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FAREWELL TO PILLARIZATION

PIET DE ROOY

Pillarization is a key concept in Dutch modern history. It sets the scene and is
often used as an explanatory factor for virtually every process in Dutch society.
Under the supervision of Amsterdam historian J. C. H. Blom, a research pro-
gramme has recently devoted much of its attention to pillarization processes at
the local level. Some of the results have since been published, so that a compre-
hensive picture is beginning to emerge.! Do we now know what pillarization is,
and can further research into this typically Dutch academic export product be
abandoned? Or has our insight only become less clear and are other research
questions now coming up?

For quite some time, pillarization was a research field mainly covered by the
social sciences. Numerous scholarly works were regularly published that were
clearly the product of careful contemplation and consideration, and in a sense
they led to the first extensive study on this phenomenon, a Ph.D. dissertation by
Amsterdam political scientist Siep Stuurman entitled Verzuiling, kapitalisme en
patriarchaat (Pillarization, Capitalism and Patriarchy) in 1983. He summarized
the essence of his analysis as follows:

“Pillarization began as the unintended and unforeseen result of a series of
strategies in various social and political conflicts. Strategies directed against
new social movements such as socialism and feminism, class and gender
conflicts in the denominational groups and dissension in the ruling class led,
intertwined as they were, to asocial and political system that acquired a certain
“solidity” and stability around 1920, and was not to be referred to as “pillar-
ization” until much later.”?

This means he interpreted pillarization as the specific configuration of power
relations between the working class and the bourgeoisie, or better yetas the way
the denominational factions of the ruling class had secured the loyalty of half the
organized working class, established a Christian patriarchy, and forced the left
wing into a minority position in a social and political as well as a moral sense.
“The pillars almost vanished behind these dynamics. Stuurman even avoided
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the term “pillar” as much as possible and preferred “large blocs in society,” which
he further specified as:

the Roman Catholic pillar
the Protestant pillar

the Socialist movement
the Liberal sphere’

In the discussion that ensued, it was mainly goted that no matter how fascinating
and stimulating his book was, it was still difficult to evaluate, since so little
thorough historical research had been conducted on the subject.* In the same
period, a study of this kind was announced by historian J. C. H. Blom. The first
step was an internal publication, Verzuiling in Nederland 1850-1925 (Pillariza-
tion in the Netherlands 1850-1925) in 1981, which summarized the various views
on pillarization and proposed addressing the topic theoretically with as open a
mind as possible on a local level. Four years later, it was followed by an attractive
anthology, Broeders, slyit U7 aan (Brethren, Come and Join Us), which included
4 programmatic contribution by Blom and articies by various authors on “aspects
of pillarization in seven Dutch towns.” More than a decade has gone by, and the
Arpsterdam research programme has since produced a number of Ph.D. disser-
tations that all met with extremely positive reactions. In this sense, the research
Programme, set up without large-scale funding from the Netherlands Organiza-
tion for Scientific Research, has already been successful. The question now is

wheﬂlt?r — on the grounds of thege local studies — the contours are gradually
emerging of a new approach to pillarization,
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that it demonstrated how an extremely divided society could still function quite
peacefully thanks to passive grassroots support and a business-like mode of
interaction among the national political leaders. This analysis was a rather
flippant combination of the ideas of three authors: the political scientist A.
Lijphart, who noted the importance of the consultations among the elites of the
various pillars, the sociologist J. A. A. van Doorn, who mainly emphasized the
fact that various elites in a modernizing society were able to bring grassroots
support under their control, and the political scientist H. Daalder, who largely
explained the gradual nature of modern Dutch history by referring to the long
Dutch tradition of consensus, compromise and coalition.” It is striking though
how relatively late in time Kossmann situated the whole phenomenon. His
description pertains more to the state of being pillarized rather than the process
that led to it. What is more, he did not engage in conceptualization. Pillarization
is mainly something people in the social sciences were interested in.

