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Abstract 

 

 

  

This master thesis examined how institutions for collective action (ICAs) in the Netherlands relate to and 

conflict with both neoliberal governmentality and the political discourse of citizen participation. A 

literature study was conducted on incorporation of neoliberal governmentality in the political discourse 

of citizen participation. It concluded that the political discourse of citizen participation contains 

recognizable aspects of neoliberal governmentality (i.e. austerity on public commons and creation of 

competition in social domains); however, through the promotion of citizen initiatives it opens a window 

of opportunity for ICAs to conceive new forms of creating and governing public commons. 

In addition, the thesis investigated how three eco-friendly housing projects in the Netherlands accomplish 

their goals through using specific rationales and frames. These rationales and frames prove to align well 

with the political discourse, as well as with the neoliberal governmentality, despite the fact that they use 

a different mode of operandi.  

 

Keywords: neoliberalism, governmentality, political discourse, citizen initiatives, institutions for collective 

action, commons, rationales, framing. 
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Introduction  & theory 

Over the past few years, there has been an upheaval in society about new citizen initiatives that 

create their own public commons; in this thesis this concept is indicated as institutions for collective 

action (ICAs). These initiatives start when a group of individuals that share the same interests find a 

way to institutionalize. They are citizen-organized, local, bottom-up organizations that create and 

govern public commons in new ways. These institutions are not state-led, nor are they a product of 

the market. They are constituted by groups of citizens that organise new options to govern commons 

together. The sharp increase in collectives is referred to as the third wave of cooperation (de Moor, 

2013i)1. In the past collectives have proven to make an impact on the social-economic domain in the 

Netherlands. This trend has also been picked up in the political sphere. Citizens are seen as 

mobilized, connected and socially active, leading to the conclusion that citizens can partly take over 

public services and commons that were traditionally arrange by the welfare state (Rutte, 2014ii). To 

ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΩǎ ōǳŘƎŜǘ ŘŜŦƛŎƛǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊƻǎŜ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ нллу ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ŎǊƛǎƛǎΣ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ 

austerity measures and is withdrawing out of government provided services. Besides austerity, new 

reforms are introduced to decentralise and give way for citizens to create and govern public services 

and commons themselves. The term for this political discourse has become citizen participation. This 

new trend in Dutch politics wants to reduce the rising costs of the welfare society through citizen 

participation. Local bottom-up initiatives as the answer for financial problems of the top-down 

functioning national government: interesting, to say the least! 

Introducing the research question  

In academic literature as well as in societal debates, the shift towards austerity and a withdrawing 

state is referred to as a neoliberal doctrine that is focussed on competition and privatization of public 

                                                           
1
 The first and second are respectively the constitution of guilds in the late middle ages and the 19th century 

cooperation of citizens that led to well-known Dutch companies like Rabobank, FrieslandCampina and Achmea. 
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commons. This current in theory stems ŦǊƻƳ CƻǳŎŀǳƭǘΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŀǊȅ ŀŎǘǎ ƻŦ institutions 

(Foucault, 1977iii; Foucault, 1980iv & Foucault et al., 1991v). Neoliberal governmentality is used as a 

concept to understand the current mode of thinking in institutions and corporations2. While the 

above mentioned citizen initiatives seem to be formed on the bases of collective action and 

collaboration, academic literature describes the neoliberal governmentality as individualistic and 

based on competition (Larner, 2000vi; Bourdieu, 2000vii; Faulk, 2008viii & Cotoi, 2011ix). The concept of 

neoliberal governmentality (which is interchangeably used in this thesis with neoliberal doctrine, 

ƴŜƻƭƛōŜǊŀƭ Ǌŀƛǎƻƴ ŘΩŞǘŀǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜƻƭƛōŜǊŀƭ ŀŎǘ ƻŦ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘύ ƛǎ defined as the political project that, 

in pursuit of economic growth, is working towards a radical free market utopia through political 

decisions that include ultimate privatization of public commons and deregulation of the market. The 

radical free market utopia is based on the neoclassical economics that recognises only rational 

individuals (Bourdieu, 2000) and revolves around the need for a competitive market as the breeding 

ground for economic growth.  

