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Chapter 1: Introduction 

In September 2008, a local bus company announced that it would withdraw its 

services from a certain neighborhood in Gouda (a provincial town in the western 

Netherlands) because its drivers had been intimidated by Moroccan-Dutch youths. 

The unrest this announcement triggered among Moroccan-Dutch youths living in this 

and adjacent neighborhoods was reported upon extensively by the national media. 

For many Moroccan-Dutch youths, the incident and the subsequent media attention 

was part and parcel of the continual negative portrayal of their group in the public 

sphere. The events in Gouda also fueled the debate about the integration of 

Moroccan-Dutch young people, with populist politicians calling for extreme measures 

against Moroccan-Dutch “street terrorists.” 1 

The incident in Gouda followed a series of other incidents involving Moroccan-Dutch 

youths. Although the public discussion initially centered on the ethnic background of 

Moroccan-Dutch youths as the source of criminal and maladjusted behavior, after the 

attacks of 9/11, and the ensuing acts of terrorism in Madrid (2004) and London 

(2005), the youths’ Muslim background became the focus of attention. In the 

Netherlands, Moroccan-Dutch youths came to dominate the debate regarding the 

potential radicalization of Muslim youths when in November 2004, Dutch filmmaker 

Theo van Gogh was murdered by a young Muslim man of Moroccan descent.  

Many second-generation Moroccan-Dutch young adults2 have grown up in a context 

of hostility directed against both their ethnic and their religious identity. The events 

of 9/11 and the murder of Theo van Gogh occurred as they transitioned from primary 

to secondary school, and many consider these events turning points in their relations 

with native Dutch people3 (Buitelaar & Stock, 2010; De Koning, 2009; Ketner, 2009). 

These young people have now reached the age of emerging adulthood, between 

their late teens and mid-twenties (Arnett, 2000), when people are highly sensitive to 

the demands of social belonging and affiliation, as well as to the competing claims 

                                                   
1
 De Telegraaf, September 15, 2008 “Wilders: Stuur het leger naar Gouda” (“Wilders: Send the army to 

Gouda”). The term “street terrorists” was coined by the same member of parliament (Geert Wilders) in 2005 
during a parliamentary debate about Moroccan-Dutch youth.  
2
 For ease of reading, I use the term “Moroccan-Dutch young adults” to refer to Moroccan-Dutch migrants of 

the second generation in the age of early adulthood of whom many, though certainly not all, are practicing 
Muslims. Second-generation Moroccan-Dutch young adults were born in or came to the Netherlands before 
the age of six and have at least one parent who was born abroad (Keij 2000; Gijsberts & Dagevos 2004, p. 10) 
3
 As members of a second generation of immigrants, Moroccan-Dutch young adults are also “native” to the 

Netherlands. I use the term anyway to distinguish between Moroccan-Dutch people and Dutch people without 
a recent immigrant background. 
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they face from different groups (Ketner, 2008; Kinnvall & Nesbitt-Larking, 2011; 

McAdams, 2001). Caught in public controversy about their ethnic and their religious 

identity, and subject to widespread negative stereotypes, Moroccan-Dutch young 

adults struggle to find positive sources of identification at an age when it especially 

matters (see also Ketner, 2008; Kinnvall & Nesbitt-Larking, 2011; Sirin et al., 2008). 

Tajfel and Turner (1979) argue that people are motivated to think positively about 

themselves, and they will try to improve a negative identity or defend a positive 

identity when threatened. Membership of positive social groups helps individuals to 

construct a positive sense of self. In the Netherlands, Moroccan-Dutch young adults 

face a negative evaluation of their ethnic identity in the public sphere (J. D. De Jong, 

2007; M. De Jong, 2012; Harchaoui & Huinder, 2003). Researchers have argued that, 

as a result, Moroccan-Dutch young adults have turned to Islam as a source of positive 

identification (Buitelaar, 2008; De Koning, 2008; Ketner, 2008; Phalet, Lotringen, & 

Entzinger, 2000). However, the Muslim identity is also viewed negatively (De Koning 

& Meijer, 2011; Duyvendak, 2010; Verkuyten & Yildiz, 2007). In this dissertation I 

explore Moroccan-Dutch young adults' attempts to provide more satisfying meanings 

to an identity seemingly fraught with negative associations. 

My investigation of the Moroccan-Dutch identity4 is guided by theories of identity 

construction that consider social interaction the central site at which identities are 

constructed, negotiated, and revised. Since the 1970s, researchers have questioned 

the notion of collective identity as a static or essential property of individuals, and 

have drawn attention to the socially constructed and dynamic nature of such 

identities (Cerulo, 1997; Snow, 2001). Scholars of narrative argue that storytelling 

plays an important role in the social construction of identities. Identity itself is argued 

to take the form of a story: People selectively appropriate elements of their 

experience to construct a “self-story” that makes sense to them and their audiences 

(McAdams, 2001 p. 101). Stories that provide insight into identity need not be 

biographical narratives, or full-fledged stories of experience: Researchers argue that 

identity is present in the fleeting accounts of experience that people share in their 

everyday interactions (Bamberg, 2007a; Georgakopoulou, 2007). Like identities, the 

stories underpinning identities are not static, but subject to change.  

                                                   
4
 As will be explained later in this chapter, I consider the Moroccan-Dutch identity a collective identity, which 

includes aspects of ethnic, religious, and national identities.   
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Given the stigmatization of the Moroccan-Dutch identity in the current Dutch public 

debate, and based on the insight that identity construction is a storied process, the 

main research question of this dissertation is: 

“How do Moroccan-Dutch young adults use storytelling to make sense of, and 

reconstruct, a stigmatized collective identity?”  

This main research question is addressed in the empirical chapters in various ways. In 

Chapter 3, I draw attention to the joint elaboration and negotiation of a collective 

story about what it means to be Moroccan-Dutch. In Chapter 4, I study how the 

Moroccan-Dutch identity is narrated by group members at the intersection of gender 

and educational level. In Chapter 5, I discuss the co-constructed nature of the 

Moroccan-Dutch narrative and identity. Finally, in Chapter 6, I study how Moroccan-

Dutch young adults’ stories are related to their expressions of identity and belonging. 

In the process, I show that these young adults face an array of challenges in telling a 

new story about their identity – challenges that result from both the diversity of 

group members' experiences and their determination to tell a collective story – and 

that when they succeed, they do so by telling surprisingly inconsistent stories. 

In the remainder of this introduction, I give a short overview of the Dutch integration 

debate and the role that Moroccan-Dutch young adults play in it, and of the central 

theoretical concepts that inform this study. Most important, I elaborate on how the 

central topics of investigation – namely identity and narrative – are conceptualized in 

this dissertation. I explain each of these concepts separately before explaining how 

they are related in empirical studies into narrative identity construction. Finally, I 

elaborate in more detail the research questions I address in the subsequent empirical 

chapters of this dissertation.  

Dutch integration debate 

In order to understand the Gouda bus-incident mentioned earlier in this introduction 

-the unrest it triggered among Moroccan-Dutch young adults, and the political 

response to it- it is necessary to shed light upon the Dutch integration debate as it 

has developed since the mid-twentieth century. 

The integration of minorities in the Netherlands has been characterized by two 

dominant policies: that of “pillarization” and that of “multiculturalism.” Pillarization 

refers to the dominant model of integrating minorities from the 1920s until the 
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1960s. In this period, most of Dutch society was structured according to specific 

religious pillars (e.g. Roman Catholic, Protestant), or sociocultural pillars (e.g. 

socialist, liberal) (Duyvendak & Scholten, 2011 p. 337). Each of these pillars catered to 

the religious and political convictions of each group, which were institutionalized in 

separate or pillarized structures like labor unions, newspapers, broadcasting stations, 

schools, universities, etc. (Sniderman & Hagendoorn, 2007). Although the system of 

pillarization collapsed in the 1960s partly as a consequence of secularization, and 

partly as a consequence of increasing social and geographical mobility (ibid.), scholars 

have argued that it has had a continuing influence on the accommodation of 

immigrants in Dutch society (Koopmans, 2007; Sniderman & Hagendoorn, 2007).  

The multiculturalist model of integration, which was dominant throughout the 1980s 

and 1990s, aimed at institutionalizing cultural pluralism, in the belief that the cultural 

emancipation of immigrant minorities was key to their integration (Duyvendak & 

Scholten, 2011 p. 337). Although embraced as a tolerant and inclusive integration 

policy, critics of the multiculturalist model have argued that the labeling of collective 

identities has deepened sociocultural cleavages rather than bridged them (Sniderman 

& Hagendoorn, 2007). In line with this theory, it has been argued that the system of 

multiculturalism, like that of pillarization, has had strongly adverse effects on 

immigrant integration as it stresses ethno-cultural difference rather than promoting 

equality (Koopmans, 2007). Although several researchers have argued that 

multiculturalism has never been part of official Dutch integration policy (Duyvendak 

& Scholten, 2011; Vink, 2007), the failure of the Dutch government to accommodate 

immigrants in a satisfying way led to a widespread rejection of multiculturalism 

during the first decade of the 21st century (B. Prins, 2002).  

In the public sphere, criticism of multiculturalism was expressed as early as 1991, 

when the Dutch liberal-conservative politician Frits Bolkestein sparked controversy 

with claims about the negative impact of immigrants on Dutch society. In particular, 

Bolkestein mentioned the adverse influence of Islam on integration (De Koning & 

Meijer, 2011; Vliegenthart, 2007). Although Bolkestein’s critique did not go 

unnoticed, social democrat Paul Scheffer’s essay “Het multiculturele drama” (“The 

multicultural drama”), which was published in a national newspaper in 2000, marked 

the beginning of a new integration discourse that has remained dominant (B. Prins, 

2002). In his essay, Scheffer argued that despite an increasingly worrisome division in 

Dutch society along ethnic and religious lines, politicians (primarily those on the left) 

remained committed to the principles of peaceful coexistence that marked the 

“pillarization model,” turning a blind eye to soaring levels of unemployment, 
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criminality, and school failure among immigrants (B. Prins, 2002; Scheffer, 2000). 

Although Scheffer’s essay focused mainly on the socioeconomic conditions and 

cultural practices of migrants, Islam played a prominent role in it (De Koning & 

Meijer, 2011 p. 223).  

The negative image of Islam in the Dutch integration discourse was exacerbated by 

the tragic events of 9/11 and the ensuing bombings in Madrid and London 

(Sniderman & Hagendoorn, 2007). Although negative discourses surrounding Islam 

pre-dated 9/11, uneasiness with the presence of Muslim migrants increased 

following the events of that day, even occasioning a brief wave of unprecedentedly 

violent actions directed against Muslims and mosques (B. Prins, 2002; Sniderman & 

Hagendoorn, 2007). Following 9/11, Islam was increasingly associated with 

“backwardness” and seen as undermining Dutch liberal values. Islam seemed to 

represent everything that Dutch society, which is supposedly based on the tenets of 

the Enlightenment, was not (De Koning & Meijer, 2011; Ghorashi, forthcoming). The 

debate about the integration of Muslims in the Netherlands reached a dramatic 

climax in 2004, when the Dutch author and filmmaker Theo van Gogh, a fervent critic 

of Islam, was shot and then stabbed to death by a Muslim young man of Moroccan 

descent (Van Stekelenburg, Oegema, & Klandermans, 2011).  

In the wake of these national and international events, discourses in relation to 

migrants and their children have become increasingly harsh (De Koning & Meijer, 

2011; B. Prins, 2002). In particular, Baukje Prins (2002) observed the emergence of 

what she called a “new realist” discourse. This discourse was characterized by a 

frankness in talking about migrant issues that was not aimed at revealing the “truth” 

about these issues. Rather, talking frankly became an objective in itself (Ghorashi, 

forthcoming; B. Prins, 2002). Being allowed to say what you think, included “having 

the guts” to name the problems among migrants, rather than concealing them 

behind the veil of “tolerance” or “multiculturalism” (Eijberts, 2013; Ghorashi, 

forthcoming; B. Prins, 2002). The new realist rhetoric was characterized by a 

remarkable change not only in content, but also in tone, which became abusive (De 

Koning & Meijer, 2011) and allowed all kinds of political actors to use anti-immigrant, 

sometimes blatantly racist, sentiments to obtain political support (Vliegenthart, 

2007). 

In the political arena, criticism of immigrants (predominantly those from a Muslim 

background) was most notably expressed by the flamboyant populist party leader 

Pim Fortuyn, who dominated the national election campaign of 2002. In a famous 
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interview that would cost him the leadership of his party “Leefbaar Nederland” 

(Livable Netherlands), Fortuyn said that “the Netherlands is full” and that Islam is a 

“backward culture” (“Pim Fortuyn op herhaling”, 2002). Fortuyn’s new party “Lijst 

Pim Fortuyn” (List Pim Fortuyn; LPF), whose agenda was strongly anti-immigrant and 

anti-Islam, quickly won a large share of Dutch voters who felt that he was saying 

“What they weren’t allowed to say,” reflecting not only these voters’ unease about 

the status of the multicultural society, but also their discontent with established 

political parties, which had failed to respond to their concerns (B. Prins, 2002).  

After Pim Fortuyn’s tragic death in May 2002 at the hands of an (ethnic Dutch) 

environmentalist, and the disintegration of his party in the months that followed, 

other parties stepped into the political vacuum he left (Vossen, 2010). Most notably, 

member of parliament Geert Wilders (a former member of the Dutch liberal-

conservative party) denounced, in a similar rhetoric, what he called the “Islamization” 

of Dutch society (“Wilders bang voor ‘tsunami van islamisering’,” 2006). He also 

advocated returning second-generation Moroccan-Dutch “problem youths” to 

Morocco, and successfully initiated his “Partij voor de Vrijheid” (Party for Freedom), 

which won 24 seats in the national elections of 2010 and thus became the country’s 

third largest political party.  

In line with the new discourse on integration, the emphasis in the Netherlands, and in 

many other western European countries, shifted from the multicultural model to the 

more controversial “assimilationist” model of integration. Whereas in the former, 

ethnic minorities were expected to integrate into Dutch society, while simultaneously 

promoting their cultural emancipation, the latter stressed cultural homogeneity over 

diversity (Duyvendak, 2010; Verkuyten & Martinovic, 2012; Vliegenthart, 2007). In 

contrast to the philosophy of multiculturalism, in which cultural emancipation was 

seen as a prerequisite for successful integration, the central assumption of the 

assimilationist model is that to become “Dutch,” one must distance oneself from 

one’s own cultural background (Ghorashi, 2010). In addition, the assimilationist 

model strongly emphasizes emotional aspects of national identification: Immigrants 

are encouraged to show feelings of attachment, loyalty, and belonging to their “new” 

country (Duyvendak, 2010). Having dual nationality is equated with not being loyal to 

Dutch culture (ibid.).  

The second generation of migrants play an important role in the current integration 

debate. It is from this generation, which was born and raised in the Netherlands, that 

national identification is most eagerly expected (Ersanilli & Scholten, 2009). However, 
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several researchers have observed an adverse effect of assimilationist discourses on 

the willingness and, more important, the perceived possibility of national 

identification among second-generation immigrants (Entzinger, 2009; Ersanilli & 

Scholten, 2009; Ketner, 2008). In particular, researchers have argued that increasingly 

“thick” descriptions of national identity – the description of national identity in 

increasingly exclusive terms – has made national identification nearly impossible for 

those who do not fit this overly specified category (Duyvendak, 2010; Ghorashi, 

2003). This increasingly thick description of the Dutch nationality has fostered the 

notion that national identification is a zero-sum game, in which you can only have 

one identity or the other (De Koning, 2009; Eijberts, 2013).  

In line with the developments described above, levels of national identification 

among migrant youths have been found to be low (Ersanilli & Scholten, 2009). At the 

same time, researchers have observed that second-generation migrants increasingly 

establish feelings of belonging to the Netherlands (Buitelaar & Stock, 2010; 

Duyvendak, 2010; Eijberts, 2013; Entzinger, 2009; Ersanilli, 2009). Whereas national 

identification is considered a zero-sum game, “belonging” allows for more 

multilayered notions of attachment to groups, spaces, or places (Eijberts, 2013; Graaf 

& Duyvendak, 2009). Unlike their parents, second-generation migrant youths are 

born into a new society in which they develop strong ties based on their participation 

in local structures and social networks (Crul & Schneider, 2010). Feelings of belonging 

are established primarily at the local level (Graaf & Duyvendak, 2009), but also at a 

national level (Buitelaar & Stock, 2010; Crul & Schneider, 2010; Eijberts, 2013; Omlo, 

2011). 

In sum, while public discourses about the integration of immigrants have become 

increasingly hostile in the last decade, immigrants are increasingly encouraged to 

assimilate. Assimilation includes the rejection of one’s cultural background and the 

establishment of a Dutch national identity. Whereas national identification among 

migrants has become an important preoccupation of Dutch politicians and 

policymakers (Duyvendak, 2010; Ersanilli, 2009), it may not come as a surprise that 

researchers have argued, and found, that exclusionary discourses have an adverse 

effect on immigrants’ national identification (Ersanilli & Scholten, 2009). Despite their 

exclusion from the increasingly “thick” notion of nationality, however, second-

generation migrants increasingly indicate that they “feel at home” in the 

Netherlands. In this dissertation, I explore how the contradictory and sometimes 

painful (Omlo, 2011) experience of being excluded while simultaneously feeling at 

home is managed in the conversations of Moroccan-Dutch young adults.  
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Moroccan-Dutch young adults 

Moroccan-Dutch young adults are now center stage in the public debate regarding 

the integration or assimilation of immigrants, as both the ethnic Moroccan and the 

Muslim identity have become subject of public criticism. Whereas integration 

discourse often depicts Muslims as the dominant “Other” (Ghorashi, 2010), 

Moroccan immigrants have been described as prone to criminality, maladjusted 

behavior, and poor school performance (J. D. De Jong, 2007; Ketner, 2008; 

Werdmölder, 2005). Indeed, young men of Moroccan descent are overrepresented in 

national crime statistics (CBS, 2010), and recurrent violent incidents involving 

Moroccan-Dutch young men have reinforced the image of an unadjusted ethnic 

minority (see also J. D. De Jong, 2007). During a parliamentary debate in January 

2005, Geert Wilders referred to maladjusted or delinquent young men of Moroccan 

descent as “street terrorists,” who should be “thrown out of the country.” Moroccan-

Dutch young adults thus seem to have become symbols of unintegrated, 

maladjusted, “anti-citizens” (J. D. De Jong, 2007; Harchaoui & Huinder, 2003).  

The public debate regarding the lack of integration of Moroccan-Dutch young adults, 

seems to center largely on Moroccan-Dutch young men, rather than Moroccan-Dutch 

young women. Indeed, in contrast to their male peers, who are thought to be 

criminal and out of control, Moroccan-Dutch young women are often assumed to be 

restricted in all kinds of ways, and brought up to become good mothers and wives 

(Ketner, Buitelaar, & Bosma, 2004). In line with these assumptions, Moroccan-Dutch 

young women were long excluded from public discourses on criminality and 

maladjusted behavior; in fact, they were often noted for their exemplary behavior 

compared to their male peers (Bouw, Merens, Roukens, & Sterckx, 2003). However, 

researchers have more recently expressed their concern regarding an increase in 

problematic behavior among Moroccan-Dutch young women (“Zorgen over 

ontsporende Marokkaanse meisjes” 2013). In anti-Islamic discourses, Moroccan-

Dutch men in particular are cast as prone to radicalization. The practice of veiling, 

which is very common among young women of Moroccan descent, has become a 

symbol of the supposed oppression of women in Islam, reinforcing the image of 

Muslim men as patriarchic oppressors (Ewing, 2008). 

These developments regarding both the ethnic and the religious background of 

Moroccan-Dutch young people, have spurred immense interest in the specific case of 

Moroccan-Dutch young adults in the academic sphere. The focus is often on 

Moroccan-Dutch young men, as they are often the main characters in media outlets 
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about criminal behavior and radicalization. To explain problematic group behavior 

among Moroccan-Dutch young men, researchers have focused on factors specific to 

the Moroccan culture (Bovenkerk, 1994; Pels, 2003; Van Gemert, 1998; Werdmölder, 

2005), and on socialization processes among Moroccan-Dutch youths (J. D. De Jong, 

2007; Lahlah, 2013; Pels, 2003). In relation to Islam, researchers have argued that the 

marginalization of their religious background in the public sphere, in combination 

with the development of a preference for a “pure” (non-ethnic) form of Islam, are 

important indicators of radicalization among Moroccan-Dutch young men (Buijs, 

Demant, & Hamdy, 2006; Slootman & Tillie, 2006).  

In this dissertation, I build upon a strand of research in which the consequences of 

continual negative stereotyping of Moroccan-Dutch young adults are explored. Much 

of this research focuses on the development of new or alternative identifications 

among these young adults. In particular, researchers have observed that, confronted 

with exclusionary discourses regarding both their ethnic and their religious identity, 

and the assumed incompatibility of these identities with the “Dutch” identity, 

Moroccan-Dutch young adults have started looking for alternative sources of 

identification (e.g. Buitelaar, 2008; Ketner, 2008; Van der Welle & Mamadouh, 2009). 

Specifically, researchers have found that Islam provides a source of positive 

identification for Moroccan-Dutch youths (Buitelaar, 2008; De Koning, 2008; Ketner, 

2009). In line with research on Muslim youths in other parts of western Europe and 

the United States (Jacobsen, 1998; Kinnvall & Nesbitt-Larking, 2011; Mandaville, 

2007; Sirin & Fine, 2007), research in the Netherlands has shown that Moroccan-

Dutch young adults’ commitment to a global Islam or Ummah (global community of 

Islamic peoples) helps them to surmount the problem of having to choose between 

an ethnic and/or a national identification (Buitelaar, 2008; Ketner, 2008).  

Researchers have also described how, within the limitations of the Dutch context, 

Moroccan-Dutch young adults are developing particular Dutch versions of their 

Moroccan and Muslim identity (M. De Jong, 2012; De Koning, 2009; Ketner, 2008). It 

is also suggested that Moroccan-Dutch young adults are in the process of 

constructing a new “Mocro” identity (Ketner, 2008) which includes aspects of 

Moroccan and Dutch culture, and is strongly defined by the Muslim identity. In the 

light of these findings, research increasingly addresses the question how Moroccan-

Dutch young adults manage to combine their different identities. In these studies, the 

multi-layeredness and situatedness that characterize any identity play an important 

role in accounting for the way Moroccan-Dutch young adults give meaning to their 

identity. In concert with these insights, I explore the multiplicity of Moroccan-Dutch 
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young adults’ identifications by focusing on the process of meaning giving. In 

particular, I explore how Moroccan-Dutch young adults redefine the Moroccan-Dutch 

identity (and its precarious position in the Dutch discourse) through sharing and 

negotiating their everyday experiences of inclusion and exclusion. 

Collective identity construction 

In this dissertation, the process of collective identity construction among Moroccan-

Dutch young adults is the main topic of investigation. In particular, I am interested in 

how members of this group reconstruct a more satisfying meaning of their identity 

than the one that appears in dominant discourses about Moroccan-Dutch young 

adults. First, in this section I explain what I understand by “collective identity” and 

how it is related to other types of identity. Secondly, I explain how a focus on 

meaning-making locates this dissertation in a social constructivist tradition of identity 

research.  

What is a collective identity? 

In its most basic form, collective identity refers to a shared sense of “we-ness” or a 

sense of belonging to a distinctive bounded group (Brubaker & Cooper, 2000; Cerulo, 

1997; Snow, 2001). This we-ness is “anchored in real or imagined shared attributes 

and experiences among those who comprise the collectivity and in relation or 

contrast to one or more actual or imagined sets of ‘others’” (Snow, 2001p. 2213). 

Members of a collective identity have something significant and consequential in 

common (Brubaker & Cooper, 2000; Jenkins, 2008). The commonality or sameness 

that constitutes the collective identity is expressed in cultural materials like names, 

narratives, symbols, verbal styles, rituals, clothing, and so on (Polletta & Jasper, 

2001). Rather than a “given,” collective identity is a social construct, maintained and 

re-created in interaction among group and non-group members. However, 

interaction with all those who share a particular collective identity is not always 

required to confirm a shared position (Ashmore, Deaux, & T., 2004; Calhoun, 1997). 

Collective identity may also refer to the perception of a shared status or relation, 

“which may be imagined rather than experienced directly” (see also Anderson, 1991; 

Polletta & Jasper, 2001, p. 285). 

Whereas this definition strongly emphasizes the recognition of sameness among 

group members, suggesting that collective identity construction is an internal group 

process, researchers have also observed that constructions of sameness have a 
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strong external aspect: Rather than being defined by group members, a collective 

identity may be defined by out-group members (Jenkins, 2008; Polletta & Jasper, 

2001). This process of external collective definition is also referred to as 

“categorization” (Jenkins, 2008). Categorization of an out-group takes place on the 

basis of the recognition of “otherness.” By defining sameness, group members 

automatically define what differentiates them from other groups. Researchers have 

cautioned, however, that external collective definition or categorization by others is 

not enough to constitute a collective identity: A collective sense of sameness may be 

constructed or imposed by outsiders, but it always depends on some acceptance by 

those to whom it is applied (Jenkins, 2008; Polletta & Jasper, 2001). In the long run, 

however, a strong consensual definition by others can become a powerful factor in 

self-definition (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). The interplay of categorization and collective 

self-definition (the recognition or joint construction of sameness among group 

members) is at the basis of collective identities (Jenkins, 2008). 

Since Barth (1969), issues of internal and external Identity construction are also 

discussed in terms of “boundaries.” In defining ourselves, we also define a range of 

“others” (Jenkins, 2008): It is at the boundary between “self” and “other” that we 

discover what we are in what we are not, and vice versa (ibid. p. 103). In concert with 

this observation, it is argued that identities are constructed and negotiated at their 

boundaries, in the encounter between group members and outsiders (ibid. p. 44). 

The aforementioned pressure to evaluate one’s group positively in relation to other 

groups, leads social groups to differentiate themselves from each other (Tajfel & 

Turner 1985 in Lamont & Molnár, 2002). Whereas some researchers have focused on 

boundary construction and boundary maintenance as processes that take place 

between groups, others have drawn attention to the internal dimension of collective 

identity construction. Here, what is relevant is the content and interpretative 

dimension of boundary work, or the group’s definition of what the basis of its shared 

identity is (Lamont & Molnár, 2002; Welschen, 2012). The boundaries thus 

constructed are not clear-cut, stable, and objectively visible: They exist in the shared 

meanings attributed to group membership by group members, and are thus dynamic 

(Van Doorn, Prins, & Welschen, 2013).  

A collective identity strongly appeals to collective or shared efforts to define similar 

attributes among group members. In this sense, it is different from “individual 

identity,” which refers to self-definition in terms of the personal attributes one 

believes to be unique to oneself (Ashmore et al., 2004). Apart from this distinction, 

researchers have argued that collective and individual identities may overlap (Jenkins, 
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2008; Polletta & Jasper, 2001). Polletta and Jasper (2001), for example, argue that 

collective identity refers to “an individual’s cognitive, moral, and emotional 

connection with a broader community, category, practice, or institution” (p. 285), 

thus locating the basis of collective self-definition with the individual rather than the 

collective. On a similar note, Klandermans and De Weerd (2000) argue that no 

collective identity can exist without individuals identifying with the group. However, 

collective identities are not always internalized and reproduced in exactly the same 

way by individual group members: Each group member’s beliefs, sentiments, use of 

symbols, etc. will always be idiosyncratic remakes of the collective identity 

(Klandermans & De Weerd, 2000; Welschen, 2012). 

Understood in this way, collective identity bears close resemblance to “social 

identity.” Developed by Tajfel and Turner in the early 1970s as a theoretical 

framework for the social psychological analysis of inter-group relations, social identity 

refers to “that part of an individual’s self-concept which derives from his knowledge 

of his membership of a social group together with the value and emotional 

significance attached to that group” (Tajfel, 1978, p. 63). Klandermans and de Weerd 

(2000) argue that despite this theoretical resemblance, social identity and collective 

identity are distinct entities, and require different levels of analyses: Whereas social 

identity concerns the cognitions of a single individual about his or her membership of 

different groups, collective identity concerns the cognitions shared by the members 

of a single group. Both can be studied in their own right, but they are related when it 

comes to individuals’ appropriations of collective beliefs: As a link between collective 

and social identities, group identification refers to what it means to an individual to 

be a member of a group in point and “will thus implicitly or explicitly refer to the 

pride of being a member of the group, to the symbols, the values, the fate shared by 

group members” (p. 75).  

In line with these theoretical observations, I consider the Moroccan-Dutch identity a 

collective identity that emerges in the dialogical process of collective external and 

collective internal identification. As described earlier, the Moroccan-Dutch identity 

has a strong, externally defined or imposed character (also see Louw-Potgieter & 

Giles, 1987). I argue that despite, or maybe even because of this imposed character, 

the Moroccan-Dutch identity constitutes a powerful factor of self-definition for 

Moroccan-Dutch young adults. Furthermore, I argue that providing new meaning to 

the Moroccan-Dutch identity is both a collective and an individual process: I am 

interested in both the construction of shared attributes regarding the Moroccan-
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Dutch identity by group and non-group members, as well as individual group 

member’s idiosyncratic remakes of these attributes. 

A social constructionist perspective 

I have proposed that the Moroccan-Dutch identity is the outcome of social 

interaction. This assumption locates this study within the tradition of social 

constructionism (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Hall, 1996), which rejects any notion of 

identity as the product of innate or fixed characteristics (Cerulo, 1997; Snow, 2001). 

In social constructionism, identities, like any other aspect of the social world, are 

considered the product of human action and interaction (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). 

Identity is thus conceptualized as an interactional accomplishment, continually 

renegotiated through linguistic exchanges and social performance (Cerulo, 1997 p. 

387).  

The focus on interaction as the site at which identities are constructed, denotes the 

relational character of identities: Social constructionists view identities as produced 

in the relational field between selves and others, between individuals and society 

(Berger & Luckmann, 1966; De Fina, Schiffrin, & Bamberg, 2006; Goffman, 1990 

[1959]; Jenkins, 2008). Moreover, the focus on interaction as the site of identity 

construction suggests that identities are created, expressed, sustained, and modified 

through communicative processes (Snow, 2001). In accordance with this view, rather 

than assuming that identities are unified constructs, identities are suggested to be 

multiple, emergent, and constantly in flux (Coupland, 2006).  

In social constructionism, the multiplicity of identity is theorized in different ways. In 

an early formulation of social constructionist thought, Barth (1969) emphasized the 

situational nature of identity construction: According to Barth, the defining elements 

of identity are always selected in response to particular circumstances, and are 

therefore always variable. On a similar note, Goffman (1990 [1959]) argued that 

identities, rather than being self-understandings expressed in unified and 

unambiguous ways, are situated “performances,” manifestations of self that sustain a 

preferred image of the self in relation to a particular audience. 

In social psychological approaches to identity, individuals are thought to have as 

many identities as role relations (e.g., mother, student, colleague) or social categories 

(e.g., gender, ethnicity, religion) of which they are part (Hogg, Terry, & White, 1995; 

Stryker, 2000). Which identity is chosen as a defining aspect of identity in a particular 



24 | Chapter 1 

situation, depends on the salience of that identity in the context of the interaction. In 

identity theory, identity salience refers to the hierarchical position that a particular 

identity has in a person’s self-concept. Those identities higher in the hierarchy are 

more likely to be invoked in a particular situation (Hogg et al., 1995). In social identity 

theory, identity salience refers to the situation in which one identity category and the 

feelings and behavior related to that identity category become the basis for self-

definition (ibid.). In both theories, individuals are thought to have multiple identities 

that may become the basis for self-definition in a particular interactional context.  

Other researchers have argued that multiple identity categories do not exist as 

separate entities, but work together in complex ways to produce unique and 

qualitatively different identities (Crenshaw, 1989, 1991; Hill Collins, 1998; McCall, 

2005; Steinbugler, Press, & Johnson Dias, 2006; Yuval-Davis, 2006b). This means that 

rather than choosing one particular identity from a range of identities in a given 

situation, an individual’s identity is shaped by the interaction between multiple 

identifications. The process of interaction between multiple identifications is 

addressed in work on intersectionality. Scholars in this tradition argue that identities 

based on race or ethnicity often interact with other identities such as class, gender, 

and so on (Yuval-Davis, 2006b). Rather than considering one identity the locus for 

self-definition in a particular situation, scholars of intersectionality thus argue that 

people’s identities are the unique result of people’s multiple positionings in a matrix 

of possible identifications.  

Whereas these theories may suggest that identities are indefinitely multiple, 

complex, and the result of locally managed processes, researchers have also 

addressed the more enduring aspects of identities. While recognizing the multiple 

forms and situational variability of identities, researchers have tried to ground them 

in shared ideologies or beliefs about social groups or categories and the implications 

of belonging to them (Bamberg, 2004b; De Fina, 2006). Similarly, researchers have 

argued that an emphasis on the multiple and variable character of identity may easily 

obscure the development of more stable and secure meanings that may persist 

across situations (Ewing, 1990; Verkuyten, 2005). Ewing (1990), for example, argues 

that people may experience wholeness and continuity despite the presence of radical 

contradictions in their self-representation. Rather than considering identity 

construction a process that is constantly in flux, many researchers tend to prefer a 

view of identity construction as a transition, a combined process of both being and 

becoming (Jenkins, 2008; Yuval-Davis, 2006a).  
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In sum, I consider collective identity construction a process that is managed at the 

site of interaction. The Moroccan-Dutch identity is an identity the boundaries of 

which are largely externally defined. In this dissertation, I draw attention to the 

inward dimension of collective identity construction. In particular, I study how the 

aforementioned externally defined boundaries are endowed with meaning, how they 

are challenged, and how they are redefined in the interactions of group members. 

Whereas much research considers only the ethnic, the religious, or the national 

aspects of the Moroccan-Dutch identity, this study focuses on the processes through 

which the Moroccan-Dutch identity, as a collective identity in all its variety, is 

constructed and negotiated in the conversations of group members. I consider the 

Moroccan-Dutch identity not as being constantly in flux, but as an identity that is 

both stable and constantly changing, and that provides a stable sense of being as well 

as a basis to explore room for becoming.  

Narrative 

The Moroccan-Dutch identity, I have argued, is viewed negatively  in the Dutch public 

sphere. I have also argued, in concert with Tajfel and Turner (1979), that people are 

motivated to think positively about themselves. Finally, I have briefly introduced 

storytelling as a means through which identities are constructed and negotiated. In 

the following sections, I elaborate on the uses of narrative in the analysis of identity 

construction in current social scientific research. I explain how narrative is 

conceptualized and how identities are operationalized in narrative research. I also 

outline how current insights have been applied to my own research. Finally, I explain 

why I focused on storytelling to explore what Moroccan-Dutch young adults make of 

their collective identity in the context of continual negative portrayals of this identity. 

Before I do so, however, there are some important issues related to theorizing about 

narrative that need to be addressed, namely the relation between narrative and 

meaning making, the distinction between narrative and discourse, and the distinction 

between “narrative” and “story.”  

Narrative and meaning making 

Narrative theorists depart from the notion that humans are Homo narrans, beings 

with an inborn tendency to tell and understand their reality through storytelling 

(Bruner, 1990). This insight has inspired researchers working within the “narrative 

turn,” who propose that narrative is central to the way people give meaning to their 

experiences (Andrews, Squire, & Tamboukou, 2008; Bamberg, 2007a; Riessman, 
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1993). Meaning giving is essentially a storied process: By organizing their experiences 

in narrative form, namely attributing temporal sequence and causality to their 

stories, people are able to provide meaning to otherwise seemingly unrelated events, 

and to create coherent and logical understandings of these experiences 

(Polkinghorne, 1988). In a similar fashion, people are thought to make sense of 

themselves, their identities, in the light of their experiences (De Fina & 

Georgakopoulou, 2012): By structuring their life experiences and their relations with 

other people through storytelling, people are able to develop unified selves (De Fina 

& Georgakopoulou, 2012; Linde, 1993; Polkinghorne, 1988).  

Although stories provide insight into the process of meaning making, it is important 

to note that the link between storytelling and meaning making is not a direct and 

unproblematic one. Several theorists have drawn attention to the fact that defining 

“good” stories as those that provide unequivocal meaning, mistakenly suggests that 

stories that do not provide clear meaning are in some way “bad” stories (Bruner, 

1986; De Fina & Georgakopoulou, 2012; Polletta & Lee, 2006). It is also argued that, 

on the contrary, a story’s openness to alternative interpretations may be a strength 

rather than a weakness: By leaving the meaning of a story open to interpretation, 

narrators invite their audience to help decide what the point of the story really is 

(Polletta, Chen, Gardner, & Motes, 2011), sensitizing audiences to the possibility of 

alternative meanings without antagonizing it (Polletta & Lee, 2006). Similarly, in 

narrative identity literature, a “good story” does not always provide direct insight 

into who someone “is.” Rather, by leaving some elements of the story of one’s life 

open for interpretation, it retains its openness to the multiplicity and complexity that 

characterizes every identity (De Fina & Georgakopoulou, 2012). 

In line with these insights, I consider storytelling as an essential means of meaning 

making. However, I also subscribe to the insight that meaning is not always conveyed 

by uniform and/or unequivocal stories; that stories may be intentionally told in vague 

or ambiguous ways in order to let meaning emerge from interaction with others.   

The prominence of “narrative” in the study of meaning making and identity 

construction has led to a widespread preoccupation with what a narrative actually is 

and how it should be conceptualized. Before I discuss the various conceptualizations 

of narrative, and how identity is located in the study of narrative, two other 

important points need to be clarified: How narrative is distinguishable from other 

forms of discourse, and how the term “narrative” relates to the term “story.”  
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Narrative and discourse 

Both discourse and narrative have been argued to play an important part in meaning 

making. Moreover, they both build on the assumption that language plays a central 

role in the construction and negotiation of identities. The term discourse refers to a 

system of representation, a way of talking about, or representing knowledge about a 

particular topic, at a particular historical moment (Hall, 2001). Discourses can develop 

around disciplines, cultures, politics, or small groups, as well as around certain topics, 

like gender or class (Davies & Harré, 1999). Foucault explained that discourse is 

constitutive of all human life: People are subjected to it where discourse is 

understood as institutionalized, but in their everyday conversations, people also draw 

upon existing discourses to give new meaning to their social world (Davies & Harré, 

1999; B. Prins, 2002). Whereas Foucault analyzed discourses as enabling or 

restraining social interaction according to underlying structures of power, as I explain 

later in this chapter, more recent perspectives on the functioning of discourse, 

emphasize that discursive practices are both reflections of fixed structures and 

constitutive of change (De Fina, 2000).  

Narrative is a particular discursive practice whose spatio-temporal dimension 

distinguishes it from other forms of discourse (Bamberg, De Fina, & Schiffrin, 2011; 

De Fina & Georgakopoulou, 2012; Ochs & Capps, 1996). For a text to be a narrative, it 

has to entail movement through time (De Fina & Georgakopoulou, 2012). In concert 

with Ricoeur (1988), De Fina and Georgakopoulou (2012) refer to the temporal 

transition from one state of affairs to the other as the “chronological dimension.” 

Besides chronology, Prince (2003 [1987]) proposes “causality” as a characteristic of 

narrative. In his Dictionary of Narratology, Prince (ibid.) proposes that both these 

characteristics are present in what he calls a “minimal story,” which consists of “two 

states and one event” that are chronologically ordered and causally connected, in 

that the second state is a reversal or modification of the first (Prince 1987 in De Fina 

& Georgakopoulou, 2012 p. 4). As in “John was happy, then he saw Peter, then, as a 

result, he was unhappy” (Prince 2003 [1987]: p. 53). 

Besides temporal and causal connections, other properties of narrative have also 

been proposed in different disciplines, but none of these are considered as universal 

or widely applicable as these two (De Fina, 2003).  
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Narrative and story 

A second point that needs clarification is how narrative relates to the term “story.” In 

theoretical accounts on narrative, the terms “narrative” and “story” are usually 

presented as interchangeable. However, narrative researchers have also pointed out 

that there are important differences in the use and meaning of the two terms. Most 

researchers distinguish between “narrative” as an encompassing term of rhetoric, 

and “story” as indicating a more limited genre (De Fina, 2003; Polanyi, 1989; 

Riessman, 1993). Narratives may be used to refer to all kinds of accounts of past 

events; they may be stories, but also chronicles, reports, life stories, or generic 

narratives about “the way it used to be,” or “what usually happens” (De Fina, 2000; 

Polanyi, 1989). This means that “narratives” are stories that are not necessarily 

idiosyncratic to individuals (Rappaport, 1995); Researchers have used the term 

“narrative” to refer to personal (autobiographical) storytelling, as well as to 

chronicles and collective accounts of communities and cultures (De Fina, 2000; Salzer, 

1998). Stories constitute a more prototypical form of narrative referring to a specific 

past event, or a series of events, in a unique past time world (Polanyi, 1989). A story 

typically includes “some kind of rupture or disturbance in the normal course of 

events, some kind of unexpected action that provokes a reaction and/or an 

adjustment” (p. 12). Most important, stories are different from “narratives” in that 

they are designed to make a particular evaluative point in relation to a particular 

audience (De Fina, 2000; Polanyi, 1989). This last property of the story plays an 

important part in this dissertation; it is elaborated upon later in this chapter.  

As mentioned, “narrative” and “story” are often used interchangeably in theoretical 

literature on narrative. Similarly, in this chapter, I use the terms narrative and story as 

synonyms. However, in concert with the insights described above, in the empirical 

chapters of this dissertation I use “story” for Moroccan-Dutch young adults’ personal 

accounts of experience, and reserve the term “narrative” for the account of what it 

means to be Moroccan-Dutch that these stories draw from and contribute to.  

Conceptualizations of narrative 

As explained in the above section, the term “narrative” is used to refer to a wide 

variety of stories, ranging from the personal to the cultural. In this section, I explain 

what is understood by a personal story, and what is understood by a collective or 

cultural story. After that, I explain what stories look like, or how the key elements of 

the story structure have been defined. 
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Different types of stories 

Although referred to in different ways, three types of stories are distinguished in 

literature on narrative: personal, collective, and cultural stories.5 Personal stories are 

personal accounts of one’s own life or personal observations (Salzer, 1998). 

Researchers studying personal stories depart from the notion that people tell stories 

to provide their lives with unity and purpose (McAdams, 2001; Polkinghorne, 1988). 

Personal stories can take the form of autobiographies or life stories, event stories, or 

experience stories. First, literature on life stories proposes that “identity itself takes 

the form of a story, complete with setting, scenes, character, plot, and theme” 

(McAdams, 2001 p. 101); that people tell stories of their lives, their high and low 

points, to construct a sense of “who they are” in relation to a particular audience 

(ibid.). Secondly, event stories, in their most basic form, are temporally ordered 

stories about past events reconstructed by the narrator. Such reconstructions reveal 

the narrator’s perspective on these events (Labov, 1972; Riessman, 1993). Finally, 

and more recently, researchers have conceptualized the personal story as an 

“experience story,” which includes not only stories of events, but all sequential and 

meaningful reconstructions of personal experience that people produce (Squire, 

2008). Later on in this chapter, I explain in more detail how life, event, and 

experience stories are conceptualized in current narrative research, and how 

“identity” is present in these stories.  

Secondly, narrative researchers have developed the concept of the collective story to 

refer to a collection of personal stories with similar themes told by group members 

(Cornell, 2000; Plummer, 2001; Salzer, 1998). Collective stories reflect themes and 

experiences that are deemed characteristic of the members of a particular group. 

They are characterized by common themes running throughout the stories of 

individual group members (Plummer, 2001; Rappaport, 1995; Salzer, 1998). By 

recounting the same experiences, group members express their identity as “we are 

the people who…” The lacuna is filled by a tale of some sort, a record of events that 

captures central understandings about what it means to be a group member (Cornell, 

2000).  

The emergence of the collective story in narrative research is related to a shift in 

academic interest from autobiographies, which are dominated by the rich and the 

                                                   
5
 Personal stories are also referred to as  autobiographical stories, life stories, or self-narratives (Freeman, 

2006; Gergen & Gergen, 1997; McAdams, 2001), collective stories are also referred to as community narratives 
(Rappaport, 2000; Salzer, 1998), and cultural stories are also referred to as master narratives or metanarratives 
(Bamberg, 2004b; Somers, 1994).  
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powerful, to stories told from the margins (Plummer, 2001). When “marginal voices” 

(e.g., women, members of the working class, indigenous people, slaves) speak, they 

often speak for others, too. These “autobiographies from below” transcend the 

stories of individual group members to create a more collective awareness (ibid). 

