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Foreword

At the beginning of the last century, homosexual contacts largely took place in 
secret. Although sex between consenting adults of the same gender was not 
against the law in the Netherlands as it was in many other countries, this is not 
the same as saying that Dutch society approved of it. Today, homosexuals are no 
longer forced to hide their identity and gays and lesbians are much more visible. 
Seeing two men or two women walking hand-in-hand in the street is for example 
no longer a rare occurrence. That said, not everyone appreciates this, whereas they 
would probably not even notice if it were a straight couple walking hand-in-hand.

The Dutch government is keen to increase the acceptance of homosexuality; 
because although Dutch society is increasingly open, homophobic incidents still 
occur with some regularity. Moreover, homosexuality is by no means without its 
problems in all population groups. At the request of the Dutch government, the 
Netherlands Institute for Social Research/SCP carries out research into trends in 
the acceptance of homosexuality in the Netherlands and the problems that arise. 
This publication is a journalistic synopsis of the research report Increasingly normal, 
never the norm. Acceptance of homosexuality in the Netherlands (Steeds gewoner, nooit 
gewoon. Acceptatie van homoseksualiteit in Nederland).

Prof. Paul Schnabel
Director SCP
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What did we find?
Conclusions in brief

• Acceptance of homosexuality is growing in the Netherlands. In 2006, 15% of the Dutch 
population expressed negative views on homosexuality; in 2008 this had fallen to 9%.

• Sex between people of the same gender is much less accepted, especially between men: 
27% of Dutch people find this repugnant (compared with 12% for sex between women).

• Almost 70% of the Dutch say they have gay friends or acquaintances.
• One in five people oppose child adoption by gay couples. More than one in ten are in 

favour of abolishing gay marriage.
• 5% of the Dutch would prefer their child not to have a teacher who is gay.
• 13% could not bear the thought of their son or daughter living with a partner of the same 

sex.
• Young people with homosexual or bisexual feelings come out of the closet earlier today 

than in the past, though an average of over three years passes between the realisation 
that they are gay and coming out.

• Secondary school is not a safe place for young gays and bisexuals. Young people impose 
strict gender and sexual norms on each other. Taunts and bullying are the norm.

• Young heterosexuals value authenticity and respect people who are open about their 
homosexuality. At the same time, they believe that gay men should behave in a manly 
way and lesbians in a feminine way. They think gay men who behave in a feminine way 
are ‘fake’ and not being themselves.

• Bisexuality is a frequent phenomenon (or is a serious option), especially among girls.
• Bisexuality is virtually unknown among straight young people, especially bisexuality in 

young men (you are either a real man or you are gay).
• Bisexuals differ in many respects from gays and lesbians. They are more often still ‘in the 

closet’, especially men. Young bisexuals more often say they think their sexual orientation 
is unimportant, but at the same time, one in three young male bisexuals would rather be 
straight (compared with one in six young homosexual men). Young bisexuals perceive 
more anti-gay sentiment, have more often attempted suicide and seek help less often 
than homosexual youngsters.

• Two-thirds of young homosexuals have at some time received negative reactions because 
of their sexual orientation, especially bullying, nasty comments and gossiping.
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• Gay adults also regularly encounter anti-gay sentiment. 10% of gay and bisexual men 
have been taunted or ridiculed by schoolmates or colleagues, and 30% by strangers. 

 40% of lesbian and bisexual women have been taunted, 30% ridiculed and 80% subjected 
to unpleasant questions.

• Lesbian mothers and their children also encounter unpleasant reactions. More than two-
thirds of mothers have been subject to suggestive questioning and three out of ten report 
that they have been the subject of gossip. Their children are often the target of jokes 
(61%) and negative comments about the sexual preferences of their mothers (45%). The 
experiences of gay fathers and their children are not known.

• Many young gays and lesbians suffer from depression: one in seven girls and one in eight 
boys. No information is available on the figures among straight youngsters, though young 
homosexuals who often encounter negative reactions to their sexual orientation also suf-
fer more from bouts of depression.

• The same relationship is found with thoughts about suicide, which are much more com-
mon among young gays than their straight counterparts. Half the young gays surveyed 
occasionally think about suicide; 9% of boys and 16% of girls have actually attempted to 
take their own lives.

• Many Evangelical Protestants refuse to accept a homosexual orientation as a given. 
‘People with homosexual feelings’ only have a right to speak when those feelings have 
disappeared or subsided.

• Other orthodox Protestants generally do not dispute that there are homosexuals in their 
group, but there are strong differences of opinion as to whether they should be allowed 
to have sexual contact with each other.

• Being openly gay tends to be seen by Dutch people of Moroccan, Turkish, Chinese and (to 
a slightly lesser extent) Surinamese origin as a sign of disloyalty and disrespect to their 
family.

• Although sex between people of the same gender is by no means uncommon in the coun-
tries of origin of migrants, people are expected not to identify themselves as gay. Gays 
and bisexuals from ethnic minorities also opt for discretion rather than visibility. They 
often find the ‘white’ gay scene too explicit and too focused on eroticism and sex.

• Many Dutch citizens of non-Western origin regard homosexuality as something that 
affects Westerners and unbelievers. They often justify their rejection of homosexuality on 
the grounds of religion, but this is frequently a proxy for traditional views about marriage, 
family and reproduction, as well as about masculinity and femininity.

• Homosexuality among migrants is more threatening for straight men than straight 
women. Mothers, sisters and nieces are often more positive in their views about gays and 
gay emancipation, especially in their own family.





1 
Okay to be gay?
Study of the acceptance 
of homosexuality
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Gays and lesbians are allowed to marry in the Netherlands. They 
have their own monument on one of the most beautiful canals 
in Amsterdam. Their annual canal parade, the high point of the 
Gay Pride event, is broadcast live on television. Gay soldiers are 
allowed to participate in uniform. Arabic gays have their own bar 
in Amsterdam. Gays and lesbians can be nominated by the Chris-
tian CDA party as ministers. You could almost say: it’s okay to be 
gay in the Netherlands.
In recent years, however, gay discrimination appears to be rearing 
its head again and the reports of anti-gay violence are increasing. 
This prompted the government to introduce new measures in 
2007 aimed at increasing the tolerance of gays. Ronald Plasterk, 
the then Minister of Education, Culture and Science, who until the 
fall of the government February 2010 was responsible for the pol-
icy on homosexuality, set out in his policy memorandum ‘Okay to 
be gay. Lesbian and gay emancipation policy 2008-2011’ (Gewoon 
homo zijn. Lesbisch- en homo-emancipatiebeleid 2008-2011) what he 
planned to do in order to foster the acceptance of homosexuality 
in Dutch society. There was a need for more open discussion of 
the topic, especially in certain sections of the population such as 
ethnic minorities, young people and religious groups. Violence 
and intimidation directed against homosexuals would be tackled 
more robustly. Civil-society organisations would have to work 
together, for example in ‘gay & straight alliances’ to improve the 
position of gay people in education, sport or care. Gays had to 
be able to manifest themselves in public and government would 
work to improve gay rights in other countries.
The Netherlands Institute for Social Research | SCP was asked to 
assess the success of the new plans and increased budgets that 
went with them. According to a baseline measurement car-
ried out by SCP in 2006, 15% of the Dutch population could be 
regarded as being ill-disposed towards homosexuality. What is 
the position today, in 2010?
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To find the answer to this question, research was carried out 
on the attitudes of the Dutch public in general and of young 
straight people in particular. In addition, gays and bisexuals 
of both sexes were asked whether they felt accepted in Dutch 
society and what negative experiences they had had because of 
their sexual orientation; again, adults and young people were 
surveyed separately.1 The study also looked at how the children 
of gay and lesbian parents fare, as well as at the experiences of 
lesbian mothers and their children2 as regards the acceptance 
of their unusual family situation by others. A literature survey 
was also carried out and interviews were held with key figures 
from five minority groups (conservative Protestants plus Dutch 
citizens of Surinamese, Moroccan, Turkish and Chinese origin) to 
ascertain how these groups deal with homosexuality, how that 
has changed over recent decades and what is needed in order to 
increase acceptance.3 

This publication sets out the most salient points from the 
research report ‘Increasingly normal, never the norm. Accept-
ance of homosexuality in the Netherlands’ (Steeds gewoner, nooit 
gewoon. Acceptatie van homoseksualiteit in Nederland).

1 People are not entered in any kind of register according to their sexual 
orientation, so finding a representative sample is not easy. Respondents 
(more than 4,500 men, over 1,300 women and over 1,600 young people) were 
recruited online and completed an online questionnaire. Whether they are 
genuinely representative of 'gay men', 'lesbian women' or 'gay youngsters' in 
the Netherlands cannot be said with certainty .

2  No information is currently available on homosexual fathers.
3  Detailed information on all these studies may be found at www.scp.nl.





