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Thank you chair, for your fine introduction.  
 
Ladies and gentlemen, I have been asked to inform you about the public opinion in 
the Netherlands on the Turkish accession to the EU. The Netherlands is a country 
more or less representative of a group of Continental European countries, such as: 
Germany, France and Austria. These are all countries with large Turkish migrant 
communities and, as it happens, also quite negative attitudes towards Turkish EU-
membership.  
 
I just start my presentation with two statements:    
 
1. First   Despite the decision of Monday, Turkey’s EU accession 

continues to be the wrong discussion at the wrong place, at the 
wrong time.  

 
What do I mean by that? The bad luck for the negotiations with Turkey is that these 
will take place just at the moment that the EU faces an existential crisis.  Due to the 
French ‘’Non’’ en Dutch ‘’Nee’’ against the Constitution and due to the budgetary 
crisis (which resulted in a leadership battle between the UK and the former German-
French European Engine), we realize that Europe is a much more vulnerable project , 
without guaranteed popular support. The EU is a Giant on Clay Feet. And these 
negotiations will also take place against the background of a mood of fear, unease 
and pessimism within a lot of member states. So the least one could say, is that 
Turkey might become again the victim of a huge timing problem. The Monday 
Decision might be just a Pyrrhic Victory.  



 2

 
2. Second statement: The concern of the general public in Europe is for (zero 

percent) 0% about Cyprus, the Kopenhagen criteria or the 
Armenian genocide.  

 
These are the topics of the international policy community, the concerns of the 
political elites. But the concerns of the people are, in sharp contrast, dealing with the 
over-all disenchantment of the European Project, with fear for the future of the 
European welfare state model, fear for globalisation and mass unemployment, fear 
for Islam (let alone Muslim terrorism), fear for new gulfs of immigration on top of 
already serious integration problems in the major cities of Europe.  

The Turkish question is so sensitive and delicate, because it poses a double 
sided identity issue: externally, concerning the identity and boundaries of Europe; 
and internally, through immigration and failing integration: concerning national 
identity and social belonging.  

 
So far, so good. Two statements by way of introduction.  
 

But before I go deeper in to these statements, I just give you a snapshot of the Dutch 
situation, a snapshot of the debate on Turkey. The both disturbing and alarming 
news is: there is no debate in the Netherlands about Turkey. None whatsoever. The 
only thing there is, is a fracture line between the political elites - the world of policy 
makers and decision makers at one hand -, and the general public at the other hand. 
The establishment of politics, academia and journalism is in favour of Turkish 
accession, the majority opinion in society is against, as research is showing again and 
again. (cijfers: Maurice de Hond, Eurobarometer, Anker). 

So the clash over the Turkish Question is a very implicit one, a hidden one. It’s 
a clash between government reports, academic research and newspaper articles 
against polls and statistics.   

But there is no real debate going on, because the world of debating is by its 
very nature monopolised by the chattering class, the political and intellectual elites 
and experts, which are almost all in favour of Turkish entry.  

 
There are just two and a half exceptions to this:  

- there is the successor to Pim Fortuyn, the right wing populist Geert Wilders who is 
campaigning against Turkish accession (but lacking all the intellectual, political and 
charismatic skills of professor Fortuyn; so he is not successful at all: last week in the 
polls on zero seats!  
- And there are these odd fundamentalist-protestant parties in Dutch parliament 
which are opposing Turkey, because they see the entry of a Moslem country as a 
violation of the Christian culture and traditions of Europe. To quote Turkish Prime 
Minister Erdogan: they indeed want Europe to stay or to become again ‘a Christian 
Club’ of countries. (and finally, there is the retired European Commissioner Frits 
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Bolkestein, (indeed, the guy from the Polish plumber directive) who once in a while 
is stating that Turkish membership is a foolish idea, but he is no longer playing a 
serious role in formal politics, although he still has intellectual impact) 
 
---------- 
This picture is showing: let’s be careful not to exaggerate the rationality or even the 
intensity of the debate on the Turkish question in a country like the Netherlands.  
Hardly any debate at all. I can confirm this from direct personal experience: some 
time ago I was quite active in an internal discussion in my own party on the Turkish 
entry. Meetings all over the Netherlands: the only people who showed up were 
Turkish-Dutch members of the Dutch Labour Party, discussing devastating polls 
about Turkish membership!  

