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Chapter One – Introduction

Looking at the “Problem of Hang-around Youth”

Behind Amsterdam’s Central Station, as you head away from the famous city center with 

its picturesque canals and brick houses tilted askew, there wait a couple of small 

passenger ferries that shuttle every few minutes to Amsterdam North and back.  You can 

walk on and grab a seat, or ride your bike up the ramp right onto the ferry, and, in a few 

minutes, cross the IJ River.  Although the trip is quite short, crossing the river takes you 

to a different kind of Amsterdam.  

Figure 1.  The ferry to Central Station from Amsterdam North.

Amsterdam North is mostly residential, and although densely populated, more like a quiet 

suburb than a bustling urban area.  There are hardly any tourists here, few nightlife 

options, and only scattered neighborhood businesses; commerce is concentrated into a 

couple of open-air markets, a large chain grocery store, and a covered shopping mall.  

Biking into Amsterdam North, one is struck by the quietness of the car-lined streets.  
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Figure 2.  Amsterdam North residential street.

Apartment buildings, mainly two and three stories tall and made of brick, are often 

arranged to create small, plain courtyards.  Few adults linger in the public spaces, instead 

spending their time indoors, on their own small balconies, or if they are lucky to live on 

the ground floor, in their fenced-in private gardens.  You might see a couple of adults 

walking or biking to and from the grocery store, and walking their dogs, but unlike the 

children, adults tend to traverse through the public spaces, rather than spend time in them.  

Older kids, aged about 10-15, play soccer on multi-use asphalt courts, which are enclosed 

by netting, and hang around in various spots, such as the unused outbuilding near the 

local public school.  Adolescent girls walk through the neighborhood in twos and threes, 

laughing and talking.  And by the slightly hilly road by the grocery story, a group of 

younger teens practice skateboarding tricks, until they are chased away by the store’s 

staff.  The smaller children, 5-10 years old, play on the sidewalks and on the public 

playgrounds.  
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Figure 3.  Street games in Amsterdam North.

On most any afternoon in the IJplein neighborhood, as in most neighborhoods, 

you can find older boys, some young men, really, in their late teens and early twenties, 

after school hours and after the end of the workday, hanging around in small groups of 

three, four or five.  Dressed in jeans, cotton t-shirts and light jackets, and sneakers or 

work boots, they often lean against a railing in the middle of an apartment courtyard, 

smoking shag tobacco cigarettes, sometimes rolled with marijuana, and talking and 

joking with each other.  One might be drinking a soda; another might play soccer against 

the walls of the building.  The noise from the ball sometimes disturbs the residents 

within, who complain and call the police to intervene.  The boys like to kick the ball 

around at the soccer court, too, but would rather not force the little kids out, or fight for 

the space with youths from nearby streets.  A friend rides up on his motorbike, and gasses 

it a few times before parking.  His arrival, or the sound of the soccer ball, provokes 

movement in the above second-storey window, as lace curtains are drawn back, and the 

woman inside looks down, frowning, and shaking her head.  The youths meet here every 
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day, usually, in the late afternoon and often after dinner, or before they hop the ferry into 

to the city for a night out; their voices and sometimes the scent of marijuana can waft up 

from the courtyard, sometimes late into the evening.  The neighborhood police officer 

occasionally passes by, and asks them to quiet down, or move on, or head over to the 

nearby soccer court.  Such requests frustrate the boys, for they’ve hung out in this very 

spot for years, ever since they were little kids.  But now they are a problem:  they have 

become hangjongeren, or “hang-around youth.”

When I first started to notice the “hangjongeren problem,” as chronicled in the 

daily newspapers in the summer of 2001, I was puzzled.  My language skills were just 

sufficient to allow me to pore over the papers each morning, and begin to steep myself in 

Dutch current affairs.  One headline surprised and intrigued me: “Youths terrorize 

residents along the beach roads.”  Coming before the events of September 11, and the 

now-near pervasive use of the word “terror,” the headline’s phrasing struck me as a bit 

unusual.  More than just a bit, actually: once I read the full story, it seemed overblown, 

even sensationalistic.  It seems there were teenagers who liked to drive their cars through 

the neighborhoods in a beach town, playing loud music; they sometimes threw empty 

beverage containers out of their cars, creating litter.  Clearly, cruising, playing loud music 

and littering can be irritating behaviors, but are they “terrorizing”?  The hyperbolic use of 

language struck me quite forcefully, as it contrasted with my impression about Dutch 

communicative styles.  Most national daily papers, excepting the splashy Telegraaf, tend 

to prize clarity, straightforwardness and dispassion.  I had noticed that most of the Dutch 

people I had met valued those characteristics in their everyday speech, as well. Of course, 

my experience at that time was rather limited, but the anecdotes of others generally bore 
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out my impression.  For example, an American friend of mine told me of an interaction 

he had with his host mother, when he spent a year of high school in the Netherlands.  One 

day, having just been caught in a downpour, he complained of being soaked through, to 

which his host mother simply responded:  “You’ll dry off.”  Similarly, I once witnessed 

an adult bicyclist run into a toddler who had strayed onto the bike path.  The bicyclist had 

braked hard, and the toddler was not hurt.  Strange to me, however, was the fact that 

neither the cyclist nor the mother responsible for the child apologized, inquired to make 

sure the other was all right, or spoke at all.  Also surprising was the comment made by a 

passerby, who was walking alongside me: “Well, that’s what happens.” At the risk of 

generalizing, it is a communicative style characterized by understatement:  few 

politenesses, not much fluff, not a lot of exaggeration.

So I became curious.  What was it about these “hangjongeren” that sent people 

into a tizzy?  Who were they?  What did they do to upset people?  Did they break the 

law?  Were they dangerous?  Reflecting on my past two summers in Amsterdam, and my 

visits to Amersfoort, Haarlem, Leiden, Nijmegen, Rotterdam, and Utrecht, I could not 

recall ever seeing groups of youths causing a disturbance, or looking threatening.  There 

were, of course, people who try to sell drugs on the street, people who appear to be under 

the influence of drugs or alcohol, and others who appear to be homeless, and who beg for 

money.  And I knew people who had been pick-pocketed and even mugged, but those 

acts were always committed by lone individuals, not roving groups of youths.  Here was 

a seemingly serious social problem, but one that I had no recollection of ever seeing.  

This may have been, in part, due to the fact that I have lived in New York City since 

1995, and have been exposed to many different people and many different behaviors—
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maybe my “radar” didn’t notice these youth, because they didn’t fit my image of a 

potential threat.  But perhaps, I thought, there was a “moral panic”1 occurring around “the 

hangjongeren problem” that might serve as a focal point for my research.  A question 

began to form:  what was it that these youth were doing that was considered so 

intolerable, and why were adults reacting so strongly?  As I began to research potential 

sites where I might study this problem—places where there were a lot of hangjongeren

and a history of conflicts over public space—I found that the category of hangjongeren

was much more porous than I ever imagined.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, “hangjongeren” means different things to different 

people. The term is used to talk about youth of all different ages, ranging from about 12 

to 25 years old.  While it is usually assumed that hangjongeren are a nuisance to adults, 

many report that the hangjongeren in their neighborhood don’t cause any problems at all.  

In some cases, people use hangjongeren to mean youth who hang around all day, 

unemployed and out of school, causing problems and misbehaving, while others simply 

use the term to describe any youth who is hanging around for any period of time.  In 

other cases, the term calls to mind youths who engage in theft and harassment, though 

such youth are more widely described as “criminal youth,” “problem youth,” and even 

“repeat offenders.”  

Hangjongeren can be ethnically White, Moroccan, Turkish, Surinamese,

Antillean; they can be citizens, immigrants, refugees.  In common parlance, members of 

1 The term is most widely associated with Stanley Cohen’s work, Folk Devils and Moral Panics: The 
creation of the Mods and the Rockers (1972) which examined how incidents that may be anomalous, 
infrequent or small-scale can grow, particularly through media coverage and the attention of experts, into 
issues of widespread public concern.  In the United States, recent anxiety over child abductions could be 
characterized as a moral panic.  This concept will be discussed in greater depth in Chapter Three.
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ethnic minority groups are called by the name of their non-Dutch ethnic background, i.e., 

Moroccans, Turks, Surinamese.  There is only very rarely any hyphenation of ethnic 

labels, or other mention of both.  My use of the term Moroccan or Turk in this study 

reflects this Dutch language use; I feel it disingenuous to apply a hyphenated label when 

that is not the common practice.  Still, I would like to draw attention to the fact that this 

naming practice does, at least at the discursive level, appear to deny immigrants and their 

descendants full—or even partial, hyphenated—membership in the conceptual category 

of “Dutch.”  I also capitalize “White” when talking about ethnically White Dutch; this 

capitalization is intentional, to emphasize that being White is as much of an ethnic 

category as is being Moroccan, for example.  

Hangjongeren are commonly assumed to come from lower-income families, but I 

was told a few anecdotes about upper- and middle-class hangjongeren, as well.2

Sometimes, hangjongeren groups are made up of only boys, and sometimes the groups 

are mixed.  Neighborhood public spaces are sometimes the hang-out spot; other times, it 

is the local playground, shopping center, schoolyard, or bridge underpass.  In some cases, 

the police are called to move the kids along, although they mostly give warnings, rather 

than tickets.  The word is applied to “good” kids who hang around after school in the 

schoolyard, before going home for dinner and homework, and to designate drop-outs or 

unemployed youths. Some hangjongeren drink beer and smoke pot in public view, while 

others keep such activities out of sight, or don’t engage in them at all.  

2 Common wisdom among many social work professionals is that youth from working-class families are 
more likely to spend time outside the home for various reasons:  small houses allow little room for kids to 
entertain their friends inside; lower levels of education, therefore less homework and extracurricular 
activities; and fewer available funds to pay for soccer club dues and other activities. 
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Two weeks after forming an exploratory research question, the category 

“hangjongeren” seemed to fall apart before my eyes.  With such a range in age, class, 

gender, ethnic background, and behavior, there seemed to be little that these youth had in 

common.  And the reactions to the question “Why are hangjongeren a problem?” were 

just as diverse.  I asked this question of academic acquaintances, friends, and random 

people I met on public transportation.  Some launched immediately into emotional 

descriptions of how youth were “privatizing,” or taking over public space.  Others 

laughed, saying that Dutch people just like to complain, and always need something to 

grumble about.  Criminologists assured me that hangjongeren were, in fact, a serious 

problem, resulting from a decline in social cohesion.  People have become extremely 

individualistic, and in so doing have lost their ability to discipline and control youth, they 

explained.  Friends of mine, parents themselves, countered that most adults just overreact 

to youth out of fear and suspicion, even though the vast majority of youth aren’t doing 

anything wrong.  A childhood education specialist posited that while hanging around was 

“nothing new,” the tolerance level was declining, due to both the crowdedness of housing 

developments and the fact that more and more adults think that youth may be dangerous, 

and are too afraid to talk to them directly.  Some newspaper articles depicted young 

people as being out of control, forcing adults to call the police and even to flee their 

homes.  Not only was there no clearly defined group of youth to study, but there was little 

coherence in adults’ reactions.  Without such clarity or coherence, the potential for 

research seemed limited. 

What continued to hold my interest, however, was the way in which conversations 

about hangjongeren seemed to slide into discussions of other social problems.  To talk 
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about hangjongeren meant to talk—variously, in overlapping and even contradictory 

ways—about seemingly incompatible forms of ethnic difference; widespread feelings of 

irritation, exhaustion, and fear in “the modern world”; frustration with the social welfare 

state and its limits; and the excessive individualization of contemporary society.  The 

“hangjongeren problem”—rather than being a clearly defined conflict between two easily 

identifiable groups of people, over behavior widely held to be out of the ordinary—

appeared to be, instead, a rich site for the interaction and coalescence of a number of 

diverse social anxieties.  These anxieties and the projects they inspire are, at their root, as 

I will try to show, motivated by a common concern with the role of the social welfare 

state in ordering the social world, with ideas about personal freedom, and with the notion 

that people are entitled to quiet, clean, and orderly public spaces.3  As I have delved 

deeper, it has become more and more difficult to explain “the hangjongeren problem” 

without simultaneously sketching out a complicated context.  Both the interpretation of 

certain youth behavior as intolerable, and the types of interventions invented in response, 

are shaped by a number of much broader issues:  increasing ethnic difference and a 

charged political climate, changing work patterns for mothers and the loss of social 

cohesion, the increasing emphasis on “prevention” in youth policy and policing, a 

perceived rise in so-called “senseless violence” and aggression, and movements to 

articulate “norms and values” and conduct rules.  

