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Dutch activists in Amsterdam
celebrate after Wilders fails
to win a majority in the Dutch
elections in March
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Muslim schools, and it is easy to see why
Pekel disagreed with Naftaniel’s contention
that Jews are no longer a minority. “We live
in a very diverse society. But if you have
different interests, you’re still a minority.”
Pekel heaped praise on Wilders for
his stance against Islam. Wilders’ entire
election manifesto filled one sheet of A4
paper and the first item on his agenda was
to de-Islamise the Netherlands. Part of that
programme includes: banning the Koran,
refusing plans for new mosques, closing
Islamic schools, banning immigrants from
Muslim countries and banning the wearing
of headscarves for those in public office.
Wilders’ outspoken pro-Israel position
“sits well with me,” said Pekel.
As in many European
countries, Jews have
traditionally been active on
the Left in the communist,
labour and union
movements. Even in recent
years, the party in the
Netherlands where Jewish politicians have
been most prominent has been the PvdA
Labour party. The former Jewish mayor
of Amsterdam, Job Cohen, led the Labour
party in the 2010 elections and the current
Labour leader, Lodewijk Asscher (who has
also been the deputy prime minister since
2012), has a Jewish background.
In fact, Asscher’s Jewish roots, on his
father’s side, have led to an outpouring of
virulent antisemitism. In 2016 he revealed
to the public the extent to which he had
been targeted by hate mail, saying in a
Facebook post: “My Jewish family name
serves for many of you as an explanation
of my actions and attitudes, such as
simultaneously giving Muslims too much
and too little” attention.
The phenomenon of Jewish politicians
being targeted with antisemitism and
hate mail is nothing new, says Evelien
Gans, who is freshly retired as Professor of

“Discrimination
is more about
headscarves
than skullcaps”

questions over identity, accompanied by
the suspicion of a rise in xenophobia and
racism, begs the eternal question: is the
new focus on nationalism good or bad for
Dutch Jews? What looks to many like a
no-brainer – of course such things are
bad for Jews – is a much more ambivalent
question for others.
Some Dutch Jews share the misgivings
of a significant part of Dutch society over
what is regarded as Muslim inroads into
the Netherlands. Many are particularly
worried about antisemitism and attitudes
towards Israel.
The Jewish participant in the Menasseh
ben Israel debate, Ronny Naftaniel, seemed
somewhat miscast on the stage. Naftaniel
headed the Centre for Information and
Documentation on Israel until 2013 and
has been one of the pre-eminent voices
of the Dutch Jewish community over

the last few decades. In the discussion
he attempted to take the position of
elder statesman: according to him the
community can no longer claim the
position of put-upon minority.
“What Jews have to get used to is that
they are not in first place when there are
problems in society,” Naftaniel explained
a few days after the debate. In terms of
economic conditions, education and other
social issues, Jews don’t fit the bill of the
victim anymore, he said. Even when there
is a rise in antisemitism, which happens
from time to time, this is largely confined
to non-violent incidents. “When issues
such as fighting for equality and against
discrimination come up, it’s more about
women with headscarves than Jews with
skullcaps,” he said.
Speaking to me before the March
general election, Naftaniel declined to

JOHN THYS/GETTY

THE NETHERLANDS

A

Jew, a Moroccan and
two black guys walk
into a bar… What
might sound like the
preamble to a bad
joke was actually the
scene during the
intermission one evening in February
during a public debate being held on
‘identity at election time’ in Amsterdam.
The bar-goers were panellists at the debate,
which had been organised by the Menasseh
ben Israel Institute for Jewish social
and cultural studies. The event was an
acknowledgement that the issue of national
identity has reclaimed a central place in
politics everywhere, whether it’s BrexitBritain, Trump’s America or indeed Geert
Wilders’ Netherlands.
For the small, 40,000 strong Dutch
Jewish community this resurgence of

reveal who would be getting his vote.
However, he said that even though he is
a member of the Dutch Labour party, the
Partij van de Arbeid (PvdA), he was strongly
considering other options because of the
party’s recent criticism of Israel.
Despite the Left’s stance on Israel,
Naftaniel did not think Jews were attracted
to the most outspoken pro-Israel party,
Geert Wilders’ far-right, anti-Islam Partij
voor de Vrijheid (PVV). Wilders’ less
appealing sides, such as his links with
Marine Le Pen in France and the Freedom
Party of Austria, his support for banning
ritual slaughter and for loosening antidiscrimination legislation, as well as his
hard-line stance on Israel,
where he supports a one
state solution, were all offputting to many Jews.
Such reservations
were batted away when
I spoke to Dennis Pekel
– a self-declared Wilders
supporter. Pekel has gained a measure
of notoriety over the past decade with
high-profile protests on issues affecting
the Dutch Jewish community. He has been
at the forefront of a small activist group
called TOF, Tradition is Our Future, who
have agitated against the appearance
on Dutch TV of the anti-Zionist and,
according to some, antisemitic LebaneseBelgian polemicist Dyab Abou Jahjah,
as well as opposing the remembrance
of German soldiers during World War II
commemorations and campaigning against
the Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions
(BDS) movement.
This list alone suggests that Jews still
have concerns that are not necessarily
shared by the average Dutch voter. Add
other matters, such as the debate on ritual
slaughter, which came close to being
banned in 2011, and the safeguarding of
Jewish education amid a debate on banning
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Dutch voters trounced the xenophobic
populist Geert Wilders in the recent
elections in the Netherlands. Ferry
Biedermann asks what impact Wilders’
far-right campaign had on the country’s
Jewish population

contemporary Jewish
history at the University
of Amsterdam. “Even
when Cohen was Mayor
of Amsterdam (2001-10)
and Asscher was a city
councillor in the city
(2002-6), people were
making nasty remarks
about the ‘two members
of the Jewish Council’”.
The Jewish Council
was a controversial
World War II body
that operated in the
Netherlands, as in many other European
countries, under Nazi occupation. Made
up of some Jewish community leaders, it
helped the Germans identify and deport
Dutch Jews, despite the leaders being told
they were helping their fellow Jews.
Many Jews still support the Dutch
Labour Party. Bertien Minco, director of
the Dutch Fund for Youth Culture and
Sports, has voted Labour most of her
life. Although her family did not have a
tradition of voting Labour, she said she felt
a connection to the party’s achievements
in terms of social justice, to which Jewish
left-wing politicians of the first part of the
20th century contributed. She still trusts
it more than any other party on issues
of social justice. “The PvdA is broadly
supportive of Israel. The presence of quite
a few Jewish politicians in the party means
it will not go too far in its criticism of
Israel,” she said.
Although Wilders has been beaten for
now, his party came second and gained
five more seats in parliament (a third more
than in the last election – but four fewer
than in 2010). He promised that next time
he would come first. It was also the first
Dutch election where some mainstream
parties leaned to the hard right to answer
Wilders’ anti-immigration rhetoric. The
Liberal prime minister Mark Rutte even
infamously told people with migrant
backgrounds to “act normal or leave”.
“The climate that Wilders creates,
with xenophobia and hatred towards ‘the
other’, also affects antisemitism. It creates
an atmosphere of ‘our people first’,” said
Evelien Gans. On election night in March,
Rutte said he was celebrating victory
against “the wrong kind of populism”.
But will there be a right kind? n

