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The ‘scientisation of the political’, understood as the increasing influence of social science
within twentieth century (party) politics, provides insight into politicians’ conceptions of political
representation and the shifts in those conceptions over time. Social science based knowledge
exerted a profound effect on how parties approached political identity formation and on their
perceptions of the electorate. Based on a Dutch case study, this article tracks the impact of
electoral geography and mass psychology and, from the 1940s onwards, electoral research and
polling data on party strategies, showing the important role played by party political think tanks
which acted as hubs of social-scientific knowledge. Comparisons with British and West German
political parties reveal the complex reception and negotiation of social scientific insights regarding
the nature and behaviour of the electorate, as well as the persistence of ingrained stereotypes.

Introduction

One of the promising new avenues of research within social history has been the
exploration of the ‘scientisation of the social’ (‘Verwissenschaftlichung des Sozialen’),
a term coined in 1996 by the German historian Lutz Raphael.1 It refers to the
‘intended and unintended consequences [of] the continuing presence of experts
from the human sciences, their arguments, and the results of their research . . . in
administrative bodies and in industrial firms, in parties and parliaments’.2 According
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to Raphael, the scientisation of the social has unfolded in the Western world since
the mid-nineteenth century.3 He calls on historians to scrutinise, rather than take for
granted or appropriate, the concepts, theories and practices used by social scientists
over the past century and a half in their efforts to explain contemporary society.4 After
all, scientific concepts have been at the heart of self-descriptions of various groups
in society and have played a key role in framing social problems and the policies that
were promoted to solve them.5

Up to now, the notion of ‘scientisation’ has been picked up mainly by social
historians and political historians interested in governance and policy-making. It
has largely been ignored by those working on party politics, save a few important
exceptions such as the work by Anja Kruke and Laura Beers on the use of
opinion research by German and British political parties.6 Kruke has shown that
from the 1960s onwards opinion research led German political parties to gradually
move away from social-determinist interpretations of voting behaviour and adopt
new categorisations of the electorate based on voters’ sentiments and opinions
on particular issues. Beers, in turn, has argued that up until at least the 1960s
British parties were reluctant to use opinion research because they believed it
threatened the very foundation of representative democracy: the independence
of MPs.7

This article aims to further explore the ‘scientisation of the political’, as one might
call it, through an analysis of the use and reception of social-scientific expertise by
Dutch political parties. We will chiefly focus on research on voting behaviour, which
established itself as a social-scientific endeavour in the early twentieth century against
the background of the gradual extension of suffrage all across Western Europe. Slowly,
Dutch political parties developed an interest in such research. Drawing comparisons

3 Lutz Raphael, ‘Embedding the Human and Social Sciences in Western Societies, 1880–1980:
Reflections on Trends and Methods of Current Research’, in Ziemann et al., Engineering Society,
41–56, 41.

4 Jenny Pleinen and Lutz Raphael, ‘Zeithistoriker in den Archiven der Sozialwissenschaften’,
Vierteljahrsheft für Zeitgeschichte, 62, 2 (2014), 173–95, 175.

5 Ziemann et al., Engineering Society, 2.
6 Fine examples of research on the scientisation of politics in terms of governance and policy are collected

in Archiv für Sozialgeschichte, 50 (2010), which is dedicated to the ‘Verwissenschaftlichung von Politik
nach 1945’; research on opinion polling: Anja Kruke, Demoskopie in der Bundesrepublik Deutschland.
Meinungsforschung, Parteien und Medien, 1949–1990 (Düsseldorf: Droste, 2007); Anja Kruke and Benjamin
Ziemann, ‘Observing the Sovereign: Opinion Polls and the Restructuring of the Body Politic in West
Germany, 1945–1990’, in Ziemann et al., Engineering Society, 234–51; Laura Beers, ‘Whose Opinion?:
Changing Attitudes towards Opinion Polling in British Politics, 1937–1964’, Twentieth Century British
History, 17, 2 (2006), 177–205; Bernhard Fulda, ‘The Market Place of Political Opinions: Public
Opinion Polling and Its Publics in Transnational Perspective, 1930–1950’, Comparativ. Zeitschrift für
Globalgeschichte und Vergleichende Gesellschaftsforschung, 21, 4 (2011), 13–28; Loïc Blondiaux, La fabrique
de l’opinion. Une histoire sociale des sondages (Paris: Seuil, 1998); John Geer, ed., Public Opinion and Polling
around the World. A Historical Encyclopedia, 2 vols., (Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO, 2004); Mauro
Barisione and Renato Mannheimer, I sondaggi (Bologna: Il mulino, 1999); Sandro Rinauro, Storia del
sondaggio d’opinione in Italia, 1936–1994 (Venice: Istituto veneto di scienze, lettere ed arti, 2002).

7 Beers, ‘Whose Opinion?’, 180.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0960777316000515 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0960777316000515


Mapping the Demos 113

with Britain and Germany, the article explores this process through the 1970s, when
the scientisation of the political entered a new phase. We aim to show that the
scientisation of the political was a diffuse process in which the labels ‘scientific’
and ‘political’ became jumbled up. In fact, scientisation went hand in hand with a
politicisation of the social sciences. Parties began to use social-scientific knowledge
to design effective electoral strategies while people trained in the social sciences
established names for themselves as ‘experts’ within party committees or partisan
political think tanks.8

