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socio-spatial segregation that may catalyse radicalisation. Rural
localities, despite demographic homogeneity, manifest distinct
integration challenges and demonstrate potential vulnerability to
engagement in radicalisation, particularly through far-right
movements. This spatial reconfiguration thus necessitates a
reconceptualisation of predominant urban-centric paradigms in
studies of radicalisation and extreme movements. The analysis
advances theoretical understanding of how spatial relations
intersect with identity formation, citizenship practices, and social
cohesion across differentiated geographical contexts. These
findings suggest the need for spatially attentive policy
interventions that recognise the distinct yet interconnected social
ecologies of urban and rural environments in addressing
contemporary patterns of radicalisation and social fragmentation.

KEYWORDS

Introduction

The spatial articulation of societal processes, particularly concerning integration and seg-
regation phenomena, has long constituted a fundamental domain of sociological inves-
tigation (Lichter, Parisi, and Ambinakudige 2020; Musterd et al. 2015; Nieuwenhuis
et al. 2019). Scholars have consistently demonstrated the profound implications of
spatial configurations for social relations and community structures (Jessop 2016;
Massey and Denton 1993; Ostanel 2015). Contemporary global transformations — inten-
sified patterns of transnational migration, heightened concerns regarding processes of
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radicalisation, and persistent challenges to social cohesion within increasingly hetero-
geneous societies — have lent new urgency to this field of inquiry (Baldassarri and
Abascal 2020; Vertovec 2007, 2024; Vorobeva and Jauhiainen 2023).

Within this evolving socio-spatial paradigm, our research advances the theoretical discourse
through a rigorous examination of the spatial dynamics underlying integration and segre-
gation processes across four European polities: the United Kingdom, Norway, Denmark, and
the Netherlands. The investigation bifurcates along two critical analytical axes: first, examining
the implications of neighbourhood segregation for social cohesion and concomitant radicali-
sation risks; and second, interrogating the differential manifestations of diversity and inter-
group contact across urban and rural spatial contexts. These are then used to better
understand and interrogate both the processes of and the concept of radicalisation.

Radicalisation is a contentious term, which critics contest contains a number of in-built
assumptions that perpetuate the logic of the long War on Terror in pathologising violence
and racialising security in a practice that often reduces the question of irregular violence
to why some individual Muslims support certain interpretations of Islam that are linked to
violence (Kundnani 2012). Contemporary conceptualisations of radicalisation have been
critiqued as problematic, emphasising certain factors in engagement with violence -
such as ideology and religious belief — whilst obscuring others, such as the social and pol-
itical context within which contention occurs. Whilst there remains confusion and conten-
tion over the term (Sedgwick 2010), radicalisation has become a central component of
policy — despite, or perhaps because of, its racialised implications.

One notable limitation of the study of radicalisation in contemporary research is that
the “where” of such processes is significantly understudied (Miller-Idriss 2020), despite
Coolsaet’s assertion that “all radicalisation is local” (Coolsaet 2016). Indeed, where there
has been engagement with the concept of place and its role in radicalisation, the discus-
sion has overwhelmingly been confined to, and characterised as inherently linked to,
urban areas (Fjellman, Lindekilde, and Gegtzsche-Astrup 2023), the result of specific
urban “vulnerabilities”. Such specifically urban factors that have been cited as linked to
radicalisation have included segregation, urban deprivation, the collapse of community
support, cultural and religious tensions, and youth disillusionment. However, these
entrenched assumptions, in focusing on urban sites, risk perpetuating a securitised tale
whereby integration and greater minority presence are framed as creating the tensions
required for radicalisation. In doing so, they present radicalisation as associated primarily
with migration and the “integration agenda” of the far and radical right (Sedgwick 2010).
Furthermore, by highlighting radicalisation as a distinctively urban phenomenon, studies
risk deemphasizing the radicalisation of rural, White-majority sites in Europe, thereby
enabling the continuation of an already racialised policy and practice.

Significant existing research exists on the role of urban spaces in contention in various
alternative academic fields, with urban studies literature in particular finding links
between urban experiences of austerity, social inequalities, and formations of contention
(Cassiers and Kesteloot 2012; Mullis 2021; Novy, Swiatek, and Moulaert 2012). Levels of
social cohesion and the development of informal urban networks have been linked in
research, with significant implications for the development of radical “extreme-right”
milieus (Pilkington and Vestel 2024). However, interdisciplinary conversations involving
space, social exclusion, and radicalisation are few and, when conducted, overwhelmingly
urban-focused. The long use of concepts of radicalisation beyond the War on Terror and
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its continued appearance in numerous contexts to describe individual and group processes
of escalation from nonviolent to increasingly violent repertoires of action (Della Porta 2018)
suggests that critical and interdisciplinary accounts of the phenomenon are possible. Critical
and careful engagement with the term radicalisation does not - the authors contest —
suggest agreement with its contentious and racialised implications, but instead offers an
imperfect means to explore patterns of violence, as well as to better demonstrate the
many limits of the current debate. Interdisciplinary scholarship and urban studies that link
space, social exclusion, and contention thereby provide a critical point of departure for this
study to undermine, challenge, and diversify the concept and understanding of radicalisation.

To explore this, our investigation seeks to address the following theoretically and
empirically significant research questions:

(1) How do spatial dynamics mediate processes of integration and segregation within
urban and rural contexts? This inquiry necessitates sophisticated analysis of the
relations between geographical configurations and social formation processes.

(2) What are the dialectical relationships between neighbourhood segregation, social cohe-
sion, and radicalisation risks? This question demands examination of the interactions
between spatial isolation, community bonds, and vulnerability to extremist ideologies.

(3) How do lived experiences of diversity and intergroup contact manifest differentially
across urban and rural spatial contexts? This line of inquiry facilitates comparative
analysis of integration processes across varied geographical settings.

