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Abstract

This paper interrogates the coexistence of broad multicultural ideals with persistent 
anti-Muslim sentiment in the Netherlands; a nation historically celebrated for tol-
erance but increasingly marked by tensions over integration. Drawing on original 
analysis of a 2023 EC-funded H2020 project survey (N = 1963), we reveal a sharp 
divide: while Dutch respondents express moderate support for multiculturalism as a 
principle (M = 4.60), attitudes toward Muslim communities remain starkly negative 
(M = 3.22).  signi cant minority (12 ) exhibits what we identify as forbearance 
tolerance, a con icted state of endorsing diversity in the abstract while perceiving 
Muslims as incongruent with national values. We argue this orientation is a unsur-
prising result of attitudinal ambivalence, a psychological state produced by the con-

uence of the Netherlands  secular heritage, its colonial legacy, and contemporary 
populist politics. The Netherlands  post-pillarisation secular heritage established a 
model of tolerance-through-separation, while its postcolonial legacy and the popu-
list securitisation of slam have fostered a progressive nativism  that frames Mus-
lim integration as a threat to liberal norms. Educated urban elites, though theoreti-
cally tolerant, exhibit heightened cultural anxieties, re ecting how ambivalence is 
most pronounced among those exposed to competing egalitarian and threat-based 
narratives. Urban centres such as Amsterdam and Rotterdam amplify these tensions, 
where systemic inequities in housing, labour markets, and surveillance reinforce 
exclusion. ur ndings challenge assimilationist policy narratives, highlighting 
how structural Islamophobia, entrenched in colonial othering and modern identity 
politics, perpetuates a fragile and damaging form of coexistence. The Dutch case 
illuminates broader European struggles with integration, urging a shift from sym-
bolic tolerance to policies that address the roots of ambivalence and institutional 
discrimination.
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Introduction

The Netherlands presents a sharp contradiction between its historical reputation for 
tolerance and the persistent social disapproval faced by its Muslim communities 
(Kaya 2021; Strabac and Listhaug 2008; Zick et al. 2008). Long de ned by a unique 
history of managing di erence, the Dutch context reveals the fragility of tolerance 
when confronted with deep value con icts. This paper investigates the prevalence 
and predictors of a speci c, limited form of tolerance, what Maykel erkuyten terms 
forbearance tolerance  (Adelman et al. 2021a, b, 2023). This orientation is character-

ized by a begrudging coexistence, a state in which abstract principles of diversity are 
upheld while speci c minority groups, particularly Muslims, face signi cant social 
disapproval and systemic exclusion (ibid.). The central puzzle is not why contradic-
tion exists, but why this particular form of con icted tolerance has become a domi-
nant mode of intergroup relations in the Netherlands.

This study argues that the prevalence of forbearance tolerance in the Nether-
lands is the logical outcome of two historical trajectories that have converged in the 
modern era. First, the legacy of pillarisation established a path-dependent model of 
tolerance-through-separation, ill-equipped for integrative dialogue (Schrover 2010). 
Second, the nation s colonial legacy, colliding with a post-war ethical revolution  
and the subsequent rise of a militant secularism, produced a progressive nativism  
that uniquely targets Muslims as a threat to Dutch identity (Essed and Hoving 2014; 
Ghorashi 2023; Lucassen and Lucassen 2015). We contend that at the individual 
level, these powerful societal pressures manifest as attitudinal ambivalence , a state 
of genuine cognitive and a ective con ict, making forbearance tolerance a com-
mon psychological and behavioural resolution for citizens caught between compet-
ing norms of egalitarianism and perceived cultural threat (Jonas et al. 2000). This 
paper empirically investigates the nature of this dynamic by examining the relation-
ship between general multicultural attitudes and speci c attitudes towards Muslims 
among Dutch residents. We hypothesise that (1) education increases theoretical sup-
port for multiculturalism but also heightens the cognitive con ict that leads to for-
bearance ( ot and erkuyten 2018; Jackman and Muha 1984), and (2) perceived 
threats amplify anti-Muslim attitudes (Blalock 1967; Lajevardi et al. 2024), explain-
ing the prevalence of this con icted stance.

We seek to answer three key research questions: (1) To what extent do general mul-
ticultural attitudes diverge from attitudes towards Muslims in the Netherlands? (2) 
What proportion of Dutch residents exhibits forbearance tolerance, simultaneously 
endorsing multiculturalism and expressing concerns about Muslims? And (3) What 
factors predict this con icted orientation? In addressing these questions, we contrib-
ute to both theoretical debates about the nature of tolerance and practical discussions 
about integration policies. ur ndings have signi cant implications for the design 
and implementation of integration policies in the Netherlands and other diverse soci-
eties in Western Europe with sizeable Muslim minority populations today.
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Theoretical development

Multiculturalism, as both a demographic reality and a normative ideal, has been the 
subject of extensive academic and political debate (Colombo 2015; Kymlicka 1995, 
2010; Long and Çakmak 2024; Modood 2013; Waters et al. 2020). At its core, mul-
ticulturalism advocates for the recognition and accommodation of cultural diversity 
within a uni ed political community ( arekh 2006; Sealy et al. 2024). However, 
critics argue that it can lead to social fragmentation and undermine national cohesion 
(Duyvendak and Kesic 2022; Goodhart 2004; Sniderman and Hagendoorn 2007). 
Here, simply put, integration is a two-way street, while assimilation is a cul-de-sac 
(Boski 2008). To move beyond this impasse, this paper adopts a more precise theo-
retical framework centred on the concepts of forbearance tolerance and attitudinal 
ambivalence.