2 
Be yourself, 
but act 
normally
How straight people 
feel about gays
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Adults

Judging from the newspaper reports about physical attacks on 
gays, it would seem that the Netherlands is no longer the most 
gay-friendly nation in the world. But what is the reality? Accord-
ing to European opinion research from 2008 and 2009, the 
Netherlands does still top the league for gay tolerance in Europe, 
at least measured by opinions on gay marriage, gay adoption 
or having gay neighbours or friends: on all these issues, the 
Netherlands comes out as the most tolerant, closely followed by 
countries such as Sweden, Denmark and Belgium. The countries 
of Eastern Europe, along with Turkey, consistently come at the 
bottom of the rankings.

In a baseline survey carried out by SCP in 2006, 15% of the 
Dutch population held negative views on homosexuality. The 
new survey in 2008 found a figure of 9%. However, the level of 
acceptance varies depending on the issue. Almost nine out of 
ten people in the Netherlands think gay men and lesbian women 
should be free to live their lives as they choose, but the idea 
of sex between people of the same gender is often considered 
repugnant, especially sex between men (27% find this repug-
nant). 40% of the Dutch are offended by two men kissing in 
public; fewer people (27%) find two women kissing offensive. In 
fact some people frown upon kissing in public by straight people, 
too, though the figure drops to 13%. 90% of Dutch people have 
no objection whatsoever to gay marriage, but where children are 
involved the level of tolerance drops: 20% are against adoption 
by gay couples.
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It might be expected that the tolerance would diminish as people 
experience homosexuals at closer quarters, for example if their 
child is being taught by a gay teacher or moves in with a partner 
of the same sex. But this is only marginally the case: only 5% of 
people would have a problem if their child’s teacher was gay, and 
13% would find it unacceptable if their child were to choose a gay 
partner.

Who are these 9% of people who don’t want anything to do with 
homosexuality? In the first place they are members of orthodox 
religions, people who go to church or the mosque at least once 
a week. The over-65s and people with a low education level are 
also relatively anti-gay. In addition, more men than women reject 
homosexuality.
It should be pointed out that non-Western migrants are under-
represented in these surveys. The only information to be found 
on their attitudes on issues such as gay marriage or friendship 
with homosexuals comes from an older survey (2004/2005). 
That survey showed that people of Turkish origin were the most 
negative towards gays (32%), followed by those of Moroccan 
(26%), Antillean (15%) and Surinamese (7%) origin. This can also 
be formulated in positive terms: at the time a sizeable majority of 
non-Western migrants felt that gay people should be free to live 
their lives as they wished. Rejection of homosexuality is evident 
mainly in the first migrant generation, who are both less well 
educated and more strictly religious. To dig a little deeper into 
the views of minorities about homosexuality, a literature sur-
vey was carried out and in-depth interviews were held with key 
members of the conservative Protestant, Turkish Dutch, Moroc-
can Dutch, Surinamese Dutch and Chinese Dutch communities. 
More about this in chapter 5. 
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Young people

Young people are in a phase of life when they 
start experimenting with relationships and 
may have questions about their own sexual-
ity. A safe environment – at home, at school 
or among friends – which is not dominated 
by negative views on homosexuality is then 
important. In a recent survey of school-age 
children,4 one in ten respondents reported 
that they would not be able to have a gay boy 
or girl as a friend. Three out of ten think that 
gay pupils cannot be open about their sexual 
orientation at school, and the same propor-
tion do not know if this would be possible.

Detailed interviews were conducted with 
over 40 straight youngsters to investigate 
in more depth how they feel about homo-
sexuality and bisexuality and what shapes 
their opinions. It was a varied group of both 
sexes, from pre-vocational secondary and 
pre-university education students to working 
youngsters, from Protestant to Islamic, from 
Croatian to Cape Verdean.

4 Health Behaviour in Schoolaged Children, a four-yearly 
study of mental well-being, health and risk behav-
iour among school-age children aged between 11 and 
16 years, conducted by the Trimbos Institute, Utrecht 
University and SCP

A man should be, well, 
like a bloke. Gays are 
usually not very manly. 
They act like women. 
I just don’t think that 
makes sense.
(young man, 18 years)
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It is striking that they associate homosexual-
ity above all with (feminine) behaviour: gays 
act like women and effeminate men are all 
gay.
Most boys want gays to behave as normally 
as possible. By that they mean in a masculine 
way, even if they are not able to say precisely 
what they mean by that. ‘Like a bloke’, was 
frequently cited. In the first place, however, 
they mainly say what a homosexual should 
not do: no mincing walk, no tight trousers, 
no feminine hand gestures and no crying. To 
prevent other young people seeing them as 
gay, many straight boys prefer to distance 
themselves from gays and homosexuality.
Like boys, girls see gay men as effeminate, 
but for them that is a neutral or even positive 
characteristic. Gays are ‘nice’, ‘sweet’, ‘good 
fun’, and above all ‘good company’, because 
they are great for going shopping or going to 
a party with.

In reality, homosexuality and bisexuality 
are topics that are rarely discussed among 
young people, whether they are at school, 
at home or with each other. Lesbianism is a 
fairly unknown phenomenon for most young 
people, of either sex. ‘Lesbians? Don’t know 
anything about that. I sometimes hear that 
some girls kiss each other, but they do that 
for the boys’, says 19 year-old Hülya. ‘Lesbian’ 
is not even an insult, as one boy said.

He’s a nice uncle, he 
really is; gays are really 
nice and they’re great 
to go shopping with, 
because they’ve got 
taste. 
(girl, 16 years)



Just different 
 that’s all

20

Young people see lesbians either as ‘masculine’ or as ‘sexy’. It is 
mainly boys who think the latter. Some admit that they like look-
ing at girls kissing (on the Internet), and even think that lesbians 
only have sex with each other because men like it so much. As 18 
year-old Ahmed says: ‘Women don’t really have sex; so they just 
fumble about a bit. Or they do to get men randy.’
Unlike straight boys, straight girls do not distance themselves 
so much from homosexuals and homosexuality, but they do set 
themselves apart from ‘sluts’ or ‘tarts’. Just as it is important for 
a boy to avoid being seen as gay, so girls have to make sure they 
are not seen as a slut.
Straight young people have a lack of awareness of lesbian iden-
tity and lesbian lifestyles. The same applies for bisexual men: 
you’re either a real man or you’re gay. They have come across 
bisexual girls a bit more often, but in their eyes these girls are 
simply joining in with the hype.

Some young people have come across homosexuals in their own 
social setting: usually gay men or bisexual women, not lesbi-
ans or bisexual men. Young people who know homosexuals 
personally have more positive views about homosexuality and 
bisexuality.

Straight girls have less of a problem with having a lesbian or 
bisexual girl in their circle of friends than straight boys do with 
a gay or bisexual male. Most boys say they would break off the 
friendship if one of their friends ‘came out’. Girls consider their 
friendships very important. However strange, difficult or plain 
wrong some straight girls may consider homosexuality to be, 
loyalty and trust take precedence.
Straight boys readily assume that gays or bisexuals will try to 
make sexual advances to them. They accordingly try to avoid 
contact or give advance warning that they would lash out if a gay 
person were to try to approach them. Straight girls report that 
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they would say in a friendly but clear away where the boundaries 
lie.

The indigenous Dutch youngsters covered in this survey were 
particularly strong in their views that ‘being yourself’, being 
authentic, is very important. You shouldn’t worry too much 
about what those around you think, but should be clear about 
who you are. Young people say they respect someone who is 
genuinely themselves. This desire for authenticity has a negative 
impact on the acceptance of homosexuality, because straight 
youngsters initially see young gays, lesbians or bisexuals as 
‘not being themselves’. Homosexual boys and bisexual girls, in 
particular, are seen as ‘fake’ by young straights. Young gays thus 
face an impossible task: on one hand they have to be themselves 
as far as possible in order to earn the respect of their peers, 
but the moment they deviate from the norm, their behaviour is 
condemned.
Yet the desire for authenticity also has a positive effect. Once 
straight youngsters have built up a good personal contact with 
a young gay person, they often come to think that he or she has 
become more ‘themselves’. Coming out or daring to embark on a 
relationship with somebody of the same sex can then be seen as 
a bold thing to do.





3 
Out of 
the closet 
Experiences of gay adults

Being open about homo- 
sexuality is something that 
demands respect. Coming 
out after all demands 
courage, because not 
everyone reacts to it in a 
calm and benign way. Adult 
gay and bisexual men and 
women were asked what 
the process had been like 
for them, how they felt 
about it and whether they 
had received any negative 
reactions.
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Men

Nine out of ten men have revealed to oth-
ers that they feel attracted to men, either 
exclusively or in addition to women. Those 
who remain silent about this are mainly the 
lower-educated, men living in rural areas and 
small provincial towns, and bisexuals.
Close family and friends, in particular, tend to 
be aware of their homosexuality (more than 
90%); neighbours are the least likely to be 
told (67%). In most cases, there is acceptance 
of their sexual orientation, though just under 
one in ten men say that their mother has 
difficulty coming to terms with it, and almost 
one in eight say the same about their father.

