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Three days in September: Belonging in 
academia in times of nativist attacks

Olav Velthuis

Introduction

On a Friday morning in September  2025, I receive a message from a 
colleague at the University of Amsterdam (UvA), alerting me to an article 
that day in the Dutch conservative-populist newspaper De Telegraaf. In it a 
Jewish UvA law student is interviewed about antisemitism on campus. My 
colleague points out one specific sentence: “A sociology student was told 
that her paper on antisemitism would not get graded because her lecturer 
did not consider antisemitism as a form of racism.”

In this contribution, I reflect on the way a Dutch university like UvA 
juggles various goals, such as making increasingly diverse student and 
staff populations feel at home and protecting academic freedom, while fa
cing nativist attacks, frequently channelled via right-wing, populist media.

Apart from the piece in De Telegraaf, I focus on two other media events, 
unfolding in less than a month in September 2025: a news item that the 
Dutch populist broadcasting company PowNed made on campus about 
students’ views on the killing of Charlie Kirk; and the unannounced cam-
pus visit, later in September, of self-proclaimed TERF (trans-exclusionary 
radical feminist) Lydia Daniël, inviting students to debate her, again with a 
film crew following in her footsteps. In this cascade of events, a number of 
recurring themes in Jan Willem Duyvendak’s work come together: the rise 
of nativism (Kešić & Duyvendak, 2019), the politics of home (Duyvendak, 
2011), and the meanings of academic freedom (Verburgt & Duyvendak, 2023).

This contribution is based on my own everyday experience as head of 
the department of sociology at UvA. In that sense it has a very different 
approach than the analyses and reflections on academic freedom pre-
sented in, for example, the reports of the Royal Netherlands Academy of 
Arts and Sciences (2021, 2025) or the Stolker committee (2023).1 While highly 
valuable for guiding public debates and policy making on the topic, they 
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362 olav velthuis

are at some remove of the everyday life of university administrators – the 
everyday life that Jan Willem, as director of the Netherlands Institute for 
Advanced Study in the Humanities and Social Sciences (NIAS) in times of 
the Hamas attack on Israel, the genocide in Gaza, and the waves of dismay, 
critique, activism, protest, and counter-protest it generated, knows only 
too well; the everyday life that is emotionally charged, rife with identity 
politics, prone to polarisation and fracturing dynamics within universi-
ties; the everyday life in which time for reflection is limited, compromises 
need to be found, strategic choices made, bureaucratic hurdles taken, and 
care provided.

For the sake of clarity: I feel uncomfortable writing this contribution 
from a first-person perspective. It may suggest an ability to shape the 
course of events, which in practice only partially exists – in particular in 
this period, I have come to experience the power of middle management, 
in between the proverbial work floor and the university’s executive board, 
as limited. The first-person perspective also fails to do justice to the many 
forms of collective decision making, informal consultations, and collegial 
deliberations that were involved in responding to the events that this 
contribution focuses on. Lastly, I do not want to suggest that the decisions 
that I and others made in responding to the media attacks were the right 
ones. No post-hoc justifications from my side.

Nevertheless, I do believe that a proper response to such attacks on 
academia (and surely more of those are to come) requires not just theoret-
ical musings on the meanings of academic freedom or feeling at home, but 
also an insight into and reflections on the complexities and contradictory 
demands that middle management faces in such situations. On the basis 
of these reflections, I will propose some recommendations at the end of 
the article.

Accusations of antisemitism

More than within many other departments of Dutch universities, the 
7 October attack by Hamas on Israel, Israel’s military response, and the 
ensuing genocide in Gaza have resulted in activism, protests but also ten-
sions within the UvA’s department of Sociology. To fully unpack this goes 
beyond the scope of this article. Suffice it to say that several staff members 
as well as students were highly visible and vocal in the Pro-Palestine 
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movement, using the term “genocide” from early on, demanding that the 
university would take position, and advocating for an institutional boycott 
of Israeli universities. Some staff members were on or close to the barri-
cades when protests erupted in the spring of 2024; they put pressure on 
the university’s board to meet their demands via petitions, op-ed pieces, 
or by speaking out in national and international media. It was also clear 
that not all staff agreed with the protests, and neither did all students.

