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Abstract: Individualization of the collective is widely acknowledged to be one of the main 

objectives of neoliberal political economy. Its subsequent tendency toward the 

commodification and securitization of bodies and spaces reduces social relations to solipsistic 

competition driven processes in which individuals thrive at the expense of others. My research 

builds upon my fieldwork among confined marginalized youth, both in and outside of prison, 

conducted in a period of three months from January 2022 until the end of March 2022. 

Throughout my thesis I seek to dissect the conceptual power mechanisms hidden in the 

neoliberal logos of individualistic entrepreneurialism. My research is built upon a dualistic 

conceptual proposition through which I demonstrate how individuals, subjected to political 

economy, navigate, bend, and subvert power in various social arenas. Both in and outside of 

prison, my collaborators apply temporal reactive mechanisms, or tactics, to navigate 

omnipresent power structures in everyday life. I show how neoliberal power exertion is most 

explicitly articulated by the subjects that find themselves caught up in the nexuses at the bottom 

of the socio-economic hierarchies. Finally, through auto-examination of my own biases I 

analyze the collective imaginaries of bodies and spatiality’s that are responsible for the 

systematic stigmatization of groups.  
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Introduction 
 By the end of May 2021 Amsterdam newspaper Het Parool published a podcast titled: 

Why serious criminals are increasingly boys in their twenties. Guests of the day were crime 

journalist Paul Vugths and founder of organization ‘Mothers are key’ Diana Sardjoe. When the 

hostess skeptically asked Vughts whether the rejuvenation of crime is really an idiosyncratic 

phenomenon of the past years, he wittedly answered: ‘Well, when I started working for Het 

Parool I was in my twenties, back then I used to write about men in their forties. Nowadays I 

am halfway into my forties, and I write about men in their twenties.’ After a while the hostess 

was interested in how youngsters are being drafted by criminals to which Sardjoe replies: ‘They 

picked my son because he was quite big for his age, and you know when you are fourteen the 

legal punishments are much lower. You also must consider that in his eyes we didn’t have a lot 

of money back then, which was his reality, not mine. The desire for expensive things was 

already present in him, that made him vulnerable, he wanted to be part of something. They told 

him: ‘but don’t you want to send you mother on a vacation? Don’t you want to take care of your 

mother?’ Then I explained to him that he didn’t have to and that I had to take care of him, but 

he saw himself as the man of the house very early on.’ Vughts then adds to that: ‘It’s about 

earning respect and being part of something on the one hand, on the other, it’s about money, 

which is the fundament of crime in general. Then again respect equals money in this scene, so 

you need the Loubou’s (Christian Louboutain sneakers), Balenciaga’s all those clichés. When 

they are a little older, they want to shop at the PC-Hooftstraat (luxury shopping street in 

Amsterdam’s Southern district). A lot of those guys have the idea that the fastest way to get 

there are the streets.’ 

 On April 4th of this year Amsterdam mayor Femke Halsema alarmingly stated that some 

of the city’s districts form “parallel societies” in which criminal behavior is being tolerated and 

even encouraged (Hielekema, 2022). The occasion for these statements was the yearly 

presentation of the safety reports. Halsema added to this: ‘Criminals have become more ruthless 

in recent years. Orders to murder are no longer merely financially motivated, but also serve the 

purpose of revenge, showing of power, and to instill fear.’ In May of last year newspaper Trouw 

reported that the total number of juvenile offenders declined, however, there has been a clear 

increase in the number of “high impact crimes*” among youth in the Netherlands (Brassem, 

2022). In the past years the growing media attention for violence and criminality among youth, 

 
* According to the CCV (Center for crime prevention and safety), “high impact crimes” or “HIC” is an umbrella 
term for crimes related to residential burglary, robbery, street robbery or violent crimes. 
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and the way they were portrayed triggered my personal interests. Particularly the ways in which 

crime somehow got synonymized with people of migrant backgrounds. I grew up in a rather 

privileged white middleclass household in Almere. As a teenager some of the young men from 

the neighborhood I used to play football with turned to alternative income sources committing 

minor offences like soft drug dealing. Although never being part of any criminal activities 

myself, I knew some of them and their stories quite well. A colleague of mine, who later became 

a close friend, spend a year in prison for assaulting his neighbor. Others were known burglars 

or drove around on stolen scooters. These young men (they were male adolescents) I grew up 

with, although being friendly to me, would often answer to their problems in rather aggressive 

manners. Even their humor contained a lot of verbal and even physical violence. 

 Although the above-mentioned experiences hardly resemble todays hardened crimes we 

read about in the news, it is partly this biographical motive that led me to study youth 

confinement. To be concise, from the beginning I was interested in what drove these young 

men to take the risks that might mean ending up in prison. I have always been intrigued by the 

bravado they radiated, the almost obsessive urge to be a “real man”. In the last couple of years 

this interest in crime was rekindled by media portraying of a strong rejuvenation of “high 

impact” offenders. Everything I thought I knew about “these circles” was questioned in the 

years that past. Ruthless stabbings among youth-gangs all over the country, assassination after 

assassination and 14-year old’s committing armed robberies. Excessive media attention tends 

to portray marginalized neighborhoods as “breeding ponds” for the cocaine business that has 

been plaguing the Netherlands for the past fifteen years. Now I wouldn’t want to deny the 

overall existence of these problems, the numbers and stories seem to make clear that 

marginalized youth are susceptible for the lures of quick cash that this world seems to offer. 

However, this sensational focus on crime, or in the words of Phillipe Bourgeois this 

‘pornography of violence’ (1995, p18), incites thinking away from the incidental 

particularisms. What triggered my personal interest was the structural fundaments underlying 

these apparent violent eruptions.  

 With more than ten years of liberal politics the Netherlands have seem to ride the wave 

of the much-celebrated global northern paradigm of deregulatory individualism. It is this 

ideological dogmatism, that of neoliberal entrepreneurialism, that my study seeks to dissect. 

Here I explore the presumed circumscribed topology of crime and its stigmas. I critically 

examine the collective imaginaries, including my own, that fuel the obsessive neoliberal effort 

toward privatization and subsequent securitization of the public space (de Lissovoy, 2012). 
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Secondly, I demonstrate how the strategical periphery of political economy produces individual 

tactics that both mirror and co-construct various arenas of power (Foucault, 1967, 1975, 1988, 

de Certeau, 1984, Lemke, 2002). I do so within the context of marginalized urban spatiality’s 

as well as in juvenile prison, both of which I conceptualize as mechanisms of confinement. 

Thirdly, I seek to confront my own positionality as a co-constructive descendant of political 

economy through reflection on my own biases towards my collaborators and research sites. 

Collaborators may vary in age, gender, and ethnic background however, my research 

predominantly focuses on male adolescents. Although my collaborators often refer to each other 

as “guys” or “boys”, I have chosen to use either the gendered term “young men” or the more 

neutral term of “youth” within the confines of my thesis. The reason for abandoning these emic 

terms is that I feel that their colloquiality carries a stigmatizing connotation that differentiates 

my collaborators from “other” minors. However, in vignettes and literal citations these terms 

may be used. Pronounces too are gendered, as concepts like masculinity and emasculation take 

up an important place in my research.  

 I have chosen to build my thesis on three separate fragments of my research. By doing 

so I zoom in on micro-encounters that allow for examination of my collaborator’s experiences 

and perceptions. I use these narrational close ups as a periscopic examination of the reciprocal 

relationship between subject and power. By doing so I seek to remove structure and agency 

from their diametrical dichotomic disposition. Rather, I argue we should see them as co-

constructive inhabitants of an intertwined conceptual whole. The first chapter presents a scene 

of an evening with a formerly incarcerated young man in a Shisha lounge somewhere in the 

middle of the Netherlands. Chapter two provides and exploration of an urban spatiality that had 

been targeted by growing media attention in the past couple of years. Lastly, I devote a chapter 

on my research in a youth prison in the south of the Netherlands. Through vivid narrative I seek 

to convey my argument in a manner that surpasses a mere theoretical message. My research 

demonstrates the functioning of power through the perspective of individuals that navigate it. 

For I strongly believe that ontology in anthropology forms the reflective mirror that allows for 

a more contemplative and meta-based critique of political economy.  
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Theoretical framework 
 
Foucault and Neoliberalism 

When it comes to prison theorization, Michel Foucault’s literary classic Discipline and 

Punish (1975) is still dominantly present in contemporary academic work (Rhodes, 2001). 

Foucault’s eclectic genealogy subverts Bentham’s panoptical theory into an analogy that 

reaches far beyond the realms of mere penology. Moreover, Foucault lays bare how 

mechanisms of power coincide with, and are reinforced in, systems of punishment. It was in 

Nietzsche’s critique on Kant’s transcendental idealism that Foucault found the historically 

contingent justification that would turn out to be the fundamental roots of his post-modern 

parrhesia. An explicit example of this we find in the wraith of the sovereign in discipline and 

punish. It is the visibility of the scaffold, the marks of inexorable torture on the body of the 

subject that analogize truth in Foucault. Fourteen years earlier, in Madness and Civilization, 

Foucault already diametrically opposes the pathologized concealment of madness during and 

after the renaissance, with the societal position of the folly in medieval times (1967). Brandt’s 

Das Narrenschiff, Bosch’s paintings and Shakespeare’s sonnets represent the semiotic 

metaphors through which Foucault aims to expose the concealed mechanisms of corrupted 

power that are hidden in the hegemonic pedagogy of reason. It is needless to reproduce here the 

obvious significance of such a body of work, nor do I once again aim to underline its 

groundbreaking impact on academia in general.   

The disciplinary straightjacketing of bodies for the purpose of economic extraction fits 

right in the socio-historical and economic context in which Foucault builds up his 

conceptualization of prison. However, in Foucault we find a particular form of subjection, a 

pathological docility that is stuck in the idiosyncratic confines of its time. Besides, a radical 

shift toward securitization acutely de-pathologized the subversive transitory space prison was 

once designed to be (Cunha, 2014). Admittedly, Foucault’s later work shifts, predominantly 

through its conception of biopolitics, toward a form of critique that explicitly contests the 

individual entrepreneurialism that embodies the contemporary conception of neoliberal 

political economy. Without delving too deep in the socio-philosophical debate on Foucauldian 

theorization it is worth turning toward Newheiser’s critique on a specific peculiar neoliberal 

reading of Foucault that, as opposed to the above-mentioned explanation, celebrates 

neoliberalism as an ideological triumph over disciplinary domination (2016). Newheiser argues 

that it is precisely within the core of freedom itself that governmentality is to be found when he 
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writes: ‘In my reading, Foucault shows that neoliberal economics allows behavior to be 

governed with a light touch, by manipulating the range of choices available’ (p2). 

Although such a reading of neoliberal governmentality cleverly illuminates the paradox 

that is rooted in domination through freedom, its premises stays within the polyvalent domain 

of postmodern macro theory. How the individual subject navigates these structures stays partly 

unanswered in Foucault. It is within this domain, this tension between individual ontology and 

political economy, that I seek to make two contributions. First, I demonstrate how individual 

tactics articulate the very political arena in which they operate. Secondly, I argue that these 

tactics do not merely mirror political economy, but actively co-produce it. It was only recently 

that I encountered in de Certeau how agency can be conceptualized in Foucauldian power 

theorization: 

 

… in that the goal is not to make clearer how the violence of order is transmuted into a 

disciplinary technology, but rather to bring to light the clandestine forms taken by the 

dispersed, tactical, and makeshift creativity of groups or individuals already caught in 

the nets of “discipline” (1984, p14).  

 

Thus, de Certeau’s ontology of tactics aptly answers to Foucault’s biopolitical analysis, 

however its disciplinary framework was silently replaced by the neoliberal ideology of 

entrepreneurialism (1984). 

 

Power, coercion, and exclusion  
How then are we to conceptualize the institutional position of prison in a society that is 

no longer characterized by disciplinary domination? As opposed to Foucault, Wacquant 

demonstrates how the contemporary prison system stores, rather than cures, marginalized 

groups that are unable to keep up with the rules of the neoliberal game (2001). During the early 

1980’s, Reaganist politics instigated the post Keynesian era in which the eradication of low 

wage labor markets in the United States was top priority. Oudenampsen en Mellink, in their 

genealogical overview of neoliberal political economy in the Netherlands, provide the 

following definition of neoliberalism: ‘Roughly speaking, neoliberalism can be described as a 

political philosophy that seeks to order society as far as possible by means of the market 

mechanism’ (2019, p254). Their article includes an overview of theoreticians that dissect the 

long-standing tradition of free market thinking in the Netherlands. Drawing on Dutch historian 

Jonne Harmsma (2019), Oudenampsen en Mellink show that neoliberalism in the Netherlands 
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already took shape in the early 1950’s, roughly 30 years before the widely acknowledged 

doctrinal catalysts of Reaganist and Thatcherist politics.  In their reading of political scientist 

Margo Trappenburg (2019) and historian Paul van Trigt (2019), Oudenampsen en Mellink 

conclude that it was the right-wing fraction of the Christian democrats in particular that emerged 

as prominent advocates for neoliberal deregulatory politics. In the United States context large 

scale deregulation policies, Wacquant argues, resulted in the emergence of the “hyper ghetto”, 

a highly peculiar and violent urban spatial dimension in which socially marginalized, 

predominantly black people, are concentrated, segregated, and confined (2001). Both ghetto as 

well as prison, then function as separation mechanisms that keep away societies unwanted and 

highly criminalized “outcasts”. Prison and ghetto form the preservatory mechanisms of a 

deregulated political economy that casts aside those it can no longer extract from. It is within 

this violent ambiguity that Wacquant’s symbiosis takes shape, as high unemployment rates 

spawn inescapable circular continuums between prison and ghetto. 

My analysis explores how these continuums are ideologically sustained by the 

responsibility shifts of neoliberal politics (de Lissovoy, 2012, Schneider, 2021). Elmore and 

Elmore (2016) aptly describe this paradigmatic shift in their reading of Read: 

 

This is, for Read, the heart of the “biopolitics” of neoliberalism, no longer governing 

through explicit control of peoples’ actions but through the manipulation of the horizon 

of possible choices and the “isolating and dispersing” of individuals into their own 

private “companies of one” (Read, 2009, p34, as cited in Elmore and Elmore, 2016, 

p172). 

 

As Elmore and Elmore demonstrate, it is no longer disciplinary biopolitics that bends bodies 

for economic extraction, but rather the seemingly endless array of possibilities that function as 

methods of control. This process coincides with the socio-cultural heritage of neoliberalism’s 

dogmatic turn towards individual entrepreneurial ownership and responsibility. Large scale 

individualization is born out of aggressive privatization policies of both capital, public space, 

and institutions, as well as collective social life. Subsequently, privatization of the individual 

instigated a shift from collective solidarity towards the outward blaming of others (de Lissovoy, 

2012). Thomas Lemke, in his elucidative reading of Foucault, demonstrates how technologies 

of domination and technologies of the self are deeply entangled within the notion of 

governmentality (2002). Once again, I turn to Foucault, as his conceptualization of 

governmental power is formulated as follows: 
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Governing people, in the broad meaning of the word, governing people is not a way to 

force people to do what the governor wants; it is always a versatile equilibrium, with 

complementarity and conflicts between techniques which assure coercion and processes 

through which the self is constructed or modified by himself. (Foucault 1993, 203–4, as 

cited in Lemke, 2002, p3) 

 

In neoliberal governmentality the shift from objective coercion toward that of reproductive 

technologies of the self is completed. These technologies penetrate the very vessels of social 

relations to the point that the classic conception of homo economicus is replaced by that of the 

entrepreneur (Elmore and Elmore, 2016) or as Schneider formulates it, by: ‘our neoliberal 

fetishization of individual responsibility’ (2021, p15). The ideological reduction of humans as 

rationally induced entrepreneurial entities incites a ruthless form of competitiveness. Hall and 

Wilson’s concept of ‘special liberty’ captures precisely this anti-social form of competition 

driven thinking (2014).  Special liberty constitutes the idea that individuals ‘are exempt from 

social responsibility and can do what they want, even when the gratification of material or 

expressive interests risks harm to others’ (p645). 

