lot of times, especially in the village that 

people would stand on that longer queue just not to stand 

behind you. That happened so often that I didn’t even count 

it anymore.” 

This episode may be read as the maintenance of the private/personal 

space, or civil inattention (Goffman, 1963a), yet interviews and 

flâneurship suggest that the ‘haptic space’ of Muslim(-looking) people 

tend to be broader than their counterparts. Sitting alone on a busy 

bus/tram/train/metro (for more engagement with Othering in public 

transport see chapter five) sitting alone on a bench at a busy park/square, 

sitting alone or mostly with other Muslims at the educational centres, 

classrooms, libraries, and/or eating-out places whilst others sit farther, the 

slightly wider distance between visible Muslims, i.e., veiled women and 
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bearded men, and non-Muslims at the flea markets or a till queue at a 

supermarket, as Fatima explained above, are just some of the examples 

of the haptic Othering. For Merleau-Ponty, space and body are central 

aspects of intersubjectivity. The immediate presence of specific bodies 

within specific spaces often incorporates a specific emotion, which for 

Merleau-Ponty is another dimension of the lived body directing and 

sustaining the lived relations with the perceptual field (Seamon, 2018). 

These haptic spaces are seen as the space of threshold. This is a space 

between familiar and stranger that needs to be entered or crossed which 

can be exciting and unnerving simultaneously. These are the liminal 

zones of uncertainty, suspicion, suspension, and danger that turn the 

Muslim body into an Other who needs to be approached, if at all, with 

caution. 

3.4. Conclusion 

The phenomenal lived body has been approached in this chapter to pay 

attention to the biological and sensorial aspects of the social. This 

conceptualisation has focused on the sensing bodies rather than the 

disembodied minds (Shilling, 2003; Turner, 2008). Moreover, the natural, 

taken-for-grantedness of the corporeal sensibility (Seamon, 2013; 2018) 

of everyday life has not warranted serious analysis in the literature of 

Muslims in the West. This phenomenological approach was concerned 

with the study of the sensorial experiences of Otherness from the 

perspective of young Muslims, bracketing taken-for-granted assumptions 

and usual ways of perception. Using the narrative accounts of young 

Muslims, I have investigated the various lived sensorial ways that the 

body is perceived as the Other. 

Believing that Othering is intrinsically sensorial, the chapter has 

explored the ways through which the Muslim Other is (re)constructed via 

the sensorial register, i.e., visual, auditory, olfactory, and haptic, of 

familiarity and strange(r)ness in and through space. This 

conceptualisation has offered a nuanced picture grounded in everyday 

realities of how Otherness is sensed, felt, and lived within the 

contemporary urban social collectives. By doing so, the study has 
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critically investigated the (micro-)behaviours/aggressions/tensions and 

(micro-)social geographies associated with the everyday urban living of 

young Muslims. Thinking through the relation between sensorial bodies 

and space, the chapter has touched upon how Othering is sensed in 

minutely meaningful yet fully felt and viscerally realised sensations. Yet, 

such sensorial Othering encounters are not derived from isolated sensory 

registers but a commingling of senses. Simply put, the Muslim Other is 

(re)produced multisensorially, integrated lived perceived sensorialities of 

smell, touch, hearing, and look in each moment of encounter which is 

charged with histories, emotions, and affects (chapter five describes the 

nonrepresentational aspects of Othering). Consequently, these are the 

multisensorial multicultural encounters -the intersections of smell, look, 

touch, bodily distance, and spoken language within everyday urban 

spaces of encounter- that become the rubric through which the difference 

of young Muslims is transformed as inferior and Otherness is lived. 

I have also shed light on the body-society relationship and provided a 

better understanding of the everyday life of young Muslims within the 

contemporary urban culture in Amsterdam. The bodies of Muslims are a 

‘cultural battlefield’ (Simonsen, 2000). On the one hand, their bodies are 

heftily debated by media, politicians, pundits, and public intellectuals. On 

the other, Muslims face challenges in Western society as norms of piety, 

chastity, culture, conviviality, consumption, and sociability are 

negotiated, imposed, resisted, and even refused bodily. They are defined 

by their bodies/embodiments and named according to the somatic norms 

of the dominant society and culture as ugly, loathsome, malodorous, 

dangerous, and deviant (Simonsen, 2010). Yet as Žižek (1990: 54) argues, 

“what really bothers us about the Other is the peculiar way in which it 

organises its enjoyment: precisely the surplus, the ‘excess’ that pertains 

to it – the smell of their food, their ‘noisy’ songs and dances, their strange 

manners, their attitude to work.” 
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4.1. Introduction 

Muslims are the prevalent shared Other for much of Europe now (Wintle, 

2016; Emerson, 2009; Eid, 2014). Socio-political struggles and conflicts 

around Muslims are, to some extent, related to the fear of the religious 

occupation of social spaces (Ryan, 2011; Scott, 2007; Najib & Hopkins, 

2019b; Van Liere, 2014; Seul, 1999). In Islamophobic discourses, Islam 

is regarded as a religion that commands, oppresses, hates, deceives, 

conspires, and wages war (Possamai et al., 2016). There are also 

stereotypes such as militancy, fanaticism, intolerance, fundamentalism, 

misogyny, and alienness (Dunn et al., 2016). Such Othering discourses 

deindividualise Muslims, deny their complex identities, and frame how 

they are or how they are considered to be: ignorant, violent, terrorists, 

oppressive (men) or oppressed (women), and a threat to freedom of 

expression. 

This chapter focuses on the spatial organisation of Othering towards 

young Muslims within their everyday lived urban experiences. Within the 

framework of embodied urbanism (see the introduction chapter), I ask 

how the Muslim Other is (re)constructed and Othering made present; how 

Othering is spatially organised and practised; and how Othering shapes 

Muslims’ capacities of embodied urbanism. By foregrounding young 

Muslims’ accounts on Othering, I think through the relations between the 

body, space, and the spatial dimensions of corporeal Othering. In this 

chapter, I first briefly situate the research in the literature on encounter 

and Othering. Thereafter, the empirical findings will be presented 

demonstrating how Othering is spatialised through intersectionality, 

clothing, and stereotyping. 

4.2. Corporeal encounters with the o/Other 

The city has always been a key site for the negotiation of different bodies. 

Massey (2005) conceptualises the city as ‘throwntogetherness’ where 

strangers, previously unrelated bodies, come together highlighting the 

inevitable challenge of negotiating multiplicity, the fact that we have to 

get along with each other (Simonsen, 2007; Wilson, 2017a; 2017b). 
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Consequently, urbanism as the practical knowledge of living in the city is 

intrinsically embodied through intercorporeal encounters with fellow 

citizens. In this respect, social scholars have identified the importance of 

different bodies and their encounters in urban space. A particular line of 

research has approached the experiences of the Other such as ethno-racial 

and sexual minority groups as well as people with mental and bodily 

ability problems (Valentine & Waite, 2012; Valentine & Harris, 2016; 

Peterson, 2017; Askins, 2016; Askins & Pain, 2011). Scholarly attention 

has been also paid to the spatialities of encounters which focus on how 

the contexts of contacts between different groups cast a role in the 

perception and experience of encounter (e.g. Matejskova & Leitner, 2011; 

Mikola et al., 2016; Dunn et al., 2016; Koefoed & Simonsen, 2011; 2012; 

Simonsen et al., 2017). Amin (2002), for example, suggests that micro-

spaces such as libraries, community centres, corner shops, or cafes 

promote meaningful encounters with o/Others. 

These studies conceptualise encounter as unanticipated exposure to 

difference. Encounter is about disturbance, rupture, surprise, shock, 

maybe even conflict situated within personal/collective histories and 

imagined futures (Ahmed, 2000; Valentine, 2008; Wilson, 2017a; 

2017b). There are, however, debates regarding whether there is hope in 

cultivating urban conviviality in which encountering difference offers the 

prospect of receptivity or whether intercultural contacts provoke further 

racial and ethnic antagonisms (see the conclusion chapter for the 

discussions around hope and despair). Valentine (2008: 332), for 

example, argues that “positive encounters with individuals from minority 

groups do not necessarily change people’s opinions about groups as a 

whole for the better.” Although some argue that fleeting urban encounters 

contribute to a sense of familiarity with difference, Amin (2002) stresses 

that such short-lived everyday moments on the street have no impact on 

learning to live with difference since they do not promote any 

intercultural exchange. For Peterson (2017), only meaningful urban 

encounters of a certain depth, repetition, and duration can break existing 

stereotypes, challenge prejudice, and produce lasting relationships with 

the Othered. 
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Encounter, therefore, is the process through which the Other is 

constructed in everyday meetings within a spectrum of familiarity and 

strange(r)ness. The bodily experience of estrangement, Koefoed and 

Simonsen (2011; 2012) argue, is related to the national constructions of 

Others who are imagined to be a threat to the national community 

(Ahmed, 2000; Anderson, 2006b; Mikola et al., 2016). In this respect, 

bodies that are perceived familiar incorporate a sense of community, 

being with each other as like bodies, whereas the Other body is possibly 

excluded framed as abnormal, deviant, ugly, stupid, and/or dangerous 

(Simonsen, 2010; Terry & Urla, 1995). By the same token, the Other is 

constructed through a process of homogenisation where the individual is 

met as a collective identity or an archetype (Simonsen, 2010; 2005; 

Krumer-Nevo & Sidi, 2012). Simonsen (2013) shows how Muslim(-

looking) people are usually stopped in the urban nightlife scene. The 

Other is stopped because they are perceived as the origin of danger, 

trouble, or violence who destroy ‘our’ party (Koefoed & Simonsen, 

2012). 

Othering encounters, furthermore, are socio-spatially constructed and 

distributed across different urban spaces. The question of the ‘right place’ 

for the ‘right body’ is linked to the socio-spatial practices of exclusion 

and segregation. This refers to the mismatch between certain bodies and 

certain spaces, where some bodies become ‘out of place.’ Puwar (2004) 

has argued that bodies outside the ‘universal somatic norm,’ i.e., the white 

usually male body, do not have the right to occupy certain spaces. 

According to her, marked bodies, those that deviate from the somatic 

norms of society, never quite fit or sink into everyday urban space; they 

are disrupted and negotiated. Such a mismatch between certain bodies 

and certain spaces, or the spatio-corporeal gap, renders the Other as a 

‘space invader,’ ‘intruder,’ a body ‘out of place.’ A place-based 

understanding of Othering encounters offers insight into everyday 

geographies, including the ownership of space and the different ways 

through which the Other body is perceived as excluding and restricting 

from using certain areas in the city (Raanan & Avni, 2020; Hopkins et al., 
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2017; Leitner, 2012). Simply put, Othering and the meaning that the 

Other carries in an encounter shift across different socio-spatial contexts. 

Corporeal Othering, moreover, is intersectional and touches upon 

several different forms of social differentiation. Encounters cannot be 

separated from multiple interlocking dimensions of identity. Everyday 

meetings between ‘we’ and ‘they’ are performed through the body, within 

the intersections of gender, sexuality, race, ethnicity, nationality, religion, 

language, clothing, and socio-economic status that force people to think 

in us/them dichotomies (Crenshaw, 1989; 1990; Hopkins, 2019). These 

intersecting aspects of identity blend together not only reinforce a 

hierarchy between the majority society and minority groups (Buitelaar, 

2006; Warren, 2019; Alimahomed-Wilson, 2020) but also shape how the 

Othered people access space. 

The construction of the Other, hence, is a practice. Encountering the 

Other includes practices and techniques of differentiation through 

numerous small little practices that have become part and parcel of 

everyday life. The daily negotiation with the Other (re)produces the 

system of power that establishes it as natural, ‘normal’, self-evident, and 

taken-for-granted (in chapter three, I show how the most fundamental 

avenues of perception (re)construct the Other). In the daily discussion 

about identity, ‘foreigners’, e.g., Muslims or those coming from Islamic 

countries, are generalised as the Other, either as exotic inspiring or, 

dominantly, as problematic, troublesome strangers, stereotyped as 

threatening. Their Otherness is not only about the acknowledgement 

imposed upon us by the experience of their strange embodiments. It also 

revolves around ambivalence or the exoticism of the gaze. Their bodies 

are seen as spectacular, simultaneously the target of fascination and fear 

(Moghissi, 2016; Jensen, 2011; Reginster, 2013; Said, 1978).  

4.3. Corporeal encounters with the Muslim Other in Amsterdam 

Participants have in-depth knowledge of Othering because they have, one 

way or another, experienced it in a variety of socio-spatio-temporalities 

within their life-worlds. Emerged from detailed and repeated readings of 

the empirical data, this chapter focuses on the corporeal Othering through 
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intersectionality, clothing, and stereotyping. This list is not exhaustive yet 

indicative of the spatial instances within which corporeal Othering has 

occurred to the participants throughout their biographies. 

4.3.1. Intersectional Othering 

Young Muslims experience Othering in diverse ways based on their 

gender, sexuality, race, ethnicity, class, and other characteristics. 

Othering towards Muslims cannot be separated from their multiple 

dimensions of identity. Many interviewees noted that their religion is not 

the only subject of Othering but various non-religious aspects of their 

identity also bring them difficulties. During a walking interview in his 

neighbourhood in Amsterdam-West, Ahmad explained that he has been 

through many experiences not merely because of his faith but because he 

does not look like a white Dutchman: 

“Even if I were not a Muslim, I’m still a Moroccan. It’s a lot 

recently: just as much as there is Islamophobia, there is 

racism. Moroccan and Muslim are two things you don’t want 

to be.” 

This narration is embedded within power relations which indicate that any 

forms of deviations from the ‘normal’ ethno-national body has the 

Othering potential (Haldrup et al., 2006; Fanon, 1986). Race and ethnicity 

were highly pronounced during the interviews. Participants have gone 

through many troubles because they are simply not white. It is what Itaoui 

(2020) calls ‘double minority status’ due to the racial/ethnic and religious 

backgrounds. 

Besides, Ahmad stated that there is a relationship between 

intersectional Othering and space. “If you go outside [Amsterdam-]West, 

it’s harder... West is ideal for us. If you go to [Amsterdam-]Oost or 

[Amsterdam-]Nord it’s harder.” He indicated that he has experienced the 

majority of his Othering encounters outside his neighbourhood in 

Amsterdam-West, a non-white-majority neighbourhood, but rather in 

white-dominated urban spaces. In other words, intersectionality is 

spatialised. This ‘here’ vs. ‘there’ operates in space by spatially assigning 
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who is in/out of place and who belongs in the where of the city. The right 

place for the right body projects a sense of spatial confinement, sends the 

Muslim Other into the ‘symbolic exile’ (Hall, 1997). This spatial distance 

replicates the social distance. 

Another aspect of Othering mentioned by some participants is the 

socio-economic status. Hadi argued that he has been Othered because of 

his high economic capital; he is Othered because having expensive brand 

clothes is not considered ‘normal’ for someone who looks like him: 

“I go once a year to the US and the stuff is cheap there and I 

buy a lot of things... I wear only brands but it’s cheap there. 

I’m not shy about it; I tell people I bought it from the outlet 

for very cheap... they think you’re a drug dealer because 

they’re expensive and how come you can afford them. Even 

if the police see you driving an expensive car and they see 

you as a foreigner or Muslim-looking, they would check the 

car.” 

Similar to Ahmad’s account, Hadi’s story shows that the 

conceptualisation of the Muslim Other merely through the public 

embodiment of their religion seems reductive and does not paint the full 

picture. Muslims embody not only their religion but also non-religious 

factors, amongst others, gender, sexuality, race, ethnicity, nationality, 

language, and socio-economic class. As Hadi explained, ‘being brown’ 

and/or looking like a ‘foreigner’ (read Muslim) suffice for rendering a 

suspicious approach and/or random check. Simply put, these policing 

practices and racial profiling associate racially marked bodies with 

criminality. Related to race, Hadi’s account hints at another dimension of 

intersectional Othering: economic status (see in chapter three Fatima’s 

account under the visual Othering). Participants mentioned that Muslims 

in the Netherlands are perceived to have a lower economic status than the 

average Dutch. Consequently, it could be argued that Hadi and some other 

male participants are not subject to suspicion merely because of their 

embodied faith but also their perceived socio-economic status. An 

average Muslim is imagined to lack enough economic capital to be 
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fashionable, to afford a fancy expensive car unless ‘he’ is doing 

something illegal. This, therefore, touches upon the gender dimension of 

Othering and anti-Muslim racism. Although the literature has mostly 

focused on the veiled women, Hadi’s story indicates that Othering limits 

the mobility of Muslim men as part of a technology of racism (Ahmed, 

2007) that renders a Muslim(-looking) man the 

criminal/villain/dangerous Other (see also Hafez’s story in this chapter 

and chapter six). 

Next to the socio-economic status, Farah expressed that she has 

experienced many discriminatory acts, verbal abuses, and physical 

violence in urban space such as parks, streets, and public transport 

(stations) because her embodiment does not fall within the hegemonic 

representation of whiteness: 

“This type of things happens with my father more and they 

certainly happen with my sister because my sister is also 

very oriental looking. She’s big so there are all those like fat-

phobia and body sort of image and particularities but my 

sister is visibly queer, she’s gender nonconforming. So, 

when I’m with her, it happens more and it happens when we 

are speaking our language on public transport.” 

Farah and many other female participants highlighted that their urban life 

is full of intersecting discriminatory acts of Islamophobia, sexism, and 

racism (Finlay & Hopkins, 2019; Hancock, 2015; Listerborn, 2015). Most 

participants expressed that multiple discriminations have to be negotiated 

in everyday life in different areas of Amsterdam such as public transport 

(chapter five delves specifically into this topic), parks, and streets. Taking 

Farah’s experiences into account, Othering is multidimensional, touches 

upon many forms of social differentiation. The construction of the 

Muslim Other, consequently, is primarily based on the consolidation of 

race, ethnicity, religion, language, accent, and size (Najib & Hopkins, 

2019a; 2019b; Hopkins, 2019; 2020; Mahbuba & Wichelen, 2019; 

Alimahomed-Wilson, 2020; Taras, 2013). Rooted in intersectional 

theory, everyday life is lived in multiple and relational ways based on the 
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embodied subjectivities (Avraamidou, 2019). Muslimness is not an all-

encompassing identity; the Muslim body incorporates racial, religious, 

sexual, linguistic, and social identities which concerning the majority of 

‘normal’ bodies, i.e., the white Dutch, are read as unmanageably 

different. Intersectional corporeal Othering is important in the 

participants’ lives indicating how cognate forms of social distinctions 

intersect within and give meaning to bodies which in return constitute 

regimes of hierarchy between ‘them’ and ‘us.’ As Wekker (2016) argues, 

Dutch racism is infused with classism, sexism, and Islamophobia in 

discussions of everyday racism (see also Jaffe, 2018). She avers that the 

implicit message of Othering from white Dutch people is that if you wish 

to be treated properly and respected, do not be mistaken for an immigrant 

to the Netherlands. Therefore, it becomes almost impossible for non-

white citizens to be Dutch since belonging requires the impossible task of 

shedding all features of difference. 

4.3.2. Clothed Othering 

Dress, a liminal space between the self and others, is a non-verbal 

communicative performance. Clothes, the surfaces we put on the body’s 

surface, project information and elicit evaluation about the socio-national 

identity, economic class, political status, ethno-cultural differences, and 

religious affiliations. The visibility of Islam in urban space derives 

predominantly from the religious and cultural clothing practices of 

Muslims: the hijab/headscarf/abaya/chador/jilbab/burqa/khimar, some of 

many terms regarding different forms and styles of covering up for 

women, and thobe/dishdasha/qamis/panjabi, different names and styles of 

ankle-length garments for men. Inscribed with symbols, clothing is 

regularly negotiated in Amsterdam (re)producing not only the ontological 

discourses on who ‘we’ are and who ‘they’ are but also where ‘we’ are 

and where ‘they’ belong (Haldrup et al., 2006; Sargent & Larchanche, 

2007). This particular aesthetic style of dress is marked as spectacular, 

suspicious, dangerous, and/or inferior. As Entwistle (2000: 344) states, 

clothing is a “situated embodied practice... an understanding of dress in 

everyday life requires understanding how the body is experienced and 
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lived and the role that dress plays in the presentation of the body/self.” 

Hafez explained the spatiality of his experienced clothed Othering 

through interurban public transport travel: 

“For example, I wear dishdasha but only when I go to the 

mosque or in my area where I live. But I don’t wear the 

dishdasha when I go, for example, to Utrecht. I did it once 

and I saw many looks. I think it was after the attack in Paris. 

I was thinking okay, now it’s time not to hide it anymore but 

to show yourself because you are here and you belong here. 

I wore my dishdasha and I took the tram. It was OK in 

Amsterdam but in the central station, I noticed more looks 

but they were very intimidating like get out of here, we don’t 

want you in the centre of Amsterdam... On the train, I always 

sit next to the window which means there is always a place 

next to me for other people. When I sat there, no one sat next 

to me and the train was almost full. It was very interesting to 

see and experience that you are not belonging somewhere. 

At the Utrecht central station, there were looks again. 

However, on the bus to my brother’s, there were way fewer 

looks because where he lives, there are many Moroccans and 

Turkish people [living].” 

Hafez’s elaborate story touches upon several socio-spatial practices 

through which the representation of his culturally clothed body is 

excluding and restricting his mobility and use of certain urban spaces 

concerning religious, ethnic, and geopolitical aspects of Othering. Firstly, 

he mentioned that his mobility with his religio-cultural clothing is 

noticeably limited within his neighbourhood to frequent the mosque. This 

could be based upon the anxieties of neighbouring white territories and 

discomfort around his ethno-racial differences (Clayton, 2009). Similar 

to Secor’s (2002) arguments for viewing veiling as a socio-spatial 

practice for Muslim women, Hafez’s account highlights that there are also 

multiple regimes of dress code for Muslim men that govern the urban 

spaces of Amsterdam. These regimes spatialise specific norms or 

requirements regarding clothing that regulate and/or challenge Muslim 
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men’s mobility in public spaces. Therefore, Hafez’s socio-spatial clothing 

practices are embedded within everyday intimate geographies where he 

feels safer in familiar spaces of his neighbourhood, potentially shaping 

his everyday life spatially constrained (Najib & Hopkins, 2019a). 

