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RESEARCH ARTICLE

Governing diversity: a comparative analysis of
pragmatic diversity regimes in city centres

Nuno Oliveira a and Andreia Magalhãesa

ABSTRACT
This article examines how cultural diversity is incorporated into processes of urban renewal, creating images of the
city, and considering local governance actors and strategies. It adopts the concept of diversity regimes to compare
the twomajor cities in Portugal. The two cases studied here demonstrate themultiplicity of strategies employed to
accommodate immigration and cultural diversity in local political action, but where city policy is in both cases
aimed at the integration of migrants. The comparison of differentiated agency levels of local policy reveals
distinct positions and models of intervention. These result from differences in the number of migrants,
institutional settings and how the discourse of diversity does or does not incorporate narratives of territorial
development and images of the city. We argue that what is relevant is the interplay between how governance
networks are structured and participated in by migrants and how diversity discourse is incorporated (or not)
into territorial development narratives. Both are part of new models of urban governance where the language
of diversity and the symbolic arrangements to which it gives rise do not constitute a migration policy but
rather a set of representational techniques for the creation of urban imaginaries.
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diversity; urban governance; urban branding; immigrants; urban policy
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1. INTRODUCTION

Terms such as ‘intercultural’, ‘cosmopolitan’ and ‘diverse’ are currently part of the lexicon through
which the identity of cities is fixed in the context of globalization (Burchardt, 2017). While dis-
tinguishable memories, heritages and identities are constructed through urban planning and market-
ing, the complex cultural intersections that the new cosmopolitanism entails are reasserted. This is an
extension enhanced by the relevance that culture as an asset has assumed in urban regeneration pol-
icies (Evans, 2005). It is in this context that we should enquire about the role that cultural diversity
plays in urban development. This article examines how cultural diversity is incorporated in processes
of urban renewal, creating images of the city, paying attention to the subjects and strategies of local
governance. In other words, how are immigrants and ethnically diverse groups included in the strat-
egies and practices of local governments and in which ways do political decision-makers take advan-
tage of cultural diversity in certain parts of the urban fabric to create images of the city.
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The article draws on the concept of diversity regimes (Raco, 2018), and in this sense it
engages with the literature on urban and diversity governance (Schiller, 2015; Oliveira & Padilla,
2017), local models of immigrant integration (De Graauw & Vermeulen, 2016; Nicholls &
Uitermark, 2013) and urban imaginaries (Bianchini, 2006; Soja, 2000).

This study, adopting the methodology of a case study (in other words, of detailed compari-
sons), discusses the examples of Lisbon and Porto as cities in which cultural diversity has grown
more complex.

Processes such as these challenge city governance in various ways which demand structured
responses according to needs, or the perception of needs. The governance of cities today is
not limited to demands from government bodies, whether national or local. Rather, it involves
multi-agency working, partnerships and policy networks that cut across organizational bound-
aries requiring coordination to achieve certain objectives, collectively defined and discussed in
uncertain and fragmented environments (Le Galés, 2011; Denters & Rose, 2005). Conceptually,
this entails decentring decision-making processes, turning them into polycentric systems, in
local, public, issues.

Diversity governance, in a broad sense, focuses specifically on policies and strategies to
accommodate cultural diversity in multilevel institutional frameworks (Koenig & Guchtenaire,
2007). However, looking specifically to the local level, and bearing in mind that integration pol-
icies are increasingly the remit of local bodies (Caponio & Borkert, 2010), diversity governance
consists of the arrangements between diversity narratives adopted by different governance
regimes and the concrete governance practices of local accommodation of socio-cultural diversity.
Yet, diversity has gained an autonomous meaning, and as an idea or concept used in urban devel-
opment and planning it structures governance practices; it is in this sense that we use the term
‘diversity regimes’ (Raco, 2018; Saeys et al., 2019).

Drawing from the assumption that cities have an appreciable amount of autonomy in national
contexts, a factor which might be acknowledged as the application of the concept of paradigmatic
pragmatism (Schiller, 2015), there is a wealth of research on the importance of the local in the
processes of integration of immigrants (Glick Schiller & Çağlar , 2011; Caponio & Borkert,
2010; Malheiros, 2011; Gebhardt, 2014; Emilsson, 2015; Padilla & Azevedo, 2012). Indeed,
instead of national paradigms and approaches, there is currently an emphasis on pragmatic
ways in which these flows are managed locally at the city level (e.g., Brettell, 2003; Glick Schiller
& Çağlar, 2011, 2015; Foner & Rath, 2014). Furthermore, the significance of local pragmatism
in accommodating immigrant populations often contrasts with the limitations imposed by
national integration and residence policy (Joppke, 2017).

Therefore, this article focuses on a comparison between two case studies at the intra-national
level. The choice of the two main Portuguese cities – Lisbon and Porto – is of analytical interest
for two main reasons. So far there is a notable dearth of comparative analysis between the two
cities regarding migrant integration and diversity policies. Contrast this with so many other
European states where systematic comparisons have been produced to make us wonder about
such a gap. Although this may be interpreted as a necessary reason, it certainly does not constitute
a sufficient reason to sustain a methodological choice. A second aspect should then be high-
lighted. Both cities undergo dynamics of upgrading and renewal of the city centre, ‘patrimonia-
lization’ and tourism gentrification, in areas densely populated by migrants. Third, contrary to
other comparisons where what is underlying is the contrast between cities open to cultural diver-
sity and others that perceive it as a threat to social order (Uitermark, 2012; Tillie & Slijper, 2007),
in the case at hand, city policy in both cases caters for migrant integration. Furthermore, the
cities’ social inclusion policies do not collide with the national policy framework or its integration
model (cf. Caponio & Borkert, 2010).

Considering the former, a combination of urbanism, culture and diversity has been central to
these models and has been tested in many European capitals (Wood, 2012). Understanding how
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this configuration works or fails in different urban contexts is what we intend to do by confront-
ing a space with a remarkable diversification history, such as the quarter examined in Lisbon,
with a reality where this trend is embryonic, but with increasing expression, such as the one ana-
lysed in Porto.