The scholarly significance of our investigation is underscored by ongoing theoretical
debates concerning multiculturalism, integration policy efficacy, and the multifaceted
challenges posed by ideological extremism across the political spectrum (Malik 2019;
Van Heelsum and Vermeulen 2017). These issues, situated at the nexus of social policy,
security paradigms, and community cohesion, demand rigorous empirical investigation.
Our spatial analytical framework enables granular examination of environmental influ-
ences on social outcomes, potentially identifying localised interventions for enhancing
societal integration. Furthermore, our comparative methodology, encompassing four
European nations with distinct socio-political configurations and integration histories,
facilitates identification of both transnational patterns and nation-specific particularities
in spatial dynamics of integration and segregation.

Theoretical development

Our theoretical architecture, which undergirds the analytical framework, synthesises an
intricate constellation of conceptual paradigms drawn from sociology, human geography,
and political science. This interdisciplinary theoretical scaffolding facilitates a nuanced
examination of the spatial dynamics of integration and segregation within our selected
European polities.

The concept of “social cohesion”, as theorised by Kearns and Forrest (2000), constitutes
our primary analytical lens. Their foundational work conceptualises social cohesion as the
degree of societal integration, manifested through the robustness of interpersonal bonds
and collective identity formation within shared communal spaces (Bottoni 2018; Fonseca,
Lukosch, and Brazier 2018). This theoretical construct proves instrumental in interrogating
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the mechanisms through which spatial configurations either facilitate or impede cohesive
community formation. The sophisticated understanding of social cohesion advanced by
Kearns and Forrest enables critical examination of the dialectical relationship between
physical space and social relations. Within this analytical framework, the phenomenon
of Islamophobia emerges as a critical mediating factor, increasingly prevalent across Euro-
pean contexts (Najib and Hopkins 2020; Pickel and Oztiirk 2018; Sayyid 2018). Islamopho-
bia, whether emanating from localised tensions or national security paradigms, functions
as a significant impediment to social cohesion, creating structural barriers between
Muslim and non-Muslim communities and shaping spatial dynamics of integration and
segregation (Ragazzi 2023; Wren 2001).

The theoretical framework incorporates Allport’'s (1954) “contact hypothesis”, sub-
sequently refined by Pettigrew (1998), which posits that structured intergroup contact,
under specific conditions, can ameliorate prejudicial attitudes and enhance intergroup
relations (Mondon and Winter 2017; Najib 2020). We extend this theoretical paradigm
to examine the differential capacities of urban and rural spatial contexts in facilitating
meaningful intergroup encounters. This theoretical application enables analysis of how
varied geographical configurations present distinct opportunities and constraints for
positive intergroup interaction and social integration. The contact hypothesis assumes
particular salience when examining spatial manifestations of Islamophobia, as Najib
and Hopkins (2020) demonstrate through their analysis of differential anti-Muslim prac-
tices across urban centres and peripheral spaces.

The concept of “neighbourhood effects”, as theorised by Sampson, Morenoff, and
Gannon-Rowley (2002), provides another crucial analytical dimension. This theoretical con-
struct posits the significance of immediate spatial context in shaping individual trajectories,
encompassing processes of social integration and potential radicalisation (Laurence 2016).
The integration of neighbourhood effects into our analytical framework enables a granular
examination of how specific spatial characteristics — including population density, socioeco-
nomic composition, and built environment - influence individual and collective social out-
comes (Mouratidis 2017). This theoretical perspective proves particularly salient in
comparative analysis of urban-rural dynamics, illuminating how distinct local environments
differentially shape social relations and behavioural patterns (Hancock 2020). The neigh-
bourhood effects paradigm assumes critical importance in examining spatial distributions
of Islamophobia, as evidenced by Najib and Hopkins' (2020) findings regarding differential
manifestations of anti-Muslim practices across Parisian spatial contexts.

Massey’s (1985) theory of “spatial assimilation” provides our final theoretical pillar.
This theoretical framework suggests a correlation between socioeconomic mobility
and spatial integration among immigrant populations. Our research interrogates the
differential manifestation of this process across urban and rural contexts, considering
distinct spatial and social characteristics of varied environments (Vogiazides and
Chihaya 2019; Wessel et al. 2017). Critical examination of spatial assimilation theory’s
applicability across diverse geographical contexts contributes to theoretical refinement
regarding the relationship between spatial mobility and social integration. However,
processes of spatial assimilation encounter significant complications through phenom-
ena such as Islamophobia, as Wren (2001) demonstrates regarding cultural racism’s role
in creating structural barriers to integration for Muslim communities (Mac An Ghaill and
Haywood 2015).
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The synthesis of these theoretical paradigms provides a sophisticated analytical frame-
work for examining empirical data regarding spatial dynamics of integration and segre-
gation across our selected European cases. The integration of these complementary
theoretical perspectives enables multidimensional analysis of the relationship between
space, social relations, and integration processes. Furthermore, we incorporate Finlay
and Hopkins’ (2020) conceptualisation of Islamophobia as governmentality, enabling
analysis of how anti-Muslim sentiment functions as a regulatory mechanism shaping pol-
itical participation and spatial practices among Muslim communities, simultaneously con-
straining and catalysing civic engagement among young Muslims (cf. Uenal 2016).

This theoretical foundation not only informs methodological approaches but also
shapes interpretative frameworks, contributing to a sophisticated understanding of
spatial dimensions of social cohesion and integration in contemporary European
societies. We advance nuanced analysis of integration challenges and opportunities
across diverse European contexts by examining the intersections between social cohe-
sion, contact hypothesis, neighbourhood effects, spatial assimilation, and Islamophobia.

