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Belonging and becoming in the city and the
countryside: young people, (multi)culture and the
urban/rural divide
Demelza Jones a and Katie Tonkissb

aCountryside and Community Research Institute, Cheltenham, UK; bSociology and Policy,
Aston University, Birmingham, UK

ABSTRACT
This article reports selected findings from the EC Horizon 2020-funded CHIEF
project, which examined young people’s understandings of cultural identity
and heritage across nine countries. Drawing on observational work and
interviews, the article explores how young people in England attending two
social organisations with non-formal educational remits, perceive and attach
meaning to cultural belonging and intercultural encounter. The two
organisations were based in very different settings and engaged young
people with different characteristics: the first being based in a highly diverse
urban area, the second in a low diversity rural community. By focusing on
synergies between young people’s perceptions and experiences, we
contribute insights to a growing literature which is problematising the binary
definition of the convivial urban against the exclusionary rural in studies of
diversity and intercultural encounter.
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Introduction

This article explores comparatively the ways in which young people attend-
ing social organisations with non-formal educational remits perceive and
attach meaning to cultural belonging and intercultural encounter. It
focuses on two youth organisations: one in a (super)diverse city and one in
a rural area with low ethno-religious diversity. In doing so, it seeks to contrib-
ute new insights to a growing literature which is problematising the binary
definition of the convivial urban against the exclusionary rural in studies of
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diversity and intercultural encounter, by demonstrating the synergies
between these cases despite their apparent differences.

The article draws on data collected in 2018–19 in contribution to a work
package within CHIEF1 – a comparative, mixed-methods project that
worked across nine countries2 to examine “issues and challenges faced by
young people in Europe and beyond in the course of their cultural socialisa-
tion and in accessing diverse forms of cultural participation and environ-
ments for cross-cultural interactions’ (CORDIS 2022). Data were gathered in
the West Midlands of England in two non-formal educational organisations:
in a small religious charity that promotes interaction between young
people from different ethnic and religious backgrounds in a diverse urban
neighbourhood, and in a branch of a national organisation for young
people in rural communities located in an area with low levels of ethno-reli-
gious diversity. The article compares how these young people articulated cul-
tural belonging and cultural difference, and their experience of interactions
across cultural difference.

The article proceeds with a discussion of existing literature on urban
and rural (multi)culture. It then outlines the research methods and intro-
duces the two settings, before exploring the meanings ascribed by the
young people to culture, cultural identity, and diversity and drawing out
synergies and differences across the cases, which are discussed in the
conclusion.

(Multi)culture and difference in the city and the countryside

Ethnic and religious diversity is a core characteristic of English cities in the
twenty-first century (Bennett, Cochrane, and Moghan 2017). At first character-
ised as multicultural – that is, comprised of a range of different cultural and
ethnic groups – cities are increasingly framed as “superdiverse” (Vertovec
2015), with layers and varieties of migration alongside intersecting diversities
of race, gender, class, and age.

The study of this increasingly complex urban diversity has come to be
dominated by a “convivial turn” across social science and human geography
(Jones et al. 2015; Wise and Velayutham 2009), exploring the ways in which
people experience diversity in public and semi-public spaces “through every-
day experiences and encounters’ (Amin 2002, 959). Policy-makers have
viewed multiculturalism as in crisis, with particular concern surrounding the
supposed non-integration of Muslim communities (Lentin and Titley 2012;
Ossewaarde 2014), whereas in contrast, this literature treats diversity as a
commonplace and unremarkable aspect of everyday life (Wessendorf
2014), with such everyday multiculture discussed in settings including cafes
(Jones et al. 2015), parks (Neal et al. 2015; Wilson 2013), colleges (Bennett,
Cochrane, and Moghan 2017), housing estates (Gidley 2013), workplaces
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(Høy-Peterson and Woodward 2018), public transport (Wilson 2011), libraries
(Robinson 2020) and in marketplaces (Rhys-Taylor 2013).

Rural England has been viewed as the monocultural foil to the diverse city,
with the unchanging “rural idyll” occupying an important place in the
national imaginary (Brooks 2020; Neal and Agyeman 2006). Yet this idealised
vision masks lived experiences of rural life, which include “socio-economic
tensions’ and “socio-cultural exclusions’ (Neal and Walters 2008, 280; see
also Mackrell and Pemberton 2018; Neal et al. 2021; Neal and Agyeman
2006) and perpetuates the invisibility of the experiences of more diverse
rural populations (Moore 2021; Panelli et al. 2009; Tonkiss 2013). These ten-
sions and exclusions are explored in scholarship examining the social conse-
quences of assemblages of the rural as a sanitised “white monocultural
national space” (Neal et al. 2021, 177), which focuses on “extensive levels
of racism and discrimination, the denial and invisibalisation of rural black,
Asian and ethnic minority populations as well as a mobilisation of the rural
as a source of anti-multicultural backlash” (177) – the latter exemplified by
the hostility to rural migrant workers in discourses around Brexit (Brooks
2020; Neal et al. 2021).