3 Most of the research here was conducted in residential neighborhoods, but problems with hangjongeren
are also often situated in public transportation and shopping areas.  In each of these sites, adults who 
complain about youth share an expectation that the authorities are responsible for solving the problem.  The 
expectation for “liveable” (leefbaar) public spaces is found in neighborhoods particularly, but this 
expectation about the role of the social welfare state is easily extended to all public spaces.  The notion of 
“leefbaar,” an idea that came to the fore in the 1990s, as did hangjongeren, was taken up as in the name for 
a new political party, the Leefbaar Nederland party, which originated in 1999.  Pim Fortuyn belonged to 
Leefbaar Nederland until he strayed from its official platform; he was asked to leave, and he formed his 
own party in 2001.  Pim Fortuyn will be discussed in greater depth in Chapters Two and Six.
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This study attempts to describe and analyze “the hangjongeren problem” by 

weaving together three analytical levels.  At one level, there is the particular conflict 

between a group of youths and some adults, which, in a neighborhood in Amsterdam 

North where I conducted fieldwork, endured, and greatly escalated, over the course of 

several months.  Civic authorities and social work professionals4 were enlisted as 

mediators, and during several community meetings a set of publicly posted “Rules to 

Live By” were established to guide the youths’ behavior.  Although many other residents, 

including parents, did not find the youths’ behavior irritating, a small group of those with 

complaints expected, and were able, to command the intervention of the social welfare 

state.  Abstracted from this immediate conflict is the second analytical level:  an 

extensive social welfare apparatus engaged in youth policy and programs, including 

solving “the hangjongeren problem.”  This apparatus ranges in terms of sites, from local 

youth centers to municipal government offices to national youth policy committees, and

engages authorities from disparate fields, including policing, youth work, social work, 

psychology, anthropology, criminology, and government.   The work done by the social 

welfare state apparatus is shaped not only by the expectations of its citizens,  specific 

disciplinary histories, ways of seeing and patterns of practice, but, at the third level of 

analysis, by broader, trans-disciplinary political and social discourses.  In this study, I 

examine two discourses that impact and give form to “the hangjongeren problem” and 

the related interventions: “the need for norms and values,” and “feelings of being 

4 I use “social work” to indicate all variety of agencies and projects, some of which are “private” although 
they are subsidized through the government, and some of which are directly overseen by government 
ministries.  This usage would include the employees of a community center, an educational program for 
mothers, an organization that works with at-risk youth, and an agency that assigns case-workers to 
individuals or families.
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unsafe.”  At this larger level, it becomes clear that many Dutch people have come to 

believe that they are entitled to live without disturbance from others, and that this 

personal freedom should be protected by the social welfare state through its interventions.  

Unraveling what can be learned from close observation of the mundane, this study 

attempts to show how our everyday interactions are colored by layers and layers of 

context and meaning.  What at first appears unremarkable—irritating youth behavior and 

the complaints of tired and fearful adults—turns out to be emblematic of much larger 

social processes in the Netherlands:  a frustrated reliance on the social welfare state to 

intervene in and solve individual problems, a high level of individualization that shapes 

how people conceive their personal freedoms and the ways in which they relate to others, 

and the growing expectation that residential environments be orderly, quiet and clean, 

even in densely populated areas.  The growth of the social welfare state and the rise of 

individualization should be seen in tandem: social welfare frees individuals to develop 

themselves (zelfontplooing) by providing elder care, child care, educational stipends, 

unemployment, and other benefits.  It is not illogical, then, to find that some adults call 

upon this apparatus to ensure their quality of life (talked about in terms of leefbaarheid, 

or liveableness, and woongenot, or living-pleasure) by addressing residential conflicts, 

freeing them from interacting with neighborhood youth.  This growing demand that 

government ensure personal freedoms resolves the seeming contradiction between 

increasing individualization and an expansive social welfare state.  Similarly, the current 

coalition of the Christian Democrats and the Liberal Party, although espousing a 

philosophy about individual and family responsibility, has only intervened in deeper and 
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more expansive ways.  Through this study of the commonplace, I hope to provide an 

analysis of these larger, rather extraordinary changes in Dutch politics and society.

Doing Research in the Netherlands

Confronting my own stereotypes about fieldwork

The research for this study was conducted between September 2002 and August 2003, in 

a city borough just north of the central district of Amsterdam, called Amsterdam North.  

Conducting fieldwork in an urban environment can present a number of particular 

difficulties, from determining an appropriate research design and scale for analysis to 

finding housing in one’s field site area.  Even though I was familiar with these issues, and 

the wealth of critiques about ethnographic writing and the anthropological enterprise, I 

realized time and again that I still had a deeply held idealization of fieldwork, one which 

was continually challenged by my actual experience.  Unknowingly, I had continued to 

imagine my fieldwork as if it were to take place in a small town filled with lively streets, 

welcoming people, and conviviality.  But, instead of informally socializing with people, I 

had to schedule appointments; generally speaking, just “dropping in” on someone is 

frowned upon.  Instead of being constantly surrounded by people and struggling to find 

private moments, I found myself alone most of the time, except when I sought out 

interviews, committee meetings, and public gatherings.  Instead of being able to integrate 

myself into daily neighborhood life, becoming inconspicuous over time, I found I was 

often the only person lingering around outside, with no one to observe.  In fact, when I 

went to photograph the neighborhood, I rarely found people occupying public spaces. 

The officials I encountered and interviewed—police officers, social workers and policy 
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makers—saw me as a professional and held to a rather strict professional/personal 

boundary, rarely inquiring into my personal life or inviting me to socialize with them.

The neighborhood residents I interviewed maintained a distance with me, as well.  

While people happily invited me to their homes when they agreed to my request for an 

interview, and offered me a cup of coffee and a cookie while we talked, I was only twice 

invited to dinner during the year.  Even at the university at which I was affiliated, the 

Amsterdam School of Social Research of the University of Amsterdam, the graduate 

students and faculty socialized infrequently; doctoral students are salaried employees in 

Dutch academia, and many tend to treat their work as a nine-to-five job, leaving promptly 

for home at the end of the day.  I found friendship only among other “strangers”—

international students from Germany, India, Canada, Portugal, Mexico and the United 

States, and Dutch anthropologists and other scholars who have lived outside the country.  

Fieldwork was more isolating than I ever imagined, not only because of the nature of a 

year-long inquiry that is self-directed, in which the researcher alone fully understands her 

research question, but also because, at least in my experience, most of Dutch society does 

not really reach out to foreigners.

At the same time, the people I met were incredibly helpful in providing me 

information and making themselves available to me.  Almost everyone I met held science 

and research in high regard, and was happy to help out a junior scholar.  Only one person, 

out of more than 60 asked, declined to be interviewed, and some gave me two or three 

interviews, one to two hours each.  I had expected to have to take time to “establish 

rapport” with the people I was interviewing and observing; instead, I found almost every 

person to be very open and straightforward with me from the first moment.  I was 
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prepared for some to be cautious about allowing me access or giving me information, as I 

expected them to be protective or territorial, and hesitant about an outsider inquiring into 

their lives or their professional work.  But, after briefly explaining my research to one 

youth worker, for example, I was invited to visit the youth center as often as I wished, 

and was promised assistance from the staff there.  And, he continued, they were just 

about to race go-carts, and would I care to join them?  Similarly, the first group of youths 

I approached, instead of eyeing me suspiciously, talked with me quite happily for about 

half an hour about their neighborhood and how they spent their time, and then, having to 

go home for dinner, invited me to come hang out at the youth center later that evening.  

Such friendliness, however, was limited to the professional realm of my research, and 

typically did not develop into friendship.

I was also surprised when, about ten minutes into a casual conversation with two 

White Dutch ladies in their seventies, one of them commented pejoratively on the “goat 

fucking music” (geitenneuken muziek) that she hears in the neighborhood.  We had been 

discussing how the neighborhood had changed, and she used this term to indicate that 

Muslim and Moroccan immigrants and their descendants (called “goat fuckers” or 

geitenneukers5 by some) were taking over the area.  I am sure I looked surprised to hear 

her use an ethnic slur so openly; my wide eyes may have signaled to her a lack of 

comprehension, because she then stopped, and asked me if I understood what she had 

said.  I thought she might rephrase her statement, or soften it, but, instead, she wanted to 

5 The use of the verb “neuken” is slightly less shocking than the English “fuck,” and is used more readily; 
for example, while I was in the Netherlands, there was a television program produced by the BNN 
television company targeted toward teenagers called “This is how you fuck.” (Neuken doe je zo!)   The 
word might be better understood as the shock equivalent of “screw.”  No matter how shocking the verb 
used, the reference to bestiality, however, remains outrageous.
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make sure I understood the word, and said it again, breaking down the phrase for me.  I 

continued to feel surprise throughout the year, as the people I interviewed were 

exceedingly open about their attitudes and experiences; my expectation that it would take 

time to “build rapport” turned out to be ill-founded.6  I promised anonymity to those I 

interviewed at the outset of each interview, but most people asserted that, while 

remaining anonymous was fine with them, they didn’t need the cover of a pseudonym.  

“I’m not afraid to say what I think,” was a common refrain.  As isolating as my fieldwork 

was at times, the openness I encountered in interviews and conversations was just as 

remarkable.

Locating a Research Site

As noted already, the research was conducted in the city borough just north of the city 

center, called Amsterdam North.  The institution with which I was affiliated, the 

Amsterdam School for Social Research of the University of Amsterdam, had helped me 

find housing in the Old West section of Amsterdam; given the long-standing housing 

crunch, I was lucky to find a reasonable rent.  The areas closest to my apartment, 

however, were less than ideal for my research plan, which relied on studying Dutch youth

from a variety of backgrounds, both in terms of ethnicity and class.  My residence was, 

instead, near both the center city (unusually cosmopolitan, wealthier, and heavily 

populated by international residents and tourists), and on the border of Amsterdam West 

(unusually disadvantaged, heavily populated by ethnic minorities).  After consulting with 

6 Other anthropologists who have worked in the Netherlands confirmed to me that such openness is not 
unusual, and allayed my fear that I was being naïve, that perhaps people were being more guarded with me 
than I could perceive. 
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local academics and the newspaper archives, I decided to conduct the research in 

Amsterdam North, which had a population more diverse in terms of class and ethnicity, 

and which had had recently publicized problems with youth.

This meant, however, that I did not live in the city borough where I had decided to 

do my research.  Instead, I biked about 10 minutes and then took the short ferry ride to 

my research area; while the distance was not great, I am certain that I would have been 

able to observe more had I lived in one of the neighborhoods I ended up studying.  But as 

the research quickly shifted from my original plan—primarily hanging around with 

youths—to primarily studying adults’ opinions about and interventions into youth 

behavior, I was able to redesign my research activities in a way that did not rely on my 

constant presence in the residential neighborhoods.  Within a few weeks into the research 

period, I realized that if I wanted to understand the concerns of many adults about 

hangjongeren, I should spend my time with adults.  While I still spent some time hanging 

around with and observing youth on the street, I focused most of my energy on visiting 

youth centers, attending a wide range of community, organizational and policy meetings, 

and interviewing residents in their homes.

At the beginning of the research, I identified three potential sites in Amsterdam 

North, which, while all working-class neighborhoods, were each very different from the 

other.7  Over the first few months, I observed and interviewed youths and adults in all 

three neighborhoods.  In the Bloemenbuurt, I met mostly White boys and girls, young 

men and women, ranging from 15-20 years old, who hung around in a large group, 

7 I use “working class” here loosely to indicate an intersection of a number of factors: residents tend to have 
lower than average income levels, vocational-level educations, and a higher reliance on social welfare 
subsidies.  This is a tendency, however; families and individuals who had higher incomes and education 
levels also resided in the neighborhoods.  
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sometimes including up to 25 people, by the public pool and the local youth center.  They 

grew up in a tight-knit community, in the same few square blocks where their parents 

were raised.  A short distance south, in the Van der Pekbuurt, I encountered Moroccan 

boys and young men, ages 12-22, who together hung out at the local youth center, played 

soccer outdoors at the nearby school, and, in smaller groups, congregated on a set of 

benches by the public library.  There were also meetings of the “Girls Club” on certain 

afternoons in the local youth center.  In the third neighborhood, IJplein, about a mile 

away, I was introduced to a group of about 10 boys and young men, mostly White and 

aged 18-22, who hung out in the courtyard of their apartment complex, and often played 

soccer against one of the walls of a large covered passageway. 

In the first few weeks of the research period, I found myself lingering over the 

question: which of these neighborhoods was the best example of hangjongeren conflicts?  

The Bloemenbuurt had quite a history of conflicts with hangjongeren in the mid- and 

late-1990s, but most of those youth had grown up and settled down; today’s youth 

reported that few adults complain to them about their behavior, since they tend to hang 

out in sanctioned spaces now.  Even more recently, when some teens were hanging out in 

the entranceways to some of the apartment building, the problem had been addressed by 

physically changing the buildings, by remodeling their fronts, replacing the sheltering, 

recessed entrances with flat-walled exteriors.  Alternately, I wondered whether the Van 

der Pekbuurt area would be a better choice, since there was so much general public 

concern about the behavior of Moroccan youth.  I resisted, however, directing my 

research entirely toward the problem of ethnicity, as White youths are considered 

hangjongeren too.  
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Continuing to visit each neighborhood, its youth center and the organizations that 

worked there, I tried to discern which neighborhood would be best for my research. 

Eventually I realized, a little later than I would like to admit, that I had become hung up 

on an impossible problem: finding the “typical” hangjongeren situation.  Each of the 

neighborhoods had its particular history, demographics, and spatial arrangements.8  I 

realized that each neighborhood had something to teach me, by virtue of its being non-

typical, and not because any one of them could be taken as representative for the 

Netherlands as a whole.  In the end, I did focus on one neighborhood, IJplein, more than 

the others, although I continued to stay in contact with the social workers, youth workers, 

police officers and civic officials responsible for the other two.  I focused on IJplein 

because the conflict between the adults and youths there had endured many months, and 

some of the adult residents of IJplein had instigated a series of community meetings to 

deal with the local hangjongeren.  I was fortunate to be invited to attend these meetings 

when I was, by chance, introduced to a local police officer.  With that entrée to the 

meetings and into this conflict, I was able to encounter, observe and interview an entire 

network of people:  adult residents with complaints, parents of youths, the youths 

themselves, local police officers, social workers, and municipal officials.  As in much 

ethnographic research, I had the luck to stumble onto a fruitful research site by virtue of 

chance meetings and the kindness of strangers.