We acknowledge methodological limitations inherent in qualitative inquiry regarding
generalisability, positioning our findings as providing rich analytical insights into the
spatial dynamics of integration and segregation rather than statistically representative data.

Methods

Our methodological framework employs a mixed-methods approach, synthesising in-
depth interviews with ethnographic observation. This methodological pluralism enables
rich, multidimensional exploration of our research questions, capturing both macro-level
patterns and micro-level lived experiences. Through systematic integration of these
diverse data sources, we construct a comprehensive theoretical model of spatial dimen-
sions of integration and segregation, one that advances both scholarly discourse and
policy development. We maintain rigorous analytical objectivity while acknowledging
the politically contested nature of our subject matter, ensuring our findings contribute
substantively to both theoretical understanding and practical policy formation regarding
integration, segregation, and radicalisation in contemporary European societies.

This investigation synthesises semi-structured interviews with practitioners, policy-
makers, and community members across the four studied nations. The research encom-
passes 417 interviews conducted from early 2021 to late 2023, distributed across the
United Kingdom (33 per cent), Denmark (23 per cent), the Netherlands (23 per cent),
and Norway (21 per cent), enabling robust comparative analysis. Respondents were cate-
gorised as young people aged 18-25 (51.6 per cent), activists (19.7 per cent), and prac-
titioners (28.8 per cent), with a gender distribution of 57.3 per cent male, 41.2 per cent
female, and 1.4 per cent unspecified. Geographical sampling encompassed major metro-
politan centres, including London, Copenhagen, Amsterdam, and Oslo, alongside diverse
urban and regional localities. Additionally, 64 young participants engaged in 15 focus
groups conducted by the Public Mental Health Team of the project, providing sup-
plementary data for analysis.

Young people and activists were interviewed from two communities—"Muslims” and
“nationalists” — and verified their identity at the start of each interview. These two com-
munities are broad, and we must stress, neither comparable nor compared as part of
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this study, as doing so would be problematic. However, they represent the most likely
communities to be impacted by counter-radicalisation programmes and securitisation
processes, as the overwhelming focus of contemporary practices of counter-extremism.
They therefore form a central point of discussion that enables us to draw on various
different spatial sites and discourses within the context of authority discussions over
radicalisation.

Muslim interviewees were drawn from mosques and Islamic groups, universities and
religious colleges, and Muslim campaign groups. In contrast, nationalists were overwhel-
mingly drawn from engagement with organisations that defined themselves as national-
ist in their political ideology or orientation. Participant recruitment employed purposive
and snowball sampling methodologies, ensuring representation across governmental,
civil society, and community sectors. Many of those who were interviewed therefore rec-
ommended others for interview, building a means for understanding localised patterns of
activism and discourse.

Interviews were conducted in participants’ native languages and subsequently trans-
lated for analysis. The interview protocol addressed perceptions of radicalisation, experi-
ences with counter-radicalisation policies, perspectives on Islam’s role in public discourse,
and community-state relations. All data collection adhered to rigorous ethical standards,
including audio recording, transcription, and anonymisation protocols to ensure partici-
pant confidentiality. Once the data was collected from the 417 interviews, statements
were then analysed using Atlas.ti by a team of international researchers in each of the
four case study countries, with knowledge of national languages. Coding was conducted
to highlight and isolate themes, with particular attention paid to discussion on space,
neighbourhood segregation, and social cohesion in their local areas, and their knowledge
and experience of processes of radicalisation. This provided a holistic and critical explora-
tion of the research questions, led by the research participants themselves.

Analysis
Urban-rural divide in experiences of diversity and integration

The data reveals a picture of the urban-rural divide across the studied countries, with sig-
nificant implications for experiences of diversity and integration.

In rural areas, there’s a consistent theme of stronger traditional values and less
exposure to diversity. A Norwegian interviewee (nationalist, male) emphasises this:

... what | think is perhaps one of the great advantages of living in the countryside is that
people in rural Norway are more focused on family values, really, the core values of respecting
people, respecting the elderly, being a good and kind person, etc. But also, you have very nice
nature; you have people who are hard-working and decent, | think. | think there are perhaps a
little less decent people in the cities because there can be a lot of drugs and crime and [...]
compared to the countryside.

This perspective is echoed in the UK, where rural upbringing is associated with a sense of
community and isolation from diversity. As one interviewee (nationalist, male) notes:

I grew up in a rural area, you know, a very large area of community. | was raised in my village. |
mean, like, we moved around a couple of years back. Many, | mean, in my school, there were
like less than ten people in my year in my primary school there.
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However, this rural homogeneity can also lead to challenges when confronted with diver-
sity. A Danish interviewee (nationalist, male) observes:

If you go out into the countryside, I've had the pleasure of living in both places; it can be
harder to see, plus somebody will be startled if you suddenly grow a beard, such old reaction
patterns.

Other interviewees also raised concerns about instances of racism within the context of
the more homogenous countryside. In contrast, urban areas are characterised by intervie-
wees as having greater diversity but also more multifarious social dynamics. A UK inter-
viewee (nationalist, female) describes the stark contrasts within urban areas:

I live in [Northern rural town], which is in the borough. Some of [the town] is in the borough of
[Northern English semi-rural area]. And | remember—I can’t remember how many years ago
now—but | remember being absolutely devastated because UKIP had gained my seat from
Labour in the area, and | was absolutely devastated to be [represented by] a member of UKIP.
But upon reflection, that makes a lot of sense to me. And so, where | live, | hate to say it, it is
incredibly middle class, incredibly white, but there’s a very clear interface between where |
live and where [the town] begins, and quite a large estate that is predominantly Asian.

This quote highlights the spatial segregation that can occur within urban areas and across
urban and rural divides, potentially impacting social cohesion and political leanings. It
also suggests that within both urban and rural environments, there can be significant vari-
ations in experiences of diversity (Frost, Catney, and Vaughn 2021; Lan, Kandt, and
Longley 2020).

