
General introduction

Those from outside the Netherlands generally know very little about the
country’s history between the time of Napoleon and the Second World
War. The Revolt of the Netherlands and the Golden Age of the Dutch
Republic are familiar territory, but to most foreigners there is a veil of
mystery – even nonentity – drawn over the country towards the end of the
eighteenth century, marked perhaps by the resounding defeat of the
Dutch and their economic pretensions in the Fourth Anglo-Dutch War
(1780–84). Since the Second World War the Netherlands has become
better known again, as a formidable if small economic force in an integra-
ting Europe, and as a reputed haven of permissiveness and licentiousness:
everyone knows Amsterdam.

That Dutch history has been obscure in the nineteenth and early
twentieth century is hardly remarkable: it was not the cradle of industrial
revolution, there were no violent political revolutions, nor any nationalist
uprising for uniWcation. Other countries have suVered similar historiog-
raphical fates: what do most of us know of the once-great Spain, or
Portugal in the same period, to say nothing of Denmark and the rest of
Scandinavia? Nonetheless, this book sets out to bring the Dutch back into
the limelight in this internationally rather forgotten period, and to show to
the non-Dutch-speaking world that the Netherlands had a fascinating
and instructive history at this time, just as much as it did in the heady days
of the Republic, or has done in the economic boom since the Second
World War. Dutch economic and social historians themselves have long
been aware of the rewards of this era: most of that extremely proliWc
profession works on the period since 1750 or even since 1850, rather than
on the Golden Age.

This book is therefore a social and economic history of the Netherlands
in the modern period, but that title needs some further speciWcation. ‘The
Netherlands’ refers to the Kingdom of the Netherlands as it is now
constituted, but with some additions: during the period of French domi-
nation from 1795 to 1813 the present country was heavily inXuenced by
France and at times subject to direct rule from Paris; from 1815 to 1830 it
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was united in one state with what is now Belgium; there were consider-
able border changes around what has since become the independent
Duchy of Luxembourg; and the Netherlands possessed an enormous
overseas empire, much of which survived and thrived throughout the
nineteenth century right up to the Second World War.

As for timing, the period covered here concerns what might be called
the ‘long’ nineteenth century. Comprehensive coverage is oVered be-
tween 1813 and 1914, the dates of the Netherlands’ escapes from past
occupation by one foreign emperor and from potential domination by
another. However, the frame of reference is very much wider, for the
reason that the book seeks – principally in the nineteenth century – an
explanation for the characteristics of Dutch society in the more familiar
later twentieth century. This approach might be branded teleological, or
even triumphalist, but in truth it amounts to little more than a frank
recognition that the questions historians ask of their material in the past
are substantially governed by their society’s concerns in the present. This
does not mean that anything which did not lead directly to the present
situation should be ignored. On the contrary, what has been discarded is
often as interesting as what has been embraced, for the ‘constituting
other’ is as important to the make-up of the identity of a person, group,
nation or state as are the essentialist characteristics which are recognized
as fundamental. This is therefore an approach to history which is almost
universal, if not universally admitted. It can be elaborated into a major
epistemological framework, such as modernization theory, but in truth it
is equally valid if portrayed as a straightforward wish to illuminate the
present with a knowledge of the past. In the simplest terms, then, the
Netherlands is today a crowded, prosperous and relatively tolerant coun-
try: how did that come about?

Deciding where to start and Wnish is always an issue for the historian:
on the principle of ever-continuing causation, one should start with pre-
history. However, in practical terms, the French period (1795–1813) is
accepted in this volume as an important hiatus, with full recognition of
the simultaneous continuities, especially in demographic and economic
matters. A recent major work on the economy of the Republic, by Jan de
Vries and Ad van der Woude, has concluded that the period 1780–1815
marked the death of the ‘Wrst phase of modern economic growth’ in the
Netherlands,… and Jonathan Israel’s rather less radical approach to the
same subject has also accepted that the economic power of the Republic
was winding down in the eighteenth century, and died a death in the
French period.  Although the nineteenth-century economy was certainly

… De Vries and Van der Woude, Nederland, 763–89.
  Israel, Dutch primacy, 11; and Israel, The Dutch Republic, 998–1006.
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based on the events and structures of the previous period, the advent of a
unitary state to replace the federal structure of the Republic makes the
closing stages of the French period an intelligent place to start the history
of the modern period. Nonetheless, there will be frequent reference here
to the later eighteenth century and indeed the earlier Republic, especially
in economic and socio-political matters.

