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Summary 
In November 2004 an Islamic fundamentalist shot and stabbed filmmaker Theo van Gogh 
(related to the famous painter). The Dutch filmmaker who had received death threats after 
releasing a movie critizing the treatment of Islamic women. Co-producer Dutch MP Ayaan 
Hirsi Ali who has been under threat for some time is now in hiding (the female version of 
Salmon Rushdie). Van Gogh was of the opinion that the Islam threatens the freedom of 
speech (Van Gogh’s ideas were often attended by strong language towards the Islamic 
community in the Netherlands (6% of the total population)). 
After a shoot out in The Hague a week later more fundamentalists were arrested and it 
became clear that there was a hit list of several MP’s and among them the mayor of 
Amsterdam and a city councillor. 
What will happen to the freedom of speech and the famous tolerance of the Netherlands in the 
near future? What kind of effects does it already have in discussions in the Dutch Parliament, 
in the media, in schools/universities and in libraries. We are curious to know whether libraries 
will adhere to their multicultural policy or will they make a change in collection development 
objectives and multicultural programming to be in line with the new integration policy. 
 
 
1. Introduction 
 
The freedom of information, freedom of expression and tolerance are among the highest 
values in our Western democratic society. The Dutch are proud of their centuries long 
tradition of tolerance towards minorities. It goes back to the 16th century. The beginning of 
the Dutch Republic. In the 16th and 17th century Holland was known for their unprecedented 
religious tolerance. Didn’t we welcome the Jews and Huguenots with open arms when they 
were prosecuted elsewhere? 
The Dutch have always been internationally oriented. Due to their dependence on foreign 
trade they maintain friendly foreign relations with their neighbours and main trading partners. 
This factor was probably an important reason for tolerance towards minorities and respect for 
minority interests. Today Amsterdam is a multicultural city with 173 different nationalities 
within its borders. More than a third of the Amsterdam citizens are part of an ethnic minority 
(Helmers, 2002). Approximately 10% of the Dutch population consists of non-Western 
descent. The 2nd generation determines for the main part the future demographic 
developments. The number of ethnic minorities of non-Western descent will increase to 14% 
in 2020 and in 2050 it will be 20% of the population (CBS. Allochtonen, 2003). Today the 
three main cities of the Netherlands have approximately 30-35% of 1st and 2nd generation 
citizens of non-Western descent (CBS. De Nederlandse, 2004). There are similarities with the 
17th century, when the main cities had a large proportion of foreigners, among them many 
who came here to avoid prosecution for religious reasons. The influx of foreigners was a 
factor for the economic and cultural prosperity in the 17th century (‘The Golden Age’). The 
make-up of these foreigners was quite different from today: many skilled craftsmen, people 
from the middle class, nobility and rich merchants. Integration was never an issue, the new 
Dutchmen adapted quite easily in society. Now integration and multiculturalism in Dutch 
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society has become a real issue. An increasing number of citizens see it as the most important 
political issue and the many positive results of cultural diversity in the Netherlands have been 
pushed into the background lately. 
 