As I delved deeper into the neighborhood dynamics and the municipal 

interventions into the conflict in IJplein, I was able to put the question of representative-

8 See Chapter Two for more discussion of the research sites.
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ness to rest.  I realized that just as there was no clear category of hangjongeren, and no 

coherent set of adult reactions, nor was there a typical neighborhood.  In every place, 

there were only particular youths and adults, specific neighborhood contexts and 

histories, and, therefore, each conflict was unique.  Although there might be similarities, 

the constellation of these elements would appear different in each situation; in fact, as I 

was soon to learn all too well, even within a particular place, various parties often 

perceive and experience a situation in a vastly different way from one another.  Finding a 

“typical” neighborhood was not the real problem for this study; instead, a great challenge 

was learning how to live with the tangled webs of gossip such conflicts inevitably 

produce, and trying to maintain congenial relationships with people who disdain, even 

despise, each other.  I should make clear at the outset that this study does not seek to 

determine who is to blame or who is the victim, nor does it attempt to get at “what really 

happened” in any given conflict.  Instead, I hope to demonstrate that these rather 

mundane conflicts are like windows, through which we can observe much larger social 

changes that are in the process of unfolding.  

In addition to my work on particular neighborhood conflicts, I also sought to 

understand how the “youth problem” was represented at the social scientific and policy 

level.  The amount of government-sponsored, social scientific research, reports and 

policy papers relevant to my study was simply overwhelming.  Reading the literature on 

hangjongeren, for example, led me to research on the recently developed “youth and 

safety” policy, studies about “at-risk” youth,9 reports on the use and regulation of public 

space, papers on problems of and with ethnic minority youth, theories about “criminal 

9 The Dutch word is “risicojongeren,” which literally translates to “risky youth.”  This word has a level of 
ambivalence, in that youth can be both “at risk” and “the risk,” in the sense of creating a risk for others.  
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careers,” and arguments about the relationship between social marginalization and 

potential criminal behavior.  An enormous research apparatus developed during the 

expansion of the social welfare state, and a great deal of research is paid for, through one 

funding stream or another, by the government.  Universities are supported by government 

funding, and governmental ministries and their committees put prominent scholars to 

work on the problems they identify, conducting research and producing reports on 

particular issues.  Also funded by the government are national research institutions, such 

as the Central Bureau for Statistics (CBS), and the Social and Cultural Planning Office 

(SCP).  In addition, there are independent research organizations, such as the Dutch 

Institute for Care and Welfare (NIZW) and the Dutch Institute for Public Opinion and 

Market Research (TNS NIPO); these are sometimes commissioned to carry out studies 

for government bodies and government-funded organizations.  

Research has grown into a kind of industry, developing logically out of the 

availability of government funds for such projects.  In many ways, the government’s 

ability to commission research to make recommendations for policy is quite beneficial:  

policy makers are able to easily marshal resources to tackle the problems they identify.  

However, whoever is in charge of a policy area has a great deal of power to define what 

constitutes a problem, without leaving much room for debate.  At times, the path that 

researchers take tends to resemble that of a school of fish: all moving in this direction, 

then shifting together, into a different current.  It can be difficult, in this context, to find 

scholars who are doing research outside of government-sponsored parameters, without 
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practical policy ends, and against the grain of current political discourses and concerns.10

While it is beyond the scope of this study to fully analyze the different strains and the 

many tangential areas of policy and research that address the “hangjongeren problem,” I 

do provide an overview of the major changes in youth policy in Chapter Four, and 

discuss the intersection of research that adopts a culturally fundamentalist perspective 

with other contemporary ethnic politics in Chapter Six.

Seeing Myself through other People’s Eyes

My idealized image of fieldwork was repeatedly challenged, as well, by the complexity 

of language politics.  I had assumed that all good anthropologists would, whenever 

possible, try to become fluent in the language of the people they were studying, so I 

learned Dutch, taking two semesters’ worth of classes at Columbia University, and 

participating in intensive courses in the Netherlands during the summers of 2000 and 

2001.  My skills were never close to perfect; I used awkward phraseology, stumbled over 

the lack of a future tense, and my accent was distinctly American.  Fortunately for me, 

that accent is considered to be charming by many (unlike Arabic, Turkish, and Berber 

accents, which are sometimes ridiculed).  In almost every single introductory 

conversation I had, the person would remark on my Dutch, and how clever I was to have 

learned it.  And then, time and time again, if the person to whom I was speaking was 

White, he or she would say, sometimes disgustedly, something to the effect of: “There 

are people here who have lived here 20 years, and who still don’t know the language.”  

10 This problem was noted by J.E. Ellemers, a Dutch sociologist, more than two decades ago: “If this 
intermeshing of universities and governments continues . . . one wonders where a continuous stream of 
criticism, new ideas, and enduring public discussions, at least in the universities, will come from” (1981, 
132).
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Such condemnations were issued most frequently about ethnic minorities, but Americans 

and other immigrants were sometimes characterized in similar terms.

I never learned how to accept this compliment without being complicit in the 

prejudice underlying it.  I tried to explain that I had access to good schools, intensive 

language courses, and that I had a strong reason for wanting to learn the language that 

others may not have.  But my attempts at explanation fell short; I became “proof” that 

Dutch could be learned quickly, I was justification for their prejudice.  This is, in part, a 

methodological issue: I was dependent on the good will of those whom I encountered, 

and it would have been too awkward to fully reject their compliment or to sternly correct 

them.  Even though my experience of living in New York City has convinced me that 

many immigrants do not necessarily need to learn the dominant language of the country 

in which they live, to suggest as much in the Netherlands was quite controversial.11  The 

need for (some) immigrants to learn Dutch is nearly incontestable common wisdom; 

many other English speaking immigrants never learn Dutch, but that seems to cause less 

consternation.  My speaking Dutch, for many of those with whom I spoke, worked to 

automatically enter me into the “us” category in the conflict between “us” (White, 

Western) and “them” (non-White, non-Western).  I had imagined that my speaking Dutch 

would be an unadulterated good, a boon in my research efforts, allowing me to connect 

with people and communicate.  In fact, it did appear to help me in the estimation of some 

people, and probably affected their willingness to confide in me.  But as the months wore 

on, I noticed that I started to downplay my language skills, and even feel embarrassed at 

11 The politics of language and the subject of integration policy is taken up in Chapter Six in greater depth.
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times, as I came to deeply understand how little control I had over how people interpreted 

those skills, within their way of seeing the world.  

Some people also thought that my research would wind up helping solve their 

problems with local youth, or at least give insight into these problems, thus sparing other 

people in the future what they were experiencing.  I tried to explain that my research was 

not going to be directed toward making policy recommendations, but they still 

encouraged me to make sure the local policy makers and municipal officials received a 

copy of my study, once it was completed.  I recognized that I had begun the research with 

an initial bias in favor of “the youth,” for I tend to think that youth in the United States 

and in the Netherlands, and, I suspect, in many other places, are subjected to excessive 

scrutiny and surveillance.  Mary Douglas’ insight that “dirt is simply matter out of place” 

(2001) has deeply affected my anthropological vision, and supported my tendency to 

investigate how “problems” are social constructs, even as they also have social 

consequences.  When I looked about, on my many walks and bike rides through 

Amsterdam North, the streets looked quiet to me, and the kids seemed pretty well 

behaved; I truly didn’t see what the fuss was about.  But, when I told people that I wanted 

to study the problems with the youth in the neighborhood, the hangjongeren, many 

immediately assumed that I, too, condemned the youths’ behavior.  Even though I 

explained that I would also be talking to the youths and their parents, to get their 

perspective, some still assumed that I would, in the end, come to see the “reality” of the 

problem.  In their view, any rational person would have to conclude that the youth were 

in the wrong, and I was not able to steer them clear of that expectation.  I did come to 

fully realize that some youth cause serious disturbances, act aggressively, and try to 
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intimidate adults, but I continue to believe that these acts, and what they come to 

symbolize to adults, cannot be separated from the context in which they take place.  The 

problem with categories like “hangjongeren” is that they separate people from the 

specific circumstances in which they exist, and allow for their objectification and 

criminalization.  Of course, such categories are essential for government, as Michel 

Foucault showed (2003), for they allow officials, parents, police, and neighbors to take 

action upon, to intervene in, groups and populations, through surveillance, research, 

disciplining, policing, and, in the case of youth gone bad, the “harde kern” or hard core, 

even “re-socializing” in work-detention facilities.

As a White person, as a social scientist, many never doubted that I would agree 

with them in their language politics or their interpretation of local conflicts; in fact, it 

sometimes became difficult to get some people to understand particular questions I was 

trying to ask.  Seeing the extensive attention paid to Moroccan youth behavior, I 

wondered about the practice of racial profiling among the police.  I had heard, 

anecdotally, about one White senior police officer who lies in wait in an unmarked car for 

the youth center to close at night.  When the boys, predominantly Moroccan, make their 

way home, he swoops in at the first sign of rowdy behavior, catching, for example, boys 

walking on the bumpers of cars parked along the road.  In interviews, I suggested that this 

youth behavior was not so unusual; many young people can be playful, rambunctious and 

even irresponsible with other people’s property.  Even adults, one could certainly argue, 

can be irresponsible with other people’s property.  But when I expressed doubt about the 

seriousness of this kind of infraction, and suggested that many of the boys had had 

contact with the police partly because some police officers watched them like hawks, my 
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skepticism was brushed aside.  I simply didn’t understand, I was told.  We’ve been 

dealing with this problem (meaning Moroccan youth) for years, they said.  You’ll see, 

they assured me, if you stay here long enough.  My questions fell on deaf ears; it was as 

if they couldn’t be asked, as if they couldn’t be heard.  In the minds of so many, the truth 

of the situation was apparent enough, and, I, as a scholar, was charged with simply 

reporting the facts.

Of course, facts appear differently under different lights, from different 

perspectives.  What seems unquestionable to the elderly widow, peering from her upstairs 

window—that the neighbor boys are undisciplined, rude, and always doing drugs—

appears to be the truth, from her perspective.  That the boys she watches say that she 

spies on them because she is paranoid and has nothing else to do is no less truthful, from 

their viewpoint.  My task was not to untangle conflicting stories in order to discern the 

truth, or get enmeshed in the “he said-she said” gossip game, but rather to document how 

small interactions could be differently interpreted by the various parties, and how they 

could escalate into quite significant conflicts.  My protestations to Mrs. X or Mr. Y about 

the limited value of my work in solving their particular problem fell on deaf ears, just as 

did my “naïve” questions about racial profiling.

The experience of fieldwork was more surprising than I could have imagined; I 

had expected, of course, to be challenged and startled, but rarely in the ways that I was.  

My expectations and my surprise revealed that, even though I began my training in 

anthropology in 1990, during the critical turn regarding writing ethnography, and even 

though I thought I had torn down my internal stereotypes of what “real ethnography” is, I 

still held onto an idealized image of fieldwork.  I expected to form close relationships 
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with my informants, spending hours talking, sharing ideas and stories.  I expected, after 

some initial hardships, to fall in love with my field site, and to hold, eternally, a warm 

place for it in my heart.  I expected my relationships with my informants to become more 

mutual, they wanting to know about me, about life in the U.S., and about my opinions 

and thoughts about their country.  Perhaps these were silly expectations, given that I was 

living in a large cosmopolitan city in a northwestern European country, where my 

presence was not particularly interesting to most, and where keeping to oneself is 

generally a virtue.  

A friend of mine suggested to me that because I was seen primarily as a 

researcher, it would never have occurred to those I interviewed that I would enjoy 

speaking with them or socializing in more casual situations.  In any case, the fieldwork 

was far more transactional than I ever imagined.  Or perhaps charitable is a better word.  

The fact that so many people gave me their time and their honest opinions, with little to 

no return for them, speaks a great deal about Dutch hospitality and admiration for 

scholarship.  There was no meta-frame of relationship around our interactions; there was 

no cushion of sociality.  People did not give me interviews because we became friends, or 

because they felt social pressure to do so.  I was there to get information, and they agreed 

to provide it to me.  The fact that they gave me their time so freely made it difficult, in 

places, to write about the racism that I encountered, to disagree with some people’s 

perceptions of their neighbors, to counter individuals’ narratives about local conflicts.  I 

felt, and continue to feel, extremely conscious of the fact that some of those who assisted 

me want to read this study, that they expect it to be helpful to them, and that they gave 
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me their time without question.  This is the obligation of “the gift,” as Marcel Mauss so 

skillfully showed us:  I am bound to reciprocate.

I try in this study to do just that, to the best of my ability, to represent the different 

points of view present in the local conflicts, and to demonstrate why people respond the 

way they do to the specter of hangjongeren—even though I personally see the youth 

behavior as largely harmless.  What is not harmless, however, is the way in which youths 

and adults, and in particular Moroccan youths and White adults, are becoming more and 

more polarized.  This kind of polarization, as well, is being writ large in Dutch society—

and stimulated by extremism in the political realm—and has been manifested in the 

firebombing of Islamic schools, mosques, and churches in the weeks following the 

murder of filmmaker Theo van Gogh, in November of  2004, by a young Moroccan 

man.12  In the wake of the murder, politicians called for adherence to Dutch “norms and 

values” and anonymous bloggers worried about Islam “taking over” the Netherlands, 

fearful that their daughters will be forced to wear headscarves.  I also see growing 

political extremism in other developments: calls for more re-socialization schools and 

work camps for youthful (often ethnic minority) criminals; proposals to create a peaceful, 

hangjongeren-free, senior citizens-only town; and plans by the Minister of Education to 

institutionalize courses on Dutch identity in the schools.  These changes and movements 

make clear that Dutchness—as a social identity and as a way of life—is felt by many to 

be vulnerable, to be under attack.  Youth are often fearfully described as “on the wrong 

track”; this study posits that the fear about youth is representative of a larger fear about 

12 Van Gogh was a well known filmmaker, columnist, talking head and iconoclast.  He frequently made 
extremely provocative, discriminatory remarks, such as calling Moroccan “goat fuckers” (geitenneukers).  
In Chapters Two and Six, I discuss in greater depth his influence and the circumstances of his death.
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society, as a whole, being “on the wrong track,” a fear that is often voiced with the claim 

that the Netherlands has suffered from the past decades of “too much tolerance.”  I hope 

to show, in the end, that this discourse about “too much tolerance” is more complex than 

it first appears, variously serving—depending on the speaker—not only as a criticism of 

social policy, but as an indictment of individualization, a desire for clear limits and self-

discipline, and a longing for more interaction among neighbors.13  The task, in the 

following chapters, is to try to show how these large social questions and anxieties come 

to be reflected, intertwined, and exemplified in everyday, mundane interactions, such as 

the ways in which people try to deal with hang-around youth.  

