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Since the 1990s, citizenship has become an important topic in Dutch integration policy. 
In hardly twenty years, the government’s rhetoric has changed from a liberal approach, 
in which citizens are considered free to express their own value system in the public 
sphere, to a more communitarian approach that gestures towards a clear-cut picture of 
how citizens should behave. This transition in governmental rhetoric has implications for 
the role religious arguments can and may play in the public sphere. It seems that the 
more the government leaves the liberal ideal of citizenship, the less are religious 
arguments allowed in the public domain.  

 
The relation between religion and citizenship in Holland is a strained one as can be seen 

in newspaper articles of the last few weeks. There have been issues about the proposed 

ban on ritual slaughter, the Political Reformed Party excluding women from their party 

ballot list, and the trial against Geert Wilders who equalizes Islam with barbarism, to 

name only a few. This tensed relationship between religion and citizenship plays a role 

in the public debate, but also in politics, especially when it comes to integration-policy. 

The notions of integration and citizenship are intertwined in the Dutch political 

debate (Van Meeteren, 2005, p. 44). Because of this relatedness, in this paper I will 

focus on the integration-policy of the Dutch government from the emergence of 

citizenship as the central goal of integration-policy in the 1990s. In integration debates, 

tensions between groups in society have been present, as the above-mentioned 

examples illustrate. Especially clashes of values have been an important element in 

integration debates. In recent years, these clashes have mainly been described in terms 

of clashes between so-called ‘Western values’ and Islamic ones (Van Meeteren, 2005). 

By framing the tensions in a religious sense, the question on the role of religion in Dutch 

society comes up. 

In this paper I focus on the relation between the notion of citizenship and the role 

that religion is allowed to play in the public domain. The question I am asking is How is 

citizenship defined by the Dutch government and what implications does that have for 

the role of religion in the public domain? To be able to formulate an answer to that 

question, I will analyse the governmental discourse on citizenship, by looking at policy-

documents concerning integration and the film ‘Coming to the Netherlands’, shown to 

those willing to integrate1.  

 

                                                
1 I realize that this limitation will only allow me to make a start of an analysis of governmental rhetoric on 
citizenship and the implications for the role of religion in the public domain.  



 3 

Framework shifts in Dutch integration policy 
The first policy document, in which citizenship was the central goal, was the Contours 

Report Integration Policy Ethnic Minorities (1993/1994). According to this document, 

citizenship implies “for all who are involved in the process of integration, a choice for a 

continuous participation in Dutch society, with all associated rights and duties.” (TK, 

1993/1994, 23684, nr. 2, p. 5). Furthermore,  
 

citizenship presupposes that people make their own choices. Therefore, persons 

from ethnic minority groups have to decide for themselves to what extent they will 

keep and possibly further develop their cultural identity. (TK, 1993/1994, 23684, nr. 2, p. 

25)2. 

 

In this document, the government gives a definition of citizenship that leaves room for 

individual identities. All citizens, whether immigrants or native Dutch, are obliged to 

participate in society, but on a moral level, there is no content given for their citizenship. 

The focus is on individuality. Immigrants are obliged to participate, but they are free in 

their personal development and in the importance of their cultural identity. 

The shift from Minority Policy to Integration Policy was supported by all political 

parties at that time and the notion of citizenship was widely accepted. However, the 

spokesperson of the Liberal Party suggested in the debate on the Contours Report that 

the government should be less afraid to play a moralistic role. He suggested that the 

government should play an active role in imparting Dutch norms and values to ethnic 

minorities (Rijkschroeff et al., 2003, p. 45). In the following years, this call for a moralistic 

government became louder in societal debates, but in the next government-document 

about immigrant policy, Getting Chances, Taking Chances, Integration Policy 1999 - 

2002, freedom of values was still a key-element. It says 
 

from what system of values citizens shape and develop their citizenship is their own 

business, just as much as they are obliged to gear their values to the general valid 

norms. (TK, 1998/1999, 26333, nr. 2, p. 7 - 8) 

 
                                                
2 All translations of Dutch texts are made by the author of this paper, unless mentioned differently. 



 4 

As in the Contours Report, individuals are said to be free to keep their own system of 

values, as long as these values do not clash with general valid norms. Interestingly, 

these general valid norms are not named in the document, so that we have to guess 

which these basic norms are.  