The central dynamic observed in our data is best understood not as a contradiction, 
but as forbearance tolerance. This concept describes the conscious decision to not 
interfere with the beliefs or practices of others, despite holding a negative judgment 
or disapproval of them (Sleijpen et al. 2020; erkuyten et al. 2023). It is an interme-
diate and inherently con icted position, situated between wholehearted acceptance 
and unrestrained opposition” (Adelman et al. 2023). Tolerance as forbearance thus 
combines a negative underlying attitude (objection) with a positive or neutral behav-
ioural stance (permitting the disapproved-of action). This distinguishes it from both 
prejudice (negative attitude leading to negative action) and genuine acceptance (posi-
tive attitude leading to positive action). Crucially, being the object of forbearance is 
not a neutral experience. It is often perceived as patronizing and condescending” 
because it reinforces a power imbalance where the majority feels virtuous for put-
ting up with” something it deems objectionable (Cvetkovska et al. 2020). This places 
the tolerated group in a precarious position, dependent on the continuing goodwill 
and the mercy of the dominant group,” which can diminish their sense of belonging 
and e cacy ( erkuyten et al. 2020).

While forbearance tolerance describes the sociopolitical orientation, attitudinal 
ambivalence provides the social-psychological mechanism explaining how individu-
als arrive at this state (Jonas et al. 2000; Katz and Hass 1988). Attitudinal ambivalence 
theory posits that individuals can simultaneously hold strong positive and negative 
evaluations toward the same group. This cognitive and a ective con ict often arises 
from the clash between cherished egalitarian values (e.g., diversity is good”) and 
ingrained negative stereotypes or perceived threats (e.g., Islam is incompatible 
with secularism”) (Conner et al. 2021). This internal con ict is an aversive state 
that individuals are motivated to resolve. Forbearance tolerance can be understood 
as a primary behavioural resolution to this psychological discomfort. An individual 
holds two con icting cognitions: I am a tolerant person who believes in equality” 
and I am concerned that certain Islamic practices threaten liberal values.” When 
asked about multiculturalism in the abstract, the positive, egalitarian component 
is activated. When asked about Muslims speci cally, the negative, threat-oriented 
component is primed. The behavioural compromise is forbearance: granting rights 
in principle while maintaining private disapproval. This framework allows us to re-
contextualize related concepts. Aversive racism (Dovidio et al. 2018) can be seen as 
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a form of ambivalence where the negative component is often unconscious, a product 
of automatically activated stereotypes that even low-prejudice individuals must con-
sciously inhibit (Devine 1989). Abstract liberalism (Bonilla-Silva 2015), adapted to 
the European context, becomes the rhetorical strategy used by ambivalent individuals 
to articulate their forbearance, using liberal language to justify exclusionary stances 
toward speci c groups (Bader 2007; hillips 2009).

This theoretical model is particularly potent in the Dutch context due to two 
historical path dependencies. First, the legacy of pillarisation (verzuiling) created 
a societal model of tolerance-as-separation (Bracke 2013). This system of institu-
tionalized segregation fostered group autonomy and mutual non-interference rather 
than intergroup dialogue, a model that was later applied in an essentialist manner 
to new migrant groups, framing them as homogenous cultural blocs (Abbas 2017). 
Second, this history collided with the Netherlands  postcolonial legacy and the rise 
of a militant secularism. Contemporary Dutch Islamophobia is not simply a remnant 
of colonialism but a unique product of the intersection of a long-suppressed colonial 
conscience and a post-pillarisation secular identity ( alk 2012). The Netherlands  
colonial history, particularly in Muslim-majority Indonesia, created a template for 
the othering” of Muslims, a legacy intertwined with the nation s role in the Atlantic 
slave trade (see the various chapters in Bosma 2012; Emmer 2006; Jones 2012; Yama-
guchi 2024;). However, this past remained largely unexamined until post-colonial 
migration forced a confrontation with it (Oostindie 2009, 2012). As Leo Lucassen 
and Lucassen (2015) argue, this created fertile ground for a progressive nativism,” 
where the defense of hard-won secular and progressive values (gender equality, free 
speech) is weaponized against a perceived illiberal” Islam, an ideology that allows 
for the expression of exclusionary attitudes under a progressive guise. This dynamic 
explains how an individual can be simultaneously pro-multiculturalism (adhering to 
anti-racist norms) and anti-Muslim (engaging in a progressive-nativist” defence of 
secularism), leading directly to the con icted stance of forbearance tolerance.

