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INTRODUCTION 

 
Contemporary policy and academic debates on the settlement and integration of 
recently arrived migrants and refugees draw attention to migrants’ negotiation of 
identity and belonging in relation to the receiving community. Recent research 
suggests that this process is shaped by the interplay between the aspirations and 
resources of migrants, and the structural forces and social norms to which they are 
expected to conform within the country in which they live (Bhatia & Ram, 2009; 
Hammond, 2013). Critical academic work indicates the unintended consequences 
that integration policies can have on migrants’ and refugees’ feelings of national 
belonging and identification (Valentine, Sporton, & Nielsen, 2009). That is, 
prevailing notions of nationhood and national citizenship tend to constrain the 
social and discursive space available to recently arrived migrants to define their 
identities and their sense of belonging to the nation as well as to homeland or a 
diasporic community (Ager & Strang, 2010; Valentine et al., 2009). Yet, research 
also suggests important trajectories of identity construction beyond, or parallel to, 
the mould of narrowly defined national identities (Cohen, 2010) that present 
possibilities for unfixing identities, particularly nation-derived ones (Vertovec, 
2001). This potentially creates space for more hybrid, plural and fluid forms of 
identity and belonging (Hall, 1990). 
 In this chapter, we interpret cultural forms such as sport as a critical aspect or 
space in the politics of belonging, the construction of new meanings of community, 
strategies of cultural identity and resistance, and new solidarities and exclusions 
(Werbner, 1996; Bradbury, 2011; Burdsey, 2006, 2008; Joseph, 2011; Spaaij, 
2012a, 2015). These processes and practices do not occur in a social vacuum; 
rather, they are enacted within and through different spaces. We will focus 
specifically on the lived experiences of Australian and Dutch Somalis in relation to 
community-based sports clubs and events in order to address two questions: What 
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kinds of belonging are constructed by Australian and Dutch Somalis in 
community-based sport? What social processes facilitate or impede these 
belongings? In this chapter, we extend our previous research that focused 
specifically on the Australian context (Spaaij, 2011, 2012a, 2013, 2015) by 
offering a more comparative and multi-sited perspective on these questions. In the 
next section, we first discuss the concept of belonging, followed by an overview of 
the ethnographic research that underpins our analysis. 
 
 

THE POLITICS OF BELONGING 
 
The concept of belonging provides the overarching framework for this chapter. We 
build on contemporary sociological theory to conceptualise belonging as a dynamic 
dialectic of the (inter)personal experience of belonging on the one hand, and the 
politics of belonging on the other hand. The subjective experience of belonging can 
be defined broadly as the development of some form of emotional attachment that 
relates individuals to other people, places or modes of being (Anthias, 2005; 
Probyn, 1996; Wood & Waite, 2011). From this perspective, belonging is a 
personal, intimate, feeling of being or becoming part of, or at home in, a place or 
particular collectivities (Antonsich, 2010). Yet, belonging is inherently relational, 
laden with power, and contested (Krzyzanowski & Wodak, 2007). Understanding 
belonging requires a focus not only on an individual’s or a group’s claims to 
belonging, but also on how their ability to claim belonging is affected by 
discourses and practices of social inclusion/exclusion.  
    Yuval-Davis’s (2006, 2011) theorisation of belonging as a multi-layered social 
process is particularly instructive in this regard. She constructs belonging along 
three major analytical levels. The first level concerns categories of social location, 
which have “a certain positionality along an axis of power, higher or lower than 
other such categories” (Yuval-Davis, 2006, p. 199). Categories of social location 
are often structured around dualistic norms, such as man/woman, 
heterosexual/homosexual, or White/Black. The implications of these social 
locations vis-à-vis the grids of power relations in society are historically specific 
and subject to change. Moreover, social locations are fluid and contested, and 
constructed along multiple axes of difference, such as gender, class, race and 
ethnicity, simultaneously; that is, they are intersectional.  
    The second level refers to belonging as an affective and personalised experience, 
bound up with individual and group identifications and emotional attachments 
constructed around the narratives people tell themselves and others about who they 
are and who they are not (Yuval-Davis, 2006). Belonging is not just cognitive but 
also emotional. Affective dimensions may become more decisive or salient in 
shaping experiences of belonging, when people’s belonging is threathened or less 
secure. Thus, experiences of social exclusion and marginalisation may generate an 
increased longing for emotional belonging to an accepting community where they 
can feel safe and at home. 
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    The third level concerns the politics of belonging; that is, the way social 
locations and individual and group identifications and attachments are valued and 
judged. This process involves public, policy and media discourses that 
communicate what identities do and do not belong in a place. The politics of 
belonging, then, concerns the evolving boundary discourses and practices that 
separate “us” from “them”. Yuval-Davis’s (2006, 2011) theory of belonging posits 
that control over the construction of belonging is not located within the individual 
or group, but inheres in a complex interplay between the side that seeks or claims 
belonging and the side that has the power to ‘grant’ belonging (Antonsich, 2010). 
This “granting” power involves what Hage (1998) refers to as “governmental 
belonging” (p. 46), which is claimed by those who are in a dominant position and 
can lead to individuals or groups being silenced and positioned as “Other”. 
Belonging, then, occurs at the intersection of individual affective experience and 
the structural process of (not) becoming a member; it involves ongoing negotiation 
and (re)construction through the inclusion of some and the exclusion of others 
(Krzyzanowski & Wodak, 2007).  
    As the above shows, belonging is a multi-faceted and multi-scalar phenomenon. 
In The Politics of Home, Duyvendak (2011) distinguishes four spheres of “home”: 
the sphere of the individual household, the economic sphere of the workplace, the 
associational sphere of the community, and the politico-cultural sphere of the 
nation-state. Belonging tends to be constituted and experienced differently in these 
different spatial contexts, such that particular subject positions and emotional 
attachments may become salient or irrelevant in particular spaces (Valentine et al., 
2009). Key differences across different spheres and spaces of belonging may 
include, for instance, the degree of dynamism and porosity of boundaries of 
inclusion/exclusion, and the specific modes of performance and signification 
(Antonsich, 2010; Nunn, 2014). However, different spaces of belonging are also 
simultaneously tied together by processes that exert influence across various scales, 
such as globalisation, migration, the gender revolution, and attendant changes to 
international or national laws (Duyvendak, 2011).  
    Sport may also be viewed in this way. Community sports practices are a 
significant associational sphere where the experience of belonging and the politics 
of belonging intersect. Like other potential spaces of belonging, sport is situated 
within, and reflects, wider social structures and discourses, yet it is also a site 
where such structures and discourses are mediated and contested. The particular 
context and research methods used to address these issues, with a focus on the 
experiences of Australian and Dutch Somalis, are discussed in the next section. 
 
