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Anne Heyer

In April 1872 the Dutch Protestant minister Abraham Kuyper demanded that the municipality of
Amsterdam established a new school. As Kuyper wrote in his newspaper De Standaard, the religious
authorities of the Dutch Reformed Church had given their approval, and the municipality had to take
the next steps: ‘[w]e have good courage, that the municipality will not stay behind, but will haste to
bring together the funds necessary for the construction of the schools.’  Despite the politeness in the
quote, Kuyper informed his readers, in an alarming tone, that only one tenth of the children of the city
was attending schools. This concern for education was typical for nineteenth-century Europe.

Inspired by the idea that the future of the community was created in class rooms, education activism
was shared in various ideological camps.  More importantly, education activists directly contributed
to the emergence of mass politics. In addition to his role as spokesman for the education movement
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of Orthodox Protestantism, Kuyper was the founder of the Anti-Revolutionary Party, the first modern
party in the Netherlands to mobilize ordinary people to influence parliament.

In this paper, I study the role of education activism in the transformation of nineteenth-century politi-
cal culture. I first offer a short comparative analysis of three organizations that used education to mo-
bilize support. In a second step, I will focus on the Dutch example of Orthodox Protestantism to show
how education could be reinterpreted to justify mass politics. The three organizations are the Dutch
Anti-School Law League (Anti-Schoolwet Verbond), the British National Education League and the
German Federation of German Workers’ Associations (Vereinstag Deutscher Arbeiterverein). These
three organizations differed in their specific agenda, but they shared the criticism on existing institu-
tions of education. In the absence of state interference in education in Britain, the purpose of the
National Education League was to lobby for the introduction of universal elementary education. In the
Netherlands, the Anti-School Law League likewise presented an opposition to the existing political
elite. But the activism of Orthodox Protestants was directed against extending state control over ele-
mentary schools, which was the political project of the Liberal majority in parliament. In the German
states, elementary education was implemented so comprehensively that it made sense for the
Federation of German Workers´ Association to focus on adult education.

Education activists in all three movements skillfully used the widely-discussed topic of education to
mobilize a sufficiently high number of followers for their national organization. Referring to educa-
tion, they established a semantic connection between their private interests and a higher moral ob-
jective. In the case of the Dutch Anti-School Law League, parents and non-parents alike could be gath-
ered around the question: how should children be prepared for life? Founded in 1872, the members of
the Dutch League saw public schools as a threat to the salvation of the nation, but also specifically to
‘our offspring’.  The only acceptable form of education was one that ‘aims at guiding our children to
the Savior’.  Also in Germany at the founding congress of the Federation of German Workers’
Association, the shoe-maker Johann Peter Eichelsdörfer referred to the low educational standard of
his own social group: ‘The worker of our day is predominantly suffering from the pressure of igno-
rance’.  ‘Clumsiness and immobility’ were one problem, deficits had to be also recognized in ‘aspira-
tion and economy’.  Education not only offered the opportunity to improve the material living condi-
tions of workers. The organization was to support the ‘[s]triving for political, bourgeois and economic
elevation of the working class’.

In Britain, the members of the National Education League seemed to play a less outspoken role. At the
founding congress in Birmingham in 1869, delegate Anthony John Mundella, MP for Sheffield, referred
to the education systems of Prussia and Switzerland, whose schools produced results superior to the
British voluntary system. He had never met ‘a man in the country who could not correspond intelli-
gently with his employer, nor a child of ten or twelve years of age who could not read and write as well
as myself.’  The more disappointing was the situation at home: ‘that brutal ignorance, that terrible
destitution, which I met in my own country.’  This wider appeal, based on observations in foreign cir-
cumstances, was necessary because most supporters of the British League were accustomed to pri-
vate teaching and not as immediately affected by public education as their Dutch or German counter-
parts. But British activists shared with education activists abroad the ability to frame the problem of
education as if directly concerned their community. For executive committee member, Joseph
Chamberlain, Britain´s ‘position among the nations’ was an important argument, but eventually the
value of education was to be found in the more immediate surrounding of the delegates. The question
of education concerned the ‘future of your own class, and perhaps of your families’.  Education was a
good catalyst for social mobilization, because movement leaders like Chamberlain related the per-
sonal interests of followers to the common good of their community.