Moreover, we argue that an analysis of the interaction between social scientists and
political parties improves our understanding of politicians’ conceptions of political
representation and the shifts in those conceptions over time. Social science based
knowledge exerted a profound effect on how parties approached political identity
formation and on their perceptions of the electorate. It provided them with new
theories about the relationships between class, religion and political identity and with
new insights into both popular perceptions of specific political platforms and political
leaders and the effects of these perceptions on electoral behaviour. We particularly
engage with research on political representation that has been inspired by a normative
approach grounded in political philosophy or by social-scientific theories. In his still
unsurpassed study The Principles of Representative Government,9 the French political
scientist Bernard Manin, while showing a remarkable eye for historical change,
sticks to a social-scientific narrative in his description of the nature of political
representation in the first half of the twentieth century, characterising it as merely a
‘reflection of the social structure’.10 Such social determinism is still present in Dutch
readings of the nature of political representation. Between roughly the late nineteenth
century and the 1960s, political parties are said to have mirrored existing cleavages
in society: political identities supposedly reflected the socio-religious structures in
which voters were embedded.11 The cultural and linguistic turns have done much to
contest such readings of representation.12 Rather than treating parties as the ‘passive
beneficiaries of structural divisions within society’, they should be approached as

8 See also Ariane Leendertz, ‘Experten. Dynamiken zwischen Wissenschaft und Politik’, in Christiane
Reinecke and Thomas Mergel, eds., Das Soziale ordnen. Sozialwissenschaften und gesellschaftliche
Ungleichheit im 20. Jahrhundert (Frankfurt am Main: Campus Verlag, 2012), 337–69.

9 Bernard Manin, The Principles of Representative Government (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1997).

10 Manin, Principles, 210.
11 Peter van Rooden, ‘Studies naar verzuiling als toegang tot de geschiedenis van de constructie van

religieuze verschillen in Nederland’, Theoretische Geschiedenis, 20 (1993), 439–54.
12 Gareth Stedman Jones, ‘The Language of Chartism’, in James Epstein and Dorothy Thompson, eds.,

The Chartist Experience: Studies in Working-Class Radicalism and Culture, 1830–60 (London: Macmillan,
1982), 3–58; James Vernon, Politics and the People: A Study in English Political Culture, c. 1815–1867
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993); James Epstein, In Practice: Studies in the Language and
Culture of Popular Politics in Modern Britain (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2003); Jon Lawrence,
Speaking for the People: Party, Language and Popular Politics in England, 1867–1914 (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1998).
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‘dynamic organisations actively involved in the definition of political interests and the
construction of political alliances’.13

Our approach is also inspired by Raphael’s framework for exploring the
scientisation of the social. He has distinguished five different ‘roads leading from
academic scholarship into society’.14 The first road concerns the analysis of key
concepts and discourses:15 social-scientific concepts introduce new categorisations
and (self-)descriptions of voters, as well as new conceptualisations of political
identities, into the political sphere. The second road leads to an analysis of the
role of experts – members of partisan think tanks or social scientists who join
party committees and discuss electoral strategies – in the transfer of social-scientific
knowledge, both inside and outside academia. The third road addresses political
clients and their reception and appropriation of social-scientific knowledge. Here
one sees scientisation negotiated by politicians who have not always been eager to
adopt social-scientific insights and have been sceptical towards new theories that
clashed with their reigning assumptions and opinions. The fourth road covers the
techniques used to acquire knowledge on – in this case – voting behaviour: most
importantly, surveys and opinion polls. Finally, the fifth road accounts for the role of
institutions such as the political parties’ think tanks, which played an important role
in producing and processing social-scientific expertise on electoral behaviour.

The main sources used in the analysis that follows are the reports of political
scientists commissioned by party boards or partisan political think tanks; party
magazines, which acted as a medium for the transfer of knowledge from the
social sciences to political parties; scholarly publications and, finally, the minutes
of campaign and other party committees, which reveal much about the reception
and appropriation of social-scientific understandings of voting behaviour. The focus
will be on the Social Democratic Party and the Catholic Party, the two most powerful
forces in the Dutch parliament throughout the period under investigation.

The article opens with an analysis of the birth of electoral research in the
early twentieth century and the impact of crowd psychology on perceptions of
the electorate among Dutch political parties. We then discuss the introduction and
reception of opinion research in the post-war years and analyse the social-determinist
paradigm in academic research on voting behaviour and its reception by Dutch
political parties. In the section that follows we consider the emergence of new, non-
social-determinist understandings of electoral behaviour in electoral research, which
took individual voter preferences seriously and made categorisations on the basis of
such preferences. Our discussion tracks their – not so straightforward – reception by
the Social Democrats and the Catholic Party and explores the rise of a new, younger
generation of political experts, whose careers in party politics were intimately linked
to their social-scientific expertise.

13 Jon Lawrence, ‘Class and Gender in the Making of Urban Toryism’, English Historical Review, 108, 428
(1993), 629–52, 630.

14 Raphael, ‘Embedding the Human and Social Sciences’, 43–8.
15 Ziemann et al., Engineering Society, 7.
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Number Crunching and Crowd Analysis

Since the mid-nineteenth-century introduction of parliamentary democracy and
direct elections in the Netherlands, Dutch political parties and individual candidates
have been looking for ways to accumulate data on the electorate. The district
voting system, the limited franchise and the availability of a list of electors enabled
candidate MPs to locate and directly approach voters in their districts.16 Scientific
electoral research took shape slowly from the late nineteenth century onwards. The
district voting system, common across Europe, was conducive to the dominance of
electoral geography.17 In the Netherlands electoral research was spurred on by gradual
suffrage extensions and concerns about the evolving electorate’s voting behaviour.
Interest in electoral research increased particularly after 1918, when general suffrage
was introduced, although it was far from being an established field among Dutch
academics in the interwar years.18