 
2. The aftermath of a political murder 
 
The growing popularity of controversial politician Pim Fortuyn in 2001 and his murder in 
2002 made many people uneasy about tolerance and freedom of expression. He pleaded for a 
very strict immigration policy and more forceful integration policy of 1st and 2nd generation 
immigrants. He accused the Islam of backwardness in some interviews and articles. In his 
opinion and a growing number of supporters and politicians of more established parties, the 
present and past integration policy had failed and multiculturalism was just a myth. It was for 
the establishment a shock how Fortuyn managed to get the popular vote in such a short time. 
The political parties didn’t know how to counter his movement and his effective debating 
style. It was a sign that tolerance was under siege. When he was murdered in 2002 by an 
animal rights activist and not by a Muslim fundamentalist there was a kind of relief among 
politicians and an assumption that things would get back to ‘normal’. In the meantime not 
only tolerance was under siege, also the freedom of expression. The murderer saw Fortuyn as 
a threat to society. Fortuyn supporters accused some politicians and opinion leaders of a 
shared responsibility for his death and subsequently some of his opponents and their family 
members had to be under police protection for a long time. 
Theo van Gogh, also a Fortuyn supporter, liked to provoke society on a regular basis with 
controversial ideas in his interviews and columns in newspapers. He believed in an absolute 
form of freedom of expression: in print, television, radio, film and on the internet 
(http://www.theovangogh.nl/). He was not only very critical of certain aspects of the Islam 
and the Muslim community in the Netherlands, but he applied the same style towards other 
groups and individuals as well (he was indiscriminative in this respect). Sometimes he was 
sued for libel, but in the end he managed to win all court cases against him. The Dutch 
filmmaker received death threats after releasing the movie Submission I, in which the 
maltreatment of Muslim women was the central theme. Co-producer Dutch MP Ayaan Hirsi 
Ali, who has been under threat for some time, is now in hiding. Since she was elected in the 
Dutch Parliament two years ago, she has been under police protection. Main reason: her fierce 
criticism against the Islam, especially the treatment of Muslim women. Born in Somalia and 
on her way to Canada for an arranged marriage she ‘escaped’ her fate at a German airport and 
got a refugee status in 1992 in the Netherlands. Since 2002 she is a MP for the Liberal Party.   
A main point of discussion is: how absolute is freedom of expression? Are there no 
limitations? Is everybody allowed to express his or hers opinion about everything, subject 
only to the constraints of the laws of libel? 
 
We would like to discuss briefly the following issues with you during this workshop. 
Freedom of expression versus discrimination 
Freedom of expression versus tolerance. 
Freedom of expression versus cultural diversity (in libraries) 
 
Before we will discuss the above themes we will present some background information about 
the multicultural society in the Netherlands and why it is now such an issue here and in other 
countries. Especially the implications it may have on the freedom of expression and degree of 
tolerance towards minorities and the majority in a country vice-versa. Finally we will review 
the multicultural policy of libraries and their role in the debate.  
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3. The multicultural society 
 
3.1 Religion 
 
Since the sixties Dutch society has become increasingly secular. Many Protestants and Roman 
Catholics have left the Church. More than 40% of the Dutch population regards themselves as 
atheist or agnostic.  Church membership has stabilized stable in the last decade, but church 
going is still decreasing among all denominations, except Islam. Since the influx of 
immigrants in the sixties the number of Muslims has grown quickly. The number of Muslims 
continues to rise steadily primarily due to Turkish and Moroccan immigrants marrying 
partners from their country of origin. Approximately 400 mosques have been built in the 
Netherlands in the last decades. In the meantime churches are closing, demolished or turned 
into fancy apartment blocks, supermarkets or even, in one case, a car wash. The founding of 
more than 30 Islamic schools reflects the increased influence of Islam in society. 
Everyone in the Netherlands has the freedom to practice the religion of his or her own choice. 
The relationship among religions has been a tolerant one and contributed to religious freedom 
for centuries. The Government protects this right in full and does not tolerate its abuse, either 
by governmental or private actors. Since the School Act of 1917 the Christian and Catholic 
schools are no longer a part of private education anymore. The government provides state 
subsidies to religious organizations that maintain educational facilities. There is equal funding 
to public as well as to religious schools. In order to qualify for funding schools must meet 
strict non religious-based criteria for curriculum standards. The same principle of state 
subsidies applies for example to health organizations and broadcasting organizations based on 
religious denominations. It grants them certain rights and privileges, including tax 
exemptions. An example is the Islamic Broadcasting Foundation (an alliance of all Muslim 
groups in the country), which has been allotted broadcasting time.   
 
3.2 Integration policy; 1970-2003 
 
Last year a Parliamentary Inquiry Committee on Integration Policy published its report about 
the integration policy of the last thirty years. The Committee tried to answer the following 
questions: 
 
“•What was the integration policy pursued by the Netherlands in the past 30 years? 
 •What were the objectives and results of this policy in important areas such as housing, 
leisure, income, employment and education? 
 •Was the integration policy coherent and consistent in its effects on the various sub-areas in 
question? 
 •Given the objectives set, can this policy be rated successful? 
 •Were there experiences made with integration policy in non-urban areas abroad that may be 
advantageous to the Netherlands?“ 
(Onderzoek, 2004). 
 