It is hard to say to what extent “Gaza” entered the classroom; when the 
protests erupted most ferociously in the spring of 2024, it was hard to keep 
politics out, but to have politics in the classroom was not easy either. The 
directors of the bachelor and master programmes instructed lecturers to 
be highly cautious in presenting their own position, at the risk of putting 
pressure on students to think one way or another. Staff were asked to 
inform students explicitly that, when, for instance, pro-Palestine protests 
or walk-outs would take place on campus, they were free to join, but 
should not feel obliged to. Students in other words had to feel reassured 
that their own politics would not have any impact on their assessment, 
in particular when their politics did not align with those of the lecturer. 
Meanwhile, pro-Palestine activists made clear that they would not blame 
Jewish or Israeli citizens for the war crimes of the Netanyahu government.

Was this sufficient for Jewish and Israeli students? Did they feel at 
home in the sociology classroom? It is not that easy to say. On the one hand, 
at the department we hardly received signals, from, for instance, staff, 
students, study advisors, or the ombudsperson, that sociology students 
did not feel safe on campus (among staff members this was different). Let 
alone that we received complaints from them about antisemitism. Some 
of the colleagues were sceptical of such signals a priori. They warned of 
abuse of the term “social safety”, and how it risked getting weaponised in 
order to smother critical voices. According to these colleagues, when stu-
dents said they were not feeling socially safe, they may have actually felt 
“uncomfortable”, and in highly loaded matters like these, uncomfortable 
feelings were simply inevitable. And, they continued, the university’s role 
was not necessarily to make people feel at home.

I was not convinced. Would all Jewish students really feel safe to iden-
tify as such in the classroom and to voice criticism about the destructions 
of university property during the protests? Would they dare, for instance 
in the large WhatsApp groups with their peers, to question the use of 
the term “genocide” (this was early on, when a consensus among legal 
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scholars had not formed yet) or to bring up the lack of empathy that they 
had experienced after the 7 October attack? An experience that a Jewish 
friend, herself very active in the pro-Palestine movement, had shared, 
made a deep impression: her daughter, critical of Israel while wedded 
to her Jewish identity, no longer dared to wear her David-star when she 
went out. Several colleagues within the department had shared similar 
experiences.

So, when the article in De Telegraaf came out, I surely took it seri-
ously. I had not heard about an issue with a Jewish sociology student’s 
paper allegedly not getting graded, and did not have any idea which staff 
member it could have concerned. I had doubts if something like this had 
happened, but I would not have been surprised at all if Jewish sociology 
students would have indeed felt isolated, alienated, and far from “at 
home” on campus.

My first response was not, however, to try to contact the law student 
who was interviewed in the newspaper article. Instead, I contacted the 
faculty’s dean and the university’s rector magnificus, who had most likely 
been alerted to the article as well. Apart from soul-searching, there was 
strategy to be taken care of. After all, the reputation of the department 
was at stake. The fact that some department members played a prominent 
role in the pro-Palestine movement on campus was surely known among 
the university’s executive board members. I had gathered from subtle 
remarks during management meetings that our department was seen 
as somewhat troublesome. Some department members had on several 
occasions been invited for meetings with the dean. As protests continued, 
the pressure gradually increased to keep staff in line. After an event on 
campus with the Dutch Defense secretary Ruben Brekelmans had been 
– allegedly violently – disrupted, the rector had said in the media that 
he wanted to see if students and staff who had been present could be 
suspended.2