A problematization of an “urban-as-multicultural/rural-as-monocultural
dialectic” (Askins 2009, 366) also highlights shortcomings of the conviviality
literature, which can overlook urban divisions – particularly those rooted in
racism (Aptekar 2019). This tension has been termed the “metropolitan
paradox”, whereby “complex and exhilarating forms of transcultural pro-
duction exist simultaneously with the most extreme forms of violence and
racism” (Back 1996, 7 see also Berg, Gidley, and Krausova 2019; Berg and
Sigona 2013; Harris 2018). The convivial lens rightly challenges political dis-
courses that situate diversity as a problem to be solved through “social cohe-
sion” measures to tackle “self-segregation” while simultaneously overlooking
the structural issues impacting minoritised communities (O’Toole 2021; Phil-
lips 2006). But accounts of urban conviviality can themselves risk sidelining
structural inequalities through overly celebratory perspectives, or as Neal
et al. (2019, 70) caution, via a drift from a “radical emphasis on uneasy and
fragmented negotiations between connected others towards more familiar
integrationist values in which difference is sanitised around contact and
the hierarchies of cultural difference are flattened out or obscured.”

These tensions are apparent in the sub-body of urban conviviality litera-
ture dealing with the experiences of young people. Scholars such as Meissner
(2020) have characterised urban young people in post-migration societies as
“growing up with difference… [as] diversity natives’. But it does not follow
that conviviality is experienced unproblematically by urban young people.
Indeed, scholars such as Back (1996), Harris (2013) and Hewitt (1986) have
recognised “that young people are associated with inter-ethnic ‘crossings’
and with cultural openness, but also with cultural defensiveness” (Bennett,
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Cochrane, and Moghan 2017, 2307), and that “conviviality’s everyday instan-
tiation always sits adjacent to processes of ethnically construed ‘conflict’”
(Valluvan 2016, 205) and “distanciation” (Harris 2014). Empirical illustrations
include the “drift”, observed in London’s Hackney by Wessendorf (2014,
138–142), from mixed friendships towards groupings along racial and class
lines as young people progress through secondary school, with supposed
incompatibilities of “taste” and “lifestyle” evoked as neutralised code for
race/ethnicity, while extreme economic disadvantage and postcode violence
are additional challenges to navigate in James’ (2015) study in Newham.
Driezan, Clycq, and Verschraegen’s (2023) study in Antwerp, and Huttunen’s
and Juntunen’s (2020) in a diverse suburb of Turku observe that although
“new and inclusive forms of identification that cut across ethnic and religious
divisions are emerging” (Huttunen and Juntunen 2020, 4136) among young
people who conceptualise diversity as “commonplace” (Driezan, Clycq, and
Verschraegen 2023, 11), nonetheless boundary-making occurs among both
white majorities and minority ethnic and migrant young people, and
racism persists (12–14).

In the last decade or so, the “metrocentricity” of youth studies (Farrugia
2014, 293) has been challenged by scholarship engaged in the experiences
of rural young people. This work has included attention to rural and small-
town young people’s experiences of socio-economic transitions and inequal-
ities (298), such as, in various Global North contexts, the centrality of (often
young) migrant workers to rural economies and trends for outmigration of
locally born youth (Butler 2020, 1178–1179). Alongside this, sociologists
and human geographers have challenged assemblages of the rural as
“‘white’ and/or ‘raceless’” (1180) and subsequent urban bias in attention to
diversity and conviviality, through a focus on rural interculturality in various
national contexts (for example Burdsey 2013; Moore 2021; Neal 2002; Neal
and Walters 2008; Radford 2016; Woods 2018). This literature identifies con-
viviality, but also racism, “othering” of ethnic minorities and migrants in
rural spaces and imaginaries, and conditionalities attached to the tolerance
of ethnic or national outsiders (for example Chakraborti and Garland 2011;
Lumsden, Goode, and Black 2019; Moore 2021; Panelli et al. 2009; Spiliopou-
los, Cuban, and Broadhurst 2021; Tyler 2003). While scholarship engaging
specifically with the navigation of diversity by rural young people remains
limited, what exists suggests that tensions identified in the urban youth litera-
ture are too reflected in rural settings, with “multicultural success stories”
around “retention and engagement of diverse young people in rural commu-
nities” existing alongside “rural racisms and tensions” – particularly in schools
(Butler 2020, 1179–1180; see also Bhopal 2014; Colvin 2017; Odenbring and
Johansson 2019).

