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Some key issues in post 9/11 journalism in the Netherlands 

Krystyna Henke 

Introduction 

Current scholarly literature draws attention to several key issues in post 9/11 
journalism in the Netherlands.1 Some of these topics in contemporary journalism 
are not necessarily unique to the Netherlands and are affecting the profession 
globally, such as the impact of the internet and a changed business model 
(Hermans, Vergeer & D’Haenens 2009); others are more particular to the 
Netherlands, including the effects of ontzuiling (‘depillarisation’) (Van de Donk, 
Broeders & Hoefnagel 2005), the influence of American values and neoliberalism 
on Dutch society, multiculturalism, and the perceived conflict between 
progressive principles around LGBTQ and women’s rights versus cultural and 
religious tolerance of immigrants (Beunders 2008; Deuze 2002, 2004; De Vries 
2004). For the sake of context, it is noteworthy that press freedom in the 
Netherlands, which is tied to the country’s reputation for observance of tolerance 
and freedom of expression – both guaranteed in the nation’s Constitution – is 
consistently ranked among the highest in the world, according to the World Press 
Freedom Index (Maris 2018; Reporters Without Borders 2016). However, scholars 
have noted areas of concern in the production of contemporary post 9/11 
journalism in the Netherlands, particularly regarding the representation and 
framing of Muslims and other visible minorities. In this paper I highlight the 
conceptualization of the racialized Other and Islam as threat frame, alongside 
right-wing populism nurtured and amplified by a journalism unable to distance 
itself from a public discourse and hegemonic worldview steeped in intolerance, 
racism, and its nation’s colonialist legacy (Deen 2018; European Commission 
Against Racism and Intolerance 2019; Said 1981; Weiner 2014; White 2008).  

                                                      
1 This is the revised text of a presentation delivered to the annual meeting of the Canadian 
Association for the Advancement of Netherlandic Studies/Association canadienne pour l'avance-
ment des études néerlandaises (CAANS-ACAÉN) held at the University of British Columbia in 
Vancouver, British Columbia, on June 1-2, 2019. 
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Seeking Islamic extremism  

For the purpose of this discussion the delimiting marker of September 11, 2001 
has been chosen in recognition of the fact that the 9/11 terrorist act, commonly 
known by the date on which hijacked planes flew into the World Trade Center 
towers in New York City and the American Department of Defense’s Pentagon 
building just outside of Washington, DC, has been a watershed event for 
journalism (Pew Research Center 2006; Van Dooremalen 2016).  
 

 
 

Figure 1. 10:00 AM. 9/11/2001. View from 5th Avenue & 13th Street, New York City. Photo and 
copyright by Guy van Grinsven. Reproduced with permission (restricted to this article only). 

As shown in Figures 1 through 5, photojournalists like Guy van Grinsven, who 
witnessed and documented 9/11 as it was happening, captured an enduring 
moment of private and collective grief amidst a senseless act of large-scale violent 
terror. Van Grinsven was later careful to point out in a documentary he made that 
the terrorist act was conceived as a deliberate response to American Middle East 
policy (Van Grinsven 2016b).2   

                                                      
2 To my knowledge, Guy van Grinsven was the only Dutch photographer on the scene who recorded 
the terrorist event, which began shortly before 9 o’clock in the morning on September 11, 2001. 
About an hour later, at 10 o’clock, he was scheduled to conduct a photo shoot at the restaurant 
Windows on the World on the 107th floor of the World Trade Center’s North tower, narrowly 
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After 9/11, a focus on Islamic extremism ensued (Komen 2014; Papaikono-
mou & Dijkman 2018). Concomitant manifestations within journalism in the Neth-
erlands of immigrants being depicted as Other in news stories, along with related 
scholarly inquiries, have raised the question of journalism’s role in the develop-
ment of Stanley Cohen’s (1972) concept of moral panics and folk devils (those onto 
whom the collectively projected guilt is thrust for – imagined and real – crimes 
and other wrongs suffered by a society) as part of the portrayal of immigrants, 
particularly Muslims, in the mainstream Dutch press, as well as on public and 
commercial national, regional, and local radio and television (Burger 2009). Often, 
immigrant allochtonen (‘aliens’) are being represented by non-immigrant 
autochtonen (‘native-born persons’) in the media through the use of these Dutch 
terms, which have been in use since the 1980s to distinguish between those who 
are immigrants and those who are native-born, Caucasian Dutch (Haghebaert 
2005; Megchelsen 2012; Weiner 2014). Emphasizing difference, as the prefix allo 
(‘different’) in Greek refers to ‘other,’ whereas auto (‘self’) denotes emic, insider 
belonging, the terms conjure up an Orientalist framework (Said 1978, 1981).  