As NIAS director, Duyvendak knows about the pressures involved; 
Hebrew University threatened the institution with a lawsuit after NIAS 
had announced that it would severely limit cooperation with Israeli coun-
terparts. Among others: NIAS staff would no longer travel professionally 
to Israel; Israeli officials would not be invited to its events; NIAS would 
not accept bilateral funding from the State of Israel, Israeli universities or 
institutes.3 Duyvendak described the legal threat in the media as a form 
of intimidation.4
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So, for strategic reasons, it only felt natural to let the dean and rector 
know right away that I was on top of the allegation against a sociology 
staff member made in De Telegraaf. Later that day I discussed a course of 
action with the university’s secretary general. With hindsight, I wonder if 
this amounted to a politics of fear. In the end I don’t think so. Apart from 
the meeting mentioned above, the role of department members in the 
pro-Palestine movement never became a concrete issue in the managerial 
hierarchy – I was, for instance, never asked to identify protestors, threat-
ened with some form of consequences, or experienced other forms of 
repressive politics. To some extent I found the absence of such measures 
surprising: although I did not know which shape this took concretely, it 
was not hard to imagine the immense political pressure that the universi-
ty’s board itself was under. After the chaotic campus protests in May 2024, 
which involved violent clashes with the police and destruction of UvA-
property, many politicians, in particular from the right, had responded 
strongly, using terms like “disgusting” and “unacceptable”, and blaming 
universities for an alleged lack of social safety and antisemitism on their 
campuses. The executive board was seen as not acting forcefully enough 
and giving in to the demands of activists. Annabel Nanninga, senator 
for the right-wing populist party JA21, wanted the Dutch Secretary of 
Education to cut budgets of educational institutions like UvA that “cannot 
or will not guarantee the safety and dignity of Jews and Israelis”.5

My impression is that the UvA’s executive board cushioned a lot of this 
political pressure, rather than passing it on directly to middle managers 
like myself.6 Nevertheless, in the light of this ongoing political and media 
campaign against universities, it was all the more important to find out 
what could be verified about the article in De Telegraaf. And what could 
not: while I had substantive and strategic reasons for wanting to know 
what had happened with the Jewish sociology student, I was sceptical at 
the same time, and so were some of my direct colleagues who got involved. 
After all, the populist, right-wing political response to the pro-Palestine 
campus protests seemed part of a broader attack on universities and aca-
demic freedom – most clearly, of course, in the United States, where the 
Gaza protests and allegations of antisemitism on campus were aggressively 
used by President Trump to gain control over so-called “leftist” or “woke” 
universities. In the Netherlands, right-wing media such as De Telegraaf 
were happy to give right-wing populist politicians a platform; conserva-
tive Telegraaf-columnist Wierd Duk accused university managers of being 
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cowards, claimed that campuses in the Netherlands were dominated by 
“intimidation and terror” ever since 7 October 2023, and wrote that aca-
demic freedom was threatened by the – in his opinion – leftist academics 
who dominated campuses (Bracke, 2024).7 It was important to resist such 
attacks, to protect academic freedom, and to make sure academics would 
be allowed to take a critical rather than a neutral position when, in the 
case of the genocide in Gaza, few institutions did so (Bracke, 2025).

So, there were plenty of reasons (substantive, strategic, and scepti-
cal) to find out what was true of the allegations made in De Telegraaf. 
We contemplated sending out a general message to the sociology staff, 
but quickly decided against it because we did not want to play into the 
populist playbook. If the allegations were baseless, such a message could 
have an unwarranted chilling effect. Instead, the director of the College 
of Social Sciences tried to get in touch with the law student who had been 
interviewed. Via various channels, the director sent her a genuine, warm, 
and caring message, and asked her to extend an invitation to get in touch 
with the sociology student she had referred to in the newspaper. No 
response. Later, the dean stepped in and managed to schedule a conver-
sation with her and a fellow Jewish student. Once again, the dean and the 
college director asked for more details and made clear they wanted to get 
in touch with the sociology student. Again (at least at the time of writing 
this contribution, more than four months after the piece in De Telegraaf 
appeared): no response.

