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Abstract
Citizenship is a membership status that is fundamentally structured through inclusion and exclusion.
Undocumented migrants - as being non-citizens – therefore indicate the boundaries of formal
citizenship. By staying in Amsterdam, these migrants resist the national immigration policy, and
thereby they challenge the limits of formal citizenship. While refusing to leave, they make claims on
citizenship and recognition. This thesis has analysed these claims and the strategies behind them of
undocumented migrants and their support organisations. It starts from an understanding of citizenship
as both a status and a fluid changing mechanism shaped by the practices of its citizens and non-citizens.
It follows various scholars who secede from a conceptualisation of citizenship only involving legal
status by mainly focusing on the social, cultural and political practices that make citizens. With this
case study in Amsterdam, I argue that the claim-making of undocumented migrants and their support
organisations challenge the normative formal understanding of citizenship. These undocumented
migrants constitute themselves through acts of citizenship – even though they lack legal status - as
citizens, as human beings with the right to have rights. Through their practices, undocumented
migrants and supporting organisations thus, define and redefine the boundary between citizens and
non-citizens. Through their practices directed to the municipality and mainly because of their focus on
local governance, new discourses on citizenship are initiated favouring a more inclusive and local
membership apparatus.
Keywords: citizenship, irregular migration, municipalism, activism, solidarity movements
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1. Introduction
“The politics of the city have a very different character to the ideological politics of the nation. [They]
are about making things work—you’ve got to pick up the garbage, you’ve to keep the hospitals open,
it doesn’t matter if the immigrants are legal or illegal— they have children who get sick and who have
to go to school, they ride buses, they drive cars. If you asked a mayor, ‘Do you think immigrants should
be allowed in or not?’ they’d say, ‘They are here’”.
-

Benjamin Barber in If Mayors Ruled The World (2013)

This quote mirrors the contemporary tensions in society related to the topic of immigration. During
the last decades, the national government and the European Union have been introducing new
policies, aiming to exclude ‘unwanted’ migrants (Engbersen & Broeders 2009, Dadusc 2019). These
authors argue that the Dutch government has taken on various measures and strategies to make
undocumented migrants more visible in order to exclude them from society. Meanwhile, according to
the CBS, the national population of the Netherlands is growing - due to immigration - and will continue
growing in the coming decades (Entzinger 2006, Jennissen 2012). This quote by Benjamin Barber shows
how the presence of (undocumented) immigrants creates tensions between the national government
and the municipality. That this quote is very applicable for Amsterdam is apparent from the reaction
of Rutger Groot Wassink, the alderperson of social affairs in Amsterdam, on critical questions about
the presence of undocumented migrants. He argues he has no influence on whether migrants are
deported or get a residence permit, and “we in the cities bear the consequences of a failing European
policy”1. Thus, while the national government tries to block migrants out, the municipality has to deal
with these migrants (in need) on a local scale. Cities are, after all, the places where many newcomers
without papers find ways to sustain themselves. Indeed, these are the places where people move to
“seek refuge, freedom, and pursue opportunity” (Bauder 2016). Through these tensions and struggles,
questions about citizenship in (nation) states are raised, and debates about post-national citizenship
fuelled (Clarke et al. 2014).
According to estimates, ten to thirty thousand undocumented people live in Amsterdam. However,
their lives are described as ‘uncertain’ and ‘though’, many undocumented migrants refuse to leave the
big cities of the Netherlands (Dadusc 2019). Last February 2021, the Ombudsman of Amsterdam
launched a report about the circumstances in which undocumented migrants find themselves. This
report argued that undocumented migrants in Amsterdam live in ‘invisibility’ and that this, combined
with the government ‘turning a blind eye’, has resulted in a position of vulnerability for many
undocumented migrants. A position that makes the migrants especially susceptible to violence,
exploitation and human trafficking (Ombudsman Metropool Amsterdam 2021). Needless to say, this
situation isn’t a sustainable one and also, as Hannah Arendt argues, problematic because when people
are excluded from a political community, they do not have a political entity to hold accountable for
their rights (1951). As such, undocumented migrants find themselves in the “gaps between nationstates” (Haddad 2002, 2003). Furthermore, because these migrants don’t have legal residence permits,
they encounter challenges in getting access to fundamental rights such as healthcare, housing,
education and employment (Dadusc 2019, Meeteren 2013).
This group of undocumented migrants isn’t applicable for asylum, but neither can or will they leave
the country. With their (unwanted) presence in Amsterdam, undocumented migrants indicate the
1

https://www.parool.nl/columns-opinie/met-ongedocumenteerden-is-het-te-makkelijk-scoren-bij-deachterban~b3f4ebb6/, https://www.parool.nl/amsterdam/amsterdam-stopt-met-opvang-grote-groepongedocumenteerden~b301738d/
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boundaries of citizenship while simultaneously challenging these. Citizenship can be conceptualised as
both a status and as a practice; its fluid and constantly changing. Therefore, the direction in which it
moves is influenced by its citizens and non-citizens. As Saskia Sassen argues: “Citizenship results in part
from the practices of those who are excluded from it” (Sassen, 2006: 65). As such, by staying, even
though the government demands their departure, these migrants contest the state’s immigration
policy and authority (Dadusc 2019). Thereby they make claims on citizenship and recognition and
influence normative understandings of citizenship (Bloemraad 2018). Challenging the normative
perspective on citizenship may result in changes in social and political communities.
This thesis has analysed these claims of undocumented migrants and their supporting organisations,
the strategies behind these claims and how these claims influence understandings of citizenship. This
claim-making of undocumented migrants and supporting organisations is centred around acts of
citizenship. These are the deeds in which people constitute themselves as citizens, as political beings
with the right to have rights (Isin & Nielson 2018). Focussing on the acts of citizenship and inclusion
practices can therefore lead to new conceptualisations and debates about membership and rights.
Instead of solely conceptualising citizenship as a legal status, this research also uses an understanding
of citizenship as a practice. This understanding allows for different possibilities and conceptualisations
of inclusive citizenship. By the end of this thesis, I aim to answer these research questions which has
led to this research:
How do undocumented migrants and their support organisations in Amsterdam strategize their claims
for recognition and citizenship, and to what effects?
• What are the claims of undocumented migrants and their supporting organisations in
Amsterdam, and what are the motives behind them?
• Which strategies are used by undocumented migrants and their supporting organisations in
their claim-making?
• How does the claim-making of undocumented migrants influence normative or dominant
perspectives on citizenship?

With this case study focussing on the claim-making of undocumented migrants and supporting
organisations in Amsterdam, I aim to continue a critical discussion about the exclusionist character of
the nation-state and possibilities of citizenship on a local level. Existing literature has already focused
on denationalised forms of citizenship (Sassen 2002, Clarke et al. 2014, Holston 2009). These studies
focus on conceptualisations of citizenship in local and smaller communities, such as insurgent
citizenship (Holston 2009), urban belonging and urban citizenship (Bauder 2016), cosmopolitanism
from below (Agustín & Jongensen 2019) and municipalism (Purcell 2002). Municipalism - an approach
in which local governance gets decentralised to the cities, which takes over some responsibilities of
the national government - is still little explored in the literature on citizenship and undocumented
migration. Nevertheless, as Thomson (2020) argues, “political devolution from nation-states to
municipalities is unfolding globally”, and “urban activists are experimenting with spatial practices that
(re)claim the right to the city” (Iveson 2013 in Thomson 2020). Indeed, nowadays, activist movements
are focussing on inclusive citizenship on a city scale. Many movements, such as ‘No One is Illegal’,
Fearless Cities, Cities of Refuge, Rebel Cities and Sanctuary Cities, focus on the possibilities of cocreative citizenship in which immigrants, refugees and undocumented people are included. Especially
in times of rising migration worldwide and increasing feelings of hostility towards immigrants, these
solidarity movements grow. Therefore, with this case study in Amsterdam, I aim to contribute to this
debate about local citizenship and municipalism related to claim-making and undocumented
8

migration. Also, this research aims to give the (‘invisible’) undocumented migrants in Amsterdam a
voice and show how their agency can contribute to societal change. As a result, this thesis has
identified various inclusion practices and acts of citizenship influencing the dominant
conceptualisations of citizenship.
Structure of the thesis
This thesis is constituted as follows. The next chapter gives a theoretical embedding to the topics of
citizenship, nation-statism, migration and municipalism. This chapter emphasises the importance of
understanding citizenship as more than just a status but as a social and political construct. In Chapter
Three, a sketch of the context in Amsterdam is given. This chapter focuses on the immigration policies
of the Netherlands, the position of the migrants in relation to the municipality and various important
supporting organisations are introduced. Chapter Four describes the research strategy and site, data
collection methods, ethical dilemmas and limitations. Chapters Five until Seven are empirical chapters
in which three different claims are elaborated upon. In these chapters, the claims, the motives, the
strategies behind the claims and the encountered obstacles are discussed. Chapter Five focuses on
recognition. In this chapter, the focus of strategy lies on acts of citizenship. It shows how the presence
of undocumented migrants in Amsterdam becomes more of a problem for the municipality of
Amsterdam instead of the national government. Through acts of citizenship, this creates different
opportunities for new inclusive policies on a local level. Chapter Six focuses on the claims for basic
rights. Speaking out is used in order to claim basic rights. Some courageous migrants dare to speak out
while the supporting organisations amplify their voices. Also, this chapter argues that the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights is used to call the national government to account. Therefore, I argue
that different right systems contradict and confuse, but they also offer opportunities for valuable
strategies. Chapter Seven elaborates upon claims for participation in decision-making. By claiming to
want to be part of decision-making, the migrants assert themselves as political beings while showing
everybody that they have a political voice. This chapter argues it’s challenging to claim political
participation without citizenship and thus having no political foundation to hold authorities
accountable. The final chapter will conclude the thesis by elaborating on the various abilities and
inabilities of the claims for citizenship and recognition of undocumented migrants and supporting
organisations.
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2. Theoretical framework
Conventional understandings of citizenship focus on the relation between a state and an individual.
The state is a political organisation that brings together a territory, citizens and a state apparatus.
Therein is citizenship a membership system that bounds citizens to a sovereign state. It involves certain
elements, such as rules, services and rights (Isin & Nielsen 2008). These rights and duties bind both the
state and the citizen. Together they form a political community based on membership and belonging
(Clarke et al. 2014). Every state has its conditions for this mutual constitution of rights and obligations.
Having a citizenship status often involves the right to vote and access to housing, employment and
healthcare. Also, it means that the citizens have some obligations, such as paying taxes. As citizenship
is a membership status, it’s fundamentally structured through inclusion and exclusion. Therefore there
are always rules and responsibilities connected to the status of citizenship. To receive civic rights, aliens
should first obtain citizenship and thus be legally recognised as state members. Citizenship is a highly
disputed term. Its meaning has been changing through social contexts and history (Clarke et al. 2014).
The term gets connected with many facets, such as rights, status, identity, membership and belonging.
Some scholars argue it’s a social contract between the state and an individual, while others
conceptualise it as a practice based on participation and belonging (Clarke et al. 2014, Bloemraad
2018). Others focus on the exclusionary character of citizenship (Arendt 1968) or concentrate on the
deeds in which people constitute themselves as political beings (Isin & Nielsen 2008).
Citizenship and the nation-state
Citizenship is often conceptualised as a formal status in which membership was related to the nationstate (Sassen 2002, Clarke 2020). In a nation-state, the political, national and territorial unit overlaps
(Gellner 1983). Though, the national unit, the ‘nation’, is a complex and contested term. Ernest Gellner,
a scholar, known for his theory on nationalism, conceptualised the nation-state as a system in which
the ethnic boundaries correspond with the territorial boundaries (1983). Gellner’s theory suggests that
there is a relation between a specific ethnic ideology and the state. Instead of focussing on the political
aspect of nationhood, Benedict Anderson (2006) looks at national sentiment and identification. He
defines the nation as an imagined community, a group of people who imagine themselves as belonging
to the same homogenous community based on a perception of shared historical and cultural criteria.
A nation "is imagined because the members of even the smallest nation will never know most of their
fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of their
communion" (Anderson 2006, pp 6). This theory suggests that there is a dominant opinion about who
belongs to the nation and, thus, the political community and who doesn’t. Though, this conception of
citizenship based on the nation-state ideology is highly contested presently.
Two issues point to the problematic notion of the nation-state as a normative frame for citizenship.
First, the various ethnic and cultural heritages in society resulting from migration, and second, the
growth of supranational policies (Godfrey and Unger 2004, Appadurai 2006). Globalisation and the
development of transport technology led to increased mobility of people around the planet (Eriksen
2007). Many scholars argue that migration is one of the factors leading to the demise of the nationstate, also called the crisis of the nation-state (Godfrey and Unger 2004, Singh and Babacan 2010).
Where rights and protection are provided based on national membership inside the borders of the
national state, globalisation and international migration are processes that move across these borders
(Singh & Babacan 2010). The nationalistic ideology is based on a feeling of togetherness, wholeness,
security and stability related to a national ethnos. This stability gets threatened when people migrate
around the world (Eriksen 2007). Thereby some people experience the influx of immigrants with
different cultural and social norms as a threat to the national identity. In his book Fear of Small
Numbers (2006), Arjun Appadurai explains why people feel such levels of hostility towards ‘others’ and
use extreme forms of political violence against them. He argues that, while the nation-state asks for
10

national “purity” and stability, globalisation creates outside influxes which the nation-sate can’t
control. Majority groups feel challenged by minority groups living in the nation-sate because these
groups form a threat to the pure national ethnos (Appadurai 2006). Contributing to this theory, Anthias
explains that in integration and migration discourses, the focus lies on social cohesion based on cultural
cohesiveness. This would lead to the culturalisation of social identities in which people from a nondominant ethnic identity are getting reified as totally different (Anthias 2013). As is shown by Slootman
and Duyvendak, the migration discourse in the Netherlands involves around ‘the’ national culture
(2016). They argue that non-Western immigrants are expected to integrate with the national culture
and show their loyalty to their new ‘home’ country. Slootman and Duyvendak thus point to the
importance of culturalist and emotive factors in Dutch citizenship. “To be accepted as a full-fledged
citizen, one needs to feel at home in the Netherlands, explicitly participate in the public domain,
demonstrate knowledge of “Dutch” traditions, and practice “Dutch” customs” (Slootman & Duyvendak
2016). In the Netherlands, this is visible due to the tensions that emerge around immigration and
racism2. Last decades there have been quite a few changes in the Dutch immigration policy and
migration discourses (Rast & Ghorashi 2018). The discourse in the immigration policy shifted from a
focus on ‘temporary’ guest workers to a celebrated multi-cultural society, followed by a focus on
assimilation (Rast & Ghorashi 2018, Vasta 2007).
Another factor often mentioned in debates about nation-statism is the growth of supranational
institutions and governance systems that challenge national sovereignty, such as the European Union,
World Trade Organisation, and the World Bank (Purcell 2002, Sassen 2002). The fragmentation of
policy and law could lead to legal pluralism in which multiple legal forms and organisations coexist
(Tamanaha 2011, Arts & van Tatenhove 2004). Arts and van Tatenhove (2004) coin the term political
modernisation to describe the shifting relationships between the state, market and civil society. They
argue that the state-centred system of governance is weakening as a side-effect of globalisation (Beck
1994, Arts and van Tatenhoven 2004). In the new governance system, the societal units state, market,
and civil society are increasingly interweaving, which means that the nation-state loses some of its
power and control (Arts and van Tatenhove 2004). In case of migration, the creation and
implementation of migration policy are fragmented over different scales. European Union creates rules
about the inclusion and distribution of migrants between European countries. On the national level,
policy involves rules about immigration, integration and nationalisation. The implementation and
regulation of these policies is often the responsibility of the local municipalities. Also, the United
Nations influences this field, with, for example, Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Also, as Czaika
& de Haas argue, there is a discrepancy between the national immigration policy and its
implementation, the ‘implementation gap’ (2013). Municipalities also implement their policies
counteracting the national policy (Kos et al. 2016). “Municipal authorities, street-level bureaucrats and
public professionals are known to be active in trying to counter and cushion national policies, by
bending the rules, setting up facilities to support rejected asylum seekers, and by being actively
involved in networks with NGOs and citizens that strive for more humane and inclusive approaches
towards migrants” (Kos et al. 2016). Governance on different scales thus creates a complex system of
counteracting laws, resulting in a tension field consisting of various power actors.
Thus, as explained, this conception of citizenship based on the nation-state ideology is highly
contested. It is essential to disconnect the cultural dimension from citizenship. As Clarke et al. (2014)
argue, the focus should be on how culture and politics are entangled in citizenship. Critical citizenship
studies nowadays focus not only on formal citizenship but also on the practices of being a citizen (Isin
& Nielsen 2008).

2

https://nos.nl/artikel/2347698-oppositie-kraakt-coalitieakkoord-over-opvang-migranten.html,
https://nos.nl/artikel/2278034-scp-nederlanders-hebben-gevoel-dat-polarisatie-toeneemt.html
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Substantive citizenship and the non-citizen
As argued before, citizenship is an exclusionary mechanism dividing the included citizens from the
excluded aliens. As such, migration highlights the boundaries of citizenship because it shows how
unwanted migrants can be or are excluded from the political community (Bauböck 2006). Refugees,
asylum seekers and undocumented migrants are part of the group “non-citizens”, which isn’t included
in the political community (Beckman 2006). This exclusionist character of citizenship brings the
problem of undocumented migrants to light. Undocumented migrants are excluded from a political
community and thus do not have a state to secure their civil rights (Arendt 1951). This means that
minority residents or undocumented migrants in some countries do not have the same rights as the
dominant national members (Arendt 1951). Giorgio Agamben, known for this theory of ‘Homo Sacer’
(1998), explains this position of undocumented migrants by describing the difference between civil life
(bios) and unprotected biological life (zoe). He argues that by excluding undocumented migrants from
citizenship, they are deprived of civil life and are reduced to biological life. It's the ‘sovereign’ who
decides who is allowed to belong to the political community. Without ‘legal status’, these migrants
form an exception to the law and thus, live in a state of exception without rights. These ‘excluded’ are
captured in the juridical order, while simultaneously, they are excluded from political life. As such,
Agamben connects individual rights directly to legal status (while not leaving much room for resistance
to this state of exclusion by the excluded themselves). While the receiving country doesn’t include
these migrants in their political community, it is also possible that the sovereignty in the land of origin
can’t or won’t provide the protection their citizens need (Haddad 2003). Therefore, as Haddad argues,
refugees are “pushed into the gaps between nation-states”, and as such, “without the modern state,
there could be no refugees” (Haddad 2002 & 2003). In the Origins of totalitarianism (1951), Hannah
Arendt describes the stateless position as problematic. She argues everyone needs to belong
somewhere and have the ‘Right to Have Rights’, and thus, need to be members of some political entity.
When undocumented migrants aren’t members of a political entity, there is no entity to hold
accountable for their rights. This is why Arendt problematises international human rights because
these rights can’t and won’t be secured by a political entity while they conflict with the national
interests and sovereignty of that specific state.
Based on these insights, of which the notion ‘a right to have rights’ is an essential point of departure,
scholars have conceptualised other definitions of citizenship focussed on participation (Dagnino 2007,
Clarke et al. 2014, Isin & Nielsen 2008). Where conventional understandings of citizenship focus on a
top-down relationship between an individual and a sovereign state, critical studies have made a
difference between this formal conceptualisation of citizenship and a substantive conceptualisation of
citizenship. These scholars secede from a conceptualisation of citizenship only involving legal status
but focussing as well on the social, cultural, political and symbolic practices of being a citizen (Isin &
Nielsen 2008). Formal citizenship allows for a top-down relationship between the state and the
individual based on rights and status. In contrast, substantive citizenship involves a bottom-up
relationship based on practice, participation and belonging (Bloemraad 2018). Substantive citizenship
is considered as the ability to claim the rights people formally possess, which doesn’t mean a formal
citizenship status is required (Isin & Nielsen 2008). But, legal citizenship offers a more decisive starting
point for claim-making (Bloemraad 2018). Indeed, undocumented migrants who are ordered to leave
the country cannot hold the national state legally accountable for their rights. Following this view
citizenship, it becomes more than a status connected to rights and responsibilities. It also involves the
means and practices to ‘make citizens’ by participating in political life by political beings (Isin & Nielsen
2008).
As such, non-citizens indicate the boundaries of citizenship, while simultaneously, their presence also
challenges the dominant understandings of citizenship. As Sassen argues: “Citizenship results in part
from the practices of those who are excluded from it” (Sassen, 2006: 65). Clarke, Coll, Dagnino and
Neveu state that the boundary between who is included and excluded, between citizens and noncitizens, is formed through interaction (2008). They describe citizenship as flexible and blurry because
12