The first major study of Dutch electoral geography was published in 1909 by J.
C. Ramaer, chair of the Royal Dutch Geographical Society (see Figure 1). Ramaer’s
approach and lines of argument, as with most of his European colleagues, tapped into
existing representations of voting behaviour and strengthened them. In Ramaer’s case,
he treated religion as a key and self-evident marker for the formation of political iden-
tities. By mapping the distribution of religious groups across the country and linking
these data to election results at the district level, he showed that Dutch Catholics
were underrepresented in parliament. Ramaer’s study had clear political implications:
it helped to persuade the Catholic Party to support the growing call to abolish district
voting in favour of a new electoral system of nationwide proportional representation,
which eventually was instituted in 1917.19 The Catholic Party indeed benefited from
the new system: it won the support of a majority of Dutch Catholics, which made
the party the most powerful force in Dutch Parliament in the interwar years.20

The new electoral system produced a new kind of data. Parties could now easily
establish how many votes they had won across the country; such data had been
very hard to compile under the district system. However, geographic electoral
research remained dominant and argumentation remained superficial: when the
Social Democrats lost and the communists won, voters had apparently switched
sides. The relevance of such research to political parties remained limited. One study

16 E.g., Letter to the ‘besturen der afdelingen’. SDAP Partijbestuur, 1901, no. 2160a, SDAP Archive,
International Institute of Social History (IISH), Amsterdam.

17 The French geographer André Siegfried was one of the first and one of the foremost experts in the
field of electoral geography. See André Siegfried, Tableau politique de la France de l’Ouest sous la Troisie ̀me
Re ́publique (Paris: Colin, 1913).

18 J. A. A. van Doorn, ‘The Development of Sociology and Social Research in the Netherlands’, Mens
en Maatschappij, 31, 4 (1956), 188–264, 206.

19 Johan Ramaer, Religie in verband met politiek in Nederland (Groningen: Erven B. van der Kamp,
1909), 149; Jasper Loots, Voor het volk, van het volk. Van districtenstelsel naar evenredige vertegenwoordiging.
(Amsterdam: Wereldbibliotheek, 2004), 101–3.

20 The Catholic Party occupied thirty out of one hundred seats after the 1918 general elections and was
at the heart of a range of confessional coalition governments throughout the interwar years.
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Figure 1. (Colour online) Map of the Netherlands indicating for each municipality the rise
and decline of Catholicism between 1839 and 1899
Source: Johan Ramaer, Religie in verband met politiek in Nederland (Groningen: Erven
B. van der Kamp, 1909), plaat II.

rather predictably showed that the Catholic Party had its strongholds in districts
where Catholic housing corporations owned large housing blocks.21 J. P. Kruijt, a

21 Fr. Leyden, ‘Verkiezings-geografie van Amsterdam’, Mensch en Maatschappij, 10, 2 (1934), 102–17
and 417–21; M. Litten, ‘De geografische verdeeling der politieke partijen in Nederland voor den
wereldoorlog’, Mensch en Maatschappij, 12, 2 (1936), 50–9 and 126–39; Johan Albarda, ‘Over politiek.
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leading Dutch social geographer and sociologist who sympathised with the Social
Democrats, claimed that his research, which involved electoral statistics and showed
a gradual secularisation of the Dutch population, had ‘practical meaning’ for political
parties. Parties, however, did not pay much attention.22 The Social Democrats, for
their part, were far more concerned with ideological disputes concerning various
interpretations of socialism.23 This is not to say that the Social Democratic Workers’
Party (Sociaal-Democratische Arbeiderspartij, SDAP) did not open itself up to adopting a
scientific approach to political issues. The SDAP had a strong intellectual tradition and
prided itself on its ‘scientific’ approach to social issues, maintaining a non-dogmatic
interpretation of Marxism. Sociologists such as Kruijt had a particularly strong
presence within the party and used the monthly De Socialistische Gids as a platform
for their ideas, which interpreted socialism as an ‘applied science’. Quantitative-based
science was, however, still largely neglected.24

In the 1930s the social democrats became more engaged with another, emerging
field of research that delved into the electorate’s behaviour by exploring its
psychological make-up. Like many others, Dutch politicians had been intrigued
by the controversial study made by the French social psychologist Gustave Le Bon,
The Crowd: A study of the Popular Mind (Psychologie des foules, 1895), which was read as
a manual for politicians on how to deal with the masses.25 Le Bon argued that crowd
behaviour was guided by emotions rather than reason.26 Effectively tapping into these
emotions could thus bring political gains, but Dutch political parties were not keen
to do so. Voters were perceived not as an amorphous mass electorate but as members
of different, well-demarcated communities – Catholics, orthodox Protestants, the
working class and so on. Political parties preferred to present voting as a serious,
rational act through which voters expressed loyalty to the party that represented
‘their’ community.27

The situation changed somewhat in the 1930s, when the Social Democrats in
particular became worried about the role of mass psychology in the rise of National

Na de verkiezingen’, De Socialistische Gids, 22, 6 (1937), 348–54; J. Binsma, ‘Statenverkiezing 1939, de
cijfers’, Socialisme en Democratie, 1 (1939), 266–71 and 329–37.

22 Jakob Kruijt, ‘Kerkelijkheid en onkerkelijkheid in Nederland (1930) (slot)’, De Socialistische Gids, 20,
6 (1935), 426–51, 449.

23 Floris Cohen, Om de vernieuwing van het socialisme. De politieke oriëntatie van de Nederlandse sociaal-
democratie, 1919–1930 (Leiden: Universitaire Pers, 1974).

24 Rob Hartmans, Vijandige broeders? De Nederlandse sociaal-democratie en het nationaal-socialisme, 1922–1940
(Amsterdam: Ambo, 2012), 38–41; Annemarie Rullens, ‘Strijdlustige intellectuelen. De Socialistische
Gids als maakbaarheidsinstrument van de Sociaal-Democratische Arbeiderspartij’, MPhil thesis, Leiden
University, 2015, 1, 84–5.

25 Susanna Barrows, Distorting Mirrors: Visions of the Crowd in Late Nineteenth-Century France (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1981).

