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How to position  the concept of  ‘super-diversity’? 
 

1. Presentation of main points in Vertovec’s article. 
A) The status of the concept 
 
B) Social change and the need for new concepts 
 
C) Methodological  implications. 
 

2. Relating to intersectionality (McCall’s article). 
 

3. Relating to other positions  
A) Beck, U. (2007): Class and Nation: refraiming social inequalities in a 
globalizing world. British Journal of Sociology. Vol. 58.  Issue 4. 
B) Blommaert, J. & Varis, P. (2011). Enough is enough: The Heuristics of 
Authenticity in Superdiversity. Tilburg Papers in Culture Studies. Paper 2. 
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How to position  the concept of  ‘super-diversity’? 
 

McCall and Walby, Armstrong, Strid both relate to 
Critical Realism (Bhaskar, R). Review articles: 

 
A) Steinmetz, G. (1998). Critical Realism and Historical Sociology. Comparative 
Studies in History and Society. Vol. 40. No. 1. 
B) Reed, M. & Harvey, D. L. (1991). The New Science and the Old: Complexity and 
Realism in the Social Sciences. Journal for  the Theory of Social Behaviour. 22:4. 
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Why ‘super-diversity’? 
 ”The co-existence of multiple historical streams and the way individuals 
relate in complex settings”.  
”Move beyond the ethnic group as either the unit of analysis or sole object 
of study”. 
 
Theoretical legacy:  Barth (1993); Hannertz  (1992) a.o.  

The concept/term ‘super-diversity’: 
a) has become a central marker in studies on diversity: (1200 hits in Google 
Scholar), and draws on/relates to: 
 
b) Intersectionality (representation of women’s complex lives/voices: ‘race’, 
ethnicity, class (Crenshaw, Butler, Frazer, Caglar, McCall); (18.000 hits in 
Google Scholar) 
 
c) Multiple identities (Sen) 
 
d) The Cultural Turn, decentered identities (Geertz, Hall) 
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The new is: 
a) Scale: multi-group relationships 
 
b) Policies and construction of social structures (multicultural policies) 
 
c) How variables mutually condition each other (changing causal relationships) 

Super-diversity as a summary term > < analytical category; 
(Vertovec , 2007, p. 1026). 
 
”Again, the variables of super-diversity themselves are not new, nor are many of 
their correlations” 
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Vertovec’s article  sustains the need for new concepts 
across two main positions: (p. 1027) (Super-diversity as a 
heuristic term). 
 
(Empirical but  aiming at new theoretical and methodological positions) 

 
A)  Immigration and mobility: historical view on British diversity from the 
Roman Empire up to the present day. 
 
B) Multiculturalism: related to the political and administrative management 
of immigration from former colonies, third world countries (respecting 
collective identities). 
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Immigration:  
Shift in origins (p. 1028-) 
From former colonies and third world countries to  all countries of the world.  
 
Ethnic markers/identifiers (p. 1036 -) 
Increase in quality and numbers 
- languages,  
- origins,  
- social, educational and professional backgrounds. 
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Migration 
Shift in channels of migration (p. 1036-) 

- Labor power: increased variation in competencies 

- Students 

- Family re-unification 

- Asylum seekers and refugees 

- Irregular, illegal and un-documented immigration. 
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Migration 
Shift in status of newcomers (p. 1040-) 

 
- Increasing numbers of women 

- Increasingly agegroups: 25-44 years 

- Increased settlements i ‘migrant’quarters (space/place) 

- Transnational family clusters (travelling, banking, media and virtual contacts) 
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Key-concepts relating to the Chicago-school:  (p.1044) 
assimilation, segregation, mobility, langauge- and culture shifting, acculturation 

Demands: 
- Increased and improved quantitative and multi-variate analysis 

- Anthropological studies of complex communities (everyday life, 

interaction) 

 

Both  aspects:  focus on multiplicity and not just  basic ethnic categories 
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-> Increase recognition  and understanding of: 
- New clusters concerning equity and prejudice: new migrants (i.e. Romi), 

different versions of ‘whiteness’. 

- New patterns of segregation and settlement 

- New experiences with space, contacts, construction of identities (learning 

from each other; constucting new enemies) 

- New forms of cosmopolitanism, creolization, appearence of new  ethnicities 

- What initiates migration from/to certain areas? 

- Transnationalism and integration: Additiv and/or contradictive: 

transnationalism as a barrier to integration? 

