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History often presents itself in the form of seemingly loose events that stand on their own. 

However, on deeper inspection history is always a chain of linked events. In other words, 

throughout history each seemingly separate narrative can be linked to other narratives in terms 

of cause and effect. Almost seven years ago a Tunisian man burned himself alive as a protest 

to his living conditions. As a consequence, mass protests throughout Tunisia arose and the 

country soon found itself in political turmoil. Because these events were televised and 

reported by major news networks such as al-Jazeera, the protests quickly spread to other 

North-African and Middle Eastern countries (Cleveland and Bunton 522). Thus, the citizens 

of most of the Islamic countries in the Middle Eastern region woke up from their winter sleep 

and the so-called ‘Arab Spring’ had started. Specifically in Syria, spring started a little later 

since president Bashar al-Asad, in contrast to other Arab leaders, at least enjoyed some 

popularity. Furthermore, the Syrian population had some time to see what instability brought 

to other Arab countries in the form of horrific violence and turmoil. However, the grave 

economic, social and political conditions in Syria made eventual protests and civil unrest 

inevitable. In March, 2011, the government, afraid of potential uprisings, arrested, tortured 

and killed children who had written revolutionary slurs on a wall (532). Consequently, the 

Syrian people arose to protest, and the Syrian Civil War started. Till this day, the war is in full 

effect and Syrian refugees flee the violence that has engulfed their nation. Six years later, the 

latest elections for the Dutch House of Representatives were held. In these elections two right-

wing parties with strong anti-immigration policy proposals rose in popularity; one was the 

Partij voor de Vrijheid (Party for Freedom PVV) and the other was Forum voor Democratie 

(Forum for Democracy FvD). The rise of these parties can be directly linked to the Syrian 

refugee crisis that resulted from the civil war. In this essay I will explore the link between the 

Syrian refugee crisis and the outcome of the Dutch elections. The essay will focus on the 

current policies regarding refugees in the Netherlands and how these policies caused unrest 
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and dissatisfaction among the Dutch population. Furthermore, an analysis is offered on how 

both the PVV and FvD parties rose in popularity in connection to the immigration 

problematics. In this essay I will argue that the Syrian refugee crisis has played a significant 

role in the rise of popularity of Dutch right-wing political parties. 

 Immigration, by whichever circumstances, whether on political, economic or social 

grounds, has almost always been met with some form of backlash from groups of native 

citizens of the receiving country. In other words, the migration of peoples is a historical 

process that inevitably causes tensions between citizens of one country and citizens that are 

leaving another country. In contemporary times, the nation-state still largely dictates one’s 

identity and his or her political, social and cultural views of the world. When members of one 

nation-state move to another nation-state, they bring with them their experiences and sense of 

culture. Naturally, this influx forms and transforms the original existing culture and thus it can 

potentially be viewed as a threat to the existing set of shared norms and values within the 

receiving country. In his book Imagined Communities, Benedict Anderson proposes the 

following definition of a nation, “it is an imagined political community – and imagined as 

both inherently limited and sovereign” (6). The imaginative facet of the community is 

explained by Anderson in the fact that while members of a state do not directly know each 

other, they do share a sense of community which is constructed largely in their minds (6). 

Thus, negative reactions from native citizens towards migrants are basically attempts to 

preserve the existing imagined community in its original form. Specifically, the feelings 

towards taking in Syrian refugees in the Netherlands was polled by research bureau I&O 

Research in 2015 by order of news outlet Volkskrant. Since the sample was random it 

presented a variety of Dutch citizens with different political opinions, thus the collected data 

is certainly representative of the overall Dutch population to some extent. Out of 2084 

respondents, a staggering 45 percent voted for less immigrants (“'Nederlanders Willen 
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Niet’”). Yet, the percentage for different groups of refugees differed. In fact, 25 percent of 

respondents voted for less refugees that fled from violence and war. Meanwhile, 75 percent of 

respondents voted for less economic refugees, a group to which people are generally less 

emphatic. These statistics sketch some of the general feelings of the Dutch population towards 

the immigration of refugees two years prior to the elections.  

 During 2015 the influx of Syrian refugees was especially high according to the Dutch 

Immigration and Naturalisation Service (The Netherlands and the Flow of Refugees). The 

Service had to process close to sixty thousand applications that year which, of course, put 

strain on the Dutch government but also on its citizens in the placement of these applicants. 