Researchers have argued that people who find that their collective story is too 

negative, or too narrow, or was written for them by others, will attempt to 

reconstruct, or give voice to a collective story that sustains their own personal story 

in positive ways (Rappaport, 1995). This process also works the other way around: 

Positive stories by group members may in turn create, change, and sustain a more 

positive collective story (ibid.). In the empirical chapters of this dissertation, I explore 

how the Moroccan-Dutch collective story shapes the experience of group members 

and, the other way around, how group members use their stories of personal 

experience to construct a more satisfying collective story.  

Thirdly, cultural stories are stories that reflect normative cultural expectations of how 

life ought to be lived in a particular culture (Bruner, 1990; Phoenix, 2008); they reflect 

societal views on particular people, places, or things and are communicated through 

mass media or social institutions (Mankowski & Rappaport, 1998; Rappaport, 1995; 

Salzer, 1998). Although we may not always be aware of cultural stories, we are 

embedded in them as contemporary actors (Somers, 1994). In this dissertation, I 

make use of theory regarding both personal and collective stories. Although I address 

aspects of what I have called a “cultural story,” I do not address one specific cultural 

story. When I address societal views on, for example, integration or Moroccan-Dutch 

young adults, I use the broader term “discourse.” 

In the following subsection, I discuss the most important conceptualizations of 

stories. In concert with my preoccupation with the personal and the collective story, I 

mainly address conceptualizations of personal stories. The collective story is 

considered a collection of personal stories.  

What do stories look like? 

Since the story’s appearance in the humanities and the social sciences, narrative 

scholars have been preoccupied by defining its structural elements. In narratology, 

literary structuralists have attempted to describe the deeper structure of fictional 

narratives (De Fina & Georgakopoulou, 2012), paying attention to fixed patterns of 

actors and functions underlying the action in literary texts (Greimas, 1966; Propp, 

1968). In socio-linguistics, a well-rehearsed story structure is proposed by Labov and 
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Waletzky (1967), who, in response to the prompt “Have you ever been in a situation 

where you were in serious danger of getting killed [...]?”, found that people structure 

their stories in similar ways. According to Labov (1972), fully formed narratives 

combine a) an abstract, in which the story is summarized; (b) an orientation, 

identifying the time, place, persons, and their activity or the situation; (c) a series of 

complicating actions flagged by (implicit) “and then what happened” clauses ending 

with one that serves as dénouement; (d) an evaluation, indicating the point of the 

story, or why the story was told in the first place; and (e) a coda, signaling the end of 

the narrative. Both attempts to define narrative according to a fixed structure have 

been criticized for the static nature of the proposed structures, and a lack of interest 

in the interactional context of storytelling (Patterson, 2008).  

In conversation analysis (e.g. Antaki & Widdicombe, 1998; Goodwin, 1990), attention 

is paid to the “discourse environment” in which stories emerge (De Fina & 

Georgakopoulou, 2012), rather than to story structures. The study of narratives in the 

context of micro-level interaction is basic to conversation analysis. Rather than 

depending on well-structured stories elicited in interview situations, involving an 

active teller and a passive audience, conversation analysts regard narratives as co-

constructed by both tellers and audiences as equally active participants in the act of 

storytelling (ibid.). This means that in the conversation analytical approach, structure 

cannot be defined a priori, as it emerges as the outcome of interactional negotiation 

between interlocutors. Instead of postulating structural components of stories, 

conversation analysts have paid attention to how stories are embedded in their 

context, by drawing attention to the ways interlocutors manage beginnings and 

endings, and to the actions locally accomplished with stories (ibid). 

The theoretical division between approaches to narrative that rely on a fair amount 

of structure, and those that prioritize context over structure resonates in various 

ways in current narrative research. As a response to Labov’s classic “event-centered” 

model of narrative, which is focused on a narrator’s reconstruction of past events, 

researchers have proposed an “experience-centered” model of narrative (Andrews et 

al., 2008). The experienced-centered model advocates a shift from the reconstruction 

of particular events that happened to the narrator, to the way such events are 

experienced and expressed by individuals across time and space (ibid.). The 

experience-centered approach includes all sequential and meaningful stories of 

personal experience that “may be an event-narrative; but may also be more flexible 

about time and personal experience, and defined by theme rather than structure” 

(Squire, 2008 p. 42). Experience-centered narratives may include life turning points, 
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general experiences, present and future stories about oneself and others, as well as 

imaginary events, and may appear in different places within or across interview 

situations, and in contradictory ways (Squire, 2008). Researchers working in the 

experience-centered tradition also pay attention to context: Attention is drawn to the 

interview setting’s immediate interpersonal context (between interviewer and 

interviewee), while also taking into account broader social and cultural contexts 

(ibid.).  

Another, more recent articulation of theoretical divisions within narrative research is 

that between the proponents of “big story” and “small story” research (Andrews et 

al., 2008). Whereas the former tends to rely on long, personal (biographical) accounts 

elicited in interviews, clinical encounters, and autobiographical writing (Freeman, 

2006), scholars have more recently sought to capture the fleeting accounts of 

experience that people share in passing (Bamberg, 2007a; Georgakopoulou, 2006, 

2007). Like conversation analysts, researchers who adhere to the small-story 

approach propose that we pay more attention to the micro-level, everyday 

interactions that occur naturally between people (Andrews et al., 2008). Such small 

stories, rather than providing insights into the thoughts and feelings of individuals, 

draw attention to the social functioning of stories or how they are used to negotiate 

meaning in particular contexts (Phoenix, 2008). Insights into the negotiation of 

meaning in interaction is thought to be a particularly powerful tool in understanding 

how people negotiate their dilemmas and troubled social positions (ibid.). The small-

story approach tends to favor “events” over experiences, but “events” are 

formulated in a broadened way, including unfolding , anticipated, imaginary, and 

habitual events and states; as well as repeated content across representations 

(Andrews et al., 2008; Phoenix, 2008). 

In sum, whereas researchers agree on the importance of narrative in processes of 

meaning giving, there is little agreement on how the narratives we study should be 

conceptualized. Scholars of narrative disagree on the amount of structure that 

constitutes the basis of narrative. In recent perspectives on narrative, researchers 

tend to prioritize context over structure and define narratives according to their 

capacity to convey situated meaning to people’s experiences. This means that 

researchers studying the more structured event narratives, also acknowledge that 

these are shaped by the interaction between tellers and listeners. The other way 

around, researchers who are primarily concerned with context also unavoidably 

address content (Andrews et al., 2008). Similarly, adherents to the small-story 

approach recognize the separate value of big story research, and proponents of the 
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big story approach often pay attention to the small aspects of their data (ibid., p. 8). 

This means that although the differences between the conceptualizations of narrative 

may seem rather static, in the practice of narrative research they may not be too 

significant (Andrews et al., 2008). In accordance with this view, I included in my 

analysis stories of events and stories of experience, and pay attention to both the 

content of stories, as well as to the function they have in the context of the 

conversation.  

Locating identity in narrative 

Now that I have established the relation between narrative and meaning giving and 

described the various ways of conceptualizing narrative, it is time to explain how 

narrative is connected to, and has become an important tool in the study of, identity 

construction. In particular, I focus on where exactly “identity” is located in narrative, 

and how identity is operationalized in narrative research.  

As mentioned, since the 1980s researchers across disciplines have turned to the 

study of narrative to study processes of meaning making. In accordance with the view 

that human beings turn to storytelling as a means of organizing their experiences, 

researchers have argued that stories afford a unique glimpse into how people 

organize their biographies: Our stories of personal experiences give shape to how we 

feel about events, and to our relations with other people (Ochs & Capps, 1996). 

Through narrativizing their experiences, people are able to construct coherent and 

meaningful life stories through which they are able to grasp themselves as a whole 

(De Fina & Georgakopoulou, 2012; McAdams, 1993; Ochs & Capps, 1996; 

Polkinghorne, 1988). In this view, identity itself takes the form of a story: A story 

about the self, complete with settings, characters, plots, and themes (McAdams, 

2001). Here, the self is understood as “an unfolding reflective awareness of being-in-

the world, including a sense of one’s past and future” (Ochs & Capps, 1996 p. 20-21).  

Whereas the most common narrative investigated when studying “identity” is that of 

the personal life story (De Fina & Georgakopoulou, 2012), identity is now also 

investigated in smaller accounts of experience shared in conversation. All the stories 

we tell, even the simplest ones we share in passing, function to express , confirm, or 

validate a claimed identity (Mishler, 1986). Central to understanding how identities 

are present in the short stories that we share in passing, are the concepts of 

“evaluation,” “positioning,” and “performance.”  
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Evaluation 

The concept of “evaluation” was introduced by Labov and Waletzky (1967) as part of 

their initial proposal to define narrative according to a fixed structure. The evaluation 

refers to “that part of the narrative that reveals the attitude of the narrator towards 

the narrative” (p. 37). Later, researchers described the “evaluation” as the expression 

of a narrator’s view of events (De Fina & Georgakopoulou, 2008; Ochs & Capps, 1996; 

Patterson, 2008). Labov considered the evaluation “perhaps the most important 

element” of the story, because it reveals the “point” of the story or why it was told in 

the first place (Labov, 1972 p. 366). A story that has no “point” will inevitably be met 

with the rejoinder “So what?” It is the narrator’s task to convey to the audience, why 

his or her experience is worth reporting. “Evaluation” refers to the process of 

highlighting a story’s most important information – namely the information that leads 

the audience to infer the “point of the story” – at the expense of less important 

information (Polanyi, 1989).  

Whereas in Labov and Waletzki’s (1967) initial formulation of the narrative, the 

evaluation was considered a discrete element that could be localized at a specific 

place in the text, Labov (1972) later described the evaluation as a wave, or several 

waves, penetrating the narrative (see also Patterson, 2008). In concert with this 

insight, current approaches to narrative draw attention to the fragmented and partial 

nature of evaluations. Moreover, where Labov and Waletzky (1967) initially 

maintained a distinction between evaluative clauses (reporting how the narrator 

feels about what happened and mediating the point of the story) and referential 

clauses (reporting the sequence of events), Labov later noted that any clause may 

perform the evaluative function (Labov, 1972). Narratives themselves, Labov argued, 

may serve as frameworks for an evaluation (ibid., p. 371). References to events, 

rather than serving to inform the audience of “what happened,” may be consciously 

introduced by narrators to support their experience of, or perspective on, events 

(Patterson, 2008). Finally, it is argued that the evaluative element of stories is present 

in more refined categories (Wortham, 2000) such as “intensity markers”(really, very, 

huge, terribly), referring to an individual’s emotional expression of commitment to a 

story or proposition (Labov, 1984), in the use of comparators, superlatives, and 

negative sentences (Wortham, 2000), as well as in instances of repetition, direct 

speech, thought, and dialogue (Georgakopoulou & Goutsos, 2004 (1997)). Such 

expressive devices make vital contributions to the story’s overall meaning (ibid.). 
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Although Labov did not explicitly address issues of identity in his descriptions of the 

evaluation section (De Fina & Georgakopoulou, 2012), in post-Labovian studies the 

evaluation is related to the construction of identity in two ways. First, much research 

addresses narrators’ self-presentations by means of presenting a particular 

evaluation of events or experiences (Bamberg, 1997; Linde, 1993). Here, it is argued 

that narrators may select for inclusion only those narrative elements that contribute 

to a favorable self-image, while omitting or de-emphasizing elements that could lead 

to other interpretations. Labov (1972) introduced “self-aggrandizement” as a possible 

function of the evaluation, making narrators “look good,” while making opposing 

characters “look bad” (p. 368). In line with this reasoning, it is argued that the 

evaluation is introduced by narrators to position themselves as decent ethical 

characters “who pursue the moral high road in contrast to certain other protagonists 

in their stories” (Ochs & Capps, 1996 p. 284). In this sense, the “evaluation” reveals 

not only the point of the story, but also – and this is crucial – how the narrator wants 

to be understood by his or her audience, for example, as a hero or a helpless victim 

(Bamberg, 1997; Patterson, 2008; Riessman, 1993). Rather than considering the story 

a way to present events or experiences, by means of the evaluation, a story becomes 

a way for the narrator to present him or herself.  

Secondly, the study of evaluations allows a glimpse into how the narrator interprets 

the facts and how he or she appraises the main characters (De Fina, 2003). By 

positioning themselves as characters in alignment with or opposition to other 

characters, and in relation to social circumstances, narrators set the boundaries of 

the social groups to which they do and do not belong (ibid.). By showing preference 

in introducing selves and others in stories as characters possessing certain moral 

characteristics, right and wrong behaviors, and acceptable or unacceptable attitudes, 

narrators build on shared representations of self and others that are the building 

blocks of identity (De Fina, 2006).  

Positioning 

Another central concept in locating identity in narrative is that of “positioning.” The 

concept of positioning is originally drawn from discourse studies, which attribute an 

important role to social and discourse practices in explaining how people present 

themselves to others, negotiate their roles, and conceptualize themselves (De Fina et 

al., 2006). Discourse practices are understood as pre-existing meaning giving devices, 

which form speaking subjects in a top-down fashion (ibid.). People are thus 

constrained in their freedom to define themselves: They present themselves to 
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others by positioning themselves in relation to existing discourses. At the same time, 

scholars have argued that these pre-existing discourses form the resource that 

individuals draw upon to negotiate new positions (Bamberg, 2004b; Hollway, 1984; 

Van Langenhoven & Harré, 1999). This view of identity construction through 

positioning in relation to pre-existing discourses echoes in the work of narrative 

scholars who argue that narratives of identity follow, are constrained by, or resist 

larger patterns of social and cultural storytelling, also referred to as “master 

narratives” (Andrews et al., 2008; Bamberg, 2004b; De Fina & Georgakopoulou, 

2012).  

Although Plummer (2001) observes that, on the surface, there has been a shift in 

emphasis from the constraining character of dominant discourses to the possibility to 

resist such discourses through the construction of narratives of resistance, many 

scholars have been critical of such resistance, arguing that the voice of “difference” is 

only attended to if new ideas are framed in terms that are familiar to the dominant 

group ([Hill Collins 1990] in Plummer, 2001). In this way, Butler (1990) argues, 

discourses of “difference” reproduce the same discourse that they are meant to 

challenge. In the wake of this critique, researchers have argued that rather than 

being positioned in a top-down fashion, individuals position themselves as agentic 

individuals, subjectively constructing, resisting, and revisiting these discourses from 

the bottom up (Antaki & Widdicombe, 1998; Butler, 1993). In this view of discursive 

identity construction, the emphasis shifts from the dominant ideologies that inform 

our talk to the details of what is said, how it is said, and how utterances function in 

their in vivo context (Bamberg et al., 2011). In line with what I have previously 

described in relation to conversation analytical and small-story approaches to 

narrative, positioning, in this view, is realized in relation not only to dominant 

discourses, but also to direct interlocutors with whom positions are negotiated.  

Performance 

The critique of the dominance of identities constructed in relation to existing 

discourse has led to a more interaction-oriented mode of narrative analysis in which 

attention is paid both to the “performance” of identities in relation to direct 

interlocutors, and to this performance’s relevance to embracing or resisting 

dominant discourses (De Fina & Georgakopoulou, 2012). Bamberg (1997, 2004b), for 

example, proposed that narrators may perform identities by positioning themselves 

in and through storytelling in three ways. In Bamberg’s approach, “positioning” refers 
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to an interactive activity: It is the means used by a narrator to achieve a particular 

performance in relation to a particular audience.  

The first level of narrative positioning concerns how characters in the story world are 

constructed in terms of protagonists and antagonists, or heroes and villains 

(Bamberg, 1997). Studying positioning at this level reveals the preference of narrators 

for the introduction of particular themes and the construction of particular plots, in 

which specific characters are introduced as either protagonists or antagonists, as 

perpetrators or victims (Bamberg, 2004b). The second level of narrative positioning 

occurs at the level of the conversation, where the focus is on the interactive work 

that the narrator is trying to accomplish by positioning him- or herself in a particular 

way (ibid.). The third level transcends both the first and the second level: By talking 

about characters in the story world (level 1) to a particular audience in the here and 

now of the conversation (level 2), narrators engage in the construction of the self as a 

particular kind of person in relation to him- or herself as a stable entity that holds 

above and beyond the storytelling situation (De Fina & Georgakopoulou, 2012). By 

means of this self-definition, the narrator positions him- or herself vis-à-vis dominant 

discourses, either by embracing them, or by critiquing, subverting, or resisting them 

(Bamberg, 2004b).  

This interaction-oriented approach to identity construction in narrative echoes the 

work of Goffman (Goffman, 1990 [1959]), who argued that selves are dramaturgical 

performances that are designed to uphold a favorable self-image in relation to 

different audiences. In concert with Goffman’s theories, the emphasis on the direct 

interactional context as a source for the construction of identities, has led narrative 

researchers to argue that identities claimed in everyday and naturally occurring 

interactions, can be considered self-presentations or strategic performances of a 

preferred self in relation to a particular audience (De Fina & Georgakopoulou, 2012). 

In this view, narrators introduce specific stories or narrative elements to convey 

positive images of themselves, or to counter negative perceptions that others may 

have of them (ibid.). In line with Bamberg’s second level of positioning (in relation to 

the audience), narrative researchers engaging in this type of analysis prioritize what 

particular stories do for the self-image of the narrator at the level of the conversation 

over what these stories are about. 

Whereas the tools to locate identity described above mainly locate individual 

identities in narrative, recent narrative work has started to focus on the location of 

collective identities in narrative (De Fina & Georgakopoulou, 2012). Here, people’s 



38 | Chapter 1 

claim to membership of particular groups is taken as one of the main definitional 

criteria of identity (ibid.). As mentioned, narrators build shared representations of 

who they are by creating story worlds in which identities are characterized in 

common ways and linked to specific actions or reactions (De Fina, 2003, 2006). By 

studying the commonalities in their stories, we are able to understand which traits, 

actions, and reactions are salient in group members’ self-presentations, and how 

group membership affects their experience. Moreover, De Fina (2006) argues, 

studying group members’ self-presentations provides us with insights into the ways 

minority groups draw upon and interpret mainstream labeling categories in order to 

build images of themselves. Analyses of storytelling have shown that narrators use 

their stories to give meaning to collective identities such as race, gender, or ethnicity 

(ibid.).  

To conclude, researchers do not always distinguish “evaluation,” “positioning,” and 

“performance” as three separate ways of studying identity in storytelling, as parts of 

these approaches overlap. In particular, the study of “evaluations” is not always 

distinguished as a separate approach to identity construction in storytelling. In this 

dissertation, I address evaluations, as well as narrative positionings and 

performances. I argue that the evaluation section is a useful analytical instrument to 

distinguish exactly what kind of self-presentation emerges from positioning 

characters in a particular way, and what such a self-presentation actually does in the 

context of the conversation (performance). Moreover, a focus on the evaluation 

section helps to provide insight into the patterned ways in which stories of events 

and experiences are interpreted and represented across settings and over time 

(Patterson, 2008).  

In the above, I have described the types of narratives that are distinguished in 

narrative research, how they are conceptualized, and how they are related to the 

study of identity. I have also described the different ways in which researchers have 

located identity in narrative. In the following, I explain how I made use of the insights 

elaborated above to study storytelling among Moroccan-Dutch young adults.  

Storytelling among Moroccan-Dutch young adults 

In the first part of this introduction, I argued that Moroccan-Dutch young adults face 

a difficult challenge in Dutch society, that is, to give a more satisfying meaning to a 

collective identity that continually faces a negative portrayal in the public sphere. For 

Moroccan-Dutch young adults to overcome a negative identity status, I am assuming, 
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they need a good story that provides a more positive take on this group. Faced with 

the many negative narratives surrounding their group identity, this means that 

Moroccan-Dutch youth are confronted with yet another challenge: To find meaning 

outside the emplotments that are ordinarily available to them (Bamberg & Andrews, 

2004 p. 1). 

In my discussion about collective identity construction, I argued that collective 

identities are expressed in collective narratives, among other things. Collective 

narratives refer to a collection of personal stories with similar themes told by group 

members (Cornell, 2000; Plummer, 2001; Salzer, 1998). In this dissertation, I look into 

the ways group members use their stories of personal experience to elaborate and 

negotiate the collective narrative and the identity claims underpinning it. A collective 

narrative, I argue, emerges from the sharing of experiences with similar themes, as 

well as from recurrent interpretations of those experiences and their import (Cornell, 

2000). I argue that like collective identities, collective narratives are not static 

constructs, but are the outcome of social interactions among both in- and out-group 

members. As in the case of collective identity, individual group members will provide 

their own idiosyncratic remakes of a collective narrative.  

Whereas the new narratives designed to sustain more positive identities and social 

positions are often labeled “counter-narratives” (Bamberg & Andrews, 2004), I argue 

that the resistance to dominant accounts of the Moroccan-Dutch identity may take 

many forms (see also Bamberg, 2004a; Peterson & Langellier, 2006). I make use of 

the concepts of evaluation, positioning, and performance to study how Moroccan-

Dutch young adults give meaning to their collective identity, reproducing, resisting, 

and negotiating the negative discourses surrounding this identity. My preoccupation 

is both with what Moroccan-Dutch young adults tell about their experiences 

(content), and with how they say it, when they say it, and what performative work is 

done by sharing particular stories (context).  

Research questions and dissertation outline 

Moroccan-Dutch young adults in the Netherlands are in a difficult position: They are 

embroiled in a public controversy about their national, ethnic, and religious 

identifications, and many of them experience episodes of injustice, discrimination, 

and exclusion based on either their ethnic or their religious background at the level of 

everyday interactions (Harchaoui & Huinder, 2003; Omlo, 2011). Basing myself on the 

insight that people are motivated to think positively about themselves and that they 
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are motivated to repair a negative identity or improve a positive identity when it is 

threatened (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), I propose that the Moroccan-Dutch identity is an 

identity in need of repair. Guided by the assumption that storytelling can help make 

disturbing events meaningful and allows for the negotiation of troubled subject 

positions, the main research question of this dissertation is: 

“How do Moroccan-Dutch young adults use storytelling to make sense of, and 

reconstruct, a stigmatized collective identity?”  

The theoretical observations presented above have brought to the fore some 

important insights into collective identity construction that are developed further in 

the subsequent chapters of this dissertation. First, I am interested in whether a 

collective Moroccan-Dutch identity is present in the stories of individual group 

members, as well as in stories that are collectively shared. The first question I aim to 

answer is therefore:  

1) Is there a collective narrative, underpinning a collective identity, among 

Moroccan-Dutch young adults, and if so, what does it look like? 

This question is addressed in Chapter 3, in which I make use of the concept of 

“second stories” to show how a collective narrative of Moroccan-Dutch youths 

emerges in their joint efforts to reconstruct their experiences. At the same time, I 

argue that this collective narrative is not static, and I demonstrate how it is 

challenged and revised in conversation, rejecting some of the more determinate 

identity claims underlying it. Most important, I argue that while the collective 

narrative is elaborated on the basis of processes of co-construction and generic or 

habitual storytelling, participants’ personal experiences of everyday episodes of 

inclusion at school, at the workplace, or in their neighborhood are used to reinterpret 

recurrent storylines of injustice and exclusion. 

In accordance with a social constructionist view of identity construction, I have 

argued that the Moroccan-Dutch identity is subject to negotiation at the site of 

interaction. This negotiation may take place in relation to dominant Dutch discourses 

about integration, as well as in relation to a direct audience consisting of in-group 

members. As observed earlier in relation to Moroccan-Dutch men and women, 

although public discourses address all Moroccan-Dutch young adults, not all 

Moroccan-Dutch young adults are addressed in the same way. The second research 

question I aim to answer stems from the observation that Moroccan-Dutch young 
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adults constitute a heterogeneous group that is variously addressed in public 

discourses. The question is:  

2) How is the collective narrative reconstructed in the contributions of 

specific groups of Moroccan-Dutch young adults, which are variously 

addressed in public discourse?  

This research question is addressed in Chapter 4. In this chapter I argue that 

Moroccan-Dutch young adults’ understanding of, and responses to, stigmatizing 

discourses are influenced by their position on a matrix of intersecting identities. I 

therefore examine the collective narrative as it is reconstructed in groups of men and 

women who were attending institutes of lower vocational education, higher 

vocational education, or academic education. I argue that differences in the 

discursive treatment of Moroccan-Dutch young adults at the intersection of gender 

and educational level, lead to patterned preferences for narrative positions taken up 

by these young adults. A study of the collective narrative in terms of intersectionality 

reveals how the variation in narrative positioning leads to the construction of a 

variegated collective identity.  

Whereas theory suggests that marginalized groups may develop counter-narratives 

to improve a negative group image, how people respond to a negative group image 

may also be considered a more local accomplishment, in which individual group 

members draw on different aspects of the interactional context to shape their 

identity, both as group members and individuals. Rather than addressing the content 

of Moroccan-Dutch young adults’ stories, the third research question addresses the 

performance of stories in the interactional context of the interview:  

3) How is storytelling influenced by the context of the conversation, and why 

are particular stories shared or not shared in certain conversational 

settings?  

This research question is addressed in Chapter 5. In that chapter, I describe how I 

used various methods to create different conversational contexts. These were 

studied in order to shed light on Moroccan-Dutch young adults’ situational 

performances of identity. By carefully considering both content and the context in 

which accounts of experience were re-created, I studied what the narrative 

performances of Moroccan-Dutch young adults on each occasion did in the context of 

the conversation. That is, rather than focusing on their content, I focused on the 

interactional work that was done through the various narrative contributions from 
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my participants. Although narrative contributions were often inconsistent within and 

across research settings, I found that participants struggled to uphold a stable sense 

of self, both as a member of the Moroccan-Dutch in-group and as an 

individual/integrated member of Dutch society, in relation to different audiences. 

Finally, I have proposed that people are motivated to feel positive about themselves. 

Part of a positive sense of self stems from belonging to positive social groups. 

Although this dissertation focuses mainly on Moroccan-Dutch young adults’ position 

as outsiders in current Dutch public discourses, I also pay attention to the 

observation that Moroccan-Dutch young adults increasingly experience a sense of 

belonging to Dutch society, and I ask:   

4) How is the collective narrative that Moroccan-Dutch young adults share 

related to their sense of belonging in the Netherlands? 

In Chapter 6, I describe how Moroccan-Dutch young adults’ positioning as “outsiders” 

to the Dutch identity category influences their sense of national belonging. Both the 

societal context in which Moroccan-Dutch youths are portrayed negatively, and the 

micro-context of the focus group conversation where experiences of Moroccan-Dutch 

young adults are discussed, make claims to the Dutch identity implausible. However, 

in line with narrative theory that suggests that stories are not only representations of 

actual events, but may also be introduced to highlight the possibility of alternative 

meaning, I show how the young individuals in my project are engaged in 

reconstructing the hypothetical or hoped for experience of national belonging, 

without directly claiming the Dutch national identity. 

Finally, in Chapter 7, I integrate the findings of my empirical chapters to provide an 

overview of how Moroccan-Dutch young adults manage to produce a collective 

identity as members of both a negatively valued Moroccan-Dutch and Muslim 

community, and as integrated members of Dutch society, despite exclusionary 

discourses. Overall, my results point to the complexity of reconstructing an identity 

that is strongly defined in a negative way. By labeling Moroccan-Dutch young adults 

“second generation,” we tend to forget they are actually the first generation to have 

to attribute meaning to an identity that contains aspects of both the Moroccan and 

the Dutch identity. Because of the negative definition of the Moroccan identity in the 

Dutch public sphere, in constructing their collective identity, Moroccan-Dutch young 

adults begin not with a blank slate, but with an identity that is constructed for them.  
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It is a complex and difficult exercise to challenge the well-rehearsed storylines 

underlying the Moroccan-Dutch identity as defined in the public sphere. Creativity is 

a necessary prerequisite to construct something positive from something that is so 

negative. In this dissertation, I show how Moroccan-Dutch young adults need to be 

reflexive, flexible, and resourceful to attribute positive meanings to the Moroccan-

Dutch identity in relation to different audiences. I also show how Moroccan-Dutch 

young adults make use of storytelling to support their attempts to reconstruct the 

Moroccan-Dutch identity. I argue that a focus on storytelling allows researchers to 

study how new identities are simultaneously constructed, negotiated, mobilized, and 

imagined.   
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Chapter 2: Methodology 

In this chapter, I shed light on the methodological aspects of this research project. 

First, I describe the way I theorized and applied focus group methodology, the main 

method of data collection of this dissertation. I describe the advantages of using 

focus groups in the study of collective meaning making, as well as which 

methodological pitfalls of this method I foresaw in relation to this research project. 

Focus group data were complemented and integrated with data from individual 

interviews and participant observation. I describe the use of both these methods in 

the context of this research project. In the last part of this chapter, I discuss in detail 

how the analysis of storytelling and identity construction among Moroccan-Dutch 

young adults was approached in the empirical chapters of this dissertation. 

Methods of data collection 

In this project, I made use of several data collection techniques: focus groups, 

individual interviews, and participant observation. Although the combination of these 

three techniques provided me with the material to garner well-informed insights into 

the conversations of Moroccan-Dutch young adults, the focus groups provided the 

most important data. In fact, focus groups were designed to help answer all four 

research questions and I draw upon the data collected in the focus groups in all four 

empirical chapters that follow. Individual interviews and observation were designed 

to gain a fuller understanding of the narrative contributions made by the participants 

in different settings. In the following section, I discuss the three methods I used in 

more detail. Every data collection technique has its own advantages and 

disadvantages. I outline which methodological pitfalls I foresaw and how I dealt with 

these prior to and during the investigation.  

Focus group research 

Focus groups are group discussions that are held to explore people’s views on, or 

experiences of, a specific set of issues (Kitzinger, 1994). They involve small groups of 

people with particular characteristics (Krueger & Casey, 2000), and they are 

“focused” in the sense that they involve some kind of collective activity, most notably 

debating a particular set of questions (Kitzinger, 1994). Although designed as a quick 

and efficient way to study individual responses in a group setting, the emphasis in the 

social sciences has shifted to the study of communicative processes taking place in 
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the interaction between focus group participants (Hollander, 2004; Kitzinger, 1994; 

Morgan, 1996; Smithson, 2000).  

In this study, the Moroccan-Dutch identity was the main topic of investigation. As a 

collective phenomenon, I was interested in how the meaning of this collective 

identity is constructed and reconstructed at the group level. Focus groups, aimed at 

exploring the views of group members on a particular issue –the Moroccan-Dutch 

identity- seemed the most appropriate method for this research aim. Nonetheless, 

there are some important theoretical discussions regarding this method, indicating 

both its advantages and its limitations with respect to the study of collective meaning 

making processes. In designing my focus group research, I took these issues into 

account.   

First, there is an ongoing debate about what exactly the unit of analysis is in focus 

groups. As mentioned, whereas focus groups were initially used for gathering 

individual-level data, researchers have increasingly argued for a shift in analytical 

emphasis to the communicative processes taking place in focus groups (Smithson, 

2000). In this case, group interaction, rather than individuals’ responses, constitutes 

the main unit of analysis (Kitzinger, 1994; Smithson, 2000). In an attempt to 

transcend this discussion, Morgan (2010) argues that the question of what people say 

in interaction may be equally interesting as the question of how they say it, 

depending on the goals of a particular research.  

Where attention to conversational structures in focus groups seems to prioritize the 

study of the construction of consensus among group members over individual 

differences within the group, the latter are considered equally important. The focus 

group allows researchers to probe into misunderstandings, negotiations, or the 

expression of disagreement (Kitzinger, 1994). Dissent among participants may lead 

them to clarify why they have particular opinions or beliefs, and more specifically, 

they may identify aspects of their personal experience which altered their opinions or 

specific occasions that made them rethink their point of view (ibid. p. 113). In line 

with these insights, I considered focus groups a site of collective meaning 

construction, while paying explicit attention to individual contributions to this 

process. Individual responses were studied as part of the process preceding 

agreement, or the recognition of disagreement, or some other response.  

Secondly, theory on focus groups has addressed the issue of “authenticity” of focus 

group interactions in various ways. Researchers have argued, for example, that focus 

group research can benefit from working with pre-existing groups (friends, 
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colleagues, club members, roommates, etc.), because such groups constitute the 

environment in which it is most natural to discuss certain topics (Kitzinger, 1994). 

Focus group conversations in that sense may mirror the kinds of conversations that 

participants have in their everyday lives (Gamson, 1992; Hollander, 2004). 

Researchers caution, however, that it would be naïve to assume that data elicited in 

the context of the focus group are “natural,” given that these data would not have 

been elicited had the group not been convened for the purpose (Kitzinger, 1994; 

Smithson, 2000). Rather, it would be more appropriate to understand focus groups as 

social contexts in which participants interact with each other, with the moderator, 

and with relevant “others” (out-group members, societal discourses) who may or 

may not be present at the site of the conversation (Hollander, 2004). Furthermore, in 

accordance with more situational understandings of identity construction, responses 

elicited in focus groups have been argued to constitute “performances” constructed 

to fit the perceived demands of a socially organized situation (Hollander, 2004; 

Smithson, 2000). Nonetheless, Smithson argues, natural or unnatural, all 

conversations are “situations for talk.” One such situation does not produce better or 

more “natural” data than the other. Therefore, Smithson argues, focus groups should 

be analyzed not as naturally occurring conversations, but as discussions occurring in a 

specific controlled setting.  

Based on these insights, I did not consider the stories elicited in my focus groups 

more or less “authentic” than stories shared in other instances. However, I did take 

into consideration that the setting of the focus group may have influenced my 

participants’ responses. Rather than treating the stories I elicited in the focus groups 

as ones that came “naturally” to participants, and ones that they would have told in 

other settings, I treated the stories I elicited as “performances” in the context of the 

focus groups and I paid attention to how this context could have influenced my 

participants’ responses. I therefore studied in detail the interaction between group 

members, exploring the function that particular stories may have had in the focus 

group context, and compared them to stories elicited through individual interviews or 

participant observation. Events can be interpreted by the same participants in 

different ways in different contexts, supporting multiple versions of the self in 

relation to different audiences.     

Finally, one of the more problematic issues related to focus group research is the 

generation or reproduction of public or normative discourses about certain topics. 

The presence of a moderator and the introduction of a particular focus by the 

researcher, may influence the whole tenet of the discussion (Smithson, 2000). The 
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tendency to generate consensus on public or normative discourses, as argued before, 

should not obscure the fact that in focus groups, disagreements between participants 

may arise, and that these may prove important in highlighting where such discourses 

are confusing or contradictory (ibid.), thus creating space for negotiation. In line with 

this view, in my analyses I considered the normativity of discourses produced by the 

introduction of the topic of “the Moroccan-Dutch experience,” and I specifically 

addressed the way Moroccan-Dutch young adults’ stories were constructed to 

reproduce, challenge, or resist such discourses.   

Structured variation 

A considerable strand of literature predicts that how individuals talk about and 

construct/ reconstruct their group membership is influenced by their multiple 

positions within the grid of power relations in society (Yuval-Davis, 2006a). The 

position of the participants in this study is determined not only by their ethnic and/or 

religious group membership, but also by their membership of categories of gender 

and class (see Chapter 5 for a more detailed elaboration of issues of gender and class 

among Moroccan-Dutch young adults). These identity categories cannot be analyzed 

as separate items; rather, they constitute each other (ibid.). This means that to be 

Moroccan-Dutch cannot be reduced to one single experience, but depends on 

whether you are a young man or a young woman, and on your level of education. 

Although I was interested in discovering how Moroccan-Dutch young adults 

collectively make sense of their ethnic identity, I expected differences to arise where 

ethnicity intersected with gender and class identities.  

In order to study how the intersection of ethnicity with gender and class influenced 

my participants’ experiences, I conducted one series of focus groups in which the 

composition of the focus groups was varied along the lines of gender and educational 

level. In this series, six focus groups were conducted, three with young men and three 

with young women. Of the three male and female interviews, one was conducted 

with participants at an institute for lower vocational education, one with participants 

at an institute for higher vocational education, and one with participants at an 

institute for academic education.  
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Table 1: Participants divided by gender and educational level6 

 MBO7 HBO8 WO9 

Male  7 7 8 

Female 5 6 6 

Multiple groups 

Another considerable strand of literature predicts that what is said is dependent on 

the context of the conversation. Earlier, I referenced Hollander (2004) to argue that 

meaning is constructed in relation to other participants, the moderators, and others 

whose imagined presence may influence participants’ responses. In this project, I 

aimed to probe the co-constructed and dynamic nature of meaning giving processes 

by varying the context in which participants were interviewed. Therefore, the focus 

groups were conducted in three consecutive series with the same participants, while 

varying the composition of the group. As mentioned, the first series of six focus 

groups was conducted among groups of same-sex peers with the same educational 

background. In the second and the third series of focus groups, the composition of 

the focus group was mixed. I expected the variation in composition to influence the 

dynamics of the conversation and my participants’ performances. In particular, I was 

interested in whether the presence of peers/non-peers influenced the reproduction 

of normative discourses and the tendency to negotiate aspects of the Moroccan-

Dutch identity.  

In each group, topics related to the Moroccan-Dutch identity were discussed, but in 

each series of focus groups a different aspect of the participants’ identity was made 

salient: The Moroccan identity in the first, the Dutch in the second, and the Muslim in 

the third. Identities were made salient by starting the discussion with a recent news 

item concerning each of these identities (a bus incident involving Moroccan-Dutch 

youth in the first, the Dutch national soccer team’s second place in the 2010 World 

Cup in the second, and the Arab spring movement in the third). Rather than just 

providing insight into contextual variation, I expected that thematizing different 

aspects of the participants identities across the focus groups would yield important 

insights into the diversity of the Moroccan-Dutch experience. Whereas the emphasis 

                                                   
6
 The number of participants in this series of focus groups is lower than the total number of participants in this 

project listed on page 37, as not all participants were included in all focus groups. 
7
 Lower vocational education for 16+ 

8
 Higher technical and vocational education for 17+ 

9
 Academic education for 18 + 
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in the first series of focus groups was on the Moroccan identity, which was strongly 

associated with the experience of exclusion, the other two series of focus groups 

allowed me to probe into other aspects of Moroccan-Dutch young adults’ identity 

construction and into their inclusion as members of both the Muslim and the Dutch 

community.  

By composing multiple groups of different composition and with different topics of 

discussion, I foresaw that it would be difficult to identify whether participants’ stories 

and/or evaluations changed as a result of a more diverse composition of the group or 

because of a change in the topic of the interview. Therefore, central questions about 

identification and everyday experiences of inclusion and exclusion were repeated in 

each of the three groups.  

Moderators 

In line with my earlier comments on the process of co-construction of meaning 

between interlocutors, researchers in ethnicity studies have been concerned with the 

influence of the moderator’s ethnic background on participants’ responses (Van 

Heelsum, 1993). A number of studies conducted on the moderator’s ethnic 

background in interview situations have shown that the ethnic background of the 

moderator has an effect on the data that were elicited (ibid.) The “race-of-

interviewer effect” occurs when there is a systematic difference between responses 

to questions posed by interviewers who share the interviewees’ ethnic background, 

and responses to the same questions posed by interviewers from a different ethnic 

background (Van Heelsum, 1997). The race-of-interviewer effect is strongest when 

interview questions are specifically related to ethnicity (ibid.). Ethnic issues concern 

issues that can relate a participant to his or her membership of a particular ethnic 

group.10  

In this project, which was specifically aimed at exploring issues related to ethnicity, I 

tried to reduce the race-of-interviewer effect by training Moroccan-Dutch research 

assistants (male and female) to moderate the focus groups. I expected the internal 

validity of the research to increase by reducing the chance that responses were 

purposefully constructed in relation to me, a member of a relevant out-group. 

Although I am cautious to consider responses in one context more “natural” or 

“truthful” than in another, I expected the participants to be more comfortable talking 

                                                   
10

 It needs to be noted, however, that not all ethnic issues elicit an interview effect and that non-ethnically 
related issues may sometimes indirectly elicit a race-of-interviewer effect (Van Heelsum, 1997). 
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to moderators who shared their ethnic background. Comfort with the interview 

situation may also have been enhanced by the sampling method: Many of the 

participants were recruited from the network of the students participating as 

moderators in the project and thus already knew the moderator.  

Finally, with regard to the role of the moderator in focus groups, the literature 

discusses the advantages and disadvantages of both structured and unstructured 

moderating styles (Morgan, 1996). In the end, Morgan (1996) argues, which style is 

chosen depends on the goals of the research. For this project, I asked the moderators 

to stay in the background as much as possible to allow meaning to emerge from the 

conversation of the focus group participants only. However, I noticed that the 

moderators, sometimes as close acquaintances of some of the participants, and 

sometimes as recognized members of the in-group, were often asked for their 

opinion by the participants, and I thought it likely that disclosure by the participants 

would be hampered if the moderators were not open about their own experiences. I 

therefore changed this strategy and allowed feedback from the moderators. As a 

result, some parts of some focus groups turned into group discussions, in which the 

moderator acted as one of the participants rather than the moderator. 

Individual interviews 

In this study, I combined focus groups with individual interviews. A design that 

includes both these interview techniques is often used because whereas the former 

may provide more breadth (allowing the researcher to gather information from a 

relatively wide range of participants in a short time), the latter may provide more 

depth (allowing the exploration of an individual’s beliefs or opinions expressed in the 

focus group in more depth, “as well as to produce narratives that address the 

continuity of personal experiences over time” (Morgan, 1996 p.134)). The 

combination of these two methods of data collection is not completely 

unproblematic, however, in that researchers have argued that their results are not 

always comparable. Both Wight (1994) and Kitzinger (1994) have pointed out the 

discrepancy between the answers of participants in both a focus group and an 

individual interview. In this study, the combination of focus groups and individual 

interviews was aimed at studying if and how my participants’ contributions differed 

from one setting to the next. 

Next to the focus groups, fifteen individual interviews were conducted with focus 

group participants who were selected on both their availability and their willingness 

to participate. The individual interviews were conducted directly after the focus 
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groups. I used the individual interviews to reflect with the participants on the focus 

group and their own contributions to it. In particular we discussed whether the 

narratives shared in the focus groups were familiar to them, whether they had similar 

experiences, and if so, how these experiences influenced them personally. In the 

analysis of these data, I focused on the ways participants described d their personal 

experiences in relation to me, a native Dutch young woman, and how their stories 

compared to the stories presented in the focus group.  

Observation and participant observation 

In the course of the project, and as a result of my lasting involvement with both the 

research assistants and participants in the project, I was able to reflect upon my 

findings with both these groups in conversations that took place outside the research 

setting. Reflexive conversations with participants often took place before or after the 

focus groups. In such conversations, participants often asked additional questions 

about the research project and shared how they had felt in the focus group setting, 

and about the different contributions that were made to the focus groups. 

Participants sometimes repeated stories they had shared in the focus groups, and 

sometimes they reflected critically on their contributions and those from others, 

questioning other participants’ motives to present a particular version of an 

experience, or providing more details of experiences shared by others.  

As the second series of focus groups were held in the evening, I organized a dinner 

with the participants during which we talked about the research project in general, 

whether the research project was useful, the topics discussed, and the stories that 

were shared. Discussions that had taken place in the focus group were sometimes 

continued, and differences in points of view that had seemed impossible to reconcile 

in the context of the focus group were sometimes resolved. I kept in contact with 

some of the participants via email, and they informed me of new turns their lives had 

taken. After the publication of my first paper in a Dutch magazine on ethnicity studies 

(J. A. Prins, 2011), I discussed the results with several participants and they offered 

me new or additional insights.  

I developed a much more lasting relationship with the moderators participating in the 

project, and I often discussed my ideas and findings with them prior to or after the 

focus groups. My relationship with two of the moderators developed into a 

friendship, which included mutual invitations for birthday and dinner parties as well 

as religious festivities. At these occasions, we all spoke freely about our experiences 

as members of particular groups. Although my friends’ friends and acquaintances did 



Methodology | 53 

not always feel free to speak about native Dutch people in my presence, one of my 

friends exclaimed at a dinner-party that I was “in-group” and that nobody should feel 

obliged to hold back. In all of these settings, the stories by both participants and 

moderators were reflected upon and placed in the context of the focus groups and 

individual interviews. This sometimes led to new interpretations of stories and 

performances. Field notes were made of some of the conversations outside the 

formal interview settings. Permission to use these additional notes was requested to 

provide further depth to the study of meaning making of the Moroccan-Dutch 

identity. Permission was granted. 