Spatial dynamics of radicalisation

The data presents a nuanced picture of the spatial dynamics of radicalisation, in part
offering a challenge to simplistic urban-rural dichotomies.

During interviews with both community members and stakeholders, we observed that
space was seen as important in understanding radicalisation, and there was significant
reason to suggest that place and local community were perceived as playing a significant
role in enabling extremist movements. Research and policy have tended to pay particular
focus to the role that the urban, post-industrial environment plays in promoting and
enabling radicalisation, yielding important findings (Brand and Fragonese 2013). Within
these, specific urban areas have often been highlighted as particularly “vulnerable” to
radicalisation - Luton or Bradford in the UK (Kenney, Coulthart, and Wright 2017), Molen-
beek in Belgium (Coolsaet 2017), or Aarhus and the Copenhagen district of Ngrrebro in
Denmark (Fjellman, Lindekilde, and Gegtzsche-Astrup 2023; McNeil-Willson 2021),
among others. In the city of The Hague in the Netherlands, for instance, one counterterror
practitioner noted the role that such communities play in concerns around extremism:

[In Den Haag], the Schilderswijk is then the place to be to have these kinds [of people, so-
called ‘Islamists’], and that we saw as well with the jihadist movement. Most people [who tra-
velled to the Islamic State] came from the Schilderswijk or surrounding areas. But for example,
right extremism or more anti-Islam sort of feels like it's more from the Duindorp part of Den
Haag ...

Whilst some interviewees noted the specific areas that have become linked to concerns
over extremism or radicalisation recently, this picture was greatly complicated across
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interviews, with some challenging the conception of certain communities with extre-
mism. Partly, this was brought into question by the wide variety of concerns over radica-
lisation that have developed in recent years, which are generally seen as going beyond
young Muslims engaging in groups such as Islamic State. The rise of far-right, white
nationalist, and other forms of extremism has seen a concurrent broadening of the
spatial focus of policy and practice seeking to respond to radicalisation. This has engen-
dered a new focus on the role of rural environments in such movements, with these new
sites operating beyond those that have more traditionally been associated with extre-
mism. As one interviewee clarified of the Dutch context:

... a lot of young people that come up on our radar are young people who are not in places
where we traditionally expect to find them. These are typically rural areas. These would not be
in cities in Rotterdam, in The Hague, or in Amsterdam.

Recent years have seen a greater focus on the role of rural areas in radicalisation.
However, this is not just linked to the rise of concern over far-right extremism, with
many such movements observed as operating in various contexts. Various groups
among the far right have been found to take on different special and geographical
focuses throughout their development, as one UK interviewee (nationalist, male) noted:

| think there’s a distinction, some of what you'd call ... Extreme political movements, street-
based movements, radical right-wing movements, the English Defence League, and Infidel—
some of these, they clearly seem to have a geographical focus relating to what's going on in
some parts of the country that we can maybe talk about, but ... The actual violent extremist
actors who are growing in number—National Action, fascist groups, etc.—have no geo-
graphical patterns at all; they seem to be ... around the country, rural and urban, of course.

This suggests that violent extremism itself is not confined to specific urban or rural sites,
with extreme groups operating in a variety of ways across a variety of spaces. There was
still evidence of longstanding assumptions around urban areas as being more vulnerable
to radicalisation among some of those we interviewed, due to urban diversity and popu-
lation density. However, this was partially attributed to the suggestion that counter-radi-
calisation efforts were often more urban-focused because of a perceived bias, with greater
reporting linked to greater awareness of such concerns within an urban environment. As
one Danish interviewee (nationalist, male) observed:

Generally, yes, there is a difference between rural and urban. Then there is typically an atti-
tude that radicalisation occurs in the city and right-wing in the provinces. Here we have seen
many cases that have been in the media, which show that it is not always the case. Where it is
easier to be aware of in the city because there are more people tied together, people are
perhaps more aware of it and know where to go with it.

As a result, radicalisation was possibly seen as being higher in an urban context because
reporting was higher in an urban context and lower within a rural context because of the
lack of awareness or association about it. One interviewee also highlighted the tradition-
ally closed nature of rural spaces as preventing the reporting of radicalisation:

There are small rural places where there’s mainly a white population, and the mayor and the
other practitioners of the municipality tend to see some right-wing extremist or activist
behaviour, but they can’t pinpoint it because they are closed communities, and they keep
everything to themselves.
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Spatial dynamics were further nuanced when further overlaid by community dynamics.
The perception of grievances and social exclusion within certain sites was also shown
to impact the dynamics of radicalisation. As a UK interviewee (nationalist, male) stated:

| think the spatial link is, as | said, predominantly around the grievances and the circum-
stances around which communities live where, where they can then say as a result of our cir-
cumstance, we have these feelings because things are unfair or it's not right. There’s not an
equilibrium in terms of our lives and what our expectations around that are and how, if we're
supposed to be equal citizens, you know, what does that look like?

Concerns within certain communities included not just national-level issues — migration,
integration, or economic issues — but also largely focused on highly localised concerns,
such as regional house prices, transport infrastructure, job prospects, the state of the
local high street or shopping centre, and the availability of green spaces. As one intervie-
wee in the UK (nationalist, female) stated:

... the area I'm in, it's an area where there’s a high amount of students and a high amount of
foreign nationals. So, it's a very, very diverse area. And so, | think the problems are very
diverse ... Things like litter tend to be quite a big problem. | know that there are a few
parks that are considered not safe for young girls to walk through on their own.