The seventies 
The objectives of the government policy was aimed at integrating immigrants as well as a 
policy of return migration. The immigrants’ stay in the Netherlands being only temporary, 
played a key role. It meant that the government policy also needed to enable them to retain 
their own culture. The slogan "integrating while retaining one's own identity" came into use 
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(Onderzoek, 2004). In the end a temporary stay was only an illusion and the reality was quite 
different. One effect of this policy is that today there are senior citizens who have no grasp of 
the Dutch language after having been here for thirty years. 
 
The eighties 
The government concluded that immigrants are here to stay. Ethnic minorities and the 
majority need to adapt to a multicultural society offering equal opportunities to Dutch citizens 
and immigrants alike, with no compulsory assimilation, no segregation and comparable social 
and economic positions for all. Additional features were the prevention and counteracting of 
discrimination as well as improving the legal position of ethnic minorities. To strengthen the 
legal position of ethnic minorities, immigrants residing in the Netherlands were given the 
right to vote and to stand for election in municipal elections.  
In a policy document on ethnic minorities (Minderhedennota, 1983) it was stated that the 
slogan "integrating while retaining one's own identity" would not be upheld any longer, but in 
practice little was done about it. The multicultural approach was dominant which is shown in 
the policy change of retaining one’s own identity (return migration) towards retaining it  for 
emancipatory purposes within their own ethnic group, which would encourage integration 
(Onderzoek, 2004). 
 
The nineties 
In the nineties the Netherlands saw a shift from an ethnic-minorities policy towards an 
integration policy focused on increasing the participation of immigrants in education and the 
labour market. Whereas the ethnic-minorities policy was aimed at groups of people, the new 
integration policy focused on individuals in a disadvantaged position (Onderzoek, 2004). In 
1998 a new Ministry was founded: the Ministry for Urban Policy and Integration of Ethnic 
Minorities. The primary aim of the integration policy of the new Minister was ‘to achieve 
active citizenship’ (everyone is responsible for his or her own position in Dutch society). It 
included action programmes to tackle issues concerning ethnic youth, unemployment, 
prevention and combatting prejudices, discrimination and racism and a broad communication 
programme aimed at all levels of Dutch society (Nota, 1998).  
 
2000-2003 
Integration became one of the key issues in the 21st century, due to the rise of Fortuyn in 
2001, his murder in May 2002 and the elections shortly after. The new government  policy 
was “integration while retaining multiformity”. It requires mutual adaptation. In a policy 
document ‘Rapportage integratiebeleid’ (2003) the government stated that “efforts needed to 
be intensified in a number of policy fields in order to bridge the gap between immigrants and 
native Dutch people”. Key concepts are: shared citizenship, participation, individual 
responsibility and a new (legal) framework for integration (for example ‘newcomers’ and 
‘oldcomers’ have to do a mandatory integration exam (Brief, 2003). 
 
Main conclusion 
The Committee concluded that the integration of a large number of immigrants has succeeded 
entirely or partly, which is a considerable achievement on the part of the immigrants in 
question and on the part of the receiving society. Many immigrants feel integrated into Dutch 
society, but not accepted (Onderzoek, 2004). 
 
 
3.3 Integration, tolerance and freedom of expression 
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Integration 
 
The conclusions of the Parliamentary Committee were strongly disputed by some factions in 
Parliament, by the media and by local politicians, who have to deal with the integration on a 
daily basis. In the nineties politicians and social scientists often questioned the apparent 
success of current policies. For example Rath concluded already in 1997 in Neue Praxis that 
the ethnic minority policy of the government was in crisis, but strangely enough it was 
regarded by neighbouring countries as an example of a successful multicultural and 
integration policy at the time. No ethnic clashes in cities, no social unrest, a high degree of 
tolerance between the ethnic minorities and the majority. However if one looks at equal 
opportunities of ethnic minorities then there was not much to be proud of (Rath, 1997). It is a 
fact that our tolerant society doesn’t reflect the deeper reality. The awakening came as early 
as 2000, when Paul Scheffer published an article ‘the multicultural drama’. It generated much 
publicity. Scheffer considered that "being socio-culturally different" is related to socio-
economic disadvantage. The main conclusions were: integration is the exception and not the 
norm, tolerance breaks down under the failed multicultural policies. Higher unemployment 
and a higher poverty rate, higher number of school drop-outs and the over-representation of 
ethnic minorities in the crime statistics are dominant factors. The prospects are not good, in 
spite of individual succes stories. It is one of the main threats of a peaceful society (Scheffer, 
2000).  
When you review the developments in the last couple of years the conclusions of the 
Parliamentary Committee were too optimistic.  
 