As for the end-point, the case is even less clear-cut. It is the conten-
tion of this work that a transition to a modern society – the modern
Netherlands – had been substantially completed in a demographic,
economic and socio-political sense by 1914, and that is why the compre-
hensive coverage will tail oV around that time. However, it would be
foolish to deny that many of the developments had some of their most
important changes still to come at that time – one could mention the
decline in the birth rates, the rise of the great Dutch multinationals, or
the welfare state – and so in many areas this ‘history’ will include taking
the analysis well beyond the First World War, and in some cases past the
Second.

Nonetheless the extended nineteenth century remains the focus. De
Vries and Van der Woude have claimed that modern economic growth
was achieved in the Republic;À that claim is contentious, but all would
agree that it had to be achieved again (or perhaps for the Wrst time) in the
nineteenth century, in Kuznets’ sense of sustained growth in national
income per capita, accompanied by major population growth and struc-
tural change across all sectors in the economy. This was the century of the
‘demographic transition’; in social history, the nineteenth century was the
one of integration and location of the Dutch people in the wider national
community, of emancipation, democratization, and the beginnings of
modern mass education and the welfare state. Of course these develop-
ments continued after 1914, but – as will be demonstrated in the follow-
ing chapters – the fundamental structural die had been cast in the
nineteenth century.

In 1988 three ‘Young Turks’ (as they styled themselves on the day)
issued a clarion call for some direction in the researching and writing of
the economic and social history of the Netherlands, a manifesto they
entitled, Dutch history as deviation.Ã Its authors were worried about
foreign historians ‘cherry-picking’ Dutch history, and called for a more
programmatic approach to historical work, based on investigating the
ways in which the Dutch have proved themselves unusual: in their

À De Vries and Van der Woude, Nederland.
Ã Davids, Lucassen and Van Zanden, De Nederlandse geschiedenis. It was by no means

universally welcomed on the day or subsequently (see Kossmann, Een tuchteloos probleem,
77), but launched an important research project which eventually resulted in the publica-
tion of Davids and Lucassen, eds., A miracle mirrored.
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‘pillarized’ socio-political system, for example. The year before, the pro-
ceedings of a major historiographical review conference at the University
of Utrecht had cast doubt on certain aspects of Dutch historical work,
with an especially stinging attack on the practice of economic history,
from Richard GriYths.Õ It was a time of self-doubt in the profession
throughout the Western world: with all the specialization and prolifer-
ation of the 1960s and 1970s, the discipline seemed to have lost some of
its direction. In the event Dutch history, and economic and social history
in particular, has gone from strength to strength, with increasing
amounts of very high quality work being produced, and even some
attempts at synthesis rather than further fragmentation. The debates and
controversies in Dutch history will be outlined here where appropriate,
for they often point to the heart of the issue, and reXect unerringly what
the Dutch themselves have thought about their past (and their present)
at various stages.

The acknowledged master of political and cultural history, Ernst Koss-
mann, remarked in his Oxford edition of The Low Countries 1780–1940
that Dutch culture had – with the exception of theologians – produced
very few writers of constructive synthesis, especially among historians.Œ
This was perhaps a little rich coming from one who was engaged in
writing precisely that kind of constructive synthesis himself, and the
deWcit has certainly been radically reduced in recent years, with large
numbers of book-length studies as well as the customary proliferation of
excellent essays and articles. But in economic and social history it is still
the case that there have been very few attempts at synthesis. The standard
work on the modern period remains that written by I.J. Brugmans in the
1950s;œ despite being severely dated in many respects, it is still the only
comprehensive single-authored work covering the whole subject, and it
remains today an invaluable source of information. (It is also uncanny
how much of Brugmans’ analysis has been vindicated in recent years.)
There have been edited collections which attempt the task of covering the
whole modern period, for example in the multi-volume national history,
General history of the Netherlands, which appeared in the late 1970s and
early 1980s. Some of the contributions were exemplary, especially those
by Theo van Tijn on social history, but inevitably the coverage and
quality was uneven. That was also true of an edited volume on Dutch
society since 1815, appearing in 1985,– which contained a particularly
useful synthesis on demography (of which grateful use is made