 
 

SPORT AND BELONGING IN CONTEXT:  
SOMALIS IN AUSTRALIA AND THE NETHERLANDS 

 
The emergence and meaning of the community-based sports practices of Australian 
and Dutch Somalis examined in this chapter should to be understood within the 
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context of forced migration, resettlement and diaspora formation. Prolonged 
violent conflicts between government forces and armed opposition in Somalia 
culminated in the collapse of the Somali state in 1991 with the overthrow of Siyad 
Barre’s military rule. This resulted in the intensification of conflict between clan-
based military factions in many parts of the country. By 2017, more than two 
million Somalis are displaced by a conflict that has lasted over two decades. An 
estimated 1.5 million people are internally displaced in Somalia and nearly 900,000 
are refugees in the near region, including in Kenya, Yemen and Ethiopia (UNHCR, 
2017). It should be noted, however, that Somali migrants are a highly diverse 
population in terms of educational attainment, employment, region of origin, 
family arrangements, and so on (Horst, 2007). Their resettlement experiences are 
also highly diverse.  
    Somalis currently constitute one of the largest refugee-background populations 
from Africa in Australia. Somali refugees began to arrive in Australia in significant 
numbers from the late 1980s, primarily under the Refugee and Special 
Humanitarian Program. The second half of the 1990s was the peak period for 
Somali arrivals in Australia, many of whom arrived indirectly via refugee camps in 
Kenya, Ethiopia, Yemen and Djibouti. The 2016 Census of the Australian Bureau 
of Statistics recorded 8,960 Somalia-born people in Australia. Although Somalis 
are mostly nomadic pastoralists, in Australia they have become one of the most 
urbanised population groups in Australia, with 98 per cent living in urban areas 
(ABS, 2017). The 2011 Census showed that 30 per cent of Somalia-born people in 
Australia were aged below 25 (ABS, 2012). 
    The Netherlands became a popular destination for Somali refugees and asylum 
seekers fleeing the Siyad Barre regime in the late 1980s and early 1990s. Current 
there are 39,465 Somalis officially registered in the Netherlands, 26,803 (68 per 
cent) of whom are first-generation migrants (CBS Statline, 2016). However, this 
number fluctuates considerably due in part to subsequent onward migration to 
cities in the United Kingdom with much higher concentrations of Somalis. It is 
estimated that since 2000 more than 20,000 Somali migrants have left the 
Netherlands for the UK (van Liempt, 2011a). At the same time, the Somali 
community in the Netherlands is scattered across cities and small towns in different 
parts of the country due in part to the Dutch policy of dispersal of asylum seekers. 
While asylum seekers were housed in relatively high-quality housing, they were 
spread all over the Netherlands and often isolated from family members and 
friends (van Liempt, 2011b).  
    A distinctive feature of the Dutch Somali population is its internal diversity in 
terms of the period of arrival. The first cohort, which arrived in the late 1980s and 
in the 1990s, consists mainly of people with relatively high levels of educational 
attainment who are more likely to have subsequently migrated to countries such as 
the United Kingdom to pursue economic and educational opportunities. The second 
cohort, so-called nieuwkomers (new arrivals), arrived after 2007 and have lower 
educational attainment due to the prolonged conflict in Somalia. A relatively large 
proportion of these newcomers are minors. As a result, Somalis in the Netherlands 
are relatively young compared to other asylum seeker groups, and have become 
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increasingly so in the past six years (CBS Statline, 2016). Two-thirds are below the 
age of 30. In 2010, 58 per cent of Somali asylum seekers were below the age of 18, 
and 48 per cent were under the age of 15 (Nijenhuis & van Liempt, 2014).  
   Challenges associated with integration and wellbeing are well documented in 
both countries, including the Australian and Dutch Somali populations’ vulnerable 
socioeconomic status (including low educational attainment and high 
unemployment and underemployment rates), family separation and social 
disconnectedness. Moreover, research suggests that many Somalis feel 
marginalised in terms of service provision (Hopkins, 2006), and that mainstream 
community associations do not necessarily meet their needs (Griffiths, 2002; 
Spaaij, 2011). Within this context, community-based sports clubs and events have 
emerged in order to partially fill this void. Youth worker Yunus (male, 40s) 
describes this need as follows with specific reference to a Somali-based football 
(soccer) club in Melbourne, Australia: 
 

