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Selforganisation in the Netherlands 
The practice of citizens’ initiatives and self-organizing communities is seen as groups of people who 
organize themselves, taking action in the public domain, create public values and organizes and manage 
their social, cultural and green living environment (Van Dam, 2016). They often start with dreams and 
ideals but are also dissatisfied with current situation. So, besides the intrinsic motivation to do something 
and to take charge, these people are often also unhappy with something in their current situation, which 
can be locally, or influenced by policy or on societal level. This means that initiators take upon subjects 
that are close to their daily life, but also have a broader societal value. They are often a combination of 
self-interest and of societal value. Moreover, citizens are also expected to organize public values for 
themselves. In several public domains the governmental takes a step back.  

 

Research self-organizing groups of citizens taking charge of their living environment 
Specifically, we focus on citizens’ initiatives and self-organizing communities from a relational 
perspective. The ‘relational turn’ in social sciences represents a theoretical orientation in which actors 
and the dynamic processes of change and development engendered by their relations are central units of 
analysis (Floysand and Jakobsen, 2010). The relational turn and the focus of many scholars on 
contingency also reflects a shift from the macro level to micro level (i.e. agency and their interrelations 
(Boggs and Rantisi, 2003). Although autonomy can be very important to self-organizing groups of 
people, they do not act in isolation. There is social, spatial and institutional dynamics. In this paper, I 
focus on the last.  

 

Relation institutions – self organization of citizens concerning nature 
Nature in The Netherlands has for long time been the domain of institutions. Their technocratic approach 
to nature was at odds to broader and more pluriform approach to nature of society. Moreover, there 
wasn’t much space for local meaning and bonding of people with nature. Turning point: Robust nature 
becoming more and more part of society and also governmental emphasis on self-organisation of 
citizens. In practice one is in search for new roles of citizens and governmental organizations in the 
public domain in general, and specifically with regard to nature. In this search, the question how 
democratic citizens’ initiatives, but also governmental organizations are, plays a central role.  

Also, the concept of ownership seems to be at crossroad in discussion of role of institution and citizens in 
transferring responsibilities to society. Citizens take upon public tasks, or are challenged to do so – they 
are becoming owners of public values and tasks such as nature (Petitjean and Kishimoto, 2017) 

 

Seeing like a state – State dominance 
In the self-organization cases we analysed, different interactions and dependencies between 
governmental and non-governmental organizations came to the fore and each of these relations 
produces different roles for these actors. A dominance of governmental discourse manifests itself, which 
expresses itself in several ways:  



- Reproducing politically justified objectives 

Governmental actors use the discursive technique of governing politically justified objectives: They prefer 
to deal with those citizens’ initiatives that correspond to those in their policies. They only support those 
initiatives that according their own governmental policy plans and further their own policy. The initiator 
uses the technique of anticipation: he studies the relevant issues in landscape and nature policy and 
takes up on that. He is of the opinion that their initiative literally tries to realize the policy objectives.  
You see also the technique of adaption: initiators try to make the project more interesting and relevant 
for political actors, they make changes to the original plan. There are also examples of initiators that do 
not share the same objectives and no attempts were taken to adapt their policies and objectives, 
rhetorically nor in practice. Here we notice that some initiatives are ignored by governmental 
organizations or even ‘bullied’.  

- ‘professionalization’: Formalization of organization forms and projectification 

Governmental actors express their preference for those initiatives that operate in an organization form 
that feels ‘sound’ and ‘familiar’. Support or permission tends to be given only to well-organized initiatives 
that, for example, write project plans and that have established legal entities; and not to loosely 
organized platforms which often do not have a clear and uniform plan, let alone a written project plan. 
Related to the point above, support of governmental actors often goes out to initiators with a clear, 
uniform and well written projectplan. 

Interestingly, we observed the initiatives operating formally when dealing with formal organizations and 
on the other hand operating informally, when dealing with fellow residents and volunteers. The initiators 
manifest and frame themselves differently and also act differently when dealing with different actors. 

 
- Avoiding marginalisation, avoiding the NIMBY label 

Although nowadays the initiatives are usually not called NIMBYists openly, the NIMBY argumentation still 
seems to live on. With the Dutch planning systems, citizens who disagreed with the governmental 
decisions were always at risk of being ‘accused’ of being ‘just a civilian‘ of being ‘emotional’ of ‘only 
having their personal interest in mind’ and of only looking at problems from a local perspective, not 
seeing the bigger picture. Governmental organizations on the contrary, claim to have the rational 
expertise, to rely on reason, to have the public interest in mind and to rise above the local level. It is 
important for the citizens to be taking seriously, and in dealing with possible marginalization, citizens 
have learned to position themselves as initiators instead of protesters, and formulate their activities 
‘strategically’ 

A process of subjectification is observed in which discursively constituted subjects arise (Butler, 1997; 
Foucault, 1994). we notice how citizens’ initiatives are shaped by the (perceived) expectations, wishes 
and actions of the governance context. In the practice of citizens’ initiatives, the initiatives are both 
made subject and subject themselves to Dutch governmental organizations.  

 

Seeing like a citizen – Citizens rule 
Looking at self-organisation in the Netherlands, we see also something different. We also see a 
dominance in citizens discourse, which expresses itself for example in:   

- citizens seem to have goodwill that other parties have not 

Citizens’ initiatives sometimes work together with other parties. When addressing another party for 
advice, or for example in generating media-attention, many initiators have the experience that framing 
themselves as ‘being a result of an idea of citizens’ often does the trick, whereas the truth that it is a 
cooperation between actors, in which citizens have a leading role does not generate any advice or 
attention.  



- citizens ‘outflank’ or surpass governmental  

Moreover, citizens in citizens’ initiatives are often very competent, in social skills, concerning content, 
concerning knowledge of the area, etc. They often outflank the civil servants, which can be difficult, but 
also helpful if civil servants  

Power dynamics and discussion Polysystem theory 
Looking at the attitude of citizens in the process of subjectification, one can label them as obedient, 
docile and submissive, but also as cunning and strategic. The latter can be substantiated by realizing that 
the citizens’ initiatives also exercise power and deploy various strategies of internalization at different 
stages. Moreover, one also sees citizens defining objectives and surpassing governmental organizations.   

Selforganization seems double faced and/or fluid in terms of power. How do we view this from the 
perspective of Polysystem Theory: Who forms which canon?  

It seems that the government is mainly interested in those aspects one can identify with, with are in 
some way ‘materialized’ (a project format). How do we view the professionalization of organization form 
and projectification from the perspective of Polysystem theory. Does Polysystem Theory for example 
contribute to the projectification of society?  

The biggest question however is, how do we understand the issue of pluralism, power and canonization 
in case citizens initiatives going bananas. Simply the case that they acquire more power and start to 
control and change the public administration. Exactly this we see emerging now. When do we think that 
it goes out of control?  
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