The Organization of the Dissertation

Following this introduction, Chapter Two provides an overview of some aspects of the 

Netherlands that are perhaps less well known.  I discuss the general value placed on 

“acting normal,” or not standing out; the history of pillarization, or the separation of 

society into religious and ideological groups; and the large-scale changes to Dutch 

society since the 1960s.  I review some of the more important demographic changes, 

specifically in terms of the recent waves of immigration and the continuing “aging” of the 

population.  I then discuss the Amsterdam North in greater depth, situating the researched 

neighborhoods within the larger context of a changing Netherlands. 

Chapters Three and Four examine “the youth problem” more closely, specifically 

in relation to the idea of “hang-around youth” and to the historical development of youth 

policy.  Beginning with a discussion of some of the literature on the cultural construction 

13 Similarly, in academia, the value of “tolerance” has come to be an item for debate; the collection of 
essays in De Lege Tolerantie: Over vrijheid en vrijblijvenheid in Nederland (The Empty Tolerance: 
Concerning freedom and permissiveness in the Netherlands) displays the range of scholarly positions on 
this matter (Hooven 2001).
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of youth as a difficult group, Chapter Three takes up the question of language, and 

questions the way in which the category of “hangjongeren” is employed.  The concept of 

“overlast,” or excessive nuisance, is also introduced; I show how this word plays an 

important role in the articulation of adults’ complaints about youth.  In particular, the use 

of overlast suggests that the problem of youth today is a problem of adult suffering, a 

sense that one has been harmed and that one is unable to resolve the situation alone.  

After presenting a brief history of “hanging around” as an activity throughout much of 

Dutch history, I analyze some of the recent news reporting on youth in the Netherlands in 

which the topic of youth hanging around is presented as if it were a new problem, without 

historical precedent.  In particular, I examine one news story from 2003 about the “train 

terrorists,” or youth who were misbehaving on the public trains, as an example of 

sensationalistic reporting that does little to clarify the actual incidents being reported.

Whereas Chapter Three looks at the use of the term hangjongeren, Chapter Four 

is dedicated to a broader examination of official youth policy in general.  This chapter 

traces the emergence of four present-day themes in youth policy: a focus on “prevention,” 

a concern with “at-risk” youth, a movement to collect and share information about 

youthful individuals and groups, and an effort to make public space “safe.”  This section 

provides a brief overview of the last 100 years of youth policy, with an eye to showing 

how the definition of “the problem” to be solved changed over time.  After an overview 

of some of the theories that had a strong influence on youth policy in the 1990s, I turn to 

an examination of how youth work has changed in recent years.  I discuss two of the 

newer projects currently in operation in Amsterdam North, “At Home on the Street” and 

“Safe Meeting Places,” and argue that these projects show that youth work has become 
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focused on alleviating adults’ complaints about overlast, and that adults expect the social 

welfare state to ensure their freedom to live without disturbance.  These projects also 

demonstrate a general lack of interaction between neighborhood adults and neighborhood 

youth; instead, professionals are hired to play with and build relationships with youth.  

Many of the youth policy changes undertaken since 1990 are related to a growing 

discourse about “feelings of being unsafe,” or “onveiligheidsgevoelens,” particularly in 

connection with the presence of young people in public spaces.  Chapter Five focuses on 

the emergence of this discourse, the practice of measuring these feelings, and the crime 

statistics thought to be related to such feelings.  I discuss some of the recent social 

scientific arguments about fearfulness, particularly in the context of a more general 

economic insecurity in late-industrial society.  In this chapter, I examine recent work on 

the social act of talking about crime, which together show that talk about “feeling unsafe” 

is an indication not only of larger insecurities but of a kind of popular wisdom about what 

“most other people” think and fear, which shows that talk about feeling unsafe does not 

necessarily relate to actually feeling unsafe.  The presence of youth in public space may 

have little relation to actual crime statistics, but fear of such youth does make manifest 

larger anxieties about the state of society, in terms of increased anonymity, heightened 

class division, and growing ethnic difference.  While current fears about terrorism clearly 

affect feelings of insecurity, I suggest that the discourse of onveiligheidsgevoelens—

generally focused on the presence of young people and physical disorder rather than 

terrorism—is a way of talking about the limits of the social welfare state’s ability to 

ensure the livability of public spaces.  The discursive development of 

onveiligheidsgevoelens is then placed within the context of Amsterdam North; I argue 
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that many of those who feel unsafe are those adults who are least connected to others in 

the neighborhood, and those who hold high expectations of the social welfare state to 

regulate public spaces, whereas those who are parents or who regularly interact with 

youth do not report such feelings.

This dissertation would not be complete without providing some analysis of the 

current politicization of ethnic difference, the role of Pim Fortuyn and the criticism of 

Islam, and a discussion of how these together affect the overall perception of the problem 

of youth.  While most of my research focused on White adults and White youth, a 

dominant public and political concern during my time in the Netherlands centered on the 

behavior of ethnic minority youth.  Chapter Six examines the widespread concerns about 

ethnic minority youth in relation to political discourses about the failure of 

“multiculturalist” politics and the need for ethnic minorities to be “integrated.”  I argue 

that this development must be seen as a political project that capitalizes on long-standing 

cultural chauvinism, which has made it more acceptable to publicly voice racist 

sentiments.  Importantly, many conservative groups position themselves against “political 

correctness” and valorize “naming the problem”; rarely, however, is widespread 

discrimination or political grandstanding “named” as part of the problem.  At the 

neighborhood level, most people expressed much more nuanced ideas about ethnic 

difference and the degree to which ethnic minorities should conform to Dutch culture.  

The discrepancy between official rhetoric about integration and the attitudes at the 

neighborhood level suggests that ethnic difference is another location where criticisms 

with and disappointments in the social welfare state are voiced.    
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In Chapter Seven, I engage with another relatively recent discourse, that of 

“norms and values.”  In this section, I examine the way in which Premier Jan Peter 

Balkenende has employed this discourse to argue that ethnic minorities need to integrate 

and adjust to the fundamental values of Dutch society.  The themes of this discourse are 

refracted in neighborhood-level talk about the loss of social cohesion in society, the rise 

of individualization and anonymity, and current efforts to establish boundaries about

what is permissible.  Problems with youth are spoken about in terms such as “aanpassen” 

(adjust or fit in) and “aanspreken” (speak to someone, admonish), which resonate with—

but are distinct from—the political rhetoric of norms and values.  This framework does 

allow, however, for both youth and ethnic minorities to be characterized as insufficiently 

socialized.  In response, behavior rules are established, as seen in two projects examined 

here:  the “Golden Rules” of Gouda and the Respect Project of Amsterdam North.  I posit 

that such rules demonstrate adults’ desire to have public places be orderly and regulated, 

and their desire to have someone else oversee such efforts, most preferably the youths 

themselves.  

The preceding chapters can, in a way, be seen as providing multiple levels of 

context for Chapter Eight.  In this chapter, I examine in detail one particular conflict 

between some adults and youths in one neighborhood, “Smith Street,” in Amsterdam 

North.  In this neighborhood, conflict over “hanging around” escalated to the point that 

some of the youth were picked up by the police in a paddy wagon, taken to the station, 

and given fines; the adult around whom the conflict centered was harassed and her 

property damaged, in apparent retaliation for complaining.  Adult residents entreated the 

municipality to intervene, and organized a series of neighborhood meetings.  These 
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meetings were moderated by civil servants, and eventually led to the creation of a set of 

behavior rules, leefregels, or “rules for living,” for the youth.  The rules were printed on a 

large plaque and hung up next to the youths’ hang-out spot; after being slightly defaced, 

they were removed, repaired, hung up again, and then stolen that same night.  This 

chapter presents the range of perspectives expressed over this matter by youth, adults, 

parents, youth workers, social workers, civil servants and police officers.  I argue that the 

attempt of a few residents to enlist the help of the social welfare state in resolving the 

problem, and the sustained and ultimately unsuccessful efforts of those authorities, 

exemplifies how such situations can lead to deep frustration with the state among some 

adults.  In addition, this example shows that the process worked to exclude or implicitly 

criticize other residents, including, most pointedly, the parents of the youth.  Creating 

these rules attempted to paper over existing conflicts over what kinds of behavior were 

desirable in that neighborhood, and how complaints should be handled.  Solving the 

problem through community meetings did not “bring everyone together” as was claimed; 

rather, the meetings created more division in an already fragmented environment.

In the final chapter, I attempt to bring together the multiple threads from the 

preceding chapters to argue that, in addition to the many layers of context that inflect the 

hangjongeren problematic, three developments in Dutch society since 1960 best account 

for the deep frustration felt by some adults.  These adult-youth conflicts could be seen as 

an expression of a reaction against the liberalism of the 1960s, I believe that even more 

complicated dynamics are at work.  I suggest, instead, that a particular constellation of 

ideas about individualization and personal freedoms, the support and the role of the state 

in social life, and an idealized residential environment work together to shape these 
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adults’ reactions to youth hanging around in public spaces.  While I did not set out to 

study notions of selfhood or people’s relationship to the state—and asked no direct 

questions about individualization or the state—these themes became increasingly clearer 

as I worked to understand these many layers of context and meaning.  A pattern emerged 

about some adults’ reluctance to interact with others in the public realm; they wish to be 

free to pursue their own interests, without having anyone interfere, without being forced 

to engage.  They claim a right to a peaceful and ordered neighborhood, and experience 

these youth as an imposition on their personal freedom.  This pattern intersects with a 

reconfiguration of authority through individualization, where neither church, state, 

teacher nor parent is to be obeyed without question.  Within this context, it is clear that 

youth have not simply developed, sui generis, their wish to be left alone; their sometimes 

aggressive response to those who would tell them what to do has not originated solely 

within some youth psychological, biological or developmental phase, or ethnic 

subculture.  The freedom to live as one chooses is a dominant, mainstream principle in 

Dutch society, as are the values of challenging authority and developing one’s own self 

(zelfontplooing).  If anything, youth have subscribed to their elders’ values only too 

well.  Compounding these developments is the expectation that the social welfare state 

should be able to create order and respond to the needs of its citizens; today, civil 

servants are employed to solve interpersonal conflicts, to manage neighborhoods, to play 

games with children.  In its efforts to create the conditions for full personal realization, 

the state has come to insert itself in almost every aspect of the lives of its citizens, and 

those citizens are profoundly disappointed by the limitations of the state to meet its 

promise.   
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Chapter Two – Confronting Stereotypes: 

The Netherlands in perspective 

Confronting Stereotypes

When I mention to people in the United States that I do research in the Netherlands, they 

almost invariably respond with comments about tulips and windmills, or marijuana and 

prostitution.  These comments reflect enduring stereotypes about the Netherlands:  that 

the countryside is a patchwork of well-ordered farming spaces, that most people are tulip 

growers or cheese makers or clog wearers, that there are canals everywhere, that Dutch 

people are exceptionally tolerant, or progressive.  In most cases, there is a sense of 

wonderment and envy when people learn that my research is based in the Netherlands, 

although occasionally people express consternation about Dutch drug and prostitution 

policies.  Often, I find myself responding to all these different stereotypes by trying to 

create countervailing images, by trying to balance out common misunderstandings.  I tell 

people that the Netherlands is actually quite densely populated, that most people live in 

cities and towns, that even in villages, most people live near their neighbors.  I explain 

that most parents discourage their children from using drugs, that “drug tourists” are 

often ridiculed, and that visiting sex workers—or being one—is generally just as frowned 

upon as it is in the U.S.   

In the same way, when I tell people that my work was based in Amsterdam, 

people often respond by talking about canals, and Anne Frank, and pretty tilted houses, 

and the Van Gogh museum.  I begin my reply: “Well, yes, Amsterdam is very beautiful.  

But I did my research in a different part of the city, away from the center. . .”  Often I 

leave these conversations frustrated, because merely contesting stereotypes does not 
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actually tell people very much about what is really interesting about the Netherlands in 

general or my research site in particular.  More remarkable, perhaps, is the reaction I 

commonly get when I tell someone that I’m studying adults’ irritation with and fear of 

teenagers who hang around in public spaces.  Surprised, many people respond, “But I 

thought the Dutch were so tolerant!”  And again, I find myself in that balancing posture: 

“Well, yes, there is a history of tolerance in the Netherlands, but . . .”  

The line between simply repeating stereotypes and describing cultural patterns is 

a tricky one to negotiate.  I would argue that the difference between the two is that the 

stereotype has the function of actually limiting our understanding, while good

descriptions of cultural patterns have the potential to illuminate worldviews and 

behaviors.  For example, the stereotype “Americans are obsessed with cars,” does not tell 

us much about what different sorts of Americans think about cars, why they think those 

things, and how they behave in relation to cars.  There may be a kernel of truth in some 

stereotypes, but they are not very useful in engendering understanding.  This chapter 

attempts to provide a brief introduction to some of the aspects of Dutch society that fall 

outside of the frame of common stereotypes.  I attempt here to also provide an historical 

context, so that present-day anxieties about hang-around youth and about the future of the 

Netherlands can be read in relation to the changes of the last decades.  