Since the application time alone is around seven months, and the decision time has been 

extended from six to fifteen months, the overall time to process individual asylum applicants 

is relatively long. Specifically, refugees from unsafe countries, like Syria in this case, 

especially deserve careful attention. Since the major part of applicants in 2015 were Syrian 

refugees, the time to process all applications took especially long. During this processing time 

the applicants must be housed in asylum centres where basic needs are ensured according to 

the 1951 Refugee Convention. For example, the right to social security as stated in Article 24, 

Section 1b:   

Contracting States shall accord to refugees lawfully staying in their territory the same 

treatment as is accorded to nationals in respect of the following matters:  

(b) Social security (legal provisions in respect of employment injury, occupational 

diseases, maternity, sickness, disability, old age, death, unemployment, family 

responsibilities and any other contingency which, according to national laws or 

regulations, is covered by a social security scheme). (25) 

In the Netherlands refugees waiting for the asylum procedure are granted certain social 

benefits in accordance to the benefits for native citizens. For example, every asylum seeker is 
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granted a basic healthcare insurance that is mandatory for every Dutch citizen. Furthermore, a 

certain amount of money is given in order to buy additional food next to the three basic meals 

that are provided each day. Dutch public broadcast service NOS lists the amounts of money 

received by refugees as varying between approximately 14 euros to almost 45 euros per week 

depending on the size of the household and whether meals are provided each day (“Wat krijgt 

een vluchteling”). In addition, asylum seekers receive around 13 euros per week for extra 

necessities such as clothing. Thus, extras besides food and clothing are almost impossible to 

afford with the small amount of money given. Specifically, traveling becomes almost 

impossible since public transport within the Netherlands is relatively expensive. Yet, the 

asylum centres are mostly placed in rural areas far from urban centres (“Opvanglocaties”). 

For example, the asylum centres in villages Oranje and Sint Annaparochie house 700 and 400 

refugees respectively. The placement of the asylum centres in these rather remote villages 

directly caused major dissatisfaction, while the policies regarding monetary compensation for 

asylum seekers indirectly boosted this dissatisfaction.  

 Oranje, a village with approximately 140 inhabitants was originally scheduled to 

house 700 refugees. However, in 2015 another 700 refugees were scheduled to be housed in 

the village because of the major unexpected influx of Syrian refugees in 2015 (Fontein 7). Of 

course, the initial number of refugees was already large in comparison to the number of 

inhabitants, yet another 700 had to be placed there. The influx of this amount of refugees 

caused major dissatisfaction with the local community and, of course, they protested. One of 

the inhabitants claimed that some of the asylum seekers misbehaved and hung around the 

community center (8). Indirectly, such problems can be attributed to the apparent lack of 

options to those refugees placed in small rural villages with little monetary funds to travel. In 

particular, the ability to work or actively participate in other activities is almost made 

impossible through this combination of placement and small financial compensation. As a 
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result, tensions increase between the local inhabitants and the asylum seekers. While the right 

to wage-earning employment is guaranteed in the 1951 Refugee Convention, which all 

nations are obligated to uphold, the measures of the Dutch government that virtually entirely 

prevent refugees from getting employment are not illegal since they do not violate any of the 

sections in Article 17 on wage-earning employment (22).  

 Since the current policies in the Netherlands are in accordance with the Common 

European Asylum System (CEAS), the backlash is not merely focused on immigrants, but 

also on the European Union (EU). The EU forces its members to follow certain standards 

regarding integration policies in order to ensure equal treatment for those who seek asylum. 

On the one hand, this can be viewed as a positive, since EU member states can now equally 

distribute the burden of the refugee influx. Moreover, refugees are “treated equally in an open 

and fair system – wherever they apply” (“A Common European Asylum System” 3). On the 

other hand, the right of self-determination is affected negatively and citizens become 

disenfranchised with the institution responsible for the deterioration of their agency. Those 

who view that the European Asylum System is negatively influencing Dutch immigration 

policies can be categorized as “partialists” according to Matthew J. Gibney, a professor of 

politics and forced migration. Gibney describes the partialist view as “an ideal of states as 

cultural communities, claiming a right of self-determination on behalf of their citizens, which 

justified exclusive privileges in entrance” (59). In opposition to the partialist view is the 

impartialist view that “works with an ideal of states as cosmopolitan moral agents, and sees 

states as morally required to take into equal account the interests or rights of citizens and 

foreigners in entrance decisions” (59). The Dutch right-wing parties PVV and FvD both 

emphasized their criticism on the current immigration policies and directed their message to 

the partialist audience.  
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 Criticisms on immigration policies and on the involvement of the EU in shaping these 

policies in the Netherlands were integral to the election manifests of both the PVV and FvD. 