In fact, many men have problems them-
selves with their sexual orientation. Although 
the vast majority consider it normal that 
they feel attracted to men, and more than 
half are proud of this, 19% would rather be 
heterosexual if they had a choice. This desire 
is notably stronger among bisexuals than 
homosexuals. 
The older the man is, the more likely he is to 
be able to accept his sexuality. It also helps if 
the father accepts the way his son is. The atti-
tude of mothers, who find it easier to accept 
the sexual preferences of their son anyway, is 
less important.

The study

The survey of gay men drew on data 
from the Schorer Monitor 2009. The 
data on the 4,537 male respondents 
date from 2008. Their ages range 
from 13 to 80 years, with more than 
a third being aged 30 or younger. 
6% have a lower education level, 
25% an intermediate level and 69% 
a high level. Slightly more than two-
thirds live in urban areas, the rest in 
smaller localities. Three-quarters 
feel attracted only to men, 18% 
mainly to men and 8% to both men 
and women or mainly to women. 
Men who are attracted to both men 
and women or mainly to women 
were classified as bisexual. People 
with a non-Western background are 
underrepresented in the Monitor.
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It is known from earlier research that homosexuals are more 
prone to depression and suicidal tendencies than heterosexuals. 
The SCP study included only homosexuals and bisexuals, so that 
comparison with heterosexuals is not possible. Loneliness and 
bleak moods are the most common issues: one in eight men had 
suffered from these moods in the week prior to the survey. One 
in 20 men had occasionally thought about suicide during that 
week, and 3% had thought about it often. Young men and men 
who are not open about their sexual orientation are most prone 
to this.

Figures from the Dutch police and antidiscrimination bureaus 
point to an increase in manifestations of homophobia. In Amster-
dam alone, there were 371 reports in 2009, mainly from gay men, 
and this is likely to be only the tip of the iceberg. 1% of respond-
ents in the SCP study reported that they had been physically 
attacked by strangers on one or more occasions in the six months 
prior to the survey; 4% had been threatened occasionally or fre-
quently. While these percentages are low, the absolute numbers 
are not inconsiderable. Being taunted by strangers is much more 
common, with 14% of the male respondents experiencing this in 
the six months preceding the survey.
Negative experiences at school/college or at work are much less 
common. Threats, being spat at or physical attacks are extremely 
rare; receiving verbal abuse, being taunted and being ridiculed 
are much more common, being reported by 20%. Young men, in 
particular (under 21 years), report anti-gay experiences relatively 
frequently.
Respondents were also asked whether they had come to feel 
more less safe during the past year. Two-thirds had not noticed 
any difference, but more than a quarter had started to feel a little 
or much less safe.
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Women

The vast majority of lesbian and bisexual 
women are also honest about their sexual 
orientation to family members (85%) and 
colleagues (72%). Women with a lower edu-
cation level, younger women and bisexual 
women are less open. Despite this frankness, 
almost half are worried about others discov-
ering that they are lesbian or bisexual.
Most women say they have no problems 
with their own sexual orientation (5% would 
rather be straight), but as with men, this 
applies less for bisexuals. Again like men, 
self-acceptance increases with age.

How do lesbian and bisexual women feel? 
44% of the women surveyed reported that 
they had worried too much about things in 
the preceding month; 39% had felt tense 
and 22% had felt lonely. Younger lesbians, 
bisexuals and women who have not come 
out suffer relatively more from anxieties and 
depression.

It is known from earlier research that les-
bian and bisexual women suffer more from 
psychosocial complaints than heterosexual 
women. The present study suggests that the 
feelings of tension or anxiety are related not 
so much to the women’s sexual orientation 
as to the negative reactions they receive from 

The study

The University of Amsterdam con-
ducted an online survey of lesbian 
and bisexual women in 2008, in 
collaboration with the Stichting 
Ondersteboven foundation. The 
survey reached 1,327 respondents 
aged between 14 and 78 years, with 
an average age of 34 years. 60% 
of these female respondents are 
attracted exclusively to women; the 
remaining 40% are attracted to both 
men and women and were classed 
as bisexual. Most respondents 
have a Dutch cultural background. 
Around half live in a large city. Half 
have a high education level. Over 
half are in a relationship; 30% are 
married to their female partner and 
20% have children.



Just different 
 that’s all

28

family, colleagues and acquaintances: not feeling understood, negative com-
ments, exclusion and sometimes even violence. Confrontation with expressions 
of negativity in the street or in nightlife areas is less important for them, perhaps 
because women are more sensitive to criticism from those close to them than 
from strangers.
Almost half the respondents had experienced negative reactions to their sexual 
orientation in the six months preceding the survey. Four out of ten said they had 
suffered verbal abuse and three out of ten had been subjected to ridicule. Unpleas-
ant, nosy questioning and gossip are par for the course. Most of the negative reac-
tions come from strangers in the street or nightlife areas, though colleagues and 
relatives are also guilty of this.
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Lesbian mothers

According to Statistics Netherlands (CBS), 
there were around 25,000 female and 31,000 
male couples living in the Netherlands in 
2009. Some 20% (5,000) of the female 
couples had children living with them, and 
the same applied for 3% (930) of the male 
couples. It is not known how many children 
were born during the gay relationship or in an 
earlier heterosexual relationship.

Although these children are growing up in 
a society where homosexuality is widely 
accepted, a substantial proportion of the 
Dutch population still have reservations 
about gay parents. What does this mean for 
those parents and their children? Thanks 
to the long-term study by the University of 
Amsterdam, a picture is beginning to emerge 
of lesbian mothers and their children. So far, 
children with two mothers have been found 
not to differ in terms of their socio-emotional 
development from children who grow up in a 
traditional family with a father and a mother.

The study

The University of Amsterdam has 
been monitoring children who 
were born and are growing up with 
lesbian parents since 2000. The 
survey began with 100 families with 
two mothers plus a control group 
of heterosexual families. Data were 
gathered when the children were 
aged between four and eight years, 
and again four years later. In the 
latter survey (in 2008) the children 
were also asked how they felt.
Research on gay men who became 
fathers after coming out is still in its 
infancy. There are far fewer homo-
sexual fathers than lesbian mothers, 
and most of them are part-time 
fathers
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Lesbian mothers and their children receive 
a lot of unpleasant reactions from those 
around them. More than two-thirds say they 
receive prying questions, which evidently do 
not come across as purely neutral interest. 
They also report that gossiping is frequent 
(three out of ten lesbian mothers report this). 
The children undergo similar experiences. 
They are often the target of jokes (61%), 
receive lots of prying questions (57%) or 
negative comments about the sexual orienta-
tion of their mothers (45%), and are exposed 
to gossip (31%). In general, no difference 
was found between boys and girls, with the 
exception that girls more often report being 
the subject of gossip.

Amsterdam schoolchildren 
on having gay parents

To discover what schoolchildren 
think about families with two moth-
ers or two fathers, questions were 
put to 229 children aged 10-13 years 
at schools in Amsterdam. Around 
half the pupils had one parent who 
was born in a non-Western country, 
usually Turkey, Morocco or Suri-
nam. Almost three-quarters of the 
children with a Dutch cultural back-
ground and over 40% of those with 
a non-Western background felt that 
lesbian women should be allowed 
to adopt children. Both groups of 
children were rather more negative 
in their views about gay fathers.
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4 
Just as long 
as you’re 
happy…
Experiences of young gays

I was ten when I knew. 
I kept it secret until I 
was 14. I deliberately 
had relationships with 
two girls, purely to 
suppress my feelings.
I was bullied so much, 
right through from 
year-group 2 to year-
group 8. I thought then, 
I’ll just turn straight; I 
don’t want to be bullied 
any more; I don’t want 
to spend the rest of my 
life being humiliated; 
I’m giving it up.
(young man, 19 years)
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Homosexual feelings can lead to uncertainty 
and confusion, especially for young people, 
who are just discovering their sexuality and 
are searching for their identity. Reactions 
from those around them often affect young 
people more than adult gays and lesbians. 
They more often feel unsafe, and girls in par-
ticular struggle more with depression than 
their older counterparts.
A large-scale survey of young gays and bisex-
uals (aged 16-25 years) was held for the first 
time in order to ascertain what they think 
about the own sexual orientation, how those 
around them react to it and how they feel.

