 Neutralism in Europe

The Dutch qualm disease
Published in The Economist, June 5, 1982 
The rise of semi-pacifist, semi-neutralist ideas in western Europe contributes to the strained atmosphere in which non-communist heads of government will meet at Versailles this weekend and at Nato’s summit in Bonn next week. This phenomenon has been most marked in the country its people call the Netherlands and The Economist colloquially calls Holland; but it could spread. The following analysis of its causes and possible effects is written by Mr Frits Bolkestein, the foreign affairs spokesman of the Dutch Liberal party.

“I find power eerie”, says Mr Bram Peper of Rotterdam. The mayor of the world’s biggest port, and vice-chairman of the Dutch Labour party, can hardly be averse to wielding power. Yet he claims to be, because in Holland the assertion of power is politically unpalatable. Gordian knots aren’t cut; differences are split. This is the politics of accommodation – in its foreign-policy application, the Dutch qualm disease. 

This apparently Dutch problem is worth examining because the Dutch way of thinking reflects opinions that are influential elsewhere in Europe – in Scandinavia and within the West German, British and Flemish Belgian socialist parties. Dutch neutralism may yet show the way for all of north-west Europe. 

Neutralism goes back deep into the Dutch past. The Dutch used to be preoccupied with international trade. Towards the end of the seventeenth century they were forced out of the mainstream of European politics because of their neglect of their armed forces. From then until the brutal awakening of 1940 they bore a smaller military burden than most nations.

In the nineteenth century neutralism began to take on moral overtones. During the 1930s it was part of the spirit of the age: pacifism, idealism, a belief in the efficacy of good intentions and a disappointment with traditional diplomacy. Fear of the Germans, of course, came into it too. Holland was one of the countries which declared in 1936 that a member of the League of Nations would not have to impose League sanctions if its own position were precarious. 

Since the early 1960s, three developments in Holland have given neutralism a new life: loss of religion, an increase in affluence, and the rise of “action groups”. The loss of religion is politically the most important, for it has redirected missionary zeal from the other world to this one.

For the first half of this century the Dutch organised their social life from top to bottom on the basis of religion. Trade unions, schools, newspapers, hospitals, political parties – all were established along religious lines. This compartmentalism reached a peak in the 1950s. Between 1947 and 1960 the number of marriages across religious lines decreased. For people so boxed in, almost everything was forbidden. What was not, was obligatory. Hence the high birthrate. 

The golden 1960s brought not only the pill and the car but as an enormous expansion of university education. Many Dutchman left their churches and embraced new values – authenticity, liberty, dialogue – with the ardour of the converted. The Roman Catholic community in particular was left in disarray. The number of priests ordained went down from 318 in 1960 to 27 a dozen years later. Attendance at mass decreased from 71% in 1961 to 34% in 1976. Support for the Catholic people’s party dropped from 32% of voters in 1963 to 18% in 1972. 

The decline of religion coincided with the arrival of material abundance; both gave freedom but not necessarily independence of mind. For a number of people the yoke of convention was lightened. For many, it was replaced by an equally heavy yoke of different timber. A lumpen-intelligentsia arose: people who had lost their points of reference and who sought compensation in a naïve and redemptory commitment consisting of pidgin-Marxism and the bric-à-brac of the media. An atmosphere of vague anxiety focused first on Vietnam. Now it has crystallised around nuclear power. 

The common denominator of the 1960s’ protestors was a lack of understanding of the economic process, which they looked down upon. Yet their way of life was made possible by a society in which economic survival had become easy and assured – especially for those who chose not to complete in the market place. The absence of physical constraints contributed to a feeling of equal freedom in other areas, such a foreign policy. These freeloaders remained a small minority, yet for a long time they were allowed to loom larger than life. 

The action groups of the 1960s were a reaction against a calcified system. As such they were an enrichment. Because of the temper of the times, however, many passionate minorities were allowed to feel that somehow they represented the “real majority”. Democratisation induced a disparagement of expertise. A large part of the intellectual establishment caved in, thus encouraging its attackers. Action groups won a lot of leverage over foreign policy. At times it seemed as if, for the Dutch, southern Africa was the world’s most important issue. 

Activists were also able to set the public agenda according to the prevailing conformity. The main ingredients of that conformity are (a) a sense of guilt and (b) the idea that people are naturally good. 

Guilt goes to the roots of Christianity. Its mark on Protestantism is deeper than on Catholicism. This is why it is more pronounced in northern Europe than in southern Europe. (In Holland even Catholics have received a Calvinist imprint.) Guilt underpins Dutch development aid. Holland tops the international league table of aid donors; with 0.99% of its gnp compared with 0.34% for Britain and 0.27% for the United States. It is widely assumed that third-world poverty is the first world’s fault and that whatever is in the interest of Dutch industry must be to the detriment of developing countries.

The Dutch have created a soft society. It has many admirably humane aspects. It also relies too much on the goodness of people. The importance of material incentives is played down. Therefore the economy no longer functions properly. 