Privatization, reduced government spending and deregulation of capital flows are focus 

points of neoliberalism (Faulk, 2008, p.587). The essential difference between liberalism and 

neoliberalism is that the focus moved from exchange to competition (Foucault, 2010x). Where 

governments in liberal, laissez-faire economics let the market do the work of exchange in the market 

place and intervened as little as possible, the neoliberal act of government steers towards creating 

competition within all domains of society. Where the government lacks in intervening in the market, 

the more it interferes with the technical, juridical, demographic and social domains to create forms 

of competition (Foucault, 2007, in: Cotoi, 2011). In its conviction that competition between individual 

actors creates the most economic growth neoliberalism restructures all domains of society through 

                                                           
2
 The author is conscious of the scientific difficulties that surround the term neoliberalism. The literature on 

this theme has a huge range and seems to be used in many different contexts and different meanings. Boas 
and Gans-Morse (2009) conclude in their meta-analysis of 148 articles on neoliberalism that there are three 
problems to the scientific use of the term neoliberalism: the term is most of the time not (clearly) defined, it is 
used unevenly across the ideological spectrum and the term is used to illustrate a broad range of phenomena, 
making it an academic catchphrase. Through providing a clear and neutral definition of neoliberalism, 
combined with the specific focus on the aspects of competition, austerity and privatization, the author hopes 
to evade the common pitfalls for academics in their use of this concept. 
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practises of privatization and deregulation of the market (Bourdieu, 2000). Neoliberal politics have 

become influencial in the cultivation of the social welfare system of (former) social democratic 

countries (Larner, 2000, p. 15). Since only rational individuals are recognized in the utopian theory of 

a radically free market system, public commons are rendered to the market through privatization; 

are exposed to expenditure cuts; and citizens are instructed to create their own alternatives that can 

make up for the retreating welfare state. The latter is partly constituted in Dutch politics through the 

term of citizen participation. However, the new citizen initiatives that are sparked by this political 

discourse seem to create new commons that are not privatized. In addition, as an antagonist to the 

neoliberal competition driven market, they have communality as one of their focal points and 

cooperation as their main mode of operandi. The research question of this thesis builds on the 

apparent discrepancy between the neoliberal governmentality and the new citizen initiatives 

movement: how do institutions for collective action (ICAs) conflict and/or relate to the political 

discourse of citizen participation and the governmentality of neoliberalism?  

Neoliberalism & citizen participation  

Before zooming in on the citizen institutions, the relation between neoliberal governmentality and 

the political discourse of citizen participation needs to be clarified. As stated above, the neoliberal 

doctrine is incorporated in the political discourse, however, to what extent is not completely clear. In 

addition, the discourse took an important role in Dutch political policies and sparked a broad societal 

debate. Therefore it is of societal interest to scrutinize on the dynamics of this political discourse. The 

first sub question is: what does the political discourse of citizen participation entail in the 

Netherlands, in the light of neoliberal governmentality?  

Political discourse is defined in this thesis as a macro element in society that is created 

through a dynamic play of networks of ideas and actors in the democratic field. It can be grasped by 

analyzing texts, language and communication-through-action of politicians, political analysts, 
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scientific journalists, citizen initiatives, activists, pressure groups and other actors that perform 

political agency. The focus of this thesis is on the political move towards active citizenship and 

participation. For the past few years the idea of citizen participation roamed the political and societal 

spheres in the Netherlands. The recent financial crisis fostered the already growing belief that the 

welfare state cannot be sustained without huge state deficits and the time was right to implement a 

new political discourse. Citizens are projected as being mobilized and connected enough to sustain 

public services in places where the government is withdrawing. Bottom-up initiatives are seen as the 

answer to austerity plans on the public services and commons. This is a relatively new aspect in the 

political discourse of the Netherlands and resembles the rationale of the neoliberal act of 

government. Although the political discourse seems to align with the neoliberal doctrine of austerity, 

the focus on the creation of citizen initiatives leads to less privatization of public commons, but 

instead gives way for institutionalized citizen initiatives to create and govern commons. Therefore, 

the extent to which the neoliberal governmentality is included in the political discourse of citizen 

participation is to be seen.  