Sampling 

In line with the aims of this research project, I made use of a purposive sample of 

Moroccan-Dutch young adults. A small group of Moroccan-Dutch students were 

involved in this project from the start. In fact, these students were trained to 

moderate the focus groups (see p. 33). Although these students were all academically 

trained, their networks included both young men and young women in lower 

vocational education and higher vocational education. Participants were sampled by 

means of the snowball method: The Moroccan-Dutch students already involved in 

the project invited their friends, class mates, and/or family members, who in turn, 

invited their friends, class mates, family members, and so on. The group in lower 

vocational education proved most difficult to reach. In the end, I approached a lower 

vocational school and composed focus groups of Moroccan-Dutch young adults 

enrolled in the same course. 

Procedures 

As mentioned, all participants were approached by research assistants cooperating in 

this project. The assistants established the first contact and sometimes arranged a 

date, time, and location for the focus group. Alternatively, they sent me their 

contacts’ email address or phone number, and I arranged a date, time, and location. 

Focus group sessions were usually held at the educational institutes the participants 

attended. I was always present before the interview to arrange seats in a circle, so 

that every participant had equal access to the other participants and the moderator. 

To make the atmosphere more informal, I always brought drinks and snacks.  

Four Moroccan-Dutch interviewers (two male and two female) were trained to 

moderate the focus group sessions. As the main investigator, I provided an 

introduction to the focus groups, explaining that I was interested in the meanings the 
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participants attributed to the Moroccan-Dutch identity. To allow the participants to 

address a variety of experiences regarding various aspects of their identity, I 

introduced probes regarding the Moroccan, the Dutch and the Muslim identity. I 

explained that the participants’ anonymity was guaranteed. Each participant received 

a name card with a number on it. Later, I used pseudonyms for each number. With 

the permission of the participants, I audio-taped all focus group sessions. I was 

present to take notes of what was said by whom, in order to be able to compare the 

narrative contributions from focus group participants across conversations. I decided 

that videotaping the conversations would have been too intrusive for this purpose 

(also see Gamson, 1992).  

The focus groups were semi-structured. As Anthias (2002) observes, experienced 

researchers know that they cannot find useful or interesting perspectives on identity 

by asking direct questions about this topic. Although I included some questions on 

identification, I found it more fruitful to have participants talk about themselves, 

their lives, and their experiences as Moroccan-Dutch young adults. “Identity” is 

thought to emerge through this narration (ibid. p. 492). In line with these insights 

most of my questions addressed participants’ experiences at school, at work, or in 

the neighborhood. I also included questions about how my participants viewed their 

future in the Netherlands, and whether, and if so how, identity was a topic of 

discussion among family and friends. I inserted both positive and negative probes. 

For each of the focus groups, the probes and questions were slightly varied. For 

example, in the focus groups about the Muslim identity, I specifically asked the 

participants to address experiences they had had as Muslims and how these were 

related to them being Moroccan and Dutch.11 When participants mentioned topics 

that were not directly related to the topic list, they were encouraged to discuss those 

topics. The focus group sessions lasted between one and two hours.  

Participants 

The aim of this research was to uncover identity constructions among Moroccan-

Dutch young adults, who face a negative appraisal of both their ethnic and religious 

identity in the Dutch public sphere. In particular, I was interested in how issues of 

identity are discussed among group members. As noted, the age of adolescence and 

young adulthood in particular is characterized by an increased awareness of the 

behavioral mandates of different groups. It is in this period that membership of 

                                                   
11

 See the appendix for the complete topic list. 
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different groups is explored and commitments to some of these are established 

(Arnett, 2000).  

I have argued that for Moroccan-Dutch young adults, the process of exploration is 

hampered by the negative discourses that surround both their ethnic and their 

religious group. Moreover, Moroccan-Dutch young adults may face serious challenges 

regarding their membership of the Dutch national identity category: As second-

generation Moroccan-Dutch they were either born and raised in the Netherlands or 

were brought to the Netherlands to be reunited with their family at a very young age. 

Whereas inclusion in Dutch society should therefore come natural to these 

youngsters, they find that their ethnic and their religious identity preclude them from 

membership of the national identity category (see also Eijberts, 2013; Ersanilli & 

Scholten, 2009; WRR, 2007). For these reasons, the second generation of Moroccan-

Dutch young adults merit our special attention.  

With these considerations in mind, for this research project, I targeted second-

generation Moroccan-Dutch young adults in the age group 18–27 years. A total of 

4712 second-generation Moroccan-Dutch young adults participated in the project. All 

participants were resident citizens of the Netherlands. As children of Moroccan 

migrants, almost all of them were born and raised in the Netherlands. Three 

participants were born in Morocco and came to the Netherlands through family 

reunification, one at the age of three and two at the age of one. One of the 

participants had both a Dutch and a Moroccan parent. I included this participant as 

he was part of the peer group of young men I approached and because he self-

identified as Moroccan.  

As I was interested in the question of meaning making at a collective level, I aimed to 

include a heterogeneous group of Moroccan-Dutch participants in my sample. I 

therefore approached both young men and young women, studying at different 

educational levels. Educational levels are used in this study as a proxy for the more 

common “class” distinction. In accordance with Eijberts (2013), through the 

possibility of upward mobility, Moroccan-Dutch young adults are able to (objectively) 

rise in class, but good schooling and the attainment of high status (white-collar) jobs, 

are often not the only requirement for access to a higher class. Although many 

Moroccan-Dutch young adults are successful in accumulating human capital and are 

increasingly earning university degrees, they may not always have the knowledge of 
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 Forty-seven may appear to be a low number of participants, but as I describe later, I followed participants 
throughout the project in different focus groups and individual interviews. This means that I interviewed some 
of these participants three or four times.   
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what counts as sophisticated or not in the Netherlands (or in their country of origin). 

Such cultural capital can be acquired through schooling, but the family background 

also plays an important role (ibid.). Therefore, in concert with Eijberts, I argue that 

“class” is captured best by “educational differences” and the differences in human 

and cultural capital these bring about (2013 pp. 32-33).  

Of the 47 participants, 23 were female and 24 were male; 13 were receiving lower 

vocational education, 16 higher vocational education, and 18 academic education.13  

Methods of narrative analysis 

In this section I build on the theoretical insights developed in the previous chapter to 

describe how exactly narrative was conceptualized in this dissertation, how narratives 

of identity were located in my data, and how stories and identities were 

operationalized. I argue that a focus on “topics” and “evaluations” provides a way to 

study recurrent interpretations of experiences among Moroccan-Dutch young adults, 

and how these experiences are negotiated and revised in interaction. I also argue 

that comparing evaluations across contexts allows for an analysis of the situated 

performances of individual group members.  

Conceptualization of narrative  

In the empirical chapters of this dissertation, I use a similar conceptualization of 

narrative, guided by insights from both the experience-centered and the small-story 

approaches to narrative. I described these two approaches in detail in the previous 

chapter. Below, I summarize the most important similarities and differences, before 

describing how these informed my analyses.  

An important similarity between the experience-centered and the small-story 

approach to narrative is a preoccupation with narrative material that is not neatly 

storied by way of experiences and events. Both approaches include more flexible 

understandings of event narratives in data, emphasizing the inclusion of stories of 

past, present, and on-going experiences, and general, habitual, or even imaginary 

events (Andrews et al., 2008; Georgakopoulou, 2007; Patterson, 2008). Moreover, 

both approaches prioritize thematic content over structural content, and analyses 
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 Students in lower vocational education are trained for lower-skilled jobs, mainly in construction, healthcare, 
and childcare, and clerical work. Students in higher vocational education are trained for higher-skilled jobs in all 
sectors of the job market. Academically trained (university) students are trained for careers in science, as well 
as for managerial positions in large companies and government agencies. 
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may involve the study of repeated content or themes spread across representations 

(Andrews et al., 2008). Based on these insights, in all subsequent chapters, I included 

as stories accounts of experiences or events, as well as references to present, future, 

generalized, habitual or hypothetical experiences. This material may be presented in 

neatly storied episodes, but may also appear in more fragmented ways across one or 

several interview settings.  

That said, there are important differences between the two approaches that also 

figure in my analyses. An important difference between the experience-centered 

approach and the small-story approach is their social orientation. Experience-

centered research is more individually oriented. It refers to stories as accounts of 

people’s thoughts and feelings about past, present, and on-going events, which are 

considered co-constructed with their interlocutor (usually the researcher conducting 

the interview) and in relation to wider social and cultural processes (Andrews et al., 

2008). Small-story research, on the other hand, is more socially oriented, and draws 

attention to the micro-level of everyday, small narrative phenomena that occur 

“naturally” between people (ibid. p. 7). The focus of analysis in this type of research is 

on the social functioning of stories, or what they do in the context of the 

conversation (ibid.). Whereas experience-centered researchers view stories as 

expressing personal identity and agency, small-story researchers draw attention to 

the dilemmas and troubled subject positions speakers negotiate as they tell their 

stories (Phoenix, 2008).   

In line with my research aims, I am interested in the individual’s thoughts and feelings 

about his or her group membership, and in how the collective Moroccan-Dutch 

identity is constructed and negotiated in interaction among group members. 

Although the conceptualization of narrative is similar throughout the coming 

chapters, the emphasis shifts slightly from Moroccan-Dutch young adults’ personal 

reconstructions of meaningful experiences (Chapters 3 and 4), to the social 

functioning of stories in the different conversational settings in which they were 

shared (Chapters 5 and 6).  

Approach to narrative analysis 

Apart from the discussion about how narratives should be conceptualized, and which 

texts should be included as “narrative” and which should not, researchers have also 

been eager to find methods to help them study narrative (De Fina & Georgakopoulou, 

2012). Much like the discussion over what should be included in the definition of 



58 | Chapter 2 

narrative, there is no single model of narrative analysis. Several methods of narrative 

analysis have been proposed, each focusing on different aspects of narrative. In 

concert with the various conceptualizations of narrative, typologies of narrative 

methods make a distinction between methods that focus on narrative themes, 

narrative structure, and the function of narrative in social interaction (Riessman, 

1993). 

First, thematic approaches to narrative analysis focus on the content of narrative. 

Here, “what” is told is central to the analysis, rather than “how” it was told or “why” 

it was told in a particular way. A basic assumption in this approach is that what is 

said, is an unambiguous route to what people “mean” when they say it (Riessman, 

1993). Thematic analysis is considered a useful method to theorize across a number 

of cases (ibid.). This approach typically includes listing common themes running 

through participants’ narratives to create a typology of narratives representative of 

the cases under study (ibid.).  

Second, in structural approaches to narrative analysis, the emphasis shifts from the 

content of the story to its structural makeup. “How” a story is told rather than “what 

it is about” is of interest to the researcher. Although content is relevant to the study 

of structure, the focus is equally on form, namely how a teller uses particular 

narrative devices to make a story persuasive (ibid. p. 3).  

Third, in dialogic/performance approaches to narrative analysis, the emphasis is on 

the dialogic process between teller and listener. Attention to themes and structure 

are not abandoned in this approach, but the interest shifts to the collaborative nature 

of storytelling, or the process of co-construction between teller and listener. 

Extending this approach is the performative analysis, in which the researcher 

explores the meaning of storytelling beyond its content, and beyond the process of 

co-construction between teller and listener to probe into the social function of 

narrative. Rather than an emphasis on “what” is told, or “how,” the interest shifts to 

what a story does in a particular conversational setting. The performative approach 

asks “who” a story may be directed at, “when” and “why,” or for what purposes 

(Riessman, 1993). 

These approaches resonate the different conceptualizations of narrative, as either 

event-centered or more experience-centered, or as fleeting accounts of experience 

shared in conversation (“small stories”). However, like the distinction between 

narrative conceptualizations, that between the narrative approaches should not be 

taken too strictly, as most researchers who address content also acknowledge the 
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role of audiences in the co-construction of narrative. Similarly, those addressing the 

social workings of narrative also unavoidably address content (Andrews et al., 2008). 

Therefore, there is no way of linking each of these approaches to narrative analysis to 

specific conceptualizations of narrative.  

Based on these insights, my approach to narrative analysis takes various forms. In the 

previous chapter, I argued that a collective identity is expressed in, among other 

things, a collective narrative (Polletta & Jasper, 2001). My first research question 

addresses the issue of a collective narrative: Do Moroccan-Dutch young adults share 

a collective narrative, and if so, what does it look like? I have argued that a collective 

narrative is a collection of personal stories with similar themes told by group 

members. This means that in order to gain insight into the Moroccan-Dutch identity 

and the collective narrative underpinning it, my approach to narrative analysis needs 

to pay attention to the thematic similarity of stories of group members. Through the 

recurrent presentation of “key themes,” group members may construct themselves 

as having particular characteristics or ideologies, and habitual ways of dealing with 

the world, that constitute the building blocks of a collective identity (Phoenix, 2008).   

Second, I have argued that collective narratives, like the collective identities they 

underpin, are not static constructs, but the outcome of social interaction: A collective 

narrative emerges both in recurrent experiences and in recurrent interpretations of 

those experiences by group members (Cornell, 2000). However, it is important to 

recognize that stories with similar themes told by group members need not refer to 

the same events in the same order and have the same dénouement. Individual group 

members may disagree about the interpretation of certain events and the meaning 

these events have, or have had, in their lives. Therefore, my approach to narrative is 

also attentive to the stories’ import (i.e., the meaning and importance attached to 

them by individual group members). Attention to structure, in particular the 

presentation of evaluations, helps shed light on individual group members’ various 

interpretations of meaningful episodes of the collective narrative.  

A focus on thematic and structural similarity and/ or difference helped me to 

establish whether a collective narrative was constructed (thematic and structural 

similarity), and also, to establish which parts of this narrative were differently 

interpreted by group members (thematic similarity, combined with structural 

dissimilarity). The results of my study into the collective narrative are represented in 

Chapter 3. 
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Third, I have also argued that when studying such a collective narrative, it has to be 

taken into account that variation will exist at the intersection of one collective 

identity and another. My second research question is aimed at exploring this issue 

further. As I have argued, Moroccan-Dutch young adults are variously addressed in 

public discourse. This insight led to the formulation of the second research question: 

How does variation in discursive positioning influence storytelling by Moroccan-Dutch 

young men and women, enrolled at different levels of educational attainment? A 

focus on variation in story topics and interpretations across specific subgroups of 

Moroccan-Dutch young adults shows on which aspects of the collective narrative 

they agree and which aspects are subject to discussion or disagreement. Again, a 

focus on thematic and structural similarity or dissimilarity helped me to narrow down 

the parts of the collective narrative that Moroccan-Dutch young adults, across 

groups, agreed or disagreed on. The results of my study into intersectional 

differences in the construction of the collective narrative are represented in Chapter 

4. 

Fourth, I have argued that a collective identity may vary across time and space and 

that that narratives are always co-constructions between tellers and listeners: 

Depending on the context, individual group members create their own version of the 

collective narrative. My third research question directly addresses the issue of 

“narrative performance” by asking how storytelling is influenced by the context of 

the conversation. A focus on story topics and evaluations across settings may reveal if 

and when story topics are inconsistent or contradictory, but such an analysis alone 

does not provide insight into why particular stories are told in specific contexts. In 

Chapter 5, I combine thematic and structural analysis with a detailed analysis of the 

(inter/intra-group) context in which it was told and draw tentative conclusions as to 

why certain stories were shared and not shared in particular contexts.   

Similarly, context plays an important role in telling stories about sensitive or 

controversial subjects. As I have argued, in such contexts, stories may deliberately be 

constructed in vague or ambiguous ways in order to avoid direct confrontation with 

interlocutors. My fourth research question addresses Moroccan-Dutch young adults’ 

sense of belonging to the Netherlands, an issue that is controversial both within and 

outside the context of the focus group. When introducing stories related to this issue, 

Moroccan-Dutch young adults have to take their group members’ attitudes toward 

belonging into account. In such a context, the question is not “what” story is told, but 

“how” it is told, taking into account the attitudes of interlocutors. In Chapter 6 both 

public discourses and the immediate context of the focus group about the Moroccan-
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Dutch identity are taken into account an analyses that put structure (how the story 

was told) over its content (what it was about).    

In sum, in my approach to narrative analysis, I address both the content and structure 

of stories told by Moroccan-Dutch young adults, and the performative aspects of 

their stories across contexts. Such an encompassing approach asks for various 

analytical lenses. In the empirical chapters that follow, I use a combination of 

approaches to narrative designed to explore both the content of the stories and the 

context in which they were performed. Although I lean towards using one approach 

in favor of the other in the different chapters, as mentioned in the Introduction, in 

addressing content, it is unavoidable to also address context and vice versa.   

Locating identity 

To locate identities in the narratives yielded for the empirical chapters of this 

dissertation, I focused on one of Labov’s (1972) traditional elements of storytelling, 

namely the evaluation. As argued in the previous chapter, the evaluation gives insight 

into the “point” of a story, or why it was told in the first place. I have argued that by 

evaluating their stories in particular ways, narrators provide us with glimpses into 

their identity. First, narrators make claims about the kind of person they are by 

presenting themselves as decent ethical characters in contrast to other protagonists, 

making claims to a preferred identity in relation to a particular audience (Bamberg, 

1997, 2004b; Ochs & Capps, 1996; Patterson, 2008; Riessman, 1993). Secondly, by 

presenting their take on events and their appraisal of the different characters 

involved, narrators set the boundaries of the groups to which they belong (or do not 

belong) (De Fina, 2003, 2006). How narrators evaluate their experiences relates the 

study of evaluations to the study of “positioning” and “performance.”14  

In concert with these insights, I studied Moroccan-Dutch young adults’ stories in the 

following ways. First, I studied how Moroccan-Dutch young adults revealed their 

evaluation of events by positioning themselves as characters in the story world. At 

this level, I studied how characters in the story world were constructed in terms of 

protagonists and/or antagonists, as heroes or victims (Bamberg, 1997). Similarly, I 

studied how these young adults constructed themselves as members of a particular 

group by attributing praise and blame, and assigning good and bad moral 

characteristics to themselves and others (De Fina, 2006; Labov, 1997).  

                                                   
14

 See pages 22–24. 
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Secondly, I examined how the introduction of a particular evaluation revealed how 

Moroccan-Dutch young adults positioned themselves in relation to others in the 

immediate context of the conversation. Here, what I was interested in was the kind 

of selves narrators “performed” in relation to their audiences, and what narrators 

aimed to achieve with these performances. As noted earlier, evaluations do not have 

to be consistent within the setting of the conversation, nor across conversations or 

across time (Andrews et al., 2008). On the contrary, self-presentations, realized 

through evaluations, may be inconsistent and contradictory, or deliberately vague, 

depending on the audience and the self-image a narrator wishes to convey.  

To make more explicit how the stories and identities these underpin were studied in 

this project, below I present how my data were analyzed using Atlas.ti. 

Analysis of narratives/identities using Atlas.ti 

The conversations with Moroccan-Dutch young adults about their experiences 

yielded 370 pages of data that, for a large part, were analyzed using Atlas.ti. In 

revising the data, I distinguished the narrative parts from the non-narrative parts.15 In 

accordance with my earlier conceptualization of narrative, I focused on smaller 

sequences of text in which participants referred to discrete events or personal 

experiences in the past, present, or future tense, as well as on longer stretches of 

conversation in which experiences were co-constructed by group members. As I was 

interested in how these stories were related to the construction and negotiation of a 

collective identity, I looked at how they were evaluated.  

In my analyses I included as stories those sequences of conversation in which an 

experience was introduced and evaluated by one or more participants. Stories and 

evaluations sometimes appeared together in full-fledged event stories, but more 

often they were introduced separately in fragmented references to events and 

interpretations of events. A reference to an event was sometimes introduced to 

support a particular point of view. In line with these insights, I coded as “stories” all 

fragments of text in which narrators introduced either a perspective or an event that 

supported a particular identity claim (as in: “I was fired, too,” an experience 

                                                   
15

 Riessman (1993) offers a conceptualization of narrative in which the entire response of the participant is 
considered a narrative. Embedded in this narrative may be segments which meet the criteria of experience- or 
event-centered stories. Although my first preoccupation was with these “short stories”, in the later stages of 
my analysis, I put together the different narrative contributions by participants in order to get a fuller 
understanding of their (sometimes contradictory) perspective on the collective story, their everyday 
experiences as a Moroccan Dutch Muslim, and their hopes and expectations of belonging. 
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introduced to affirm the unjust ways Moroccan-Dutch young adults are treated on 

the job market, or “I think it is unfair I was fired,” an evaluation presented as a 

separate appraisal of an event referred to earlier). This means that single referential 

or evaluative clauses were sometimes coded as stories, and that stories were thus 

sometimes very, very short. 

Analyzing topics 

For the thematic analysis of my data, I first set out to explore what was told by 

participants. I therefore applied codes to different themes, which I labeled as topics, 

that were discussed in the course of the conversation in the focus groups. I defined 

story topics as what the story was about, who was involved, and/or when and where 

the events took place. When participants told stories about particular events, a topic 

was attributed to the story based on the location of the event, the main activity 

described in the story, or a main character. For example, many storied events took 

place at school or work. These stories were then coded “school” or “work.” An 

activity code was also given to each story. Stories about experiences at work usually 

included such activities as “applying for a job” or “joking with co-workers.” When the 

main character of the story was also the main subject, the story was assigned a code 

based on the main character. A number of stories, for example, were about the 

“media.” The “media” topic often co-occurred with another topic, that of “image of 

Moroccan-Dutch young adults.” These stories included more descriptive accounts of 

how Moroccan-Dutch young adults felt they were represented in the media. Stories 

with this topic did not necessarily include locations or activities; rather, they dealt 

with the way Moroccan-Dutch young adults perceive themselves to be viewed by 

native Dutch people.  

Analyzing evaluations 

In line with my objective to study how stories by Moroccan-Dutch young adults were 

constructed to make a particular point, I focused on the evaluation section of stories. 

Stories set in “school” or about “wearing the headscarf” can make very different 

points: One might tell a story set in school to draw attention to the injustices 

Moroccan-Dutch youth are confronted with, or to draw attention to how ethnic 

differences fade in the context of the classroom. Analyzing which point my 

participants aimed to make by sharing particular stories was a complex and 

controversial project and it cannot be expected that a single meaning emerges from 

one story. Accordingly, I coded a wide range of different evaluations. Based on 
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careful analysis of the story topics, story actors, value judgments, and aspects of the 

conversational context, I narrowed down the types of evaluations.  

For the analysis of evaluations, I first considered whether the story was aimed at 

relating a positive or a negative experience. I distinguished whether positive 

experiences were the outcome of other people’s actions (inclusion) or of the 

narrator’s actions (individual responsibility). For the negative experiences, I coded the 

stories according to their consequences. One of the most common evaluations in the 

stories I analyzed was “injustice.” In stories about injustice, participants described 

incidents that they characterized as typical of the unjust treatment of their ethnic 

group. Narrators themselves were often not involved in the incident, nor did they 

suffer direct consequences of the events they described. Unjust treatment was often 

at the hands of the news media, institutions like the criminal justice system, schools, 

or native Dutch people in general.  

The injustice evaluation was different from “discrimination,” where narrators 

referred to incidents in which they themselves (or someone they were close to) 

suffered the direct negative consequences of unjust treatment, such as not getting 

hired for a job or being refused entry to a night club or access to an educational 

program. Injustice was also different from “prejudice:” The latter evaluation was 

coded when participants explicitly referred to native Dutch people as manifesting a 

particular prejudice toward them. Prejudice was also different from discrimination, as 

in narrated accounts of prejudice the emphasis was on the person manifesting the 

prejudice, rather than on the narrator as the one suffering the consequences. 

Another evaluation I often found was “false essentialism,” with which participants 

referred to a situation in which they were asked to respond for the group as a whole, 

even though they had no special expertise or experience of the issue under 

discussion (for example, criminality or terrorism). Another important evaluation was 

“exclusion,” which was used to refer to the experience of marginalization (not 

formally discrimination), such as being informally excluded from a group at school or 

in the neighborhood. Negative experiences were sometimes presented and accepted 

as a fact of life, and sometimes participants expressed their disapproval of those 

experiences. Both responses were coded as ways of “coping.” When participants told 

stories about how they had confronted people who engaged in the stigmatizing 

behavior (e.g., prejudice or injustice), I coded them as “confronting.”  

The different evaluations presented here support slightly different narrative positions 

that were relevant to my analyses in Chapters 3 and 4. Advancing insight, however, 

led me to redefine most of my initial evaluations in Chapters 5 and 6 in terms of 
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either inclusion – when participants shared stories about their inclusion at school or 

work, or in other local networks – and exclusion, when people shared stories about 

how they felt excluded: A sense of exclusion could be the consequence of an 

experience of injustice, discrimination, prejudice, or false essentialism against oneself 

or the group.   

In addition to coding evaluations, I coded whether the stories that were told were the 

product of a single narrator or several narrators, and whether narrators used generic 

or habitual forms of storytelling. In the case of a single narrator, the story was usually 

about the narrator him- or herself or someone he or she felt close to, as in “this 

happened to a friend of mine.” A single narrator would sometimes also introduce a 

collective main character, as in “that reminds me of the time we went voting with our 

headscarves on.” In the case of several narrators, I considered a story the product of 

joint elaboration, as in:  

A: “When we were talking about Muslims in school, everybody looked at me.”  

B: “Yes, and then you have to defend yourself.”  

I considered a story generic or habitual when it was used to express an event or 

experience that was thought to apply to all Moroccan-Dutch young adults, or when 

the event or experience recounted concerned a recurrent episode in the lives of 

Moroccan-Dutch young adults, as in “this happens to us all the time.” Both 

storytelling in the first- and third person, and joint, generic, or habitual storytelling, 

contributed to the construction of a collective storyline through which Moroccan-

Dutch young adults expressed what membership of the Moroccan-Dutch group 

entails.  

When all codes and evaluations were in place, I used Atlast.ti’s “co-occurrence” tool 

to explore which topics were related to which evaluations, and who the main 

character was to which the experience or event was attributed. In this way, I was able 

to analyze whether Moroccan-Dutch young adults were engaged in constructing a 

“collective story”: In line with my conceptualization of the collective narrative, I 

considered the presence of similar story topics, accompanied by a similar 

denouément, as indicative of the presence of a collective narrative. When stories 

with similar story topics were evaluated differently by different participants, I 

concluded that there was no agreement on a particular storyline.  

The analysis with Atlas.ti’s “co-occurrence” tool also sensitized me to the fact that, 

for example, stories with the evaluation “injustice” were often the product of joint 

elaboration by the participants, and/or referred to generic or habitual experiences. 
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Stories about injustice often included the media as a promulgator of a negative image 

of Moroccan-Dutch young adults. Stories that were accounts of personal experience 

often took place in the settings that corresponded with the participants’ everyday 

experiences, like schools and the work floor. These stories were often accompanied 

by evaluations of discrimination or prejudice, but in some focus groups, on the 

contrary, they were accompanied by inclusion or sense of personal responsibility for 

maintaining positive inter-group ties.  

The use of Atlas.ti thus proved very fruitful for my thematic and structural analyses 

(as represented in Chapter 3 and 4). It enabled me to study how my participants 

positioned themselves as characters in the story world, and which normative point 

with regards to their identity they sought to make in relation to their audience. 

Furthermore, the careful definition of codes and the use of the co-occurrence tool in 

Atlas.ti sensitized me to important nuances in my data that otherwise would have 

been overlooked.  

Analyzing performance 

Atlas.ti was less useful, however, when I set out to explore the role of context in the 

performances of my participants, or how their story was part of a strategy to 

communicate a preferred identity in relation to a particular audience (Chapter 5). For 

this purpose, I compared the content and evaluations of some of my participants’ 

stories expressed in the focus group, with similar stories in their life history 

interviews. When I found similarities or dissimilarities in content and import, I probed 

the context of the conversation in which these utterances were made for indications 

as to why and when stories were told in particular ways and how stories supported 

different identity claims in different contexts.  

Similarly, the use of Atlas.ti was less useful when I explored the function of a (smaller) 

subset of stories in which Moroccan-Dutch young adults discussed their belonging to 

Dutch society (Chapter 6). Atlas.ti helped me to locate such episodes in my data, but I 

applied detailed structural analysis of these particular episodes to explore how 

participants managed to construct a sense of belonging in a context seemingly 

fraught with the experience of exclusion. I focused on the content of such episodes, 

but more important, I probed into how the specific semantic properties of stories 

allowed participants to introduce alternative ways of understanding experiences 

without antagonizing their peers.  
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Summary 

In this chapter, I discussed some important methodological issues that have informed 

this project. First, I discussed the most important advantages and limitations of the 

focus groups on which much of the analyses presented in this dissertation rest, as 

well as the ways I dealt with possible pitfalls of this method. To address the diversity 

in experience of my participants, in my design I paid attention to the distinctions in 

social positions among Moroccan-Dutch young adults in terms of intersectionality, 

and to the variability of contributions to collective meaning making across settings. 

Moreover, in different settings, different aspects of the Moroccan-Dutch identity 

were discussed. As indicated, the construction of a careful design does not rule out 

the fact that a focus group is a social setting in which issues of identity performance 

play a role. Rather than sweeping these issues under the rug, these figure 

prominently in the data analysis.  

Subsequently, I addressed how narrative is conceptualized and operationalized in this 

dissertation. I also described different (thematic, structural, and 

dialogical/performative) approaches to narrative analysis. I proposed a combination 

of these approaches to study storytelling among Moroccan-Dutch young adults, 

simultaneously considering content and structure, as well as the co-constructed 

nature of storytelling. As I am interested in how the stories Moroccan-Dutch young 

adults underpin their situated claims to identity, I elaborated how “identity” was 

operationalized in storytelling by focusing on the “evaluation” section of stories.  
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Chapter 3: Telling the collective story? Moroccan-

Dutch young adults’ negotiation of a collective identity 

through storytelling16 

In the previous chapters, I described the position of Moroccan-Dutch young adults in 

the Dutch public debate. Guided by the assumption that people are motivated to 

achieve positive identities (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), in this dissertation I set out to 

study how Moroccan-Dutch young adults give meaning to, and reconstruct, their 

identity in face of public stigmatization. I have argued that a collective identity 

emerges in a collective reconstruction of experiences by group members. A collective 

narrative is a narrative that captures central understandings of what it means to be a 

member of the group: “It is a story that can be told in many different ways, but 

ultimately it can be reduced to something along the lines of ‘we are the people 

who…’ […] in which the lacuna becomes a tale of some sort, a record of events.” 

(Cornell, 2000 p. 42). In this chapter I explore whether there is a collective storyline 

shared among Moroccan-Dutch young adults, and if so, what it looks like.  

The identification strategies of migrant youths have been a prominent subject of 

research and debate for decades (Ersanilli & Scholten, 2009; Verkuyten, 2006). Both 

in sociology and social psychology, ethnic identification has been analyzed more 

often in terms of inter-group than intra-group relations (Verkuyten, 2005). Research 

has focused on how minority groups relate to the dominant majority. But treating 

relations with the dominant majority as the only significant “other” for minority 

groups, ignores the importance of within-group issues (Phinney, 1990; Verkuyten, 

2005). Moreover, while research on inter-group relations often focuses on societal 

level relations, inter-group relations in more local situations may operate very 

differently (De Fina, 2003; Verkuyten, 2005). In this chapter, I focus on intra-group 

interaction and describe how local-level interactions with out-group members 

provide material for negotiating identities.  

To capture this process, I analyze the stories focus group participants tell each other. 

Scholars of ethnic identification have found in narrative a valuable tool for 

understanding the interactive construction and negotiation of identity (Anthias, 2002; 
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 This chapter is an adaptation of an original article that was published in Qualitative Sociology (J. A. Prins, J. 
Stekelenburg, F. Polletta, & B. Klandermans, 2013). Advancing insight led me to recode some of the data so 
that the numbers in this chapter may vary slightly from those in the article. To avoid repetition, some of the 
descriptive and theoretical parts of the original article have been omitted. In order to retain the fluency of the 
argument, however, a certain amount of repetition could not be avoided.   
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De Fina, 2003, 2006, 2008; Georgakopoulou, 2006; Kraus, 2006; Spickard & 

Burroughs, 2000). In the stories they tell, people define the social groups to which 

they do and do not belong, giving voice to the shared schemas that are the building 

blocks of identity (De Fina, 2003). Narrative scholars caution that people do not have 

a single identity, or even a single identity in a particular context (De Fina et al., 2006). 

Accordingly, the stories in and through which they construct their identities are both 

multiple and evolving, as well as jointly constructed. I follow this line of research in 

emphasizing the interactional and emergent quality of identities forged in narrative. 

However, I try to push it further by focusing on the processes of elaboration, 

challenge, and revision that take place as group members narrate who they are.  

I argue that Moroccan-Dutch young adults negotiate their identities in relation to 

each other as well as to the native Dutch by way of the stories they tell and comment 

on in conversation. I ask: 1) Which storylines are shared by Moroccan-Dutch young 

adults and what kinds of identity claims are made through these shared storylines? 2) 

How are storylines elaborated, challenged, and revised in conversation with an 

audience consisting of in-group members? 3) How do these processes affect the 

collective identity claims made by Moroccan-Dutch young adults?  

Storytelling and identity 

As noted earlier, researchers have turned to narrative analysis to gain insight into 

individual and collective identities (Archakis & Tzanne, 2005; Cornell, 2000; De Fina, 

2003, 2008; McAdams, 1993; Ochs & Capps, 1996; Plummer, 2001; Rappaport, 2000; 

Salzer, 1998). Narratives or stories are accounts of events, but events that are 

“selected, organized, connected and evaluated as meaningful for a particular 

audience” (Riessman, 1993, 1). The stories people tell offer insight into how they 

make sense of themselves and their social world. Stories, in this view, are not only 

things people tell, but also things people live (Polletta et al., 2011).  

Researchers developed the concept of the collective narrative to refer to a collection 

of stories with similar themes told by group members (Cornell, 2000; Plummer, 2001; 

Salzer, 1998). A collective narrative need not be a single story relating the same 

events in the same order with the same dénouement. Rather, it is present as 

common themes in group members’ stories. A collective narrative emerges both in 

recurrent experiences and in recurrent interpretations of those experiences and their 

import (Cornell, 2000). The presence of collective narratives in individuals’ self-

accounts communicates a shared collective identity (Salzer, 1998).  
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While early research on narrative identity tended to rely on long personal accounts 

elicited in interviews, clinical encounters, and autobiographical writing (Freeman, 

2006), scholars have more recently sought to capture the kinds of stories that people 

tell in their everyday lives. These “small stories” are closer to people’s experiences 

(Bamberg, 2007b). Bamberg (2007a), Georgakopoulou (2006, 2007) and Riessman 

(2003, 2004), among others, argue that stories elicited in natural contexts tend to be 

multi-authored, complex in structure, and often ambiguous in point. The message or 

the moral of a story often requires interpretation on the part of audiences, who help 

the narrator decide what the point of the story is (Polanyi, 1989; Polletta & Lee, 

2006).  

Rather than a sign of weakness, Polletta and Lee (2006) argue that stories’ ambiguity 

may be their strength. Stories that lack a clear moral invite the audience to 

participate in making sense of experiences quite unlike their own. In addition, telling 

stories allows people to disagree without antagonizing each other, since the point of 

the story is implied rather than stated directly. Arminen (2004) uses the concept of 

“second story” to describe the stories that people tell in response to other people’s 

stories. Second stories are “a particular type of response to an original story, in which 

the teller of the second not only claims but proves understanding of the first story 

through the designed resemblance of the second” (Arminen, 2004, 321). 

Interestingly, though, the second story may not reproduce the topic, sequence, or 

even the point of the first story. In this chapter, I make use of these insights. I show 

that a Moroccan-Dutch identity is forged through the interpretation and 

reinterpretation of short stories told in conversation.  

Analyzing storytelling in focus groups 

Six focus groups were conducted with a total of 3917 participants. All participants 

were second-generation Moroccan-Dutch and resident citizens of the Netherlands. 

Groups consisted of six to seven participants, between the ages of 18 and 27. 

Participants were contacted through their schools and through the network of 

Moroccan-Dutch research assistants. The focus group sessions took place in the 

schools and universities the participants attended. Each focus group consisted of 

either all male or all female participants. The participants were studying at institutes 

for lower vocational education, higher vocational education, or academic education. 

Despite variation in the groups, I expected that a collective narrative capturing 
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 This number differs from the total number of participants in this project, as in the course of the project 
participants were added to the project.  
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participants’ experience of being Moroccan-Dutch would be discernible. The focus 

group sessions were partly semi-structured and partly free-associative. A topic list 

was used to ask participants about their experiences in school, at work, and in their 

neighborhood, and to ask about conversations they had had with friends and family. 

When participants mentioned topics that were not directly related to the topic list, 

they were encouraged to discuss those topics.  

I combined the experience-centered and small-story approach to narrative to analyze 

1) the import of stories of experience narrated by individual group members, and 2) 

the co-construction of individual and collective storylines by group members in the 

setting of the focus group. In particular, I was interested in how shared ideas and 

beliefs about group membership were negotiated based on the joint elaboration, 

challenge, and revision of collective storylines. Insofar as participants articulated 

similar story topics and evaluations, I concluded that they were voicing a shared 

collective narrative. However, to say that a collective narrative exists is not to say that 

it is inflexible or unchanging. Like identities, narratives are subject to debate and 

change. To study whether and how the collective narrative of Moroccan-Dutch young 

adults was negotiated, when a particular storyline appeared repeatedly in 

conversations, I analyzed all the evaluations of the stories involved. If the evaluations 

were similar, I concluded that there was no negotiation about the interpretation of 

an event or experience. However, if in conversation with group members, 

participants offered contrasting or new evaluations of the event or experience, I 

considered the story negotiated. I was interested in the kinds of identity claims 

participants made by way of these new evaluations.  

Moroccan-Dutch young adults’ negotiation of a collective 

narrative 

A total of 279 stories were elicited during the focus group sessions. All stories were 

examined for similarities in topics and evaluations. I argued earlier that storytelling is 

a collaborative effort. Audiences participate in the process of telling stories and 

deciding on their meaning. In the following, I investigate the dynamics of the 

elaboration, challenge, and revision that take place in this process. First, I show that 

participants often jointly elaborated a collective narrative. They did so by approving 

of others’ evaluations or by supplying missing parts of the evaluation. Second, I turn 

to how participants challenged and revised the collective narrative. They did this by 

criticizing other participants’ evaluations and by offering stories that departed in key 

respects from the first story. Although elaboration and revision are separated here 
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for the purpose of analytical clarity, they often took place simultaneously as 

participants negotiated their collective narrative.  

Elaborating a collective narrative 

I identified 39 topics in the 279 fragments of text that I coded as “stories.” Nine of the 

topics appeared in more than ten stories. The largest number of stories in my data 

collection was about “school” (N=61). All stories on this topic took place at school or 

were related to experiences at school. The prominence of this topic reflects the 

everyday reality of my participants, who were all in school at the time, and who were 

in focus groups held in schools. A second prominent story topic was “work” (N=50), 

where participants recounted their experiences in the workplace or experiences in 

the workplace they had heard about, including applying for jobs. The third most 

common topic was “image of Moroccan-Dutch young adults” (N=42). These stories 

dealt with native Dutch people’s image of the group.  

Other common topics included “identity” (N=21), which referred to stories in which 

the narrator’s ethnic or religious identity was the main topic of conversation; 

“media”(N=17), in which the mass media figured as the main character; “wearing the 

headscarf” (N=15), in which female participants recounted experiences of wearing a 

headscarf; “politics” (N=15), which focused on politics in general or particular 

politicians; and “questions” (N=14), stories in which native Dutch people asked 

questions about Moroccan-Dutch young adults’ culture and religion. As stories on 

these topics were told repeatedly in all focus group sessions, I consider them part of 

the collective narrative of Moroccan-Dutch young adults in the Netherlands. 

However, I argued earlier that a collective narrative depends not only on topical 

unity, but also on similarity in the meaning given to events or experiences. 

Accordingly, in addition to the stories’ topics, I studied group members’ evaluations 

of the stories.  

First, I studied evaluations that were most common across all stories I coded. I found 

that by far the most dominant evaluation was that of injustice (N=43). Other 

dominant story evaluations were discrimination (N=30), exclusion (N=27), and false 

essentialism (N=26). Stories with an injustice evaluation described experiences of 

unfair treatment. Unfair treatment was often at the hands of the Dutch news media 

or Dutch institutions, as well as native Dutch co-workers, teachers, fellow students, or 

native Dutch people in general. Stories concerning the injustice done to Moroccan-

Dutch young adults were often elaborated by several group members, rather than by 

a single individual. Imraan and Yassin, two males in lower vocational education, for 
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example, recounted how criminal justice agencies and the media emphasize ethnicity 

when Moroccans18 are involved in crime: 

Imraan: Listen, last time they made such a list [inventory of crime involvement 

among Moroccans by the National Police Service Agency (KLPD)], then they give the 

percentage of criminality among Moroccans. Why Moroccans? Why not criminality 

per city, per neighborhood, or the whole country? Why do newspapers insist on 

printing this, as if they intentionally give more attention to Moroccans, you know? 

Yassin: And in newspaper articles, when something happens, a murder, if it’s a Dutch 

person, it’s just a murderer. When it’s a Moroccan, they have to mention it; it has to 

say “Moroccan background.”  

Participants often drew on the media as a source of ideas, images, and arguments. 

The news media was mentioned most often as an actor in stories about injustice. 

These stories, like the one told by Imraan and Yassin, did not refer to a particular 

episode that had occurred to one of the narrators personally, but rather to a more 

generic experience of injustice, assumed to be familiar to all members of the 

Moroccan-Dutch community.  

Similarly, I found that group members often used the pronoun “we,” instead of “I,” 

indicating that the experience narrated was not a personal experience, but one 

shared by group members. In the male group in higher vocational education, Said 

began a discussion about how Moroccan-Dutch youths are viewed: 

Said: I’ve never heard anything positive. There are a lot of us studying in higher 

vocational schools, university, here in [Dutch provincial town]. We are really a tight 

group, we play soccer together, we have fun together. I never hear anything positive 

about us, but when I make a mistake then I suffer the consequences immediately. 

Malik: Then they really focus on it. It’s not just that, it’s also in court. A Dutch crook 

will receive a lighter sentence than a Moroccan one. 

Nassim: This has been proven by research. 

Malik: A young person, for example, who was involved in a fight […]. The judge or 

even the police might think it’s just a little row. But when a Moroccan is involved, it 

immediately becomes a major offense, it follows you for the next 35 years. 

Said: That is really a pity. We just have to… We know how we are looked upon; I think 

there shouldn’t be any difference. 

Here, Said and Malik jointly narrate the experience of injustice, in this case at the 

hands of the schools, courts, and police. By using the pronoun “we,” Said indicates 
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 Despite their status as Dutch citizens, participants used the term “Moroccans” to refer to members of the 
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that he is not just speaking for himself, but that this experience of unfair treatment is 

shared by his friends. In the last sentence, given the contributions to the narrative 

from Nassim and Malik, the “we” Said uses might refer to Moroccan-Dutch young 

people in general. By using the pronoun “you” in “it follows you for the next 35 

years,” Malik’s story may be called a habitual story, implying that this is not only his 

experience (indeed, not even his experience) and that this is not a one-time 

experience.  

I also examined the evaluations that were most common in the stories with the 

dominant story topics I identified. I wondered whether the evaluations that appeared 

in the generic or habitual stories (i.e., the stories of collective experience rather than 

individual experience) also appeared in the participants’ stories of their everyday 

experiences in school and at work. With regard to stories that included the topic 

“school,” I found two dominant evaluations: false essentialism (N=12) and prejudice 

(N=7). False essentialism was used when participants described being singled out as a 

representative of the group or were asked to respond for the group as a whole, even 

though they had no special expertise or experience of the issue under discussion 

(e.g., criminality or terrorism). In the following excerpt, three female participants at 

an institute for academic education discuss how Moroccan-Dutch students are often 

singled out in the classroom when the discussion is about Islam, immigration, or the 

Moroccan identity: 

Salima: We once watched this movie Submission [about the oppression of Muslim 

women] by Hirsi Ali [former member of the Dutch parliament] and we already felt it 

coming… When the movie ended, questions were asked and everybody was like: 

“How did you feel as Muslims when you saw this?”  

Senna: You really had to justify yourself, you know. Because they looked at the 

images and said, “My god, is it that bad?” And then they turned around to look at us.  

Soumaya: And then you have to tell them that it’s not true. 