26 Richard Bellamy, ‘The Advent of the Masses and the Making of the Modern Theory of Democracy’,
in Terence Ball and Richard Bellamy, eds., The Cambridge History of Twentieth-Century Political Thought
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 70–103, 74, 78–81.

27 H. van Hulst, Arie Pleysier and Age Scheffer, Het roode vaandel volgen wij. Geschiedenis van de SDAP
van 1880 tot 1940 (The Hague: Kruseman, 1969), 119; Flip Kramer, ‘De rituele census van 1925.
Verkiezingsstrijd in verzuild Nederland’, Tijdschrift voor Geschiedenis, 119, 2 (2006), 218–29, 223.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0960777316000515 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0960777316000515


118 Contemporary European History

Socialism in neighbouring Germany. The Belgian social psychologist and Labour
Party leader Hendrik de Man encouraged his fellow Social Democrats across Europe
to adopt the techniques of their enemy.28 He had a profound belief in the political
malleability of voters; as long as a political party found the right ‘tone’ and used proven
methods and techniques of crowd psychology, political opinions could be steered in
the right direction.29 As far as the Dutch Social Democrats were concerned, his
views were translated into the application of ideas and techniques from the world of
advertising – a business that was heavily influenced by social psychology.30 The Social
Democrats diversified their propaganda to tap into the specific make-up of various
sections of the Dutch electorate and to market their party as a popular brand.31 The
SDAP thus pursued new directions in the second half of the 1930s, moving away from
a focus on class struggle and shifting towards a new, more inclusive understanding of
class that was meant to bring in middle-class voters.32

Meanwhile, across the Atlantic a new understanding of the electorate had taken
shape as a new group of experts began to employ innovative scientific methods. In
the 1930s public opinion research in the United States rose to the fore, gauging public
opinion via surveys and polls. Its American ascendency was soon duplicated in Britain
and, in the immediate post-war years, other European countries. The thrust of public
opinion research was quite different from mass psychology’s insistence on malleability.
Instead, it was grounded in the ideas of theorists such as James Bryce, who held that
the opinions of the public should be taken seriously.33 Polling evangelists like George
Gallup promoted such research as a victory for democracy: in place of the pessimistic
view of the public as an irrational mass entity, there emerged the category of the
opinionated electorate.34 The introduction of opinion research in the Netherlands in
the immediate post-war years signalled a new era in the scientisation of the political.

The Containment of Opinion Research

After the Second World War the scientisation of campaigning took off. New
techniques such as surveys and opinion polls profoundly changed the nature of

28 Bernard Rulof, ‘Selling Social Democracy in the Netherlands: Activism and Its Sources of Inspiration
during the 1930s’, Contemporary European History, 18, 4 (2009), 475–97, 476, 484.

29 Bernard Rulof, ‘Hoe het Plan van de Arbeid te verkopen? Reclame en “massapsychologische Actie”
van de SDAP’, Tijdschrift voor Sociale en Economische Geschiedenis, 2 (2005), 84–104, 97.

30 The influence of mass psychology stretched into the propaganda by trade unions as well. The Catholic
Workers’ Union insisted that the Socialists and National Socialists had reached their goals with the
‘science of propaganda and mass psychology’, ‘Limburgsche R.K. Werkliedenverbond’, De Limburgsche
koerier, 25 Oct. 1938, 13.

31 Rulof, ‘Selling’.
32 Harm Kaal, ‘Constructing a Socialist Constituency. The Social-Democratic Language of Politics in

the Netherlands, c. 1890–1950’, Archiv für Sozialgeschichte, 53 (2013), 175–202, 191.
33 John Martin, ‘The Genealogy of Public Opinion Polling’, Annals of the American Academy of Political

and Social Science, 472, 1 (1984), 12–23, 15.
34 George Gallup, Saul Rae, eds., The Pulse of Democracy: The Public-Opinion Poll and How it Works (New

York: Simon and Schuster, 1940).
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electoral research: no longer exclusively concerned with election results, attention
was now given to people’s preferences as well as their opinions on a range of political
issues. The transfer of knowledge from the social sciences to political parties was
facilitated by the emergence of university departments and commercial agencies in
the field of opinion polling, electoral behaviour and marketing research, and by
new institutions like partisan political think tanks, which were established by all the
major Dutch political parties in the early post-war years. The number of clients
– that is, those in the world of party politics interested in applying social-science
research – expanded. Although the Social Democrats remained the front-runners in
professionalising their campaigning through scientisation, other parties, particularly
the Catholic Party (Katholieke Volkspartij, KVP), followed suit.

In the late 1930s Dutch newspapers had begun to report on the activities of
the American polling pioneer George Gallup.35 The rapid expansion of polling
in the United States was linked to the purported unpredictability and emotional
volatility of American voters. Dutch voters, by contrast, supposedly cast their votes
based on political principles; opinion research would therefore be superfluous in the
Netherlands, or so the newspapers argued.36 After the war, however, opinion polling
was successfully introduced in the country as well as elsewhere across the continent.
Gallup travelled across Europe to discuss his methods and licensed several institutes of
public opinion. Whereas in several countries Gallup practically cornered the market
for opinion research, in the Netherlands – much as in Germany – several institutes
started to conduct polls, led by the Dutch Foundation for Statistics (Nederlandse
Stichting voor Statistiek, NSS) and the Gallup-licensed Dutch Institute for Public
Opinion Research (Nederlands Instituut voor Publieke Opinieonderzoek, NIPO), founded
in 1945. Following the American example, newspapers and magazines were keen to
make headlines with survey results and soon commissioned opinion research, mostly
on non-political topics.37

Strikingly, social scientists in the Netherlands were quick to claim opinion research
as a new scientific method – German academia, by contrast, did not take opinion
polls seriously before the 1970s.38 Several prominent scientists in the fields of law,
sociology and psychology were among the founders of the Dutch Association for
Opinion Research (Vereeniging voor Opinie-onderzoek) in 1945.39 This association
distributed brochures and magazines to introduce opinion research and the recent
literature on it to a wider audience, publishing the results of opinion polls held

35 ‘Steeds toenemende populariteit van president Roosevelt’, De Gooi en Eemlander, 6 Sept. 1938; ‘Dr.
Gallup, de barometer der openbare meening’, Het Nieuws van den Dag voor Nederlands-Indie, 28 July
1939.