Well, the whole welfare and trying to educate the community, the kids, and also 
the parents who are not involved with the kids … trying to bring the community 
together. Have that link. Because we don’t have, you know, any association or 
any activity for the kids, and the kids will not see one another. We are having 
this club so they are having an awareness of who is who.  

 
    In a similar vein, the Amsterdam Futsal Tournament (AFT), established in 2005 
within the Dutch Somali community, aims to offer a space to empower and 
improve the settlement and social networks of Somali youth in Europe. The AFT is 
currently held twice a year – a 32-team international Winter event and a smaller, 
16-team Summer futsal (indoor, five-a-side football) tournament. Its organisers 
view sport as a platform for fostering social connectedness and for cultivating a 
sense of belonging to others with a similar cultural heritage. 
    In examining the experiences of Somalis in two nation-states – Australia and the 
Netherlands – it is important to consider the specificities of the political and social 
contexts. Both countries feature a complex and changing relationship between 
multiculturalism and national identity. While the differences between the two 
political and ideological contexts should not be exaggerated, scholars such as Van 
Krieken (2012) distinguish between the relative homogeneity of the Netherlands 
and the situation in Australia. According to Van Krieken (2012), the Netherlands 
has a “thick” but also “cool” (implicit) national culture, within an ethnically more 
or less homogenous nation. The country is characterised by relatively exclusionary 
conceptions of citizenship and national identity and their “lack of porousness for 
newcomers” (Van Krieken, 2010, p. 16). This is reflected in, for instance, the 
linguistic distinction still made between autochtoon (native, indigenous) and 
allochtoon (of foreign origin, “not from here”) within the category of “Dutch 
citizen”. Autochtony can only be claimed when cultural and racial difference has 
been more or less eliminated; as long as one looks racially different, as in the case 
of Dutch Somalis, one remains an allochtoon, a non‐native (Van Krieken, 2012). In 
contrast, Australia is characterised by the dominance of a “thinner” conception of 
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national culture, even if it may be more explicit and enthusiastic (“hot”). The 
“thick” conception of culture is less self‐evident in Australia and “its defenders 
have to work a lot harder to sustain it” (Van Krieken, 2012, p. 14). 
 

METHODS 
 
This chapter draws upon five years of ethnographic research that commenced in 
2008 in Australia. The research initially sought to explore Australian Somalis’ 
participation in, and experiences of, team sports, with a particular focus on football 
(soccer), which is the most popular sport among Somalis. The research approach in 
this project flowed from its objective to capture participant voices, experiences and 
meaning-making processes. The primary research site was Melbourne, Australia, 
which has a sizeable concentration of Somalia-born people. The research initially 
focused on a single football club in Melbourne but, over time, the study developed 
into a multi-sited ethnography in order to trace participants, their relationships and 
their experiences across multiple sites in Australia including other sports clubs and 
events. The research combined multiple data collection strategies with a focus on 
ethnographic observations and interviews (Spaaij, 2012a, 2013, 2015). This 
approach involved spending time and sharing space with participants, and 
watching, observing and talking with them in order to discover their 
interpretations, meanings and relationships. 
    In 2015, this research shifted to Europe. A number of Australian-based 
participants reported that they had previously lived, or had family or friends, in 
Europe. They described diasporic sports events organised in countries such as the 
Netherlands, Sweden and the United Kingdom that they or their family members 
had participated in. One event that featured in the narratives of Australian Somali 
participants was the AFT. The authors therefore decided to conduct qualitative 
research at this event. The study similarly comprised ethnographic observations 
and interviews with players, coaches, referees, volunteers, spectators, and 
representatives of Somali community organisations.  
    In both settings, research protocols and interview guides were developed in close 
consultation with members of the Somali communities to ensure cultural 
appropriateness and relevance. Interview questions and observation guides were 
designed to capture the participants’ perceptions and experiences of identity and 
belonging in general, and of the sports activities under study in particular. The 
interviews were conducted at sports facilities, at local cafés, in people’s homes, and 
in the offices of Somali community organisations located in different parts of 
Melbourne and Amsterdam.  
   Interview transcripts and field notes were analyzed using thematic analysis 
techniques. The authors independently read the transcripts, field notes and social 
media messages, and coded passages of text firstly using an open (or initial 
meaning code) and secondly an axial (or categorisation of open codes) coding 
scheme. Dialogue among the authors resulted in intersubjective agreement on the 
interpretation of the identified passages and codes. The first author then coded the 
transcripts line by line, and the second author reviewed the coding.  
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   The research approach outlined above constitutes a form of “conventional 
humanist qualitative methodology” that has been subject to critique (e.g., St Pierre, 
2012, 2014). This critique invites us to think reflexively about the ontological 
dimensions of the researcher and research practices. We acknowledge that the 
research practices conducted in this study have a constructive dimension in terms 
of both the discursive framing of the research and participants’ narratives elicited 
within the interviews and observations. For example, the research questions we 
posed were informed by a strengths-based approach as opposed to a deficit model, 
as well as by a conceptualisation of belonging as multiple, dynamic and hybrid, in 
contrast to the static, monolithic and binary notion of belonging that is enacted in 
dominant political and media discourses in both countries. These orientations 
shaped the data collection and analytical procedures in terms of, inter alia, focus 
and the identification of salient themes.   
   In the next sections, we use the data elicited via these methods to examine how 
participation in community-based sports practices affects participants’ sense of 
belonging. We foreground two themes that emerge from the data: first, the multiple 
forms of belonging that are enacted in community sports spaces; and second, how 
such experiences of belonging are affected by, and negotiated in relation to, the 
politics of belonging. All participant names referred to in this chapter are 
pseudonyms. 
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FORMS OF BELONGING 