Consensus and Conformity:  “Just act normal!”

Many Americans imagine the Netherlands—and Amsterdam in particular—to be a rather 

wild place, an image certainly not disputed by Dutch tourism campaigns.  One can openly 

buy and smoke marijuana and hashish, and visit a “Red Light” district where sex workers 

publicly solicit customers, standing in their little rooms, behind glass windows.  The 
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possibilities for engaging in these activities, however, do not necessarily translate into an 

“anything goes” atmosphere.  In my first visit to Amsterdam, in fact, I was struck by how 

calm and “normal” the city was.  I suppose I had näively expected a kind of Mardi Gras

celebration in the streets, and was surprised to see that most people just kept to 

themselves and quietly went about their business.  The only people who were really 

noticeable were some of the tourists, as they whooped and hollered, drunken and stoned, 

along the canals.  

As I have come to know the Netherlands better, I have learned that there is a 

certain amount of social pressure against “standing out.”  This attitude is reflected in a 

number of sayings:  “Just act normal, that’s already crazy enough!” (Doe maar normaal, 

dan doe je gek genoeg!); “Tall trees catch the most wind” (Hoge bomen vangen veel 

wind); “Don’t stick your head out above the ground (otherwise you will lose it to the 

thresher)” (Je moet je kop niet boven de maaiveld uitsteken).  The pressure here is toward 

egalitarianism; generally speaking, one should not expect or desire special treatment, 

behave flamboyantly or outrageously, or act superior to others.  Until very recently, many 

politicians rode their bikes or drove themselves to work, even to national government 

buildings; to have a driver or bodyguard was seen as “putting on airs.”14  An anecdote 

told to me by an acquaintance is illustrative: new to the Netherlands from the U.S., he 

was teaching a class of undergraduates, and one day was handing back graded papers.  As 

he handed an outstanding paper to one student, he commented aloud, “This was an 

excellent paper.  Nice work.” Later that day the student came to his office, and asked 

him, a bit angrily, to never recognize her publicly like that again, for after class she had 

14 Of course, this can be seen as “putting on” a different kind of “air,” as an assertion that such politicians—
typically from elite backgrounds—are “just regular people.”
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been mercilessly teased by her peers, who insinuated that she was trying to be better than 

them.  This egalitarian posture may be interpreted, at least in part, in relation to a well-

developed pattern of muting or avoiding conflict.

The “Polder Model”

The social value placed on conflict-free relations intersects with a broader political 

practice of consensus building and compromise.  This political culture is commonly 

traced back hundreds of years to the decentralized character of the Dutch republic 

(approximately 1580-1800), where representative bodies existed at the level of the city, 

the province and the republic, as well as to the extensive cooperation exerted in draining 

lakes and sea water to create useable land (called polders). 15  Domestic political conflicts 

have tended to be solved through compromise and committees, rather than through force 

or power struggles.  The Dutch have prided themselves on this political tradition, often 

referred to as the “poldermodel,” in which interested parties come together and jointly 

work out solutions to benefit the collective.  In national elections, for example, the three 

or four parties with the highest percentages of votes come together and negotiate at 

length, sometimes over months, to create a compromise agenda for the governing 

coalition.  Tellingly, in approaching the economic recession of the mid-1980s, this model 

was employed in negotiating compromises between unions, business owners, and 

government, with the idea that neither strikes nor layoffs were in the best interest of the 

collective.  The extent to which such compromises actually represent consensus or 

conformity to existing power structures is an interesting question. 

15 See, for example, Shetter (1997).  For an in-depth examination of the historical development of the Dutch 
Republic, see Israel (1995).
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Addressing conflicts in the Netherlands often involves recourse to the “overleg,” 

or discussion-meeting, in which participants gather around the table and seek out 

compromises and solutions.  This practice was easily observable throughout my research, 

as adults, youths and municipal officials frequently met together to talk about youth 

behavior, as did police officers, social workers and policy makers, as well, in a variety of 

group formations.  Of course, as shall become evident in Chapter Eight, simply meeting 

to discuss a problem is not equivalent to reaching actual consensus.  In fact, as the 

example of the Smith Street meetings suggests, the overleg may work to create the 

appearance of consensus when none actually exists.16   Many adults and civic officials 

evinced a strong belief in the possibility of “being in conversation,” claiming that “as 

long as we keep talking to each other, it will turn out OK.”  The overleg, however, is a 

socially structured event, and, as such, is not a truly mutual conversation; authorities or 

self-appointed leaders direct the flow of the discussion, and, at least in the Smith Street 

example, not all voices are equally weighted, and emotional outbursts and strongly 

critical remarks are discouraged.

From Egalitarianism to Extremism:  Fortuyn, Van Gogh and Hirsi Ali

I take the time here to describe these cultural patterns of (apparent) consensus forging and 

egalitarianism because the political sphere has undergone some seismic changes of late.  

In the last few years, there has been a surge in extremism in the public political realm, 

perhaps best exemplified by the late Pim Fortuyn’s xenophobic populism, the late Theo 

16 See also, for another example, Becker (2000), in which he argues that the culture of “consensualism” 
does not mean actually achieving consensus; it is rather a social “ritual” of participation and conversation 
that is a “mechanism of sustaining hegemony.”  He writes: “Participants have to argue carefully, not to take 
a clear cut point of view.  Not adhering to these rules and being distinctively critical means to disturb the 
atmosphere of consensualism and results in excommunication . . . The most suitable way to adjust to these 
conditions is to conform to the dominant opinion. . . .” (Becker 2000, 26-7).
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van Gogh’s incendiary comments against ethnic minorities, and Ayaan Hirsi Ali’s 

campaign against Islam.  I have found the popularity of these figures difficult to interpret 

against the general appreciation for “not standing out,” egalitarianism and consensus.  For 

example, Fortuyn was spectacularly flamboyant in his lifestyle and in flouting his 

homosexuality—having a butler, dressing extravagantly, and talking about his sexual life 

on prime time television—all of which would seem to transgress the value of “just acting 

normal.”  He established his own political party, named the “Pim Fortuyn Party,” after 

being forced to leave the “Livable Netherlands Party” (Leefbaar Nederland).  Calling 

Islam “backwards,” and arguing that intolerance cannot be permitted in a tolerant land 

(and employing his homosexuality as a badge of his understanding of tolerance), Fortuyn 

gave voice and momentum to anti-immigrant and anti-Muslim sentiment already present 

in the Netherlands.  Saying that the Netherlands was “full,” Fortuyn also proposed to 

radically limit immigration, and was compared to Austria’s Jörg Haider by some on the 

Dutch Left.17  Shortly before the May 2002 election, Fortuyn was assassinated by a White 

Dutch man who was a member of a radical animal rights group; the murderer has said 

that he believed Fortuyn to be a grave danger to the country.  The third-ever assassination 

of a prominent political figure in Dutch history, Fortuyn’s death was preceded only by 

that of Willem van Oranje in 1584 and Johan de Witt in 1672.

Fortuyn’s life and death have been a significant factor in changing the political 

landscape of the Netherlands, and his impact continues to be felt in other, more recent 

events.  In November, 2004, the filmmaker and iconoclast Theo van Gogh, distant

17 Haider’s anti-immigrant and anti-EU positions led him to be characterized by many as a populist and 
extreme-right politician;  the rise of his Freedom Party was seen as a troubling development by many 
across Europe, and as linked to the rise of the extreme right in France (Le Pen’s Front National) and 
Belgium (Dewinter’s Vlaamse Blok).
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relative to Vincent van Gogh, was murdered in the street by a 26 year old Dutch citizen 

of Moroccan descent, who left a note on the body explaining that his act was committed 

in the name of Islam.  Van Gogh had not been one for making subtle criticisms; publicly 

calling Muslims “goat fuckers” (geitenneukers), claiming that a female Jewish historian 

had “wet dreams about Dr. Mengele,” and saying that looked forward to “pissing on the 

grave” of a Green-Left (GroenLinks) leader, Van Gogh had drawn the ire of many.  More 

recently, he had teamed up with the controversial Liberal Party (VVD) politician and 

former Somali refugee, Ayaan Hirsi Ali, to direct her provocative movie, “Submission.”  

Linking domestic abuse to the Koran, the film shows a naked woman, wearing a semi-

transparent veil, speaking in English about her husband and abuser.18  In later images, an 

unclothed female back is shown with Koranic verses written in black paint on it, and 

what appear to be whiplashes.

This film drew wide condemnation from Muslim groups, and was seen as a 

precipitating event in Theo van Gogh’s murder.  Hirsi Ali was the more desired target, 

according to the assassin’s note, written in Dutch verse and street slang, but she was too 

heavily protected by bodyguards.  Hirsi Ali has long been criticized by Muslim groups 

for her condemnation of Islam, and her call to restrict immigration from Muslim 

countries; at the same time, she has been treated as an icon by some feminists and by 

members of the Liberal party.  Similarly, since his death, Van Gogh has been lionized as 

a “martyr for free speech”; a public memorial and demonstration was held on Dam 

Square, during which people banged on pots and pans—making noise to protest the 

“silencing” of Van Gogh.

18 The ten minute film is available for download at http://www.ifilm.com.  



42

Political rhetoric over immigrants, Islam, and the future of “Dutchness” is shrill. 

In the name of free speech, it appears to be becoming more acceptable to make 

polarizing, outrageous, even racist statements.  For example, in response to the murder of 

Van Gogh, one politician publicly called on the King of Morocco to “stop exporting 

murderers,” even though Van Gogh’s killer was born and raised in the Netherlands.  

Charismatic figures taking controversial positions have become heroes to many; today, 

one tends to hear less about compromise or equality, and more about “setting limits” and 

the need for “norms and values.”  As I will try to show, however, there is quite a bit of 

distance between public political rhetoric and neighborhood-level attitudes about ethnic 

difference; talk about “setting limits” and “too much tolerance” should be seen, at least in 

part, as reflecting a deep dissatisfaction with the limits of the social welfare state, rather 

than as simply as racist or nationalist sentiment.  At the same time, recent events resonate 

beyond their specificity into all sorts of other issues, including discussions about the 

hangjongeren problem.  Extremism in the larger political sphere is reflected in more 

extreme approaches and responses to hangjongeren:  housing developers have brought 

forward plans to create a whole city only for elderly people; the Amsterdam mayor has 

cleared the way to allow police to issue temporary prohibitions to stop individual youths 

from hanging around on specific streets; and the news media have seized on stories about 

teenage “train terrorists” and youths who have  “forced out” residents from their 

neighborhood.  Hanging around, once seen as a rather normal behavior for most young 

people, is now indicative of potential societal pathology.
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Pillarization:  A History of Separateness

One of the more interesting, and less widely known, aspects of Dutch society is its 

history of “pillarization” (verzuiling), a socio-political arrangement that emerged in the 

late 1800s and lasted until the late 1960s.  The term refers to the so-called vertical 

organization of society into discrete, separate pillars, or columns (zuilen): Protestant, 

Catholic, Socialist and Liberal.  The notion of “pillars” suggests that people were not 

divided into economic classes; instead, people from all social and economic statuses were 

together members of one or another ideological pillar, which were together strong enough 

to hold up the “roof” of Dutch society; this discursive move is belied by the fact that most 

of the Socialist pillar was working class.  

This form of socio-political organization emerged in part in response to political 

crises of the 19th century, which came to a head in the late 1800s over the issue of the 

educational system.19  The Dutch Kingdom, established in 1815, was based in part on 

building a public church, the Protestant (Hervormde, or Reformed) Church, and a public 

educational system.  This project became fractured in the theological debates of the 1860s 

between the liberal (hervormde) and neo-orthodox (gereformeerde, also “reformed”; the 

prefix “ge” is a linguistic reference to the orthodox Calvinism under the earlier Dutch 

Republic) strains.  Over the following decades, the neo-orthodox faction was led by 

Abraham Kuyper, who brought this theological debate into the political realm.   Kuyper 

worked to extend religious influence outside of the churches, campaigning for religious 

educational institutions as well as public schools.  Forming an alliance between the 

19 I am indebted to Peter van Rooden, a friend and a Dutch religious historian, for his many 
communications with me, in which he helped clarify the development and the politics of pillarization. 
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Orthodox Protestants and the Catholics proved successful:  religious schools were 

established through and funded by the state. 

Peter van Rooden argues that it is important to distinguish between the large-scale 

growth in political mobilization (1870-1920) that occurred as a result of the work of 

Kuyper and his allies, and the later socio- political division into ideological pillars that 

began after 1920.20   Arend Lijphart, focusing on formal politics, has written about the 

stability of these divisions, arguing that pillarization should be understood as 

consociationalism, or power-sharing among elites within segmented societies (1975).  

This delineation between the hard-fought political battles that resulted in state-funded 

religious schools and the development of a practice of elite compromise is an important 

one, for it situates this pattern of rule as emerging in reaction to social division and 

ideological conflict.  This period was one of serious contestation for hegemony, as 

competing political movements sought to set up institutions—including the youth 

organizations that will be discussed in the following chapter—to help them achieve their 

vision of society.  E.H. Bax traces the emergence of pillarization from a long history of 

struggle between religious and secular authorities, including conflicts over poverty 

legislation in the early 1800s, the schools conflict in the late 1800s, and the turn-of-the-

century emergence of socialism (1995).  Henk Daalder argues that pillarization was the 

result of a long-term “learning process” among elites about governance:   

. . . there was a widespread awareness that at most power might be shared rather 
than conquered . . . one might speak of an effect of accumulating experience, a 
learning process suggesting that a recognition of claims for autonomy need not 
conflict with practical cooperation among groups (Daalder 1984, cited in Bax 
1995, 7).  