 

The role of religion in the public sphere 

The two policy-documents described above both contain a passage on religion in the 

public sphere, which gives a clear picture of the boundaries of religious arguments and 

values that can be expressed in the public domain. Both documents name the 

constitutional state and the democratic legal order as boundaries of the playfield of 

religious arguments (TK, 1993/1994, 23684, nr. 2, p. 25; TK, 1998/1999, 26333, nr. 2, p. 

51). People are free to express their religious values as long as these do not clash with 

the constitution and the laws. Furthermore, the government expects different cultures 

and religions to be an enrichment of society, as can be concluded from this citation: 

 
It is expected that the autochthonous part of society goes into other norms and 

values and respects these. On the other hand, members of minority groups should 

show an equal interest and respect for the norms and values of the different 

categories of autochthonous people and persons from other minority groups. This 

mutual acceptation will lead to a continuing interaction between different norms, 

which leads to a mutual enrichment. (TK, 1993/1994, 23684, nr. 2, p. 25). 
 

Summarizing, the government holds a liberal definition of citizenship, in which 

citizenship is a combination of rights and duties, in which every citizen is free to have his 

own values, as long as these are within the limits of the constitution and the laws.  

 
Integration policy after the turn of the millennium 
After the turn of the millennium, the definition of citizenship as hold by the government 

started to change. Both international and national events set the basis for this change in 

integration policy. Among these are the terrorist attacks in New York, Washington, 

London and Madrid, but also on a national level, tensions arose. In 2000, Paul Scheffer 

wrote a notorious article in a national newspaper, called ‘The multicultural tragedy’ 
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(Scheffer, 2000). In this article he argued that “the poor integration of ethnic minorities is 

the result of a detached and permissive Dutch policy in respect of minorities that does 

not confront ethnic minorities sufficiently with the Dutch language, culture and history” 

(as quoted in Vasta, 2007, p. 725). One year later, Pim Fortuyn became party-leader of 

the new political party Liveable Netherlands, but after a newspaper interview in which he 

explicitly called Islam foolish and a backward culture (Volkskrant, 09-02-2002), he had to 

leave the party. He started his own party, List Pim Fortuyn, but was shot dead before the 

elections of May 2002. Nonetheless, his party received a major victory and became part 

of the first cabinet Balkenende. According to Pels (2003), Pim Fortuyn was an 

interesting political figure, because he had a new opinion about integration and 

citizenship. According to Fortuyn, only migrants who assimilate will totally be accepted 

as citizens, but migrants who want to stick to their ‘backward culture’, will be treated as 

outsiders (Pels, 2003). 

After the fall of the first cabinet Balkenende in October 2002, the political parties 

changed their programmes concerning integration, which formed the start of a new 

framework (Van Meeteren, 2005, p. 72). In the document Integration Policy New Style 

(2003/2004), social-cultural adaptation was the new focal point.  

 
Shared citizenship entails that people speak the Dutch language, and abide by basic 

Dutch norms. According to the government, these are norms that enable people to 

be free to shape an independent living according to their own perspectives, and be 

able to participate in society. A whole series of basic norms is attached to this 

starting position. To give an exhaustive enumeration of these basic norms is not 

useful given the context of this document. It is about basic things as making an effort 

to support your own life and abiding by valid laws and rules. In between are norms 

like caring for ones own surroundings, respecting physical integrity of others, also in 

a marriage, accepting other persons rights to express their own opinion, and 

accepting sexual preferences of others, equality of women and men. (TK, 

2003/2004, 29203, nr. 2, p. 8 - 9). 
 

This trend, in which socio-cultural adaptation was demanded, continued in the following 

years. In the most recent integration-document Make sure that you belong to it! 
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Integration Document 2007 – 2011, the government still expects citizens to be actively 

participating in several domains of social life, but at the same time, it expects 

identification with the so-called typical Dutch elements in our society: 
 

(…) citizenship consists of the identification with what is typically Dutch in our 

society. The language and history, the constitution of the state, the legal order, 

legislation, the physical structure and the position of our country in the world enable 

this identification. There might be disagreement about the question whether the 

Dutch citizen exists; however, Dutch society does have recognizable elements for 

many people. (TK, 2007/2008, 31268, nr. 2, p. 18). 
 

From these two citations, it can be deduced that the government demands from its 

citizens both an active role in society, and sweeping adaptation to Dutch values.  