In this excerpt, Salima, Senna, and Soumaya jointly recount their experience in the 

classroom. Salima and Senna are classmates and shared the experience that Salima 

begins to narrate. Although Soumaya is enrolled in a different program and was not 

actually present at the scene, she fills in part of the story and evaluation. Soumaya’s 

contribution to this story is an interesting one, as it is not clear whether she has had a 

similar experience herself, or whether she has heard about similar experiences from 

friends. In this case, the story elaborated by Salima, Senna, and Soumaya can be 

considered generic in the sense that the story is not only about the narrators: It is the 

story of the average Moroccan-Dutch young adult. By jointly evaluating their 
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experience in terms of false essentialism, Salima, Senna, and Soumaya describe a 

relatively powerless position, in which they are compelled to defend their religious 

heritage to fellow students and teachers.  

With regard to the second story topic – “work” – I found the dominant evaluation to 

be discrimination (N=19). For example, two members of the male group in higher 

vocational education share their experiences on the job market:  

Hassan: Before I studied here, I studied marketing and communication. I think I 

applied for an internship, like, 50 or 60 times here in this province. It was, by the way, 

not due to the letter that I wasn’t invited for any of them. Eventually I did my 

internship in [Dutch city]. You know, yeah, this is kind of an extreme example but, 

you’re discriminated against every day.  

Said: The same thing happened to me once. I remember it well. I applied to work at 

the cinema. It was three, four years ago. I had applied and heard nothing, and then 

two or three days later, my sister worked there and they told her, “Bring him with 

you.” And then they saw how I looked … and they saw that I looked neat and then 

they immediately said “You can work here.” But I didn’t want to anymore. I thought, 

like, you employers, you don’t even send me back a letter, you don’t reply, then I 

don’t want to work here. 

Here, Hassan and Said jointly recount the experience of Moroccan-Dutch young 

adults on the job market. Although there was nothing wrong with Hassan’s 

application letter, it took him some time to find an internship, which he interprets as 

a sign of discrimination. Said supports Hassan’s evaluation by offering a similar story 

of his own. His introduction, “The same thing happened to me,” flags the introduction 

of a second story (Arminen, 2004). Although Hassan and Said’s stories are quite 

different, the reference to the topic of “applying” and the discrimination evaluation 

in Said’s story support the symbolic tie between the two participants’ stories. In 

Said’s story, the people at the cinema are implied to have assumed that Said was not 

a good prospect based on his Moroccan last name. It was only when he showed them 

his neat appearance that they changed their minds. Said’s point is that he, like 

Hassan, was discriminated against by his potential employer. Based on this 

interpretation, Said eventually decided to decline the job offer. However, although 

Said’s story is designed to support Hassan’s story, the point of the story Said tells is 

actually somewhat ambiguous. The only thing standing between Said and getting 

hired at the cinema was his decision not to accept the job offer. However, nobody in 

the group responds to this ambiguous evaluation and, in the context of the group, its 

message is jointly evaluated in terms of discrimination. Both Said and Hassan’s stories 
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support the collective experience of being discriminated against in the job market. 

They represent the Moroccan-Dutch identity as a disadvantaged minority identity. 

With regard to the third story topic, “image of Moroccan-Dutch young adults,” I 

found two dominant evaluations: injustice (N=17), referring to the feeling of being 

wronged in some way, and prejudice (N=9), referring to the perception of a 

stereotype held by native Dutch people. The following story was told by Rachid, a 

young man in academic education: 

Rachid: Yeah, I think everybody has experienced that. What I really hate is that, for 

example, when you’re waiting for the tram or the bus and there’s an old lady, she 

immediately grabs her bag. I absolutely hate that. That is a prejudice that everybody 

here has experienced. 

Here, Rachid shares his personal experience of prejudice based on a common view of 

Moroccan-Dutch youths as thieves. In his story, he refers to the shared character of 

this experience: “I think everybody here has experienced that.” It is unclear whether 

Rachid’s story refers to one particular experience or to a more generic experience. 

Like Malik’s story in an earlier example, it may even be that Rachid’s story is a 

habitual story: Through the use of the personal pronoun “you” in “when you are 

waiting for the tram or the bus,” Rachid implies that this is not just his experience and 

that it is not an isolated experience. 

Collectivity and contention 

In order for a collection of stories to become a collective narrative, reflecting a 

collective experience, group members must agree on the evaluation of these stories. 

The analysis so far suggests that there was agreement about the evaluation of 

experiences, with evaluations of injustice, discrimination, and false essentialism 

marking the stories of Moroccan-Dutch young adults. In addition, I have shown 

through an analysis of how my participants responded to each other’s stories, that 

group members assisted each other in constructing this narrative, emphasizing the 

shared character of experiences that were deemed typical of the group. Many of 

these stories were the product of what I called generic or habitual storytelling, 

referring to the narration of experiences Moroccan-Dutch young adults in general or 

the narration of experiences that were deemed common among group members 

(also see Archakis & Tzanne, 2005). I also found that group members seconded each 

other’s personal experiences in order to emphasize the collective character of their 

experience of ethnic disadvantage.  
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However, concluding that Moroccan-Dutch young adults create a single, static 

collective identity through the stories they tell would ignore the contention over 

stories that occurred in my focus groups. In fact, the generic or habitual character of 

the experiences recounted, combined with the practice of co-constructing particular 

narratives, suggest that the narrative was collective not because every individual 

shared the same experience, but because the narrative had been told so frequently.  

I turn now to the ways in which participants struggled with the jointly elaborated 

narrative of a disadvantaged minority identity and the collective narrative 

underpinning it. Although there was general agreement among participants about 

the position of Moroccan-Dutch young people in Dutch society, participants also used 

their own everyday experiences to challenge and revise the collective narrative. 

Whereas stories about the “image of Moroccan-Dutch young adults” were rarely 

contested, participants’ personal stories about experiences in school and at the 

workplace were often contested. I argue that these stories of personal experience 

were used to provide more positive turns to a collective narrative that depended 

largely on the generic experience of injustice.  

Challenging and revising the collective narrative 

The collective narrative was challenged when group members disagreed on how a 

particular experience should be evaluated. It was revised when group members 

offered stories that departed in key respects from the collective storyline. These 

processes involved a re-evaluation of the collective identity, appropriating certain 

elements of it while rejecting others.  

As I demonstrated in the previous section, second stories are important instruments 

for expressing agreement. However, second stories can also be used to re-evaluate 

the first narrator’s experience. Arminen (2004) explains that second stories can be 

used to re-contextualize the original story, highlighting different aspects of the story 

or interpreting it differently, “thereby providing a new understanding of the first 

story and a new angle to the teller of that story” (p. 332). Second stories figured this 

way in conversations about participants’ experiences on the job market. Experiences 

on the job market were discussed often in all groups and the evaluations of these 

experiences were highly contested. For example, when a group of young women in 

lower vocational education were discussing the advantages and disadvantages of 

having a Moroccan background, the topic of job discrimination came up: 
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Interviewer: Are there any disadvantages to being Moroccan? 

Karima: That you don’t get hired. 

Nisrin: You hear that more often. 

[…] 

Karima: You hear it more often, but it’s just true. 

[…] 

Interviewer: Have you experienced that yourself? 

Nisrin: No, not me, I haven’t finished school yet so I don’t know how it feels, so… 

Nadia: I think particularly older people. That’s what I think. 

Malika: People who have finished school.  

Nisrin: Yeah, when you’ve graduated. Because my brother, he graduated last summer 

and he is still looking for a job. They still haven’t hired him anywhere. 

Karima: It’s just the opposite; I think that, when you have a higher vocational school 

diploma you will get hired, right? Because when I think about it…  

Nisrin: It depends. 

Karima: My brother-in-law, my brother-in-law has a diploma. He just applied 

everywhere and did a lot of job interviews […] 

Nisrin: Yeah, but my brother also has a diploma. But I guess it just depends. 

At the outset of the discussion, Karima and Nisrin both draw attention to the 

disadvantaged position of Moroccan-Dutch young adults on the job market. Whereas 

Nisrin’s “you hear that more often” suggests that the experience of disadvantage on 

the labor market is based on hearsay rather than experience, Karima affirms the 

veracity of the collective narrative by insisting “It’s just true.” When the interviewer 

inquires whether the participants themselves have been exposed to discrimination on 

the job market, Nisrin responds that considering she is still in school, she has not. She 

thus puts the credibility of the collective narrative at stake. Nadia and Malika help 

restore it by reaffirming that discrimination is indeed an experience common to 

Moroccan-Dutch people, in particular “older people” or “people who have finished 

school.” This means that, even though they themselves have not experienced 

discrimination, the young women in this group assist each other in upholding the 

narrative of Moroccan-Dutch people not being hired easily. 

Nisrin decides to second the more generic narrative with a story of her own: She 

relates how her brother, who graduated with a diploma in higher vocational 

education, has not been able to find a job in several months. Karima responds to this 

story with the story of her brother-in-law who also has a diploma in higher vocational 

education. Although Karima’s story is very similar to Nisrin’s, it has a different 

evaluation: Instead of lingering on how difficult it was for her brother-in-law to find a 

job, she emphasizes the effort he put into it and, implicitly, how his persistence led to 
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success. Karima’s story is an attempt to revise the story put forward earlier by 

offering a story that departs from the collective narrative and presents a new angle: If 

you try hard, you will succeed. Interestingly, although Karima and Nisrin are both 

involved in elaborating the collective narrative of discrimination in the job market, in 

the second part of the exchange Karima challenges this narrative, refuting it with a 

personal experience, and adding an evaluation of justice to the collective narrative. 

This contribution to the collective narrative does not convince Nisrin, but by 

conceding that “it depends,” she agrees that there is room for evaluations other than 

discrimination.  

A similar conversation occurred among male participants in higher vocational 

education. In a later stage of the conversation between Hassan and Said that I 

referred to earlier, the participants talk about “positive discrimination” in the job 

market. Said, who was eventually hired as a teacher at a school that had problems 

with Moroccan-Dutch pupils, begins:  

Said: Yes, I have equal opportunities, but I’m not that happy about it. It sometimes 

feels like doing the dirty work. 

Fikry: What dirty work? 

Said: For example, I wouldn’t have been hired if there weren’t any problems with 

Moroccan young people, it feels like...  

Hassan: You are being used, aren’t you? You were hired because there are problems 

with Moroccan youths.  

Fikry: That is just one way of seeing it. There don’t have to be problems with 

Moroccans. It can also just be young people in school who simply do their best, but 

want someone from their own group, their own culture, they could look up to. So it 

doesn’t always have to be negative. In building A, Mr. El Bouiadi [Moroccan name] 

teaches courses and there are a lot of Moroccan boys and girls who think he is great.  

Samir: But you know what, Fikry? It also has a negative aspect, because in the end 

you want to be hired for your competence and skills and not for your background, 

and indirectly you are being associated with it. You are a Moroccan, okay, positive 

discrimination, maybe there is a Dutch person with better skills, but you are 

Moroccan, okay […] 

Fikry: Yes, you can see it negatively, but I see it positively. 

While Said initially evaluates his experience of being hired for a teaching job in terms 

of equal opportunities, he follows this evaluation with one of discrimination, 

explaining that he had been hired to do the “dirty work,” solving the school’s 

problems with Moroccan-Dutch pupils. By using the term “dirty work,” Said makes a 

conscious or unconscious reference to the work that first-generation Moroccan 
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immigrants were hired to do: hard, unskilled work in factories and harbors. Hassan, 

whose initial account of discrimination was supported by Said, seconds Said’s 

evaluation by affirming that “You are being used, aren’t you?” Then Fikry enters the 

discussion. He too was hired at a local school with many first- and second-generation 

immigrant children. Whereas Fikry’s story builds thematically on Said’s story, his 

evaluation of the events described is rather different. Fikry, in this fragment, 

reassembles Said’s story elements to re-evaluate the experience of positive 

discrimination. Without directly disputing Hassan’s and Said’s arguments, Fikry uses a 

story to argue that Moroccan-Dutch pupils need positive role models to look up to. 

While Samir, at that point, tries to support Hassan and Said’s interpretation of the 

experience of positive discrimination, Fikry sticks to his evaluation: “You can see it 

negatively, but I see it positively.” The point made by Said, Hassan, and Samir about 

positive discrimination is in line with earlier stories about discrimination on the job 

market. By contrast, Fikry challenges the collective narrative by re-evaluating the 

experience described by other group members. By means of the reassembled 

storyline, Fikry challenges the generalizability of Hassan’s and Samir’s interpretation 

of the collective narrative. Instead of focusing on the deprived position of Moroccan-

Dutch young adults, Fikry interprets the same events in a positive way. 

Later in the interview, when group members pick up the thread of the collective 

narrative of discrimination on the job market, another participant in the group, Malik, 

brings up his own experience in the personnel department of a temporary 

employment agency:  

Malik: You actually should consider that you are not the only one applying. I worked 

in the personnel department at a temp agency and I know exactly how it goes. The 

best way to get in somewhere is through a network, through someone… it’s just the 

best way to get in. If you are just one in a stack of resumes […] of people with the 

same qualifications. On the other hand they also look at your appearance […]  

Interviewer: But do you mean someone’s appearance or whether he looks like a 

Moroccan or a Muslim? 

Malik: That, too. We just looked at things… I suggested some people and according to 

my manager they were not good, because yeah, it was a Christian organization. And 

they wouldn’t fit in. …Who says they [the Christian organization] think that way, but 

the other party [the temp agency] assumes they do. So what did we do? We sent 

them some neat looking Dutch people who weren’t even Christians, but looked a bit 

like ones…  

Although Malik’s story seconds the collective narrative thematically, talking about the 

chances of finding work, it departs in key respects from the preceding stories. Malik 
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uses his personal experience in the temp agency to give insight into how employment 

agencies work. His evaluation is that there is some justice in the system. He knows 

from experience that jobs are hard to find and his friends should realize that they are 

not the only ones applying. In Malik’s story, the sheer number of applications is the 

obstacle to getting hired, not the ethnicity of applicants. Moreover, Malik argues that 

Moroccan-Dutch young adults seeking work have a responsibility to maintain a 

network, which will improve their chances of “getting in.” In other words, the 

collective narrative of “Moroccan-Dutch young adults are discriminated against on 

the job market” does not figure in his personal story. Rather, Malik opens up the 

possibility that other participants might see their experiences in a different way.  

Interestingly, Malik’s story also recasts the role usually attributed to employers in 

participants’ stories. Whereas employers are mostly described as rejecting Moroccan-

Dutch job applicants on the basis of their ethnic background, in Malik’s story the 

employer was only doing what he was paid to do, namely proposing candidates that 

best suited the profile of the organization. When Malik says “We also looked at your 

appearance,” the interviewer asks whether Moroccan or Muslim characteristics were 

important in this selection process. Malik acknowledges that they were but then goes 

on to identify a different logic at work. Malik explains that he and his manager, 

anticipating that certain candidates would fit the profile of their client’s organization 

better, “sent some neat looking Dutch people,” indicating that he and his employer 

worked together in selecting native Dutch participants. In this way, Malik questioned 

the disadvantaged minority identity put forward by his friends. Where that identity 

suggested a subordinate position vis-à-vis the majority, Malik positioned himself at 

the same level as his native Dutch manager.  

Later on in this exchange, Said, who previously supported the collective narrative of 

discrimination, gave the conversation an interesting turn by saying: 

Said: But there are also good companies. What I always do is send them a picture [of 

myself]. One way or another, they are afraid of the unknown or whatever. Always 

send a picture. Then they’ll think: He sent us this picture for a reason. 

Whereas earlier Said was a fervent defender of the collective narrative, now, in tune 

with Malik, he is sympathetic to employers and asserts that Moroccan-Dutch young 

adults can overcome employers’ initial reluctance to hire a Moroccan. Once 

employers see a neat looking job candidate rather than an application written by a 

Moroccan, they will overcome their initial doubts about hiring Moroccan-Dutch 

people. By telling this story, Said seems to contradict the collective identity claim he 
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seconded earlier, arguing that at a more personal level the disadvantaged minority 

identity can be overcome. Participants used an emphasis on personal agency rather 

than a reliance on the collective experience to challenge and revise the collective 

narrative. Although participants knew their position in Dutch society was not always 

favorable, they believed in their capacity to overcome the difficulties they faced. 

Instead of harmonizing their stories with earlier storylines, they used their personal 

stories of individual agency to challenge the collective narrative of a disadvantaged 

minority. 

Participants’ conversations about the position of Moroccan-Dutch young adults on 

the job market showed group members negotiating the generalizability of their 

collective narrative. Although generic or habitual narratives were easily produced and 

reproduced, the collective narrative was challenged and revised mainly in 

participants’ stories about their own experiences. Although the above quotations 

show that it was easy and, in the setting of a group, probably tempting to harmonize 

their experiences with the collective narrative, participants struggled to determine 

the extent to which they should rely on the collective narrative to make sense of their 

own experience.  

I have used the concept of second stories to analyze stories that seemed to be aimed 

at challenging the collective narrative. By reassembling certain story elements, or 

offering stories that departed in key respects from the stories told before, 

participants re-evaluated prior storylines. Whereas participants elaborated the 

generic or habitual collective narrative to assert a disadvantaged minority identity, 

these new stories were used to question a disadvantaged minority identity.  

Discussion 

To answer my first research question, in this chapter I explored whether Moroccan-

Dutch young adults share a collective narrative, underpinning a collective identity. I 

have shown that Moroccan-Dutch young adults orient toward the externally defined 

boundaries of their identity in constructing a collective narrative dominated by 

experiences of discrimination and injustice. This narrative, which is firmly grounded in 

media discourse and popular wisdom, represents the position of Moroccan-Dutch 

young adults in Dutch society as disadvantaged. In focus group discussions, 

participants assisted each other in elaborating a particular experience or evaluation, 

or alluded to the generic or habitual character of particular experiences. Although 

there was agreement on how the Moroccan-Dutch identity should be described, this 
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agreement was not strict. Participants struggled with the fact that at the local level of 

everyday interaction, there was never just one story.  

More in particular, participants struggled with the fact that the collective narrative 

that was elaborated in their conversation, did not cater for the positive experiences 

they had had. If we want to understand how Moroccan-Dutch young people 

reconstructed a stigmatized identity, we must pay attention to the ways in which 

group members attempted to challenge the dominant storylines underlying this 

identity. As mentioned in Chapter 1, when people find their collective narrative is too 

negative, or has been written for them by others, they will attempt to give voice to a 

collective narrative that sustains their own personal story in more positive ways 

(Rappaport, 1995). Such a more positive collective narrative, in turn, needs many 

individual stories to support it.  

In this chapter, I used the concept of second stories to shed light on two aspects of 

the negotiation of the narrative underpinning the Moroccan-Dutch identity. Second 

stories were sometimes used to support the stories told by other participants. But 

second stories were also used to reassemble elements from the first story to produce 

a more positive evaluation of the events or experience recounted. In this way, 

participants took issue with the generalizability of the collective narrative. Through 

the re-evaluation of old stories or the telling of new stories, participants invited their 

audience to imagine new ways of understanding the Moroccan-Dutch identity. 

Experiences of fair treatment rather than unfair or discriminatory treatment were 

thematized in these stories, along with logics of action by Dutch natives that were not 

based on prejudice.  

By focusing on the process as much as the content of storytelling in interaction, I was 

able to demonstrate that collective identities are both stable and fluid. Although my 

participants’ storytelling supported a collective identity, their stories were diverse 

and in some ways inconsistent. That said, stories affirming the disadvantaged 

minority identity predominated in all my focus groups. This shows how strong an 

impact negative discourses about Moroccan-Dutch young adults had had on the 

experience of group members. It also shows the strength of the collective narrative. 

Trying to change the collective narrative was a tricky exercise: Participants’ negative 

experiences seemed to provide richer story material and to have made a more lasting 

impression than their positive experiences. Moreover, the negotiation of storylines 

did not always lead to the acceptance of a new storyline. Heated debates were 

sometimes provoked by the proposal of new storylines, but not resolved. Participants 

sometimes seemed uncertain as to the right way to understand a particular 
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experience. Discrepancies between perceived injustices to the group at a societal 

level often contrasted with participants’ own experiences, leaving individuals to 

express conflicting identity statements.  

The use of focus groups proved effective in charting intra-group negotiations of 

identity. These, I believe, offer analytical insights into the simultaneously fixed and 

changeable character of collective identities. By pointing to the gap between 

personal experiences and collective stories, they also point to some of the challenges 

involved in integrating Moroccan-Dutch young adults into Dutch society. But my 

focus groups also demonstrated complexities related to the process of identity 

negotiation that deserve further study: First, as my focus groups were homogenous in 

composition in terms of gender and educational level, I was able to compare the 

topics and evaluations discussed in the different groups. Young men, for example, 

were more likely than young women to narrate experiences of prejudice based on 

their ethnic background. Although the young women in my focus groups narrated 

their daily experiences as affected by their ethnic background, their visible 

commitment to Islam (through the practice of veiling) undeniably shapes their 

everyday experiences. In Chapter 4, I look at how Moroccan-Dutch young adults 

variously elaborate and revise the collective identity depending on their gender and 

educational level, and the intersection of these identity categories. Secondly, the 

discrepancies between identity statements point to the value of thinking about 

storytelling as a situated performance. Rather than just telling and sharing stories, 

Moroccan-Dutch young adults were performing their identities in the context of the 

focus group. By performing stories of the disadvantaged minority identity, group 

members may have been communicating how they wanted to be seen by the 

interviewers. Similarly, participants may have harmonized their experiences to those 

narrated by their friends and classmates to emphasize their group membership. This 

observation is not intended to cast doubt on the veracity of the stories my 

participants told, but to highlight the possibility that in fact, the stories shared in my 

focus groups were the result of co-construction among the Moroccan-Dutch 

participants on the one hand, and their academic audience on the other. Since 

participants wanted to convey to us the experience of being a disadvantaged 

minority, they may have been reluctant to tell stories that related to other aspects of 

their collective identity. Indeed, I observed that some participants either expressed 

uncertainty about the appropriateness of telling certain stories, or told stories in 

especially vague ways. In Chapter 5, I provide an in-depth analysis of the performance 

of identities in focus groups aimed at uncovering when and why certain stories are 

told or not told.  
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Finally, in this chapter I have argued that the stories Moroccan-Dutch young adults 

share, work to construct a disadvantaged minority identity. By doing so, I refrain from 

drawing any conclusions about whether this identity contains more or fewer 

elements of the Moroccan, Dutch, or Muslim identity. I did indicate, however, that 

part of the negotiation of the collective narrative was realized by contrasting 

experiences of injustice and discrimination based on religion or ethnicity, with 

positive experiences at the local level of everyday interaction. The introduction of 

new stories, it could be argued, leads to a repositioning of the group in relation to 

native Dutch people. Through their stories, Moroccan-Dutch young adults claimed a 

more equal or included position for themselves. This issue, however, was never 

addressed explicitly in the focus groups. Researchers have recently started to discuss 

issues of identity and identification in terms of “belonging.” In Chapter 6, I describe in 

more detail how Moroccan-Dutch young adults’ stories allowed them to address 

issues of identity in implicit ways by narrating their experiences of local and national 

belonging.  
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Chapter 4: Exploring variation in the Moroccan-Dutch 

collective narrative: an intersectional approach19 

In this dissertation I am exploring the meaning that Moroccan-Dutch young adults 

attribute to the Moroccan-Dutch identity and the ways in which storytelling is used to 

reconstruct this identity in the face of public stigmatization. In Chapter 3, I discussed 

how negative external definitions of the Moroccan-Dutch identity are reflected in a 

collective narrative of disadvantage that emerges in the conversations of a group of 

Moroccan-Dutch young adults. I also discussed how this collective narrative is 

negotiated by group member’s narrative contributions of personal experience. In this 

chapter I take this analysis a step further and ask how public discourses affect the 

experience of Moroccan-Dutch men and women who are differently addressed by 

these discourses. The underlying question I aim to answer in this chapter is: To what 

extent is the collective narrative of Moroccan-Dutch young adults truly collective?  

Negative evaluations of Moroccan-Dutch young people’s ethnic and religious 

background in the public sphere have recently spurred a literature on Moroccan-

Dutch youths’ identification strategies (Buitelaar, 2008; De Koning, 2008; Ketner, 

2008). In much of this literature, the heterogeneity of the Moroccan-Dutch group in 

terms of gender and educational level are largely ignored (but see Ketner et al., 

2004). Within-group differences can be described in terms of intersectionality 

(Crenshaw, 1989). Intersectionality theory recognizes that ethnic identifications 

intersect with other identities based on class, gender, and so on (Crenshaw, 1991; Hill 

Collins, 1998; Yuval-Davis, 2006b). Adopting an intersectional approach to the study 

of ethnic minorities moves beyond the essentialist assumption that ethnic identities 

are bipolar, oriented either toward the “original” culture or the dominant “host” 

culture (Espiritu, 1994). In this chapter, I focus on intra-group identification processes 

and I examine how intersectionality works to construct a variegated collective 

identity.  

Scholarly interest in how ethnic identification is acted out in everyday discourse and 

local interactions has increased considerably in the last decades (Antaki & 

Widdicombe, 1998; De Fina et al., 2006; Verkuyten, 1997; Waters, 1990, 1999). More 
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avoid repetition, some of the descriptive and theoretical paragraphs of the original article have been omitted. 
In order to retain the fluency of the argument, however, a certain amount of repetition could not be avoided.   
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recently, scholarship on ethnic identification has been characterized by a turn toward 

narrative (e.g. Anthias, 2002; De Fina, 2003, 2008; Spickard & Burroughs, 2000). 

Stories are considered important analytical tools in the study of identity since 

“narrators construct their identities as characters in opposition/affiliation with other 

characters and in relation to social circumstances,” thereby setting the boundaries of 

the social groups to which they belong and do not belong (De Fina, 2003, p. 185). 

Furthermore, it is argued that the shared schemas on which narratives are built can 

contribute to the creation and maintenance of shared representations of self and 

other (De Fina, 2003; Thorne, 2004). Shared narrative schemas contribute to the 

construction and maintenance of a shared identity. 

In this chapter, I use a narrative approach to explore the collective identity of 

Moroccan-Dutch young adults, taking into account the likelihood that the stories 

people tell, and the collective identity they construct, vary depending on their varying 

positions on an identity matrix. More specifically, I ask: 1) How do the stories told by 

Moroccan-Dutch young adults vary by gender? 2) How do the stories told by 

Moroccan-Dutch young adults vary by educational level? 3) How do gender and 

educational level intersect to produce distinctive collective narratives and collective 

identities?  

Intersectionality and positioning 

Identity refers to the ways we define ourselves in relation to others. The social 

constructionist perspective on identity holds that identity construction is an 

interactional process (Cerulo, 1997). The identities produced in interaction are not 

fixed, but are changeable constructs (De Fina et al., 2006). Depending on the context 

and the interlocutor, people do not display only one identity derived from one social 

category to which they belong, but rather choose from an inventory of possible 

identities (De Fina, 2006). The intersectional approach to identity construction holds 

that these different possible identities do not exist as separate and unified entities, 

but work together in complex ways to produce “unique and qualitatively different, 

yet to a certain extent patterned, position(ing)s, expectations, stereotypes, etc.” 

(Eijberts, 2013 p. 18)  

The intersectional approach was developed in the 1980s when members of the black 

feminist movement criticized the hegemony of white, heterosexual, middle-class 

women in the feminist movement and its focus on gender difference (Eijberts, 2013). 

Through the hegemony of one single subcategory and a focus on gender difference, it 
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was wrongly assumed that all women suffered from the same forms of oppression, 

while not recognizing that women of different color, sexual orientation, and/or class 

also may be subjected to different or additional forms of oppression (ibid.). Instead, 

awareness grew that “specific locations in this matrix of hierarchies create a unique 

set of experiences that involve more than the sum of their parts and reflect the 

multiplicative nature of intersecting oppressions” (Steinbugler et al., 2006, p. 808). In 

other words, a person’s location at the intersection of different identities occasions a 

distinct positioning and distinct experiences.  

How identities are experienced at the intersection of identity categories is related to 

how people are positioned within discursive practices regarding these identity 

categories. Positioning theory holds that people are constituted by discursive 

practices (Harré & Van Langenhoven, 1999). Yet at the same time, people are both 

subject to discourse and agents in the construction of discourse as they negotiate 

new positions in interaction with others (Antaki & Widdicombe, 1998; Bamberg, 

2004b). In this chapter I make use of combined theory on intersectionality and 

positioning to show that identity is differently experienced, and differently 

constructed, depending on participants’ positions in a matrix of social categories. 

How participants experience these social categories depends both on the way they 

are positioned by existing discourses, and on how they actively reshape those 

discourses in their everyday interactions. 

Discourses about Moroccan-Dutch young adults 

Previous research on Moroccan-Dutch young adults has pointed out that negative 

discourses of religion and ethnicity influence the experience of this group and their 

ethnic and religious identifications (Buitelaar, 2008; De Koning, 2008; Entzinger, 

2009; Ketner, 2008). At the same time, in line with theories of intersectionality, 

researchers have observed that these negative discourses carry different 

consequences for men and women, and for individuals enrolled in different 

educational programs (M. De Jong, 2012; Entzinger, 2009; Ketner et al., 2004; 

Saharso, 1992).  

The Marokkanenprobleem (“Moroccan problem”), for example, is often discussed as 

a problem related to Moroccan-Dutch young men. Criminal activities, aggression, 

loitering, and poor school performance are attributed to Moroccan-Dutch young 

men, rather than Moroccan-Dutch young women (J. D. De Jong, 2007; Van Gemert, 

1998; Werdmölder, 2005). As a consequence, Moroccan-Dutch young women tend to 
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suffer less from these stereotypes (M. De Jong, 2012; Saharso, 1992). Similarly, 

differences between Moroccan-Dutch young men and women may be observed in 

relation to discourses about Islam (see Diehl, Koenig, & Ruckdeschel, 2009; Ewing, 

2008; Korteweg & Yurkudal, 2009). Whereas anti-Islamic discourses predominantly 

cast males as violent or potential terrorists, the covered Muslim woman has now 

become a symbol of anti-Islamic sentiment. The practice of veiling has become a 

symbol of the supposed oppression of Muslim women (Ewing, 2008).  

The way Moroccan-Dutch young adults experience the consequences of ethnic and 

religious stereotyping has been shown to vary by level of educational attainment 

(Buijs et al., 2006; Entzinger, 2009). Education is related to higher levels of ethnic 

consciousness among ethnic minority groups (Duncan, 2002). Education about the 

subordinate position of ethnic minorities in society specifically, may increase levels of 

ethnic consciousness among higher educated individuals (ibid.). 

Ethnic consciousness may also be increased by life experiences of discrimination or 

injustice (Duncan, 2002, 2012). Research in the Netherlands suggests that Moroccan-

Dutch young men and women in higher educational levels, which tend to be more 

heterogeneous in terms of ethnic composition than the lower educational levels, are 

more frustrated by negative stereotypes, as they often feel they have to defend their 

ethnic and religious heritage in relation to their native Dutch classmates (M. De Jong, 

2012). In other words, being well educated, one of the ostensible requirements for 

successful integration, does not protect higher educated individuals from the 

experience of exclusion. The increased sensitivity to experiences of exclusion on the 

part of more highly educated second-generation immigrants is referred to as the 

“integration paradox” (Buijs et al., 2006). 

Thus, variation can be found in the ways that stigmatizing discourses affect the 

everyday lives of Moroccan-Dutch young people. This means that we can also expect 

variation in the ways Moroccan-Dutch young people craft their identities in relation 

to these discourses. By applying an intersectional approach, I aimed to study how the 

everyday lives of Moroccan-Dutch young men and women are affected by public and 

political discourses about them and how the combination of ethnicity, gender and 

educational level gives rise to variation in the way they experience and respond to 

those discourses.  
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Analyzing storytelling in subgroups 

Six focus groups were conducted, with a total of 39 Moroccan-Dutch young men and 

women in the age group 18–27 years. Groups consisted of five to eight participants of 

the same gender at institutes for lower vocational education, higher vocational 

education, or academic education (Table 1).20  

Table 1: participants per group 

 MBO21 HBO22 WO23 

Male  7 7 8 

Female 5 6 6 

 

The focus group sessions were semi-structured. A topic list was used to ask 

participants about their experiences in school, at work, and in their neighborhood, 

and about conversations with friends and family. When participants mentioned 

topics that were not directly related to the topic list, they were encouraged to discuss 

those topics.  

I coded as stories those fragments of focus group data where participants introduced 

an event or an experience, and/or an evaluation of this experience. I considered the 

introduction of storied experiences to serve the purpose of conveying a particular 

“point” about membership of a particular group. As all focus groups were composed 

of Moroccan-Dutch young adults, I expected the stories shared in these groups to 

reflect the experience of membership of the Moroccan-Dutch group. However, as the 

groups were structured according to gender and educational level, I also expected 

that accounts of experience would be differently constructed in each group; namely 

that the combination of gender and educational level would give rise to patterned 

preferences for specific story themes, and evaluations. 

                                                   
20

 Students in lower vocational education are trained for lower-skilled jobs, mainly in construction, healthcare, 
and childcare, and clerical work. Students in higher vocational education are trained for higher-skilled jobs in all 
sectors of the job market. Academically trained (university) students are trained for careers in science, as well 
as for managerial positions in large companies and government agencies.  
21

 Lower vocational education for 16+ 
22

 Higher technical and vocational education for 17+ 
23

 Academic level education for 18 + 
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Intersectionality in storytelling 

In the theoretical framework presented in Chapter 1, I argued that Moroccan-Dutch 

young men and women are positioned differently by public discourse. To explain how 

the intersection of ethnicity, gender, and educational levels affects the way 

Moroccan-Dutch young adults reposition themselves in relation to this discourse, I 

provide an overview of the variation in the experience of Moroccan-Dutch young 

men and women, at institutes for lower vocational education, higher vocational 

education, and academic education.  

Storytelling at the intersection of ethnicity and gender 

In total, I coded 279 stories. In these stories, I identified 39 topics and 42 evaluations. 

I observed that story topics among young women and young men across educational 

levels were very similar. I found that the topic of “school” was mentioned most often 

across all groups (61). The prominence of this topic reflects the everyday reality of my 

participants, who were all in school at the time, and who participated in focus groups 

held in schools. Related to this, many participants were involved in traineeships or 

had a job outside school and narrated their experiences in the workplace (50). These 

topics also reflected the interviewer’s questions, which were aimed at exploring the 

participants’ everyday experiences.  

Another topic that was often mentioned in all groups was “image of Moroccan-Dutch 

young adults” (42), referring to the negative image of Moroccan-Dutch young adults 

in the media and politics. Moroccan-Dutch young men recounted stories that 

included this topic more often than young women did (28 vs. 14). Personal stories 

about this topic told by the young men typically involved experiences in which 

teachers, colleagues, or fellow students showed themselves to be prejudiced about 

the narrator’s assumed lack of language proficiency, presumed involvement in crime, 

or adherence to religious practices considered “radical” or “backward” by their 

antagonists. The salience of this topic in the young men’s group reflects the 

prominence of young men in discussions about the “Moroccan problem.”  

The young women in my groups used the topic “image of Moroccan-Dutch young 

adults” to refer to generic experiences of Moroccan-Dutch young adults in the 

Netherlands. In their stories, the news media figured as a principal character in the 

dissemination of a negative image of Moroccan-Dutch young people. This finding 

suggests that although young women support young men in their construction of a 
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collective story concerning the “image of Moroccan-Dutch young adults,” this 

collective story does not necessarily concern them personally. 

In the young women’s groups, I found that “wearing the headscarf” was a prominent 

topic (15). Stories on this topic, in contrast to the “image of Moroccan-Dutch young 

adults” topic, always concerned either the narrator or someone she felt close to, like 

a friend or a family member. This means that whereas the negative image of 

Moroccan-Dutch young people did not seem to affect the personal experience of the 

female group members, the majority of whom wore headscarves, the practice of 

veiling did.24 The salience of this topic in the young women’s groups shows how 

public discourses about veiling affect the everyday experiences of Moroccan-Dutch 

young women.  

The topics I found in the stories of Moroccan-Dutch young men and women reflect 

their daily experiences in school and in the work place. How these young adults 

construct their identity, however, depends not only on the way they thematized their 

stories, but also on the positions they create for themselves in these stories. These 

positions, I argued, are conveyed by means of the “evaluation” part of the story, in 

which the narrator conveys the point of the story, and how he or she wants to be 

known by his or her audience (Riessman, 1993).  

I found that both young men and women shared injustice (42) as one of the 

dominant evaluations of their experiences, indicating that there was agreement 

within and across groups with regard to the position Moroccan-Dutch young adults 

hold in Dutch society. However, there was an important difference in how injustice 

figured in the different groups.  

Similar to the topic of “image of Moroccan-Dutch young adults,” female participants 

were less likely than male participants (14 vs. 28) to narrate their experiences in 

terms of injustice. When a young woman did tell a story whose point was about 

injustice, she was far less likely to be the story’s main character. The young women 

used this evaluation to describe generic experiences of unjust behavior manifested in 

relation to Moroccan-Dutch young adults. These findings underscore my earlier 

observation that although Moroccan-Dutch young women joined their male peers in 

the construction of a narrative about the unjust treatment of Moroccan-Dutch adults 

in Dutch society, they did not necessarily share the same experiences. 

                                                   
24

 As Sirin and Fine (2007) observe, the headscarf can be an equally important topic for Muslim young women 
not wearing headscarves, as they are often asked to explain why they do not wear headscarves, or they 
observe they are treated differently than other, headscarf-wearing young women. 
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In addition, I found that whenever young women did tell stories about injustice, the 

point they made was about the ways in which they coped with the negative image of 

their group. Finally, I found they preferred inclusion as an evaluation of their personal 

experiences. Whereas the female groups in lower vocational education used inclusion 

to refer to personal experiences of inclusion in their multicultural neighborhood or 

school, the young women in higher levels of education referred to their inclusion by 

native Dutch neighbors, classmates, or friends. For example:  

Aicha: I see it the other way around with the Dutch people I know: People are really 

open, they don’t judge you, but just ask questions […] A Dutch friend once told me 

that she prefers not to show a lot of cleavage and that this is actually similar to 

wearing a headscarf. Look, it isn’t exactly the same, but at least she understands and 

I hear that more often.  

The contrast between young men’s emphasis on exclusion and young women’s 

emphasis on inclusion is interesting. Earlier, I suggested that the young men and 

young women in my groups told different stories based on differences in their 

everyday experiences (in which the “image of Moroccan-Dutch young adults” as a 

topic, and injustice as an evaluation figured less prominently). Gilligan (1982), 

however, sensitizes us to the possibility that the young women in my groups may not 

have experienced more inclusion, but rather valorized that dimension of their 

everyday interactions more than men: When faced with moral conflict, men are more 

likely to emphasize principles of justice, while women are more likely to stress 

tolerance and the primacy of maintaining relationships (ibid.). In that sense, we may 

understand young women’s contributions to the collective storyline not only in terms 

of the distinctive experiences they brought to the storyline, but also in terms of the 

different emphases they placed on the same experiences.  

Storytelling at the intersection of ethnicity, gender, and educational level 

In addition to gender differences, I found interesting differences in how the 

evaluation of injustice was narrated across educational levels. When I studied the 

stories of Moroccan-Dutch young men and women in lower vocational education, I 

found that the use of generic storytelling in relation to injustice was very common in 

both these groups. Stories about the unjust treatment of Moroccan-Dutch young 

people were based upon experiences the narrator had heard about or read about in 

the newspaper, or they were descriptions of hypothetical experiences. When 

studying other stories in lower vocational education in more detail, I found a similar 
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pattern of generic storytelling in relation to evaluations of injustice, discrimination, 

and exclusion.  

Although many of the stories in the lower vocational education groups were generic 

stories about unjust treatment or discrimination, I found that when my participants 

at this level narrated their everyday experiences in school, they evaluated them in 

terms of inclusion, referring to the sense of inclusion that narrators experienced in 

their multicultural school and neighborhood:  

Interviewer: How is your relationship with your teachers? 

Yassin: It’s okay. 

Najim: The contact with the teachers is okay, they understand us here. 

Yassin: They are used to Moroccans. 

Imraan: The teachers adapted themselves. 

Najim: Yes, the Dutch teachers adapted to the Moroccans, which actually is a good 

thing, for once.  

This example suggests that while participants in lower vocational education were 

sensitive to the more generic experience of injustice and discrimination elicited in the 

focus group context, their personal experiences were marked by a sense of inclusion. 

The sharing of generic stories among Moroccan-Dutch young adults in lower 

vocational education may have strengthened the notion of the participants’ 

disadvantaged position, but these stories did not necessarily reflect their everyday 

experiences. 

Unlike the participants in lower vocational education, those in higher vocational 

education were far more likely to discuss the disadvantaged position of Moroccan-

Dutch young people in relation to their own personal experience or the experience of 

someone they felt close to, like a friend or family member.  

Both young men and young women at this level often told stories about 

discrimination (18). Discrimination refers to the experience of suffering negative 

consequences based on one’s ethnic or religious background. One of the most 

commonly told stories in both the young men’s and the young women’s groups was 

that of discrimination on the job market. However, where discrimination in stories by 

young men often referred to their being denied job opportunities on account of 

stereotypes of their ethnic group, young women referred to their headscarf as a 

source of discrimination on the job market: 
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Samira: […] I used to be very positive, especially about my headscarf and all. I didn’t 

expect to be turned down because of my headscarf, but a couple of months ago, I 

was doing a traineeship in child care and… I was practically already hired, I had been 

working one full day and I only had to send them my diplomas, I would do that the 

following day. And when I came home they called me to say that the parents’ council 

didn’t agree with me wearing a headscarf because it didn’t fit in their white school 

and they asked me to take it off. 

The above once again shows the relevance of religion in the lives of my female 

participants. The evaluation of experiences regarding religion in terms of 

discrimination, however, was salient only in the group of women in higher vocational 

education. Many of these young women had had experience of applying for jobs and 

internships at firms with a strong Dutch corporate culture. As veiling is treated as a 

religious practice related to the Moroccan culture, both by native Dutch people and 

by focus group participants, it makes sense that accounts of discrimination in relation 

to the practice of veiling contributed to the collective narrative of a discriminated 

against ethnic minority.  

Also at this level, I found that the contestation about the meaning of these personal 

episodes of injustice and discrimination increased. Interestingly, while male 

participants in higher vocational education used personal stories evaluated in terms 

of justice or positive discrimination to challenge stories by group members about 

discrimination in the labor market, female participants at this educational level 

preferred the use of individual responsibility as an evaluation for experiences in the 

labor market. With this evaluation, female participants did not deny the deprived 

position of Moroccan-Dutch young people on the labor market; instead, they pointed 

at the personal responsibility Moroccan-Dutch young people have in overcoming this 

position: 

Sara: Yes you are being discriminated against, but you have to be above that you see. 

You shouldn’t say, “Oh well, a Dutch person is discriminating against me, so I’ll just do 

nothing or I’ll get benefits or whatever.” I just think that’s just bullshit […]. 

The use of personal stories to describe a generic experience of disadvantage in the 

groups in higher vocational education can be attributed to the more ethnically 

heterogeneous environment these students face. Compared to the ethnically 

homogenous environment in lower vocational education, young adults in higher 

vocational education are more likely to encounter native Dutch people and therefore 

more likely to be personally involved in situations in which their ethnic or religious 

background is the topic of discussion. 
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Alternatively, as Buijs and colleagues (2006) suggest, in line with the “integration 

paradox,” better educated individuals, who are better integrated in Dutch society, 

may be more sensitive to the personal experience of discrimination, since despite 

their best efforts to be well-educated and well-integrated individuals, they find that 

they are still disadvantaged. In this case, episodes of discrimination may have come 

more readily to mind to these participants than to the lower educated participants.  

These explanations may also account for the fact that groups in higher vocational 

education were less likely than their peers in lower vocational education to evaluate 

their experiences in terms of inclusion. Indeed, in addition to using evaluations of 

injustice and discrimination, both young men and young women at this level used 

confronting as an evaluation:  

Malik: I had the same problem because I was alone [the only Moroccan] in the 

classroom and there were quite a lot of Wilders [anti-immigration and anti-Islam 

member of parliament] supporters, but then... they came with examples and I asked 

them to ground their examples... Well, they couldn’t do it, so I asked: “Who have you 

heard this from?” “Yeah, from someone,” “Just word of mouth,” so all the things they 

said were not relevant. I said, […] “Listen I’m not going to argue with you because you 

don’t even bring in relevant arguments period” […]. Then we stopped the discussion 

and the teacher obviously agreed with me.  