The ‘discovery’

The average age at which girls discover that 
they are attracted to members of their own 
sex (possibly as well as to the opposite sex) is 
13.5 years; for boys, it is 12.6 years. More than 
half the girls have bisexual feelings, com-
pared with 32% of boys. As they get older, the 
bisexuality diminishes. This can mean that it 
is a transitional phase en route to homosexual 
attraction, but it is known that some young 
people prefer not to pigeonhole themselves 
as ‘gay’ or ‘lesbian’. There is also a group for 
whom bisexuality becomes a stable ‘identity’.

The study

More than 1,100 girls and over 500 
boys completed an online survey in 
2009. 16% of the girls and 17% of 
the boys were non-native Dutch, 
i.e. one or both of their parents 
were born outside the Netherlands. 
Just over half were living with their 
parents. Some of the respondents 
were living with a regular partner 
(11% of girls, 6% of boys). 21% were 
living in rooms and sharing with 
housemates, and 12% were living 
alone. As in the survey of adult 
gays, it is not possible to say with 
certainty whether this group is 
representative.
Long interviews were held with 
30 young people aged between 16 
and 26 years (15 young men and 15 
young women) who had received 
negative reactions to their sexual 
orientation. The majority were 
native Dutch. Six respondents had 
had a strict Protestant upbringing; 
two had an Antillean background; 
one was Jewish, one half Indone-
sian, one half-Surinamese and one 
had a half-American background.
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The gap between discovery and coming out is 
three years for girls and just under four years 
for boys. Evidently it is not something they 
find easy to talk about straight away. Very 
young, bisexual and religious young people, 
in particular, come out later.

Acceptance by others
Parents and friends are the most likely to 
be told; 70% of young gays and lesbians are 
open with those closest to them about their 
sexual preferences. Other relatives, fellow 
pupils and students are less often aware of 
the situation, and work colleagues and peo-
ple with whom they engage in sport come in 
last place.

Generally speaking, parents react positively. 
Despite this, 7% of young people feel rejected 
by their parents, especially those whose par-
ents have an evangelical faith. Mothers find 
it easier to accept the sexual preferences of 
their daughters if they behave like girls.

At school, 18% of young gays and lesbians do 
not feel fully accepted. They feel less rejected 
in situations in which they place themselves 
voluntarily: 9% feel rejected among friends, 
9% in sport and 8% at work. Boys who are 
effeminate say they are less well accepted by 
friends. In sport, girls who are boyish say they 
feel less well accepted.

I was just never ‘one of 
the lads’. A girl in my 
class had scanned in a 
photo of the class and 
she drew long blonde 
hair with a bow in 
it on me and put the 
photo in the back of my 
drawer. That kind of 
thing just happened. 
It was strange; I didn’t 
understand it. I wasn’t 
yet aware myself 
that I was different.
 I just thought I was 
an ordinary boy.
(young man, 19 years)
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Young bisexuals find their immediate and 
wider social setting less tolerant than young 
homosexuals. Accordingly, they come out 
to their parents much less often. It may be 
that they find it difficult to talk about their 
problems or tell their stories, and for young 
people who are wrestling with their identity 
this is lonely, confusing and difficult to come 
to terms with, as some of the interviews 
revealed.

The majority of the young people surveyed 
(84%) would like contact with other young 
gays and lesbians, preferably via the Internet 
or a friends’ group. Only half are actually in a 
friends’ group. The youngest age group, from 
16 to 18 years, would like such contact more 
often than the older age group, but have 
experienced it less.

Around three-quarters of young gays and 
lesbians have encountered anti-gay senti-
ment; girls slightly less often than boys, 
and bisexuals significantly less often than 
homosexuals. The biggest issues are verbal 
abuse or bullying at school, at home or in the 
neighbourhood. Particularly where young 
gay men behave in a very effeminate way and 
lesbian girls in a very masculine way, they are 
the target of negative sentiment.

I was bullied terribly 
at my first secondary 
school, from day 
one to be honest. It 
was really just bog-
standard bullying, 
stuff like ‘butch dyke, 
shouldn’t you be in 
the boys’ changing 
room?’. And at that 
time I wasn’t even 
occupied with whether 
I fancied boys or girls; 
I wasn’t involved with 
my own sexuality 
at all, really. So for 
me it was all really 
unpleasant.
(woman, 23 years)
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Self-acceptance
By no means all young gays and lesbians are 
happy with their own sexual orientation: 17% 
would rather be heterosexual. This applies 
more for young men than young women. 
Being religious makes self-acceptance more 
difficult: almost half of young gays who have 
been brought up within an evangelical reli-
gion would prefer to be heterosexual. As time 
passes, however, young people become more 
accepting of their sexuality.

Self-acceptance is not helped by negative 
reactions from others. People who experi-
ence this frequently have more difficulty in 
accepting their own sexual orientation. The 
same applies for young people with a low 
self-image. A striking number of young gays 
and lesbians (around 38%) would like to have 
more self-respect; this may be because young 
people attach more importance to ‘being able 
to be yourself’ in any case. Many young gays 
and lesbians (around 36%) feel useless; 30% 
think they are good for nothing. Whether 
they differ markedly from straight youngsters 
in this regard is not known, but research does 
show that young bisexuals have a more nega-
tive self-image; evidently it is easier to be 
either gay or straight. 

I spent a whole year 
praying, every single 
day; and every night 
I cried myself to sleep. 
I thought, if He sees 
that I really, really want 
to, even if only to be 
free of it all, the whole 
problem, and that 
peace will be restored 
at home, as far as that 
was possible…. But it 
didn’t happen.
(young woman, 19 years) 
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Falling in love
Almost every young person surveyed has been in love at some 
point, usually only with someone of their own sex. A quarter of the 
female and 9% of the male respondents have fallen for some-
one of both sexes. Where the respondents had been in a steady 
relationship, the young women had had a partner of the opposite 
sex much more often (45%) than the young men (19%). This is not 
surprising since half the young women describe themselves as 
bisexual. It is also possible that girls embark on relationships at a 
younger age, before their sexual orientation has become fixed.

Four out of five young people have had sex at some time. 68% 
of the young men surveyed had had sex only with other males, 
while 12% had had sex with females, either in addition to males or 
exclusively. The figures are different for young women: more than 
three times as many have (also or exclusively) had sexual contact 
with someone from the opposite sex; 40% have had sex only with 
another female.

Depression 
One in seven young women and one in eight young men frequently 
have a depressed mood. It is not known whether this is more 
than among young heterosexuals, but it is known that there is a 
relationship between negative reactions to the sexual orienta-
tion of gays and lesbians: 26% of young women who experience 
a negative reaction at least once a month suffer from bouts of 
depression, compared with 15% of those who never receive nega-
tive reactions. Young men who are exposed to anti-gay sentiment 
on a weekly basis suffer bouts of depression three times as often 
as those who do not receive these reactions (35% versus 11%).
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Young women who are mannish in their 
appearance suffer bouts of depression three 
times as often as those who look feminine. A 
similar, though less pronounced relationship is 
found for young gay men.

Young women, those who receive lots of 
negative reactions and young people who 
feel uneasy at being openly gay are relatively 
susceptible to bouts of depression. It may 
of course be that this is caused purely by the 
negative reactions, but it is also possible that 
those who feel uncomfortable in themselves 
are more likely to be hurt by negative com-
ments. Young gays at the upper end of the age 
range, those with a high education level and 
young gays and lesbians who would one day 
like to have children (half of all those surveyed) 
are less likely to suffer from depression.

Contemplating/
attempting suicide
One fairly shocking finding is that half the 
young gays and lesbians surveyed have at 
some point contemplated suicide; the pro-
portion of young heterosexuals is much 
smaller.1 Equally disturbing is the finding 

1 Young heterosexuals were not included in the 
survey. Comparison with data from other studies is 
difficult owing to differences in question formulation 
and the age group of the survey population. The per-
centages for young heterosexuals in these studies 
vary from 11% to 30%.

I’ve always been a 
very open person, who 
enjoys chatting. But 
whenever there was 
a barbed comment, 
an insulting word, 
I crept into my shell 
and then stayed quiet 
for the rest of the day. 
I didn’t take part in 
anything then, and I 
felt horrible. I kept it 
to myself, partly out 
of embarrassment 
towards my parents, 
towards everyone.
(young man, 19 years) 
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that 9% of young gays and 16% of young lesbians have actually 
attempted suicide (again higher than the figures among young 
heterosexuals).2 The more anti-gay sentiment they experience, the 
more often they report having considered suicide; as many as one 
in four young people who have received anti-gay reactions on a 
weekly basis have attempted suicide.
The idea of ending their life appeals mainly to the younger age 
groups. Young people with a low self-image, girls who are mannish 
and boys who are effeminate, young bisexuals and young people 
with a religious upbringing contemplate suicide more often than 
others.