all ‘political projects’ can influence the course of it. Thereby they use the Dagnino’s (2007) term
‘political project’ to indicate political actors’ motivations and ideas about how society ought to be
(Dagnino in Clarke et al. 2014). Through ‘struggles for citizenship’ these political actors try to create
different dominant political projects, which when successful, can lead to producing new citizens (Clarke
et al. 2014). This conceptualisation of citizenship as a practice provides ample scope for theories about
claim-making. Bloemraad (2018) argues citizenship is a relational process of recognition in which noncitizens make claims upon status and rights. Thereby they influence normative understandings of
citizenship. ‘Claim-making’ is defined as a public process in which a claimant articulates a claim, action
or political demand (such as protesting) directed to an addressee (Lindekilde 2013). Through these
claims, non-citizens can find access to citizenship. By staying in the country without having the legal
right to do so, undocumented migrants challenge the state’s authority to decide who is allowed to
enter the country and who is considered a political community member. Thereby they undermine the
state’s sovereignty and challenge the state’s exclusivist citizenship system (Hajer and Broër 2019).
Through claim-making practices, undocumented migrants can find access both to substantive
citizenship and formal citizenship. Isin and Nielsen (2008) call the practices of these individuals or
collectives ‘acts of citizenship’. These are the deeds of subjects who “constitute themselves as citizens
or, as those to whom the right to have rights is due” (Isin and Nielsen 2008). These acts are not
passively given but actively practised by their subjects and therefore contest the traditional institutions
of citizenship. While making claims on citizenship, the static legal structures in society are a significant
obstacle for successful claims. When the system views citizenship in formal form, rights are bound to
status. Which means the state will not ensure rights for people without status. Therefore, even though
non-citizens are able to influence or create new normative perspectives on citizenship, they also
encounter difficulties in doing so (Bloemraad 2018). As such, citizenship is a continuous process of
defining and redefining the boundary between citizens and non-citizens.
“Indeed, the flexibility of the concept of political projects allows us to take into account the
multiplicity and diversity of the political subjects that are involved in the process of defining
and redefining citizenships, including the ‘non-citizen’ sectors excluded from dominant
definitions, who struggle against them and formulate through these struggles new discourses
of citizenship” (Clarke et al. 2014 pp21).
Normative perspectives on citizenship and belonging
In the Netherlands, refugees are offered asylum and offered protection by the national government.
When migrants flee their country of origin, they are applicable for asylum, and when approved, they
are allowed to stay in the country. To receive asylum, they first have to prove they have a genuine
reason to fear for their lives. This means, not all migrants who claim to have fled their country are
recognised as refugees. Also, other reasons for migration aren’t automatically accepted, which means
that not everybody can stay in the Netherlands. Frameworks on citizenship invariably distinguish
between who is included in this membership system and who isn’t. This distinction between the citizen
and the non-citizen is based on specific criteria. These criteria differ in every political community. Yet,
these distinctions are often based on categories of division, such as ethnicity, nationalism and race
(Anthias 2012). Boundary drawing goes hand in hand with questions related to equality and justice.
Influential in philosophical debates about political membership and morality is Hannah Arendt notion
of ‘the right to have rights’. As already described in the above paragraph, Arendt argues everyone
needs to belong to a political community to have the ‘right to have rights’. She argues that when aliens
aren’t a member of a political entity, there is no entity to hold accountable for their rights. Michael
Walzer conducted a philosophical analysis in which he explained the relation between immigration,
membership and justice. Thereby he put forward the question of what the appropriate criteria for
membership distribution are. In this theory on distributive justice, he explains that the people who are
already members of the community decide whether or not to include ‘strangers’, thereby considering
both the stranger’s as their own position (1983). He criticises the inconsistent inclusion and exclusion
of new members in society and challenges notions of a fair democracy in a state where citizens govern
13

over non-citizens. He argues that, for example, guest-workers who are denied citizenship are
comparable with “live-in servants within the family” and explains that the exclusion of non-citizens
from citizenship is reproducing all forms of inequality.
“The denial of membership is always the first of a long train of abuses. There is no way to break
the train, so we must deny the rightfulness of the denial. The theory of distributive justice
begins, then, with an account of membership rights. It must vindicate at one and the same
time the (limited) right of closure, without which there could be no communities at all, and the
political inclusiveness of the existing communities. For it is only as members somewhere that
men and women can hope to share in all the other social goods–security, wealth, honour,
office, and power—that communal life makes possible” (Walzer 1983 pp24).
These scholars point to complex moral and ethical dilemmas within boundary-drawing. Who gets
included in society, and who decides? During this boundary-drawing, questions about who belongs
and who doesn’t are raised. Especially in the studies of migration and movements, migrants are often
related to issues around ethnicity, nationalism and race (Anthias 2012). These different categories of
division intersect and form interconnected barriers and also exclusion and identification mechanisms.
People can ‘belong’ in many different ways and to many different objects or attachments. In case of
migration, belonging is primarily articulated in spatial terms. “I belong here” is a claim on a specific
territory (Antonsich 2010). Antonsich distinguishes two analytical dimensions of the notion of
belonging; place-belongingness and the politics of belonging. The first is related to the comfortable
feeling of being somewhere where you feel at home. The second relates to belonging as a resource in
formal structures of membership and the politics constructing, claiming, justifying and resisting these
forms of social-spatial inclusion/exclusion (Antonsich 2010). People can feel connected to one of the
two dimensions instead of both. Applied on migrants, this means that migrants can feel attached to
the Netherlands (place-belongingness) but are excluded from political membership (politics of
belonging). The categories of division are essential factors in ‘othering’ practices – ‘us’ and ‘them’
thinking – in which the society gets categorised based on these identities. In othering, these categories
of division form a boundary measure to make a distinction between who is part of the ‘us’ and who
isn’t, and thus, who is included and who isn’t (Udah & Singh 2019). Also, othering is often accompanied
by hierarchical thinking. Stereotypes and dominant narratives can reinforce these hierarchical
positions and result in domination, marginalisation and subordination (Udah & Singh 2019). As is
argued by Skey (2014), ‘hierarchies of belonging’ are visible in nation-states because there exists a
notion on who does ‘really’ belongs and who doesn’t. This is connected to what people think they
legitimately deserve (Skey 2014). Narratives of identity are thus connected to issues of social status.
Groups of individuals claim or prioritise specific identity narratives. At the same time, only some of
them are accepted and legitimised by the powerholders. We speak of identity politics when groups
fight this dominant discourse favouring marginalised identity narratives and the right to selfdetermination (Buckingham 2008).

Liminality and the secret society
When migrants aren’t applicable for asylum and aren’t allowed to stay in the country, they find
themselves in a position characterised by liminality. The shift and integration from one society into
another can be perceived as a rite the passage. In a rite the passage, an individual passes from one
fixed and stable condition to another. The phase in the middle - between the fixed statuses - is defined
as the liminal phase (Van Gennep in Turner 1970). This phase is often described as a condition
symbolised by structural invisibility, ambiguity, nakedness, vulnerability and neutrality (Turner 1970).
The undocumented migrants find themselves in such a position because they aren’t entitled to
citizenship or an asylum (yet) but neither can or will they go back to the country of origin.
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Because they are not national citizens and lack legal residence papers, they encounter some difficulties
in getting access to basic rights, such as healthcare, housing, education and employment (Dadusc
2019). In The State versus the Alien: Immigration Control and Strategies of Irregular Immigrants,
Engbersen and Broeders (2009) argue that the Dutch state and the European Union have been
introducing new policies in the last decades, aiming to exclude undocumented migrants. As a reaction
to these policies, the migrants also use new strategies, they argue: “from formal work to informal work,
from legal economic activities to criminal activities and from being identifiable to being unidentifiable”
(Engbersen & Broeders 2009, pp 881). As these changes in strategies illustrate, undocumented
migrants’ living conditions and strategies have moved to an informal area. Not without reason do
Engbersen & Broeders link this conclusion to Georg Simmel’s concept of ‘secret societies’. As Georg
Simmel argues, a secret society arises when a collective is formed based on a mutual secret that needs
to be maintained in order to be protected (Simmel 1906). Such a society cannot exist without the
manifest society. Therefore, Engbersen & Broeders argue that these informal institutions in which
undocumented migrants move, work and live, are products of the manifest society. These societies
can exist because informal institutions, such as the informal economy and informal housing, support
and maintain the secret society. Therefore, “informal institutions of irregular immigrants are
interwoven with legitimate institutions” (Engbersen & Broeders 2009). Also, as Dadusc (2019) stated,
these exclusionist practices of the government have led to invisibility and fear for undocumented
migrants. Therefore a part of the undocumented migrants is forced to live in silence alongside the
manifest society.
Scales of citizenship and municipalism
Migration highlights the boundaries of citizenship because this membership apparatus creates a
distinction between citizens and non-citizens, between nationals and aliens (Bauböck 2006). While
migration around the world grows, the effects of these boundaries are intensifying. At the same time,
these boundaries got blurred due to the growth of migration worldwide and accompanying political
developments (Bauböck 2006). He argues immigration towards Europe has put pressure on statebound citizenship because the settlement of (temporary) migrants entails questions about
naturalisation, dual citizenship, loyalty and the rights and duties involved (Bauböck 2006). Thereby
new struggles related to citizenship in (nation) states and debates about post-national citizenship arose
(Clarke et al. 2014). As a result of these exclusionist national citizenship policies, municipalities are
increasingly confronted with homeless undocumented migrants in need (Kos et al. 2015). Cities are
often the places where many newcomers without papers find ways to sustain themselves. Indeed, they
are the places where people move to “seek refuge, freedom, and pursue opportunity” (Bauder 2016).
Also, Meeteren et al. (2013) have been arguing that local authorities are “left to cope with the problem
of their [undocumented migrants] continuous presence”. As Benjamin Barber in his book If Mayers
Ruled the World perfectly articulated:
“The politics of the city have a very different character to the ideological politics of the nation.
[They] are about making things work—you’ve got to pick up the garbage, you’ve to keep the
hospitals open, it doesn’t matter if the immigrants are legal or illegal— they have children who
get sick and who have to go to school, they ride buses, they drive cars. If you asked a mayor,
‘Do you think immigrants should be allowed in or not?’ they’d say, ‘They are here’”. (Barber,
2013)
For undocumented migrants in cities, who refuse to accept their exclusion from citizenship, the city
provides a strategic location for acts of citizenship, activism and solidary movements. The city is often
the place where the exclusivist character of the state can be challenged (Agustín & Jorgensen 2019).
Many scholars, therefore, call for new denationalised forms of citizenship (Sassen 2002, Clarke et al.
2014, Holston 2009). Saskia Sassen argues citizenship as a membership system is traditionally
conceptualised based on a normative nation-state lens. Therefore she calls for post-national or
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transnational conceptualisations of citizenship, in which citizenship is relocated on other levels beyond
the national-state, for example, the European Union (Sassen 2002). Cosmopolitanism supporters seek
a society in which all humans are part of the same global community. This alternative for the national
perspective includes the ‘otherness’ of the other (Beck 2002). Others seek articulations of citizenship
in local and smaller communities, such as insurgent citizenship (Holston 2009), urban belonging and
urban citizenship (Bauder 2016), cosmopolitanism from below (Agustín & Jongensen 2019) and
municipalism (Purcell 2002).
Many of these scholars draw on the works of Lefebvre and his principle ‘right to the city’. In Le Droit à
Ville (1968), he argued that there was no space for participation in the city due to capitalism and
commodification. He stated that the rule over the city had become more and more in the hands of a
powerful elite. Thereby a city (of consumption) for the citizens was created instead of creating it with
the citizens. He wanted the city to be a place of co-creation and used the slogan ‘right to the city’ in
order to initiate radical change. There are two types of rights of which he speaks, first the right to
participate in decision-making and second to be physically able to access, occupy and use the space of
the city (Lefebvre 1968, Purcell 2002). This radical change should create a city of democracy beyond
the nation-state's power and forces of capitalism (Purcell 2013). As Purcell argues, ‘the right to the
city’ creates an alternative arrangement of political membership to the currently dominant notion of
political membership of the nation-state (2002, 2013). David Harvey gave a revolutionary ring to the
principle by saying:
“The right to the city is (…) far more than a right of individual access to the resources that the
city embodies: it is a right to change ourselves by changing the city more after our heart’s
desire. It is, moreover, a collective rather than an individual right since changing the city
inevitably depends upon the exercise of a collective power over the processes of urbanization.
The freedom to make and remake ourselves and our cities is, I want to argue, one of the most
precious yet most neglected of our human rights” (Harvey 2008).
Elaborating on this, James Holston (2009) introduced the term insurgent citizenship to indicate the
practices of residents of urban peripheries to create and claim new formulations of citizenship. These
insurgent manifestations aim to change the political system democratically and obtain the inclusion
and rights of urban residents (2009). Agustín and Jongensen call for cosmopolitanism from below. They
explain this as a cosmopolitan ‘we’ based on - and rooted in local practices and urban solidarity (2019).
They argue migrant (justice) movements have been the authentic political projects creating new and
alternative forms of citizenship instead of exclusionary national citizenship (Agustín & Jorgensen 2019).
Another movement that connects illegalised migrants to alternative formulations of citizenship is
municipalism. Municipalism favours self-governance in which residents of cities co-create the city and
its policy (Agustín & Jorgensen 2019, Purcell 2002). Supporters believe that politics and power should
be brought back to the local scale and the common public. As Thomson (2020) argues, “political
devolution from nation-states to municipalities is unfolding globally”, and “urban activists are
experimenting with spatial practices that (re)claim the right to the city” (Iveson 2013 in Thomson
2020). Thereby civil society movements and local governments can create social change without
necessarily challenging the national state government (Agustín & Jorgensen 2019). Some supporters
of municipalism argue that human rights, democracy and the public good are threatened by upcoming
nationalism and authoritarian centralised states (Barcelona En Comú et al. 2019). Therefore,
municipalism as an approach forms a countervailing power directed to the centralised control of the
nation-state and market forces (Thompson 2020).
Last decennia, many solidarity movements in support of immigrants arose in Europe. In these
movements, either the municipalities or civil society – or both - aim to provide a place of refuge for
immigrants. Thereby they challenge the national governments’ exclusionary border policies (Lambert
& Swerts 2019, Kos et a. 2015). ‘No One is Illegal’, Fearless Cities, Cities of Refuge and Sanctuary Cities
are examples of movements expressing their solidarity with refugees and undocumented migrants.
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Especially the sanctuary cities movement has an extensive network of affiliated cities. The acts of
sanctuary and solidarity movements can be linked to urban citizenship because they “safeguard
immigrant rights at the city level and often implicate a certain degree of protection against the risk of
arrest and deportation” (Lambert & Swerts 2019). These movements challenge the exclusionist
institutions and show that these can be replaced by alternative, inclusive and just local citizenship
forms (Agustín & Jorgensen 2019). These movements often favour a municipalist approach in which
local governance gets more room and responsibilities towards policy-making of specific topics, such as
immigration (Barcelona En Comú et al. 2019). They believe local political institutions can better deal
with the issues encountered in cities and take better care of the common goods. These movements
call for a scale switching between policies developed by the national government and policies created
by the local government. As Bauder argues: “… while national policies and laws illegalize many
migrants, contravening sanctuary policies and legislation at the urban scale include these migrants
based on the principle of domicile, i.e. their urban presence, rather than national status” (Bauder
2016).
Conclusion
In this Chapter, I’ve argued that undocumented migrants are excluded from the political community
and do not have a political entity to hold accountable for their rights. This brings these migrants in a
precarious position. The exclusionary character of legal citizenship brings the problem of non-citizens
to light. Due to the growth in migration worldwide and global connectivity, the boundaries of the
(nation) state are under pressure. This has fuelled various debates about justice and equality in
immigration policies. Although undocumented migrants are formally excluded from citizenship,
newcomers can claim a form of citizenship through inclusion practices and acts of citizenship. Thereby
they present themselves as active political beings having the right to have rights. This way, these
immigrants can achieve some form of inclusion, whether it is formal or substantive. Citizenship, thus,
can be conceptualised as both a status and a practice. It can have different gradations, and it’s fluid
and constantly changing. Therefore it’s important to understand it and conceptualise it as a social and
political construct. A focus on the acts of citizenship and inclusion practices can lead to new
conceptualisations of membership and inclusion. Challenging the normative perspective on
citizenship, therefore, may result in changes in social and political communities.
In contemporary critical studies on immigration and citizenship, the focus has moved towards
alternative, inclusive and just membership systems. One approach in these studies is municipalism, an
approach focussing on a shift from national governance to local politics and power, in which the public
is included. Thereby civil society movements and local governments can create social change without
necessarily challenging the national state government. With this case study focussing on the claimmaking of undocumented migrants and supporting organisations in Amsterdam, I aim to continue a
critical discussion about the exclusionist character of the nation-state and possibilities of citizenship
on a local level. I, therefore, connect the situation of undocumented migrants in Amsterdam to the
practices of challenging and claiming citizenship. The activism, speaking out and deeds of these
migrants and supporting organisations I approach as acts of citizenship. Thereby I aim to show how
the agency of undocumented migrant and their support organisations can contribute to societal
change.
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3. Setting the scene: being undocumented in the Netherlands
According to the Research and Documentation Centre (WODC) estimates, the number of
undocumented migrants living in the Netherlands is between 23 and 58 thousand people
(Rijksoverheid 2020). Of whom ten to fifteen thousand live in Amsterdam, according to various
organisations3. Undocumented migrants find themselves in a precarious position. They cannot return
to their country of origin or don’t want to leave this country but are not eligible for asylum. Needless
to say, every situation and position in which these migrants find themselves is different.
Undocumented migrants are rejected asylum seekers and migrant workers, among others. As such,
there are various groups of undocumented migrants living in Amsterdam. Also, there are multiple ways
to become undocumented in the Netherlands, among others; overstaying visas, entering the country
illegally or being rejected for asylum (Krause 2008). The different labels used to describe an asylum
seeker, a refugee and an undocumented migrant and the various policies applicable to each of these
groups create confusion. Which rights are appropriate for which group? When is someone a refugee,
and when undocumented?
Legal position undocumented migrants
A refugee is someone who the Dutch government has formally granted asylum. Asylum seekers are
accepted as refugees if they are in danger in their country of origin and ‘genuinely need protection’4
(Rijksoverheid, 2021). The Dutch government signed the Geneva Convention on Refugees of 1951 and
the European Convention on Human Rights and therefore agreed to protect ‘refugees’ (as defined in
these treaties5). The Immigration and Naturalisation Service (IND) of the Netherlands is responsible for
the admission of aliens in the country and assesses all applications for asylum. When asylum seekers’
applications are rejected, they are obliged to leave the country. If they do not return voluntarily, forced
deportation follows. The Repatriation and Departure Service (DT&V) assist in this voluntary return but
is also responsible for the forced deportation when aliens refuse to leave. Nevertheless, this return
policy isn’t foolproof, which means that not all migrants leave the country after their application is
rejected (Kos et al. 2016).
There are a few reasons for this gap between the number of migrants demanded to leave the country
and the number of undocumented migrants that actually leave. First, rejected asylum seekers are
entitled to reapply for asylum, as stated in international asylum law. The situation in the land of origin
or the migrants’ personal circumstances can always change, and therefore it is crucial a reapplication
for asylum is possible (Immigration and Naturalisation Service 2021). Second, several rejected migrants
prefer to live in an undocumented state in the Netherlands instead of leaving the country. This could
be because these migrants deem the country of origin unsafe or prefer to stay in the Netherlands.
Third, the government is unable, due to various reasons, to send the migrants back to their country of
origin, among which the disputable safety in the country of origin, the absence of migrants’ identity
papers or the rejection of the migrants return in the land of origin (Kalir & Wissink 2015, Czaika & de
Haas 2013, Meeteren et al. 2013, Krause 2008). This gap is also called the ‘asielgat’. This means that a
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The Geneva Convention on Refugees is a treaty that defines the term ‘refuge’, states the rights of refugees
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group of migrants isn’t eligible for asylum, and neither can be sent home. This group claims to be in a
state of limbo because their asylum application is unjustifiably rejected. They do not get a status, but
neither can nor will they return to their home country. By refusing to leave the country after the
rejection of the asylum application, they challenge the government’s decision and judgement. A part
of these migrants still claims to be refugees, even though they are not formally recognised as such by
the government. Because these migrants don’t have a legal residence permit, they lack access to basic
rights such as healthcare, housing, education, and employment (Dadusc 2019, Meeteren 2013). This
makes their position very precarious.
When these rejected migrants stay in the country without the legal right to do so, they become
undocumented migrants. Next to rejected asylum seekers, other migrants, such as migrant workers,
who haven’t applied for asylum but neither have a residence permit, are also included in this group.
Within this group of undocumented migrants, some migrants live off the grid. Another group visibly
claims for specific rights and access to the services in society, for example, work permits. Important to
note is that these categories aren’t stable and fixed but fluid and overlapping: migrants can change
between these groups or can be categorised through more than one label (figure 1). The term ‘illegal’
is used to describe the illegal position of the migrant. This terminology is problematic because a person
can’t be illegal; only actions can be (Krause 2008, Bauder 2014). The term ‘illegal immigrant’ shouldn’t
be used because it seems to imply that these migrants are criminals or outlaws. As such, this unjustified
connotation de-humanises the migrants (Bauder 2014). Therefore, this study uses the term
‘undocumented migrant’ to describe a migrant and their precarious status.
Figure 1.