It is within the context of special liberty, no longer that of discipline, that tactics, morals, 

and strategies should be analyzed (Hall and Wilson, 2014). The question, to stay with 

Foucauldian discourse, is then not how institutional power produces technologies of 

domination, but how the subject co-produces them through everyday tactics within the 

ideological framework of individual ownership (Lemke, 2002). Here we encounter the 

distinction de Certeau makes between tactics and strategies, for the latter operates from a 

centralized vantage point, an institutionalized core that generates calculated relationships with 

what is “outside” itself, whereas the former relies on reactionary mechanisms that are spawned 

on a temporal basis within the subject (1984). Throughout my thesis I examine how 

marginalized youth use tactics within the structural arenas of neoliberal entrepreneurialism. 

Moreover, I contest Foucault, by removing the subject from the theoretical arena of docility and 

by placing it in that of individual responsibility and choice. Simultaneously however I built on 

the development in Foucault’s thinking when his technologies of the self become a vital 

component in the mechanisms of power (1988). Here we find not only the responsibility shift 

instigated by a subversive doctrine, but also the self-sustaining mechanisms that underlie it.  

Bauman, in his article “social issues of law and order”, reflects on the self-disqualifying 

functioning of normative categories (2000). It is through ‘living up to the norm,’ Bauman 
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argues, that subjects unconsciously co-produce mechanisms of exclusion (p207). Bauman 

differentiates two core components of power in his analysis: that of “order” and that of the 

“norm”. Order he argues, to a certain extend stabilizes the innate insecurity and unpredictability 

of human life. Being born out of the quality of choice, order, Bauman argues, entails the 

paradoxical choice of not having to choose. The norm constitutes the authoritarian reflection of 

order imposed on individuals and groups. It entails a directive framework that aims to correct 

abnormal behavior in an attempt to maintain or restore order. More severe cases of abnormality, 

Bauman argues, can be classified as “deviant”, to which the norm, to restore order, will react 

with penal measures. Furthermore, Bauman demonstrates how norm and order function as 

instruments of exclusion. Order, he argues, directly cuts off those who “need” to be excluded 

through its normative boundaries. The norm however assures sterility, for it does not perform 

executions itself, it utilizes a specific type of technology that evokes the idea of ‘social suicide’ 

(2000, p207). Here we encounter a clear example of how technologies of domination, that of 

order, and technologies of the self, that of the norm, intertwine and cooperate (Foucault, 1988). 

Throughout my thesis I examine how my collaborators contradict, resist, transform and 

reinforce these mechanisms of power. 

 
Hegemonic Masculinity 

Now that that I have outlined the paradigmatic contours of my research, I will turn 

toward a more specific theoretical approach that examines the socio-psychological realm of 

confinement. As the notion of masculinity plays a vital part in this study, the concept requires 

further exploration. Jewkes (2005), building on Goffman, shows how both the inmates’ identity 

as well as the sense of self are constantly engaged in a difficult balancing act. One’s identity, 

or “frontstage” refers to an outward practice of cultural appropriation. These expressions of 

identity tend to be authenticated through active performance (Hoëm, 1999). Such processes of 

identification then become dynamic and fluid rather than static labels. The self, or one’s 

“backstage” however, concerns internal mechanisms: ‘Backstage is where one’s basic, personal 

ontological security system is restored and where the tensions associated with sustaining the 

particular bodily, gestural, and verbal codes that are demanded in this setting are diffused’ 

(Goffman, 1959 as cited in Jewkes, 2005, p54). These frontstage postures should be seen as a 

wide assortment of tactical performativity’s, one of which, particularly in prison context, can 

be the adoption of “hegemonic masculinity”. In Connell and Messerschmidt’s critical analysis 

of this concept (2005), their reading of Wetherell and Edley (1999) demonstrates its temporality 

thereby dismantling its normative character:  
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Men can adopt hegemonic masculinity when it is desirable; but the same men can 

distance themselves strategically from hegemonic masculinity at other moments. 

Consequently, "masculinity" represents not a certain type of man but, rather, a way that 

men position themselves through discursive practices (p842). 

 

This fluidity evokes thinking in terms of processes, rather than as fixed identity traits. However, 

the voluntaristic implication hidden in the citation above seems to negate the pressing power 

structures of many socio-spatial locations ranging from prisons to households in which 

masculinity is demanded by force, rather than by choice.  

 Within the conceptual confines of my thesis, I present hegemonic masculinity as a 

Certeauian tactic explicitly elicited by a highly gendered form of entrepreneurial individualism. 

To be specific, I conceptually align hegemonic masculinity with the classic notion of homo 

economicus. I do so by building on the work of Wendy Brown (2015) and Steve Garlick (2020). 

The latter, in dialogue with Foucault, clinically conceptualizes hegemonic masculinity, or 

masculinities, through demonstrating their subjugating nature. Garlick shows, drawing on 

Foucault’s the Birth of Biopolitics (1978), how the extractive modes of domination are 

synchronized with neoliberal entrepreneurialism. The former, Wendy Brown, illuminatingly 

demonstrates how responsibilization of individual subjects constitutes a gendered process in 

which masculinity predominates. The intellectual and cognitive traits that define homo 

economicus, that of calculative mathematical discission making, are generally considered to be 

masculine. Ellis et al., through their study on violent men in Northern England, aptly 

complement Brown’s theorization by showing how this masculinized notion penetrates the 

realms of socio-psychological relations: 

 

Where other men live lives of quiet despondency, trapped in dysfunctional relationships 

and in jobs they hate, our respondents imagine themselves as titans of a free market in 

which any determined individual willing to do what is necessary can be a winner (see 

Berardi, 2011) (p702). 

 

What these scholars essentially show us is how ideology is converted into a particularized 

pedagogy, a set of tactical enactments of masculinity that need to be learnt to navigate the 

structures of neoliberal political economy.  
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 Finally, I would like to clarify that such fluid conception of hegemonic masculinities 

does not imply total voluntaristic adoption of gender characteristics at will. Rather it constitutes 

a set of attitudes, behavioral and linguistic practices that function as navigational instruments 

within various arenas of power. Their reactive and temporal nature is what defines their tactical 

premises. However, this does not mean that masculinity cannot be synchronized with the 

subjects presumed “self”. This is what Bonnie Mann refers to as ‘ontological weight’ (2014, 

p1), which happens when the subject internalizes gendered ideals as a part of its existence. In 

her book Sovereign Masculinity: Gender Lessons from the War on Terror Mann aligns 

masculinity with the notion of state sovereignty, thereby demonstrating masculinities deeply 

grounded socio-political and cultural-historical roots. Internalization of sovereign masculinity 

synchronizes this notion with the subject’s right for existence, thereby forging an inseparable 

shackle that chains masculinity and its tactical instruments to the subjects’ sense of self. Finally, 

I will return to Yvonne Jewkes’ reading of Goffman’s prison theorization, for it explains to us 

how institutionalized power affects the subject’s sense of self. Again, it is worth repeating that 

this sense of self is constructed inside various arenas of power that I refer to as political 

economy. In my thesis prison forms merely one component in a wide array of conceptual power 

schemata. These arenas are stooled upon socio-political and cultural-historical contingencies as 

well as ideological schemes that sustain, preserve, and protect power. When challenged, these 

internalized notions of the self, in this context those of masculinities, can lead to what Goffman 

refers to as ones ‘civil death’ (1961, p25). Writing about inmates’ initiation upon arrival in 

prison, Goffman states: 

 

The recruit . . . comes into the establishment with a conception of himself made possible 

by certain stable social arrangements in his home world. Upon entrance, he is 

immediately stripped of the support provided by these arrangements . . . [and] he begins 

a series of abasements, degradations, humiliations, and profanations of self. His self is 

systematically, if often unintentionally, mortified (Goffman 1961, p23 as cited in 

Jewkes, 2005, p45). 

 

Throughout my thesis I show how hegemonic masculinities are tactically adopted and 

subsequently enacted by youth that find themselves caught up in the vicious cycle between 

prison and street. I demonstrate, through ethnographic narrative, how my collaborators navigate 

the spheres of institutionalized coercion through masculinization as validation of the “self”.   
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Methodology 
 
Methodological toolbox 

Methodologically my research builds on two core practices, that of ethnographic 

fieldwork and qualitative interviews with collaborators. Anthropology’s distinctive 

ethnographic approach includes a variety of social engagements with collaborators such as 

informal conversations, walk-alongs and participant observation. During my research I 

conducted participant observation at several locations including the urban context of the 

Bijlmer, two different youth detention centers and a shisha-lounge located in the middle of the 

Netherlands. The largest part of my project took place in the Bijlmer where I explored the 

different neighborhoods on a daily basis, engaging with the lives of my collaborators. At times 

these observational practices consisted of lone strolls around the neighborhoods of the Bijlmer, 

interacting with whomever I encountered. Other times I spent outside with youth workers and 

street coaches who offered me a generous peek in their daily activities. Epistemically I position 

myself within the Weberian tradition of interpretivism, subsequently my analysis does not seek 

for nomothetic explanations of social realities, rather it builds on Tim Ingold’s conception of 

ethnography (2014).  Ingold demonstrates how a reconceptualization of ethnography, and 

subsequently of participant observation, should adhere to what he refers to as anthropology’s 

‘ontological commitment’ (p388). Observation, Ingold argues, is anything but the distant 

objectification of the collaborator’s life world. It is the presupposition of grounded knowledge 

that allows us to build ethnographic accounts along with collaborators as opposed to mere 

solipsistic data extraction.  

My analysis thus takes the shape of an intellectualized interpretation of a collaboratively 

produced ethnographic body of knowledge. In my study Ingold’s ontological commitment 

becomes the very hermeneutic mirror, that is through phenomenology, by which larger societal 

structures can be revealed. To be concise, I argue that actions, or more precisely individual 

tactics (de Certeau, 1984), articulate structural patterns instigated by a neoliberal political 

economy. To get to this point I make use of a triangulated group of collaborators who each 

come from different backgrounds and who occupy different positions in society. I spoke to 

professionals such as street-coaches, prison staff, youth workers and probation officers to look 

at youth confinement through an institutionalized lens. Simultaneously, I engaged with youth 

and groups of youth both in and outside the institutionalized context of prison. Thirdly, I 

conducted more passive research on the internet in the form of a content analysis that concerned 

youth gangs of the Bijlmer. My collaborators formed a mixed group of people that varied in 
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age, race, gender, and socio-economic positions. What is remarkable however is that out of the 

whole group of people I engaged with in the field, only two were of Dutch descent. The group 

of social workers, educational directors and prison staff predominantly consisted of Moroccan 

and Surinamese adults, of which the largest part identified as women. The youth I collaborated 

with were of a variety of ethnic descents, and all identified as men.   

 
Collaborators 
 My research took off in collaboration with a youth worker organization in the K-buurt 

of the Bijlmer. I had my first appointment with Angelo, a youth coach in the Bijlmer, who 

promised to take me out on “the streets” as he called it and introduce me to local youth. Angelo 

is a Dutch black man of Surinamese descent in his mid-thirties who grew up in the Bijlmer. 

Together with his colleague Frank we went out on one of their routine walks through the 

“hotspot*” areas of the Bijlmer. During these walks we talked about how they experience the 

different neighborhoods and their work with youth. None of these talks were recorded. Instead, 

I used to type everything up from memory after each day in the field. Youth workers Angelo 

and Frank brought me in contact with a local street-coach who works for the Amsterdam 

municipality. I refer to him as Brian, he is about the same age as Angelo and of Surinamese 

descent. Brian took me out into the neighborhood on one of his patrols on a rainy January night. 

During our conversations I made notes on my phone which I would type up on my computer 

later that night. Afterward Brian introduced me to two other street-coaches on duty that night. 

We had a long conversation about the Bijlmer, stigmatization and marginalized youth.  

The days in between meetings with collaborators I filled with long walks in the Bijlmer 

at different parts of the day. Although I tried my best to stay away from contributing to 

stigmatization of the locales I visited, I must admit that, especially in the beginning, I felt quite 

uncomfortable during my nightly walks. One night, I walked past Kraaiennest station, a place 

at which during last year’s summer a lot of armed robberies took place. When I walked up there 

it seemed empty, only some running cars with the headlights on in the background broke the 

silence. I remember rushing up the stairs for no particular reason. When I sat down in the metro 

that would bring me to my “safe” Amsterdam Oud-West apartment a feeling of shame came 

over me. I too turned out not to be entirely immune to the criminalized imaginaries spawned by 

various media portrayals of these neighborhoods. In the months that followed I visited the 

 
* The Bijlmer Masterplan defines the neighborhoods G-buurt Noord, Venserpolder, Holendrecht, K-buurt and H-
buurt as hotspots that are more vulnerable to crime and that are predominantly inhabited by people of lower socio-
economic classes.  
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Bijlmer at least four times a week, during which I got to know it as a particular warm and 

familiar district that stood in stark contrast with the stigmas it carries. The random passers-by I 

spoke to during my weekly visits turned out to be very talkative and keen to sharing their stories 

about their neighborhood.  

In the beginning of February, I contacted a youth workers organization in ‘t Gooi, which 

is famous for its wealthy citizens and certainly not directly associated with crime and violence. 

I arranged an interview with Roger, a youth worker in his mid-thirties of Surinamese descent 

who is famous for his rather unconventional approach. After that interview he brought me in 

contact with Abdul, also a youth worker in the same district as Roger whom I interviewed as 

well. Around that time, I decided to contact Samir, an old friend of mine to ask him whether he 

knew any formerly incarcerated youth. Samir is 27 and of Moroccan descent, his nephew Mo, 

he assured me, had been in and out of prison a couple of times. I got to interview Mo in a shisha 

lounge somewhere in the middle of the country. Mo is a little older than I am, somewhere in 

his early thirties, and candidly spoke with me about his time in prison and his ambiguous 

relationship with the authorities. It was the first time that my research physically took me out 

of the Bijlmer thereby blurring the geographical boundaries I had initially set.  

 Back in the Bijlmer I got into contact with Marleen, a youth-worker who had a 

lot of experience working in the Bijlmer. During our first phone call Marleen asked me whether 

I had thought about visiting Teylingereind, a large youth confinement center near Leiden. I told 

her I was definitely interested after which she promised to bring me in contact with her friend 

and colleague who is currently the head of education at the prison. I arranged an interview with 

Marleen in which we spoke about her work, the Bijlmer and her view on life. It was the Monday 

after the interview that I finally managed to get access to a youth prison. During my fieldwork 

I visited two prisons, a small-scale facility in Amsterdam and the large confinement center 

Teylingereind. At Teylingereind my collaborator was Sara, who was the head of education at 

the prison. Sara too is a Dutch-Surinamese woman of around the same age as Marleen. She 

introduced me to the prison and showed me around and we got to do an interview. Sara kept 

her dog Ivy at her office in the facility. Together with two prisoners, Hicham and Kevin we 

walked the dog at one of the prison’s football courts. Both young men were in their twenties. 

After having spent a full day at Teylingereind’s “long stayers” department (minimum of two 

years sentence) the head of the “short-stay” section (maximum sentence of two years), Maaike, 

asked me to come and visit their side of the facility. A part of my second day at Teylingereind 

I spent with Abdul during one of his tutor classes, Abdul is a Moroccan man in mid-thirties. 

This class was particularly interesting as it allowed me to freely speak with the youngsters about 
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their time in prison. The youth I spoke with inside formed a mix of different ethnic descents, 

predominantly youth with a migrant background such as Moroccan, Syrian, Surinamese and 

Antillean between the age of 15 and 25. 

As mentioned earlier I visited two different youth prisons during my research. The 

second one was a small-scale facility in Amsterdam West. During the proposal phase of this 

research, I contacted several detention facilities, all of them declined my request for access. A 

couple of months into my project I decided to contact the Amsterdam small-scale facility again 

to ask whether an interview would be possible. This time they did grant me access. I got to 

interview two members of staff and speak with one prisoner. These staff members are Nessim 

and Fatima, a young prisoner I got to speak with was named Damien, he came from the Bijlmer 

and was 19 years old. Meanwhile, parallel to the prison visits, I came in contact with a Bijlmer 

social worker who introduced me to a local community center. There I met Mariska and her 

sons Michael and Terrence. After attending a couple of the youth counseling evenings, they 

organized, I got to interview Michael about his unpleasant history with a gang related feud. 