The Netherlands has a long history of attempting to manage diversity, dating back 
to the pillarisation system of the early twentieth century, which institutionalised the 
segregation of Dutch society along religious and ideological lines (Jennissen et al. 
2023; Lijphart 2022). Under this system, di erent groups had their own separate 
institutions while coexisting within a shared national framework. This historical 
experience of managing diversity through institutionalised segregation has been seen 
as a precursor to the Dutch approach to multiculturalism in the late twentieth century 
(Entzinger 2006; Breugelmans and van de ijver 2004). In the 1960s and 1970s, 
the Netherlands experienced signi cant waves of immigration, particularly from its 
former colonies and from Muslim-majority countries such as Turkey and Morocco. 
Initially, these immigrants were seen as temporary residents, and their acculturation 
was viewed through a lens of eventual return (Berry 1997; Beek and Fleischmann 
2020; Kreienkamp et al. 2024; Scholten 2011). However, by the 1980s, Dutch policy 
shifted towards a more proactive approach. The Minorities olicy of 1983 explicitly 
recognised the Netherlands as a multicultural society, aiming to promote the emanci-
pation of ethnic minorities while preserving their cultural identities (Entzinger 2006). 
This policy, however, applied the logic of pillarisation in an essentialist way, treating 
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migrant groups as static, homogenous blocs and e ectively freezing” their cultural 
identities.

Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, Dutch multiculturalism was characterised by 
a range of policies aimed at supporting ethnic minority communities ( asta 2007). 
However, by the late 1990s, this approach came under increasing criticism for hin-
dering integration and creating parallel societies,” a critique ampli ed by globaliza-
tion s transformation of the national political space (Koopmans 2010; Kriesi et al. 
2006). The Integration olicy New Style, introduced in 2002, marked a signi cant 
departure, placing greater emphasis on the responsibilities of immigrants to integrate 
(Gebhardt 2016). The rapid rise of anti-Islam populist parties like the  under 
Geert Wilders since 2006 (Table 1) ampli ed public susceptibility to Islamophobia, 
unique in its intensity compared to neighbouring countries ( ossen 2010; Buruma 
2014). This shift re ects a broader tension. While there remains a persistent rhetorical 
commitment to multicultural ideals, this coexists with profound anxieties regarding 
Muslim integration (Helbling 2012, 2014). This is not a simple rejection of diversity, 
but a speci c objection rooted in the historical collision of a suppressed colonial 
past and an assertive secular identity. The Netherlands  colonial history, especially in 
Indonesia, shaped an enduring othering” of Muslims (see Bosma 2012). Unlike in 
Britain or France, this colonial past remained largely unexamined for decades. The 
post-war ethical revolution,” driven by guilt over the Holocaust, created a taboo 
against open criticism of immigrants, suppressing honest debate. When Muslim 
immigrants began to assert a public religious identity, it triggered both the repressed 
colonial-era anxiety and a new secular anxiety about a perceived threat to enlight-
ened” Dutch values (Mouritsen 2008). This created the conditions for the progres-
sive nativism” described by Lucassen and Lucassen (2015), which allows for the 
defence of liberal values to be framed as a progressive act while functioning as an 
exclusionary force directed at Muslims.

Recent events, such as the 2023 revelation of secret government investigations into 
mosques, have intensi ed debates on Islamophobia, further eroding trust and impact-
ing the civic engagement of Dutch Muslims (Boender 2019). These developments 
highlight the ongoing relevance of understanding the Dutch situation as a dynamic 
of forbearance, where commitments to diversity coexist with persistent challenges 
in integrating Muslim communities. Table 1 provides an overview of the key phases 
of engagement with the Muslim minority question in the Dutch context. The Dutch 
context thus presents a dynamic picture, characterised by a shifting policy landscape 
and ongoing debates about the place of Islam in Dutch society. Understanding this 
context is crucial for interpreting our empirical ndings on Dutch attitudes towards 
multiculturalism and Muslim integration, and for situating the Dutch case within 
broader European debates about diversity and social cohesion.

Methods

Our study draws on data from the H2020 Drive study survey, which was conducted 
in Spring 2023 across four Northwestern European countries. For the purposes of our 
analysis, we focus speci cally on the Dutch sample (N = 1963), which was designed 
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to be representative of the Dutch population in terms of age, gender, education level, 
and geographic region. Table 2 provides an overview of the key demographic char-
acteristics of our sample.

The H2020 project survey aimed to capture a wide range of attitudes and percep-
tions related to diversity, social cohesion, and integration in multicultural societies. 
The survey included questions on general multicultural attitudes, attitudes towards 
speci c minority groups (including Muslims), perceptions of social problems and 
ethnic threat, and experiences of discrimination and social exclusion.

Our analysis focuses on two key outcome variables: general multicultural attitudes 
and speci c attitudes towards Muslims. The multicultural attitudes variable is a com-
posite measure based on three survey items ( I see multicultural society as a good 

Table 2 Demographic characteristics of the Dutch sample (N = 1,963)
Characteristic n
Gender
Male 962 49.00
Female 981 49.90
Other 20 1.10
Age
18–29 412 21.00
30–44 523 26.60
45–59 534 27.20
60+ 494 25.20
Education Level