Is integration of ethnic minorities in our society a myth? It seems to us that in some parts of 
the main cities a situation exists of a parallel foreign world in one´s own country. Muslim 
fundamentalists prefer a parallel world, a clash of cultures, chaos and a drifting government. 
The murder of Theo van Gogh was a wake up call in the Netherlands as well as in 
neighbouring countries Belgium and Germany and other West European countries like France 
and Denmark. They are afraid of a clash of cultures within its own borders too. In these 
countries politicians take a tougher stance against extremism and integration and abandon the 
non-critical tolerance of parallel societies and ´preachers of hate´. For example the German 
chancellor, Gerhard Schröder said in a speech in Nov. 2004, that “Europe must defend the 
principles of the Enlightenment as the cornerstone of our policies.” The Muslims must 
´clearly and unmistakably declare their support for our legal system and our democratic rules 
of conduct´ (Cziesche, 2004). Like the present Dutch government, the German government 
demands “a greater willingness among immigrants to integrate into German society” 
(Volkery, 2004).  After the murder of Theo van Gogh there was also an intensive debate 
going on in the Danish press. The discussion was much stronger and intensive than in the 
other Nordic countries (Verseput, 2004).  
There is an increased claim on Muslims to embrace or incorporate the Western values of 
Enlightenment in the Islam, but according to British philosopher John Gray it is a doomed 
scenario against terrorism. It is exactly what al-Qaeda wants: a clash of cultures in Europe 
(Giesen and Gray, 2004). 
 
Tolerance 
 
On the surface the Netherlands seems to be more tolerant, but there is a high degree of 
hypocrisy in this self-presentation. The brutal murder (shot and stabbed) of filmmaker Theo 
van Gogh was another shock and more evidence that the tolerant society is under siege as well 
as the freedom of expression. Once moderate politicians, journalists and other opinion makers 
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expressed themselves recently in the media in a radical sort of Theo van Gogh debating style. 
Subsequently discussion groups, forums, websites were bombarded with hate mail. The 
moderators of the controversial internet forum Marokko.nl  (72.000 members) put more than 
77.000 hate mail messages in the trash bin (Marokko.nl, 2004). Half of the visitors of this site 
are of Moroccan descent. One of their main targets is Ayaan Hirsi Ali. She seems to be a red 
rag to young Muslims at many internet forums. Mohammed Bouyeri, the murderer of Van 
Gogh, was very active on this internet forum, even hours before he committed the murder he 
participated in a discussion. There seems to be no restrain what so ever to insult or threaten 
anybody on the internet. Although watching debating programmes on television isn’t always a 
pleasure either. What to think of the spokesperson for the Islamic Council in Norway? In a 
debating programme on Norwegian television he stated that he sympathizes with the reason 
why Theo van Gogh was murdered (Petterson, 2004). On Dutch television we saw an Islam 
preacher announcing to be very happy if MP Geert Wilders dropped dead. This MP (also in 
hiding for some time) is a former liberal MP, who started his own faction in the Parliament 
and can be regarded more or less as the successor of Pim Fortuyn. Opinion polls show a 
strong support for his movement, but no one seems to be willing to join him openly, because 
of repercussions of their own safety. Geert Wilders and Ajaan Hirsi Ali are now two MP’s, 
who have been voting for some time in Parliament by proxy.  
 
It is sad that extreme Muslim fundamentalists have to show us the limitations of tolerance.  
Extremism can strike when there is unlimited tolerance and an attitude of complete 
indifference. Another effect of tolerance is that radical (foreign) groups are allowed to operate 
in the Netherlands. It is very difficult to expel members to countries who want to prosecute 
them for illegal acts. Today several radical Muslim groups operate in the Netherlands, some 
legally and probably all watched by the Dutch Intelligence Agency (AIVD), but  in the past 
we have had incidents with members of the Rote Armee Fraction (RAF), the IRA and the 
PKK (Turkey), who organized their finances or other illegal operations from the Netherlands. 
According to some  politicians in the Netherlands and elsewhere this kind of tolerance and the 
viewing of Submission I on Dutch television is an example of running away tolerance.  
 