Michael is 19-year-old young man, son of a Surinamese mother and Dutch father.  

 

Rhizomatic fieldwork 
Methodologically my research developed itself in a rhizomatic manner, meaning that 

through the contacts of my collaborators a network unfolded itself that formed the “the field” 

(Vigh, 2006). Henrik Vigh borrowed the term ‘rhizome’ (p23) from Gilles Deleuze and Felix 

Guattari (1987) to capture a de-linear conceptualization of the field and its subsequent social 

networks. Vigh’s concept aptly describes the organic network that unfolded itself during my 

research. Vigh describes the term ‘rhizomatic’ (p18) as the interwovenness of horizontal and 

vertical structures. A rhizomatic approach allowed Vigh to engage with various networks of 

youth during his fieldwork in Guinea-Bissau. The applicability of his concept to my research 

becomes particularly clear when he writes: ‘Although being part of one primary collegason, 

each youth will also have contact with a number of others, with one point of local network 

always being connected to a multitude of external ones’ (2006, p18). The presupposition of the 

interconnectedness of multiple networks embedded in the rhizomatic approach allows for a 

spontaneity and unpredictability that de-linearizes the “traditional” notion of fieldwork. Rather 

than viewing the youth workers organization I engaged with as the central vantage point from 

which to operate from, the rhizomatic approach allowed it to be a stepping stool toward different 

networks of knowledge.  



 20 

Adopting a decentralized conception of the field or, as Vigh refers to it, ‘the social 

terrain or environment’ (p12), was a necessary and conscious decision. Negotiating access to 

groups of youth that move between prison and street requires patience and trust. Now to state 

here that I gained the trust of the youth I engaged with would be a false overestimation of my 

abilities as a researcher. However, the people that brought me in contact with these groups, 

whether it be in prison or in the neighborhoods, did enjoy a certain amount of trust as they often 

stood very close to them. Building on their networks thus formed a vital part in gaining access 

to groups of youth and institutions. Without my collaborators I would not have been able to 

penetrate these life worlds the way I did. This once again shows that Ingold is right when he 

argues that ethnographic research is to be conceptualized as a collaborative process of 

knowledge building (2014).  

 

Intersubjectivity 
As mentioned earlier I argue that structural patterns of a neoliberal political economy 

are articulated through everyday individual tactics (de Certeau, 1984). It is the very 

equilibration of the presumed dichotomy at hand, that of the docile subject caged in multiple 

arenas of oppression, that allows for a unifying methodological lens through which its co-

productive mechanisms are revealed. In Heidegger’s (1927) classical conception of 

phenomenology we find the methodological premises that unites ontology with the 

interpretivist practices that make possible the structural reflections this research is built on. It 

is the methodological interpretation of being, Heidegger argues, that phenomenology is 

concerned with: ‘Ontology is possible only as phenomenology’ (p,33). However, whereas 

Heidegger provides us with a rather abstract conceptual skeleton, other scholars have further 

operationalized phenomenology to the point that its social scientific, hence anthropological, 

applicability becomes tangible.  

Jackson, in his elucidative philosophical reading of Arendt, attempts to unify the 

epistemic antipodes of objective and subjective knowledge through intersubjectivity (2009). 

Both extremes within this dichotomous disposition, although presumed colloquially normative, 

cannot be decontextualized nor unparticularized. This particularism, Jackson argues, requires a 

phenomenological conception to understand how experiences ‘reflect the various potentialities 

that are realized or foregrounded in the course of interactions between persons and persons, 

persons and things, or persons and beliefs’ (2009, p242). This de-objectification for Arendt 

(1944), Jackson argues, lies in the acknowledgement of personal “Otherness” that makes 

possible partial comprehensive penetration of what is outside ourselves. Jackson proceeds by 
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addressing the Heideggerian influence in Arendt’s thinking and how in Arendt, thought belongs 

in the domain of vita activa, that of active social engagement (p,246). Van Roekel’s illuminating 

ethnographic account Phenomenal Justice; Violence and Morality in Argentina (2020) 

anthropologically puts to work this intersubjective engagement that Jackson finds in Arendt. A 

striking example of this we find in her analysis of trauma based on the conception of her 

collaborator:  

 

It struck me that this understanding of trauma differs greatly from a modern medical 

point of view that mostly pathologizes trauma. The modern inability to conceive trauma 

as a social and enduring phenomenon is not only based on contemporary ways of 

managing traumas as individual diseases, it also means that human life should be free 

of trauma (2020, p82). 

 

Acknowledgement of one’s own disposition in life evokes a mutual recognition of differences 

that is rooted in the way we experience our social worlds. It is here that positionality as well as 

reflectivity grow out to be a vital part of intellectual analysis both in and outside of “the field”. 

 

Problematic presumptions 
 As I stated earlier in this chapter, my own presumptions about the specific groups, 

spatiality’s, and institutions my research is concerned with were ever present. They vary from 

uncomfortable feelings of unsafety during nighttime walks, to nervousness in prison waiting 

rooms, and even feelings of confusion when my collaborators turned out to know some of the 

theory I was working with. Sunstein and Chiseri-Strater aptly state: ‘As a fieldworker, you will 

conduct an internal dialogue between your subjective and objective selves, listening to both, 

questioning both’ (2012, p7). Although I would argue that the notion of an “objective self” is 

debatable, the idea of fieldwork as a continual internal dialogue forms a vital reflective 

component in understanding of positionality. This bias, however, transcends the personal as 

media narratives tend to spawn collective imaginaries that contribute to the stigmatization of 

marginalized groups, urban spatiality’s, and confinement institutions. That being said, my 

research demonstrates how these mechanisms function and how they are institutionalized. I 

show, through extensive engagement, dialogue, and participant observation, that these 

instruments are coercive and that they leave marks on the groups they target. It is through 

examination of everyday tactics that my study on youth confinement reveals how the power 

mechanisms of neoliberal political economy create the very marginalization it claims to combat.  
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 Through active engagement, interviews and observations with collaborators, 

intersubjective analysis shows how individual actions mirror the structural arenas in which we, 

social scientists included, perform. As stated earlier, I adhere to what Ingold refers to as 

anthropology’s ontological commitment when it comes to collaborative knowledge building 

(2014). In his reading of Parsell (2018), Nicholas Pleace (2019) shows how Parsell balances his 

research between individuality and structures of power when he writes:  

 

Parsell seeks to demonstrate that existing research has built constructs …. that reflect 

the various biases and preconceptions of academics, rather than the realities of homeless 

people’s lives, experiences, characteristics, needs and, crucially, their agency (p187). 

 

However, to focus solely on particularistic ontology and individual agency would be a 

misconception Parsell argues: ‘Parsell avoids the key traps of work centering on homeless 

individuals, a tendency to inflate the personal over the structural to the point where there is a 

risk of distortion’ (p188). I argue, through my research, that mere personalized accounts are not 

suffice when attempting to debunk the omnipresence of false, stigmatizing notions that 

surround groups of marginalized youth, and the spatiality’s they lead their lives in.  

 
Ethical considerations 
 My research among marginalized youth involved in criminal activities required strict 

anonymization as well as careful protection of gathered data. During fieldwork my 

collaborators were informed about what my project was about and where my findings would be 

published. Before interviews were conducted, I asked permission to record the conversation. I 

informed each of my collaborators that they may withdraw from participation at any moment 

and that they can freely decide whether and how to answer questions. All interviews were 

conducted based on the principle of informed consent. As a white university student, I am a 

descendant of a privileged socio-economic class. My academic training as well as my personal 

background co-construct the way I view the world around me. The other way around my socio-

economic position might have affected the way my collaborators perceived me during 

collaborative endeavors in the field. Throughout my thesis I seek to acknowledge existing 

power differences between me and my collaborators through reflection on my potential 

contribution to the social realities I took part in.  
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Chapter 1.  
Sketchy or cozy? Analyzing tactics as navigators of power 
in a shisha lounge    
 

‘Ewa Robbie!’ Samir shouted as he smilingly approached my car on that chilly February 

evening. ‘How are you bro?’ we hugged and traded celebratory fist bumps for being reunited 

after such a long time. I met Samir 7 years ago during my bachelors and we have kept in touch 

ever since. When I asked him whether he knew anybody who had been formerly imprisoned, 

he proposed to introduce me to his nephew who had been “in and out” a couple of times. Samir 

agreed to take my car to drive to a shisha lounge where his nephew waited for us. We chatted 

for a couple of minutes as I finished the cigarette I had lit while I was waiting for him to show 

up. As soon as we stepped into the car Samir pulled his wrist out to show his latest price, ‘look 

at this bro! sick huh?’ A €13.000 Rolex dangled under my eyes as we drove down the alley 

toward the main road. With a high-pitched whistle I let him know that I was impressed, ‘and 

you got that from an honest dealer? Or did it fall from a truck somewhere?’ Samir laughed out 

loud, ‘What are you? Some kind of detective!? But yeah, let’s say I “found” it somewhere.’ But 

you know what my plans are right? This is a long-term investment. I need these watches to be 

able to buy an apartment in the future, their value already rose with a couple of thousand euros.’ 

I asked him whether he knew he was guilty of the receiving of stolen goods to which he replied: 

‘I know bro, it’s not the best thing to do. But you know, it’s better than burglary or drug 

trafficking, right? After all insurance will pay them back anyway.’ 

 We took the highway toward our destination, a small town located somewhere in the 

middle of the country. I told Samir, what this interview was going to entail and what my plans 

were with the potential data. Samir studies at a university as well and is thus familiar with the 

concept of conducting research: ‘relax bro, I get it, it’s important.’ We spoke a little more about 

his plans for the future and I told him about my PhD aspirations and my research findings thus 

far. Around eight we entered the small and dark parking lot of a somewhat shabby looking 

shopping center. A flickering fluorescent tube welcomed us under a canopy that formed the 

passageway to the other side of the complex. The pale lightening ruthlessly exposed the ugliness 

of the building, triggering my obscene imagination of what this evening was about to bring. 

Suddenly, after passing a variety of closed shops, a foggy café popped up. ‘Here it is,’ Samir 

rang the doorbell that was there for unapparent reasons. A loud buzzing noise opened the door 

into a small, sweet-smelling corridor that led directly toward the with green neon light decorated 

bar of the establishment. ‘Salam alaykum brother!’ Samir shouted. Behind the bar a tall skinny 
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figure rose up who appeared to be either the manager or the owner of the lounge. He greeted us 

both with welcoming gestures and we briefly introduced each other. ‘Can I get a Blue Mist 

bro?’ Samir asked, before we took a seat in the front of lounge. In the back a couple of older 

men were producing large plumes of smoke, usually apple-mint flavored, Samir told me. While 

the shisha was being prepared at our table Samir revealed to me that the lounge had a secret 

room in the back: ‘During corona times that room used to be stuffed with local Moroccan guys 

gambling and smoking shisha, the lights were off in here, but back there everybody could just 

gather and enjoy each other’s company.’ When the burning coals were in place the manager 

urged Samir to take some deep puffs, ‘Blue Mist bro, nice and sweet.’ 

  

Tactical consumption 
I am not completely unfamiliar with shisha lounges, I used to visit them quite often a 

couple of years ago with Moroccan and Turkish friends. I always found that there was 

something clandestine masculine about the lounges I had visited thus far. Tonight however, the 

sweet pungent odor of flavored tobacco puffed out in large clouds enhanced the cramped 

atmosphere I imagined to be present. In the entire establishment, pretty much like any other 

lounge I ever visited, no women were to be found. However, this one in particular, with its 

doorbell and ambiguous backside room, radiated a certain tension, a feeling that any minute 

now the police could come in to search the place. I realized my imagination got the best of me 

when I felt a physical tension in my shoulders spawned by my overly alert senses. In Freudian 

discourse this sensation can be described as ‘neurotic anxiety,’ fear of a danger that has yet to 

present itself, a danger that might not even exist at all (Hazard, 1969, p258). Relief of this fear 

is sought through bodily discharge, a raised heartbeat, irregular breathing, and tense muscles. 

However, my tensity stood in stark contrast with the way Samir made himself comfortable. ‘I 

come here from time to time to chill bro,’ he said while enjoying his freshly prepared hookah 

pipe. It slowly started to dawn on me that for Samir this place did not represent the shady décor 

I visualized it to be and that this may be a first entry into understanding how starkly my 

imagination and Samir’s experience conflicted. It also, on a larger scale, taught me that our 

imaginaries about spatiality’s may contribute to the marginalization of people like Samir. 

From the back of the establishment a young man wearing a Nike tracksuit came up to 

us, Samir dropped the shisha pipe to get up and greet him. ‘Robbie, meet my nephew,’ we shook 

hands and he introduced himself as Mo. The Champions league football game that was playing 

on the screen across from us formed a welcome distraction from what otherwise undoubtedly 

would’ve meant a hesitant silence. Samir decided that we should eat and ordered panini 
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sandwiches and fries. I told him that I just ate and therefore lost my appetite, unaware of the 

fact that I broke an important unwritten code of hospitality that meant something like: how can 

we talk if we don’t eat? ‘Then at least eat some fries bro!’ I yielded. Mo lit a cigarette and after 

asking whether that was ok in here, I followed his example. I briefly explained what my plans 

were, and decided to steer the conversation toward his time in prison with some trivial 

questions: 

 

Robbert: How long have you spend inside and for what? 

 

Mo: In my whole life, around 4 years in total. My last sentence was for burglary and 

fencing. But I also got attempted murder for a fight downtown, we completely wrecked 

somebody, we were drunk you know. 

 

Robbert: And what is prison like? 

 

Mo: Like a community center man. You can get anything; I had a smartphone in my 

cell. If you have the money, you can get it all, for example an iPhone, 1500 euros. Most 

guys also smoke hash inside. But we have a max of 100 euros as grocery money that’s 

it. 

 

Robbert: How do you get that stuff inside then?  

 

Mo: Through the guards or you let your people outside throw it over the walls, a phone 

is a gold bar in there man. 

 

Robbert: How did you end up in this line of work? 

 

Mo: Fast money bro, you get used to a certain level of spending. Going to prison is a 

risk of the trade. 

 

Whether it was because this part of his life was behind him or the fact that Samir 

vouched for me, Mo seemed to be very comfortable sharing his story. His attitude radiated to 

me as I started to slowly relax a little. The oozing sound of the bubbling hookah pipe 
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complemented the laid-back atmosphere that was present. I felt encouraged to learn more about 

Mo’s lifeworld and his ideas of doing time as “a risk of the trade”.  

 

Robbert: What does money mean to you? 

 

Mo: It’s a means of movement! I spent it really quickly though. (Mo uses the Dutch 

saying ‘I have a hole in my hand’) But you know, money shouldn’t be in your heart, but 

in your hands. Even if I had fucking ten million, I will remain who I am.  

 

Robbert: But that is interesting because why then are you willing to take such risks for 

it? 

 

Mo: Because you always need money, if you are broke, they* will fuck you over. But 

I’m all done with it now, I will not go back inside, if I were to risk it, it better be 

something really good. But at first you really don’t care you know. I also wanted the 

money to help other people. 

 

Robbert: Do you ever regret what you did?  

 

Mo: Yeah, it’s fucked up, it’s lost time bro. 

 

Robbert: And why not a “regular” job?  

 

Mo: No man, I want to be my own boss.  

 

Samir: Working for a boss is hard huh?  

 

Mo: Yes, for example the package service it’s not much but at least it means some kind 

of freedom you know? 

 

 

 
* Mo refers to the Dutch tax authorities. Earlier on in the conversation Mo briefly ventilated his ambiguous 
relationship with these institutions, including the police and the state in general.  
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In his illuminating ethnographic account, The Modernity Bluff: Crime, Consumption, 

and Citizenship in Côte d'Ivoire, Sasha Newell demonstrates how youth of the slums of Abidjan 

navigate their marginalized status through excessive material consumption (2012). This lavish 

spending, or ‘wasting’ of money is referred to as ‘bluff’ (p144), an exhibition of illusory wealth 

that affirms one’s reputation in groups of youth that identify as yere, an emic term that embodies 

a form of slickness, both in dress and in ways of living. Newell shows how capitalist 

consumption functions as an exclusionary mechanism that penetrates socio-psychological 

processes of identification in post-colonial context. This ambiguous blend of self-affirmation 

through material wealth triggers an imaginative entrepreneurialism that is validated by the 

seemingly endless array of possibilities that grant the individual access to the treasures of life. 

