
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

(In)difference online : the openness of public discussion on immigration

Witschge, T.A.C.

Publication date
2007
Document Version
Final published version

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Witschge, T. A. C. (2007). (In)difference online : the openness of public discussion on
immigration. [Thesis, fully internal, Universiteit van Amsterdam].

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, Singel 425, 1012 WP Amsterdam, The Netherlands. You
will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:26 May 2023

https://dare.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/indifference-online--the-openness-of-public-discussion-on-immigration(100401f7-3bdd-404a-8da3-59b21c6ecadf).html


Chapter 6

Representation and inclusion

6.1 Introduction

In the previous chapter it became clear that web forum participants seek out diversity.
They furthermore state that the web forums they visit to discuss immigration show great
diversity. This chapter will examine a specific case to see to what extent this diversity
is indeed present. The argument often goes that the Internet allows for more inclusive
debates, since everyone can voice their opinion. There are considered to be no or few
gatekeepers, allowing for more and diverse people and positions to be represented online
than in offline media.

The research question addressed in this chapter is: To what extent are different actors
and viewpoints included in online discussions on immigration and integration and how does
this compare to the representation in newspapers? This will be examined by mapping the
different types of actors in an offline and an online debate and by subsequently comparing
the extent to which different positions are included in these debates. To examine who
and what is included is not enough, however, to determine the openness of the debate.
It is important to look also at who and what is excluded from public debate. Discourse
can exclude certain types of people and certain types of positions, and as such control the
issue. I will therefore also look at specific instances of exclusion through the discourse.
The analysis involves the following elements:

– Representation of actors (visible diversity, either through name, or reference in text);
– Representation of positions;
– Discursive exclusions.

The question of representation and exclusion is examined in a case study that examines
a particular issue within the broader theme of immigration and integration: ‘eerwraak’
(this can be translated as revenge for honour, and includes ‘honour killings’ but also other
physical violence to ‘restore’ the honour of a family; henceforth referred to as honour
killings). This issue received much attention in the Netherlands after the media reported
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on a number of these killings, and Hirsi Ali, a then-member of parliament, initiated a
parliamentary debate.1 The statements of Hirsi Ali are chosen as the starting point of the
analysis, which allows for a clear time frame in which to analyse the online debate. This
will then be compared to the offline public debate in the media.

6.2 Methodology

This case study is designed to gain insight into the variety of actors and positions repre-
sented in the online debate and to allow for a comparison of the openness of the offline
media. Discussions on honour killings on three web forums are compared to those in
seven newspapers. Newspapers were taken as the counterpart of online debates as they
(and letters to the editors in particular) resemble online posts in a number of ways.

Newspapers are traditionally seen as (carriers of ) the public sphere. The perceived
insufficiency of newspapers in this respect is one of the reasons that many scholars look
to the Internet for a revival of the public sphere (for an overview of recent studies, see
Chapter 2). Newspapers (as opposed to other media, such as television and radio) are
comparable to online forums in that they involve written exchanges, which are set apart
from face-to-face and other oral communication, where:

Speakers have little or no time for reflection and overly deliberate construction, and
listeners have little or no time for overly deliberate reconstruction or review. (. . . )
Writing on the other hand is, typically, planned and reflective. Writers have time for
deliberative construction, for editing and for rewriting (Kress, 1986: 403).

And, although they have different status and selection procedure, both newspapers and
online forums allow people to contribute content. Letters to the editor and other sections
of newspapers intended for inclusion of readers’ contributions provide a space for people
to participate in the public debate. A number of quality newspapers in the Netherlands
have extended these spaces in the last few years, but the question remains whether there
is truly a diversity of actors and positions, and how this compares to the representation
online. In spite of criticism directed towards moderators (see Chapter 4), it is argued that
the selection mechanisms for newspapers are still much more exclusive than for online de-
bates. ‘Typically, editors select well-written and cogently argued contributions (. . . ) rather
than openly offensive pieces (. . . ) and these are generally in keeping with the established
ideological direction of the publication’ (Morrison & Love, 1996: 45-46). Does it follow
that online debate shows more variation in terms of content, given that access should be
more straightforward?

Finally, at least one empirical study has shown that participants in online debates
feel that online contributions are comparable to writing letters to the editor. Over half
of the participants of an online survey in Denmark found online discussion to be more
comparable to composing letters to the editor than to participating in a town meeting,

1Ayaan Hirsi Ali was a member of parliament at the time of the debate. She served starting in January
2003 and resigned in May 2006.
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writing to politicians, talking to politicians, discussing politics with friends, colleagues or
family and other forms of political participation (Liina Jensen, 2003: 370).

6.2.1 Selection of issue and timeframe

On 4 February 2005, Ayaan Hirsi Ali, then Member of Parliament for the VVD (Liberal
Conservative party) was interviewed for De Volkskrant, a major Dutch newspaper. Some
of her statements in this interview were specifically related to honour killings, whereas the
rest of the article gave her view on Dutch ‘multicultural’ society. She proposed to use the
new terrorism law (allowing for the use of information from the intelligence service to be
used in court as evidence) to deal with honour killings, specifically putting families that are
suspected to commit honour killing ‘under permanent surveillance’ and ‘tap their phones’.

This interview was published a week before a parliamentary debate took place on
the issue (10 February 2005). Both offline and online, the number of contributions to
the debate on honour killings increased after Hirsi Ali’s statements. I will analyse the
contributions up to one month after publication of the interview (4 February 2005 –
4 March 2005). The rationale for this time period is twofold: The offline debates and
the online debates seem to have died out after this period, and this timeframe provides a
feasible number of articles for analysis.