In the aftermath of Kirk’s Assassination

It would not take long for the next incident to happen. After the assassi-
nation of conservative influencer Charlie Kirk on an American university 
campus on 10 September 2025, a journalist of the Dutch populist right-
wing broadcasting company PowNed visited the Roeterseiland campus. 
Probably the journalist was hoping to record cheerful responses to Kirk’s 
assassination, like the many that had been voiced on social media in the 
days before. He managed. On camera, at least three students expressed 
positive views, stating among others that “I think he deserved it” and 
that “the world is better off without him”.8 They claimed that his views 
should not get a podium – at least not at universities – and suggested that 
freedom of speech did not apply to conservative views like Kirk’s. PowNed 
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also reported that in a large-scale, student WhatsApp group, some had 
responded cheerfully to Kirk’s assassination as well.9

The morning after the item was released, everybody in middle man-
agement positions within the faculty was alerted by the dean. Later that 
day the UvA published an official response, which is worth quoting at 
length:

It is shocking that several UvA students endorsed the political assassination of 
Charlie Kirk in a PowNed video. The fact that some students seem to believe 
that freedom of speech does not apply to people with different views is diamet-
rically opposed to everything the academic community stands for. We condemn 
the glorification or condoning of violence. Violence is never a solution and goes 
against the core values upheld by the UvA: respect, critical thinking, and a safe 
environment for everyone. Freedom of speech is a great asset, but it also entails 
responsibility. Approving violence undermines an open and constructive soci-
ety. We ask lecturers to explicitly address this issue and to discuss the value 
of the democratic constitutional state, citizenship, and the need for respectful 
interaction with differences in their teaching. Only by actively engaging in this 
conversation can we work together towards an academic community in which 
respect and safety are paramount.

I wholeheartedly agreed. But did our students do so as well? And how about 
staff? Once again, I was not sure. At least I did not agree with those who 
were not willing to give those with a diverging – read: conservative – view 
a platform on campus. In particular the list of cancellations for Room for 
Discussion, a platform run by economics students, was long: former Shell 
executive Jeroen van der Veer (withdrew himself after several activist 
groups had protested his visit); NATO officer Rob Bauer (debate disrupted 
by protesters; continued behind closed doors); Defense Secretary Ruben 
Brekelmans (likewise); Defense Secretary Kajsa Ollongren (cancelled 
twice due to the risk of disruption); Amsterdam Mayor Femke Halsema 
(moved to the city hall because of security risks). And on “Gaza”, most 
academic events that have been organized on campus were a form of 
preaching to the choir, without any dissenting or opposing voices.

I was nevertheless relieved to hear that PowNed’s students were not 
from sociology. We enquired if in our own sociology students’ WhatsApp 
group similar cheers for Kirk’s assassination had been expressed. When 
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this turned out not to be the case, I made a point of informing the dean 
and college director.

Scepticism about the news item remained, however: how many 
students had PowNed interviewed? How had the journalist introduced 
himself? Was it no coincidence that only foreign students, who probably 
had no idea about the broadcaster’s reputation, had taken the bait? And 
just like the piece in De Telegraaf, PowNed’s item seemed part of a wider 
nativist campaign against universities as one of the pillars of free, open, 
democratic societies. The item, which was subsequently widely covered 
by other Dutch media, prompted Lidewij de Vos, the new leader of the 
extreme-right party Forum voor Democratie (Forum for Democracy), to 
ask the secretary of Justice & Safety to respond by, among others, with-
drawing the residence permit of the students involved.10 As one colleague 
remarked wryly: “Ai, this is surely going to be politically exploited to the 
very last drop.”