The research carried out in this paper was based on a qualitative approach and focused on the
mechanisms and strategies for accommodating cultural diversity in the local space, exploring the
strand of the strategic, deliberative and discursive aspects of local governance.

In the first part we offer an overview of the main theoretical approaches to the governance of
diversity, more particularly the relationship between diversity policies and entrepreneurial models
of city-making. We discuss the concept of diversity regimes as proposed by Raco (2018), stres-
sing the importance of looking at both the structural dimension and symbolic systems discur-
sively enacted. The next section depicts the contexts of the fieldwork and offers a description
of the methodology. We then examine empirical differences between discourses and practices
towards diversity in the two cities, identifying the most significant differences in policymaking.
We look at structures of governance and the symbolic layers that underpin the discourse on
diversity.

2. DIVERSITY REGIMES, URBAN GOVERNANCE AND INSTITUTIONAL
STRUCTURES

The correspondence between national models, variously called paradigms (Bertossi & Duyven-
dak, 2012), philosophies (Favell, 2000) or grand narratives (Alba & Foner, 2013), and immigrant
integration policies has been critiqued using the local scale. The rationale is to show how national
models are modified when applied at the level of cities. In this case, national integration para-
digms are contrasted with local policies, showing that the former do not function as independent
variables to explain immigrant integration modes and the diversity policies associated with the
latter. On the contrary, there is a level of paradigmatic pragmatism (Schiller, 2015) that refracts
the broad outlines of national models in local strategies and practices. Consequently, there is a
readjustment through pragmatic forms of diversity management that makes local policies far
from being direct offshoots of national frameworks (Hoekstra, 2018; Schiller, 2015; Jørgensen,
2012; Alexander, 2007).

However, this approach contains a normative bias, reflected, for example, in the idea that the
norms of national models should be reproduced at the local/urban level; when this does not occur,
it is said that the models suffered from an ‘implementation gap’ adjusted to local conditions. As
Mouzelis (1995) showed, any paradigmatic system is a system of practical application, which the
author, drawing on linguistics, calls the syntagmic level. Indeed, the normative level can always be
instantiated at a pragmatic level – of actual relationships and strategic needs of the actors involved
– and there are degrees of freedom for contingency here.

Alternative explanations for this mismatch have been found, on the one hand, in the insti-
tutional domain, in particular in political opportunity structures (Jørgensen, 2012). Jørgensen’s
interpretation deepens a theoretical line with a vast tradition in studies on local immigrant inte-
gration (Ireland, 1994; Penninx et al., 2004; Koopmans et al., 2005), but integrates the important
aspect of the autonomy of culture. In turn, Hoekstra (2018) examines the imaginaries of diversity
that serve as a template for political actors. The author attributes significant weight to insti-
tutional logics, but these are informed by ‘tacitly shared imaginations about immigrants’ place
in the urban community’ (p. 375).

A different line of research locates the phenomenon in urban development policies and man-
agement models of contemporary cities (Raco, 2018; Raco & Taşan-Kok, 2020). These authors
propose the concept of a diversity regime that derives from the realization that cities construct
and use the notion of diversity in different ways; specifically, turning diversity into an
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instrumental tool for promoting globally oriented economic growth coupled with a policy of
social cohesion and cultural dynamism. Such regimes are made up of ‘well-organised networks
and constellations of actors and institutions that seek to fix narratives and framings of diversity
to pursue selective political agendas’ (Raco, 2018, p.11).

Seen in this way, these diversity regimes are no longer interpreted either as distortions or as
direct duplications of national immigration models and policies. Instead, they more appropriately
reflect the new urban governance and its objectives of repositioning cities in a global marketplace.
The language of diversity and the symbolic arrangements to which it gives rise do not constitute a
migration policy but rather a set of representation techniques for creating urban imaginaries. In
this sense, the cases we discuss here are not confined to the strict implementation of migration
policies and are more concerned with the urban policy taken as a generic whole.

In this line of thinking, we argue that the perspective that reads into strategies of represen-
tation of diversity in urban spaces (only) those policies that generate greater or lesser openness to
the integration of immigrants (De Graauw & Vermeulen, 2016; Nicholls & Uitermark, 2013;
Scholten, 2013) is incomplete. Despite the undeniable importance of an approach that stresses
the ties between public institutional bodies, immigrant organizations and local political strat-
egies, in identifying discourses and specific institutional structures, this approach continues to
assume that the discourse of diversity is logically (if not practically) tied to integration policy.
Furthermore, considered through the lens of governance mechanisms, this interpretation rele-
gates the issue of the urban and its models of development to epiphenomena, contrary to the
‘diversity regimes’ approach that considers such mechanisms as crucial in the choices cities
make about cultural diversity.

It is therefore important to retrieve another approach, one which highlights the role of diver-
sity in urban imaginaries. This line of thinking is indebted to Lefebvre’s contributions to the the-
ory of the urban, in that for him the urban imaginary is constituted through negotiation between
exchange value and the utopian potential of the city. In a less political vein, Bianchini (2006,
p. 15) defines urban imaginaries as the ‘media and urban representations of meanings and mem-
ories’; mental constructs of the city associated with aspects of fantasy and desire. Another view of
urban imaginaries sees them as ‘the interpretative grids through which we think, try out and
assess … the places where we live’ (Soja, 2000, p. 324). In Bianchini’s (2006, p. 13) conception,
the idea of the urban imaginary is narrowly associated with that of ‘urban mindscapes’, these
being understood as ‘a structure of thinking about the city … a bank of urban images which
includes local and external images of it’.

We should combine these two literatures by tempering the fantasist and metaphorical side of
the language of ‘urban imaginaries’ with the empirical realities of stakeholders and decision-
makers who contribute to them by being active participants in specific institutional configur-
ations that either open the framework of opportunities or constrain the possibilities of action
and their cultural understandings. In other words, we should add a practical and strategic dimen-
sion to the construction of those same imaginaries.