6.2.2 Selection of newspaper articles

The articles within the chosen time frame were selected from seven newspapers. Since
only web forums with a national character were included in the analysis, I selected only
national newspapers. The selected articles came from the following newspapers (the num-
ber of articles per newspaper is presented in square brackets): Het Algemeen Dagblad (AD)
[4], NRC Handelsblad (NRC) [3], Het Parool [4],2 De Telegraaf [4], Trouw [4], and De
Volkskrant [6]. In addition, five articles from a free newspaper (Metro) were included.
All news articles, letters to the editor, columns and other opinion articles mentioning
‘eerwraak’ (honour killings) were selected for the analysis.3 This resulted in a total of 20
general newspaper articles and ten opinion contributions.

6.2.3 Selection of web forums

The online discussions chosen for this particular study come from the sample of web fo-
rums identified in Chapter 3. On these forums, a search was conducted to find discussions
on honour killings. The web forums Fok, Weerwoord, and Maroc contained relevant ma-
terial in this time frame. On the other four forums there were no discussions focusing on
honour killings within the timeframe of the study.4 The three forums represent different

2This newspaper is focused on Amsterdam and its environs, but also has a wide national distribution.
3Using Lexis Nexis. Metro was manually searched by selecting the archived PDF-files of the paper (to be

found on www.clubmetro.nl)
4The archives of Nieuwrechts and Politiekdebat, two websites in the sample, were not available at the time

of data collection.
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types of websites:

– Fok is a general Dutch discussion website with thousands of members and hundreds of
thousands of posts on thousands of different threads. Here, a discussion was started in
the political section of the website on 4 February 2005 at 15:25 by Umm-Qsar. The
thread was titled ‘Honour killings not Terrorism.’ The thread ended within 48 hours,
with the 36th posting on 6 February at 13:51.

– Weerwoord is a discussion forum that is specifically aimed at political topics. Here, Koos
posted a message in the section ‘Immigration and Integration’ on 4 February 2005 at
4:08. The thread was called ‘Hirsi Ali wants to employ the AIVD [Dutch Intelligence
Services] against honour killings.’ There were 64 reactions to the initial post that con-
tained a quote from an online news site regarding Hirsi Ali’s plans. The last post dates
from 6 February at 18:40.

– Maroc is a website that is specifically aimed at people of Moroccan descent living in the
Netherlands, but sees increasingly ‘native’ Dutch people participating in the forums.
Here, a thread called ‘The debate on honour killings’ was started by Te quiero, quoting
a column about honour killings (by Anil Ramdas) that appeared in De Volkskrant on
14 February 2005. Te quiero made this initial posting on 20 February 2005 at 00:44.
There were 37 reactions within two days; the last message was posted on 21 February
at 20:47.

6.2.4 Analysis of the debate

For the selected newspapers, representation of actors was examined by establishing who is
given voice, either by being an author of an opinion piece, column or letter-to-the-editor,
or by being quoted in the newspapers. The latter refers to those instances where actors
were either directly quoted or whose message was paraphrased. In the latter case the actor
has to be the one ‘speaking’, so interpretations or evaluations of the actor’s expressions
were excluded. These instances are not considered to give voice to the actors (for a similar
method of coding see: Ferree et al. (2002)).

The authors were coded as actors with a voice when they deal with the topic at hand
and express an opinion about how honour killings should be viewed or provide arguments
for these opinions or alternative solutions to the approach proposed by Hirsi Ali. Most
of the content in the newspaper articles dealt only with the (evaluation of the) process
of the debate: when it was held, who started it and who does not agree with the way the
debate was evolving. Basically, they all concerned statements that mentioned the form but
are not about the content of the issue at stake in the debate. As these statements neither
help citizens to form opinions and arguments, nor inform them about possible positions
with regard to the content of the debate, the authors of such contributions are not coded
as actors. In contrast, those actors, who are quoted, but did not give a judgement on the
content of the discussion of honour killings, are included, as this does say something about
who is seen as important in the discussion and who is given voice.

The actors were coded for relevant identity markers, such as gender, ethnicity (of
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‘immigrant descent’ or ‘native Dutch’) and whether or not they are part of the political
elite. The political status indicator distinguished the following values: Politician for a
governmental party (that includes governmental actors such as Ministers); Politician for
the opposition; Administration; Citizen; Academic; and Columnist.

For the online discussions, all the participants were seen as actors in the debate, and
where possible, they were coded for relevant indicators (gender and origin). In addition,
their ‘status’ within the forum was coded, by including the date they first registered (which
helps to determine whether the discussion is dominated by those who have participated for
longer periods of time, or whether there is an even distribution between them, newcomers
and everyone in between). Also, the average number of postings was provided in order to
give an indication of whether ‘heavy users’ dominate these particular debates or not.

Apart from the question of who is represented, the case of honour killings is used
to provide an in-depth analysis of the ways in which the discourse includes or excludes
groups. Inclusion in the debate does not only mean having a voice in it, but is also
reflected by the content of the debate: Is the discourse inclusive? Here, two elements are
taken into account. First, the discourse can be exclusive in that it suggests participants
and/or viewpoints to be inferior to others. Exclusion can also come about by ignoring
participants or their contributions. Second, exclusion and inequality in debate can be
established by referencing to ‘us’ and ‘them’, which creates a division between those who
are seen as belonging to this society/public/group, and those who are not. In this chapter,
a discourse analysis is conducted to examine the mechanisms of exclusions that are present
in the debate.

6.3 Who is represented?

I examined seven newspapers (30 articles, of which 20 are news articles, eight opinion
pieces and columns, and two letters-to-the-editor) and three discussion forums (139 con-
tributions) within the timeframe of a month. Within these contributions, the difference
in saliency of the issue of honour killings is telling in itself. But to assess and compare their
relative openness, I need to examine other aspects, such as the diversity of representation
of actors and their opinions.