36 ‘De openbare meening in Amerika is niet standvastig’, Het Vaderland, 15 Apr. 1939.
37 Newspapers like Het Parool and opinion magazines like Elsevier’s Weekblad published the results of

opinion research by NIPO and NSS. Jaap van Ginneken, De uitvinding van het publiek. De opkomst van
het opinie- en marktonderzoek in Nederland (Amsterdam: Cramwinckel, 1993), 65, 70–1.

38 Kruke and Ziemann, ‘Observing’, 247–8.
39 E.g., the professors H. R. Hoetink, A. N. J. den Hollander and J. de Quay.
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across Europe and North America.40 Its main goal was to safeguard the ‘scientifically
justifiable’ conducting of polls.41 Ph. J. Idenburg, head of the NSS, claimed that the
interpretation of the results of opinion research should be the preserve of ‘unbiased
scholars’.42 This emphasis reveals a rather widespread fear that these new techniques
would be used improperly. After all, National Socialism, with its refined propaganda
techniques, had recently shown how easily people could fall victim to manipulation.
In 1946 a local Dutch newspaper reported that opinion polling was ‘only safe in
the hands of experts’.43 The publication of survey results was often accompanied
by pieces on the methods employed, to make clear that effective polling required
scientific expertise and equipment.44 The fact that processing the survey forms
required intelligent but expensive machines also contributed to the construction
of opinion polling as a preserve of scientific experts and respectable organisations.45

Thus opinion research in the Netherlands, although it quickly took off, was
perceived to be something that needed to be contained. Prominent supporters, like
those within the Dutch Association for Opinion Research, stressed that opinion
polls could not and should not replace ‘democracy’, that is, a system of political
representation in which voters placed their trust in the sound judgement of the
representatives they sent to parliament.46 Such a belief showed the persistence of
the nineteenth-century notion of the ‘independent MP’ and of pre-war scepticism
about the empowerment of public opinion, which reflected both fear of and disdain
for the masses.47 The system of political representation was meant to ensure that
not mere ‘opinions’ but a rational debate among people who knew their facts would
decide the course of government. Scientific experts stressed that opinion polls did not
provide access to the people’s pure and undiluted opinion due to their susceptibility
to prominent opinion makers and propaganda, the object of another emerging field
within the social sciences: mass communication studies.48 Some, like the up-and-

40 Mededeelingenblad: three issues; Wat is opinie-onderzoek? (The Hague: Vereeniging voor
Opinieonderzoek, 1945); Henk Hoetink, Wat denkt U er van? Modern opinie-onderzoek ook in Nederland
(Amsterdam: Stichting voor Volksontwikkeling, 1946). The efforts to establish this magazine (to be
renamed as Menschen en Meeningen) on a permanent basis fell through.

41 B. Sweers, Vrije meeningen in een vrij land (Amsterdam, Brussels: Elsevier, 1946), text on the jacket of
the brochure.

42 Philip Idenburg, ‘De betrouwbaarheid van het opinie-onderzoek, Socialisme & Democratie, 10, 4 (1953),
206–15, 213.

43 ‘Opinie-onderzoek’, De Burcht. Katholiek Dagblad voor Leiden en Omstreken, 8 Feb. 1946.
44 Sweers: ‘Het is duidelijk, dat slechts een modern toegerust bureau een opinie-onderzoek met kans op

succes ten uitvoer kan brengen’, Sweers, Vrije meeningen, 14.
45 J. J. de Jong, Overheid en onderdaan (Wageningen: Zomer & Keunings, 1956), 55–7.
46 Henk Hoetink, ‘Een vereeniging voor opinie-onderzoek’, De Groene, 13 Oct. 1945; summary of a

speech by Idenburg in The Hague, Mededeelingenblad, Dec. 1945/ Jan. 1946, 34–5; ‘Wat beweegt de
massa’, Commentaar, 15 Oct. 1945; De Jong, Overheid en onderdaan, 62; Van Ginneken, De uitvinding,
89.

47 Arjan van Dixhoorn, De stem des volks. Publieke opinie, opinieonderzoek en democratie (The Hague: SCP,
2006), 20.

48 Kurt Baschwitz, ‘Openbare Mening’, Economisch-Statistische Berichten, 38 (1953), 824–6.M. Brouwer,
H. Daudt, ‘Perswetenschap, massapsychologie en theorie der massacommunicatie’, in Jan Barents
et al., eds., Pers, propaganda en openbare mening (Leiden, 1956) 160–76; Maarten Schneider, ‘Enkele
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coming social democrat Joop den Uyl, argued against the abundant use of surveys
that questioned people on issues on which they lacked the knowledge to make any
‘sound’ (verstandig) judgement.49

In the immediate post-war years such scepticism about opinion polling was
particularly strong among Social Democrats; other parties showed no significant
interest in opinion research in its early years of existence. Much as in Britain, where
Labour was very critical of opinion polls, Dutch social democrats of the Labour
Party (Partij van de Arbeid, PvdA) mainly feared the effects of polls on a public that
was, in their view, essentially ignorant and easily manipulable. The recent experience
of National Socialist propaganda and mass hysteria clearly weighed heavily on this
outlook. Social Democrats worried that the government would be tempted to treat
opinion polls as a kind of referendum, whose outcome would affect the course
of governance.50 Scientists affiliated with the party’s think tank Wiardi Beckman
Foundation (Wiardi Beckman Stichting, WBS) acknowledged that polls offered new
insights into the ‘secrets of our society’ (geheimen van onze samenleving).