Note. The different terms used for legal and illegal immigrants.

Immigration policy
There have been quite a few changes in the Dutch immigration policy over the years. Until just after
the Second World War, the Netherlands was an emigration country, which means that more people
left the country than people entered the country (Jennissen, 2012). Since 1960 the immigration
numbers exceeded the emigration numbers. In these years, as from 1960, there have been a few
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immigration flows. These different flows result from various causes, such as the arrival of guest
workers and their families, the independence of Suriname and conflicts around the world (Meeteren
et al. 2013). Since the 1980s, immigration toward the Netherlands is growing. According to the CBS
the population of the Netherlands will continue growing forthcoming decades due to immigration
(Entzinger 2006, Jennissen, 2012, Central Bureau voor de Statistiek, 2021).
During the last decades, immigration policy narratives have significantly changed, resulting in a highly
polarised perspective on diversity in Dutch society (Scholten 2011). In the 1980s, immigration and
integration policies focused on a multicultural perspective, and the society respected cultural diversity.
Later, in the 90s, debates about the integration of immigrants emerged, and questions around the
success of a multicultural society arose (Entzinger 2006). This resulted in a new policy era directed to
the socio-economic integration of migrants focused on participation in the labour market, equal
housing and education (Demmers 2010, Entzinger 2006). Even though a bit of progress was booked in
this area of socio-economic inclusion, the ideas of a failed multicultural society expanded, and the
immigration narrative changed towards a culturalist perspective. As discourses in society focussed
more on culture, the immigrants and their cultures were increasingly blamed for the slow integration,
according to Demmers (2010). Also, migrants were increasingly portrayed as a danger to the traditional
Dutch culture and were expected to assimilate into this ‘national culture’ (Demmers 2010). This
expressed itself in the policies in which newcomers were directed to learn the Dutch language and
culture. Furthermore, an inburgeringcursus and exam (civil participation) became mandatory in the
integration trajectory (Entzinger 2006)6. Currently, the perspectives on immigration and diversity in
society are highly politized. It’s a theme that is expressed in every election position of the Dutch
political parties.
Changes in the general immigration policy went hand in hand with drastic changes in asylum and
irregular migration policies. In the early nineties, irregular migration became an explicit subject for
policy for internal migration control (Van der Len & Bouter 2015). Social protection of immigrants and
access to social services have been relatively decreased during these decades. The discourse about this
theme in this period was focussed on border regulations and policies directed to the exclusion of
‘unwanted’ migrants (Engelbersen & Broeders 2009). The ‘Linking Act’ (Koppelingswet), introduced in
1998, linked the residence status to the social-fiscal number. Without this social-fiscal number, access
to societal services was denied to undocumented migrants. Also, restrictions and sanctions were
introduced to discourage employers from hiring undocumented migrants (Van der Leun & Bouter
2015). This law made it no longer possible for these migrants to participate in the labour market legally
or rent a house (Engbersen & Broeders 2009, Kos et al. 2015). The New Aliens Act, from 2001,
introduced a 28-day deadline for rejected asylum seekers to leave the country. After this period, the
national government no longer provided emergency shelters and assistance (Kos et al. 2015). A refusal
to leave the country after the 28-day limit is considered a criminal offence, leading to detention and
deportation (Dadusc 2019). These different laws are described as policies of exclusion, and these
migrants are, as Engbersen and Broeders explain it, ‘pushed towards the fringes of legality and beyond
(2015). These authors argue that the Dutch government has taken on various measures and strategies
to make undocumented migrants more visible in order to exclude them from society (2009). Dadusc
(2019) describes these technologies and strategies of the government as affective enclosures, which
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intervenes “on migrants’ capacity to exist and resist by keeping them in a condition of fear, invisibility,
precarity, silence and dependency”.
Liminality and rights
As argued in Chapter Two, migrants without residence papers often encounter difficulties when trying
to access basic rights, such as healthcare, housing, education and employment (Dadusc 2019). The
undocumented migrants find themselves in such a state of liminality because they aren’t entitled to
citizenship or an asylum (yet) but neither can or will they go back to the country of origin. Because they
are not national citizens and lack legal residence papers, they encounter some difficulties accessing
basic rights. Which rights do they have? Who can they hold accountable for these rights? On one side,
undocumented migrants in the Netherlands fall under the Aliens Act 2000 (Vreemdelingenwet 2000).
This Act encompasses the legal position of people who aren’t citizens of the Dutch national state. On
the other side, there are the Geneva Convention on Refugees of 1951 and the European Convention
on Human Rights. These international conventions are ratified by the Dutch state and form rules and
obligations for the national state regarding the protection of all human beings on their territorial
jurisdiction. Besides, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, a set of moral principles and norms,
is an essential factor indicating the standards for human living but isn’t legally binding. Who can be
held accountable when specific laws are broken? What happens when national law conflicts with
international law? Or when undocumented migrants aren’t allowed to stay in the Netherlands but fear
for their safety on their return to their country of origin? This combination of different laws, rights and
principles forms a complex system of jurisdiction resulting in challenges for undocumented migrants
to get access to rights.
The Dutch state and the European Union have been introducing new policies in the last decades,
aiming to exclude undocumented migrants (Engbersen & Broeders 2009). These scholars argue that,
as a reaction to these policies, the migrants have taken on new surviving strategies: “from formal work
to informal work, from legal, economic activities to criminal activities and from being identifiable to
being unidentifiable” (Engbersen & Broeders 2009, pp 881). As these changes in strategies illustrate,
undocumented migrants’ living conditions and strategies have moved to an informal area. Also, as
Dadusc (2019) had described, these exclusionist practices of the government have led undocumented
migrants to become in a position of invisibility and fear. Therefore, some undocumented migrants
choose or are forced to live in silence alongside the manifest society. The problem of this ‘life in the
shadows’ is that it creates possibilities for exploitation. Research by the national ombudsman has
pointed out that undocumented migrants in Amsterdam are relatively more vulnerable than citizens
(Ombudsman Metropool Amsterdam. 2021). Because these undocumented people can’t use municipal
services, they encounter more difficulties finding homes and finding access to housing and healthcare.
The Ombudsman argued that this group in Amsterdam forms part of the (in)formal economy and lives
of the radar. This ‘invisibility’ in combination with the government ‘turning a blind eye’ has resulted in
a position of vulnerability for undocumented migrants. This makes the migrants especially susceptible
to violence, exploitation and human trafficking, which results in inhumane situations (Ombudsman
Metropool Amsterdam 2021).

Undocumented and the municipality of Amsterdam
As a result of these exclusionist laws, municipalities are increasingly confronted with homeless
undocumented migrants in need (Kos et al. 2015), and local authorities are “left to cope with the
problem of their continuous presence” (Meeteren et al. 2013). Especially Amsterdam has been a
destination for undocumented migrants. We Are Here, a collective of undocumented migrants
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protesting against the national immigration policy, has been very active last decennium. With public
tent camps and squats in public buildings, this group has achieved a lot of attention for the precarious
situation in which undocumented migrants live7. In many cities, different initiatives were created to
counter this national governments’ exclusionist policy, both by the local authorities and various
bottom-up organisations and collectives, churches and individual citizens. These acts focused on
providing basic rights, such as sleeping arrangements and alternative care, and integration projects
such as language courses. Kos, Maussen and Doomernik (2015) have researched how Dutch
municipalities have reacted to the national government policy. They argue there is a significant gap
between the ambitions of the national policies and the outcomes. They argue municipalities have been
stepping in when national policies have led to homelessness and undocumented migrants in need.
Therefore they have formed policies counteracting aspects of these exclusionary national policies (Kos
et al. 2015). The municipality has been looking for different programmes and arrangements to provide
the necessary care for failed asylum seekers. An example of such an arrangement was the temporary
shelter in an old prison (Havenstraat) for members of We Are Here8. Another arrangement, which has
been a nuisance to the national government, is the bed, bath, bread (BBB) arrangement in various
municipalities. The government hasn’t favoured these shelters for undocumented migrants, even
when the care provision is minimal. Another example of friction between the municipality and national
government is an initiative of VluchtelingenWerk. After the fire in camp Moria in Greece, many cities
expressed their willingness to provide shelter for refugee children. However, the parliament turned
this idea down and refused to let this group of refugees enter the Netherlands9.
In 2018 the national government permitted a pilot in which undocumented migrants are offered
shelter while searching for a sustainable solution to their case. This pilot, the Landelijke Vreemdelingen
Voorziening (LVV), is currently operating in five cities and replaces the old BBB arrangement. There are
500 available places in a few shelters in Amsterdam. These migrants get a place to sleep and money
for food. They do their housekeeping and can use the kitchen for cooking. Also, a case manager helps
them find a sustainable solution to their situation and get legal support. This trajectory aims for three
possible answers; first, return to the country of origin, second, a successful asylum application or third,
move further to another country. In many cases, the focus lies on a return. The municipality of
Amsterdam has also started a similar project for Dublin Claimants. In the LVV program, they reserved
160 places for Dublin Claimants. These are migrants who have applied for asylum in another European
country. In accordance with European law and policies, these people have to finish their asylum
procedure in that specific country. Only after eighteen months they are allowed to apply for asylum in
another country. Unfortunately, this pilot in Amsterdam has failed because the migrants did not return
to this specific country. Therefore Rutger Groot-Wassink, alderperson of diversity and integration of
the municipality of Amsterdam, recently has decided to stop this pilot10.

Supporting organisations and networks
In Amsterdam, there is a vast network of supporting organisations and initiatives. Many of these
organisations work together or overlap in organisational management. Besides, these organisations
7

These acts and protests are a common phenomenom in many European cities (Kos et al. 2015).
Nu.nl: 'Gemeente opent 's zomers opvang Havenstraat voor ongedocumenteerden'.
9
EenVandaag: Meerderheid gemeenten wil dat Nederland 500 vluchtelingenkinderen uit Griekenland opvangt.
10
Parool: Amsterdam stopt met opvang grote groep ongedocumenteerden. Verwey-Jonker: Evaluatie pilot
Dublinclaimanten Amsterdam.
8

22

are often collectives of documented citizens and undocumented migrants. Therefore it is not always
possible to make a strict distinction between the organisations and platforms. Here I will give a short
introduction to the different organisations which are included in this research.
Here to Support and Amsterdam City Rights (HtS & ACR)
Here to Support is founded in order to support undocumented migrants. It follows a community-driven
principle and strives for the emancipation of undocumented migrants. Thereby they aim to create a
open and inclusive society in which everyone is acknowledged and entitled to rights11. In addition, they
realise various educational and creative projects. One of these projects is Amsterdam City Rights (ACR).
ACR is an independent think tank, satellite organisation and collective, consisting of documented
residents of Amsterdam and undocumented migrants living in Amsterdam. ACR stands for community
building based on human rights. It aims to create an inclusive city with rights and fairness for everyone
by focussing on the unrealised wishes of the undocumented migrants living in society.
ACR is inspired by the municipalism and the municipalist Fearless Cities movement. These movements
are in favour of local governance and radical democracy and stand up to defend human rights. As is
elaborated in the theoretical framework, municipalism is about participation in the production of
space in the city instead of exclusive national-state membership (Purcell 2002, Thompson 2020). ACR
is supportive of this ideology and followed therein the Fearless Cities movement. This movement
reintroduced and embraced municipalism, an approach to “fight fear and inequality in times of rising
hate, xenophobia and authoritarianism” (Fearless Cities 2019). ACR endorses these movements and
ideas that build on solidarity and transcend dominant nation-state ideologies. It wishes to build bridges
between different (marginalised) groups in society in order to create an inclusive city. Therefore it
supports all organisations and individuals, with or without documents, defending human rights for all.
The main dream behind the collective is to convince the municipality to accept and develop a city-ID
card. This city-ID is an urban citizenship card for all documented and undocumented residents of
Amsterdam. This card provides owners with access to the city and its services, such as public transport,
museums, libraries, swimming pools, sports facilities, and enables participation in society. Also, they
strive to find possibilities for legal work and education for undocumented migrants.
We Are Here (WAH)
We Are Here is an activistic collective of undocumented migrants in Amsterdam. This group claims that
the government unjustifiably refuses to recognise them as refugees. Therefore they do not get any
support provided by the government and live on the street. We Are Here campaigns for human rights
for its members. They argue the asylum gap (asielgat) is the base of the problem. This means they do
not have the option to go back to the country of origin, but neither are they allowed to stay in the
Netherlands. They feel as if their existence is being denied. During the last decade, this group has been
squatting in many public buildings in Amsterdam to get attention to the inhumane circumstances in
which this activist group lives. In collaboration with the Dutch squatter movement, they moved from
one building to another. These actions provided the migrants with a place to stay while also protesting
against the government's immigration policy. They used this squatting as a strategy to get attention to
their case. Thereby they argue not wanting to remain in invisibility. There has been a lot of media
attention during these years.
“Here in The Netherlands, our existence is structurally denied. But this does not mean that we do
not exist. We are here. We are living on the streets or in temporary shelters. We are living in a
political and legal vacuum—a vacuum that can only be filled by the recognition of our situation and
our needs. Our lives have been put on hold because we don’t have papers, but we refuse to have
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our existence denied any longer. We refuse to remain invisible. We refuse to remain victims. We
demand a structural solution for anyone who is in our situation and for all others who might find
themselves trapped in the same political and legal vacuum. We demand recognition of our existence.
We demand our existence to be acknowledged in official policies and laws. We are here, and we will
remain here”.
-

We Are Here Manifest

Indonesian Migrant Worker Union (IMWU)
The Indonesian Migrant Worker Union is an organisation created by and for documented and
undocumented Indonesian migrants living and working in the Netherlands. It aims to create a just and
sustainable society focusing on the basic rights of Indonesian migrant workers. Thereby they aspire to
prevent human trafficking, jobs trade, abuses, exploitation, discrimination and all other forms of rights
violation against workers. Furthermore, it educates workers about their human and labour rights,
actively distributes information between workers, and collaborates with other international migrant
unions.
Worldhouse (Wereldhuis)
The World House is a day-shelter and walk-in house for undocumented migrants in Amsterdam. This
organisation helps undocumented migrants in various ways depending on their specific needs. It
provides a space for relaxation and recreation where migrants can meet and chat with others. They
serve a free hot meal every day prepared by a team of undocumented migrants. Also, they share
information and provide legal advice or lawyers. Besides, they organise recreative activities, such as
art lessons and language cafés. The World House is often the first place where undocumented migrants
new to Amsterdam walk in. The World House had a vast network and knows how to help these
migrants or where to send them for specific care, whether it is counselling, mental health care, medical
care or housing. The World House is a project of the Diaconate of Amsterdam and has a strong
motivation to help whoever needs help. “We help people to be the owner of their own story, the
owner of their own life (again)”12.
Vrouwen tegen Uitzetting / Women against deportation (VtU)
Vrouwen tegen Uitzetting is a collective of undocumented female migrants and Dutch women. This
collective aims to improve and strengthen the position of female refugees. This group gets together
every month to discuss the situation of female refugees and undocumented migrants in the
Netherlands. In collaboration with other organisations and individuals, they aim to improve reciprocal
solidarity between female refugees and Dutch women. Thereby they hope to influence public opinion
and national policies. Through various activities, they attempt to achieve this. For example, they
organise and participate in demonstrations, organise meetings between refugee women and
policymakers and write emergency letters to policymakers.

12

Translated and reformulated quote from the World House website. The original quote: “We help people to
be the owner of your own story, the owner their own life (again)”.
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4. Methodology
Research framework
In order to realise the research goal, to describe, understand and explain the claim-making strategies
and experiences of undocumented migrants and their supportive organisations, I have used a
qualitative approach in this research. I’ve used this method because qualitative research makes it
possible to; first, describe and understand how people interpret and give meaning to their social worlds
and act upon this; two, use flexible methods which enables interaction with participants; and, third,
provide rich data for a descriptive analysis of social phenomena (Boeije 2014). This type of research is
needed to fully grasp the meaning people give to their lives and explain their motives, experiences and
behaviour. This research has a starting point in an ontological stance that assumes that there is no
single truth, but social reality is formed, created, and interpreted by human beings (Boeije 2014).
Therefore the perspective of the participant is at the centre of the analysis. To provide a thorough
description of the participant's reality, I have used emic and etic research strategies (Kottak 2013,
Beuving & de Vries 2015). The emic approach investigates the participants’ viewpoint by observing and
studying their perspectives and beliefs. The etic approach adds meaning and significance from the
researcher's point of view (Beuving & de Vries 2015). The goal behind this approach is to interpret the
actions of participants impartially (Kottak 2013). Therefore, to be able to explain the meaning behind
the reality and the acts of the participants, the researcher has to take on an interpretive role, and
extensive interaction between the researcher and the participant is needed. The data collection, the
analysis and interpretation of the data, thus, is a continuous process of comparing the emic and etic
perspectives. During the research, I’ve aimed to be as objective as possible. Important to note is that
researchers view is always biased due to their personal perspective and culture. Therefore I have taken
on a reflexive role by continuously comparing the emic and etic approach and being as conscious as
possible of the involvement of my own personal perspective.
Research site and access
After considering a few criteria, I selected Amsterdam as my research field. The reasons are as follows.
First, a relatively high number of undocumented migrants live in Amsterdam. Second, also, there are
many organisations in Amsterdam supporting undocumented migrants. This makes that there are
many protests, gatherings, activities organised for and by undocumented migrants in Amsterdam.
Subsequently, Amsterdam’s immigration policy differs from the national immigration policy. This
makes Amsterdam a fascinating power field that undocumented migrants and their supporting
organisations navigate (Kos et al 2015).
In qualitative research, a sample is selected based on a few criteria and elements related to the study
objective and therefore can’t use a random sampling method. The method of choosing a research
sample used in my research is called purpose sampling, in which the target group is intentionally
selected (Boeije 2014). This study primarily focuses on undocumented migrants and supportive
organisations in Amsterdam. An ‘undocumented migrant’ in this research is defined as migrants living
in Amsterdam without legal residence permits. ‘Supportive organisations’ are the NGOs aiming to
support and defend undocumented migrants. These organisations are supportive of and work towards
a more just, inclusive and human immigration policy. I selected the organisations based on a few
criteria. First, they aim to improve the lives of undocumented migrants. Second, they support the
migrants in their claims for recognition and citizenship towards the national government and local
municipality. Third, they favour a municipalist approach. Based on these requirements, I selected
Amsterdam City Rights as my entry point and main focus. This organisation works closely with other
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organisations such as Here to Support, We Are Here and the World House. Therefore, these
organisations are included in this study as well.
After addressing a few selected organisations I got into contact with some employers and documented
citizens of Amsterdam who are committed to giving support to undocumented migrants. These
contacts turned out to become my gatekeepers. Through them, I got into contact with many
undocumented migrants and other participants. In addition, my visits to some of the meetings, events
and community shelters brought me into contact with new participants. I further used the snowball
sampling method to reach out to other participants.