These synergies between the urban and rural are explored in Lymperopou-
lou’s (2020) quantitative research into intercultural attitudes. This captures
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important similarities across a rural-urban spectrum, as highlighted in Figure
1, which shows differences in intercultural attitudes between populations of
“diverse conurbation centres” and “low migration small towns and rural
areas”. While there is difference in the extent people mix beyond their own
ethnic group, which we would expect given the different demographic
profile of these populations, there is greater similarity across attitudinal
indicators.

The remainder of this article seeks to develop understanding of these
synergies through a qualitative comparative account of young people’s nar-
rations of cultural belonging and intercultural encounter in a diverse city and
a low migration rural area; presenting new insights which challenge the mul-
ticultural-urban/monocultural-rural dialectic in local contexts of young
people’s interactions in youth organisations.

The two settings

The CHIEF project worked with young people in settings where cultural trans-
mission and development of cultural literacy occur – within the formal edu-
cational setting of schools, through to sites of informal learning such as family
environments and peer networks – with the work package within which this
article’s research took place focusing on the “middle ground” of non-formal
education: “tak[ing] place outside formal learning environments but within
some kind of organisational framework” (Council of Europe 2020). In the con-
temporary British context, non-formal youth provision is delivered by the
public and voluntary sectors, with religious organisations a major provider

Figure 1. Comparison of intercultural attitudes in diverse urban and low-diversity rural
areas of the UK (adapted from Lymperopoulou 2020).
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(Thompson 2019, 166).3 In selecting settings, we also considered their geo-
graphic locations in accordance with the comparative sampling protocol
agreed across CHIEF, whereby local geographic sites within the nine countries
were selected to capture variety across the urban and rural, demographic and
economic characteristics, and local support for nativist or nationalist politics
(CORDIS 2022). The measurement employed for the “nativist/nationalist” cat-
egory across the nine countries was dependent on domestic political con-
texts, and in the English research, support for the UK leaving the EU as
expressed through local results in the June 2016 EU membership referendum
was the proxy measure.4 From this sampling framework we identified two
settings: one in an ethno-religiously diverse and economically disadvantaged
urban area which voted strongly to remain in the EU (Setting 1) and the other
in a low-diversity, more affluent rural area that strongly supported “leave”
(Setting 2). These locales’ characteristics as diverse and urban, and non-
diverse and rural are the salient backdrop to the analysis in this article,
although their economic and political characteristics are also relevant at
points.

Setting 1 is a Christian charity whose work encourages friendship between
young people of different faiths. The group runs activities during school holi-
days where young people meet to discuss their faiths and enjoy social activi-
ties, and is mainly attended by young people who self-define as Christian or
Muslim. The group is based in a major West Midlands city (population >1
million) within an inner-city neighbourhood which is among the 10 per
cent most deprived in England (DCLG 2015). The area is ethnically and reli-
giously diverse, with large British South Asian and British Somali populations
who are predominantly Muslim (ONS 2012). The local constituency voted 66
per cent to “remain” in the European Union in the 2016 referendum (House of
Commons Library 2017). We participated in school holiday programmes,
observing some activities and joining in with others,5 including arts and
crafts, street dance, cookery, team-building challenges, and excursions. Struc-
tured discussions, where young people talked about their faith, were another
aspect of the group’s activity, as per the organisation’s goal of “creat[ing] safe
spaces for honest and respectful conversations” (organisational materials, on
file with authors).

Setting 2 is a Midlands-based branch of a nationwide educational and
social organisation for young people who live in rural areas and/or are con-
nected to the agricultural sector. The branch’s local area has a small market
town hub (population <10,000), but an otherwise dispersed rural population.
The population is mainly white British with very limited ethnic or religious
diversity (ONS 2012), and while there are pockets of deprivation, it is generally
above-averagely affluent (DCLG 2015). The local constituency voted 68 per
cent in favour of “leave” in the EU membership referendum (House of
Commons Library 2017). We attended branch meetings held in a church
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hall, which often included an educational talk about agriculture/agribusiness.
We also attended county-wide competition days, and preparation for these
formed another important strand of activity. The competitions took place
on a farm and entailed contests in agricultural skills such as sheep-shearing,
as well as disciplines termed “house crafts” such as floristry, and artistic
endeavours including painting and scrapbooking. The most prized title was
the tug of war between county branches which closed the competition,
and the day ended with a party featuring a DJ and well-stocked bar.

Research design

The data collection combined observations recorded in fieldnotes and photo-
graphs, and semi-structured interviews with young people and older adult
staff or volunteers.6 The research was explained to group members during
initial visits, and information sheets were made available to all attendees.
Interview participants were a self-selecting sample, with a second infor-
mation sheet and consent form distributed to the interview cohort. As such
the research followed the principle of informed consent, with consent
additionally sought from parents/guardians of participants aged under
sixteen. The research followed the ethical guidelines of the British Sociologi-
cal Association (2017) and was reviewed and approved by Aston University’s
School of Languages and Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee.