20 Personal electronic communication, February 2, 2006.



45

Politically, pillarization built on a long pattern of rule by internally heterogeneous 

committees, traceable back to the patterns of representation and negotiation in the early 

Dutch Republic.  

This pattern of compromise can also be read as the consolidation of power among 

the political and cultural elites, which socialism and Catholic subcultures were feared to 

threaten.  Peter van Rooden writes:

The Netherlands entered the second half of the nineteenth century as a 
homogeneous nation-state, with a surprisingly modern constitution, but a 
stagnant economy and stable society, in which the cleavage between the political 
and cultural elite and the common people was by far the most important social 
distinction. . . . 

When the Netherlands entered its period of industrialization and societal 
differentiation in the 1870s and 1880s the country seemed posed to follow a 
course which would see the broad consensus of the elite on national identity 
challenged by the emergence of socialism and the building of a Catholic sub-
culture (1999, 103-4). 

Van Rooden argues, however, that socialism could not have been a serious challenge to 

the existing elite power structure given the “permanent minority position” of the 

Catholics, as well as European socialism’s “failure to provide a working alternative to the 

concept of the nation as the ultimate moral community” (1999, 104). 

The social cleavages of pillarization worked to limit the possibility for class-based 

struggles outside the Socialist pillar, as it was difficult to build mass movements.  Van 

Rooden may be correct in positing that this movement may have not ultimately posed 

much challenge to the Protestant hegemony for the reasons above; at any rate, we will 

never know what socialism would have looked like outside the political structure of 

pillarization.  It is imaginable, however, that a swell in the number of Socialists would 

have appeared threatening to traditional, religious, and conservative elites.  But as a part 

of the system, the Socialists’ ability to appeal to all laborers was limited; working class 
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Catholics and Protestants had to choose between their political, economic and religious 

identifications.  William Z. Shetter, in his overview of Dutch society, writes that “the 

system had the effect of minimizing radicalism and withdrawal from the political process, 

and it prevented a strong left-right polarization”; some Catholic bishops even “warn[ed] 

Catholics that they would be refused the sacraments if they joined Socialist organizations 

or even so much as listened to Socialist radio programs” (1997, 115).21   All of these 

factors do not mean, however, that Socialists were necessarily bereft of power, or 

completely isolated, as they had a great impact after World War II when they worked 

with Catholics “to create a welfare State acceptable to both parties” (Kennedy 2002, 50).  

What this overview of pillarization does suggest, on the other hand, is that the pillars 

operated discursively, as well as socially, as political and religious leaders sought not 

only to represent but to shape their desired constituencies.

Given today’s increasingly turbulent and polarized political climate, and 

widespread secularism, what remains interesting is the former pervasiveness of 

pillarization.  The height of this social arrangement is associated with the immediate 

years after World War II, in the “wederopbouw” or reconstruction period.  There was a 

strong impulse to move beyond the conflicts of the war period, during which some had 

cooperated with the Nazis and others had resisted, and to attain a measure of normalcy.  

While many longed to create national unity, between 1945 and 1960, most aspects of 

one’s daily life were organized around the social and ideological pillar to which one 

belonged.  For example, if you were a Catholic, you would attend Catholic schools, 

belong to the Catholic union, subscribe to the Catholic newspaper and radio station (and 

21 See also the chapter by Kennedy (1999) entitled “Exodus,” for an in-depth examination of the efforts of 
various religious pillars in trying to fight against a growing secularization.
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later the Catholic television station), vote for politicians within the Catholic party, and 

even patronize the Catholic butcher and produce vendor.  The separateness of these 

pillars should be considered as one manifestation of “tolerance,” in which ideological and 

cultural difference was approached by “living-apart-together.”  Such tolerance did not 

imply approval.  One could well disapprove of others’ ideologies, but not interfere with 

them.  Social pressure to conform within one’s pillar was extremely strong; it is still 

common to refer back to that kind of almost oppressive social cohesion with the term 

“spruitjeslucht,” or the smell of Brussels sprouts.  This word conjures a negative image of 

a close, typically financially stretched, family kitchen, perfumed by the odor of 

overcooked vegetables.

The history of pillarization works to complicate the stereotype of Dutch tolerance 

as openness and acceptance of difference, and suggests, instead, a long pattern of 

managing conflict through negotiation, and social pressure to conform.  Under this 

political arrangement, class differences were muted, class struggles were incorporated 

into mainstream institutions, and elite power consolidation was legitimated and framed as 

part of the “common good.”  Dutch tolerance has long worked to manage and contain 

potential conflict; in the late 1500s, the Dutch achieved independence from Spain, and, in 

part, that war was waged for freedom of religious conscience.  Tolerance of religious 

difference, however, was limited to one’s internal beliefs; one was not permitted to 

publicly display one’s belief in any religion other than Calvinism.  While there was 

certainly a higher level of forbearance when it came to religious difference, which drew 

religious exiles from many places, this forbearance should not be confused with 

openness.  Pillarization similarly quelled the potential for certain kinds of conflict, by 
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incorporating different ideological movements rather than fighting them, and by limiting 

avenues for anti-establishment mobilization.  In both cases, tolerance as a form of 

conflict management and as a pattern of conflict avoidance worked to re-consolidate elite 

power, even if unintentionally.  

De-Pillarization and the 1960s

Discarding the Past

The 1960s were a watershed for the Netherlands: the economy grew explosively and the 

standard of living rose; people fell away from their churches and other pillarized 

institutions; social mores concerning sexuality, birth control, and marriage were 

transformed; the divorce rate grew rapidly; more mothers began working; and broad-

based social movements, such as the one against nuclear missiles, gained strong traction.  

James C. Kennedy, a prominent scholar of 20th century Dutch history, has argued that the 

radical changes undergone in the Netherlands in the 1960s had a great deal to do with the 

widespread perception, both within the country and abroad, that the Netherlands had been 

“old-fashioned” and was in need of “renewal” to face the challenges of the future (1999).  

We can see in these changes a movement against the strong social pressure to conform 

that was the hallmark of the height of social pillarization.  There was a “collective 

longing to become ‘modern,’ to convince themselves and the world that the Netherlands 

was not a backwards area”22 (Kennedy 1999, 25).  This impulse toward social change 

was taken up by the elites, who tried to marshal its force while maintaining their status.  

Kennedy describes how this desire led religious and political elites to “lead the way” in 

radically transforming society:

22 The words Kennedy uses for “backwards area” are “achtergebleven gebied.”
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In the 1950s many Dutch politicians, spiritual leaders, newspaper editors and 
other prominent people believed that they were moving away from an older past 
(namely the world before 1940) to a modern future . . . For many elites, only a 
pragmatic, forward-looking and conscious ‘modern’ policy could steer the small, 
vulnerable and changing land in the right direction (1999, 25).

In contrast to the United States, where social movements and political agitation were 

often denounced by political and religious elites, the authorities of the Netherlands 

largely tried to pave the way for a new future.23  Churches opened up in terms of dogma 

and doctrine; a new, active foreign policy rejected the past (and widely criticized) 

position of neutrality; domestic policies became more progressive; the authority of adults 

was de-emphasized, as youth became permitted to address adults with the informal “you” 

(je), and to use their parents’ and teachers’ first names.

The Economic Boom and Widespread Social Change

Economic and social changes played a role in these developments; as the economy 

boomed, so did the social welfare state, leading to a large increase in the number of 

educated professionals—young people often just graduated from the degree programs in 

social and cultural work, as well as journalism and broadcasting—who fully embraced 

the idea of creating a modern welfare state (Kennedy 1999, 97-101).24  And in terms of 

people’s everyday lives, the growth of the economy was most directly experienced in the 

form of rapidly increasing salaries: 

23 The above discussion regarding pillarization and elite power suggests that religious and political leaders 
may also have sought to re-assert their power in a rapidly changing milieu by adopting such a stance.

24 The Dutch welfare state funds many private initiatives through subsidies, a sector of the economy 
collectively termed the maatschappelijk middenveld, and perhaps best translated as “non-profit sector.”  A 
study conducted in 2000 found that the non-profit sector provides about 669,000 jobs, or about 13% 
(excluding agricultural jobs) of all employment; the average for this sector in Western Europe is 7%.  
(Burger and Dekker 2001).  The complexity of social policy and the variety of government-funded 
initiatives are taken up again in Chapter Four.
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Between 1959 and 1962 salaries had already grown by 21 percent, but after 1963 
the Dutch labor market witnessed a salary explosion:  in 1964 salaries increased 
by 17 percent . . . followed by a period in which salaries rose ten percent each 
year . . . Suddenly the old virtues lost their relevance, and the world appeared 
freer and brighter than ever before (Kennedy 1999, 46).

This new freedom was particularly manifested in the social realm.  Decisions concerning 

sexuality and birth control pills (widely available in 1963) were increasingly left up to the 

individual—even some of the Catholic bishops agreed that this was a matter of individual 

conscience—and many began to see marriage as just one more “old-fashioned” 

institution (Kennedy 1999, 82).  More women began to work outside the home—from 16 

percent in 1960 to 23 percent in 1966—which, although a significant increase, was still a 

lower percentage than in the United States and other industrialized countries (Kennedy 

1999, 107).  Alongside these social developments, the earlier anti-establishment, 

performance-oriented provocations of groups of young people (Provos) had the effect of 

teaching authorities to permit such demonstrations, rather than fight against them; after 

the first “happenings,” authorities learned that when they sought to subdue such events, 

the situation would quickly deteriorate, increasing the conflict and making them appear 

foolish.  By tolerating the Provos, authorities both defused tensions and positioned

themselves in a more favorable light (Kennedy 1999, 136-45).   

De-pillarization and Secularization

While church membership had suffered slightly with the rise of socialism, it declined 

much more so with the changes that came about in the 1960s; interestingly, the changes 

made by religious leaders to keep the church “relevant” in these new, “modern” times 

led, instead, to a further loss in membership.  The movement toward ecumenicalism and 

humanistic solidarity had the unintended consequence of a further decline in 

churchgoing: 
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The strength of the Dutch churches was based, to a great extent, on their 
pillarized isolation and their strict principles.  The ‘open’ churches of the 1960s 
were respected by those outside the churches, but delivered little increase in 
numbers.  In a time of strong ecumenical sensibilities, when goodness and truth 
were no longer exclusively to be found in one belief system, there was less, not 
more, reason to join a church or remain a member (Kennedy 1999, 15-6).

In the mid-1960s, only 18% of the population stated that they did not belong to a church, 

in contrast to more than 50% today (Van Rooden 1998).  

The religious and other ideological leanings of most individuals are now separate 

from the larger social organization of society; one’s social interactions and political 

engagements, as well as one’s overall identity, are no longer tied to pillarized 

organizations.  People may still vote for political parties characterized by religious or 

social philosophies (Christian Democrats, Socialists, Christian Union, Labor Party), but 

social life is rarely contained within such tight networks.25  The newspapers and 

television stations that formerly held strong affiliations with one or another philosophy 

now have only faint echoes of those connections.  The Volkskrant, (literally “the people’s 

paper”), was formerly a Roman Catholic newspaper; in the mid-sixties it changed its 

target group to a progressive audience, and is today one of the major dailies and retains a 

slightly liberal leaning (Shetter 1997, 122-3).  The concern with “being modern” appears 

to persist; in my research, I found that mentioning pillarization—even religion in 

general—was often met disparagingly, as a relic from the past.26

25 A slight exception may be found in the conservative religious communities of the Gereformeerden 
(reformed), who send their children to confessional schools, and who operate within close professional and 
political networks.  They are subject to criticism from mainstream Dutch society for disallowing women an 
equal role in political life by forbidding them to run for political office.  In 2003, the Central Bureau for 
Statistics reported that there were almost an equal number of Muslims (five percent) as there were 
Gereformeerden (seven percent) in the Netherlands (Tas 2003).  

26 The reaction against those who would evangelize is perhaps best demonstrated by the red blinking neon-
lighted sign facing the famous Saint Nicholas Church, just across from Amsterdam’s Central Station, that 
reads: “God Doesn’t Exist” (God Bestaat Niet).
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Islamic Schools

Kuyper’s campaign resulted in state-funding for both confessional and secular primary 

schools, and today, still, groups can organize and petition the government for funding for 

religious schools.  Confessional schools originally required membership in the particular 

sect associated with a school, but that requirement is rare today.  Religious education 

classes may be part of the curriculum, but one is not required to follow the precepts of the 

religion. Today, one might be Catholic, for example, and attend a Protestant elementary 

school.  In recent years, however, the establishment of Islamic schools has become a 

controversial subject.  As more and more Muslim immigrants settled in the Netherlands, 

the possibility of creating their own religious schools was realized.27  Anti-Islamic 

sentiment and the widespread secularization of mainstream Dutch society are together 

related to anxieties about the curriculum of Islamic schools, the training of imams, and 

the wearing of religious garments such as veils and headscarves.  As will be discussed in 

greater detail in Chapter Seven, one of the biggest topics in Dutch politics is the lack of 

“integration” of some ethnic minority groups, particularly Moroccans and Turks.  Islamic 

schools today are perhaps the most visible manifestation of sustained religious difference.  