Relatedly, similar to Ahmad’s account, Hafez indicated that there are 

spatial conflicts across Amsterdam particularly between its centre and 

periphery (see chapter six for another take on centre-periphery). This 

geographical tension is structured through places of belonging, 

identification, and subjugation (Gokariksel, 2009). hooks (1990), in this 

regard, has theorised ‘marginal spaces’ based on fear, distrust, unease, 

and being denied access to and moving through the white-dominated 

urban spaces (also hooks, 2008). This resonates with Puwar’s (2004) 

‘space invaders’ where she argues that racio-ethnic bodies face 

difficulties in certain spaces and become intruders, bodies out of place. 

Hafez’s experiences of oppression, consequently, hints at the restricted 

and limited mobility in central and privileged parts of Amsterdam 

pointing out Othering as a practice the meaning of which arises from 

corporeality, materiality, i.e., clothing, mobility, and spatiality. 

Hafez’s narrative, moreover, specifies public transport as one of the 

key sites of Othering (see chapter five for exclusive debate on Othering 

in public transport). Intense corporeal encounters within the confined and 

mobile spaces of public transport carry powerful socio-spatial potentials. 

There are a full range of Othering processes, racial and class tensions and 

confrontations, (tacit/explicit) negotiations of difference, symbolic power 

struggle, and protests over space, rights, and status where passengers are 

engaged in a complex system of selection, exclusion, and control as well 

as politics of location and movement (Purifoye, 2015; Wilson, 2011; 

Koefoed et al., 2017; Shaker, n.d.; Shaker, 2021; Shaker et al., 2022). 

Further, the ‘bitter looks’ on the tram and the reluctance of other 

passengers to sit next to Hafez on the busy train clearly show how the 

visual and haptic forms of Othering (see chapters three and five) derive 

from the aesthetic representation of faith through clothing. Sara Ahmed 

(2000) also argues that visual and tactile encounters create the Other. It 
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shows that familiar and stranger bodies do not precede bodily encounters; 

they are the production of such encounters (Simonsen, 2010). 

Last but not least, Hafez’s storyline in a multi-ethnic neighbourhood 

in Utrecht where his brother lives is similar to Ahmad’s account in the 

previous section regarding urban areas that are considered to be safe 

through the association of certain neighbourhoods with higher levels of 

diversity and everyday exposure to difference. The majority of 

participants felt comfortable, less Othered, in diverse neighbourhoods, 

notably in Muslim-majority areas. Next to the greater presence of Muslim 

communities in certain neighbourhoods which projects a stronger sense 

of acceptance, it could be argued that diversity in these areas has 

prompted repetitive meaningful encounters between diverse groups 

allowing citizens to lessen feelings of uncertainty and anxiety around 

difference, disrupt familiar patterns, and form new attachments 

(Valentine, 2013; Amin, 2002; Peterson, 2017). 

The spatiality of clothed Othering, consequently, modifies everyday 

activities of participants such as shopping, recreational activities, eating 

out, or other mundane practices. For instance, Myriam told stories 

regarding her clothing: 

“People look and stare, some people, some men like that, 

I’ve noticed. They like the Arabic style and look more. 

When I wear the black hijab that I got from Dubai, really 

nice and you don’t have it here in the Netherlands, I feel 

people sort of romanticising it and I think even the Dutch 

people think oh she’s an Arabic rich lady.” 

Myriam argued that certain urban areas provide the veiled women with 

comfort and security where it is common to see the veiled women, 

whereas in some public places, they experience being out of place (see 

chapter six for further discussions). Veiling, thus, is spatialised in relation 

to the power that occurs at different scales: globe, nation, urban, 

neighbourhood, body, and emotion (Najib & Teeple Hopkins, 2020; 

Secor, 2002). In addition, for Myriam, this visual Othering does not 

derive from suspicion but curiosity. This curiosity, the white male gaze, 
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which erotically wraps the female body around ‘the mystery,’ is usually 

associated with psychoanalytic drives based around the notions of 

sexuality, libido, and desire (Thrift, 2004). Lisa passionately argued about 

how she feels about the mystery of her body: 

“If an extremely fat woman arouses someone, does it mean 

that everyone should be skinny? I'm sure that some men go 

crazy for women in abayas just because of the mystery [but] 

should I go naked because someone would be aroused by the 

mystery?” 

Such looks contain implicit exoticism and spectacular fascination with 

the Other. Therefore, besides the discourse of the suppressed Muslim 

women (Cooke, 2007; Mahbuba & Wichelen, 2019), Islamic clothing is 

related to the perception of beauty and sexual appeal. During a group 

interview, Nour and Fatima argued that: 

“Nour: I think the way they view the Muslim women who 

cover up as someone is not free, oppressed or maybe dumb 

like why would you wear all the clothing in 30 degrees? Why 

do you do that? Throw it away, show yourself, you’re so 

beautiful. But if I cover myself up, am I not beautiful? 

Fatima: Dutchmen say Muslim women cover themselves up 

because they are ugly.” 

Fatima and Nour’s stories illustrate how Muslims are perceived as the 

Other through their bodily appearance. As a symbol of women’s supposed 

oppression, the headscarf represents the repression of women’s sexuality. 

The veil, therefore, symbolises the rejection of women’s sexual freedom 

and sexual equality. Scott (2007: 166) argues that it is the ‘clash of gender 

systems’ that Otherizes the veiled women because women’s ability to 

expose publicly their bodies and embody their sexuality in public space 

are important ways through which sexual equality is performed. Here the 

dominant culture degrades certain groups as the Other and the members 

of those groups are defined in terms of their perceived deviant aesthetics 

of dress as sexually oppressed. It means that to be socially accepted, the 

body needs to be first aesthetically accepted (Featherstone, 1982) based 
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on certain sexual and aesthetic criteria and images of the body 

(re)produced within a specific social, spatial, cultural, and political 

context. 

These stories, anxieties, and fears around certain urban spaces not only 

limit the mobility of the veiled women but also teach them how to 

perceive and engage with public space. Similar to Valentine’s (1989) 

geography of women’s fear, Muslim women develop mental maps of 

feared environments as a product of their past Othering encounters, 

hearing the frightening experiences, advice of others, and media 

reporting. Clothed Othering, therefore, is a socio-spatial construct, whose 

distribution and meaning shifts across different spatial contexts (Najib & 

Hopkins, 2019a; Raanan & Avni, 2020; see also chapter five for Othering 

experience in public transport). Different emotions and anxieties are 

assigned to specific urban geographies. The veiled women move through 

everyday urban spaces with the knowledge that their Othered body is 

associated with risk and insecurity which shape the geographies of the 

body, subjectivity, and the city, challenge their sense of national 

belonging, cultural citizenship, sense of belonging in public space, and 

access to and movement through their cities. 

4.3.3. Stereotyped Othering 

The Other is constructed through a process of homogenisation 

characterised by the signs inscribed on their bodies (Simonsen, 2010). 

Othering deindividualises and ascribes the Other as a collective identity. 

A person who embodies signs of Muslimness becomes representative of 

the entire community. Lisa, for example, explained how her customer 

expected her to know a recipe related to a specific culinary culture: 

“For now, this [headscarf] does make a difference in the way 

people react to your being and identify you. This makes it 

easier for others to place me... I work at this supermarket and 

I got my nametag and Dutch people look at me and they 

don’t understand. For example, a lady came to me asking ‘I 

am going to make curry and I was wondering which 
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ingredients I should have. You make all the time at home so 

you must know.’ I’m like why should I know?” 

Lisa’s story shows that encounters are historically and geopolitically 

mediated; they foreground images associated with other times and places 

(Simonsen, 2010; Ahmed, 2000). Wekker (2016) also exposes how Dutch 

racism is rooted in the intentional ignorance of colonial history, 

enslavement, and the nation’s immigration history. Here curry is related 

to the colonial past and Indonesia (read Muslims); therefore, Lisa, as a 

Muslim woman, should know how to make it even though she is native 

Dutch not Indonesian. This minor incident of Othering shows that 

colonialism has never really left the Dutch imagination. Besides, as an 

aspect of Othering, stereotyping gets hold of a few ‘simple, vivid, 

memorable, easily grasped, and widely recognised characteristics’ (Hall, 

2001: 258) about a person, culture, or spatio-temporality and reduces 

everything to those traits. For instance, Ahmad and Fouad explained how 

every (bearded) Muslim man is either a potential terrorist or has to be 

apologetic: 

“Ahmad: they [white Dutch people] just come to you asking 

a question about the majority of Muslims like why they are 

doing that. I have to represent them. I’m not the one who 

bombed something and it is not me who has to say sorry or 

apologise. 

Fouad: they [white Dutch people] think they [bombers] are 

one of us and all Muslims are the same.” 

Based on what Ahmad and Fouad argued, stereotyping maintains 

symbolic and social order through the negation of broader or expansive 

understanding whilst simultaneously forecloses diversity of Muslims 

embodied identities (Hall, 2001; Allen, 2010). It symbolically 

distinguishes between normal and deviant, acceptable and unacceptable. 

Moreover, ‘the social construction of evil is necessary for the construction 

of good’ (Achugar, 2004: 317). As Daneshpour and Dadras (2018) claim, 

the underlying narration to this assumption is embedded in a crucial 

orientation towards ‘our’ i.e., white Dutch people’s, ways of being and 
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doing things, as the standard norms of viability, validity, and civilised 

patterns of the social organisation whilst Islam and Muslims are seen as 

inherently violent and fundamentally inferior to the West (Sayyid, 2014; 

Said, 1978). Some participants, moreover, narrated their experiences 

regarding practising Islam publicly. The following excerpts depict 

stereotyping Muslim bodies regarding saying their payer publicly. 

“My husband once had to pray at Amsterdam’s Central 

Station. I felt a little bit scared and I was like be quick 

because people will think...” (Lisa) 

“I was with my brother and it was the praying time. We had 

our wudu [ritual Islamic washing] and praying cloth so we 

prayed publicly. It was very funny because people were 

looking [at us].” (Hafez) 

The socio-spatial experience of Othering is organised around spatially 

manifested sets of hegemonic rules and norms regarding religious 

practices. The stories of Lisa and Hafez demonstrate how religious 

identity and practice are negotiated within everyday urban space, 

focusing particularly on the spatial dimensions of Islamic presence and 

its (in)visibility in the intersection of public and private, secular and 

sacred (Hatziprokopiou & Evergeti, 2014). In the everyday secular 

context of urban Amsterdam, religion, especially Islam, is perceived to 

be practised within a specific place either at the mosque or the private 

sphere but not in public space, streets, or train stations. A body that does 

not follow this unwritten rule disobeys and challenges the dominant 

system of doing things and creates suspicion and chaos. Chaos is scary; 

order needs to be restored ‘quickly,’ as Lisa told her husband. Hafez’s 

brother also symbolically violated some dominant secular social norms 

and codes of conduct. He not only ignored the ‘acceptable’ public dress 

code by wearing his ankle-length garment but also prayed publicly and 

created suspicion. The anxieties around and sanctioning of praying 

publicly in urban Amsterdam points to the fact that religious practices are 

knitted into both anonymous and intimate spaces at the same time 

(O’Mahony, 2019). Public prayer blurs the boundaries between places of 
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worship and public space. Central to post-secular cities is the integration 

of religious ways of being into the public sphere shared by others. 

Working on post-secular geographies, Gokariksel and Secor (2015) have 

shown how the secular and the sacred in urban settings are mutually 

constituted where the apparent tensions between secularisation and 

desecularisation and their consequences are played out which allow 

disentangling the public-private binary. 

Related to the stereotypical fixed image of Muslims, Fatima argued 

that being religious in a secular elite context, i.e., academic environment, 

is considered being intellectually inferior, projecting Muslims out of 

place. A religious person is stupid who cannot embody a critical mindset: 

“There was an article about a girl [who] left Islam and she’s 

an atheist now. She was a Muslim and lives in Amsterdam 

and studies probably here. She said: ‘I took the hijab off and 

went to the university and my teachers said that yeah, we had 

expected that you would take your hijab off and become an 

atheist because you are also intelligent.’ This shows the 

attitude of those who are not Muslims. They are saying that 

taking the hijab off is based on her intelligence. So, if are 

you are intellectual, you are not a Muslim.” 

Fatima implicitly touched upon a dialectical relationship between religion 

and intellect such that Muslims are dumb because they are religious 

and/or they are religious because they are dumb. Whilst remembering 

some of her Othering experiences from academia, Farah articulated that 

“our bodies are definitely not conventional in higher education here... I 

would definitely never fall within that setting.” Fatima and Farah’s 

narrations demonstrate that when the body deviates norms of 

corporeality, the mind would not be taken seriously; when the body is not 

‘normal,’ the mind that it embodies is not ‘functional’ either hence it does 

not fall within spaces of intellect. Fatima and Farah problematised and 

pointed at a form of Othering that seeks to question the intelligence, 

qualification, and credentials of Muslims to suggest that they do not 

belong in certain elite spheres. 
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Academic space here plays a double role. On one hand, education has 

enabled participants to become more informed social critics who can seek 

to challenge Othering and advocate change. On the other, although 

education provides opportunities for ‘fitting in’ society, since participants 

do not embody a ‘normal’ student, they may be pushed back feeling 

forced to take distance from society. The mismatch between certain 

bodies and certain spaces turns Muslims, particularly Muslim women, 

into ‘space invaders.’ Puwar (2004) shows how certain bodies are treated 

as the Other, coupled with and decoupled from certain occupational and 

elite spaces, become ‘the peasants under the glass of intellectual inquiry’ 

(72). She stresses how access to professional, white, elite spaces “have 

historically been ‘reserved’ for specific kinds of bodies” (144). 

Grosfoguel (2013) also argues how colonialism is still present in western 

universities perpetuating a specific form of Othering that is foundational 

to Eurocentric knowledge production (Nurein & Iqbal, 2021). Whereas 

the presence of white women has become to some extent normalised 

within academia, men and women academics from Othered minorities are 

treated as outsiders. 

4.4. Conclusion 

Building upon intercorporeally encountering difference, this chapter has 

contributed to the growing interest in the Othering of Muslims within 

their everyday embodied urbanism. Focusing on the politically charged 

field of Islam and Muslim in the Netherlands, I have shown that Otherness 

is spatially organised in Amsterdam, experienced through intercorporeal 

encounters, felt by individual Muslims at different urban settings, and 

registered in/through their bodies that generate the multiplicity of 

experiences of Othering in everyday urban life. I have shed light on the 

role of urban space in Othering and everyday life of young Muslims 

within the contemporary Dutch urban culture. Strongly related to the 

ongoing debates on the urban geographies of encounter, race, ethnicity, 

and religion, the study has critically investigated the (micro-)social 

geographies and tensions associated with the everyday urban living of 

Muslims. Urban geographies of Othering affect Muslims’ uses of space; 
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experiences of Othering restrict and limit their mobility, access to certain 

urban spaces, damage their sense of belonging, and hamper the possibility 

of breaking their Otherness and advocate change, including in elite places 

and academia. Space is a crucial component of Othering regarding spatial 

demarcations from the body to the wider relations of power within society 

or the negotiation of borders taking place in everyday life and 

engagements in the urban sphere, consumption spaces, public transport, 

work, and educational settings. These Othering experiences contribute to 

the production of urban space and shape how the Muslim Other 

experiences the city. 

Meaning and experience of Othering, therefore, are neither fixed nor 

singular, but vary across urban space; in white-dominated and less diverse 

districts Othering may be an expected practice. The embodied spatial 

organisation of Othering arises out of a hegemonic series of social 

meanings, the wider geopolitical context, and spatial regimes that govern 

everyday urban spaces. These spatial oppositions to the presence of 

Muslims reflect how global and local connect where geopolitical conflicts 

and global fears continually become entangled, compressed, and 

materialised into everyday life. By the same token, this chapter has 

touched upon the lived, aesthetic, and embodied dimensions of everyday 

multiculturalism in a post-secular city through which ‘us’ and ‘them’ 

have no fixed position but are constantly (re)produced in so many 

different ways. Through various small acts, comments, and corporeal 

practices, the line between ‘we’ and ‘they’ are redrawn and reproduced. I 

do not generalise these findings yet argue that they are part of the 

understanding of the debates over ‘difference’ and the everyday 

challenges of co-existence in the urban West. 
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5.1. Introduction 

From Rosa Parks in 1955 when she refused to give up her seat to a white 

man in Montgomery, Alabama to the burqa/niqab ban in Belgium, the 

Netherlands, and France, public transportation has been a theatrical 

Othering setting. As a social arena, public transport is a key site of tacit 

intercultural negotiations and intense embodied encounters with o/Others 

(Wilson, 2011; Koefoed et al., 2017). It brings together people from a 

wide variety of age, gender, sexuality, ability, ethno-racial, and 

socioeconomic backgrounds in often crowded and limited spaces where 

encounters with fellow passengers or spectatorship of strangers are 

almost impossible to avoid (Fleetwood, 2004; Officer & Kearns, 2017). 

Encounters within public mobility spaces are loaded with histories, 

tension and anxiety, cross-cultural discomfort, and racist intolerance 

(Purifoye, 2015; Raudenbush, 2012; Rink, 2016). Spaces of public 

transportation have been a sphere of power struggle, racial and class 

tensions, and replication of boundaries between ‘us’ and ‘them’ through 

which familiarity and difference are (re)established and maintained 

(Lobo, 2014; Officer & Kearns, 2017). 

Mobilities studies have paid attention to different aspects of a 

passenger’s journey such as perceptions, experiences, affects, and 

emotions (Jensen, 2012; Bissell, 2008; Lagerqvist, 2019; Merriman, 

2016; Budd, 2011; Ocejo & Tonnelat, 2014). There are studies on 

racialisation (Raudenbush, 2012; Purifoye, 2015), gendered identities and 

sexual harassment (Law, 1999; Gardner et al., 2017; Lubitow et al., 

2020), bullying (deLara, 2008; Goodboy et al., 2016), and age 

(Honkatukia & Svynarenko, 2019; Lagerqvist, 2019; Westman et al., 

2013; Van Hoven & Meijering, 2019) which connect concepts of 

difference, exclusion, access, and justice with public transport. Although 

mobilities scholars have examined how different axes of social inequality 

such as gender, sexuality, race and ethnicity, or economic class create 

potentials for incivility, there is a lack of research in understanding the 

interface between religion and public transport. 
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Within the discourses of the Muslim Other and the Muslim question, 

spreading white nationalism, populist xenophobia, and growing anti-

Muslim racism, mobilities researchers have not paid attention to the 

religious aspects of public transportation. As Dunn and Hopkins (2016) 

argue, we need to study the everyday lives of Muslims and their lived 

experiences in the West if we want to recognise and tackle how racism 

and religious discrimination place limits on their social, economic, and 

physical mobilities. The primary objective of this chapter, thus, is to 

provide an in-depth understanding of how young Dutch Muslims in 

Amsterdam experience Othering within public transport as part of their 

everyday life and struggles to be mobile and participate in society. 

Muslims experience a high level of Othering and discrimination 

derived from their ethnicity, race, immigrant background, and religion 

(Warren, 2019; Itaoui, 2016; Bila, 2019). They are highly visible within 

the everyday urban spaces of public transit, especially within the Muslim-

majority neighbourhoods. However, their presence is more or less 

noticeable in other areas and modes of public transit such as inner-city 

buses and trams and/or (inter)urban trains. Yet we do not know how they 

experience these spaces. How do they experience riding a 

bus/metro/tram/train? How is the Muslim Other (re)produced and 

negotiated? Which emotions and affects do these everyday encounters 

generate? What are the cultural, social, and political relations activated in 

the mobile Othering encounters? I highlight how Othering discourse 

becomes part of the everyday travel experiences of young Dutch 

Muslims. 

By foregrounding and describing seemingly mundane events such as 

catching or alighting a bus, waiting for a train, and taking a metro seat 

that entangle Muslims with affective atmospheres of discomfort, fear, and 

anxiety, this chapter bridges the gap in the empirical evidence on the role 

of public transport, race, and religion in the Othering of Muslims. 

Emotional and affective approaches are productive because they provide 

a more expansive and embodied understanding of how Othering unfolds 

in everyday events of mobilities which tap into potentials of racialisation 

and global imaginaries of discomfort and fear (Lobo, 2014; Jensen, 2012; 
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Ahmed, 2007; Swanton, 2010). I demonstrate how emotions, feelings, 

and affects of hate, anger, fear, stress, and discomfort are produced and 

practised when Muslim(-looking) people are encountered in public 

transit. In what follows, I first briefly embed the chapter within literature 

on encounter, mobilities, and affective atmosphere; thereafter the findings 

will be presented based on the performative and affective Otherings 

accompanied by my brief autoethnographic account. 

5.2. Affective encounters with the o/Other 

Public transport offers a scene of everyday life. A crowd sharing a 

physically restricted space multiplies the possibilities of coming across 

people with different backgrounds, strangers who are spatially close yet 

socio-economically and culture-politically distant (O. B. Jensen, 2009; 

Wilson, 2011). There are forms of intensive bodily encounters with 

random people in close proximity carrying a variety of social potentials. 

Kelley calls public transit ‘moving theatres’ referring to the rich social 

performances and the daily events in these vehicles (1994: 55 cited in 

Fleetwood, 2004: 37). The fact that one’s company cannot be chosen 

makes public transportation a symbolic platform for struggles over space 

and rights (Honkatukia & Svynarenko, 2019). The ‘throwntogetherness’ 

(Massey, 2005) of public transport and closeness with o/Other bodies turn 

these spaces into an unavoidable site for the negotiation and recognition 

of difference. 

Similar to these Othering encounters, travel is inherently corporeal. 

Mobilities are experienced as embodied (Urry, 2002). Cresswell (2010: 

20) claims that “in the end, it is at the level of the body that human 

mobility is produced, reproduced, and, occasionally, transformed.” 

However, it highly depends upon whose body it is and on how that body 

is read by fellow passengers. Urban mobility is much more than getting 

from A to B (Jensen, 2006) and based on whose body is ‘getting there’ 

the experience and meaning of the trip change. In this sense, Cresswell 

(2006) has conceptualised mobilities as movement + meaning + power 

with inevitable degrees of friction and turbulence (Cresswell, 2014; 

Merriman, 2016). Salazar (2014) has also argued that mobilities are not 
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equally meaningful for everybody. Meaning comes from the society, 

culture, politics, and histories within which the rider is embodied and 

embedded. 