While the existence of racism is denied as part of “the Dutch multicultural 
tolerance paradigm” (Weiner 2014, 731), an emphasis on race and ethnicity in dis-
course about minorities has been an intrinsic part of Dutch journalism, even prior 
to 9/11 (Van Dijk 1983). Although in 2016 the Dutch government decided to 
review the terminology (Leerkes & Dagevos 2016), its usage in the media is still 
ongoing (Tarrass 2020). Descriptors of race, religious affiliation, gender, or age in 
a journalistic story can create feelings of prejudice and certainly distrust and anger 
towards the Moroccan and Turkish males, who are frequently the ones to be 
identified as such in news items about undesirable, criminal immigrant males in 
the Netherlands (Brouwer, Van der Woude & Van der Leun 2017). Especially for a 
Dutch public broadcaster, whose mandate is to connect, not divide a nation, the 
crimmigration framing of immigrants is remarkable (Awad & Engelbert 2014; 
Hagoort 2010).  

According to the Pew Research Center (2006), 9/11 changed the American 
evening news. Terrorism, foreign policy, and global conflict received much more 
coverage now, while domestic issues about drugs, crime, and space and 
technology became less prominent. This trend also coincided with the wars in 
Afghanistan and in Iraq that were initiated by the United States in October 2001, 
and March 2003, respectively. Dutch media and communications studies scholars 
Ruigrok, Van Atteveldt, and Vliegenthart (2014) write, 

                                                      
escaping death by a fluke of timing (Van Grinsven 2016b). I thank Guy van Grinsven (2016a) for 
kindly allowing me to show five of his 9/11 photographs here as part of my article. 
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We found that, especially for the US, 9/11 was the defining moment: both 
normal terrorism coverage and event peaks were higher after 9/11; 9/11 
caused a permanent frame shift […] from the enemy as criminals to focusing 
on fanatical Muslims as the enemy; and 9/11 was literally used as the point 
of reference in describing later terrorism events.                                            (1) 
 

 
Figure 2. 10:28 AM. 9/11/2001. View from Thompson Street & West Houston Street, New York 
City. Photo and copyright by Guy van Grinsven. Reproduced with permission (restricted to this 

article only). 

In other words, 9/11 is used as a yardstick by which other media stories about 
terrorism are compared, while terrorism further remains a heightened presence 
in news coverage, one in which fundamentalist Muslims are the perpetrators. Post 
9/11 news reporting has a tendency to engage in scapegoating and also to divide 
the world into good and evil (Ruigrok, Van Atteveldt, and Vliegenthart 2014).  

In the Netherlands, unlike the United States, “9/11 is predominantly being 
understood by the Dutch public elite as a reason to reconsider the role of islam in 
Dutch society” (Van Dooremalen 2016, para. 9). Whereas the period after 9/11 
sees Muslims being framed as a security threat in the United States, in the 
Netherlands the character and fabric of Dutch society are described as having to 
be insulated from the influence of Islamic culture and religion, which is embodied 
by immigrants to the Netherlands. Dutch scholar in public policy and public 



KRYSTYNA HENKE: SOME KEY ISSUES IN POST 9/11 JOURNALISM IN THE NETHERLANDS 
 

77 
 

 
Can. J. of Netherlandic Studies/Rev. can. d’études néerlandaises 40.1 (2020): 73-85 

administration Peter Scholten (2013) writes, “It is noteworthy that in media 
debates, the ‘Islam as a threat’ frame came into use much earlier than it did in 
parliamentary debate […]” (109). This suggests that politicians may have been 
influenced by how journalistic stories presented Muslim immigrants in the 
Netherlands. 

Scheffer, Fortuyn, Van Gogh, Hirsi Ali, Wilders 

The literature identifies a series of focal events in the Netherlands that would 
forcefully plant themselves in the public’s imagination and take hold of the public 
conversation about right-wing populism and freedom of expression, mostly 
swirling around the issues of immigration and Islam (Cherribi 2010; Tillie et al. 
2016; Van Dooremalen 2013, 2016). In early 2000, the NRC Handelsblad news-
paper published Paul Scheffer’s (2000) indictment of Dutch multiculturalism. He 
focused on the primacy of the needs of the dominant group, depicting a threate-
ning and unsympathetic Islam, as well as concern with the growing presence of 
under-performing and unassimilated immigrants. Scheffer (2000) concluded, “The 
multicultural tragedy that is playing itself out is therefore the biggest threat to 
society’s peace” (last para.).  

A second pivotal event took place in May 2002, just days before the 
country’s general election. Mere minutes after a media interview in Hilversum, 
the hub of Dutch broadcasting, the populist, extreme right-wing, Islam-bashing 
Dutch politician Pim Fortuyn was shot and killed by environmentalist and animal 
rights activist Volkert van der Graaf for wearing fur and ridiculing the movement’s 
concerns.  

