
NETHERLANDS, THE, HUMANISM IN. "The capacity
to give meaning to and shape one's own existence char-
acterizes the Netherlands from the past to the present,
and from bottom to top. Reclaiming land from the sea,
building up an international trading network, estab-
lishing freedom and toleranee in a world of violence and
religious fanaticism: in other words, making a paradise
from a swamp." This is how Rob Tielman, a sociologist
and former chairman of both the Dutch Humanist Asso-
ciation and the INTERNATIOALHUMANISTANOETHICAL
UNION(lHEU), described the Netherlands back in 1994.
This image of paradise has taken a few knocks between
then and 2005. The nation's more than sixteen million
inhabitants live in a society that is characterized by

"abundance and unease" or "[t]he embarrassment of
riches." In a financial, economie, and social sen se, there
is considerable abundance, albeit distributed less than
perfectly among the population. In a cultural, political,
and moral sense, the unease can be observed in problems
of integrating immigrants into society, fundamentalism
from Left to Right and from believer to unbeliever, a loss
of confidence in polities, declining tolerance, as weil as
in a quest for new or different ways of giving meaning to
life.

In the Netherlands, no fixed frameworks for the
meaning of life have existed for some decades. Whereas
in 1966 some 64 percent of the population were church-
goers, in 2005 only 37 percent of the Dutch population
belonged to a church, and of these, 60 percent were
marginal members, attending church only a couple of
times a year and believing in the church's positions on
matters such as the existence of heaven and heli only to
a very limited extent. Of the population bom after 1960,
no more than 27 percent belonged to a church. Con-
versely, 39 percent of the population had a system of
values that was largely consistent with the core values
of HUMANlsM-self-determination, equality, responsi-
bility, tolerance, and the like-and also feel affinity with
organized humanism. More specifically, approximately
one million people eighteen years of age and over living
in the Netherlands can be said to show tangible evi-
dence of active affinity with the humanist movement.
This makes humanism the third-largest L1FESTANCE
movement in the Netherlands, af ter Protestantism and
Catholicism. However, the official number of organized
humanists (registered members of one of the two large
humanist organizations) is far lower, and is even
declining: approximately twenty-eight thousand mem-
bers. Nevertheless, organized humanism offers a broad
and comprehensive package of services, which,
although largely paid for by the government, is com-
pletely independent of the government in terms of con-
tent. Understanding this paradox ical situation requires
some knowledge of the history of the Netherlands.

Religion and Secularization. The Dutch have a long
tradition of religious toleranee and pluralism, and espe-
cially of religious freedom, from the Napoleonic period
in the early nineteenth century. The preceding two cen-
turies were dominated by the Dutch Reformed Church,
although other religious traditions were tolerated. More
to the point, the Dutch have a strong humanist tradition
drawn from Desiderius ERASMUS,Dirck Volckertszoon
Coornhert, and Baruch SPINOZA;the first Dutch constitu-
tion of 1798 incorporated several essential principles for
building a secular democratie constitutional state. The
most important of these were: "Every citizen has the
freedom to serve his god in accordance with the convic-
tion of his heart," and a radical separation of church and
state. The Calvinists, who separated from the Reformed
Church in the nineteenth century, and the Catholics feIt
that they were being treated as second-class citizens in



the second half of the nineteenth century, and started to
organize themselves separately. They can be viewed as
social movements based on religion. Their aim for eman-
cipation was based on the principle of equal rights.
These emancipation processes resulted in a typically
Dutch solution: "the ideological separation of society,"
which is also referred to as the "pillarized society."
Society was divided into different religious "pillars," a
metaphor for pillars standing side by side, without con-
tact except by way of the roof that they are supporting.
Each pillar had its own institutions including political
parties, trade unions, newspapers, hospitais, broad-
casting stations, and social work institutions. The social
life of citizens was of ten restricted to their own commu-
nity. At the end of the nineteenth century there were two
large communities, or pillars, based on worldview: the
Catholics and the Protestants. A third pillar consisted of
nonreligious groups, such as liberals, socialists, and free-
thinkers (see FREETHOUGHT),or humanists; this was
called the neutral pillar. This social constellation was
possible because of two simultaneously acting princi-
pies: on the one hand, pacification and nonintervention
in one another's spheres of influence; and on the other
hand, the principle of equal entitlements, which meant
that the different communities would receive identical
rights and services. One reason this could work is that
the pillars were numerically roughly equal. Until
approximately 1960, the pillarized system worked weil,
but then disintegrated rapidly as a consequence of the
all-embracing modernization process in society, which
was characterized by rationalization, individualization,
and SECULARIZATION.The traditional communities feil
apart and lost influence. The pillars and the related insti-
tutions were dismantled at a rapid pace by this process,
with the exception of parts of the healthcare, education,
and broadcasting sectors.