- Research and policydevelopment.  Research in super-diversity as a tool to 

insight in ‘cohesion’ and integration 
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1. Empirical perspectives: 
- diversification of diversity (post-positivism; labelling) 

- how old established social categories cover diversity within the category itself 

(‘internal’ relations) 

- how old established social categories become barriers for recognizing the 

presence of ‘new’ or ‘other’ social ‘ groups (‘external’ relations; implications 

for social policy developments) 
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2. Some theoretical implications: 
- The methodological move from recognizing/labelling diversification 

of diversity (post-positivism) to analytical concepts (re-grouping of diverse 

manifestations and uncover positions and relations)? 

implies 
 

- Rethinking relations between social constructivism, ontology (or 
social ontology) and epistemological positions. 
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Three trends: 
- anti-categorial: priority to dynamics and fluidity to stability of analytical 

categories -> development of complex narratives; problems of representation 
and generalization, 

 
- intra-categorial: priority to not-recognized persons and groups within a 

dominant category; i.e. problems of comparativity and connecting to wider 
social structures which may have caused the examined social 
difference/social injustice  
 

- inter-categorial: possibility to diversify within and across categories; 
problems with recognition and social construction of categories 

 

”Complexity arises when the subject of analysis expands to 
include multiple dimensions of social life  

and categories of analysis” 
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Gender:  2 ? 

Social class/segment (SES): 3 ?   

Ethnic marker/identifier: 3 ? 

Age group: 

Civic status:  

Number of children: 

Space: time of residence in the present locality,  

Place: Settlement and networks (metropolis, city, suburb, village, countryside) 

..etc. 

 

”Complexity arises when the subject of analysis expands to 
include multiple dimensions of social life  

and categories of analysis” 
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-> between essentialisation and  (unending) social (de)constructions 

->  between fluidity and stability of categories, (transformations) 

-> between ‘thick descriptions’ and ‘multi-variate’ analysis (both of possible 

infinite diversity) 

 

Back to the theoretical construction of social categories  

(social ontology, epistemology; critical realism as an option? (Reed & Harvey 

(1992); Archer (1995); Steinmetz (1998); Bhaskar (2002). 

”Complexity arises when the subject of analysis expands to 
include multiple dimensions of social life  

and categories of analysis” 
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1. From a nation-state perspective to a cosmopolitan perspective. 
Changing relations between state and market from 1st to 2nd modernity. 
 
The social categories of the social sciences are embedded in the social 
construction of the nation state as the basis for categorization of diversity -> 
inclusion/exclusion (methodological nationalism) 
 

2. Globalization means not only increasing diversity, but normalisation of 
diversity.  
 

3. The collective  struggle for the welfare state has lead to individual political , 
economic and social rights. 
Welfare has meant increased individualization (indvidual freedom, personal 
development) -> elimination of a material foundation for collective 
identification. 
 

4. Breaking with the grammar of the nation state: 
From methodological nationalism to methodological cosmopolitanism. 
Constructing social categories which are open to diversity and can crasp the 
(re)construction of social inequality.  
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The Heuristics of Authenticity in Superdiversity.  
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1. No unified  –  but a decentered  identity in continued 
(re)construction by  
a) multiplied relations 
b) multiplied participations in multiple social and virtual fields 
(hybridity, polymorph, fragmented)Deleuze & Guattari; Zizek) 
 

2.  Robust hegemonies (related to race, class, gender, ability   
(modernity) has been traded for  

 
1.  A blending of several micro-hegemonies  as individual life-

projects (late-modernity): 
a) individual navigation (emblematic  activities – collecting and 
presenting distinctions) 
b) individual  constructions  in adapting /confronting  micro- and 
macro-hegemonies (personal narratives). 
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Openings 
Super-diversity as a heuristic concept 

 
1. We cannot and should not avoid categories 

 
2. We need to position and examine categories (socially, historically, 

discursively) in order to:  
 

3. Become aware of the temporality of categories (fluidity – stability) 
 

4. Become aware of diversity within categories, and how such 
diversification from within interrelate to other categories, social 
positions and contexts: (social justice) 
A) identify oppressed positions – how should they be categorised in 
a given context? 
B)  identify oppressed positions within social categories 
C) focus on how oppressed possitions tend to leave the 
construction of dominant positions out of sight. 
 

5. Possible theoretical elaborations: critical realism? 
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