Then, in November 2004, the Dutch filmmaker Theo van Gogh, who was 
an ardent supporter of Fortuyn and an Islam-critic himself, was assassinated on a 
street in Amsterdam by a young Muslim, Mohammed Bouyeri, for having made a 
highly provocative anti-Muslim film, Submission, with outspoken anti-Islam 
politician Ayaan Hirsi Ali.  

Two months earlier, the extreme right-wing, anti-Islam and anti-immigrant 
politician Geert Wilders had split from a center-right, liberal party, the Volkspartij 
voor Vrijheid en Democratie (‘People’s party for Freedom and Democracy’) or VVD, 
eventually launching the nationalist and far-right political party, the Partij Voor de 
Vrijheid (‘Party For Freedom’) or PVV, in 2006.  
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Figure 3. 11:21 AM. 9/11/2001. View from West Broadway and Leonard Street, New York City. 

Photo and copyright by Guy van Grinsven. Reproduced with permission (restricted to this article 
only). 
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While Islamophobia has seen a distinct post 9/11 spike (Sheridan 2006), 
the commercial nature of the media and the fierce competition among media 
outlets and publications to remain solvent has contributed to a change in the 
performativity of political communication. As Dutch media historian Huub Wijfjes 
(2009) observes, journalists have given conflict-seeking politicians an enormous 
media platform due to the trend to deliver entertaining and dramatically 
interesting news items. Calling it mediatization or media logic, Wijfjes (2009) 
explains, 

The essential idea of this concept is that political practices in democratic 
societies are increasingly forced to adapt to the narrative structures and 
principles of form that are dominant in strongly commercialized, market-
driven media practice. […] In media logic, journalists do not mediate politics 
through rationally structured information (for example, by giving a reliable, 
naturalistic account of a meeting or debate), but through dramatic imaging. 
(ix) 
 

This means that conflict is seen as attractive and is sought after for media stories. 
A meta-analysis by media scholars Piet Bakker and Peter Vasterman (2013) of the 
relationship between the highly contentious Wilders and the media that covered 
him confirms that controversy generates news value and that a politician’s media 
exposure results in an increase in supportive voters. Sam Cherribi (2010), a Dutch-
Moroccan sociologist and former Member of Parliament in the Netherlands, 
argues that Fortuyn, too, owed his populist success to the attention he received 
from the media. Politicians as well as journalists encourage sound bites and 
posturing that has entertainment value and exploits emotionality. Sociologists 
Van Dooremalen, Duyvendak, and Houtman (2013) have noted since 2001 a 
radical change in the tone of Dutch political culture, including its coverage, 
whereby “[t]he traditional constellation has turned upside down” (1), becoming 
rather polarized in style and simultaneously allowing for less divergence in content 
in debates about immigration and integration. As they write, formerly, “the 
country has had a highly stable political history, through many centuries: a 
consensual political style, in combination with polarization of content” (Van 
Dooremalen, Duyvendak, & Houtman 2013, 1). Whereas in the past, those with 
different opinions would express them, yet ultimately come to an agreement, now 
polarization is entrenched and prohibitive of the development of nuanced 
thinking.  These researchers, too, attribute such black and white positioning to the 
mediatization of politics, whereby now “politics is represented in the form of a 
play” (22). As seen in the discussions by and about Fortuyn and Wilders, overt 
expressions of racism, rather than being frowned upon, add to the sensational, 
spellbinding character of political reporting. According to Scholten (2013), the 
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Dutch public had always harbored intolerant views; however, the established 
elite, including journalists and mainstream politicians, had managed to repress 
“the ‘voice on the street’” (109). Vasterman concurs that the public sphere, as 
conceptualized by Habermas (1962), is fertile ground for intolerance, precisely 
because for many years Dutch journalists had ignored some of the population’s 
xenophobic rumblings, going out of their way in their journalistic, often leftist-
oriented work to uphold an initial government vision of a tolerant, multicultural 
model in the Netherlands (Scholten 2013; Peter Vasterman in discussion with the 
author, April 24, 2017). Some thirty years earlier, Dutch discourse scholar Teun 
van Dijk (1983) identified that minorities were framed negatively by the media. 
Hardly isolated incidents, wrote van Dijk (1983), they were “systematic 
expressions of a racist society. The traditional self-image of Dutch ‘tolerance’ turns 
out more and more to be a myth” (9). The work of sociologist Melissa Weiner 
(2014) on Dutch racism establishes a connection to the insufficiently acknow-
ledged colonial legacy of the Dutch. 
 

 

Figure 4. 12:15 PM. 9/11/2001. Firefighters at West Street & Harrison Street, New York City. 
Photo and copyright by Guy van Grinsven. Reproduced with permission (restricted to this article 

only). 