Citizen initiatives  

The lead role in this thesis is preserved for the citizen initiatives, which are described in the academic 

term institutions for collective action (ICAs). These institutionalised groups of people work together 

to accomplish common objectives. Shaken by the privatization of the past few decades and the 

recent social and economic crises, social initiatives for collective action have been on the rise (de 

Moor, 2013). The diversity of these institutions is immense: they range from energy to health care, 

and from community centres to local agriculture. The number of ICAs in the Netherlands 

mushrooms. Austerity measures on social benefits and healthcare make sure that there are 

increasingly more ICAs that focus on health care (especially in providing elderly residencies and day-

care). Other initiatives operate to produce and govern locally grown food or initiatives that bring 

about affordable health insurance for freelancers (i.e. Bread Funds). Moreover, there are groups of 
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people who form ICAs that set out to build eco-friendly living communities, so called eco villages. 

These villages combine multiple new innovations in energy, eco building and agriculture to form new 

ways of living together in their self-build neighbourhoods. Eco villages are the object of inspection in 

this thesis. 

ICAs are found by bottom-up practices and operate on a local level, but can have a global 

network or share ideas with communities in other parts of the world. They operate by creating public 

facilities (e.g. housing, energy supply, food supply, education, etc.) or setting up rules and 

infrastructure to manage the public facilities more just. The definition of ICAs that is used in this 

paper is institutionalised local bottom-up groups that constructively build an organization and 

infrastructure in order to produce and govern commons (which is different from other definitions3). 

The concept of collective action is different from ICA since this refers to social groups that strive to 

accomplish common objectives through intense and short-lived events (e.g. general strikes, massive 

public gatherings, demonstrations and revolts). The purpose of the ICA is to unite individuals and 

perform actions and practices that bring along the groups goals.  

Institutions for collective action create and govern commons. These commons can be 

described as the needs every human being wants to see fulfilled like: the need to drink, to eat, to 

shelter, to love and to be loved. In most literature on commons, it refers to forms of resources (e.g. 

water, food, air, land): physical goods that form the basis for living (Ostrom, 1990xi; Badin & Noonan, 

                                                           
3 Elinor Ostrom is one of the leading scholars on the subject matter of institutions for collective action; her efforts 

in researching the ways in which communities handle common resource pools are more than noteworthy. In her book 

Governing the Commons (1990) she uses cases from all over the world to describe how people work together to handle 

ŎƻƳƳƻƴǎ ƳƻǊŜ ƧǳǎǘΦ hǎǘǊƻƳΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ L/!ǎ ƛǎΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ the one of this thesis: according to Ostrom, 

ICAs are (voluntary) organizations that manage common pool resources (CPRs). CPRs are typically physically resources that 

are available in limited quantity and should be governed in order to not overexploit. For this research the exclusive focus on 

CPRs is too narrow because it does not take the possibility of creating new commons into account, nor does it recognise 

social relations as commons. 
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1998xii; Thoen et al., 2002xiii, p. 17-18). Moreover, I want to further elaborate the concept of 

commons by adding social relations between individuals as forms of commons, taking care of each 

other, compassion (caring about other people) and culture are common goods that come from social 

relations. But also collaboration (in finding solutions for common problems) is a common good that 

comes from social relations. ICAs are thus organizations that create and manage (parts of) the basic 

necessities for a human being. 

By creating new forms of creating and governing commons these citizen institutions are 

modifying and restructuring the building blocks of the social-economic domain. In this endeavour 

they create new social structures that organises social relations and distributes resources and 

services in the form of commons. Accordingly, to organise, maintain and reproduce their 

organisation and practices, they develop practical rationales and frames. Practical rationales and 

frames are the objects of research in respectively the second and third research question.  

The rationales of ICAs  

Practical rationales are the sum of basic assumptions that underlie the ICAΩs practices, stories and the 

way of coordinating within society. It contains the reason why they do the things the way they do. 