The forms of belonging created or enacted in and through participation in 
community sports activities and events are best understood as situated and 
situational accomplishments (Ajrouch & Kusow, 2007; Valentine et al., 2009). 
They tend to be fluid, hybrid, multiform and performed within specific contexts 
and moments, but can also transcend particular situations to affect individual and 
collective belonging in their everyday lives. As shown below, these forms of 
belonging operate at a plurality of scales (Antonsich, 2010; Wood & Waite, 2011), 
from local to global. Within the limited space of this chapter, we are unable to 
discuss in any detail all of the different forms of belonging that emerged from the 
data. Instead, below we foreground three salient, inter-related dimensions of 
belonging experienced and narrated by participants: being Somali, transnational 
belonging, and belonging to the nation.  

Being Somali: roots, connections and practices 
 
Participants appear to be more consciously aware and proud of their Somali 
identity and heritage during the community sports activities and events observed in 
this research. Their engagement with and experience within these practices 
increases their sense of belonging to, and “roots” in, the homeland and Somali 
diasporic communities. Hala, a female player and volunteer in her 20s, expresses 
this as follows:  
 

I am Dutch, I was born here, but it is still important to me to know where I come 
from. Because we are so dispersed it is difficult to find anyone who reminds you 
of your roots. I believe that is a very essential thing.  

 
Her friend Aicha (early 20s) elaborates: 
 

The mentality that I used to have was, like, Somali music and culture is 
annoying. No, I don’t need any of that. And I see that now with my nieces and 
nephews who say, “It’s so boring.” But now I think: it’s your culture. You have 
to know it. And I immerse myself in it. It’s a part of yourself, it’s a piece of your 
roots. It’s important to know yourself, who you are.  
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    Both women explain that they enjoy spending time and sharing space with 
fellow Somalis within the context of the sports activities. These activities offer a 
space where they can be with “people like me,” where they can speak Somali, eat 
Somali food and enjoy Somali cultural performances. Such interactions enable 
them to “feel more Somali” and to “get to know my heritage”. During the AFT, 
participants share stories and memories about Somali society, politics and sport. 
They also indulge in Somali music, poetry and food, and have the opportunity to 
participate in organised debates on the current situation and future of Somalia as 
well as the circumstances and experiences of Somalis in receiving communities. A 
female volunteer (Fatima, late teens) explains: 

 
Well, for example, when I speak Somali, I know that the other will answer in 
Somali... the communication is different when you’re with Somalis than when it 
is mixed. I think it’s because you understand each other better. I’m not sure... it 
could be that when you have different backgrounds you can get 
misunderstandings. And when you’re both Somali it’s easier and smoother.  