rimary or less 37 1.90
Secondary 478 24.40

ost-Secondary 535 27.30
Tertiary (Bachelor s) 598 30.50

ost-graduate 248 12.60
Missing 67 3.30
Employment status
Employed full-time 982 50.00
Employed part-time 412 21.00
Unemployed 98 5.00
Student 176 9.00
Retired 295 15.00
Ethnicity
Dutch 1570 80.00
Moroccan Dutch 78 4.00
Turkish Dutch 78 4.00
Surinamese Dutch 59 3.00
Other 178 9.00
This table summarizes respondent demographics, including gender (49  female, 49  male), age 
distribution (21  aged 18–29, 25.2  over 60), education levels (80.9  post-secondary or higher), 
employment status (50  full-time), and ethnicity (80  Dutch, 4  Moroccan/Turkish Dutch). The sample 
re ects urban-rural diversity, with 54.3  in smaller cities/rural areas. These variables contextualize 
attitudinal patterns, such as higher education correlating with inconsistent views (Table 5) and urban 
respondents reporting greater social problems (Table 9), aligning with the study s focus on structural 
inequities and identity con icts
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thing,” More cultural diversity would be good where I live,” and Ethnic minority 
groups should have the same rights as others”), with responses recorded on a 7-point 
Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). The composite score was cal-
culated as the mean of these three items (Cronbach s  = 0.81), with higher scores 
indicating more positive attitudes towards multiculturalism. The attitudes towards 
Muslims variable is also a composite measure based on three survey items ( Muslims 
are a problem in my area,” Muslims live in parallel societies in my local area,” and 
Muslims and Christians cannot co-exist”), with responses recorded on a 7-point Lik-

ert scale. These items were reverse-coded so that higher scores indicate more positive 
attitudes towards Muslims, and the composite score was calculated as the mean of 
the three items (Cronbach s  = 0.76). These items capture perceptions of social and 
cultural integration, re ecting Dutch concerns about Muslims  perceived separatism 
rather than economic assimilation.

In addition to these outcome variables, our analysis includes several predictor 
variables that have been identi ed in the literature as potentially important drivers of 
multicultural attitudes and attitudes towards Muslims (see Table 3). These include:

 Education level (1 = primary or less, 5 = post-graduate).
 Feeling valued in society (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree).
 Ethnic identity (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree).
 erceived social problems (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree).
 erceived powerlessness (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree).

We also created a binary variable to identify respondents with inconsistent views, 
de ned as those who scored above the midpoint (4) on both the multicultural atti-
tudes scale and the Muslim problem perception scale (the reverse-coded version of 
the attitudes towards Muslims scale). This variable allows us to identify individuals 
who express positive attitudes towards multiculturalism in general but hold negative 
perceptions of Muslims in particular.

Results

Our paired-samples t-test revealed a signi cant di erence between general multicul-
tural attitudes (M = 4.60, SD = 1.28) and speci c attitudes towards Muslims (M = 3.22, 
SD = 1.47), with t(1902) = 28.475, p<.001 (see Table 4). This nding suggests that 
Dutch respondents hold signi cantly more positive attitudes towards multicultural-
ism in general than towards Muslims in particular, with a large e ect size (Cohen s 
d = 0.65).

The earson correlation analysis showed a weak negative correlation between 
multicultural attitudes and attitudes towards Muslims (r =  .175, p<.001), indicating 
that as general multicultural attitudes become more positive, attitudes towards Mus-
lims become slightly more negative, although the relationship is not strong.

Our cross-tabulation analysis revealed that 12.0  of respondents (n = 228) held 
inconsistent views, de ned as scoring high (above the midpoint) on both the multi-
cultural attitudes scale and the Muslim problem perception scale (see Table 5). Over-
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Table 3 Correlation matrix for key variables
ariable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Multicultural Attitudes 1
2. Attitudes Towards Muslims 0.18 1
3. Education Level 0.19 0.02 1
4. Feeling alued in Society 0.24 0.06 0.16 1
5. Ethnic Identity 0.08 0.10 0.08 0.34 1
6. erceived Social roblems 0.04 0.37 0.04 0.08 0.10 1
7. erceived owerlessness 0.14 0.32 0.18 0.19 0 0.33 1
p < .05, p < .01

1. Multicultural Attitudes: A composite measure of general support for multiculturalism, calculated as 
the mean of three items: I see multicultural society as a good thing,” More cultural diversity would be 
good where I live,” and Ethnic minority groups should have the same rights as others.” Higher scores 
indicate more positive attitudes towards multiculturalism
2. Attitudes Towards Muslims: A composite measure of attitudes speci cally towards Muslims, 
calculated as the mean of three items: Muslims are a problem in my area” (reverse-coded), Muslims 
live in parallel societies in my local area” (reverse-coded), and Muslims and Christians cannot co-
exist” (reverse-coded). Higher scores indicate more positive attitudes towards Muslims
3. Education Level: An ordinal variable representing the highest level of education achieved by the 
respondent, ranging from 1 ( rimary or less) to 5 ( ost-graduate)
4. Feeling alued in Society: A single-item measure asking respondents to rate their agreement with 
the statement I am treated as a valued member of society” on a 7-point scale. Higher scores indicate 
feeling more valued
5. Ethnic Identity: A single-item measure of the importance of ethnicity to one s identity, based on 
agreement with the statement I feel that my ethnicity is a big part of my identity” on a 7-point scale. 
Higher scores indicate stronger ethnic identi cation
6. erceived Social roblems: A single-item measure of perceived social issues in the respondent s area, 
based on agreement with the statement The area where I live has a lot of social problems” on a 7-point 
scale. Higher scores indicate perception of more social problems
7. erceived owerlessness: A single-item measure of perceived lack of power in society, based on 
agreement with the statement eople like me have no power in society” on a 7-point scale. Higher 
scores indicate feeling more powerless
This matrix quanti es relationships between variables: multicultural attitudes (  = 0.81), Muslim attitudes 
(  = 0.76), education, feeling valued, ethnic identity, perceived social problems, and powerlessness. 
Notable correlations include a weak negative link between multicultural and Muslim attitudes (r = 