These assumptions rest on the inherent knowledge that is shared between members of the ICAs or is 

built up through practices. This knowledge contains the reason why the practices are effective. This 

knowledge and rationale touches the concept of collective learning, which is in anthropology 

considered as an essential trait to human beings. Collective learning makes it possible to transfer 

knowledge from one individual to the next without a great loss in content. Symbolic language makes 

it possible for us to learn from other people through digging in the collective memory that is stored 

ƛƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ƻǊ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ǎƻǳǊŎŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ΨǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘŜǊǎ ƻŦ ƎƛŀƴǘǎΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǳǎŜŘ 

by Google Scholar, lyrically visualises this concept. Connerton (1989xiv) states that ceremonies and 

other practices are a crucial part of the collective memory of a society. Practices embody a rationale 

that is passed on to others through experiencing or participating in these practices. Social group 
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practices in which collective learning takes place are referred to as communities of practice (Wenger 

1998xv; Wenger 2011xvi). Communities of practice are groups of people who share a concern and 

learn to do things better through interacting with each other. The collective learning takes place 

through the practices that are performed by the group and add to the collective memory. Through 

acting as a group and finding ways to create and govern commons, essential truths and assumptions 

are formed on how groups can interact and create in coherent ways. In this thesis this concept is 

used to identify ICAs as communities that embody (and create new) rationales and knowledge 

through practices. Henceforth, the second sub question is: what rationales do ICAs use to create and 

govern commons in an alternative way? 

The frames  of ICAs 

In order for an ICA to function, it must attain the group goals through collaborating as a group of 

individuals. However, it is not an endogenous effort, the groups do not form a sealed-off cult, but 

reach out to work with other parties. They need (and want) to involve outside actors to accomplish 

their ambitions. In their endeavours they create frames that they use to organize their actions and 

involve third parties. Creating frames is a dynamic multi-factor process that produces and 

reproduces. Frames form a layer on top of the practices and rationales that label and signify the 

group. A frame is the label that gives identity and shape to the ideas and actions of the ICA. Internally 

the frames help the groups to render events or occurrences meaningful and thereby function to 

organize experience and guide action (Snow et al. 1986xvii; Benford & Snow, 2000xviii). Externally the 

frames are useful in communication, which for instance feed the ICA in its capacity to gain support. A 

clear frame makes it easier for outsiders to perceive and label the ICA, which helps in the 

communication to the outside (Johnston & Noakes, 2005xix). Creating frames can also be a strategic 

action that is performed to convince other parties to join in their efforts (Fisher, 1997xx). Having a 

well-designed frame helps in, for example, gaining financial capital (via crowd funding, government 

subsidies or private investors) or creating social capital in the form of public support in the local 



 15 

governments, communities and businesses. Using the right type of frames can even attract third 

parties that might not share the same rationales. In finding an answer to the research question, the 

third sub question is posited: what frames do ICAs use to create and govern commons in an 

alternative way? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Research question:  

How do institutions for collective action (ICAs) conflict and/or relate to the political discourse of 

citizen participation and the governmentality of neoliberalism? 

Sub questions: 

a. What does the political discourse of citizen participation entail in the Netherlands, in the 

light of neoliberal governmentality? 

b. What rationales do ICAs use to create and govern commons in an alternative way? 

c. What frames do ICAs use to create and govern commons in an alternative way? 
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Conceptual framework  

As mentioned before, ICAs are the centre of attention in this thesis. Their relation to the political 

discourse of citizen participation and neoliberal governmentality in general is the focus of the 

research question. The conceptual model that is shown in figure 1 visualises the factors and relations 

that are taken into account in this research. The different coloured spheres represent the three sub 

questions that together represent the research question. 

 

Figure 1: conceptual model 
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The first sub question attends to the concepts of neoliberal governmentality, the political 

discourse of citizen participation and institutions for collective action (sphere A). The focus is on how 

the neoliberal doctrine is incorporated in the political arguments of the discourse. This shines a light 

on the collision or alignment of the rationales of the ICAs with the political arguments that stem from 

the discourse of citizen participation, which are under inspection through answering the second sub 

question. In addition, a closer examination reveals how third parties are influenced by the discourse. 