Data Collection
To realise a correct representation of the claim-making experiences, I have used a few complementary
research strategies; participant observation, informal conversations, semi-structured interviews and
online research.
Participant observation
Participant observation is a well-known approach in cultural anthropology and sociology (Boeije 2014).
The basic assumption behind this approach is that an insider’s view of a social situation differs from an
outsider’s view. By doing participatory observation, the researcher aims to take on both the insiders
and the outsiders positions. Therefore, the researcher observes and participates in field settings and
everyday situations. In an ideal situation, the researcher has to “make unobtrusive observations so as
not to disturb the flow of everyday life” (Beuving and de Vries 2015). I selected this method because
it provides me with a holistic view of the claim-making practices of undocumented migrants and
supporting organisations.
To be able to collect the appropriate data, I first had to find an entrance to the field. I started this
search for an entry by contacting various organisations in June and July of 2020. Amsterdam City Rights
welcomed me in their midst, and by joining and participating in this collective, I found access to the
field. Admittance to the collective led to my incorporation into a more comprehensive network of
undocumented migrants and supporting organisations. After this main challenge was tackled I could
participate in various meetings and events. Due to the corona pandemic, I encountered some
challenges with the data collection, and therefore the classical version of participant observation in a
live field setting was not always possible. During the first phase of the data collection (Augustus 2020
– October 2020), I participated in different physical meetings and events. During this phase, I got to
know the field and got introduced to various migrants and other supporting organisations. I visited
various field sites, such as the Print Rights team atelier, the office of Amsterdam City Rights, the World
House and the community shelter and meeting environment. Also, I was included in various meetings
of Amsterdam City Rights with other supporting organisations and collectives. After the lock-down in
October, the meetings and activities of the collective took place through online platforms. Therefore
the second phase of my research and data collection took place through online environments (October
2020 – January 2021). During this phase in the data collection, I participated in a biweekly meeting on
Wednesday and Sunday evenings. In addition, I participated in online topic related meetings (e.g.
soundboard group meetings), webinars, online events (e.g. de Balie and Pakhuis de Zwijger) and I was
included in WhatsApp groups of Amsterdam City Rights and We Are Here.
These complementary activities made it possible to observe and participate in a diversity of settings
and get a clear view of the experiences related to claim-making. During these meetings and events, I
made field notes of the immediate impressions, the behaviour of migrants and supporting individuals,
and the things said during the meetings and events.
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Informal conversations and semi-constructed interviews
In addition to the participatory observation, data is collected through informal conversations and semistructured interviews. The collection of data through informal conversations with individuals or groups
allows the researcher to collect data in informal spheres and daily settings. By participating in social
life, the researcher can ask questions and improve their ‘local language’ (Kottak 2015). It provides an
informal and casual atmosphere in which the informants can express themselves on whatever topic
they feel inclined to. This method helps in the starting phase and to know and understand the field
(Kottak 2015). Most informal conversations took place before and after meetings and events both
online and offline and through WhatsApp. During the conduction of informal conversations, I made
field notes of the things said and the behaviour of the migrants. Also, immediately afterwards, I wrote
down a reflection on my impressions, the vibe, and the meetings' environment.
Complementary to the informal conversations, I conducted semi-constructed interviews. Through
interviews, the informant can give their perspective and experience on the topic of research (Boeije
2014). A structured interview differs from an informal conversation based on the degree of planning
and the extent to which the interview's direction is fixed. Semi-structured is a frequently used method
in qualitative research because it allows the interviewer to determine the direction of the interview
while the interviewee can change this direction and determine the contents and flow of the interview
(Boeije 2014). The semi-constructed interviews I conducted were planned; I chose the topics and
formulated a list of interview questions. I left room for the participant to change the interview direction
and followed the flow and wishes of the participant during the interview. Due to the Covid-19
measures, I wasn’t able to meet the informants face to face in real life. Therefore I conducted the semistructured interviews through Zoom. I interviewed twelve undocumented migrants (both individuals
who are or aren’t affiliated with supporting organisations or collectives), four documented citizens
affiliated with supporting organisations and one city council member (affiliated with a supporting
organisation). The conduction of the interviews took place from October 2020 until January 2021. After
getting an agreement from the participants, I recorded the interviews and transcribed them. I made
notes during the interview when I didn’t get approval to record the interview. Also, as I had done
directly after the informal conversations, I wrote down a reflection on my impressions, the vibe and
the online environment of the interviews.

Online research
Further data collection took place through online sources. Present-day communication takes often
place through digital devices; computers, tablets and smartphones (Salmons 2016). Therefore,
Salmons argues that in a data-intensive world, qualitative online research on how people communicate
and share information online is vital to understand the target group's perceptions, experiences, or
behaviours (Salmons 2016). Also, especially during the Covid-19 pandemic and the restrictive
measures, community building and activities of the undocumented migrants and supporting
organisations took place through online environments. I have noticed during my fieldwork
undocumented migrants mainly use their phones to communicate with and mobilise others. Thus,
especially during the Covid-19 pandemic, it is important to use online research as a data collection
strategy.
I used three different online communication options in my online research: websites, social media and
WhatsApp. These platforms include texts, visual- and audio material such as photos, videos, and a few
podcasts. I studied various websites of the supporting organisations and collectives such as Here to
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Support, World House, We Are Here, Vrouwen tegen Uitzetting and Amsterdam City Rights. Analysing
these websites enabled me to get to know these organisations, their motivations and the ideology
behind their claim-making practices. Next to the website, I reviewed the social media accounts of these
supporting organisations. Via these accounts, I analysed how these organisations mobilise participants
for demonstrations and other activities and collaborate with other organisations. Also, I’ve been part
of the WhatsApp groups of We Are Here and Amsterdam City Rights (including some specific theme
related sub-groups). In these groups, daily conversations and discussions took place and brainstorming
sessions on particular problems and mobilisations for demonstrations. Also, many newspapers and
research articles were shared in their groups which they subsequently used in their claims and
argumentation. Especially these groups helped me understand the dynamic between individuals. As
Erving Goffman (1959) argued, people shift between performances in the frontstage (in public) and
backstage (in private). This performance in frontstage is based on the expectations of the public. This
way, people shift between or show different identities based on the people with whom they are
(Goffman 1959). By being part of the inner WhatsApp groups, I sometimes got a different perspective
of the migrants than the one they showed in a one-on-one interview.
It is important to note while using online data collection that in the analysis of documents and texts, it
is easy to misinterpret data. Beuving and de Vries argue that documents are often about the people;
instead, these perspectives are of the people, “documents often represent etic rather than emic
perspectives” (Beuving and de Vries 2015). Also, which I have experienced myself, meanings of
messages via WhatsApp or other social media are easily mistaken. In short, online qualitative data
collection has contributed to an in-depth understanding of the claim-making practices of
undocumented migrants and supporting organisations. But it is important to combine this method of
data collection with participant observation and interviews or conversations in which clarifications can
be asked directly.
Ethics
Research aims to contribute to our knowledge of the world and helps us to improve it where necessary.
Data collection in the name of research shouldn’t outvote doing harm or distress to the informant. It
is important not to damage the confidence and trust unconditionally and, therefore, compromise the
participant. This is a challenge in qualitative research with participatory observation as a research
method, because the researcher builds a closer and more intimate relationship with its informants (de
Laine 2000). Therefore the difficulty is finding the right ethical balance between the benefits of the
research and the possible risks. This section seeks to elaborate on the ethical dilemma’s that arose in
this research and explain the steps I’ve taken to reduce these risks.
I’ve used three ethical principles put forward by Boeije (2014) as a guide in order to deal with ethical
issues appropriately. First, informed consent: I’ve informed the participant about the research's goal,
process, and nature beforehand and asked the informant to consent to their participation. Not for
every form of data collection, informed consent was feasible. During interviews and conversations in
small groups, I asked permission to use the collected data in my research. However, in case of
WhatsApp groups, this was somewhat more difficult. In WhatsApp groups, I’ve introduced myself and
my research intentions. Because I could not ask such a large number for consent, I haven’t used direct
quotes from WhatsApp groups in this thesis. The second principle, privacy: I secured the privacy of my
informants by anonymising the collected data. When the informant didn’t want specific experiences
shared in this thesis, I respected that wish. The third principle; confidentiality and anonymity; to secure
the confidentiality and anonymity of the informants, I have left out all names and other identifiers that
could be harmful to the participants. Also, all collected data and transcribed interviews are only
accessible for me.
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In addition to these principles, I’ve taken extra precautions, mainly because this target group is
considered a vulnerable group that already is in a stressful situation. Therefore I have been very
cautious not to ask anything which could create stress to these migrants. In addition, I’ve informed
them beforehand that they could choose not to answer any of my interview questions if they wanted
to. Since non of them have made use of this, and neither did I got the impression that they got
emotional or stressed about my questions, I believe I haven’t caused any emotional harm.
One ethical issue that I couldn’t be sure about to overcome is the pressure the participants could have
felt when they accepted participating in my research. Even though I haven’t consciously put pressure
on these migrants, I was introduced to these migrants via supporting organisations. This could
motivate these migrants to participate because they wouldn’t disappoint these ‘helpers’. Therefore I
cannot know if the participants felt totally free in their decision to participate. Also, others felt their
story needed to reach a more extensive public, hoping to get more attention to their problem. So even
though they consented to participate in this research, it is not in line with the reason behind this thesis.
Also, I cannot guarantee that their wishes are being fulfilled, which brings me in a difficult position.

Limitations
One of the significant issues related to qualitative research is the limited generalisability of the
outcomes and perspectives of the (small) target group. There are a few reasons why I should be careful
about extrapolating this research. First, the study in Amsterdam took place in a particular local setting
with a small target group. A specific context makes that the qualitative research findings cannot easily
be generalised to other contexts (Boeije 2014). Also, during the research, I have spoken with a
relatively small number of migrants and supporting organisations. Besides, this group doesn’t talk
easily about their problems, and many migrants live in the shadows of society. The migrants I’ve
spoken with are the ones who are most vocal or less scared to talk about their situation. Therefore the
collected data is limited to this specific sub-group, making my perspective on the whole group of
undocumented migrants somewhat one-sided. It is important to note that this group is the most active
in making claims for recognition and citizenship. This research means that the sketched perspectives
of the migrants shouldn’t be blindly generalised on undocumented migrants in different situations and
contexts.
Furthermore, my position as a citizen influences the findings of the research as well. Even though, by
participating and observing, I’ve tried to get as close to this target group as possible, but, needless to
say, my position is different because I’ve never experienced being undocumented. One issue related
to this position is that the migrants probably need more time to trust me. Also, it’s a challenge to fully
graphs the meaning the informants give to their social reality as a researcher. As this qualitative
research uses an interpretive approach, the researcher's research choices, position, and perspective
influence the direction of the study and its findings. Therefore the perspective sketched in this research
is a result of my interpretation.
Another limitation experienced while doing fieldwork is collecting data through online environments.
Due to the Covid-19 measures, a large part of the fieldwork took place through online platforms. Online
research is an essential part of doing research in contemporary society due to online communication
(Salmons 2016). This brings both advantages and obstacles with it. Speaking face-to-face is different
from speaking face-to-face via Zoom. Especially gaining trust and correctly interpreting the research
participant, I’ve perceived as a challenge.
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5. Recognition: “… our existence is structurally denied”
“They do know us, but they do not want to see us.”
Undocumented migrant X2 | November 18th 2020
“We are kicked out of the system” are words I’ve often heard while spending time with undocumented
migrants. People are frustrated because they feel as if they lose control over their own lives. They feel
entirely isolated and excluded from society and therefore feel they are not allowed to exist in the
Netherlands13. However, these feelings do not prevent them from getting the autonomy over their
lives back again. The undocumented migrants, with support from civil society organisations, claim a
‘normal life’. A life in which they simply may exist. They claim to be recognised and treated as human
beings. This means they are listened to, they can let their voices be heard, can occupy space in
Amsterdam and can participate in society. This chapter focuses on the claims for recognition of
undocumented migrants and supporting organisations. It elaborates on the experiences of
undocumented migrants and supporting organisations and the motives behind their claims. Also, the
different opportunities and obstacles of the claim-making are explained, concluding with the abilities
and inabilities of the undocumented migrants to claim recognition.
The motives behind claims for ‘normal life’
Regarding the asylum application, there exist a lot of frustration under the undocumented migrants,
especially among a group of migrants who argue they have fled their country and claim to be refugees.
This frustration is directed to the national government and especially to the Immigration and
Naturalisation Service (IND) and the Repatriation and Departure Service (DT&V) of the Netherlands14.
The undocumented migrants and supporting organisations describe the treatment of undocumented
migrants as inhumane. Undocumented migrant X1, for example, calls his experiences with the IND as
awful. X1 has fled Nigeria and lives in Amsterdam for over one year now. He argued that the IND didn’t
take his case seriously during his interview. He was angry and disappointed because it felt as if the
decision was already decided based upon his country of origin, rather than on his personal story and
interview. Former undocumented migrant X14 has had the same experiences with the IND as X1. He
has been living in Amsterdam for over sixteen years and explains it felt as if he has been in an asylum
procedure for most of that time. He has fled from his home in Sudan but didn’t receive the protection
or aid he needed from the Dutch government after his asylum application was rejected, so he argues.
During these years, he has been in and out of reapplications. He is an example of a migrant in the
asylum gap (asielgat), a migrant who neither receives asylum nor can be sent back to his country of
origin. Why he finally received asylum after starting the procedure four times in sixteen years, he
doesn’t know, because nothing changed in his personal circumstances or the land of origin, he argued.
He blames the immigration policy of the Netherlands because this whole process creates lots of stress
and loneliness and prevent refugees “to ever get a ‘normal life’”. He wishes that the IND would pay a
little respect to them and listen more carefully to the stories of refugees. This group of refugees
believes that the government has a responsibility to take care of refugees. The government operates
under international refugee law and therefore should receive refugees and provide for them. Because
many undocumented migrants aren’t formally recognised as refugees and do not receive any help, the
Dutch government lacks to fulfil international refugee law, so they argue15. Contributing to this, they
13

Interview with supporting organisation X3 | November 19th 2020: “They feel as if they actually may not exist”
14
The immigration and Naturalisation Service (IND) is responsible for the admission of aliens in the Netherlands
and assesses all applications for asylum. The Repatriation and Departure service is responsible for the
implementation of the repatriation policies of the Dutch government. It coordinates the departure of
undocumented foreigners. They both work under the Ministry of Security and Justice.
15
Interviews with undocumented migrants X5 | November 24th 2020, X6 | December 1st 2020, X7 | December
st
1 2020, X12 | December 15th 2020 and X14 | January 7th 2021.
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argue that many ‘western countries’ are partly responsible for, or contribute to, the causes behind
their flights from their home countries. For example, the involvement of western countries in conflicts,
such as the provision of or investments in arms in conflict area’s, and the contribution of western
countries to the climate crisis. Therefore, the Dutch government (and other ‘western’ countries) should
take their responsibilities towards refugees more seriously, so argue some undocumented migrants16.
“I think they should care more about what people are saying. Because they only just started
listening, but their mind is already made up. I don’t know how they made the decisions, but I
think their heart is already made up. It doesn’t matter what you are saying, and it doesn’t
matter what you are trying to do because their choice has already been made.”
Undocumented migrant X1 | November 3rd 2020
“And they were like-, like the people that interviewed me, that verified my case, they only
considered the law. They didn’t see the human aspect, you know. The feeling, the fear, the
trauma, these aren’t always taken into account. So until they don’t start taking those into
account, they can’t understand the reason of why people are doing what they are doing, why
they are moving.”
Undocumented migrant X6 | December 1st 2020
“You feel that some people are there for you, always. But then from the government, it is
totally different. They smile into your face, but then they do other things. Because it is inhuman
to... What kind of asylum procedure is this, 16 years? So, […] you tell me about the immigration
bureau the IND. I don’t know these people, and I’m just not feeling ok with what they do.
Because this is destroying human lives, killing people slowly, by stress, you know, this is what
is happening.”
Undocumented migrant X14 | January 7th 2021
Various supporting organisations underpin the harshness of the asylum application procedure. The
questions asked in the interview request very detailed answers, and there are many criteria that the
migrants must meet. Documented citizen X4 works with Amsterdam City Rights and explains that many
undocumented migrants feel badly treated by the IND because of the interview setting. For example,
the interviewers start the interview with an attitude of mistrust, and the interviewers are busy filling
in forms on a computer without paying (enough) attention to the migrants17. Activistic citizen X8 is
part of Vrouwen tegen Uitzetting and joins X4 in this argument. This organisation criticizes the IND on
more levels. X8 argues that the IND doesn’t orderly analyse the cases, the explanation of the migrant
isn’t taken seriously, and the translators didn’t function well enough. They, both X4 and X8, therefore
argue that the asylum procedure of the IND dehumanised the migrants18. Both Amsterdam City Rights,
Vrouwen tegen Uitzetting and Here to Support are convinced that the IND has to keep to a specific
quota of accepted asylum seekers and will always decline many applications. These supporting
organisations are very strongly opposed to this kind of method and argue that every (genuine) refugee
should be recognised as such. Also, these organisations blame the government for the existence of
undocumented migrants in the Netherlands because the government and its implementing
organisations actively make these migrants undocumented. As seen here, there is a discrepancy
between what is understood as a refugee by the government, the supporting organisations and the
undocumented migrants themselves. These migrants could thus be seen as a result of a complex
governance system existing of counteracting policies spread over different scales (Tamanaha 2011,
Arts & van Tatenhove 2004). For this group of undocumented migrants, this means that they aren’t
16

Interviews with undocumented migrants X5 | November 24th 2020, X14 | January 7th 2021 and X12 |
December 15th 2020.
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Interview with member of Amsterdam City Rights X4 | November 6th 2020
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Interview with member of Vrouwen tegen Uitzetting X7 | December 7 th 2020