The focus on socio-cultural adaptation in integration-policies is also reflected in the 

new naturalisation-policy that was initiated in 2003. From then on, newcomers who want 

to stay long term in the Netherlands need to have basic knowledge of the Dutch 

language and have elementary knowledge of Dutch society, before they are admitted to 

the Netherlands (TK, 2003/2004, 29203, nr. 1, p. 15). Newcomers have to pass the 

‘Basic Civic Integration Examination’ at the Dutch embassy 3 . One part of the 

examination is Knowledge of Dutch Society. The questions of this part all relate to the 

film Coming to the Netherland. The film shows “how people in the Netherlands live, how 

they interact with each other and what customs they have” (www.naarnederland.nl). In 

this paper, I will shortly analyse this film, because it shows a picture of citizenship that 

fits neatly into the discourse of the integration-policies. 

 

Film: Coming to the Netherlands 

The film consists of eight parts: 1) geography and housing, 2) history, 3) politics and 

constitution, 4) the Dutch language and how to learn it, 5) education and parenting, 6) 

health care, 7) work and income, 8) how can I take the exam at the embassy?. It seems 

that this is not only a selection of topics that reflects skills and knowledge necessary for 

                                                
3 Whether an immigrant is obliged to take this examination depends mainly on the country of origin 
(Western or non-Western). More details of the requirements can be found on: www.indklantdienstwijzer.nl.  
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new Dutch citizens, but it also implies that this knowledge and these skills are known 

and executed by all citizens in the Netherlands. In the first seven parts, there are both 

implicit and explicit expressions of what a good citizen should know and do: 
 

In Holland you are not going to be successful if you don’t learn the language. (…) 

The law cannot prevent punishable offences from being committed in the Netherland. 

But as a citizen you have the duty and the right to do something about it. (…) If you 

work, you are part of it all, people will take you seriously. (…) When a woman is 

emancipated, everyone will gain by that: her family, her husband, and society. 
 

The picture of the good citizen that can be deduced from the film is that a good citizen is 

a person who is participating in society, speaks the Dutch language, and takes good 

care of him- or herself. In almost every part of the film, some aspect of the good citizen 

is put forward. For example, it is expected that a newcomer finds a job as soon as 

possible. Besides, he or she needs to be actively involved in the development of his or 

her children, which means that it is not only valued that the children have had a good 

upbringing at home, but that it is also expected that parents have good contact with the 

school and know how their children are doing.  

Furthermore, there are values and customs put forward as being typically Dutch. It 

is expected from every citizen that he or she knows these values, ánd respects them 

and lives according to them. Some of these norms are part of article one of the 

constitution and these norms are explained in the film: 
 

Women have the same rights as men, women and men are equal. (…) Women and 

men have the right to live with, or marry the partner of their own choice. Homosexual 

couples can also get married. The constitution states that the church and the state 

are separate. So there is no state religion. There is freedom of religion. This means 

that everyone in Holland has the right to practice his or her own religion, which 

means everyone needs to have respect for all the other religions.  
 

However, these are not the only norms or values that are explained in the film. In the 

part about the Dutch language, the film explicitly introduces so-called Dutch customs. 

Examples of these are the fact that in many families, men and women fulfil the same 
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roles, so that “you shouldn’t be surprised to see a man standing at the cooker with an 

apron on”, or the fact that Dutch people are often very direct. Another example is that 

people in the Netherlands “do not make a fuss about nudity”.  

It is interesting in this respect, that there are two versions of the film: an edited and 

an unedited version. In the edited version three scenes are removed: a scene in which a 

gay-couple is kissing, a scene with a topless woman at the beach, and a fragment of a 

pop-concert. According to the website of the film, these scenes are removed, because “it 

is illegal in some countries to possess a film showing this type of image”. It is explicitly 

mentioned that the edited version does include a full description of Dutch customs and 

attitudes (www.naarnederland.nl). There has been quite some commotion about the 

minister making an edited version for some countries. People thought that with making 

an edited version, the minister diminished the value of these Dutch customs or values, 

whereas these were very important, according to them. Especially comments against 

religious motivations can be found in these (internet-)reactions. People were afraid that 

the minister was surrendering to religious (or especially Islamic) motives.   

 

The role of religion in the public sphere 

In the policy-documents of the last decade, the role of religion has been treated 

differently than in the earlier documents. First of all, in both documents, the ideal of 

different cultures and religions being an enrichment for society, has disappeared: 
 

In integration policy (…) it was often thought that the presence of foreign ethnic groups in 

society would be a value in itself, an enrichment tout court. One then loses sight of the fact 

that not everything that is different is therefore also valuable. With cultivating own cultural 

identities, distances will not be conquered. (TK, 2003/2004, 29203, nr. 1, p. 8).  