In fact, the second sentence of the election manifest of the PVV reads, “Genoeg van de 

massa-immigratie en asiel, terreur, geweld en onveiligheid” (Verkiezingsprogramma PVV 

2017 – 2021). The sentence basically states that mass-immigration and asylum, terror, 

violence and unsafety will no longer be tolerated. In order to stop this, the PVV proposes to 

close all borders and to close all asylum centres. Moreover, Dutch membership to the EU 

should be stopped, since this will allow the Netherlands to enact some of the before 

mentioned radical immigration policies without repercussions. However, the norms 

established in the 1951 Convention on Refugees will still be applicable to the Netherlands, 

whether a member of the EU or not, as they are one of the 145 nations to accept the treaty. 

Yet, according to PVV party leader Geert Wilders, the Netherlands does not have any moral 

obligation to accept Syrian refugees (Gageldonk). Furthermore, Wilders states that the Middle 

Eastern region itself should have the obligation to take in refugees from Syria; “Saoedi-

Arabië, de landen in de Golfstaten, die hebben de morele plicht” (qtd. in Gageldonk). In the 

same interview, Wilders states that accepting refugees from Islamic countries creates risks. 

By citing earlier incidents such as the Paris attack or the incident in Cologne, the already 

existing dissatisfaction towards Syrian refugees, especially in rural areas, is exemplified. In 

other words, Wilders ‘others’ Syrian refugees as “threat to the nation” (Icduygu and Senay 

192).   

 The similar tactic of ‘othering’ was used by FvD party leader Thierry Baudet in a 

television appearance on RTL Late Night. Since many critics accused the FvD of promoting 

racist ideas, Baudet emphasized that there are absolutely no racist ideas behind the ideals of 

the party. However, in the same interview, Baudet also states that migrants from vastly 

different cultures than the Dutch culture do form a threat to this Dutch culture (Blue Circle, 
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prod). In a way, Baudet enhances this threat by the statement itself, since the statement 

increases the notion of the migrant as ‘other’ and thus increases the division between native 

citizens and migrants as a result. Furthermore, the statement “obscure[s] the positive side of 

immigration flows” (Icduygu and Senay 193). In other words, the statement makes migrants 

into elements of danger to the imagined community mentioned earlier. While the FvD 

election manifest does not propose completely closed borders, it proposes a shift of 

responsibility in accepting refugees to countries in the Middle Eastern region as Wilders also 

stated (Verkiezingsprogramma FVD). Furthermore, the FvD proposes to halt automatic 

permanent residence permits to asylum seekers, instead those who seek asylum can only 

temporarily be sheltered in the Netherlands. If such policies would be enacted the refugee 

influx and resulting problems in the Netherlands will be solved according to both the PVV 

and FvD. However, the larger refugee crisis in Europe will linger on. Currently, most EU 

border countries such as Greece still carry the heaviest burden of taking in the largest amounts 

of Syrian refugees since such states function as ‘gate-states.’ By enacting the proposed 

policies of PVV and FvD the immigration problems will not disappear but will be merely 

transported elsewhere.  

 The Dutch political spectrum has shifted to the right because of the increasing 

popularity of right-wing ideas by parties such as the PVV and FvD. In the last election, the 

PVV gained twenty parliamentary seats and more than 1.370.000 votes, while the FvD arose 

as a new party that immediately collected more than 180.000 votes and in accordance two 

seats in parliament (Kiesraad). Furthermore, other major parties such as VVD and CDA 

adopted certain anti-immigrant rhetoric from the PVV and FvD because of their rising 

popularity. However, in the same elections left-wing parties also gained a major amount of 

votes, especially the party GroenLinks. This simultaneous rise of the left offers some relief 

against the increasing polarisation between native citizens and migrant communities. 
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However, at the same time, the polarisation of party politics increases. Instead of excluding 

those we fear, inclusion might help us better our understanding of the ‘other.’ 
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