.175, p<.001), suggesting symbolic tolerance coexists with anti-Muslim sentiment. Stronger ethnic 
identity correlates with higher Muslim problem perceptions (r = .10, p<.001), while education weakly 
associates with multicultural support (r = .19, p<.001). owerlessness strongly predicts social problems 
(r = .33, p<.001)

Table 4 aired-samples t-test results comparing multicultural attitudes and attitudes towards Muslims
Measure Mean SD SE t df p Cohen s d
Multicultural attitudes 4.6 1.28 0.029 28.475 1902 < 0.001 0.65
Attitudes towards muslims 3.22 1.47 0.034
Di erence 1.38 2.11 0.048
This test reveals a signi cant gap (t = 28.475, p<.001) between support for multiculturalism (M = 4.60) 
and negative Muslim attitudes (M = 3.22), with a large e ect size (d = 0.65). Respondents endorse 
diversity in theory but reject Muslim integration in practice. The 95  CI (1.28–1.47) con rms the 
robustness of this dissonance, highlighting systemic Islamophobia masked by liberal rhetoric
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all, 64.5  of respondents (n = 1227) scored high on multicultural attitudes, while 
22.6  (n = 430) scored high on Muslim problem perceptions.

The chi-square test of independence indicated a signi cant relationship between 
multicultural attitudes and Muslim problem perceptions, with 2(1,N = 1903) = 31.820, 
p<.001. This nding suggests that the distribution of these attitudes is not random and 
that there is a signi cant association between general multicultural views and percep-
tions of Muslim-related issues in the Netherlands.

Crosstabulation analyses reveal that those with inconsistent views are more likely 
to be highly educated (48.1  with tertiary or post-graduate education vs. 42.8  
among consistent respondents), employed full-time (81.5  vs. 68.6 ), and living 
in major cities like Amsterdam and Rotterdam (34.8  vs. 23.7 ) (Kraus and Dae-
nekindt 2021). They are also more likely to identify as religious (55.8  vs. 34.3 ), 
particularly Christian (54.1  vs. 45.3 ). These ndings paint a pro le of the para-
doxical” Dutch individual: a younger, educated, urban professional who combines a 
strong sense of personal empowerment with wariness towards Muslim integration. 
Their religious identity, often Christian, may shape their views on the perceived (in)
compatibility of Islamic and Dutch values. The higher prevalence of inconsistent 
views in major cities suggests that urban environments may sharpen both multicul-
tural ideals and integration anxieties.

Our logistic regression analysis identi ed several signi cant predictors of incon-
sistent views (see Table 6):

Table 5 Cross-tabulation of multicultural attitudes and Muslim problem perceptions
Multicultural attitudes Muslim problem perceptions Total

Low (  4) High (> 4)
Low (  4) 474 (24.9 ) 202 (10.6 ) 676 (35.5 )
High (> 4) 999 (52.5 ) 228 (12.0 ) 1227 (64.5 )
Total 1473 (77.4 ) 430 (22.6 ) 1903 (100 )
This table shows 12  of respondents hold inconsistent views (high multicultural support + high Muslim 
problem perceptions). Chi-square results ( 2 = 31.820, p<.001) reject randomness, while phi (  = 0.129) 
indicates a weak association. Urban, educated respondents dominate this group (34.8  in major cities), 
re ecting enlightened racism”. The data aligns with group threat theory, where diversity exposure 
heightens cultural anxieties

Table 6 Logistic regression results predicting inconsistent views
redictor B SE Wald df p Odds ratio 95  CI for OR

Education level 0.421 0.084 24.887 1 < 0.001 1.524 [1.291, 1.798]
Feeling valued in society 0.115 0.063 3.364 1 0.067 1.122 [0.992, 1.269]
Ethnic identity 0.147 0.056 6.789 1 0.009 1.159 [1.037, 1.294]

erceived social problems 0.624 0.052 141.925 1 < 0.001 1.866 [1.684, 2.068]
erceived powerlessness 0.408 0.061 45.178 1 < 0.001 1.504 [1.335, 1.693]

Constant 9.145 0.578 249.926 1 < 0.001 0
Education (OR = 1.524), ethnic identity (OR = 1.159), perceived social problems (OR = 1.866), and 
powerlessness (OR = 1.504) signi cantly predict inconsistent views. Nagelkerke R2 = 0.377 indicates 
moderate model t. Feeling valued (p = .067) is non-signi cant, suggesting structural factors (e.g., 
institutional Islamophobia) outweigh personal inclusion. The s anti-Islam rhetoric and urban-rural 
divides (Tables 7, 8 and 9) contextualize these predictors, emphasizing education s role in sophisticated 
prejudice
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 Education level: Higher levels of education were associated with increased odds 
of holding inconsistent views (OR = 1.524, p<.001).

 Ethnic identity: Stronger ethnic identity was associated with higher likelihood of 
inconsistent views (OR = 1.159, p=.009).

 erceived social problems: Greater perception of social problems in one s area 
was strongly associated with increased odds of inconsistent views (OR = 1.866, 
p<.001).

 erceived powerlessness: Feeling less powerful in society was associated with 
higher likelihood of inconsistent views (OR = 1.504, p<.001).