Seeking help
More than half the young gays and lesbians surveyed (66%) would 
like to receive help and support to deal with issues relating to their 
sexual preference. 45% have actually sought help, mainly from 
friends and on the Internet. (The popularity of the Internet may 
be influenced by the fact that the research group was recruited 
primarily via the Internet). Some sought help through a discussion 
group, while others had gone to their GP or a confidential counsel-
lor. Young men seek help slightly more often than young women, 
and those who are (predominantly) homosexual much more often 
than bisexuals.

Young people seek help on issues such as their religion and 
homosexuality, dealing with anti-gay sentiment, coming out and 
meeting other young gays and lesbians, but also on issues relating 
to sex. 

2 In surveys on attempted suicide, the figures for young heterosexuals range 
between 3% and 7%.
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 What do the respondents themselves 
think would improve the position of 
gays, lesbians and bisexuals? A few of 
their own suggestions

• Giving people information, but not 
just sticking a gay person in front of 
the class; people need to really talk 
to each other, sitting around the 
table in a group, or to go some-
where where you can talk normally, 
so it’s not all coming from one side.

• Making being gay just something 
normal. Showing that it isn’t absurd, 
or that you’re going to suddenly 
start running along the canals in a 
pink outfit. It’s just something that’s 
part of who you are. I fall for men, 
there’s nothing more to it than that.

• Make homosexuality visible! I now 
have the idea that gays hide them-
selves, and that’s partly because 
a lot of the public at the very least 
laugh at them.

• It would be nice for a child with two 
dads to see an advert about a new 
camper van, for example, in which 
two fathers and two children are 
setting off on their holidays.

• Free events with music for young 
people, in the name of love; not 
about gay or straight, but just about 
people who love people.

• Organise meetings with people who 
hate gays and lesbians and talk to 
them about it.

Suggestions by young gays and lesbians 
to increase their acceptance
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5 
‘The love that 
dare not speak 
its name’ 
Views of minorities

A separate study was con-
ducted among five minority 
groups in the Netherlands to 
discover how they deal with 
homosexuality, how that has 
changed in recent decades 
and how tolerance could 
be increased in their circles. 
The groups studied were 
conservative Protestants 
and people of Surinamese, 
Moroccan, Turkish and Chi-
nese origin.
Members of these minori-
ties are known to be more 
reserved in their attitudes 
to homosexuality than the 
‘average’ Dutch person. It 
was found that most of their 
views correspond with those 
commonly held by the Dutch 
public at large in the past, 
including the idea that ‘it’ has 
no name, being ‘one of them’ 
might be possible, but ‘doing 
it’ is something that simply 
cannot be countenanced. 



Just different 
 that’s all

46

Reformed Protestants

In the 1960s and 70s Reformed, Orthodox 
Reformed and Catholic ministers (or priests), 
psychiatrists and psychologists carried out 
pioneering work on the acceptance of homo-
sexuals. By contrast, the present opinion 
leaders among conservative Protestants 
(Orthodox Reformed, bevindelijk Protestants 
and members of the Evangelical congrega-
tion) appear to be more conservative than 
their memberships. In their official doctrines, 
these denominations have abandoned virtu-
ally nothing of their traditional rejection of 
gay sex and relationships. Rejection of the 
‘practising’ of homosexuality has become a 
part of their religious identity.

Yet acceptance of homosexuality is also 
growing among orthodox and, to a lesser 
extent, bevindelijk Reformed Protestants, 
not only as regards the ‘nature’ of homo-
sexuality, but also the ‘deed’. Gay Christian 
organisations, ministers, support workers, 
parents and the religious media have exerted 
a great influence here by giving ‘people with 
homosexual feelings’ a voice. The two most 
outspoken Evangelical respondents com-
mented that people change their minds when 
they get to know gay people as people of 
flesh and blood. In their view, this points to 
weak principles. 

The study

The Reformed Protestant commu-
nity in the Netherlands embraces a 
number of denominations which are 
to the ‘right’ of the Protestant Church 
in the Netherlands (PKN, the big-
gest denomination after the Roman 
Catholic Church). They include the 
ultra-conservative bevindelijk Prot-
estants (approx. 220,000 members) 
the ‘Orthodox Reformed Protestants’ 
(approx. 238,000 members) and the 
Evangelical Protestants (just under 
150,000 members, incorporating the 
Pentecostal congregations, the Salva-
tion Army and the Baptists, among 
others).
Fourteen key figures in the field of 
religion and theology were inter-
viewed, including four from the 
Evangelical congregation and six from 
the Orthodox Reformed Churches. 
Five are homosexual or have had feel-
ings of this nature; all bar one have 
changed denomination. Only one of 
the respondents was a woman.



Just different 
 that’s all

47

As soon as someone gets 
to know a person who 
is gay personally, they 
change their opinions. 
On the one hand this is 
to be welcomed: because 
it’s always about faces, 
about people. But on 
the other hand I think: if 
you as a Christian truly 
believe that the Bible is the 
Word of God, should you 
bow before God or before 
public opinion? Which 
is more important? The 
first Christians were very 
contrary and awkward; 
they were thrown to the 
lions. Do we have any 
of that kind of courage 
today?
(man, Evangelical minister, 61 years)
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Virtually no one disputes that people with 
‘homosexual feelings’ have a right to exist, but 
the question of whether they are also entitled to 
have sex with each other leads to fierce conflicts 
in these Church communities – not so much 
between gay and straight members, but more 
between progressive and conservative groups.

Many of those interviewed take a dim view of 
Dutch government policy, which they feel allows 
too little scope for their own ‘conscientious 
objections’. They also complain about the secu-
lar gay movement (as represented by COC Neth-
erlands), arguing that it presents a caricature of 
conservative Christians and gives them too little 
scope to deal with homosexuality in their own 
way. According to some conservative Christians, 
they themselves are now much more of an 
oppressed minority than gays and lesbians.

Many members of the Evangelical Protestant 
denomination refuse to accept homosexual-
ity as a given. Even where it does not lead to 
exorcism, faith healing or deliverance ministry, 
this has major consequences; ‘people with 
homosexual feelings’ only have the right to 
speak once those feelings have disappeared 
or receded. In Evangelical and Pentecostal 
churches, where many different tongues are 
spoken, religious gays are almost by definition 
unheard. This stands in the way of emancipa-
tion or social acceptance. A further worrying 
factor is that in some circles homosexuality and 
gay emancipation are explicitly linked to the 
work of the devil and his acolytes. 

COC Netherlands 
[the Dutch lesbian, 
gay, bisexual 
and transgender 
organisation] simply 
doesn’t understand 
what goes on 
within the Christian 
communities. The 
idea they have of gay 
emancipation actually 
has the opposite of 
the intended effect 
among Christians. 
COC is outspokenly 
anti-Christian. They 
have a bad reputation 
within the Christian 
community.
(man, political scientist, Evangeli-
cal community, aged 30 years) 
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Surinamese Dutch

Surinamese people living in the home coun-
try and in the Netherlands maintain frequent 
contacts and exert a strong influence on 
each other. For example, the mati tradition 
continues in the Bijlmer district of Amster-
dam: Creole girlfriends who sometimes live 
together and who also have sex with each 
other. The word mati signifies friend or mate, 
while matiwerk is used to denote lesbian sex; 
gay men also sometimes use the word mati 
to describe themselves, and among young 
straight men in the Netherlands it is a general 
term for ‘friend’. The majority of mati women 
also have contacts with men, on whom they 
are often financially dependent. They have 
neither a gay nor a straight identity. Many of 
those interviewed can remember aunts from 
their youth who lived with other women, but 
the sexual aspects were never discussed.

Although the term is not used and it is not 
talked about, homosexual contact between 
men is by no means uncommon; recent 
research suggests that 60% of Surinamese 
men have had homosexual contacts at some 
time (De Ware Tijd, 30 September 2006). As 
with the mati women, however, most of these 
boelers (men who have sex with other men) 
do not derive their identity from gay sex. 

The study

There are 360,000 people with a 
Surinamese background living in 
Netherlands. Two-fifths of them are 
Creoles, a third are Hindustani, one 
eighth are of Javanese origin and a 
tenth are maroons. The Creoles are 
mostly Christians (Moravian Church 
or Roman Catholic). The Hindustanis 
are predominantly Hindu, though a 
third are Muslims, as are virtually all 
those of Javanese extraction.
The study was based on a literature 
survey plus interviews with nine key 
figures.
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Dutch people of Surinamese origin con-
sider the ‘white’ gay scene too explicit, too 
focused on sex, too confrontational and 
too rigid. They also feel that the govern-
ment is too forceful in trying to impose gay 
emancipation.