An essential point for the current position of organ-
ized humanism is that between 1945 and about 1989, it
had been able to benefit from the equal entitlement prin-
ciple mentioned above by setting up a variety of organi-
zations for practical activities, from social work and edu-
cation to broadcasting, which were largely paid for by
the government. This happened despite the fact that
humanists were and are opposed in principle to dividing
society into pillarized bloes.

Organized Humanism. The founding in 1856 of the
freethinkers association De Dageraad, currently De Vrije
Gedachte (see NETHERLANDS,THE,UNBELlEFIN), marked
the beginning of the modern organized humanist move-
ment in the Netherlands. Shortly after the end of World
War Il in May 1945, two humanist organizations were
founded independently of each other: in May 1945
Humanitas, and in February 1946 the Humanistisch Ver-
bond (HV).

Humanitas is an organization for social services on a
humanist basis. lts founders, predominantly social
democrats, wanted to provide churchless people with an
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alternative for the social assistance traditionally pro-
vided by the churches. They mainly offered practical
help to people in need. For them, humanism was trans-
lated as seeing the person as an individual, but at the
same time as a part of society. The focus was on both
personal responsibility and care for other people, which
was substantially different from church-based charity.
Humanitas expanded considerably in a short time and
organized itself into local departments. A characteristic
feature of Humanitas was, and still is, that a substantial
part of its work is carried out by self-trained volunteers.
Over the years, this work evolved from providing indi-
vidual social services more toward community develop-
ment. The number of members declined between 1980
and 1994, while many subsidies have stopped, and
Humanitas is in search of new ways forward. These
ways are being found in the promotion of community
development, especially that based on "empowerment":
supporting people in marginal positions to acquire a sub-
stantive place in society through their own efforts and
with their own, possibly limited, resources. In 2005 the
work was carried out by approximately ten thousand vol-
unteers in five districts and eighty local departments.
Humanitas has approximately fifteen thousand paying
members, and the volunteers are supported by approxi-
mately two hundred paid executive staff. In addition,
Humanitas itself is spawning several large independent
humanist organizations in the fields of child daycare and
care for the elderly, with more than three thousand
workers and eight hundred volunteers. The Humanitas
motto is "Do what you have to do," which is a good
example of an extremely practical form of humanism.

The Humanistisch Verbond (HV, Dutch Humanist
Association), founded on February 17, 1946, gave both
substantial and organizational direction to organized
humanism in the Netherlands between 1946 and 2000.
The two most important motives for founding the Ver-
bond were described by Jaap van PRAGG,the undisputed
"father of modern Dutch humanism," as "the major and
the minor struggle." The "major struggle" was concerned
with supporting and providing a life stance "roof' for the
large group of people that the church had abandoned and
who had a mainly implicit humanist worldview, if any:
they were at risk of sliding into futility and nihilism
(moral indifference), partly in response to memories of
the horrors of World War Il. The minor struggle was for
the emancipation of churchless people seeking a full-
fledged position in society. The minor struggle in partic-
ular was conducted with verve, and made grateful use of
the same weapons that its opponents, especially the
Catholics and Protestants, had developed in their own
emancipation struggles. These weapons included pacifi-
cation and nonintervention in one another's spheres of
influence and the principle of equal rights for separate
ideological groups. Despite the Verbond's small member-
ship, because of considerable hard work, effective lob-
bying on the part of a strategically formed board, and by
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keeping in step with Dutch civil society without causing
offense, the Verbond's struggle had delivered many suc-
cesses by around 1970. Conspicuous were equal state-
funded entitlements in humanist counseling, broad-
casting, development aid, and education. A milestone was
reached in 1965 with a government declaration that
explicitly recognized both the Judeo-Christian tradition
and humanism as the basis of society.

The secularization of society also had a direct influ-
ence on the course of the Verbond. From 1966, the HV
had considerable difficulty in finding a new mission and
a new humanist program that could command enthu-
siasm in what was becoming an increasingly humanist
society. Under the chairmanship of Rob Tielman, the HV
had a clear identity as an organization that favored a
worldview based on the principle of self-determination
of individuals, worked for legalizing abortion and
euthanasia, opposed discrimination against homosex-
uals, and promoted the emancipation of women. Af ter
this period came a long episode in which the HV
searched for form and content. This coincided with the
loss of subsidies and a considerable fall in the number of
members. In 2005 the HV was concentrating on the asso-
ciation itself (forty-three departments); providing serv-
ices, such as speeches at funerals, humanist counseling,
and relationship celebrations; and propagating a
humanism centered on individual freedom of choice and
responsibility. The motto ofthe Humanistisch Verbond is
"Think independently, live in fellowship."

It is possible to defend the assertion that wh at van
Praag called the "major struggle"-against nihilism and
for the moral resilience of the public-never really took
off, but is actually where a great need exists in the cur-
rent time of abundance and unease. The HV is now
trying to satisfy this need in the Humanistische Alliantie
(Humanist Alliance), which was founded in 2001 and is
reviewed below.