Interviewees highlighted how spatial factors can contribute to grievances that may fuel
radicalisation. There may be greater concern about radicalisation in urban rather than
rural areas, and radicalisation in urban areas is more likely to be associated with so-
called “Islamist” extremism, in contrast to far-right extremism in rural areas. However,
this was not found to be consistent across the interviews, and, despite these differences,
problems linked to social exclusion and radicalisation were evident in a variety of different
settings, regardless of whether they were urban or rural (Harteveld et al. 2021).

Impact of neighbourhood segregation on social cohesion

The data indicates that neighbourhood segregation can significantly impact social cohe-
sion, with implications for integration and radicalisation risks. A UK interviewee (Nation-
alist, male) describes how even the framing of spatial segregation can fuel grievances:

... the spatial impact of that would be if there’s a lot of deprivation taking place, there are
grievances around the state, doesn’t care about us, our streets are dirty. You know, these
are called ‘no-go zones.". And, you know, even David Cameron, when he came in, probably
coming forward a decade or so, but just before he became Prime Minister, there were all
these articles about, you know, ‘no-go zones’ and various bits. So, there’s a feeling outside
of those communities that it is, you know, heavily concentrated on Muslim communities
living in an area; surely they must be linked to extremism.

This quote highlights how spatial segregation can lead to both internal grievances and
external stigmatisation, potentially creating conditions conducive to radicalisation. It
shows how certain spaces were perceived as being particularly hostile to other commu-
nities as the result of segregation. Within an urban area, many such areas were linked to
migration and minority communities; whilst in a rural context, the White-majority compo-
sition of such communities was seen as potentially threatening to minorities.

The impact of segregation on social cohesion was evident in the Netherlands. An inter-
viewee (nationalist, male) noted:
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The part we're living in is mainly a rural community or rural communities and mostly white.
The white people are not a mix of ethnicities. So, it's relatively stable, and there is this sort of
main culture from the white population.

This quote suggests that even in rural areas, the lack of diversity can lead to a form of seg-
regation that may impact social cohesion on a broader scale (Butler 2020). Rural centres
were more likely to be reported as being potentially hostile sites to young people from
minority backgrounds. Young Muslims in the UK, Netherlands, and Denmark all reported
that they felt safer in urban areas in which there were more likely to be other individuals
from the same community or religious group, or individuals accustomed to a variety of
community and cultural practices. As one Danish interviewee (nationalist, female) stated:

There are areas where there is a large concentration of people with a different origin than
Danish, and you will not jump so much in the eye if you suddenly start to dress differently,
if you stand and hang out down on the street corner, because there is always someone
who does. There are more and more families with a different background who have
started to buy houses and so on, fortunately.

This was most notable perhaps in Denmark, where participants discussed the merits of
government-designated “ghetto” communities. The Danish Government’s “Ghetto
Package” aimed to promote integration through the targeting of “parallel societies'—
although” it has been consistently challenged as targeting poor, Muslim migrants (Ali
2018). Areas that are legally designated “ghetto communities” are where more than 50
per cent of the population are non-Western immigrants, many of whom are overwhel-
mingly Muslim and are subject to specific security measures to forcibly promote inte-
gration and adherence to “Danish values” (Bailey-Morley and Kumar 2022). However,
some interviewees challenged the conceptualisation of so-called “ghetto” communities
as exclusionary and hostile, characterising them as positive due to them providing a
safe haven for minority communities. As one Danish interviewee (nationalist, male) stated:

I've lived in the ghetto since | was 6 years old, for about 12 years now. All the people | grew up
with, when we played soccer and roller skated and scooted and everything on the field.
There’s only one person besides me who isn't in a gang today. And yet | don’t think
there’s racism where we live. But as soon as you get out and about, we live on the border
of Hvidovre. When you go out to the city itself, you can immediately

In contrast, many interviewees stated that they had either experienced notable negative
interactions in rural areas or had deliberately avoided rural areas because of concerns over
potential instances. One UK interviewee (Nationalist, male) discussed their experience of
visiting predominantly White areas, outside of larger urban centres:

| feel like especially East London is quite nice. There are a lot of Muslims and Asians. Like, you
don't even have to be Muslim. | feel like there's a lot, religion-wise. | feel like there’s a lot of
respect for people out there ... | have been to one area where [l felt unwelcome] actually. Black-
pool. With my whole family ... | went there one time for the beach, and we ended up staying the
night. We were the only Asians there. And we felt out of place, out of every place I've been to.

Similar sentiments were expressed across interviews, particularly amongst young
Muslims, who reported a range of negative incidents and the sense of being unwelcome
or existing as a visible outsider in rural spaces.
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Interviews with young nationalists and others involved in right-wing politics also
revealed a focus on segregation. The increasing multiculturalism of urban environments,
for instance, was posited as a particular threat to safety and security. As one interviewee in
the UK (Nationalist, male) stated:

... they call it White flight, you know, they do. White people are being driven out of London,
right? You hear these things: ‘driven into the countryside because of immigration.’. And that
was kind of a very conservative view that I'd hear often ...

As this and other quotes demonstrate, the demographics of communities and the pat-
terns of segregation embedded within them were seen as significantly impacting social
cohesion, with implications for integration and radicalisation.

Intergenerational dynamics and spatial integration

The data also reveals significant intergenerational differences in experiences of inte-
gration, particularly in urban areas. A UK interviewee of Moroccan origin (nationalist,
male) provides a detailed comparison:

In terms of generation. | turn here; | feel like even the older generation has more. They're like
they’re more adept to, or they can adapt well to, this new generation. In Morocco, | feel it's
still like if you would say old school, basically, yeah, you would have old people that wouldn't
know how to use electronic devices, for example, smartphones and laptops. Whereas here
you would have older people who would either have a rough idea of how to use them or
actually know how to use them because | feel like by the time, maybe in the nineties or
2000s, Britain was obviously changing, and they had new things such as computers come
around.