6.3.1 Representation in newspapers

In the seven newspapers 22 people were given a platform to voice their opinion in this pe-
riod, eight of whom were authors of columns or opinion pieces and letters-to-the-editor5,
and the other 12 actors were quoted in news articles. Table 6.1 shows a fairly varied dis-
tribution in terms of gender and origin. Ten out of 22 actors are female, and ten are male
(for two people the gender is unknown). Five actors are of immigrant descent, whereas
16 are native Dutch. When compared to the number of immigrants in Dutch society,
we see that actors of immigrant descent are well- if not over-represented. However, if one

5In two of the opinion pieces no author was specified.
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Table 6.1: Voices in newspapers

Sources quoted/Authors Freq. Position† Gender Descent Type‡

Hirsi Ali (VVD-MP) 12 gov. pol. female immigr. quoted

Donner (CDA-Minister) 10 gov. pol. male native quoted

Albayrak (PvdA-MP) 4 opp. pol. female immigr. quoted

Van Aartsen (VVD-chair) 4 gov. pol. male native quoted

Kraneveldt (LPF-MP) 3 opp. pol. female native quoted

Sterk (CDA-MP) 3 gov. pol. female native quoted

Timmer (police coordinator) 3 civil serv. male native quoted

Van Eck (researcher VU) 2 academic female native quot/aut

Verdonk (VVD-Minister) 2 gov. pol. female native quoted

Azough (GroenLinks-MP) 1 opp. pol. female immigr. quoted

Bouali (columnist) 1 columnist female immigr. author

Civil servant Justice Dept. 1 civil serv. – – quoted

Donck, van der (unknown) 1 citizen – native quoted

Doorn, van (columnist) 1 columnist male native author

Dorsman (lawyer) 1 citizen male native quoted

Haersma Buma, v (CDA-MP) 1 gov. pol. male native quoted

Hemelrijk (columnist) 1 columnist female native author

Hesseling (housewife) 1 citizen female native quoted

Hooreman (unknown) 1 citizen male native author

Kaam, van (student) 1 citizen male native quoted

Pamelen, van (columnist) 1 columnist male native author

Ramdas (columnist) 1 columnist male immigr. author

Total 56

† gov. pol. stands for a politician from a government party (at the national level), including
Ministers; opp. pol. stands for a politician whose party is in opposition.

‡ Type of actor specifies whether the voice is quoted in the newspaper or the author of a piece
published there.

holds the view that the issue of honour killings affects immigrants more than natives and
they should therefore hold a special place in the debate, then they are relatively poorly
represented.

The quoted number of actors that belong to the political elite does not show such a



Representation and inclusion 87

wide distribution (see Table 6.2). Six out of 22 actors are politicians from government
parties (including two Ministers). Only three members of the political opposition are
included and another two are civil servants. Together, the political elite take up more than
two thirds (44 out of 56 quotations) of the voice given in newspapers. Although five out
of 22 of the quoted actors are (presented as) citizens, they only represent five out of the 56
total quotations.

Table 6.2: Type of actors in newspapers

Type of actors given voice Number of
actors

Times given
voice

Politician (governmental party) 6 31
Politician (opposition) 3 9
Administration 2 4
Citizen 5 5
Columnist 5 5
Academic 1 2
Total 22 56

Citizen voices only appear in the free newspaper, Metro, and once in Algemeen Dagblad
(see Table 6.3). Newspaper readers are only confronted with oppositional political voices
in six out of 30 news articles; in 17 articles statements of governmental politicians are
found. Readers of De Volkskrant encounter exclusively voices of the government on this
matter. In contrast, Algemeen Dagblad quotes oppositional politicians five times.

Table 6.3: Actors per newspaper

Newspaper
Source Volkskrant AD NRC Trouw Parool Metro Telegraaf
Politician (gov.) 8 6 5 3 3 1 5
Politician (opp.) – 5 1 1 1 – 1
Administration 2 1 – – 1 – –
Citizen – 1 – – – 4 –
Columnist – – 1 3 – 1 –
Academic – 1 – – 1 – –
Total 10 14 7 7 6 6 6

6.3.2 Representation online

Online there is broader participation (43 contributors in three forums with 139 contri-
butions) and a different distribution (see Table 6.4). Very prominent is the inequality of
gender on Fok. Women are virtually absent, except for one, who posts only one message
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(out of a total of 36 posts). On Weerwoord, no information is provided about the gender of
the users. Taking the names of the participants as indicators,6 there are only two ‘obvious’
females and five males. On Maroc more equality can be found. Here, participants can
indicate their gender by choosing for female, male and ‘onzijdig’ (no gender). Five women
are represented, four men and four ‘onzijdig’. Also prominent is the lack of participation
by members of the political elite. Where they dominated the discussion offline, in the
online debate they are not represented.

With regard to the origin or descent of the participants, little information is found
on both Fok and Weerwoord ; very limited variety is suggested when taking names as in-
dicators. Six out of 14 actors on Fok have ‘Dutch’ names and in the others, no specific
reference to other nationalities can be found, except for desiredbard, who refers to Ire-
land as his home country (most names are nick names that do not resemble ‘real’ names).
On Weerwoord seven names seem to be ‘Dutch’ and one participant refers to Curacao as
his/her country of origin. No information was found in suggesting immigrant descent.
On Maroc there is information on ‘national affiliation’. Participants are asked to choose
a flag for their profile when registering. Even on this site, aimed specifically at Dutch
Moroccans, the majority of the flags are Dutch. This, of course, does not necessarily mean
that the participants are not of immigrant descent, but they are not presenting themselves
as such. In addition to the Dutch flag, the following flags appear once each: Moroccan,
Spanish, Surinamese, Turkish and that of Liechtenstein.7

In terms of the type of online users in the particular discussions, specifically Maroc and
Fok show heavy users. However, on all of the websites there are also less frequent posters
participating. Moreover, heavy users do not dominate these specific discussions (in terms
of the number of contributions per participant). Likewise, ‘new’ and ‘experienced’ (in
terms of their registration date) are equally represented in the discussions; neither group
dominates the discussion. However, when looking at the dynamics of the discussion,
particular participants do dominate the discussions. On all three forums, the top three
posters are responsible for more than half of the contributions. On Weerwoord one of the
contributors alone is responsible for one third of the messages. This concurs with other
studies into the dynamics of online discussions, as discussed in Chapter 2.