In view of the fact that not much specific research had been conducted into
pillarization, perhaps it was quite sensible to maintain this kind of ironic distance.
Lijphart had some data, but for the rest all there was in essence was a well-known
article by the sociologists J. P. Kruyt and W. Goddijn in Drift en Koers (Drive
and Direction), where the results were presented of quantitative research into the
extent to which various fields such as education and health care were organized
in a “pillarized” way.® All this data pertains however to the 1950s. The most
characteristic aspect of the whole pillarization debate was essentially that despite
the dearth of in-depth research, everyone still had an opinion about pillarization.
Under the circumstances, it is not surprising that there should have been dif-
ferences of opinion on so many facets, from the periodization and the number of
pillars to the causes of pillarization and consequently of depillarization as well.
Tt was certainly an interesting discussion, beitthat clarity was notits strong point.
This was in fact the essence of the comments Blom made in 1981. Some very
interesting essays might well have been written about pillarization, but it was
still rather unclear what the debate was all about, i.e. what pillarization really
was. Wasn’t the term “pillarization” primarily a metaphor that had gradually
become reified so that the whole debate was in danger of getting stuck at the dead
end of essentialism? In my opinion, the most striking element of his proposal
was not that he propagated historical research at the local level, but that he so
punctiliously rejected any semblance of a formal definition:

“In contrast to a strict approach requiring precise definitions, the open method
propagated here can make do with a description of the concept of pillarization
that leaves room for multifarious aspects and explanations. ( Pillarizatim? is
the extent to which people consciously can and do engage in their social,
cultural and political activities within a circle of people who share their ideas
and world view. Pillarizing is the process that expands the state of being
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of people who share their ideas and world view and the collective organiza-
tions that make this possible.”

Thus an effort was mainly made to arrive at a dfafini.tior.l that did nozii)i;lggz
anything in advance that might later prove to be pillarization. It was m oty
show of theoretical simplicity that deviated so sharply from what was cul and
at the time, and was diametrically opposed to Stuurman’s approach. Blom felt
Stuurman crossed swords at various meetings, and in a nutshell, Stuurmanfind
that Blom had no idea what he was looking for and thus was pot apft tohand
anything that made any sense, and Blom was convinced thatknowing before: o
what he was supposed to find wasn’t going to get him anywhere. Thus one mlgho
wonder who turned out to be right, In the first instance, it was Stul.lrman W :
seemed to be getting the better of Blom. If one consults the dlssertaltjlor_ln
published in recent years, it is striking how hesitant the authors seem t? ¢ to
their conclusions and epilogues to even want to transpose their local fmfhngs'th
a national level. The researchers all seem to have been quick to identity Wi t
“their” town —a tendency anthropologists refer to as going native. So it was no

. $
surprising that in the research results, the developments in each of the tow;
exhibited a unique pattern all their own; things were somewhat the same all over,
but nonetheless quite a bit d

ifferent, In Roomsen, rechtzinnigen en nieuwlicht.er §
(Catholics, Protestants and Modemnists), Frans Groot could not help conclflc'ilng
that even the developments in a limited region like South Holland did not it into
a fixed pattern.'® The only author who managed to systematically compare two
towns, as was hig original aim, was Jan van Miert with his study on Tiel and
Winschoten, Tn the foreword to his fine book Wars van clubgeest en par tijaucht
(Totally Disinclined towards Club Spirit or Party Affiliation), he was however
quick to admit he had sele

cted these two towns op the grounds of the “high
scientific ideals of the comparative method,”
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and numerous facets? If that is the result, then in order to suggest some semblance
of order, tomorrow’s writings should bear the following points in mind:

More emphasis should be put on the periodization. Scholars have agreed on the
importance of the distinction between “pillarizing,” with new dividing lines
being drawn in Dutch society, though it is clearly not an irreversible process, and
“pillarization,” whereby a relatively stable situation has been reached and new
developments such as legislation in the field of radio broadcasting are ap-
proached in a pillarized way. In keeping with a proposal made by Groot, we
should subdivide the pillarization process into “early pillarizing,” based primar-
ily upon increasing denominational multiformity, and “late pillarizing,” mainly
based upon industrialization and the rise of the labour issue.

In keeping with the ideas of Stuurman and the historian H. Righart,' it should
be noted that the developments took different paths in each segment of the
population, and that each pillar had its own pillarizing process with its own
characteristic form and contents, and with its own engine and brakes.

There is also the theoretical “giant step forward”. Virtually every theory on
pillarization has some “merit“ to it. In other words, it was a multi-dimensional
process that needs to be explained on the basis of the interactive pattern of a
striving for emancipation, a desire to preserve the group identity, an intensifica-
tion of social control, and the renewal of an old elite tradition of pursuing
consensus and compromise.

All of this would be very sensible, but not terribly exciting. Perhaps we should
consider a radically different course.