In this context, we argue that cultural diversity, in addition to its presence and daily practice as
a reality in cities, incorporates very precise strategies of urban governance translated into the con-
tents of planning, place marketing, preparation of territories for tourist demand and, finally,
accommodating the expressive patterns of different cultural groups in the logic of the aestheti-
cization of urban living. These dynamics create structures of opportunity – for the emergence
of identities, business practices and accommodation of citizenship claims – but they also create
tensions and contradictions. Indeed, although we do not deal with such phenomena here, pro-
cesses of touristic or urban gentrification bring about the expulsion of the weakest fringes of city
centre inhabitants, who are often of immigrant origin (Mendes et al., 2020; Atkinson, 2000;
Newman & Ashton, 2004; Cross & Moore, 2002).
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Urban governance is here understood as the complex of networks and (public–private) part-
nerships mobilized in a neoliberal policy environment of urban competitiveness and state resche-
duling oriented towards locational policies. The mechanisms of such a compound include new
regulatory logics and a focus on the local or regional territory to the detriment of the national
(Brenner, 2004; Jessop, 2002). This re-dimensioning of the scale of action implies that local pol-
icies must be related to the dynamics of globalization, namely the transnationalization of prac-
tices, consumption and mobilities that directly affect urban culture (De Frantz, 2013). In this
model, it has been pointed out that the governance of culture (Kong, 2009) becomes an integral
part of institutional change and urban policy orientation. In this context, culture is shaped as an
asset, with obvious implications for the symbols and images that allow the legibility of the city
and its places. Governance also has a discursive dimension (De Frantz, 2013) expressed in the
frameworks that are used for the construction and interpretation of urban policy options.

In the European case, it was recently pointed out that there is a direct link between the ‘inter-
cultural turn’ in European politics – the idea that the promotion of interaction between cultures is
more important than the isolated development of cultural belonging – and urban governance
(Adj-Abdou & Geddes, 2017). When translated into urban governance terms, cultural diversity
is seen as a resource that should be used in strategies for urban regeneration or the revitalization
of city centres, especially in its most evident materializations of ‘folkloric interculturalism’
(Caponio & Ricucci, 2015).

Zapata-Barrero (2015) characterized a specific European intercultural model that he called
constructivist. Its main axis involves considering cultural diversity as a resource that must be
enhanced and reproduced, with benefits for other spheres. Constructivist models are considered
the core of European political agendas for the incorporation of immigrants into cities. This
allows us to speak of a European intercultural model, despite its national appropriations and
specific historical configurations (Adj-Abdou & Geddes, 2017). This model embodies the
main guidelines of an approach that has conventionally been called the ‘diversity advantage’.
This concept condenses the idea that cultural diversity should be seen as a resource intrinsically
linked to innovative policies in cities from a perspective of comparative economic advantage
(Wood & Landry, 2008, p. 12).

There have been several contributions seeking to explain the mechanisms of urban develop-
ment that use diversity as an ‘advantage’ or ‘dividend’ (Wood & Landry, 2008; Syrett & Sepul-
veda, 2011; Florida, 2005). While some authors praise the value of a favourable environment for
investment and attracting highly skilled labour, others focus on the practical ways municipal
authorities have mobilized to reinforce differences between cities. Among such practices and
marketable displays can be listed the promotion of ethnicized businesses, diasporic trade net-
works and the promotion of ethnic festivals and neighbourhoods (Evans, 2001; Syrett & Sepul-
veda, 2012). However, the critique of this stand elaborated by Peck (2005) points to the
discrepancy between the celebration of the potential of the cultural dimension and the effective
structuring power of an ‘urban orthodoxy’ that links its strategies to interlocal competitiveness,
gentrification, the marketization of places and the deepening of socio-spatial inequalities.

Part of what Zapata-Barrero calls the ‘constructivist’ model can be found in pragmatic, but
contextually adjusted, policy agendas for promoting urban diversity. Such pragmatism is largely
linked to the articulation between models of urban growth and competitiveness and the dis-
courses that are elaborated around tolerance and acceptance of diversity (Raco, 2018). This
strand is derived from an economistic reading of diversity associated with neoliberal orthodoxies
of urban development.

Again, and addressing an idea developed by Keith (2005), authors such as Raco and Taşan-
Kok (2020) have highlighted the use of diversity for curation strategies in the framework of man-
agement models and shifts in the languages of representation of diversity in urban policies.
According to their research, the assimilation of diversity into curation practices would have
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the effect of producing it as something ‘visible, celebrated and valued’, while marginalizing gen-
eric concerns about the impact of demographic change, emphasizing rather more acceptable cul-
tural narratives structured around ideas of cosmopolitanism, global city ‘branding’ and enhanced
economic performance. While they are surely right in stressing the importance of curation prac-
tices in urban policies, in our view they offer an overly instrumental perspective of the types of
curations of diversity, interpreting them within the framework of governmentality and perform-
ance technologies (Ahmed, 2012). Such an understanding leaves no room for practical–moral
valuations nor for the accommodation of immigrants’ agency itself, often in line with the visibility
strategies implied in such curations. Still, following their challenge to analyse how ‘specific cura-
tions of diversity are developed and operationalized’ (Raco & Taşan-Kok, 2020, p. 44), our
research examines two case studies through which we raise some questions about the linearity
of previous assumptions.

While we pay attention to public narratives of diversity, to how these are fitted to pragmatic
agendas for the development and display of cities, there is also an infrastructural level, the par-
ticular level of governance networks, of partnerships on the ground, which constitute, albeit at a
lower place in the hierarchy of power, the encounter between such narratives and concrete pol-
icies and their implementation. By analysing two cities whose discourses on diversity share the
same tenor – that is, are equally open and tolerant of cultural diversity – but whose normative
and material structures for implementing these notions differ, we show that different insti-
tutional logics determine a greater or lesser centrality of these same options in the set of urban
policies.