The nding that higher education is associated with inconsistent views (OR = 1.524, 
p<.001) aligns with research on aversive racism, where individuals endorse egali-
tarian values but harbour unconscious biases that can be traced to early childhood 
(Bruijn et al. 2020; Choi et al. 2022; Curinier et al. 2024; Dovidio et al. 2018). In 
the Dutch context, highly educated individuals may express support for multicultur-
alism as a social norm while still holding prejudices, possibly re ecting a form of 
enlightened racism” (van Dijk 1993). This suggests that education alone may not 

dismantle systemic Islamophobia, as it might lead to more sophisticated expressions 
of prejudice, such as framing concerns about Muslim integration in terms of cultural 
incompatibility rather than overt discrimination (De Koning 2020).

Feeling valued in society was not a signi cant predictor of inconsistent views 
(p=.067), suggesting that individuals  subjective sense of social inclusion does not 
directly mediate the coexistence of multicultural ideals and anti-Muslim attitudes. 
This nding implies that structural and institutional factors such as systemic Islam-
ophobia or policy-driven exclusion-may play a more critical role in shaping these 
inconsistencies than personal perceptions of belonging. The logistic regression 
model explained 37.7  (Nagelkerke R2) of the variance in inconsistent views and 
correctly classi ed 91.6  of cases, indicating a good t to the data. While the model 
captures key psychological and social predictors, the remaining unexplained variance 
highlights the complexity of Dutch ambivalence, pointing to deeper historical, politi-
cal, or contextual in uences such as colonial legacies or securitisation discourses.

Our analysis of urban-rural di erences in social integration and perceived social 
problems revealed several important ndings (see Tables 7, 8 and 9).

Table 7 Distribution of respondents by City
City Number of respondents ercentage
Amsterdam 386 19.70
Rotterdam 240 12.20
The Hague 182 9.30
Utrecht 90 4.60
Other 1065 54.30
Total 1963 100
Amsterdam (19.7 ) and Rotterdam (12.2 ) dominate the urban sample, while 54.3  reside in smaller 
cities/rural areas. Urban centers exhibit higher multicultural support (M = 4.76) and social problems 
(M = 3.59) versus rural areas (M = 4.34, M = 2.88). This aligns with ANO A results (F = 34.307, p<.001), 
where cities like Amsterdam amplify perceptions of fragmentation due to systemic inequities (e.g., 
ethnic pro ling), while rural complacency masks latent conservatism
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First, an ANO A test indicated signi cant di erences in perceived social problems 
across di erent Dutch cities, with F(4,1958) = 34.307, p<.001. Amsterdam and Rot-
terdam had the highest levels of perceived social problems, while smaller cities and 
rural areas had lower levels. This urban-rural divide re ects the spatial concentration 
of systemic inequities: cities like Amsterdam and Rotterdam, despite their progres-
sive multicultural rhetoric, grapple with stark socioeconomic disparities, institutional 
discrimination (e.g., ethnic pro ling in housing and policing), and racialised secu-
rity policies such as mosque surveillance ( alentine 2008). These structural factors 
amplify perceptions of social fragmentation, particularly among urban residents who 
witness the contradictions between diversity ideals and exclusionary practices. In 
contrast, rural areas less exposed to visible diversity and its attendant tensions-report 
fewer perceived problems, aligning with their lower exposure to both multicultural 
ideals and the realities of integration challenges. The ndings highlight how geo-
graphic context shapes attitudes, with urban centres acting as microcosms of broader 
national contradictions, where proximity to diversity heightens awareness of unre-
solved inequities. This aligns with group threat theory (Lajevardi et al. 2024), as 
urban residents  proximity to cultural and economic competition may exacerbate 
anxieties, while rural populations  relative insulation fosters complacency ( ettigrew 
and Tropp 2006).

Second, a cluster analysis identi ed three distinct pro les of respondents based on 
their social attitudes and perceptions:

Table 8 Cluster distribution by urban density in the Netherlands
Urban density Cluster 1 (high problems) Cluster 2 (low problems) Cluster 3 (moderate)
Small city/rural 26.50 35.70 37.90
Medium city 29.10 31.90 39.00
Large city 36.70 20.40 42.90
Major city 38.30 33.40 28.20
Three clusters emerge: Cluster 1 (high problems/powerlessness), Cluster 2 (low problems/high 
education), and Cluster 3 (moderate). Major cities (38.3  in Cluster 1) exhibit higher social 
fragmentation, while rural areas (35.7  in Cluster 2) report stability. The urban-rural divide re ects 
group threat theory: proximity to diversity heightens anxieties, whereas insulation fosters scepticism. 
Cluster 1 s dominance in Amsterdam/Rotterdam links to mosque surveillance scandals (Table 1) and 
labour market discrimination

Table 9 Key variables comparison—urban vs. rural in the Netherlands
ariable Urban (major/large cities) Rural (medium/small cities) t-value p-value