Nevertheless, debate or no debate: a large majority of the Dutch public is 
against Turkey’s entry, joining the ranks of the French, Germans, Italians and 
Austrians, and joining the majority of the European population which is clearly 
opposing Turkish EU-membership.  
 
Why so? What’s behind these strong anti-feelings and sentiments?  
 
The two BIG REASONS mentioned (in Dutch opinion poll research, comparable to 
other countries) are: 
 

- Turkey is not a European country 
- Turkey being Islamic does not fit in so well within the EU 

 
(These are both variations of the quotation of French Minister Sarkozy: ‘If Turkey 
would have been a European country, we would have known before’) 

 
Now we should try to analyse this alienation of the European people towards Turkey 
as a far away-stranger. How can we decipher the feelings, fears and sentiments 
under the surface? How to analyse the gap between elites and population? 

A lot of research is suggesting that there are basic fears and unease at stake 
here.  Again: it’s not so much about Turkey itself; people in Europe don’t know much 
about Turkish history and Turkish politics.  

The fears and insecurities are all about identity questions; identity questions 
which are posed, stirred up, and produced by the idea of a Turkish membership: 
 
At stake are: (First) 
1. Insecurities about the direction, scope and boundaries of Europe.  
2. Insecurities about the future of the multi-ethnic societies in Europe  
  
---------------- 
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Let’s now first have a closer look at unease with Europe, in a country like Holland. 
The disenchantment of the European Project, in one of the pioneer founding states, 
what I have called before: the new Euro scepticism in Old Europe, which is one of the 
main ingredients of anti-Turkish public opinion.  
 
1. Insecurity about Europe 
In my analysis of the massive Dutch No-vote, I developed the metaphor of a hurtling 
train. This image has recently been confirmed in official focusgroup-research of the 
Dutch Foreign Ministry.  

The metaphor goes like this:  
For ordinary people, the present European Union is a train that is blindly gathering 

speed. Not long ago, ten new carriages were coupled to the train. It is uncertain whether more 
new carriages will be added and if so, how many. The Dutch passengers are wondering if this 
will affect the stability of the train as a whole. Confusion reigns on board the train: nobody 
seems to know the exact route, the train is passing through strange, unfamiliar stations and 
the final destination remains a mystery. The fact that some passengers have had to pay more 
for their tickets than others is a source of considerable irritation. And as is so often the case in 
life, the most forthright passengers with the most to say are getting the best end of the deal. 

A conductor who vaguely resembles a French President is patrolling the train. Every 
now and then, he allows the passengers a glimpse of a new railway timetable with new 
regulations and new prices. It appears to be an unreadable, incomprehensible ‘telephone book’, 
full of stipulations and protocols, vague and open to interpretation, which mainly causes 
resentment and distrust amongst the passengers.  

Rumours are rife on the train. It would appear that the passengers are not going to be 
allowed to get off. People may never see their homes again. Alarm and panic spread like 
wildfire. At a complete loss, the French and Dutch passengers pull the communication cord. 
It is time for a break. It is time to stop and take stock of the speed, direction and length of the 
train. Is the journey still mind-broadening and justified, or is it starting to constitute a 
serious risk?[1]  
 