3. CONTEXTS AND METHODS OF RESEARCH

The research took place in the two largest Portuguese cities with the most significant concen-
tration of immigrants, Lisbon and Porto, between 2017 and the first half of 2018, and was inte-
grated in the project ‘Diversities, Spaces and Migrations’, funded by the Asylum Migrations and
Integration Fund (AMIF).1 It follows the premises of a multilevel approach, but unlike other
interpretations for which the focus is on the national or the supranational level (Ambrosini &
Boccagni, 2015; Gebhardt, 2014), our focus is on the differentiated levels of local political
implementation. The analysis combines the municipal level with the parish level (a lower level
in local government entities in Portuguese municipal territories), having as the backdrop the
relationship between the political initiative framework and localized territories where the immi-
grant presence denotes these very places as being culturally diverse. Given the importance of this
relationship, below we offer a brief history of the settlement process of immigrant communities
in each of the research contexts.

For the two cities, a set of methodological procedures were applied: (1) document analysis of
municipal strategy papers, local and social development policy instruments and other sectoral
policies from the early 1990s to 2018; (2) the collection and handling of statistical data, provided
by the National Institute of Statistics (Census, since 1981) and by the Statistical Office of the
Aliens and Borders Service (Foreign population with legal resident status, between 2008 and
2020); (3) semi-structured interviews with social actors in the municipalities (three interviews
with councillors, advisors and technicians), parishes (three interviews with parish council chair-
persons and advisors) and third-sector organizations (11 organizations, mainly representative of
migrants communities), conducted between 2017 and the first half of 2018; and (4) informal
local contacts with members of the communities in both areas between 2017 and the first half
of 2018.2

The interviews with public bodies focused on two main areas: on the one hand, policies
towards immigration and diversity; and, on the other, the functioning of governance networks
and the impact of diversity in the public space. In the case of interviews with grassroots
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organizations, the focus was on networks with public authorities and between communities, the
perception of measures and initiatives to accommodate cultural diversity, the activities carried out
by organizations, and the impacts of the transformation of the territory, both socially and demo-
graphically. Data were coded collectively using a systematic thematic analysis approach to ident-
ify the key issues raised by respondents. This involved interpretive code-and-retrieve methods
wherein the data were transcribed and coded and an interpretative thematic analysis was under-
taken using Maxqda.

We start by giving an overview of the share of foreign citizens at the two levels considered
in both cities. Whereas in the capital foreigners account for 10.3% of residents, in Porto they
are 7%, which is nevertheless still above the national average of 6%.3 At the level of the parish
councils considered, the increase in the foreign population in the intercensal period is notor-
ious. For Porto, in the Union of parishes of the historic centre of Porto,4 on which we focus
in this article, the share of the immigrant population is approximately 13% of the resident
population. In the case of Lisbon, in the two parishes considered, also located in the historical
centre of the city, the resident foreign population represents 24% (Arroios) and 34.5% (Santa
Maria Maior). These parishes were chosen in this study because they are the neighbourhoods
where cultural diversity is most visible in the city as a whole. However, these cities present
distinct histories of differentiation as well as differentiated population settlement patterns.
The presence of immigrants in the historical centre of Lisbon (as in the city and metropolitan
area of Lisbon) started to be noticed in the 1980s, being evident in the 1990s. In the histori-
cal centre of Porto, the phenomenon manifested itself from the end of the 1990s and it was
only in the following decade that specific areas’ downtown started to be identified as an area
of concentration of immigrants. While exhibiting distinct paths, both territories have long
been marked by the presence and interaction of people of diverse origins and both have wit-
nessed a process of ‘Asianization’. In the case of Lisbon, the presence of immigrants of Asian
origin dates back to the end of the 1970s when a significant contingent of Indo-Portuguese
citizens settled in this area of the city and established their businesses there (Mapril, 2010).
From the 1980s onwards, other Africans, and also Chinese and Pakistanis, would join them,
reinforcing the Asian presence (Menezes, 2001, p. 77). In the 1990s there was an increase in
the number of immigrants from the Asian continent, namely from countries such as India,
China, Bangladesh and Nepal, ‘strengthening its multicultural nature of great diversity and
contributing to the consolidation of this area’s hosting, residence and daily life functions
for waves of non-Western migrants’ (GABIP-AR [Support office for priority intervention
neighbourhoods], 2017, p. 2). In conjunction with these inflows of Asian populations, this
urban territory has also witnessed other residential flows, including Erasmus students and
those from other parts of the country; also some segments of young, qualified adults from
the suburban periphery coming in search of a more urban, cosmopolitan lifestyle, non-perma-
nent city users (Costa & Magalhães, 2014) and other, mostly European, foreigners with
higher qualifications who are generally older than most of the residents.

As regards Porto, a significant part of its historic centre is typified as ‘a cosmopolitan,
business street, where people from various countries and origins circulate, live together and
interact’ (Cardoso et al., 2011, p. 3). It was the Indian community that (re-)occupied this
zone, from the late 1980s, after a period of significant demographic decline, following on
from the Chinese and, from the late 1990s onwards, the Pakistanis and Bangladeshis in
addition to Egyptians, Moroccans and Algerians. Despite the large number of foreigners
who came to this place, there are no areas in which the foreign population is highly concen-
trated: ‘what makes the city interesting is the fact that there are no ethnic enclaves as you
see in cities like London. … What you see … is the peaceful co-existence of many different
cultures’ (cf. Público, 2007).
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Several stores are owned or managed by foreigners from Asian countries; in line with this
growth, many Islamic immigrants, mainly from Bangladesh, have settled in the area, leading
to the establishment of a makeshift and, apparently, temporary mosque. New investments also
took place, particularly in tourism (sometimes replacing or repurposing older businesses) specifi-
cally as migrant entrepreneurs and owner/managers of local and other types of tourist accommo-
dation have replaced their old investments (Rocha, 2017). In addition, changes in patterns of
investment and real estate prices in the historic centre of Porto have also had a significant impact
on commercial and residential dynamics.