In Setting 1, the young people we spoke with during the spring half term
and Easter holidays identified as British South Asian, East African, Black or Car-
ibbean British, and white British. This changed during the summer, when
most of the participating young people identified themselves as Muslim
and British-Bangladeshi or British-Pakistani, as some of the other young
people we had met earlier in the year were away on a residential trip run
by another local organisation. Given that most interviews were conducted
during the summer, this is reflected in the demographic breakdown of inter-
viewees which does not fully reflect the wider group of young people enga-
ging in activities. We interviewed eight young people and three adult
employees during breaks in activities or follow-up visits to the group’s
venue. Of the young people, four were aged 14–16, lived locally and attended
local schools. This younger cohort comprised one girl and three boys, and
one identified themselves as British-Bengali and the others as British-Pakis-
tani. All were born in the UK and identified as Muslims. The remaining four
young interviewees were aged 19–23 and were students at one of the
city’s universities (as well as living in the city with their families) who were
volunteering during their summer holiday. This older cohort of young
people were all women. Three identified as British-Bengali while one had
moved to the UK from Somalia as a child, and all identified as Muslim. As vol-
unteers they had responsibility for planning activities but also joined with the
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younger cohort in activities led by older staff, and as such occupied a dual
position as participant and facilitator. The three staff interviewees were
women and held management and youth work positions. Two identified as
Black British and one as white British, and all identified as Christian.

In Setting 2, we collected eight interviews, while competition days also
provided opportunities for shorter conversations with other young
members of the organisation and parents. The structure of this organisation
meant there was not a clear differentiation between young people and
adults, as there are no paid staff at branch level and older young people
take on leadership roles. As such, all but one of the interviewees fell within
the 14–25 age bracket; the exception being the father of one of the young
participants who is a former member of the branch and now involved as a
volunteer. Of the seven younger interviewees, four were women and three
were men. Reflecting the area’s low ethnic diversity, all identified as white
British. Most did not identify as religious, although some expressed
nominal identification with the Church of England and attended services
during Christmas and Harvest. Most interviews took place in the church
hall before or after the group’s meetings, while two took place at
members’ homes.

Interviews in both settings focused on young people’s understandings of
culture, belonging and cultural differences, which included speaking with
young people about their own cultural practices and their significance in
their lives, and their exposure to cultural “others”. No pre-determined idea
of “culture” was imposed upon participants, who were instead able to
express their own interpretations of this concept. Participants were asked
what they understood culture to be and how they would describe their
culture, with young people talking about this in terms of ethnicity or heritage
(including family migration histories), religion, family and/or community tra-
ditions, their relationship to place and communities, their values, or a combi-
nation of these things. If young people struggled with this, they were asked
to tell us about things they did in their lives because of their culture, with this
proving effective for opening discussion of the concept.

In a project concerned with culture and identities it was important to think
about positionality in the field, which has often been considered in terms of
advantages/disadvantages of researching as an insider or outsider to a com-
munity (Kerstetter 2012). As two white British researchers we were more
obviously “outsiders” in Setting 1 when spending time with young people
from minority ethnic backgrounds. Our lack of religious belief also differen-
tiated us from both the young people and adults in the setting, who were
all Muslims or Christians. But in Setting 2, while our white ethnicity gave us
more in common with the local population, we were identified as urban out-
siders by participants, some of whom gently mocked our supposed urban
sensibilities or suggested we may find it hard to understand the mores of
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their community.7 Research involving children and adolescents also necessi-
tates consideration of the power asymmetries of an adult-researcher and
child-participant (Grover 2004). While our participants were older children
or young adults, we remained mindful of this dynamic. Interviewing partici-
pants in “their space” of the group settings or their home, treating them as
experts in their culture and cultural practices, and answering their questions
about our own lives and identities helped to redress this.

Following transcription and anonymisation, we coded interviews and field-
notes using NVivo. We followed an inductive approach, and each worked
with transcripts from each setting including our own interviews and inter-
views conducted by the other researcher, with regular conversations to
refine codes. We coded our own observation notes, which enabled a
balance between critical distance, and the importance of contextual famili-
arity with “the field” (Hayes and Jones 2012, 2).

Belonging and becoming in the city and the countryside

In this section we present the findings of this research. We first consider the
ways in which young people in the two settings understood cultural belong-
ing, before analysing their views on, and experiences of, cultural difference.