So far, the metaphor.  
It represents a story about losing grip, about lack of direction and conviction.  
This is causing a lot of disappointment and discontent about the EU. I don’t want to 
elaborate too much on that here, just a few sentences:  
- the Single Market and the E M U did not deliver. They did not solve the problem of 
mass unemployment and the euro made life much more expensive. Socio-economic 
insecurity is widespread, especially in Germany and France: fear for globalisation, 
unemployment, outsourcing, ‘’delocation’’.  
- Europe is traditionally a thin elite project. Because of the overall problems of trust 
and representation within national political systems (the phenomenon of mass 
parties without masses) in a lot of member states, elites will not be supported as 
easily as before. To what extent leadership will be followed nowadays? How many 
unpopular dossiers will the population swallow?  
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The EU itself is a notorious example of a risky elite adventure: integration by 
stealth. The same applies in fact to Enlargement and the Turkish Question: also 
Enlargement by stealth: Big Bang or incomprehensible salami-tactics over generations 
in the case of Turkey. People feel not involved and engaged; the contrary: they 
distrust their political and expert elites more and more.  
-  The European adventure has in the eyes of the population been the victim of 
imperial overstretch: the seemingly endless expansion, the EMU, the Constitution for a 
new Superstate.  
- People also feel betrayed by the EU: Europe has not been the protection shield 
against globalisation and liberalisation, but instead has acted as the neo-liberal 
transmitter of these processes. Enlargement as a source of cheap labour and 
‘delocation’.  
- EU is also perceived as a razor blade of uniformisation, not being the umbrella under which 
the rich European diversity is flourishing. The blind and barbarous spill-over effects of the 
internal market are  hurting national particularities such as German beer, Dutch social 
housing, Swedish pharmacies, French cheese.  
-The whole Eurocratic view of the future focuses consciously or unconsciously on a 
European Super State. In the master-narrative nation states are declared death and 
buried. They are unable to survive on their own in the new global world order. So we 
must form a strong European Unity that is able to compete with the economic and 
geopolitical power of America, China and India. This master-narrative about a Strong 
Europe and the self-dissolution of the nation state is precisely what is causing so 
much concern to the people who worry about the lack of respect for national and 
cultural diversity in the European discourse.  

It is a potentially dangerous situation when a cosmopolitan, post-nationalist 
elite casually dismisses the national state and identity, at the very moment that many 
people are clutching to that national state as their last straw of identification, their 
last trusted beacon in a world in a state of flux. A cosmopolitan reaction of this kind 
also painfully denies the highly polarising forces that are currently pitching into 
society, and which are affecting various groups in very different ways. It denies the 
highly unstable socio-cultural and political climate in Europe, which is symbolised 
by the pan-European emergence of right-wing populism (and to a lesser extent: left-
wing protectionism). 
- To conclude: Europe is a much more vulnerable project then the elites seem to 
realise. The EU is a Giant on Clay Feet. You cannot endlessly start new adventures. 
The wild adventure of a Turkish EU-membership might threaten the integrity and 
survival of the European Union itself. Such was the judgment of the French and 
Dutch electorates in the referenda. The EU is not an international aid or development 
agency; it is not aimed at reconciling civilizations (or for supporting American 
foreign policy aims). The Dutch and French votes reflect the intuition that the first 
obligation of any political society, whether national or multinational, is to itself, its 
own security, integrity, and successful functioning. The European Union has to be a 
success in order to have a constructive influence on others, and this is what has 
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seemed in jeopardy. As a success it may radiate its influence to neighbouring 
societies through many forms of more or less intimate association, but not through 
full membership. (William Pfaff).  
 
2 The problematic multicultural integration  
 
The second complex of fear and sentiments around the issue of identity has to do 
with the transformation into multi-ethnic societies.  
 
As said before, the debate about the Turkish entry represents issues of identity or 
belonging: Who are we? How do we live together? (both for immigrants and native 
Europeans). 

The Turkish question is so highly delicate and sensitive, because it is at the 
crossroads of (perceived, felt or feared) undermining of traditional identities: both 
from within: parallel societies in the multi-ethnic nation states of Germany, Austria 
or Holland; and from the outside: the vulnerable identity and value-community of 
the present-day EU.  

The Turkish question is of course also very delicate and sensitive for the 
Turks themselves. ‘’Saying no to Turkey’’ seems to be the same as ‘’saying no to 
Turks in European countries at all’’. This is indeed not the case, but there is at least a 
strong emotional connection.  