Moreover, the image of these territories where the concentration of immigrants was most
prominent (in Lisbon and Porto), before the processes of urban regeneration and the tourist
gentrification that followed, was associated with street prostitution, drug trafficking, home-
lessness, crime and other ‘marginal’ phenomena (Nicodemos & Ferro, 2018; Menezes,
2012). The dynamics of change in recent decades are part of the transformation of the his-
toric centre, where there are increasing gentrification trends and new migration patterns that
have resulted in a demographic, economic and social recomposition of the centre (Mendes,
2018; Seixas et al., 2013), taking advantage of the fall in value associated with the ‘abandon-
ment’ which these centres have suffered over many decades. Urban regeneration and the
resulting transformations brought about an increase in tourism-oriented businesses: souvenir
shops, hotels and short-term accommodation (Santos et al., 2017, pp. 15–16), alongside
shops and restaurants of foreign cuisines (Chinese, Indian, Turkish), which reflect local cul-
tural diversity.

4. TWO MODELS FOR RECONCILING DIVERSITY WITH URBAN
DEVELOPMENT?

This analysis takes up the idea of diversity regimes and analyses governance organizations and the
discourses surrounding them. In other words, it sees governance as a method of social organiz-
ation that combines institutions (rule systems that define categories of interaction) with other
symbolic systems (such as narratives, beliefs, ideologies and values) for coordinating politics
and public strategic choices.

Contrary to many other examples identified in the literature, it is not insignificant that the
local understanding of cultural diversity and, to a large extent, the integration of immigrants,
is associated, in an unproblematic way, with the national framework whose insistence on the
promotion of interculturality has marked early on political and national conceptions of the
governance of cultural diversity. Unlike other European experiences, where the discrepancy
between the strategies of the cities and the national framework is systematically pointed
out, in our case, the central discourse has been marked by being tolerant of and an apologist
for migrants and immigration. There are several reasons for this, which we will not detail
here, but among them the fact that Portugal is one of the countries in the world with the
most-aged population and therefore needs to renew its generations weighs significantly in
the way migrants are perceived and constructed by authorities. On the other hand, there
was no real political articulation of the anti-immigration speech, that is, it was only with
the recent rise of a far-right party in Portugal that foci of politicization of immigration
emerged (Carvalho, 2019).

The analysis of Lisbon municipal (Câmara Municipal de Lisboa – CML) policy docu-
ments revealed increasing references to immigrants and at the same time the multiplication
of initiatives for promoting diversity. Political discourse and especially municipal strategy
documents make clear that these topics have been explicitly addressed. Policies oriented
towards immigration and diversity promotion have been visibly strengthened and, in
addition, issues relating to immigration have increasingly been incorporated into municipal
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policy documents, not only in areas traditionally associated with this topic (e.g., social policy)
but also in culture, economics, health and tourism, amongst others. Cultural policy is a flag-
ship example of this cross-fertilization: the earliest cultural strategy document for Lisbon
stresses the need to ‘enhance the city’s identity (identities) and memory (memories), diversity
and multiculturalism’ (Costa, 2009, p. 22) acknowledging that its intercultural vocation is an
‘added value which should be promoted, making it more attractive to artists and creatives’ (p.
39) to which ‘various sub-brands may be associated. (…) Among many other narratives are
those of Africa and Brazil, intermittent multiculturalism and immigration’ (p. 43). This
close relationship between culture and diversity contrasts with the model of some other cities,
such as Barcelona, where there is no connection between the department in charge of cultural
policy and that which deals with intercultural strategy, revealing a deficit in terms of ‘diversity
management’ (Zapata-Barrero, 2014).

The Lisbon Strategic Charter 2010–2024 – A Commitment to the Future of the City –
reinforces the importance of diversity and multiculturalism for Lisbon, particularly in those sec-
tions that address issues of social cohesion and inclusion, where Jane Jacobs’s conviction that
diversity is one of the main attributes of cities is largely reproduced in a report by the town
council.5

Lisbon, to be sure, when compared with global cities with a more permanent history of
attracting cultural and capital flows, such as London or Toronto, does not directly emphasize
the role of diversity in the labour market or technological innovation, as Raco and Taşan-Kok
(2020) show for the above-mentioned cities. In effect, it would be difficult for its strategy to
have an impact in these fields because it is still in an emerging position in the global labour
market. Instead, it defines its commitment in terms of an ecology of diversities, where hybrid
identities find expression in the life and culture of its neighbourhoods. Thus the Strategic
Charter defines two types of complementary identities that are equally strong on the inter-
national stage. On the one hand, ‘Lisbon, capital of the Republic and the heart of its Citizen-
ship, open to the Tagus and the World’, underlines the combination of domestic life at its
centre and its global designs. On the other hand, ‘Lisbon, a cosmopolitan city of neighbour-
hoods’ stresses its roots in its traditional morphology, built and rebuilt over the centuries. It
is in this sense that Lisbon’s strategy is peculiar when compared with other European cities.
The aim is to cross-fertilize a certain parochialism with cosmopolitan globalization; a cross-fer-
tilization finding expression in the idea of ‘Lisbon, city of discovery’, where a rich heritage,
creativity, entrepreneurship and cosmopolitanism all complement each other: ‘a city sure of
itself and on the frontiers of knowledge, with national and global projection is a platform
for opportunity, creativity, and entrepreneurship’ (Lisbon Strategic Charter 2010–2024,
2009, p. 4). This strategy revisits the themes of the ‘curation of diversity’ associated with a
language of managerial governance disseminated in models of ‘entrepreneurial identity’ (Lisbon
Strategic Charter 2010–2024, 2009).