Regardless of the fact that the term pillarization presents a problem because of
the constant risk of elevating a metaphor to something that actually exists, it
would also seem to be a term that is constantly a topic of debate with the various
points of view barely getting any closer to each other. In that sense, it belongs to
the category of essentially contested concepts. The problem with this is that it is
not even possible to reach any agreement as to the nature of the phenomenon, let
alone its definition. It follows that — since it is hard to imagine how any kind of
agreement could ever be reached about the operationalization of the concept —
the debate will not be able to get much further. Perhaps an illustration might be
useful here. There are a wide range of conceptions of industrialization, but a
certain consensus can be reached about the developments generally referred to
as “industrialization.” The periodization and the scale of the process can thus be
roughly approximated on the basis of a number of criteria, for example -by
counting the steam engines or the relative percentage of the working population
engaged in industry. It gets harder when it comes to 2 phenomenon like modern-
ization, but here again a certain standard can be found by focusing for example
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an extremely heterogeneous range of associations and organizations.!* Thus the
origin of the term lies in what might be labelled “administrative science” in the
period between the two world wars. But it was not until the late fifties and early
sixties that it was to become a technical term for sociologists and political
scientists. It might be wise to focus for a moment on the different motivations of
these two disciplines. To sociologists in general and cultural sociologists in
particular, it was a term they felt could serve a very useful purpose in their pursuit
of the unique aspects of Dutch society, which was linked to their deep concern
about the declining binding ties in society. Cultural sociology had long been
confined to the paradigm of F. Tonnies (Gemeinschaft und Gesellschaft).® In
addition, there were the political scientists who, in their striving towards profes-
sionalization, had a need for attention and recognition.16 They used pillarization
as a point of departure for propagating a change in the Dutch political culture,
which they felt was too passive and indirect and had to become more direct and
modern. At the same time, they saw it as a subject so out of the ordinary it could
evoke international interest. In other words, what began as a word in the jargon
of civil servants was now an academic term sociologists and political scientists
could use to summarize all the favourable and less favourable aspects of Dutch
society. In view of the great popularity the term soon gained, which was to
increase in the sixties due to depillarization, it was only logical for historians to
join in the debate. The more the pillarized past became a foreign country, as it
were, the more they came to the fore as travel guides to the local communities.

The individual quality of the Ph.D. dissertations written in the framework of
Blom’s research programme should certainly be noted. There has clearly been
intensive collaboration among the authors, but they have each produced a very
different book with their own personal style and approach. The programme has
apparently inspired a new generation of good historians able to make good use
of the vagueness of the concept of pillarization. Although they have not come
up with a new generalizing thesis on pillarization, the research programme has
still promoted a kind of collective serendipity. It is to its credit that such a wide
range of relations and processes in society have been given new meaning, and
in this light Stuurman’s pessimism about finding too much and thus nothing at
all has been unwarranted. I would like to briefly discuss a number of the results.

Firstly, there is the predominant importance of religion in the nineteenth
century to the mentality of the population. It was not the intention, but in
retrospect it is not the least bit surprising that the first dissertation produced in
the framework of the research programme, Bevoogding and bevinding (Patroni-
zation and Religious Experience) by Rob van der Laarse, should have herded
readers back to church and kept them there in the vestries. The same notion has
been confirmed in book after book. Religious divisions were important in dai{y
life, and were even increasingly so, mainly stimulated by inter- and intra-denomi-
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A d to
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accounted for by the fact that historiography was mainly a “liberal lilrorch and
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) formal
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world of politics. Pill

arization, however, was primarily based upon the mte;t:élgf
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were all related.’? For the time being, it seemed to be an approach that promised
greater insight into people’s social conduct than all kinds of methodically sound
stratifications. A third subject that the studies discussed above shed anew light
on is the nature of politics, and it might be useful to pay some notice to this point
here.