31

recognised for what they claim to be. This makes them feel rejected and excluded and brings a lot of
discomfort and frustration with it19. This group of migrants wishes to be treated with dignity and
respect, besides being recognised as refugees and receiving the same treatment, rights and assistance,
as formally recognised refugees.
The discomfort and frustration felt by the rejected asylum seekers are shared by undocumented
migrants X2 and X11, even though their cases are a bit different than that of the rejected asylum
seekers. X2 isn’t part of a group that claims to be a refugee. He comes from Indonesia, which is labelled
as a ‘safe country’ by the government, and therefore he doesn’t qualify for asylum. But neither does
he want to accept this aid provided for refugees. He wants to sustain himself and his family and works
as a cleaner to do so. He is one of the people who actively strive for more rights and recognition for
undocumented migrant workers. He argued the Dutch government only thinks about the Dutch
people. He argued that the undocumented migrants wish to work so they can contribute to society,
which, in his eyes, is a good thing for the government as well because they can tax them. He, therefore,
thinks the undocumented migrants could be an addition to the Dutch society instead of a burden.
Unfortunately, “the government doesn’t want to accept this and recognise us”, he argued20. I notice
that undocumented migrants X2 and X11 understand that the Dutch government will not or can not
accept everyone and give everyone access to Dutch citizenship. Also, they do agree that they aren’t
prioritised above refugees. So they do not blame the government, but they do wish at least for more
inclusive laws in which undocumented migrants are also allowed to work. I find that these arguments
of X2 are a bit contradictory. On the one hand, he agrees and understands he and other undocumented
migrants are not included in society, but on the other hand, he believes that he can choose to live
wherever he wants. Therein his argument comes closest to the fact that you should also be recognised
and included if you contribute something to society.
“The government doesn’t want to recognise us. They do know us, but they do not want to see
us.”
Undocumented migrant X2 | November 18th 2020
Besides the claims directed to the Dutch government, there are also many demands directed to the
municipality of Amsterdam. Especially, migrants demand access to the city. With this, undocumented
migrants and support organisations want these migrants to be recognised as habitats and co-creators
of the city of Amsterdam. Thereby they claim access for all inhabitants of Amsterdam to the public
spaces and services of Amsterdam. This claim for access to the city is a spatial strategy for claimmaking, called claim-placing by Hajer and Bröer (2019). They argue that the city is an important site
for undocumented migrants because it offers protection and creates visibility on which claims could
be made (Hajer & Bröer 2019). The migrants and organisations explain that there are places in
Amsterdam inaccessible for undocumented migrants. Undocumented migrant X12 explains she can’t
fully feel at home in Amsterdam because she feels excluded from many places in the city. Part of this
is due to the fact that they aren’t allowed to be in the Netherlands and part because sites are blocked
or inaccessible for undocumented migrants. She put forward an example about the World House, a
day shelter for undocumented migrants in Amsterdam. The neighbours complained about the
migrants. Because of these complaints, new restrictions were introduced. Only four people are allowed
to sit outside of the World House at the same time. She explains that the neighbours do not find the
migrants “very good people”. She also mentioned that these neighbours felt uncomfortable and
insecure with the migrants around and might be worried about the possibility that the migrants will
steal anything. She argues that she and others feel rejected because of these rules and this attitude of
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the neighbours, which also hinders them from feeling at home in Amsterdam. She also argued that
many people in Amsterdam are welcoming21.
The ‘normal life’ as visualised by undocumented migrant X14 is a life in which undocumented migrants
can have a simple, comfortable life just like the lives of other Dutch people. He wishes for freedom of
movement in which undocumented migrants can move around in the city without hesitation22.
Undocumented migrant X7 agrees with this statement and explains that he doesn’t expect a
‘successful’ or ‘perfect’ life, but he wants to live without constant fear and stress23. How to create a
‘normal life’ if they can not use and occupy space in Amsterdam, the migrants and organisations argue.
The use of public services should be more accessible. They believe that they should get (more easily)
access to public transport, educational, cultural and creative institutions, such as libraries, museums
and theatres. Also, they demand the use and occupation of space for living. They want to be recognised
as human beings who can also occupy space without hiding and being excluded from specific corners
of the city. Besides, they wish to work legally so that they can sustain themselves and contribute to
society. Therefore they also need to be able to open a bank account. Considering all the above points
makes me conclude that the most important claim these migrants have, and supportive organisations
have for them, is that they are human beings and claim humane treatment, with respect and dignity.
“It’s is not everybody who can be successful in life, but a normal life is ok for everybody. You
know; you sleep, you get a place to sleep, you get up, you have something to eat, have some
money to buy some things, you can take care of your health, you can go see a doctor and take
care of your health, you can buy your own medicine, you know, those kinds of stuff.”
Undocumented migrant X7 | December 1st 2020.

Acts of citizenship: strategies of claim-making
In order to claim recognition, undocumented migrants and supportive organisations use a variety of
methods. Most are centred around ‘acts of citizenship’. These are the acts with which undocumented
migrants seek to get included in society (Isin and Nielsen 2008). These acts are the deeds in which
subjects, the undocumented migrants, in this case, constitute themselves as citizens and thereby claim
the right to have rights (Isin and Nielsen 2008, Clarke et al. 2008). The supportive organisations
contribute to this by providing avenues for claim-making, facilitate the acts of citizenship, and amplify
the voices of the migrants. One of the frequently heard arguments of undocumented migrants and
supportive organisations behind the claims for recognition is the idea that when someone contributes
to society, they ought to be included in that society. To be incorporated into society for the
undocumented migrants and supporting organisations means having access to and participating in
society, having the opportunity to be comfortable or feel at home, and having rights and opportunities
to sustain themselves. At the same time, this argument is used as a method or strategy to claim this
needed recognition. So by actively participating in and contributing to society, the undocumented
migrants motivate their pursuit for recognition. There are many ways in which undocumented
migrants constitute themselves as citizens. This paragraph sketches a view on a few of these different
acts of citizenship and the experiences and opportunities of this claim-making strategy.
One example of acts of citizenship is the making of face masks by the organisation Print Rights. This
collective of undocumented migrants is created to react to the corona crisis measures. When the first
corona measurements were announced, many undocumented migrants and organisations pointed
toward the difficulties for undocumented migrants to abide by these rules. Indeed, staying at home
isn’t possible if you don’t have a house or a place to sleep. Also, wearing mandatory face masks in
21
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public area’s isn’t possible if people do not have the means to obtain these masks. In order to fill this
gap, a group of undocumented migrants started the organisation Print Rights. With the municipality's
financial support, they could buy fabrics and a few sewing machines to create face masks for
undocumented migrants and homeless people. One of the team members explained that by making
these masks, they could help undocumented migrants and at the same time be of good value to society
by helping to contain the coronavirus. Undocumented migrant X6, one of the founders of Print Rights,
explains that it’s a way to show everybody that undocumented migrants can be an addition to society.
Thereby they want to change the mentality of the public. X6 argued people think about undocumented
migrants in primarily negative terms. With the Print Rights, he wants to change this mentality to show
that undocumented migrants could add value to society when getting the opportunity. These
arguments show how undocumented migrants are subject to ‘othering’ practices in which they are
categorised as ‘them’ as differentiated from the ‘us’ (Udah & Singh 2019). As is argued by Skey (2014),
‘hierarchies of belonging’ are the result of a notion about who ‘really’ belongs to the political
community and who doesn’t. These are based on feelings of inclusion in an imagined community and
are connected to what people think they legitimately deserve and, thus, what others do not (Skey
2014). The migrants try to change this perspective through acts of citizenship, with which they show
they are contributing inhabitants of Amsterdam and have the right to have rights.
“[…] that undocumented migrants can also be of good value to the society. They also add
something, especially during these times of corona. It’s [the virus] really expanding. It's
uncontrollable right now. So we, as undocumented migrants, come together to help society
help people protect themselves, help people who also can’t buy masks, and get them masks
for themselves. To help to contain this coronavirus.”
Undocumented migrant X1 | November 3rd 2020
“Hopefully, if we speak enough, we can change a lot of things that end up helping
undocumented migrants because there are a lot of stereotypes vis a vis of how people see
undocumented migrants. For example, when the term migrant is used, people always picture
someone coming for work. Mostly negative aspects, but it’s different. I’ve seen a lot of very
very smart people in the BBB. People, when given the change, can contribute a lot.”
“Yes, of course, it is activism; making the masks is a protest. I think it is a way to make our
voices be heard. There is no better way to change persons' mentality about undocumented
migrants by showing them ‘yeah we can do this’.”
Undocumented migrant X6 | December 1st 2020
The same goes for many other migrants. Many migrants express their wishes to be able to work24. They
rather work and sustain themselves than be dependent on the help of others. Thereby they argue that
these migrants have many talents which could be helpful in Dutch society. Because they aren’t allowed
to work, and many are waiting during their asylum procedures, their talents and skills go to waste, they
argue25. Migrant X2 argued that there are various jobs that Dutch people don’t like to do. Why not fill
these jobs with migrants who wish the work, he asked. He argues that cleaning is a job that Dutch
people don’t like to do, so by filling in this gap, he adds to society. He tries for years to talk with the
Dutch government to ask for more legal opportunities to work. Indeed, it’s an opportunity for the
government because when undocumented migrants work legally, the government can earn more
money through taxes, he explains26. Other acts of citizenship are often related to helping other
(undocumented) people. Undocumented migrants X2 and X11 are active members of the Indonesian
Migrant Worker Union, and together they’ve started an alternative food bank for undocumented
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migrants. Because, due to the Covid-19 crisis, large numbers of undocumented migrants have lost their
sources for income and therefore are in dire need of extra help. This is an act of citizenship in which
these migrants challenge existing boundaries about who is allowed to receive support from a food
bank and who isn’t. Undocumented migrant X6 explains he has time on his hands because he is waiting
for his Dublin claim to expire. Therefore he wants to do something to help others in difficult positions.
He joined Amsterdam City Rights and helped distribute food, clothes and other needed objects for
undocumented migrants. He and other migrants active in the Print Rights collective have launched a
campaign to raise money to donate to Moria. Other migrants contribute to society by cooking a free
meal every day, working at a fruit and vegetable farm, or organising an open football tournament27.
These are all examples of acts of citizenship in which undocumented migrants constitute themselves
as participative citizens (Isin and Nielsen 2008). Through these acts of citizenship or ‘struggles for
citizenship,’ the migrants position themselves as active agents. Thereby they try to influence and
change the dominant political formulation of citizenship, which can lead to the inclusion of new citizens
(Clarke et al. 2008, Hajer & Bröer 2019). Supporting organisations contribute to this by providing the
avenues to organise these acts. The World House offers the opportunity to join one of the different
working groups where migrants can participate and organise meetings and events themselves. Here
to Support has supported Print Rights in creating their platform by providing organisational and
technological assistance and by offering a workplace for the production of the face masks. Also, Here
to Support facilitates a project called the Academy. With this project, they aim to create an inclusive
city through education. Undocumented migrants can participate in a monthly workshop about subjects
such as democracy, human rights, asylum policy and border politics. These organisations also provide
the possibility to meet other people and to build on their networks.
Another strategy used by undocumented migrants is being actively visible in Amsterdam. Instead of
living off the grid as many other undocumented migrants do, this group of migrants wants attention
and awareness for their case and wants to be in the picture as much as possible. They are of the opinion
that their existence is denied and that they aren’t seen and recognised. By being visible and speaking
out, they demand acknowledgement. This they do by speaking at demonstrations, speaking with
students, politicians and councillors28. Especially the supporting organisations provide platforms and
organise meetings and events where undocumented migrants and other residents of Amsterdam can
meet. Organisations such as Here to Support, Amsterdam City Rights and the World House believe that
by creating more interaction between different groups in society, there will be more mutual
understanding, resulting in less marginalisation29. The well known collective We Are Here uses the
strategy of squatting to be visible in Amsterdam. Thereby they strive for inclusion through claimplacing: a method of being visible in the city while claiming to be part of the city. Thereby they turn
“the city into their city” (Hajer & Bröer 2019). The name of this collective of undocumented migrants
says enough; it shows that the people are a group, a ‘we’, and that they are ‘here’. Between 2012 and
2018, We Are Here have been squatting from one abandoned building to another. They gave the
squatted buildings a name starting with ‘vlucht’ (refuge), such as the ‘vluchtkerk’ (refuge church) and
‘vlucht flat’ (refuge flat)30. Between these years, this collective had had much national media attention,
which spread the issues of these migrants to a broader public and caught the eye of many politicians.
This claiming of space in the city of Amsterdam is an act of citizenship. Thereby they open public
dialogue about citizenship and the right to have rights. While challenging the policies and laws in
Amsterdam and claiming living space for themselves, they show the world that they are part of
Amsterdam and its citizens. In this manifest, they describe their situation plainly:
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“Here in The Netherlands, our existence is structurally denied. But this does not mean that we
do not exist. We are here. We are living on the streets or in temporary shelters. We are living
in a political and legal vacuum—a vacuum that can only be filled by the recognition of our
situation and our needs. Our lives have been put on hold because we don’t have papers, but we
refuse to have our existence denied any longer. We refuse to remain invisible. We refuse to
remain victims. We demand a structural solution for anyone who is in our situation and for all
others who might find themselves trapped in the same political and legal vacuum. We demand
recognition of our existence. We demand our existence to be acknowledged in official policies
and laws. We are here, and we will remain here.” 31
The claim ‘we are here’ functions both as a demand and as a fact or argument. According to this
argument, migrants are here, in Amsterdam, and more refugees and other migrants will always come
32
. Member of Amsterdam City Rights X4 agues the current anti-immigration policies lead to illegal
migration. She expresses her fear of the effects of it. She argues that the danger of these antiimmigration policies is that this group of undocumented migrants is getting marginalised, and parallel
societies become to exist in Amsterdam33. This fear she expresses is what Engbersen and Broeders
(2009) describe as a shift in surviving strategies of undocumented migrants to an invisible and secret
area. They argue that, due to the new restrictive policies of the national government, the strategies
have changed from formal activities to informal activities (Engbersen and Broeders 2009). X4 argues
that these people are living under appalling conditions. The ‘problem’ of their presence in Amsterdam
will not simply dissolve because new migrants arrive every day. This is something you can’t ignore, she
argues; they should be recognised and supported, even though they do not have the right papers.
Another strategy, especially used by Amsterdam City Rights, is the lobby towards the municipality.
Amsterdam City Rights wishes for a City-ID. An identity card for every inhabitant of Amsterdam. This
card would allow all owners entrance to cultural and educational institutions, public transport,
recreative sites, swimming pools etc. Also, it functions as an identity card which makes it possible to
open a bank account. Amsterdam City Rights claims this card, as already used in New York and other
cities, would strengthen inclusion in Amsterdam. According to the New York City Identity Card reviews,
this could also enhance feelings of belonging among undocumented migrants. As X4, a citizen and
member of Amsterdam City Rights, argues, this card allows migrants to participate in society and claim
their rights. Thereby they support and endorse Lefebvre’s principle of the ‘right to the city’. Therein
Lefebvre speaks of two types of rights, first the right to participate in decision-making and second to
be physically able to access, occupy and use the city's space (Lefebvre 1968, Purcell 2002).
“The estimates are that 15000 undocumented migrants are present in the city, which is a big
group who can’t just leave to their own devices. You can’t let them marginalise. You have to
do something with and for them. […] I also find it important that we live in a city together and
thus, make the city together. The fact that people are excluded from all kinds of services isn’t
something we can allow. So, I would like that all Amsterdammers share this awareness.”
Supporting organisation X4 | November 6th 2020
“People are here, and people are yet to come. There is nobody who leaves their home country
unless there is a danger or fear in their home. So many people are here, but they don’t want
to be. The situation forced them to come here. That’s why they are here.”
Undocumented migrant X12 | December 15th 2020
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Acts of citizenship: the obstacles of claim-making
During the claim-making for acknowledgement of existence and recognition, undocumented migrants
encounter various obstacles that hinder them from claiming recognition. Their contribution to society
could be a reason for integration, they argue. But this participation and integration in society and the
accompanying acts of citizenship are hindered by the influences of the Immigration and Naturalisation
Service (IND) and Repatriation and Departure Service (DT&V) of the national government and feelings
of individualism and isolation in society.
The encountered data in this research shows that the undocumented migrants and supporting
organisations reproach the IND and the DT&V for their part in the asylum process of rejected asylum
seekers. The IND and the DT&V are blamed for the difficulties undocumented migrants encounter
when trying to build a new life in the Netherlands. Obviously, being (unjustifiably) rejected for asylum
is something that can create quite some hostile feelings towards the IND. Even though the IND and the
DT&V are (just) implementing the government’s policy, the claims are directed mainly towards the IND
and the DT&V. This is because the undocumented migrants have been in contact with the IND and not
with the government. For the undocumented migrants, the cabinet is a force far removed from them.
Also, they have less understanding of the different policies. What they do know is that they got rejected
by the IND. So part of this frustration is directly related to the immigration policy of the national
government. This is a direct and evident obstacle that hinders them from getting the recognition they
are claiming. Indeed, acts of citizenship are challenging to accomplish when these migrants aren’t seen
by politicians and aren’t entitled to the benefits of the welfare state, such as societal and cultural
services. The frustration is also directed to the way the IND treats the migrants. The migrants blame
the IND for their inhumane treatment and their biased and mistrusting attitude34. The biggest obstacle
when claiming recognition is that the IND and the DT&V also influence city-level policies. In meetings
about undocumented migrants in Amsterdam, for example about the 24-hour shelter, the LVV, the
IND and DT&V are always present. Undocumented migrants and their support organisations argue that
they try to bring up their experiences and ideas in meetings, but at the end of the day, the IND and
DT&V are always the ones who make the decisions35. Bloemraad described the existing legal structures
in society as an obstacle to successful claims on citizenship (2018). As seen here, the IND and DT&V
are powerful governmental institutions that follow the legal structures in society in which rights are
bound to status. This hinders undocumented migrants from making claims on inclusive citizenship.
Thereby comes that many undocumented migrants fear deportation by the authorities. Collaborations
with the IND and DT&V are, for many migrants, therefore, not a viable option.
“I mean, it’s a good thing that there are 500 places in the shelter and that there is also
assistance and juridical counselling available. But it is very problematic that this isn’t accessible
for everybody. Also, it is super problematic that the IND and DT&V are cooperating partners in
this project. While they are part of the whole problem.”
City council member opposition party X9 | December 10th 2020
Another obstacle that hinders undocumented migrants from claiming recognition through acts of
citizenship is individualism and isolation. Undocumented migrants wish to contribute to society and to
a certain extent, do already, even though they are not allowed to work. The lack of interaction with
other undocumented migrants or citizens of Amsterdam hinders them from constituting themselves
34
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as citizens. Undocumented migrant X5 explains this isolation exists because every migrant is fighting
for their own settlement36. Many migrants do not have a long-term place to stay. They have changed
through various asylum seekers centre’s, or they have lived on the streets. Some have places in a
shelter, while others move between different homes in their networks. Therefore there is a lot of
rootlessness and little interaction between migrants37. Also, as undocumented migrant X1 argues, the
experiences with the flight from home and asylum procedures in the Netherlands and other countries
are experienced as terrible and (sometimes) traumatic. He claims this is the worst time of his life. When
migrants obtain a status or residence permit or move to another location or country, they will leave
this life quickly and quietly. When these migrants have found freedom, they will not return to share
their experiences, X1 argues38. The community of (visible) undocumented migrants in Amsterdam thus
changes often. This way, experiences and information are not easily shared, which, in turn, hinders
undocumented migrants from forming a strong, visible collective. Therefore, it is difficult to influence
the policies and change the opinions of the Dutch citizens vis-à-vis undocumented migrants. Also,
undocumented migrants experience difficulties in getting into contact with Dutch people. They argue
Dutch people live very individually and to get integrated into their society is very hard39. Therefore the
strategy to contribute to society through acts of citizenship is hindered by feelings of individualism and
isolation.
“The percentage is very low. Very few people -. Because when you pass through a lot in the
last five to how many years, and when you are finally given the freedom of this document, you
will never go back to that. In fact, you look at it as an escape route. You would never consign
about anything that happened there because this thing has given you the worst time of your
life. So the percentage of people who will return is very, very low.”
Undocumented migrant X1 | November 3rd 2020
“I’m not in touch [with other undocumented migrants] because everyone is fighting for
settlement. To settle down and start a life. So there is a lot of individualism. […] Here [in the
Netherlands], people live in individuals. It is not a community set-up [like at country of origin].
So for me, it is very hard to interact with Dutch people and talk. There is a bit -, there is always
a distance. Maybe because of the skin colour.”
Undocumented migrant X5 | November 24th 2020