Also very delicate is that Turkey considers itself to be (and rightly so) a 
modern secular society (even more secularised than Holland or Germany). In the 
debate however Turkey is approached both by supporters and opponents of Turkish 
membership as a Muslim Country, as a bridgehead even in the Arabic world. I saw 
Jack Straw yesterday on TV talking about the Huntington Thesis; overcoming the 
Clash of Civilisations as the main reason for accession. This is a delicate matter for 
the Turkish self-image, and for the intra-Turkish debate between the old Kemalist 
elites and the new AK-elites.  

What’s adding to the delicate nature of things is the rather sad story of the 
European multi-ethnic societies. That is: we should have liked and expected that in 
those countries with large Turkish migrant communities the knowledge and 
understanding of Turkey and the Turkish way of life would have been the best, and 
that this would have resulted in solid support for accession. But sadly, the opposite is 
true. The Turkish migrants have, so far, not been good ambassadors for Turkey. 
That’s a harsh but inevitable conclusion (unless racism and Islam phobia are the real 
explanations.  

But in Holland the Turks are the ethnic group the least integrated into Dutch 
society. By forming parallel societies, by non-integration, by high unemployment and 
crime rates they are frustrating support for accession instead of stimulating it. Recent 
research showed that 50% of the native Dutch think that the Muslim way of life is not 
compatible with the western-Dutch way of life; the same research is showing that 
also 50% of Turkish migrants have the same opinion. Very little inter-marriage, very 
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little intercultural contacts: I;m sorry to say: I would have song here the song of ‘’Alle 
Menschen werden Brüder in the multicultural society, but this is definitely not the case. 
And unfortunately this will not be an easy ride!  

In the end it is as simple as this: as long as the integration record of the 
Turkish migrants in countries like Germany, Holland and Austria continues to be so 
bad as it does today (and to be honest: the situation is not improving, but getting 
worse at the moment), so long there will be no popular support for Turkish full 
membership. No Big Welcome Party for Turkey. In fact we can speak here about a 
kind of hostage-situation.  
 
My presentation in one sentence: For ordinary people it is not about the 
Kopenhagen criteria, but about the Berlin-Kreuzberg criteria, the Rotterdam Criteria, 
the Marseille criteria or the Vienna Criteria!! It’s about the integration and living well 
together-criteria.  
 
The End 
 
 
------------------------------- 
So the main anti-sentiments have to do with severe integration problems in European 
societies, with hardly any relationship to developments in Turkey itself. 

Turkish minority groups in Germany, Austria, France and The Netherlands 
are perceived as pars pro toto for Turkey as a whole. This is indeed again a delicate thing 
and not fair at all to Turkey: Anatolian farmers are compared with business men and 
glamorous photo models of Istanbul (we know that these Anatolian farmers have 
quite the same integration problems in Istanbul as they have in Berlin or Rotterdam), 
but this is exactly what is going on., and is a hard fact in terms of perception and 
public opinion.    
 
To conclude:  
I hope to have been able to show that these anti-feelings towards Turkish accession 
have only partially to do with Turkey itself. A lot of the spleen or unease in 
nowadays Europe can be explained by developments within the EU itself (the 
disenchantment of the European Project, concern about the future of the welfare state 
model in the new globalisation game), or by national settings: integration problems 
and multicultural discontent.  
 
Again there is bad luck and bad timing for the Turkey debate. Several member states 
just started to debate and rethink issues of integration and multiculturalism.  

This started in the Netherlands after the Pim Fortuyn Revolt and the Theo van 
Gogh murder), in France (about laïcité and the headscarf), in the UK (after the 
London bombings by native born Muslims), not yet in Germany.   
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Finally, one could also argue that both the elites and the population perceive Turkey 
as different and a risk. There is overlapping fear. This fear is all about the 
Huntington Thesis, the Clash of Civilisations: the fear that Islamic value systems and 
western-liberal value systems may be incompatible or conflicting.  
This is the joint fear of both the elites and the population, but the responses differ: the 
elites want to overcome this fear, and want to falsify the Huntington Thesis by 
Turkish EU-membership. Ordinary people respond to this fear in protectionist terms. 
They don’t want to support the Turkish adventure, because of economic fears and 
immigration fears.   
It’s far too early to say who is right, the elite or the population.  
History will tell.  
 
Thank you very much for your attention.  
 
------------------- 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