Mobile embodied encounters are, therefore, loaded with 

preoccupations of the moment, moods, sensations, prior personal 

histories, and geopolitical imaginations which alter the quality of 

encounters (Augé, 1997; Koefoed et al., 2017). They are complex 

corporeal, sensorial, emotional, and affective experiences. The corporeal 

aspects of being with Others in spaces of public transportation involves 

waiting for the vehicles, sitting or trying not to sit next to some 

passengers, avoiding them, and responding to their movements and 

objects they carry (Rink, 2016). Riding with the Other, furthermore, 

includes multisensorial practices to perceive space through looking, 

listening, touching, and smelling (Officer & Kearns, 2017; Haldrup et al., 

2006 also see chapter three for the sensorial dimensions of Othering). 

Navigating through the public spaces of transportation, consequently, 

requires multiple corporeal-sensory practices that are imbued with 

emotions and affects (Koefoed et al., 2017; Jensen, 2012). 

Emotional and affective encounters have performative elements. They 

are practised and expressed through the communicative body such as 

physical aggression, shouting, blushing, or changes in the heartbeat. They 

also have a spatial dimension, a space within which we are emotionally 

touched and aware of its affect through fear, anxiety, anger, happiness, 

sadness, frustration, excitement, and so on (Koefoed et al., 2017; 

Conradson & McKay, 2007). They are not necessarily bodily actions yet 

the body expresses or articulates them. A more passive side of emotional 

and affective encounters, however, is how the body is possessed by them; 

it is the felt sense of having been affected by the environment (Simonsen, 

2010; Merriman, 2016). As Thrift (2005: 139) avers, affect “acts both as 

a way of initiating action, a reading of the sense of aliveness of the 

situation and an intercorporeal transfer of that expectancy.” 

To differentiate between emotion, affect, and feeling, Massumi (2002) 

defines feeling as personal and biographical, and whilst emotions are 
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social, affect is pre-personal. Drawing on Massumi, McCormack (2008: 

426) has conceptualised “affect (as a prepersonal field of intensity), 

feeling (as that intensity registered in a sensing body), and emotion (as 

that felt intensity expressed in a socio-culturally recognizable form).” 

Anderson and Holden (2008: 145), by the same token, have differentiated 

“affects as impersonal movements that constitute what a body can do, 

feelings as interpersonal expressions of affects, emotions as personal 

qualifications of feelings.” To solve the problem of distinction, however, 

affective atmospheres have been conceptualised as relational yet 

autonomous that emerge from practices, bodies, and materials (Anderson, 

2009; Bille & Simonsen, 2019). As Anderson (2009: 80) argues, affective 

atmospheres “emanate from the assembling of the human bodies, 

discursive bodies, non-human bodies, and all the other bodies that make 

up everyday situation” which are “spatially discharged affective qualities 

that are autonomous from the bodies that they emerge from, enable and 

perish with.” 

Thinking through affective atmospheres, studies have sought to unfold 

the complex ways through which mobility infrastructures, environments, 

bodies, and objects are entangled and entwined. As Bissell (2010a: 272) 

remarks, an affective atmospheric approach towards mobilities “prompts 

us to think about how different configurations of objects, technologies, 

and bodies come together to form different experiences of ‘being with’ 

whilst on the move.” Although affective atmospheres are invisible, 

nonrepresentational (Thrift, 2004; 2008), they compose the ubiquitous 

backdrop of everyday travel experiences through which particular 

suspicions or anxieties can emerge from encounters between fellow 

passengers and objects they carry (Bissell, 2010a; 2016). The idea of the 

affective atmosphere is also related to the notions of topophilia and 

topophobia when Tuan (1977) expands the sensual, aesthetic, and 

emotional dimensions of space and the desires and fears that people 

associate with specific places. Regarding the affective experience, 

Massumi (2009: 2) stresses that “it doesn’t have to be a drama. It’s really 

more about microshocks of the kind that populate every moment of our 
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lives. For example, a change in focus, or a rustle at the periphery of vision 

that draws the gaze toward it.” 

Recently, studies have focused on the affective experiences of 

travelling (Rink, 2016; Raudenbush, 2012), smells (Meij et al., 2020), 

atmospheres (Bissell, 2010a), affects (Merriman, 2016; Budd, 2011), 

emotions (Jensen, 2012), and tensions (Purifoye, 2015; Honkatukia & 

Svynarenko, 2019; Lubitow et al., 2020) that emerge through embodied 

encounters within public transit. These studies on the travel experiences 

of bodies with different socio-corporeal features, e.g., race, class, gender, 

sexuality, and age, within everyday spaces of public transport, have 

contributed to our understanding of the negotiation of differences, justice, 

social (in)equality, and Othering on the smallest of scales, e.g., facial 

expressions, body language, and glimpses, that define attitudes towards 

the Other. Everyday spaces of public transportation, thus, are wrapped in 

power and privilege reproducing familiar bodies (safe, near, touchable) 

from the Other (dangerous, distant, untouchable) through intercorporeal 

encounters (Ahmed, 2000; 2002; 2007; Lobo, 2014). 

Although different embodied and affective aspects of social inequality 

have been addressed by the mobilities turn in social sciences, less 

attention has been given to the encounters with and travel experiences of 

religious bodies. Religion and religious bodies are affective yet they have 

not been considered in transportation geography and mobilities studies. 

There is a clear lack of research in understanding how mobile spaces 

shape daily social interactions between Muslims and the society within 

which they live, between the disadvantaged and privileged. Although 

there is such rich scholarship adding nuance to the socio-spatial 

implications of racism towards ethnic and/or religious minorities, 

literature has little to say about the dynamics of social exclusion within 

the everyday urban spaces of public transport. Some studies have touched 

upon the Othering of Muslim(-looking) people that threatens and restricts 

their movements. For instance, in airport situations, Muslims feel 

humiliated and experience excessive distrust from authorities (for ‘flying 

whilst Muslim’ see Noble & Poynting, 2010; Selod, 2018). There are also 

studies that have named, amongst other places, public transport as a site 
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of anti-Muslim racism (Ocejo & Tonnelat, 2014; Carr, 2016; Najib & 

Hopkins, 2019b; Itaoui, 2020). There is, however, to the best of my 

knowledge, no systematic (empirical/theoretical) investigation on the role 

of public transport and how such (im)mobile urban spaces become an 

Othering place for Muslim passengers. 

I address this gap to show what happens at the intercorporeal level of 

encounter when different (cross-religious) groups interact on mobile 

spaces. This chapter, consequently, embeds (perceived) religious bodies 

within the analysis of the social organisation of mobility by looking at the 

everyday travel experiences of young Dutch Muslims in Amsterdam. By 

identifying particular bodily practices through which the Muslim Other is 

(re)produced within the everyday spaces of public transit, the chapter 

offers new insights into the embodied experiences of being a passenger. 

By thinking through the relation between bodies, movement, and space, I 

touch upon how Othering is practised in minutely meaningful yet fully 

felt and viscerally realised sensations, moods, and affects. 

5.3. Affective encounters with the Muslim Other in Amsterdam 

Mobility spaces are caught up in affective relations and atmospheres 

(Merriman, 2016). Since different bodies possess different affective 

capacities (Tolia-Kelly, 2006), intercorporeal Othering encounters are 

charged with emotion and affect within atmospheres entangled and 

entwined within complex assemblages of bodies, objects, signs, and 

histories which any change in the assemblage changes the affective 

capacity of atmospheres. 

Spaces of public transit for participants and myself have been a stage 

of social drama, exclusion, discrimination, and racialisation where 

intercultural encounters fail, the threshold of tolerance is crossed, bodies 

are read and judged based on race, beard, veil, dress, gender, age, size, 

language, and objects they carry (Fleetwood, 2004; Lobo, 2014; Wilson, 

2011). Within such physically limited spaces, perception is sharp and 

bodies have an increased awareness of their surroundings. It turned out 

that it is not only their own bodies that young Muslims have to deal with 

whilst travelling but also the uncomfortable embodiment of their fellow 
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passengers, particularly their panoptical Othering gaze (see chapter three 

for the visual Othering). A group of Muslim women enters the platform, 

a passenger (bearded, veiled) joins a queue to catch the vehicle, a 

(Muslim-looking) traveller enters the carriage, someone searches for a 

‘proper’ seat or after a tiny hesitation prefers not to sit at all, a (Muslim-

looking) male passenger carries a bag: these and many other face-to-face 

and body-to-body meetings constantly create/change affective 

atmospheres within which discomfort, irritation, anxiety, curiosity, 

suspicion, anger, or aggression may emerge. These are the moments 

where Othering is embodied, felt, lived, put into motion within everyday 

spaces of public transit. 

The interviewed people and I have encountered a wide variety of 

Othering practices within public transit. An assortment of feelings such 

as anxiety, fear, discomfort, and disgust, symbolic violence and 

harassment in the form of gestures, whispers, scrutiny, and ‘bitter’ looks, 

avoidance including standing, sitting, or moving away from them, as well 

as poor or no service provision by public transport staff, verbal abuse, and 

physical aggression are of some examples. Although the boundary is 

blurry, I have classified such Othering experiences into two categories: 

performative and affective. Performative aspects refer to the 

representational socio-spatial practices of exclusion, those lived moments 

that are tangible to bodies. Affective Othering, on the other hand, points 

at micro, subtle, and nonrepresentational experiences, those ‘sticky’ 

short-lived feelings that cause tension. The categories and Othering 

encounters considered here are by no means comprehensive but some 

episodes of everyday mobility practices of Muslims in Amsterdam that 

touch upon a more nuanced account of the everyday public travel, anti-

Muslim encounters, and living (in this case riding) with difference within 

public spaces. 

5.3.1. Performative Othering 

The most repeated example of Othering is the ‘seat drama.’ Although 

seats are often selected based on gender, age, and ethnicity/race (Koefoed 

et al., 2017), an empty seat next to a veiled/bearded/Muslim-looking 
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body, especially when the vehicle is packed with passengers, clearly 

exemplifies Othering. As far as Moosa recalls, he has been experiencing 

the seat drama particularly on the bus: 

“Me: do people sit next to you? 

Moosa: I don’t remember that ever happened, no... but yeah, 

it happens, people of colour tend to sit next to me. 

Me: people of colour? 

Moosa: yes. 

Me: but white folks? 

Moosa: no, never.” 

What Moosa says, the refusal of being sat next to, refers to an obvious 

haptic Othering practice (for more in-depth discussion see chapter three). 

Similar to everyday open urban spaces, everyday racism on public 

transportation is enacted through a variety of avoidance techniques. They 

involve particular practices, decisions, and interactions based on 

particular feelings and affects that resonate between bodies. Studies on 

stereotyping have highlighted how bodies are encountered, read, and 

judged based on the visual clichés and sensorial and corporeal elements 

of the stereotypical representation of ‘foreigners’ such as race, ethnicity, 

beard, hair, veil, and dress (Fleetwood, 2004; Lobo, 2014; Wilson, 2011; 

Rink, 2016; Conti, 2018; Collins, 2009). Certain bodies, however, are 

subject to extra caution, alter the affective atmosphere of the carriage, 

provoke certain emotions such as disgust and fear which dictate 

modification of interactions and behaviours.  

As Elijah Anderson (1990) argues, the presence of particular bodies 

could (re)frame public interactions in mixed-race, mixed-class settings. 

The presence of Muslim passengers on a transit vehicle poses an imagined 

threat that is understood and navigated by fellow riders. There is, thus, an 

ongoing negotiation between proximity and distance, inclusion and 

exclusion, likeness and difference through tactics of placement, the 

selection of an appropriate seat. Similar to almost all of the participants, 
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the difference in Moosa’s story was synonymous with the anxiety derived 

from the male racialised bodies that renders him as the dangerous Other. 

Such an Othering act within the limited spaces of public transit requires 

a spatial bodily negotiation through ‘tactics of placement’ (Koefoed et al., 

2017) to find the safe sitting/standing place away from the Other. 

Next to the spatial organisation of bodies within a carriage, blunt 

verbal and visual Otherings were repeated by participants. Sara has been 

exposed to both of them: 

“Some people look, some people in a good way, some in a 

bad way. I know that because I’m very aware of my 

surrounding. I try to stay away from my phone so I observe 

people and then I realise people are also observing me. Some 

people look very hesitant like I’m hiding something under 

my hijab and waiting for the right moment to blow it... once 

someone yelled at me whilst I was waiting for the train like 

Jesus is going to burn me in hell... I think that happened after 

Charlie Hebdo1 and the wave of Islamophobia.” 

In these encounters, Sara has experienced two different modes of 

Othering, visual and verbal, both are charged with emotion and affect 

rendering her body out of place. In physically reduced mobile spaces, 

passengers, particularly minorities, have sensorial perceptions attuned, 

their bodies are aware of their surrounding environment, objects, and 

bodies of their fellow travellers (see chapter three for the sensorial 

Othering practices). Moreover, as a veiled woman her body carries 

additional Othering elements and it could be argued that Othering and 

(micro-)aggressions within public transport are gendered. In comparison 

to Moosa, the mere fact that people did perform verbal Othering towards 

Sara may mean that there is a power play reproducing the stereotype of 

passive/powerless/victim Muslim woman where her veiled body can 

receive unwanted comments, whilst with Moosa, the stereotypical 

 
1 Referring to a shooting on 7 January 2015 around the offices of the French 

satirical weekly newspaper, Charlie Hebdo, in Paris where two armed men killed 

12 people and injured 11 others. 
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criminal/villain Muslim man, fellow passengers did not seek to engage 

with him at all. 

The intersection of gender, race, and religion has provided Sara with 

what Fanon (1986) describes as a third-person consciousness, “I’m very 

aware of my surrounding.” This awareness has allowed her to read how 

other passengers are interpreting and responding to her presence (Lubitow 

et al., 2020). The ‘language of the eyes’ informs her about the gazer’s 

intention (McCrackin & Itier, 2019), “some people look, some people in 

a good way, some in a bad way.” She often becomes an imaginary 

terrorist because becoming a terrorist demands having a particular skin 

tone, clothing, religion, and language (Swanton, 2010) and she embodies 

them all. The body of the veiled woman in a racialised visual regime turns 

Sara into a terrorist and, consequently, she was yelled at after the Charlie 

Hebdo incident. Ahmed (2004b: 33) argues that particular “histories are 

reopened with each encounter, such that some bodies are already read as 

more hateful than other(s).” Cindi Katz (2007) would call this violence 

‘banal terrorism’, a nationalist claim to solidify the nation which based 

on the fear for terror frames Muslim(-looking) communities as part of an 

international terror regime threatening Western idea(l)s (also Koefoed & 

Simonsen, 2012; Listerborn, 2015; Simonsen, 2013). For Sara Smith 

(2012; also Pain & Staeheli; 2014; Pain, 2015), such Othering practices 

are intimate geopolitics through the entanglement of the geopolitical with 

the intimate. The geopolitical violence is diffused through its presence in 

the intimate, whilst the intimate violence persists precisely because it has 

roots in other sites, memories, histories. Within the confined on-board 

spaces of public transit, such Islamophobic performances are not 

‘backstage’ (Goffman, 1959) but “prejudices are potentially solidified 

and perhaps further intensified” (Wilson, 2011: 641). Yusuf remembered 

his most extreme Othering experience happened on a train: 

“There was a guy from the occupier group [Wall Street 

occupy movement]. I saw him having a discussion with 

some of the occupier people. I just wanted to understand 

what they stand for. He knew I am a Muslim and was like 

‘you Muslims, you, ruined the world.’ You could really see 
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he was attacking me, he even touched me. I think that was 

the most annoying experience I’ve ever encountered. You 

could really see he was shouting like ‘it is because of you 

that the world is in this madness.’” 

Yusuf has experienced an abject encounter (Wilson, 2017a; 2017b), an 

encounter beyond the scope of tolerance. Here Yusuf’s bearded body 

reopens some histories and intensifies the affective atmosphere of anger, 

mistrust, and frustration generated by the ideas and bodies of that 

particular group. This action-potential affective atmosphere (Duff, 2010) 

not only transformed Yusuf into an Other but also into an object of hate 

which, because of the isolated and intimate space of the train carriage, 

was quickly escalated into physical violence (Ahmed, 2004b; Lubitow et 

al., 2020). Yusuf was dehumanised, blamed, scapegoated for insecurity, 

terrorism, and even global economic inequality due to his traits and 

religio-cultural practices. Yusuf’s lived experience of intimate geopolitics 

is another example of how international/global and 

everyday/intimate/local are tightly interwoven and how such relations 

function in different settings. 

Histories, however, are inclusive and mobile encounters reopen some 

heard/read stories for Muslims. Nour said that: 

“When I’m on the train platform, I always take 2-3 steps 

backwards and I won’t wait right before the line because you 

never know what may happen and [there are] some crazy 

people; who knows. The reason I do this is because of the 

stories you hear from other countries where people have 

been pushed over the platforms because of their faith... I 

have never seen anyone getting pushed on the platform but 

I’ve heard about it and know that there are some crazy 

people out there. So just in case.” 

Nour and some other participants indicated that their most problematic 

and challenging experiences have occurred whilst waiting at a bus/tram 

stop or a train/metro platform. Some respondents specifically noted 

anxieties and mentioned their safety. Within the in-between spaces where 
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movement is paused, slowed, or stopped, Othering lurks. Being on the 

intersection of black, veiled, and female (see chapter four for a detailed 

discussion on the intersectional Othering), as well as the limited space of 

the train platform turn Nour’s body highly visible thus increases her 

vulnerability to violence. In return, the need for hyper-vigilance whilst 

waiting for the transit is grave (Lubitow et al., 2020).; this is the moment 

that heard stories and revisited histories sharpen her perception of the 

train platform. She takes 2-3 steps backwards, ‘just in case.’ Nour’s story 

also touches upon Itaoui’s (2016; 2020) mental maps of Islamophobia. 

She knows that being visibly Muslim in certain public spaces as well as 

on and around public transportation increases risks to the body. Such 

spatial imaginaries of Othering reframe the normal/everyday space of the 

train platform into a dangerous space for Nour. Moreover, since this is a 

train platform, the danger is fatal and highly differentiated from the 

previous narrated stories; thus, she needs to (re)negotiate her body within 

space. Nour’s story illustrates that the moments of waiting and quiescence 

demand corporeal self-awareness, an awareness of one’s own body in 

space (Bissell, 2007; Straughan et al., 2020). This is what Hage (2009: 

138) argues as the politics of waiting, “a politics around who is to wait. 

There is a politics around what waiting entails. And there is a politics 

around how to wait and how to organise waiting into a social system.” 

Thus, stillness and waiting (figure 2) have the potential to “certain 

features of a social process that might have been foreshadowed by others 

or entirely hidden” (Hage, 2009: 4). 

“I saw Fatima and we had an informal conversation. When I 

showed her the picture of two Muslim women sitting in the 

in-between train compartment [figure 2], she said that she 

does so too. She prefers sitting there because in this way 

‘people mess with you less.’” (Fieldnote, Monday, 17th June 

2019, Amsterdam) 
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Muslims, particularly veiled women, are concerned about their everyday 

security and potential exposure to violence (Najib & Hopkins, 2019a; 

2019b). This has led towards the incorporation of politics of mobility and 

immobility. This observation touches upon a careful spatial arrangement 

of bodies within the mobile spaces of waiting and its politics. Whilst there 

are plenty of seats available inside the train compartments, Fatima and 

the Muslim women in figure 2 prefer to sit/wait within the liminal space 

of the train. Specific sitting/waiting places are imposed upon the Muslim 

Other, which they are supposed to deserve, where the hierarchy and 

inequality are represented directly spatio-corporeally. The Other is made 

through a dialectical spatio-corporeal relation with sitting/waiting. The 

Muslim Other is (re)produced through the ‘where’ of the sitting and/or 

they prefer that ‘where’ because they are the Othered. Consequently, the 

space between the carriages transforms spatiotemporally the travel 

experiences of the Muslim women: temporality or how ‘waiting’ may be 

a notable part of liminality as a zone of survival, ‘people mess with you 

less;’ spatiality or how Muslim sittings are segregated and Othered 

spatially by dominant groups. It gains its meaning based on a hierarchical 

Othering process in which some bodies are privileged morally, culturally, 

spatially, and politically over the Other (Marotta, 2020). The mobility of 

some bodies comes at the expense of the mobility of the Other (Massey, 

2012; Bissell, 2016; Straughan et al., 2020). 

The Othering encounters, however, are not limited to passenger-

passenger interactions. Participants have several stories regarding the 

practices by public transport staff. During the second session of the group 

interview with Fatima and Nour, they enunciated that: 

“Fatima: I’ve had the time like when I was on the train from 

my parent to Amsterdam. Everyone had to show their travel 

card or their tickets. I also showed mine. The person in 

charge, she was with everyone like thank you, thank you, 

here you are, thank you, she was saying that to everyone and 

she came to me sitting at the end of the cabin. She just looked 

at me, I gave her my card, and she walked away. She said 
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not a word. It wasn’t radical but saying nothing is saying 

something. 

Nour: I’ve had like several times when I was waiting for the 

bus and standing at the bus station. Then the bus would 

approach and I would wave at it and the bus driver would 

just drive away. I looked at them in the eyes but the driver 

just went... it happens a lot also to my friends. 

Fatima: or when you step into the bus like a couple of weeks 

ago other people were going on the bus and when I had to 

step in, he [the driver] closed the door. I was in the middle 

and he closed the door. I saw he closed the door when I 

wanted to get in but I just managed to jump in. Or I was 

waiting for a bus and when the bus came, he just ignored me. 

It’s like a normal human thing, you wake up on time, you do 

everything and now the bus driver just ignores you and that’s 

why you’re coming late. 

Nour: when I step into the bus, I always greet people because 

it’s just normal and polite. Sometimes when I say good 

morning to the bus driver, the person would look at me like... 

and I would be like okay... it’s just so awkward; you say 

good morning to someone and the person doesn’t reply. 

Then when I step out of the bus, I don’t say [have a] good 

day.” 

Fatima and Nour’s accounts are instances of what they felt discriminated 

against by the public transit crew. Although their examples do not contain 

any specifically anti-Muslim terms, Fatima, Nour, and some participants 

indicated that they have indeed perceived these poor or no service 

provisions as discriminatory acts. Additionally, Fatima’s bus story was 

an experience of physical danger where she might have been hit by the 

bus door. Their time was also put at risk as they were left standing at bus 

stops instead of being picked up. These vignettes are various forms of 

social sanctions (Purifoye, 2015) through which everyday (anti-Muslim) 

racism is enacted via avoidance techniques. Racially marked bodies 
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experience more shunning instances or physical avoidance within spaces 

of public transport not only by fellow passengers but also staff members 

(Benediktsson et al., 2020; Nayak, 2010; Carr, 2016). These various 

descriptions of unspoken Othering and silent encounters, moreover, echo 

Cheryl Glenn’s (2004) conceptualisation of silence as a form of violence. 