Surinamese Dutch have almost no visible gay 
or lesbian world of their own, and definitely 
no emancipation movement. Emancipation 
activities begun in the 1980s and 90s have 
virtually ground to a halt, though this is not 
because there is no longer an argument to be 
had about the acceptance of homosexual-
ity in the Surinamese community. Their own 
media do still devote attention to homosexu-
ality, and male and female role models have 
emerged, though these are mainly people of 
Creole and mixed origin, such as the lawyer 
Gerard Spong, trend watcher Adjiej Bakas, 
the female writers Thea Doelwijt, Astrid 
Roemer and Joanna Werners, the female 
politician Ellin Robles and the scientist Gloria 
Wekker. A Surinamese elite has emerged in 
the Netherlands, which also includes gays 
and lesbians.

Surinamese Creoles are more open about 
homosexuality and sexuality in general than 
the Hindus and Javanese, regardless of their 
faith. No information is available on the 
maroons. There are however wide differences 
between the generations. Where in the past 
the Imam was a figure of authority, today he 

I think three-quarters 
of Surinamese men 
are bisexual. All my 
best friends did it with 
me when I came out. 
Because they’d fancied 
me for a long time.
(man, publican, 59 years)
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often plays second fiddle to the Internet. The 
Koran has a different meaning for Surinamese 
Dutch who do not speak Arabic than for those 
who do.

There is a difference of opinion on how big an 
obstacle religion presents to gay emancipa-
tion. It is generally not a problem for Creoles, 
and largely not for Hindus either, who gener-
ally use their religion to legitimise their social 
duty to reproduce. New Evangelical religions 
such as those founded by the heterosexual 
fundamentalists Yvette Laclé and Adolph 
Bakaman do however form an obstacle. 
The Imam who was interviewed sees great 
problems with Islam because Muslims – and 
he means primarily non-Surinamese Mus-
lims – close their eyes to the social and sexual 
reality in the Netherlands.

The main obstacles to change are norms in 
relation to marriage and reproduction, which 
exert strong pressure in all ethnic groups. 
The pressure may be slightly less among 
legally married Creoles, but is certainly 
present in straight relationships. Having 
children is a derived norm. Prejudices about 
boelers show strong similarities with what 
Turks and Moroccans think about ibnes and 
zemels, respectively: they do dirty things and 
tempt boys into gay sex. On the lesbian side, 
attitudes are negative towards the common 
matis.

Things happen in the 
Muslim community 
in Surinam, and no 
Imam can tell me they 
don’t. Everything is 
possible as long as you 
don’t talk about it. As 
long as you behave in 
such a way that other 
people – and especially 
your parents – don’t 
get any comeback from 
the community, then 
there’s no problem. 
If you have a son who 
is homosexual, the 
message is: ‘do what 
you have to, but do it in 
secret’.
(Hindu Imam, around 55 years)
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The gay Hindu interviewed is reasonably optimistic, despite 
being rejected by certain religious groups: ‘it’s as if homosexual-
ity is under considerable pressure again, but I think that’s just the 
spirit of the times. I’m not too worried about it.’
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The study

There are over 340,000 migrants of 
Moroccan origin and their descend-
ants living in the Netherlands. More 
than half of them belong to the 
second generation, i.e. were born and 
raised in the Netherlands.
Written sources about the attitudes 
of the Moroccan Dutch to homosexu-
ality are scarce. The study is based 
mainly on interviews with 11 key fig-
ures from the Moroccan community 
in the Netherlands. They represent a 
good cross-section as regards sector, 
but not in terms of gender (only two 
women), location (only one person 
living outside the Randstad conurba-
tion containing the four largest cities 
Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague 
and Utrecht) or in terms of age (only 
three interviewees were younger than 
40 years). As only two of the inter-
viewees were gay and none of them 
were lesbians, the 14 interviews with 
Moroccan gays from the publications 
Mijn geloof en mijn geluk (‘My faith and 
my happiness’) (El Kaka & Kursun 
2002) and Kun jij verliefd worden op 
wie je wilt? (‘Can you fall in love with 
whom you want?’)(COC 2008) were 
also analysed. Those interviews 
involve eight young women (one 
of whom is bisexual) and six young 
men (of whom one does not regard 
himself as gay).

Moroccan Dutch

Young Moroccan Dutch lesbians appear to 
come out earlier than their male gay coun-
terparts, perhaps because they have a closer 
relationship with their mothers. Of the six 
young men interviewed, there was only one 
whose parents knew he was gay.

By contrast, it is harder for young women to 
escape the pressure to marry. Of the eight 
young women interviewed, three had entered 
into a heterosexual marriage – and had since 
divorced. Many young Moroccan Dutch gays 
and lesbians find it impossible to tell their 
parents, not just because this can sometimes 
make them outcasts, but also because they 
feel it would be morally wrong: it would be 
‘selfish’ and ‘lacking respect’ for their parents 
to trouble them with their homosexuality.

The reaction of parents is indeed generally 
very negative and emotional when they 
discover that their child is gay. Most of them 
come to terms with it after a while, but the 
matter is not discussed any further either 
in the family or outside. Only one parental 
couple, both good Muslims, had immediately 
reacted in a sober and even positive way. 
Other parents, who ‘aren’t really so involved’, 
proved to have very conservative ideas about 
homosexuality, ‘because our religion forbids 
it’.
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I’m ashamed before 
Allah. I feel ashamed 
when I pray to Him
as a lesbian.
(woman, 28 years)

Allah wants people to 
be happy (…) and I can 
only do that if I don’t 
deny what I am.
(woman, 21 years)

Some of the young people interviewed in 
fact agree completely with this view, which 
says something about their internal struggle 
between sexual and religious desires.

Most of the young interviewees held firm to 
Islam, but were critical of the way in which 
the Muslim community put it into practice. 
Although they feel guilty or ashamed because 
of their faith, they also see Islam as an 
encouragement to honesty, authenticity or 
self-development.

The people in their community regard homo-
sexuality as something that affects Western-
ers or unbelievers. Yet one young woman 
did perceive some acceptance: the e-mail 
address she created together with a girlfriend 
received a surprising amount of support from 
straight Moroccans. One of the young men 
interviewed also saw progress: ‘There aren’t 
so many Moroccans who are gay and who are 
as relaxed about it as me, but their number is 
increasing. It’s not abnormal to be gay, every-
one knows that really.’

Prominent Dutch citizens of Moroccan origin 
such as Ahmed Marcouch, Ahmed Aboutaleb, 
Mohammed Sini, Sadik Harchaoui and Hafid 
Bouazza openly advocate acceptance of 
homosexuality, including in their own circles. 
However, the voices of Moroccan Dutch gays 
and lesbians are noticeable by their absence. 
This reinforces the impression that homosex-
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In the past, the closet 
was firmly shut; today, 
the doors are open, 
but no one has come 
out yet. [laughs] Now 
we know what’s in the 
closet, but we haven’t 
taken it out yet so that 
we can talk about it 
openly.
(man, mosque president, 64 years)

uality is mainly something that affects West-
erners and unbelievers. The voices of their 
parents, brothers and sisters and wider family 
members are also absent; they keep silent 
about the sexual identity of their relative. 
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What is it that stops Moroccan gays from making their voices 
heard? Shame, fear, but also a consideration for family and 
tradition. According to the key figures interviewed, the taboo on 
homosexuality in the Moroccan community in the Netherlands 
has less to do with religion than with views about masculinity 
and femininity, activity and passivity, honour and dishonour. 
The cultural taboo on homosexuality is however justified using 
religious reasons: dislike turns into disapproval. In the ‘home 
country’, sexual contact between (married) men is a tolerated 
sin, as long as those concerned use discretion and maintain their 
masculinity. In the Netherlands, homosexuality is seen as a ‘way 
of being’, not just as opportunistic.

Some of the key figures interviewed take a dim view of the way 
homosexuality is dealt with in the Moroccan community because 
of the polarisation in the Netherlands. This makes it difficult to 
talk in a relaxed way about topics that are difficult for Muslims: 
‘It feels uncomfortable, and in a climate like that you can’t expect 
progressive ideas to develop’. Other interviewees think the cur-
rent tensions will eventually pass.

The likelihood that homosexuality will be discussed in a mosque 
depends greatly on the religious movement; mosques that are 
oriented towards Arabic, fundamentalist Islam talk about the 
issue most often – and in that sense could be thought of as ‘mod-
ern’ – but in disapproving vein.
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Turkish Dutch

Homosexuality is an extreme taboo among 
the Turkish Dutch. Although there are men in 
Turkey who ‘do it’, that does not mean that 
they are ‘one of them’. If there is a Turkish 
word for homosexuality, it is a derogatory 
one, such as ibne (queer, poof). It is only 
recently that young Turks in Turkey and the 
Netherlands have hesitantly began to identify 
themselves as gay and that a neutral word 
has begun to gain popularity: escinsel (same 
sex). Turks living in the Netherlands learn 
via the media about famous gays in Turkey, 
about discussions on what homosexuality is, 
and sometimes about the first green shoots 
of a gay movement in Turkey. The develop-
ments in the ‘gay scene’ in Turkey appear to 
be more important for the Turkish Dutch than 
what happens in the Netherlands.