Conclusion
As argued in this chapter, undocumented migrants feel excluded from society and feel as if the
government and its institutions deny their existence. To get the acknowledgement they strive for and
get autonomy over their own lives, the migrants, with support from civil society organisations, claim
to be recognised and treated as human beings. Even though feelings of inclusion and self-reliance are
actively strived for by the undocumented migrants, and to a certain extend achieved, there is still a big
hurdle in their way to a ‘normal life’. As Agamben, in his theories about the Homo Sacer has argued,
undocumented migrants find themselves in a position in which they are excluded from political life.
Making a powerful claim on recognition and rights is difficult without citizenship and, thus, without
being part of a political community. Agamben uses an understanding of citizenship in which rights
fundamentally connected to national citizenship. I notice that, indeed, the position in limbo creates
many obstacles for successful claim-making. I also see that his theories do not leave much room for
resistance from the ones who are reduced to bare life. The migrants in Amsterdam do not accept their
position in a state of exception and resist it. This they do through acts of citizenship, the practices in
36
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which they constitute themselves as citizens. Thereby these migrants include themselves as active
political beings having the right to have rights. Therefore, citizenship can be better understood as both
a status and a practice. As such, citizenship is a continuous process of defining and redefining the
boundary between citizens and non-citizens, the claim-making of undocumented migrants and
supportive organisations thereby challenge the existing boundaries of national citizenship. Through
these above-described acts of citizenship, new forms of (informal) citizenship can be created.
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6. Basic Rights: “we need a permanent home”
Undocumented migrant X3 sits outside on a bench in a park, somewhere in Amsterdam. He wears a
jacket and has his hoodie on. There is a strong wind. The audio connection is cracking. He moves his
body from the right to the left. He is cold, he says, even though the sun is shining for the first time in
weeks. It doesn’t matter, though, because he is happy to be outside, so he explains with a smile on his
face. “I’ve been in the Netherlands for 12 years, but I still don’t have documents. I had a great company
in Indonesia. We were very successful until my business partner let me down. I had to do something
else because I couldn’t feed my family anymore. Do you mind if I smoke?” “No, not at all”. The frame
changes to a cycling path. A woman with a dog and a small child on roller skates pass the bench on
which X3 sits. The frame changes again. This time I can only see the blue sky. X3’s face appears on the
screen. He smokes a hand-rolled cigarette. “I found an agent who could help me get a job as a mechanic
in the Netherlands. I decided to do it and left Indonesia for the Netherlands. But after arriving in
Amsterdam, this agent was nowhere to be found, and he couldn’t be reached anymore. Now I work as
a cleaner, and I’m helping other migrants with their problems.” I notice that his smile never fades. It
seems as if nothing can change his mood. I wondered why he spends so much time helping others
when he has difficulties surviving himself. He explained it is important to help others because the Dutch
government doesn’t support these undocumented migrants. “A friend of mine had a heart attack. He
was afraid to go to the hospital because he thought they would call the police. In the end, he died from
this attack, and it took three days before someone found him. That’s why I want to do something, […]
we don’t want to live like this.”
Undocumented migrant X2 | November 18th 2020

Building a life and living as an undocumented migrant in Amsterdam is not easy. As this description
illustrates, undocumented migrants struggle to claim ‘rights’. The undocumented migrants find
themselves in a precarious position because they aren’t entitled to citizenship or an asylum (yet) but
neither can or will they go back to the country of origin. Therefore undocumented migrants fall under
a different type of law compared to Dutch citizens. Without legal residence permits, migrants often
experience difficulties getting access to fundamental rights, such as healthcare, housing, education
and employment (Dadusc 2019). Which rights do undocumented migrants have, and who can they
hold accountable for these rights? Undocumented migrants in the Netherlands officially and legally fall
under the Dutch Aliens Act (Vreemdelingenwet 2000). The undocumented migrants interviewed in this
research claim to need more access to rights. Thereby their claims range from access to legal work
permits to citizenship. For their claim-making, they call, amongst others, upon different international
treaties, such as the Geneva Convention on Refugees of 1951 and the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights. This combination of various laws, rights and principles forms a complex system of jurisdiction,
which makes it a challenge for undocumented migrants to get access to the rights they want and
besides, to hold a political entity accountable for these rights (Tamanaha 2011, Arts & van Tatenhove
2004, Arendt 1986). As undocumented migrant X2 explained in the above paragraph, health care is
one of the essential services in society which undocumented migrants find difficult to access. Go to
the hospital, open a bank account, find a job, pay for your own house, rent a book at the library or visit
a museum are activities that undocumented migrants wish for but struggle to accomplish. This life they
envision they call a ‘normal life’ and to achieve this, they need access to basic rights they argue40. The
term basic rights will be used in this chapter to describe the rights the undocumented migrants claim,
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both because they wish for these rights and because they argue they are entitled to these rights.
Therefore there isn’t a demarcated set of rights that is meant by ‘basic rights’. But I use this term to
indicate the cryptic understanding of the rights these migrants lay claim on. This chapter dives into the
different strategies of undocumented migrants to claim these basic rights. It elaborates on the
experiences of undocumented migrants and supporting organisations and the reasons behind their
claims. Also, the different opportunities and obstacles of the claim-making are explained. The chapter
concludes with the abilities or inabilities of undocumented migrants and support organisations to claim
their rights.
Incentives behind claims for basic rights
The right to shelter is one of the essential basic rights undocumented migrants, and supportive
organisations claim. A shelter is vital because, without a place to sleep, other facets of ‘normal life’ are
difficult to accomplish, is argued41. There is a group of undocumented migrants in Amsterdam who
don’t have a place to stay and live on the streets of Amsterdam. Other undocumented migrants have
found a shelter of their own - sometimes paid through (illegal) work - or remain in the shelters provided
by the government. The living circumstances in these places are often described as horrible. Migrants
who have found a home on their own are vulnerable to exploitation from landlords42. Also, various
migrants and organisations complained about the shelters organised by the government. They argued
that these shelters were unrespectful regarding human dignity because the shelters were
overcrowded, the hygiene was awful, and there was a lot of illness among the habitants43. As argued
by a member of Amsterdam City Rights, undocumented migrants’ dignity is at stake because of the
situation in the shelters. She thinks, and with her many others, that every human person has the right
to a dignified life, as is stated in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Therefore she condemns
the way how undocumented migrants are accommodated in the winter(corona)shelters44. The
undocumented migrants and supportive organisations claim the right to (a dignified) shelter - for the
people who live on the streets. They hold the municipality and the government accountable for its
implementation. The following quotes illustrate the harsh conditions and reality of the sleeping
arrangements of undocumented migrants.
“Then [during the corona crisis in winter 2020] we were staying in the Sporthallen [winter
shelter paid by the government]. We had a problem with hygiene. Most people couldn’t
change their socks, and they couldn’t wash their clothes. So people were wearing the same
socks. […] There was also a red cross guy who was helping us. Because some people -. It
happens when you wear socks for a long time, your feet start to decay a bit.”
Undocumented migrant X7 | December 1st 2020
“You know, the fact that people continuously have to uproot. This is just a method we [Dutch
government] use for the homeless. This creates a lot of work for everybody and a lot of stress
for the migrants. They [the homeless undocumented migrants] have to go from one place to
another. […] Everybody needs a safe place to stay. Otherwise, we cannot work together
towards a sustainable solution.”
Supporting organisation X4 | November 18th 2020
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A crucial basic right undocumented migrants and supportive organisations claim is the right to health
care. There are a few ways in which undocumented migrants can get access to health care. There is a
specific health care organisation for people who can’t access regular health care, named the
Kruispost45. Also, the hospitals and other health care providers are under a duty to help all who need
healthcare. When people do not have any insurance and can’t pay for their healthcare, the CAK can
cover the costs46. Even though health care in the Netherlands is a legal right for everybody,
undocumented migrants have difficulties getting access to these rights. Many experience problems
with the provided health care. They argue that the Kruispost isn’t open often enough and the help they
can offer isn’t sufficient47. One of the undocumented migrants who is frustrated about the possible
health care is X12. She explains she had terrible experiences with medical health care. She argues that
to get the medical support she needed, she was sent from one health organisation to another and
from one health care institution to the next. In between, she had to wait long for appointments,
diagnoses and treatments. The whole process took months, she argues48. Other migrants reaffirm
these frustrations about the health care provision for undocumented migrants49. The following quotes
illustrate the different experiences of undocumented migrants and support organisations with health
care provision.
“If I talk about the medical options, I feel like crying. It is terrible. It’s terrible where we go
through each time we want to go to the doctor, every time we want to see a gynaecologist,
every time we want to see a dentist. People have given up.”
Undocumented migrant X12 | December 15th 2020
“They [undocumented migrants] do not have an allowance, […], they do not have income, but
they also do not have the right to health care or health insurance, which, yes, creates a lot of
problems. […] Or course, there is in some way a duty of care. If someone has an emergency
case, the hospital has to help. But an undocumented with toothache has a real problem.”50
Supporting organisation X10 | December 11th 2020
The right to shelter and health care are two of the most important basic rights the undocumented
migrants struggle to claim. These basic rights are necessary because a lack of these rights creates
extreme difficulties creating the dignified ‘normal life’ they wish for51. Also, the undocumented
migrants indicate that they want to work to sustain themselves and therefore are not dependent on
help from the government, municipality and civil society organisations.
“Because the most people, for example, have a normal life, like your life, and your friend's life,
you wake up in the morning go to work or study, in the evening you read something or go to a
friend, you go outside, have a cold drink in a bar or café. In our life, we don’t have this. Go to
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theatre, museum, in our life, as refugees here, we don’t have time for this, we cannot have
such a life.”
Undocumented migrant X14 | January 7th 2021
This insecure and precarious position undocumented migrants find themselves in results for many in
a lot of stress and fear. People do not know what they can expect in the upcoming days, months or
years. Do they have a place to sleep? Can they get asylum? Can they still afford their apartment? Are
they able to get food on the table? For example, undocumented migrant X6 has been in the
Netherlands for a few months. He has started an asylum procedure in Spain, and therefore, according
to de Dublin Accord, he has to go back to Spain to finish his asylum application there. He refuses to go
back to Spain and therefore has to wait 1.5 years until his procedure in Spain (Dublin Claim) expires
and he is allowed to apply for asylum in the Netherlands. That is the reason why he explains that it’s
scary to plan a future if you don’t have the certainty you may stay in the Netherlands: “I cannot-, I
don’t have the right to plan a future”52. Another migrant, X7, has waited out the 1.5 years of his Dublin
Claim. He could apply for another asylum in the Netherlands but is still doubting if he will do it. This is
because he is scared of the police. He fairs for detention when his asylum is rejected. Therefore he
keeps a low profile and works illegally in order to sustain himself and his family back ‘home’. This sort
of life takes its toll: “You are emotionally stressed because you can’t think ahead because you don’t
know what is going to happen tomorrow”53.

Speaking out: strategies and opportunities of claim-making
There are a wide variety of ways how undocumented migrants and supporting organisations try to
claim these basic rights. These are sometimes successful, but there are also many issues that hinder
undocumented migrants from claiming these rights. One of the actions the undocumented migrants
and supporting organisations use as a strategy is ‘speaking out’. There are many ways in which
undocumented migrants and supportive organisations ventilate their ideas and beliefs. Most used
channels for campaigns are physical and online demonstrations, (incendiary) letters to politicians and
officials, media events or articles, and social media. Everybody has different stories and different
experiences with claim-making. His paragraph sketches a view on a few of these different experiences
and opportunities of speaking out.
One of the most prominent ways of ‘speaking out’ is through the organisation of- and participation in
demonstrations. Collectives of undocumented migrants and supporting organisations organise and
participate in these to get attention to their cause. From September until January (2020-2021),
protests against racism, fascism, and homelessness have been taken place. Demonstrations focused
on raising awareness for the lack of shelter and beds for many undocumented and homeless people
took place weekly. Especially during the corona crises and in the winter months there should be a
shelter for the people who live outside, was argued during these demonstrations54. I notice their
argumentation is based on the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which the undocumented
migrants and supportive organisations prioritise above the national legal system (the undocumented
migrants aren’t legally allowed to be here in the first place). The undocumented migrants and
supporting organisations hold on to a normative perspective based on Human Rights and use this both
as an argument and a strategy. At these demonstrations, some undocumented migrants spoke out.
They spoke about the situation in which they find themselves and the needs they have.
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“I’m representing thousands of the many undocumented people who are in Amsterdam. It is
sad. It’s really sad that in a very beautiful city with lots of money, we still have so many of our
friends sleeping on the streets. We have few places that we could go to. Apparently, because
of the corona pandemic, not many places are open. I’m glad you all turned up in big numbers
to represent what we are going through. I said what we are going through because at the
moment, I have a place where I can sleep, but I’m not sure if in the coming months I still have
this place. I don’t know if this crosses your mind each time you are in your sitting room, in your
living room or your bed. I don’t know if you can imagine where we are going through every
day. It’s sad in a way that we are being thought off only when it is freezing, at negative zero. I
think everybody deserves a place to sleep. Human Rights are fundamental rights, and in Human
Rights, we have – what is called – a place of belonging. A place you call home. We need a place.
We need a permanent place. We do not need a place for days, for weeks. We need a
permanent home.”
Speech during a demonstration against homelessness | December 11th 2020
Another way used to speak out is the writing of letters. This strategy is used on different levels. Some
undocumented migrants in the Landelijke Vreemdelingen Voorziening (LVV)55 project use this to put
forward the problems they encounter in the LVV. They write letters to the managers of the LVV and
the municipality of Amsterdam. Others try to influence politics on the national level. Undocumented
migrant X6, for example, wrote a letter to the HVO, the provider of the shelter locations in the LVV. X6
had been in a conflict with a security officer on duty about being in the corridors after the allowed time
(10 pm). In this letter, he explained he went outside his room to stand in the corridor next to the
heather because he was cold. He argued he didn’t violate the rules because the rules do not allow
people to enter the kitchen and living room after 10 pm but do not say anything about the corridors.
He took on the role of a rebel deliberately because he is frustrated and feels he is not being taken
seriously56. In this act of rebelliousness, he compared the shelter with a prison. Another migrant wrote
a letter to the municipality about the circumstances in the winter shelter in 2020. In this formal
composed letter, he called for a day shelter, better circumstances in the night shelter, better
information provision, and stressed the importance of a long-term solution57. The supporting
organisations used this strategy of writing letters to officials as well. Vrouwen tegen Uitzetting (Women
against Deportation), in collaboration with We Are Here, sent eight incendiary letters to the
municipality and the parliament. In these letters was argued that the immigration policy and the
asylum application process failed in many respects. For instance, miscommunications existed due to
language differences, and some migrants cannot prove their identity or nationality. Based on these
reasons, many migrants their asylum applications are wrongly rejected, argued Vrouwen tegen
Uitzetting. Therefore they call for more transparency and better judgement in the asylum procedure58.
Also, undocumented migrants and supportive organisations find ways to speak out through other
media. For instance, through the daily papers, radio, at the table at live events or on Facebook.
Undocumented migrant X2, for example, spoke several times with the Parool about his experiences
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and his motivation to help other migrants5960. He explains it’s important to speak out for
undocumented migrants because, due to the corona pandemic, many undocumented migrant workers
are currently without work and are therefore in dire need of help. He argues that there needs to change
something because these people are losing their houses and do not have money to pay for their food.
Also, at webinars and online events organised by the Balie and Pakhuis de Zwijger undocumented
migrants are invited to speak. The collective of undocumented migrants and organisation Print Rights
spoke at an online event of Pakhuis de Zwijger about the lack of basic rights for undocumented
migrants in times of the corona pandemic61. Most supporting organisations use social media to spread
information and create attention and awareness for their claims. Amsterdam City Rights and We Are
Here are dedicated to spreading as much information as possible, articles about undocumented
migrants, events, campaigns, reports, and photos from demonstrations through their Facebook pages.
Facebook is often used as a platform to create awareness for - and mobilise participants for protests62.
Also, supporting organisations facilitate meetings and events in order to amplify the voice of
undocumented migrants. An example of this is the organisation of a podcast workshop. The supporting
organisation Here to Support has facilitated this workshop. Participants were taught how to present
themselves, work with the technological equipment, and conduct interviews63.
The idea behind this approach is that through speaking out, more awareness and understanding is
created among Dutch citizens. In return, this could result in solidarity and sympathy from society.
Undocumented migrant X12 is very vocal and doesn’t back down when she sees an opportunity to give
her opinion. She believes that she shows she is not accepting the situation as it is when she speaks
out. The more she talks about it, the more people will hear it, she argues64. Also, when undocumented
migrants explain their problems, ideas and beliefs, the municipality, other supporting organisations
and individual Dutch citizens can understand their needs better, which may lead to appropriate aid
and care provision. Undocumented migrant X6 wrote the letter about the incident in the corridor (see
above) because he doesn’t want to keep quiet. He argued they have to speak out to show resistance.
To show he doesn’t accept it65. Contributing to this, undocumented migrant X14 affiliated with We Are
Here believes that among all the people reached, there will always be a few of them who are or become
to be in a position to make or contribute to a change in the system. Therefore it is of great importance
to reach out to as many people as possible, he argues66. These migrants show that they are active
agents and political beings influencing the boundary of who is included in society and who isn’t (Clarke
et al. 2008).
“It [the incident in the corridor] is something very, very insignificant but at the same time very,
very important. Because that is how it starts. It continues because silence means acceptance.”
Undocumented migrant X6 | December 1st 2020
“My goal is-, I think-, the more you talk about something, the more people want to give you
ears, to listen to what you are saying. Maybe some people would love to help you, but they
don’t know what you are going through and don’t know that you need help. That’s why it’s
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important to talk about it. […] So unless we get out and say, we need clothes, food, better
accommodation, more money, or we want to help out with voluntary work, nobody would
know what we really want. So that’s what I do. I talk about it.”
Undocumented migrant X12 | December 15th 2020
Speaking out: obstacles
The data collected through interviews revealed that a big part of the undocumented migrant in
Amsterdam wish to speak out but fail to do so. Even though many undocumented migrants want to
change something in their situation and recognise that speaking out could help change things, the vast
majority of them remain silent. Why is this? Why do they want to stand up for themselves but are
living under the radar? There are a few reasons behind this inability to speak out.
The main reason behind these struggles is the fear and insecurity in which these migrants live. For
many migrants who have fled from their home countries, this fear is chronic. Undocumented migrant
X2 states that it’s easy to recognize undocumented migrants on the streets of Amsterdam because
these people always obey the law. “They will never ignore the red traffic light”67. Therefore they do
not have any reason to get into contact with the authorities. Some of them have been hiding from the
authorities for years. Because they’ve become used to living in the shadows, they experience
difficulties speaking out in public68. Many migrants in this research argue that speaking out could be
very risky in a lot of ways. The migrants who have been given a place in the LVV shelter and thus,
receive help from the municipality and the government, are scared they will lose their place when they
criticise the policies. Migrants who hire a room for themselves or have found other means to get a
place to sleep prefer to stay under the radar out of fear of getting caught by the authorities. Also, this
fear makes them less inclined to go to the police to report a crime or the injustice they endured
because the police could place them in detention. Documented resident of Amsterdam, X10, works at
the World House and has a lot of knowledge about undocumented migrants' different situations. She
argues that nearly all of them fear prosecution and that, therefore, the migrants will think ‘ten times’
before they go to the police to report a crime or injustice. For example, an undocumented employee
who gets exploited by their employer will probably not report this if that would mean losing their job.
For these migrants, it is important to stay quiet and keep good records; therefore, systems of
exploitation are maintained.
“Yes, I’m an activist, but I’m afraid that it will put me in trouble. The notion of what to say and
what not to say, I don’t know. When you tend to speak your mind, you always get yourself in
trouble. I don’t want to get myself in trouble. So there is a thick line between my activism and
my will to survive peacefully.
Undocumented migrant X6 | December 1st 2020
“Because some undocumented people are 100 per cent always afraid of everything. Because
people tell you if you don’t keep good records, you will never have the documents to stay in
the country. […] So there is a real big-, its… This fear is chronic. It is so strong.”
Undocumented migrant X1 | November 3th 2020
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“But when you need to take care of your family back home or take care of other people, then
you won’t complain. So you just accept that kind of bullying and continue to work. That is, you
can’t complain because if not if you complain, you will get sacked from work.”
Undocumented migrant X7 | December 1st 2020
Another reason behind the inability to create change by speaking out, is that some of these migrants
are not accustomed to standing up against the authorities. Documented resident X4, a member of
Amsterdam City Rights, has been working for years with undocumented migrants. She explains that
many undocumented migrants and asylum seekers have been waiting for many months or years during
the asylum procedure. During this asylum application, they aren’t allowed to do work but have to wait
in an asylum centre (the camp). This position of dependence on others has created feelings of
uncertainty. X4 also explains this lack of participation among undocumented migrants exists because
these migrants are very discouraged. She argues that the migrants want to get autonomy over their
own lives again but struggle to do so69. Another reason for not speaking up is related to the country
of origin of the undocumented migrants. In various countries of origin, it is less or not tolerated,
compared to the Netherlands, to speak one’s mind if this means challenging the authorities. In some
countries, it could be dangerous to let your voice be heard. Therefore people are not used to it and
could also be scared of speaking out. Undocumented migrant X5, a migrant from Uganda, explains why
this anxiety is a part of him. He argues that it’s rooted in him, induced by the culture in the country he
grew up in. “You don’t speak about what is right or wrong because you fear prosecution”70. The same
goes for undocumented migrant X1. His sexual orientation was not accepted in his community, making
it difficult for him to be safe in Nigeria. He argued it was best to remain silent because he otherwise
created many troubles for himself and his family71.
“It really isn’t safe for people who are in my shoes to be in Nigeria. So it is difficult to express
yourself. It is difficult to tell anything related to you. So you just remain silent. You just forever
remain in silence, you know. Because if others hear such things about you, it is going to bring
a lot of – in fact, it is, it is just like a death sentence already.”
Undocumented migrant X1 | November 3rd 2020
Furthermore, many migrants do not speak out because they do not know or understand what is going
on. Also, they don’t know where to get the information they need. There are many policies related to
the undocumented migrants created by the government, municipality and organisations supporting
the undocumented migrants. These policies are difficult to understand for migrants who do not speak
Dutch or English. Undocumented migrant X7 argues that the information provision is insufficient, and
therefore undocumented migrants do not know their legal rights72. The lack of information functions
thus as an obstacle to claim these rights and further improve their situations. Undocumented migrant
X12 also argued the information provision directed to undocumented migrants is meagre. She raised
an example about the press conference of the mister president. She explained that undocumented
migrants must know what the anti-corona measures are and how they affect their situation.
Unfortunately, these people do not always have the means to access this information, she argued.
Also, when the migrants ask for clarification, for example, about the above-described incident in the
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corridor, the managers and policymakers do not reply73. This lack of information and information
provision hinders the undocumented migrants from speaking out and claim basic rights.
“I wrote this [letter], and I send it to the head of the department. He said he call me later and
we talk. Later has not reached.”
Undocumented migrant X6 | December 1st 2020