Education level 3.6 3.12 15.234 < 0.001
Ethnic identity 4.76 4.33 8.762 < 0.001
Multicultural attitudes 4.76 4.34 11.543 < 0.001

erceived social problems 3.59 2.88 18.976 < 0.001
Feeling powerless 4.38 4.14 5.321 < 0.001
Urban respondents show higher education (M = 3.6 vs. 3.12), ethnic identity (M = 4.76 vs. 4.33), and 
powerlessness (M = 4.38 vs. 4.14) than rural counterparts. erceived social problems are signi cantly 
higher in cities (t = 18.976, p<.001), correlating with institutional exclusion (e.g., housing discrimination). 
The moderation of education s e ect by social inclusion (B = 0.069, p = .001) underlines urban diversity s 
dual role: fostering multicultural ideals while exposing systemic inequities that fuel the Dutch 
probpematix
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1. High social problems, high ethnic identity, high feeling powerless (n = 584).
2. Low social problems, high education, high feeling valued (n = 616).
3. Moderate on most variables (n = 696).

The clustering pattern highlights how geographic context shapes attitudes, with 
urban centres embodying the tension between multicultural ideals and exclusionary 
realities (Crul and Schneider 2010). For instance, Amsterdam s progressive rhetoric 
clashes with marginalised Muslim communities facing labour market discrimination 
(Andriessen et al. 2012), while rural complacency masks latent cultural conserva-
tism. This aligns with group threat theory (Lajevardi et al. 2024), as urban proxim-
ity to diversity heightens anxieties about resource competition and cultural change, 
whereas rural insulation fosters scepticism toward multiculturalism s challenges.

Third, our multiple regression analysis identi ed feeling powerless as the stron-
gest predictor of perceived social problems (  = 0.401, p<.001), followed by ethnic 
identity (  = 0.178, p<.001). The relationship between education and social prob-
lems was moderated by both feeling valued in society (B = 0.069, p=.001) and ethnic 
identity (B = 0.053, p=.004) suggesting that the e ect of education on perceptions of 
social problems varies depending on one s sense of social inclusion and ethnic iden-
ti cation. For individuals who feel valued in society, higher education may amplify 
awareness of systemic inequities, fostering critical engagement with social issues, 
whereas those lacking this sense of inclusion might interpret education as a tool that 
exacerbates frustration over unresolved inequalities. Similarly, ethnic identity acts 
as a lens: among those with stronger ethnic identi cation, education could heighten 
sensitivity to structural barriers faced by minority groups, intensifying perceptions of 
social problems, while weaker ethnic ties might mute this e ect, allowing education 
to correlate more directly with optimism about societal progress.

The Dutch conundrum, where multicultural ideals coexist with anti-Muslim senti-
ment nds its sharpest expression in urban-rural divides, systemic inequities, and the 
interplay of identity and education. Urban centres like Amsterdam and Rotterdam, 
despite their diversity, amplify perceptions of social fragmentation due to institu-
tionalised discrimination in housing, labour markets, and racialised security policies 
(e.g., mosque surveillance), which clash with progressive rhetoric. These structural 
realities, rooted in colonial legacies and secular identity politics, foster ambivalence: 
highly educated urban residents, while endorsing multiculturalism, exhibit height-
ened cultural anxieties, re ecting enlightened racism” that frames Muslim inte-
gration as incompatible with Dutch norms. Conversely, rural areas, insulated from 
visible diversity, report fewer social problems but harbour latent cultural conserva-
tism. The moderation of education s impact by social inclusion and ethnic identity 
stresses that urban diversity alone cannot dismantle systemic Islamophobia without 
policies addressing institutional exclusion. Cluster analyses and regression results 
further reveal how powerlessness and ethnic identi cation shape perceptions, with 
urban clusters disproportionately expressing heightened social concerns.
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Discussion

The signi cant di erence between general multicultural attitudes (M = 4.60) and atti-
tudes towards Muslims (M = 3.22) provides clear empirical evidence of forbearance 
tolerance in Dutch society. This gap between endorsing an abstract principle and 
disapproving of a speci c group is the de ning characteristic of this limited form of 
tolerance This divergence is a coherent, if con icted, stance. The central dynamic 
observed in our data is best explained by the concept of forbearance tolerance It 
re ects the behavioural compromise that resolves the psychological discomfort of 
attitudinal ambivalence, where egalitarian norms clash with negative group-spe-
ci c perceptions. The weak negative correlation (r =  0.175) further underpins this 
dynamic; as commitment to the abstract ideal of multiculturalism increases, so too 
does the need to manage the con icting negative attitude toward the speci c group, 
which can manifest as heightened disapproval. This reveals the fragility of liberal 
ideals when confronted with cultural speci city and shows how systemic Islamopho-
bia operates beneath a veneer of tolerance.

Our analysis identi ed a signi cant “forbearance tolerance cohort” (12.0  of 
respondents) who empirically embody this con icted state. The logistic regression 
analysis reveals that the predictors of belonging to this group are factors that heighten 
attitudinal ambivalence. Firstly, higher education (OR = 1.524) increases the odds of 
holding this view. This does not mean education fails to instil tolerance; rather, it 
intensi es the internal con ict by simultaneously exposing individuals to strong egal-
itarian norms and sophisticated liberal critiques of perceived illiberalism, thereby 
fuelling the ambivalence that forbearance seeks to manage. This phenomenon, some-
times termed the integration paradox,” suggests that higher education can also lead 
to a greater awareness of discrimination and societal shortcomings, fostering a more 
critical, and sometimes more distant, stance toward the host society (Geurts et al. 
2022). This challenges the assumption that education is a simple panacea for preju-
dice and points to the need for a more nuanced understanding of its role.