Õ Published as GriYths, ‘Economische ontwikkeling’.
Œ Kossmann, The Low Countries, 259–61. œ Brugmans, Paardenkracht.
– Van Holthoon, ed., De Nederlandse samenleving.
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in the early chapters of this book).— In economic history, Jan Luiten van
Zanden evidently possesses all the skills of research, synthesis, and more,
in order to produce a masterly and comprehensive synthesis on the
nineteenth century, but has not yet chosen to do so.…» So the fact remains
that, since the labours of Brugmans forty years ago, we have no general
socio-economic history of the Netherlands in the modern period, in either
Dutch or English.

This book does indeed aim to provide a single-author interpretation of
a wide Weld over an extended period in the way that Brugmans did, and
that Kossmann did for political and cultural history, but is certainly not as
comprehensive or methodical in its coverage of the traditional territory of
socio-economic history as Brugmans’ work was. On the other hand,
however, it is in some senses rather broader. It oVers a triptych of
demography, the economy, and society, with rather more attention to the
Wrst subject than is usually given. In the Wnal part on social transition, the
lens is also focussed more widely than has often been the case. This is not
a political history, but politics regularly features in these pages, both in
terms of economic policy (a traditional stamping ground for the econ-
omic historian), but also in terms of political reform and organization,
democratization, participation, and identity formation. There is a drive
here to integrate political history with social and economic history, while
the latter remains the prime focus. Considerable attention is paid to
religion, and to colonial aVairs. This is, then, an intentionally broad
portrait of the Netherlands over an extended time period, with very few
exclusions. There is scant diplomatic or military coverage (though both
are mentioned repeatedly), but otherwise most Welds are represented.

With such a wide canvas, many details have inevitably been left indis-
tinct. The bibliographical appendix of works referred to in the notes is
already quite large enough, but represents only a fraction of the profes-
sion’s production over the last generation. The sources for this book have
been secondary; the employment here of archival sources is limited to an
occasional apposite quotation in order to illustrate a general point. This is
a book based on the primary researches of others (including my own at
other times). The geographical coverage is of the nation as a whole,
although the urban areas of the West tend to predominate, as they do in
all Dutch historiography above the regional level. On the other hand, one
of the extraordinary features of modern Dutch history is the surprising

— Van der Woude, ‘Bevolking en gezin’. A similar multi-author edited volume on the
economic and social history of the early twentieth century appeared in the form of Den
Hollander et al., eds., Drift en koers.

…» Indeed he has recently done so in English for the twentieth century: Van Zanden, The
economic history.
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regional diversity in such a small country; that diversity, and its eventual
demise before the advance of the centralization and state-building of the
last two centuries, frequently forms a starting point for the investigation
in the subsequent chapters. Often I have taken the advice of the ‘Young
Turks’ and adopted as entry point an unusual feature of the Dutch
experience compared to their neighbours:…… their extremely rapid popula-
tion growth, their awesome death rates, their staggering fertility, their
large and eYcient service sector, their overseas empire, their ‘pillariz-
ation’, their relative tolerance. But by way of balance there is also an
attempt to pay attention to the ordinary in the Netherlands: what people
ate, how much they earned, what they thought about public aVairs, how
they wooed and wed. And equally there is, I hope, evident in these pages a
determination to place the Dutch in their European context. The word
‘Sonderweg’ is not used of Dutch history as it is of German, but many
historians implicitly adopt a comparable agenda: this book aims to show
that while the Dutch were interesting and unique in certain ways, their
place is Wrmly within the maritime core of industrializing Northwest
Europe; their uniqueness is meaningless removed from that environment,
and their attributes shared with their neighbours far outweigh their idio-
syncrasies.

The layout of the book is straightforward. There are three parts, on
demography, the economy, and society. The twelve chapters all cover the
same long period of time of at least a century. However, there is no
division in chapters or sections by time period, which is the more conven-
tional treatment.…  Instead, each chapter takes a theme, a mode of transi-
tion, and follows its twists and turns through a hundred years and more,
seeking out the periodicity of change and inertia. The objective is to
present the reader in the Netherlands and further aWeld with an image of
the period as whole, in its several aspects. The extended nineteenth
century was one of fundamental change in all sectors of the life of the
Dutch community; by 1914 most of the major developments which were
to shape the country of today had already taken place, or were well on
their way.

