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The Netherlands: A Melting Pot of Cultural 

Authoritarianism and Radical Individualisation 

by Maarten Veldmans 

 

“It is bad to be oppressed by a minority, but it is worse to be oppressed by a majority. For there is a reserve of latent 

power in the masses which, if it is called into play, the minority can seldom resist. But from the absolute will of an entire 

people there is no appeal, no redemption, no refuge but treason.” 

Lord Acton 

 

 

The attacks on the World Trade Centre, the assassinations of the politician Pim Fortuyn and the 

film director Theo van Gogh. These were the building blocks of a nationalist backlash against 

ethnic minorities in the Netherlands. What followed were tight restriction on immigration, 

culture battles that led to the expulsion of Somali-born Ayaan Hirsi Ali and the popular rise of 

Geert Wilders who has been on trial for hate speech. What happened to the historically tolerant 

Dutch? 
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Last year the Netherlands celebrated the 150 years anniversary of the abolition of slavery. Yet it 

was a year in which Dutch nationalist symbols, exclusivist historical relics that they were, failed to 

bind. This is perhaps best demonstrated by the traditional golden horse-and-carriage used by the 

royal family which still depicts paintings of slaves. The biggest controversy last year was caused 

over the supposed racism of the Sinterklaas tradition in which the helpers of Dutch Santa are 

played by people in blackface. Tensions ran so high that public opponents of the Sinterklaas 

tradition such as Dutch singer Anouk received e-mails and messages containing racist slander and 

death threats. 

The roots of these tensions are decades-old. In the 1960’s and 70’s, a significant group of labour 

immigrants came to the Netherlands in order to fill low-skilled and low-paid jobs in times of a 

booming economy. From the start, immigration was encouraged to solve short-term employment 

shortages whilst not keeping account of the long-term consequences of mass immigration. The 

emergence of segregated ethnic communities has led to calls for greater economic participation by 

immigrants and a greater fear that welfare services might be abused by new immigrants. 

A few important questions thus arise. How do we account for this nationalist backlash against 

immigrants and how to dampen the tensions between natives and immigrants? Should selectivity 

of welfare benefits increase to prevent the abuse of welfare services? On which basis should the 

state decide on citizenship status? And is there a role for Dutch nationalism to play in the 

emancipation process? 

In this article, I will address theories concerning the welfare state and citizenship rights and how 

they impact the socio-political relations between natives and immigrants.* Afterwards, an analysis 

of the Dutch experience will follow together with some general conclusions. 

I will argue that the philosophical foundations of the welfare state need to remain based on 

universal rights for providing a powerful binding force in society and that Dutch nationalism needs 

to reinvent itself to become more inclusive and welcoming towards ethnic minorities. 

 

The Welfare State: The Virtues of a Universalist Welfare Regime 

While globalisation has caused a surge of immigrants in most Western countries, there are various 

theorists who believe that integration by immigrants will most typically fail in countries with 

generous welfare states for causing anti-immigrant sentiments amongst natives – often labelled as 
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‘welfare chauvinism’. The reasoning is that the selectivity of welfare benefits stigmatises 

immigrants as they are more likely to become dependents. Recent spates of xenophobia in Great 

Britain over Eastern European immigrants taking advantage of the NHS could be seen as evidence 

of that. 

However, cross-country research shows that the stigmatisation of immigrants is caused by means-

tested programmes for their selectivity, but that the opposite effect is realised when citizens are 

universally covered. Thus, countries such as the UK, Australia and the United States depict 

significantly higher rates of welfare chauvinism towards immigrants than Denmark, Sweden and 

Germany. In short, the problem seems to be the selectivity of welfare benefits, not their generosity. 