Subsequently, it pushes subjects toward the margins of the legal economy to the point where 

such spendings can only be financially accounted for through criminal activity. Criminal 

income then becomes synchronized with the notion of wealth. In Newell’s account, this post-

colonial conceptual arena incites tactics, that of exorbitant consumption and flashy exhibiting 

of wealth, that articulate, mirror, and co-produce the structural oppressive mechanisms that 

underlie them (de Certeau, 1984). This dogmatic fascination with individual ownership seems 

to become more and more universal as globalization lengthens the tentacles of neo-libertarian 

ideology. Although complete decontextualization of the concept would be wrong, a particular 

form of globalized governmentality presents itself as global northern deregulatory political 

economy spawns a neo-colonialism that reaches beyond its Euro-American borders.  

Although contextually deviant, Samir’s showcasing of his Rolex resembles yere status 

in Newell’s work. His reaction to my question about the legitimacy of the acquirement of the 

watch showed a particular form of pride that embodied more than the watch itself. First, he 

laughingly confirms to me what I already suspected without any real hesitation. Then he 

distracts my presumed disavowal by reintroducing the watch to the daylight of the legal 

economy by introducing his future investment plans with it. The investment itself, his plan to 

buy real-estate, represents to him a morally correct deed that justifies the receiving of stolen 

goods, ‘After all insurance will pay them back anyway.’ This anti-social form of self-care is 

referred to by Hall and Wilson as ‘special liberty’ (2014, p645). Special liberty constitutes the 

idea that individuals ‘are exempt from social responsibility and can do what they want, even 

when the gratification of material or expressive interests risks harm to others’ (p645). In this 

particular case special liberty forms the conceptual classificatory component that embodies a 

set of tactics eluded by an ultra-competitive political economy. A specific type of 

governmentality that transcends top-down domination by directly appealing to the subject’s 
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sense of pride. In Foucault these ‘technologies of the self’ form the very self-sustaining 

mechanisms that assure coercion within the deceptive domain of individual freedom (Lemke, 

2002, p51). Dissection of these mechanisms reveals the micro vessels, the everyday tactics, that 

constitute them. This is where de Certeau offers the conceptual foundation, the analytical tools, 

that allow us to examine how micro-enactments guide subjects through these structural patterns 

of domination (1984).  

 

Gendering Homo-Economicus 
While Samir balances the fringes of the legal economy, Mo presented himself as a fully 

immersed member of the criminal circuit. His attitude toward prison and the penal system it 

assigns seems to be very much cost-benefit based. If prison indeed is a “risk of the trade” and 

regret presents itself only in the form of “lost time” it is tempting to state here that Mo’s 

conception of prison rests solely on economic premises. Mo’s tactics thus seem to construct a 

façade, a quasi-persona representing a calculated human being that bases his life on his 

capabilities of making rational mathematic decisions, the divine homo economicus. This 

reductionist idea is formulated by Elmore and Elmore as follows:  

 

Significantly this formulation interprets all social life through the singular lens of cost 

to benefit, as every individual decision becomes an attempt to garner the maximum 

return on one’s “investments” while managing the risk of loss (2016, p169).  

 

Not only does neoliberal political economy expect subjects to act accordingly, it also 

celebrates dichotomic thinking in terms of winners and losers. Solipsism then becomes the very 

mechanism through which exclusion is articulated. The idea of the self as an instrument of 

marginalization is found in various facets of anthropological and sociological theory. Bauman, 

for instance, demonstrates how the norm functions as an instrument of exclusion (2000). The 

norm exemplifies a Foucauldian technology of the self as it acts a self-disqualifying ostracism. 

This mechanism, Bauman argues, effectively exposes the individual to the responsibility of 

‘living up to the norm’ (p207). The underlying political economy ensures total remitment of 

responsibility through excessive ideological propaganda that feeds the hegemonic dogmatism 

of individualism. Mo’s calculative attitude, the reciprocal exchange of life years for profit 

maximization, is part of a repertoire of tactics that helps him navigate the systems requirements 

for individual ownership. We should be careful however in our search for monolithic etiological 

answers. While tactics are indeed eluded by power structures, its enactment within the 
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ambiguous spheres of entrepreneurialism co-produces them too. In this way, the attitude of 

homo-economicus is seemingly voluntarily adopted and thus co-constructs social reality as its 

premises of self-enrichment is celebrated by the very subjects that suffer from it. Here another 

tactic enters the stage, that of hegemonic masculinity (Wetherell and Edly, 1999).  

 Wetherell and Edly argue that hegemonic masculinity constitutes a set of attitudes that 

can be adopted when desired. For de Certeau ‘a tactic depends on time – it is always on the 

watch for opportunities that must be seized “on the wing”’ (1988, p19). The static definition of 

hegemonic masculinity, that of the legitimized practice of male domination (Connell and 

Messerschmidt, 2005), is then converted into a fluid attitude that is tactically adopted. 

Neoliberal ideology, that of individual ownership and self-care, eludes these tactics. Ellis et al. 

(2017) demonstrate this in their study on violent men of deindustrialized communities in 

Northern England. They state that:  

 

Where other men live lives of quiet despondency, trapped in dysfunctional relationships 

and in jobs they hate, our respondents imagine themselves as titans of a free market in 

which any determined individual willing to do what is necessary can be a winner (see 

Berardi, 2011) (p702). 

 

Feminist economist Wendy Brown shows how the neoliberal homo economicus is largely 

gendered when she writes: ‘the generic individual who becomes responsibilized human capital 

is, unsurprisingly, socially male and masculinist within a persistently gendered economic 

ontology and division of labor’ (Brown, 2015, p107 as cited in Garlick, 2020, p549). Garlick 

further unpacks the interwovenness of hegemonic masculinity and neoliberalism through 

dissection of Foucault’s the birth of biopolitics (1978). Although Foucault never explicitly 

gendered homo economicus, Garlick links the extractive subjection of nature in Foucault to that 

of hegemonic masculinity. Hegemonic masculinities in Garlick are conceptualized as modes of 

control that aim to regulate nature (2020). It is this idea of self-regulation, that of being in 

control against all odds, that grants the neoliberal male protagonist his heroism.  

 I lit my third cigarette when the manager came up to our table to refresh the coals of our 

shisha pipe. Mo started to roll a joint and we ordered some more soft drinks. Every now and 

then we got distracted by the football match that was playing on the screen across from us that, 

together with the neon tubes at the bar, provided the scenery of a greenish glow. Mo was 

wearing a beige Nike Tech tracksuit and white sneakers. His week-old beard stood out against 

his somewhat pale countenance. Black thick eyebrows pricked above his bright eyes that 
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opened even more widely as soon as he got passionate about a certain topic. Overall Mo didn’t 

seem like the heart hardened criminal he presented himself to be, he was funny and even 

charming at times. However, his detailed accounts on prison and committed crimes betrayed 

that he in fact did engage in certain underground milieus. He lit up his freshly rolled joint and 

we proceeded our conversation about his time in prison. 

 

Mo: I did my own thing. If they (referring to the prison staff) say we can’t smoke, I 

smoke. Then they exclude you from the daily program. They take away your TV. First 

time smoking hash they sanction you, three days without TV. They want to drag you 

out of your habits into their system. What are they thinking? Fucking drugs country. 

People want to smoke (hash). And if you are no small player, you can get anything 

inside, guards are easily bribable. Of course, all of them are different.  

 

Robbert: Have you ever been to an ISO (Isolation cell)?  

 

Mo: Yeah bro when I brought in a hash transport. If there is hash, the whole prison is 

quiet. But in ISO there is nothing bro, only a toilet and a bed. You can’t cook in there, 

you get their food, disgusting. But that’s the risk of the trade. I must handle my own 

business you know. But prison is psychological institution. They try to program you. 

They try hard to squeeze you into their system. Then you eat, then you go outside. But 

they can’t program us. All my prison sentences, time in ISO, you need to take it on the 

chest and move on. That’s life. 

 

Samir: That’s the thing right. They have these psychological ways of undermining you. 

What is that theory called? They talked about it in Uni… Maybe you know it Robbie, 

it’s from this famous philosopher… 

 

Robbert: The panopticon? Bentham?  

 

Samir: Yes! The panopticon! But no, the guy had a French name… 

 

Robbert: Foucault? 

 

Samir: Right!! Foucault, it’s brilliant, isn’t it?  
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For a minute it felt as if Samir exposed me. He bluntly entered the realm of knowledge 

that I considered to be concealed and protected by esoteric secrecy. It is remarkable to 

experience firsthand the relentless power of presumptions. Of course, Samir had access to these 

theories, he is highly educated and very intelligent, that I knew. What distracted me however 

was the setting in which they came up. On the forefront, exposed to the light of everydayness, 

linked to actual social realities, they gained a different meaning, a truer one. Samir’s linking of 

Foucault’s Benthamian theorization to Mo’s narrative about prison was based on actual lived 

experiences rather than on the safe premises of academia. Their description of prison as a 

“psychological institution” indeed adheres to Foucault’s pathologized conception of 

confinement institutions. Yet the sanctioning repertoire Mo mentioned can be seen in a whole 

different light, one that centralizes individual accountability. Crewe, drawing heavily on 

Foucault, argues that power mechanisms shifted from overtly authoritarian sanctioning toward 

ghostly intangible forces that only seem latently present (2007). The implementation of the IEP 

(Incentives and Earned Privileges) scheme in English prisons during the mid 1990’s, ushered 

in a fundamental change in penological objectives. Power, rather than being exerted overtly, 

was now synchronized with individual accountability. Inmates are then supposed to carry the 

illusion of control over their own fortune.  

Crewe shows how power was transferred from prison guards toward higher management 

and specialists like psychologists. Such specialists, empowered with a repertoire of regressive 

disciplinary measures, will ensure to enforce alignment of the inmate’s interests with those of 

the institution. Power in the late modern prison, being highly fragmented, bureaucratized, 

pathologized and concealed, elicits an alternative, less overt form of resistance. By presenting 

itself in a ghostly manner, it becomes intangible thus not targetable. Mo’s resistance to the 

prison program is explicitly articulated through the smoking of hash when that was not allowed. 

However, a more profound tactical weapon is that of the unbreakable attitude he claims to take 

on while doing time. Mo states that once in prison ‘you need to take it on the chest,’ a socio-

psychological attitude classically referred to by Goffman in his dramaturgical analysis as ones 

‘frontstage’ (1959, p128). The subject’s identity, or ‘frontstage’ refers to an outward practice 

of cultural appropriation, a performativity adopted to navigate social interaction. The self, or 

one’s “backstage” however, concerns internal mechanisms: ‘Backstage is where one’s basic, 

personal ontological security system is restored and where the tensions associated with 

sustaining the particular bodily, gestural, and verbal codes that are demanded in this setting are 

diffused’ (Goffman, 1959 as cited in Jewkes, 2005, p54). When I probed a bit on the hash 

smoking in his cell Mo demonstrated another example of coping with the authoritarian regime. 
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Mo: I smoked jonko (slang for a joint) in my cell, it’s like a normal room you know. 

They don’t check you a lot. Sometimes they do random searches, they frisk you, 

completely naked. And the dogs will search your cell, they even have phone dogs. 

 

Robbert: How do they frisk you? 

 

Mo: We have to undress until we are butt naked, then they let you squat three times to 

see if you got anything stuffed up your ass. You get used to it. I throw my underwear to 

them (makes a swinging gesture). I know he is gay, ‘here you go you fucking faggot.’ 

You can’t get out of it, so you just accept it, you turn off that button. 

 

Jewkes (2005), building largely on Goffman, shows how the subjects’ initiation in prison often 

coincides with humiliating and degrading ceremonies that directly affect the inmates’ sense of 

self. Socio-psychological coercion upon entry into prison, Goffman argues, lead to what he 

describes as the subject’s ‘civil death’ (1961, p25). Although Goffman’s conception of prison 

as ‘total institution’ remains debatable, his illicit description of the effectuality of prison 

initiations is worth citing here:  

 

The recruit . . . comes into the establishment with a conception of himself made possible 

by certain stable social arrangements in his home world. Upon entrance, he is 

immediately stripped of the support provided by these arrangements . . . [and] he begins 

a series of abasements, degradations, humiliations, and profanations of self. His self is 

systematically, if often unintentionally, mortified. (Goffman 1961, p23 as cited in 

Jewkes, 2005, p45) 

 

Within the strategical periphery of penal power, Mo develops a set of tactics that help him 

navigate the humiliating circumstances he is forced into. Here de Certeau’s distinction between 

strategies and tactics is presented to us in a clear manner: ‘A strategy assumes a place that can 

be circumscribed as proper and thus serve as the basis for generating relations with an exterior 

distinct from it’ (1984, p19). Strategies are not elicited through reciprocal outward engagement 

with the world, rather they are carefully formulated from a centralized voyeuristic vantage 

point, a one-way mirror of which observance through allows for contemplation. Tactics, 

however, are temporal calculi that are always one step behind strategical power. They rely on 

the individual’s capabilities of reacting to what is outside itself. Mo’s tactics within the 
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strategical arena of degrading ceremonies consisted of outward emasculation of the very actor, 

that is the guard, that subjected him to the institutional power of prison. Masculinity, Jewkes 

argues, is generally sustained through otherness, through the very existence of what it is not. 

Mo validates his masculinity, in an attempt to save his gendered “self” by projecting an 

emasculated image on the guard that is frisking him. When Mo says, ‘I know he is gay, here 

you go you fucking faggot,’ “he” is being emasculated through association with homosexuality, 

in order to affirm and save Mo’s sense of highly masculinized self. This antagonism is built on 

the imaginative dichotomy of strength versus weakness in which queer people and women are 

associated with the latter and subsequently subordinated. 
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Chapter 2. 
Finding crime: co-constructing imaginaries of inner-city 
spatiality’s 
 

In the second half of the seventeenth century, the Dutch republic showed signs of 

economic stagnation, the once powerful colonial empire, enriched through slavery and spice 

trading, slowly started to crumble. In 1672, historically referred to as “the catastrophic year” 

(Israel, 1996), the Bijlmer lake was flooded to serve as a defensive line against the French 

invasion. Water kept the hostile French troops at a distance protecting the city of Amsterdam 

from a direct large-scale invasion. Through the ages the Bijlmer lake was drained two times 

more, the first being in 1678, and a final time in 1825.  

Roughly 150 years later, during the 1970’s, a growing number of Surinamese 

immigrants found their way to the Netherlands. In 1974 this process rapidly accelerated as 

President Arron announced to accept the declaration of independence before the end of 1975. 

Thousands of Surinamese people decide to leave their country mainly because of its anticipated 

political and economic instability (van Amersfoort and Niekerk, 2009). This mass-migration, 

or “exodus”, resulted in more than 50.000 people leaving Surinam between 1974 and 1975. The 

large influx of immigrants led to high concentrations of working-class Surinamese cramped 

together in poor urban neighborhoods. To stop the Surinamese population, who were formally 

classified as Dutch state citizens, from moving to the Netherlands former minister of justice 

Dries van Agt argued for a more ‘strict admission procedure.’ This procedure, which he 

classified as ‘a very unpleasant development,’ would inevitably involve skin-color as a criterion 

(Buddingh, 1995). A marginal housing supply for Surinamese immigrants led activists’ 

movements to squat the vacant Gliphoeve-1 flats in the Bijlmer. Abandoned by the Dutch 

government, many Surinamese families found themselves cramped up in small apartments 

(Heilbron, 2017). The high concentration of socio-economically and racially rejected groups 

instigated large scale drugs-problems and poverty in and around the Bijlmer. It led to a 

nationwide dispersal policy to prevent the Surinamese population in the Netherlands from 

cramping together, certain neighborhoods in Amsterdam were even prohibited for Surinamese. 

