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15. CONCLUSION: TOWARDS AN INTEGRATIVE CONCEPT OF 
CITIZENSHIP 

The different findings of my research validate my Big Five model of Dutch 
citizenship. This means that the five dimensions — social engagement, political 
engagement, law-abidingness, tolerance and Dutch identity — all indeed 
belong to contemporary Dutch citizenship. Although previous empirical studies 
suggested ‘decency’ as a separate dimension of Dutch citizenship and although 
this element also seemed present in integration policies and the interviews with 
religious citizens, the results of the survey indicated that decency has to be 
understood as component of social engagement, not as a separate dimension. 
Moreover, previous research did not distinguish the dimension of tolerance as a 
separate category, while this dimension turned out to be the most important 
characteristic of a good citizen in the present survey. Both results are an 
indication of the added value of combining different perspectives and using 
various research methods. Without the political philosophies, the model would 
not have included the dimension of tolerance; without the survey, the 
importance of this dimension would have been underestimated, while the 
emphasis on decency would probably have been overrated. 
 There was a great deal of variation in the emphasis different perspectives 
placed on the dimensions of the model. The four discussed political 
philosophies ranged from the very thin liberalist description of the notion to a 
rather thick description of good citizenship in communitarianism. Thin 
descriptions of citizenship focus on the dimensions of law-abidingness and 
tolerance, indicating that all citizens should be regarded as equal and free 
persons who decide for themselves how they want to live their lives. Thicker 
descriptions of citizenship include the dimensions of social and political 
engagement, with the expectation that citizens interact with each other and hold 
each other mutually responsible for the political and social relations in society. 
Even thicker descriptions of citizenship also require citizens to share a common 
culture or cultural identity. While liberalism used to be the most intuitive 
interpretation in the 1970s and 1980s, I observed a ‘communitarian turn’ in 
political philosophy; my label for the transition from thinner to thicker 
interpretations of citizenship in philosophical thinking. Communitarianism, 
neo-republicanism and liberal nationalism all accentuate communal aspects of 
citizenship and demand more from their citizens than liberalism. 
 A similar trend was visible in the integration policies of the past two 
decades. Where governments once highlighted the liberal dimensions of law-
abidingness and tolerance, later policies followed the liberal nationalism line, 
with their focus on social engagement and shared identity. In the past decade, 
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integration documents have increasingly gestured towards cultural homogeneity 
and one-sided adaptation, beyond even the scope of liberal nationalism. It 
seems to me that these trends show a certain hierarchy in how the dimensions of 
citizenship are understood; law-abidingness and tolerance were first seen as 
sufficient conditions for a good citizen, yet today, more is expected. My 
research suggests that the trends do not merely indicate changing focal points, 
but point also to increasing demands. 

Built upon this suggestion, I redesigned the Big Five model, into a weighted 
model where the five dimensions not only exist next to each other, but build 
upon each other to some extent. This weighted Big Five model is displayed in 
Figure 15.1. Based on how political philosophies contain thinner or thicker 
descriptions of citizenship, the pyramid model builds up from a thin description 
and every added layer constitutes a thicker description. 

 

The lowest levels are the liberal dimensions of law-abidingness and 
tolerance. Even if citizens are considered completely free to live according to 
their own conceptions of the good, they are still expected to act within a legal 
framework and to be tolerant towards other people. The elementary building 
blocks of the pyramid are thus characteristics without which, one cannot be 
considered a good citizen. Social engagement as the middle stone of the 
pyramid is the first of the elements that signify a thicker description of 
citizenship. If more than merely law-abidingness and tolerance is expected, the 
first additions are pro-social behaviour and participation in society. Based on 
the findings of my empirical studies, the dimensions of political engagement 
and Dutch identity are the top stones of the pyramid. Empirical research on 
Dutch citizenship consistently shows that political engagement is considered 
relatively unimportant by Dutch citizens. This study brings the subtleties of this 
picture to the fore, revealing that although they regard the broad array of 

Shared Identity 
Political Engagement 
Social Engagement 
Tolerance 
Law-abidingness 