The taboo is concentrated mainly on pas-
sive gay sex and effeminacy in men. A man 
who allows himself to be penetrated is the 
lowest form of life that an ‘ordinary’ Turk can 
imagine. By contrast, mannish traits in young 
women tend to be something that parents 
appreciate: they bring their daughters up to 
be feisty young women. This may appear 
to be good for lesbians, but even for them, 
marriage remains the norm. If young women 

The study

There are 380,000 people of Turk-
ish origin living in the Netherlands. 
Most of them originate from the 
rural regions of central Turkey. In 
addition to the Sunni Muslims who 
make up the majority, there are also 
around 100,000 Alevites living in the 
Netherlands, who are more liberal 
in their religious views. The roughly 
40,000 Turkish Kurds are more con-
servative and live in the Netherlands 
alongside 25,000 Kurds from Iraq, 
Iran and Syria. ‘Honour punishments’ 
occur mainly among Turkish Kurds. 
The study was based on a literature 
survey and interviews with 11 opinion 
leaders: ten men and one woman.
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display homosexual tendencies, the idea is that marriage will 
make them normal again.

The dramas that take place when parents discover that their 
children are gay are familiar: hysterical parents, beatings or even 
death threats, marrying off the children more quickly or sending 
them back to Turkey. According to one interviewee, situations 
such as these still occur, though understanding and acceptance 
are growing.

According to the key figures interviewed, Islam forbids gay sex, 
but this does not mean that Muslims have to denounce gays as 
heretics. Sex is a part of marriage and is intended for reproduc-
tion; that is natural, which implies that gay sex is unnatural. Reli-
gious views coincide with cultural views here, in which the family 
honour is insulted if the children do not marry and themselves 
have children.

Like their Moroccan counterparts, the Turkish key figures inter-
viewed believe that people in the West see homosexuality as a 
badge of identity and that acknowledgement of that identity is 
the endpoint of gay emancipation. This is different for Turkish 
people: they know about it, but they don’t make an issue of it.

On the question of who should be at the forefront of the drive 
for emancipation for Turkish gays and lesbians, the interviewees 
have clear views. Forget the Imams, they say: they will simply 
stick to the orthodox view. Homosexuality is more of a threat 
to straight men than straight women. Mothers, sisters and 
nieces are often more positive in their views about gays and gay 
emancipation, especially when it concerns a member of their own 
family. Women and young people are also curious about homo-
sexuality, and therefore offer a possible means of opening up the 
topic for discussion. The aspects which evoke repugnance must 
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not be ignored out of a sense of discretion or morality, because it 
is precisely here that the anti-gay feelings are rooted. The theme 
can be broadened to include the question of whether children 
should be free to choose their marriage partner or to decide to 
marry later or not at all.

According to one of the key figures interviewed, the first genera-
tion of Alevites were very negative towards gay sex; the second 
generation were able to imagine that a child could be gay or 
lesbian, and in the new generation discrimination has virtually 
disappeared. This liberalisation also applies for partner choice 
and sexuality in general. According to another interviewee, it is 
actually the orthodox families which have become more pliant, 
because they see homosexuality as a matter between Allah and 
their child.
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Chinese Dutch

When the older members of the Dutch Chi-
nese community are asked about gays and 
lesbians, their response is: ‘there aren’t any’. 
If they are pressed on this, they acknowledge 
that they probably do exist, but that they will 
never admit it because it is inappropriate. The 
key figures from the Chinese community who 
were interviewed also wondered whether 
there are actually any gays and lesbians in 
the Chinese community in the Netherlands. 
Homosexuality is a topic that is not talked 
about or written about among the Chinese.

Until 1980, the word ‘homosexual’ did not 
exist as a noun in the Chinese language, and 
it is still used mainly adjectivally. The Chi-
nese do not talk about homosexuality as a 
person or identity, but as an act or a prefer-
ence. They use mainly metaphorical images 
to describe sex or love between people of the 
same gender, such as rabbit (tuzi), addicted 
(pijing), button (kouzi), glass (boli), pie (bingzi), 
men in the circle (quan liren) or wandering 
men (piaopiao). Modern lesbians, bisexuals 
and gays themselves use the term tongzhi 
(comrade). The word refers to revolutionaries 
who were each other’s comrades. Tong means 
‘same’ or ‘homo’, while zhi means ‘object’ or 
‘orientation’.

The study

It is estimated that 80,000 people of 
Chinese origin live in the Netherlands. 
They originally came from Hong 
Kong, Macau, the southern coastal 
provinces of China, Malaysia, Singa-
pore, Taiwan, Indonesia and Surinam. 
They are closed communities; only 
some young people are integrated 
into Dutch society. The first genera-
tion have generally received no for-
mal education, or at most a primary 
education, and mainly work in the 
Chinese hospitality industry. The 
second generation are much better 
educated (29% have been through 
higher education) and mostly work in 
the services sector.
The study of attitudes to ‘comrades’ 
(the word that Chinese gays and 
lesbians themselves use) is based on 
a literature survey and on interviews 
with 12 key figures from the Chinese 
community: nine men and three 
women.
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Prior to 1900, China had a rich male homosexual history. As long 
as the duty to marry and reproduce was complied with, it mat-
tered little how people arranged their sex lives. This openness is 
no longer evident, or at least none of those interviewed spoke 
about it. This means that young gays and lesbians are unable to 
talk openly about their sexual orientation to their parents and 
other relatives. The duty to marry and reproduce applies to both 
young men and young women, but the patriarchal system means 
it weighs most heavily on the eldest sons; it is their task to pro-
duce (male) progeny and to uphold the honour and good name of 
the family.

Unlike orthodox Christian or Islamic Dutch citizens, religion poses 
virtually no obstacle for the Chinese Dutch. As a rule, Confucian-
ism is in fact not seen as a religion, but rather as a philosophy. 
The Chinese philosophy of striving for harmony implies that the 
individual should not stray from the path sexually. Gays and 
lesbians must seek a balance between their own desires and the 
wishes of their parents, and must avoid a confrontation with 
their family. Discretion is greatly prized.

Chinese gays and lesbians say that their sexual preference does 
not dominate their lives completely, and point out that straight 
people also don’t shout from the rooftops that they are straight. 
Like the other ethnic minorities, they think Dutch gays define 
their lives in terms of their erotic preferences.

The small, close-knit Chinese communities are dominated by 
a strong system of social control. It may be that parents would 
accept their gay children more readily if they were not so afraid 
of the scandal. The view now is that, in order to avoid gossip, it is 
better to keep quiet about homosexuality.
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Chinese gays and lesbians make virtually 
no use of the available services and do not 
join (indigenous Dutch) gay organisations. 
They obtain their information mainly from 
the Internet, where they also make contact 
with other gays and lesbians, generally also 
Chinese. Chinese gays with Dutch partners 
experience not just language problems, but 
also cultural problems; the Chinese partner is 
keen on discretion, while the Dutch partner is 
keen to come out into the open.

The Chinese communities see homosexuality 
as a psychiatric disorder. Homosexuality was 
removed from the list of such disorders in 
China in 2001, a change which is evidently still 
not widely known. The same applies for the 
rapid emancipation of homosexuals in the 
countries of origin.

There is as yet little movement in the atti-
tudes of the Dutch Chinese communities 
to homosexuality, and those communities 
remain fairly closed. On the other hand, the 
opportunities for gay emancipation appear to 
be greater in the Chinese communities than 
in the Moroccan or Turkish communities, 
where the cultural and religious rejection is 
stronger. That emancipation might improve 
if it were made clear that homosexuality and 
reproduction need not be mutually exclusive, 
especially now that homosexuals are allowed 
to marry and that reproduction and adoption 
are possible.

I think they are 
ashamed if it’s their 
own son or daughter. 
Not because they 
think it’s awful, but 
more because they’ll 
have to put up with 
crap from friends and 
acquaintances. That’s 
something I absolutely 
hate about the Chinese 
people. They seem 
to regard comments 
from outsiders as more 
important than the 
happiness of their own 
children! Luckily, that 
wasn’t an issue for me 
at home.
(man, 24 years, just graduated)
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Seeking alignment with the gay and lesbian movement could give 
the ‘comrades’ a face. Mothers and sisters who have themselves 
suffered under the patriarchal system could provide information, 
help parents overcome their sense of shame, break through the 
social pressure and reassure them that homosexuality is not a 
form of madness. Given the importance of the Internet for young 
Chinese, a website about homosexuality aimed especially at 
them, or film clips on YouTube, might be a way forward.
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All in all...