The strategic options for the 2018/2021 City Council mandate recommend that Lisbon, for
its part, be made into a ‘city of innovating and solidary cosmopolitanism’ and ‘with culture and
openness’, concepts clearly expressed in the following passage:

Lisbon is an open, welcoming, tolerant city. … It is a city that encourages and acknowledges the enrich-

ing qualities of multicultural living, multilingualism, and ethnic and religious diversity. It is a city which

combats xenophobia, homophobia and other discriminatory fundamentalisms, affirming its intolerance of

intolerance. (CML, 2018, p. 57)

Furthermore, the Municipal Plan for the Integration of Migrants (the first edition of which cov-
ered the years 2015–17) also acknowledges the advantages of diversity:
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Lisbon as a modern and cosmopolitan city values cultural, ethnic and religious diversity. In welcoming and

including people of different cultures and origins, Lisbon has benefitted from having a population which

contributes to its rejuvenation and economic dynamism. (CML, n.d., vol. 1, p. 76)

Thus, it is possible to identify a growing affirmation of diversity as an asset of the city in
promoting tourism, attracting foreign students and bringing in innovation and business
initiatives, like other cities ‘that ostensibly promote themselves as role models of plural-
ism and tolerance’, of which London has been an example (Raco, 2018, p. 16). These
trends have gone hand in hand with the city council’s promotion of the urban renewal
of the historic centre of Lisbon through a variety of instruments and policies that have
encouraged the gentrification and touristification of the more central areas of the city
(Mendes, 2018).

While at the level of discourse this accommodation of diversity is unquestioned and is
increasingly found in the city’s branding strategies, in daily practice not all sectors of the muni-
cipality take it into account, although it is clear that the city council plays (and must play) an
active role in the context of diversity, seeking to ensure that the various sectors are committed
to that purpose. It should be mentioned that the drafting and implementation of the Municipal
Plan for the Integration of Migrants, in 2015 and already in its third edition,6 were backed up by
a network of contact points, which include various municipal departments and offices for sharing
information, collecting ideas for diagnosing problems and proposals, and monitoring and follow-
ing up on the plan. As one councillor’s aide said, ‘we want to … involve the whole City Council,
so that it is not just a responsibility of the Social Rights office but a commitment which cuts
across all City Council departments’.

It means that underlying the rhetoric of place branding is a body of material investment in
diversity. Examples range from initiatives aimed at incorporating immigrants such as the
Local Centre to Support Migrants’ Integration (established in 2005) and the Municipal
Plan for the Integration of Migrants (2015) to multiple events sponsored or supported by
the council (essentially cultural events), bodies specifically set up in this context, such as
the Municipal Council for Interculturality and Citizenship (in 1993) and the Lisbon
World Crossroads office (in 2009), and also the financial support given in the form of ad
hoc grants for migrant communities (such as for building the new Mouraria mosque). There-
fore, the city council’s executive sees ‘interculturalism’ as a symbolic added value within an
overall urban marketing strategy (Oliveira & Padilla, 2017) where the value of that concept
goes beyond the council’s image policy, being closely coordinated with the municipality’s
inclusion policies.

We really want the Municipal Council for Interculturality and Citizenship to discuss the city’s policy,

about interculturality, migrants, … to have more in-depth discussions, reflection, debate. … We do

not want it to be a council to validate what the Municipality does or does not do. (interview with a coun-

cillor advisor)

In the context of the Intercultural Cities Programme (a joint initiative between the Council of
Europe and the European Commission), it is stressed that:

Lisbon has adopted several initiatives which demonstrate its commitment to the intercultural approach.

The city council has formally adopted a public statement [defining Lisbon] as an intercultural city. The

local government has also designed an ‘intercultural city strategy, being one of the pillars of the mayor’s

programme, and has developed an integration action plan to put it in practice. (Council of Europe, 2014,

p. 5)
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Also referred to in the same report is the establishment of bodies dedicated to implementing this
strategy, such as the Intercultural Council.

On the other hand, the two parishes in the area under study in Lisbon have different strat-
egies. While in one case diversity is a strategic item on the executive’s programme, and is high-
lighted as a distinctive feature of the neighbourhood, in the other, despite the proximity to some
communities, these relationships are not constructed as elements that confer a peculiar identity to
this urban area. Rather, it is interpreted as a responsibility of other levels of central and municipal
government, or of local and immigrant organizations which, in the view of this parish executive,
should be the main promoters of initiatives for the inclusion of immigrants, given that these
issues do not fall within their field of responsibility. These differences reflect the options of
the local governments in each of the territories and depend on personal or party political posi-
tionings and priorities of their respective leaders, in addition to being affected by the availability
of resources, the results of prior experience in this field, and other factors. As Oliveira (2015)
argues, the difference in contexts reproduces different grammars of interculturality, operating
in specific ways according to the space and its history and also its actors’ broader conception
of the city. In this connection, interculturality should not be seen as a homogeneous model:
on the contrary, institutions and their actors have their grammars, tied to the urban space,
and these, in turn, exert strategic influence on the representation of those spaces.

Still in the city of Lisbon, we find that the third sector complements the political work of the
local authorities and that there is a wide array of organizations undertaking projects tied to immi-
gration. Some of these bodies work on their own or on an ad hoc bilateral basis, while others have
an established network of partners, through whom they carry out a significant portion of their
work. It also emerged that some of these bodies (and partnerships) work well in networks,
and not only in their own ‘spaces’ (geographical, target audience and thematic) but also outside
them. It should be noted that the municipality’s operations helped to build and organize the net-
work of actors, whether on a cross-cutting basis (e.g., within the Municipal Council for Inter-
culturality and Citizenship) or at the local level (e.g., through Support Offices for Priority
Action Neighbourhoods, such as the one set up in the Mouraria).

Some [associations] work very well in a network, they know each other quite well … they work well in

the territories, but they have an intervention that goes beyond the territory or the specific monitoring they

provide to a particular target group. (interview with a councillor advisor)

In Porto, where there are not such large numbers of immigrants, where they are not as concen-
trated as they are in Lisbon, and where the presence of migrants was noticed much later than in
the capital, there is some resistance – from the municipalities, from the parishes and also from
most urban actors – in presenting the city as ‘multicultural’, and also an almost total absence
of this aspect from local politics, at both municipal and parish levels. The increase in the number
of foreign residents in this city was not matched by a consideration of issues related to immigra-
tion and cultural diversity in political instruments and the day-to-day activity of local authorities.
The municipality’s setting up of the Municipal Council for Communities (in 2005) stands out as
one initiative in the direction of a policy of inclusion, but its inactivity since its inception seems to
be a sign that this is not one of the executive’s priorities. The Porto Social Diagnostic was the
only local policy document that explicitly mentioned foreign residents (identified as a particularly
vulnerable group), but the subsequent Social Development Plan does not contain any relevant
proposals. On the other hand, Porto does not have a Municipal Plan for the Integration of
Migrants, a local policy instrument, elaborated and approved by the municipalities, but pro-
moted, validated and financed at the central government level (via the High Commission for
Migration), which, when it exists, ensures the connection with the national integration policy
framework.
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Even so, the municipality and parishes have demonstrated on an ad hoc basis increasing pol-
itical sensitivity to issues relating to the foreign resident population and, at least on a technical
level, there seems to have been an uptake in interest in this topic, and it may take its place in
the municipality’s (social) policy instruments.