Insufferable Indeed

Less than two weeks later, another media incident ensued. On a 
Wednesday morning, posters were put up on campus, stating: “Proof me 
wrong. Trans women are men. Debate Lydia Daniël, a.k.a. the insufferable 
TERF. From 10:45 onwards. Main entrance UVA [sic].” Taking her cue from 
Charlie Kirk, who brought his conservative ideas to American campuses 
and challenged progressive students with them, Daniël’s thinly veiled goal 
was to demonstrate that the university is not the free place for ideas it 
purports to be, but instead a narrow-minded place where students and 
staff are unwilling to question their own position – in this case support for 
transgenders. She planned to document this with a film crew of Ongehoord 
Nederland, another right-wing populist broadcasting company (which has 
been repeatedly accused of antisemitism and racism, prompting the Dutch 
broadcasting system’s administrative body NPO to ask the government to 
revoke its licence).11

Daniël’s visit was not announced; it took the university by surprise.12 
The university’s official media policy states that filming on its premises 
can only be done with permission; this permission had not been requested 
by Daniël. When she nevertheless started filming on campus, a lecturer 
asked Daniël to leave, stating that her call for debate was hurtful. To which 
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Daniël responded provocatively: “I also find it hurtful when a man tells 
me: ‘I am a woman.’” Daniël then positioned herself in front of the build-
ing. The video clip that she posted of her action shows that she was not 
nearly as effective as Kirk – the vast majority of students simply ignored 
her, one or two agreed to talked to her, many looked puzzled, while some 
told Daniël, in a measured way, that “you need to be aware that this will 
hurt some people”. At no point did a critical mass gather around her – a 
sharp contrast to Kirk’s performances, which could electrify larger groups 
of – often polarised – students. Unexpectedly Daniël concluded in her 
video that she was “pleasantly surprised” about the responses she got, 
and that “a conversation is possible”. Watching this video, I proudly saw 
students on camera who controlled their emotions, exercised a politics of 
restraint, and avoided stepping into the far-right trap that Daniël had laid 
out for them.

But this positive outcome notwithstanding, the visit had a strong 
impact, including on trans or non-binary students and staff, whose 
identity or, one could say, whose very existence was being questioned 
and undermined by Daniël. Once again, as middle management we con-
templated an official response: a message to the entire community stating 
that there is no place for transphobia on campus. But also this time we 
decided against it, because we did not want to follow the extreme right, 
transphobic playbook, and wanted to avoid running the risk that such 
a message would leak and fuel renewed right-wing mockery. Daniël’s 
discursive violence mostly prompted a politics of care: many people, from 
within various layers of the university bureaucracy, sent warm, support-
ive messages to the staff members who we knew had been affected; the 
incident was discussed carefully and productively with students in class.

Conclusion

In its most recent report on academic freedom, the Royal Netherlands 
Academy of Arts and Sciences (KNAW) argued that it is

the responsibility of university boards and individual scientists (…) to ensure 
that, especially during debates and demonstrations, scientific knowledge and 
scientific opinions can be shared freely, especially on complex and sensitive 
topics. Lively debates and tensions are not a problem in themselves, but the 
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way in which they are addressed is. In their societal role, knowledge institu-
tions must not only provide society with scientific knowledge but also facilitate 
dialogue, especially when it concerns controversial issues, such as the war in 
Gaza. (KNAW, 2025, p. 31)

In this article I have reflected on the complexities of putting this into 
practice. Even providing a definition of the situation can prove difficult: 
for instance, is the article in De Telegraaf a scream for help from a stu-
dent who feels excluded and marginalised; is it a thinly veiled threat to 
academic freedom; an alert that antisemitism takes place on campus; or, 
to the contrary, an instance of the weaponisation of antisemitism? The 
right response to such a situation, which usually needs to be delivered 
almost on the spot, is equally hard, because ethical concerns, a duty to 
care, diverging understandings of the societal role of an academic (neu-
tral versus socially engaged if not activist), worries about reputational 
damage, and other strategic concerns are often hard to disentangle.

So far, no convincing response has been formulated to nativist attacks 
on academic freedom, on the university as a home to scholars, and on 
academia as a core institution of open, democratic societies. And ignoring 
these attacks is a luxury that universities cannot afford, as they are not 
likely to stop any time soon. I hope this contribution has provided some 
building blocks for a response. 

