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The Politics Of Ethnically Diverse Cities: Why
Should We Care?

Abstract
Ethnic diversity is a quintessentially urban attribute. Because of this, city governments are called to make decisions about
the daily management of diversity, often in ways that contradict or even openly challenge state-level agendas. Thus, cities

are not to be treated as simply a lower level of government: they are central actors in the multi-level governance of diversity
and in the negotiation of inter-ethnic relations. This contribution reviews examples of city-level diversity policies and

discusses some of the contradictions of urban multiculturalism. In doing so, it makes an argument for the need to pay more
attention to cities in the study of ethnically diverse societies.
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Introduction
Much of the focus of minority studies is on state-level approaches and solutions to ethno-cultural divisions. Regions with high
concentrations of  minority populations have also attracted significant attention.  However,  while the nation-state obviously
remains  a  crucial  setting  for  the  development  of  inter-ethnic  arrangements  (and  conflicts),  the  city  has  emerged  as  a
primary “site for generating, managing, negotiating and contesting cultural and political identities” (Uitermark, Rossi and
Van  Houtum,  2005:  622).  The  urban  concentration  of  ethnic  minorities  in  many  countries  has  made  diversity  the
quintessential city attribute. In cities around the world, ethnic and cultural diversity are growing in increasingly complex
combinations,  as migration-driven diversity interacts with pre-existing patterns of  ethnic,  cultural,  and social  diversity
(Vertovec 2015).
This has direct political consequences. First of all, concentration and proximity force all sorts of inter-ethnic encounters,
fostering the development of daily practices of urban coexistence (Amin and Thrift, 2002). Secondly, diverse cities have to
respond to different demands for the distribution of resources and accommodation of different cultural expressions, so that
city administrations are constantly called in to make decisions on the daily management of diversity. Moreover, minority
urban concentration also creates the conditions for the emergence of minority grassroots initiatives and organisations, and
makes  it  easier  for  minorities  that  are  otherwise  marginalised  in  state-level  politics  to  achieve  representation  (and
sometimes positions of power) in city administrations (Back and Solomos, 1992: 346; Bird, 2004: 182). As a result, cities
have come to be a central setting for the negotiation of inter-ethnic relations and for the development of on-the-ground
practices of ethnic inclusion and exclusion.