I think [the intention of the municipality] will not be to make it work [the council]. But one of the areas

that we are already, at this moment, introducing in terms of working groups in this [Social] Diagnosis and

the preparation of the next [Social] Development Plan … has to do with this [immigrants]. (interview

with the department head of Porto’s municipality)

In this context, the local authorities in Porto have ‘delegated’ political action in this area to
other actors, such as locally based non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and other depart-
ments of government. As one parish chairperson said, ‘it would be more interesting for these
communities … to understand each other and develop events themselves with some regularity
… to showcase their traditions, culture and history… ’. Associations of immigrants and for the
protection of immigrant rights have undertaken work specifically for their communities, while
some organizations, in particular, those fighting poverty and promoting social inclusion, have
several projects in this area: events such as Festa da Interculturalidade (Festival of Intercultur-
ality) are promoted by NGOs; the Local Centres to Support Migrants’ Integration existing in
Porto result from collaboration protocols between the High Commission for Migration, a
national body, and local associations (in Lisbon, in addition to local associations, the munici-
pality also protocoled a centre); and it was also one of these grassroots organizations that took
the initiative to create a Consultative Council for Interculturality (in 2015, mainly to partici-
pate in the design of a project – ‘My Country in Yours’ – but also to share information between
organizations/communities). In effect, the community council based at Porto City Hall
(CMP) has been transferred to a cultural association which, although it has taken on a signifi-
cant guiding role, does not have the political weight that a consultative council would have
when incorporated and sponsored by a local state body. Yet, as a representative of the Islamic
community, comparing the local situation with the practice in Lisbon (in one of the parishes
analysed here) states the matter:

The Arroios Parish Council [in Lisbon] is an epic. They have as … the central core of, of their policies of

intervention in cultural identity, and the respect for that cultural identity. I think that this is missing in

Porto. … So, that there is… let’s say that, that greater openness to the promotion of diversity, even spon-

soring or supporting cultural events, as happens so often in Lisbon. A… regarding the city, would prob-

ably be a city of tolerance, of cultural diversity. A positive image. And Porto, being a city of tourism, this is

probably also important. … But we needed more frequent support. Maybe that root connection, more

formal and more frequent, was missing. Not so punctual.

The governance frameworks of these two territorial contexts, Lisbon and Porto, are thus seen to
be quite different in terms of the networks of the actors involved and their work (Figure 1). In
Lisbon there is strong intervention by local government (municipality and parishes), third-sector
organizations and governance bodies that build ‘bridges’ between these different types of insti-
tutions. In the city of Porto, there is virtually no intervention by the local government in this
domain. The NGOs do the most relevant work of promoting diversity. In both contexts, but
more evidently in Lisbon, several instances of central government, namely the High Commission
for Migration, have direct intervention in local policies, either through the municipalities (via
join initiatives as well as via the municipal plans, a local instrument promoted and financially sup-
ported by the High Commission), or through the connection between the High Commission
and the third-sector organizations.
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This systematic outline of the activity of different types of actors in the realm of diversity in
the two settings under study illuminates the differences identified. Diversity is a relevant topic in
local government strategy and planning instruments in Lisbon, and local authorities both pro-
mote and are active partners in diversity planning. Third-party bodies take part in these processes
or are consulted for them and promote or are partners in projects (Figure 2). This practice has
been consolidated from very early on, at least since cultural diversity was a theme in CML initiat-
ives, a period that can be traced back to 2008 with the initiatives around the European Year of
Interculturality (Fonseca, 2011). Diversity is understood to be a key element and operates directly
at the strategic and planning levels. In Porto, on the other hand, questions of diversity are not

Figure 1. Network of actors and levels of intervention (darker = greater) as far as diversity is con-
cerned in the cities of Lisbon and Porto.
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part of local authority strategy and planning instruments. Although they are partners in some
initiatives, they do not promote projects in this domain; it is third-sector bodies that are the
main promoters of initiatives in this field.

The clear differences between the two contexts match substantially different institutional
positionings and models of political intervention at both municipal (Lisbon and Porto) and par-
ish council levels. While a great many cities, such as Lisbon, implement such a strategy, seeking
to boost their perception in the target publics or to enhance their position in a hierarchy of pre-
ferences, the case of Porto clearly shows that even though policymakers promote the same urban
processes based on international tourism flows or by pandering to international investors, as the
gentrifying trend and the internationalization of the city clearly show, urban policies do not
establish the same type of mechanisms about cultural diversity.

Although the absence of a strategy set out in a programme or document in the city of Porto is
not negligible, this lack of centrality of the immigrant element and, as a result, of cultural diver-
sity extends to any area of municipal attribution. While there is no mention of immigrants or
interculturality in the CMP’s strategic blueprint, this does not mean that the immigration
issue does not deserve the attention of the municipality, namely at the level of inter-institutional
networking and social development. However, cultural diversity appears to be associated with a
providential welfarism where it is posited as a social problem, usually of the order of exclusion, to
which the mechanisms of the welfare state must respond. In other words, it is not invoked as an

Figure 2. Action levels for different types of actors in connection with diversity in the cities of Lisbon
and Porto.
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endogenous element in urban growth and identity. Thus, in Porto these themes are not placed in
the symbolic and discursive universe of cosmopolitanism or urban development strategies. Like-
wise, the spaces where it could be strategically enhanced are also not symbolically or organiza-
tionally singled out, being instead part of a political and social relationship with public
authorities made up of specific opportunities for and facilitators of socially desirable exchanges
(ephemeris, games of influence, etc.).