Do we have to blame ourselves for being too tolerant towards the free movement of 
suspicious groups? Do we need stricter (immigration) laws, abandon the multicultural model 
and do we have to restrain ourselves in expressing views in order to avoid a clash of cultures 
and to return to a kind of harmonious co-existence in the Netherlands?  
Instead a nation has to be forceful towards groups and individuals who show a lack of 
tolerance towards courageous people like Ajaan Hirsi Ali. The murder of Theo van Gogh is 
probably not so much an attack on the freedom of expression, but an attack on the conditions 
of peaceful co-existence (= tolerance). Freedom of expression and tolerance are derivatives of 
peace and peace demands a strong state, which protects its citizens. It means zero tolerance 
towards groups who threaten this peaceful co-existence.  
However when you avoid conflicts between ethnic groups and more or less accept the realities 
of parallel worlds then it resembles the (racial) ghetto’s of for example Los Angeles. The 
melting pot in L.A. is a myth (and elsewhere in the United States): Koreans live in Korea 
town, gays’s in West-Hollywood, Chinese in Chinatown, Italians in Little Italy 
neighbourhoods et cetera. This kind of parallel worlds with a true culture of diversity in many 
large cities in the States and Canada, seems to be outdated at the moment in Europe. In North 
America it is a fact of life and not (anymore) regarded as a kind of drama like some West 
European countries today.  
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An influential philosopher, John Gray is of the opinion that the murder of Theo van Gogh is 
primarily an attack on the peaceful co-existence. He warns against the Enlightenment 
fundamentalists. In his opinion these ideas are strongly supported in France and the 
Netherlands at the moment (also in countries like Germany and Denmark you see more or less 
the same opinions). The strong support for the values of Enlightenment are often 
accompanied by ideas and policies to force ethnic minorities to assimilate into the Western 
culture. Gray (2004) is the opinion that these ideas are as wrong as the ideas of 
multiculturalists.  
 
Freedom of expression 
 
There is a division between people who support full freedom of expression and people who 
oppose those ideas, mostly on religious grounds. The message of Van Gogh’s murderer, 
which was pinned with a knife to his body, was clearly meant for Ayaan Hirsi Ali. She 
announced at the end of November that she was planning a book and a sequel to the movie. A 
week later a Muslim group tried to prevent the production of Submission II and also wanted 
the court to forbid Ajaan Hirsi Ali to be offensive, grievous or blasphemous towards the 
Islam. Censorship doesn’t exist in the Netherlands and a pre-emptive approach has according 
to lawyers no chance. The Minister of Justice in the Netherlands wants a ‘revitalization’ of the 
laws on blasphemy (to prevent Muslim discontent), but for example in the U.K. the 
government wants to remove ancient laws on blasphemy. It will be replaced by a law, which 
makes inciting religious hatred a criminal offence; however the new law will not pass without 
some controversy. Rowan Atkinson has launched a comedians' campaign against this bill 
(Comedy, 2004). 
One important issue is: are there limitations on the freedom of expression?  Starting-point is 
we don’t negotiate about the freedom of expression, the ban on discrimination and equality of 
man and wife, gay- and heterosexuals, and religious and non religious people. There is the 
demand for freedom as an absolute right to publish whatever one wishes, subject only to the 
constraints of the laws of libel. Jurisprudence in the Netherlands shows that it is almost 
impossible to sue anybody on these grounds.  
Before we will discuss with you the themes we mentioned in the introduction we will briefly 
reflect on the role of the library in the integration and the multicultural process. 
 