Yet some comparative political theories argue that liberal market economies are more hospitable 

to large numbers of immigrants. For example, the Varieties of Capitalism theory states that the 

flexibility of labour markets in liberal market economies, such as the UK and the U.S., provides a 

strong need for external labour supplies. An important reason is the lack of employment protection 

which provides firms with the freedom to choose the most competitive candidates, leading them to 

exert political pressure to loosen immigration controls. In economies with tighter social protection, 

such as Spain or the Netherlands, immigration is rather seen as a threat to national resources as 

employees value job security more and companies prefer to make long-term investments in native 

workers. 

While helpful in explaining policy shifts that mark the differences between social-democratic and 

liberal states, the theory falls short in guiding us into a more cohesive political community. 

A comprehensive academic work by Dancygier reviewing this issue from a local perspective 

provides more insight. According to the author, immigration policies need to be coupled with equal 

employment opportunities and encouragement of local political participation. Since most 

immigrants in the last decades were non-economic immigrants who did not always have access to 

political representation, they often ended up falling behind in terms of both wealth and status 

which, in turn, caused a surge in welfare chauvinism. 

While a universal welfare regime thus helps to mitigate anti-immigrant sentiments, it requires good 

policy to supply immigrants with opportunities to participate politically and economically. 
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Earned Citizenship: A Necessary Revision of the Social Contract? 

Today, citizenship has been made almost universal in most Western countries. Yet in recent years, 

both internal and external pressures on the nation-state have led to stricter criteria that dictate 

access to these rights. These changes have made citizenship rights contingent on the efforts made 

by immigrants to demonstrate their commitment to socio-cultural integration and economic 

participation. This trend has been termed by some as ‘neoliberal communitarianism’. 

This school of thought proposes a view of society in which the state plays a diminishing role and 

individual responsibility becomes the galvanizing ethos of a self-regulating community. As 

government becomes a less active provider of society’s social fabric through social economic 

programmes, it increasingly allocates citizenship rights on the basis of nation-based communitarian 

values. In essence, it is a comprehensive revision of society’s Social Contract. 

Several arguments have been brought forward to justify more restrictive access to citizenship 

rights. The most prevalent concerns the protection of nativist cultures and Western values as the 

birth rate of immigrants with markedly different political values outpace those of natives. By 

limiting the distribution of citizenship rights to immigrants with conflicting political values, the 

cultural norms and values of natives will be successfully preserved. Another argument is that this 

will prevent unnecessary ethnic tensions since the immigrants who are less likely to integrate in 

society will simply be left out. 

These arguments have some merit. Recent data on immigrants’ views concerning Western culture 

and its political values demonstrates significant hostility towards native cultures. A majority of 

respondents in one recent survey considered their own cultural values more important than the 

laws of the country they resided in. 

Yet there are also studies that show immigrants do succeed in reconciling multiple identities, one 

cultural and another civic, and do not necessarily have to be at odds with nativist values for simply 

having a culture of their own. Significantly enough, the political values and language skills of second 

and third generation immigrants drastically synchronize with those of natives in comparison to first 

generation immigrants – both in Europe and the United States. 

It is also important to add that ethnic minorities are less likely to distance themselves from society, 

adopt hostile views towards Western culture and even develop mental disorders when they are not 

discriminated against or politically marginalised. In Western Europe, this has often not been the 

case where nationalism has historically been relatively ethnocentric. 
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The Netherlands: The Dangerous Politics Behind Welfare State Retrenchment 

The case of the Netherlands will be analysed both from the perspective of economic policy and the 

allocation of citizenship rights. Let us first investigate the economic side. 

In recent decades, a noticeable shift has occurred in how the Dutch conceptualise the welfare state 

and the conditions under which it should care for its citizens. The diminishing importance of family 

ties, the prominence of progressive socio-cultural values and the fragmentation of political support 

has accelerated individualisation. As a result, individual responsibility and reciprocity have become 

the guiding morals of welfare state reform. 

These politico-philosophical changes are strongly contingent on immigration issues. Indeed, 

‘cultural authoritarianism’ has been found to be an important variable amongst voters who support 

re-commodifying reform** to dissuade immigrants from abuse of welfare support. 

