‘When my sister and I first came to New York from a small city, we used to amuse ourselves with a game we called Messages. I suppose we

were trying, in a dim way, to get a grip on the great, bewildering world into which we had come.The idea was to pick two wildly dissimilar individuals
- say a headhunter in the Solomon Islands and a cobbler in Rock Island, Illinois - and assume that one has to get a message to the other by word
of mouth; then we would each silently figure out a plausible, or at least possible chain of persons through whom the message could go. The one
who could make the shortest plausible chain of messengers won.The headhunter would speak to the headman of his village, who would speak to
the trader who come to buy copra, who would speak to the Australian patrol officer when he next came through, who would tell the man who was
next slated to go to Melbourne on leave, etc. Down at the other end, the cobbler would hear it from his priest, who got it from the mayor, who got
it from a state senator, who got it from the governor, etc.We soon had these close-to-home messengers down to a routine for almost everyone we
could conjure up, but we would get tangled in long chains at the middle until we began employing Mrs Roosevelt. Mrs Roosevelt made it suddenly
possible to skip whole chains of intermediate connections. She knew the most unlikely people.The world shrank remarkably. It shrank us right out
of our game, which became too cut and dried’ Jane Jacobs, 2003 “Dark Age Ahead” pp.134-5

Cities as sisters
sisters in cities
‘Concurrent with the development of sister cities from 1950 onward has been a spectacular growth in international tourism and sport; the

pen pal movement; the formation of a planetary community of radio hams; high-level scientific and cultural exchanges; numerous exchanges
agreements among widely separated universities and the resultant study abroad programs; the Peace Corps and similar governmental and
private programs based in affluent countries, such as the Experiment in International Living, Servas International, and Service Civil International
and the efforts of the World Federalists, the Universal Esperanto Association, and likeminded organizations agitating for international amity, and
those concerned with global environmental and social issues’ Wilbur Zelinsky, 1991 “Twinning of the World” p.5

Cities as Sisters
Rotterdam
‘Town twinning is best conceptualised not as a movement...
but as a device: a device for producing topological proximity between
topographically distant places’ Nick Clarke 2009,“In what sense spaces of neo-liberalism?”

A

ccording to the first chronicler of the sister cities movement, Wilbur Zelinsky, in his paper ‘The
Twinning of the World’ (2), sister-city relationships are generally motivated by ‘friendship between
nations’. Other writers have characterised sister-city relationships as driven by a desire for peace,
exemplifying ‘the human condition of Love’ (3, p.281), and allied with idealist movements that stress the
common humanity of all peoples, including attempts to promote the ‘universal language’ of Esperanto
and the Experiment in International Living homestay programme (2,4). Sister cities are a ‘...partnership
of two cities from different countries which is based on cultural and social understanding to achieve
cultural dialogue’, and in some cases, humanitarian and development goals (5, p.1).
The city of Rotterdam has thirty-three sister-city relationships, which is significantly more than
the number of relationships held by other Dutch citiesI. In 2009 the City of Rotterdam published
a comprehensive policy entitled ‘Rotterdam World City: fixed directions, new ambitions’, which
sets out Rotterdam’s Programme for International and European Activities (6). ‘Rotterdam World
City’ describes Rotterdam’s existing sister-city connections, and identifies priority areas for new
international relationships. Analysis of cities historically linked with Rotterdam reveals two themes:
geographical links based on the Rhine/Maas river as a conduit of trade and cultural exchange through
Western Europe; and humanitarian/political relationships with cities outside ‘the West’. More recent
‘sisters’ illustrate another set of relationships, based both on connections from the Dutch colonial era
and on contemporary migration patterns. This project considers these relationships in the context
of Rotterdam’s role as a ‘city of immigration’, and the debate across western Europe regarding the
integration of immigrant peoples into receiving societies.