 
    In a similar vein, male referee Abdi (30s) notes that “It makes me to feel more 
Somali. Yeah. And like I’m involved here... with other people who also speak 
Somali as their first language. It makes me proud.” And Ahmed, a British Somali 
coach in his 60s, explains: “It broadens your family. They get to know each other, 
they care for each other, so it opens that aspect of trusting and having, yeah, 
dialogue and communication.”  
    In the Dutch context, an important aspect of this is the opportunity AFT and 
others sports activities provide for social interaction and learning between 
established Dutch Somalis and recent arrivals. Hala (female, 20s) explains:  
 

The past few years we have seen many new arrivals. They don’t come here 
because they like it but because they were forced to flee their homeland. It’s 
easier to help them when you speak the same language and when you 
understand where they come from. … That can be an important source of 
support, that they feel safer and also to participate in sport and to get to know 
many people who can teach them the [Dutch] language and make friends. You 
simply feel better understood by someone who knows where you come from. I 
have many people in my environment who are new arrivals and I always try to 
motivate them.  
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    We observed a similar dynamics in Melbourne. During one of the first author’s 
observations at a Melbourne-based football club, an established club member 
introduces him to Khalid (male, 40s), who had recently arrived in Australia after 
living in Europe for the last 20 years. Khalid moved to Australia to seek better 
employment opportunities. In London he had been playing football in a Horn of 
Africa team. He explains that upon his arrival in Melbourne, he began to play 
casual football with other recently arrived migrants in a local park, which provided 
him with opportunities to meet new people as well as to maintain a sense of 
continuity in his life. For him and many other (young) men, football is regarded 
with fondness and produced feelings of nostalgia and a deep connection to life in 
both the homeland and the diaspora (Dukic, McDonald, & Spaaij, 2017).  
    Hala and Aicha’s earlier reference to “roots” is insightful for the purpose of this 
chapter. Some participants explicitly compare their participation in events like AFT 
to return visits they have undertaken to Somalia. Roble, Dutch Somali player 
(male, late teens) voices how “having Somalis together is important. All those 
people who you see there, it makes you feel like a real Somali, so to speak.” When 
asked how that experience affects his sense of belonging, he replies:  
 

As a Somali, quite a lot actually. ‘Coz most people [at AFT] are Somalis so you 
learn how to deal with your own culture. The last time I was in Somalia was 
eight years ago. When I’m over there, I can quite easily regain the Somali 
language or culture, it brings back the memory. 

 
    Yet, their experiences of return visits also reveal complexities regarding the 
negotiation of belonging. A number of participants point out that when they visit 
Somalia, they are not necessarily recognised as being “fully Somali” and often 
stand out as European or Australian Somalis in terms of dress, language or 
customs. Haji (male, 20s) relays the following experience: 
 

Look, when I’m abroad [in Somalia] and someone asks me,  
“Where are you from?” I always say “The Netherlands”. They can tell by your 
language that you’re not 100% Somali. Or that you mix in Dutch words and so 
they think, “He’s not from this country.” But I always say: “I’m from the 
Netherlands.”  

 
Haji’s comment reveals the multiple and hybrid identities that many Dutch and 
Australian Somalis enact situationally. It is to this issue that we now turn, with 
specific reference to both transnational belonging and belonging to the nation.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

11 

Transnational belonging: diaspora formation in action 
 
In addition to a sense of belonging to homeland, participants perform a strong 
sense of transnational belonging that is closely associated with diaspora formation. 
As Burdsey (2006) points out, sports clubs or events can act as cultural 
intermediaries or flows between the homeland and the dispersed diasporic 
community. He gives the example of a Britsh Asian football player who spoke of 
“how his federation intends to establish links, partnerships and exchanges with 
clubs in Bangladesh through actually entering a club in a tournament in that 
country” (p. 490). We observe similar processes among both Dutch and Australian 
Somalis. For example, football teams composed of young Somali Australian men 
have traveled to Europe and North America to compete in international 
tournaments, offering them an opportunity to engage with Somali diasporas around 
the world, including relatives and kin. These global sporting encounters are but one 
aspect of the transnational lives that many Somali Australians lead. In the same 
vein, some young Dutch Somalis had participated in, or helped organise, diasporic 
sports events in European countries with sizeable Somali diasporas, including 
Sweden, Finland, Norway, Germany, United Kingdom, Switzerland and Turkey. 
Conversely, teams and individuals from six different European countries 
participated in the 2015 edition of the AFT. Musa, a Swedish participant in his 20s, 
explains this transnational engagement as follows: 
 

Because they connect each other… I can tell you that when I am in Sweden I... 
the nearest Somali community is like 30 minutes by car from my home. 
Sometimes I play with them, sometimes I arrange a big tournament who involve 
many teams... from other cities. So when they play each other, meet each other, 
play against each other, they connect with them, or connect, make a connection. 
And this connection, after the tournament they connect each other, they contact 
each other, to make another games between themselves. 

Asad, a visiting player from Finland in his 20s, specifically addresses the meaning 
of such connections: 
 

It’s always nice to meet other people from other countries. I guess that when we 
see some youngsters from different countries and you chat with them, and you 
ask where they are originally from, and some people are born and raised here in 
Europe. And there are some people who have gone back to Somalia and they 
have their own story, and it’s quite fascinating to hear each story of everyone. 
For example, last year I met so many people and still we are friends, and we are 
sitting here and hey, I remember you. I think it’s very important, because even 
though we have the same culture, you see some differences when you talk to 
like another Somali who came from different country… like when you start to 
talking to him you see some little differences. 