6.3.3 Comparing the newspaper and online debate

The newspaper debate featured 22 actors in 30 contributions distributed over seven news-
papers. In the three forums examined, 43 actors contributed 139 posts to the debate. The
latter debate thus contains more actors and more interactions, but is there also a wider rep-
resentation? Comparing the representation in newspapers with that in the online debate,

6Whether this is a less reliable method than the method of taking the self-presentation of their gender
remains a question. However, it is the representation I am after; that which is perceivable by others. This
representation can come as much from a name as a gender sign.

7I do not wish to imply that these are then necessarily the countries from where the participants originate.
It is, however, these countries that are now represented for the other participants in the discussion. They do
seem to suggest some affiliation. That these are not static attachments is illustrated by the fact that half a year
after data collection, the participant holding the flag of Liechtenstein now holds the flag of Luxembourg.
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there are a number of similarities and differences between the two. Both the newspaper
debate and the online debate have one or two dominant voices. In the newspapers, there
are two (MP Hirsi Ali and Minister Donner) that together make up almost 40% of the
debate. Online, the top three posters (the most frequent poster of each forum) together
make up almost 30% of the discussion. In both debates, the majority of the participants
is (or seems to be) of native rather than immigrant descent.

Table 6.4: Online participants

Participant Freq. Gender Origin Total #
posts

Average Member
since

Participants on Fok
opa 9 male 1683 23 Oct-99
pool 6 male 7730 390 Dec-03
sjun 4 male 12438 420 Apr-03
Musketeer 3 male 138 17 Jan-05
desiredbard 2 male 1711 180 Nov-04
Jereon 2 male 2627 120 Jul-03
SCH 2 male 66794 1980 Nov-02
Umm-Qsar 2 male 1057 60 Apr-03
Chewy 1 male 4341 150 Jan-03
GewoneMan 1 male 7270 360 Jan-04
Gia 1 female 13877 240 Apr-00
IntroV 1 male 1391 25 Jan-01
pberends 1 male 38534 1440 Jul-03
tommytheman 1 male 1133 60 Jan-04
Total 36 11480 390

Participants on Weerwoord
Koos 20 male 391 65 Nov-04
Alfatrion 7 – 2420 73 Aug-02
Theo 7 male 3677 141 Mar-03
Xeno 7 – 1547 50 Oct-02
Anne 4 female 1486 57 Mar-03
Torero 4 – 2449 66 Apr-02
Moppersmurf 3 – 609 55 Jun-04
waarbenik 3 – 702 47 Feb-04
Circe 2 – 1102 38 Dec-02

Continued on next page
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Participant Freq. Gender Origin Total #
posts

Average Member
since

Gert 2 male 73 2 Dec-01
J. Wervenbos 2 male 3795 74 Feb-01
curacaoteam 1 – 3971 95 Nov-01
Eduard Genen 1 male 1440 206 Oct-04
Olga 1 female 206 11 Oct-03
P040 1 – 616 41 Feb-04
Total 65 1632 68

Participants on Maroc
Ron Haleber 10 male NL 4109 137 Nov-02
sjaen 6 female NL 1109 101 Jun-04
mark61 4 male – 17071 1004 Dec-03
Goodnight 3 female Morocco 6992 388 Nov-03
tr_imparator 3 male Turkey 1279 426 Feb-05
Mill 2 none – 2308 68 Jul-02
S@deeQ 2 male Morocco 722 52 Mar-04
Simon 2 none Liechtens. 8712 235 Apr-02
Te quiero 2 none NL 618 103 Nov-04
∼Panthera∼ 1 female NL 13226 357 Apr-02
Couscousje 1 female NL 19740 439 Aug-01
Japio 1 none Spain 76 8 Aug-04
Rabi’ah 1 female Suriname 4417 147 Nov-02
Total 38 6183 266

However, immigrants seem to be better represented in the newspaper debate, if not in
terms of the number of participants, than at least in the frequency with which they are
given voice. Another difference between the newspaper and online debate concerns the
representation of citizens versus the political elite. The latter is far more dominant in the
newspapers whereas citizens dominate the online discussion. A last major difference in
representation is that of gender: In the newspapers, 10 out of 22 participants are female
(two of which the gender is unknown), online only eight women are represented among
43 participants (12 are unknown). These women contribute only 18 messages out of a
total of 139.

Thus, apart from the dominance of the political elite in the newspaper debate, it seems
to represent a more diverse public than does the online debate. This is quite contrary to
the expectation of online debate as being more accessible to and thus more inclusive of a
wider public. Contrary to newspapers, however, online participation is to a large extent a
matter of self-selection. There are no mechanisms in place that try to ensure a balanced
representation. There are only gatekeepers to exclude people, not to actively include people,
as may be the case in the reporting by journalists and in the publication of opinions pieces
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in newspapers.
We have to keep in mind, though, that a large part of the representation of female and

immigrant voices in the newspapers is due to one particular actor: Ayaan Hirsi Ali. The
question is to what extent this representation influences the content of the debates: Does
more diversity in terms of participants also mean more diversity in terms of positions?

6.4 Which positions are represented?

Looking at both the offline and the online debate, the most prominent disparity between
the two is the difference in the amount of information that is given. The newspaper articles
focus mainly on the process of the debate instead of the content. Only in nine out of 30
articles the content of Hirsi Ali’s proposal on how to deal with honour killings is considered
(in five of the articles a negative position is taken, in one a positive, and in three articles
there is no position). Most of the articles, however, only deal with the actors involved, how
they regard each other, and what role they play in the honour killings discussion. Hirsi
Ali’s suggestions are not taken well by government actors or some oppositional politicians.
Most of the newspapers’ attention is devoted to these critiques. The few statements that
do relate to the issue of honour killings show surprisingly little variation; only two favour
linking honour killings and terrorism, and ten are negative. Four statements are neutral
towards Hirsi Ali’s suggestion, or are at least uncertain, stating for instance: ‘Anyone can be
suspected of honour killings. And if we do so, why not also for other murders?’ (Minister
of Justice Donner in De Volkskrant 11 February 2005).