For decades, complaints have been formulated in numerous historiographic
articles about the low level of political historiography in the Netherlands.”® It is
striking how often this phenomenon has been attributed to the qualities of Dutch
historians, who do undeniably exhibit a certain extent of masochism. Rarely if
ever is the negligible amount of excitement that political history evokes ac-
counted for, even in part, by the nature of the subject matter, i.e. Dutch politics
as such. In the nineteenth century, it is striking how few publications there were
for example in the field of political theory. And there were no clear crystallization
points at all in the form of political parties, which did not begin to emerge until
the end of the nineteenth century. It is this dearth that fostered an unclear
archipelago of cliques of “political friends” and a wide range of voters’ associ-
ations that came and went. That is why such extensive explanations are called
for before one can refer to a politician as “liberal” or “conservative” or neither
of the two, or liberal at home and conservative in The Hague or vice versa. This
is in sharp contrast with the political trends in such countries as France or
England, which can mainly be viewed in terms of the contention between the left
and the right wing, between Conservatives and Liberals. All the Netherlands has
to show for its efforts are the lengthy debates that ensued on three issues: the
school funding controversy, suffrage, and the “social question.” The form and
contents of these issues were to alter regularly, and a wide range of coalitions
were to take this side and that. Perhaps this is why it all came to be of such a
differentiated and complex nature, though the start and finish are clear: the
“nineteenth century” begins in 1848 with the liberal constitution of J. R. Thor-
becke and ends around 1918 with the Pacification (the end of the school funding
controversy and the introduction of universal male suffrage), the efforts by Social
Democrat P.J. Troelstra to revolutionize the system, and women’s suffrage. If
Dutch politics, in the words of columnist Henk Hofland, can best be compared
to “a path through a desert without any sun,” then it is no wonder its historio-
graphy is like “bicycling through shifting sand.”! A certain extent of impatience
is characteristic of political historiography — we know which political system
was not to be established until around the turn of the century — and an excessive
concentration on the decision-making process in The Hague, where a narrow
interpretation is implicitly used about the essence of politics.22 And no matter
how much the studies have differed in the pillarization research programme, they
all nonetheless give rise to a broader interpretation of politics. The point of
departure has not so much been the final result as it manifested itself in The
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would only be necessary for a short while. Perhaps this can best be illustrated by
an example. In 1865, when the new voters’ association Burgerpligt (The Duty
of the Citizen) was founded in Amsterdam, the middle-class initiators stated:

“It would preferably like to put power in the hands of someone above it in
social stgnding. But its indisputable precondition is that it knows he deserves
its trust.

Thatis why “the third estate” was now called upon “to exercise its rights acquired
in 1789 and 1848.” Oddly enough, the underlying reason behind all this was the
widespread dissatisfaction with the municipal administration, which was ne-
glecting to guarantee the quality of the school system and failing to make use of
national arrangements. Burgerpligt was however soon to intervene in all kinds .
of other matters, and even venture onto the national level and nominate candi-
dates for the Lower Chamber of Parliament. Particularly in Wars van clubgeest
en partijzucht (Totally Disinclined towards Club Spirit and Party Affiliation) by
Jan van Miert, there is ample information about the rise of this new mentality.
In Tiel as well as Winschoten, he concluded, it was clear how anxious certain
segments of the population were to take part in the administration — initially only
in their own town, but soon at the national level as well. The acknowledgement
of this process, sometimes viewed as expressing a desire for integration into
society, inspired Van Miert to cautiously propagate a certain re-evaluation of the
age-old emancipation thesis as explanation for pillarization.27

Laboriously, a third political orientation was to emerge around the tumn of the
century, with ordinary people now convinced that to a large extent, the political
system could be influenced and eager to take full advantage of the opportunities.
The main emphasis came to be at the national level, and was now on building up
a wide range of fixed, formal organs and procedures. By the time of World War
One, this orientation had spread throughout the country, and that I feel was when
pillarization began. I do not however wish to devote further attention to this
period here.

By way of digression, I would like to stress how useful this division into three
stages or orientations can be, for example in analysing the rise of the workers’
movement. It remained a predominantly local matter for quite some time, but at
the end of the 1860s a number of workers’ organizations emerged that exhibited
a supra-local and even an international perspective. It is striking though that in
1872, when a somewhat broader popular movement emerged in Amsterdam
which was strongly influenced by the socialist Internationale and voiced clear
demands as regards improving the fate of the workers, in the end it did not get
much further than a petition to the mayor. They realized that the world was
enormous, but Amsterdam was still defining the action horizon.

Tt should also be noted that a deep distrust of the existing political system had
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Pillarization was first coined, it wag mainly a clear and strong metaphor, malfmg
whoever is using it soon forget it has just ag uch or as little consistency to it 25
a term like “power” of “pessimism,” These examples have been intentionally
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unobtrusively discard them as soon as there is an alternative. For historians, an
alternative is at hand. It is evident from the research programme how extremely
useful an open, broad interpretation of “politics” can be. Of course it is obvious
that this does not nearly solve all the problems and indeed might even present
some new ones. The big advantage however is that the unmistakable socio-pol-
itical changes in the Netherlands in the second half of the nineteenth century and
the beginning of the twentieth century can then be addressed from a clear
perspective. Because as the Catholic priest cum politician Schaepman once said:

“These days it goes without saying that movements first manifest themselves
in the political field. After all, nowadays the State is once again on the way
to becoming everything and there is virtually no conceivable position in life
that does not come into any contact with the State. This fact explains the
course of the people’s movement.”*>
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