Cultural belonging

For young people in both settings, cultural belonging was understood in
terms of heritage, family, and “tradition”. While what “tradition” looked like
was framed differently, similarities were apparent around cultural conformity
and accepted behaviours and values. In Setting 1, young people tied their
understandings of cultural belonging to practices related to family heritage
and migration histories, and Islamic teachings. For example, Tahni8 (female
British-Bangladeshi, Muslim YP) described culture as “… like ethnicity, and
like where your background is and where your parents and grandparents
are from, and, like, what traditions that you take part in because of your eth-
nicity and because of your faith”. Young people in this setting also commen-
ted on the importance of the continuation of practices linked to family
heritage in the UK diaspora, as Rumi (female, British-Bangladeshi Muslim
YP) described: “I wouldn’t want to not wear it [Bengali dress], like, at home
or weddings… it’s a part of who I am, and I don’t want to change that”. In
Setting 2, although young people did not have recent family histories of
migration and diaspora, cultural continuity was also key. As Harry (male
white British YP) described, “… the culture… it’s a straight line, there’s not
much divergent from it,… [w]e do things as the organisation did them
years ago”. Despite the ownership that the group’s organisational structure
granted young people, it was clear that most activities represented
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continuation of tradition. We asked why the group continued to engage in,
for example, competitive floristry, when it was clear most did not enjoy it,
with Olivia (female white British YP) replying, “it’s tradition and something
that has been taken seriously for years”. Alongside these understandings,
and in ways running through all of them, was an interpretation of cultural
belonging as intrinsically tied to place. Place, in this case, meant the rural
landscape and the community of people who laboured within it – as
George (male white British YP) noted, “I love the land” – while in Setting 1,
translocal belonging to places of family origin and the diaspora was
expressed.

For young people in both settings culture was also closely tied to “values”,
and both used similar words to describe values attached to “their” culture –
with “respect” being key for both, especially as this related to interactions
with older family and community members. For example, part of the experi-
ence of participating in the rural social life offered by Setting 2 was getting
drunk. As Abby (female white British YP) described “…we all go to
[parties] and they’re crazy. They’re just cheap drinks and everyone gets
really drunk”. But while binge drinking (including underage drinking) was
normalised as part of rural social life,9 participants expressed quite different
views towards other drugs, with drug-taking “waster(s)” (Olivia – female
white British YP) contrasted with the values of a close-knit community
where elders were respected, and everyone could reply upon one another.
A similar discourse around respect for elders and the wider community was
found among the British South Asian young people in Setting 1, although
here it was attributed to religious values within Islam, as well as cultural
expectations:

Part of our culture is feeling like we’ve always been taught to take care of your
parents, and that links with religion as well. Take care of your parents and [the]
elderly and get along with your family… I feel like, in our culture, it’s a really big
thing. (Amal – female, British-Bangladeshi Muslim YP)

While these demographically distinct groups of young people frame “their”
values in varying terms, they are essentially similar. This supports scholarship
criticising the “deficit model” of diversity and integration, whereby the
nation’s “values” must be taught and encouraged among minority popu-
lations – a prominent discourse in Britain (Crawford 2017; Morrice 2017),
and elsewhere (for example Berggren et al. 2021; Devine 2013; Pötzsch 2020).

Cultural difference

Our findings show three key themes across the settings related to how young
people understood and experienced cultural difference. Firstly, young people
articulated cultural difference through identification of a “significant other”
which is central to the relational construction of group consciousness
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(Triandafyllidou 1998, 603). In the rural context of Setting 2, the “other” to
which the group most commonly referred was the urban dweller, with
Abby, for example, describing her culture as “not townie”,10 and both the
aforementioned framing of “rural community values” which reject drug-
taking (though not alcohol) in contrast to imagined urban deviance, as well
as dress, playing a central role in distinguishing young people from urban
“others”. Abby commented “we don’t dress like town people”, while at a com-
petition day, a group member’s mother exclaimed “this is how teens use
knives in the countryside” while we watched young people exhibit their
butchery skills on chicken carcasses – contrasting this with media reporting
of knife crime in cities (observation 3). A tendency to construct identity
against an “outside” urban world, either through “valorisation” of local rural
identity or a focus on perceived disadvantage or marginalisation vis a vis
urban counterparts is seen in studies of rural youth in a range of global con-
texts (Farrugia, Smyth, and Harrison 2014, 1038), and in our study, was also
apparent during a talk from a former member of the group who showed a
photo slideshow of a trip around Southeast Asia. The speaker stated that
cities such as Bangkok were “horrible”, but they had felt an affinity with
fellow farmers they met in the countryside, with rural identity, here, trans-
gressing boundaries of nationality, ethnicity and language (observation 1).