Instead of harmonizing their experiences with the collective narrative, young men 

and women in the higher vocational education groups tended to reconstruct more 

agentic positions for themselves when faced with injustice and discrimination in 

everyday life.  

In the academically trained groups, the highest educated groups in my sample, I 

expected to find similar results. As was the case in the other groups, the topics 

“school” and “image of Moroccan-Dutch young adults” were common. Stories on the 

topic “identity” were also common, where participants recounted an experience 

regarding their ethnic or religious identity. This suggests that among the most highly 

educated, identity is not merely a dimension of experiences of injustice and 

discrimination, but is thematized explicitly as a feature of everyday interaction.  

In the academically trained groups, participants shared experiences of injustice and 

exclusion. Similar to the groups in higher vocational education, experiences with 

injustice were narrated mostly in the first person. Also similar to the participants in 

higher vocational education, the participants in this group were sensitive to episodes 

of this kind, as they might have expected to be protected from them by their 
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educational level. However, the young men’s and women’s groups at his level used 

different strategies to cope with stereotypes or unjust behavior. In the male groups, 

in-group difference was used as an evaluation, signaling difference from lower-

educated group members: 

Badr: I live in a neighborhood where a lot of boys have a bad education or no 

education at all and... They look up to me a little, when you pass by they say “Hey, 

he’s doing well” […]. 

Achraf: But it doesn’t matter if you have a low level of education, as long as you do 

something.  

Badr: It doesn’t matter, but they see it like that you see, they see themselves as bad. 

Driss: Inferior. 

Suleiman: For them, it’s worlds apart, a different world. They don’t get it. 

The signaling of distance or difference from lower educated group members may 

explain this group’s particular manifestation of agency in relation to stigmatizing 

public discourse about their ethnic and religious background. In particular, I found 

members of this group to actively challenge imposed stereotypes, rejecting the 

possibility that they could be held accountable:  

Musa: I mean, I am not responsible for what every Moroccan does; I don’t need to 

apologize all the time. […] I don’t have to apologize every time a Moroccan does 

something. If a Moroccan does something and he has a mustache, should all 

representatives of mustache-wearing males… it is funny, but it boils down to that, he 

doesn’t do something because he is Moroccan, […] it’s got nothing to do with being a 

Moroccan or not, you see?  

Young women in the academically trained groups also distanced themselves from the 

group as a way to overcome episodes of injustice and discrimination. However, while 

the male participants distanced themselves from both their native Dutch peers and 

lower educated Moroccan-Dutch peers, in line with my earlier observation that 

women confronted with moral conflict are more inclined to stress tolerance and to 

maintain ties with intimate social groups (Gilligan, 1982), young women tended to 

emphasize their good relations with native Dutch people. This means that at the 

highest educational level, both young men and women displayed agency in relation 

to exclusionary discourses by explicitly making their ethnic and religious identity a 

topic of discussion. At the same time, young men and women at this level of 

educational attainment differed in the way they redefined their relations with in- and 

out-group members in response to the experience of injustice and exclusion. In the 

foregoing, I explored how intersections of ethnicity, gender, and educational level 
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affect the experience of Moroccan-Dutch young adults. In my analysis, rather than 

focusing on the intersection of ethnicity and gender or ethnicity and educational 

level, I examined how my participants’ experiences were shaped by their 

simultaneous positioning on all three of these axes of the identity matrix. In line with 

theories of intersectionality, a focus on a single intersection would ignore the fact 

that people’s experiences are the product of their position at the intersection of 

multiple identity categories. My analysis demonstrates that while the Moroccan-

Dutch identity is treated as a single identity both in popular discourse and in the 

discussions in my focus groups, the way it is reconstructed in my participants’ stories 

is influenced both by participants’ gender and educational level. The different 

storylines that emerge from these diverging identity positions serve to construct a 

multiple and sometimes inconsistent collective narrative.  

Discussion 

To answer my second research question, in this chapter I explored the extent to 

which the collective narrative of Moroccan-Dutch young adults described in the 

previous chapter is truly collective. In order to understand what meaning is attributed 

to the Moroccan-Dutch identity and how this identity is reconstructed, we need to 

bear in mind that Moroccan-Dutch young adults constitute a heterogeneous group in 

terms of gender and educational attainment. In this chapter, I made use of theory on 

intersectionality to study how stories were reconstructed by individuals at the 

intersection of gender and educational level.  

I have shown that in the conversations in focus groups, young men and young women 

at all educational levels were involved in co-constructing new meanings of their 

identity as Moroccan-Dutch Muslims. I focused on the stories they shared that were 

cast as representative of their experiences as group members. I analyzed stories by 

focusing on their topics and the evaluation they were meant to convey. I found that, 

judging from their stories, young women and young men in all groups discussed the 

image of Moroccan-Dutch as a disadvantaged minority. Yet I also found that young 

men and women responded to different elements of the stigmatizing public discourse 

about Moroccan-Dutch young adults. Whereas young men focused on the public 

discourses that attacked their ethnic background, young women focused more on 

discourses centered on their religious background. Both discourses were perceived as 

unjust, discriminatory, and exclusionary.  
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Exclusionist public discourses seemed to occasion more tension in the male groups. 

This was especially true for participants in the higher educated groups, who may have 

expected that their educational level would protect them from episodes of injustice 

and discrimination. Young women participants, by contrast, seemed reluctant to 

narrate their personal experiences in terms of injustice and exclusion, and preferred 

inclusion as an evaluation of their experiences. Although I assumed that variation in 

experience would be at the heart of this variation in storytelling, in line with Gilligan 

(1982), I have also advanced the alternative explanation that the young women in my 

groups valorized inclusive experiences more than men and were more likely to 

emphasize that aspect of their experience.  

In addition to revealing differences between male and female story topics and 

evaluations, my analysis showed that the incorporation of exclusionary discourses in 

everyday experiences varied across gender and educational levels. While both male 

and female students at all educational levels described the experience of a negative 

group image, I found that when educational levels increased, participants tended to 

be more specific about their personal experiences of deprivation. I showed that 

young men and women in higher vocational education opposed different aspects of 

negative discourses directly in their interactions with native Dutch people. Young 

men and women in academic education tended to resist negative discourses, either 

by rejecting their disadvantaged position or by emphasizing inclusion in Dutch 

networks of friends and fellow students.  

This study provides important insights into the construction of a Moroccan-Dutch 

identity based on participants’ position at the intersection of multiple identity 

categories. However, it can be argued that studying the intersection of these three 

axes is insufficient to explain the variety of narrated experiences of Moroccan-Dutch 

young people. One of the main claims of intersectionality theory is that intersections 

may be endless and work in complex ways to construct unique experiences and 

identities. Although I support this position, I aimed at exploring patterns at some of 

these intersections. I found some important patterns, but my study may have 

overlooked variance in experience based on additional intersections.  

As mentioned in the previous chapter, the approach to analyzing stories in this study 

may have underemphasized important aspects of the focus group context in the 

production of narratives and selves. Narrative researchers have argued that rather 

than analyzing stories as accounts of the self, stories should be understood as 

“performances” in relation to different audiences. The larger question then becomes 

just what people are doing with their stories. In the next chapter, I explore the 



Exploring variation in the Moroccan-Dutch collective narrative | 103 

influence of the micro-level (focus group) context on the stories participants shared 

in more detail.  

In sum, exclusionary discourses about Moroccan-Dutch young adults’ ethnic and 

religious background have important consequences for the ways these young people 

interpret their everyday experiences. It is important, however, to recognize that 

these consequences play out differently in the lives and conversations of my 

participants at the intersection of ethnicity, gender and educational level. Moroccan-

Dutch young adults accept, reject, and act in relation to imposed stereotypes in 

patterned but different ways. Although it is possible to discern a collective narrative 

of disadvantage that holds up for the group as a whole, Moroccan-Dutch young 

adults’ multiple statuses shape their identities in different ways. 
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Chapter 5: Notes on a balancing act: Moroccan-Dutch 

young adults’ performances of inclusion and exclusion 

across settings 

Moroccan-Dutch young adults have to deal with a negatively valued ethnic and 

religious identity. Based upon their positioning as outsiders in popular discourses 

about ethnicity and religion, in Chapter 3 (also see J. A. Prins et al., 2013) I 

demonstrated that Moroccan-Dutch young adults in focus groups assisted each other 

in the construction of a collective narrative of a disadvantaged minority. I showed 

how a collective narrative of injustice and discrimination was constructed based on 

both generalized accounts of the experiences of Moroccan-Dutch young adults, and 

participants’ personal experiences. At the same time, I found that participants 

struggled with the fact that at the level of their everyday interactions, they had had 

different, often contradictory, experiences of both inclusion and exclusion. In this 

chapter, I study how these contradictory experiences were handled in the context of 

the focus group conversation. In particular, I ask when and why experiences of 

inclusion and exclusion were shared, and how participants managed the discrepancy 

between these contradictory experiences.  

In line with theories on narrative identity construction, I understand that underlying 

diverging experiences are diverging identity claims: By sharing stories of exclusion, 

participants position themselves as members of an excluded minority; by sharing 

stories of inclusion that are based on personal experience, claims to a more included 

position in Dutch society are supported. Literature on identity construction caters for 

the explanation of such divergent identity claims by arguing that identities are social 

constructs and therefore by nature fragmented, situational, and complex (De Fina et 

al., 2006; Ewing, 1990). The presentation of inconsistent or multiple accounts of the 

self comes naturally as people have multiple identities, which may become salient in 

different contexts (Hogg et al., 1995; Stryker, 1968, 2000). On a similar note, identity 

theorists have argued that identities may be inconsistent as they are performed 

differently in relation to different audiences for interactional purposes (Bamberg, 

1997; Goffman, 1990 [1959]; Riessman, 2003). The presentation of a particular story 

may thus be considered a purposeful activity, aimed upholding a favorable self-image 

or eliciting a desired response from a particular audience. Whereas the former 

explanation considers inconsistencies in people’s self-presentations a purely cognitive 

response to different interactional contexts, the second considers inconsistent self-
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presentations a strategic response to the perception of contextual opportunities or 

constraints (also see Verkuyten, 2005). 

Whereas researchers have preferred explanations of identity in terms of its variability 

and situational dependency over more fixed and essentializing notions, Verkuyten 

(2005) cautions that we run the risk of throwing out the baby with the bathwater: 

Presenting  identities as fragmented and fluid in order to avoid essentializing notions 

of identity, may easily lead to ignoring the construction of more stable meanings and 

enduring commitments across situations (p. 183). Similarly, researchers have argued 

that people may experience wholeness despite the presence of inconsistencies in 

their self-presentations (Ewing, 1990), and that identity is found in the tension 

between multiple selves (Ochs & Capps, 1996). Based on these insights, in this 

chapter I consider participants’ inconsistent, sometimes contradictory, narrative 

identity claims, expressions of both fluid and stable notions of identity. Although 

multiple and/or inconsistent self-presentations may come naturally to the 

participants, I argue that, across settings, participants engaged in the development of 

more secure meanings for themselves both as members of an excluded Moroccan-

Dutch minority, and as integrated members of Dutch society.  

I discuss material collected in different contexts to examine when and why storied 

experiences of exclusion and inclusion were shared and not shared. I studied the 

performance of stories in focus group settings in which the relation with Moroccan-

Dutch peers was salient, and in individual interviews in which the relation with a 

native Dutch researcher was salient. I expected these contextual differences to 

influence participants’ identifications and the way in which experiences were 

performed (also see Reicher, Spears, & Postmes, 1995). I make use of the insights 

described above to argue that participants navigated between presenting their 

stories in terms of inclusion or exclusion in order to conform to the cognitive and 

strategic demands of each situation. Although producing seemingly contradictory 

accounts, this balancing act contributed to reducing the discrepancy between their 

divergent experiences and the divergent selves implied by them.  

Ethnic identity performance 

Since the 1930s, scholars of identity have observed that identities are constructed in 

the relational field between self and society, and between self and others (Berger & 

Luckmann, 1966; Goffman, 1990 [1959]; Jenkins, 2008; Mead, 1934). Identity thus 

refers to the ways we define ourselves in relation to others in our social world. The 
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social constructionist perspective on identity holds that identities are constructed in 

our interactions with others. The identities yielded in interaction are not fixed, but 

changeable constructs (De Fina et al., 2006): Depending on the context and the 

interlocutor, people do not display one identity related to one of the social categories 

to which they belong, but rather choose from an inventory of possible identities 

(ibid). Which identities people choose from and which motivations are at the heart of 

these choices, has been a matter of debate.  

With increasing migration flows and in the face of an increasingly diverse population 

in western Europe and the United States, ethnic minorities are at the center of this 

debate. Theoretical debates around the identification strategies of ethnic minorities 

depart from the notion that migrants’ identities are informed by their membership 

of, and attachment to, both a national and an ethnic identity category (also discussed 

in terms of “dual identities” (Gonzalez & Brown, 2003; Simon & Ruhs, 2008) or 

“integrated identities” (Berry, 1997)) and that they may vary in emphasizing either of 

these identities across situations25 (Verkuyten, 2005; Wiley & Deaux, 2011). 

Explanations of which identity ethnic minorities perform in a particular context and 

why abound: Researchers have focused on different aspects of the physical and 

discursive contexts, the different meanings attached to ethnicity, and the extent to 

which ethnicity is part of the self-concept to shed light on identity performances 

among migrants (see Verkuyten, 2005 for an overview). 

In this chapter, I focus on interpretations related to different inter- and intra-group 

contexts to explain identity performances among Moroccan-Dutch young adults. In 

such contexts, both cognitive and strategic responses referred to in the introduction 

to this chapter play a role in explaining variation in identity performances (Verkuyten, 

2005).  

The cognitive explanation of identity performance in group contexts departs from the 

notion that ethnic minorities relate to different audiences in different ways according 

to the salience of either the in- or the out-group identity. The salience of out-group 

members in an inter-group situation, is thought to motivate self-definition in terms of 

what characterizes the in-group in relation to the out-group (Verkuyten, 2005). In 

particular, it has been argued that in inter-group interaction, group members self-

stereotype in terms of what characterizes their social group in order to enhance 

                                                   
25

 It is important to note here that identity performances by migrants are not only informed by migrants’ 
national or ethnic identities, but that intersecting identities like gender, status, religion and class are equally 
relevant to migrants’ self-definitions across contexts. For this study I focus on ethnic and national identities in 
particular, as these were most salient in the settings I created.  
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distinction from the out-group (Verkuyten, 2005; Verkuyten & De Wolf, 2002). On the 

contrary, the salience of an in-group in an intra-group situation, is argued to promote 

intra-group comparison and motivate self-definition in terms of individual 

characteristics. The comparison with group members may motivate individuals to 

define themselves as distinct individuals within the group, rather than as 

exchangeable group members (ibid.). 

For members of a stigmatized group, apart from achieving a sense of personal 

uniqueness, distinguishing the self as a distinct group member helps to reduce the 

emotional costs of perceived discrimination (Taylor, Wright, & Porter, 1994). Referred 

to as the personal/group discrimination discrepancy (PGDD), members of a 

stigmatized group often signal discrimination at the group level, but deny their 

personal involvement in such episodes (Taylor, Wright, Moghaddam, & Lalonde, 

1990).  

Ethnic minority group members may thus describe themselves differently in relation 

to in- and out-group members.  

The strategic explanation of identity performance in group contexts is based on the 

assumption that identity performances have a more purposeful character. In social 

psychology, the term “identity performance” is used to describe “the purposeful 

expression (or suppression) of behaviors relevant to those norms conventionally 

associated with a salient social identity” (Klein, Spears, & Reicher, 2007 p. 30). The 

inclusion of the word “purposeful” in this definition implies that individuals 

“perform” an identity only when they intentionally adapt their behavior in relation to 

a relevant audience. For ethnic minorities, purposeful identity performances are 

argued to be strongly related to the likelihood that others will question or challenge 

their self-definition (ibid.). In response to in- or out-group threats, group members 

may be motivated to strategically consolidate their status as valuable group members 

by engaging in behavior that is recognized as belonging to this or that group (ibid.). 

Although seemingly contradictory processes, the processes of distinguishing the self 

from in-group members in an intra-group context on the one hand, while promoting 

self-verification or self-consolidation in terms of one’s group membership in relation 

to a relevant out-group on the other, reflect Brewer’s (1993) “optimal distinctiveness 

theory,” which suggests that people have a simultaneous need for validation and 

similarity to others, and a countervailing need for uniqueness and individuation (ibid. 

p. 477).  
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Whereas issues of identity performance are generally discussed in relation to 

individuals, Klein, Spears and Reicher (2007) have observed that identity 

performances may also be motivated by interests that attach to people as group 

members. Rather than constructing a favorable self-image or aiming to achieve 

interactional ends related to the self, individuals maneuver with the aim of achieving 

group goals. Identity performances accruing from the group may be aimed at 

affirming, conforming, or strengthening group identities, a function of identity 

performance that Klein and colleagues (ibid.) refer to as the “identity consolidation 

function.” Alternatively, identity performances accruing from the group may be 

aimed at persuading audiences to adopt specific behaviors, referred to as the 

“mobilization function” (p. 28). From this perspective, identity performances may 

serve to modify representations of the in-group in relation to the out-group in order 

to enhance collaboration, or to decrease opposition or distrust (Klein et al., 2007).  

Storytelling and performance 

The concept of “identity performance” also figures prominently in recent narrative 

identity literature. Whereas more biographical narrative research emphasizes how 

people retrospectively construct coherent life histories into which their multiple 

identifications are skillfully woven, more recent narrative literature, guided by 

insights into the situational and multifaceted nature of identities, emphasizes the 

more situational and co-constructed nature of identities in stories shared in 

conversation (Bamberg, 2007a; Georgakopoulou, 2006; Squire, 2008). In particular, it 

is argued that narrators tell their stories in highly selective ways, depending on the 

context and the accompanying social expectations (Hermans, 2001; Linde, 1993). 

“Speakers make narrative choices in order to display a particular portrait of 

themselves constructed for a particular context” (Archakis & Tzanne, 2005 p. 271). 

The emphasis on “performance” in narrative research, concerns not so much the 

content of stories, as the interaction taking place between narrator and audience 

that storytelling implies (Riessman, 2002a). 

Narrators can perform their identities in narrative in three ways (Bamberg, 1997, 

2004b). First, they draw into existence a set of characters and define how these are 

related to each other and to the social circumstances described in the story. By 

systematically attributing particular roles, positions, and good or bad characteristics 

to themselves and other story characters, narrators define the boundaries of the 

social groups they belong to (De Fina, 2003, 2006). Secondly, narrators perform their 

identity in relation to an audience, implicitly addressing the question “How do I want 
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to be viewed by you?” (Bamberg, 2004b p. 336). By selecting particular events and 

evaluations for inclusion and omitting others, narrators present a story version that 

allows them to construct themselves as moral or ethical characters in relation to their 

audience (Archakis & Tzanne, 2005). Finally, by constructing images of the self in the 

story world and in relation to their audience, narrators implicitly engage in 

constructing a sense of self that exists both within and outside the context of the 

conversation (Bamberg, 2004b). This “sense of self” is constructed in alignment with, 

or in opposition to, dominant discourses, reproducing existing power relations or 

defying them.26  

The latter view of identity performance suggests that constructions of self and other 

realized through storytelling are relevant not only to the context of the conversation 

(De Fina, 2006). The identities that people display, perform, or contest in 

conversation are based on shared ideologies and beliefs about the characteristics of 

particular groups that have real implications both inside and outside the conversation 

(ibid.). This means that analysts have to move beyond the local context of the 

conversation, to explore how narrators use their story performances to redefine 

wider culture (Phoenix, 2008). In this respect, narrative performances have gained a 

prominent position in the study of marginalized identities. Narrative performances, 

rather than acts of telling, are seen as having a political function: By sharing personal 

narratives of experience, minorities challenge, negotiate, and re-articulate dominant 

discourses and the underlying power relations (Langellier, 1999).  

To conclude, both social psychological and narrative literature sensitize us to the 

understanding of performances as situated manifestations of identity. Rather than 

expecting unified performances of the self on different occasions, we may expect 

performances to be at times contradictory and inconsistent, depending on the 

audience and the strategic demands of the context of the conversation. 

Performances may be aimed at consolidating personal or group identities, or at 

mobilizing audiences. The mobilizing potential of narrative lies in its ability to open up 

space for the negotiation of existing power structures: By sharing their personal 

narratives, group members invite their audience(s) to discover new ways of 

understanding social structures and relationships (Ewick & Silbey, 2003; Polletta & 

Lee, 2006). In this chapter, I make use of these insights to explore the (contradictory) 

performances of both inclusion and exclusion among the participants in this project 

in conversations about their group membership. 

                                                   
26

 Also see my explanation on page 22. 
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Different contexts 

Focus groups 

To study identity performances by Moroccan-Dutch young adults, I followed my 

participants throughout different interactional contexts. First, I followed them 

throughout the first two series of consecutive rounds of focus groups. These two 

series included nine focus groups and a total of 44 participants. Moroccan-Dutch 

research assistants were trained to moderate the focus groups. I was present in the 

room where the focus groups were conducted to provide an introduction and to take 

notes of what was said by whom, but I did not interfere in the group discussions.  

In relation to the theory expounded above, I expected the setting of the focus group 

to influence my participants’ identity performances in various ways. First, the focus 

group constituted an intra-group context in which the Moroccan-Dutch identity of 

the participants was salient. In concert with Brewer’s notion of optimal 

distinctiveness, this setting may have motivated participants to promote their 

uniqueness by emphasizing their personal distinctiveness from other group members. 

At the same time, the presence of in-group members may have motivated 

participants to consolidate their status as a valuable in-group member. 

Secondly, the setting of the focus group, with only Moroccan-Dutch young adults 

present, and talking about topics related to the Moroccan-Dutch identity (rather than 

the Dutch identity or other aspects of Moroccan-Dutch young adults’ identity), may 

have elicited a comparison with an absent native Dutch out-group (also see 

Hollander, 2004). As a consequence, the intra-group context may have invoked an 

out-group comparison, occasioning participants to self-stereotype as members of an 

excluded minority. Third, on a more strategic note, the setting of focus group 

research and the presence of a native Dutch academic, may have motivated 

participants’ to engage in a dialogue with an implicit audience of academics or with 

the societal discourses they are seen to represent. In relation to these implicit 

audiences, participants may have been motivated to challenge or modify 

representations of the in-group.  

Finally, it needs to be noted that I altered the composition of the two focus groups. 

Whereas in the first group participants shared their experiences with peers of the 

same gender and same educational background, often friends or classmates, in the 

second round, they shared their experiences with participants they had not met 

before and who sometimes did not share their gender or educational background. In 
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this second setting, differences in gender and educational background may have 

been more salient than the ethnic identity of participants. This in turn may have 

altered the participants’ motivations to perform their identities either in alignment 

with or as distinct from their fellow participants. I expected this setting to either 

motivate participants to make an extra effort to consolidate their status as a group 

member, or on the contrary, to make it easier for them to distinguish themselves as 

unique individuals based on their difference from other participants. For example, as 

indicated in Chapter 4, it is possible that female participants refuse to align 

themselves with personal experiences of injustice and exclusion, because they have 

more experience with, and place greater emphasis on, experiences of inclusion.  

Individual interviews 

I conducted fifteen individual interviews with focus group participants who were 

selected on both their availability and their willingness to participate. These 

interviews were conducted directly after the focus groups had taken place. I used the 

interviews to reflect with the participants on the focus group interview and their own 

contributions to it. In particular I discussed whether the narratives shared in the focus 

groups were familiar to them, whether they had similar experiences, and if so, what 

these experiences meant to them. In my analysis I focused on the explanations 

participants gave for their own performances, and how they made sense, 

retrospectively, of these performances by drawing upon their personal life stories. 

These research interests, I felt, justified a design in which the individual interviews 

were conducted after the focus groups.  

The individual interviews constituted an inter-group setting in the sense that the 

interviewer was a native Dutch young woman. Although such a setting may have 

motivated participants to engage in an inter-group comparison, emphasizing typical 

group traits, I considered that the setting of the conversation (about my participants’ 

personal attitudes and experiences) catered for an emphasis on personal rather than 

group traits. Strategically, the setting of the individual interview may have motivated 

participants to present a favorable image of themselves as unique individuals. On a 

similar note, the individual interview setting also provided an opportunity to engage 

in the project of improving dominant images of the in-group in relation to a 

representative of the dominant out-group, downplaying some of the more 

stereotypical in-group traits.  
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Observation 

Finally, in the course of the project, field notes were made of private conversations 

with participants outside the research setting. These conversations could take place 

as the confidence between the main researcher and some of the participants grew 

throughout the project. In this setting, like in the other settings, many stories of 

personal experience were shared. As some of these stories were composed 

differently from, or contradicted, earlier stories, I used them to explore my 

participants’ situational performances. Permission to use these notes was requested 

and granted by the participants. Although the conversations outside the research 

settings were guided by a sense of mutual trust between the researcher and the 

participants, I could argue that the contextual considerations that were in place in the 

individual interviews were also in place here.  

Analyzing storytelling across contexts 

For this study, I combined the experience-centered and the small-story approach to 

analyzing narrative. I paid attention to individual group member’s reconstructions of 

experience (focusing on their themes and evaluations), and how these were the 

result of co-construction with other focus group participants and the native Dutch 

interviewer. At the same time, I focused on specific aspects of the group-context in 

which stories were constructed and negotiated with group members, paying 

attention to the interactional function of particular narratives. Rather than analyzing 

the content, I looked at what was accomplished interactively by sharing a particular 

experience in a particular context, that is, how they served to affirm, negotiate, or 

reject participants’ claims to group membership. 

In relation to the analysis of my participants’ individual stories of experience, I took 

into consideration the “evaluation” of these narratives. In previous studies, I 

distinguished between different kinds of positive and negative experiences (J. A. 

Prins, Polletta, Stekelenburg, & Klandermans, forthcoming; J. A. Prins et al., 2013). 

Negative experiences included those of injustice, discrimination, prejudice, false 

essentialism, and exclusion. Although each of these evaluations makes different 

points that were relevant for my analyses, in this chapter I considered all accounts of 

experience in which participants felt they were unjustly treated based on either their 

ethnic or their religious background, as indicative of a more general experience of 

exclusion. I argue that by presenting themselves as story characters subjected to 

exclusion, and showing patterned preferences for assigning morality and agency to 

themselves and other protagonists, participants sought to make a claim about 
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themselves as members of an excluded ethnic minority. When, in contrast, 

participants told stories about how they felt included either as a result of their own 

or other people’s efforts, these stories were coded as inclusion. I argue that by 

sharing experiences of inclusion, participants sought to make claims for themselves 

as integrated members of Dutch society.  

To study how identities were performed in the different conversational contexts, I 

looked at how my participants positioned themselves in relation to their inter- and 

intra-group audiences. In particular, I looked at how they positioned themselves in 

relation to group members, in relation to wider public discourses, and in relation to 

me, a native Dutch female researcher. First, I studied which narrative positions were 

introduced in the focus groups and how these positions were subsequently affirmed, 

challenged, or revised by focus group participants. I subsequently compared the 

narrative positions my participants introduced in the focus group, with those 

introduced in the individual interviews. I concluded that participants presented 

inconsistent identity claims when they positioned themselves differently in their 

different narrative contributions (e.g., as victims of exclusion, or agents in 

determining their own fate). Participants sometimes introduced inconsistent claims 

during one single conversation, and they sometimes introduced contradictory self-

accounts across different conversations.  

Performing inclusion and exclusion across contexts 

In 177 pages of focus group transcript, I identified 442 stories.27 In 319 of these 

stories, participants referred to experiences of injustice, discrimination, or prejudice. 

Some of these stories (85) were “generic” stories, referring to the assumed 

generalizable character of experiences of exclusion among Moroccan-Dutch young 

people, or “habitual stories,” referring to the recurrent character of episodes of 

exclusion (De Fina & Georgakopoulou, 2012; J. A. Prins et al., 2013). All the other 

stories (234) were personal accounts presented to support the generic experience of 

exclusion. This means that in the setting of the focus group, in which I expected the 

in-group identity to be salient, participants overwhelmingly supported claims to an 

excluded ethnic minority group identity with performances of personal episodes of 

injustice, discrimination, or prejudice. 

 

                                                   
27

 These numbers differ from the numbers presented in earlier chapters as additional focus group data were 
analyzed. 
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Based upon the theory expounded above, the performance of exclusion can be 

explained in different ways. First, in relation to an audience of in-group members, 

participants seemed to draw attention to the similarity of their experiences, thus 

constituting themselves as members of the Moroccan-Dutch in-group, in relation to a 

generalized out-group of “native Dutch people.” On a more strategic note, it could be 

argued that participants used their collective experience of exclusion to mobilize an 

implied out-group: By giving voice to the experience of exclusion in the context of a 

research project, participants indirectly demanded attention for the persisting 

inequality that Moroccan-Dutch young adults face. Rather than sharing their 

experiences as faits accomplis, stories of experience served the additional purpose of 

questioning existing power relations.  

 

At the same time, in addition to the personal support for the generic claim to an 

excluded minority identity, I observed that participants used their personal 

experiences to challenge the veracity of this claim (J. A. Prins et al., 2013). Here, 

participants noted the discrepancy between the collective experience as constructed 

in the group, and their personal experiences in everyday interactions with teachers, 

neighbors, friends, and family members. For example, whereas I found 42 stories of 

injustice (mostly presented as collective or habitual experiences), I found 14 stories 

referring to the experience of justice at the personal level. Such stories included 

accounts of participants being treated the same as their fellow students or 

colleagues, or references to equitable systems or procedures. 

In concert with the personal/group discrimination discrepancy (PGDD) (Taylor et al., 

1990; Taylor et al., 1994), I inferred from these findings that my participants 

acknowledge the existence of discrimination at the group level, but denied their 

personal involvement in such episodes. However, I found that many of my 

participants used their personal experiences to provide support for an excluded 

group identity, while simultaneously challenging such claims. This finding suggests 

that whether PGDD is “performed” depends on the context of the interaction. In the 

case of my focus groups, participants responded both to the implied inter-group 

context, and to the intra-group context: They felt personally involved in the collective 

experience of discrimination in relation to a relevant out-group, yet also felt that 

their personal experiences set them apart from the in-group.  

The individual interviews led to the same findings. In this setting, I found that over 

half of my participants used their personal experience to support general claims to an 

excluded minority group made in the focus group. At the same time, and in line with 
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my expectation that the association with group members was less evident in this 

setting, I found that all of my participants distinguished themselves as positive, 

hardworking individuals, setting themselves apart from group members who were 

assumed to be either too negative about their prospects as Moroccan-Dutch 

individuals, or not trying hard enough to “make something of their lives.” These 

claims sometimes were and sometimes were not consistent with claims made in the 

focus groups. 

Nine of my sample of fifteen participants in the individual interviews performed 

inconsistent or contradictory narrative claims, either within or across conversational 

settings. From these findings, I inferred that my participants were sometimes 

inconsistent in performing narrative claims to included and excluded identities. 

Although the contexts I created may have led participants to be naturally inconsistent 

about their experiences and identities, I have argued that a focus on variability in 

identity performance may overlook the construction of more stable and enduring 

commitments across situations. In the following section, I explore in more detail how 

different conversational contexts contributed to inconsistent identity performances, 

and how my participants managed these inconsistencies across settings.  

To present my observations in detail, my analysis focuses on two participants, Sara 

(female, 19, student in higher vocational education) and Younes (male, 27, student in 

higher vocational education). Of the nine participants who struggled with managing 

discrepancies between their performances of inclusion and exclusion in the different 

settings, I found this struggle to be most apparent in the narrative contributions from 

these two participants. I analyzed the evaluations in their stories on each occasion 

and related their content to the context in which they were elicited. Tentatively, I 

explain how the different conversational contexts influenced their performance and 

how they used their stories to fulfill specific strategic purposes. I argue that balancing 

between different performances contributed to aligning representations of 

themselves both as members of an excluded ethnic minority and as integrated 

members of Dutch society within and across settings.  

Sara’s story 

In the first series of focus group interviews, Sara participated in a focus group 

consisting of six Moroccan-Dutch young women; all were in higher vocational 

education and most were close friends. In this intra-group context, I expected the 

Moroccan-Dutch identity to be salient. The salience of this identity in the context of 

the group, I presumed, could motivate the participants either to consolidate their in-
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group identity, or, on the contrary, to define themselves as distinct individuals within 

the group. The focus group context, inducing an implicit inter-group comparison, 

could motivate group members either to self-stereotype as members of a particular 

group, or, on the contrary, to engage in a dialogue with the absent out-group about 

the existence about unjust social structures.  

Below is an extract from a conversation among the young women in this group about 

experiences of Moroccan-Dutch young adults in the Netherlands. Prompted by the 

question “What kind of topics do you discuss among your friends?” Sara starts a 

discussion on the topic of “school recommendation.” This discussion focuses on the 

practice of Dutch teachers in the last grade of primary school to advise their pupils 

and their parents concerning the level of secondary education for which the pupils 

should enroll. She introduces the topic by telling the group that she and her friends 

are annoyed by the fact that Moroccan-Dutch pupils tend to get a lower school 

recommendation than their Dutch peers based on presumed behavioral problems or 

lack of language proficiency:  

Sara: Well, the things that happened and we were annoyed about, like the school 

recommendation thing, that Moroccan pupils always get sent to lower levels of 

secondary school, that most of the Moroccans in higher vocational education or 

academic education had to go through the lower levels of education first […] that 

upsets us. 

Ouafa: That happened to me personally. They [teachers] sent me to the lower level 

of secondary school, while I could have handled the higher level easily and I have 

proven this by receiving all B’s in my exams, but they wouldn’t admit me to the 

higher level […] my teacher told me: “You can’t handle that” […]. In the end, I have 

made it, and then you’re back at the point that you have to prove yourself over and 

over again. 

Sara: Yes, my little brother has exactly the same at the moment […] and I feel like, 

they don’t want to stimulate these kids because now he does nothing, he comes 

home, he doesn’t do his homework because school is so easy for him and I feel like 

they do nothing to stimulate him, because if he really tried he also could get into a 

higher level.  

In this initial performance, Sara introduces a personal experience in which she 

embeds a collective narrative of Moroccan-Dutch pupils in Dutch schools. By means 

of her story, Sara exemplifies the position of Moroccan-Dutch young people in Dutch 

society, as an ethnic minority that is discriminated against (excluded). The story she 

uses is a generic rather than a personal story: She refers to an experience she 

assumes is shared by Moroccan-Dutch young people in general. Although the 
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interviewer’s question is not explicitly designed to elicit such a narrative, in the 

context of the focus group the performance of this narrative seems likely: The 

conversational context of the focus group (about experiences of Moroccan-Dutch 

young adults), elicits an implicit comparison with native Dutch out-group members. In 

this setting, Sara introduces the experience of exclusion, marking the distinction from 

the out-group, maybe even strategically signaling the unjust character of this 

situation in relation to an implied out-group audience.  

I also consider Sara’s story is performed in relation to her peers in order to 

consolidate her group membership: Although the peer group setting may make it less 

likely that Sara feels that her status as a group member is threatened, we witness 

how, in the context of the focus group consisting of six young women from a similar 

background who are dealing with the topic of the Moroccan-Dutch experience, Sara 

performs a story she knows is shared by her audience, and through which she is able 

to construct herself as a knowledgeable group member and friend. In fact, as Ouafa 

was her close friend, we can assume that Sara knows her story is shared by Ouafa, 

who in turn ratifies the group’s position outlined in Sara’s story, by contributing a 

personal story that confirms Sara’s generic account. After Ouafa’s story, Sara resumes 

the conversation with another story. Although this story is not her personal story, the 

experience of a family member affected by the same injustice supports the symbolic 

tie between the two friends. Again, we witness how Sara’s story serves to secure her 

status as a group member: Rather than just having heard and discussed the generic 

story with others, it is an experience directly related to her family and therefore to 

her.  

In the continuation of the discussion one of the other young women in the group, 

Samira, challenges the evaluation that Sara and Ouafa attribute to their stories: 

Samira: But sometimes it depends on these boys themselves. I have seen it myself 

many times. I’ve got cousins, my brother too, he is enrolled in a lower level of 

secondary school […] and everything is really easy for him and he is like: why bother 

if I can get a diploma in this way?  

[…] 

Sara: But I think it’s the teacher’s responsibility to see that a child is capable of more 

and to try and motivate him because what kid wants to do homework, I mean when I 

was twelve, I also thought like “pretty easy,” yeah, maybe I was different, I really 

wanted to get higher up, but I can imagine a child rather plays outside or plays video 

games than do homework, so if it’s that easy, why not? So I think it’s the 

responsibility of the teachers, and also of the parents, not that the parents... I mean 

my parents are now trying to get my little brother into intermediate level of 
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secondary education, but, if the teachers don’t want it... I had the same thing, I 

wanted to enroll for the highest level of secondary education, but I couldn’t. At 

another school it was possible, but well, you can’t dispute something like that, so I 

went to intermediate level of secondary education, but if a teacher says no, that you 

have to go to intermediate level of secondary education... then you have to, so I think 

teachers are mainly responsible. 

Here, Samira performs a challenge to the collective narrative introduced by Sara. Her 

story is similar to the one presented by Sara and Ouafa, only the evaluation she 

attributes to it is different. Rather than evaluating this story in terms of exclusion, 

Samira points at the individual responsibility of Moroccan-Dutch pupils for achieving 

a suitable level of secondary education. In this way, she challenge dominant 

representations of the position of Moroccan-Dutch young people in the collective 

narrative.  

Sara responds to this challenge by telling a story in which she restructures the 

foundations of the collective narrative, legitimizing her first performance. In 

particular, she points out the important role that teachers have in the deciding the 

fate of Moroccan-Dutch pupils. As a way of establishing her authority to speak on the 

subject, she presents a few personal stories. However, whereas the performance of 

these narratives seems to be aimed at reconstructing her authority to speak on the 

subject and to the reconstruction of the collective narrative she presented earlier, the 

evaluations of her stories are ambiguous: She performs the collective narrative 

positioning herself in relation to an audience of peers, but simultaneously 

distinguishes herself as a unique individual within the group. By stating that “maybe I 

was different,” she transcends the level of the story to position herself as a distinct 

individual in the context of the conversation.  

Additionally, by stating that “I really wanted to get higher up” she signals a distinction 

between the assumed lack of ambition of other group members and her own 

ambitions. Similarly, her performance of the story “I had the same thing,” indicating 

that she is in the same boat as her group members, lacks persuasiveness, as, as a 

matter of fact, Sara did have the possibility to enroll in a higher level of secondary 

education at another school. In other words, although Sara insists on consolidating 

her group membership by engaging in the construction of a collective narrative of 

exclusion, she disengages herself from such a narrative by sharing two personal 

experiences that support her position as a distinct individual unaffected by the 

collective experience of exclusion.  
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When returning to the discussion on “school recommendations” at a later stage of 

the focus group, Samira repeats her story about Moroccan-Dutch pupils themselves 

being responsible for poor school results. At this point, Sara quite unexpectedly 

demonstrates her agreement with Samira. She follows up on Samira’s story by 

sharing a story about a female politician coming by her house to talk to her father 

and brother about the lack of suitable facilities to keep the neighborhood youths 

busy. At this point, Sara flies into a rage: 

Sara: Yes you are being discriminated against, but you have to be above that you see, 

you shouldn’t say, oh well, a Dutch person is discriminating against me so I I’ll just do 

nothing or I’ll get benefits or whatever, I think that’s just bullshit […]. 

Interestingly, through this performance, Sara seems to align herself with Samira’s 

challenge to the collective narrative introduced earlier by Sara herself. Like Samira, in 

this excerpt Sara challenges the position of Moroccan-Dutch young adults as victims 

of exclusion, by drawing attention to the passive stance of the young Moroccan-

Dutch youth in her neighborhood. However, unlike Samira, Sara feels she should 

account for both her position as a valuable group member, as well as a distinct 

individual. Therefore, without contradicting the collective experience of 

discrimination suffered by group members, Sara points out that the youth in her 

neighborhood has a responsibility in providing for their own activities. Through this 

performance, Sara manages to align her claims to both group membership and her 

position as a distinct agentive individual. From her previously constructed position as 

a valuable group member, Sara now criticizes the collective story and invites her 

audience(s) to take a new perspective on it.  

When, in the individual interview I conducted with Sara after the focus group, I ask 

her about her experiences as a young girl in primary school, Sara narrates that:  

I just remember this as a happy time […], yes, primary school was just a lot of fun 

because, what we were talking about just now, about the school recommendation, 

that didn’t happen to me, I had a great teacher who gave me the advice to enroll in 

higher levels of secondary education, because he saw that I worked hard, so, 

fortunately that didn’t happen to me, I guess I was lucky to have a great teacher, he 

was great really so… 

In this narrative performance of the “school recommendation” story, Sara explicitly 

contradicts her earlier performance of this narrative. We can consider this change in 

performance a result of the changing context. Where the focus group setting 

occasioned Sara to perform her experiences both in relation to her in-group audience 
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and the implied out-group audience, favoring an evaluation in terms of exclusion in 

relation to both, the individual interview setting allows Sara to prioritize her personal 

experience of inclusion. By reframing her story and the roles of the different 

characters in this story, Sara presents herself, in her conversation with me, as 

unaffected by the collective experience.  

At the same time, although seemingly contradictory, Sara’s performance in the 

individual interview is not at odds with her earlier performances: In both the focus 

group and her individual interview, Sara referred to her own situation, compared to 

that of group members, as “different.” Through the addition of the evaluation “I 

guess I was lucky” at the end of her contribution to the individual interview, Sara 

once again restates her commitment to the group narrative. In the context of the 

individual interview, this strategy works to inform her (out-group) audience that most 

of her group members most likely were not so lucky and that the position of 

Moroccan-Dutch young adults merits our attention.  

Whereas Sara’s narrative performances within and across settings thus seem 

inconsistent, we can also infer from closer inspection that, in both settings, in relation 

to different audiences, Sara is constituting herself as both a member of an excluded 

minority group and a distinct individual. Although her narrative contributions as a 

distinct group member could be interpreted as a challenge to or rejection of the 

collective storyline of exclusion, Sara remains committed to this storyline across 

contexts, offering interpretations of experiences of inclusion as being a result of 

either “luck” or an ambitious personality. This means that despite Sara’s seemingly 

inconsistent performances, in each research setting she aligns her personal stories 

with the conversational demands. By foregrounding her experience as a group 

member in the focus group, simultaneously drawing attention to her diverging 

experience, and as a distinct individual in the individual interview, simultaneously 

drawing attention to the experience of the group, Sara presents a self-image that 

reflects both her membership of a disadvantaged group, and her position as a distinct 

individual.  

By adhering to the collective storyline in both settings, Sara draws attention to the 

experience of exclusion of Moroccan-Dutch young adults. Through her performance 

of a distinct individual both within and outside the focus group, Sara draws attention 

to her experience of inclusion, rather than exclusion. Through her simultaneous 

performance of inclusion and exclusion, Sara playfully confirms her position as a 

member of both the Moroccan-Dutch minority and the native Dutch majority in 

relation to both audiences.  
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Younes’s story 

In the second series of focus group interviews, Younes participated in a focus group 

of seven Moroccan-Dutch young men and women, all of whom were attending 

institutes of either higher vocational education or academic education. One of the 

other participants was his cousin Hafida, but other than that he did not know the 

other participants. The interactional context is thus different for Younes than for 

Sara, who performed her narratives in the company of a group of close friends. In this 

context, I expected Younes either to show a strong commitment to the collective 

storyline in order to promote his status as a valuable group member, or to emphasize 

the difference between himself and an audience of strangers who were presented to 

him as “in-group members.”  

In the focus group conversation, a sub-group of young men in academic education 

dominates the discussion. Although experiences with exclusion constitute the bulk of 

the conversation, there is a lot of discussion about how these experiences should be 

understood and how to respond to them. Many of the young men said that they feel 

excluded as a consequence of experiences of discrimination and prejudice; they feel 

the Dutch identity is denied to them and insist on their Moroccan identity as the main 

or only source of identification. A collective story of an excluded minority emerges. 

Again, we can explain the emergence of such a narrative as a cognitive response to 

the implied inter-group context: The emphasis on the experiences of Moroccan-

Dutch young adults occasions an implicit comparison with native Dutch peers, in 

relation to which my participants may have felt excluded. On a more strategic note, 

sharing the narrative my participants know is familiar to their peers, helps to secure 

their group membership in the context of the group.  