She has argued about the oppressive power relation in the use of silence 

and claimed that silence as rhetoric is substantive and meaningful, ‘an 

absence with a function’ (Glenn 2004, 4), which can be employed 

intentionally as both a tool for protecting the authority and a means of 

punishment. Further, based on what Ahmed (2014: n.p.) calls 

‘atmospheric walls,’ silence is a way to claim space “available to some 

more than to others... a wall is a technique: a way of stopping something 

from happening or stopping someone from progressing without appearing 

to stop this or stop them.” Silence, thus, can be a way to question the 

legitimacy and claim authority. Silence, indifference, the seat drama, 

saying nothing, or ignoring the passenger, are the ways in which Muslims 

are transformed into the Other within everyday social spaces of mobility. 

5.3.2. Affective Othering 

As Bissell (2010a) explains, the communication between passengers 

happens mostly through affective rather than discursive, conversational 

registers. Affective atmospheres are central to everyday Othering 

encounters within which exclusion and anti-Muslim racism occur on the 

move. These atmospheres facilitate and/or confine particular practices 

and evoke particular feelings. As Fatima put forward:  

“Because it’s a feeling people can’t see it or touch it and sort 

of can’t be proven. And this is where the problem comes. 

When you want to tell someone that you feel excluded, they 

can easily tell ‘no, you are feeling it, it’s in your head’...but 

at some point, you say no it’s not in my head otherwise I 

would be a psycho.” 

It is the affective atmospheres of hate, fear, anxiety, and discomfort, the 

vague sense of ‘something’s wrong,’ that has altered Fatima’s field of 

feeling. This sticky bothering ‘somethingness’ of affect emerges through 
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the combination of specific objects, bodies, and practices at a particular 

time in a particular space. This is the moment in which Othering surfaces 

from the background, is registered in the sensing bodies of passengers 

making Fatima ‘feel’ excluded whilst simultaneously causes her fellow 

passengers to feel annoyed or anxious. Myriam has also experienced that: 

“There is a feeling that people are looking at me weirdly but 

they didn’t act on it. So, it’s a feeling that we get from other 

people but nothing has ever happened like I was called out 

or anything.” 

Within the affective atmosphere of surveillance, stigma, and uncertainty 

(Elfenbein, 2019), Muslims, particularly veiled women, are affected in 

relation to the bodies of others which leaves certain feelings and 

emotional impressions behind. Myriam felt ‘weird’ looks from her fellow 

transit riders due to her veiled body within the limited space of the train 

carriage. Next to this spatial dimension, there is also an intercorporeal 

aspect of affect. Passengers have been affected by Myriam’s appearance, 

her veiled body, and the geopolitical imaginaries of discomfort. This is 

another form of intimate geopolitics where global anxieties of 

Islamophobia are manifested locally, public transport in this case. Such 

an entanglement communicates and calls for a response. She affected 

them and they replied to her through the ‘wield’ looks. (Simonsen, 2010; 

Nayak, 2010). Myriam’s affective visual Othering, however, differs from 

Sara’s, explained in the previous section. The affective atmosphere that 

Myriam experienced did not modify passengers’ possible field of actions 

whereas, in the case of Sara, the temporal aspect of affect played an 

important role. The Charlie Hebdo incident had recently happened which 

intensified the Othering encounter, heightened the capacitating dimension 

of action. Sara was affected by more than just a feeling of being looked 

at. The Charlie Hebdo incident enabled an action; Sara was yelled at. She, 

furthermore, has had another sensorial affective encounter: 

“I hated that because they serve alcohol but not because of 

alcohol but because of its smell that bothers me. I hate the 
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smell of beer and I always end up with people sitting next to 

me in the train drinking beer.” 

The smell (of beer) has the capacity to alter the sensory experience and 

affective atmosphere generating specific emotions, e.g., anxiety and 

hatred (see chapter three for a more detailed analysis of the olfactory 

Othering). The religious prohibition of alcohol consumption has 

affectively charged not only the alcohol but also its smell for Sara; she is 

uncomfortable. Smell here is an affective artefact, material or non-

material object that has the power to change the affective composition of 

the atmosphere (Piredda, 2020). The interesting point here is the sensory 

dimension of mobile spaces of public transit where the smell can evoke 

bodily discomfort and particular feelings. Several other female 

interviewees also described the heightening anxiety that emerges tied to 

alcohol. As explained in chapter three, for them, alcohol is related to the 

drunk men who might cause sexual and/or racist harassments (Valentine, 

1989; Lagerqvist, 2019). Even in the absence of any hatred or hostility 

from their fellow passengers, some participants argued that their racial, 

ethnic, or religious markers might make them conspicuous thus better to 

avoid potentially uncomfortable social contacts (Ocejo & Tonnelat, 2014; 

Benediktsson et al., 2020). For them, public transport is one of the main 

places of encountering drunkards concerning physical and social 

discomfort and harassment. Whenever they see a drunk person or smell 

alcohol either aboard or whilst waiting, they try to avoid encounters, not 

to bring attention but to keep quiet, to stay safe. 

Similar to the smell, objects that Muslims, particularly men, bring to 

public transportation alters affective atmospheres. For instance, Ahmad 

during one of the group interviews with his close friend, Fouad, explained 

how his backpack has caused him some troubles: 

“Ahmad: sometimes when I’m at Schiphol [airport] or the 

train stations and I have a little bit longer beard and leave my 

bag to a friend or something, everyone is looking at my bag 

like what is happening here; everyone is scared. Or if I have 
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to go to the toilet on the train and leave my bag behind, 

everyone is like NOOOOO. 

Fouad: I always feel awkward when I’m on public transport 

with my backpack maybe I think people think I’m a terrorist. 

I get this feeling and it’s not like someone has said it to me.” 

These vignettes demonstrate how the affective artefacts contribute 

towards Othering of Muslims. As Sedgwick (2003: 19) argues, “affects 

can be, and are, attached to things, people, ideas, sensations, relations, 

activities, ambitions, institutions, and any other number of other things, 

including other affects.” ‘Everyone is scared’ is grounded in racialised 

discourse and media representation of a single affective idea that Muslim 

men are a security threat and the objects they carry are potentially risky. 

Ahmad and Fouad’s stories are clear examples of how the Muslim Other 

is never far away from the figure of the terrorist or as hooks (2008) avers, 

it is a fantasy of whiteness that the Other is always a terrorist. This notion 

affectively charges their bodies and the material consequences of such 

embodiments as well as the affective atmospheres that emerge in the 

relations between these bodies and objects. Although he has had nothing 

to do with any kind of violence whatsoever, Fouad feels ‘awkward’ in 

mobile spaces because his bearded racialised body and the backpack he 

carries within the atmospheres of suspicion and mistrust have affected 

him, turned him into a terrorist, an object of fear and anxiety, a dangerous 

Other. 

Here fear creates a border between ‘us’ and ‘them’ (Nayak, 2010). As 

Ahmed (2004a: 128) recalls, “fear does not involve the defence of borders 

that already exist; rather, fear makes those borders, by establishing 

objects from which the subject, in fearing, can stand apart.” In addition, 

Ahmad and Fouad’s accounts put emphasis not only on face-to-face 

interactions but also pay attention to the materiality of passengering 

(Wilson, 2017a). They suggest that materials are significant to the 

assembling of multicultural and highlight how Othering occurs through 

encountering materialities, i.e., backpack. Consequently, objects, bodies, 

ideas, imaginations, sensations, and the relations between them have the 
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capacity to affect the physical and psychological states of the transit users 

(Budd, 2011). Moreover, atmospheres that the Muslim Other 

creates/alters can affect a large group of riders: 

“There was an issue and we had to stay at Almere Station 

until the problem was solved. There was a huge crowd 

talking whilst waiting for the restoration. Two women in full 

black chador [a type of hijab] alighted a train that just arrived 

at the station. For a fraction of a second, there was a drop of 

conversation, a tiny silence. The fully veiled bodies of 

Muslim women suddenly changed the affective atmosphere 

of the train platform.” (Fieldnote, Wednesday, 9th October 

2019, Amsterdam) 

Brennan notes that although affect has social or psychological origins, its 

transmission “is also responsible for bodily changes, as in a whiff of the 

room’s atmosphere, some longer-lasting. In other words, the transmission 

of affect, if only for an instant, alters the biochemistry of the subject. The 

‘atmosphere’ or the environment literally gets into the individual” (2004: 

1 cited in Bissell 2010a: 273). The affective capacity of the sudden 

presence of the veiled women alighting a train was strong enough to not 

only change the affective atmosphere of the train platform but also shut 

down everyone’s act of talking for an instant. That microshock ‘got into’ 

the passengers, altered their biochemistry, drew their gaze towards the 

veiled Muslim women. That affective atmosphere not only captured the 

emotional feel of the platform but was action-potential, people stopped 

talking. It could be argued that the affective capacities of the Muslim 

Other derived from their ‘different’ embodiments are present in everyday 

life yet come to the fore at particular nodes of the everydayness that make 

their Otherness more intensely felt. Consequently, focusing on how 

affect, through different configurations of human and non-human bodies, 

surfaces not on a conscious or interpretative level but through 

unintentional embodied acts (Bissell, 2010a; Lobo, 2010; 2014) unfolds 

how Othering encounters in everyday passengering have deep roots in 

other (imaginary) spatio-temporalities that heavily charge the travel 

experiences of public transport. 
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5.3.3. A brief autoethnographic account 

For my fellow passengers and transit crew, I was another brown bearded 

Muslim-looking traveller. My ethno-racial body was the first read 

identifier to which public transport riders/staff would respond. Similar to 

Purifoye’s (2015) autoethnographic account on the public transport 

system in Chicago, I experienced the seat drama, was avoided, gazed at 

disapprovingly, ID’d, commented, Othered. My travel experiences 

demonstrate that as a participant in mobile spaces, I could not escape from 

racialisation, criminalisation, and Islamophobia. My experiences also 

serve as additional evidence to the Othering practices within spaces of 

public transportation. 

“It was a busy morning. Going to Amsterdam from 

Groningen, I was sitting on a train, the second-class 

compartment. Two white Dutch women, one older than the 

other, came in and sat but not next to each other because 

there were no empty seats available next to each other. The 

younger woman sat on a seat on the left side of the aisle and 

the older woman sat next to me. The interesting thing was 

that just before they sat, there was a tiny hesitation from the 

older woman. For an instant, she stood still then she asked 

the younger woman to sit next to a white Dutch older man. 

Another interesting thing was her body language and 

posture. She was not talking to the younger woman but still 

tilted towards her.” (Fieldnote, Thursday, 14th March 2019, 

Amsterdam) 

Within the limited spaces of public transportation, racio-ethnic 

boundaries are accentuated which make the avoidance and active 

disengagement more visible. My body was read through a quick affective 

judgement that focuses on colour, ethnicity, gender, and age. For that 

woman, I, being a brown man with a beard, had the ‘wrong body’ with 

‘traces of dubious origin’ (Ahmed, 2007: 162) which rendered me as the 

dangerous Other. My body affected her, opened a possible field of 

actions; she turned and moved her body in response to my bodily 
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presence. In return, her tiny pause, that instant of quiescence, as well as 

her posture were rich in affect: “my body automatically replied and found 

myself tilting towards my right armrest next to the window.” That haptic 

Othering, the ‘awkward’ space between my body and hers, demonstrates 

that affect does something; it leaps from a body to another, evokes action, 

projects feeling. 

“There was a shooting today in Utrecht. It has been the 

second event recently: first in Christchurch, New Zealand 

and now this one in Utrecht. Going to Groningen from 

Amsterdam, the train was full of security guards. I was ID’d 

three times during the trip. My bearded Muslim-looking 

Middle Eastern body raised suspicion begged for extra 

scrutiny and surveillance.” (Fieldnote, Monday, 18th March, 

Groningen) 

Here the temporal, the Utrecht shooting, and the biological component of 

affect, i.e., skin tone and beard, created an atmosphere of suspicion. The 

construction of my body as suspicious was a response to the affects of 

fear I was posing. Suspicion, fear, and mistrust did something; they 

redrew the distance between bodies whose difference is read off the 

surface (Ahmed, 2004a). As another form of intimate geopolitics, I was 

stopped, ‘randomly checked’ three times. As Ahmed (2007: 161) avers, 

“being stopped is not just stressful: it makes the ‘body’ itself the ‘site’ of 

social stress.” My fellow passengers were looking at me, anxious as if I 

have had something to do with that incident. I was stressed and caused 

stress. I created an affective atmosphere, affected the passengers, and was 

affected by them. Anxiety and stress, moreover, are embodied through 

subtle movements which carry deep meanings: 

“At first-class compartments, I am receiving lengthier, weird 

looks from my fellow passengers. I have also noticed that 

when I enter the carriage, passengers sometimes grab or hold 

tighter to their purse, bags, or backpacks as if I am going to 

steal something.” (Fieldnote, Monday, 18th March, 

Groningen) 
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The intersection of the big three, gender, race, and class, created affective 

atmospheres of fear, discomfort, anger, and disgust within the first-class 

train compartment where the trusted, regular business-class travellers 

with high economic capital would sit, not a place for a racialised, 

criminalised Muslim-looking traveller unless ‘he’ is into something (see 

chapter four for a more detailed discussion on the intersectional 

Othering). When Othered, I was assigned to additional labels; whilst in 

the previous episode I was a shooter, here I became a thief. Koefoed et al. 

(2017) have dubbed this as the little racism, the small, subtle, or brief act 

of bodily gestures such as gathering the hem of the coat, holding to one’s 

belongings, judgmental looks, or changing postures are a sign of racism 

or disgust. These tiny acts are not singular; they generate the feeling of 

being an unwanted Other. It is the negative affect associated with 

suspicion, anxiety, and mistrust that primes passengers for action. 

Grabbing belongings is part of a technology of racism that renders a 

Muslim(-looking) male passenger the stereotypical 

criminal/villain/dangerous Other. 

5.4. Conclusion 

Public transport is a stage for social drama. It is filled with intense 

encounters where different bodies with different race, ethnicity, gender, 

sexuality, age, class, ability, appearance, size, culture, religion, and 

citizenship come across each other within the limited mobile spaces. It is 

within these shared public spaces that multiculturalism is lived and 

experienced. Not every meeting is positive though; there are many 

instances of risky and traumatic experiences, failed intercultural 

encounters, discriminatory harassment, racism, and sexism. These 

Othering encounters are located within the spectrum of proximity and 

distance, dialogue and intolerance, appreciation and repulsion. 

In this chapter, I have addressed an under-researched dimension of 

everyday travel experience: religion. I have focused on complex and 

varied travel experiences emphasising the instances that the Muslim 

Other is (re)constructed and anti-Muslim racism is foregrounded. I have 

analysed the Othering encounters of Muslims within the affective 
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atmospheres of public transit because these spatio-temporalities of affect 

prompt us to consider what the body of a Muslim passenger can do instead 

of what such bodies are assumed to be. I have shown that affects are 

crucial in understanding how a particular atmosphere associated with 

anger, discomfort, anxiety, fear, stress, mistrust, suspicion, or frustration 

erupts in a particular space at a particular time, changes passengers’ field 

of feeling, and modifies their capacity to act. Through this affective 

atmospheric approach, I have paid attention not only to the performative, 

more concrete, instances of Othering that Muslim people experience but 

also to those subtle unintentional embodied acts of Othering that operate 

below the conscious perceptions and subjective emotions. 

As I repeated several times so far in this dissertation, the Othering 

encounters considered here are by no means exhaustive and I do not aim 

at generalisation simply because I reject the reductionist approach 

towards Othering as a universalised, unvariegated social force that 

influences all Muslims in similar ways (Alimahomed-Wilson, 2020). 

These stories do, however, provide rich narratives and arguments 

regarding the importance of religion in the embodied aspects of the travel 

experience. These snapshots help us better understand not only how the 

Muslim Other is (re)constructed in daily embodied interactions and 

incivility on the move but also anti-Muslim racism is not limited to 

communities, neighbourhoods, streets, squares, or wide-open urban 

public spaces, but enacted in everyday (im)mobile spaces of interactions 

with Muslim(-looking) people that demand quick decision-making and 

narrow options. 
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6.1. Introduction 

As described in the previous chapters, Muslims in the Netherlands 

experience a wide range of problems. Racialised, historically demonised, 

corporeally marked, and ontologically framed as different from the 

mainstream white Dutch society, they are the recipients of 

(un)remarkable Othering practices through encounters in their everyday 

life. Yet how do they ‘get on with life’ in the time of the backlash of 

multiculturalism, rising white nationalism, populist xenophobia, and the 

increase in the number of anti-Muslim acts? Muslims are skilled social 

actors whose agency is important in the construction of their wellbeing 

and of societies within which they live. Focusing on Othering within 

everyday urban spaces of encounter, in this chapter, I embark upon the 

complex, often contradictory, ways through which young Muslims 

exercise their agency to negotiate their identities and belonging. I touch 

upon ordinary micro-practices and daily tactics (De Certeau, 1984) that 

Muslims adopt to manage impressions (Goffman, 1959) as a response to 

difference, race, and global geopolitical issues. 

Similar to previous chapters, this chapter is relevant to the discussions 

of everyday multiculturalism, living with diversity and difference. Whilst 

Islamophobia is mostly visible in the political discourses and media 

coverage, Othering is lived and experienced in the daily micro-practices 

of urban living. To disturb such dominant Othering processes that affect 

the everyday lives of Muslims, Dunn and Kamp (2009) have argued that 

a starting point is to focus on the everyday agency and activities of 

Muslims in the West. Exploring the local instances of claiming agency 

and the socio-spatial tactics of identity management in the context of the 

Muslim Other shed light on different modes of embodied urbanism, what 

it means to be a Muslim today in the West, and how they live their lives. 

Focusing on Othering within everyday urban spaces of encounter as 

discussed in previous chapters, I embark upon the ways through which 

young Dutch Muslims in Amsterdam exercise their small agencies to 

negotiate their identities and belonging within their everyday lives. The 

main objective of this chapter is thus to understand how young Muslims 
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negotiate socio-spatially potential tensions between their embodiments 

and the dominant cultural framework of whiteness (O’Brien, 2015). I 

unpack the everyday small agencies of the Muslim Other and explore a 

range of messy, complex, and often contradictory agentive encounters 

which sit differently within different socio-spatialities. In the context of 

this study, the agency is a set of culturally learned ways of staying away 

from ‘troubles’ as well as ways of applying personal interpretations of 

religion and expressing choice by which young Muslims respond to their 

subjected Othering (Ellefsen & Sandberg, 2021; Mahmood, 2005; 

Driezen et al., 2021). 

6.2. Embodied agency of the Other 

Contemporary cities are sites of encounter where difference is lived, 

experienced, and negotiated as part of everyday social rituals (Valentine, 

2008; Valentine & Harris, 2016). Within everyday urban spaces of 

encounter, the Other is constructed when ‘they’ stand somewhere within 

the spectrum of familiarity and strange(r)ness, proximity and distance 

from ‘us’ (Ahmed, 2000; Koefoed & Simonsen, 2012; Wilson, 2017a). 

The Other inhabits a certain body; it is the body that functions as a site of 

difference and any deviation from the idea(l)s of (white) ethno-national 

embodiment creates Otherness. 

Encounters, however, open up a room for agency and offer a vehicle 

through which the Other can speak back. Agency, “the capacity to act 

within as well as up against social structures” (Jensen, 2011: 66), lies in 

contradictions, failures, gaps, inconsistencies, contested performances, 

and Otherness (Frank, 2006). Agency is negotiated with power and power 

works through Othering (Anderson, 2017a) in different contexts and 

interactional settings. Although the agency has long been fundamental to 

the relations between an individual and social structure (Giddens, 1984), 

it is not necessarily a trade-off between the repressive social discourses 

and an always autonomous rational individual with perfectly transparent 

intentions (Frank, 2006; Holloway et al., 2019). For instance, to answer 

why women willingly participate in systems that may work against them, 

Mahmood (2005) conceptualises agency as capacities of action that are 
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contextually contingent; they are embedded within the structure of power 

not outside of it including those actions that are not aimed at liberation as 

formulated by white western ideas of agency. Considering the 

complexities of Othering encounters, the fluidity of subjectivity 

constructions, and practices of identity representations, the agency is not 

a fixed notion but materialised through different, sometimes conflicting, 

socio-spatial practices. 

Agency is embodied. As Hollander and Einwohner (2004: 538) 

suggest, agency is “not a quality of an actor or a state of being, but 

involves some active behaviour, whether verbal, cognitive, or physical.” 

The Other’s negotiation with the surrounding environment and the 

initiation of actions are corporeal. The Other regulates their bodily 

interactions with the larger social mechanisms operating around them to 

sustain themselves through ongoing actions they generate (Barandiaran 

et al., 2009). The embodied agency, thus, refers to the ways in which the 

Other defines, uses, and negotiates their bodies through encounters with 

other people to make a difference (Liimakka, 2008; Krause, 2011; 

Berents, 2015; Bobel & Kwan, 2011). The agency of the Other rests upon 

their ability and willingness to fit into, reject, challenge, shift, or expand 

the normative social standards, idea(l)s of embodiment, dominant 

systems of meaning and doing things, or appropriate ways of being in 

public space. 

6.2.1. Small everyday agencies of the Other 

The Other possesses few resources or opportunities to control power 

structures to act openly against the repressive order. They exercise their 

‘small agency’ through the informal and unorganised ‘low-profile 

techniques’ of everydayness (Scott, 1985: xvi; Jokinen, 2016; Johansson 

& Vinthagen, 2016; Hughes, 2019). Everyday small agencies revolve 

around the micropolitics of negotiation of difference. Anderson (2017b) 

suggests that the micropolitical should not be considered as synonymous 

with resistance or opposition because a small agency is not big enough to 

make everything better. Micropolitics, for him, is a way of inhabiting 

situations, grasping the possibilities at hand, and dealing with the 
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‘otherwise’ immanent to any arrangement of the life of the Other. In this 

regard, the small agency is conceptualised as tactics of negotiation over 

certain embodiments within everyday urban spaces of encounter. 

As De Certeau (1984) argues, tactics are different from strategies. 