Polls, nonetheless, also posed serious risks because they could prompt people to
stop thinking for themselves and simply adopt a majority opinion on a given issue
instead.51 Social Democrats also stressed that the press had an obligation to carefully
scrutinise poll results before making them public.52 Outright hostility towards opinion
research was to be found among Dutch communists. The communist newspaper De
Waarheid did publish results of polls that aligned with their political ideas,53 but when
communists were increasingly marginalised politically, they used every opportunity to
unmask opinion research as a manipulative, undemocratic instrument of the bourgeois
political order.54

Proponents of opinion research, conversely, were keen to stress how it could
be applied as a powerful democratic tool – in 1945 the newly founded Dutch
Government Information Agency (Rijksvoorlichtingsdienst) even characterised opinion
research as a ‘requirement of democracy’. Opinion polls were indeed a very welcome
instrument for the government and for political parties eager to get access to the hearts
and minds of the people, and to grasp the undercurrents of popular political views
and sentiments.55 First of all, opinion polls provided people with an opportunity
to vent their discontent, therefore helping to forestall demagogues who claimed

opmerkingen. Over politieke propaganda in heden en verleden’, in Barents et al., eds., Pers, 81–92;
Arnold Tammes, ‘De vorming van de openbare mening’, Sociologisch Jaarboek, 1 (1947), 5–20.

49 Jacob van Rees, ‘Het opinie-onderzoek en de verkiezingen’, Economisch-Statistische Berichten, 15 Dec.
1948, 987–8; J. M. den Uyl, ‘Opinie-onderzoek. Een verovering en een gevaar’, Atoom. Maandblad
gewijd aan de ontwikkeling der wetenschap en haar betekenis voor de mens en maatschappij, 2, 3 (1948), 48–51.

50 ‘Opinie-onderzoek’, Het Vrije Volk, 5 Nov. 1948.
51 WBS stands for Wiardi Beckman Stichting, founded in 1945; Den Uyl, ‘Opinie-onderzoek’.
52 ‘Verslag van de middagsessie van 15 september’, no. 162, Den Uyl Archive, IISH.
53 De Waarheid, 17 Aug. 1945, 3 and 12 June 1947, 3.
54 De Waarheid, 6 July 1948, 1; 7 Dec. 1948, 1; 4 May 1950, 2; 6 Feb. 1967, 3.
55 ‘Wat beweegt de massa’, Commentaar, 15 Oct. 1945; Van Dixhoorn, De stem, 23.
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to represent the will of the people.56 Second, opinion polls could help to raise
political awareness and a sense of participation among the people.57 In this sense,
they were understood to be an educational instrument which invited citizens to
reflect on issues that were apparently important enough to be subjected to opinion
research. Political elites, in turn, could benefit from opinion research to establish
whether people might need to be ‘educated’.58 This attitude reveals how opinion
researchers understood themselves to be a morally and intellectually superior elite
who put themselves in charge of identifying ‘incorrect’ (onjuist) opinions and the
‘contamination’ (besmetting) of public opinion by propaganda.59 Third, proponents
of opinion polls argued that opinion research empowered the people because it gave
voice to those who normally remained unheard and had limited or no access to
channels through which public opinion – in its old-fashioned sense – was expressed,
like letters to the editor in newspapers.60 Professor Jelle de Jong, a political scientist at
VU University Amsterdam who began to study opinion polls in the 1950s, claimed
that they could ‘partially bridge the gap between government and its subjects’ by
broadening the expression of public opinion.61 Finally, people like De Jong and
polling agencies such as NIPO and NSS were eager to make the case for opinion
research because polls also provided something for them. It gave them access to the
world of politics: to government agencies, party committees and newspaper columns,
which was where they articulated and promoted their expertise.

The Dutch reception of opinion research was typical of the disciplined democracy
that emerged in other Western countries after the Second World War, in the sense
of a representative system with a stress on order and harmony and restrictions on
popular participation.62 Treated as a ‘valuable instrument for the government and
other political leaders’, opinion polls were also perceived as potentially dangerous to
the system of parliamentary representation.63 If used properly, opinion research could
help to maintain an orderly democracy, for instance by showing where government
policies were at odds with popular opinion. In that sense, opinion polls were a
preferred alternative to potentially destabilising expressions of popular opinion like

56 B. Sweers, Vrije meeningen, 7; ‘Haagse Brieven. Opinie-onderzoek’, De Tijd, 7 Dec. 1948; H. C.
Raasveldt, Enquête in Kerkrade. Resultaten van een opinie onderzoek. Ideeën over effectieve invoering van
maatschappelijke vernieuwingen (Maastricht: Leiter-Nypels, 1945), 3; De Jong, Overheid en onderdaan, 62.

57 Sweers, Vrije meeningen, 17.
58 Philip Idenburg, ‘De betrouwbaarheid’, 210–1; ‘Wat beweegt de massa’, Commentaar, 15 Oct. 1945;

Hoetink, ‘Een vereeniging’.
59 Sweers, Vrije meeningen, 11; Van Ginneken, De uitvinding, 89; Frans van Mechelen, ‘Wat is publieke

opinie?’, in Sjoerd Groenman et al., eds., Het sociale leven in al zijn facetten, II. Sleutel tot de moderne
maatschappelijke problematiek (Assen: Van Gorcum, 1958), 707–24.

60 Sweers, Vrije meeningen, 16; Raasveldt, Enquête in Kerkrade, 6, 9; ‘De Regeering wil hooren, zien en
niét zwijgen’, Commentaar, 15 Sept. 1945.