This helps unravelling how ICAs use frames to get benefits from third parties, which is under scrutiny 

in the third sub question.  

Sphere B refers to the second sub question. It contains a circuit of knowledge and rationales 

that are produced and reproduced within the ICAs through practices. The circuit is an analytic tool 

that contains three factors: ICAs, practices and knowledge/rationale. Special attention goes out to 

finding the rationales and knowledge of the ICAs and find out how these are produced and 

reproduced. Before grasping the dynamics of the knowledge/rationale circuit, the nuance must be 

made that there is a division in already existing rationales and knowledge and newly created 

rationales and knowledge. The already existing rationales can be found in the essential assumptions 

of the ICA. They are the underlying knowledge όŜΦƎΦ ΨǘƘŜ ŜŀǊǘƘ ƛǎ ǿŀǊƳƛƴƎ ǳǇΩΣ ΨŦƻǎǎƛƭ ŦǳŜƭǎ ŀǊŜ 

ǳƴǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜΩΣ ŜǘŎΦύ ǘƘŀǘ ŘǊƛǾŜǎ ǘƻwards creating an ecological ICA in the first place. These first 

rationales are easy to recognise and typical open doors. However, during the process of creating a 

functioning ICA, new rationales and knowledge are produced that are specific for the type of 

commons that a particular ICA creates. The knowledge/rationale circuit starts with an ICA performing 

practices. These practices create practical knowledge effectively creating commons and organizing a 

self-governing ICA. Through trail-and-error, assumptions are constructed on how an organization 

(and in extrapolation: a whole society) can be formed and reformed. This becomes knowledge that 

fundaments future thought and action processes. The practical knowledge is used within the ICA to 

create more effective practices and organizational structures. The new assumptions that form into a 
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rationale are reproduced within the ICA and sustain themselves through producing more practices 

based on this rationale.   

After auditing the inherent knowledge and rationales the research moves towards answering 

what rationales of the ICAs conflict or align with the political discourse. The knowledge/rationale 

circuit of the ICAs is in a complicated relationship with the political discourse. Rationales are created 

within the context of the political discourse and thus, to some extent, align or collide. This works 

both ways: the already existing inherent knowledge and rationales conflict or align with the political 

discourse and the political situation influences the production of new assumptions and knowledge of 

the ICAs. For instance, ICAs might see themselves as part of the citizen participation discourse and 

take up rationales used in the discourse. In reverse, or at the same time, they might resent some 

assumptions of the discourse and oppose the political arguments. Conflicting with the institutional 

forces might complicate the creation of commons since ICAs have to function on a practical level, 

which is only possible with enough support from third parties. ICAs can also influence the political 

discourse. This works through putting the rationales in coherent and structured frames that fit the 

political discourse. How these frames are constructed is discussed in the third sub question.  

The third sub question (sphere C) deals with the creation of frames. ICAs create frames 

through labelling and signifying of the performed practices and shared stories. Frames forme in the 

first stages of the ICA, but are also subject to change. Moreover, new frames are created in the 

process. Before the creation of frames a cycle of stories and practices takes place. The cycle starts 

with a group of people that share stories. Stories relate to the drive and desire of the people who are 

part of the ICAs. They convey the moral aspect of the accomplishments or perceived future 

accomplishments of the ICA. Stories are the narratives that contain the moral codes that must be 

achieved through the practices of the ICA. They are rough guidelines for the actions of the group. 

Every ICA starts with a story, a belief for a project held within an individual, but usually within a 

group of individuals. The moral value of the project and the perceived future accomplishments are 
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conveyed in these stories. Through spreading information (via presentations or mouth-to-mouth 

advertisement), new individuals join and an ICA is constituted.  

Individuals who are united in an ICA start performing actions inspired by the shared desires 

and hopes for future accomplishments. The actions of ICAs create change and transition in the form 

of new commons (e.g. permaculture garden, housing units, cultural centre), or new ways to govern 

the created commons (e.g. creating taskforces within the ICA, devising a social decision system, etc.). 