This quote highlights how urban environments in the UK might facilitate better interge-
nerational adaptation compared to more traditional settings, potentially aiding inte-
gration across generations (Goh 2020).

However, intergenerational dynamics can also be a source of tension, particularly in
rural areas. A UK interviewee (nationalist, male) notes:

... my parents got divorced when | was quite young. They both had full-time jobs. It was basi-

cally my grandparents who could look after me. So almost everything they espoused,
especially living in such a quiet, rural area, there aren’t many people around. So, you listen
to your elders as you ought to.

This suggests that in rural areas, traditional values may be more strongly transmitted
across generations, potentially impacting attitudes towards integration and diversity
(Huijsmans et al. 2021).

There was concern about how communities had changed over time and the potentially
negative impact this has had on social cohesion. Such grievances included the changing
character of communities due to migration, changes in the ethnic and cultural diversity of
local communities, and a perceived lack of integration during this process:

When | was born and raised, we only had one Moroccan family in the street and maybe two or
three Turkish. But they were on a certain level that they didn't have the lowest economic
background. Then when we left the Schilderswijk when | was 13, then on the street were Mor-
occan and Turkish. We were, | think, the last three ethnically Dutch inhabitants of that street.
(Muslim, male)
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Another common theme in the interviews, particularly amongst young people, was new
challenges of spatial integration for younger generations. Greater levels of income
inequality, declining living standards, and substantial difficulty in accessing opportunities
open to older generations - such as house buying, training, or employment in local areas
- were all named as grievances. Ultimately, many younger interviewees expressed pessi-
mism about their opportunities in comparison to their parents’ or grandparents’ gener-
ation, with much of this focused on community concerns and the lack of localised
opportunities or support.

Policies and interventions

The data reveals mixed perspectives on policies and interventions related to integration
and countering radicalisation. A UK interviewee (nationalist, male) discusses the evolution
of the Prevent strategy and its impact on the spatial dynamics of radicalisation:

| think the spatial dynamic becomes less important over time because suddenly, you know,
space comes to you rather than you having to be in a place. And | think that’s where the
biggest shift in the evolution of radicalisation has happened. And if you take the work of prac-
titioners and the prevent duty, and people often say it has prevented being a success, is it a
failure or whatever? But what you can see is actually part of the awareness that's kind of gone
out. It's a lot harder for people to go undetected in public spaces, whereas previously that
was easier.

This suggests that while spatial dynamics remain important, online radicalisation is
becoming increasingly significant, challenging traditional place-based interventions.

The rise of the internet and online social media as a means of connecting was observed
in many interviews. As one interviewee from the Netherlands stated:

... what is nationwide, according to the NCTV, is the right-wing extremism activists who
are radicalised online ... Most of them are in the online world, in the cloud. (Nationalist,
male)

Research and policy have increasingly noted the breakdown and atomisation of extremist
groups into much looser networks and milieus, as well as the ideological borrowing of
concepts across former ideological boundaries (Vink et al. 2024 ). This has meant a gen-
eralised decline in the importance of physical meet-ups and other traditional patterns of
membership, replaced by online networking and engagement.

In the Netherlands, there’s evidence of varying approaches to integration across
different spatial contexts. An interviewee (nationalist, male) notes:

That's also kimnd of something that | do feel strongly about if | were ever to go into politics,
that well, the look into ... is the connection with rural areas.

This suggests a recognition of the need for policies that address the specific challenges of
integration in rural areas, as well as concerns over rural deprivation and social exclusion.

Identity and citizenship in diverse spaces

The data indicates that experiences of identity and citizenship vary significantly across
different spatial contexts. A Norwegian interviewee (nationalist, female) describes
hiding their political affiliation in urban environments:
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| lie to people when they ask ... this year here, when | haven’t studied because | wanted to do
politics, and people ask, ‘What are you doing, then?” | say that I'm studying nursing in my first
year at OsloMet. Because | don’t want to go into that. Especially if it's people who are, well, |
have a kind of urban environment, those kinds of girls. So, | try to avoid that. And if | get
caught in the lie, | just say that it's because I'm involved in politics, I'm a member of the Pro-
gress Party, and | get so much hate that | usually don’t start by saying that.

This quote highlights how urban environments can sometimes create pressure to
conform or hide certain aspects of identity, potentially impacting feelings of citizenship
and belonging.

In contrast, a UK interviewee (nationalist, male) emphasises how urban environments
shape identity and worldview:

| do think the spatial aspects and the geography, the geographic dynamic, definitely make a
big difference. Because if you are growing up in a community, say, for example, in a city,
London, where | was growing up, or Merseyside, or, you know, in different difficult places
around Birmingham, in the Midlands, for example, the reality is that your worldview, how
you see things, how you see yourself, how you see problems, and how you navigate
issues, is very much influenced by the dynamics of your home, but also of your community.

This suggests that urban environments, with their diversity and complexity, can signifi-
cantly shape individual identities and perspectives on citizenship.

Urban areas have generally been highlighted as more vulnerable to radicalisation. This
is explicitly or implicitly often framed as the result of the composition of urban commu-
nities as containing a variety of different communities, along with post-industrial decline
causing patterns of deprivation and inequality. However, some interviewees expressed
sentiments that suggested that the urban space enabled greater opportunities to work
across ideological divides because of the closeness of various communities.