Whilst strategies refer to the use of power in a position of dominance and 

visibility in a particular social field, tactics are how the Other tries to 

enhance their agency without overturning the structural conditions (De 

Certeau, 1984; Fadil, 2009). De Certeau distinguishes between the 

strategic actor who exercises institutional power and the Other who lacks 

the support of the institutions of power and can only seize the 

‘possibilities offered by circumstances’ (1984: 37) to embody tactical 

agency to accommodate, reject, or negotiate the dominant order. 

Concerning power, he also makes a distinction between spatial strategies 

and spatial tactics; “strategies are able to produce, tabulate, and impose 

these spaces, when those operations take place, whereas tactics can only 

use, manipulate, and divert these spaces” (De Certeau, 1984: 29). The 

concept of tactic is thus particularly of interest for the study of the agency 

of the Other because it focuses on small everyday agencies that the Other 

embodies through their socio-spatial practices. 

In the process of agential tactics in social interactions, moreover, the 

Other negotiates their ‘presentation of the self’ (Goffman, 1959). Ervine 

Goffman’s (1971) work on ‘the grammar of public places’ or the ‘rules 

of conduct’ (1963a) focused on the ways people negotiate ‘strange’ 

encounters. He examined different ways in which ‘stigmatised’ 

individuals negotiate their identities (1963b) and analysed ‘techniques of 

impression management’ (Goffman, 1959: 70), through which tension, 

discreditable information, stigmatising features, or ‘sign vehicles’ such as 

race, gender, size, and looks are ‘managed.’ Building upon metaphors of 

‘stage’ and ‘theatre’, Goffman illustrates how different versions of a ‘self’ 

are differently played out in public performances of encounter. Based on 

his dramaturgical approach, social life is a stage for presenting selves and 

micro-social interactions within everyday life are parts of an individual’s 

theatrical performance. Being conscious about being observed, 

performers/actors manipulate social interactions and (re)adjust their 
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‘front stage,’ e.g., appearance and social self, to the expectation of the 

audience. Accordingly, Turner (2008) and Shilling (2005) believe that 

Goffman’s (1963a: 35) arguments revolve around ‘shared vocabularies of 

body idiom,’ the performance of the self through the socially interpreted 

body, and the importance of the body management for the maintenance 

of social interaction. 

6.2.3. Muslim Agency 

Muslims experience a wide range of Otherings (see chapters three, four, 

and five for some in-depth discussions). Negative attitudes towards 

Muslims are not necessarily derived from religion; they also incorporate 

ethnic, racial, cultural, linguistic, and other prejudices (Dunn et al., 2007; 

Mondon & Winter, 2017; Hancock, 2015; 2020; Listerborn, 2015 also see 

chapter four for the intersectional Othering). Islamophobia, as a form of 

racism that shifts the prejudice from biological to cultural aspects of 

racism, racialises Islam, translates it as inferior, and renders (perceived) 

Muslims as the Other framing them as those who do not fit into white 

majority cultures across Muslim-minority countries (Modood, 2013; 

2019a; Itaoui, 2016; 2020; Selod & Embrick, 2013; Finlay & Hopkins, 

2019; 2020 also see the introduction chapter regarding the metanarratives 

of the Muslim Other). The racialised Muslim Other, in this context, 

exercises their agency to ‘get on with’ the prevailing regulatory social 

system of whiteness (Ahmed, 2007) regarding what a ‘normal’ body, i.e., 

the dominant representation of ‘us,’ should do and look like (Bendixsen, 

2013). In a society where white is treated as a neutral and natural status 

quo, whiteness demarcates unspoken privilege and power (Warren, 2019; 

Berg, 2012). Its very existence derives from the construction of the Other. 

As Hall (1997) notes, the representation of Otherness holds cultural 

authority defining ‘we’ as superior to ‘they’ perpetuating dichotomies of 

West and East, white and non-white, secular and sacred. Whiteness, a 

bodily orientation (Lobo, 2014), a condition for belonging (Devadoss, 

2020), is what the institution of power is orientated around and bodies 

that do not inhabit whiteness have to ‘accumulate’ it if they want to get 

in (Ahmed, 2002; 2007). 
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In previous chapters, I have shown that the racialisation of Islam and 

the subsequent construction of the Muslim Other limit Muslims’ 

mobilities and violate their rights to the city. However, they are not 

powerless in the face of Othering; Muslims are never merely the passive 

object of Othering processes. They are always able to exercise their 

agency and respond to some degree to the subjected Othering which 

Modood and Thompson (2021) call ‘de-Othering.’ Muslims employ 

socio-spatial tactics, the ways in which they imagine ‘where’ they may 

encounter Othering to reduce the possibilities of racial attacks in public 

spaces (Itaoui, 2016; 2020; Itaoui & Dunn, 2017). The spatialisation of 

Othering, thus, is about the relationship between visibility (which fosters 

Islamophobia) in and invisibility (which reduces Islamophobia by 

removing Muslims) from certain urban spaces. On one hand, visible signs 

of Islam, such as the veil or beard, subject Muslims to some potential 

Otherings which reduce their mobility. On the other, such attacks and 

harassments in public spaces, bans against religious dress in some 

European countries, and the US ‘Muslim Ban’ are attempts to reduce the 

visibility of Muslims in the public sphere (Najib & Teeple Hopkins, 2020; 

Hopkins, 2020; Gokariksel, 2017). Therefore, ‘visibly Muslims’ devise 

(micro-)practices of mobility and behaviour to negotiate their identity and 

belonging (Najib & Hopkins, 2019a; 2019b). For example, they avoid 

certain urban spaces at particular times (Garner & Selod, 2015), do not 

appear in public alone (Perry, 2014), or construct counter-stereotypic 

behaviours (Mythen et al., 2009; Finlay & Hopkins, 2019; 2020). Ellefsen 

and Sandberg (2021) also show how Muslims’ ways of countering anti-

Muslim hostility are contextual and relational; they exercise their agency 

in particular socio-spatial settings and respond to specific acts and actors. 

Regarding the visibly Muslim women, Secor (2002) and Gokariksel 

(2009) have conceptualised the politics of veiling. For them, veiling is a 

gendered embodied socio-spatial practice that touches upon the 

production of bodies and subjectivities. Working in Istanbul, they have 

analysed multiple ‘regimes of veiling’ that govern public space. Certain 

urban areas, they argue, provide the veiled women with comfort and 

security where it is common to see women in the veil, whereas, in some 
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public places, they experience being out of place, looked at, anxious. 

Veiling, therefore, is a practice in relation to power and agency that 

occurs at different scales (Najib & Teeple Hopkins, 2020; Secor, 2002). 

The veil acts as a symbol of solidarity, protest, and resistance (Warren, 

2019; Bilge, 2010; Chapman, 2016; Vintges, 2012). For Mahmood 

(2005), however, piety and religiosity can be a source of agency and 

freedom by providing Muslims with a set of skills, tools, or schemas to 

feel corporeally protected and spiritually projected an ethical self 

(Rinaldo, 2014). Deeb (2006) reached a similar conclusion. She stated 

that the agency of the ‘pietist’ women is not necessarily emancipation as 

defined by Western liberal feminist scholarship but, rather, “equity in the 

possibilities for practising a pious and moral lifestyle” (Deeb, 2006: 218). 

Thinking about agency outside the dichotomy of subordination to men 

versus resistance to Western hegemony (Bilge, 2010; Zimmerman, 2015), 

Muslims and Islamic feminist scholars have challenged the definition of 

agency in Western feminist thought as coterminous with ‘resistance,’ 

‘subversion,’ and a particular ‘politically prescriptive project’ 

(Mahmood, 2005: 10) which precluded many Western scholars from 

seeing other forms of agency as a learned capacity and “ability to effect 

change in the world and in oneself” (14) which may meaningfully shape 

Muslims’ lives. 

Yet not every Muslim focuses on religion in the same manner and 

intensity. For example, Soares and Osella (2009) explored seemingly 

nonreligious aspects of Muslims’ everyday lives arguing that desire, 

leisure, fashion, and sports are agential through which Muslims challenge 

Islam vs. the West binary (Gokariksel & Secor, 2010; Tarlo, 2007a; 

2007b; 2010; Sehlikoglu, 2018). In this regard, O’Brien (2015) has 

conceptualised ‘religious individualism’ to understand how young 

Muslims construct their definitions of agency within their religious 

identification to negotiate potential conflicts and tensions between their 

embodiments and the dominant cultural framework of whiteness (Driezen 

et al., 2021). For example, Mossière (2019) highlights various ways 

through which Muslims combine Islamic dress codes with Western styles 

or Tarlo (2007a: 144) looks at the Islamic cosmopolitanism through “a 
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proliferation of religiously oriented fashions in the streets of most major 

cosmopolitan cities in the West.” 

The agency of Muslims thus has multiple manifestations and takes 

different shapes in different social, spatial, and temporal situations which 

position agentive practices within the construction and performance of 

identity and subjectivity in socio-spatial relations and structures of power 

(Jamal Al-deen, 2019; Hoekstra & Verkuyten, 2015). Yet how does the 

Muslim Other embody their everyday agency in the form of activities, 

identities, and socio-spatial practices? Within the context of Amsterdam, 

I aim to spotlight how young Dutch Muslims negotiate their Otherness 

through embodied micro-practices focusing specifically on the socio-

spatial aspects of their presence, absence, visibility, or invisibility within 

everyday spaces of encounter. 

6.3. Small agencies of the Muslim Other in Amsterdam 

Participants discussed their responses to Othering in diverse modes of 

practice. They were predominantly arguing that they have to negotiate 

their identities within, and sometimes to challenge, the dominant looks. 

They have developed a variety of small agentive practices or tactics of 

impression management (De Certeau, 1984; Goffman, 1959) within their 

everyday life. Some men shave their beard or grow a moustache, many 

men and women (re)adjust their clothing in different contexts, use the 

Dutch language differently, employ humour, clarify their religious 

beliefs, or ignore small Othering acts such as lengthy looks, comments, 

jokes, sighs, and whispers. 

The examples in this chapter show that when encountering such 

Othering processes, participants are not simply the passive victims but 

have developed a complex set of embodied (micro-)practices to either be 

more discreet and ‘feel’ less visible, or challenge the dominant idea(l)s of 

whiteness by remaining visible for the ‘recognition of difference’ (Fraser, 

2000; Bendixsen, 2013), or project a body perceived nearer to the norms 

of whiteness. This chapter, therefore, categorises young Dutch Muslims’ 

everyday small agencies into three types: invisibility, visibility, and 

normalcy. Related to the stigma management that Goffman (1963b) 
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defined as passing and covering, invisibility refers to a particular set of 

‘feelings’ and socio-spatial tactics to look less Muslim, be incognito, 

inconspicuous, unprovoking, even social withdrawal and absence from 

certain public domains. Visibility points at the small agencies of 

challenging whiteness and rejecting Otherness through the representation 

of the (religious) self as an attempt to problematize whiteness as the only 

idea(l) of embodiment. Although participants firmly believe that they are 

‘normal,’ by normalcy, the body is managed to be ordinary and look 

normal based on certain idea(l)s of whiteness thus more acceptable. 

Similar to De Nolf et al. (2021), I argue that these (micro-)practices are 

not mutually exclusive but complement each other. By classifying them, 

however, the study contributes to a better understanding of the Othering 

experiences of young Dutch Muslims in Amsterdam which sheds light on 

how they live and deal with everyday anti-Muslim sentiments. 

6.3.1. Invisibility: “I just don’t want people to immediately notice 

me.” 

Otherness is about socio-corporeal distance and awayness from what is 

considered normal by the dominant group. The Muslim Other is perceived 

to be far away from the dominant norms of white Dutch society, 

historically, ontologically, corporeally, and socially. Learned through 

their everyday life and heard stories, some participants embody their 

agency by managing the Othering features, or as Goffman (1959) notes, 

‘sign vehicles.’ For Goffman (1963b), these tactics are about proactively 

avoiding Othering and adapting behaviours that make the stigma less 

visible thus diminishing social tension rather than challenging exerted 

hostility (Ellefsen & Sandberg, 2021). Some participants reported their 

engagement in the micro-practices of defensive withdrawal or tactics of 

‘invisibilisation’ to avoid harm, racialised surveillance, and material 

threat (Hopkins, 2014; Hopkins & Smith 2008). The most repeated 

example is related to clothing practices. Yusuf, for example, argued how 

he avoids the Othering gaze: 

“I think a couple of times on the train while having my qamis 

[the ankle-length garments for men] on I wrap it up and put 
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it in my trousers so people don’t see I’m wearing qamis. I 

just kind of cover it because you don’t have to gather a lot 

of attention.” 

By hiding his qamis which would immediately identify him as a Muslim, 

Yusuf engages in the practice of being less visibly Muslim. He has 

learned that there is a relationship between the visibility of Muslims and 

intolerance towards them. Yusuf’s experience reflects the ways that social 

anxieties are mapped onto the spatial presence of Muslims where the 

locality, public transport in this case, and globalism of Islamophobia are 

entwined. Yusuf’s experience also mirrors the studies of Daneshpour and 

Dadras (2018) and Zahedi (2011) in the US where they have argued that 

the visibility of Muslims in the urban sphere leads to more conflicts and 

intolerant attitudes. Therefore, to prevent conflict, young Muslims 

sometimes aim to become less visible through the management of the 

visible markers of Muslimness. The following observation suggests that 

there are many instances of little small acts of everyday invisibility 

through clothing: 

“Standing outside of the mosque [name], I was observing 

how people were coming to the mosque, what they were 

wearing and how, how they were walking, socialising, 

talking, showing their respect to others, welcoming new 

people, and their interactions and embodiments before and 

after saying their prayer... A nicely-dressed woman came in 

a long red jacket. She took her headscarf out of her purse, 

wore it, and went inside. She was an invisible Muslim... 

there was also a middle-aged man who took off 

his taqiyah/araqchin/kufi [different names for the skullcap] 

when he got out of the mosque and put it in his pocket. 

Without that little white knitted skullcap, he would have 

been an invisible Muslim. I have seen some other instances 

of how Muslim men wear their qamis just before entering 

the mosque and taking it off right after the (Friday) prayer 

(Fieldnote, Friday, 31st May 2019, Amsterdam).” 
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This excerpt records different levels of engagement and affiliation with 

Islam, the personalisation of religion or ‘religious individualism’ 

(O’Brien, 2015), and Muslims’ avoidance of the conspicuous 

representation of their faith. Similarly, Hadi said “my religion is inside 

my place and outside you can’t see it. Religion is very personal to me and 

I don’t really show it.” Their clothing practices are related to the 

management of the visible markers of Muslimness. Othering 

predominantly happens through the visual (see chapter three for the visual 

Othering); to respond, some young Muslims tend to restrict the amount, 

or share a particular kind, of information from getting to mainstream 

society as an attempt to avoid any problems. Fatima argued that: 

“I don’t care if people see me but [I] try not to stand out. I 

used to wear very bright colours but I don’t do that anymore 

because the feeling of standing out mixes with the fear that 

is always there because you are a Muslim and you are a 

minority. I just don’t want people to immediately notice 

me.” 

‘Visibly Muslims’ (Tarlo, 2010), particularly women, concern about their 

everyday securities and exposure to Islamophobia which lead them to 

constantly negotiate or change their identity by clothing differently (Najib 

& Hopkins, 2019a; Dwyer, 2008; Siraj, 2011). Through readjusting her 

clothing practices, not wearing colourful hijab/abayas, Fatima ‘feels’ that 

she would not stand out as a highly visible Muslim woman. She argued 

that in comparison with ‘typical’ dark abayas, a colourful hijab draws 

more looks making her more noticeable thus more susceptible to Othering 

practices. She wants to remain in-/less-visible. Her account suggests that 

it is the recognisability of such Othered bodies within the public space 

that brings the fear of Islamophobia to the fore. Similar to hooks (2008), 

Fatima’s fear and unease derive from moving through white-dominated 

urban spaces saturated with the white (male) Othering gaze (see also 

chapter four for more discussions on the socio-spatial aspects of 

Othering). Although she is still recognisable as a Muslim woman, by the 

tactic of invisibility and managing her appearance, Fatima would ‘feel’ 

safer thus can go un-/less-noticed. These clothing practices, 
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consequently, are about the freedom tied to invisibility which enables 

them to pass as unremarkable or unprovoking individuals.  

Passing as a process of concealment of identity (Hitch, 1983) or 

creation of alternative narratives (Joyce, 2018) functions as a micro socio-

spatial practice related to a particular type of body whose difference is 

unmarked (Ahmed, 2004a) in terms of, amongst other markers, colour, 

accent, language, beard, and/or clothing. For example, Sadek said that he 

is not perceived as a Muslim because he does not embody the markers: 

“sometimes people look at me like I’m not a Muslim... they see my face, 

I’m black and [have] no beard”. Sadek is from Cameroon and does not 

have a beard. His body does not fall within the typical image of the 

‘Muslim look’ and he can pass. However, the story is different for Lisa. 

She stated that because of her faith, she is not perceived as white Dutch 

anymore: “I do feel exclusion or they are Othering me because for the 

Dutch people, I’m different because I was born Dutch but [I’m] not Dutch 

anyone.” Sadek and Lisa’s accounts clearly indicate that Islam is 

associated with certain embodiment and anti-Muslim racism is based on 

a particular prototypical body (Finlay & Hopkins, 2020; Dunn et al., 

2007). Political debates around racialised Muslims are written onto a 

specific body and the material consequences of such embodiments, 

regulating how the Muslim Other is perceived (Itaoui, 2020). 

Passing and the spatiality of invisibility changes the everyday 

activities of participants such as shopping, recreational activities, eating 

out, or other mundane practices. For instance, Sumayyah implied that her 

felt invisibility has a spatial dimension: 

“When I have to choose between two places where to go 

shopping or whatever, I normally just go to the places I 

know, okay, in that place I would feel comfortable because 

there are people that look like me or at least there are people 

that understand why I look like this.” 

Sumayyah’s narrative refers to the socio-spatial tactics of invisibility, the 

management of the visual representation of her faith within, and avoiding 

from, certain spaces where she does not stand out or draw attention, where 
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she feels safe, familiar, and welcome such as her neighbourhood shops or 

community/ethnic restaurants and cafés. Related to different ‘regimes of 

veiling’ (Gokariksel, 2009; Secor, 2002), Sumayyah’s felt spatial 

invisibility tactic echoes what Itaoui (2016) calls spatial imaginaries or 

mental maps of Islamophobia. There is a spatial distribution of Othering 

across Amsterdam; areas with the low levels of the Muslim population, 

or the majority of white people, are reported with a higher number of 

Othering experiences (see also chapter four for some similar discussions). 

Sumayyah’s story in Amsterdam is in line with conducted studies in Paris 

(Najib & Hopkins, 2019a; Hancock & Mobillion, 2019), Malmö 

(Listerborn, 2015), Sydney (Itaoui, 2016); and San Francisco (Itaoui, 

2020). Urban areas or neighbourhoods with the greater presence of 

Muslim communities provide a stronger sense of acceptance and lower 

levels of Othering. 

An invisibility tactic regarding the language came to the fore in a 

walking interview with Fouad and Ahmad. They explained how they 

employ different language, accent, and words outside their 

neighbourhood to pass: 

“Fouad: it’s like I’ve got to act like I’ve got to be someone 

else but not like super nice but like the words you use, 

accent. 

Ahmad: it’s not a different language; it’s the same language 

but the use of words is very different.” 

Ahmad and Fouad’s story demonstrates what Devadoss (2020) calls 

‘sounding brown,’ the auditory Othering influenced by their specific 

Dutch accent, a stigmatising feature immediately noticeable (see chapter 

three for further discussion on the auditory Othering). Here, the felt 

invisibility refers to inaudibility; by talking differently, they have the 

advantage of passing without bringing attention to themselves. By ‘code-

switching’ (Warren, 2019), adjusting speech and self-presentation, 

Ahmad and Fouad feel they can pass. Invisibility has both corporeal and 

sensorial dimensions. However, the interesting aspect of this tactic is 

related to its spatiality. Ahmad and Fouad have to speak Dutch differently 
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outside their not majority-white neighbourhood to negotiate the 

Otherness in white-dominated urban spaces. Such a spatial understanding 

of Othering touches not only upon ‘us’ vs. ‘them’ but also ‘here’ vs. 

‘there’ (Najib & Teeple Hopkins, 2020; Hancock, 2015). Othering 

operates in space by spatially assigning who is in/out of place and who 

belongs in the where of the city. 

The spatiality of Othering, therefore, influences how Muslims use the 

city. For example, a majority of participants, both men and women, 

explained that they do not frequent the centre of Amsterdam because they 

feel uneasy judgmental looks. Discussing his everyday life, Hafez 

mentioned the use of the Internet as a way to avoid the centre of 

Amsterdam: 

“I go there very early morning to, for example, do the 

shopping. I do it very quickly and you see fewer people. But 

the best thing is the Internet; you can buy from the Internet 

everything you want.” 

Browne (2015) in ‘Dark Matters’ argues how the black bodies in the 

public sphere are subject to surveillance. Similarly, participants were 

arguing that their bodies are spectacularly visible within the everyday 

white gaze on the street. Therefore, they try to remain invisible because 

the ability to go unnoticed may minimise or remove the consequences of 

Othering. As part of the spatial negotiation of their visibility, some 

interviewees mentioned the use of the Internet and e-shopping to curtail 

the possibility of being discriminated against. Although the literature has 

mostly focused on the veiled Muslim women, Hafez’s story indicates that 

Othering also limits the mobility of visibly Muslim men (also see chapter 

four) and pushes them into more private spaces. Such invisibility tactics 

also show that there are clear geographical tensions across Amsterdam 

particularly between its centre, well-off white-dominated areas, and 

periphery, migrant neighbourhoods. Sent into the ‘symbolic exile’ (Hall, 

1997), the spatial practices of Muslims are limited mostly within the 

intimate everyday geographies of their neighbourhood, projecting a sense 

of spatial confinement (Hancock & Mobillion, 2019; Najib & Hopkins, 
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2019a). Simply put, this spatial distance replicates the social distance. The 

spatial organisation of invisibility defines space as a set of power relations 

about certain types of bodies that should be visible and who should be 

rendered invisible. The dynamics of the ‘right place’ for the ‘right body’ 

makes Muslims’ invisibility practices part and parcel of their everyday 

micro-politics of public places. 