The effect of assuming that man is good is illustrated by the present discussion about sickness benefits. In Holland these amount to 100% of wages and cover the period of illness right from the start. As might be expected, Dutch absenteeism is considerably higher than in countries were the first few days are not covered. When it is suggested that the first day should be left unpaid, it is objected:

Either a man is ill, in which case he should stay in bed, or he is not ill, in which case he will go to work. Withholding benefits for the first day might make people who are ill go to work, which would endanger their health and so increase the community’s bill later.

The argument that under Dutch system the price of leisure is almost nil, and that many will therefore purchase it, is not countenanced. Yet all see it. It is a silent issue.

The loss of religion caused feelings of personal guilt to become generalised into social inadequacies and structural violence. As the American senator-sociologist, Mr Daniel Patrick Moynihan, put it: “Society becomes guilty until proven innocent.” Hence the answer to the question: if people are good, then why are things so bad? Because of the others: the multinationals and the police, Nato and the IMF, the government and the Americans. The lumpen-intelligentsia suffers from a provincial manichaeanism. 

Guilt also underlies what might be called the myth of catastrophe, which has taken so prominent a place in the thinking of modern intellectuals. It is a myth that bespeaks a desire to destroy and start anew. A radical solution is tidy and appeals to minds trained in logical distinctions. A Bright New World would have the added convenience of giving intellectuals the status they feel is rightfully theirs: alpha plus. Hence the lingering respectability of communism, which all of Solzhenitsyn’s works have not been able to break down. The Dutch knowingly contribute to a project in Laos that relies on forced labour.

During the early years of Nato and the common market, the Dutch could play an international role out of proportion to their weight. Today the enlargement of EEC, plus Holland’s reluctance to play a full part in Nato’s nuclear defence, has diluted that influence. Disclaiming responsibility breeds irresponsibility. As in the 1930s, leeway again exists for gratuitous action. A classic example was the government’s survival by the slimmest of margins in June, 1980, after an attempt to bring in an oil embargo on South Africa.

Almost everyone in Holland thinks apartheid is a bad thing. Most people believe in pressure on the South African government to mend its ways. Some think an oil embargo is a useful instrument to this end. Even its proponents conceded, however, that a Dutch embargo would have little practical effect. They defended it as a signal. But to bring down a government over a symbolic gesture is pushing what Weber called the ethics of intentions a bit far.

Only those who do not carry responsibility can afford the ethics of intentions. Mr Bob Goudzwaard, a professor who wrote the 1977 manifesto for Holland’s middle-of-the-road Christian Democratic party, declared in 1980 that ethics, not effectiveness, ought to be the standard for political action. Secure in his tenure at the Calvinist University in Amsterdam, he left his party a month later because its stand on nuclear arms was not radical enough. 

The Christian Democratic party’s position on nuclear weapons remains vague. It has yet to commit itself on the deployment of Nato’s proposed new cruise missiles. The Labour party, on the other hand, is clear: no deployment of cruise missiles; unilateral reduction of the six other sorts of nuclear weapons assigned to Holland to one or two before 1985; no increase in non-nuclear forces to compensate for this reduction; a smaller army and a lower defence budget. The Labour party’s leading defence spokesman in parliament argues a nuclear-free western Europe, to be achieved if necessary unilaterally. Of the three main Dutch parties, only the Liberals are prepared to go along, with Nato’s “negotiate-and-deploy” decision about cruise missiles.

The Interchurch Peace Council (IKV) is the most effective Dutch pressure group for unilateralism. It is an official organisation of the most important Dutch churches. Its slogan is: “Rid the world of nuclear weapons, start with Holland.” But its goals are more far-reaching. Mient Jan Faber, secretary of the IKV, says: “The problem of nuclear weapons is only the start. We are really interested in much more: the construction of a completely different culture.” The Bright New World beckons. 

The IKV has some 400 active cells throughout the country, each with 10 to 30 members. Local actions are co-ordinated by a national secretariat. Members take part in political meetings without necessarily advertising that they speak for the IKV. The politician on the platform finds himself confronted by a “simple mother of three” who brandishes the yearbook of the Stockholm International Peach Research Institute (Sipri), to prove that Nato needs no new arms to defend itself against Russia’s SS-20s. Too often the politician forgets that Sipri’s reputation is highest with peace groups and allows himself to be impressed by this spontaneous manifestation of concern. 

The IKV advocates a “small country policy” under which Holland would form an alliance with a curious collection of other countries such as Angola, Mexico, Romania, Sri Lanka, Jugoslavia and Nicaragua. These countries, it is argued, could form a coalition designed to neutralise the present accumulations of international power.   

One result of pressure from the IKV is that the Dutch government has postponed a decision on the deployment of cruise missiles. That decision was due last December. The month before, the IKV mobilised 400,000 people to come out on the streets of Amsterdam, all of them protesting against nuclear weapons, most of them opposing cruise missiles and a small minority parading against the SS-20s. In December the Dutch government told its Nato partners that it was not yet ready to commit itself to accepting cruise missiles, insisting that the decision should await the results of the Geneva arms control conference. The postponement was an undoubted success for the IKV which has acted throughout the long cruise controversy as a sort of sixth column – a fifth column which is unaware that it acts as such.