I think what you mwill find funny about Rotterdam is that there is some kind of geo-demo-
graphic divide. The West is Morocco; the East is the Netherlands; the North is Turkey; the
South is Africa; and the centre is mixed—the United Nations headquarters. But with Feye-
noord [Football Club], with football, everyone comes together. You see people who usually
vote for what we consider to be racist, far-right, defend Turkish players from the deepest part
of their hearts. (Muslim, male)

This enhanced analysis reveals the intricate spatial dynamics of integration and segre-
gation across the studied countries. Urban areas offer more diversity and opportunities
for intercultural contact, but they can also be sites of segregation and potential radicalisa-
tion. Rural areas, meanwhile, are often more homogeneous, increasingly prone to con-
cerns over far-right and other nationalist extremism, and face unique challenges in
terms of radicalisation, integration, and social exclusion. The data underscores the need
for nuanced, context-specific policies that address the significance of spatial factors, iden-
tity, citizenship, and social cohesion in both urban and rural settings.

Discussion

The empirical findings of our investigation into spatial dynamics of integration and seg-
regation across Northwest European contexts reveal multilayered intersections between
geographical configurations, social cohesion processes, and radicalisation potentialities.
This discussion interrogates the theoretical implications of our research, situating our
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findings within broader sociological discourse while advancing trajectories for future
scholarly inquiry and policy intervention.

Our analysis reveals dialectical relationships between urban and rural environments
regarding integration and segregation processes. Urban spaces, characterised by inherent
demographic heterogeneity and enhanced opportunities for intercultural exchange, sim-
ultaneously manifest potentialities for both integration and pronounced segregation. This
contradiction problematises reductive narratives positioning urban spaces as either sites
of radicalisation emerging from post-industrial precarity and structural inequality or
unambiguous vectors of liberal multiculturalism. Rather, our findings suggest nuanced
spatial experiences within urban contexts: while facilitating increased exposure to diver-
sity, these spaces simultaneously enable micro-level segregation, producing what we the-
orise as “diverse segregation” — a phenomenon wherein aggregate heterogeneity coexists
with localised ethnic-cultural enclaves. This conceptualisation extends Crul and Schnei-
der's (2010) comparative integration context theory, emphasising local institutional
configurations in shaping integration outcomes. These enclaves present simultaneous
challenges and opportunities, enabling minority communities to develop protected
spatial zones.

Rural contexts, traditionally conceptualised as bastions of homogeneity and traditional
value systems, emerge as more dynamic than previously acknowledged in scholarly litera-
ture. While exhibiting reduced ethnic-cultural diversity, our findings demonstrate their
susceptibility to integration challenges and radicalisation processes. This observation
necessitates recalibration of academic and policy attention historically skewed toward
urban contexts (Woods 2005). Previous scholarship has examined constructions of white-
ness and patterns of rural racism (Knowles 2008) and critiqued presumptions of rural
white homogeneity in dismissing racial dynamics as rural policy concerns (Neal 2002).
Our research evidences distinct patterns of social exclusion within rural spaces intersect-
ing with radicalisation processes, demanding nuanced theoretical attention, particularly
regarding digital radicalisation transcending physical boundaries, addressing policy
lacunae, and extending contemporary critiques of urban-centric approaches to intercul-
turalism (Jones and Tonkiss 2023).

Spatial segregation and social cohesion emerge as critical theoretical dimensions. Our
findings demonstrate that neighbourhood segregation, across urban-rural contexts, sig-
nificantly influences social cohesion processes and subsequent radicalisation risks.
However, this relationship manifests non-linearly, mediated through intersecting socioe-
conomic conditions, community dynamics, and individual identity formations. This multi-
dimensional theorisation of the segregation-cohesion nexus builds upon scholarship by
Musterd (2005) and Hickman, Crowley, and Mai (2008) examining nuanced relationships
between spatial segregation and social integration.

Our findings reveal significant intergenerational dynamics shaping integration experi-
ences and identity formations across differentiated spatial contexts. Previous scholarship
has examined spatial contestation and racialisation regarding Muslim youth political
radicalism, particularly within traditional sites of contestation such as universities
(Brown and Saeed 2014), and processes of Muslim space-making around religious practice
(Sunier 2020). The urban-rural dialectic significantly mediates these intergenerational pro-
cesses, with urban environments potentially facilitating accelerated adaptation and inte-
gration across generations. This observation introduces crucial temporal dimensions to
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theoretical understanding of spatial dynamics in integration processes, extending Crul
and Schneider’s (2010) theorisation regarding local contextual determinants in shaping
intergenerational integration outcomes.

Our analysis of spatial dynamics of radicalisation problematises dominant narratives
associating this phenomenon primarily with urban environments. While our findings indi-
cate urban spaces, through population density and heterogeneity, may present increased
opportunities for radicalisation processes, rural contexts demonstrate parallel suscepti-
bilities. This nuanced theoretical understanding aligns with Malthaner and Waldmann's
(2014) work on supportive social environments in radicalisation processes while extend-
ing theoretical frameworks to encompass diverse spatial contexts.

The policy implications emerge as profound and multidimensional. First, findings
demonstrate the imperative for spatially nuanced approaches to integration and
counter-radicalisation interventions. Universalist approaches, often implicit in national
policy frameworks, prove inadequate given the heterogeneous challenges and opportu-
nities presented by differentiated spatial contexts. Our research suggests a necessity for
“spatially adaptive policies” — interventions sufficiently flexible to address distinct urban
and rural challenges while maintaining national policy coherence.

Secondly, findings emphasise the importance of addressing physical and virtual
spatial configurations in integration promotion and counter-radicalisation efforts. The
increasing salience of digital radicalisation necessitates a theoretical reconceptualisation
of spatial dimensions in policy frameworks. This extends Neumann’s (2013) work on
digital radicalisation by emphasising the necessity for integrated analysis of online-
offline spatial dynamics.