What remains remarkably absent in the newspaper debate is the argumentation around
the positions on honour killings in general and (a lack of ) its relation to terrorism in
particular. Very little information is given about honour killings. Except in one article
that reports on an interview with the national coordinator investigating honour killings (a
prestigious member of the police force, who is a national expert on the topic), almost no
information is provided about what honour killings are, its possible causes, or alternative
solutions.

In contrast, such information and expressions can be found in the online debate. On-
line, they discuss the issue, provide arguments, react to each other and share information
(see Table 6.5). Online, participants use different types of sources to inform each other,
provide additional information, and dispel fallacies. In addition, the range of viewpoints
and ways of looking at the issue seem to be much broader. Here, the debate is also dom-
inated by legal aspects and whether or not the actions in question can be seen as honour
killings, but these issues generally seem to be much more present than in the newspapers.

In analysing the discourses, two main themes can be identified: how honour killings
should be viewed and how they should be dealt with. In the discourse, two solutions are
discussed for both themes. The two primary views that emerge on how honour killings
should be seen are: (i) as a terrorist act; and (ii) as a cultural or religious phenomenon.
In terms of how honour killings should be dealt with, two main perspectives arise: (i)
who should deal with honour killings in the legal sense (i.e. is the intelligence service
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Table 6.5: Types of expression on web forums

Frequency
Type of utterance Fok Weerwoord Maroc Total
Reaction to others 12 36 1 49
Statement about issue 14 20 3 37
Argument for statement 7 18 1 26
Alternative solution 7 17 0 24
Providing information 6 13 2 21
Asking for information 2 4 1 7
Personal attack 0 0 6 6
Meta-talk about the discussion 0 2 1 3
Total number of messages 36 65 38 139

indeed the right body, as Hirsi Ali suggests); and (ii) whether honour killings are an issue
to be dealt with through a signal of disapproval (from the media, public opinion or politi-
cians). Before going into this, it is important to point out that these themes are very much
interdependent and intertwined. I will discuss the view of honour killings as a cultural
or religious phenomenon in Section 6.5, as this view is very specific in that it involves
discursive exclusions of participants in debate and viewpoints.

The question of who should deal with honour killings is closely related to the ques-
tion of how honour killings are viewed. Should they be viewed as ‘normal’ murders, like
Minister Donner seems to suggest, or is there something inherently different about them,
thus providing a reason to deal with them differently? And if the latter, what is it that sets
honour killings apart from other murders? These questions, while hardly touched upon
in the newspapers, form the focal point of attention in the online debate.

Many discussants do not view honour killings as normal crimes, as is illustrated by the
following examples:

Little sons who slaughter their sisters by order of the family with a cultural/religious
motive, I do not view as a ‘normal’ crime. (Koos, Weerwoord, 4 February 2005,
14:26)

More than that: in the presence of the whole family cutting the throat of the girl . . . A
‘normal’ crime . . . It’s about time that Donner [Minister of Justice] is harassed by the
terror that takes places in society. (Torero, Weerwoord, 4 February 2005, 14:32)

You cannot compare honour killing to a murder after a row in a bar. It is a cul-
tural phenomenon in which the murderer enforces the group norm onto the victim.
(Simon, Maroc, 20 February 2005, 12:53)

These statements seem not only to suggest that honour killings are different from other
murders, but that they are a more brutal type of murder. There is an underlying scale of
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severity: ‘normal’ murders, honour killings and terrorism. One of the participants uses
this scale in his reasoning as to why honour killings should not be treated as terrorism:

By calling cases that are clearly not terrorism-related, such as honour killing, terror-
ism, she [Hirsi Ali] doesn’t take real terrorism seriously enough. A real terrorist has
the intention to overthrow the state, disrupt society, create fear, etc. (Pool, Fok, 4
February 2005, 15:39)

This fits with the view that the Dutch Intelligence Services should not be employed to deal
with honour killings, but should deal with more ‘serious’ crimes, such as terrorism. Many
participants tend to agree with this view, as will become apparent when later discussing
the legal theme.

But there are also participants who do see parallels between terror and honour killings.
Here, the focus is on ‘terror (terreur)’ against individuals, rather than ‘terrorism (terror-
isme)’. A number of discussants take the victim’s perspective; they feel that the victims are
clearly being terrorised:8

I find honour killing terror. Often against the woman, and certainly against the
individual. (John Wervenbos (moderator), Weerwoord, 4 February 2005, 19:07)

Women and individuals who are not allowed to develop and emancipate under
penalty of manslaughter and murder are all in all terrorised; it cannot be much more
concrete. (John Wervenbos, Weerwoord, 5 February 2005, 00:01)

This view triggers several counter positions:

But according to that reasoning there are many violent crimes that you can range un-
der ‘terror.’ I view terror mostly as an attempt to violently influence the government
or public opinion. (Xeno, Weerwoord, 4 February 2005, 23:46)

Of course honour killing is a normal crime and not terrorism. Family terror is not
terrorism. (Gert, Weerwoord, 6 February 2005, 18:15)

It becomes clear that participants have very specific and varying notions of what terrorism
is. For some, an individual being terrorised signifies that the crime itself should be seen as
terrorism, while others reserve the label ‘terrorism’ for crimes against states. There are still
others in the debate who take a different perspective and argue that honour killings can be
viewed as and act of resistance against Dutch society, by placing cultural values above the
law (a train of thought that also returns in the next section):