 
Dutch Somali player Abdi (male, 20s) gives another example: 
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Last year I met [a Swedish player] in the dressing room and we had a short 
conversation. We asked: how is it there? How is the nationality? How is life 
there? And what do you think of the Netherlands as an outsider? That’s super 
interesting to hear from someone from that country. He told us that the first 
Somali tournament in Sweden was a huge success, and many in the Netherlands 
don’t know about this. I find that very interesting to learn about.  

 
These kinds of transnational connection, whether fleeting or more durable, 
contribute to a sense of belonging to the global Somali diaspora. While for some 
participants such transnational belonging is primarily enacted within and through 
sports activities, others’ transnational engagement extends well beyond sport into 
media, music, political engagement and transnational activism (Kleist, 2008; 
Hammond, 2013).  
     Transnational belonging and more place-based or nation-based forms of 
belonging are not mutually exclusive but rather intersect and co-exist in 
complementary ways. As Hammond (2013) explains, transnational engagement 
can be a way to bridge Somali, diaspora and “host” cultures. Her research suggests 
that transnational engagement may actually support belonging to the nation, and 
vice versa. It is to this issue of national belonging that we now turn. 
 
Being Dutch, being Australian: belonging to the nation 
 
The sociocultural meanings of the experiences discussed in the previous sections 
are often misrecognised by policymakers who view mono-ethnic sports spaces as 
antithetical to the political objective of social integration (Krouwel et al., 2006; 
Spaaij, 2012a). Organised sport has been identified by policymakers as a sphere for 
social “mixing” between different cultural groups. An assumption is that ethnically 
diverse sports activities stimulate the social integration of minority ethnic groups in 
ways that mono-ethnic sports spaces do not (e.g. Pooley, 1976; Krouwel et al., 
2006). The lived experiences of Dutch and Australian Somalis reveal the flaws of 
this integration/self-exclusion binary, and instead suggest that the activities they 
participate in can simultaneously elicit belonging to both homeland and receiving 
communities.  

This is evident in, for example, the ways AFT participants describe how they 
represent their nation or city during the competition. Identification with their 
country and city of residence is a source of pride for many of the participating 
teams. Haji and Hasan, whose team “represents” a Dutch city, reflect upon this as 
follows: 
 

You have to put [your city] on the map [during the event]. Yes, you can just 
play for another team that represents a different city, but you have to represent 
your own city. You go back home and the people in your city are proud of you. 
They watch you on the livestream, our mothers and siblings. And they tell us 
that: “Hey, great that you got that far [in the tournament].” 
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In a similar vein, two players (both in their 20s) representing one of the Finnish 
teams that participate in the AFT stated: 
 

Asad: We are representing Finland and you can play against Norway, and there's 
always a little battle against each other...  
Warsame: And people in Finland also know that these guys are selected from 
Finland so they are here for representing a Finland team and also when we are 
posting something to Facebook and we are saying like we are the Finnish team 
coming to Netherlands playing for the futsal. So they are supporting us and 
watching the live[stream] on YouTube. 

 
Another important aspect of participants’ sense of belonging to the nation is their 
engagement in sport, and organised team sport in particular, as a cultural activity 
that is itself a powerful manifestation of receiving community culture. Sport 
assumes great social, cultural and economic importance countries like Australia 
and the Netherlands, and it is at the centre of popular culture in both countries 
(Spaaij, 2012b). It is also a key site for the production, shaping and regulation of 
national identity (Ward, 2010). In the Netherlands, football is the dominant 
national participation and spectator sport and commonly viewed as a vehicle for 
multicultural and societal integration (Krouwel et al., 2006; Müller et al., 2008). 
For many migrant-background young males, participation in football is a way to 
claim belonging to the Dutch nation, even though in reality Dutch football is 
fraught with racialised and ethnicised discourses and practices (Van Sterkenburg, 
Knoppers, & De Leeuw, 2012). 

The status of football is somewhat different in the Australian context. As part of 
their negotiation of national belonging in and through sport participation, 
Australian Somalis tend to develop a tacit awareness of the ways different sports 
are perceived within Australian society. For example, most are readily aware of 
football’s historical association with migrant communities. Football in Australia 
has long been distinguished by its popularity among sections of minority ethnic 
groups. Many football clubs were founded and organised along non-Anglo lines 
and they remain a vital power base for the game at both the grassroots and semi-
professional level (Hallinan et al., 2007). Football clubs and teams preceded formal 
community organisations for at least some migrant groups (Hay, 2009). For 
Australian Somalis like Mohamed, a former player and coach in his 20s, history 
shows that community-based sports clubs and events that cater to specific cultural 
groups can serve as a stepping stone towards more culturally diverse sports 
practices:  
 

[O]bviously I think even if you go back to other generations that were before us, 
the Greeks and people with different identities, they would have had clubs that 
were just based on Italians and Greeks. We are just going through that phase 
now, but down the track I don’t see the reason why it shouldn’t open up, and it 
will open up. 
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Moreover, respondents recognise that – in Melbourne at least – Australian football, 
as a hegemonic team sport, is an ideal way to claim belonging to the Australian 
nation through the symbolic capital it bestows upon participants. The following 
conversation between Samatar, an Australian Somali man in his 20s, and the first 
author about the differences between football (soccer) and Australian football 
illustrates this tacit understanding: 
 