Contrary to what we might expect based on his position as a relative outsider to this 

group, Younes did not join in the construction of this narrative. Rather than joining in 

the elaboration of a collective narrative of exclusion, consolidating his status as a 

group member, all Younes’s contributions to the discussion serve to challenge the 

veracity of this collective story. When talking about experiences with authorities 

(experiences that the participants’ mostly found negative), he says the following:  

Younes: Yes, I have positive experiences, yes, I’ve got quite some positive 

experiences, I’m just a positive person. I applied at a local police station and ten 

people applied for the same position, and they hired me.  

Younes’s performance of his experience at the local police station is interesting in 

several ways: Whereas Younes may be assumed to be aware that his audience is 
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engaged in the construction of a particular kind of narrative, he chooses not to 

harmonize his personal experience with this narrative, deliberately creating 

dissonance between the collective experience and his own. Through his narrative 

performance, Younes deliberately places himself outside the group as a distinct 

individual, not constrained by a possible threat to his status as a group member. 

Moreover, his performance poses an overt challenge to dominant representations of 

the Moroccan-Dutch experience as proposed by his fellow participants. In the context 

of the focus group, Younes’s performance not only challenges his fellow participants’ 

determined interpretations of the group’s position, but also – and more important – 

encourages his audience to take a more positive attitude toward their experiences. 

At the same time, we observe how Younes, like Sara, draws attention to his distinct 

personal characteristics in his performance. Where Sara, in her performance of the 

school recommendation story, claimed that “maybe I was different,” Younes 

introduces an explicit reference to himself as a “positive person.” In other words, 

whereas Younes seems to distance himself from the collective narrative of exclusion, 

he also presents his experience of inclusion as a matter of a determinedly positive 

personality. In this way, like Sara, Younes adheres to the narrative of exclusion, while 

performing a story that is designed to encourage his group members to do quite the 

opposite.  

The contradictory nature of Younes’s performance becomes evident in a conversation 

between Younes and myself outside the research setting. In this conversation, 

Younes reframes his experience at the local police department by drawing attention 

to how he got hired at a local police department as an HR manager, but never felt 

accepted by his colleagues. In particular, he said that he remembers getting a desk in 

the window, which, at the request of his colleagues, was always open. Even when 

Younes complained of the cold, his colleagues insisted the window remained open. 

Younes indicated that he experienced this as harassment and soon after, he left his 

job.  

By reframing his experience at the local police department in this way, in relation to 

me, Younes explicitly positions himself as a member of an excluded minority group 

and emphasizes his familiarity with the collective experience of exclusion. Although 

the confidentiality of the conversation may have made an inter-group comparison 

less likely, by positioning himself as a typical group member with authority to speak 

on matters that concern the group, Younes’s performance in relation to me may have 

been designed to convince me (a member of a relevant out-group) of the sticky 

position of Moroccan-Dutch young adults, suggesting that it should change.  
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Although Younes’s performances may seem inconsistent, even contradictory, we can 

also observe how both his performances are directed at positioning himself as an 

outsider in relation to his fellow focus group participants and in relation to me. His 

positioning as an outsider in both contexts allows him to challenge the import of a 

collective narrative in relation to an audience of in-group members, while drawing 

attention to the unjust character of the group’s experience in relation to an out-

group audience. Rather than just being inconsistent performances, it could be argued 

that Younes’s narrative contributions to each conversation are performed 

strategically to bring his audiences closer together by encouraging them to take the 

perspective of the other.   

Younes’s individual interview sheds light on his performances. When asked whether 

he thinks it is important to challenge his group members in the elaboration of an 

excluded minority identity, he replies:  

Younes: I dared to do it; a lot of people don’t dare to take that step. It is difficult to 

change a culture, to contradict it, no it’s not easy, it requires... but oddly enough, 

people appreciate it. 

Interviewer: Is it important to you that your culture changes? 

Younes: Yes very important 

Interviewer: Why? 

Younes: Because we have no life in the Netherlands if we don’t. You have to… Look, 

the Moroccan culture in Morocco is different from what we have here in the 

Netherlands, you have to go along, you have to pick up the things that can profit your 

group, regarding socioeconomic level or something, you have to change things, or 

you will stand still. And that, nobody wants that, so you need people like me. 

Eventually we want to be okay with everybody and eventually we want to go along 

and we want to be equal to autochthonous Dutch people, but for that, you have to 

bring about some changes.  

Here, Younes makes explicit his aim of bringing his audiences together: With his 

performance of a distinct positive personality, drawing attention to his experience of 

inclusion, Younes challenge the collective narrative of exclusion. This narrative should 

change, he believes, if Moroccan-Dutch people want to integrate into Dutch society. 

On a similar note, through his performance of a typical group member in relation to 

me, drawing attention to his experience of exclusion, Younes aimed to increase my 

understanding of his group’s disadvantaged position. While Younes seems to 

construct an inconsistent self-image through these inconsistent performances, we 

come to understand that these inconsistent performances are part and parcel of 

living in the tension of being both a member of an excluded minority, and an included 
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member of the Dutch majority. Although this tension may come naturally to Younes 

as an included member of both groups, he actively tries to resolve this tension, 

making sure that both groups are “okay” with one another.  

Besides focusing on the content of Sara’s and Younes’s stories and taking their 

inconsistencies for granted, it is useful to focus on what they do in particular settings. 

Whereas their stories seem inconsistent, I have argued that a close inspection of the 

conversational settings in which they are performed, leads us to understand how 

they navigate between different performances to strike a balance between their 

divergent experiences and the divergent selves implied by them. Moreover, it leads 

to an understanding of identities that are both fluid and stable across settings: Fluid 

because in every setting Sara and Younes comply with the cognitive and strategic 

demands of the situation to construct situated selves, and stable across settings 

because their stories reflect the tension they experience between being both a 

member of an excluded minority and an included member of the Dutch majority.  

Discussion 

Moroccan-Dutch young adults suffer from a double stereotype in Dutch discourses on 

ethnicity and religion. I have argued that although a collective narrative of 

deprivation is constructed in their conversations, many of my participants had 

different experiences at the level of their personal everyday interactions. 

Additionally, I found that participants alternated in presenting experiences of 

inclusion/exclusion as part of both the collective and their personal experience. The 

aim of the analysis presented in this chapter was to study in more detail when and 

why the participants in my focus groups shared one story, and when another, and 

how they managed the discrepancy between their different experiences and the 

different selves implied by them.  

To do so, I created two settings, one in which the Moroccan-Dutch in-group was 

salient, and one in which the individual relation to a member of a significant out-

group was salient. In both settings I studied the content and import of the stories my 

participants shared, and related my findings to the conversational context in which 

the stories were told. This means that besides focusing on the content of my 

participants’ contributions, I also focused on the function their stories had in the 

context of the conversation, or what was accomplished by performing a story in a 

particular way. I distinguished between inter- and intra-group contexts and paid 
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attention to both the cognitive and the strategic demands of the different 

conversational settings.  

In relation to Sara, I found that her performance of experiences of exclusion in the 

focus group was aimed at consolidating her position as a group member in relation to 

her in-group audience. I also found that she simultaneously constructed herself as a 

distinct group member by drawing attention to the fact that she also had had distinct 

experiences, experiences that allowed her to construct herself as unaffected by the 

collective experience of exclusion. Her position as both an insider and an outsider to 

the collective experience, allowed her to challenge popular assumptions about the 

excluded position of Moroccan-Dutch young people in the group. In the individual 

interview, Sara explicitly contradicted her earlier performances of exclusion, yet she 

adhered to the collective narrative of exclusion by describing the uniqueness of her 

situation. Rather than considering her performances inconsistent, I have shown how 

they allowed Sara to maintain a sense of wholeness in both settings: By alternating 

experiences of inclusion and exclusion, she managed to confirm her membership of 

both an excluded minority group and the Dutch majority in relation to different 

audiences.   

Whereas Younes’s performances had different aims than Sara’s, I have argued that 

similarly to Sara, the inconsistencies in his performance worked to strike a balance 

between being part of an excluded minority group, and being an integrated member 

of the dominant majority. I argued that from the start, Younes’s performances in the 

focus group were aimed not at consolidating his group identity, but at positioning 

himself as an outsider. From this position, he overtly challenged popular assumptions 

about Moroccan-Dutch group membership. In the context of the focus group 

conversation, his performance served to encourage his fellow participants to 

interpret their experiences in more positive ways. In a subsequent private 

conversation with me, Younes explicitly drew attention to his position as a member 

of an excluded minority group, and to the inequality that members of this group face 

in their everyday lives. This seems inconsistent, but I explained that Younes used his 

performances to increase inter-group understanding, thus reducing the tension of 

belonging to two seemingly mutually exclusive groups.  

To understand how Moroccan-Dutch young adults give meaning to, and reconstruct, 

the Moroccan-Dutch identity in relation to the double stereotype they face, it is 

necessary to pay attention to both the diversity of the Moroccan-Dutch experience 

and the co-constructed nature of this experience. In this chapter, I studied the 

performances of two individuals in order to shed light on the process of situated 
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meaning making. In particular, I studied how these individuals gave meaning to their 

simultaneous experience of inclusion and exclusion. I argued when and why stories of 

inclusion and exclusion were shared, and how discrepancies between these two 

experiences were handled in different conversational settings. Through the 

descriptions of the performances of both Sara and Younes, I illustrated how these 

young adults struggled to maintain a sense of wholeness as members of both an 

excluded ethnic minority group and the Dutch majority across contexts. By 

positioning themselves deliberately as an insider (Sara) or an outsider (Younes) in 

relation to their peers and a native Dutch interviewer, these young adults variously 

affirmed, challenged, and mobilized the collective experience of exclusion.  

Whereas those researching identity construction often emphasize the multiple and 

situational character of identity, I have shown that wholeness and continuity may be 

experienced despite, or even thanks to, identity’s fluid nature. Rather than drawing 

attention to the inconsistencies and contradictions in my participants’ stories, I have 

shown that they also struggle to construct more enduring personal commitments 

within and across situations. Although they skillfully adapted to the performative 

demands of each of the interactional situations they faced, emphasizing the 

divergent character of their experiences, I also found how their seemingly 

inconsistent performances helped to maintain a coherent sense of self across 

conversational contexts.  

Analyzing performances in conversation is a complex task and there are some 

important limitations to this study that require further attention. As noted, the 

intersection of ethnic and national attachments in some settings proved a source of 

struggle for my participants. In focusing on this intersection, there are other 

important intersections that I may have overlooked. I have discussed how 

intersectionality in terms of gender and educational level influences storytelling in 

Chapter 4 and decided that a focus on both intersectionality and performance was 

beyond the scope of this chapter. On a similar note, I omitted details of Sara and 

Younes’s personal background that may further explain what occasioned the 

inconsistent identity performances of these two participants across conversations. In 

this respect, social psychological literature sensitizes us to the possible explanatory 

value of different levels of group identification in (e.g. Spears, Doosje, & Ellemers, 

1997). Although I did not collect data on identification, my data seem to be in line 

with observations that strong identification as both Moroccan and Dutch, may have 

enhanced my participants’ motivation to perform stories that ratified their 

membership of both the Moroccan-Dutch and the Dutch identity category.  
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Chapter 6: Longing to belong: Moroccan-Dutch young 

adults’ narrated hopes and expectations of national 

belonging  

In the previous chapters, I explained how Moroccan-Dutch young adults give meaning 

to and reconstruct the Moroccan-Dutch identity, based upon both their positioning 

on the multiple axes of the identity matrix, and in relation to different audiences. In 

different ways, I have argued, Moroccan-Dutch young adults are in the process of 

reconstructing more included positions for themselves. In this chapter, I relate my 

earlier findings about Moroccan-Dutch young adults’ narrative identity constructions 

to existing literature on identification and belonging among these young adults. In 

particular, I ask how the revised storylines that Moroccan-Dutch young adults 

propose are related to their sense of national belonging.  

In social science literature, issues of inclusion/exclusion are discussed in terms of 

“identification” and “belonging” (Anthias, 2002; Ersanilli, 2009; Verkuyten & 

Martinovic, 2012; Verkuyten & Yildiz, 2007; Yuval-Davis, 2006a; Yuval-Davis, Anthias, 

& Kofman, 2005). Although often used interchangeably, it is also argued that the two 

concepts refer to two related but analytically separate processes (Anthias, 2002; 

Eijberts, 2013; Yuval-Davis, 2006a). Whereas the former refers to an individual’s self-

definition in terms of group membership, the latter refers to a more 

multidimensional attachment to groups, spaces, places, memories, etc. (Buitelaar & 

Stock, 2010; Eijberts, 2013; Graaf & Duyvendak, 2009). Belonging, other than 

identification, is related to the emotional experience of “feeling at home” or “feeling 

safe” (Davis & Nencel, 2011; Yuval-Davis, 2006a). In concert with these observations, 

it is argued that low levels of national identification among Moroccan-Dutch young 

adults (Phalet et al., 2000; Van der Welle, 2011), do not preclude these young adults 

from feeling at home in the Netherlands (Duyvendak, 2010; Slootman & Duyvendak, 

forthcoming). On the contrary, researchers have argued that Moroccan-Dutch young 

adults increasingly feel at home in the Netherlands based upon both their inclusion in 

local-level networks and interactions, and a sense of attachment to the Netherlands 

as the country in which they were born and raised (Buitelaar & Stock, 2010; Crul & 

Schneider, 2010; Eijberts, 2013; Nieuweboer, 2009).  

In this chapter, I analyze data from three consecutive rounds of focus groups in which 

my participants discussed their self-definitions and their experiences as members of 

the Moroccan-Dutch, the Muslim, and the Dutch community. Both the national 

context and the local (focus group) context problematized claims to national   
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belonging. Rather than focusing on the numerous ready-made stories of exclusion, in 

this chapter I focus on the fewer stories in which my participants constructed 

ambiguous, hypothetical, or prospective experiences of inclusion. I also analyze 

stories in which the experience of inclusion was explicitly negated, and explain how 

these stories are related to Moroccan-Dutch young adults’ sense of belonging in the 

Netherlands. I argue that despite the prominence of the experience of exclusion in 

their conversations, Moroccan-Dutch young adults’ stories provide insight into their 

contrary desire to belong.  

National identity and belonging 

Following recurrent discussions in the public sphere about the failure of 

multiculturalism and the influence of Islam on Dutch society, politicians, 

policymakers, and academics have made it one of their principal concerns to monitor 

the integration of immigrants (Duyvendak, 2010; Ersanilli, 2009). Identification with 

the Dutch national identity is increasingly considered a prerequisite for successful 

integration (Eijberts, 2013). At the same time, researchers have observed that the 

Dutch national identity is increasingly described in “thick” or exclusive terms 

(Ghorashi, 2003), and that national identification is increasingly framed in emotional 

terms: Immigrants are required to “prove” they feel at home by demonstrating their 

loyalty and attachment to the Netherlands (Duyvendak, 2010; Slootman & 

Duyvendak, forthcoming; WRR, 2007). These developments make it harder for 

immigrants to claim Dutch nationality (Duyvendak, 2010). National identification is 

increasingly perceived as a zero-sum game, especially when it concerns the Muslim 

identity: You can only be one or the other – Dutch or Muslim (Duyvendak, 2010; 

Eijberts, 2013; Ersanilli & Scholten, 2009). This means that where social scientists 

hold that identities are multiple, dynamic, situational, and multidimensional, 

immigrants tend to experience national identity in a static and essentialist way 

(Eijberts, 2013).  

Researchers have proposed the term “belonging” to provide a more nuanced view of 

the simultaneous and multiple attachments individuals may have in relation to 

certain groups, spaces, or places (Cuba & Hummon, 1993; Eijberts, 2013; Graaf & 

Duyvendak, 2009; Yuval-Davis, 2006a). These attachments may be experienced 

directly in local interactions (Cuba & Hummon, 1993), but they may also be 

remembered or imagined (Buitelaar & Stock, 2010). Belonging becomes activated 

when there is a sense of exclusion: It refers to the formal and informal experience of 

inclusion and exclusion (Yuval-Davis et al., 2005). Although apparently contradictory, 
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a sense of belonging is more strongly related to the experience of exclusion, than 

inclusion per se (ibid.): Experiences that challenge an individual’s belonging, or that 

emphasize an individual’s non-belonging, to a particular group, may have a stronger 

impact than experiences that reaffirm such belonging (Anthias, 2002).  

Literature on belonging signals the emotional component of belonging as 

distinguishing it from identity or identification. To “be Dutch” or to “identify as 

Dutch” may be different from “feeling Dutch” (Eijberts, 2013). Similar to 

identification, belonging entails people’s sense of membership of specific 

communities (Yuval-Davis, 2006a). Nonetheless, belonging is argued to carry more 

weight than identification, as it also entails feeling safe or secure, rooted, accepted, 

and familiar with one’s physical and sociocultural environment (Eijberts, 2013)28.  

As a result of exclusionary discourses regarding the ethnic and religious identity of 

Moroccan-Dutch young adults, researchers have found that levels of national 

identification among these young adults are low (Phalet et al., 2000; Slootman & 

Duyvendak, forthcoming; Van der Welle, 2011). Although many Moroccan-Dutch 

young people feel they are Dutch, they know they are not viewed as “Dutch people” 

by the native Dutch, which makes it more difficult to “feel Dutch” (Omlo, 2011; Van 

der Welle & Mamadouh, 2009). In other words, the ascription of non-Dutch 

identities, or the lack of acceptance of Moroccan-Dutch young adults by the 

dominant majority, make claims to the Dutch identity problematic (Omlo, 2011; 

Slootman & Duyvendak, forthcoming; Van der Welle & Mamadouh, 2009).  

Low levels of national identification, however, do not prevent Moroccan-Dutch young 

adults from “feeling at home” in the Netherlands. First, “home feelings” or feelings of 

belonging are argued to be constructed at a local level (Cuba & Hummon, 1993). 

Local belonging is related to the “routine practice of inhabiting urban space” (Chan, 

2013). For minority groups in particular, it is argued that a sense of local belonging 

stems from their engagement with the places they live in (ibid.). Good social relations 

in the neighborhood play an important role in promulgating feelings of acceptance by 

the dominant majority (Chan, 2013; Cuba & Hummon, 1993; Graaf & Duyvendak, 

2009). Secondly, researchers have observed that feelings of belonging at a local level 

extend to feelings of belonging at a national level (Eijberts, 2013; Omlo, 2011). With 

respect to Moroccan-Dutch young adults, who were born and raised in the 
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 Although I uphold this distinction between identification and belonging in this chapter, it is important to note 
that researchers also distinguish between “identification as” and “identification with;” the latter also entails 
subjective feelings of “belongingness” to a group (Louw and Potgieter; Verkuyten 1997). This understanding of 
belonging or belongingness is referred to as separated from a sense of home.   
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Netherlands, researchers have observed that they are deeply embedded in Dutch 

society’s structures (education, politics) and organizations (religious, leisure) (Crul & 

Schneider, 2010), and moreover, that they consider themselves “integrated” in terms 

of language use, social participation, and cultural preferences (Omlo, 2011; Slootman 

& Duyvendak, forthcoming).  

In sum, where national identification among Moroccan-Dutch young adults seems to 

be weak as a consequence of the experience of exclusion, researchers have found 

different terms to describe Moroccan-Dutch young adults’ attachment to the 

Netherlands. In particular, the notions of local and national identification have been 

substituted for those of local and national belonging. In this chapter, I ask how the 

stories Moroccan-Dutch young adults share are related to their sense of national 

belonging. I argue that despite “feeling at home” in the Netherlands, my participants 

still do not quite feel that they “belong” in the sense that they do not feel accepted 

or secure. Belonging entails acceptance of their “Dutchness” by native Dutch people, 

as well as by their peers. In both a national context, in which Moroccan-Dutch young 

adults are cast as outsiders, and a focus group context, in which the Moroccan 

identity is the main identity marker, making claims to national belonging is 

controversial. I show that in a context fraught with the experience of exclusion, the 

use of storytelling allowed my participants to address issues of identity and belonging 

without making direct claims to the Dutch identity or national belonging.  

Subjunctive storytelling 

Recent decades have witnessed a turn toward narrative for the study of identities. 

Central to the capacity of narratives to give insight into identity construction, is the 

narrative’s meaning giving function: By telling a story – either an entire life story 

elicited in an interview setting, or a fleeting account of an experience shared in an 

everyday conversation – people impose order on seemingly unrelated or disturbing 

events or experiences (Linde, 1993; Polanyi, 1989; Polkinghorne, 1988). Experiences 

are rendered intelligible by organizing them through the use of narrative plots (Ochs 

& Capps, 1996; Polletta, 1998). Although different disciplines identify somewhat 

different narrative elements, most stress that narratives of personal experience 

characteristically revolve around an unexpected or troubling turn of events (Ochs & 

Capps, 1996 p. 26). The act of telling a story revolves around the discrepancy 

between what people expect and what actually transpired (Burk [1962] in Ochs & 

Capps, 1996). The violation of an expectation is what makes an event or experience 

worthy of reporting (Labov, 1972).  
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Whereas this view of storytelling as an ordering device seems to imply that “good 

stories” are coherent stories providing univocal meaning to events and experiences 

(De Fina & Georgakopoulou, 2012), researchers have observed that stories of past 

events tend to be complex in structure, and often ambiguous in point (Polletta et al., 

2011; Polletta & Lee, 2006). Ambiguity may reside in the multiple meanings that 

emerge from particular ways of telling, in the multiple points of view from which a 

story is told, and in the combination of words, ideas, and emotions that are not 

usually combined (Polletta, 2006). Creating ambiguity in storytelling urges the 

audience to make sense of apparent contradictions or inconsistencies (Polletta & Lee, 

2006). Rather than a sign of weakness, stories’ ambiguity may be their strength 

(ibid.): Stories that lack a clear moral, invite the audience to participate in making 

sense of experiences quite unlike their own. In addition, telling stories allows people 

to disagree without antagonizing each other, since the point of the story is implied 

rather than stated directly (ibid.). 

On a similar note, Jerome Bruner observed as early as 1986 that “good stories,” 

rather than presenting events as facts of life, highlight the possibility of alternative 

meanings. The “subjunctive mode” refers to the forms of telling that are being 

employed to denote an action or state as conceived rather than as a fact (Bruner, 

1986 p. 26, italics are mine). Subjunctivizing narratives may be designed to express a 

wish, command, or exhortation, or a contingent, hypothetical, or prospective event 

(ibid.). To explain how “reality” or “facts” are rendered subjunctive, Bruner builds on 

Todorov’s transformations of the verb through which the action in a story is 

transformed from “being a fait accompli to being psychologically in process” (pp. 29-

30). Such verbs include modal auxiliaries such as “must,” “might,” “could,” and 

“would,” but they may also refer to the expression of intentions (planning), results 

(succeeding), manner (attitudes toward the action), aspect (marking the progress of 

the action), and status (negation) (Bruner, 1986; see also Sools, 2012). The last-

mentioned mode is interesting as, according to Bruner, “negation is a powerful 

trigger of presuppositions about the possible” (Bruner, 1986 p. 30). In other words, 

negation opens up the possibility that there was a wish, a set of circumstances, or a 

possibility, that could have led to a different outcome (ibid.).  

Narrative researchers have observed that people use subjunctive stories to negotiate 

their experiences in relation to others and themselves. Patterson (2002), for example, 

describes the relationship between narrative and coping in the aftermath of trauma. 

The realm of the imaginary, she argues, is an important aspect of the interactive 

context in which traumatic experience is narrated. Through the use of expressions 
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like “you cannot imagine what it is like,” narrators invite their audience to imagine an 

experience which is not their own (Patterson, 2008). Similarly, Georgakopoulou 

(2007) observed that the joint piecing together by Greek female adolescents of 

anticipated or imaginary scenarios (about their popularity and place in the in-group 

and heterosexual market), carried more significance in the experience of these young 

women than their stories of past events.  

These observations regarding the subjunctive properties of storytelling sensitize us to 

the possibility that stories do not necessarily give straightforward insights into 

people’s identities. The subjunctive properties of narrative play an important role in 

understanding narratives not as static accounts of identity, but as tools to negotiate 

alternative meanings and identities. Rather than static accounts of being, 

subjunctivity in storytelling allows for an operationalization of identity as a combined 

process of being and becoming, of belonging and longing to belong (Yuval-Davis, 

2006a p. 202). In other words, the deliberative and subjunctive properties of 

storytelling discussed above make it possible for individuals to use their stories not 

only as straightforward expressions of who they are, but also as expressions of who 

they want to be; not only of where they belong or do not belong, but also of where 

they want to belong, and how their belonging is imagined.  

Based on these insights, I argue in this chapter that it might be too easy to talk about 

Moroccan-Dutch young adults in terms of national dis-identification or non-

belonging. Rather than focusing on their content, I focus in this chapter on the 

subjunctive properties of my participants’ stories and show how these allowed 

participants to discuss the issue of national belonging in the context of the focus 

group. I argue that without making any direct claims to national identity or a sense of 

national belonging, Moroccan-Dutch young adults used prospective or hypothetical 

stories to create routes to national belonging. This perspective of storytelling allows 

for a view of national belonging of Moroccan-Dutch young adults as “in process.”  

Studying belonging in focus groups 

For this study, I conducted three consecutive rounds of focus groups. In total, I 

conducted 13 (6 + 3 + 4) focus groups involving a total of 47 Moroccan-Dutch young 

adults.29 Participants in the first round were asked to participate in the subsequent 

rounds. As outlined in the Methodology chapter (Chapter 2), in each focus group a 
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 Participants took part in three consecutive focus group sessions, hence the low number of participants in 
relation to the number of focus groups.  
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different aspect of the participants’ identity was made salient: The Moroccan identity 

in the first, the Dutch in the second, and the Muslim in the third. Identities were 

made salient by starting the discussion with a recent news item concerning each of 

these identities (a bus incident involving Moroccan-Dutch youth in the first, the Dutch 

national soccer team’s second place in the 2010 world cup in the second, and the 

Arab spring movement in the third). I varied the salience of identities to discuss with 

the participants their identifications , as well as their experiences as members of each 

group.  

In order to explore the notion of belonging and its relation to Moroccan-Dutch young 

adults’ identifications, I included questions about self-definition, as well as about 

experiences as members of different groups. The logic behind combining direct 

identity-related questions and inquiries into my participants’ lives and experiences, is 

that identity is a complex topic and I expected my participants’ stories to provide 

more insight into how exactly identities are constructed and experienced (see also 

Anthias, 2002). In accordance with theories on belonging, belonging was 

operationalized in this study by focusing on experiences of inclusion and exclusion. 

Inclusion is referred to when participants shared experiences that promulgated a 

sense of belonging in the sense that narrators evaluated their relations with native 

Dutch people in terms of acceptance, equality, or friendship. Exclusion is referred to 

when participants shared generalized accounts of the excluded position that 

Moroccan-Dutch young adults face, as well as when participants shared first-hand 

experiences of exclusion from activities or interactions that involved their neighbors, 

teachers, or fellow students.  

The focus groups data were reviewed for the presence of identity claims and of 

stories. Identity claims were coded when participants made direct claims to particular 

identities in the wordings “I feel (Moroccan/Muslim/Dutch/Moroccan-Dutch),” 

indicating an emotional attachment to a particular identity. I leaned on the 

experience and small-story approach to narrative to operationalize stories in my data. 

In accordance with these approaches, I considered that stories can be neatly storied 

accounts of events or smaller accounts of experience, which allows for more 

flexibility in themes and structure. For the analysis of identity claims in storytelling, I 

used a narrative approach in which the “evaluation” of an event or experience is 

central to studying identity claims. Evaluations could be present in full-fledged event 

stories, but also in stories about experience. They could take up an entire clause or 

several clauses, but could also be present in more fragmented pieces of text in which 

participants expressed their attitude toward an event or experience.   
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In accordance with both experience-centered and small-story approaches to 

narrative, I considered that stories are always co-constructions between tellers and 

listeners: what is told, depends on who is listening. Rather than considering the 

stories in my data as giving unproblematic insight into what my participants 

experienced, I asked what purpose they had in the context of the conversation. In the 

three series of focus groups I conducted, all my participants shared the Moroccan-

Dutch and Muslim identity. Such a context constitutes what Hollander (2004) refers 

to as an “associational context:” A context in which participants may emphasize 

topics that relate to their commonality. In this context, the opportunities to claim 

alternative identities or share divergent experiences may have been strongly 

inhibited. In the present analysis, I specifically paid attention to the ways in which the 

properties of storytelling allowed for the expression of contested identity claims and 

experiences, without contradicting recurrent identifications or interpretations of 

experience.  

Longing to belong: constructing national belonging  

In the previous chapters, I argued that Moroccan-Dutch young adults are in the 

process of changing the import of their collective narrative. Despite a widely shared, 

indeed generalized, experience of exclusion, indicating their status as outsiders to the 

Dutch community, they express their inclusion at the level of everyday interactions 

with native Dutch people. Moreover, I argued that exclusion is differently 

experienced and responded to depending on my participants’ position on a matrix of 

intersecting identities. This means that not all my participants experienced exclusion 

in the same way, nor did they position themselves exclusively as victims of exclusion. 

Finally, I considered the “performance” of exclusion across contexts, and concluded 

that my participants make contrary claims to both inclusion and exclusion, 

underpinning their divergent senses of self both as members of the Moroccan-Dutch 

community and as integrated members of Dutch society. 

Although the Moroccan or Moroccan-Dutch identity figured prominently in my 

participants’ storied accounts of experience, I refrained from drawing conclusions 

about the way participants identified. Instead, I discussed their identity in terms of 

their belonging to the Moroccan-Dutch community. I described the Moroccan-Dutch 

identity as an ascribed identity my participants share and that they variously 

reconstruct and give meaning to in the context of a conversation among peers. 

Moreover, I argued that their stories of inclusion and exclusion told me something 
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about their belonging to different intersecting groups, and about their simultaneous 

belonging to both the Moroccan-Dutch and the native Dutch majority group.  

In the following, I further explore the sense of belonging my participants feel in 

relation to these different identities. To this end, I focus on their self-definitions in 

the focus group context, and I revisit their stories of inclusion and exclusion. Rather 

than focusing on the content of their stories, I focus on what these stories do in the 

context of the conversation. Whereas my participants readily made claims to the 

Moroccan and the Muslim identity, the Dutch identity was never claimed directly. 

Stating you “feel Dutch” may be controversial in both a national context in which you 

are framed as an outsider, as well as in a focus group context where your ethnic and 

religious identity are salient. Yet I argue that my participants’ stories of experience 

reflect their longing for national belonging. 

Claiming alternative identities 

Before I turn to the strategies my participants used to address the issue of national 

belonging during the focus group sessions, I describe how particular identities were 

claimed. I found that in all groups, claims to the Moroccan and the Muslim identity 

were dominant. Despite explicit attention to aspects of Dutch national identification 

in the second round of focus groups, the Dutch identity was never claimed directly. In 

the first series of focus groups, in which the Moroccan-Dutch identity was salient, 

participants readily self-defined as “Moroccan.” “Moroccan-ness” was claimed on the 

basis of typical ethnic attributes like language, food, religion, and a shared sense of 

humor. Although participants self-defined as Moroccan in the context of the group, 

some participants also argued that the Moroccan identity was imposed:  

Interviewer: Do you think of yourself as more Moroccan or more Dutch?  

Nadia, Zoulikha, Nisrin: More Moroccan. 

Zoulikha: Sure enough, because you’re being addressed as a Moroccan. 

Nisrin: And in Morocco we are seen as Dutch people, then we feel Dutch. 

Nadia: But not here. 

Interviewer: When you say you feel you are addressed as a Moroccan, can you give 

an example? 

Zoulikha: Yes, the media, Moroccans this and that, yes, then I belong more to 

Moroccans than to the Dutch, that is how it feels.  

This excerpt from the first series of focus group interviews (in this case, with a group 

of young women in lower vocational education) addresses both the imposed and the 

situational aspect of the Moroccan identity: Many participants said that they feel 
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more Moroccan in the Netherlands, while during their holidays in Morocco, their 

Dutch identity is salient. The story at the end of the excerpt, in which Zoulikha 

describes the stereotyping of Moroccan youth in the Dutch news media, nicely shows 

how experiences of exclusion, however generic, may occasion a sense of belonging to 

one group, while foreclosing a sense of belonging to another. That participants feel 

that they are outsiders in both Morocco and the Netherlands, enhances a sense of 

exclusion from both groups:  

Younes: Well, I feel... When I’m in Morocco I often feel... not accepted, I am you 

know, I belong to a different category, I’m always a different category, here and 

there.  

This means that for the participants, both the Moroccan and the Dutch identity are 

accompanied by a sense of exclusion. Earlier research has pointed out that in 

response to the rejection of both their ethnic and their national identity, Moroccan 

youths in the Netherlands have turned to Islam as a source of belonging and guidance 

(De Koning, 2008; Ketner, 2008, 2009). In all focus groups, and especially in the third 

series, in which the Muslim identity was explicitly addressed, the participants 

expressed strong claims to the Muslim identity. In line with earlier research on 

Muslim identification among Moroccan-Dutch youths, I found that my participants 

considered being a Muslim very important: 

Nassim: The most important, I think for everyone here, it is the most important 

element in our lives, because we don’t see life as the end, there is life after death, so 

it’s the most important, it is the basis of everything I do. 

The Muslim identity, as expressed by Nassim on behalf of his peers, is important to 

my participants. Rather than the product of imposition, the Muslim claim has a strong 

self-defined character. However, it is also important to note, that Islam is a religion 

that is inherited. Being “born Muslims” it was considered inappropriate to doubt 

Islam as a source of identification. The context of the group may have enhanced the 

norm to strongly identify as Muslim. 

Nonetheless, Islam is described as perfect, unchanging, a source of unity and 

guidance, and – in contrast to popular belief – a tolerant and peaceful religion. 

However, the Muslim identity also has negative connotations. In earlier analyses of 

the conversations of Moroccan-Dutch young adults, I observed how the identity 

claims described above were accompanied by stories of exclusion based on both 

ethnic and religious identity.  
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In accordance with Anthias (2002), belonging to identity categories is claimed in 

these instances, not in terms of “where I belong,” but in terms of “where I don’t 

belong.” This nuance is important, as it shows how participants do not foreclose the 

possibility of national belonging, but rather express alternative forms of attachment 

when confronted with an identity from which they are excluded by others. In the 

following, I describe how in a context fraught with the imposed experience of 

exclusion, participants nonetheless found ways to express their hopes and 

expectations of national belonging.  

Voicing longing to belong 

In my theoretical framework (Chapter 1), I discussed how storytelling constitutes a 

means to give sense to unexpected or disturbing experiences. In accordance with this 

observation, it could be argued that the extensive introduction of the experience of 

exclusion in the context of the focus group is meaningful in itself: Being born and 

raised in the Netherlands, the experience of exclusion may constitute a rupture in the 

participants’ experience or expectations of national belonging that they need to 

make sense of. Rather than considering exclusion a taken-for-granted experience, in 

this section I turn to a particular mode of subjunctivizing reality, namely negation, to 

argue that exclusion may in fact constitute a rupture in participants’ experience of 

national belonging. By negating the experience of inclusion, participants make 

situational claims to how they could or should be accepted as “Dutch.”  

In all focus groups, my participants reconstructed experiences of exclusion. This was 

true particularly in the first round of focus groups in which the Moroccan identity was 

made salient. The introduction and affirmation of generic experiences of exclusion 

either by individual group members or by several group members, constitutes a clear 

negation of the possibility of inclusion. At the same time, in accordance with Bruner 

(1986), it could be argued that by denying a state of affairs (the possibility of 

inclusion), participants opened up the alternative perspective of, one day, being able 

to belong. The following excerpt clearly shows how a strong negation reveals a 

concealed wish for inclusion. While discussing the possibilities of Dutch identification 

in the second round of the focus group sessions, one of the participants became 

angry: 

Musa: Yes, and you know what, imagine they would accept you as a Dutch person, 

there are so many... just as a Moroccan these days you’re being attacked on so many 

different dimensions that it’s just impossible for you to retain your identity even a 
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little bit, whatever identity that may be to stand up for it and say “Yeah, I’m a Dutch 

person too.” Imagine I would say that, “Yeah, you’re still a Muslim.” 

Although Musa is quite explicit about the impossibility of his being included as a 

“Dutch” person, and the sole evaluation of his narrative seems to be that of 

exclusion, his use of “imagine...” at the outset of this narrative sensitizes us to the 

possibility of interpreting this narrative in a different way. The use of “imagine…,” in 

“imagine they would accept you as a Dutch person” allows Musa to narratively try 

out the possibility of being accepted as a Dutch person, to be accepted as Dutch, only 

to reject it in the end: As a Moroccan, Musa predicts, you are rejected on the basis of 

your ethnic background, and additionally, you are disqualified from belonging to this 

category because of your religious identity.  

As one of the most outspoken participants in the three series of focus groups about 

the excluded position of both Moroccans and Muslims, it is interesting to see Musa 

share this hypothetical story: All his other stories of experience are similarly designed 

to support the excluded position of Moroccan-Dutch young adults in Dutch society. In 

his stories, exclusionist public discourses, as well as personal experiences with native 

Dutch people, are introduced as frustrating his belonging: 

Musa: Yes, I was just telling them [other participants]: I had to help this guy with 

carrying furniture out of his house and behind us were four Dutch people. And then 

one of them said “In Switzerland they are sending foreigners away that have 

committed a crime” […] and then the other said “You know what, if we do that in the 

Netherlands we’ll soon be out of foreigners” and I got so angry, but I didn’t say 

anything, then you think yeah, I’m a Dutch person... I guess not. 

In Musa’s case, the experience of belonging is strongly hampered by the experience 

of exclusion, or non-belonging, that he narrates. I suggest that for Musa, like for 

participants in this and other studies (see also Omlo, 2011), the experience of non-

belonging is painful, as it is denied to him. Not so much a lack of willingness to 

belong, but the experience of non-belonging shapes Musa’s storied contributions to 

the discussion. The strength of his frustration is apparent in his constant negation of 

the experience of belonging. Rather than interpreting his narrations of exclusion as a 

lack of belonging, we may understand them as a particular manifestation of his desire 

to belong. The subjunctive strategy of negation enables Musa to express this desire 

without making controversial claims in the context of the focus group.  

Similarly, Nassim (who previously stated the importance of Islam in his life), uses 

negation to express how his wish for acceptance as “Dutch” is denied to him: 
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You are confronted with it when you watch TV, with the elections going on, they 

keep dragging it up […]. I just can’t live my life the way I choose, just live my life, just 

practice my religion, my family, school and work, whatever, just do things, but it’s 

impossible because of what is happening to Moroccans and you have to defend 

yourself while […] everybody here just wants a good job, get married, have children, 

lead normal lives. We are just the same as Dutch people […].  

In his contribution to the discussion Nassim uses negation to reject all possibilities for 

him to lead a “normal” life in the Netherlands. Speaking not only for himself but also 

for his fellow participants, in this excerpt Nassim verbalizes his desire to lead a 

“normal life.” A “normal life,” in Nassim’s story, is a life that includes going to school, 

getting married, and having children, like Dutch people do. A desire that is frustrated 

by the presence of exclusionist discourses as represented on TV, and in his personal 

contacts with native Dutch people in which he has to “defend himself.” Nassim’s 

story, besides a strong negation of belonging through the narration of non-belonging, 

can be read as a narrative of longing to be accepted, of longing to belong.  

Both these excerpts show how the desire to belong is present in participants’ explicit 

manifestation of denying this belonging. For this analysis, instead of focusing on the 

explicit expression of exclusion in each of these excerpts, I focused on the counter-

intuitive notion that the negation of inclusion may in fact conceal participants’ desire 

for national belonging. Rather than presenting this desire explicitly, negation works to 

present an alternative to the exclusion that participants encounter in their everyday 

lives without contradicting the dominant storyline of exclusion.  

Subjunctivizing reality 

Earlier in this chapter, I argued that the subjunctive mode supports the introduction 

of alternative meanings. The subjunctive mode refers to the narrative representation 

of events not as facts, but as being in progress. Narrators may use the subjunctive 

mode to express wishes, commands, or exhortations, or contingent, hypothetical, or 

prospective events (Bruner, 1986). In this section I discuss several of these 

subjunctivizing transformations, some of which were used simultaneously to 

introduce alternative interpretations of dominant storylines.  

Whereas in the focus groups there was a strong tendency to narrate exclusion, at 

both the local and the national level, I also found that some participants ventured to 

introduce the possibility of inclusion. In Chapter 3, I discussed how my participants 

sometimes countered experiences of exclusion with experiences of inclusion at the 

local level of everyday interactions (J. Prins, J. Stekelenburg, F. Polletta, & B. 
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Klandermans, 2013). In this way, it could be argued, a sense of local belonging is 

constructed. In this section, I discuss how, additionally, the possibility of national 

belonging was subjunctively introduced by participants.  

In the context of a discussion about negative images of Moroccans and Muslims in 

the Dutch public sphere in the second series of focus group interviews, a group of 

Moroccan-Dutch young men and women in higher vocational education and 

academic education talked about the usefulness of taking part in collective action. 

The participants agreed that collective action does not provide a useful strategy in 

countering a negative group image. At this point, Hafida suggests that change may 

have to stem from other developments:  

I find myself in a lower social class and that is also because I am Muslim, or because I 

am … you know, before you know it, you start reasoning like that. It’s just, you have 

to consider where it all starts. It starts with the fact that we may indeed not have a 

very positive position in society now, because our parents were economic refugees 

really, not refugees but immigrants, so, so we have to try to become part of a higher 

social class and you can do this by emphasizing other aspects, like, being a student, if 

you make sure you can follow an education and your... the next generation as well, 

then you will get out of this lower class and then… 

Najet: Yeah, but that happens eventually anyway. 

Younes: Yeah, that happens anyway. 

Najet: I think we are there already. 

Driss: I think so too. 

Here, in line with recurrent evaluations of exclusion, Hafida describes her own 

position as disadvantaged. However, she also cautions her audience that it might be 

too easy to attribute this disadvantaged position to their ethnic and religious 

background. “Before you know it, you start reasoning like that” forms an exhortation 

to her fellow participants’ reasoning up to that point. She continues that although it 

is reasonable to state that her peers’ position is not favorable now, there is a 

possibility that this position may change in the future, transforming “being 

disadvantaged” as a static state, into the more dynamic process of “improving your 

position.” Simultaneously, Hafida challenges her peers to extend their self-definition 

to a more inclusive identity category, that of students. Hafida’s suggestion is that, by 

defining oneself in terms of class, rather than ethnicity or religion, one may pave the 

way to improving the group’s status. The actual point of Hafida’s story – namely that 

status improvement will lead to inclusion by the national majority – remains implied, 

as she does not (or cannot) finish her sentence (“and then…”). By introducing the 

experience of inclusion as a prospective experience, as well as introducing status 
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improvement as a route to inclusion by the majority, Hafida refrains from addressing 

the issue of national belonging directly. Although this means that no explicit 

consensus is reached on the issue of national belonging, Hafida’s strategy seems 

successful, as her group members immediately recognize that their group’s position 

might already be more favorable than previously discussed.   

A similar conversational turn takes place in a focus group about the Muslim identity 

among a group of young men in higher vocational education. In the following excerpt, 

group members discuss their future in the Netherlands. The discussion of future 

prospects was part of the interview guide. Rather than making this an open question, 

the moderator uses a positive prompt. The participants, however, respond 

negatively:  

Interviewer: Are you optimistic about your future?  

Hassan: Well, I don’t know if everyone wants to stay here, that’s the first question 

you should ask.  

Nassim: I don’t know. 

Hassan: There you go, that’s what I mean ... and I also don’t know, that’s why, the 

future will point it out, but I don’t see myself staying till… I don’t know, till I’m 

seventy.  

Samir: My dream is to go to the Middle East, not even to Morocco, I think that’s the 

same thing as staying in the Netherlands, I don’t see the difference. Just be there [the 

Middle East], back to the basics, lead my life, but I know I’m not financially 

independent so, I fear I’ll have to stay here, in a country where I feel people don’t 

want me.  

[…] 

Hakim: I know people who went to the Middle East and who came back and said 

“The grass isn’t always greener.” I guess you have to experience that. […] You only 

find out what you are, when you are not in the Netherlands. 

Samir: I would find it difficult without the Appie [popular abbreviation for national 

supermarket chain Albert Heijn] in my neighborhood. 

Hakim: Those are the little things. 

Said: Yes, but that’s how it is. 