8Here, even though the victim’s perspective is taken with a particular focus on the female victims, no
parallel is drawn with domestic violence. This parallel is, oddly enough, entirely absent from the discussion
on honour killings.
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Whether you can call it terror I don’t know, but you can view it, I think, as a ritual
murder by people who find their culture/religion more important than our laws. And
that asks for a different approach than normal crimes. (Koos, Weerwoord, 4 February
2005, 19:17)

In terms of the legal ways of dealing with the issue of honour killings, online discussants
explore a broader range of possible ways of dealing with it than can be found in the
newspapers. They view the issue from multiple angles and try to determine whether or
not the new terrorism law should be utilised in dealing with honour killings. Many of
the discussants feel that the current competences of the police in tracing criminals are
sufficient for dealing with honour killings and the Dutch Intelligence Services (AIVD)
should not be used for such a matter:

What do these people have to do with state security? Police business . . . they can also
tap phones. (waarbenik, Weerwoord, 4 February 2005, 11:39)

Just to know of the murder/assault beforehand is enough to be arrested. (waarbenik,
Weerwoord, 4 February 2005, 12:28)

Many feel that the AIVD already have their hands full and is not the proper agency to deal
with this crime. Others agree with Hirsi Ali, mostly providing pragmatic reasons, as the
following quote demonstrates:

But the AIVD does have the means to track and map these sorts of crimes. That it’s
not terrorism is no reason. And that it’s not possible by law [to use the AIVD] isn’t
either. Then they should just change the law. (Moppersmurf, Weerwoord, 4 February,
22:24)

That some of the participants are very ingenious in thinking of alternative ways of deal-
ing with the issue, and really attempt to find a suitable solution becomes clear from the
proposal to form a CARE-police:

There used to be a zedenpolitie [vice squad] that dealt with zedendelicten [decency
offences]. (Does it still exist?) Why don’t we expand this or a new squad that
deals with excesses against the general norms and values (which used to be called ze-
den [customs]) of ethnic, cultural and religious background. CARE-police (Culturele
Achtergronden Religies en Etniciteit [Cultural Backgrounds Religions and Ethnicity]).
(Eduard Geenen, Weerwoord, 5 February, 13:43,—emphasis by author)

The discourse in the online debates shows that many consider honour killings to be a very
severe crime. It is also apparent that respondents do not feel that this crime is being given
the attention that it should. According to the online discussants the issue is considered
too mildly, both in law, as in politics. Part of the problem is that the public, legal, and
political signal of disapproval is too weak. Therefore, a call is made for increasing this
societal signal in order to make known the ‘Dutch’ aversion to these crimes:
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Honour killing was for years a mitigating circumstance in determining the sentence.
I cannot believe it. It should be punished much more severely than ‘normal’ murder.
And it should not only be fought with laws, but also through public opinion. So, no
more keeping silent, as the Netherlands still does, but make clear that we find this
outrageous. (Koos, Weerwoord, 4 February 2005, 19:17)

In any case [there should be] more severe punishments and attention in the media. I
also think that Ministers Verdonk and Donner should make their stance known on
this matter. (Koos, Weerwoord, 5 February 2005, 00:27)

In this respect even the term ‘eerwraak (revenge for honour)’ is challenged. One of the
participants links this term to the way this issue is viewed:

Such a premeditated murder shouldn’t have such a euphemistic name as ‘eerwraak.’
In my opinion, it is better to mercilessly expose the immaturity and unscrupulousness
of those people who cooperate in this murder. (sjun, Fok, 6 February 2005, 08:35)

In addition, others link the Dutch societal condemnation of the crime with a possible
condemnation within the community in which honour killings are practiced:

That’s why it’s so important that honour killing is condemned within the [Islamic]
community. For that to happen, politicians will first have to communicate the view
that honour killing is not tolerated. (Koos, Weerwoord, 5 February 2005, 17:21—
emphasis by author)

In general, the call for condemning the crime in Dutch public discourse is concurrent
with the notion of honour killings originating from cultural values of ethnic and religious
minorities within the Netherlands. Many discussants explicitly link the practice of honour
killings with culture and religion. This particular perspective is explored more in-depth in
the section 6.5.

I ended the preceding section by concluding that the newspaper debate is relatively
more inclusive, diverse and open, with women and immigrants relatively better repre-
sented than in the online debate. This is not the case, however, regarding diversity in the
positions presented. Online, even though there is little diversity in terms of participants,
more information is provided, more positions are considered, and alternative solutions to
the problem are discussed. In the newspapers almost no positions are discussed, very little
information is provided, and hence the content of the debate is very meagre. This might
well be a result of the news values that determine what is reported on. The process or form
of the debate in terms of conflict seems to have been more interesting than the content.

Besides this, there are a number of mechanisms of exclusion in the debate that have to
be considered, which are linked to the view that honour killings are a cultural or religious
phenomenon.
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6.5 Discursive exclusions

A considerable part of the discussion on how honour killings should be viewed is con-
cerned with the alleged cultural or religious nature of the phenomenon. The discussions
about honour killings demonstrate ways of exclusion through language. Exclusion oc-
curred through the explicit suggestion of the inferior position of participants and view-
points and by means of ‘othering’. Though not very frequently, people and positions are
treated as inferior. One of the participants, for example, refers to the education of other
participants (VMBO, the lowest level of Dutch secondary school) to suggest an inferior
quality of debating. Moreover, they are considered ‘Dumbos’ and are not treated as equals.
This specific participant (Ron Haleber on Maroc) does not take the opposing position se-
riously. Another example of such excluding discourse is aimed at another participant of
Maroc, who, after claiming to resist integration is told to ‘veil himself in exotic clothes
and build some wooden huts and dig his own well’ (sjaen on Maroc). Unwillingness to
integrate into Dutch society is ridiculed and equated with being ‘backward’ or ‘primitive’.
This indicates an a priori exclusion of this participant and his views.