While pillars were once seen as a means of keeping the peace between competing 

religious and political philosophies, in recent years the presence of Islamic schools is 

disparagingly characterized by some as evidence of an “Islamic pillar,” and as a threat to 

the solidity of the now-modern Dutch nation-state.  In the 1990s, debates began to form 

between those who supported a multiculturalist approach of “maintenance of ethnic 

27 One might also argue that setting up religious schools was encouraged under the “multiculturalist” 
approach toward integration of the minority policies of the 1980s and 1990s, which provided funding to 
ethnic minority groups for community centers, social welfare oriented organizations, and religious centers.  
For more on the issue of integration, see Chapter Six.   
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identity” and those who pushed for an assimilationist policy of “integration,” which 

would include the banning of Islamic schools.  Part of the reasoning behind the idea of 

integration is that ethnic minorities must learn about Dutch culture and its norms and 

values, a discourse that is taken up in greater depth again in Chapters Six and Seven.  

What this ideology around integration reveals is a long-standing notion of cultural 

difference as deep, essential difference, an idea that is linked to the idea of tolerance.

Isabel Hoving, a Dutch literary and cultural studies scholar at the University of 

Leiden, argues that tolerance is part of an historical strategy of using “non-intervention to 

regulate the differences between its large minorities” (2005, 2).28  Cultural differences are 

seen as fixed, and institutionally elaborated in seemingly distinct approaches to cultural 

difference:  pillarization, multiculturalism, and integration.  Importantly, the attention to 

cultural differences may obscure a frank analysis and understanding of power-based 

inequalities.  Even though there is a desire for openness, Hoving writes that tolerance is 

“based on the radical differentiation between self and other . . . a strong sense of 

superiority, from which stems the authority to tolerate or evade others” (2005, 3).  Her 

work helps shed light on the difficulty of talking about racism in Dutch society: 

Because issues of race, colonization, and slavery remain the as of yet unreflected 
heritage of the Dutch multicultural society, [the Dutch values of tolerance and 
openness] become nothing but a strategy to maintain exploitative power 
hierarchies, and to silence all critical counter-discourses . . . Knowledge [among 
ethnic minorities] of Dutch cultural habits and values will not bring the 
knowledge of these political differences any closer” (Hoving 2005, 6).  

28 For an insightful examination of the ways in which multiculturalism and tolerance similarly work to 
support dominant national identities in Canada, see Mackey (2002); also, Mehta’s (1999) work on the ways 
in which liberal thought shaped and supported the British colonial empire in India is instructive on the 
contradictory consequences of liberalism.
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Changing Populace:  Postcolonial migration, “guest workers,” and “allochtonen”

The Netherlands today is characterized by significant ethnic diversity, with about three 

million inhabitants categorized as being born outside the country, or as the children of 

those born outside the country.  The ethnic composition of the Netherlands has been 

heavily shaped by its histories of colonialism and its more recent recruitment of 

temporary workers.29  Colonialism created ties and dual migration most prominently 

between the Netherlands and Indonesia,30 between the Netherlands and Suriname, and 

between the Netherlands and the Antillean islands and Aruba.  These colonial 

relationships endured over hundreds of years, originally principally organized through the 

United East Indies Company (founded 1602) and the West Indies Company (founded 

1621).  The presence of the colonizers varied, depending on the trade and plantation 

industries in specific areas.  Dutch workers were assigned to garrisons to protect assets in 

some ports, while others oversaw plantations.  The height of the Dutch colonial empire in 

the East Indies was reached in the late 1600s, when the United East Indies Company had 

11,500 employees stationed throughout the East Indies (Israel 1995, 939).  In the West 

Indies, Dutch interests in sugar and coffee reached their peak in the late 1700s; western 

Guyana, in 1782, had 387 plantations and 34,000 slaves (Israel p 940).   

Migration to the Netherlands, however, was particularly strong in the 15 years 

after Indonesia’s independence (1946), just prior to Suriname’s independence (1975), and 

29 This section provides only a brief overview of post-colonial immigration to the Netherlands; a more 
complete discussion of immigration from the establishment of the Dutch Republic onward can be found in 
Lucassen and Penninx (1997).

30 See Stoler (1989) and Cooper and Stoler (1997); these works demonstrate clearly how important the 
establishment of boundaries was to the colonial vision, yet the very colonial enterprise depended on at least 
some interchange between groups.  The establishment of intermediate groups such as administrative and 
military staff from the colonized group, perhaps in an attempt to distance the colonizer from directly 
dealing with the colonized, often served only to blur the boundaries further.
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after the oil industries closed and left Aruba and Curaçao (1985).  The recruitment of 

temporary “guest workers” in the  economic boom period from 1960 to 1973 brought to 

the country Spanish, Italian, Portuguese, Greek,  (former) Yugoslavian, Turkish and 

Moroccan manual laborers, many of whose families later joined them.  In addition, the 

Netherlands admitted a great many asylum seekers during the 1990s; since 2001, 

however, its policies have become some of the strictest in Europe, and the number of 

those gaining asylum has drastically declined.31

Today there is a widespread concern about the level of “integration” of certain 

ethnic minority groups; and, while discrimination in the labor market has been clearly 

demonstrated, the “integration” problem is discursively linked more often to the cultural 

attributes of ethnic minorities than to their socio-economic disadvantage.32  In addition, 

growing anti-immigrant sentiment and eruptions of hate crimes have created a tense inter-

ethnic atmosphere.  Since the early 1990s, extreme right groups have also become more 

vocal and visible.  Within this context, it is important to note that only some non-White 

residents are typically considered “problem groups” by large segments of the population, 

including official policy makers and anti-immigrant populists.  This section examines the 

immigration history of the most populous ethnic minority groups, and demonstrates how 

the prior relationship of the group to the Netherlands, the timeframe in which they 

entered the Netherlands, and the way in which they were received have shaped each 

groups’ status today.  Lucassen and Penninx have produced a thorough review of the last 

31 In the 1990s, the number of asylum seekers ranged between 20,350 and 52,580 per year; in 2002, the 
number was 18,670; in 2003, 13,400; and in 2004, 9,780.  For the remainder of this chapter and inclusive of 
this footnote, all statistics given, unless otherwise noted, are drawn from the Dutch Central Bureau of 
Statistics interactive database, found at: http://statline.cbs.nl.

32 The discourse about “integration” is taken up in further detail in Chapter Six.
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four hundred years of immigration to the Netherlands, and convincingly demonstrated 

that multiple factors affect the way in which the immigrant group is received, including 

the size and visibility of the group, their ability to function within the Dutch economy, 

and the general economic situation (1997).   

East Indies Migration

While most people are familiar with the status of the Netherlands as a world power in the 

16th and 17th centuries, due to the trade empire established by the United East Indies and 

West Indies Companies, the history of decolonization is less well known.  During the 

colonial period, many Indonesians worked for the colonial administration and established 

communities within the Netherlands; after independence in 1946, those with combined 

Indonesian and Dutch parentage (“Indo’s”) were given the choice of settling in the 

Netherlands as Dutch citizens, or remaining in Indonesia.  Between 1946 and 1962, 

approximately 300,000 people immigrated to the Netherlands; this was, generally, a well 

educated, middle class population (Vermeulen and Penninx 2000, 6-7).  In addition to the 

benefit of their class status (and mixed “race” identification), the assistance of the 

government in settlement programs and a growing labor market are thought to have 

facilitated the assimilation of these immigrants into the Netherlands; today, people of 

Indonesian descent are not considered to be ethnic minorities, either in the public 

imagination or in terms of the formation of ethnic minority policy.  

In contrast, the difficulties of the 12,500 Moluccans who immigrated to the 

Netherlands in 1951 show how government settlement policy has a strong influence on 

the way in which migrating groups are received.  This group was made up of former 

soldiers for the Dutch colonial army and their families; both the immigrants and the 
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government believed that their stay in the Netherlands would be short-lived, as the 

soldiers wished to help establish an independent Republic of the South Moluccas on the 

island of Ambon (Smeets and Veenman 2000, 38).  The soldiers and their families were 

brought to the Netherlands in 1951, set up in isolated housing camps, and not allowed 

into the job market; in addition, the soldiers were dismissed from the military upon their 

arrival in the Netherlands, which “caused them to lose both their profession and their 

prestige”  (Smeets and Veenman 2000, 39).  When Ambon was then re-conquered by 

Indonesia, the soldiers no longer had a place to which to return.  Beginning in 1970, 

groups of radicalized Moluccan youth engaged in a series of terrorist actions—hijacking 

trains, occupying the Indonesian ambassador’s home, and taking and even killing 

hostages—in order to force the Dutch government to help them take back Ambon, but 

these did not succeed in achieving their goal (Smeets and Veenman 2000, 40-1).  In fact, 

the Dutch state responded with violence, killing many of the hostage takers in return.  In 

1978, the government formulated a special Memorandum for Moluccans (Molukkersnota) 

in an effort to integrate the group into society; today they are no longer regularly counted 

separately in statistical compilations, and are not commonly considered a “problem 

group,” although it is possible that they may still be faced with higher than normal 

unemployment and other social problems.

West Indies Migration  

The history of postcolonial immigration from Suriname illustrates how the circumstances 

of the era in which people immigrate also plays an important role.  Suriname gained its 

independence in 1975, but there had been a history of migration to the Netherlands before 

that point, particularly in the 1960s among better educated professionals and students 
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(Van Niekerk 2000).   As it became clear that independence was on the horizon, as fears 

of ethnic violence grew, and facing an economic downturn, more lower class Surinamese 

began arriving after 1973.  The Surinamese immigrant population, then, is not only 

internally diverse, but the two main waves arrived in very different historical conditions.  

In the 1960s, the economy was rapidly expanding, while in the early 1970s there was an 

oil crisis, a rapid contraction of the economy, and skyrocketing unemployment (up to 14 

percent in 1983); in 1985, among ethnic minorities unemployment was at 30 percent 

(Vermeulen and Penninx 2000, 12).  Vermeulen and Penninx note that this later wave 

affected the granting of independence: “The increasing immigration and the will of the 

Dutch government to end it were the most important factors contributing to the Dutch 

government’s decision to realize the independence of Suriname in 1975” (2000, 7).  

While there is today a Surinamese middle-class presence in Holland, there is also a large 

working-class and less educated population; in 1998, 13 percent of all unemployed 

people were Surinamese, more than twice the percent of White Dutch, at six percent 

(Vermeulen and Penninx 2000, 13).33  Today, the total Surinamese population numbers 

approximately 330,000 people.

Like the second wave of immigrants from Suriname, the larger immigration wave 

from the Antilles also arrived in less than ideal circumstances.  The Antilles were a 

colony until 1954, when they were incorporated as an autonomous part of the Kingdom 

of the Netherlands.  There had been a slow but steady stream of students (called bursalen, 

who were mainly the children of colonial elites) to the Netherlands (Van Hulst 2000, 92).   

This changed, however, in 1985, when the Lago refinery in Aruba closed and Shell left 

33 Unemployed is defined as “registered unemployment and/or those actively looking for a job (i.e. 
reporting to do so).”
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Curaçao.  In this changed economic climate, a much greater number of largely 

unschooled immigrants from the lower class, who had little command over the Dutch 

language, began to arrive (Vermeulen and Penninx 2000, 7).  The immigrant population 

from the Antilles grew during this time from 34,000 in 1985 to more than 90,000 in 1992.  

Van Hulst notes, however, that in addition to entering the Netherlands during the height 

of the economic depression of the 1980s with its high unemployment, the colonial history 

of the Antilles was also a disadvantage for this later wave of immigrants.  Colonialism 

created a labor migration between the islands that often fragmented families, a population 

internally and spatially divided by race and class, and persistent long-term poverty (Van 

Hulst 2000, 93-100).  Many immigrants came to the Netherlands to find work and to 

receive social benefits, both of which were largely unavailable on the islands.  The 

problem of Antillean youth criminality is currently a much discussed topic; Van Hulst 

argues that the Dutch government failed to identify such youth as a “risk group” in their 

1988 Minority Youth policy, and states that a 1993 investigation into this problem 

revealed that 4.1 percent of all youth criminality was attributable to Antilleans (2000, 

107).  Like the Surinamese, the unemployment level among today’s current population of 

130,000 Antilleans is currently two to three times higher than that of White Dutch; while 

high, this figure is still significantly less than among Turks and Moroccans, whose 

unemployment is about four times higher than that of White Dutch (Vermeulen and 

Penninx 2000, 12).  

Guest Workers

During the post-war reconstruction of the 1950s, and especially during the economic 

boom of the 1960s, thousands of manual laborers—called gastarbeiders, or guest 
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workers—were recruited by the Dutch government and by private corporations to work in 

the Netherlands.34  Instead of returning after a few years, many guest workers stayed on, 

eventually marrying or bringing over wives and raising families.  These gastarbeider

populations can be roughly divided into two groups, on the basis of the timing of their 

arrival and the level of segregation experienced:  the “Southern Europeans,” and the 

Turks and Moroccans.  The first group of guest workers was mostly from Italy and Spain, 

with smaller numbers from Portugal, Greece and the former Yugoslavia; the majority of 

these immigrants came in the 1960s, and brought over their wives and families within 

one year (many Italians, however, married Dutch women) (Lindo 2000, 129).  

The reception of these immigrants varied—even within ethnic groups—depending 

on the labor they performed, their educational and class backgrounds, the region to which 

they immigrated, and the prevalent attitudes toward their home countries.  In addition, the 

Catholic pillar worked to provide support for those from Italy, Spain and Portugal (Lindo 

2000, 131).  While prejudice against these immigrants, and particularly against Italians, 

was documented as late as the 1970s, these attitudes have largely dissipated: according to 

Lindo, “[t]he arrival of large groups of Turks and Moroccans probably distracted away 

from the Italians, and the Southern Europeans in general” (2000, 32).  In addition, during 

the oil crisis of the early 1970s, immigration to the Netherlands from these countries 

stabilized, and many workers returned to their homelands.  As of 1999, there were 

approximately 145,000 people counted as Southern European (including former 

Yugoslavians) residing in the Netherlands (Vermeulen and Penninx 2000, 12).