Through practices of the ICAs the stories are reinforced and reproduced. Accomplished practices 

then feed into the fulfilled desires of the group. In this cycle of practices and stories frames are 

created. In the first stage ICAs produce a vision, a social decision system and documents that form 

the core frame. This core frame forms the basis for the ICA and is used to present to external parties. 

Only in much later stages physical commons are produced (e.g. shared housing facilities, 

permaculture garden, a green rooftop). These practices result in stories that represent the desires 

and drive of the ICA. In addition, they create a sense of togetherness and increased relations within 

the ICA. The stories tell the tale of how their togetherness spawned material and immaterial wealth. 

These stories are mostly positioned within a certain theme (e.g. communality, ecology). The 

complete package of practices and stories is then turned into a frame through labelling it in a way 

that people (from inside and outside the ICA) can easily determine and identify the complex process 

that is signified. Frames are used by the ICA to boost the inner cohesion and communicate with and 

get gains from third parties.  

Heading over to the method section  

How the citizen initiatives relate to the political discourse of citizen participation and the 

governmentality of neoliberalism is questioned in three steps. First, the political arguments of the 

citizen participation discourse are analysed for their alignment with the neoliberal doctrine. Since the 

neoliberal idea of competition is so opposed to the collaborative characteristics of the citizen 

initiatives, the political drive towards a bottom-up welfare system seems contradicting. Next, the 
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basic assumptions of the ICAs are questioned: how do these rationales form the ICA and relate to the 

political discourse? Lastly, I focus on the frames of the citizen initiatives that are used to internally 

and externally signify their stories and practices. Together the analyses of these steps answer the 

research question: how do institutions for collective action conflict and/or relate to the political 

discourse of citizen participation and the governmentality of neoliberalism? 
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Methods 

The previous chapter presents the conceptual framework of how institutions for collective action 

create their frames and rationales. This chapter presents the methodological approach on how to 

measure and analyse the concepts. It builds up in accordance to the three sub questions: 

a. What does the political discourse of citizen participation entail in the Netherlands, in the light 

of neoliberal governmentality? 

b. What frames do ICAs use to create and govern commons in an alternative way? 

c. What rationales do ICAs use to create and govern commons in an alternative way? 

This study takes a qualitative approach. This choice grants a more dynamic engagement with the 

empiric field and leaves room for the researcher to test and adapt during the study. The empirical 

data comes from two different sources. Since the first sub question requires an overview of the 

political discourse in the Netherlands, a literature study is executed. The second and third sub 

question require data on eco villages. This is collected through selecting cases and retrieving data 

from their sites and via interviews with participants. 

Research focus 

This part describes the criteria that dictate how the results are interpreted. It presents the 

expectations for the three sub questions. 

a. What does the political discourse of citizen participation entail in the Netherlands, in the light 

of neoliberal governmentality? 

To research the first sub question a literature study is performed on the character of the discourse. 

The focus is on how the neoliberal doctrine is incorporated in the political arguments of the 

discourse. The expectation is that the neoliberal doctrine is incorporated in the political arguments 
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for citizen participation (H1). The extent to which this is true, has an effect on the collision or 

alignment of the rationales and frames of the ICAs with the political arguments that stem from the 

idea of citizen participation. If the two major aspects of neoliberalism (1. focus on competition of 

rational actors; 2. austerity on and privatization of public commons) can be found in the citizen 

participation discourse, this expectation is funded. 

b. What rationales do ICAs use to create and govern commons in an alternative way? 

The second sub question relates to the suspicion that ICAs contain assumptions and practical 

rationales that conflict with the neoliberal doctrine and the discourse of citizen participation. 

Therefore, the hypothesis is that the basic assumptions of the ICAs conflict with the political discourse 

of citizen participation (H2). However, if the political arguments of citizen participation do not match 

with the neoliberal governmentality, this hypothesis is likely to be rejected as well. The criterion for 

H2 is that the majority of assumptions and practical knowledge of the ICAs need to be in conflict with 

the political discourse.  

c. What frames do ICAs use to create and govern commons in an alternative way? 