A similar focus on values was present in group members’ views on immi-
gration. They tended to view immigrants positively where they were seen to
contribute to the local agricultural economy, with George, for example,
describing East Europeans employed locally in agriculture as having “made
their money fair and square, I don’t have a problem with those sorts of
people coming in”. This contrasted with views about other migrants who
were imagined to “… come over here for an easier life” (Emma – female
white British YP). While everyone we met in this setting was white British,
we were told by the young people that anyone, of any ethnicity or nationality,
who came to a meeting would be welcome if an established group member
“vouched” for them. While this was never tested in practice, rhetorically at
least, the tie to the local and its rural values is again positioned as the
central factor distinguishing “us” from “them”, and as such, a construction
was presented of the “good”migrant who earns acceptance across difference
– an observation in common with Moore’s (2021) and Spiliopoulos, Cuban,
and Broadhurst’s (2021) findings on the conditionalities of labour migrants’
acceptance in English rural areas, and Neal and Walters’s (2008, 292–293)
work on the importance of lineage and linkages in membership of rural com-
munity organisations.

While the young people in Setting 2 viewed themselves as homogeneous,
in Setting 1 differences within the group were apparent as the organisation’s
focus on intercultural encounter encouraged members to reflect on their
similarities and differences from ethno-religious “others” within the setting
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itself, and as such cultural difference was once again positioned in relation to
the “other” against whom the self could be defined. The possibility of build-
ing friendships with young people of different backgrounds was an attraction
of the group for participants, and the organisation’s goal of encouraging
respectful dialogue between young people of different faiths was situated
by both young people and adults as a remedy to societal challenges such
as hate crime or radicalisation.11 Kate (female, white British Christian adult
staff member) felt the group’s activities developed young people’s resilience
to harmful influences – “young people are drawn into a gang or some form of
radicalisation because they’re not confident enough to say “actually, I don’t
feel comfortable with this”” – and that the encouragement of honest and
challenging conversations about faith gave young people “confidence [to
be] their authentic self”.

Challenging negative stereotypes of the “other” was a key objective of the
group’s work, and the question of “othering” held an additional dimension for
young Muslim participants, who told us they had experienced Islamophobia
in their everyday lives. This points to a second key theme – the experience of
cultural difference. The young people in Setting 1 were keenly aware of pol-
itical and media discourse normalising anti-Muslim prejudice. Boris Johnson’s
comment that veiled Muslim women resemble “letterboxes” was cited along-
side Donald Trump’s “Muslim travel ban”, and opportunities for intercultural
dialogue were posited as an antidote to the populist Right: “I feel like every-
one should learn about each other, each other’s faith and culture and religion,
I think it’s important, so you can stop all this Trump stuff” (Amal).

These anxieties were apparent in the young people’s differing views
towards Brexit between the settings. Few had been old enough to vote in
the 2016 referendum, but their views reflected those of the majority in
their local area, with the rural young people in Setting 2 tending to favour
Brexit, while the young people in Setting 1 were uniformly opposed: “[it’s]
like a broken chair that you can’t fix, but you have to keep sitting on it”
(Tariq – male British-Pakistani Muslim YP). Their opposition did not indicate
attachment to the European project but rather concerns about negative
impacts on their future economic prospects, as well as the anti-immigration
and exclusionary nationalistic sentiment of the “leave” campaign which they
perceived as threatening their safety and national belonging. As Alia (female
Somali Muslim YP) reflected:

I think that Brexit is quite… I’m going to use the word ‘shameful’. It’s quite sad
… It kind of brings fear, sometimes, into how will the future be if that is the path
that has been decided on… It definitely will [impact me] because I am [air
quotes] ‘the other’. I am the people that come to England to take stuff, get
their jobs, get their education… It’s quite scary. It just makes me think about
what the next generations will be like and the future of England, and maybe
the hate that would burst from all of this.
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This points to differences in how intercultural difference is understood and
experienced in each setting. While the idea of the “other” is central to under-
standings of cultural difference in both settings, in Setting 1 the process of
othering has been experienced first-hand while in Setting 2 it has not. This
gives rise to quite different responses to the “other”, with young people in
Setting 1 seeking to embrace encounters with difference while young
people in Setting 2 are more concerned with preserving rural ways of life
against the urban other.

However, the final theme within our discussion – friendship – shows that,
despite their different contexts, young people’s experiences of intercultural
encounter can often be quite similar. As outlined earlier, the opportunity
Setting 1 offered to expand friendship networks beyond young people’s
own ethno-religious community was posited as particularly important for
addressing issues of “othering” and cultural tensions in the diverse city, par-
ticularly as young people felt they had limited opportunities to engage in
meaningful interactions with those of different faiths and ethnicities in
their local neighbourhoods and in school; despite their city’s apparent
(super)diversity. This challenges assumptions around the frequency and
nature of encounter across difference in the (super)diverse city, as young
people told us that outside the setting, they interacted with young people
from similar ethnic and religious backgrounds to their own.