61 Quote in Dutch: ‘gedeeltelijke overbrugging ook van de afstand tussen overheid en onderdaan’. De
Jong, Overheid en onderdaan, 61.

62 Martin Conway, ‘The Rise and Fall of Western Europe’s Democratic Age 1945–1973’, Contemporary
European History, 13, 1 (2004), 67–88, 75.

63 Quote in Dutch: ‘een waardevol instrument . . . voor regerings- en andere politieke leiders’. De Jong,
Overheid en onderdaan, 62.
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strikes or demonstrations.64 The Dutch government indeed started to use surveys
as early as 1945 in order to account for public opinion in the development of its
policies.65 This initiative was part of its effort to secure legitimacy: the government
lacked a popular mandate because the first post-war general elections were not
scheduled until May 1946. The political parties themselves were more hesitant about
polls. Their reception and use of opinion research will be discussed as part of a more
general scientisation of the (party) political in the early post-war years.

Post-War Electoral Research and Party Politics (1945–1959)

In the early post-war years, the Social Democrats and the Catholic Party, the two most
powerful forces in Parliament, gradually began to make systematic use of electoral
research. Against the background of what they perceived as an uncertain post-war
political situation, they were very interested in grasping (shifting) voting preferences
and the mechanisms behind them. The Catholic Party was particularly worried about
the effects of secularisation, whereas the Social Democrats were concerned about the
impact of rising affluence on voting behaviour.

The interest of political parties in electoral research was prompted by the rise of
a new body of experts. In 1948 the University of Amsterdam was the first university
to create a chair in political science, and other Dutch universities quickly followed
suit.66 Electoral and opinion research was one of the main subjects of interest among
political scientists. It also enabled them to prove their value beyond academia. The
links between social and political scientists and political parties were often very close.
Partisan political think tanks acted as traits d’union. Many social scientists combined a
position in academia or a think tank with an active role in one the political parties.
Jan Barents, the first professor of political science at the University of Amsterdam, was
also the first director of the social-democratic think tank WBS. After he left the WBS
to focus on his academic career, he remained active within the PvdA as an academic
expert on electoral strategy.67 A similar network developed between the Catholic
Party and social scientists working for the Catholic Institute for Social-Ecclesiastical
Research (Katholiek Sociaal-Kerkelijk Instituut, KASKI), founded in 1947 and closely
affiliated with the Catholic University of Nijmegen. The orthodox Protestant political
party Antirevolutionary Party (Antirevolutionaire Partij, ARP), in turn, had close ties

64 Preface by P. Idenburg for: Sweers, Vrije meeningen; Idenburg, ‘De betrouwbaarheid’, 208.
65 ‘De Regeering wil hooren, zien en niét zwijgen’, Commentaar, 15 Sept. 1945; Sweers, Vrije meeningen,

10; ‘Wat zei het publiek van de geldzuivering?’, Commentaar, 1 Oct. 1945.
66 Anne Gevers, ed., Uit de zevende. Vijftig jaar politieke en sociaal-culturele wetenschappen aan de Universiteit

van Amsterdam (Amsterdam: Het Spinhuis, 1998); Peter Bak, Gedonder in de sociale. Vijftig jaar sociaal-
culturele wetenschappen aan de Vrije Universiteit, 1963–2013 (Zoetermeer: Meinema, 2013).

67 Introduction to the archive of Jan Barents, IISH, http://hdl.handle.net/10622/ARCH00021 (last
visited 5 October 2015).
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with the political science department of the orthodox Protestant VU University in
Amsterdam.68

The prominence of electoral and opinion research within the political sciences was
characteristic of the empirical turn in the social sciences at mid-century, of which
American political scientists formed the vanguard. A social-determinist perspective
dominated electoral research, or psephology as it was called in Britain. The Columbia
School of electoral sociologists in the United States and the ‘Nuffield Studies’ of
British elections posited that voting was not based on political considerations but was
prompted by the social group that voters belonged to.69 Social-determinist readings of
electoral behaviour was also dominant among Dutch social scientists. A. van Braam,
for instance, a trained sociologist who was active in the PvdA, offered an analysis of the
election results of the Social Democrats in urban working- and middle-class districts
to check if his party’s attempt to unite ‘workers of hand and brain’ – that is, to appeal to
both working- and middle-class voters – was taking off. His statistical analysis showed
that it wasn’t. His attempt to offer an explanation ended in cliché-ridden statements
about ‘feelings of discrimination’ among middle-class voters vis-à-vis workers and
their supposedly ‘pretty negative’ stance towards politics.70 Opinion research could
have served to contest or corroborate such interpretations, but the Social Democrats
still held on to their reservations about it.

The establishment of a range of partisan political think tanks and the development
of close ties between social scientists and political parties inevitably resulted in a
politicisation of electoral research. Social scientists took partisan stances and openly
contested one another’s interpretations of election results and voting patterns.
These discussions show that the scientisation of the political did not bring about
a fundamental reconceptualisation of political identity formation and political
representation. Social scientists mainly operated within party political frameworks,
which weighed heavily on their scientific approaches, theories and interpretations. A
fine example in this regard are the discussions between Joop den Uyl, a social scientist
who succeeded Barents as head of the WBS in 1949, and social scientists working
for KASKI. Den Uyl tried to determine whether the PvdA’s attempt to appeal to
Catholic working-class voters was successful. After the war, the Social Democrats had
set themselves the task of achieving a so-called breakthrough (doorbraak) in the political
party landscape by calling upon Catholic working-class voters to leave the Catholic
Party and join the ranks of the PvdA. Combining census data with election results,
Den Uyl showed that a significant number of Catholics indeed no longer supported
the Catholic Party, particularly in cities. These results clearly served the PvdA’s
propaganda strategy, which involved – rather desperately – looking for confirmation
that its attempt to rule out religion as the prime marker for the formation of political

68 Chris Dols, Fact Factory: Sociological Expertise and Episcopal Decision Making in the Netherlands, 1946–1972
(Nijmegen: Valkhof Pers, 2015); Bak, Gedonder, 27.