Rotterdam, reconciliation and the Rhine
Rotterdam’s identity is based on two things – shipping and struggle. Rotterdam’s first ‘sister city’ was
Kingston-on-Hull, a city in the north-east of England which signed a formal agreement with Rotterdam
in 1935. This link recognised the Rotterdam-to-Hull passenger ferry connection, which still operates
(6). As shown in “De gemeente-wapen van Nederland” (7), the crest of the City of Rotterdam shows
two lions balancing a shield above the words ‘Sterker door Strijd’ (Stronger through Struggle), a motto
given to Rotterdam after the city was bombed during the Second World War. Most of the city’s centre
was destroyed, and seventy years later the central city is still full of building projects constructing ‘a
new heart for Rotterdam’. Following Germany’s invasion of Poland in September 1939, the Queen
of the Netherlands made a joint appeal with the King of Belgium for mediation to stop the war. The
appeal was unsuccessful, and the Low Countries were invaded in 1940 (8). During the same year,
Belgium’s second city Antwerp and Rotterdam adopted each other as sisters. The war in Europe ended
in 1945, with the Soviet capture of Berlin and subsequent German surrender. Rotterdam became sister
cities with Oslo (Norway) and Basel (Switzerland). Both Norway and Switzerland were Dutch allies or
neutral during the Second World War.
The relationship between Basel and Rotterdam highlights the role of the Rhine/Maas river in
Rotterdam’s city-to-city connections. The river Rhine runs from its source in Switzerland through
western Europe, linking Switzerland, Liechtenstein, Austria, Germany, France and the Netherlands.
When the river reaches the Netherlands, the name changes as the water splits into three main
distributaries. One of these, the Beneden Merwede, joins the Lek River near Kinderdijk, and becomes
the Nieuwe Maas which flows through Rotterdam and out to the North Sea. In their research on civic
connections between ‘mountain communities’ around the world, cultural geographers Debarbieux
and Rudas (9, p.500) discuss how communities use geographical categories, such as mountains and
rivers, to build shared identities based on a perception of commonality across similarly-located
communities. They explain that mountain communities associate themselves with independence
and intrepidity, while harbour communities see themselves as hard-working places where people
from all backgrounds meet and trade. The name ‘Rotterdam’ literally means ‘dam on the muddy
water’, and dates from 1260 when a dike was built across the river ‘Rotte’, in the location where
Hoogstraat runs today. Hundreds of kilometres upstream, Basel shares the identity of a ‘river city’,
describing itself as ‘[a]t the heart of Europe, trinational and cosmopolitan’ (10). Between Basel and
Rotterdam, the Rhine runs through the next city to join Rotterdam’s family – the city of Duisberg
(Germany), which connected with Rotterdam in 1950.
Beginning with Duisberg, the decade of the 1950s witnessed a wave of sister-city relationships initiated
as reconciliatory gestures between the members of the Allied and Axis groups formed during the
Second World War. Zelinsky notes ‘... a proliferation of post-1950 liaisons between German, Austrian,
and Italian towns on the one hand and places in their erstwhile enemy and conquered territories

on the other, most notably France, Great Britain, Belgium, the Netherlands, the U.S, Yugoslavia, and
the Soviet Union’ (2, p.20). This spate of ‘family bonding’ reflected efforts to integrate Europe’s interests
and to prevent another warII, also manifested in the establishment of the Council of Europe in 1949
with a mandate to ‘promote European unity by debate, publicity, and research’ (8, p.1083). Relationships
established between Rotterdam, Cologne (Germany), Esch-sur-Alzette (Luxembourg), Lille (France) and
Turin (Italy) were all reciprocated, forming a quintuplet of sisters. This group were joined by Nuremberg
(West Germany) as a ‘partner city’ in 1961, and by Liege (Belgium) in 1976. Zelinsky also notes that
Japan initiated a number of ‘reconciliatory’ relationships with cities in countries who had fought on the
Allied side of the war (2). Rotterdam is on this list, pairing with Kobe, Japan’s sixth-largest city in 1967.

Cities, countries, and the Cold War

rather than emigration’ (4, p.159). Immigrants include large numbers of people from the former colonies
(Indonesia, Surinam) and from the Mediterranean (Spain, Yugoslavia, Morocco, Turkey). Hoetjes identifies
a delay of several decades between the arrival of significant numbers of migrants in the Netherlands, and
municipalities beginning to form sister city relationships with cities in ‘countries of origin’. He ascribes
this delay to the fact that many immigrants were ‘...considered ‘guest workers’, with the implicit - and
false - idea that they would not settle in the Netherlands for good’ (4, p.159). Rotterdam-based academic
Willem Schinkel notes that in the late 1980s, the official categorisation of immigrant groups changed from
a number of diverse ‘minorities’, to the collective term ‘allochthonen’. The term ‘allochthonen’ – literally,
‘different in relation to’ – classifies foreigners in contrast to ‘autochthonen’ – ‘people of the soil’, or ‘native
Dutch’. A further distinction is made between ‘Western allochtonen’, which includes United States- and
European Union-nationals, as well as Japanese, South Koreans and Indonesians, and ‘non-Western
allochtonen’, a term generally used to refer to people with cultural origins in Morocco and Turkey (13, 14).