In 1979 the dispersal policy was officially abolished; many Surinamese however had already 

found their homes in the Bijlmer. However, from then on, the entire district would carry the 

label of “ghetto” in the public imaginaries.  

It was on a crisp Monday morning in January, a day before the first appointment with 

my collaborator at a local youth workers organization, that I decided to take a long walk through 
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the Bijlmer to explore its various neighborhoods. I knew the Bijlmer center quite well, so I 

decided to take a twenty-minute walk eastwards from Bijlmer station all the way to the K-buurt. 

I crossed Mandela Park that separates the H-buurt from the K-buurt. The sun was out and 

together with the chirping of birds it felt like an early spring day. Families with children were 

walking their dogs as the elderly occupied the benches enjoying the green surroundings. The 

path through the park led me under a viaduct that came out at a line of homes that seemed to be 

newly build and surrounded an older part of the neighborhood. A red and white sign said, 

‘welcome to our fine K-neighborhood.’ The K-buurt was a hot topic in the past two years as a 

series of violent incidents among youth led to growing media attention. Today however, my 

personal obscene imaginative expectations about the Bijlmer as a “ghetto” were, for the time 

being, debunked by the rather gentrified look of it all.  

I passed Krimpertplein where the organization I would collaborate with the next day 

was located. A maintenance company was busy restoring the older flats surrounding the square. 

After a second viaduct a familiar scenery presented itself. For a moment I interrupted my walk 

to observe the Kikkenstein flats that were looming up in front of me. With slightly trembling 

hands I lit a cigarette as the three espresso’s I had for breakfast were taking their toll. When 

googling the Bijlmer, the first image that pops up are the large flats built in between Ganzenhoef 

and Kraaiennest station. These grey concrete block boxes of the Bijlmermeer, which is the name 

of the neighborhood, were built in the early 1970’s. In 2018 all the Bijlmermeer flats were 

added to the list of protected cultural heritage. It is also this part of the Bijlmer that has been in 

the news for its violent youth-gang Kikkenstein bende (bende is the Dutch word for gang). 

I walked through one of the dark tunnels that serve as a passageway from one side of 

the building to the other. At the other side a stickered van was parked that said 

“streetcornerwork”, the name of the organization I collaborated with. I looked right and left to 

see if there was anybody around. A couple of meters away a slightly older black man was 

throwing away some garbage in the bins that were positioned at the road. I figured that the van 

belonged to him, so I waited a couple of minutes, keen to experience my first encounter in “the 

field”. When he turned into my direction I said ‘Sir, is this your van?’ He answered my question 

with a surprised, but friendly expression on his face, ‘It sure is, why?’ I told him about my 

research and that I had an appointment with streetcornerwork the next day. He smiled when I 

asked him about his relation to the organization, ‘I work with drug addicts in this area, for a 

long time now. I have seen this neighborhood change over the course of 25 years. It actually 

used to be a lot worse.’ We stepped aside for a garbage truck coming by. A swarm of pigeons 

flew up as it loudly passed us. ‘Nowadays it’s a lot of cocaine you know, both dealing and 
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using. Dealers are getting more ruthless. Moroccans and Antilleans in particular, they are the 

worst if you ask me, very aggressive and everything for the money. Sometimes they are 15 and 

already dealing in hard drugs.’ I asked him what the role of the parents is in all this. ‘Well, you 

know, a lot of single mothers around here with little knowhow of their kids whereabouts. And 

then there are the flats, these high-rise buildings provide easy shelter for illegal activities, they 

are good places to hide in and hard to control.’ Over the years the Bijlmermeer buildings 

developed a particular form of, what Scott describes as ‘spatial illegibility’ (1998, p55). A 

codified ‘geographical dialect’ (p54) ensures protection from nosey street-level-bureaucrats 

(Lipsky, 1980). When we parted the man introduced himself as Marcus, I thanked him for his 

time and shook his hand. As I walked away, he smilingly yelled after me ‘I always say to people, 

welcome to the ship!’  

The next day I got off at Kraaiennest station to make my way to the streetcorner work 

office where my collaborator Angelo and I would meet. I decided to be early, an hour to be 

precise, to wander around a bit more. Like every Tuesday, the Kraaiennest market was being 

held. I found myself in the midst of a cacophony of colors and scents that set my senses on 

edge. When I stood on the side for a moment to light a cigarette and witness the event from 

distance a man approached me. Two deeply set, but wide-open eyes stared at me. ‘Hey man, do 

you perhaps have a cigarette to spare?’ the nervous tone of voice, along with his rather skinny 

countenance and the smell of alcohol betrayed a substance abuse of some sort. ‘You must be 

part of that film crew, right?’ he asked me. Apparently, I did not quite fit in here. Osbourne 

(2018), drawing on Mary Douglas’ notion of ‘matter out of place’ (1966), argues that standing 

out as a researcher teaches us about ‘the “normal” makeup of a given place’ (p45). The man 

told me a movie was being shot about the Bijlmer airline crash of the early nineties, which 

brought a lot of people to the neighborhood that supposedly fit my profile. ‘I’m going to get 

something to snore’ he said laughingly as he walked away, ‘enjoy the sun today!’  Around 

12:30 I walked up to the street-corner work office at Krimpertplein. After ringing the bell twice 

Angelo opened the door and greeted me with a fist bump, ‘how’s it going,’ he asked me with a 

calm voice. We walked into the office where it smelled like coffee and detergent. In an attempt 

to cover up the rather dilapidated walls, various graffiti artworks were applied. As we sat down 

Angelo went to the kitchen to fetch me a coffee. For a while we spoke about trivial matters that 

eventually, and insurmountably, led to a collaborative lashing out about the Covid-19 

regulations. Angelo however had quite a different opinion on the matter.   

He believes that Covid-19, and its vaccination program in particular, should be 

considered a weapon of mass subjection. Through vaccination, conspired world leaders, tech-
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tycoons and radical left activists aim to undermine our bodily sovereignty, only to instigate a 

“great reset”. However, Angelo’s reluctancy toward vaccination constitutes only a small part 

of his protestive worldview. The entire capitalist system is a scheme that needs to be seen 

through a dominative lens. Angelo’s conception of these oppressive structures surpasses Marx 

as it simultaneously occupies a metaphysical realm, that of spirituality, which transcends our 

material and sensorial world. When I asked him what he would do if the world were to 

experience the spiritual enlightenment that would grant him the power to do things differently, 

he replied that he would create free energy of which the technologies are already available but 

are being held back by corrupted governments. Angelo believes that soundwaves can control 

our brains, music for example can have devastating impacts on our behavior and psychological 

wellbeing, ‘look at drill-rap.’ Although I see where Angelo’s analysis was heading, I couldn’t 

quite align it with my own ideas of neoliberal political economy. In a 1976 lecture at college de 

France in Paris, Michel Foucault spoke about two distinct, however not mutually exclusive, 

power hypotheses. Foucault distinguishes the Nietzschean hypothesis, that of war, from the 

Reichian one, that of repression, to explain the mechanisms of power existent in “modern” 

societies (1976). The latter builds on the premises of repressive instruments that are directly 

and overtly utilized in order to gain control. The former however, conceptualizes power as 

polyvalent latency, a potentiality that owes its existence from codification. Both intertwine 

significantly in Foucault, for he argues that: ‘After all, repression could be seen as the political 

consequence of war’ (p91). For Angelo power functions overtly, it is visible everywhere in its 

attempt to repress nature itself. Fragmentation occurs, however from a central vantage point 

that ensures absolute uniformity of its aims.  

Around 14:00 Angelo’s colleague Frank arrived. Together we headed out into the 

neighborhood to see whether there was any youth willing to speak with us. ‘Let’s go, into the 

hood!’ Angelo smilingly shouted. As we walked up to the Kikkenstein flats, Frank told me that 

due to the cold a lot of youngsters are staying inside. However, if I came back in the summer, 

it would be crowded with youth, ‘chances are you will witness some fights even.’ I offered 

them both a cigarette as we passed through the same viaduct as I did yesterday. At the 

Kikkenstein flat Frank told me: ‘a lot of drillers are from here,’ to which I replied, ‘I know, 

KSB right?’ ‘Yes, Kikkenstein Bende!’. During our walk I mainly conversed with Frank as 

Angelo stayed at a distance. Although Frank was very talkative and friendly, the tour they gave 

me through the neighborhood felt odd. Frank kept showing me locations where supposed crimes 

had happened. At Kraaiennest station last summer a group of 15-year-olds were robbing people 

and a little further down the road, at Ganzenhoef station a 17-year-old was stabbed. It was as if 
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I deliberately took part in a very obscene crime-sight-seeing tour, set up, and asked for by 

myself. It made me wonder again how personal and societal bias relates to that which we are 

able to see, experience and gain access to. Would they have introduced the neighborhood in a 

similar way to someone not doing research on crime and marginalization? Or did my awakened 

critique to the grand societal narrative of the Bijlmer and my own bias divert attention away 

from how these men really saw their neighborhood, making me look for a performativity that 

may not be there?  

When we came back at the office it already started to get dark outside. I asked both men 

about their thoughts of the Bijlmer masterplan, a blueprint in which the development plans for 

the various neighborhoods are posed. Angelo’s distrust toward authorities again shone through 

in his answer: ‘that’s all bullshit bro, they have been saying that for a long time now, nothing 

will change, belief me.’ Then Frank sat down next to me, ‘here look at this.’ He pulled out his 

phone and showed me several videos of youngsters brutally assaulting each other. In the first 

video a girl was beaten severely by a large group of high school students. The second one 

depicted a couple of minors who stabbed another young man. ‘They are dipping this man!’ a 

voice shouted. Dipping is drill-slang for stabbing. Frank paused the video and zoomed in on the 

stabbers face, ‘look you can see the devil in his eyes, crazy, eh?’ ‘Belief me,’ he proceeded, ‘I 

am very happy that I moved to another place and that my kids don’t have to grow up here, in 

the Bijlmer you have to constantly stand your ground.’  

  

Preserving outcasts 
Several scholars have shown how the socio-economic responsibility shift of a 

deregulatory political economy functioned as a catalyst for the structural neglection of 

marginalized groups, particularly in urban context (Bourgois, 1996, Wacquant, 2000, 2001, de 

Lissovoy, 2012, Hall and Wilson, 2014, Schneider, 2021). Although contextual discrepancies 

should be considered, it is in Wacquant’s conceptualization of the carceral continuum that we 

find the preservatory premises of the “ghetto” as urban spatiality. In his 2001 article “Deadly 

symbiosis: when ghetto and prison meet and mesh” he extensively explores the striking 

parallels between the American “hyperghetto” and the modern-day prison. Wacquant shows 

how blacks in the United States are victimized by a post Keynesian political apparatus that 

replaced social welfare treatment for an incarceration system that collects and preserves 

societies marginalized. Young black men, Wacquant argues, are continuously being rejected by 

a deregulated low-wage labor market. Systematic rejection generates a ‘carceral continuum’ 

that causes an endless moving back and forth between prison and structural unemployment. 
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This intertwining of the hyperghetto and the prison reinforces a general association of blackness 

with criminality, substantiated through obsessive media attention. Although Dutch 

neighborhoods like the Bijlmer hardly resemble the hyperghetto’s of the United States, it’s 

segregative mechanisms bare the same function. These inner-city locales carry a two folded 

proposition. The first, following Wacquant, is that of the protective concealment of unwanted 

socio-economic classes. Ghetto’s as well as prisons in global northern context assure a clearcut 

division between white, “economically contributing” citizens, and non-white outcasts. 

Secondly, these inner-city locales form the much needed ‘constitutive outside’ against which 

communal identity formation takes place. Richter, building on Esposito, argues that due to its 

innate paradoxical lack of ontological grounding, a “community”, to come into being, requires 

radical alterity to confine and define itself (2016). Political mechanisms capitalize on these 

binaries by reassuring its deep embeddedness in the collective imaginaries. 

From the early 1970’s onward this segregative agenda already took shape when Surinam 

immigrants sought refuge in the Netherlands. Resulting from government abandonment, 

Surinamese squatters took possession of flats in the Bijlmer and eventually made them their 

permanent homes. To explore this collective forsaking of Surinamese immigrants I will turn to 

Hodge’s reading of Butler (2015). Hodge, following Butler, builds on the notion of “framing” 

to conceptualize the collectively perceived personhood of migrants. Ontology in Butler (2009), 

Hodge argues, is ever subjected to Foucauldian mechanisms of power, that is the socio-cultural 

and political economic molds of the norm. How we recognize “being” is thus largely 

determined by normative frames emergent out of socially constructed power dynamics. Hodge 

then takes it a step further by introducing his concept of ‘violent frames’ constituting the 

framing mechanisms emerging from the domain of securitization (p128). These violent frames, 

he states ‘…produce an uncompromising life norm of personhood and insecure social ontology 

for asylum seekers’ (p128). This same norm we find in Bauman who, on a macro level, 

examines it as an instrument of exclusion (2000).  

Following a selective body of inner-city literature, I argue that the Bijlmer functions as 

the spatial analogy of normative segregation in the Netherlands (Bourgois, 1996, Wacquant, 

2001, Vigil, 2003, Waltorp and Jensen, 2018, Carter, 2019, Lynes and Kelly, 2020, Ilan, 2020). 

Locales like the Bijlmer are marked by vicious cyclicality’s that sustain both crime and poverty 

as well as the perceptual frames through which collective imaginaries are fed. Neoliberal 

political economy ensures remitment from institutionalized responsibility while simultaneously 

perpetuating an obsessive compulsion toward individual securitization. What the Bijlmer’s 

cultural-historical narrative show us is the development of a topologically circumscribed 
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preservatory that stores predominantly ethnic minorities with restricted access to socio-

economic prosperity. Building on the dualistic proposition posed above this examination 

follows the Wacquantian school. Simultaneously the systematic criminalization of the Bijlmer 

functions as the constitutive outside we find in Richter’s reading of Esposito that allows 

dominant socio-economic groups to demarcate and define themselves. Finally, the peculiarity 

of this scheme is found in the ideological glue that keeps the mechanisms of power working. 

The dogmatic ideology of individual entrepreneurial ownership functions as the metonymic 

instrument that protects, preserves, and sustains neoliberal political economy. It is the slogan 

of equal opportunities that remits power from taking social responsibility. These grand 

narratives take a hold of spatiality’s and the people that inhabit them. In this dogmatic scheme, 

the Bijlmer is labeled as a “problem area” depicting it as a collectivity that does not sufficiently 

seize the opportunities it is offered.  

 

A violent continuum 
It was on a sunny Saturday afternoon when I first set foot in the small community center 

in downtown Bijlmer. A friend of mine brought me in contact with a local social worker who 

invited me to join a youth-counseling group. The youth worker informed me about a youngster 

who was involved in a gang feud between local drill-rappers, he proposed to ask him whether 

he was willing to speak with me about his situation. The next week I was invited to join a 

Saturday evening session. He assured me that the troubled youngster, who went by the name of 

Michael was willing to speak with me.  I was keen to get the local youth’s point of view on the 

neighborhood’s current problems and stigmas. When I walked up to the building the door was 

already open. As soon as I stepped in, I was welcomed by the inviting smell of food. In the 

middle of the room stood a large table at which a couple of youth were sitting. I greeted them 

with fist bumps as I put down my laptop and coat. Candy and soft drinks were set out on the 

table and plastic plates predicted that dinner was on the way. On my left there appeared to be a 

small, not to say tiny, kitchen from which a loud but cheerful female voice emanated. The young 

men at the table were sharing a moment of quiet cellphone absorption and I was hesitant 

whether to break the harmonious silence as a remedy for my own awkwardness. Just before I 

could say something I was saved by a Surinamese woman coming out of the kitchen. When she 

saw me, she rushed to the table to put down a variety of bowls ‘you must be the researcher! 

Welcome to our neighborhood living room.’ We shook hands and she introduced herself as 

Mariska, ‘please make yourself at home, grab a drink, there is food on the way, I made 

hamburgers.’ I sat down and looked around. Behind the large table, at the wall on my right, a 
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bulletin board was decorated with a various text on colored paper saying things like “I am who 

I am” and “making mistakes is human”. In the back of the establishment an open door revealed 

what looked like a music studio with microphones and a large iMac apple computer. I poured 

myself a yellow Fernandes soda when Mariska came in once again ‘Yes good, you drink that! 