The third sub question has two hypotheses: the frames of the ICAs align with the political discourse of 

citizen participation (H3) and the frames of the ICAs help in gaining in-kind or financial participation 

of third parties (H4). The criterion for H3 is that all the frames must align on a basic level with the 

participation discourse. The frames might lean on rationales that conflict the discourse, however, 

these differences are masked through framing. To affirm H4 all the frames that the ICAs use must be 

effective in gaining in-kind or financial participation of third parties.  

Literature study  

This study takes the Netherlands as its research field. The citizen participation discourse and 

neoliberal governmentality are the subject matters. The political discourse in the Netherlands 



 23 

coincides with the neoliberal governmentality. The literature study must clarify how this macro 

element is constructed through societal debate in the media and the political realm. The long list for 

this study consisted of all government statements about the participation discourse, all semi-

government research group reports on citizen participation, all opinion articles of the top three 

quality newspapers in the Netherlands on the matter of neoliberalism and citizen participation and 

all the discussion on these topics on online societal discussion platforms. The short list consists of a 

selection of articles that were found in the four fore-named groups. This selection is based on the 

notion of added value of additional article. This means that per group, the research stops if additional 

articles do not give any more additional value to the data bundle.  

The analysis of the data retrieved in the literature study is carried out through scrutinizing on 

how the citizen participation discourse is rationalized in the light of the neoliberal governmentality. 

This is executed through focussing on how the austerity measures are enforced after the recent 

financial crisis and interact with the citizen participation discourse. Effort is put in deconstructing the 

political discourse that is built up of dynamic networks of ideas and actors. First, the government 

view is gathered through statements about participation of citizens and analyzing the semi-

government research group reports on citizen participation. After analyzing the government point of 

view, the critique on the participation discourse is collected in opinion articles of quality newspapers 

and internet discussions on high-end blogs. 

Case selection 

The ICAs that are engaged in the eco village movement are interesting for this thesis. The projects 

must be local and bottom-up in order to pass the criteria on being an ICA. Sustainable housing can 

also be done by top-down organized housing cooperatives, but these projects would not fit the 

description. The area of research is the Netherlands. These criteria created a long list of 50+ projects 

over the whole of the Netherlands. To get a short list, the projects that already lived together in a 
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neighbourhood and then started a project to get more sustainable were left out. Also the early stage 

plans that did not have a location yet were left out. This gave a short list of five initiatives that were 

suitable of research. The decision to take the three cases that were used in this thesis derived from 

the amount of useful information on their website. 

The cases: a short  introduction  

IEWAN: My first case is the ecological commune IEWAN, a housing cooperative that has its principle 

in the ecological aspect of living. They are situated in Lent, close to the city of Nijmegen. The project 

is made up of 24 social housing units, a working space and a lot of common areas that are used for 

leisure, growing crops, activities, etc. The construction of the project is realised by the residents with 

the help of more than 200 volunteers. After years of gathering and planning and one year of building, 

the project was officially finished.  

Ecodorp Boekel: The second case is the eco village in Boekel, a small town in the province of Noord-

Brabant. The project has a broad spectrum, it entails: creating housing units, a community centre, 

working spaces, sustainable entrepreneurship and a sufficient home-grown supply of energy, food 

and water. The permaculture garden is already in place, but the rest of the project is in the process of 

building.  

Aardehuizen Olst: The third case is the first eco village in the Netherlands based on the earthship-

design4. It is located in Olst, a small village with +/- 5000 citizens in the province of Overijssel. Their 

mission is to live in harmony with nature and each other and be an inspiration to the world around 

them. This community just moved into their houses (23 houses in private property and 3 social 

housing units) after a long period of building with the help of over one thousand volunteers.  

                                                           
4
 The earthship is an architectural concept of Michael Reynolds, more information on www.earthship.com   

http://www.earthship.com/
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Photo: IEWAN (Source: www.hetkanwel.nl) 

 

http://www.hetkanwel.nl/
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Video stills from drone flight over Eco village Boekel (Source: www.ecodorpboekel.nl)  

http://www.ecodorpboekel.nl/