Such exchanges also exist in Lisbon but are enhanced by a broader cultural context whose pro-
duction and reproduction of plurality are synthesized into a new identity and practice of urban
subjectivities. Here we find a local authorities’ approach included in what we call creative cosmo-
politanism. Even if a providential welfarism approach underlies municipal action – as is amply
demonstrated by the inclusion of immigration and diversity matters in departments responsible
for social rights (as happens in Porto, where the topic falls into the social welfare sector) and a
vast and rich experience of work with immigrant communities – the grammar which takes diver-
sity into other domains of Lisbon Municipal Council’s action has increasingly asserted itself. In
tourism, entrepreneurship, culture, the public space and many other areas, diversity is incorpor-
ated as a dividend and a fundamental part of the city’s strategic development plan as set out by the
local government.

5. CONCLUSIONS

In this article we have discussed how diversity regimes in cities may be interpreted by taking into
account structures of meaning as well as organization. Drawing on data on diversity governance,
our approach differs from other approaches mentioned here in so far as it recovers the centrality
of urban governance on the pragmatic ways of managing difference. In this sense, it does not sub-
scribe to the languages of immigrant integration, nor to those of urban imaginaries, when taken
as mere ‘metanarratives’ (Hoekstra, 2018). Urban imaginaries operate and function within a par-
ticular strategy for presenting the city; in this connection, they are narratives that are constitutive
of social actors, the modalities of agency and the social world with which these interact (Somers,
2008). In turn, and in response to Hoekstra’s (2018) challenge to deconstruct the idea of prag-
matism, that which is or ceases to be pragmatic is directly associated with the culture of govern-
ance. This has two significant aspects. First, it should be situated and interpreted in the context of
what is conventionally called urban neoliberalism (Rossi & Vanolo, 2015). In this context, the
logics of the presentation of diversity are inseparable from the commodification of space and
the entrepreneurship systems which have multiplied in urban governance. Second, and conse-
quently, we argue that it is not so much a question of ‘shared imaginations about the place of
migrants in the urban community’ (Hoekstra, 2018, p. 375) – an issue that necessarily touches
on the extension of citizenship and its modalities – but rather of setting up diversity as urban ima-
ginary regardless of what may be judged to be ‘just diversity’ (putting a gloss here on the theme of
the just city). The imaginary of diversity, when it is found, is independent of the actual social
intercourse of immigrant communities.

Contrary to other studies, the two conceptions emphasized here do not represent visions
polarized between integration and rejection, such as in comparisons between regions where inte-
grating migrants is welcomed and others where restricting them is policy and practice. Instead,
the two cases studied here demonstrate the multiplicity of strategies employed to accommodate
immigration and cultural diversity in local political action, but where city policy caters in both
cases to migrant integration, as the result of a broader national discourse on welcoming and
accommodating migrants which, so far, has been accepted unequivocally by public institutions.

Yet, the comparison of the action and discourse of municipal and parish councils and other
local actors reveals substantially different positions and models of intervention concerning the
way diversity is metabolized by urban practice and planning as such. On the one hand, these
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derive from differences in the ways governance networks are structured and participated in by
migrants themselves. On the other hand, in the ways the discourse of diversity is incorporated
(or not) into narratives of territorial development and the canonical tropes of urban entrepreneur-
ship practices.

First, and in the wake of the idea that local governance is characterized by the spread of multi-
agency networks (Denters & Rose, 2005), the dissemination of partnerships with immigrant and
third-sector organizations across the various levels of action (Figure 2) as well as across the var-
ious fields of social and economic intervention at both local and central levels represent a remark-
able difference between cities. To this proliferation of contacts and exchanges we must add the
incorporation of immigrant organizations into consolidated bodies belonging to the centrality of
local government, such as consultative councils. In effect, in the logic of public–private partner-
ships, the public authority in Porto seems to have evacuated immigration issues to the space of
private bodies, thus leaving little power of influence for immigrant organizations in matters cen-
tralized by local government.

A second aspect has to do with the nature, composition and contents, of the narratives of the
city that are instantiated by each of the local powers (and here we also include the parish level).
Lisbon’s focus on a discourse celebrating diversity as a construction of identity has no parallel in
Porto. As we have seen in the comparison between the two parishes in the centre of Lisbon, this
greater or lesser inclination toward the imaginary of diversity can be explained entirely as a pol-
itical option. Therefore, the number of immigrants only has a marginal influence. As shown by
the different political positions of the two Lisbon parishes, the proportion of immigrants
(measured by the number of foreign residents) is greater in the parish that least incorporates
the narrative of diversity in its programme and discourse.

In the cases presented here, two broad models were extracted that we classified as providential
welfarism and creative cosmopolitanism. These models not only represent different languages for
symbolizing diversity but also different strategies for involving actors in the processes of govern-
ance of diversity. By this we mean networks between organizations that are also power networks
that, depending on their structure and the nature of the organizations involved in them, provide a
narrower or wider range of participation modalities for social groups affected by policy
implementation.
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NOTES

1. The project involved collaboration between CIES (Centre for Research and Studies in Sociology), the Faculty

of Architecture and CRIA (Centre for Research in Anthropology).
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2. All data collected through the interviews resulted from informed consent and have been duly anonymised

throughout this article.

3. Source: Sefstat, 2020 e INE/Census 2021.

4. The union of parishes in the historic centre of Porto resulted from the merger of the six previous parishes that

comprised the historic centre of Porto.

5. ‘City areas with flourishing diversity sprout strange and unpredictable uses and peculiar scenes. But this is not

a drawback of diversity. This is the point, or part of it. That this should happen is in keeping with one of the

missions of cities’ (Jacobs, 1961, p. 238, quoted in CML, 2010, Report 2, p. 3.

6. The first Municipal Plan for Immigrant Integration that covered the period from 2015 to 2017 was succeeded

by the plans for 2018–20 and 2020–22.
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