Although the discussion about the young men’s future in the Netherlands starts with 

a positive prompt, introduced by the moderator, the answer is framed in a negative 

way: Before considering one’s future in the Netherlands, Hassan proposes that the 

moderator should inquire whether the participants will stay in the Netherlands. 

Hassan and Nassim indicate they are not sure whether they will. At this point, Samir 

shares his dream of going to the Middle East. The Middle East is a preferred future 
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destination for many of the participants in the focus groups, who, because they lack 

belonging to both their country of residence and the country of their parents, prefer 

to live in a country where they can practice Islam in its purest (non-cultural) form. 

Samir stating at the end of his contribution that he lives in a country where “people 

don’t want me,” is quite telling. Rather than pointing out that he is not willing to be 

included, his exclusion is attributed to the dominant majority. 

At this point, Hakim interjects that he knows people who did move to the Middle East 

and came back disappointed. Hakim’s story is designed to challenge the assumption 

implicit in Samir’s story that it will be easier to establish feelings of belonging in an 

Islamic country. Rather than stating this argument directly, Hakim introduces the 

experience of “people he knows” to make his hypothetical claim that “I guess you 

have to experience that.” He subsequently adds a prospective claim that “you only 

find out what you are, when you are not in the Netherlands.” Implicit in this 

suggestion is Hakim’s claim that “people he knows,” and possibly his peers as well, 

might feel more belonging to the Netherlands than they care to admit or believe at 

this point. Although Samir had just claimed it was his dream to live in another 

country, he picks up on the implied message in Hakim’s story. Rather than restating 

his sense of non-belonging, in his next contribution to the conversation he introduces 

the likelihood that he would miss particular elements of his current way of living. By 

observing that “those are the little things,” Hakim seems to hint that bigger issues are 

at stake than Samir is willing to concede. Samir however, is not easily persuaded, but 

he does revisit his earlier claim to non-belonging. He concedes that the form of 

belonging he previously introduced in subjunctive form, is “how it is.”  

This excerpt shows how Hakim’s introduction of a subjunctive story makes it possible 

for the young men in this group to revisit their claims to non-belonging. The narrative 

contributions from Hakim allow the other participants to discuss the possibility of 

national belonging, without making controversial identity claims. In this context, we 

witness how Samir revisits his claim to non-belonging, conceding that outside the 

experience of exclusion, there are small, but meaningful things that shape his 

attachment to the Netherlands. This means that although no consensus is reached on 

this point, Hakim successfully uses his narrative contributions to introduce the 

possibility that for some Moroccan-Dutch young people, national belonging may 

already be a fact.  

In this chapter, I have demonstrated how the subjunctive introduction of inclusion in 

participants’ stories helps to construct claims to national belonging. Although the 

context of the group allows mainly for the expression of the Moroccan or Muslim 
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identity, I explained how the introduction of subjunctive stories also allowed for the 

expression of national belonging. In particular, I found that although the expression 

of exclusion was dominant in the focus groups, this explicit negation of belonging 

functioned to introduce how the reality my participants experienced deviates from 

their expectation of national belonging. I argued that the introduction of negation 

and hypothetical scenarios helped my participants to construct the possibility, or the 

controversial reality, of national belonging.  

Discussion 

Discussions about the integration of immigrants and the adverse influence of Islam in 

the Netherlands, have led to the integration of Moroccan-Dutch young adults being 

closely monitored. Where attention was formerly drawn to low levels of 

identification among these young adults, researchers have more recently argued that 

it may be more insightful to look at the multiple and multidimensional attachments 

to the Netherlands that Moroccan-Dutch young adults develop. Belonging has come 

to substitute for the more zero-sum notion of national identification (Eijberts, 2013). 

In this chapter, I explored the ways in which belonging was addressed in focus groups 

about the Moroccan-Dutch identity. I argued that although the issue of national 

belonging was never addressed explicitly, Moroccan-Dutch young adults found ways 

to discuss national belonging in their subjunctive stories of experience.  

Researchers have observed that national identification depends on the acceptance of 

such an identification by members of the dominant majority. In line with this 

observation, I argued that such an identification also depends on acceptance by 

peers; that making claims to a national identity in relation to an audience of peers 

may be equally problematic. Although participants in this project readily claimed the 

Moroccan and the Muslim identity, the Dutch identity was never claimed. In the 

context of a public discussion in which they are cast as outsiders, as well as in the 

context of a focus group in which the Moroccan-Dutch identity is mostly salient, this 

may not come as a surprise. I argued that although the Dutch identity or Dutch 

identification was not a topic of discussion, Moroccan-Dutch young adults used their 

stories to discuss their multiple forms of attachment to the Netherlands.  

Whereas my earlier analyses pointed out that sharing episodes of local belonging 

seemed unproblematic, in this chapter I showed that the discussion of national 

belonging was more controversial. Nonetheless, by introducing stories of which the 

point was implied rather than stated directly, participants managed to introduce this 
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issue without antagonizing their peers. In particular, I demonstrated that some of my 

participants used hypothetical or prospective stories to voice their hopes and 

expectations of national belonging. By expressing their hopes and expectations in the 

form of a story, participants made them more concrete: Rather than just imagining 

them, they were transformed into stories, including setting, characters, and a plot, 

and were shared with peers. 

In accordance with the view that that attending to the few has no more or no less 

value than attending to the many (Maso [1987] in Sools, 2012), I studied occasions on 

which my participants shared their stories in a subjunctive mode. Although not many 

stories were told in this mode, my contention is that it was especially meaningful that 

or when they did this. In particular, I have drawn attention to the subjunctive 

properties of narrative to argue that my participants’ stories of exclusion in the 

context of the focus group also functioned to make sense of the disturbing or 

unexpected experience of being excluded, when expecting to feel included. I have 

argued that explicit negations of the experience of inclusion, function to introduce 

the wish to a different outcome. This finding reveals an interesting tension between 

the “real” experience of exclusion, and the story which, thanks to its subjunctive 

properties, recounts a different experience, one of longing to belong.   

In Chapter 4, I argued that my participants’ position on a matrix of intersecting 

identities is meaningful in the way they reconstruct their experiences. Similarly, it 

could be argued that these intersecting differences give rise to different ways of using 

subjunctivity. As the attentive reader may have noticed, not many of my excerpts 

concern contributions from women, as they are less affected by the experience of 

exclusion than the young men in my groups. Also, although “negation” was present in 

all my focus groups, the introduction of hypothetical and prospective events seemed 

more common in the higher educated groups. This finding can possibly be explained 

by the observation that higher educated individuals experience more exclusion in 

their everyday interactions: In order to maintain a positive sense of self, these 

individuals look for meaning outside the explicit import of their experiences. Future 

research should address this issue in more depth.  

In sum, in the context of public discourses in which Moroccan-Dutch young adults are 

cast as outsiders, national identification is a controversial subject for these young 

adults. In concert with other researchers, I have observed that more promising 

insights into Moroccan-Dutch young adults’ attachment to the Netherlands may be 

gained by paying attention to the less zero-sum notion of belonging. Both the 

national context and the context of a conversation with peers, may impede claims to 
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the Dutch national identity. Nonetheless, a focus on Moroccan-Dutch young adults’ 

subjunctive stories of belonging shows us that national belonging is “in process.” It is 

not a state of being, but one of becoming, which begins with a longing, a longing to 

belong.  
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Chapter 7: Discussion 

In the Introduction, I outlined how since the beginning of this century, Moroccan-

Dutch young adults have been involved in various incidents that sparked public 

discussion about both their ethnic and their religious background. I started this 

research project at the time of the bus incident in Gouda in 2008, which I expected 

would be the high point of contention around Moroccan-Dutch young adults. 

However, during this project, the contention surrounding the Moroccan-Dutch 

Muslim identity and the negative portrayal of this group in the national media have 

persisted. As a consequence, in the course of my research project, several 

participants indicated that they felt that they were not able to endure much more 

negativity. One participant once rhetorically asked: “How thick is my skin?” I must say 

that, in general, my participants’ skin proved thick, but overcoming the amount of 

negativity surrounding their group remained a challenge throughout the project.  

Theory suggests that people are motivated to feel positive about themselves (Tajfel & 

Turner, 1979). Positive self-esteem is related to membership of positive social groups. 

In relation to my initial observations regarding the position of Moroccan-Dutch young 

adults in public debates about their ethnic and their religious background, I 

hypothesized that the Moroccan-Dutch identity constitutes a negative identity that is 

in dire need of improvement, or a more satisfying meaning. In this context, I 

discussed the function of storytelling as a device for attributing meaning to complex 

and troubling events. By organizing events in a coherent way – that is, attributing 

causality between seemingly unrelated events – people are able to apprehend their 

significance. Moreover, I have argued that through this exercise, people are able to 

grasp themselves as coherent wholes. In this way, I have argued, storytelling provides 

us with a unique insight into the way people construct or reconstruct their identities. 

My observations and these theoretical insights led me to formulate the following 

main research question: 

“How do Moroccan-Dutch young adults use storytelling to make sense of, and 

reconstruct, a stigmatized collective identity?”  

I have addressed this question in several ways, paying attention to the different 

external and internal dimensions of collective identity, the idiosyncratic remakes 

thereof, and the contextual aspects of storytelling, including collective storytelling.  

  



150 | Chapter 7 

Concluding summary 

In my methodological chapter, I explained how I set out to gather, analyze, and 

interpret storytelling data. I also explained how a focus on the “evaluation” section of 

narratives provides us with different outlooks on how identities are presented 

through storytelling. I argued that the presentation of an evaluation provides insight 

into 1) how a narrator presents him- or herself to an audience as a particular kind of 

person by presenting a point of view, by means of which he or she claims a particular 

moral ground, and 2) how a narrator establishes the boundaries of the social groups 

to which he or she does or does not belong by presenting recurrent attributions of 

good and bad characteristics to themselves and “others.”  

Furthermore, I proposed in that chapter that in order to establish whether Moroccan-

Dutch young adults indeed share a collective narrative that underpins a collective 

identity, it was necessary to study the content and the import of the experiences they 

had had as members of the Moroccan-Dutch group. Similar themes and evaluations 

of stories, I argued, give rise to a collective narrative in the form of “we are the 

people who….” I expected the lacuna to be filled by a record of events that captures 

central understandings about what it means to be Moroccan-Dutch.  

In the empirical chapters that followed, I addressed the question of sense making and 

the reconstruction of the Moroccan-Dutch identity in different ways. In each of those 

chapters, I showed how Moroccan-Dutch youths at the intersection of multiple 

identity categories, and in relation to different audiences, tried to make sense of a 

stigmatized identity. I pointed out that Moroccan-Dutch young adults were 

sometimes able to provide this identity with more satisfying meanings, and that 

sometimes they were not able to. Orientations toward negative public discourses 

remained dominant throughout the project. Challenging the ensuing collective 

narrative of exclusion proved a complex task. In the various chapters of this 

dissertation, I have pointed out how Moroccan-Dutch young adults were engaged in 

the joint elaboration, negotiation, and mobilization of the collective narrative, and 

how they handled these processes in different ways in relation to different 

audiences.  

In Chapter 3, I asked whether Moroccan-Dutch young adults indeed share a collective 

story about what it means to be a Moroccan-Dutch young adult. I found that in the 

reconstruction of their experiences, these young adults dominantly oriented toward 

the exclusionary discourses about Moroccan-Dutch young adults, and told stories 
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about how they experienced injustice and discrimination in their everyday lives. Not 

all these stories were stories of personal experience; some were more “generic” or 

“habitual,” referring to experiences that were deemed common and recurrent among 

Moroccan-Dutch young adults. I also found, however, that participants told 

alternative stories, through which they challenged recurrent interpretations of the 

collective experience. In response to the collective (more generic) experience of 

injustice and discrimination, Moroccan-Dutch young adults attributed stories of 

positive interactions they had had with native Dutch people. In this way the collective 

storyline was negotiated in such a way that it catered for group members’ individual 

positive experiences. My analysis also showed, however, that challenging the 

collective narrative was difficult: Sometimes discussions about the veracity of the 

collective storyline led to heated debates, and consensus on new storylines was not 

always reached.  

The exploration of collective storylines based upon their topics and import was useful 

to establish whether indeed a collective narrative was shared among Moroccan-

Dutch young adults, but it also had important shortcomings in the sense that 

variation in the experience of group members was overlooked, and that the context 

in which the stories were told was not taken into account. These issues were 

addressed in the remaining chapters.  

In Chapter 4, I studied whether, and if so how, the combination of gender and 

educational level played a role in the way the collective storyline was reconstructed 

by Moroccan-Dutch young men and women. These groups are addressed differently 

in public discourses, and I expected these differences to play out in their 

reconstructions of experience. I found that indeed, depending on such differences in 

positioning, Moroccan-Dutch young adults faced different challenges in 

reconstructing a stigmatized identity and that they handled it in different ways. 

Women were less constrained by a public narrative in which Moroccan-Dutch young 

men were portrayed as criminal and lazy. Interestingly, young women, irrespective of 

their educational level, reconstructed the collective narrative in more positive ways, 

and mostly referred to the collective storyline of exclusion in generic terms. Young 

men with a higher educational level were more sensitive to that narrative, perhaps 

because they thought that their educational achievements would have protected 

them from the episodes of exclusion they encountered in their everyday lives. Again, 

the analysis in this chapter showed how complex the task of reconstructing the 

collective narrative was: Although participants recognized the presence of a collective 
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experience, they looked for ways in which to accommodate their particular 

experience brought about by their positioning on a matrix of intersecting identities.  

In Chapter 5, I studied how and why the collective story was reconstructed differently 

in relation to different audiences. I found that different conversational settings did 

not always lead to alternative constructions of the collective narrative. The 

participants who did challenge dominant constructions of the collective narrative, did 

so by combining what we might think of as inconsistent stories. They told stories of 

the collective that emphasized their exclusion, at the same time that they told stories 

of their personal experiences that emphasized their inclusion. And they told different 

stories to different audiences. The ability to position themselves as insiders and 

outsiders gave them the credibility to challenge the collective story without feeling 

alienated from the group. Moreover, I found that inconsistent and contradictory 

accounts of experience allowed for a self-image of participants as members of both 

the Moroccan-Dutch community and Dutch society. This analysis showed that for 

those who seek support for their experiences as successfully integrated members of 

Dutch society, challenging recurrent storylines required high levels of flexibility and 

resourcefulness.  

In Chapter 6, I studied in more detail the forms of identity and belonging that result 

from Moroccan-Dutch young adults’ narrative constructions and negotiations. My 

point of departure for this study was the argument made in recent literature that 

Moroccan-Dutch young adults do not identify as Dutch, but do feel they belong in the 

Netherlands. I have argued that both the national context in which Moroccan-Dutch 

young adults are positioned as outsiders, and the context of the focus group in which 

the Moroccan identity was salient, problematized claims to national belonging. I 

described how a close analysis of the subjunctive properties of narratives revealed 

my participants’ hopes and expectations of national belonging. I pointed out that 

besides contributing experiences of local belonging to the collective narrative, 

Moroccan-Dutch young adults made fragile attempts to discuss their national 

belonging. Participants discussed their belonging to Dutch society and their 

underlying claims to the national identity in subtle and sophisticated ways. Through 

this analysis in particular, I was able to make clear the value of storytelling in dealing 

with controversial subjects.  

From the four empirical chapters summarized here, I can draw various conclusions 

regarding the process of giving meaning to, and the reconstruction of, the Moroccan-

Dutch identity. First, the Moroccan-Dutch young adults in this project did not always  
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manage to provide an alternative meaning to a collective narrative that reflects their 

positioning as outsiders in public discourse. Here, it is worth mentioning that whereas 

Moroccan-Dutch young adults are referred to as the “second” generation of 

Moroccan-Dutch migrants, they are, in a way a first generation: They are the first 

generation to face the challenge of giving meaning to an identity that contains strong 

elements of both the Moroccan and the Dutch identity. In doing so, they find that 

what it means to be Moroccan-Dutch in the Netherlands, is largely defined for them. 

This means that rather than beginning with a blank slate, Moroccan-Dutch young 

adults begin their search for meaning with a narrative that is written for them rather 

than by them, and is written in largely negative terms. 

Second, I showed how complex it is to find positive meaning from this point of 

departure. Whereas many of the participants in this project oriented toward public 

discourses in describing their experiences of exclusion, I have shown that Moroccan-

Dutch young adults at the intersection of gender and educational level handled this 

challenge differently. But more important, perhaps, I have shown how the properties 

of storytelling enabled participants to include their experience of local and national 

inclusion in subtle and sophisticated ways. In this way, Moroccan-Dutch young adults 

managed to negotiate and revise parts of their collective narrative, but they were 

also constrained in their efforts by their desire not to alienate members of their peer 

group by telling stories that departed too much from the narrative of exclusion that 

was most familiar. As mentioned, the participants who were most successful in 

reconstructing the collective storyline, did so by combining inconsistent stories and 

stories through which existing storylines were questioned in unobtrusive and 

ambiguous ways.  

Finally, these last observations lead me to conclude that besides being complex, 

reconstructing the Moroccan-Dutch identity is also a deeply creative process: 

Participants told stories of experiences that sometimes were and sometimes were 

not their own stories; they were able to construct and simultaneously deconstruct 

the image of their group in relation to different audiences; they were able to tell new 

stories and configure new realities; and they were able to imagine new realities, 

which were made concrete by pouring them into the form of stories. By and large, it 

was their flexibility and resourcefulness that made it possible for second-generation 

Moroccan-Dutch young adults in this project to reconstruct their identity and 

attribute more promising meanings to it.   

In the following, I pursue the implications of my findings. First, I discuss how my  
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findings build upon existing theory on narrative and identity. In this context, I think it 

is fitting to discuss how my findings also touch upon literature on dual or hybrid 

identities and on literature on acculturation strategies. Furthermore, the ways in 

which I applied focus group methodology and the different ways in which I set out to 

analyze my data need further elaboration. In particular, I raise issues that are 

relevant to the development of focus group methodology.  

Implications for theory on narrative and identity 

In the last decade, theorizing on narrative identity has taken an enormous leap. The 

psychological insight that humans are actually Homo narrans with an inborn capacity 

to construct meaning through storytelling, has led researchers to turn to storytelling 

to study how people construct their biographies and, increasingly, how they use 

stories to give meaning to themselves in the context of fleeting everyday 

conversations with others, who become collaborators in the construction of meaning 

in specific settings. In line with theory on identity, the current emphasis is on the 

dynamic nature of storytelling in conversation, with its capacity to covertly introduce 

ambiguous or controversial points of view, to have them debated and negotiated, 

endowed with new meaning, and/or rejected entirely.  

Narrative analyses are now widely applied and include the stories of teachers, 

holocaust survivors, homosexuals, urban fathers, political activists, teenagers, and 

people dealing with chronic illness, infertility, and divorce (Archakis & Tzanne, 2005; 

Bamberg, 2004b; De Fina et al., 2006; Riessman, 2002b, 2003). Narrative analyses are 

also applied to the stories of ethnic minorities (Anthias, 2002; De Fina, 2003; Spickard 

& Burroughs, 2000; Syed & Azmitia, 2000), and researchers have investigated how 

ethnic minorities shape their experiences as members of a particular group, and/or in 

opposition to one or more groups. I, too, chose to study an ethnic minority group, but 

one that faces strong stereotypes in the current Dutch discourse. For Moroccan-

Dutch young adults, the meaning of this collective identity had been established 

before they could make sense of it. People who do not recognize themselves in the 

stories that are available to them, face the challenge of constructing alternative 

storylines that will support a new collective narrative that will be able to sustain 

changes in their personal stories (Bamberg & Andrews, 2004; Rappaport, 1995).  

I have discussed different ways in which storytelling can be put to work to sustain 

changes in Moroccan-Dutch young adults’ experience. I have also discussed how 

these young adults perform their stories in relation to different audiences, how they 
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jointly construct and negotiate their stories, and that they tell different stories 

depending on their social positioning. In describing these processes, I laid bare the 

social constructed nature of storytelling. Perhaps most notable in this respect is the 

tension between “real” experience and storytelling: In the focus groups I conducted, I 

found that Moroccan-Dutch young adults told a “collective” story that in fact was not 

necessarily their own story. Some participants experienced the collective narrative as 

their own story, even though they had not been involved in episodes of injustice or 

discrimination. 

This may explain why reconstructing the collective narrative proved to be such a 

complex endeavor. Contrary to the way it is commonly conceptualized (e.g. Cornell, 

2000; Plummer, 2001; Salzer, 1998), a collective narrative need not be a collection of 

individual group members’ stories. Rather, it is a collection of stories that group 

members experience as their own, notwithstanding that one’s own personal 

experiences may diverge from the collective storyline. In the analyses presented in 

this dissertation, we witnessed how putting forward a personal experience that 

destabilized the foundations of the collective storyline, led to debates about how 

such experiences should be understood. We also witnessed how group members 

deliberately risked exclusion from the group in order to put forward storylines they 

knew would be controversial. More often, however, we witnessed how new stories 

were told in ways that did not convey the impression that the narrators’ experience 

was significantly different from that of his or her peers.  

Another interesting tension between the “real” experience and the story was 

illustrated in Chapter 6, where I pointed out that although the collective story 

recounts the experience of marginality, thanks to its subjunctive properties, it also 

recounts another story, namely one of longing to belong. The fact that this longing is 

expressed by way of a story of experience makes it more than a desire: It is a desire 

that is imagined more concretely by being narrativized. In this and other chapters, we 

saw how the tension between the real experience and the story is mediated by group 

members’ performances in relation to different audiences. In particular, I studied 

how Moroccan-Dutch young adults maneuvered the evaluation of their narrative 

accounts in relation to an audience of peers. I would like to propose, however, that 

researchers should also address storytelling in other, more creative contexts, such 

online platforms, books, plays, movies, and documentaries, where people are free to 

share their real or imagined experience of identity and belonging without the 

constraints of a peer audience.  
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In the theoretical framework I have argued that “good stories” are not necessarily 

stories which make an unambiguous point; that sometimes meaning is better 

conveyed through stories the import of which has yet to be decided upon by the 

narrator and his or her audience. By leaving open the story’s evaluation, narrators 

leave space to let meaning emerge from the conversation. In accordance with 

Polletta and Lee (2006), I have argued that the emergent character of meaning giving 

through storytelling make stories an excellent instrument to convey unpopular or 

antagonistic standpoints. However, there is another important point to be made 

regarding “good stories”. In the different chapters of this dissertation, I have shown 

that a “good story” is a story through which more meaning is conveyed than the 

meaning that is made explicit by the narrator. One which leaves the audience 

confused, irritated, or with goose bumps without knowing why. Again in Chapter 6, I 

demonstrated that there was meaning conveyed through storytelling by my 

participants that went beyond what was explicitly stated in their stories, and that this 

meaning was of particular importance in understanding the emergent character of 

Moroccan-Dutch young adults’ sense of national belonging.  

Often, Moroccan-Dutch young adults have been accused of “taking up the victim’s 

role” in their stories. And judging from the content of their stories in this project, it 

would be easy to conclude that this is exactly what they do. Activists from 

disadvantaged groups have always struggled with how to tell stories about 

themselves that draw attention to the injustice against them but do not cast 

themselves as victims -as passive, pathetic, and generic. This dissertation shows how 

Moroccan-Dutch young adults manage to do this by simultaneously constructing and 

deconstructing the victim’s role: By emphasizing exclusion in the stories they share, 

they voice their confusion and frustration about non-belonging, questioning this 

position rather than embracing it. Their stories of inclusion serve to challenge and 

resist their excluded position. In other words, by focusing on the content of stories 

about injustice and exclusion, we risk missing the conversational ways in which these 

experiences are resisted. This is an important finding which merits further 

investigation.  

The introduction of alternative storylines, ones that contradict existing storylines that 

group members feel do not represent them, is often discussed in terms of 

constructing a “counter-narrative” (Bamberg, 2004a; Bamberg & Andrews, 2004). I 

think my study has shown that countering existing narratives can take many forms, 

and that “countering” is an inherently creative process. I propose that literature on  

  



Discussion | 157 

narrative identity construction may gain from a perspective that draws attention to 

the creativity involved in challenging existing storylines and in constructing new ones. 

This is especially relevant for marginalized groups, for whom the room to introduce 

alternative storylines is often limited, as the storylines defining their identity are 

either written for them by others, or reflect their relatively fixed minority status.  

Implications for the study of minorities  

In various respects, this dissertation ventures into the realm of literature on dual or 

hybrid identities, and acculturation strategies. Both these literatures address the 

multiplicity of migrants’ identifications (Simon & Ruhs, 2008; Verkuyten & Martinovic, 

2012; Wiley & Deaux, 2011), and the way migrants adapt to “new” societies by either 

incorporating or rejecting cultural elements of the new society, and increasing or 

decreasing their orientation toward their heritage culture and identity (Berry, 1997). I 

chose to focus my research on a particular stigmatized group. Whereas previous 

research has pointed out that, in relation to the experience of exclusion, ethnic 

minority youths may strengthen their ethnic identifications (Saharso, 1992; 

Verkuyten & Yildiz, 2007), or find alternative sources of identification (Buitelaar, 

2008; Ketner, 2008; Van der Welle & Mamadouh, 2009), I focused on the ways in 

which Moroccan-Dutch young adults give meaning to the stigmatization of their 

identity, and how this identity is reconstructed in more satisfying ways. 

The experience of local-level relations with native Dutch people plays an important 

part in this process. I have argued that relations between Moroccan-Dutch young 

adults and the native Dutch majority are not discussed in terms of “who” or “what” 

one is, but rather, that Moroccan-Dutch young adults use their narratives of 

experience to give meaning to their position in Dutch society (see also Anthias, 2002). 

Identifications with or orientations toward the Moroccan and Dutch identity play an 

important role here, but in this work, I took these issues a step further by asking how 

public stigmatization gives rise to experiences of inclusion and exclusion, how these 

experiences shape group members’ understanding of their identity, and more 

important, how a stigmatized identity is negotiated and reconstructed with peers. I 

have shown that this is not just a process of aligning cultural and ethnic and/or 

religious identities; it is about making sense of one’s identity in society as a member 

of a stigmatized minority group.  

My interest in the study of narrative sense making among members of stigmatized 

groups was aroused in the specific context of focus groups conducted with Moroccan 



158 | Chapter 7 

and Turkish youths for a previous study (Konijn et al., 2010). At the time, public 

suspicion and ensuing negative discourses about supposed criminal behavior and the 

potential radicalization of Moroccan-Dutch youths reached a high point. In the course 

of this research project, however, I found that the process of narrative sense making 

among Moroccan-Dutch young adults has many similarities with processes of sense 

making that other stigmatized minorities are engaged in. Dutch society has many 

ethnic and religious minority groups, as well as a strong representation of various 

sexual minorities. Whereas Dutch society was once thought to be “tolerant” with 

respect to such diversity, it is argued that such tolerance was based on a silent, 

mutual agreement between minority and majority groups to respect each other’s 

autonomy within their respective “pillars” (Ten Hooven, 2001). In the current 

“individualized” landscape, people are no longer bound to their respective pillars and 

move freely through former “pillarized” institutions. As a consequence, mutual 

forbearance has come under strain (ibid.).  

In other words, the experience of exclusion on ethnic, religious, or sexual grounds, is 

certainly not the burden of Moroccan-Dutch young adults alone. Specifically, my 

results may speak to the second generation of other minority groups in the 

Netherlands or in Western-European countries. In the Netherlands, young adults of 

Turkish and Antillean descent (whose parents migrated to the Netherlands from the 

Dutch Antilles) face stereotypes very similar to those faced by Moroccan-Dutch young 

adults. Like Moroccan-Dutch young adults, these youngsters can be considered a first 

generation, rather than a second, since they are the first generation to give meaning 

to an identity that contains aspects of both ethnic and national identities. This 

process may be severely hampered by the experience of exclusion. Without clear and 

positive narratives of origin and identity to fall back on, these young adults of the 

second generation risk being trapped between the devil and the deep blue sea, that 

is, unable to define their identity in positive ways as included members of either their 

ethnic or the national community.   

As a first generation that has to give meaning to both ethnic and national aspects of 

their identity, the second generation of migrants is also an “in between” generation. 

Unlike the first generation (which may experience strong ties to the country of origin) 

and the third generation (which may learn from the experiences of the second 

generation), the second generation has to give meaning to multiple attachments and 

the experience of feeling “other,” both in the country their parents migrated from, 

and in the country they migrated to. However, by saying that second-generation 

Moroccan-Dutch young adults are an “in between” generation, I do not suggest that 
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they are “caught between two cultures.” Rather, I am suggesting that second-

generation young adults are “agents of change” (Ketner et al., 2004): Their stories 

reflect where they come from, how they are viewed by the native majority, and – 

more important – how they are constructing new identities and forms of belonging in 

the country where they were born.  

Recently, a group of Moroccan-Dutch actors, journalists and performers of the 

spoken word (among them Nasrdin Dchar and Abdelkarim El-Fassi),30 have picked up 

the challenge to write new stories which are performed in theaters across the 

country. Their stories embrace Moroccan-Dutch young adults’ bi-cultural roots, 

rejecting discourses that reduce them to a series of statements about “What they are 

not.” (criminal, lazy, oppressed or terrorists). In their theater show, they are exploring  

“who they are”, rather than “what they are”, by focusing on the stories that form 

their cultural heritage. Maybe, these young artists are the real agents of change, and 

future research should closely monitor their activities.    

For researchers working on migrant identities the concept of belonging recently has 

become a popular alternative for the concept of “identity”. It is argued that 

“belonging” is more encompassing than “identity”, as it allows people to express 

their sense of attachment to groups, nations, spaces and places, in a variety of 

different ways. Nonetheless, it is not yet very clear, as I noted in Chapter 6, how 

belonging is exactly different from “identification”, if identification is understood to 

entail a sense of “belongingness”. In Chapter 6, I have argued that saying one “feels 

at home” may be equally difficult to saying that one “identifies as Dutch”. 

Participants did have or anticipated such home feelings nonetheless, and shared 

these feelings in subjunctive stories of local and national inclusion. However, more 

empirical evidence is needed to distinguish belonging from identification and future 

research should address this issue explicitly.   

To conclude: A focus on storytelling helps reveal the complex dynamic of second-

generation migrants’ identity construction. It also helps diversify the way we 

understand stigmatized migrant groups respond to negative discourses about them. I 

considered it helpful to consider the Moroccan-Dutch identity not as an identity 

containing more or less aspects of this or that (ethnic, religious or national) identity. 

Instead, I focused on my participants’ everyday experiences as members of different 

(intersecting) groups , and the conclusions they drew from these experiences 

regarding their group membership. Unfortunately, much of Moroccan-Dutch young 

                                                   
30

 http://www.mijnvaderdeexpat.nl/ 
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adults understanding of their group membership still stems from how they are 

viewed and treated by others. Their understanding of who they are is shaped by 

where they don’t belong rather than where they do belong. I have shown that 

storytelling provides for a way to resist non-belonging in conversation.  

Implications for the study of inter-group relations 

In the introduction, I argued, in accordance with Tajfel and Turner (1979), that people 

are motivated to feel positive about themselves, and that membership of a positive 

social group promotes a positive self-esteem. However, what happens when those 

social groups are threatened, or receive a negative evaluation by outsiders? Tajfel 

and Turner, in their landmark 1979 publication, discuss various strategies that groups 

can engage in to achieve a more positive identity in comparison to other groups. 

These strategies are discussed in terms of social creativity and social competition. In 

the latter case, it is argued that social groups may seek positive distinctiveness by 

engaging in direct competition with a relevant out-group. Social creativity refers to 

the process of seeking positive distinctiveness through redefining or altering 

elements of the comparative situation. In relation to social creativity, the authors 

discuss three strategies that are aimed at enhancing the group’s status in relation to 

other groups.  

In this dissertation, I describe storytelling as a creative strategy that Moroccan-Dutch 

young adults engaged in in order to improve their negative identity status. This 

improvement was realized in relation to native Dutch people, but only implicitly. 

More important, I studied the ways in which the identity status of the Moroccan-

Dutch identity was negotiated and redefined in relation to other members of the in-

group. This intra-group negotiation, I propose, is a process that necessarily takes 

place prior to group members’ attempts to change or alter the elements of the 

comparative situation (also see Van Doorn et al., 2013). The terms in which 

Moroccan-Dutch young adults define themselves in order to enhance their relative 

position, depend on what they collectively define as positive identity traits, and with 

whom they choose to compare themselves in the first place.  

I have shown that in order to improve their identity status, Moroccan-Dutch young 

adults used their stories of experience to redefine the well-rehearsed experience of 

exclusion. They attempted to redefine their position as included rather than 

excluded. It could be argued that by redefining their identity in more inclusive terms, 

the inter-group comparison (Moroccan-Dutch vs. Dutch) became void and 
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unnecessary. This observation has important implications for the study of the 

Moroccan-Dutch identity that should be addressed in future research. 

Notes on focus group research 

In discussing how my participants shaped their narratives of experience, I relied 

strongly on focus group data. I think I have been quite exhaustive in describing the 

limitations such a setting imposes on the data that are elicited. In the introduction, I 

argued that such limitations cannot always be fully addressed, but should be 

accounted for in the analyses. Although I addressed as many contextual factors as 

possible in my analyses, some contextual issues may have been overlooked. Here, I 

discuss a few.  

First, as mentioned in relation to my sampling strategy, to achieve my research 

objectives, I considered it suitable to target those young adults that fitted the 

category of “second-generation Moroccan-Dutch young adults.” Hollander (2004) 

discusses how the creation of a conversational setting in which one identity is salient, 

constitutes an “associational context” in which participants may emphasize aspects of 

their experience that are related to their commonality. Although I tried to address 

several of my participants’ possible identifications across interview settings, a context 

in which all participants were Moroccan-Dutch Muslims may have hampered the 

elaboration of other parts of my participants’ identities that they may have 

considered relevant to their self-definition. 

Similarly, when introducing my research project to the participants, I explained I was 

interested in the experiences of Moroccan-Dutch young adults. Although the 

participants were prompted to elaborate on a wide range of possible experiences, 

the “conversational context” (Hollander, 2004), in which my participants’ experiences 

as Moroccan-Dutch young adults were the main topic of conversation, prevented 

them from speaking of experiences that they did not relate to their membership of 

this group. More important, the conversational context prompted them to speak of 

their experiences as members of this group in relation to a native Dutch out-group. 

Many of the more historical group narratives (e.g., about growing up in large families, 

going to Morocco on long family holidays, and receiving word from family members 

by means of cassettes) were addressed, but not discussed in this dissertation in which 

identities are discussed in terms of the positions Moroccan-Dutch young adults claim 

for themselves and others.  
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The conversational context is also shaped by those who speak first and set the tone 

for the subsequent discussion (Hollander, 2004). Participants with more status and 

power tend to contribute the more “successful” story topics, that is, topics that are 

taken up by others in the conversation. In this context, some participants may have 

remained silent (problematic silence), whereas others may have strategically shaped 

their comments to fit the dominant narrative (problematic speech) (ibid.). An analysis 

of which participant contributed what story, or part of a story, may have revealed 

interesting relations between participants that apply above and beyond the 

immediate storytelling situation (see also Georgakopoulou, 2006). 

As it was my attention to collect data on the controversial character of the Moroccan-

Dutch identity, and the way meaning is attributed in the context of conversations 

among peers, the focus groups served their purpose. As I argued earlier, in the design 

of the focus groups and in the topic list for the semi-structured interviews, I 

specifically emphasized that my study aimed to address the issue of diversity in the 

Moroccan-Dutch experience. Moreover, in the analyses of my data I took into 

consideration that all stories produced in this setting are products of co-construction 

in relation to different audiences. Nonetheless, the controlled setting in which my 

data were collected may have been perceived as more restricting than I anticipated in 

terms of the freedom to discuss issues of diversity. 

Participants’ commitment to the research 

No dialogue exists without tensions between interlocutors (Marková, 2012). In the 

case of this research project, I found that tension played an important role in the 

construction of the discussions I monitored. In many ways, tension was considered a 

given, considering the complex situation Moroccan-Dutch young adults face in Dutch 

society. That said, tension within and among Moroccan-Dutch young adults about 

their group status in Dutch society, may have motivated participants to participate in 

this research project in the first place. The academic setting provided them with a 

platform not only to discuss identity-related matters with peers, but also to convey a 

message about the status of their identity to a wider audience.  

During the sampling process, several young adults I approached said they were not 

interested in taking part in the focus groups as they did not feel that talking about 

identity-related issues was of any added value to them. Without changing their minds 

about the added value of the research, some of the initially hesitant young adults 

agreed to participate in the focus groups, and either contributed to the discussion or  
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remained silent throughout. The hesitation about the added value of the research 

project by some of the Moroccan-Dutch young adults I approached, may indicate the 

lack of relevance of their membership of the Moroccan-Dutch group in their everyday 

lives.  

To understand how relevant identity-related issues actually were to participants’ 

everyday lives, I asked them whether these issues were sometimes discussed among 

friends and family members. The answer was often negative. When I probed into this 

lack of immediate relevance, I found that some participants preferred to “mind their 

own business” and not think about themselves in terms of group membership. Other 

participants felt that so much was said and done around their ethnic group 

membership that they had got used to it, and felt no need to discuss it over and over 

again. Other participants simply stated that “we usually don’t talk about these 

things.” This means that although tension was present among participants and they 

may have used the focus group as a means to convey a message about their group 

membership, the focus groups addressed an issue that did not come naturally to all 

participants. As I observed in Chapter 4, many of my participants, especially those in 

lower vocational education, live in multicultural neighborhoods and go to 

multicultural schools. They felt at ease in both these settings, as their ethnic or 

religious background was of no relevance in their interactions.  

Despite these reservations, it is also possible to argue that the lack of attention to 

identity-related topics in the participants’ everyday conversations with peers may be 

due not to a lack of relevance, but to the familiarity of the naturally occurring groups 

and the commonality of the topic (Warr, 2005). Moreover, despite the seeming lack 

of immediate relevance, many of the participants were happy to be interviewed and 

tell “their part” of the story. This means that, although the participants felt that their 

story was told in many instances, and in many ways, a part of the story was still 

missing. The setting of this research provided an opportunity to fill this vacuum. The 

focus groups thus formed a valuable setting for participants to express their opinion 

and beliefs about their membership of the Moroccan-Dutch group. Moreover, the 

different interview settings I provided had the specific added value of providing a 

forum to reflect on this contentious issue in relation to different audiences, allowing 

space for a wide range of reflections.  

In sum, the focus groups served their purpose. I carved out the relevant interactions 

in constructing a shared identity, while paying close attention to the contention 

about over-generalized claims about this identity among the participants. 

Nonetheless, I admit that my data tells only part of the story there is to tell about 
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Moroccan-Dutch young adults. Needless to say, however, any representation of 

reality in an interview setting, or in any other setting, is only a partial one. Although 

one may question the authenticity of the stories shared in the focus group, it would 

be equally relevant to question the partial “truths” that are told on other occasions in 

relation to other audiences. That said, I could not have addressed the diversity of the 

Moroccan-Dutch identity without adding data from individual interviews, and by 

focusing on the specific individual contributions from several participants across 

settings. Although the combination of focus groups and individual interviews is more 

common, a focus on both collective and individual contributions within focus groups 

is less common. This approach to focus group data reflects the insight that the added 

value of focus groups resides in the possibility to study the individual contributions 

and the tensions between those that lead to collective meaning construction, or a 

lack thereof (Smithson, 2000).  

Notes on the “race-of-interviewer” effect 

In the introduction, I indicated that I chose to train Moroccan-Dutch research 

assistants as moderators. This choice was based on the “race-of-interviewer” 

argument, which holds that the ethnic background of the interviewer has an 

influence on the data elicited in an interview setting, especially when the topic of the 

interview is ethnicity (Van Heelsum, 1993). In retrospect, the use of Moroccan-Dutch 

interviewers was fruitful in the sense that I found that the atmosphere in the groups 

was one of trust, which may have facilitated disclosure. As group members (and 

sometimes friends), the moderators sometimes asked unexpected questions, and 

seemingly sensitive issues were discussed without reservation. Nonetheless, the use 

of Moroccan-Dutch moderators also posed some problems, which I discuss below. 

First, the race-of-interviewer effect draws attention to the influence of race or 

ethnicity on the interview setting, irrespective of other intersectional differences that 

may influence the interviewer–interviewee relation. Although I trained both male and 

female students to conduct interviews with peers, the training of moderators for the 

different groups was not enough to overcome all the intersectional differences 

between moderators and participants that implicitly or explicitly played a role in the 

co-construction of stories in the focus group setting. This means that especially the 

groups in lower vocational education were interviewed by a group member with a 

different educational level, and in the case of the female groups in lower vocational 

education, they were interviewed by an ethnic group member with whom they 

shared neither educational level nor gender.  
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These intersectional differences may have influenced the focus group conversations 

in different ways. In reflexive conversations with the male interviewer, as well as in 

conversations with Moroccan-Dutch young people in academic education, I found 

that having a higher education increases one’s status in the Moroccan-Dutch 

community considerably. Therefore, the groups in lower vocational education may 

have been ill at ease with the academically trained interviewer. In fact, in a private 

conversation with me, one of the female participants in lower vocational education 

confessed to feeling nervous in the presence of a male group member with such a 

high status. The choice of a Moroccan-Dutch interviewer may in fact have hampered 

disclosure of more sensitive topics relating to group membership, and I often wonder 

what the interview would have been like had I conducted it myself.  

Another issue that hindered interviewer–participant identification that I had not 

foreseen was that one of the interviewers was a little more light-skinned than the 

other participants. In a societal context in which skin color and other physical 

attributes are important markers of difference, the interviewer rarely felt he was 

addressed as being “different.” Similarly, some of the participants did not recognize 

him as having a Moroccan background. In discussions about the position of 

Moroccan-Dutch young people, the groups in academic education told the female 

interviewer that they could not identify very well with this male interviewer.  

Epistemology 

This study was based on a relatively low number of participants, whose experiences I 

chose to study in subsequent rounds of focus groups. Rather than focusing on the 

experiences of a larger number of participants, I chose to study the experience of a 

smaller number of participants in order to provide more depth to the multifaceted 

character of their experiences. In the course of my research project, I found myself 

drawn not to the stories that were shared so eagerly, but to the stories that were not 

told, or that were told in especially vague or ambiguous ways. Rather than reporting 

what was said, I analyzed what I thought my participants meant or did in their 

conversations with group members and with me. In the process, instead of reporting 

the stories that were often told, I sometimes highlighted stories that were told less 

often but that I thought were particularly meaningful in reconstructing my 

participants’ experiences. 

Interpreting the stories my participants shared in the context of this research project, 

sometimes required me to go beyond what was stated directly. How far researchers 
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may go in their interpretations of data is a question to which the answer may differ 

according to disciplines or individual researchers. I, for one, feel strengthened in my 

interpretations of the stories that were elicited in this research project by the 

cooperation with my participants over a longer period of time, as well as the lengthy 

conversations about their experiences I had with them both in and outside the 

different research settings.  

I have argued at various points in this dissertation that conversations taking place in 

focus groups should be analyzed as “performances” in a controlled social setting. In 

the reflexive sections above, I discussed which issues of situational performance were 

dealt with, and which were unanticipated, or the full consideration of which, I felt, lay 

beyond the scope of this project. All in all, this project yielded a significant amount of 

data, which I found to be in many ways diverse, and sometimes inconsistent and 

contradictory. Rather than considering these inconsistencies and contradictions 

problematic, I identified them as being part and parcel of the process of identity 

construction, which is full of tensions occasioned by the mandates of the different 

groups we are members of. Although I have tried to be as thorough as possible in 

reconstructing the Moroccan-Dutch collective identity in a web of diverse 

experiences, the presentation and interpretation of how Moroccan-Dutch young 

adults make sense of this identity is inevitably my own. This means that the narrative 

that is elaborated in this dissertation is inevitably informed by my own perspective on 

identity construction and the analytical purpose of the investigation.  

Specifically, in Chapter 1, I explain that the Moroccan-Dutch identity is a stigmatized 

identity, and that Moroccan-Dutch young adults are motivated to provide more 

satisfying meanings to this identity. As outlined earlier, I found that not all Moroccan-

Dutch young adults were motivated to discuss their identity, or simply emphasized 

their membership in other groups. This means that not all Moroccan-Dutch young 

adults are concerned with “meaning giving”. Nonetheless, I had no trouble in finding 

Moroccan-Dutch young adults who were interested in discussing their identity, with 

me, but specifically with their peers, and I hope I have done justice to their 

contributions.   