Sturgis et al. (2014, 1290) argue: “It is entirely possible to live in a neigh-
bourhood containing multiple ethnicities, without ever having any meaning-
ful social contact with an individual from an ethnic out-group”, and this was
certainly the perception of young people in Setting 1 when discussing their
everyday encounters and networks. Their experience of homogenous friend-
ship groups was not markedly different to that of their white British peers
growing up in the much less diverse location of Setting 2, who perceived
their own social networks as entirely homogenous. Indeed, within Setting 1
itself, while all agreed there was inherent value in promoting dialogue and
friendship across difference, there was varying opinion as to how successful
this was. From the researchers’ perspectives, indirect and organic activities
appeared more effective than planned interventions designed to stimulate
intercultural dialogue. Organic communication, therefore, was enabled by
the setting rather than an outcome of its planned activity. For example, in
one session, young people created mood boards as part of a planned activity
and worked in almost complete silence. However, the atmosphere changed
when the soundtrack of The Greatest Showman played in the background:
“Young people started to talk about seeing the film or knowing the music,
and some of them danced. It was the first time they opened-up to each
other beyond the distinct groups that they had put themselves in” (notes
from observation 4). Adult facilitators acknowledged the limitations of
direct interventions. As Kate explained with reference to the planned
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dialogue sessions: “We feel that their answers are a little mechanical and
they’re just saying what they think they should say… that’s why we’re
encouraging more of them coming in, just chilling out here and having the
different types of conversations”.

In both settings, some of the young people we met were attending or had
recently finished university. As summarised by Brooks (2019, 84), there are
competing perspectives on the potential of universities as spaces of intercul-
tural encounter. Like Amin’s (2002, 970) notion of “banal transgression”, uni-
versities and other educational sites have been characterised as
“micropublics” that necessitate what Back and Sinha (2016, 524) term the
“prosaic negotiation of difference”, while Harris (2013, 58) argues they are
“neutral and destabilising zones where encounter is required, and difference
negotiated through shared tasks”. There was alignment to this position in the
experience of Jack (male white British YP) in Setting 2, who had attended uni-
versity in a large city before returning to the rural community to work in agri-
business: “I grew up in a traditional farming family… Then I lived in the
middle of the city, went to a university that’s got a lot of different cultures
…My childhood culture would be different to my culture at uni”. Jack’s
experience was uncommon, as most of the older young people had attended
agricultural colleges in rural areas and so were less likely to have been
exposed to this difference. Yet for those who had been to urban universities,
the experience of being among a diverse group of peers appeared to have
shifted their perspective, and indeed the increasing numbers of young
people attending university was viewed by local adults as consequential
for the setting’s future. John (male, white British, adult volunteer), explained
that the group had shrunk, because the “… idea that traditionally the sons
and daughters would stay on the farm”was under threat: “… university is dis-
rupting that, they don’t come back, they have a bigger view of the world”.

A contrasting perspective on the significance of the university experience
is forwarded by Andersson, Sadgrove, and Valentine (2012, 501), who argue
that universities offer limited opportunities for intercultural encounter, as stu-
dents “self-segregate” within diverse student bodies. This was reflected in the
narrative of the university students interviewed in Setting 1, whose expec-
tations of university as a space of intercultural encounter had not been
met. As Alia reported: “There’s people from all over, from different walks of
life, but then we still manage to keep in our own identical bubble”; Amal
observed: “when we’re sitting in lectures, we’re all sitting in groups of our
own religions or culture”; while Rumi, who was unique among the young
people in Setting 1 in having grown up and attended school in a majority-
white neighbourhood of the city, reflected that university was the first time
that she had a group of friends with similar backgrounds to herself: “I’ve
never had a Bengali friend and now I have a group of friends who are
Bengali! It’s so weird because I imagined university to be, like, mixed”. As
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such, despite the demographic differences of their surroundings, the young
people in both settings experienced limited intercultural encounters, and
while going to university could give rise to new encounters and friendships
across difference, this was not automatically the case.

Conclusions

The two settings examined in this research look markedly different “on
paper”: on the one hand, a group focused on intercultural dialogue, attracting
young participants from different ethnic and religious backgrounds in a
diverse neighbourhood of a large city, and on the other, a club for young
people in a rural community with an ethnically homogenous membership
and a focus on the continuation of traditional rural life. Yet, despite these
differences, commonalities exist in these young people’s understandings
and experiences.

For both groups of young people, cultural belonging was understood as
comprising the continuity of tradition, and family and community values.
While these demographically different young people framed their values in
different terms, the values they expressed were similar. This challenges the
direction of youth policy which has sought to problematise young people
from ethnic minority groups as needing to be educated into British values.
On the contrary, it highlights that the othering of young people from
ethnic minority backgrounds is a distraction from the common ground to
be found between young people with varying demographic characteristics
growing up in very different contexts.