The term ‘sister’ is an interesting choice to describe the relationships between cities. A sister-relationship
implies an empathetic bond based on mutual understanding, but also the potential for jealousy and
division. During the Cold War period from 1945 until around 1990, countries defined their identities in
opposition to ‘the other’III. Although sister city relationships were promoted as a-political, citizen-initiated
gestures - the International Union of Local Authorities boasted of the ‘great advantage of not having
any political purpose’ - Rotterdam’s connection with Seattle (United States) in 1969 coincided with the
‘People to People’ programme devised by Dwight Eisenhower (11, p.331). Initiated in 1956 - one year after
the Warsaw Pact was signed between the Communist nations of Albania, Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, the
German Democratic Republic, Hungary, Poland, Romania, and the Soviet Union – ‘People to People’ is
seen to be part of the government of the United States’ ‘Cold War on Communism’, aiming to strengthen
networks between the capitalist nations of the world and delineate between the two ideologies (2).

Approximately 8% of Rotterdam’s population have origins in Turkey, a connection recognised when Rotterdam
and Istanbul became sister cities in 2005. ‘Rotterdam World City’ states that Casablanca is Rotterdam’s partner
city in Morocco, and that Rotterdam’s connections with ex-colonies Cape Verde, Surinam and Curacao are
made at national level, either with ministries or national groups of municipalities. There are currently no
relationships with cities in Spain or the Balkans. While relationships with Western allochtonen countries –
such as Rotterdam’s links with Osaka (Japan) in 1984, Busan (South Korea) in 1987, and Tokyo (Japan) in
1987 – focus on economic development, relationships between the Netherlands and non-Western ‘countries
of origin’ have generally been based on aid or donor relationshipsV. For instance, the City of Rotterdam
identifies their 1983 partner city relationship with Jakarta (Indonesia) as ‘...characterised by a high level of
involvement and assistance-for-free on Rotterdam’s part’ (6). In such cases, there is a ‘... a continuous tension
in viewing North-South C2C [city to city relationships] as mechanisms of equal, horizontal exchange versus
just another form of the traditional model of aid flowing from North to South’ (15, p.132).