The Two Faces of the Diverse City
Diverse cities call to mind two different – and in many ways opposite – images. On the one hand, diverse cities can be seen
as laboratories for a new post-national society. Because urban life forces diverse people to live side by side and share spaces
(public transport,  pavements, shops, neighbourhoods etc.),  the city is often seen as “the most promising site for the
negotiation of ethnic identities” (Uitermark, Rossi and Van Houtum, 2005: 623). Indeed, although the overall framing of
ethnic relations occurs at state level, much of the actual “negotiation of difference” happens at the local (most often urban)
level through everyday, “banal” encounters (Amin 2002). The expectation that cities function as laboratories for new modes
of inter-ethnic coexistence is more or less loosely based on the “contact hypothesis” of inter-group relations. Originally
developed by Allport (1954), this maintains that, under the right conditions, contact among ethnic groups reduces prejudice
and breeds inter-ethnic understanding.[1] This expectation is also inscribed in the EU Common Basic Principles for Immigrant
Integration,  which state that “[integration] is  a process that takes place primarily at  the local  level” and “[f]requent
interaction between immigrants and Member State citizens is a fundamental mechanism for integration” (Basic Principle no.
7,  A Common Agenda for  Integration,  COM [2005] 389 final).[2]   Following this  view,  city  administrations are expected to
devise new policies to facilitate positive encounters and foster peaceful inter-ethnic living.
On the other hand, cities are also associated with ethnic and racial segregation, in the forms of the banlieue, the ghetto, and
the ethnoracial tensions and insecurities these call to mind. According to this less rosy view of diverse cities, the inequalities
and divisions that exist in society are embodied (and potentially amplified) in urban settings (e.g. Wacquant 1996). Unequal
access to economic, social and political rights has deep effects on how different groups experience the city and on the kind
of inter-ethnic encounters that are more likely to occur (Smith 1989). This ties in with widespread discourses of fear about
the city that have been in circulation as long as there have been cities (Body-Gendrot and Martiniello, 2000: 2) and have
recently come to prominence with US President Trump’s remarks about supposed no-go zones in European cities. Therefore,
rather than (only) sites of positive encounter, cities are also potential sites of division and conflict.
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Governing the Diverse City: Some Examples
For the reasons sketched above, city governments find themselves at the coalface of diversity politics. Their role cannot be
reduced to the mere implementation of state policies. Rather, they are key (and relatively autonomous) players in the
multilevel governance of inter-ethnic integration (Gebhardt 2014). As city administrations have to deal with the day-to-day
(and often mundane) governing of diversity, they tend to take a more pragmatic approach compared to the state level,
where often highly symbolically charged discussions of identity and culture prevail (Jørgensen 2012). In addition to this, city
administrations offer an alternative (and often more accessible) platform for minority representatives to gain political office.
The rise of minority representatives to positions of power in cities has obvious symbolic and visibility effects. According to
studies focused on the US and – more marginally – Europe, it might also have concrete effects on city minority policies and,
consequently, on minorities’ welfare and social integration (Mladenka 1989; Browning Marshall and Tabb 1990; Back and
Solomos 1992; Garbaye 2005).
Of course different cities have taken different approaches to diversity (proactive or responsive, innovative or state-led), and
some  cities  have  been  openly  antagonistic  towards  their  non-majority  residents  (Varsanyi,  2008;  Ambrosini,  2013).
Nevertheless, expectations remain high that cities might hold the solution to the issues and uncertainties of how to live (and
prosper) with diversity.  This is  evidenced, for instance, by the emergence of  a number of  trans-national  networks of
multicultural cities, which aim to share good practices in devising city-level diversity policies. The EU, UNESCO, and the
Council of Europe all support such networks, which include hundreds of cities throughout the world.[3]
So,  are  these  expectations  justified?  Some examples  can  illustrate  what  proactive  cities  can  do  to  shape  their  own inter-
ethnic politics beyond, and sometimes against, state-level approaches. First of all, cities can collect comprehensive data
(often lacking at state-level) as a starting point to understanding the needs of diverse communities, create awareness on the
potential  effects  of  policies  on  specific  groups,  and  inform  policymaking.  This  is  the  case,  for  instance,  of  Thunder  Bay
(Canada)’s Diversity in Policing Project. Awareness of minority-specific barriers to accessing local services can prompt cities
to  adapt  the  ways  in  which  they  promote  and  deliver  such  services.  Efforts  of  some  Swedish,  British  and  Dutch  cities  to
mainstream non-discrimination and inclusion in the provision of their services are an example of this (Gebhardt 2014). As
city  administrations  are  often  the  biggest  local  employer,  they  can  also  develop  strategies  to  recruit  diverse  staff.  Urban
development and housing can also be managed in ways that are more or less sensitive to inter-ethnic needs (for a typology
of city approaches on this, see Wood [2009]).
While  city  minority  policies  can be fragmentary and responsive,  some city  authorities  have developed programmatic
charters to spell out their guiding principles on diversity and inter-cultural integration – such as Potsdam’s New Tolerance
Edict, and Montreal’s Declaration for Cultural Diversity, both drafted through extensive consultations with local residents.
Some cities have also established dedicated diversity agencies, departments, or posts, which are tasked with coordinating
city efforts on non-discrimination and minority inclusion. An example of this is Barcelona’s Agency for Civil Rights and Non-
Discrimination, which also provides services to help its non-citizen residents navigate the complex path to access state-level
rights and resources. Moreover, city funding can be made available to support minority organisations and to provide specific
services to members of minority groups – such as for example state language training or adult education targeted to socio-
economically marginalised groups. Finally, cities can compensate for minorities’ political underrepresentation by promoting
minority participation in city politics through ad hoc consultations, regular inclusion of minority organisations in some
aspects of decision-making, or institutionalised minority advisory councils (as in Amsterdam from 1985 until the early 2000s,
or in several Italian cities through the “Consulta dei Migranti”). These councils can be tokenistic but can also provide an
alternative route for excluded voices to influence local policies.
In short, cities cannot change the formal bestowing of citizenship to their non-citizen residents (a prerogative of the state)
and the formal rights of their citizen-minorities are also determined at state level. However, by providing access to services
and routes for political participation to their non-majority residents and by creating spaces for the development of city-
based, post-national identities, cities can de facto redesign the practice of citizenship from the bottom up (Gebhardt, 2016).
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Conclusion: Diverse Cities vs. the Nation-State?
After several European leaders have announced the failure of multiculturalism and, more recently, nationalistic and nativist
discourses have seen a resurgence in the politics of many democracies, the role of cities in the multilevel governance of
ethnic diversity has become even more important. In some cases local governments have been the first line of enforcement
of restrictive and exclusive policies (Ambrosini 2013). More often, tasked with the routine governing of diversity, cities have
remained  pragmatic,  de  facto  implementing  local  versions  of  multicultural  policies  under  different  names  (Ambrosini  and
Boccagni 2015). More than that, some cities have responded to state-led exclusive pressures with open resistance. The US
Sanctuary Cities movement against federal restrictive immigration policies and the city of Munich’s resistance against the
German  Government’s  directive  for  healthcare  providers  to  denounce  irregular  migrants  (Gebhardt,  2016:  851)  are
illustrations of this. Therefore, also under the double strain of growing nationalism and decreasing budgets, cities have
shown the potential to carve out some autonomous space as potential bastions of diversity.[4]
However, cities’ inclusive potential is not without contradictions. Cities often display more extreme inequalities than their
country as a whole (United Nations, 2015),  and minorities (both with and without citizenship) persistently find themselves
among the most socio-economic disadvantaged (FRA, 2012). As a result, many European cities are experiencing rising
housing segregation along socio-economic and ethnic lines (Tammaru et al. 2015). This has drawn the critique that cities
market themselves as proudly diverse but in fact cannot or would not tackle the underlying, persistent inequalities that
hinder minority social and political inclusion (Bridge and Watson 2002; MacLeavy 2008).
To conclude, any study of ethnic and diversity politics must take into account its multi-level nature. The potential for cities to
develop alternatives to nation-states’  nativist  tendencies as well  as the contradictions of  urban diversity policies and
practices cannot be ignored. All the more so since city life is now the norm for most of humanity. In 2014 the UN calculated
that 54 per cent of  the world’s population lives in urban areas,  a proportion that is  expected to rise over the next
decades.[5]  As cities are caught between the normativity of nation-state frameworks and the reality of dealing with daily,
“banal” diversity, their responses will be key to determining the future of our increasingly diverse societies.
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