 
3.4. The role of the library 
 
Multiculturalism  
 
Public libraries in North America, Western Europe and the Nordic countries are supporting 
the multicultural society. They offer library services for ethnic minorities and multicultural 
programming. These institutions have stimulated cultural diversity for decades. For example 
Finkielkraut (1998) sees libraries as a typical exponent of multiculturalism. Library users in 
North America notice the lack of traditional classification: religion, sociology, psychology, 
biology, history et cetera. In most cases it has been replaced by the following classification: 
Women’s studies, African-American studies, Asian studies, Gay and lesbian studies. It is not 
classified according to historic, sociological, anthropological or psychological aspect. The 
subject coincides with the object. 
According to Scott-Hansen (2002) in the Nordic countries it is the institution with which most 
representatives of ethnic minorities are in touch and it plays an important role in the 
integration process. The German Chancellor said recently that Europe must defend the 
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principles of the Enlightenment as the cornerstone of our policies. Multiculturalists as Scott-
Hansen (2002) talk about Eurocentric Enlightenment tradition and don’t find it useful to place 
the national culture and other national qualities central in our society (see also Gray’s 
comments about the Enlightenment). The multicultural policy in for example many Nordic 
libraries is ambitious, but the question is are goals and objectives in many policy statements 
achieved? Few libraries seem to have the resources to meet IFLA’s principles on 
multiculturalism. One of the conclusions in a nation-wide survey of professional values 
among Norwegian librarians was that multicultural library services were given low priority in 
the professional code (Vaagan, 2003). The policy documents of many library boards included 
probably an outline of political correct multicultural programmes, but the implementation by 
librarians of these policies wasn’t carried out to the full extent (partly due to a different set of 
priorities by librarians?).  
In a recent policy document about the state of the art of cultural diversity in public libraries at 
four continents, it is quite obvious that librarians still believe strongly in the multicultural role 
of the library. Libraries should cater to all diverse groups in society in equal measure. 
Libraries enable: 
“a. Cultural groups to enjoy the cultural heritage as it is written in their language or available 
on CD, video or DVD; 
b. Members of these groups to keep in touch with what is going on in their (former) homeland 
by means of newspapers, magazines and the web; 
c. Young members of these groups to learn and practice the mother tongue of their parents by 
means of the available media; 
d. Learning the new country’s language as a second language; 
e. Newcomers to find their way in society by providing community information, guiding them 
to it and helping them have access to the resources they need, as well as participate in 
naturalization courses; 
f. The celebration of the culture of the groups by providing the library as a stage for festivities 
and (non-religious) rituals; 
g. All groups in society to become informed about the background and meaning of different 
cultural aspect of the different groups.”  
(Ingemann Larsen, Jacobs and Van Vlimmeren, 2004). 
 
 
Multiculturalism and freedom of expression 
 
In the Netherlands and Denmark, for example, there has been a shift from an ethnic-minorities 
policy towards an integration policy focused on increased participation of immigrants in 
education and the labour market. It is interesting to reflect on what effect this change in policy 
has had on libraries. Are they adapting their collections and multicultural programming in 
view of the new realities? If we understand the new philosophy of the Dutch government 
correctly, then it can be expected that tasks d, e and g mentioned above will be embraced by 
the authorities, and grants will be more freely available. On the other hand, the activities 
mentioned in a, b, c and f may have no priority and some of these activities will be 
discouraged by local authorities. 
 
One of the key missions in the UNESCO Public Library Manifesto is fostering inter-cultural 
dialogue and favoring cultural diversity (UNESCO, 1994). We are curious to know whether 
libraries will adhere to their multicultural policy or will they make a change in collection 
development objectives and multicultural programming to be in line with the new integration 
policy. To what extent are libraries willing to risk budget cuts by local authorities if they 
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maintain their present multicultural policy? On the other hand, if libraries adopt the new 
policy, their mission in providing free and unlimited access to knowledge, thought, culture 
and information is in dispute. The active role of libraries in encouraging cultural diversity is at 
stake. 
 
One of the issues we want to discuss during this workshop is freedom of expression versus 
cultural diversity. We would like to know how libraries for example react to a controversial 
film such as Submission I by Theo van Gogh and Ajaan Hirsi Ali. Should the film be included 
in a video/dvd library collection? Will the script of Ajaan Hirsi Ali (also published as a 
booklet) be included in the library’s book collection? Will libraries use the film and/or the 
book in a multicultural programme especially developed for Muslim women or in a series of 
library programmes about women around the world? Are these items freely available at 
branches in predominantly ethnic communities or only accessible at the central library?  
The way a multicultural library approaches the freedom of expression  is a real test of 
tolerance. 
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