However, sister city relationships were also formed through the Iron Curtain, including a number of
relationships between Dutch cities and cities in Communist countries in the 1970s and 1980sIV. According
to Dutch academic Ben Hoetjes, these relationships were based on humanitarian motives (similar to later
movements to adopt real Eastern European children into American families in the 1990s) (12, 4). In the
period 1976 to 1984, Rotterdam became sister to cities in six countries run under various Communist
ideologies, including Burgas (Bulgaria), Constanta (Romania), Gdansk (Poland), Saint Petersburg (USSR),
and Shanghai (China). Hoetjes suggests that during this period, preferred partners ‘... had to be ‘critical’
or ‘revolutionary’ vis-a-vis the present, U.S-dominated world order, but at the same time they had to fit
in the broad context of Dutch foreign policy’ (4, p.159), which included granting full independence to the
South American colony of Surinam in 1975. The strong counter-current of anti-United States sentiment is
exemplified by the disproportionate number of relationships formed between Dutch cities and cities in the
small South American country of Nicaragua. Nicaragua struggled in the 1970s and 80s against the United
States, who were concerned at Soviet and Cuban influences in the country, intervening in its political
affairs. Anti-United States attitude may also explain Rotterdam’s connection with Havana (Cuba) in 1983
and even Buenos Aires in 1990, but not the relationship initiated with Baltimore (United States) in 1985.
From 1988 until 1991 Rotterdam’s international connections expanded in response to major political
changes at the national and regional scale. The collapse of the Warsaw Pact and subsequent independence
of Communist Bloc countries following the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 led to new relationships between
Rotterdam and eastern European cities. Rotterdam made separate relationship agreements with Bratislava
and Prague after the Velvet Revolution in 1991 which saw Czechoslovakia peacefully split into Slovakia
(with Bratislava as the capital) and the Czech Republic (which took Prague as its primary city). Unlike
earlier connections these relationships were based on reinforcing political change. Sister relationships
initiated after the fall of Communism, such as between Rotterdam and Budapest (Hungary) in 1991, were
part of a surge of twinnings ‘...between municipalities in Western Europe, which were anxious to speed
democracy, and those of Eastern Europe, which wished to open up towards the West’ (9, p.504). On another
continent and in another political context, Rotterdam and Durban (South Africa) became partner cities in
1991, affirming Rotterdam’s support for the new post-apartheid political era in that country.
Some writers, such as British researchers Ewen and Hebbert, consider sister city relationships as a tool
for European integration. During the 1990s, many Eastern European countries applied to become
members of the European Union. In the Netherlands, ‘...municipalities were stimulated to strengthen
their contacts with their colleagues in the prospective member states, in order to ‘bring them up to EU
level’ (4, p.159). Sister city relationships have also been promoted as a way to ‘break down borders’ between
cities in neighbouring countries through European Union programmes such as INTERREG (11, p.335) and
the ERASMUS programme established in 1987 to encourage the mobility of university students across
Europe. ERASMUS takes its name from Rotterdam’s Desiderius Erasmus, whose views on migration
and identity – ‘I am a citizen of the world, my homeland is everywhere’ – are quoted liberally in the
City of Rotterdam’s sister cities policy (6). In 1986, Rotterdam was one of six cities which founded the
Eurocities organisation, along with Milan, Lyon, Frankfurt, Barcelona, and Birmingham. In a sense, the
increasing integration of Europe can be considered as a way for Rotterdam and these other ‘second cities’
to break away from being seen as the ‘little sisters’ of Amsterdam, Rome, Paris, Berlin, Milan and London
respectively. Indeed, Rotterdam’s shifting allegiances are clearly signalled in ‘Rotterdam World City’ which
declares that ‘Brussels is the capital of Rotterdam’(6).

Municipalities and migration
The current ‘Rotterdam World City’ policy prioritises strengthening municipal diplomatic relationships
with Germany and the emerging markets of the large BRICT countries (Brazil, Russia, India, China and
Turkey). At a personal level, however, cities in some of these countries could already be considered ‘part
of the family’. Following massive Dutch emigration to Canada, the USA, Australia and New Zealand
following World War Two, ‘[s]ince the 1960s... the Netherlands has become a country of immigration

Integration, inheritance and identity

Networks past and future
In his 2007 book ‘Multiculturalism – A Civic Idea’, theorist Tariq Modood argues that ‘... multiculturalism
is characterized by the challenging, dismantling and the remaking of public identities’ (21, p.43). In order
for cities to recognise and support trans-national identities, the identity of the city itself may have to
change. The City of Rotterdam’s recognition of the need to change nomenclature for ‘countries of origin’
to reflect the initiative of people who style themselves ‘Dutch-Moroccan’ , ‘Dutch-Turkish’ or ‘DutchAmerican’ show that integration can also be a ‘...two-way process of adaptation, involving change in
values, norms and behaviour for both newcomers and members of the existing society. This includes
recognition of the role of the ethnic community and the idea that broader social patterns and cultural
values may change in response to immigration’ (20, p.14-15). Rotterdam’s changing perceptions of herself
can be traced through the evolution of her chosen sister city relationships, from her identification as
a ‘river city’ to negotiating through the Cold War era and – most recently – reconnecting with the
‘countries of origin’ of her diverse population. The brand ‘Rotterdam World City’ could be embodied
in a public identity based on strengthening the legitimacy of living with and being proud of diverse,
transnational identities. Rotterdam’s new civic identity could be underpinned by a sisterhood of cityto-city connections which reflect the family relations of the city’s allochtonous population, and which
absorbs these diverse international connections into the identity of the city itself.

Notes
i
I have one sister.
ii
I believe integrating interests to prevent conflict is a strategy also used in the animal world, where females may mate with more than one male in
order to create confusion about the paternity of her off-spring. Males who would otherwise kill the offspring of other males to ensure their own
dominance are discouraged from infanticide by the possibility that any child could be their own.
iii
I also have a twin. I have found that people are very interested in dichotomies are often ask - are you the good twin or the bad twin? The
dominant twin or the submissive twin? People are also interested in whether we have a psychic connection.
iv
Sometimes, in a family of three, one sister must mediate between the other siblings. In my family, I sometimes play this role.