In addition, according to Dutch journalism scholar Tabe Bergman (2014a, 2014b), 
it is important to underline that journalists as a collective in the Netherlands are 
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also victims of a political economy, much like American media have been caught 
up in wittingly or unwittingly supporting corporate and political power (Herman & 
Chomsky 2002/1988). Bergman (2014a, 2014b) argues that the propaganda model 
put forward by media critics Edward Herman and Noam Chomsky (2002/1988) in 
their seminal work Manufacturing Consent to explain media bias in favour of 
political and economic elites should be applied to the Dutch media landscape. 
Bergman (2014a, 2014b) explains how the propaganda model’s five filters affect 
Dutch journalism. For one, concentrated private corporate ownership of 
newspapers, news agencies, and broadcasting, affects the journalism that is 
produced. Secondly, reliance on advertising rules out a critical stance towards 
capitalism. Thirdly, journalists are dependent on sources and furthermore 
estimates suggest they are outnumbered three, four, or five to one by public 
relations professionals. Fourthly, journalists may have to contend with negative 
feedback from powerful entities. Finally, a pro-market, neoliberal ideology 
demands and creates a journalism that promotes consumerism and nationalism.  

Conclusion 

The Dutch media’s framing of the immigrant foreigner as a menacing ‘other’ can 
be understood as part of a worldview in support of an empire that still yearns for 
the echoes of a colonial, extractive past of Eurocentric hegemony (Shadid 2005; 
Weiner 2014). As Dutch-Palestinian anthropologist and intercultural 
communication scholar Wasif Shadid (2005) writes, reporters tend to fall back on 
simplistic dichotomies in their portrayal of Islam, which is presented as “static, 
undemocratic and backwards” (334), while the West is seen as “modern, dynamic 
and democratic” (334).3 Further, the research by Weiner (2014) into historical and 
contemporary Dutch racism and racist denial shows that, “Discourses throughout 
the media, in sports, advertising, newspapers, and television broadcasts, all 
exhibit discursive racism distancing a naturalized White Dutch population from 
stereotypical essentialized ‘others’ within the national borders” (733). 

Writing a decade after 9/11, the young Dutch journalist Ariënne 
Megchelsen (2011) advocated for a more multicultural journalistic profession, 
pointing out that while about a quarter of the then population in the Netherlands 
consisted of immigrants, only two per cent of the 14,000 journalists in the 
Netherlands were immigrants. She found that a major cause of “negative 
reporting about ethnic minorities is due to the reliance of ‘white’ journalists on 
sources within their mostly non-immigrant network” (6).  In a study of Dutch 
journalists conducted a few years later, only 27.7% of them felt that it was very 

                                                      
3 “Zo komt dan een statische, ondemocratische en achterlijke islam tegenover een moderne, 
dynamische en democratische westerse wereld te staan.” 
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important that they “promote tolerance and cultural diversity” (Hermans 2016, 
2). In closing, I turn to postcolonial theorist Edward Said (1981), who warned 
against the West’s temptation of a recolonizing effort and strongly urged its 
disavowal:   

But underlying every interpretation of other cultures – especially of Islam – 
is the choice facing the individual scholar or intellectual: whether to put 
intellect at the service of power or at the service of criticism, community, 
dialogue, and moral sense. This choice must be the first act of interpretation 
today, and it must result in a decision, not simply a postponement. If the 
history of knowledge about Islam in the West has been too closely tied to 
conquest and domination, the time has come for these ties to be severed 
completely.                                                                                             (172-173)  

 

 

Figure 5. 12:25 PM. 9/11/2001. Firefighters at West Street & Harrison Street, New York City. 
Photo and copyright by Guy van Grinsven. Reproduced with permission (restricted to this article 

only). 

While Said’s admonition to reject an imperialist worldview has taken on renewed 
urgency in the present climate, it risks being ignored. Upon Said’s death, Dutch 
anthropologist Peter van der Veer (2003) wrote about “[t]he generally negative 
attitude towards Edward Said in the Netherlands” (33), as well as Said’s limited 
impact in the Netherlands amidst “the rising demand for a renewed imperialism” 
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(33) there and elsewhere. In spite of journalism’s watchdog role in society and its 
invaluable contribution in holding power accountable and informing a public that 
has come to rely on journalism’s truth telling (Deuze 2004; McQuail 2013; Peters 
& Broersma 2016), understanding the structural contemporary and historic forces 
that shape a nation’s journalistic framing practice may be a necessary step 
towards the decolonization of the journalistic representation of allochtonen 
(‘aliens’) post 9/11. This remains one of the major issues embodied in Dutch 
journalism’s treatment of visible minorities in the Netherlands today. 
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