RS: Would it be different if you were involved in Australian football?  Would 
that be different from being a soccer club? 
Samatar: I think Australians have to protect their Australian Rules, that’s a 
national sport, you know. It’s Australian identity, and yes soccer is seen as a 
violent thing because of as we know, soccer is a very passionate sport. You 
know?  I come from a soccer background. Somalia is based on soccer, that’s the 
national sport. And you’re from Europe you understand that soccer’s like it’s 
more emotional than footy.  And that’s why people are like “I just hate it”. 
RS: But you and quite a lot of Somalis are very interested in Australian football? 
Samatar: We are. I always say: “why not, why don’t they [play]”. My brother 
plays AFL (Australian Football League) footy, you know he plays for [a club]. 
They kind of drove 40 minutes from here to play on the weekends and they train 
twice a week. And I used to play footy. I used to play for a club. I love playing 
footy, but that doesn’t mean I have to leave soccer behind. If there’s younger 
people who, the younger people that want to play soccer, play soccer. The 
younger people who want to play footy, play footy. There’s no discrimination. 
We don’t say “don’t play footy because it’s their sport”. It’s sport you know, the 
boys love it, they play it and that’s why I said that’s why now, even me, I put 
my hand up to work with the AFL to build this African team to play in the 
international competition. I put my hand up you know, a lot of people put their 
hands up. Ahmed put their hand up, Yusuf put their, his hand up. They don’t 
come to the trainings, but I am at every training … You know my friends, the 
younger people, it’s a way of saying to them, we can achieve anywhere 
anything, you know and just going to what’s it called, uncharted territory. You 
know, going to footy for a lot of Africans is uncharted territory. 
RS: How so? 
Samatar: Why not go into it, integrate or assimilate? I don’t mind, as long as 
you are going to benefit. At the end of the day it’s all about being benefit. Our 
parents want us to benefit. Australia I am assuming wants the Africans to 
benefit, to move forward, because that’s the reason why they invited us in this 
country. At the end of the day it’s just people have different ideas about how 
you benefit. 

 
Samatar’s comments reveal his awareness of how engagement in Australian 
football can be interpreted as being symbolic or a reflection of integration and 
belonging to the nation. Taking up “their sport,” a sport that embodies “Australian 
identity,” provides “uncharted territory” for migrants like Samatar to “benefit, to 
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move forward,” and to seek and be granted a sense of belonging to the Australian 
nation. Yet, this quest for belonging in and through sport participation is anything 
but straightforward; instead, it is typically fraught with tensions and constraints. It 
is to this issue that we now turn.  
 

THE POLITICS OF BELONGING IN ACTION 
 
The aforementioned forms and scales of belonging cannot be divorced from the 
historical, social and political contexts in which they are situated. As noted earlier, 
prevailing notions of nationhood and national citizenship shape the social and 
discursive space available to recently arrived migrants to create and enact their 
sense of belonging. The politics of belonging thus affect the process of identity 
formation which can be fraught with insecurities and ambiguities, especially for 
young Somalis in the West. Ahmed, the aforementioned British Somali coach 
(male, 60s), explains this as follows: 
 

Questioning identity is very, very strong for lots of young Somalis [in the West]. 
For some of them it becomes really painful to understand or accept who they 
are, because one country gave me everything that I have now, and another one I 
came from. … I think [the AFT] is one of those things that can make that 
process easier, especially some of the debates that happened last night… There 
was one was born here, he’s never seen Somalia; one who came from Somalia 
young then grew up most of his life in Sweden, so he’s kind of Swedish, and 
that’s his feeling; and some who recently came to Somalia or visited Somalia. I 
hope lots of the others will listen and could learn something from it.  

 
He goes on to reflect: 
 

If they realise their identity and accept that they can be different people, and 
wear different hats at different times, that will make it easier for them. So 
identity, the questions are not going to end now, it’s going to continue for a long 
time. Even for me, sometimes I don’t know which of my hats I’m wearing, and 
it’s something that will stay with them probably for the rest of their lives. 

 
In this context, experiences of racialisation and social exclusion can have a major 
impact on participants’ sense of (not) belonging. For example, Farah, an Australian 
Somali football player and social worker in his 30s, expresses: 
 

It puts you in sort of an isolation thing. That’s like sometimes when they live in 
the high-rises [housing commission flats] they feel that sharing language… if 
they’re living next to each other and they see each other every day and it’s sort 
of like OK. But the thing is, if you live in the middle of nowhere, like, if I was 
supposed to be living in Hawthorn in a suburban rich area and I’ve got kids, 
now I would struggle. They’re gonna be isolated. The Hawthorn community 
doesn’t want to accept them, people living there, you know. They’re not 
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accepted by that community, therefore you may as well live in these high-rises 
where you feel you’re accepted, where you feel you’re happy and belonging in 
there. 
 