6.3.2. Visibility: “unknown makes unloved!” 

In contrast to invisibility which derives from the feeling of insecurity in 

some specific urban spaces, some participants argued that being visible 

despite the Othering and discriminatory acts can be a form of agency. An 

argument frequently given by the interviewees accentuates the desire to 

express and display publicly their Muslimness in line with piety and 

modesty (Mahmood, 2005; Bilge, 2010). Nour stated that Othering 

encounters have made her stronger to ‘go visible’ and reaffirm her 

Muslimness: “I won’t hide my identity and this is who I am.” Here 

modesty and the embodied representation of the Islamic beliefs not only 

brings Nour spiritual fulfilment but also the strength to refuse and resist 

white Othering attached to her body. Going visible also brings protection 

to some participants. Myriam explained her life after donning the hijab: 

“It is also interesting to see how people react to you because 

they don’t know that you’re wearing it [the hijab]. You start 

analysing their behaviour and focus on how they interact 

with you. I did not notice a lot of changes but I noticed that 

men were more respecting me compared to who I was 

before. When someone comes to you, they want to get to 

know you; they don’t want to get into your pants.” 

Myriam’s story echoes Mahmood’s arguments in Politics of Piety (2005) 

when she argues that becoming religious is agentive and veiling is a 

transformative technique of the self (also Bilge, 2010). Similarly, 

analysing the interactive aspect of the veil in London, Tarlo (2007b: 132) 

argues that “for many women, the adoption of the hijab transforms not 

only their sense of self but also their relationship to others and the wider 

environment.” Comparing her current and previous clothing practices, 
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Myriam described how wearing the headscarf, being a visibly Muslim 

woman, has provided her with an increased sense of safety and protection 

from urban harassment (Secor, 2002). Veiling for her is a protective 

screen against the objectification of her body. However, even if felt 

disrespected through Othering encounters, going visible opens up a space 

for agency. Karim reflected upon one of his agential responses of 

being/becoming the Other: 

“Yesterday, I took the train to get back home and sat in the 

middle of the compartment. There were some folks a bit old 

and talking about different topics. But they couldn’t see me 

and I could hear everything. At some point, a person told the 

other that Willem-Alexander [the king of the Netherlands] 

has a beard and it’s fine but those [longer] beards look like 

ISIS. I heard everything and I told myself why beard should 

be compared to ISIS. When I had to get off the train, I 

walked by them on purpose just to their faces. So, one person 

said hi to me and I said hi back and he told the other person 

that he used to have a beard when he was younger. It was 

amazing [laughter].” 

By making himself visible and passing by his fellow train passengers, 

Karim embodied his agency and refused to be devalued. Using his body 

as a dramaturgical tool (Goffman, 1959; 1971), his nonverbal 

communication played an act of confrontation and his laughter 

demonstrated that he was satisfied with what he did. Yet, considering the 

magnitude of time and effort that Muslims put into practice to reject the 

dehumanisation of themselves in the white Othering gaze, some 

participants argued that they are careful when, where, and with whom to 

spend their energy without wearing out. Rejecting her practice of veiling 

as a symbol of oppression but a conscious choice in her everyday 

(religious) life, Sara, for instance, explained how she approaches 

confrontational visibility: 

“For example, I would walk around and overhear people 

talking ‘ah, that poor thing, she has to wear that.’ I have two 
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choices: either ignore it and move on with my life or step in 

and say what’s your problem? I chose to wear this and not 

everyone is forced to wear the hijab. This has also happened 

a couple of times. It depends on my mood and sometimes I 

strike up a conversation like it’s not suppression; actually, 

it’s supposed to protect me and, compared to my friends, I 

feel like it does protect me.” 

Sara and some veiled participants shared arguments regarding being an 

‘explainer’ (Harris & Hussein, 2020) to challenge the dominant norms of 

whiteness by educating/challenging a specific person directly or initiating 

interaction with that individual and explaining why they don the hijab 

(Ellefsen & Sandberg, 2021). As a form of ‘managing’ multicultural 

(Othering) encounters, they occasionally engage with and educate others 

about their faith as an attempt to ‘make themselves more understood’ 

(Hopkins, 2014: 1582). Sara’s account, furthermore, highlights the 

emergence of an assertive young Muslim (woman). Challenging the 

dominant norms of whiteness has been mainly employed by young 

Muslim women (first, second, or native generations) with a high level of 

human capital who have the confidence and knowledge to confront anti-

Muslim comments and acts. This finding is comparable with Hancock 

and Mobillion’s (2019) studies on the agency of Muslim women in Paris. 

They have argued that in contrast to their former generations, young 

Muslim women tend not to be apologetic but more assertive who expect 

equality and fair treatment from their fellow citizens. Talking back, 

therefore, is more than simply raising one’s voice; participants use it to 

make themselves heard in a way that ‘challenges politics of domination’ 

(hooks, 1989: 8; Ellefsen & Sandberg, 2021). 

Sara argued that although the personal is political and veiling has been 

widely politicised and read as a sign of oppression or resistance, the veil 

reflects a personal preference, an individual choice. There are, however, 

arguments against the headscarf in the US, Europe, and Australia amongst 

feminists who cannot imagine choice and the veil in the same sentence. 

For many Western feminists, personhood is defined narrowly as the 

unencumbered, autonomous, self (Scott, 2007: 125-129). They fail to see 
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that personhood may be experienced in wholly different yet enriching 

ways (Mahmood, 2005; Ahmed, 2011). Many interviewed women 

affirmed agency and personal choice for veiling, in some occasions even 

against their family’s wishes, in a context of ambient scepticism that is 

often endorsed by Western feminism (Zimmerman, 2015). However, 

their voices were silenced and dismissed as irrelevant because, for many 

feminists, the headscarf only symbolises oppression pointing at the 

limited imagination of liberal thoughts to understand different ways of 

being and doing things. 

Another repeated agential practice was the embodied act of ‘getting 

yourself out,’ ‘give them your face’ to ‘let people see you’ for the 

‘recognition of difference’ (Fraser, 2000). Almost all of the interviewees 

argued that their increased visibility in Dutch society would transfer their 

perceived ‘deviant’ embodiments everyday which in return may promote 

reconsideration of Othering attitudes and, if not acceptance at least, 

tolerance. Hafez, for example, articulated his interpersonal approach 

towards de-Othering: 

“At first I was like why are they looking at me? Did I do 

something wrong? But you will get used to it. I have taught 

myself to go to that person and greet them and have a 

chitchat with them. Because something has to get faced to 

be understood… I’m trying to give them my face: hey they 

can talk, they have teeth, they can laugh, they are friendly, 

and they are not like what we get from news and media.” 

Hafez suggested that urban space and everyday encounter with different 

groups of people have the potential to (re)humanise Muslims and break 

down prejudices and negative views which would lead towards positive 

attitudes to each other because, for him, contact with difference enhances 

knowledge. Working on the self-representations of American Muslims, 

Mansson McGinty (2012) has also argued that challenging the dominant 

whiteness through going visible, as a response to the problematisation of 

Muslimness, is part of the identity politics to negotiate and perform 

politics of belonging and inclusion. As ‘ambassadors of Islam’ (Van Es, 
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2019; Listerborn, 2015), participants challenge both what the normal 

body is and the stereotypes and misconceptions propagated about the 

Muslim Other. For them, this approach lessens the feelings of uncertainty 

and anxiety of the white Dutch around them and creates appreciation and 

empathy. Comparing Amsterdam with a Dutch village wherein she grew 

up, Fatima felt that she can pursue a better life because people are used to 

difference: 

“I think diversity affects people because when I started 

wearing longer abayas even non-Muslims here reacted like 

you’re wearing longer clothes now and it looks good on you. 

Diversity has an effect on non-Muslims because this 

becomes normal for them to see such things and if they never 

see it, in Dutch we say onbekend maakt onbemind [unknown 

makes unloved]! That’s the same with seeing diversity; if 

you don’t see it, you hate it; you say no, this is the culture 

that has to be. But if you see it, you become more used to it 

and you are more likely to accept it.” 

Challenging the idea(l)s of white embodiment via visibility and 

explaining are ways through which young participants actively negotiate 

their access to everyday urban spaces. By demonstrating approachability 

and affability participants make their embodiments public through 

demonstrating their rights and recognition (Hatziprokopiou & Evergeti, 

2014). Going visible is, therefore, a spatial tactic. The public sphere is a 

potential space of insecurity and vulnerability which some participants 

try to avoid. However, by reclaiming their presence in the public sphere 

and re-orientating themselves into more public and visible spaces, some 

of the participants challenge the spatial marginalisation of Muslims who 

are perceived to be living detached from and in parallel with Dutch 

society (Finlay & Hopkins, 2019; 2020). Through the spatial tactics of 

being visibly engaged in everyday public life, some participants use the 

everyday urban spaces of encounters to show that they are engaged in 

Dutch society to secure belonging and have their citizenship recognised 

in the face of often racist and exclusionary conditions. 
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As an interpersonal performance of the agency, however, going visible 

is intrinsically interactive and risky as it can either be successful (as in the 

presented cases of Myriam, Karim, Sara, Hafez, and Fatima) or fail 

(Bendixsen, 2013). Bodies and their agential capacities are relationally 

constituted and cannot be understood independently of their surroundings 

(Abrahamsson & Simpson, 2011). Thus, depending on spatio-

temporalities and contextual settings, the Otherness changes. Put 

differently, the proximity and multiplicity of bodies of Muslims going 

visible change the perception of encounters: 

“As minorities, Muslims, especially women, tend to form 

groups. It is not only a way to maintain social ties and social 

support but also to protect each other since a group is 

stronger than an individual. There may, however, be a 

drawback to this tactic. It draws more attraction, at least 

looks, which at some point may surface Islamophobic 

attitudes.” (Fieldnote, Wednesday, 16th October 2019, 

Amsterdam) 

For instance, Fatima narrated that: 

“I know there are some gazes but I don’t really pay attention 

to it anymore. I’m like I’m going to buy whatever I need and 

just get out of it. I don’t have much time. But when you slow 

down a bit or do grocery shopping maybe with a friend or 

with family, then you notice something.” 

Similar to Fatima, Karim recalled an incident that happened to him and 

his friends when they were outside being themselves: 

“I can’t remember everything but once in Utrecht, there was 

a guy either drunk or a bit crazy shouted at us like something 

about beard or terrorism... that happened because a couple 

of us were there who had a beard and also qamis on.” 

Fatima and Karim observed that a group of Othered bodies makes the 

collective Otherness stronger leading to the (partial or complete) failure 

of the visibility tactic. The quantitative dimension of bodies going visible, 
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in this case, a group of Muslim women/men, changes the qualitative 

experience of Otherness, a perceived lengthy look or an angry shout. 

Although direct contact plays an important role in changing views and 

attitudes that Muslims and Dutch society have about each other, in line 

with Valentine’s (2008; Valentine & Harris, 2016) arguments, these 

examples propose that everyday public encounters and interactions, such 

as mundane friendliness and low levels of sociability brought about by 

going visible, are not sufficient to produce respect and might actually 

cause tension. 

6.3.3. Normalcy: “I’m a greyish kind of Muslim.” 

Participants desired to show that they are indeed ‘normal.’ In doing so, as 

an attempt to undermine the white Othering gaze, ‘carefully managing 

multicultural intimacies rather than simply withdrawing from public life’ 

(Hopkins: 2014: 1577), some participants were engaged in a process of 

negotiation between piety and pleasure, religion and secularism, 

traditional and Western norms of doing things to be ‘ordinary’ to look 

‘normal’ based on some certain white idea(l)s. If the body is a construct, 

it can be reconstructed. Forging a middle-class lifestyle, constructing 

oneself as an ordinary person, and insisting that one is not remotely 

different are tactics of de-Othering. For instance, Myriam described that: 

“I don’t wear too long clothes to be more sophisticated and 

Western and [when] they ask what I like to do, I’d say I like 

to go to concerts and I’d like to travel, you know, the things 

that make me more Western in their eyes which is also very 

normal in our culture as well. I feel because they don’t know 

about our culture, I have to educate them and emphasise not 

on differences but similarities you share.” 

Similar to Myriam’s account, the following observation from the 

fieldwork is an illustrative example of an assortment of everyday 

embodied agential performances that cross the boundaries between 

secular and sacred in multicultural urban spaces of encounter: 
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“There are many instances that young Muslims project an 

outwardly acceptable image of themselves. They seem to 

challenge the stereotypical image of the Muslim Other. They 

have personalised the religion and embodied it through a 

wide host of Western idea(l)s of beauty and fashion. There 

are many examples of women wearing a turban and a blouse 

and (ripped) skinny jeans with raggedy jackets. Stylish 

clothing and carefully selected colour-coded accessories and 

jewellery are some of the other examples of how young 

Muslims attempt to be cool, fashionable, normal. Through a 

variety of everyday practices of the beautification of the 

look, they appear to project proximity and similarity instead 

of distance and difference.” (Fieldnote, Monday, 2nd 

September 2019, Amsterdam) 

Many young Muslims have grown up wearing ‘Western-style’ clothing, 

to which they later may add Islamic elements such as the veil. This hybrid 

style may reflect increased religiosity, a response to Islamophobia, and/or 

a desire to reflect their identity through their visual presentation. Similar 

to Myriam, some observed/interviewed young Muslims tend to express a 

particular image of themselves detached from the stereotypes to challenge 

the idea of what Muslims (ought to) look like. Their carefully thought of 

and assembled body images derive from their faith to not only look pious 

and modest but also ‘look right’ to be more ‘presentable’ based on the 

Western style of whiteness. Fashionable, slim, sporty, muscular, built, or 

crafted bodies related to the Western consumer culture are everyday 

(micro-)practices of normalisation to ‘blend in.’ As Gokariksel (2009) 

reflects, the religious and the secular are not the opposite but intersect in 

complex ways. Through the privatisation and individualisation of 

religion, we witness an eclective and bricolage of religious beliefs and 

practices (Driezen et al., 2021). By interpreting modesty based on their 

personal read of the religious texts as well as concepts of beauty, 

femininity, masculinity, social class, and invested socio-cultural capital, 

some of the observed/interviewed young Dutch Muslims demonstrate a 

new approach to the self, society, and religion (Gokariksel, 2009; 
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Gokariksel & Secor, 2010; Secor, 2002; Mossière, 2019; Tarlo, 2007a; 

2007b; 2010). In a similar vein, Lisa argued that she is “not black and 

white but a greyish kind of Muslim”: 

“I have now managed to find an in-between way of being a 

Muslim I want to be in my clothing and being the person I 

want to be. For example, today I’m wearing pants but I’m 

wearing a blouse which is almost to my knees when I stand 

up; that’s enough for me... the first time I had an interview 

for a management position, I didn’t wear my headscarf but 

put it back to make it Western. I thought I should make 

myself look like that. I was thinking maybe they have certain 

presumptions about headscarves and I wanted to take them 

away.” 

Being ‘a greyish kind of Muslim,’ i.e., combining Islamic and Western 

cultural elements, puts Lisa in an in-between phase; she is visible because 

she is different, she is a veiled Muslim woman, yet she is, to some extent, 

invisible since her embodiment is, partly, ‘Western’ making her detached 

from the ‘typical’ image of Muslim women. There are diverse 

interpretations of veiling translated and manifested by different types of 

dress and headgear regarding varying social status, economic conditions, 

religious involvement, and cultural capital. In other words, we are 

witnessing a spectrum of the ‘religious’ and ‘cultural’ veils. Therefore, 

the hijab in Amsterdam and many other Western metropolises, as Leila 

Ahmed (2011) argues, has become more of a fashion, colourful, ornate, 

and glitzy which is not always necessarily related to modesty or 

exhaustive concealment of body contours. 

Lisa, moreover, negotiates her identity with her future employers and 

creatively adapts her clothing following the professional setting of the job 

interview. Her story shows how she (re)adjusts her front stage (Goffman, 

1959) to the expectation of the audience as an effort to refuse Othering. 

Simply put, to gain a more favourable social position, she modifies her 

appearance and behaviour to be more presentable, acceptable, 

employable. In their studies on the veiled Muslim women’s agency in 



 

Agentive Encounters 132 

 

Paris, Najib and Hopkins (2019a) highlight that the more stereotypically 

covered, the less possibility for the veiled Muslim women to find a job. 

Therefore, related to different ‘regimes of veiling’ (Gokariksel, 2009; 

Secor, 2002), Muslim women wear Western-style clothing and apply 

different styles of the hijab across the city to find a job, visit a new 

apartment, or complete administrative paperwork in public institutions 

(Najib & Hopkins, 2019a; Hancock & Mobillion, 2019). In other words, 

those perceived socio-culturally closer to the white idea(l)s experience 

less Othering. Therefore, educated and upwardly mobile veiled women 

with high levels of human capital (Warren, 2019) assimilate normative 

values of whiteness to distance and reject the negative stereotypes 

attached to their bodies and embodiments. 

Projecting normalcy, however, is not limited to veiled women. Yusuf 

exemplified his proximity to a particular image of whiteness: 

“Yusuf: I think I’ve been lucky to be born at the right time. 

I think if I would have been born in the late 90s or early 

2000s, people wouldn’t like the beard. Right when I was 

going to grow the beard, the hipster movement started. 

People rarely notice and I have never felt people staring [at 

me]. I think it’s also because I let my moustache grow 

because it doesn’t look that Muslim. 

Interviewer: people think you’re a hipster? 

Yusuf: yes also because I wear sneaker stuff [referring to his 

urban outfit style], people think I’m a hipster.” 

Employing individual agency and creativity based on his urban style of 

living and fashion, working, studying, and sports activities, Yusuf 

suggests that he conforms bodily to certain standards of white, middle-

class comportment (Ahmed, 2017). It is this proximity to whiteness that 

allows him for a certain ability to pass, to remove his Otherness. The 

embodied whiteness and the material consequences of such embodiment 

position Yusuf in a liminal situation; his perceived hipsterness whilst 

sending his Otherness to the background brings his accumulated 

whiteness to the fore turning him into a visible-invisible Muslim man. 
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For Shelina Janmohamed (2016), Myriam, Lisa, Yusuf, and many 

other young Muslims in Amsterdam and other metropoles in the Global 

North are Generation M-ers. In her book ‘Generation M,’ she theorises 

about a new generation of Muslim millennials who are determined to be 

heard and seen. Generation M uses white consumption as a tool for 

empowerment not only to express its identity but also to expand and 

experience it in novel ways detached from the potential political issues in 

non-Muslim countries. Relatedly, similar to Dwyer et al.’s (2008) 

research on young Muslim men in the UK, socio-economic background 

and human capital play a significant role. It is critical to understand that 

the young Muslims (men and women) projecting whiteness are from 

middle-class backgrounds. Class status alongside cultural, social, and 

political aspects, as well as educational status, are key intersecting factors 

in accumulating and projecting whiteness thus determining the life 

trajectories of young Muslims in the growing Islamophobic context. 

At an interpersonal level, moreover, normalcy and whiteness can be 

‘accumulated’ through the presence of accepted other-than-human 

bodies, e.g., a dog, or non-deviant human bodies, e.g., a white Dutch 

person. These bodies, as Farah says, soften or reduce her Otherness: 

“I feel different when I’m with my husband and my dog... it 

is very different when my dog is in the scene; when my dog 

is around, I’m not viewed as a typical migrant... also the 

body of the person I am with like being with my husband 

and also my dog, in general, I feel more protected, so much 

safer; people mess with you less... It makes me look more 

acceptable.” 

To Farah, these bodies are already accepted as ‘normal;’ their presence 

next to her Othered body makes her ‘look more acceptable’ or at least her 

body is not seen as strongly deviant. Farah’s example also points at 

Othering and agency as both intercorporeal and social phenomenon which 

rests not only upon people but also animals, ideas, things, objects, and 

signs which any change in the combination adds a new twist to the 

perception of Otherness and the exercise of agency. Through small 
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complex agential tactics, identity negotiation, and new embodiments of 

religiosity, some young Dutch middle-class Muslims are forging a 

lifestyle that somewhat bridges the secular vs. sacred dichotomy. As part 

of their multi-layered intersectional identities, next to their religion, by 

emphasising normalcy and practices of consumption, joy, and pleasure 

they challenge Islam vs. the West binary (Sehlikoglu, 2018; Khalili, 

2016). Going beyond the mosque and religiosity, going normal is related 

to the question of agency and subjectivity of those contemporary 

‘transitionary’ Muslims (Sunier, 2016) who focus on ordinary everyday 

life, desire, leisure, and sports which enable them to move with more 

confident through everyday interpersonal spaces of encounter, more 

equipped to enjoy a wider range of possibilities and pleasures on offer 

(Featherstone, 2010). 

However, the liminality of going normal, challenging the ‘ought to’ 

look like a Muslim, or negotiating the Othering encounters via desire, 

pleasure, or an alternative self-image are tricky tactics as something may 

go wrong. ‘Ambivalent people,’ as Bauman (1991) argues, epitomise an 

in-between position; they are neither near nor distant, neither white nor 

non-white. They are ‘betwixt and between,’ neither one ‘state’ nor 

another, neither this nor that (Turner, 1967) making social, cultural, and 

physical boundaries confusing (Marotta, 2019; Pietsch & Marotta, 2009). 

A liminal body who is in transition is surrounded by an atmosphere of 

uncertainty, emanates danger and anxiety. Farah gave an example of how 

her dog was kicked by an angry man on the street or how her white Dutch 

husband becomes the Other because he is with her: “my husband even 

gets these [looks] maybe because he’s with me... I think I can’t help but 

wonder if it happened to him as often if people saw him with a white 

typically Dutch looking girl.” These examples clarify that going normal 

and its attached liminality are intrinsically embedded within the socio-

corporeal composition of the context. Threshold people do not possess a 

fixed state; they are neither completely ‘us’ nor entirely ‘them.’ Their 

position within the spectrum of proximity and distance is continuously 

contested demanding state clarification. When the state stands closer to 
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whiteness, it brings surprise and compliment as Sara argued: “oh, you’re 

an example; you’re doing good.” For Farah, however, the compliment: 

“is very demoralising; it’s painful because it’s not a 

compliment, it’s an insult dressed as a compliment. What’s 

funny is that then afterwards you’re supposed to be grateful 

and if you’re not grateful, people get angry with you.” 

The awe is also manifested in the question of ‘where are you really from?’ 

as in the case of Hadi who challenges the idea of what a Muslim is, does, 

and looks like: 

“They ask me where I am originally from like very subtle 

and I tell them I’m from Amsterdam. They say no, no, where 

are you really from? I say I’m from this village next to 

Amsterdam. Then I say ok, ok, what are you trying to ask? 