Secondly, stronger ethnic identity (OR = 1.159) predicts membership in this 
cohort. This aligns with social identity theory, where a robust Dutch national iden-
tity, rooted in post-pillarisation secular liberalism and colonial-era narratives, may 
amplify boundaries between native” and other.” This re ects a defensive orienta-
tion where individuals who strongly identify with Dutch heritage may view Muslim 
integration as a threat to cultural continuity, particularly amid populist rhetoric fram-
ing Islam as incompatible with progressive values (Missier 2022; Mudde 2019). The 
process is reciprocal, as majority rejection can also impact how minorities negotiate 
their bicultural identities (Fleischmann and Weegh 2021).

Thirdly, greater perception of social problems (OR = 1.866) and perceived pow-
erlessness (OR = 1.504) are strong predictors. This aligns with group threat theory 
(Lajevardi et al. 2024), where localized grievances and feelings of marginalization 
strengthen the negative, threat-based component of an ambivalent attitude, contrib-
uting to social polarization (Albada et al. 2021). In the Netherlands, perceptions of 
social problems are often racialised and politicised, with issues like crime or hous-
ing shortages being disproportionately attributed to Muslim communities, driven by 
structural inequities and media narratives that construct Muslims as a deviant other” 
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(Saeed 2007; Hagendoorn 2017). These inequities are not merely perceptual; they 
are re ected in o cial reports on discrimination in housing and employment and in 
the disproportionate impact of economic crises on minority communities. owerless-
ness, re ecting both material and symbolic disenfranchisement, channels frustrations 
into exclusionary attitudes, particularly in urban centres where proximity to diversity 
ampli es awareness of systemic barriers and anxieties about cultural erosion. This 
is further compounded by securitization policies that target Muslim communities, 
fostering a climate of suspicion that can alienate even those engaged in countering 
radicalism (Güner and Abbas 2025; Welten and Abbas 2021, 2022).

The urban-rural divide further illuminates these dynamics. The higher prevalence 
of the forbearance cohort in major cities like Amsterdam and Rotterdam (34.8  vs. 
23.7 ) emphasises the dual realities of urban diversity. Cities are hubs of multicul-
tural ideals but also magnify systemic inequalities and institutional exclusion, fos-
tering the ambivalence that leads to forbearance. Urban environments thus amplify 
both progressive rhetoric and the visibility of exclusionary practices, necessitating 
interventions that address institutional discrimination rather than merely promoting 
symbolic endorsements of diversity.

Conclusion

The con icted Dutch stance on multiculturalism, simultaneously championing diver-
sity while resisting Muslim integration, is a predictable outcome of the nation s unique 
historical trajectory. The legacy of pillarisation, a system of segregated coexistence, 
fostered tolerance through separation rather than integration. Its collapse left a vac-
uum lled by a secular nationalism that reframed Islam as incompatible with Dutch 
identity. This was compounded by the Netherlands  colonial history, particularly in 
Muslim-majority Indonesia, which entrenched narratives of Muslim otherness” 
(Bosma 2012; alk 2012). Unlike in Britain, this colonial past was not integrated 
into a reparative multiculturalism but instead informed a secularised exclusion of 
Muslims as perpetual outsiders. These historical currents created a society uniquely 
torn between its self-image as a bastion of tolerance and a reality of systemic exclu-
sion, exempli ed by the 2023 mosque surveillance scandal.

Empirically, this tension manifests as forbearance tolerance, a state of grudgingly 
permitting what is disapproved of. Our data shows that 12  of Dutch respondents 
exhibit this orientation, endorsing multiculturalism in principle while viewing Mus-
lims negatively. This stance is most pronounced among educated urban professionals, 
whose attitudinal ambivalence re ects the unresolved clash between post-pillarisa-
tion secularism and the lived realities of a diversifying society. The abrupt policy 
reversals from the 1983 Minorities olicy to post-9/11 assimilationist frameworks, 
driven by anti-Islam populists like Geert Wilders, further politicised this tension, 
reframing Muslim integration as a security threat (Cesari 2013; Welten and Abbas 
2021; ossen 2016).

The Dutch case o ers critical lessons for Europe. Its uniqueness lies in how post-
colonial othering, rapid policy shifts, and urban-rural divides intersect: secular lib-
eralism becomes a tool of exclusion, colonial legacies inform modern racism, and 
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populism exploits historical pluralism s collapse. Addressing this requires moving 
beyond symbolic tolerance to policies that facilitate a societal shift from mere for-
bearance to genuine acceptance. This demands systemic reforms that target the 
roots of attitudinal ambivalence. First, policies must bridge the gap between abstract 
principles and concrete inclusion by prioritizing anti-discrimination measures, over-
hauling surveillance practices, and addressing ethnic pro ling. Second, integration 
programs must tackle material inequalities through equitable housing and labour 
policies. Finally, education must move beyond super cial diversity celebrations to 
confront Islamophobia s historical roots, for example, by integrating colonial his-
tory into curricula. The Dutch case stresses a universal truth: genuine social cohe-
sion requires confronting uncomfortable histories and power imbalances, not just 
celebrating diversity.
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