The second form of discursive exclusion, that of ‘othering’, or the discourse of ‘us’
versus ‘them’, is much more widespread. Passionate ideas exist regarding the cultural norms
that should prevail; participants express a strong notion of what is Dutch and what is
not. Participants also address ‘ownership’ of the problem of honour killings and thus who
should deal with it. Through the discussion online and at times also in the portrayal of the
issue in the newspapers, it is apparent that honour killings are seen as something ‘outside’
of Dutch society; this phenomenon has no place in the Netherlands. This coincides with
the conception that it is a criminal offence, but yet there is more to it. Unlike the ways in
which other crimes might be discussed, honour killing is seen as ‘foreign’ to Dutch society
and its values and practices. Through this discursive practice, some participants of the
discussion imply that this practice may have a place outside of the Netherlands, but not
inside it. The following examples illustrate this point:

In any case it [honour killing] is not normal, at least not in our culture YET. (xeno,
Weerwoord, 4 February 2005, 17:52–italic emphasis by author)

It should be made clear that honour killing is not tolerated anymore over here. (Koos,
Weerwoord, 4 February 2005, 19:17—emphasis by author)

The discourse is not only about which practices are anathema in the Netherlands, but
also about who is practicing them. The act is regarded as ‘foreign’ to the Netherlands;
‘foreigners’ thus practice it. The discussion asks whether someone who commits such a
crime can or should be viewed as a Dutch citizen. This again shows that the concept of
honour killing is viewed not just as any crime, but one that somehow tears at the roots of
the nation state. This is also why some discussants view it as terrorism, as something that
challenges the very basis of the legal system.

[Honour killing is] murder with the aim to resist the ruling system. In that sense you
could compare honour killing to terrorism. (. . . ) The slogan: ‘Your nation state is
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not mine’ has taken root in Holland. (opa, Fok, 4 February 2005, 23:10—emphasis
by author)

It [The Netherlands] is their nation state. They will deny it, particularly their duties
to it, but yet these duties apply. We are entitled to enforce these duties, which brings
with it that they can enjoy the rights. (Pool, Fok, 4 February 2005, 23:30—emphasis
by author)

The following examples show that not everyone considers honour killings to be ‘foreign’,
while at the same time illustrating that terrorism has a strong ethnic and religious conno-
tation:

There’s bound to be natives who have killed someone in the family, which can re-
semble honour killing. That’s why I don’t think it is terrorism. (pberends, Fok, 4
February 2005, 20:34)

As honour killing takes place in different cultures, like the Christian, you can impos-
sibly call it terrorism, in my opinion. (anne, Weerwoord, 6 February 2005, 15:42)

If Christian cultures also experience honour killings, then honour killings cannot be
viewed as terrorism. This not only excuses Christians, but also opens the door for a
different view on Islam. But with it comes a feeling of superiority and difference: Honour
killing is not only ‘foreign’ but is also ‘backward’ and ‘barbaric’:

To me it seems particularly useful to monitor all types of deeds that are inspired by
backward foreign ‘values’. (Torero, Weerwoord, 6 February 2005, 00:02—emphasis
by author)

We’re fed up with all this Islam shit. Take a firm line, it is the only remedy to such
barbaric matters! (GewoneMan, Fok, 4 February 2005, 23:36—emphasis by author)

If it is not a Dutch phenomenon, but one that is ‘foreign’ to the Dutch, the question thus
becomes: Whose problem is it? Is it Dutch society that has to cope, and is Dutch society
really affected, apart from being confronted with something participants feel should not
occur within Dutch borders? In this respect the following quote expresses that it is not our
wives who are affected by honour killing:

That they also make their own wives’ lives miserable is annoying, but that has to be
dealt with in a different way. (xeno, Weerwoord, 4 February 2005, 8:57—emphasis
by author)

The notion that for some it is merely an ‘annoying’ issue becomes clearer through the
solution people present. It seems that participants care more about where honour killings
take place (not in the Netherlands) than to whom it happens. The discourse suggests that
participants do not inherently condemn it, as long as it does not take place on Dutch soil.
Instead of solving the problem and eliminating its causes, the discussants advertise shifting
the problem:



98 (In)difference online

Honour killing is completely unacceptable in the Netherlands (. . . ) People who want
such a society, build this elsewhere, for my part, but not here in the Netherlands.
(John Wervenbos (moderator), Weerwoord, 5 February 2005, 0:01)

This can never become part of Dutch constitutional state and people who want to
adhere to and practice principles such as honour killing can mercilessly be deported as
far as I am concerned. Then they can go to countries where honour killing is more or
less socially accepted. (John Wervenbos (moderator), Weerwoord, 4 February 2005,
19:07—emphasis by author)

Discursive exclusions are sometimes combined with suggestions of literal exclusion:

Honour killing in the family? Kick them ALL out without mercy! (Circe, Weerwoord,
5 February 2005, 14:43—emphasis in original)

This position is questioned by one of the participants: How far would one have to go in
deporting people, what if they are Dutch or Surinamese? The solution proposed by this
discussant, though, is equally, or even more excluding:

You also have madmen amongst the Dutch-white-townspeople-and-country folk eth-
nicity [sic]. What do you want to do with them? Deport them as well? Or Suri-
namese or Antilleans? I do think, however, that those with double nationalities
should be mercilessly deported and have their Dutch citizenship withdrawn, when
there is conclusive evidence of serious criminality. Children or no children, rich or
poor. I couldn’t care less. . . deport these corrupting forces. (Eduard Geenen, Weer-
woord, 5 February 2005, 13:14—emphasis by author)

An alternative solution that is less popular, but still advocated by some, is to bring about
cultural change within the group that practices honour killings through a transferral of
Dutch values. In the ‘inburgeringscursus’ (a citizenship course that aims at teaching immi-
grants the Dutch language and cultural values), the ‘other’ can be taught how ‘the Dutch’
deal with certain issues in family life, and hence how to become ‘Dutch’ in that respect.
The following quotes show how some discussants view this cultural transformation:

The phenomenon of honour killing has a clear cultural (specifically Turkish) back-
ground. (. . . ) Only a change in culture will really solve the problem with this group.
(. . . ) Demanding that the issue honour killing becomes an explicit part of the ‘in-
burgeringspakket’ (how we DO deal with this in Holland) would be much more
realistic. (Theo, Weerwoord, 4 February 2005, 17:11—emphasis in original)

We have to explain clearly to newcomers how we deal with issues here such as di-
vorce and children who run away. Give them alternatives. (Willem Timmer, in De
Volkskrant, 10 February 2005—emphasis by author)
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Honour killing should not happen here. The current rules suffice, but more openness
is needed in the culture. (Tineke Hesseling, housewife, Metro, 5 February 2005—
emphasis by author)

Through integration it has to become clear that this [honour killing] does not fit in
our culture. (Rob van Kaam, student, Metro, 5 February 2005—emphasis by author)

The ‘other’ is shown the ‘Dutch’ way, which is expected to result in the necessary shift
in practices and values. There are some discussants, however, who propose a slightly less
one-directional type of solution, which puts more agency with the community in which
honour killings are a tolerated and practiced phenomenon. These discussants ask for
emancipation from within the community in order to bring about change:

The resistance against primitive matters such as ‘honour killing’ will eventually have
to come through the emancipation of Muslims themselves. (curacaoteam, Weerwoord,
5 February 2005, 20:17—emphasis by author)

That’s why it’s so important that honour killing is going to be condemned within
the [Islamic] community. (Koos, Weerwoord, 5 February 2005, 17:21—emphasis by
author)

Even though different in outlook, here too the discourse is filled with stereotypes of the
Islamic community. At this point, however, the issue at least seems to be a shared issue,
and involves the ‘other’ in its proposed solutions.

On the whole, the practices and strategies of discursive exclusion—exclusion through
playing down and ridiculing the arguments, and through ‘othering’ the ‘owners’ of the
issue—show that this online discussion does not allow for full difference. The sometimes
extreme ‘otherness’ may have functioned as a barrier for those defending honour killings
or with a more nuanced position. People may have withdrawn from the debate or were
shunned, or altered their contributions to it. I have identified this as a covert from of
power in Chapter 2, as people put constraints on their own participation. The fact that
this type of power is covert does not take anything away from its influence. We could even
say that this is:

the supreme and most insidious exercise of power to prevent people, to whatever
degree, from having [or expressing] grievances by shaping their perceptions, cogni-
tions and preferences in such a way that they accept their role in the existing order
of things, either because they see or imagine no alternative to it, or because they
see it as natural and unchangeable, or because they value it as divinely ordained and
beneficial (Lukes, 2005: 28).

6.6 Conclusion

Openness of discussion ideally leads to inclusion of different types of participants and
positions in the debate. If online discussion is more open than offline discussion, it can
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be expected to find more types of participants and positions represented on that medium.
In this chapter, I examined the extent to which Dutch web forums give room to a broad
range of viewpoints regarding the debate on the specific issue of honour killings, and have
compared this to the actors as well as positions represented in Dutch national newspapers.

I analysed seven newspapers and three web forums within a one month time period.
These platforms contained, respectively, 30 and 139 contributions on the issue of honour
killings as a reaction to the debate initiated by MP Hirsi Ali. I found that a variety of
actors in terms of gender and ethnicity could be heard, but almost no citizens or other
non-governmental actors were represented in the newspaper debate. However, aside from
the dominance of the political elite, the newspaper debate was more inclusive than the
online debate. Contrary to the representation in the newspapers, in the online debate
there was little evidence that those of immigrant descent were represented. One can argue
that what is most important is the representation of people of immigrant descent, since
honour killings are viewed as a practice of the ‘other’. The basic ingredient for engagement,
that different actors with different views are present, was limited in this discussion. Many
references are made in terms of what religious or ethnic minorities should do, but no
dialogue can be found in the forums that were analysed. Even on the Moroccan-Dutch
web forum the debate seemed to be dominated by ‘native’ Dutch.

In the newspapers a more diverse public thus participated in the discussion; women
and immigrants are better represented. This seems to contradict the expectations of online
debate. But to what extent does this representation influence the content of the debates:
Does more diversity in terms of participants mean more diversity in positions? In this de-
bate, I found that this was not the case. In the newspapers, the issue of honour killings was
mainly about the process of the (parliamentary) debate. Rather than presenting different
points of view, the issue was described procedurally without defining the issue and without
having different perspectives explored and questioned. Thus, even though there is little
online diversity in terms of participants, more information is provided, more positions are
considered, and alternative solutions to the problem are discussed. Does this make the
online discussion less or more open than the newspaper debate?

It is clear that access to the online discussion, though dependent on access to the
Internet, is easier than access to the newspaper debate. Accordingly, more citizens are
represented online. For those who do not have contacts in the newspaper world it is, of
course, difficult to access this discussion platform. However, even though access is easier
online, and more diverse positions are addressed in the discussion, counter arguments in
the online debate stayed within the limits of what were described as Dutch cultural values
and the Dutch legal system. No real alternative position was presented, and the ‘other’
was not present in the debate. In this sense the debate was not inclusive, although there
are no direct indications that these views were excluded. In this case neither engagement
nor understanding for the ‘other’ can be established. His/her position is not voiced (even
though speculated on by those present in the debate). In this way fear, frustrations, and
prejudices about the other remain unresolved and unchallenged.

It is uncertain whether there would have been space for an alternative discourse to
enter the debate. Discursive exclusions show how the other is not considered to be a
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Dutch citizen, and power to determine what is and what is not Dutch is not readily
extended to the other. The denying of citizenship and thus the legitimacy to participate
in the debate does not only pertain to actual perpetrators of honour killings but seems
to include immigrants and Muslims in general. This denying of a basic right seems to
foreclose the possibility of optimal engagement. It remains unclear, however, how the
debate would have transpired had such alternative voices been present.