34 There were also pre-war guest workers, principally from Italy and Slovenia, who were employed in 
Limburg coal mines; these migrants returned to their countries before and during the war (Lindo 2000, 126-
7).
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The course of events for the second group has been quite different.  Turks and 

Moroccans came to the Netherlands in much smaller numbers for most of the 1960s; their 

peak migration occurred just before the economic slowdown that caused the government 

to put a halt to the guest worker program in 1973.  However, unlike the Southern 

Europeans, most of these migrants did not bring over their wives or children right away 

but later on; therefore, their numbers continued to increase even after the guest worker 

programs ended, as they were still able to participate in the family reunification program.  

As many of the children of these guest workers attained marrying age themselves, in the 

1980s, there was a second spike in immigration, as they brought over spouses from their 

home countries (Böcker 2000, 155).  In 1971, there were 30,000 Turks and 22,000 

Moroccans in the Netherlands (Vermeulen and Penninx 2000, 12); today there are 

approximately 400,000 Turks and 315,000 Moroccans.

Moroccan guest workers, however, differed somewhat from the migrating Turks, 

in terms of social background.  In the 1970s, workers from Turkey were primarily from 

larger cities, were literate even if they had attended little school, and were sent by 

families to bring extra income back to Turkey; only later did emigration from rural areas 

begin to happen (Böcker 2000, 156).  Recruitment of Moroccans, at the direction of the 

Moroccan government, took place primarily among the Berber speaking population of the 

Rif, a mountainous area in the northern part of Morocco; like many of the Southern 

Europeans, the education level of these migrants was quite low, and more than a third of 

them had never attended any school (Nelissen and Buijs 2000, 178-9).  As can be 

imagined, the combination of minimal education in a rapidly de-industrializing and 

shrinking economy proved difficult for many of these guest workers.  As the economy 
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shifted to be more service-based, these workers had few skills that could translate to that 

environment.  Unemployment remains strikingly high twenty years later, as insufficient 

educational programs, social disadvantage, and discrimination together affect the 

employment chances of the former guest workers and their descendants.

“Allochtonen”

In the Netherlands, population statistics are used to measure at least two different aspects 

of nationality.  Some record those who simply do not have Dutch legal citizenship (non-

nationals).  Others measure the number of “allochtonen”35—residents who were 

themselves born elsewhere, or who were born in the Netherlands to a parent who was 

born elsewhere.  Although the term allochtoon (singular) literally means “foreign born,” 

it is a bit misleading, for some allochtonen are born in the Netherlands and have Dutch 

nationality.36  Today, the Central Bureau for Statistics calculates that allochtonen

constitute about 20% of the total population, approximately 3.1 million out of 16.3 

million inhabitants.  A great deal of public policy has been framed around the problem of 

integrating allochtonen.  It is important to note, however, that allochtonen are divided 

35 I have some difficulty with this category, in that it highlights the difference of some residents more than 
others, and allows for this broad, diverse group to be discussed and governed without reference to the 
particular histories and internal divisions within the group.  There is currently a discussion in Dutch 
government and policy circles to use the phrase “ethnic minority groups” rather than “allochtonen,” in 
recognition that allochtonen is terminologically inaccurate, and with some awareness that the word 
generally carries a negative connotation.  I continue to use the term “allochtonen” when discussing the 
population category being measured or governed, and “ethnic minority group” when I wish to indicate 
groups that are not White Dutch.  For the purposes of this study, I will be using the phrase “ethnic minority 
groups” primarily in reference to Moroccans, Turks, Surinamese, and Antilleans.

36 A child born to parents who were born elsewhere can petition for citizenship when they turn 18, and any 
child born to parents who were born in the Netherlands automatically is a Dutch citizen (Vermeulen and 
Penninx 2000, 22).
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into “Western”37 and “non-Western” categories, with non-Westerners receiving much 

more attention.  In everyday conversation, it is common to hear that “foreigners” number 

about 10% of the total population; this figure most likely refers to “non-Western” 

allochtonen, who constitute little more than half of all allochtonen.  In this way, it 

becomes clear that “Western” allochtonen are not thought to be ethnic minorities.38

No matter how the numbers are reckoned, there has been a substantial increase in 

both non-nationals and allochtonen over the last 50 years.  In 1960, out of a total 

population of 11.5 million there were only 107,000 residents without Dutch nationality.  

That number nearly doubled by 1970, and then doubled again by 1980, to 473,400.  In the 

last 20 years, the pace seems to have abated a bit; in 2000 there were 651,500 registered 

without Dutch nationality.  In the measurement of allochtonen, the numbers tell the same 

story.  In 1972, the total of all allochtonen numbered 1.2 million.  By 1980, that number 

grew to 1.6 million; in 1990, there were about 2 million inhabitants categorized as 

allochtoon, and in 2000, 2.7 million.  Between 1971 and 2004, the growth in “Western 

allochtonen” has not changed a great deal, increasing from about 1 to 1.4 million, but 

there has been a substantial increase in “non-Western allochtonen,” from about 150,000 

in 1971 to almost 1.7 million in 2004.  Although this is a substantial increase in 35 years, 

37 An interesting anomaly in this categorization is the inclusion of Japanese and Indonesian immigrants in 
the “western” category; on the website for the Central Bureau of Statistics defines “western allochtonen” 
this explanation is given: “On grounds of their social-economic and social-cultural position, allochtonen
from [Indonesia and Japan] are categorized as western allochtonen.  These are mostly people who were 
born in the former Dutch Indies and those who are employees of Japanese companies, and their families.”  
This categorization is related to the fact that the during the 1980s, minority policies became “directed at a 
number of ‘target groups’ which were considered in danger of becoming minorities,” that is to say, were 
perceived as economically and/or socially disadvantaged (Vermeulen and Penninx 2000, 20-1).  

38 Within Dutch policy and academic circles, “ethnic minority” is commonly used to indicate only those 
ethnic groups that are poorly integrated into economic, housing, and educational structures, and which are 
therefore at a social and economic disadvantage (Lucassen and Penninx 1997).  I am using it in a larger 
sense, to mean an ethnic group that is in the minority; White Dutch are the majority ethnic group.
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it is still only about 10 percent of the total population.  For the purposes of this 

dissertation, what is important is the widespread perception that the makeup of the 

Netherlands has dramatically changed.  It matters less that in 2000, almost half of the 3 

million allochtonen so often referred to were from “Western” countries; the perception of 

increasing (and unmanageable) ethnic diversity is largely equated with the presence of 

Surinamese, Moroccans, Turks, and Antilleans.  

The Problem of Integration

In some ways, concentrations of ethnic minorities have perhaps made recent demographic 

shifts in the Netherlands more visible; whole neighborhoods can now be categorized as 

“zwaartwijken” (“black” neighborhoods) or “achterstandswijken” (disadvantaged 

neighborhoods),39 on the basis of ethnic minority concentration, unemployment, income, 

or education level statistics.  In interviews, many people tried to get me to understand that 

the Netherlands has only recently become a multiethnic society.  One social worker, in 

her fifties, described to me how much the Netherlands has changed since her childhood:  

“We’re in a multicultural society now, that wasn’t the way before, or [at least it was] a lot 

less—if you saw a black person you were very surprised.  What that means is that norms 

and values, and cultural backgrounds play a role [in why people react negatively to 

hangjongeren].”  The “newness” of ethnic difference in the Netherlands could be 

contested by examining the long history of immigration into the country (Lucassen and 

Penninx 1997), for example by Sephardic Jews, French Huguenots, and people escaping 

39 This is a complicated term to define.  Literally, “achter” means “behind,” and “stand” means “situation.”  
The main difficulty is that some uses of the word “achter,” as in “achterlijk,” can be used to indicate 
someone is “backwards” or “retarded,” either mentally or socially.  For example, Pim Fortuyn infamously 
said “Islam is achterlijk.”  In this way, achterstandswijk can carry a very negative connotation; at the same 
time, the phrase can be used to mean “neglected” or “marginalized,” which carries a connotation that the 
“backwardness” of the neighborhood is not caused by the inherent qualities of the inhabitants.



65

religious persecution from many other places.  But reviewing such history largely 

remains tangential to people’s current perceptions about ethnic difference, which is 

usually thought of in terms of darker skin color and Islam.  The problem, for many 

people, is that today the “newcomers” to Dutch society seem qualitatively more different 

than those who came before.  Furthermore, this difference—in particular the close social 

ties within ethnic minority groups—is seen as an obstacle to integration.  It is true that the 

last forty years of immigration have brought migrants from many new places, and it is 

important to recognize that there are now many more dark-skinned people and Muslims 

in the Netherlands than there ever were in the past.  The fact that past waves of 

immigrants were also seen as extremely different at the time is not, however, part of most 

people’s historical imagination or part of the larger social memory.  For many, this recent 

immigration is comparable to an earthquake that has destabilized the nation.

Demographic Changes

“Full Is Full!”  Living in a Crowded Country

Many Dutch people feel that their country is “full,” and this sentiment has been voiced by 

anti-immigrant politicians in the public realm.  There is a palpable sense among many 

that the country is overcrowded, and that life has become less pleasurable due to this fact.   

I believe it is important to distinguish, however, between people’s sense of frustration 

with their unfulfilled expectations for peaceful and orderly residential environments and 

expressions of solely racist or nationalist sentiment.   In terms of the long arc of 

population growth, the Dutch population more than tripled between 1850 and 1950, from 

approximately 3 million to 9.5 million (Selten 1991, 88).  The population has grown 
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since 1950 by almost 7 million more, to 16.3 million; the population is expected to begin 

to decrease in 2030, and to number 18 million in 2050.  

The Netherlands is one of the more densely populated countries in the world, with 

391 inhabitants per square kilometer (UNECE 2004).  In comparison, France measures at 

112, Denmark 125, and Germany 231 inhabitants per square kilometer.  Belgium comes 

quite close to the Netherlands, with 340 people per square kilometer, while the United 

States has only 30 inhabitants, on average, in the same area.  According to Demographia, 

an urban planning and pro-growth organization, Amsterdam in 2000 had a population 

density of 3,018 and Rotterdam had 2,496 people per square kilometer.40  While 

crowded, many metropolitan areas are much denser:  London measured in at 5,100, 

Tokyo at 5,258, and New York City at 11, 518.   

It is important to remember that while other places may be more or less densely 

populated, it is this felt sense (and discourse) of excessive crowdedness among many 

Dutch people that has impact on and resonance with problems both with immigrants and 

with hang-around youth.  A recent article in The New York Times reported that increasing 

numbers of White Dutch are seeking to emigrate; “The Dutch are living in a kind of 

pressure cooker atmosphere,” the owner of an emigration agency was quoted as saying 

(2005b).  A resident of the town of Hilvarenbeek has decided to move his family to 

Australia:  “When I grew up, this place was spontaneous and free, but my kids cannot 

safely cycle home at night. . . . [My kids] are afraid of being roughed up by gangs of 

foreign kids” (NYT 2005b).  Another man, also moving his family to Australia, said “We 

found people are more polite, less stressed, less aggressive there. . . Perhaps stress has a 

40 Demographia website, urban density data from 2000: http://www.demographia.com/db-worldua.pdf.



67

lot to do with the lack of living space.  Here we are full up.”  Such sentiments were oft 

repeated in my interviews, as many spoke about how people get easily angered at 

hangjongeren because “everyone is all on top of one another,” and “there’s no space for 

young people to go to.”  It would appear that, at least for many, a strong thread in these 

reactions is the fact that people feel stressed and put upon, rather simply rejecting ethnic 

difference.  Such feelings are exacerbated, to be sure, by the experience of traffic jams 

and crowded roadways, crowded trains and busses, and long waiting lists for housing.  

The “Graying” of the Netherlands

Demographic changes have not been limited to increasing crowdedness and ethnic 

diversity.  Both the “graying” (vergrijzing) of the Netherlands and the relatively recent 

“emancipation” (emancipatie) of women are two trends that also impact the way in which 

the problem of hangjongeren is understood.  The “graying” of the Netherlands refers to 

an increase in the percentage of people over the age of 55, which is interpreted as an 

increase in the number of people reliant on social welfare benefits but no longer 

contributing to economic growth.  In the year 2005, approximately 14% of the population 

was over 65; by 2030, it is estimated that that number will rise to 25% (MinVWS 2005).  

Comparing population pyramids, the distribution of population by age group, 

demonstrates how the population makeup has changed over time:
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Figure 4.  Population pyramids, 1950-2050

Source: UN, World Population Ageing report  (2002).

Gauged by the frequency of newspaper articles and talk shows devoted to the impact of 

this demographic trend, the graying of the Netherlands is a source of concern both in 

official and everyday arenas.  Measurements are made of the “green impact” (the amount 

of young people working) and the “gray impact” (the amount of older people not 

working), and it is clear that the “gray impact” has grown steadily, and in inverse 

proportion to the “green impact,” since the beginning of the 20th century.  However, that 

steady increase is projected to change into a rapid spurt in the first third of the 21st

century.  The reason for this upward trend is two-fold:  the retiring of the “baby boomer” 

population, and the overall decline in the birthrate, as found in most industrialized

nations, since about 1960.  Most industrialized societies are experiencing some level of 

“graying,” as the proportion of elderly increases in relation to the younger population 

when the birth rate falls.  

Declining Birth Rate

After a decline in the average births between 1930 and 1945, the fertility rate increased to 

between 3 and 4 children per woman until 1965, when the large-scale social changes of 

the 1960s were underway.  Since that time, the fertility rate has declined significantly, 