Conclusion
This chapter analysed the different claims for basic rights and strategies used by undocumented
migrants and supporting organisations. Without some basic rights, undocumented migrants have
difficulties creating a secure and dignified life in Amsterdam. They claim that the government is
responsible for the provision of these basic rights for all human beings. This is based on a normative
view on the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which undocumented migrants and supportive
organisations prioritise above the national legal system. By arguing that basic rights, as defined by the
Human Rights Declaration, ought to be accessible for all human beings, they confront the government
with a disrespectful attitude towards the Human Rights declaration. Therefore, they use this Universal
Declaration of Human Rights as an argument and a strategy to claim more rights. By doing this, they
challenge the government’s immigration policy. Many migrants stand up for their rights by letting
their voices be heard. In Amsterdam, they are supported by civil society organisations. These
organisations aim to create a safe environment where undocumented migrants can let their voices be
heard and develop platforms to strengthen this voice. Thereby they create a buffer between the
authorities and the undocumented migrants.
In their claim-making practices, the migrants encounter various obstacles. Their position in limbo
makes it especially difficult to claim rights. First of all, they do not have the legal right to stay in the
country without an visa or asylum. Therefore they do not have the political power and capacity to
make a powerful claim (Hajer & Bröer 2019). As Hannah Arendt argued, every human being should
have the right to have rights. For undocumented migrants, it is difficult to claim this right because they
do not have a political platform strengthening their claims for rights. Arendt criticized the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights because they can’t and won’t be secured by a political entity when they
conflict with that specific state's national interests and sovereignty. This forms a significant obstacle
for undocumented migrants and supporting organisations for victorious claiming of rights. Also,
speaking out is extremely difficult, if not impossible, if it could lead to some undesirable consequences,
such as the loss of a job, home or a certain future in the Netherlands. In the eyes of the undocumented
migrants, the worst consequence would be detention. This makes them highly thoughtful about what
to say and do. This way, the vulnerable position of undocumented migrants in society maintains itself.
Another undesirable consequence of this situation is the emergence of an underground society in
which abuse and injustice can occur out of the authorities' eyes. As Engbersen and Broersen (2009)
have argued, due to the exclusionist border practices of national governments, the surviving strategies
of undocumented migrants have shifted from a formal sphere to an informal sphere. Following this
explanation, I conclude that the different right systems are contradicting and, therefore, confusing.
They form obstacles, but they also offer opportunities.
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7. Political Participation: “nothing about us without us”
X6 starts the video call while he is walking down the streets in Amsterdam. He is on his way to the
workplace. I see his head going up and down in the frame of his phone. He wears a scarf and a hoody.
“I’m sorry I’m a bit late, had a busy morning”. “No worries”, I reply. We talk about the stuff he is doing
during the day and the location of the shelter where he is staying. “Why do you live in Amsterdam?”.
“Because I just felt comfortable here. I hate changes. Not that I cannot live somewhere else, but I just
don’t want to start over and over again.” X6 arrives at a building. He opens some doors and walks
through. He greets a person sitting at the reception and moves through a long hallway. He opens a few
more doors, and eventually, he ends up in a small white room. I see some sewing machines on a few
small tables. He puts his phone against a sewing machine, so his face appears in the frame again and
starts winding up sewing threads. X6 is co-initiator of the Print Rights team and makes face masks for
undocumented migrants. I ask him something about the incident in the corridor of one of the shelters
I had heard about during another meeting. X6 had a disagreement with one of the security guards of
the shelter about the rules inside. As a result of this disagreement, X6 decided to send a letter to the
management of his shelter. While still winding up the threads, he explained: “The reports I send, it is
something very, very insignificant but at the same time very, very important. Because that is how it
starts, it continues because silence means a kind of acceptance. I wrote this, and I send it to the head
of the department. He said he would call me later to talk. Later has not reached.”
Undocumented migrant X6 | December 1st 2020

Undocumented migrants reside in Amsterdam without the legal right to live in the Netherlands.
Without citizenship, these migrants are excluded from most social services. Also, they are not allowed
to vote in the Netherlands and are therefore dependent on the decisions others make for them and
about them. As put forward by Beckman (2006), ‘resident aliens’, consisting of guest workers, asylum
seekers and undocumented migrants, are denied political participation. Many undocumented
migrants express their displeasure with the policies, laws and arrangements concerning them. These
policies and regulations, developed by the government, municipalities, organisations and institutions,
are created without the input of undocumented migrants, so is argued by the migrants and supporting
organisations. Some migrants express their frustration because they believe that the policies should
be made in consultation with the migrants, especially the policies focussing on these migrants. This
chapter focuses on the claims for participation in decision-making concerning affairs related to
undocumented migrants. Also, it sheds light on the obstacles the migrants and organisations
encounter in their claim-making practices and their effects.
Motivating the claims for political participation
Undocumented migrant X12 argues that they, the migrants, aren’t involved in the decision making of
the policies, even though they know best what the needs and wishes of the undocumented migrants
are. How can someone help us if they do not know what we need, she asks herself. X12 belongs to a
group of migrants living in limbo, claiming they aren’t safe in their country of origin but without
receiving asylum in the Netherlands. She invokes support from the state as is defined in international
refugee treaties and the convention of Human Rights. Thereby she assumes they have the right to get
support, based on the fact that they require help because they aren’t safe in the country of origin.
Based on this assumption, these migrants claim the right to participate in decision-making. Also,
migrants X5 and X7 argue the policy-makers overlook their opinions. X5, a migrant who has fled Uganda
and is going to start a second asylum procedure, explains that, due to globalisation, the world is
changing a lot. This results in unsafe areas and people fleeing from them. Therefore migration around
the world, due to various conflicts and global climate change, will expand. We all should change and
anticipate along with this evolution instead of resisting it, he argues. X5 argumentation is based on an
idea of inclusion. He argues Dutch people should open up to inclusion and shouldn’t be scared of
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different people. Thereby, he argues that part of an inclusive society is to listen to the feedback from
undocumented migrants (among others) on the policies related to them. This argument is very similar
to what Beckman (2006) calls the “All Affected Principle”. According to this principle, everyone affected
by the government’s decisions should be included in the demos. In order to be truly inclusive and
democratic, all the resident aliens that participate in the economy should be included in the political
community Beckman argues (2007).
X12 argues that many organisations in Amsterdam received subsidies from the government or the
municipality to aid undocumented migrants. These subsidies are, among others, connected to the LVV
program. The organisations that work with undocumented migrants can apply for these subsidies, for
example, the organisations that offer help with a voluntary return. X12 argues that these organisations
and the municipality have regular meetings about undocumented migrants. Also, lots of money is
invested in various programs, but the undocumented migrants themselves have no idea what happens
with this money and are not asked for input, X12 argues. Even though other undocumented migrants
share these thoughts, I think these statements are put forward a bit too strong. During the
development of the LVV program, the input of a group of undocumented migrants was asked and
given. Many of these elements are indeed realised in the LVV program74. Although overall, there is still
a lot of scepticism about the whole goal and implementation of the program75. The municipality and
the organisations indeed ask for feedback and advice (especially concerning the LVV) and use this to
implement and evaluate the programme. Still, there exists a lot of frustration about the inclusion of
undocumented migrants in this policy- and decision-making. Therefore I’ve looked for some
explanations. In my opinion, these migrants are frustrated because, in a general sense, they feel as if
they have not been listened to, they feel not taken seriously, and the decisions are often strongly
influenced by the powerful force the IND, which the migrants see as a counteracting stakeholder. Also,
they feel that their problems are not prioritised because when they send letters to officials, they do
not get any answer or have to wait long for a personal reply76.
“Almost each and every week, there is a meeting about undocumented people, but we are
never involved. They barely say what was decided during the meeting. Who decides, who
makes these decisions, nobody knows. So we think we should be involved in policy-making and
implementation.” […] We should be included because you cannot solve my problem unless you
know my problem. Right? If we are part of the policies that are made concerning us, or against
us, we should be part of the team.”
Undocumented migrant X12 | December 15th 2020
“When I started on this in 2012, there was no shelter at all. Nowadays, there are 500 places in
the shelters. If you had told me this in 2012, I would have thought, ‘wow, that we could achieve
this, it’s spectacular’. If you compare this to 4 years ago when we were in the middle of squats
full of cockroaches, and people lived like dogs, I would not have believed you. At least we’ve
passed those times. […] Also, if you would have told me that we had a plan to create a platform
for participation and stuff like that, - I mean, I find the organisation momentarily very bad.
But well, your perspective changes all the time, you know.”
Supporting organisation X3 | November 19th 2020

“Sometimes you go to Amsterdam City Rights, and they don’t tell you everything, or you
maybe go to ASKV [supporting organisation], and they don’t tell you everything, other places
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they don’t tell you everything. You know, some of the return organisations77 are withholding
information. This is the reason that some people are unable to succeed [in creating a life for
themselves in the Netherlands].”
Undocumented migrant X7 | December 1st 2020

From the supporting organisations especially, there are many claims directed to the municipality.
These organisations believe that all residents, documented or not documented, should be represented
in policy-making. Amsterdam City Rights, inspired by the Fearless city movement and the Right to the
City principle of Henry Lefebvre (1968), argues that the undocumented migrants are the most
marginalised group in society, a group that is often overlooked in politics. Therefore this group should
be represented or included in policy-making about undocumented migrants, they argue. For example,
X4 explains how many undocumented migrants have lost their jobs due to the Covid-19 crisis. These
people come to be in precarious positions because they can’t pay their fixed expenses. As a result, they
become even more vulnerable to exploitation. She argues this is a big problem because people exist in
shadow economies, and the municipality should be responsible for protecting these people. Issues
such as this aren’t visible to the policymakers. Nevertheless, the municipality should do something
about this, argued X4. Also, many migrants fear the authorities and will not express their problems to
council members78. Besides, many migrants lack in their knowledge about available services and
rights79. Currently, the migrants are left to their own devices, X4 argues. The ideal situation through
her eyes is a situation in which a representative of the undocumented migrants is part of the city
administration. Because then, the municipality and the undocumented migrants can exchange
knowledge and develop coherent policies. Here to Support and Amsterdam City Rights are thus
favouring municipalism as an approach, in which local governance receives more power in relation to
the national government. Thereby the local municipality takes over more responsibilities concerning
specific themes, of which one is immigration.
“Ideally, we have a representative for undocumented migrants in the city council. Perfectly
this could be an undocumented migrant. Someone would advise about how to deal with
undocumented migrants.”
Supporting organisation X4 | November 6th 2020

Democratisation: strategies of claim-making
On this topic of ‘political participation’, the collective of Amsterdam City Rights has been especially
active. Amsterdam City Rights has been arguing there should be more input from undocumented
migrants in the policy-making of the municipality. To create this, Amsterdam City Rights collective has
been actively lobbying for a few changes in the municipal political arrangement80. Their lobbying
practices are focused on the municipality because they believe that direct involvement from the
municipality is required. Also, the national government and its policies are further removed from their
networks and their needs. Therefore, they believe they can achieve more by targeting the municipality.
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Amsterdam City Rights is inspired by the Fearless City movement. This global movement aims to
defend human rights, democracy and the common good by transforming society from the bottom up.
This ideology forms the base of the strategies and the goals of Amsterdam City Rights. This argument
shows that they are supportive of a municipalist approach in immigration policies. Problems closer to
the ground, such as the presence of undocumented migrants on the streets of Amsterdam, could be
better solved by local governance, they argue. Therefore it is better to cut out the different levels of
governance and find solutions on a local level and in collaboration with the inhabitants of
Amsterdam81. Their arguments align with the right to the city principle coined by Henry Lefebvre
(1968). Residents of cities, documented and undocumented, thereby should co-create the city and its
policy (Agustín & Jorgensen 2019, Purcell 2002). However, their position as undocumented migrants
excludes them from Dutch citizenship, and therefore they are unable to participate in formal politics.
Because voting and political participation is something only reserved for citizens of the Netherlands
(Beckman 2006). This claim for participation in decision making is an act of citizenship (Isin & Nielsen
2018). By claiming access and the right to participate, they position themselves as active residents who
want to be included. Thereby they assert themselves as political beings while showing everybody that
they have a political voice.
“We always try to influence local policies directly, thus by cutting out the intermediate layers,
which is, of course, embedded in the Fearless City movement ideology. Cutting out all the
layers in between means that the person who experienced or signalised an issue is in direct
contact with the policymakers.”
Supporting organisation X4 | November 6th 2020
To create this change, they lobby for urban citizenship with a City ID. This card could function as an
identity card for all citizens of Amsterdam. Next to access to public services, this card also enables
participation in policy making by allowing owners to vote. This means that undocumented migrants
could get a form of citizenship and inclusion on the local level without necessarily needing national
citizenship or a national residence permit. The Amsterdam City Rights collective speaks out about this
topic at demonstrations and through their social media accounts. Also, by bringing the undocumented
migrants in direct contact with the policy-makers of the municipality, they foster the exchange of
information between the different groups. They create this by organising events and meetings in which
policy-makers and undocumented migrants can discuss pressing issues. Also, they invite municipality
officers, employees of other supporting organisations and researchers to their weekly meetings. In
these meetings, the undocumented migrants talk with these officials and organisations about specific
topics. Amsterdam City Rights organised for example a meeting about the City ID. In this meeting, a
researcher gave some insights about the possibilities of a City ID for undocumented migrants in
Amsterdam. Undocumented migrants were asked to provide input about their experiences and their
ideas for such an ID. Furthermore, Amsterdam City Rights organises international meetings about the
position of undocumented migrants in different countries, the improvement of basic rights for
undocumented migrants, the accountability of the authorities in relation to basic rights and the
theories behind solidarity movements in Europe.
“Indeed, you should start a union that could lobby for the rights of undocumented migrants
on different levels. Not only from a client-relief worker or charity perspective but more from
the perspective of the undocumented migrants themselves.”
Supporting organisation X4 | November 6th 2020
“I notice that people in the city do not have problems with sharing services. In comparison,
people living in cities generally vote on left-wing parties. The gap between urban and rural
areas grows. I think that upon a certain moment, the ‘republic of Amsterdam’ starts to think,
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‘well, we are going our own way’. Because how could a person from Lutjebroek be interested
in several issues we have in Amsterdam? I think that good practices in other cities, such as
the New York City Identity Card, could be used in our cities as well. […] It isn’t just a romantic
idea. It’s already happening. I think this is the direction we should take as well. We should
start to think bottom-up, from local, city level up.”
Supporting organisation X3 | November 19th 2020

Another focus point is the democratisation project of the LVV program. This program is directly related
to the undocumented migrants, and therefore, input from the migrants is essential to the functioning
of it, so argue many undocumented migrants and their support organisations82. In 2018, during the
creation of the LVV program, Amsterdam City Rights organised a meeting in which 60 undocumented
migrants could give input to the new city plan for a 24-hour shelter of the municipality. During this
meeting with the civil servants, the migrants shared their ideas and experiences about safety and
health care, work and education, shelter, (legal) guidance and access to the city. This meeting was
considered very successful, and many points were taken into account, which now can be found in the
current LVV program83. Unfortunately, other points weren’t considered, such as the duration of the
program84. Also, many migrants feel that their input for the mid-term evaluation and reflection isn’t
under consideration85. To create a sustainable system for feedback and reflection, Amsterdam City
Rights has developed a plan in which undocumented migrants could be more involved in current
policy-making and evaluation and improvement of the LVV program. The project, starting from 2021,
is supported by the municipality with subsidies. This plan called ‘Nothing about us, without us’
describes their plans to create a focus group for supervision of the LVV, consisting of undocumented
migrants and supporting organisations. To collect all ideas and experiences from many undocumented
migrants, a focus group comprising undocumented migrants representing every shelter in the city is
formed. This way, input from all undocumented migrants participating in the LVV project could be
taken into account, which makes the management of the LVV more inclusive. As part of this plan, the
“City Rights Support Desk” is opened86. During the weekly opening hours, undocumented migrants and
citizens inform other undocumented migrants about their rights. This meeting is also used to ‘signalise’
the encountered issues and communicate them to the municipality. I perceive this as an act of
citizenship in which migrants aim to influence laws and policies about undocumented migrants to
make these policies more inclusive.
Another organisation, the World House, strategically keeps away from politics. This organisation, a
project of the diaconate of Amsterdam, aims to help undocumented migrants who need help. “We
help people to be the owner of their own story, the owner of their own life (again)”87. In doing so, this
organisation offers undocumented migrants a free meal every day, legal advice, Dutch lessons and the
means to meet other people. X10, working at the World House, tells me her work, at times, is very
tough. She argues it’s difficult to see how people do not have places to sleep, are excluded from basic
services, or become vulnerable to exploitation. Even though the World House achieves a lot, X10
expresses her frustration about the change they can make on a higher level. Their work doesn’t
influence the structural problems, and therefore, undocumented migrants in need keep on coming to
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the World House. Why, then, doesn’t this organisation focus on structural change through policy
change? Instead, the World House strategically keeps away from politics. X10 explains she doesn’t fully
agree with the national immigration policies but refuses to actively strive for a change in policies. She
explains this by arguing that she doesn’t know an alternative or solution, and therefore, she shouldn’t
be involved. In line with this idea, the World House focuses on the more minor things to make a
difference. Also, because the World House is part of the diaconate, the organisation doesn’t need to
receive subsidies from the government or municipality to survive because they receive money from
other sources. X10 explains this is a good thing because, therefore, they aren’t a part of any ‘political
game’. This shows how the World House doesn’t want to be involved in politics.
“Sometimes it really frustrating, it feels like counterproductive work, because most of the time
we are unable to initiate a significant change. It’s a given fact. If a policy doesn’t work, for
example, the Dublin pilot, that’s unfortunate, but we can’t change it. Our ideology is to focus
on the things we can do, and we can do a lot.”
“I find it very difficult to be outspoken about it. It asks a lot of energy. You could make yourself
angry, but that costs a lot of negative energy. So I think it is a matter of self-preservation. In
this case, I choose to make a difference on a level where I can make a difference. These are
places where I can achieve something, and therefore I will not waste my energy on bigger
things. Well, but someone has to do it, isn’t it? I mean, if we all keep our mouth shut, there
will never change anything...”
Supportive organisation X10 | December 11th 2020