They are like where are your parents from?... they ask you 

where you are from because they are not used to the 

[Muslim] people getting to this [professional] position or 

this kind of [academic] knowledge and language-wise like 

hey, where are you actually from? You’re not a typical one... 

of course, they ask you this kind of questions. They’re like 

you’re different but tell me why you’re different.” 

An Othered Muslim who speaks the main language fluently, clothes 

fashionably, has higher educational and/or occupational pursuits, and 

frequents places where the stereotyped Muslims do not, challenges the 

pathologic deviance from the ‘normal,’ transgresses the border between 

‘us’ and ‘them.’ This body deserves a compliment or the question of why 

they are different, as Hadi argued. The ritualistic acts of seeking 

clarification and/or giving compliments, however, create benevolent 

Othering (Southern & Harmer, 2019). These compliments and/or 

questions of ‘where are you really from?’ are clear acts of positive 

evaluations (Canales, 2000; 2010) yet Otherize the complimented in a 

problematic manner through foregrounding the ways they are perceived 

differently different from the stereotypical image of Muslims which 

further reinforces their Otherness. ‘Us’ and ‘them,’ proximity and 
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distance, are (re)made, confirmed, problematised, and (re)negotiated 

within everyday socio-corporeal interactions. The complimented, as 

Farah explained, should in return show their gratitude since they are 

perceived as one of ‘us.’ A body that is not ‘them’ is polite, civilised, 

cultured, appreciates the compliments even though they may be painful. 

6.4. Conclusion 

Urbanism as the practical knowledge of living in the city requires a range 

of (micro-)practices of managing the impression, movement, and 

communication of the body to deal with multiple encounters. Everyday 

life is a fruitful rubric for examining the embodiment of agency. Focusing 

on the Muslim Other in Amsterdam, I have articulated how their everyday 

agency can be understood as a set of small, bodily tactics by which they 

respond to the Otherness attached to their bodies to minimise the risk of 

standing out to freely pass, to struggle for the recognition of difference 

through challenging the dominant norms of normal white embodiment by 

emphasising their pious presence in public space, or to project an 

alternative embodiment. 

Building upon De Certeau, Goffman, and scholarly works of Muslim 

feminists, this chapter has shown the complex ways that young Muslims 

embody their differences relational to normative power structures. I have 

described the tactics through which Muslims embody their agency to 

decrease or increase their visibility within everyday urban spaces of 

encounter as well as the demonstration of the multifaceted nature of their 

subjecthood achieved by focusing on whiteness, ordinariness, and daily 

pleasures. Equipped with socio-cultural navigation skills, participants 

exercise different agential practices and whilst maintaining their cultural 

and pious values, they position themselves differently in different spatio-

temporalities within the spectrum of the proximity and distance to the 

dominant norms of whiteness to accommodate, refuse, or negotiate the 

mechanisms through which the body transforms from a site of conflict 

into one of reconciliation. 

I have also illustrated that the modest dispositions and embodiment of 

faith are agentive. At the individual level, piety provides Muslims, 
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especially women, with a set of skills, tools, or other resources to gain 

more freedom and respect. Interpersonally, the public embodiment of 

piety brings difference to the fore, puts Muslims and non-Muslims into 

contact which, although not necessarily, might generate understanding 

and bearing (see the concluding chapter on how it might be done). 

Moreover, the study has shown that the cultivation of a particular aspect 

of middle-class lifestyles based on the Western notions of beauty and 

pleasure is agentive. These complex identity strategies and bodily 

practices of self-crafting not only challenge the dominant perception of 

what a Muslim should look like but also bridge the secular and sacred 

schism. By emphasising their compatibility and reconciliation with Dutch 

social life, they suggest counternarratives of citizenship, belonging, and 

inclusion. 

The study of the embodied agency of the Othered populations, 

additionally, touches upon the right to the city. Embodiment foregrounds 

the materialisation of this right since the performative aspects of the right 

to the city come into being through the corporeal occupation of urban 

space. This is what Butler (2015) calls the ‘right to appear’; it is a right to 

be visible which needs to be spatially lived, affirmed, and embodied. 

Accordingly, Othering encounters and anti-Muslim racism are socio-

spatially produced which demonstrate a specific right to the city for 

Muslims. On one hand, going invisible confines the right to the city 

hinting at the internalisation of the discriminatory acts that Muslims 

encounter. On the other, Muslims’ everyday struggle over visibility 

within the growing populist xenophobic climate not only links personal 

troubles to structures of power and discrimination but also the violation 

of their right to appear and the right to the city. In this sense, the very 

practice of going (in)visible/normal is a performative act of agency 

because Muslims are not trying to dominate the public space but to 

challenge, shift, and/or expand the normative standards of who is 

culturally capable of sustaining a common representation of the body. 
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7.1. Introduction 

The Netherlands, alongside most of Europe, have been witnessing an 

unprecedented population change. Escalated by both economic 

globalisation and global conflicts, encountering o/Others has become part 

and parcel of our everyday social life (Valentine et al., 2015). As Bauman 

(1995: 12) put it, “the question is no longer how to get rid of the strangers 

and the strange, but how we live with them, daily and permanently”. In 

the context of migration, diversity, and deepening financial crises, linked 

to the changing political semiotics and media coverage, Muslims have 

become the prevalent shared Other for much of Europe. Islam has been 

heavily politicised, particularly in the Netherlands, reinforcing existing 

perceptions that Islam is not compatible with Western values and 

Muslims are a dangerous threat to the (inter)national security who do not 

belong in Europe. Various media outlets and populist political discourses 

have defined ‘us’ as white Christian European and ‘them’ as brown 

Muslim(-looking) who come from and should remain notably in the 

Middle East and Northern Africa (Najib & Teeple Hopkins, 2020; 

Zimmerman, 2015; Haldrup et al., 2006). 

To understand how the dividing line between us and them is 

(re)created, I have explored multiple ways through which the Muslim 

Other is (re)constructed and how young Dutch Muslims sense, negotiate 

and respond to Othering in their everyday lives. Looking at Othering 

experiences through the lens of embodied urbanism, I have approached 

different embodied, i.e., sensorial, corporeal, affective, and agentive, 

aspects of everyday life of young Dutch Muslims in Amsterdam. I have 

touched upon different urban public places where people of different 

socio-economic, ethno-racial, and religio-cultural backgrounds encounter 

young Dutch Muslims and how these socio-spatio-temporalities become 

sites of the (re)construction and replication of multicultural incivility. 

Processes of Othering are (re)practised within everyday (im)mobile urban 

spaces through which the Muslim Other is (re)produced with ongoing 

negotiation over space, proximity, and distance involving the whole 

series of embodied (sensorial, corporeal, and affective) registers and 
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processes of inclusion and exclusion, likeness and difference. The 

embodied Othering and agentive aspects presented in this dissertation 

offer an overview of how Othering affects the everyday urban life of 

young Dutch Muslims and communities in ways that are structural and 

interpersonal (Elahi & Khan, 2017). It ties into the wider, everyday, lived 

urban experiences of Western Muslims and understanding multicultural 

societies. 

Through sensorial perceptions, corporeal practices, and affective 

atmospheres borders between ‘them’ and ‘us’ are redrawn, reproduced, 

and enacted. I have shown how the Other is (re)constructed, Otherness 

lived, and agency embodied through sensoriality, corporeality, emotions 

and affects of anxiety, spatio-temporality, and materiality. Chapters three, 

four, and five provided answers to the first research questions regarding 

how young Dutch Muslims experience Othering. In chapter three, I drew 

on Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of perception (1962) to 

conceptualise the perception of Othering as a sensorial encounter. I 

showed through sensorial encounters Othering is perceived based on a 

particular configuration of the haptic, olfactory, auditory, and visual. 

Othering encounters include an interpenetrating web of sensory and 

bodily presence and relationships which Merleau-Ponty has identified as 

the perceptual field. It is about what Muslims see, hear, smell, touch, and 

feel of the world whilst they are seen, heard, smelled, touched, and felt 

by the world. Experiencing multicultural urban spaces, therefore, is 

closely connected with sensorial aspects of encounters. Through the 

practico-sensory perception of space, I argued that Muslims are 

encountered and signs of familiarity and strange(r)ness are registered 

through sight, hearing, smell, and touch. Through perceiving and 

exploring urban space at the sensorial level, the Muslim Other is ‘made’ 

through what Ahmed (2000: 21) calls ‘techniques of reading the bodies 

of Others’ via considering the differences between what is familiar and 

unfamiliar. 

Othering encounters go beyond the sensuous and generative nature of 

lived experiences. In chapter four, I used an intercorporeal understanding 

of Othering to shed light on the ways in which young Dutch Muslims are 
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socio-spatially Othered in relation to intersectionality, clothing, and 

stereotyping. Body and space construct each other in complex ways. It is 

not possible to discuss Othering, Othered bodies, and corporeal 

encounters without considering urban space, or the other way around. The 

Muslim Other is constructed, performed, negotiated, disciplined, resisted, 

and/or oppressed in/through space via corporeal practices. Otherness is 

spatially organised in Amsterdam and its experience varies across urban 

space. For example, in white-dominated and less diverse districts 

Othering may be expected by young Muslims. The embodied spatial 

organisation of Othering arises out of spatial regimes that govern 

everyday urban spaces of encounter. I further discussed that urban 

geographies of Othering affect how young Muslims use space. 

Experiences of Othering confine their mobility and access to certain 

urban spaces, damage their sense of belonging, and hinder the 

possibilities of de-Othering and advocating change, including in elite 

places and academia. 

Embedded within the sensorial and corporeal dimensions of 

encounter, another important aspect of the everyday 

meeting/being/travelling with the o/Other is emotion and affect. Public 

transport appeared to be one of the major Othering sites. Therefrom, 

based on affective atmospheres, in chapter five, I proposed an affective 

understanding of Othering encounters within the (im)mobile spaces of 

public transport that entangle Muslim bodies with different histories, 

affects, emotions, and feelings. I explored how encounters are heavily 

charged with emotion and affect that emerge between passengers and 

have the capacity to alter the field of feeling and course of action. Based 

on the assumption or perception of ‘difference,’ some particular 

ephemeral emotions such as anger, fear, anxiety, and suspicion can 

surface from the affective encounters between passengers expressed by 

the communicative body and its movements. Discomfort, irritation, 

anger, even verbal/physical aggression might pop up. I approached public 

transport not only as a mechanical or technological mode of everyday 

travelling but also as a public place affectively experienced in which these 

experiences are thoroughly historical, cultural, geographical, and habitual 
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and deeply interwoven with encounters with o/Other people from diverse 

backgrounds within different (im)mobile urban spaces. Therefore, I 

concluded that the affective Othering encounters are not experienced on 

singular, tangible, and measurable registers. It is thus critical to think 

plurally about the experiences of public transport for different individual 

capacities are differently forged, restrained, trained, and embodied. 

These sensorial, corporeal, and affective categories are all embodied 

encounters and indeed intertwined. Sometimes a look at one’s hijab could 

be three of them altogether. This classification, however, has both 

theoretical and empirical benefits. Theoretically, they complicate 

Othering as a set of intertwined multidimensional embodied (micro-

)practices. Empirically, these categories shed a distinct light on the 

complexities of anti-Muslim racism and how Othering towards Muslims 

is played out within everyday (im)mobile urban spaces.  

Chapter six answers the second research question concerning how 

young Dutch Muslims respond to Othering. I explored how young 

Muslims embody their agency in the forms of a range of ‘unremarkable’ 

ordinary tactics and activities and socio-spatial relations within the 

context of everyday life. These tactics include invisibility, visibility, and 

normalcy. Young Muslims are not passive victims but have developed a 

complex set of embodied (micro-)practices to be either more discreet and 

‘feel’ less visible, or challenge the dominant idea(l)s of whiteness by 

remaining visible for the ‘recognition of difference,’ or project a body 

perceived nearer to the norms of whiteness. I explained that these agential 

(micro-)practices are not exclusive but complement each other. The 

chapter thus addressed the responses to Othering of young Dutch 

Muslims in Amsterdam and shed light on how they live and deal with 

everyday anti-Muslim sentiments. 

In these chapters, I thought through the socio-spatial conditions of 

urban spaces that influence individual experiences and the dynamics of 

the intersections of race, ethnicity, gender, and religion that challenges us 

on what a body of a Muslim person looks like, what such a body can do, 

and how it interacts with other bodies, human and nonhuman, in the 
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assembling of socio-spatial life. These micro-social conditions of 

aggression, silencing, insecurity, tension, and agency show how young 

Muslims live their everyday lives in the Netherlands nowadays. Although 

they are more than their bodies, Muslim communities are predominantly 

defined by their bodies/embodiments and according to the norms of 

dominant society named as loathsome, fearful, dangerous, stupid, 

deviant. 

For some participants, some of their Othering experiences are part of 

their everyday ‘normal’ harmless encounters. However, similar to 

Swanton (2010), I firmly believe that there is nothing ‘normal’ nor natural 

about the sorting and judging bodies. Despite the level and nature of these 

Othering encounters, they are local instances of the racialisation of 

Muslims or how racism and religious discriminations operate to 

marginalise (young) Muslims. I emphasise that each time Othering 

happens to a Muslim, they are the subject of anti-Muslim racism and are 

“being forced to become the embodiment of what the white subject does 

not want to be acquainted with” and thus are “denied the right to exist as 

equal” (Kilomba, 2013: 42). 

As Anne Norton (2013) in argues ‘On the Muslim Question’, post-

Enlightenment secularism in the West could not fulfil its neutrality, 

impartiality, and rationality. In favour of whiteness, liberal modernity has 

failed to create a neutral space to meet each other as individuals with 

certain universal rights. The Muslim Other thus reveals the power of 

whiteness in the multicultural urban West (Ahmed, 2007). The 

negotiations of difference and sameness, the politics of whiteness, are 

invented, enforced, and sustained in many everyday mundane but 

significant practices through, for example, family and neighbourhood 

allegiances, sites of habitual engagement and familiarity, sites of sub-

cultural style, spaces of education, recreation, consumption, and 

employment, religious adherence, shared public spaces, law, law 

enforcement, and policing practices, institutions, administrative 

bureaucracy, (social) media, the film industry, television entertainment 

programmes, and computer games (Swanton, 2010; Clayton, 2009; 

Mirrlees & Ibaid, 2021). Through these banal ways particular bodies (e.g., 
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black and brown bodies, racialised bodies), things (e.g., clothing, 

backpacks), and spaces (e.g., mosques, Muslim majority 

neighbourhoods) have turned into sites of fear and anxiety. 

7.2. Avenues of possibility 

So far, I have been preoccupied with Othering problems and small 

agencies but not with societal and/or policy ideas. In this section, I will 

address some avenues of hopeful possibilities. I stress that understanding 

the everyday experiences of young Dutch Muslims allows developing 

ways in which ‘everyday racism’ can be countered by ‘everyday anti-

racism’ (Dunn & Kamp, 2009) which can provide hope in society. As 

Harcourt (2009) avers, by analysing how bodies are (re)constructed and 

represented as the Other, we can challenge Othering discourses and 

practices and understand how to transform and change oppressive 

conditions. I argue that there are potential grounds for hopeful 

possibilities in various aspects of everyday life that challenge 

assumptions and assertions made about (young) Muslims in the West, 

particularly in the Netherlands. 

As a way of embodiment that the future may be different from the 

present, Anderson (2002; 2006a) argues that hope is the celebration of the 

possible that not only presents the future as open to change but also 

reminds us that the here and now is ‘uncentered, dispersed, plural and 

partial’ (Gibson-Graham, 1996: 259 cited in Anderson, 2006a: 734). 

Hope indicates that we recognise and act on a tendency existing in the 

present reality that has the capacity to change which leads us towards a 

potential future (Anderson & Holden, 2008; Anderson & Fenton, 2008). 

Hope, however, is not utopian but better conceived as action-directed and 

a temporal vector that points from the present into the future from a 

specific location with specific direction and force (Anderson, 2002; Ben 

Asher et al., 2020; Shaker & Ahmadi, forthcoming). As a component of 

resilience or a mediator of resilience, hope and ‘doing hope’ improve 

capacities to manage changes through enhancing coping skills (Collins, 

2015; Ben Asher et al., 2020). In this regard, Appadurai (2013) has called 

for ‘politics of hope,’ a politics of possibilities to come. It is not about the 
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assumption that things will develop in a desirable direction. The politics 

of hope is an active relation to real tendencies necessary for achieving 

better social changes (Brambilla, 2020). By criticising society, I would 

like to propose some social and policy recommendations for a ‘less 

hopeless,’ if not more hopeful, urban research agenda, a research practice 

of hope that seeks to formulate different ways of challenging the dismal 

urban future regarding (young) Muslims (Coutard & Guy, 2007; Pow, 

2015). I aim to bring hope to urban space and argue how embodied 

encounters can be cherished with hope. Thereafter, building upon the 

findings of this project, I make some social and policy recommendations 

for hope in spaces of public transport, spaces of education, and media 

amongst others. In the end, I go beyond religion and Muslimness to call 

for the other axes of discrimination of hopeful possibilities where people 

of goodwill work closely together to dismantle Othering. 

7.2.1. Hopeful spaces, meaningful encounters 

The prevailing picture is that the West and Islam are not compatible and 

are often in conflict with each other whether through the political 

discourses, the rhetoric of newspaper editors, or the representation of 

different social groups on TV, magazines, or social media. As many 

social scholars (Phillips, 2009; Hopkins, 2009; Shryock, 2010) have 

argued, perhaps the prominent obstacle in tackling Othering is binary 

thinking. Crude binaries are highly problematic: Muslims and non-

Muslims, East and West, black and white, core and periphery, self and 

o/Other, us and them, colonised and coloniser; these echo colonial 

discourses of divide and rule. By identifying our Muslim friends who 

think and act like ‘us,’ we inadvertently turn ‘them,’ those who think and 

act differently, into potential Others, if not enemies. Perhaps the most 

fundamental step towards creating a more hopeful, understanding, and 

equal society is an urgent need for scientists, activists, scientivists, policy-

makers, and others to challenge, problematise, and break down these 

binaries. 

Throughout this dissertation, particularly in chapter four, I have 

argued that Othering is a socio-spatial practice since the construction of 
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the Other involves the authoritative struggle over the representation of the 

desired idea(l)s of whiteness in urban space. Consequently, in a political 

climate where xenophobia and white nationalism are rising across 

Western liberal democracies, the construction of certain bodies as the 

Other and the heightened anxiety around particular religions or 

appearances in urban space point to the need for these societies to 

encourage a conversation with difference. The majority of participants 

mentioned the necessity of this public dialogue. For instance, Lisa argued: 

“Because there hasn’t been any conversation. Muslims are 

here and everything new and different scares you a bit 

because you don’t know what is coming and it’s natural. I 

think the fear comes from not seeking contact. I think the 

biggest problem is the lack of conversation.” 

A conversation is needed that acknowledges difference yet avoids 

Othering where there is no good/evil and us/them binary but all citizens 

with certain universal rights to the city. This public dialogue also requires 

revisiting discourses around the Other body. Sitting with difference 

should be placed at different scales. In the (supra)national contexts, 

serious conversations should be had within the larger context of European 

fears around migration and the concepts of race and culture (Stam, 2019; 

Modood, 2019b). Within everyday contexts, the potentials of hope in the 

urban encounter should be grasped. The circulation of hope as a particular 

type of spaced and timed relation emerges from particular encounters 

(Anderson, 2006a). In chapter four, I argued that only spaces that promote 

repetitive encounters with a certain depth and duration can create 

meaningful interactions which can break existing stereotypes and 

challenge prejudice around the Other (Amin, 2002; Valentine, 2013; 

Peterson, 2017; Matejskova & Leitner, 2011). For Valentine (2008: 325), 

meaningful contact is a “contact that actually changes values and 

translates beyond the specifics of the individual moment into a more 

general positive respect for – rather than merely tolerance of – Others.” 

As I argued in chapter six, the mere attempt of bringing conflicting 

groups together, to reduce anxiety or enhance tolerance, can exacerbate 
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inter-group tensions if the conditions are not right (Dunn & Kamp, 2009). 

Although criticised (Harris et al., 2019; Valentine, 2008), Gordon Allport 

(1954) in his classical writings in social psychology has conceptualised 

the conditions for breaking the prejudice: equal status, cooperation, 

opportunities for personal acquaintance, and institutional support. 

However, in a society where naming, labelling, grouping, categorising, 

and Othering are part of everyday social and institutional life, Allport’s 

conditions rarely happen. Therefore, for creating conviviality, safe 

inclusive spaces of encounter should be created and promoted. Everyday 

(third) urban spaces such as different platforms, media, and avenues of 

storytelling, workshops, and other forms of repetitive visiting across 

worlds should be opened up where stories are not ignored, voices 

stuttered, memories forgotten, where white people could meet difference 

and engage in difficult yet necessary conversations of Othering, racism, 

and Islamophobia (Kapinga, 2021). Gholami (2021), for example, argues 

that storytelling is a powerful method for building alliances based on 

empathy, reflection, and mutual understanding and has the capacity to 

empower the Other to share and come to terms with their Othering 

experiences, to claim a public space to speak back. The Human Library2 

would be a good example where people are encouraged to engage in 

conversations and share stories. With the help of social (media) 

movements, youth workers, teachers, academics, and activists, spaces of 

encounter should encourage individuals and communities to imagine and 

enact alternative futures and activate potentials of hopeful changes for 

both social and spatial justice movements, policymakers, and educators. 

Opening up conversations and safe inclusive spaces of conversation 

creates room for action-oriented hopeful possibilities that acknowledge 

Muslim communities and individuals as contributing partners of society 

for community partnerships or collaborative research. This conversation 

 
2 Started in Copenhagen, Denmark, in 2000, The Human Library is an 

international organisation and movement active in over 80 countries across the 

world. It addresses and challenges Othering by helping the Othered to talk to 

those people who they would not normally meet. The organisation lends people 

and stories rather than books. 
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would also stimulate working with local Muslim organisations to 

investigate issues of shared interest, providing training, workshops, or 

other forums for conversations perhaps through policy discussions 

(Hopkins, 2009). This conversation is particularly helpful for young 

Muslims. As Abbas (2019) avers, Islamophobia and radicalisation go 

hand in hand forming a vicious cycle. For Bayat and Herrera (2010), 

young Muslims need a socio-political opportunity to mobilise against 

Othering. In the absence of such a permissible socio-political climate, 

they might choose social withdrawal or waiting for something to turn up, 

if they do not follow the underground activism (Mohammed, 2021). 