Thirdly, our analysis demonstrates the critical importance of social cohesion policies
addressing spatial segregation, socioeconomic marginalisation, and community relations.
Such interventions must transcend reductive demographic mixing approaches, prioritis-
ing meaningful interaction and shared experience across diverse communities. This theor-
etical framework resonates with Kearns and Forrest’s (2000) work on social cohesion and
urban governance while emphasising spatially nuanced approaches. This extends Parker
and Karner's (2010) emphasis on incorporating place specificity and local identity for-
mations in contemporary multiculturalism and urban social cohesion debates.

While our investigation provides sophisticated theoretical insights into the spatial
dynamics of integration and segregation across Northwest European contexts, it simul-
taneously opens trajectories for future research. One promising direction involves
deeper examination of digital technologies’ reconfiguration of spatial dynamics in inte-
gration and radicalisation processes. Our findings suggest increasing salience of virtual
spaces, potentially necessitating reconceptualisation of traditional spatial and community
theoretical paradigms. Longitudinal investigations tracking the evolution of spatial
dynamics would provide a sophisticated understanding of the integration and segre-
gation processes’ responses to shifting social, economic, and technological contexts. Fur-
thermore, comparative analyses across broader European contexts could illuminate
national framework influences on spatial dynamics, elucidating how diverse policy
regimes and historical trajectories interact with local spatial factors in producing differen-
tiated integration and segregation outcomes.

Our investigation advances theoretical understanding of integration, segregation, and
radicalisation processes in contemporary European societies. By illuminating
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multidimensional dynamics across urban and rural contexts, it demonstrates the necessity
for sophisticated, context-sensitive approaches to integration promotion and radicalisa-
tion intervention in increasingly heterogeneous societies. As European polities navigate
challenges of diversity and social cohesion amid technological transformation, such
nuanced theoretical frameworks prove crucial for developing equitable and resilient pol-
icies fostering inclusive communities across diverse spatial contexts.

Conclusion

This empirical investigation interrogates the spatial dynamics of integration and segre-
gation across selected European polities, examining the urban-rural dialectic, patterns
of neighbourhood segregation, and their multifaceted implications for social cohesion
and radicalisation processes. Our findings demonstrate the imperative for theoretically
sophisticated, context-specific approaches to integration and counter-radicalisation pol-
icies that acknowledge the intersecting geographical, social, and cultural determinants
shaping these phenomena.

Our analysis reveals a dialectical relationship between urban and rural environments
regarding integration and segregation processes. Urban spaces, while nominally facilitat-
ing opportunities for diversity and intercultural exchange, simultaneously manifest as
potential sites of structural segregation and, in certain contexts, catalysts for radicalisation
processes. This contradiction problematises reductive narratives positioning urban spaces
as unambiguous vectors of multicultural integration. Significantly, certain urban localities
that might be anticipated to present challenges, given histories of profound cultural
transformation and post-industrial decline, demonstrated unexpected resilience against
radicalisation processes. These spaces instead facilitated the development of commu-
nity-based resistance mechanisms against structural racism, discrimination, and social
marginalisation. Rural contexts, frequently conceptualised through oversimplified frame-
works of homogeneity, reveal distinct challenges in fostering integration processes. More-
over, the increasing salience of digital communications infrastructure, socioeconomic
precarity, and the emergence of far-right and nationalist movements suggest that North-
ern European rural spaces are increasingly susceptible to radicalisation processes. This
finding necessitates a theoretical reconceptualisation of spatial distributions of inte-
gration challenges and radicalisation risks.

The policy implications of our research are profound and multidimensional. First, our
findings demonstrate that integration policies demand calibration to specific spatial con-
texts, acknowledging the distinct challenges manifesting in urban and rural environ-
ments. This necessitates a transition from universalist approaches toward granular,
spatially sensitive policy frameworks. Second, counter-radicalisation initiatives must
adopt holistic perspectives encompassing both physical and virtual spaces, particularly
given the increasing significance of digital platforms in radicalisation processes. The
virtual domain, transcending geographical boundaries, introduces new spatial dynamics
demanding urgent policy attention while necessitating consideration of differentiated
social media engagement patterns across urban-rural contexts. Finally, social cohesion
policies must address the recursive relationships between spatial segregation, socioeco-
nomic marginalisation, and community relations, prioritising meaningful intergroup inter-
action over demographic integration.
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Several promising trajectories for future research emerge from our investigation. A particu-
larly salient direction involves examining how digital technologies reconfigure spatial
dynamics of integration and radicalisation. Our findings suggest increasing significance of
virtual spaces in these processes, potentially necessitating theoretical reconceptualisation
of traditional spatial and community paradigms within integration and radicalisation
studies. Additionally, longitudinal investigations tracking the evolution of these spatial
dynamics would provide crucial insights into how integration and segregation processes
respond to shifting social, economic, and technological contexts, illuminating policy interven-
tion efficacy and emerging spatial patterns. Moreover, comparative analyses encompassing
broader European contexts could illuminate the role of national frameworks in shaping
spatial dynamics. Such research could elucidate how diverse policy regimes, historical trajec-
tories, and cultural formations interact with local spatial factors to produce differentiated inte-
gration and segregation outcomes. This transnational perspective would enhance theoretical
understanding while informing more effective policy transfer across European contexts.

This investigation advances theoretical understanding of spatial dimensions of inte-
gration, segregation, and radicalisation in contemporary European societies. By illuminat-
ing the nuanced and often contradictory nature of these dynamics across urban and rural
contexts, it demonstrates the necessity for sophisticated, context-sensitive approaches to
promoting integration and addressing radicalisation in increasingly heterogeneous
societies. As European polities navigate challenges of diversity and social cohesion
amid technological transformation and global interconnection, such nuanced theoretical
frameworks prove crucial for developing equitable and resilient policies fostering inclus-
ive communities across diverse spatial contexts. Progress demands not only scholarly
rigour and policy innovation but also sustained dialogue between researchers, policy-
makers, and communities themselves.
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