We’ll start in a couple of minutes.’  

 When everybody sat down Mariska opened the evening by formally introducing herself 

and her precious community living room to me. ‘We are an open house you know, when 

youngsters come here, I want them to feel like they are at home. I want this to be a safe space 

for local youth in which we can talk and listen to each other. Everybody with good intentions 

is welcome here.’ I introduced myself as a master student busy with a research project and 

asked whether it would be ok for everyone if I made notes on my laptop during their session. 

Mariska started with a temperature check by going off the circle and asking how we felt today. 

The young men next to me were told to put away their cellphones and actively join the 

conversation, which they did without objection. During the round a few more people started 

dripping in, girls they were, probably around the age of 15. Although quite a lot of youngsters 

showed up, they seemed hesitant in opening up to the group so early on in the session. This, 

however, did not withhold Mariska from enthusiastically leading the conversation. With a big 

smile on her narrow, well-defined face, she showed interest in each and every one present. After 

the warm-up round Mariska proposed to get out “the cards”. Everyone was handed out a card 

from a green basket with a statement on it, the purpose of which was to make conversation 

about whether you agreed with it and why. Statements like “money leads to happiness” and 

“flirting is also cheating” provoked discussions between the teenagers who slowly crawled out 

of their shells. While I poured myself another Fernandes Mariska excused herself for a minute 

to go to the kitchen for the food the was preparing. ‘I always cook something, it’s just part of it 

you know.’ After a minute or two she appeared at the table again carrying a plate filled with 

hamburgers in one hand, and a tray with a variety of sauces in the other. ‘We start with our 

guest, what do you want on your burger?’ I can’t deny that it crossed my mind to say that I had 

already eaten. Of course, I didn’t, but it was as if Mariska felt the vibrations of my very 

ambiguous relationship with food in social settings when she said, ‘yes mister, you are with 

Surinamese people now, we eat when we come together.’  

 Halfway during our session another, slightly older young man showed up mid 

conversation, he waved his car keys as he took a seat two chairs next to mine. Mariska 

interrupted the still somewhat arduous discussion to introduce him to me, ‘Robbert, this my 

oldest son Michael, he just got his driver’s license, isn’t that great?’ Michael appeared to be the 
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vocal impulse the group needed to get lively. He was wearing a Nike Tracksuit. His shoulder 

was draped with a black Louis Vuitton bag that he placed in his lap while sitting down. He 

cheerfully greeted me with a thumbs up, welcoming me to their living room. Around eight the 

discussion group was over, and everybody started to roam around freely. I approached Michael 

to ask him whether it would be possible to plan an interview, to which he replied that we could 

do it right away if I wanted to. He guided me to what turned out to be his studio in the back of 

the establishment. As soon as he closed the studio door, the noise shut immediately. Everything 

looked quite professional. In the middle of the room stood a microphone with a pair of 

headphones. The corners were occupied by large speakers that were connected to the iMac 

computer on Michael’s desk on which we sat down. Out of his pocket Michael grabbed an e-

cigarette from which he took a light puff, the smoke, being cloudier than my Marlboro’s, had a 

somewhat sweet scent to it. He told me about how every Sunday local kids come to his studio 

to make music.  ‘Every Sunday I work with youth between age 9 and 12, we make positive rap. 

To stimulate them to not get into drill or to take that direction in life.’  

 In the recent years drill rap music has gained popularity in Europe. Inspired by likes of 

south-side Chicago rappers like Chief Keef, King Von and Lil Reese, London drill emerged out 

of UK grime music in the late 2010’s. London, or UK drill, differs significantly from its 

“Chiraq” Predecessors (The term “Chiraq is a portmanteau word of “Chicago” and “Iraq”, 

referring to its inner-city’s war-like Southside territory). Its dark monotonous beats, the east 

London slang, and the tendency of artists to completely coverup their faces give London drill 

its unique character. Subsequently, the Dutch drill-scene finds its roots in the London sound 

and attracted a significant amount of media attention in 2019 and 2020 when a growing number 

of violent incidents related to this form of music were reported. Through elucidative analysis 

of online drill rap content, Ilan (2020) demonstrates how the artistic premises of this particular 

music genre is readily mistaken for violent incentives and are subsequently often causally 

linked to violent criminal behavior. It is this systematic criminalization of drill music that 

carries a heavy racialized connotation. Ilan shows how drill clips are predominantly artistically 

grounded and although they actively refer to criminal practices, they hardly ever lead to real 

world violence. Sadly, in Michael’s case, it did escalate into abusive violent confrontations as 

his nephew held strong ties to one of the major drill-groups of the Bijlmer. Michael happened 

to live on the wrong side of the Bijlmer, a part that was considered to be the territory of the drill 

group that was involved in a feud with that of his nephew. As a relative of the rival group, 

Michael was frequently being harassed. For Michael’s safety, the exact part of the Bijlmer as 

well as the specific drill-group it concerns will not be mentioned here.  
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Robbert: You told me your nephew is a prominent drill rapper, right? That gave you 

some trouble. How did that go? 

 

Michael: Well, eventually I got involved into the conflict. Initially I was not involved at 

all, but they came to me because they knew I was his nephew, I am his family. So that’s 

when they started harassing me. After a while you get sick of it you know. That’s when 

you give them a reaction. The first time, they rob me, then I thought there is no way I 

can just take this. So, I want to take my stuff back, they see that as an act of aggression. 

Then you get this action-reaction thing. People tried to shoot me, that kind of shit. In the 

end I thought I can keep reacting to it, but then you end up in a vicious cycle you know? 

That’s why I stopped doing it. Whatever they do, even if they catch me ten times, I 

won’t react. After that they never harassed me again. But also, I don’t run into them 

anymore because I’m busy nowadays. I don’t hang out on the streets anymore you know. 

 

Robbert: You live somewhere else now? Is that because of this situation? 

 

Michael took a drag of his electric cigarette again, a much deeper one this time. It was 

clear that I had unintentionally hit a nerve early in the conversation. He blew the smoke 

downward to his feet as he sat hunched over contemplating his answer. The silence in the 

soundproof studio spawned a contradictive intimacy between two complete strangers. When he 

started talking again his voice had a deeper, more grievable tone.    

 

Michael: Yeah man, but I didn’t want to move you know, my mother wanted that. 

Because she was tired of it. I was arrested all the time because I knew these guys were 

after me with weapons, so I carried a weapon too to defend myself. That’s where I made 

a mistake myself you know? Because eventually you will end up in a confrontation, 

which in my case didn’t even have anything to do with the whole drill beef (slang for 

feud) between my nephew and the other group. There was this other beef, and I had a 

knife on me, a guy gets stabbed, not by me, but because I passed the knife through. 

That’s what I was convicted for. And there was this other time when I did try to stab 

another guy. There was this whole beef, the guy was picking a fight with me, so I warn 

him three times to go away. But he wouldn’t leave, so he threatens me. And if you must 

live with constant threats everywhere, also having that other beef going on 
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simultaneously, your mindset changes, and that’s how it expressed itself, so I took the 

knife and I wanted to stab him. That was the first time I got arrested. The sentence was 

community service for 30 hours. The judge said, the other guy was also responsible for 

the problem you know. He (the judge) said: ‘The fact that you did this is his 

responsibility too.’ 

 

Robbert: You didn’t have to go to jail for that? 

 

Michael: No, just 30 hours of community service. But that time I passed through the 

knife I did have to do time for it. That was last year. It was a largely escalated beef 

during which a couple of friends of mine severely beat up that guy with a nitrous oxide 

bottle. So that man was badly hurt. And then the judge said everybody must pay. After 

that I was in imprisoned for three months and then an ankle bracelet for three more 

months. And I have to pay that man ten thousand euros.  

 

Robbert: What prison did you go to? 

 

Michael: I didn’t have a cell, they gave me house arrest with an ankle bracelet. Then 

you have to sit at home without a phone, without visitors, without a laptop you know. 

 

Robbert: And if you go to the time before that, did you carry a weapon? 

 

Michael: Yes, a knife.  

 

Robbert: Which is the “classic” drill weapon right? 

 

Michael: Yes, but I needed something to protect myself with. I’m not stupid you know; 

a firearm would eventually give me a more serious sentence. A knife wouldn’t, that 

would mean 9 hours at the cell complex of the police and then I’m back home. And then 

I can buy another knife. If I would get caught with a firearm, they will lock me up for 

three months and when I’m out I will have to buy a new one. I was the easiest choice 

you know; you can grab it from the kitchen drawer.  

 

Robbert: Did that make you feel safer?  
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Michael: Yes, I must admit it did. It did feel safer. I always knew that if they wanted to 

stab me, I also had a knife. I’m tall and I have long arms you know; I can keep them at 

a distance. That was how I thought back then, my arm is longer than 80% of those guys 

who I’m beefing with. And if they decide to shoot me then they shoot me, but without 

a knife they would do that too and I knew most of them walk around with a knife too.  

 

Robbert: Were you ever scared? 

 

Michael: No, I have never been afraid to be honest. The first time I tried to stab that guy 

I had been to a psychiatrist and to several different things. A psychiatric examination, 

you get a lot of things from the government that you have to go to, to keep out of prison, 

maybe ten different terms. They also said, you could’ve walked away when he 

threatened you, because I told the judge he threatened me. But no, I’ve never been afraid, 

maybe in the beginning, I was 14 when the whole beef with me and those guys started. 

And maybe then there is a month that you are afraid, but you can’t be afraid for ever. 

After spending three months at home, you think this is no life to live. So, I decided to 

take a knife because I wanted to live again. And then after a year you are not afraid 

anymore, after two years it’s all gone. Until this day it has still not been resolved. It’s 

still going on to this very day.  

 

Robbert: The beef you mean? 

 

Michael: Yeah, that whole beef. But I’m not afraid, I cannot be frightened my whole 

life, if I die, I die, if I get stabbed, I get stabbed. That’s how it is. 
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Cyclicality’s in motion 
 In a 2014 interview with Dutch newspaper Trouw, sociologist Loïc Wacquant stated the 

following when asked about the emergence of marginalized urbanities in Europe: 

 

Many of these migrant neighborhoods used to be working-class neighborhoods, like 

New West in Amsterdam, or the banlieues in Paris. They were called the 'red belt'. The 

Communist Party succeeded in mobilizing them politically, as a working class. But the 

new marginality is fragmented. It is a stillborn child, it cannot unite. It has no name, 

language, or organization to give it an identity. Everyone stands on its own, a struggle 

of all against all (van de Poll, 2014). 

 

Like many scholars, Wacquant links the deprivation of urban spatiality’s directly to 

deregulatory economic policies (Bourgois, 1996, Wacquant, 2000, 2001, Carter, 2019). 

Anthropologists, sociologists, and criminologists alike have demonstrated how these market 

mechanisms parallel a strong privatization of the social, instigating a dogmatics of individual 

ownership that disrupts the scales of collective responsibility (Bauman, 2000, de Lissovoy, 

2012, Hall and Wilson, 2014, Lynes and Kelly, 2020, Schneider, 2021). Media depiction of 

“ghetto’s” or “marginalized urban spatiality’s” tend to reinforce the paranoid obsession to 

privatize the public space in the form of excessive securitization (de Lissovoy, 2012). However, 

paradoxically, the circumscribed, and often isolated topologies of marginalized neighborhoods 

tend to elicit circularities, or as Wacquant formulates it, ‘continuums’ that restrict its citizens in 

their socio-economic mobility (2001). Here we find an example of how political economy, very 

concretely, shapes and demarcates arenas of power. Not only does Michael show how 

Wacquant’s struggle of ‘all against all’ is enacted, he also, through his experience with violence, 

puts forward a clear example of tactical engagement with the oppressive structures of an 

individualistic ideology. Caught up in the nets of cyclical violence Michael arms himself to be 

able to ‘live again’: 

 

‘Yes, but I needed something to protect myself with. I’m not stupid you know; a firearm 

would eventually give me a more serious sentence. A knife wouldn’t, that would mean 

9 hours at the cell complex of the police and then I’m back home’. 

 

Michael negotiates safety in a transactional manner, a manner that requires taking both 

the risk of getting caught, as well as that of physical and mental harm. Simultaneously, and 
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possibly unconsciously, Michael’s tactics contribute to the very violent arena he is victimized 

by. This is what I mean when I write that structure and agency are involved in a co-constructive 

process. Michael, by carrying a knife, appeals to the individualized responsibility prescribed by 

political economy. The structures imposed by neoliberal dogmatics thus elicits a modus 

operandi that challenges the subject to adhere to the norm of individualized entrepreneurialism. 

However, this peculiar process of self-care is required to take place within the boundaries of 

the law. In Bauman (2000), this is how exclusion is conceptualized, for the norm expects the 

subject to play by its unfeasible rules. Yet when the rules are broken and deviance is signaled, 

it assures engulfment into the inescapable machinery of bureaucracy.  

The system, that is the mechanisms of political economy, subjected Michael to its 

pedagogical gatekeepers of penology and pathology: ‘A psychiatric examination, you get a lot 

of things from the government that you have to go to, to keep out of prison, maybe ten different 

terms.’ Protected by an unfathomable discourse, psychiatry subverts Michael into the domain 

of what Foucault refers to as “doctors and patients” (1965). Once subjected to the diametrical 

binarism’s of pathology, the penal system ensures economic ostracism: ‘And I have to pay that 

man ten thousand euros.’ The continuums in Wacquant are thus not merely sustained through 

the causality of individual actions, in fact they are perpetuated from the outside. Operating in a 

fragmented manner, power conceals itself through decentralization and institutionalization.  
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Chapter 3.  
‘It isn’t all that bad huh?’: prison, a periscope into 
political economy 
 

 In madness and civilization Michel Foucault demonstrates how the paradigmatic shift 

in economic thinking of the 18th century incites a crisis that questions confinement’s moralistic 

disposition (1965). Foucault’s thesis rests on the reconceptualization of poverty, as poverty was 

formerly asserted to be a metaphysically inscribed nature that rested on a divine condemnation. 

In the 18th century however, it was slowly removed from its eschatological premises and placed 

inside the domain of the economy: 

 

Poverty was gradually being freed from the old moral confusions. Men had seen 

unemployment assume, during crises, an aspect that could no longer be identified with 

that of sloth; had seen indigence, where men had supposed they could recognize 

precisely the immediate and the purest form of moral life; all this revealed that poverty 

was perhaps not only of the order of transgression (p229). 

 

Poverty, being strangely synchronized with crime, was up until then peculiarly concealed by 

institutional walls. The demoralization of poverty and subsequently of penology essentially 

paved the way for the more profound Benthamian pedagogy that, in its search for extractive 

optimization, adheres to the industrialized political-economic doctrine of its times. After all, if 

prisoners are merely doing time, their bodies are not effectively utilized in the process of profit 

maximization. It is partly through Bentham that Foucault aims to uncover the disciplinary 

mechanisms hidden in the economic objectives of the post industrialized world. Initially we are 

confronted here with a temporal demarcation that distinguishes moralism from discipline in a 

diametrical manner. However, Foucault presents us a paradox that needs to be unpacked to 

properly understand the functioning of the modern prison. Where vagabondage, beggary and 

starvation were slowly reconsidered as economic phenomena, punishment, through 

psychology, was methodologically moralized. A slightly deeper examination of the moral 

method is appropriate here as it demonstrates how neoliberal critique in Foucault is contingent 

and consistent, even in his early work. I believe this is important to discuss as it genealogically 

exposes the very vessels of neoliberal morale, allowing us to understand not merely prison or 

any confinement institution for that matter, but rather the power dynamics they articulate. What 

Foucault seemed to understand very early on was that it was in the depths of the damp and dark 
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Parisian dungeons that power was most explicitly articulated. Concealed in the shadows of its 

institutional walls, power showed its true nature, unable to hide behind the colloquiality of 

everyday life. Within the epicenter of its coercive machinery the required normative 

interrogation was exercised that assured conformation to what it was that this power, or those 

in power, deemed necessary. By the beginning of the nineteenth century however, something 

changed. For it seemed like the strategical parameters of power needed to be reformulated. A 

careful process of moralistic codification made it possible to once again dissolve the visibility 

of coercion. This time not hidden behind bricks, but through a paradoxical, seemingly 

transparent scheme. It is through psychology, Foucault argues, that this project, that is the 

integration of pathology in confinement, was successfully accomplished: 

 

… In short, when the nineteenth century, by inventing its famous “moral methods”, has 

brought madness and its cure into the domain of guilt. The distinction between the 

physical and the moral becomes a practical concept in the medicine of the mind only 

when the problematics of madness shifts to an interrogation of the subject responsible 

(p182). 