…… Davids, Lucassen and Van Zanden, De Nederlandse geschiedenis, 8–9.
…  In Brugmans, Paardenkracht, for instance.
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Part I

Demography, and the health of the nation

1 Demographic indicators

1.1 Population increase and vital statistics

One of the most eloquent indicators of the state of an economy is the
physical well-being of its population. The demographic history of the
Dutch in the modern period has some distinctive characteristics, while
remaining clearly rooted in the mainstream pattern of European develop-
ment. The European population increased approximately fourfold be-
tween 1750 and 1950, from 144 million to 574 million. There was
considerable variance in the rate of increase across the regions of Europe,
and the Netherlands tended to Wt into the pattern of faster growth which
characterized some of the northern European nations like the United
Kingdom, Scandinavia, northern Germany and the Low Countries.…
Between the beginning of the nineteenth century and the outbreak of the
Second World War, the world population is estimated to have grown by a
factor of 2.4, the European by a factor of 2.9, while the Dutch managed to
expand their numbers by a factor of no less than 4.4. 

Indeed, a whole string of more subtle demographic indicators than the
gross population increase show the Netherlands to have been something
of a demographic maverick: not only did it possess one of the highest
growth rates, but it also has had some of the highest birth rates and the
lowest death rates in the world, and in the twentieth century its life
expectancy has also been among the highest. All this has meant that the
Netherlands is now the most densely populated country in the OECD
area.À Two factors lie at the root of this prominence of the Netherlands
within the European pattern: the rapidity and extent of the decline in
mortality since the middle of the last century, and the relatively late and
gentle decline in fertility rates.Ã The Dutch population started growing
earlier, and applied the brakes to its growth much later than most of its

… Tuma, European economic history, 202–3.   Heere, ‘De tegenwoordige’, 4.
À At 390 persons per km2 in 1971 (Table I.1), and 432 in 1987 (Wintle, ‘The Netherlands

economy’, 356). Heeren and Van Praag, Van nu tot nul, 76–7; and Van Heek, Het
geboorte-niveau, 190–1.

Ã Engelen and Hillebrand, ‘Vruchtbaarheid’, 248.
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Figure I.1 The Dutch and West European population, 1500–1970;
index (1800 = 100).

Source: Goodman & Honeyman, Gainful pursuits, 20; and Mitchell,
European historical statistics, 3–8.

European counterparts. The details of and reasons for this state of aVairs
will form the principal themes of this chapter.

Population in the Netherlands (present borders) increased from just
over 2 million in 1795 to 5.1m. at the turn of this century, and then to
15.4m. in 1994 (Figure I.1 and Table I.1). The annual rate of increase
stayed well below 1 per cent per annum until the 1870s, when it leapt
from 0.82 per cent in the 1860s to 1.21 per cent p.a. in the next decade
(see Table I.1). Thereafter the annual rate of increase continued to rise
until the 1930s, since when it has subsided. How can we explain what has
been called this ‘bizarre demographic development’?Õ The Wrst objective
is to determine what happened in the 1870s to allow the population to
‘take oV’ in such a fashion.

Aggregate birth rates in the Netherlands (Table I.2) Xuctuated around
the mid-thirties per thousand population between 1815 and the 1870s,
and then entered a long decline which has only been brieXy interrupted by
the ‘baby-boom’ after the Second World War. In other words, if we
are seeking an explanation for the rise in the Dutch population which
began to accelerate from the 1870s onwards, the birth rate alone is not

Õ Drukker, Waarom de crisis, 249.
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Table I.1. Population in the Netherlands at census counts, 1815–1971, with
sex ratio and average annual rate of increase.