Anti-Americanism is not new in Holland. It consists of envy and feelings of indebtedness. It is compounded by powerlessness and stimulated by the high visibility of American foreign policy, which recently has not been noted for consistency or subtlety. Dutch public opinion is shaped far more by what the Americans do than by what Russia does. Some Dutchman now talk of their “liberation from the American protectorate”. Their attitude towards the United States is ambivalent. Yet so are Dutch attitudes towards the Russians. “We got the best deal when Europe was divided”, says the IKV’s chairman, Ben ter Veer. “We have reserved for ourselves western values and a better economy.”

People see terrible scenes on television almost exclusively from non-communist countries. Their bad consciences are roused but there is nothing they can do except give money to action groups or demonstrate. The only real event is what is reported and seen. 

Everyone is afraid of nuclear war, yet few see a Soviet threat to peace. Demonstrators recently ransacked the American consulate in Amsterdam, after a protest march about El Salvador, but nobody touched the Russian embassy after the coup d’état in Poland. The conventional explanation for this is that the United States is a democratic ally and therefore open to influence, whereas Russia is impervious to protest. This argument does not stand up. Those who throw stones at the American consulate do not see the United States as their ally. They see it as their enemy: the incarnation of capitalism, the bully of Latin America, the main cause of the cold war. The people who demonstrate outside the Russian embassy – about Russian Jews or Afghanistan – are not the stone-throwing kind. They may also fear a Russian reaction.

The IKV says it dislikes the Soviet system, but it expresses that dislike perfunctorily. It maintains that the picture other people have of Russia is created by powers which want to justify the arms race. It implies that the problems of peace and détente can be resolved by the west alone, as if the Soviet Union, were not involved. Its direct-action campaigns need an adversary. The Soviet Union, a faraway monolith, is considered unsuitable. So it looks for others closer at hand: the Dutch government, Parliament, even “politics”. One of its brochures defends civil disobedience: “A judgment arrived at in good conscience transcends the rules and commands of the government.”

This way of thinking is found mostly in Protestant northern Europe. In the south, Catholic ethics are those of responsibility rather than intentions. France and Italy have been inoculated against neutralism by their large communist parties and by disaffected communist intellectuals. French Realpolitik has recently made the country support the United States to counteract the tide flowing the other way. French ministers do not search their souls, at least not in public. Some Dutch politicians seem to do little else.

If neutralism comes to be Holland’s official policy, it would have major consequences. Dutch defence expenditure, at $4.5 billion last year, was the seventh largest in Nato. The port of Rotterdam is also vital to Nato. Unilateralism, as advocated by the Dutch Labour party, would cause the rich Danes to feel justified in their inadequate defence expenditure. It might also weaken the resolve of the Norwegians and would have an impact in Belgium. It would certainly encourage the neutralist movement in West Germany. In all these countries, a lot of people already believe that dialogue is a substitute for defence and that problems can never be solved by force. They forget that the Korean problem was settled by force – as was the one in Vietnam, though by the other side. If their governments go the unilateralist way they would accept the divisibility of détente and turn their backs on the world.

Already the talk in Scandinavia about a nuclear-free zone foreshadows such submissive behaviour. The word “Finlandisation” is an insult to a courageous country and its adroit diplomacy, probably the least Finlandised in Scandinavia. Hongkongisation is a better word. It means accepting a role as a wealthy appendix of a backward and totalitarian continent; serving as a market for money and skills and, in the long run, as independent as Vichy France. 

It need not happen. In Holland the loss of religion has come to a halt. The absence of norms is regretted. A new and more sober view is being taken of development aid. Silent issues are beginning to be discussed. People are asking hard questions. Are the costs of forswearing nuclear energy too great?

The new realism about economics has not yet spread to ideas about the world outside Holland. People may seek compensation for frustrated radicalism at home by becoming extra-radical abroad. But it seems likelier to affect foreign policy too. There is reason to suppose that public opinion in Holland is less neutralist than many opinion leaders would have us believe. A recent poll showed less support for the unilateralist slogan of the IKV among members of the Dutch Reformed church than among any other religious group, even though intellectuals in this church are at the forefront of the neutralists.

There is no obvious reason why the countries of north-west Europe should not remain committed to their own defence and to playing a full part in Nato. But if that is to happen three things are needed. One is an American foreign policy that is more anchor and less sail. The second is a measure of devolution within Nato which would foster a sense of shared responsibility. Devolution will be limited by the inescapable fact that collective leadership is unworkable. The president of the United States is the only person who can give the alliance the leadership it requires. But true leadership implies timely consultation. The Nato allies have to move from information-sharing to policy-making by equally involved partners. 

Third, and most important, governments and parliaments must show some courage civil. Of course most peace-marchers have the best of intentions. But they have no monopoly on good intentions. And it is not intentions but consequences that matter. The politicians must make clear what the consequences of neutralism would be. Governments have to lead from up front.   
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