... there are some positive developments among minorities in 
the Netherlands, especially in the Surinamese and conservative 
Protestant communities. However, negative basic attitudes to 
homosexuality and to equal treatment of gays and lesbians still 
dominate in all minority groups, driven by the following opinions:
• homosexuality does not fit in with ideals of marriage and fam-

ily formation;
• gays are not real men and lesbians are not real women;
• gay men, in particular, display deviant sexual behaviour and 

place too much emphasis on it;
• homosexuality is too public and acceptance of gays is 

demanded;
• homosexuality goes against religious prescripts;
• it is against nature, whether Godly or biological;
• it is a psychological disorder.

The groups express varying objections, and as one objection is 
demolished, another raises its head. Sometimes the objections 
are targeted at gays, sometimes at gays and lesbians, sometimes 
at homosexual acts such as anal sex.

Dutch citizens of Surinamese origin, especially the Creoles, have 
the fewest objections to homosexuality, with their attitude of 
‘live and let live’, but even they have difficulty with the open 
manifestation of homosexuality or lesbianism.
Orthodox Protestants acknowledge that there are gay men and 
women in their circles, too (and it is okay for them to be open 
about it), but they generally stick to their view that homosexual 
relationships are forbidden. The gay organisations in orthodox 
Protestant communities are the only group to have achieved 
some success in making homosexuality visible and audible. In 
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these circles, too, however, there is tough resistance, as the rejec-
tion of gay teachers and pupils at conservative Protestant schools 
demonstrates.

The situation in the Chinese Dutch community is sombre: they 
have neither a leading elite nor a gay movement of their own. 
Internally there are few openings, while externally virtually no 
one concerns themselves with the lot of Chinese gays and les-
bians. One bright spot is that there is no religious prohibition of 
gay sex. Their focus on the countries of origin could also have a 
positive effect, because gay emancipation is evolving surprisingly 
quickly in Southeast Asia.

One specific problem is the virtually total invisibility of lesbian 
women in all minority groups, with the exception of the Suri-
namese Dutch community.

Many key figures think that acceptance of gays among minori-
ties is only a matter of time, just as has proved to be the case 
in the ‘white’ Dutch population. At the same time, however, 
today’s Moroccan and Turkish Dutch citizens attach much more 
importance to family and religion than the first generation of 
‘guest workers’ in the 1960s and 70s, a trend which has a negative 
impact on gay acceptance.

There appears to be no end in sight for the difficult situation in 
which gays and lesbians from ethnic and conservative Protestant 
communities find themselves, because they are caught between 
their own group and the rest of the Dutch population, and 
between family and ‘white’ gays.
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6 
What to do? 
Recommendations for policy

What can be learned 
from all these research 
results for the future 
of gay and lesbian 
emancipation policy?
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The vast majority of the Dutch population, including many ethnic 
and religious minorities, accept the existence of homosexual-
ity. That is a positive sign. However, ‘Okay to be gay’, the motto 
of the emancipation policy pursued by the fourth government 
under Prime Minister Jan Peter Balkenende, is not yet an option 
for everyone.

Gay men and women who are not accepted by those around 
them and who receive negative reactions can suffer as a result. 
For young gays, in particular, who are still searching for their 
identity, this lack of acceptance is worrying: half the young gays 
in this survey have on occasion given serious thought to suicide.

Not feeling that it is ‘okay to be gay’ means that gay and bisexual 
men and women are forced to adapt. They then dress and act 
differently than they would really like to, avoid certain locali-
ties in their town or village, or choose a different occupation (for 
example, not teaching). A little adaptation to the social environ-
ment need not be a bad thing, but continually having to conform 
to heterosexual norms does eventually become problematic. 
Moreover, the emancipation process then comes to a halt. All in 
all, therefore, policy is still needed to foster the social acceptance 
of homosexuality in general, and in particular in groups were 
rejection of homosexuality is relatively strong, such as non-West-
ern migrants and their descendants and among conservative 
Protestants.

Just as important is the continued need to tackle violence and 
intimidation against gays. The extra efforts by the police in some 
regions mean it is easier for victims to report anti-gay violence. 
This undoubtedly helps in the apprehension of offenders and 
gives an idea of the extent of the problem and the countermeas-
ures that are needed.
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One tragic fact is that young gays experience the harshest con-
frontations about their sexual orientation at school, an environ-
ment which should be stimulating them. Education is exactly 
the forum where the government can stand up for a gay-friendly 
climate, something that is much more difficult in people’s private 
lives. Young gays themselves also call for more information to be 
given in schools. And they do not mean separate lessons about 
homosexuality, but integration of the theme into the regular 
curriculum. A study by the regional health care department for 
Nijmegen (2008) showed that schools which had introduced a 
programme on ‘secondary education and homosexuality’ focus-
ing on the social safety of gay, lesbian and bisexual pupils and 
staff, saw a reduction in the rejection of homosexuality com-
pared with other schools in the region.

The spectre that haunts both gay and straight boys is to be 
labelled a gay or a fag. The most feared insult for straight and 
lesbian girls is to be called a ‘slut’ or ‘tart’, not ‘lez’ or ‘dyke’. The 
negative attitude of young people has deeper roots and more 
far-reaching consequences than simply a rejection of gays and 
lesbians. Strictly defined opinions on masculinity and femininity 
work to the disadvantage of openly gay and bisexual youngsters, 
but also form a straitjacket for straight youngsters who do not 
(entirely) meet the prevailing gender norms. Education can teach 
young people that gender and sexuality can be richly varied, and 
that imposing uniform norms is undesirable, especially during 
adolescence.

It is striking that only 5% of the Dutch object to the idea of a gay 
teacher; this is an important positive sign for school boards which 
support gay teachers who wish to be open about their sexual 
orientation.
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Of all young gays, teenagers in particular warrant extra attention. 
Secondary school students are in a worse position as regards 
acceptance, anti-gay sentiment and personal well-being than 
students in further education. There may be several reasons for 
this, which may moreover be interrelated. Teenagers may come 
across as more uncertain than people in their twenties, and may 
then be more attractive target for bullying. It may also be the 
people in their twenties have learned to keep a lower profile in 
public, so that they run less risk of negative reactions. But it is 
also plausible that secondary school students are more strident 
in their views on homosexuality. Whatever the cause, teenagers 
are in the most vulnerable position and say themselves that they 
have a strong need for contact with other young gays. Opportu-
nities therefore need to be created for this.

Most young gays say that their parents accept their sexual orien-
tation. How the process of acceptance evolves is not known, but 
what is known is that specific groups of parents find acceptance 
more problematic. In districts and regions where this is com-
mon, there is a need for Youth and Family Centres and schools 
to provide those parents with information which offers counter-
arguments to their anti-gay views.

Given the worryingly high percentages of young and adult gays 
and bisexuals who suffer from depressed moods and thoughts of 
suicide, the (mental) health care system needs to be more alert to 
the potential for psychosocial problems in young gays.

It is wise to draw a distinction between the different groups of 
gays, just as there are specific initiatives to raise the profile of 
lesbian women (hence the change from ‘gay emancipation policy’ 
to ‘gay and lesbian emancipation posse’). There is more attention 
today for transgenders, but virtually none for bisexuals. That is 
an argument for yet another name change, to fit in with the inter-
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nationally widely used nomenclature: ‘policy for LGBTs’ (Lesbians, 
Gays, Bisexuals and Transgenders).

There are still several areas that need to be addressed in relation 
to equal rights. For example, faith schools are still allowed to 
refuse gay teachers, while registrars are still permitted to refuse 
to legally marry gay couples. Gay and lesbian parenthood is also 
still not legally watertight: the female partner of a lesbian woman 
who has a child cannot become a legal parent, but has to adopt 
the child.

Gays and lesbians in migrant communities often remain unseen 
and unheard. People have to decide for themselves how open 
they wish to be about their sexual orientation. But if no one says 
anything, emancipation will grind to a halt. It is important that 
gay-friendly members of these communities – including those 
who are straight, and not just politicians – openly advocate 
acceptance of homosexuality. The mothers, sisters and girl-
friends of gays and lesbians can also play a positive role, because 
they are often more tolerant and also have something to gain 
themselves from emancipation.

Education, youth work and organisations for minorities need to 
take initiatives to make homosexuality visible. Existing self-help 
organisations which are making efforts in this area also need to be 
supported. Explicit attention is also needed for lesbians, because 
they are even less visible in minority groups than gay men.

There are many prejudices about gay parents. As a result, they 
and their children live in an unsafe environment. Half of young 
gays would like to have children themselves one day, and given 
the wider opportunities, there will be many more gay couples 
with children in the future. This calls for changes to the negative 
perceptions of gay parenthood.
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