Year
Total
× 1,000

Males
× 1,000

Females
× 1,000

Sex ratio
F/M

Total
population
index
(1830=100)

Population
per km2

Average
annual rate
of increase

1830 2,613 1,278 1,335 1.045 100 80
1840 2,861 1,401 1,460 1.042 109 88 0.95
1849 3,057 1,499 1,558 1.040 117 94 0.76
1859 3,309 1,629 1,680 1.031 126 101 0.82
1869 3,580 1,764 1,815 1.029 136 109 0.82
1879 4,013 1,983 2,030 1.023 152 122 1.21
1889 4,511 2,228 2,283 1.024 173 139 1.24
1899 5,104 2,521 2,584 1.025 192 154 1.31
1909 5,858 2,899 2,959 1.021 224 180 1.48
1920 6,865 3,410 3,455 1.013 263 211 1.72
1930 7,936 3,943 3,993 1.013 304 244 1.56
1947 9,625 4,838 4,878 1.008 368 296 1.25
1960 11,462 5,754 5,802 1.008 439 352 1.47
1971 12,709 *6,465 *6,493 *1.004 486 390 0.99

Sources: CBS, as reported in Van der Woude, ‘Bevolking en gezin’; and Bos,
‘Long-term demographic development’.
* Figure for 1969.

very helpful. If the birth rate were determining the size of the total
population, then we would expect the latter to fall heavily from the 1870s
onwards, whereas what in fact happened was an unprecedented rise.
Birth rates (and fertility rates) may conceal all manner of vital information
about the dynamics of the Dutch population, especially at local and
regional level, but as far as the national rise in population is concerned,
the explanation lies for the main part with other factors. Theoretically, it
is possible that the population increase came about from the 1870s
onwards as a result of in-migration, with the number of immigrants
outstripping the emigrants. Again, migration holds the key to a number of
vital issues, but not to the total population increase in the nineteenth
century: there was a slight immigration surplus early in the nineteenth
century which then reversed into one of emigration (not large), which
lasted until the First World War and beyond (Table I.3; see below,
section I.6, on migration). We are left, then, with the death rates.

Death rates in the Netherlands (Table I.2) Xuctuated around a slightly
declining trend from the time of Waterloo to the time of the Paris
Commune in 1870, and then went into free fall. With a blip for the First
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Table I.2. Birth rates, death rates, infant mortality rates and marriage rates
in the Netherlands, ten-year intervals, 1840–1955.

Period
Marriages Births Deaths

Deaths under 1
year per 100
births(per 1,000 average annual population)

1840–49 7.3 33.1 26.3 18.2
1845–54 7.7 33.0 26.1 18.8
1850–59 7.9 33.8 25.5 19.5
1855–64 7.9 33.8 26.1 19.9
1860–69 8.2 34.7 24.9 19.8
1865–74 8.2 35.5 25.0 20.7
1870–79 8.1 36.2 24.5 20.4
1875–84 7.6 35.8 22.6 19.1
1880–89 7.1 33.5 21.3 18.3
1885–94 7.1 33.5 20.3 17.0
1890–99 7.3 32.7 18.7 16.0
1895–04 7.5 32.1 17.0 14.7
1900–09 7.5 30.9 15.6 13.0
1905–14 7.4 29.1 13.9 11.1
1910–19 7.4 26.9 13.0 9.7
1915–24 8.1 26.2 12.5 8.3
1920–29 8.0 25.1 10.5 6.6
1925–34 7.5 22.6 9.5 5.2
1930–39 7.6 21.0 8.8 4.2
1935–44 7.7 21.0 9.5 4.0
1940–49 8.4 23.9 9.9 4.2
1945–54 8.9 24.0 8.5 3.3
1950–55 8.4 22.0 7.4 2.3

Source: CBS.

World War and rather more than a blip for the Second (see Figure I.2),
they have continued to fall ever since. In aggregate terms, then, the main
reason at national level why the Dutch population rose, and rose rapidly
after the 1870s, was a fall in mortality. In brief, relatively few people were
dying, rather than more babies being born: the Dutch were living longer.

Life expectancy did indeed rise rapidly (Table I.4). In the 1840s a
Dutchman could be expected to reach the age of thirty-six on average;
women would live slightly longer, to about thirty-eight and a half. By the
1920s, these Wgures had leapt to sixty-two and sixty-four respectively, and
then rose further, nearly doubling in little more than a century. The major
acceleration in this improvement of prospects began – as we are coming to
expect – in the 1870s; a detailed study of Utrecht has conWrmed that there
was no improvement at all before 1860.Œ But the concept of an average

Œ Mandemakers and Boonstra, eds., De levensloop, chapter 3.

10 Demography, and the health of the nation

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521782953 - An Economic and Social History of the Netherlands, 1800-1920: 
Demographic, Economic and Social Transition
Michael Wintle
Excerpt
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521782953
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