Welfare state retrenchment in the Netherlands is nonetheless often seen as successful. It has done 

something most countries have failed to do. It has successfully decreased welfare benefits, lowered 

social expenditures and, finally, flexibilised labour contracts to brace the economy for an ever-more 

dynamic world economy. Although, as discussed above, the increasing selectivity of welfare 

benefits might have facilitated the stigmatisation of ethnic minorities. Furthermore, discrimination 

towards ethnic minorities in the labour markets remains widespread. 

The rise of cultural authoritarianism is owed by the regained strength of Dutch right-wing parties. 

This success can be explained through its successful capitalisation on the politico-philosophical shift 

towards social obligations and reciprocity and weaving this together with authoritarian-nationalist 

conformism into an electorally attractive political ideology. 

Concrete results of this success were booked in 2004 and 2007 when restrictive immigration laws 

were passed. The general aim was to realise a stronger commitment from immigrants by having 

them take more comprehensive citizenship tests meant to evidence not only a good understanding 

of Dutch law, but also an appreciation of Dutch culture. In addition, the citizenship status of 

immigrants will be contingent on their economic contribution. 

In some cases, the extent to which Dutch immigrants have to prove their endorsement and 

appreciation of Dutch culture has gone well beyond what is ethically desirable. One example is the 

obligation of every applicant for Dutch citizenship to watch homo-erotic video clips and half-naked 
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women. Clearly, a distinction needs to be made between that of demonstrating consent and 

appreciation. 

Liberal democracy in the Netherlands was precisely successful, because it managed to reconcile 

different minorities through accommodation and compromise. The growing importance of cultural 

authoritarianism reveals a strong movement against political compromise in favour of minority 

rights. Indeed, a recent poll indicated that more than sixty per cent of respondents in the 

Netherlands would like a strong leader that gets things done without too much democratic hassle. 

It should be self-evident that cultural authoritarianism defeats the socio-political purpose of 

nationalism whilst also discrediting the very political principles it purports to protect. 

 

Conclusion and Lessons for Catalonia 

The Dutch struggle for identity is in many ways a very 21st century phenomenon. Whilst having 

been endowed with universal rights in the past, the Dutch people are increasingly expected to take 

individual responsibility as re-commodification advances and collective protection by the 

government retreats. In the middle of this process of radical individualisation, the average Dutch 

person considers himself lost in between immigrant communities that place a higher value on their 

own cultural traditions than the national laws which dictate this fragile symbiosis of universal rights 

and individual responsibility. Dutch nationalism rebounded, but with a damaging lack of inclusion. 

So what are the lessons for an independent Catalonia? Any new state is going to confront similar 

problems as the freedom of labour movements and the increasing need for flexible labour markets 

is going to attract more immigrants. It will be crucial to retain universalist principles for welfare 

benefits both to control the dynamics of immigrant integration and avoid stigmatisation. Sound 

policies that offer equal access to labour markets will be similarly indispensable. The allocation of 

citizenship rights should be based on sharing the same political values that shape a political 

community instead of requiring an explicit appreciation of native cultures. And finally, nationhood 

should entail a specific set of cultural and historic traditions characteristic of a people, but at the 

same time treasure an inclusive communitarian logic that will attract admiration, not disillusion, 

amongst immigrants. 
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*The referral to immigrants and ethnic minorities will be interchanged in this article since immigrants in Dutch, 

‘allochtones’, often tend to refer to first-, second- and, in some cases, third-generation immigrants. This makes 

the Dutch word for immigrants almost synonymous with ethnic minorities considering that most ethnic 

minorities came to the Netherlands from the 1960’s onwards. 

** Defined here as  the tendency to increasingly couple welfare services with, as well as making it more 

dependent on, labour productivity. 

First picture: Zwarte Piet, or Pete the Black, Saint Nicholas’s helper. Source: Semana.com 
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