First, the role of middle management is crucial, as they are usually 
among the first in the line of fire, or at least among the first to respond to 
attacks in everyday academic life. They should be prepared. Rather than 
relying on a manager’s individual goodwill and capabilities, preparation 
means access to effective scripts, communication strategies, and caring 
practices for those who suffer from the attacks the most. Second, the resil-
ience of students and staff should be invested in, which means concretely 
that they should exercise in not letting themselves be provoked. And third, 
while there is no room for hateful speech on campus, more room should 
be created for dissenting voices. Currently, in my experience few of the 
aforementioned “lively debates” on sensitive issues envisioned by the 
KNAW, in which scientists with different “scientific opinions” engage in a 
meaningful exchange with one another, actually take place. The willing-
ness of at least some fractions within the academic community to engage 
with scientific opinions different from their own is rather limited; instead, 
preaching to the choir is frequently preferred (Mounk, 2025). If we want 
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to convince “The Hague” that universities are places where academic 
freedom reigns, if we want to truly foster inclusivity, and if we believe that 
the most original and powerful ideas and theories are generated through 
interaction with critical opposition, this needs to change.

Notes

1	 See https://open.overheid.nl/documenten/bd455d38-71f9-44d7-a9c3-063c9ee72450/file; https://www.
uva.nl/binaries/content/assets/uva/nl/nieuws-en-agenda/krachtig-en-kwetsbaar---rapport-commis-
sie-stolker.pdf?1688043194402; https://storage.knaw.nl/2022-05/20210217-webversie-advies-Acade-
mische-vrijheid.pdf

2	 See https://www.at5.nl/nieuws/230869/uva-onderzoekt-schorsing-voor-demonstranten-die-inter-
view-minister-verstoorden

3	 https://nias.knaw.nl/news/nias-and-equal-rights-for-all-scholars/
4	 https://www.nrc.nl/nieuws/2025/01/14/israelische-universiteit-dreigt-met-stappen-tegen-ned-

erlands-instituut-dat-niet-wil-samenwerken-wegens-oorlog-in-gaza-a4879487; https://www.
erasmusmagazine.nl/en/2025/01/17/israeli-universities-threaten-legal-action-over-boycott/

5	 https://www.eerstekamer.nl/plenair/20250325/nanninga
6	 More generally I have come to cherish the trust and autonomy that middle-level management is 

awarded at the university. Given the legal framework for university governance (the so-called MUB 
in Dutch, an acronym that stands for Modernisation of University Governance, implemented by 
law since 1998), which puts decision-making power squarely in the hands of executive boards and 
deans, limits democratic governance, and stipulates top-down management (van Berckel Smit & 
Flipse, 2020), this autonomy is far from self-evident.

7	 See most recently: https://www.telegraaf.nl/binnenland/kritische-wetenschappers-eisen-academis-
che-vrijheid-terug-de-balans-is-zoek/104209915.html

8	 https://www.PowNed.tv/article/knettergekke-studenten-juichen-moord-op-charlie-kirk-toe-hij-
verdiende-het~4591/

9	 Such app groups, with often hundreds of students, provide fresh dilemmas to universities more 
generally, as the PowNed item demonstrates: these app groups are not initiated or maintained by 
the university but by students themselves, usually for university-related communication. While 
they are therefore not the university’s responsibility, what happens in them can be seen as a form 
of virtual campus culture, which can have a strong impact on traditional campus culture and the 
classroom.

10	 The minister responded that these expressions are covered by freedom of speech, and that only in 
the case of violation of the law could a residence permit be revoked. See: https://www.tweedeka-
mer.nl/kamerstukken/kamervragen/detail?id=2025Z16866&did=2025D46285

11	 https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/besluiten/2023/12/19/definitief-besluit-verzo-
ek-npo-tot-intrekking-voorlopige-erkenning-ongehoord-nederland

12	 https://www.uva.nl/content/a-z/filmen-fotograferen-en-flyeren-op-de-uva/filmen-fotografer-
en-en-flyeren-op-de-uva.html
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