 

The dualistic methodological proposition that is presented to us, that of discipline and 

morale, needs to be dissected to prevent dichotomic confusion. For both intertwine, they are 

synchronized in order to function properly. In Foucault, the classical conception of discipline 

prescribes docility, the very premises on which his famous notion of biopower is built, the 

ability to bend subjects’ bodies. However, such a monolithic hypothesis is so polyvalent, so 

omnipresent, that it reeks like the very nomothetic positivism Foucault condemned. Moralism 

however, its pathologized methods, carefully individualizes the conceptual arena of discipline. 

It allows for the coercive techniques of individualization and responsibilization. Techniques 

particularly useful in times that are characterized by their obsession for entrepreneurial 

ownership (de Lissovoy, 2012, Hall and Wilson, 2014, Elmore and Elmore, 2016, Lynes and 

Kelly, 2020, Schneider, 2021). In this chapter I explore how subjects navigate tactics within the 

strategical spheres of prison (de Certeau, 1984). I demonstrate how Foucault’s moral methods 

transcend pathology, how they are deeply synchronized with everyday life and how prison can 

and should be seen as a muddled reflection of political economy. 
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Teylingereind 
Teylingereind prison is a large juvenile confinement institution located Sassenheim in 

the Southeast of the Netherlands, near Leiden. On their website, the institution explicitly 

mentions that the term “youth prison” is not entirely appropriate as in the Netherlands only 

adults can go to prison. A JJI or Judicial Youth Institution distinguishes itself from a prison 

through its daily programs, education, and individual guidance. Within the context of this 

research, I will refer to Teylingereind as a prison as it concerns a closed off institution in which 

convicted juvenile offenders reside that cannot lawfully leave the grounds of the institute. The 

prison houses approximately 130 young men and boys between age 12 and 25 divided over 14 

different groups. Nine of those form the “basic groups” in which the inflow takes place, the 

maximum sentence here is two years of prison time (Also referred to as “short stayers”). If a 

sentence is prolonged and exceeds these two years, prisoners will be transferred to one of the 

four “long stayers” departments at the other side of the premises. At both wings prisoners share 

a living space with their own group. Here every prisoner has their own cell. During my 

fieldwork I visited both groups during two separate days. The first day my collaborator Sara, 

who is head of education at the long stayers’ side showed me around and introduced me to 

prisoners and staff. A week later I got to spend a day with prisoners at the “basic group” or 

short stay department. Both wings have their own in-house school at which the prisoner’s spent 

the most time during weekdays. During the days I spent at Teylingereind I explored most of the 

building and its outdoor facilities along with prisoners and staff. However, the ethnographic 

description that follows mainly takes place at the institutions’ schools.   
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“Balls of steel” 
With a loud click the heavy grey door opened up for me, my sweaty hand palms must 

have left a mark on the grips after I closed it up behind me. It was warm that day, sunny too, 

but I shouldn’t blame my sweating on the weather. Upon entrance an ID check and an Xray 

scan of my bags were conducted, along with the metal detection gates these measures would 

prevent me from bringing anything unwanted inside. Apparently, any electronic device that 

entered the building had to be registered upfront. This was not the case for my laptop as I, naïve 

as I was, hadn’t thought about these restrictions beforehand. It turned out to be quite the hassle 

to get the registration done on the spot. Numerous times I had passed this place when visiting 

my grandmother who lives nearby. The large complex with its walls and monotonous 

architecture never left anything to the imagination, ironically however, this is what I imagined 

a prison to look like. After a couple of minutes my collaborator Sara came to pick me up at the 

waiting room next to the security reception desk. Sara immediately started talking to me in an 

upbeat and happy manner that starkly contrasted the grey surroundings we introduced ourselves 

in. She asked me to remind her once again of what my research was about as we passed through 

the third door that had to be opened with an electronic key. I gradually realized that every door 

we left behind us made me more dependent on Sara’s mercy to let me out again. It was as if the 

density of this concrete labyrinth swallowed me slowly. We took the stairs toward the prison’s 

school on the second floor where the prisoners supposedly spent the largest part of their days. 

Sara invited me into the first room on the left that turned out to be the teacher’s area.  

Two staff members and a young man in a tracksuit were drinking coffee when I entered 

the room. ‘Do you want coffee Robbert? Everybody this is Robbert, he is here for his master’s 

research!’ Sara’s voice sounded melodious. The room was filled with a large table in the middle 

and several desks on the side against the windows that looked out over a spatial inner yard and 

basketball court. The series of windows showed a promising clear blue sky. A ray of sunlight 

exposed the floating dust particles above one of the white tables. I sat down as Sara brought me 

my coffee. The young man in the tracksuit must have been around my age, he wore a black 

mullet with shaved sideburns. Thick black hair he had, of Moroccan descent, but I could be 

wrong. Suddenly I heard a high-pitched barking, ‘that’s my dog, she’s the office pet!’ Sara 

smilingly said, ‘isn’t that great?’ I explained to everybody why I was here and what my research 

was about. When I landed on the drill related violence in certain part of the Netherlands, the 

young man in the tracksuit started to show interest. ‘Bro listen,’ he said, ‘You shouldn’t pay 

attention to those guys, they are shitheads! Why would you go out to stab each other? They 

don’t even make money from it, making each other’s mothers cry for nothing.’ His reaction 
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sounded familiar; in the past couple of months a lot of youngsters told me similar things about 

drill. A staff member on the other side of the table wanted to share his take on the matter too:  

 

Staff member: But come on, we act like this is something of the last couple of years, 

guys have always been stabbing each other. 

 

Robbert: Could be, but they seem to be younger these days, don’t they? 

 

Staff member: Yeah, that is true, they are a lot younger. There was this guy here who 

supposedly was the brother of RS (murdered Bijlmer drill-rapper Jay-Ronne 

Grootfaam), I tell him no drill music! But they will always try you right. So, he puts it 

on anyway. I turn to him and tell him what did drill bring you? Precisely zero!! And 

now you are in prison. After that he just sat there silently. 

 

 ‘Alright!’ Sara said, ‘let’s give you a tour Robbert!’ Then she looked at the young man 

in tracksuit ‘are you joining us?’ Me and him went upfront while Sara grabbed her keys. I asked 

him what his role was in the institution, he told me he was doing time at this facility, but that 

Sara just lets him, and other prisoners roam freely often. Sara took a little spurt to catch up with 

us, she opened the door that separated the hallway where the teacher’s room was located from 

the actual school area. As soon as the door opened, I could hear rap music coming from down 

the hallway. On both sides classrooms were located all the way up until the end of the hall. I 

felt my heartbeat raising as the noise from down the corridor came closer. Sara, who seemed 

immune to the tension I was feeling, kept sharing information with me about the institution and 

its various facilities. Although I was very thankful for such an enthusiastic collaborator, at this 

point my mind was wandering off, solely focused on the upcoming introduction. Perhaps, it 

was merely my stigmatizing presumptions again that spawned this anxiety. Maybe I was just 

overly susceptible for my own fantasies about this place.  We stopped at one of the classrooms 

to see what was going on. Inside a number of youths were walking around the classroom, one 

of them was lying on the tables. All the while, the digital schoolboard was showing 101 Barz, 

a famous Dutch YouTube rap platform. The teacher sat at her desk talking to one of her students. 

Suddenly the young man lying on the table notices me, he jumps up and walks toward the 

window that separated me from the classroom. He scans me from top to bottom, only to then 

bring his face toward the hinges on the side of the door and shout, ‘you are definitely gay!’ 

Across the hall another prisoner in the opposite classroom seemed to have taken notice of me, 
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he starts slamming the window ‘Rwinaaa!’ he shouts as he points at me with a hysterical laugh. 

Rwina means something like chaos or rioting in Moroccan, adopted as street slang among 

youth. The young man we were with walked up to the hinges of the door to shout back ‘He’s 

here to research you, no Rwina brother!’ 

 Sara, who still didn’t seem impressed, told me to come along to meet some more of the 

“long stayers”. I was not particularly sure whether to be happy about that after the encounter of 

just now. We walked further down the hallway when Sara said to me ‘yeah, they can be a bit 

excited, they need to behave themselves.’ I nodded. After yet another locked door a large 

kitchen appeared on my right in which youth in tracksuits roamed freely from the kitchen at 

one side of the corridor to another room across from it. They were cooking lunch as this is part 

of the education program the prison facilitates. Across the hall, in the opposite room, a large 

screen showed the newly released 101 Barz session of rapper Sevn Alias. The room with its 

grand table functioned as a canteen in which some of the young men were having their lunches. 

A cacophony of shouting youth, rap music and clinging cutlery filled the hallway. ‘Officially 

the doors are supposed to be closed, but I don’t like it that way, they are not animals,’ Sara 

remarked as we crossed the hallway. We entered the kitchen where I was again sized up by the 

prisoners, ‘who is this, Harry Potter?’ one of them shouted, referring to my glasses. I laughed 

along, what could I do? I asked some trivial questions about their cooking lesson hoping that it 

would break the ice, it didn’t help, I was being ignored completely. Just when I thought the 

situation was hopeless, I was saved in a rather unconventional manner. A prisoner jumped me 

from behind to scare me ‘Watch out!’ he shouted. For unapparent reasons I did not flinch, which 

granted me a victory I did not compete for. The young man who just referred to me as Harry 

Potter seemed impressed ‘Balls of steel huh!?’ Whereas a couple of minutes ago I was 

considered ‘definitely gay,’ I now had ‘balls of steel.’ This quick transition from one antipode 

to the other shows us that such remarks have nothing to do with sexuality, rather they are used 

as yardsticks in the dominance hierarchy. As a descendant of a higher socio-economic class, 

my presence threatened the hierarchical order. Through a projection of homosexuality as a 

means of emasculation this order was restored.  

 To claim that the group welcomed me after I managed to unwittingly keep my cool 

would be an exaggeration. However, the fact that the failed prankster was now at the receiving 

end of the laughter seemed to have broken the ice. This situation, although potentially less 

lethal, reminded me of Dennis Rodgers initiation in a Nicaraguan youth gang (2007). Rodgers, 

who was threatened with a knife by one of the gang members, passed his rite of passage by 

cleverly disarming his opponent by means of a ruse. Rodgers, building Lancaster, demonstrates 
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how an enactment of masculinity under pressure is required to prove ones worth: ‘taking risk, 

displaying bravado in the face of danger, is ... very much the essence of machismo's ideal of 

manhood’ (Lancaster, 1992, p195 as cited in Rodgers, 2007, p451). The prisoners took me to 

the other room, the one where the rap music was on. About 8 Moroccan young men in Nike 

tracksuits were having their lunch. From the head of the table one of them greeted me ‘Faka 

(Surinamese for ‘how are you?’ and often used in street slang) brother, what are you doing 

here?’ I tell him what my research is about while the rest of the group are focused on their food. 

‘You want some lemonade bro? What do you think, does it look a bit like a bajes (A Dutch 

word for prison) here? It isn’t all that bad huh? Look at the food, we eat everything, chicken 

sandwich, beef sandwich!’ 

  

At the “other side” 
 After my grand tour through the youth prison that day Sara introduced me to Maaike, a 

Dutch woman in her mid-thirties and head of education on “the other side”. The other side 

refers to the short stayer’s department in which prisoners serve a maximum sentence of two 

years. She introduced me to a couple of her staff and asked me whether I would be interested 

in joining her department for a day. I gladly accepted her offer and we made an appointment 

for the next week. Upon arrival that day I had to go through the same motions again, only this 

time my laptop was already registered. Maaike was waiting for me behind the first large door, 

the one that clicks when it opens, next to the security check in desk. We made our way through 

the same corridor I went through last time with Sara, only this time we took a left. To get to the 

short stayers’ department a courtyard needed to be crossed. Before going in Maaike and I 

smoked a cigarette and chatted for a couple of minutes about trivial things. I noticed that every 

single staff member I spoke to up until that point smoked cigarettes. When we were done, I 

followed Maaike to yet another door that had to be opened with her electronic key. I remarked 

that it seemed like there were even more doors on this side than at the long stayers. Maaike 

confirmed this, the doors here are to make sure the different groups don’t meet each other in 

the hallways during class switches.  

When we came up the stairs such a switch was about to happen. Basically, it works like 

a sluice with a traffic light kind of system. The guards, that is those employed to use force when 

needed, will give a sign when the next group can enter the corridor. Before moving down the 

stairs everybody has to go through a metal detection gate again. The two groups that are waiting 

simultaneously can see each other, however the windows are almost soundproof, 

communication thus happens through the door hinges. I witnessed this as one youngster on the 
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other side yelled to another something like: ‘Hey, there is a new one on your group, right? Tell 

him that I said hello!’ Maaike told me that these precautions were necessary because of the 

rapid inflow and outflow. Group dynamics are often readily disturbed, sometimes old feuds, for 

example between drill-gangs, are settled when youth who know each other from outside meet 

each other here. After the switch, when everything went quiet again, Maaike and I entered the 

teacher’s room that seemed to be a lot bigger on this side. It consisted of three compartments 

with desks and large tables at which several staff members were eating. ‘I will call Abdul for 

you, he agreed to let you join his tutor hour,’ Maaike said to me while dialing a number on her 

phone, ‘do you want some coffee?’ 

After a couple of minutes, a sturdy Moroccan man entered the room, ‘are you Robbert?’ 

he asked me smilingly? I confirmed, ‘Great, I am Abdul, but call me Appie, I heard about your 

research, very interesting. Let’s go, class starts in 15 minutes.’ I followed Appie back toward 

the sluice. When it opened the guard told Appie to wait, instead he quickly crossed the corridor 

and beckoned me to do the same. The guard reacted agitated toward Appie, apparently this 

happened for the fifth time this week and it was against the rules. Appie laughed as we entered 

the second locked door, ‘he always does this, but he needs to be careful bro, I am relaxed you 

know, but the guys, they can become very aggressive very quickly.’ We walked up another long 

hallway again. After a couple of empty classrooms Appie suddenly stopped, to open the door 

of one on our right. The whole building was rather confusing because of its many doors and 

hallways, it was as if I got lost inside a large Kafkaesque factory. Appie installed himself behind 

the desk that was in the back of the classroom for a second, just to start up his computer. He 

then stood up to wait in the doorway for the young men to show up. After a couple of minutes, 

the first one did. A small white Dutch kid, sturdily built, came up to us along with a chaperone 

who brought him to class. His hair was short and blond, and the back of his head was remarkably 

flat, he greeted me with a fist bump and introduced himself as Justin. A few minutes later the 

rest of the group showed up, they were in a jolly mood and greeted me an Mo with fist bumps.  

One of them, the biggest one who went by the name of Richie, yelled laughingly: 

‘Appie, hear this! Hicham got this call from his mentor, the mentor said they will file for 

immediate release! So Hicham is all happy and all.’ Apparently, the story was so funny that 

Richie, a rather heavily built Asian young man, needed to catch his breath in order to finish, 

‘So he went outside to tell us the news and we all congratulated him, he even smoked two 

cigarettes* to celebrate!’ At that moment Hicham entered the classroom. ‘Hicham!’ Richie 

 
* Cigarettes, often rolled ones, are expensive for prisoners  
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shouted, ‘Tell Appie what happened.’ Appie, who seemed very amused by the situation sat back 

in his chair to prepare for Hicham’s story. ‘Bro, they fucked me over man! A couple of minutes 

after the conversation with my mentor I get this call from my lawyer, the judge gave me seven 

more months.’ Together with Richie and the others Appie laughed at Hicham, who, although 

being disappointed, also started laughing. I didn’t quite know what to do with the situation, a 

young man just heard that his sentence got prolonged with seven more months inside a juvenile 

prison, and everybody just laughs. ‘Wow, die is wel faya broer!’ Appie shouted again (“faya” 

translates to “fire” in Surinamese, again this is used in street slang context as Appie basically 

says: ‘they pulled quite a stunt on you’). 