Education activism also offered the opportunity to give a higher moral meaning to criticism of existing
political structures. A key component in this changing narrative was to present the masses as an en-
tity separate from political incumbents. Education activists mobilized their followers under different
ideological banners. They shared the claim of representing the people against a corrupted selfish elite
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– they adjusted the diagnostic side of the frame of education. While before it was the masses who
were in need of social support, the movements took a more aggressive stance by blaming the elites
for collective suffering. In this way, the appropriate course of action changed: instead of moral ac-
tivism, a more radical form of collective action was needed. The leaders of the Dutch Anti-School Law
League, which serves here as a short example, pointed to ordinary men, even women as potential
members of the constituency of discriminated Orthodox Protestants. Every citizen, willing to pay the
modest annual fee of 50 cents and sign its petition, could join the organization.  Kuyper maintained
this focus on unprivileged ordinary farmers and the lower parts of the middle classes by coining the
iconic phrase of the ‘small people’ (kleine luyden) that supposedly suffered under the Liberal school
legislation.  The belief in the masses, represented in the size of supporters, was so strong that the or-
ganizers committed to 10,000 signatures for its petition. In fact, the instrument of the petition fol-
lowed a general consideration that numbers were important in nineteenth-century Dutch society.
When parliament nevertheless went through with legislation, the leaders of the Dutch League could
argue that the political elite had disregarded the voices of 469,000 citizens.

This large group of underrepresented Orthodox Protestants became the manifestation of the nation
as a whole.  In his newspaper, Kuyper evoked the quantity of his followers to demonstrate his politi-
cal power. Despite the limited educational background of followers, they still constituted an impor-
tant political force against the existing elite: ‘unfortunately, among ‘even more stupid farmers’ are yet
also many voters.’  Later Kuyper modified this argument by stating that ordinary Orthodox
Protestants were discriminated by the existing franchise.  This sort of aggressive style was probably a
response to the critical Liberal press that wrote that Kuyper’s supporters ‘usually do not have a clue
about anything’ and followed him ‘obediently, even blindly.’  For Kuyper, it provided the opportunity
to transform education activism into the practice of mass politics. While initially treated as a social
problem, he used education to justify political action, whose specific features were unprecedented.
The defining feature of the Anti-Revolutionary Party, founded in 1879, was its claim to represent the
masses of ordinary people, and its founder promised the implementation of this claim in membership
structure. Drawing a rhetorical line between the masses and the elite, Kuyper added an element of ur-
gency to the discourse, which, eventually, justified new forms of political practices. He argued that in
the past their movements had tried to solve the problem of education with the help of education or-
ganizations. But because the problem of education was severe and the political elites kept ignoring
his suggestions for reform, these attempts were not powerful enough. Only by achieving direct repre-
sentation in political institutions, Orthodox Protestants could change policy and improve education in
the Netherlands.

In contrast to more conventional conceptions of education as a purely socio-economic variable, this
approach focuses on the way contemporaries gave different meaning to education to create political
principles and practices of modern democracy. Education activists pushed the boundaries of accept-
able political behavior and established norms and institutions to include the masses in more active
and direct ways in politics. Initially education was described as a problem of the social sphere, de-
tached from broader questions of politics. This allowed activists to organize discontent about existing
social condition in a broad movement, without antagonizing the influential spokesmen of their com-
munity, who in most parts looked critical upon ideas of mass mobilization. In a second step, they rein-
terpreted education as requiring radical political innovation by pointing to the discrimination of their
community in exiting political institutions. If taken seriously, experiences like the one of Abraham
Kuyper show how focusing on education helps political historians to study agency in the coming of
mass politics.
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