In what follows, I specifically propose recommendations for spaces of 

education and public transport since these spaces have been mentioned 

repeatedly by participants as major sites of Othering as well as spaces 

where hope can be mobilised and spread. 

7.2.1.1. Education 

As mentioned in chapter four in the section on stereotyped Othering, 

many participants have experienced Othering and anti-Muslim racism in 

educational settings, public schools, and universities. This is cognitive 

Othering, Othering based on the idea that Muslims lack critical thinking 

simply because they are religious. Such Otherings can hamper the 

educational and academic development of Muslims, especially Muslim 

women. Participants with academic background recalled the problems 

they have encountered such as the constant struggle to prove themselves 

to overcome the stereotyped image of Muslims. These accounts refer to 

the integration paradox (Verkuyten, 2016) a phenomenon that argues 

highly educated and structurally integrated minorities distance 

themselves and psychologically turn away from society, rather than 

becoming more oriented towards it (De Ruiter, 2013). For educated 

participants ‘difference’ is the key source of Othering within academia 

and beyond. 

On the one hand, (higher) education equips participants with higher 

cognitive sophistication which in return makes educated Muslims aware 

of, and have a better understanding of, processes of Othering and reduced 
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opportunities in society (De Vroome et al., 2014). Education can enable 

young Muslims, particularly women, to become more informed social 

critics who can seek to challenge Othering and advocate change. On the 

other hand, although education provides opportunities for ‘fitting in’ 

society since some young Muslims do not embody the ‘normal’ student, 

they may be pushed back feeling forced to take distance from society. It 

shows that participants are not the ‘troubled fit;’ they do try to ‘fit in’ yet 

as they experience the social climate not very positive, they feel rejected. 

Valentines (2013) argues how prejudice reduction programmes for 

majority groups in educational settings can improve knowledge and 

appreciation of minorities to further contest stereotypes by providing 

counter information. Modood (2019b) also discusses that rather than a 

desire that Muslims assimilate, give up their faith, or shedding their 

differences to become the same, multiculturalism in education and 

academic settings should allow people to hold, hyphenate, fuse, nurture, 

and create their identities as national co-citizens and members of socio-

cultural and ethno-religious groups. By incorporating other ways of 

being, thinking, and believing and building relationships between them, 

such multiculturalism adds to the education culture and ensures that 

commonality and diversity are compatible.  

In chapter three under the haptic Othering, I mentioned examples of 

friction within educational settings: individual Muslims sit alone or 

mostly with other Muslims at the educational centres, libraries, and 

classrooms. There should be a desire from both sides for enhanced levels 

of interaction, understanding, and trust. In this sense, educational 

institutes can demystify the prayer routines, Eid festivals, pilgrimages, 

dietary regulations, and core beliefs of Islam (Dunn & Kamp, 2009). 

Raising awareness about ethnic and religious groups at schools, colleges, 

and universities could enable people to develop the necessary 

understanding about issues in a more peaceful and sophisticated manner 

(Hopkins et al., 2017) which further equip them for everyday life outside 

educational settings. Simply exposing students to the various histories, 

beliefs, and texts of the global population and integrating information 

about Muslims and Islamic cultures and values into educational 
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programmes and (extra-)curricular activities can cultivate hopeful cross-

cultural understanding and peace (Farhadi, 2020). Such general 

understanding and appreciation of world cultures and religions prepare 

pupils, students, and young people for adulthood as peaceful global 

citizens. 

7.2.1.2. Public transport 

In chapter five, I extensively explored Othering encounters on the move. 

Here I argue that urban public transport by offering contact across a wide 

line of social differences plays a double paradoxical role. It can be a place 

for coexistence and potential intercultural dialogue which can foster 

conviviality, cosmopolitanism, and hope (Amin, 2012; Anderson, 2011; 

Keith, 2005). It can also be a place still haunted by racialisation, 

stigmatisation, and intolerance (Koefoed et al., 2017; Benediktsson e al., 

2020). Although mass transit holds a unique promise within increasingly 

diverse urban society, the experience of harassment and discrimination 

on public transportation, the ongoing fear of verbal/physical violence on 

train platforms or at bus stops, and the stress and anxiety of using such 

public spaces affect the participants’ decisions to take certain trips, use 

certain transit modes, or to travel through certain areas at certain times. 

The Othering experiences of participants whilst attempting to use public 

transit, therefore, suggest the crucial importance of working toward 

ensuring transport justice through which socio-spatial justice can also be 

promoted. As Lubitow et al. (2020) argue, transport justice is not just 

about increasing accessibility to transportation but also considering the 

ways through which certain characteristics and modes of travel exclude 

certain groups of people. Transport and mobility justice are not only 

important to peoples’ right to mobility but also are central to enabling the 

right to the city that touches upon how equity and inclusion are assembled 

through (im)mobilities, combining distributive and procedural notions of 

justice (Sheller, 2018; Scott, 2020). Public transport provides people with 

access to urban space to live and work, to participate in the political life 

of the city (Sheller, 2014; Bissell, 2016; Gardner et al., 2017; Lagerqvist, 

2019). 
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As Adey (2010: 131) avers, “to move is to be political.” In this regard, 

transport justice can be improved through some small-scale practices. 

Next to tackling the structural foundations of (anti-Muslim) racism in 

everyday urban life, reporting the local instances of Othering practices to 

authorities is vital. The majority of hate crimes remains silent (Listerborn, 

2015) and only a small fraction of all discrimination incidents is reported 

because, as some participants also argued, for many Muslims 

discrimination is part of their everyday lives, and they see no added value 

nor trust in reporting them. Next to raising public awareness about the 

problems that Muslims face in their everyday (im)mobile life, there is a 

need for improved trustworthy reporting mechanisms given the level of 

under-reporting of Othering encounters. Besides, transport companies 

can promote hate crime policies by training their drivers and staff to pay 

attention to the diversity and safety of their passengers as well as the 

willingness to intervene, not just how but when, in a problematic 

situation. Educational and promotional signs can also be displayed on 

public transit vehicles and stations/stops that broaden the representation 

of not only faith but also race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, age, class, 

ability, appearance, and size which serve to normalise the diversity of 

passengers, and to ask them to pay attention and support their fellow 

riders to reduce harassment and dissuade such discriminatory acts. 

Designing such environments generate affective atmospheres of safety 

and security (Merriman, 2016). Such recommendations open up new 

avenues for future (applied) research agenda regarding transport justice. 

Such investigations should be promoted to understand the ways through 

which social, material, affective, atmospheric, and policy aspects of 

public transport encourage or hinder the right to mobility, therefore, the 

right to the city. 

7.2.2. Hopeful embodied encounters 

People need to meet and hear more from each other. For many 

participants, the opportunities for ordinary white Dutch people to have 

first-hand communication with Muslims and observation of their 

religious and cultural rituals can foster hopeful changes. However, 
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promoting hopeful encounters involves difficult negotiations of 

difference. As explored in chapter five, emotions and affects open up the 

potential of making both incivility and connection. Recent scholarship 

has shown that affective rather than simply cognitive processes are far 

more influential in establishing nuanced relationships through which 

dualisms are destabilised and meaningful encounters emerge in fragile yet 

hopeful ways (Askins, 2016; Matejskova & Leitner, 2011). In the context 

of everyday lived multiculturalism, Keith (2005) calls for the 

‘cosmopolitan hope.’ At the affective level of living with cultural 

diversity, hopeful attitudes and emotions are generated in encounters 

occurring around transcultural relations performed in everyday situations. 

Further, moments of disorientation not only destabilise and undermine 

the existing prejudices but can also be seen as productive moments 

leading to new hopes and new directions (Simonsen, 2013). 

In many conversations with participants, the sentences like “I 

understand why they do what they do;” “it’s not their fault because you 

grow up in a society and see stuff and then you see something different 

then you ask about it;” or “Dutch people can’t be blamed because it’s all 

they know” came up frequently. Similar to Stam’s (2019) arguments, 

some participants actively avoided associating racism with white Dutch 

people and their practices even when they have been explicitly racist. 

Maybe such behaviours are tactics to keep conversations around racism 

open, to dismantle the idea that Muslims are whiners who complain about 

everything, and/or to protect themselves from aggressive or emotional 

responses from mainstream white Dutch society. This approach, 

however, is problematic simply because it maintains Wekker’s (2016) 

arguments around ‘White Innocence,’ the mainstream white Dutch 

feelings of innocence and that racism is something that ‘does not exist’ in 

the Netherlands. Consequently, avoiding ‘calling out’ racism perpetuates 

it. Therefore, to efficiently tackle Othering and racist structures, it is 

paramount for not only Muslims to be more assertive but also white Dutch 

people to take responsibility for their thoughts, words, and actions (Stam, 

2019). 
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Furthermore, to scale up empathy and positive attitudes from 

individuals to groups towards the Other(ed), Wise (2009) uses the term 

‘transversal enablers’ to describe ordinary people in multicultural settings 

who actively promote intercultural relations and enable multiculturalism 

on the everyday ground by producing intersectional knowledge and inter-

ethnic information networks through their engagement in neighbourhood 

interactions (Harris & Hussein, 2020). Usually, as members of the 

majority community, transversal enablers build bridges between different 

communities by producing “spaces of cultural exchange where questions 

about different cultural practices can be asked in a safe environment” 

(Wise, 2009: 24). Hafez, for example, had stories about his neighbour 

who is curious about Islam and cultural differences: “My neighbour, she 

invited me to come to her house for dinner … also once she went to the 

mosque during Ramadan for Iftar to see how it works.” These simple acts 

of curiosity and gathering local knowledge, as Wise (2009) argues, are 

useful to prepare the ground for cross-cultural contact and sociality and 

by spreading in neighbourhood prepare others so that their own social 

contact with the cultural Other would go smoothly. 

If religion is part of the problem, it should also be part of the answer. 

Consequently, a new paradigm of interreligious relations and interfaith 

dialogues with mutual respect and protection would open up hopeful 

opportunities (Eid & Karim, 2014). Moyaert (2018), for instance, has 

conceptualised ‘Scriptural Reasoning,’ unexpected readings from 

unusual readers and exchanges of narratives of different religions. Such 

reading groups not only encourage interaction between participants but 

also encourage friendship. Besides, such innovative readings do not reject 

what has happened in the past, but rather, open the past into a hopeful 

future. Moving beyond the discourses of rivalry, as Moyaert (2018) avers, 

there is no space for possessive claims and exclusivist demands in 

Scriptural Reasoning groups; not only Abrahamic traditions, i.e., Jews, 

Christians, and Muslims, but also other religious communities can read 

and discuss one another’s texts on an equal basis without having to 

bracket their own faith commitments. Would such practices of plural 

reading solve the socio-political problems that face us today? Surely not. 
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However, such practices are hopeful and helpful in providing a safe 

inclusive space for tackling stereotypes and prejudices that result from 

ideological religious discourses. 

7.2.3. Hopeful media 

Almost all of the participants articulated that their main complaints are 

about unfair media coverage of Islam and Muslims and the resulting 

impacts on them. As Laila argued, “I think it has very much to do with 

the way Islam and Muslims are being represented in media and public 

debates in Europe and this image is, of course, very political.” A variety 

of media outlets, magazines, newspapers, television shows, and movies 

using texts and images in propagating orientalist ideology and the social 

construction of the Other by portraying Africans, Asians, Arabs, Middle-

Easterners, and Muslims as backward, criminals, violent, fanatical and 

Islam as a threat to secularism, freedom of expression, and women’s 

rights (Daneshpour & Dadras, 2018; Ewart & O’Donnell, 2019; Aouragh, 

2014). Such media discourses produce, through different representations 

of Islam and Muslims, a form of racialised knowledge of the Other 

(Lawless, 2014). Further, biased media coverage is watched by ill-

informed masses who may internalise distorted narratives by viewing 

episodes of events and religio-cultural practices out of their contexts 

(Abbas, 2019; Mirza, 2019; Farhadi, 2020). Media also tends to project a 

double standard. On the one hand, those Muslims who remain engaged 

with the Dutch socio-political institutions are seen as suspicious, 

‘entryists.’ On the other hand, if Muslims mind their own business, keep 

themselves to themselves, they are ‘separatists’, disengaged from Dutch 

society (Warsi, 2017). Consequently, if not being represented through 

negative images, Muslims tend to be absent from the media. As Dunn 

(2004: 334) observes, “there are two central ways in which a minority 

cultural group can be constructed as Other: deviance and absence.” 

Relatedly, as Basalamah (2014) avers, there is a dialectic relation between 

ignorance and fear: each one can be the factor and the consequence of the 

other. Therefore, public fear and ignorance of Islam, sensational, 
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attention-grabbing headlines, and the political discourses fanning the 

‘Muslim question’ mean that Western interest in such information is high. 

There is thus an urgent need to not only challenge but to go beyond 

the demonisation and/or absence of Muslims in the media. There should 

be constructive efforts to change the negative images, stereotypes, and 

categorisations of Muslims, to revise what Muslimness means in not only 

Dutch society but also the European public sphere (Bendixsen, 2013). As 

Li and Zhang (2021) state, this change requires journalists and media 

professionals to overcome their misunderstanding, ignorance, and 

unfamiliarity regarding Islam as a monolithic entity and Muslims as 

unacclimatised outsiders and to critically reflect on their role in shaping 

how Islam and Muslims are understood by their audience. Media reports 

should be fair, complete, and factual. As Farhadi (2020) states, if mass 

media equates Islam with violence and extremism and cover 

fundamentalism as a form of religion gone rampant, the public will 

continue to be afraid and act discriminately toward the Muslims and 

Muslim-looking communities as presented throughout this dissertation. 

Although it will take some considerable time to overcome the negative 

stereotypes associated with Muslims, media coverage can usefully pay 

more attention to the array of positive contributions and representations 

of Muslim communities and individuals (Hopkins, 2009). The media 

needs to recognise that Islam is much more complex than what is 

currently projected. In order to open up spaces of hope, media must 

acknowledge the diversity of practices, values, attitudes, and other 

ordinary aspects of Muslims’ routines that constitute their everyday lives. 

Media programmes that provide opportunities for cultural and religious 

awareness, as Dunn and Kamp (2009) argue, could lead towards the 

normalisation and alternative representations of Muslims which boosts 

the public resilience to populist political racialisation. 

7.2.4. Beyond Muslimness 

Many respondents argued that Muslims should be regarded as progressive 

and contributing citizens; instead of being seen as intolerant, 

fundamentalist, and threatening, they are open to the conversation on a 
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range of social issues. Achieving this goal, as argued throughout this 

chapter, demands a radical rethinking of the place of Muslims in Europe 

and particularly in Dutch society, together with challenging the 

assumptions about segregation and parallel society as well as radically 

changing the nature of media coverage. Hopkins (2009) avers that this 

socio-political agenda is very difficult to achieve simply because there 

are many ways through which the overlapping and interlocking binaries 

govern public discussion and dominate media coverage which eventually 

shapes everyday social life. 

The previous sections focussed on Muslimness as source of Othering 

given the research focus of this thesis. However, experiences of Othering, 

discrimination, and exclusion are not limited to Muslimness alone but 

should be seen in connection to other axes of identity. One of the aspects 

of de-Othering that could open up spaces of hope through enhancing the 

position of Muslims in society is tackling discrimination in the labour 

market caused by the racialised and essentialised version of Islam 

(Williamson & Khiabany, 2010). Many participants argued that they have 

witnessed Othering when applying for a job. Fouad, for example, stated 

that: “for my school, I had to do an internship. I sent almost 20 emails and 

I got only 2 replies. My classmate who is Dutch got 10 out of 20. I think 

it’s because of my name even though I had a better CV.” Heath and 

Mustafa (2017) have stated that Othering could play a role in the 

recruitment process by rejecting candidates with foreign-sounding or 

brown names or whose residential address is in ethnic and religious 

neighbourhoods. Even if they pass the first barrier, i.e., application, at the 

interview stage, candidates may be rejected through being visibly Muslim 

because of their religious attire or grooming. A French study (Adida et 

al., 2010) confirmed anti-Muslim discrimination in the French labour 

market by analysing accepted/rejected CVs with names of French Muslim 

Senegalese and French Christian Senegalese (see also Doytcheva, 2021). 

These Othering practices could tap into the so-called ‘chill effect.’ 

Because of the various social and psychological factors, individuals from 

minorities may avoid applying for or aspiring to join certain employment 



 

Conclusion 157 

 

sectors due to poor reputations established over time e.g., the police, the 

armed forces, acting, or media (Heath & Mustafa, 2017; Warren, 2019). 

Othering is a complex issue that touch upon a wide range of 

disadvantages and discriminations in institutions and environments, from 

schools, the labour market, and the housing sector to public transport and 

violence on the street. Policies that tackle Islamophobia should be in line 

with policies to tackle intersectional discrimination since, as I explored in 

chapter four, there are different forms of prejudice and Othering in terms 

of gender, race, ethnicity, religion, language, size, sexuality, and so on. 

In order to dismantle the mechanisms of marginalisation, social policies 

should entail a commitment to the eradication of all forms of group 

oppression to promote intersectional socio-spatial justice for reaching 

more pluralistic societies with equal rights for all, whatever ethnicity, 

religion, sexuality, or gender (Zimmerman, 2015; Van den Brandt, 2019). 

In this regard, Dhamoon (2011) calls for an intersectional approach that 

focuses on the processes and structures that (re)produce differentiation 

and domination, instead of identities and social categories of difference 

(Singh, 2015). This change in focus “shifts the gaze from the Othered 

identity and category of Otherness to a critique of the social production 

and organization of relations of Othering and normalization” (Dhamoon, 

2011: 235). 

It is crucial to acknowledge that forms of Othering towards Muslims 

are not simply ‘a Muslim problem’. People or organisations should not 

challenge only Othering processes that directly affect Muslims. Equity is 

a universal principle that must be protected even if it does not directly 

influence us personally. Anti-discrimination and de-Othering require 

challenging all their forms; understanding anti-racism as a wider human 

rights and equality position should not only entail defending other 

discriminated groups but also should concern the whole society because 

Othering one way or another affects all of us (Elahi & Khan, 2017; Ouali, 

2007). For intersectional equality, therefore, Muslims, faith communities, 

minoritised and discriminated people and groups, civil society 

organisations, and all people of goodwill should work closely together to 
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build alliances and establish a common platform to stand against racism 

and prejudice in all of its forms (Alexander, 2017). 

7.3. Some avenues of further research 

This thesis has focused on young Muslims. However, as mentioned 

above, there are some ‘dimensions’ of Otherness regarding 

intersectionality that need to be taken into consideration. Older adults and 

children of Islamic background experience Othering differently from 

young Muslim adults. Moreover, challenges that Otherness bear upon the 

spatio-temporalities, performances, and embodiments of masculinity and 

femininity of Muslims upon which their life trajectories and opportunities 

rest demand attention. 

Throughout my conversations with participants, issues of integration 

and assimilation were topics discussed in a heated way. If integration is 

just for immigrants, then why do second- and third-generation Muslims 

need to ‘prove’ their integration into Dutch society? When does an 

‘immigrant’ stop being an immigrant? With what generation? What, who, 

and how has to be done to change the status? Some second- and third-

generation Muslims have different ideologies and embodiment from their 

parents and ‘mainstream’ Muslim communities. They would be assumed 

as the Other for both their communities as well as wider Dutch society. 

Therefore, how do they deal with both sides? How does liminality or 

being liminal play out in their everyday life? What are the roles of the 

Dutch state, policies, and society in tackling living in limbo? These 

questions are about the politics of recognition, cultures of the self, 

o/Others, and by others, particularly by those who Other. 

Political issues were also discussed extensively by participants. They 

seemed highly aware of how certain political parties by their online and 

offline behaviours and campaigns fan the anti-Muslim and anti-

immigrant climate in the Netherlands. Relatedly, the 2021 Dutch 

parliamentary election appeared to be a success for populist right-wing 

parties. They together won no fewer than 29 out of 150 seats in the House 

of Representatives. There were 2.9 million Dutch people who voted for 

these parties (~ 22% of the eligible voters and 27% of the voted). Never 
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before has the populist right fared so well in the elections. Similar trends 

in spreading white nationalism, the backlash of multiculturalism, and 

strong xenophobia can be observed in other European societies. In this 

light, what are the electoral behaviours of Muslims? How do they show 

their engagement in the political realities of Europe and particularly in the 

Netherlands? How do (young) Muslims create, and engage with, a socio-

political opportunity to mobilise against Othering? 

7.4. Conclusion 

Building upon an ethnographic study on the everyday embodied 

urbanisms of young Dutch Muslims in Amsterdam, this PhD project has 

looked at what it means to be the Muslim Other in an urban society where 

their daily sense of belonging and citizenship are questioned. Changing 

socio-political semiotics in Western liberal democracies, growing 

nationalism and right-wing populism, the (re)construction of certain 

bodies as the Other, heightened anxieties around certain religions, 

increased security, and the spreading fear across almost all domains of 

everyday life: these are all factors one way or another contributing to 

(re)produce contested citizenship and belonging. This doctoral research 

has provided ethnographic insight into how Othering is played out within 

everyday (im)mobile urban spaces of Amsterdam to open up spaces of 

hope because by raising awareness on how Othering encounters and 

oppressive systems operate more can be done to challenge and hopefully 

end them. 

Next to intersectionality which provides entry points into other 

dimensions and overlapping of identities, the antidote to Othering is to 

recognise the o/Other within ourselves: “[they are] the hidden face of our 

identity, the space that wrecks our abode, the time in which understanding 

and affinity founder. By recognizing them within ourselves, we are spared 

detesting them in themselves” (Kristeva, 1991:1). In order “to make hope 

possible rather than despair convincing” (Williams, 1989: 118), as this 

dissertation attempted, we should know how Othering and different forms 

of racism and discrimination work and affect people’s lives. Although it 

is promising that Muslims are challenging Islamophobia, tackling 
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Othering is everyone’s responsibility; to end racism effectively, we need 

to be more active, to confront and condemn it wherever and whenever we 

encounter it, and spread the awareness of its wider effects. Challenging 

Othering is not only the responsibility of racio-ethnic, religious, and 

Othered minorities, nor is it only of the government. All of us, employers, 

employees, neighbours, teachers, students, scientists, activists, 

scientivists, and fellow citizens young and old must collaborate to raise 

awareness and to act against injustice simply because we are all equal; we 

are all different; we are all normal. 
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