Hicham, who just heard the bad news firsthand, did not at all seem bothered by the 

laughter his unfortunate story provoked. A big grin on his face reminded me of “taking it on 

the chest” like Mo told me in the shisha lounge about a month ago. The groups laughter about 

Hicham’s sentence came across like collective coping. It said something like ‘we are in this 

together, lets deal with the situation the best way possible.’ Along with Hicham, Richie and 

Justin a fourth youngster sat in the corner who went by the name of Somma, an abbreviation of 

his Somali descent. ‘You know what he is in for?’ Appie pointed toward Justin, ‘He hit a 

pedophile with a baseball bat.’  ‘Wollah (Swearing on Allah) you’re a soldier brother’ Somma 

said to Justin while sticking his fist out as a sign of respect. Justin looked proud, ‘Yeah we knew 

he was a pedo, so we robbed his house, then he attacked us, and one thing led to another.’ ‘You 

should join our group bro!’ Richie yelled while he slouched down in his chair, ‘your own group 

is too soft, even zeden mannetjes (‘zeden mannetjes’ refers to sex offenders) are safe there.’ 

Justin shot up in his chair ‘I know bro! I told that bitch several times, but they won’t let me 

switch groups.’ 

When prisoners are incarcerated, the sentence can be divided into part actual prison time 

and part probationary. For example, Richie would be set free a couple of days after my visit, 

once outside a six-month probationary sentence would have to make sure that he would not 

recidivate. Sometimes however, prisoners choose to voluntarily go back inside before the judge 

can rule on it: ‘By the way, Appie, brother, do you have my diploma already?’ Richie continued 

now facing Appie. ‘No bro, it’s on its way, you’ll get it before next Thursday.’ Apparently, 

Richie obtained a diploma, however it was unclear to me what for. I decided to interrupt the 

conversation to ask Richie why he needed it before Thursday. ‘Then they release me bro! 

finally!’ He turned to Appie again, ‘but I really need it because if I show it to my mom, I will 

get a nice present you know.’ I realized my role in the conversation was rather marginal, but I 

decided to keep it that way for the time being. Appie, who also hinged back in his chair then 
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asked, ‘But Richie what are you doing with the other six months?’ ‘My probation you mean?’ 

Richie rhetorically replied, ‘I’m just going to take it bro, so you’ll see me again soon.’ Appie, 

who did not look surprised at all asked Richie why he would do that. ‘Because I know myself 

bro, if I knock somebody’s teeth out while I am on probation I have a problem, I want to get it 

out of the way first.’ Justin now interrupted the conversation, ‘Appie, give us some YouTube 

bro!’ Appie looked at me and shrugged his shoulders ‘sure why not’ he replied as he typed in 

“101 Barz”. 

 

Navigating Prison 
 ‘You are definitely gay!’ one of the prisoner’s shouted at me when my collaborator Sara 

gave me a tour through the facility. Roughly a month before this encounter took place, Mo, my 

collaborator from the shisha lounge, vividly explained to me how he got frisked in prison and 

how he would throw his underwear toward the guard on duty, shouting ‘Here you go you 

fucking faggot!’ Simultaneously, violence against pedophilia is openly encouraged: 

 

Appie pointed toward Justin, ‘He hit a pedophile with a baseball bat.’ ‘Wollah 

(Swearing on Allah) you’re a soldier brother.’ Somma said to Justin while sticking his 

fist out as a sign of respect. 

 

Yet whereas minors need to be protected by “real men” from sex offenders making violence 

against them part of a service, gays and faggots are just considered weak men. By Building on 

Jewkes (2005) and Connell and Messerschmidt (2005) I demonstrate how my collaborators 

sense of masculinity is being validated through diametrical othering. In this way hostility is 

being disarmed through emasculation while simultaneously affirming a sense masculinity in 

my collaborators. Connell aptly describes this process when she writes: 

 

To many people, homosexuality is a negation of masculinity, and homosexual men must 

be effeminate. Given that assumption, antagonism toward homosexual men may be used 

to define masculinity… (1992, p736) 

 

By calling me “gay” and the guard a “faggot”, this presumed gendered form of power, whether 

it be coercive, such as that of the guard, or linked to socio-economic status, as accounts for me, 

is taken away. Whether me or the guard are in fact homosexual does not make a difference in 

the context described above. What counts here, is that my collaborators, who find themselves 
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already caught up in the nets of institutional subjugation, tactically adopt hegemonic 

masculinity to affirm their highly gendered selves.  

 Yet this clear tactical negotiation of power forms merely one component in an endless, 

rather incalculable array of tactics that are constantly utilized within arenas of domination (de 

Certeau, 1984). Another consistent element that stuck out was that of food. In her study on the 

symbolic power of food in prison, Rebecca Godderis (2006), states the following: 

 

In confronting the forms of power that are imposed upon them, prisoners access the 

symbolic power of food to structure, develop and maintain their individual identities - 

ones that are separate from the institutional designation of 'inmate' and the societal label 

of 'criminal' (Smith, 2002) (p265). 

 

When my collaborators tell me ‘it isn’t all that bad huh? Look at the food, we eat everything, 

chicken sandwich, beef sandwich!’ food becomes a way of defying subjugation. Mo, my 

collaborator at the shisha lounge, formulated his experience with food in prison as follows: 

‘They always look at us like how the fuck do you guys cook that stuff?’ Yeah man, you have 

to make the best of it, otherwise you will live like they want you to live.’ The above posed 

excerpts demonstrate how food, as well as the ability to prepare it forms a tactical enactment of 

resistance that grants prisoners a temporal sense of autonomy. Contrarily, eating prison food is 

associated with subjection to the institution. Mo explicitly mentions the food he is served when 

spending time in an isolation cell: ‘You can’t cook in there, you get their food, disgusting.’ 

 The tactics elicited upon above, incite a reformulation of the Foucauldian prison 

theorization I started this chapter with. In Foucault, the docility of discipline seems to be at 

odds with the individual responsibilization of moralistic pathology. Although, both are in fact 

at play within the prison I visited, mutation of political economy has loaded the conceptual 

weight of responsibility on the scales of penological objectives in the Netherlands. The question 

then becomes not how prisoners are being dominated, but how hints of autonomy 

reconceptualize the power arena in which tactics are formulated. Prison, that is its classical 

authoritarian institutional form, is faced with a crisis as its former premises no longer fits the 

objectives of contemporary political economy. It thus needs to reinvent itself in order to adhere 

to the lures of neoliberal surplus. While witnessing this peculiar process we are confronted with 

contradictions that point explicitly toward the identity crisis at play. Sara, the head of education, 

doesn’t like to keep the doors shut while the prisoners are at school ‘they are not animals.’ 

Simultaneously, on the other side of the building, at the short stayers’ department, the same 
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doors play a crucial role in the controlling of the prisoner’s bodies by moving them through the 

building via a sluice system that prevents them from meeting during class switches. Both 

contexts, the one seemingly free, the other rigidly authoritarian, elude tactics, as both should be 

seen as strategical instruments of institutionalized power. In the open space, prisoners latently 

resist by simulating freedom through interminglement, music, and food. The sluices however, 

meant for segregation, overtly expose resistance in the form of communication through the 

hinges of the doors. 

 These tactical micro enactments tell us something about prison, but even more so they 

elicit the ideologically inscribed mores of neoliberal individualism. Ontology then becomes the 

periscope through which macro logical structures of political economy are articulated. When 

methods of responsibilization are cultivated to the level of pedagogical negotiation, the very 

reaction it incites is a reciprocal transaction that trades time in prison for the special liberty 

prescribed by political economy (Hall and Wilson, 2014). Within the spheres of punishment, 

the risk of “doing time” is sometimes considered a worthy trade-off. This becomes particularly 

visible when Richie states: ‘Because I know myself bro, if I knock somebody’s teeth out while 

I am on probation I have a problem, I want to get it out of the way first.’ Through insinuating a 

voluntaristic return to prison, Richie demonstrates how, in his case, “doing time” accounts as a 

calculative decision. Through tactical consideration Richie makes it seem like he is in 

command, he himself determines when he goes to prison before a judge gets the chance. This 

particularistic examination of Prisoner’s carceral experiences can best be described as what 

Schneider refers to as ‘Degrees of permeability’ (2020). Through thorough dissection of the 

arisen binary in contemporary prison theorization, Schneider astutely demonstrates how both 

Goffman’s concept of the prison as a ‘total institution’ (1968) and the Wacquantian notion of 

the ‘carceral continuum’ (2001) are no longer to be viewed as dichotomizing absolutes but 

rather as separate inhabitants of an intertwined conceptual whole. Although the walls of prison 

are very real, the way confinement is negotiated rests largely on the subject’s socio-economic 

as well as socio-psychological and cultural baggage. Phenomenologically speaking, it is only 

through intersubjectivity (Jackson, 2009), that this negotiation process can be recognized.  
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Conclusion 
Through my thesis I have argued that individual actions, that is a wide array of human 

attitudes, linguistic practices, and modes of behavior, mirror and subsequently actively co-

construct political economy. I have done so through analysis of my collaborators’ experiences 

with colloquial as well as institutionalized power dynamics. Two scholars in particular played 

a vital role in my dialectical conceptualization of contemporary political economy and the 

modus operandi it incites. The former, that is dissection of political economy, took shape 

through Foucauldian macro discourse of governmentality, biopolitics and technologies of the 

self. The latter, building largely on de Certeau, examines the negative reciprocal tradeoff 

between arenas of power, those of strategical origin, and the individual tactics they elicit. My 

thesis is thus built around a dualistic premises that seeks to reveal the interplay between 

temporal reactive mechanisms, referred to as tactics, and the strategical contemplative 

structures of political economy. I have done so by examining my collaborators experiences 

within the contexts of their own life worlds. These contexts vary as confinement spans a wide 

array of physical and mental restrictions such as marginalized urban spatial dimensions, 

confinement institutions, constant intervention of street-level-bureaucrats and criminal 

networks (Lipsky, 1980). Secondly, I have shown how these contexts are often erroneously 

synchronized with crime in collective and normative imaginaries, including my own. I have 

shown, partly through recognition of personal biases, how these imaginaries function. 

Furthermore, I have demonstrated how the margins of society reveal to us the embedded 

concealment of neoliberal dogmatics in everyday social life. It is here, that the luridly violent 

ideology of individual ownership is explicitly, and candidly articulated. My socio-economic 

position and personal background, like those of my collaborators, reflects and co-constructs 

political economy.  

Many scholars have eruditely demonstrated how the mechanisms of political economy 

function, that is those of neoliberal individualism, through definition and demarcation of its 

conceptual as well as ideological premises (Lemke, 2002, Read, 2009, de Lissovoy, 2012, Hall 

and Wilson, 2014, Elmore and Elmore, 2016). Others have shown us how these mechanisms 

penetrate and subsequently affect various micro cosmoses of social relations (Bourgois, 1996, 

Wacquant, 2001, Crewe, 2007, Ellis et al., 2017, Schneider, 2020, 2021). Through ethnographic 

accounts of youth confinement my research seeks to contribute to the body of knowledge that 

recognizes the parthenogenetic process both structure and agency are deeply involved in. 

Moreover, it is through concrete experiences that I aim to demonstrate how structure and agency 
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are involved in a reciprocal co-constructive trade-off that transcends their current conceptual 

prismatic disposition. 

I show how my collaborators co-construct the very oppressive dogmatisms they are 

victimized by. Through tactical adoption of hegemonic masculinity, Mo, my collaborator from 

the shisha lounge, navigates the very arena of power that prescribes a solipsistic gendered 

competitiveness. It is through mythologization of the ultra-libertarian, indomitable and ever-

calculated male protagonist that ideology is fed. So too we find this in Michael, the Bijlmer 

youngster who found himself in the troubled situation of having to carry a knife to defend 

himself. Initiated by the idea of masculine intrepidity, Michael decided to handle the situation 

in a manner that directly broadened the very violent arena that threatened him.  

 Now how are we to conceptualize these cyclicality’s if all they do is sustain each other? 

Does that not leave us no other option than to conclude that the violent mechanisms of political 

economy are inescapable? After all, if there is anything post-modernism has taught us it is that 

the omnipresence of ideology can and inevitably will protect power. Sherry Ortner aptly 

umbrella’s such power related questions under the term ‘dark anthropology’ (2016). During the 

1980’s, parallel to the rise of Reaganist deregulatory politics, anthropologists made a radical 

shift toward power theorization, predominantly influenced by post-modernist and Marxist 

thinking. Several years later, the ontological turn called for a more particularized Heideggerian 

view, inciting a methodological shift toward literal interpretative ethnographic work. Although 

both paradigmatic turns contributed to the advancement of the discipline in fundamental ways, 

one cannot help but notice their contradictory premises. In an attempt to sidestep polemical 

discourse of macro versus micro, my thesis seeks to equilibrate ontological particularisms with 

the macro structures of political economy. I argue, drawing largely on de Certeau, that 

examining tactical engagements with the world, whether it be in prison or in a supermarket, 

teaches anthropologists about power. To do so ontology is required, for it provides us with the 

methodological tools to penetrate and interpret social realities. However, macro analysis, that 

of power, contours the conceptual arenas in which tactics are utilized. Unification of both 

paradigmatic premises allows for an analysis that can challenge ideology in a manner that is 

both intellectually as well as publicly feasible.  

 As a social scientific discipline, anthropology brings a distinctive feature to the table, 

that of narrative, that enriches epistemology through vividity, blowing life into that what 

otherwise belongs to the realm clinical intellectualism. In my thesis I therefore provide three 

different narratives of marginalized youth and their experiences with confinement. By doing 

so, I seek to debunk existing stigmas of criminalization. Instead, my research protests collective 
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imaginaries by demonstrating the profundity and complexity of my collaborator’s engagement 

with the world. Jackson, building on Hannah Arendt, describes the process of ethnographic 

engagement as follows:  

 

‘In this sense, the assumption underlying Hannah Arendt’s theory of judgment is similar 

to the assumption that underpins ethnography: that we deliberately put our own 

preunderstandings at risk by immersing ourselves in the lifeworlds of others’ (2009, 

p241). 

  

The above cited excerpt precisely captures my own experiences with doing fieldwork among 

youngsters in marginalized positions. Growing up in Almere, a suburb 20 kilometers from 

Amsterdam, I used to hang out with youngsters from several ethnic as well as socio-economic 

backgrounds. Although coming from a privileged middleclass family, the cities demographics 

ensured interminglement of different socio-economic and cultural groups. It was here that I met 

youth that used to be involved in shady businesses. Although never being part of any criminal 

activities myself, I certainly had friends that balanced the boundaries of the legal economy. This 

is where Jackson’s observation becomes relevant for my research as my personal biographic 

experiences granted me a set of intractable presumptions that require reflection.  

 It was what I thought I’d knew from personal experience that risked blurring my view 

in this project. Also, why would my experiences with “criminal” youth resemble any other 

groups outside my hometown? Such presumptions can become reductionist pitfalls as “open 

mindedness” is readily confused with the singular lens of personal experience. Besides this 

biographical bias, my ideas of the youth I was interested in was largely built on the very 

stigmatizing media imagery I am criticizing throughout my thesis. I too am a product of 

political-economy and I too engage with the world through tactics within these structural arenas 

of power. A rather explicit example of this was the feeling of uncomfortableness that came over 

me while visiting the shisha lounge to do an interview with Mo. In this scene I describe this 

sensation as: ‘a feeling that any minute now the police could come in to search the place.’ Such 

feelings are extremely arbitrary. After all, where I saw danger luring in the dark corners of this 

foggy establishment, Mo and Samir seemed to be at ease, experiencing the same environment 

in a completely different way. My collaborators thus directly challenged my criminalized 

presumptions about certain locales and certain bodies by radiating their experience of them. 

This is why anthropology’s intersubjective methodological premise is so valuable. It allows us 

to detect, acknowledge and challenge conventionalities we have often unconsciously adopted.  
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