Sport itself is not immune from such experiences. Some participants report that 
they are regularly subjected to discriminatory remarks relating to their skin color or 
their cultural or religious background (Spaaij, 2012a). Yusuf, a Melbourne-based 
coach in his 40s, explains: 
 

We suffer a lot of abuse. Last weekend a women at [an away game] hurled 
about at my players things like “monkey” and “terrorist”. I told her that if she 
continued I would make life very difficult for her. And the players nearly got 
into a fight with the opposing players. This is unacceptable. Their behaviour was 
really inappropriate. And you see our kids, if one is attacked they all go over 
there and back him up. That’s the sense of sameness that emerges in those 
situations. Though it is wrong to react to provocations.  

 
Yusuf’s reference to a situationally produced “sense of sameness” is significant 
here. Although this notion is often evoked in team sports contexts, such as in the 
phrase “backing up your mates,” it holds a specific meaning in the face of racial or 
religious vilification. Yusuf notes that, in part as a consequence of such 
experiences, players at his club tend to “live in their own little world, and it’s 
difficult for them break through this.” Or, as Abdullahi, a university graduate in his 
late 20s, puts it: “Most clubs can call you any name they like, like ‘chocolate’. You 
want another person to say, like, ‘I’m chocolate too’.” He explains how socializing 
with other Africans in sport makes him feel “more comfortable, because we’re the 
same color and everything”. Other participants in Australia similarly report how 
engaging with “other Africans or Muslims” in sport is “more comfortable” or 
“easier” because “you have something in common” and “have experienced the 
same things”.  
 The experiences of their Dutch counterparts are broadly similar. For example, 
Hala states: “I can be myself more when I am around other Somalis.” Haji and 
Hasan, two male players (in their 20s) of a team that participates in the AFT 
elaborate on this issue as follows: 
 

Haji: You feel at home here.  
Hasan: It’s a different feeling. I have to say that when I’m here, every year, it’s 
different… We sometimes play in different tournaments but that’s… you don’t 
see people like yourself and that’s frustrating. Of course, you are in a foreign 
country [the Netherlands] so it’s logical. But to be able to experience an event 
like [AFT] is fun, it’s attractive. Everyone is black. That gives you a different 
kind of feeling, I must confess. 

 
These experiences speak to Australian and Dutch Somalis’ ongoing negotiation of 
the effects of “Othering” processes based on race/ethnicity, religion and nation, and 
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how these affect their sense of (not) belonging in and beyond sports spaces. Some 
Australian and Dutch Somalis’ may thus prefer to play sport with other Somali 
migrants or minority ethnic groups because they feel more comfortable and secure 
within these spaces (Bradbury, 2011; Spaaij, 2013). Yet, the space available for 
such co-ethnic interaction has become more constrained due to concerted 
governmental efforts to enhance cultural “mixing” in sport (for the Dutch context 
see Krouwel et al., 2006; Müller et al., 2008) and, in the Australian context, to “de-
ethnicise” the game of football (Hallinan et al., 2007). In political and public 
discourse, co-ethnic sport participation has been likened to “cultural separatism” 
and “self-exclusion,” rather than a haven from prejudice that facilitates the 
negotiation of multiple and hybrid forms of belonging. 
 

CONCLUSION 
 

In this chapter, we have sought to explore the negotiation and politics of belonging 
through the lens of community-based sports practices. Drawing on ethnographic 
fieldwork with Australian and Dutch Somalis within and across several sports 
spaces, we have shown how participants enact and negotiate multiple situated 
forms of belonging that intersect in complex and dynamic ways. The different 
forms and scales of belonging – homeland, transnational/diasporic and national – 
performed within these spaces are not mutually exclusive. On the contrary, they 
can support and complement each other by bridging Somali, diaspora and “host” 
cultures (Hammond, 2013), and thereby offer potent sources for the construction of 
plural and hybrid identities that are betwixt and between. Yet, our findings also 
suggest that the space available for Australian and Dutch Somalis to claim these 
forms of belonging is shaped by the politics of belonging and, specifically, by the 
narrow confines of governmental belonging (Hage, 1998). This governmental 
belonging is evidenced in, for example, the ways Australian and Dutch Somalis are 
urged to play sport in mixed, mainstream settings rather than within their own 
communities or with other minority ethnic groups. It is also evidenced in the way 
Australian Somalis are sensitised into an awareness and appreciation of the 
dominant discourse that positions certain sports, like Australian football, as being 
more socially acceptable as a space for belonging to the nation, despite historical 
evidence to the contrary.  
 Our findings highlight the importance of community spaces for migrant groups, 
such as Australian and Dutch Somalis, to claim a sense of belonging to each other 
and to the nation. As such, this chapter reinforces Sporton and Valentine’s (2007) 
conclusion that “a sense of ‘belonging’ in a country develops where a community 
has a sense of security and space to define its own identity beyond or alongside 
narrow prescriptions of national identity” (p. 19). It is therefore imperative that 
sport and social policies support migrants to retain and develop a sense of 
belonging to homeland and to their own diasporic community, while also 
supporting them to simultaneously access belonging to the nation without prejudice 
or discrimination. 
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