Within a number of countries in Western Europe, including the Netherlands, the phenomenon of
immigration has become popularly associated with social problems including crime, public order, and drug
abuse. The so-called ‘failure of multiculturalism’ has led to increasing emphasis on the need to integrate
immigrants into the values, cultures and social behaviour of the dominant host society (16, p.3). The role of
sister cities in the integration agenda emerges from a shift in municipalities’ attitudes towards sister cities
towards what recent research has described as a growing interest in ‘mutuality’ – that is, an assessment
of the benefits from the relationship for the Dutch sister as well as the benefits for the international sister
city. According to Dutch researchers van Ewijk and Baud, through sister city arrangements municipalities
in the Netherlands try to ‘... contribute positively towards the integration of migrant groups within the
municipality by 1) gaining knowledge on citizens of migrant origin living in their municipality... 2) creating
a positive feeling among migrant groups... and 3) stimulating the involvement of citizens of migrant origin
in Dutch society’ (17, p.218-9). Van Ewijk and Baud also give the example of the municipality of Dordrecht
which ‘...occasionally uses twinning relations with the Netherlands Antilles to search for families in the
Netherlands Antilles of young people having problems and/or causing a nuisance in Dordrecht’ (17, p.222).
Using sister city relationships in this way illustrates the ‘mixed message’ at the heart of integration
policies. Tests of loyalty and cultural understanding such as the naturalisation tests currently required
for immigrants to gain citizenship in the Netherlands are a strong message that foreigners are expected
to fit in and ‘become Dutch’. At the same time however, according to Willem Schinkel, the naturalisation
tests are designed in such a way as to remind foreigners that they are not Dutch, and can never become
allochtonen. The continuing ‘stigma’ of being an immigrant can be seen in the common use of the terms
‘second-generation migrant’, or even ‘third-generation migrant’ to refer to people whose families have
lived in the Netherlands for forty years or more. The persistence of the idea of ‘us’ and ‘them’ resonates in
far-right Dutch politician Geert Wilder’s slogan regarding people who practise the Muslim faith– ‘If they
break the law or indulge in sharia or jihad; send them home the same day’. His assumption that the lawbreaker’s ‘home’ is not in the Netherlands goes without saying.
At the same time as denying true ‘belonging’ in the Netherlands, integration policies are seen to discourage
continued connection with ‘countries of origin’. Schinkel points out that the integration paradigm has led
to the ‘moralisation of citizenship’ based on the idea that the ‘good’ citizen has ‘loyalty’ towards ‘society’
– and by implication, is no longer loyal to their country of origin (13, pp. 17, 19). In a society that values
loyalty, ‘clinging to the ethnic cultural repertoire’ is seen as a barrier to integration and participation in
Dutch society (18). However, Heijn de Haas, in his paper entitled ‘International Migration, Remittances
and Development: myths and facts’ contends that ‘...it not only seems unnecessarily harsh, but also
factually incorrect to automatically interpret migrants’ commitment towards their countries of origin as
a consequence of their inability or unwillingness to integrate’ (19, p.1250). Instead, he argues that twentyfirst century societies need to ‘...recognise the increased possibilities for migrants and their families to
live transnationally and to adopt transnational identities... to foster double loyalties, to travel back and
forth, to relate to people, to work and to do business simultaneously in distant places’ (19, p.1248). From
this perspective, city-to-city relationships with cities in countries of origin could be regarded as providing
a kind of ‘social and institutional cultural recognition in order to provide continuity with their past,
as a source of group solidarity and as a means of protection against discrimination and exclusion’ for
people living with an allochtonen identity (16, p.7). The complexity of the concept of ‘identity’ in a city of
immigration is also acknowledged in ‘Rotterdam, World City’. Up until recently, the countries of Turkey,
Morocco, Surinam, the Netherlands Antilles, and Cape Verde were referred by the City of Rotterdam as
‘countries of origin’. However, the 2009 policy notes:
‘As increasing numbers of young Rotterdammers were not themselves born in these countries, although
their parents, grandparents etc. were, it would seem more correct to drop the term ‘countries of origin’ and
speak of countries and cultures with which there is a special connection and sense of solidarity’ (6, s.5.1)

v
This is often true of the dynamic between a big sister and a little sister. My big sister gives me presents, but I give her back very few.
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