The assumption that young people growing up in (super)diverse urban
areas have more ready opportunities to encounter cultural difference in a
meaningful way is also challenged; with the urban young people in Setting
1 feeling that the group offered them a unique opportunity to interact with
those of different faiths and ethnicities, given that their outside networks
did not fulfil this function. These findings point to the limited utility of con-
viviality as a concept in understanding young people’s intercultural encoun-
ters. Our research showed a lack of meaningful encounters with cultural
difference for young people in urban areas just as much as in rural areas.
Young people did not necessarily experience intercultural encounter in par-
ticularly positive or negative ways – they just did not experience it to a sub-
stantial extent in either case.

Even in (super)diverse settings where “fleeting” encounters across differ-
ence may naturally take place, this does not necessarily lead to meaningful
encounters, meaning that spaces may still need to be created to allow this
to occur in a more deliberate fashion if desired by young people. In particular,
spaces where “banal transgression” (Amin 2002) occur seem to offer greater
opportunities for the effective interaction and dialogue witnessed in the
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fieldwork than self-consciously intercultural interventions. As such, establish-
ing and protecting space for young people is crucial, particularly in the
context of austerity’s threat to youth provision and the precarity of groups
reliant on charitable grant funding. This is observed in the activities of
Setting 1, but also in the rural Setting 2, where a paucity of spaces where
young people can meet and socialise (especially those who are too young
to visit pubs) awards Setting 2 a privileged status as the only social outlet
for young people, with potential issues around the inclusion a broader con-
stituency of young people in the local area.

There were, however, differences in how the young people in each setting
understood and valued intercultural encounter. While for young people in
Setting 2, encounters with the “other” were embraced so long as that
“other” was positioned as an “insider” to the community, in Setting 1 many
of the young people understood themselves to have been positioned as
“other”, particularly in the context of racist political rhetoric and anti-
migrant sentiment associated with Brexit. As such, “intercultural positionality”
is a key factor in understanding these young people’s experiences and is
potentially more relevant than their local exposure to diversity and cultural
difference.

Having explored comparatively the ways in which young people living in
these divergent settings encounter, perceive and attach meaning to cultural
belonging and cultural encounter, the article has contributed new insights to
literature which seeks to look beyond the binary definition of the convivial
urban against the exclusionary rural. The similarities across these cases, as
well as the complex ways in which young people’s intercultural positionality
impacts on their experience of cultural difference, supports the shift away
from the urban/rural divide in the study of culture, identity and belonging.

Notes

1. Cultural Heritage and Identities of Europe’s Future. Funded by EC Horizon 2020:
Europe in a Changing World – Inclusive, Innovative and Reflective Societies
(CORDIS 2022).

2. Croatia, England, Germany, Georgia, India, Latvia, Slovakia, Spain (Catalonia)
and Turkey.

3. Spending on youth services within UK local authorities averaged a 69% decline
between 2010 and 2019 (YMCA 2019) due to the public sector funding cuts of
the austerity programme, increasing the need for third sector and religious
organisations to attempt to “fill” this provision gap.

4. The authors recognise that voters had varied motivations for voting “leave”, but
are convinced of the legitimacy of this measure by the body of studies which
identify nativist and ethno-nationalist messaging in the “leave” campaigns
and ethno-nationalist or racist/xenophobic views as key motivations for the
leave vote (Carreras, Irepoglu Carerreras, and Bowler 2019; Iakhnis et al. 2018;
Tudor 2023; Virdee and McGeever 2018), including perceptions of migration
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and ethnic diversity as “symbolic” and “realistic” “threats” (Macdougall, Feddes,
and Doosje 2020).

5. We took our lead from staff, who joined in with some activities but let young
people get on with others by themselves.

6. Within the CHIEF project, young people were defined as aged 14–25.
7. Jones was raised in the countryside, but as she was not brought up on a farm

and has lived in urban areas for the last two decades, this did not provide
“insider” currency with the participants.

8. Pseudonyms are used throughout.
9. See also Markham and Bosworth (2016) on the centrality of the pub to rural

social life, and Neal and Walters (2007) on underage drinking (along with
illegal driving and gun use) within their discussion of the rural as a site of “unre-
gulated” or “anti-orderly” behaviours – a “less valorised cultural narrative”which
nonetheless co-exists in their young participants” narratives with more cele-
brated notions of rural safety, peace and neighbourliness.

10. Rural slang for urban populations.
11. In these ways, the group’s work mirrors the alignment of youth work to a wider

citizenship education agenda (Fyfe 2010, 69) which also views youth services as
intervention vehicles for young people “at risk”. In diverse urban areas, this has
included risks associated by policymakers with “segregated communities” –
particularly British Muslim communities (as per the 2016 Casey Review and
the earlier Cantle Report) – and the counter-extremism programme,
“Prevent”, places legal obligations on youth work practitioners to refer young
people who they consider at risk of radicalisation (Thomas 2016).
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