For the HV, humanist counseling (a sort of secular
chaplaincy) was an important practical form of
humanism. It became established after 1950 in the army,
prisons, and the healthcare sector. In the 1970s army,
prison, and hospital counseling were spun off into sepa-
rate organizations still under the supervision of the HY.
Since 1989 counselors have been trained at the University
for Humanistics in Utrecht, which is fully state-financed
as an accredited university, like the Roman Catholic and
Protestant theological universities (see NETHERLANDS,
THE, HUMANISTEDUCATIONIN). As of 2005 some 250
humanist counselors work on a professional basis.

Other Organizations. Hivos (Humanist Institute for
Development Aid), founded by the HV and De Vrije
Gedachte in 1968, is a humanist development organiza-
tion that stands for emancipation, democratization, and
poverty reduction in developing countries. The reason for
founding Hivos was the complete absence of a state-sup-
ported development organization that worked from a
non-Christian ideology and explicitly used non-Christian

channels to deliver aid. As an official nongovernmental
organization, Hivos spends more than 70 million yearly
in support of local organizations and initiatives in devel-
oping countries: currently in more than thirty countries in
Africa, Asia, and Latin America. Among the priority
areas are human rights and AIDS, the environment and
development, gender, and women. The IHEU is an
important link for Hivos in supporting hurnanist-oriented
organizations in developing countries.

From around 1946, the sound of humanism has been
heard on national radio and later on national television. In
2005 the Humanistische Omroep (Humanist Radio and
TV) operates an independent foundation under the Ver-
bond, with approximately twenty paid staff providing
208 hours of radio and 39 hours of television a year.
Characteristically prograrnming focuses on topics such as
world citizenship, culture, autonomy, and social engage-
ment. In addition, the humanist movement has two
explicitly humanist periodicals that are independent of
the direct inftuence of any organization. The Humanist is
a bimonthly magazine aimed at a general public, with
articles on the broad areas of giving of meaning to life
and worldview. The Journalfor Humanistics can be con-
sidered an academie journal. Published four times a year,
it focuses on the interface between social developments,
cultural issues, and existential themes.

A fairly recent branch of the humanist organizations'
family tree is the Humanist Archives, founded in 1996 as
a center for the archiving and documentation of history
with respect to humanism in the Netherlands from 1850
to the present. In addition to managing archives such as
the IHEU archive, the Humanist Archives collect publi-
cations and maintain a heavily used Web site.

AII the explicitly humanist organizations, mentioned
above or otherwise, form a complex weave of theoretical
and practical orientations that cover a large number of
social fields including healthcare, education, mass
media, human rights, development aid, social work, and
dealing with the existential concerns of individuals. The
roots of this family tree are formed by De Vrije
Gedachte, Humanitas, and the Humanistisch Verbond.

Renewal of Organized Humanism. A renewal effort
for organized humanism was urgently called for. Because
the core values of humanism had been widely accepted
and a high level of individual emancipation had been
achieved in Dutch society, organized humanism needed
to redefine its mission. In addition, there had been a sharp
decline in the number of organized humanists and an
almost total disappearance of state subsidies. This
renewal effort is currently proceeding along two lines.

The Humanistische Alliantie (Humanist Alliance, a
federation of humanist organizations), founded in 200 I,
aims to act as a "network organization" to strengthen
humanism and the humanist movement, among other
things by jointly developing humanist-inspired visions
and practices, promoting common interests in the world
of politics and society, conducting joint communication



activities, and coordinating fundraising activities. Above
all, they aim to give humanism in the Netherlands a voice
in societal debates. All large humanist organizations and
others belong to the Alliantie, comprising (as of 2004)
seventeen member organizations and about twenty-five
partner organizations, encompassing some 12,870 volun-
teers, 57,550 members/donors, and 6,410 paid staff.

The second line of innovation is related to the content
of humanism as a worldview. "The" humanism is no
longer a clearly defined entity in the Netherlands, having
splintered in recent decades into substantially different
"humanisrns." Besides the traditional humanism as a life
stance and worldview, oriented toward giving meaning
to life, there is "political" humanism, which sets out to
achieve the humanization of society from moral and
political motives and is rapidly gaining ground. Nor
have atheistic humanism or RELIGIOUS HUMANISM disap-
peared. At the same time, humanism has spread far and
wide in society. Although the number belonging to
humanist organizations has declined, humanism as a
social principle is clearly on the rise.

Though a relatively small percentage of the population
counts itself part of the humanist movement, a far larger
percentage feels affinity with humanist ideals, while the
values shared by an even larger fraction of the population
relket such humanist core values as self-determination,
equality, responsibility, tolerance, and the like.
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