Figure 15.1 Weighted Big Five model of Dutch citizenship 
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political practices as unimportant, they do stress the importance of voting in 
elections. Therefore, political engagement is included as a fourth dimension in 
the model. The fifth dimension is the most ambiguous dimension of all. Despite 
the fact that integration policies have increasingly demanded socio-cultural 
adaptation, Dutch citizens appreciated this aspect least of all. The easiest 
explanation for this is that Dutch citizens consider a shared national identity 
unimportant for good citizenship. 
 I would, however, like to propose another explanation that takes into account 
my findings on the appreciation of religion. I propose that the denial of the 
importance of a shared national identity reflects the denial of the dimension as a 
condition for citizenship. It is conceivable that this psychological dimension of 
national citizenship is seen as an outcome of an integration process instead. If 
we conceptualise citizenship in the proposed hierarchical way, one could say 
that the thickest description of citizenship is fulfilled if citizens feel Dutch, if 
they feel connected to their fellow people and to the state. While the 
government currently adheres to the principle that citizenship is the goal of 
integration, the idea of a shared national identity could also be viewed as a goal 
of citizenship. The subjective feeling of belonging then becomes part of the idea 
of a shared national identity; an identity that overlays other identities, but does 
not suffocate or displace them. 
 An important suggestion regarding the role of religion in Dutch citizenship 
can be made by taking my proposed weighted Big Five model as a framework 
and applying the findings from all three levels. Since a plurality of values will 
remain an undeniable aspect of Dutch society, the best way to foster a sense of 
belonging to the national community is perhaps not by pushing a shared cultural 
identity as prerequisite for citizenship. On the contrary, demanding adaptation 
to a vaguely formulated ideal of uniformity creates the risk of excluding certain 
people, such as religious people. Demanding ‘the full package’ implies that one 
has to climb the whole pyramid in order to receive citizenship. 
 I argue that the top-down approach of government policies of the past twenty 
years endangers the opportunities for religious citizens to contribute to society. 
This calls for a rethinking of the government interpretation of citizenship. 
Current trends in political philosophies and debates in Dutch media  indicate 83

that citizenship should not be realised with a top-down approach, which 
demands uniformity and forces people to be socially active in specific ways. 
Instead, citizenship should be encouraged by facilitating what is already 
initiated by communities in society. As my research showed, Dutch citizens in 
general do not focus on national identity. Nor do religiously highly committed 
persons recognise themselves in the picture of the good Dutch citizen that has 
been recently described in integration policies. Besides, the focus on one-sided 
adaptation to an ill-defined Dutch culture is not shared by any of the political 
philosophies and has been explicitly discouraged by scientific advisory 

 Examples are the current debates on the ‘participation society’ (Troonrede 2013) and 83

on the so-called ‘kitchen table conversations’ that representatives of municipalities hold 
with informal care givers (Duyvendak 2014).  



!   SYNTHESIS216                                                                       

councils. What is emphasised by these different actors, is the dimension of 
social engagement. Dutch citizens think it very important that people take care 
of their fellow citizens and that they behave pro-socially. Political philosophies 
and scientific advisory councils have pressed the need for participation in 
society and interactions between citizens of different backgrounds. 
 To emphasise the element of social engagement would therefore be more in 
line with the interpretations of the other perspectives and would possibly lead to 
less polarisation in society. An approach that highlights social engagement, in 
which different methods of social participation are supported, can foster the 
feeling of belonging together and thus create the idea of a shared identity and 
solidarity from the bottom up. Within the specific research area of this book, 
emphasising social engagement provides opportunities for religions to 
contribute to society. Research has consistently shown that religious citizens are 
more socially active than non-religious citizens. If the lower dimensions of 
citizenship are underlined and social engagement is presented as one of the 
cornerstones of Dutch citizenship, religious groups and individuals can be 
appreciated or even serve as an example for good citizenship, instead of being 
perceived as old-fashioned, under-valued citizens, or non-Dutch. I thus argue to 
leave aside the top-down approach to citizenship and the accompanying 
emphasis on national identity as a condition for citizenship and instead focus on 
social engagement. In doing so, this approach opens up space for diversity, 
which enables cultural and religious minorities to keep and express their 
identity and at the same time continue to make positive contributions to society 
at large.  