Researchers always have some pre-understanding about the kind of text they are 

looking at and the kinds of things it says (Linde, 1993). Such pre-understandings can 

never be eliminated, either by more rigorous methodology or by a more clever 

experimental design; they “can only be acknowledged or swept under the rug” (p. 

95). The Dutch public debate knows many stories about Moroccan-Dutch young 

adults. When I started this project I was motivated to hear their stories. To some 
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people, the stories Moroccan-Dutch young adults shared in this project  may seem 

common or unoriginal or even a proof that Moroccan-Dutch young adults are 

“playing the role of the victim”. I found it interesting to explore the meaning of such 

stories beyond their immediate content, and in the process give a more diverse 

picture of how Moroccan-Dutch young adults are responding to the public debate. I 

think the motivation to hear other people’s  stories is one that comes natural to the 

qualitative researcher, and that presenting findings in a way that does justice to the 

complexity of the social world, is the duty of a social scientist.  

A final word on Moroccan-Dutch young adults 

I have described in detail how Moroccan-Dutch young adults make sense of the 

collective Moroccan-Dutch identity. I set out to explore how these young adults give 

meaning to a collective identity that is both imposed and negative, and reconstruct it 

in such a way that the narrative of the group is able to sustain the positive self-

narratives of its individual members. This process is difficult, and it requires 

considerable creativity, endurance, and patience from those courageous enough to 

rewrite existing storylines. That said, the construction of a new Moroccan-Dutch 

collective story is far from finished. I gave an indication as to how we can study the 

process of reconstructing and negotiating new storylines, but it should be studied 

continuously as Moroccan-Dutch young adults continue to build their lives in the 

Netherlands. 

In the course of this project, I had the privilege of meeting many Moroccan-Dutch 

young adults, some of whom I got to know quite intimately. Since I started this 

project, the public discussion concerning the integration of Moroccan-Dutch young 

adults has seen many low points. Very recently, partly leader Geert Wilders of the 

Partij voor de Vrijheid (PVV, Party for Freedom), created yet another low point when 

during an election meeting, he led his followers in an anti-Moroccan chant. When 

asked rhetorically whether his audience wanted “More or fewer Moroccans?”, the 

latter shouted “Fewer, fewer, fewer!” Needless to say, these low points invariably 

made deep impressions on my participants. There were times that they shared 

stories about confrontations they had had with native Dutch people, and about their 

fear and loathing of the negative image of Moroccan-Dutch young people spread by 

Dutch politicians and the news media. Some indicated they found the amount of 

negative attention increasingly hard to endure, and that some kind of climax would 

soon be reached.  
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On a more positive note, I observed that against the odds, my participants remained 

fairly positive about their chances in Dutch society. They worked, and studied, and 

completed their higher education; some started new jobs, and some started families. 

Some considered moving to another country; some did, gained experience, and came 

back. Every new experience they gained gave rise to, and will continue to give rise to, 

new reflections on the content of their collective narrative. As these reflections are 

shared and interpreted in relation to different audiences, Moroccan-Dutch young 

adults will find new stories to tell, and the collective narrative will know new forms.  
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Summary in Dutch 

 

Nieuwe verhalen gezocht. De constructie van identiteit en thuisgevoel 

in de verhalen van Marokkaans-Nederlandse jongvolwassenen. 

In September 2008 kondigde het vervoersbedrijf Connexxion aan de Goudse 

probleemwijk Oosterwei links te laten liggen na een reeks incidenten waarbij 

Marokkaanse jongeren betrokken zouden zijn geweest. Deze aankondiging was 

aanleiding voor een uitgebreid mediaspektakel in Oosterwei waarbij opstandige 

Marokkaanse jongens een hoofdrol speelden. Het Goudse ‘busincident’ volgde op 

een reeks andere incidenten waarbij jongeren van Marokkaanse afkomst betrokken 

waren. In reactie op deze incidenten richtte het publieke debat zich in eerste 

instantie op de etnische achtergrond van Marokkaans-Nederlandse jongeren als bron 

van onaangepast gedrag. Na de aanslagen van 11 september 2001 in New York 

verschoof de aandacht naar hun religieuze achtergrond. Na de fatale aanslag op 

columnist en filmmaker Theo van Gogh in 2004 door een jonge Moslim van 

Marokkaanse komaf bereikte deze aandacht een treurig hoogtepunt.  

De sociaal-psychologen Henri Tajfel en John Turner observeerden al in 1979 dat 

mensen gemotiveerd zijn om positief over zichzelf te denken en als gevolg daarvan, 

een negatieve identiteit zullen proberen om te zetten in een positieve. Lidmaatschap 

van een positieve groep helpt mensen bij het verkrijgen van een positief zelfbeeld. 

Marokkaans-Nederlandse jongvolwassen (eind tieners en begin twintigers) van de 

tweede generatie zijn opgegroeid in een omgeving waarin negatieve aandacht voor 

zowel hun etnische als religieuze achtergrond gemeengoed is geworden. In de 

periode van jongvolwassenheid zijn mensen extra gevoelig voor de ervaring van 

sociale verbondenheid, en de soms tegenstrijdige verwachtingen betreffende gepast 

gedrag in verschillende groepen. Onderzoekers hebben aangetoond dat Marokkaans-

Nederlandse jongvolwassenen zich in reactie op de negatieve berichtgeving rond hun 

etnische identiteit richten op de Islam als bron van positieve identificatie. De Islam is 

echter ook niet vrij van controverse in Nederland. In dit proefschrift doe ik verslag 

van mijn onderzoek naar de manieren waarop Marokkaans-Nederlandse jongeren 

betekenis geven aan een identiteit die beladen is met negatieve associaties.  

Eén van de uitgangspunten hierbij is dat identiteiten niet statisch maar dynamisch 

zijn, en dat interactie tussen mensen een belangrijke rol speelt in hoe identiteiten 

zich vormen en veranderen. In dit proefschrift is een speciale rol weggelegd voor de 
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verhalen die mensen elkaar vertellen. Onderzoekers gaan ervan uit dat verhalen een 

belangrijke rol spelen in identiteitsvorming. Een identiteit is een verhaal: mensen 

gebruiken verhalen om betekenis te geven aan wat ze meemaken en wie ze zijn. Door 

verhalen over zichzelf te delen met anderen laten ze ook anderen weten wie ze zijn. 

Verhalen waarin een identiteit schuilt, zijn niet altijd lange biografische verhalen. 

Vaak bevinden zich identiteiten in de flarden van verhalen die mensen met elkaar 

delen. Verhalen zijn ook niet altijd verslagen van gebeurtenissen die zich in het 

verleden hebben afgespeeld. Ze beschrijven soms toekomstige, imaginaire of 

hypothetische gebeurtenissen of ervaringen. Soms zijn verhalen ‘to-the-point’, maar 

ze kunnen ook opzettelijk vaag zijn. Verhalen zijn net als identiteiten niet statisch, 

maar dynamisch. Ze kunnen veranderen afhankelijk van het publiek waarmee het 

verhaal gedeeld wordt of van de stemming waarin iemand verkeerd.   

Gebaseerd op bovenstaande ontwikkelingen en inzichten luidde mijn onderzoeks-

vraag: 

Hoe gebruiken Marokkaans-Nederlandse jongvolwassenen verhalen om betekenis te 

geven aan een gestigmatiseerde identiteit en hoe wordt deze identiteit 

ge(re)construeerd in de verhalen die ze elkaar vertellen?  

In mijn onderzoek heb ik deze hoofdvraag op verschillende manieren benaderd: Ten 

eerste heb ik gekeken of er sprake is van overeenstemming in de verhalen die 

Marokkaans-Nederlandse jongeren delen over hun identiteit, en zo ja, welke verhalen 

dit zijn. Ten tweede wilde ik weten of de verhalen van Marokkaans-Nederlandse 

jonge vrouwen verschilden van de verhalen van jonge mannen, en of de verhalen 

verschilden per opleidingsniveau. Vervolgens wilde ik weten hoe het vertellen van 

verhalen afhankelijk is van de omgeving waarin deze verteld worden. Ik was hier 

voornamelijk geïnteresseerd in de rol van publiek in de presentatie van verhalen. Tot 

slot wilde ik weten hoe verhalen van Marokkaans-Nederlandse jongeren verbonden 

zijn met hun identiteitsclaims en ‘thuisgevoelens’ in Nederland.    

In mijn theoretisch kader beargumenteer ik dat de Marokkaans-Nederlandse 

identiteit een collectieve identiteit is, die aanwezig is in terugkerende verhaallijnen in 

de verhalen van Marokkaans-Nederlandse jongvolwassenen. Gemeenschappelijke 

verhaallijnen weerspiegelen hun gemeenschappelijke ervaring als groepslid. 

Gemeenschappelijkheden kunnen voorkomen op het niveau van thema’s waar 

Marokkaans-Nederlandse jongeren over spreken, maar ook op het niveau van de 

interpretaties die zij geven aan hun ervaringen. Een verhaal over het dragen van een 

hoofddoekje in de klas, kan iets vertellen over de geïsoleerde positie van de draagster 
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van het hoofddoekje, maar ook over het vervagen van etnische en religieuze 

verschillen in de context van een schoolklas. De positieve of negatieve evaluatie van 

de eigen positie in een verhaal, respectievelijk als held of als hulpeloos slachtoffer, 

zegt iets over de manier waarop mensen over zichzelf denken. Mijn inzichten in de 

Marokkaans-Nederlandse identiteit komen voort uit het bestuderen van de inhoud 

en de interpretaties van de verhalen van Marokkaans-Nederlandse jongeren. Deze 

inhoud en interpretaties heb ik vergeleken over de verschillende situaties waarin 

verhalen werden verteld: focusgroepen, interviews, en informele gesprekken en 

observaties.  

In het hoofdstuk over methodologie leg ik uit hoe ik verhalen heb verzameld, 

geanalyseerd en geïnterpreteerd. Ik heb voor dit project in totaal 13 focusgroepen 

afgenomen onder 47 jongeren in de leeftijd 18 tot 27 jaar. De jongeren in dit project 

namen deel in meerdere focusgroepen die verspreid over anderhalf jaar werden 

afgenomen. Ze werden benaderd via de studentassistenten waar ik mee 

samenwerkte, of via docenten in het middelbaar beroepsonderwijs. In de eerste 

ronde focusgroepen waren de deelnemers bekenden van elkaar, bovendien waren ze 

allemaal man of allemaal vrouw, en hadden ze per groep hetzelfde opleidingsniveau. 

In de tweede en derde ronde was de samenstelling van de focusgroepen gemengd. 

Het onderwerp van de focusgroepen was altijd ‘identiteit’, maar de nadruk verschilde 

per focusgroep. In de eerste ronde focusgroepen was dat de Marokkaans-

Nederlandse identiteit, in de tweede ronde was dat de Nederlandse identiteit, in de 

derde ronde was dat de Moslim identiteit. In alle focusgroepen werden vragen 

gesteld aan de deelnemers over hun ervaringen als lid van een bepaalde groep. De 

focusgroepen werden afgenomen door een student-assistent met de Marokkaans-

Nederlandse achtergrond om de afstand tussen de deelnemers en de interviewer te 

verkleinen.  

De focusgroepen werden gecombineerd met individuele interviews en data afkomstig 

uit observatie. In de individuele interviews was er meer aandacht voor de ervaringen 

van individuele deelnemers. In de interviews werd ook besproken hoe deelnemers 

terugkeken op hun deelname aan de focusgroep en de gesprekken die daar gevoerd 

waren. Observaties werden uitgevoerd voor, tijdens en na de focusgroepen en 

interviews. Ook werden er gesprekken gevoerd met deelnemers en 

studentassistenten buiten de onderzoeksomgeving. In al deze gesprekken werden er 

verhalen gedeeld over ervaringen als lid van bepaalde groepen.  

Door meerdere focusgroepen af te nemen onder dezelfde groep jongeren, en hen te 

volgen in individuele gesprekken, binnen en buiten de omgeving van dit onderzoek, 
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kon ik hun bijdragen aan verschillende gesprekken met elkaar vergelijken. Ik 

verwachtte hierdoor inzicht te krijgen in wanneer en waarom Marokkaans-

Nederlandse jongeren welk verhaal zouden vertellen over hun identiteit.  

In het hoofdstuk over methodologie leg ik ook uit hoe een focus op de zogenaamde 

‘evaluatie’-sectie van een verhaal inzicht kan geven op de verschillende manieren 

waarop identiteiten worden gepresenteerd in verhalen. De ‘evaluatie’ is een 

onderdeel van het verhaal waarin vertellers het ‘punt’ van hun verhaal maken. Een 

‘punt’ wordt zelden expliciet gemaakt, en het kan moeilijk zijn de precieze locatie van 

de evaluatie in een verhaal aan te wijzen. Over het algemeen wordt er met ‘evaluatie’ 

verwezen naar woorden of zinnen waarin de verteller duidelijk maakt wat zijn of haar 

perspectief op een gebeurtenis of een ervaring is. De aanwezigheid van een evaluatie 

geeft inzicht in 1) de manier waarop iemand zichzelf presenteert als een bepaald 

soort persoon door een bepaalde rol in te nemen in een verhaal en 2) de manier 

waarop iemand zichzelf presenteert als lid van een bepaalde groep, door 

systematisch positieve eigenschappen toe te dichten aan groepsleden en negatieve 

eigenschappen aan anderen.   

Om erachter te komen of Marokkaans-Nederlandse jongeren dezelfde verhalen en 

een gemeenschappelijke identiteit delen heb ik zowel de inhoud (waar ze over gaan), 

als de evaluatie (welk punt ze maken) van hun verhalen geanalyseerd. Het herhalen 

van steeds dezelfde verhalen geeft vorm aan een collectief verhaal, een verhaal dat 

verteld wordt volgens het stramien “Wij zijn de mensen die…”. Deze introductie 

wordt gewoonlijk vervolgd door een verhaal over een ervaring of gebeurtenis die als 

typisch Marokkaans-Nederlands wordt gezien of die centrale aspecten van de 

Marokkaans-Nederlandse ervaring weergeeft.  

In de empirische hoofdstukken van deze dissertatie heb ik mijn onderzoeksvraag op 

verschillende manieren benaderd. Daarbij richtte ik me soms alleen op de inhoud en 

de evaluatie, en soms meer specifiek op de context waarin verhalen werden verteld. 

In elk hoofdstuk laat ik zien hoe Marokkaans-Nederlandse jongvolwassenen als lid 

van verschillende, elkaar doorkruisende, sociale groepen31, en in relatie tot 

verschillende mensen, betekenis geven aan hun identiteit. Soms lukte het daarbij wel, 

en soms lukte het niet om de Marokkaans-Nederlandse identiteit van een meer 

positieve betekenis te voorzien. Veel deelnemers vonden het moeilijk om los te 

komen van de negatieve beeldvorming rond hun identiteit en pasten hun verhalen 

                                                   
31

 Onder de respondenten bevonden zich jonge mannen en jonge vrouwen, die een MBO, HBO of WO-opleiding 
volgenden 
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daarop aan. Het betwisten van dominante verhaallijnen over bijvoorbeeld exclusie of 

discriminatie bleek een complexe taak. In de verschillende hoofdstukken laat ik zien 

hoe Marokkaans-Nederlandse jongvolwassenen samen een collectief verhaal 

construeerden, onderhandelden, in twijfel trokken en mobiliseerden, in relatie tot 

een verschillend publiek.  

In hoofdstuk 3 beantwoord ik de vraag: Is er daadwerkelijk sprake van een collectief 

verhaal over wat het betekent om Marokkaans-Nederlands te zijn, en zo ja, hoe ziet 

dat verhaal eruit? In de reconstructie van hun ervaringen lieten veel jongeren zich 

leiden door maatschappelijke en politieke discoursen waarin Marokkaans-

Nederlandse jongeren als buitenstaanders (‘Marokkanen’, ‘Moslims’) worden 

gepositioneerd. In lijn met deze discoursen vertelden ze verhalen over alledaagse 

ervaringen van onrecht en uitsluiting. In die zin zou je kunnen concluderen dat er 

sprake is van een collectief verhaal. Maar, niet al deze verhalen betroffen verhalen 

over persoonlijke ervaringen. Soms waren verhalen meer algemeen of vertelden ze 

over ervaringen waarvan ze wisten dat ze gewoon of gebruikelijk waren onder 

Marokkaans-Nederlandse jongeren (bijvoorbeeld: “Marokkaans-Nederlandse jongens 

en meisjes krijgen altijd een lager schooladvies”). Ook werden verhalen verteld 

waardoor terugkerende verhaallijnen over onrecht en uitsluiting in twijfel getrokken 

werden of ter discussie gesteld. Door het inbrengen van verhalen van positieve 

interacties met Nederlandse mensen (vrienden, buren, collega’s of docenten), werd 

er onderhandeld over de geldigheid van bepaalde terugkerende verhaallijnen en 

kreeg het collectieve verhaal nieuwe, positievere, wendingen. Het betwisten van 

collectieve verhaallijnen was niet altijd makkelijk: soms werden er verhitte debatten 

gevoerd en niet altijd werd er consensus bereikt over een nieuwe verhaallijn.  

In de hoofdstukken die volgen op Hoofdstuk 3, laat ik zien dat de analyse van het 

collectieve verhaal op het niveau van de inhoud alleen een aantal beperkingen met 

zich meebracht. Deze beperkingen waren het gevolg van de diversiteit binnen de 

groep en de context waarin verhalen verteld werden.  

In Hoofdstuk 4 beschrijf ik of en hoe gender en onderwijsniveau van invloed zijn op 

de reconstructie van het collectieve verhaal. Met andere woorden: vertellen jonge 

vrouwen andere verhalen dan jonge mannen? En hoe verschillen deze van elkaar? En 

hoe verschillen de verhalen van jongvolwassenen van verschillend opleidingsniveau 

van elkaar? Jonge mannen en vrouwen worden verschillend omschreven in publieke 

discoursen: Marokkaans-Nederlandse jongemannen worden vaak geportretteerd als 

slecht opgevoede, criminele schoolverlaters, terwijl jonge vrouwen worden geprezen 

voor hun voorbeeldige gedrag en hun goede schoolprestaties. Aan de andere kant, 
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bestaan er veel vooroordelen over onderdrukking van meisjes die een hoofddoek 

dragen. Veel jonge vrouwen in mijn project droegen een hoofddoek. Voor hen, maar 

ook voor degenen die geen hoofddoek droegen, was een hoofddoekje ook een 

belangrijk onderwerp. Voor degenen zonder hoofddoek was dit onderwerp belangrijk 

omdat mensen vaak vroegen waarom ze er geen droegen, of omdat ze 

complimentjes kregen over hun mooie haar. Verder is uit de literatuur bekend dat 

gevoeligheid voor uitsluiting en discriminatie toeneemt, naarmate jongeren hoger 

zijn opgeleid: door hun hoge opleiding verwachten jongeren niet geassocieerd te 

worden met lui of crimineel gedrag.  

Op basis van deze inzichten verwachtte ik verschillen in de verhalen van Marokkaans-

Nederlandse jonge mannen en vrouwen. Uit mijn analyses kwam naar voren dat het 

verschil in discours over jonge mannen aan de ene kant en jonge vrouwen aan de 

andere kant, van invloed is op de manier waarop zij betekenis geven aan hun 

ervaringen. Jonge mannen, die er in publieke discoursen slechter vanaf komen, 

vertelden vaker verhalen over exclusie en onrecht. Verhalen verschilden ook per 

opleidingsniveau. Interessant is dat niet zozeer de thema’s, maar de manier waarop 

over bepaalde thema’s werd gesproken verschilden onder jonge mannen en 

vrouwen, en hoger en lager opgeleiden. De deelnemers aan mijn onderzoek 

bevonden zich in een vergelijkbare fase van hun leven: ze gingen naar school en/ of 

hadden een (bij)baan. Ze vertelden over hun dagelijkse ervaringen op school en op 

werk. Voor jonge mannen speelde daarbij hun etnische achtergrond een belangrijke 

rol, voor jonge vrouwen was hun religieuze overtuiging een belangrijke bron van 

verhalen.  

Met betrekking tot zowel de etnische als de religieuze achtergrond werd onrecht en 

uitsluiting ervaren. Desalniettemin vertelden jonge vrouwen vaker verhalen over 

inclusie, dus over ervaringen waarbij ze het gevoel hadden dat ze vriendelijk of 

respectvol behandeld werden. Hun verhalen over uitsluiting met betrekking tot hun 

etnische identiteit waren meer algemeen van aard. Verhalen met een meer algemeen 

karakter waren gebruikelijker onder de deelnemende MBO-studenten die juist veel 

inclusie ervoeren op hun multiculturele school en in hun multiculturele buurt. Juist de 

verhalen van hogeropgeleiden waren meer specifiek en persoonlijk van aard. Daarbij 

viel op dat hoogopgeleide jonge vrouwen vaak op een andere manier reageerden op 

ervaringen van onrecht of uitsluiting dan jonge mannen. Jonge vrouwen benadrukten 

hun goede relaties met Nederlandse vriendinnen en/ of studiegenoten. 

Hoogopgeleide jonge mannen probeerden vaker de discussie aan te gaan op het 
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moment dat ze werden geconfronteerd met een vooroordeel, of probeerden zich 

juist te onderscheiden van lager opgeleide groepsgenoten.  

In Hoofdstuk 5 ga ik in op de vraag hoe verhalen worden gereconstrueerd in relatie 

tot een verschillend publiek. In het bijzonder heb ik bestudeerd wanneer (in de 

verschillende focusgroepen, individuele interviews, of daarbuiten) en waarom 

bepaalde verhalen wel of juist niet gedeeld werden. Ik heb me gericht op de 

deelnemers die in verschillende situaties verschillende verhalen vertelden, of juist 

tegenstrijdige verhalen in dezelfde situatie. Literatuur over identiteitsvorming 

veronderstelt dat mensen van nature inconsistent zijn: omdat we deel uitmaken van 

verschillende sociale groepen en onszelf altijd van onze beste kant willen laten zien, 

kunnen onze presentaties (‘performances’) van elkaar verschillen. Hoewel de 

performances van sommige deelnemers inderdaad inconsistent en tegenstrijdig 

waren, leek hier eerder sprake van een keuze dan een natuurlijk proces. Door het 

delen van tegenstrijdige verhalen (over inclusie en exclusie), in relatie tot een 

verschillend publiek, lukte het deelnemers om zichzelf gelijktijdig te presenteren als 

volwaardig lid van zowel de Marokkaans-Nederlandse gemeenschap als de 

Nederlandse maatschappij.  

Deelnemers positioneerden zichzelf soms expliciet als lid van de Marokkaans-

Nederlandse groep, om van daaruit bij te dragen aan het collectieve verhaal. De 

positie van groepslid werd ook gebruikt om aandacht te vragen voor de 

onrechtvaardige behandeling van de groep in relatie tot mij als onderzoeker. Tot slot 

kon de positionering als groepslid ook helpen om de benodigde legitimiteit te creëren 

om terugkerende verhaallijnen in twijfel te trekken. Door zichzelf te positioneren als 

buitenstaander, probeerden deelnemers anderen aan te moedigen om eens een 

ander perspectief in te nemen. Deze balanceeroefening leidde er uiteindelijk toe dat 

deelnemers ruimte creëerden voor het gelijktijdig claimen van meerdere identiteiten: 

niet alleen hun identiteit als Marokkaanse-Nederlander was belangrijk voor ze, maar 

ook hun identiteit als individu met een positieve en actieve houding, die onderdeel 

uitmaakt van de Nederlandse samenleving. Op deze manier gebruikten deelnemers 

hun eigen verhaal om een positieve wending te geven aan het collectieve verhaal van 

uitsluiting, zonder de  ervaring van uitsluiting van Marokkaanse Nederlanders te 

ontkennen. Ondanks dat identiteiten meervoudig en complex zijn, en de verhalen van 

de deelnemers deze kenmerken van identiteiten leken te bevestigen, laat ik zien hoe 

deelnemers zich juist inspanden om eenheid te bewerkstelligen in hun zelfbeeld.  

In Hoofdstuk 6 heb ik me toegelegd op de studie van ‘thuisgevoelens’ onder 

Marokkaans-Nederlandse jongvolwassenen. Hoewel de literatuur voorspelt dat zij 
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zich maar moeizaam identificeren als Nederlander, blijkt tegelijkertijd dat veel 

jongvolwassenen zich wel thuis voelen in Nederland. Dit soort thuisgevoelens 

manifesteert zich vooral op lokaal niveau: jongvolwassenen voelen zich thuis op 

school, in de buurt, in de moskee of de sportclub. Nationaal thuisgevoel was een 

heikele kwestie onder de deelnemers: In het publieke debat wordt keer op keer 

gesuggereerd dat Marokkaanse Nederlanders hier ‘niet thuis horen’. Ook in de 

context van het onderzoek was stellingname ten aanzien van een nationaal 

thuisgevoel controversieel: de nadruk op ervaringen van onrecht en discriminatie 

maakte het lastig voor deelnemers om hun thuisgevoelens ter sprake te brengen. Ik 

laat zien hoe verhalen bepaalde eigenschappen hebben die de deelnemers in dit 

onderzoek toch in staat stelden hun thuisgevoelens te delen met groepsgenoten, 

zonder deze direct te benoemen.  

Een thuisgevoel werd vaak direct of indirect ontkend in verhalen over de 

gemarginaliseerde positie van de groep of over de ervaring van uitsluiting van 

groepsleden. Volgens de literatuur over verhalen draagt zo’n ontkenning ook een 

onderliggende wens met zich mee dat de situatie anders was. Met andere woorden: 

het is niet zozeer het onvermogen om zich thuis te voelen, maar de frustratie en 

verwarring die er heerst over het niet thuis mogen voelen die met een dergelijk 

verhaal geuit wordt. Ook werden thuisgevoelens als hypothetische of toekomstige 

mogelijkheden geïntroduceerd. Het introduceren van hypothetische of toekomstige 

verhalen hielp deelnemers om ideeën ter sprake te brengen zonder hun publiek 

direct tegen hen in het harnas te jagen. 

Dit proefschrift toont op verschillende manieren aan hoe verhalen een belangrijke rol 

spelen in het complexe proces van identiteitsvorming onder Marokkaans-

Nederlandse jongvolwassenen van de tweede generatie. Verhalen worden gebruikt 

om aandacht te vragen voor de ervaring van exclusie door Marokkaans-Nederlandse 

jongvolwassenen, maar tegelijkertijd om nieuwe wendingen te geven aan deze 

ervaring. Op basis van hun verhalen zijn Marokkaans-Nederlandse jongvolwassenen 

in staat om hun identiteit als lid van een minderheidsgroep vorm te geven, maar deze 

tegelijkertijd ter discussie te stellen en hun inclusie in de Nederlandse maatschappij 

op verschillende manieren vorm te geven, in relatie tot een verschillend publiek.  

Dit proefschrift toont ook aan hoe veelzijdig de reacties van Marokkaans-

Nederlandse jongvolwassenen zijn op de negatieve discoursen over hun identiteit. Uit 

mijn onderzoek blijkt dat het niet eenvoudig is voor Marokkaans-Nederlandse 

jongvolwassenen om de Marokkaans-Nederlandse identiteit van een betekenis te 

voorzien die voorbijgaat aan de negatieve wijze waarop deze jongvolwassenen 
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figureren in het publieke discours. De betekenis die zij toekennen aan hun identiteit is 

daarom overwegend die van een gestigmatiseerde minderheid. Die betekenis komt 

terug in verhalen van onrecht, discriminatie en uitsluiting. Toch hebben veel 

Marokkaans-Nederlandse jongvolwassenen ook ervaringen die in strijd zijn met dit 

beeld van hun identiteit. Ik heb beschreven hoe de Marokkaans-Nederlandse 

deelnemers aan dit onderzoek probeerden ruimte te maken voor alternatieve 

betekenissen van hun identiteit in hun bijdrage aan verschillende discussies. Deze 

betekenissen hingen samen met hun thuisgevoelens in de buurt, op school en op 

werk, maar ook breder, als onderdeel van de Nederlandse maatschappij.  

Het ter discussie stellen van ervaringen die iedereen heeft, en verhalen die iedereen 

kent, is een complex proces. In dit proefschrift beschrijf ik hoe jongvolwassenen op 

de kruising van gender en opleidingsniveau deze uitdaging op verschillende wijze 

aangaan. Ik laat zien dat verhalen over kenmerken beschikken die het voor 

Marokkaans-Nederlandse jongvolwassenen mogelijk maakten om hun ervaring van 

inclusie op zowel lokaal als nationaal niveau op strategische en subtiele wijze over te 

brengen. Op deze manier lukte het Marokkaans-Nederlandse jongvolwassenen om 

(delen van) het collectieve verhaal bij te stellen. Degenen die het meest succesvol 

waren in het reconstrueren van het collectieve verhaal, deden dit door het 

combineren van inconsistente verhalen of verhalen waardoor gevestigde 

verhaallijnen op een discrete manier in twijfel werden getrokken. 

Het reconstrueren van de Marokkaans-Nederlandse identiteit is niet alleen een 

complex, maar ook een creatief proces. Deelnemers aan dit project vertelden 

verhalen over ervaringen die soms wel en soms niet hun eigen ervaring waren, en ze 

waren in staat om het beeld van hun groep gelijktijdig te bevestigen en in twijfel te 

trekken in relatie tot een verschillend publiek. Tot slot waren deelnemers in staat om 

nieuwe verhalen te vertellen, en daarmee een nieuwe realiteit te introduceren en 

vorm te geven. Dit alles om een vastomlijnd en vertrouwd verhaal te doorbreken dat 

over, maar uiteindelijk ook door Marokkaans-Nederlandse jongvolwassenen verteld 

wordt. In grote lijnen, was het de flexibiliteit en vindingrijkheid van Marokkaans-

Nederlandse jongvolwassenen die het mogelijk maakten om de Marokkaans-

Nederlandse identiteit te reconstrueren en er meer hoopvolle betekenis aan te 

geven. 

In mijn analyses heb ik de Marokkaans-Nederlandse identiteit steeds beschouwd als 

een opzichzelfstaande identiteit en niet één die meer of minder aspecten van de 

Marokkaanse, Nederlandse of Moslim-identiteit omvat. Ik heb me gericht op de 

verhalen die Marokkaans-Nederlandse jongvolwassenen deelden over hun alledaagse 
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ervaringen, en de conclusies die ze hieruit trokken over hun groepslidmaatschap. Ik 

heb kunnen concluderen dat veel van wat deze jongvolwassenen denken en weten 

over hun groep, samenhangt met wat anderen over hen zeggen. Ik heb ook laten zien 

hoe het vertellen van verhalen Marokkaans-Nederlandse jongvolwassenen helpt om 

zich te verzetten tegen een negatieve interpretatie van hun identiteit en de weg 

opent voor meer positieve betekenissen.  

In dit verband kan opgemerkt worden dat hoewel het gebruikelijk is te verwijzen naar 

de Marokkaans-Nederlandse jongvolwassenen als ‘de tweede generatie’, deze 

generatie in werkelijkheid ook een eerste generatie vertegenwoordigt. De huidige 

generatie van Marokkaans-Nederlandse jongvolwassenen is de eerste generatie die 

betekenis moet geven aan een identiteit die sterke elementen van zowel de 

Marokkaanse als de Nederlandse identiteit bevat. Waar hun ouders de Marokkaanse 

cultuur van huis uit hebben meegekregen, krijgen Marokkaans-Nederlandse jongeren 

beide culturen met de paplepel ingegoten, zo niet thuis, dan wel op school, in de 

buurt of op het werk. In die zin vormen de huidige Marokkaans-Nederlandse 

jongeren het voorbeeld voor de ‘derde generatie’ die kan leren van en voortbouwen 

op hun ervaringen. De zoektocht naar betekenisgeving van de tweede generatie 

Marokkaans-Nederlandse jongvolwassenen wordt sterk bemoeilijkt door de 

omstandigheid dat veel van wat zij over zichzelf weten gedefinieerd en breed 

uitgemeten wordt door anderen. 

Recentelijk is een groep Marokkaans-Nederlandse artiesten (onder hen acteur 

Nasrdin Dchar en journalist Abdelkarim El-Fassi) de uitdaging aangegaan om 

betekenis te geven aan de Marokkaans-Nederlandse identiteit zonder deze te 

relateren aan het publieke debatten over ‘Kutmarokkanen’ of radicalisering. In hun 

theatertour ‘Mijn Vader, de Expat + Oumi’32 staat de culturele erfenis van 

Marokkaans-Nederlandse jongeren (in de vorm van verhalen) centraal. In plaats van 

‘wat’ Marokkaans-Nederlandse jongvolwassenen allemaal wel of niet zijn, staat de 

vraag ‘wie’ ze zijn centraal. Het zijn deze jonge mensen die de voortrekkers vormen 

van verandering. Wellicht zijn zij in staat om bestaande verhalen over de huidige 

generatie Marokkaans-Nederlandse jongvolwassenen te doorbreken.  

Het verhaal van de Marokkaans-Nederlandse tweede generatie dat ik in mijn 

proefschrift heb opgetekend is niet het verhaal van deze groep jongvolwassenen 

alleen. Het is het verhaal van leden van de tweede generatie van vele 

minderheidsgroepen in Nederland, maar ook daarbuiten. Hun integratie in de 

                                                   
32

 http://www.mijnvaderdeexpat.nl/ 
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dominante meerderheid wordt bemoeilijkt door hun positionering als 

buitenstaanders in het publieke discours, maar ook door de ervaring van uitsluiting in 

hun dagelijks leven. Aandacht voor de verhalen van individuele groepsleden en de 

manier waarop deze worden ingezet om een breed gedragen narratief over 

groepslidmaatschap te doorbreken, laat zien hoe deze tweede generatie probeert 

hun ervaring van exclusie om te zetten in de meer hoopvolle ervaring van inclusie.  

In de introductie op deze samenvatting bracht ik ‘het busincident’ in Gouda ter 

sprake. Mijn verwachting was dat de negatieve media-aandacht voor Marokkaans-

Nederlandse jongeren die daarop volgde het hoogtepunt zou zijn van de negatieve 

berichtgeving rond deze groep. Echter, sinds dit onderzoeksproject gestart is, is de 

aandacht voor jonge Marokkaans-Nederlandse jongeren alleen maar toegenomen. 

Deelnemers aan dit project vroegen zich soms af hoeveel negativiteit rond hun groep 

ze nog moesten verdragen. Een van de deelnemers stelde retorisch de vraag: “Hoe 

dik is mijn huid?”. Over het algemeen bleek de huid van de deelnemers aan dit 

project vrij dik, maar het omgaan met de hoeveelheid negatieve publiciteit rond hun 

identiteit bleef gedurende het hele project een uitdaging.   

Ik heb in de loop van dit project het voorrecht gehad veel Marokkaans-Nederlandse 

jongvolwassenen goed te leren kennen. Het viel me op dat velen van hen, wellicht 

tegen de verwachting in, positief bleven over hun kansen in de Nederlandse 

samenleving. Ze werkten, studeerden, rondden hun opleiding af, begonnen aan een 

nieuwe baan of stichtten een gezin. Sommigen trokken naar het buitenland, deden 

nieuwe ervaringen op, kwamen terug. Al deze ervaringen gaven aanleiding om delen 

van het Marokkaans-Nederlandse collectieve verhaal van nieuwe inhoud en nieuwe 

interpretaties te voorzien. In relatie tot verschillend publiek zullen de nieuwe 

ervaringen van Marokkaans-Nederlandse jongvolwassenen tot nieuwe verhalen 

blijven leiden. Door het vertellen van nieuwe verhalen, of het aanpassen van oude, 

zal het collectieve verhaal steeds veranderen, en zal de Marokkaans-Nederlandse 

identiteit steeds nieuwe betekenissen krijgen.   
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Appendix 1: Participants 

 
Moderators Pseudonym Focus groups 

 
  

Amir 1 and 2 
  

  
Younes 1 and 3 

  
  

Senna 1 and 2 
  

  
Salima 1,2 and 3 

  
      Participants Group Pseudonym Focus groups 

  51 MBO/m Ali 1 
  52 MBO/m Imraan 1 
  53 MBO/m Najim 1 and 3 
  54 MBO/m Yassin 1 
  55 MBO/m Mimoun 1 and 3 
  56 MBO/m Hakim 1 
  57 MBO/m Achmed 1 
  58 MBO/m Badr 3 
  

      61 MBO/v Malika 1 and 3 
  62 MBO/v Karima 1 and 3 
  63 MBO/v Nadia 1 and 3 
  64 MBO/v Zoulikha 1 and 2 
  65 MBO/v Nisrin 1 and 2 
  

      21 HBO/m Hassan 1, 2 and 3 
  22 HBO/m Fikri 1,2 and 3 
  23 HBO/m Samir 1 and 3 
  25 HBO/m Said 1 
  26 HBO/m Malik 1 
  27 HBO/m Nassim 1,2 and 3 
  28 HBO/m Younes 1,2 and 3 
  

      11 HBO/v Mounia 3 
  12 HBO/v Leila 1 and 3 
  14 HBO/v Samira 1 and 2  
  15 HBO/v Hakima 1 
  16 HBO/v Ouafa 1 and 3 
  17 HBO/v Sara 1, 2 and 3 
  18 HBO/v Najet 1,2 and 3 
  66 HBO/v Loubna 2 
  20 HBO/v Rabia 2 
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90 WO/m Rachid 1 
  91 WO/m Suleiman 1 
  92 WO/m Driss 1 and 2 
  93 WO/m Omar 1 
  94 WO/m Badr 1 
  95 WO/m Haron 1 
  96 WO/m Achraf 1 and 2 
  97 WO/m Musa 1, 2 and 3 
  98 WO/m Hakim 3 
  

      100 WO/v Hanan 1 and 3 
  101 WO/v Soumaya 1 
  102 WO/v Senna 1   

103 WO/v Salima 1   
104 WO/v Khadija 1 and 2 

  105 WO/v Aicha 1 and 3 
  106 WO/v Hafida 2 and 3 
  107 WO/v Mounia 3 
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Appendix 2: Questions in focus group sessions  

Questions focus group sessions 1 and 2 

Identification 

 Where were you born? 

 Do you feel Dutch? When …? 

 Do you feel Moroccan? When…? 

 Do you feel something else? What? 

 Do you feel involved with the Netherlands/Morocco? 

 What does it mean for you to feel Moroccan/Dutch?  

 

Image of Moroccan-Dutch young adults 

 How do you think Dutch people talk about Moroccan-Dutch people?  

 Why do you think that? 

 Would you change that image? What would you change? 

 Do you talk about being Moroccan or Moroccan-Dutch in the Netherlands with 

your parents? What do you discuss?  

 Do you talk about being Moroccan or Moroccan-Dutch in the Netherlands with 

your friends? What do you discuss?  

 

Experiences 

 What are your hobbies? What do you do with your friends?  

 What education are you currently enrolled in? Are you satisfied with the way 

things are going? What can be improved?  

 Do you have a job (or internship)? What do you do? Are you satisfied with the 

way things are going? What can be improved? 

 What does your neighborhood look like? What population groups do you have 

contact with? 

 Do you have experience with local authorities? What kind of experiences? Do 

you see room for improvement?  

 Are you interested in national politics? What role do politics have in your life?  
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Future 

 How do you see yourself in Dutch society?  

 Who are your heroes/examples? Why?  

 How do you view your future in the Netherlands? 

Questions focus group session 3 

(Based on recent developments in the Middle East) 

 Of all the developments I just mentioned, which are the most important to 

you? Why?  

 How do you feel the Dutch media report upon these developments?  

 Do you feel native Dutch people are involved with these developments?  

 

Commitment to Islam: 

 Do you feel committed to Islam? 

 Why? What is important about being a Muslim?  

 Did you ever consider stop being a Muslim? 

 Have there been situations in which you were ashamed to be a Muslim?  

 Have there been situation in which you were proud to be a Muslim?  

 

Relation Moroccan/Muslim/Dutch identity: 

 

 Native Dutch people often confuse Moroccans and Muslims. How is being a 

Muslim related to being Moroccan? What is the same and what is different?  

 How do you relate the Muslim identity to the Dutch identity?  

 Is it easy to combine them? Which aspects of combining these identities are 

troublesome? 

 Would you marry a Dutch man or woman?  

Individual interviews 

 Do you recognize the stories that were shared in the focus group? Which 

stories did you recognize, which didn’t you recognize? What is your own 

opinion on these stories? 
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 Do the experiences that were discussed play a role in your life? In what way? 

How important are these experiences to you?  

 Tell me about yourself. If your life were a book, what chapters would it consist 

of? What were important (life-changing) moments for you? What happened? 

How did you feel? What did you do? 
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Appendix 3: Vragen bij focusgroepen 

Vragen focusgroep 1 en 2 

Identificatie: 

 Waar ben je geboren? 

 Voel je je Nederlands? Wanneer…?  

 Voel je Marokkaans? Wanneer…? 

 Voel je je iets anders? Wat? 

 Voel je je betrokken bij Nederland/Marokko? 

 Wat betekent het voor jou om je Marokkaans/Nederlands te voelen? 

 

Beeldvorming 

 Wat voor beeld denk je dat Nederlanders over jou hebben? 

 Waarom denk je dat?  

 Zou je iets aan dat beeld willen veranderen? Zo ja, wat?  

 Spreek je met je ouders over Marokkanen/het Marokkaans zijn in Nederland? 

Wat bespreken jullie dan? 

 Spreek je met vrienden/vriendinnen over het Marokkaans zijn in Nederland? 

Wat bespreken jullie dan? 

 

Ervaringen 

 Vrije tijd: wat zijn je hobbies? Wat doe je met vrienden/vriendinnen?  

 School: Welke opleiding volg je? Ben je tevreden over je opleiding? Wat gaat 

er goed? Wat kan er beter?  

 Werk: heb je een bijbaan? Wat doe je? Ben je tevreden over je werk? 

 Buurt: in wat voor soort buurt woon je? Wonen er veel bevolkingsgroepen in 

je buurt? Heb je ervaringen met andere bevolkingsgroepen? 

 Lokaal: heb je ervaring met lokale (gemeentelijke) instanties? Waar verbaas je 

je over? Wat zijn punten voor verbetering?  

 Landelijk: Houd je je bezig met landelijke politiek? Welke rol speekt politiek in 

je leven? 
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Toekomst 

 Hoe zie je jezelf in de Nederlandse samenleving? 

 Wie zijn je helden/voorbeelden? Waarom? 

 Hoe zie je de toekomst voor je? 

Vragen focusgroep 3 

(N.a.v. recente ontwikkelingen in het Midden-Oosten) 

 Van alle gebeurtenissen die net genoemd zijn, welke vind je het belangrijkst? 

Waarom? 

 Hoe vinden jullie dat er in de Nederlandse media wordt bericht? 

 Zijn autochtone Nederlanders betrokken bij deze onderwerpen? 

 

Verbondenheid met Islam: 

 Voelen jullie je verbonden met de islam? 

 Waarom? Wat is er belangrijk aan moslim zijn? 

 Heb je wel eens overwogen om geen moslim te zijn? 

 Waren er wel eens situaties waarin je je schaamde omdat je moslim was? 

Wanneer was je er juist trots op? 

 

Verhouding Marokkaanse/Nederlandse en moslim identiteit: 

 Autochtone Nederlanders noemen Marokkanen vaak in één adem met 

moslims. Hoe verhoudt de moslim identiteit zich tot de Marokkaanse 

identiteit? Zijn er dingen die hetzelfde zijn, of zijn ze juist heel anders? 

 Hoe verhoudt de moslim identiteit zich tot de Nederlandse identiteit? 

 Kun je de identiteiten makkelijk combineren? 

 Welke aspecten leveren problemen op? 

 Zou je trouwen met een Nederlands meisje? Of met een Nederlandse man? 

Vragen individuele interviews 

 Kun je je vinden in de antwoorden uit de focusgroep? Welke verhalen herken 

je, welke niet? Wat vind je zelf van die verhalen? 

 Spelen de ervaringen die in de focusgroep gedeeld werden een rol in jouw 

leven? Op welke manier? Hoe belangrijk zijn deze ervaringen voor jou?  
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 En over jezelf? Als je je leven zou moeten indelen als een boek, in 

hoofdstukken, uit welke hoofdstukken zou dat boek dan bestaan? Kun je je 

specifieke dingen/gebeurtenissen herinneren die jou gemaakt hebben tot wie 

je nu bent? Wat gebeurde er? Wat voelde je toen? Wat deed je toen? 