 

The question then comes up how these documents treat the differences in religions and 

the different values attached to that. When looking at the documents, one of the most 

striking elements is the emphasis on Islam. In the 1990s, Islam hardly played a role of 

interest in policy-documents, whereas nowadays it is a major topic (Van Meeteren, 2005, 

p. 18). The words Islam and Muslim were used only once in the two documents of the 

1990s as discussed above, but in the last two documents, they were used 135 times. It 
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seems that when it comes to problems in society, these are reduced in these texts to 

differences between Islam and Dutch society:  
 

(…) it has to be acknowledged that there are foreign Dutch people who withdraw in their own 

ethnic circle and belief, more of less with their back turned to society. This group affirms to 

native Dutch people the idea that Islam is incompatible with modern society.   

 

And when the texts say something about the religion, they almost always use Islam as 

explanatory source: 
 

The cabinet absolutely does not want to meddle with the content of religions, but does want 

to stay in contact with all branches within the Muslim community that abide by the law. It is 

important in that respect that these organisations are representative, both towards the 

representation of women and young people, as towards the diversity of different movements. 

 

Interesting in this respect is the fact that since last year, the Netherlands is governed by 

a minority government supported by the Party For Freedom (PVV) of Geert Wilders. In 

the declaration at the presentation of the governmental agreement, the first sentence is 

about the different opinions on Islam by the three parties. The Liberals and Christian-

democrats characterize Islam as being a religion, whereas the PVV considers Islam to 

be an (political) ideology. They declared that they will accept this disagreement and will 

act according to their own opinion (Gedoogakkoord, 2010, p. 20).  

 

Evaluation and conclusion 
Now that we have seen the different approaches, it is time to evaluate the changes that 

have taken place. First of all, I agree with Van Meeteren, when she concludes that, in 

the dominant discourse until 2003, problems with integration of immigrants were mainly 

framed in the social-economic sphere. Cultural tensions were seen as result of a lack of 

tolerance, especially at the side of the autochthonous people. After the turn of the 

millennium, there has been a shift in the discourse. Political parties started to label the 

culture of the immigrants as problematic (Van Meeteren, 2005, p. 19). This has had both 

influences on the approach of the notion of citizenship and on the approach towards 

religion in the public domain. 
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There has been a shift in the interpretation of citizenship. The freedom to live one’s 

own life within a value system of one’s own choice has been replaced by a pre-identified 

moral value system by which all inhabitants need to abide. However, the content of this 

value system is not made explicit, but the suggestion is that the ‘basic Dutch norms’ or 

the ‘typical Dutch’ points to more than only legal norms. This is related to the fact that 

multiculturality used to be an ideal in the 1990s, but that the existence of different value- 

systems is no longer seen as enrichment for society. What is the implication of this shift 

for the role of religion in the public sphere?  

As we have seen in the last citation on the previous page, the government sets 

conditions that religious communities should satisfy, before they can have a (political) 

voice. This implies that religious arguments are only allowed within these conditions. 

However, as we have seen, the condition is the representation of women, youth and 

diversity. These are conditions that do not directly relate to the constitution, but reflect a 

moral view of the government. It can be concluded that the view on the good citizen, as 

adapting Dutch values has also implications for religions in the public or political domain.  

Furthermore, we have seen that the government puts an emphasis on Islam in the 

recent years, which seems to have an influence on the acceptance of religious 

arguments in the public sphere as well. An interesting question in this respect is whether 

the diminished acceptation of the expression of religion in the public domain is due to 

the ‘fear’ of Islam, or whether it is a trend that fits in the post-modern Dutch society and 

applies equally to all religions. When looking at the public debate about religion in the 

public domain, the problems with Islamic expressions predominate. However, we also 

see negative reactions on Christian expressions and values. To be able to give an 

explanation of this trend of diminished acceptation of religious expressions, a more 

profound discourse analysis is needed. Nonetheless, from the study of these policy-

documents concerning integration it can be cautiously concluded that the change of the 

definition of the good citizen has had implications for the role that religion and religious 

arguments are allowed to play in the public domain. The shift from a liberal approach of 

citizenship to a communitarian approach has led to a shift from the freedom for every 

citizen to hold and express their own (religious) value-system to the acceptance of 

religions only within the boundaries of Dutch values. 
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