Democratisation: the obstacles of claim-making
Undocumented migrants who wish to participate in policy-making and speak out their displeasure or
opinion involving policies (related to them) do experience various obstacles in order to make their
claim. The base of the problem lies in the fact that undocumented migrants aren’t part of the Dutch
political system. Undocumented migrants indeed do not have the legal right to vote because they do
not have Dutch nationality. The government or municipality isn’t required to take the opinion of the
undocumented migrant into account. Even though the Dutch law requires these migrants to leave the
country, the migrants and supporting organisations still claim the right to political participation.
Apparently, there exists a discrepancy between the opinions related to the political involvement of
undocumented migrants and their support organisations versus those from the authorities. The
migrants and supporting organisations believe it is humane and efficient to use the input of the
migrants to improve policies related to undocumented migration. At the same time, the authorities
seem not to share this opinion, at least not to this extent. In the case of the municipality, it could also
mean they are under pressure from the government. Therefore they are not without the freedom to
act as this ‘leftish’ city administration would wish for. As city council member X9 argued, the
alderperson for diversity and inclusion, Rutger Groot-Wassink, who is responsible for policies related
to undocumented migrants, has changed his policy drastically in a short period. Which means he can’t
live up to the promises made to the undocumented migrants anymore. X9 thinks this is related to the
influences of the national government. It could be easily possible that the national government calls
Groot-Wassink back or that “the money tap was closed”88. This example shows how this position of
the municipality is one of mediation. The same goes for supporting organisations. A few organisations
are working for the municipality. This means that also these organisations are subsidiary or dependent
on the municipality. This topic shows that there are ‘political games’ on different levels in which
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undocumented migrants, mainly due to their position in illegality, cannot participate (Hajer & Bröer
2019).
“It goes back to politics. It has to go through the politicians. They implement what they want
to implement, rather than what they, the people on the streets, want. So before there was not
a 24-shelter, we fought for it, it came, but it came on their terms, not on our terms. However,
how much we were part of the negotiating and part of the lobbying.”
Undocumented migrant X5 | November 24th 2020
“I think the national government is putting pressure on the municipality. Amsterdam gets a lot
of money from the government. While the cabinet just wishes for the departure of all these
migrants. So, I’m not sure if this is happening, but I can imagine that they [the cabinet] just say:
‘you guys at the Amstel, if you are going to provide more shelters for undocumented migrants,
we will close the money tap. In that case, you will receive millions less for another project such
as infrastructure, or so’. They [the government] can put pressure on the municipality in many
ways. I suspect this already happened because the alderperson already dialled it back since he
became an alderperson.”
City council member X9 | December 10th 2020

Another challenging obstacle is the fear of speaking out. As already discussed in Chapter 6 ‘Basic
Rights’, there are many undocumented migrants who wish to stand up for their rights but fear the
consequences of speaking out. The same goes for speaking out in order to influence policy-making.
People are scared to be caught by the authorities and end up in detention. Also, some fear they will
lose their place in a shelter or are afraid their chances to get asylum or residence permits will be
reduced. Undocumented migrant X1 describes this fear as chronic. It is always present and influences
all decisions undocumented migrants make. He argues this fear should be taken away before people
feel free to speak out. If not, people will never try to challenge the authorities by venting their
thoughts89. The same is argued by undocumented migrant X6. He explains that many migrants
wouldn’t participate in this interview with me. This is because the people who speak are the most
outspoken and not representative of the whole group of migrants. Besides, he explains that the fear
of speaking out against the authorities is a characteristic and rooted in these migrants. They have
grown up learning not to speak about what’s right or wrong because that could lead to a lot of
trouble90. An employee of a supporting organisation, X4, adds that they want to create a safe platform
where undocumented migrants can speak freely to overcome this obstacle. Thereby they try to amplify
the voice of the undocumented migrants while bridging the gap between the policymakers and the
undocumented migrants. She argues many undocumented migrants can speak for themselves but
“sometimes have difficulties finding the right way to do so”91.
“We don’t have a voice, because there is a lot of scepticism… -, I don’t know… -. It is rooted in
where we are from. Where you don’t speak about what is right or wrong because you fear
prosecution, that’s the same fear which we are going with-, moving with. So, yeah, it is
something that is part of us. Even if we try to change it, there are always people being
authoritarian, being decision-makers. I don’t know if they will give space to undocumented
people, who are mostly considered invaders. But it would be nice if undocumented people are
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more included in decision making on things that concern them. Until then, not worth the effort.
People will always be afraid.”
Undocumented migrant X7 | December 1st 2020
“So yes, It’s a bit tricky because if you’re not part of the political system, of the political masses,
the government can decide what they want. Unfortunately, policies like this, like humanity
projects, the people who are supposed to be heard, are not. Politics overlooks their input.”
Undocumented migrant X5 | November 24th 2020
In the claim-making practices of the supporting organisations, a lot of attention is paid to
democratising the LVV programme. Less attention is focused on the undocumented migrants outside
the LVV. The most significant part of the undocumented migrants living in Amsterdam does not qualify
for the LVV programme. Amongst them are the migrants who come from safe countries92. These
migrants do not have many organisations supportive of their cases, which makes it more challenging
to get their problems to light and participate or contribute (if they want to) to the policy-making. This
group of migrants lives in Amsterdam and sustains itself. According to various migrants I spoke with,
this group doesn’t agree with the current immigration system and wish for changes therein. The
difficulty, in this case, lies in the fact that there are many different positions, opinions, and perspectives
in this diverse group. Some wish to participate in the decision making while others wish for changes
but prefer to stay out of it. The problem is that this last group lives in the shadows of society, which
makes it difficult to notice if their voices are heard by the municipality or amplified by supporting
organisations. Undocumented migrant X2, coming from a safe country, is one of the migrants who
doesn’t apply for the LVV program and calls for changes in the system. He expresses his disagreement
through many interviews he gives for news articles in local papers and other articles. In different
published articles, he describes the difficulties he and other migrants experience. He talks about the
exploitation of undocumented employees, how covid-19 measures have caused him and many others
to lose their jobs and how landlords mistreat him93. This picture he sketches counts for many
undocumented migrants, he argues. Other institutions, such as the Balie94 and Pakhuis de Zwijger95,
support these migrants, by organising events that bring the situation of undocumented migrants to
light for a more extensive public. The problem that arises when a big group of migrants live on the
fringes of society, is that exploitation, marginalisation, and precariousness aren’t visible. Parallel
societies exist out of the authorities' eye (Simmel 1906, Engbersen & Broeders 2009). Therefore it is
questionable, in my opinion, that these organisations, the municipality and researchers can fully grasp
the reality in which many other migrants who keep a low profile live, and if their voices are or could
be represented in policy-making. Without this transparency, it’s difficult to change something (if
needed) in their situation.
“It’s super problematic that it [the LVV] isn’t accessible for everybody and also, that they
[organisation behind the LVV] cooperate with the IND and DT&V. Because they are part of the
problem. […] This is what Groot-Wassink said: ‘I’m not going to give shelter to the people from
safe countries [veiligelanders]. There simply is no political support’. But well, what are safe
countries, who decides? I believe the Ministry of Foreign Affairs or the IND are just right-wing
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xenophobes and anti-migration strongholds. When you, as a left-wing alderperson or
progressive city administration, keep those standards, then you don’t have a clear conscience,
well, towards your principles.”
City council member X9 | December 10th 2020
Conclusion
This chapter analysed the claims for participation in decision-making concerning affairs related to
undocumented migrants. Their position as undocumented migrants excludes them from Dutch
citizenship, and therefore, they are unable to participate in (national) politics. Undocumented migrants
feel not recognised in their attempts to participate in decision making. To support the undocumented
migrants to get their perspectives included in policy-making, some organisations create platforms for
exchange between migrants, policymakers and managers. In their municipalist approach, the
supporting organisations strive for city-level governance in which undocumented migrants could play
a role. This claim for participation in decision making is perceived as an act of citizenship (Isin & Nielsen
2018). By claiming access and the right to participate in city governance, they position themselves as
active residents who want to be included and who can contribute to the city. Thereby they assert
themselves as political beings while showing everybody that they have a political voice. These actions
of undocumented migrants and their support organisations are manifestations of insurgent citizenship
(Holson 2009). With these manifestations, the migrants and organisations actively seek to create an
inclusive political system on the city level. Therein all residents should be able to participate in politics
and contribute to the co-creation of the city. In their attempts to claim political participation, the
migrants encounter various obstacles. It’s mainly their position as a migrant without legal documents
that creates challenges and makes them less potent in their claims. In turn, this contributes to
maintaining this position in the shadows where exploitation, marginalisation, and precariousness
occur. Therefore it’s a very challenging job to break out of this circle.
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8. Conclusion: the abilities and inabilities of claim-making
This research aimed to identify the various strategies behind the claims of undocumented migrants
and supporting organisations in Amsterdam. Undocumented migrants in Amsterdam find themselves
in a precarious position. They cannot return to their country of origin or don’t want to leave this
country but are not eligible for asylum. By staying, even though the government demands their
departure, these migrants challenge the state’s immigration policy and authority and make claims on
citizenship (Dadusc 2019). This thesis has researched these claims of undocumented migrants and their
supporting organisations and how these claims influence understandings of citizenship. In this last
chapter, I aim to answer the research questions which led to this research:
How do undocumented migrants and their support organisations in Amsterdam strategize their claims
for recognition and citizenship, and to what effects?
• What are the claims of undocumented migrants and their supporting organisations in
Amsterdam, and what are the motives behind them?
• Which strategies are used by undocumented migrants and their supporting organisations in
their claim-making?
• How does the claim-making of undocumented migrants influence normative or dominant
perspectives on citizenship?
As citizenship is a membership status, it’s fundamentally structured through inclusion and exclusion.
Undocumented migrants are excluded from this political community, making it a challenge to claim
rights and hold a political entity accountable for the compliance of these rights. Because these migrants
don’t have legal residence permits, they encounter challenges in getting access to some basic rights
such as healthcare, housing, education and employment (Dadusc 2019, Meeteren 2013). With their
(unwanted) presence in Amsterdam, undocumented migrants indicate the boundaries of citizenship,
while at the same time, they challenge these boundaries. By refusing to leave the country and through
acts of citizenship the undocumented migrants and supporting organisations challenge the national
immigration policy. In the analysis, I’ve divided the claims into three categories; recognition, basic
rights and participation in decision making. The migrants and organisations claim to be recognised as
human beings and treated as such. Thereby they claim enforcement of basic rights by the government
and participation in (local) decision-making practices of policies related to undocumented migrants.
For each of these claims, I have analysed the motives and experiences, the strategies and the obstacles
of claim-making.
The claim-making of undocumented migrants and supporting organisations is centred around acts of
citizenship. These are the deeds people present and constitute themselves as citizens (Isin & Nielson
2018). By doing so, undocumented migrants position themselves as active agents. Among these acts
are the following activities: making mouth masks or podcasts and organising neighbourhood dinners
and football tournaments. But also activities such as demonstrating, speaking out and demanding to
be included in policy-making are acts of citizenship. Thereby these migrants constitute themselves as
active political beings contributing to society while claiming the right to have rights. Supporting
organisations contribute to this by providing the avenues to organise these acts, by mobilising others
and creating awareness for their cases among a wider public. As such, organisations and collectives
amplify the voices of the undocumented migrants in Amsterdam.
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In this thesis, I’ve shown that these claims and acts add to debates about inclusive citizenship. These
migrants collectives centre in Amsterdam, making the acts of citizenship closely connected to
Amsterdam's politics. Because many undocumented migrants end up in cities – this is where they find
the means to sustain themselves - and because the national policies are not able to find a sustainable
solution to this ‘issue’, the migrants and supportive organisations claim the city as a place in which the
local forms of citizenship can be created as an alternative to the formal state membership status. The
city thereby forms a site where the exclusionary character of national citizenship gets challenged
through activism and migrant solidary movements (Agustín & Jorgensen 2019). Indeed, the findings of
this research are in line with Holston's manifestation called insurgent citizenship, in which he
conceptualises the city as a place where insurgent manifestations actively seek for - and contribute to
- the creation of an inclusive political system of urban residence (Holson 2009). The acts of citizenship
performed by undocumented migrants in Amsterdam lead to debates about local citizenship and offer
different opportunities for the creation of humane immigration policies and inclusive citizenship
formulations on a local level. Municipalism, an approach focussing on local governance, therefore,
offers an alternative form of citizenship in which the focus lies on self-governance and participation of
citizens (Agustín & Jorgensen 2019, Purcell 2002). It’s precisely this where undocumented migrants
and supporting organisations in this research are striving for. However, in order to make their claims
successful, the migrants and supporting organisations need to overcome a few obstacles. I’ve shown
that these obstacles are connected to, or caused by, their position in limbo. This precarious position
makes that the migrants do not have the political force and capacity to make a powerful claim. This
way, the vulnerable position of undocumented migrants in society easily maintains itself.
As shown in the literature review, many authors argue citizenship should be conceptualised as both a
status (formal citizenship) and a practice (substantive citizenship). These scholars secede from a
conceptualisation of citizenship only involving legal status by also focussing on the social, cultural,
political and symbolic practices of being a citizen (Isin & Nielsen 2008). The findings of this case study
in Amsterdam are in line with these authors. Undocumented migrants constitute themselves as
citizens - even though they lack formal status - through acts of citizenship. Thereby they challenge this
static formal understanding of citizenship as status. Through their practices, undocumented migrants
and supporting organisations thus, define and redefine the boundary between citizens and noncitizens (Clarke et al. 2014). Their focus on local governance and practices directed to the municipality
opens possibilities for new discourses on citizenship. Therein governance is brought to a local scale in
which the city residents co-create and participate in city-making. The progressive mindset of the
municipality and civil society helps these migrants in their strive for inclusion. These findings show that
the conceptualisation of citizenship as a practice adds to a broader understanding of citizenship in
general. Especially in times of increasing migration worldwide, challenging the normative perspective
on citizenship is essential to create possibilities for alternative and inclusive forms of citizenship.
Discussion
With this thesis, I’ve aimed to continue a critical discussion about the exclusionist character of the
nation-state. Thereby, I wanted to add to a critical debate about citizenship in a legal static form and
open a local citizenship perspective. As a result, this thesis has identified various inclusion practices
and acts of citizenship influencing the dominant conceptualisations of citizenship. The case study of
claim-making of undocumented migrants and supporting organisations in Amsterdam has, in my eyes,
successfully shown a local perspective on these themes, such as citizenship, municipalism and cocreative city-making.
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Nevertheless, there are a few points of discussion which I deem necessary to address. Due to the Covid19 pandemic, this research has taken place mostly through online platforms. Most of the activities,
meetings and events organised by the undocumented migrants and supporting organisations took
place through these platforms as well. Therefore, I could clearly view how the pandemic didn’t stop
these migrants from making their claims and using the online platforms for their claim-making.
Because the data collection took place during the pandemic, but the informants also talked about
experiences and activities from before the Covid-19 crisis, there couldn’t be made a specific distinction
between former acts and current acts of citizenship and the effects thereof. Unfortunately, this makes
the findings of the research less generalisable. At the same time, I’ve noticed research through online
environments also offers other interesting possibilities. As Salmon (2016) argued, nowadays, online
communication is part of our daily lives (which was before the Covid-19 pandemic). Especially the
Covid-19 pandemic has shown us how many aspects of social and political life can shift relatively fast
to an online environment. This switch has proved how resilient these migrants and supporting
organisations are. Furthermore, I had the unique opportunity to observe this switch and capture it in
this study. Online community building, communication and mobilisation - as already existed before the
Covid-19 pandemic and which shall probably stay in a more intensified form after the pandemic – is an
integral part of claim-making. Therefore I would recommend upcoming studies to add online research
methods to their data collection strategy. Also, a topic solely focused on online claim-making as a new
phenomenon could add to the existing and available literature.
Another point of discussion is the generalisability of these research findings concerning the target
group. One of the major issues related to qualitative research is the limited generalisability because a
specific context makes the qualitative research results cannot easily be generalised to other contexts
(Boeije 2014). In this case study, this group of migrants doesn’t talk easily about their experiences and
problems. Also, a part of the undocumented migrants in Amsterdam live in the shadows of society.
The migrants I’ve spoken with are the ones who are most vocal or less scared to talk about their
situation. This means that the experiences and perspectives of other migrants could be different.
Therefore, it is important to be careful in generalising these sketched perspectives of undocumented
migrants to migrants in different situations and contexts. Also, I consciously experienced difficulties
while trying to define this group of migrants. The community and collectives of the migrants present
in Amsterdam aren’t fixed groups. They change a lot over time. Some migrants stay for an extended
period in the Netherlands while others quickly move on. Understanding how this changing group
composition influences community building, strategy forming, communication and the mobilisation of
undocumented migrants is still limited. Further research, therefore, could focus on how these
continuous changing group compositions influence the strategies and acts of citizenship of
undocumented migrants. Also, to better view the long-term effects of the claim-making, I would
suggest a longer-term research. Another research could focus on the group consisting of migrants who
cannot apply for asylum. This group, often consisting of migrant workers, has a different claim than
rejected asylum seekers and often lives of the radar. Less research is focused on this group. Therefore,
a stronger focus on this group could provide us with better understandings of the experiences and
strategies of this group of migrants.
Another topic I find important to address is my positionality in this research. Doing participant
observation with the goal to experience and understand as best the behaviour of the undocumented
migrants is, needless to say, challenging when I’ve never been in such a position. It was a challenge to
fully grasp the meaning the migrants give to their social reality and distinguish between their naive
thoughts and devious argumentations. As I have used an interpretive approach in this qualitative
research, the research choices, position and perspective of myself influence the research direction and
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its findings. Furthermore, my position as a documented citizen and my ideology made it sometimes
difficult to stay unbiased. I was often conscious of being in a loyalty conflict, in which I wanted to help
these migrants out of their precarious situation, but at the same time, I also understood that it wasn’t
my job while doing fieldwork. This is the phenomenon of frequent occurrence in qualitative research
which could lead to sympatric feelings on the side of the researcher “… in which case there may be a
real risk of confusing ideological projection with empirically inspired observation” (Escobar, 1992, in
Beuving and de Vries). I noticed my personal ideology hindered me sometimes in doing this research.
Therefore, it is very important to be conscious that these perspectives and findings, as sketched in this
research, result from my interpretation.
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