69 Jon Lawrence, Miles Taylor, ‘Introduction: Electoral Sociology and the Historians’, in Jon Lawrence
and Miles Taylor, eds., Party, State and Society. Electoral Behaviour in Britain since 1820 (Aldershot: Scolar
Press, 1997), 1–26, 5.

70 A. van Braam, ‘Misnoegen der middengroepen’, Socialisme & Democratie, 15, 9 (1958), 510–35.
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identity among confessional voters was effective: that the Catholic Party had won the
first post-war elections seemed to indicate otherwise.71 The Catholic Party, in turn,
was desperate to uphold the link between religion and party politics.72 In a study
of disappointing election results in the Catholic-dominated mining area of Limburg,
Catholic social scientists argued that the unexpectedly poor showing was caused not
by Catholic voters switching sides but by the migration of non-Catholic miners to
the region.73 Den Uyl responded with a scathing review of this study in the socialist
newspaper Het Vrije Volk.74

Electoral research also acted as a form of oversight. It informed political parties
about the behaviour of those they perceived to be ‘their’ voters and showed
where immediate action was necessary. In the 1950s the Catholic sociological
institute KASKI produced a plethora of reports on electoral behaviour in various
predominantly Catholic regions of the Netherlands, listing the percentage of ‘political
orthodoxy’ per municipality: the number of people registered as Catholics was set
against the number of votes the KVP had received in recent elections (see Figure 2).
The link between religion and political affiliation was clearly perceived as self-evident
and natural. Low levels of political orthodoxy were attributed to a decline in the
number of people observing Communion.75 Explanations for voting behaviour
were thus primarily sought in assessments of whether and how people practised
their religion, and rarely in Catholic Party politics itself.76 In several analyses of
election results Catholic voters who failed to support the Catholic Party were either
represented as the passive victims of industrialisation and urbanisation – the main
driving forces of secularisation – or characterised as being ‘opportunistic’ and naive,
easily susceptible to mischievous propaganda.77

It was apparently completely out of the question that Catholic voters might
consciously decide to support a non-confessional party while remaining Catholic in
a religious sense. The abundant use of medical metaphors in these reports radiated the

71 In 1946 and 1948 the KVP won 32 out of 100 seats, the PvdA 29 and 27 seats respectively; J. M.
den Uyl, ‘De politieke keuze van Rooms-katholieken in Nederland’, Socialisme & Democratie, 8, 4
(1951), 224–30; J. M. den Uyl, ‘Het perspectief der cijfers. De tweede aardverschuiving’, Socialisme &
Democratie, 13, 6–7 (1956), 281–8.

72 Frits de Neree tot Babberich, ‘Protestant en katholiek. Afnemend getij’, Katholiek Staatkundig
Maandschrift, 1, 4 (1947), 120–7.

73 Leo Albering, ‘De verkiezingen van 1956, Katholiek Staatkundig Maandschrift, 10, 5 (1956), 173–85.
74 J. M. den Uyl, ‘Onderzoek naar verloop bevolking in Limburg’, Het Vrije Volk, 26 June 1956. Den

Uyl did the same when the VU–based political scientist and prominent member of the ARP J. J. de
Jong presented a study on electoral behaviour which claimed that religion and voting behaviour were
still intimately linked: De Jong, Overheid en onderdaan; J. M. den Uyl, ‘Politieke voorkeur en politieke
wetenschap’, Socialisme & Democratie, 14, 6 (1957), 344–55.

75 De katolieke arbeider en zijn politieke houding (The Hague: KASKI, 1958), 11.
76 De politieke orthodoxie in de statenkieskring Wychen (The Hague: KASKI, 1959); De politieke orthodoxie

in de statenkieskringen ’s-Hertogenbosch en Helmond (The Hague: KASKI, 1959); Het stembusgedrag der
katholieken van 1954–1959 (The Hague: KASKI, 1960).

77 Leo Albering, ‘Na de verkiezingen van 1952’, Katholiek Staatkundig Maandschrift, 6, 5–6 (1952), 133–
41; Albering, ‘De verkiezingen’, 179; Leo Albering, ‘De Kamerverkiezingen van 1959’, Katholiek
Staatkundig Maandschrift, 13, 2 (1959), 85–94, 88.
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Figure 2. Map showing the ‘political orthodoxy of Catholic voters in the province of Noord-Brabant and Limburg 1956’. The map shows that political
orthodoxy was relatively low in the mining areas of southern Limburg and in the urban areas of Tilburg, Breda, ’s-Hertogenbosch and Eindhoven.
Source: De politieke keuze der Nederlandse katolieken, a report published by KASKI in 1957.
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belief that low levels of political orthodoxy could be remedied.78 Continuous social
and political research was framed as a ‘political thermometer’ which ‘diagnose[d]
the political health’ of Dutch Catholics.79 Urban Catholic voters supposedly showed
low ‘resistance’ (weerstandsvermogen) against developments that could lure them away
from the church; particular regions were ‘stricken with’ (aangetast) decreasing political
orthodoxy and had been ‘infiltrated’ by the Social Democrats.80 The cure for this
disease was simple: voters should learn to re-appreciate their religious and political
identity as Catholics.81 Catholic Party propaganda hence was mainly aimed at winning
back voters by stressing the intimate ties between their Catholic faith and politics.82

The Social Democrats had similar concerns. While the Catholic Party was worried
about the effects of secularisation, in the 1950s the Social Democrats became rather
obsessed with the embourgeoisement of the working classes:83 when ‘working class’
people (classified as such on the basis of their economic situation) came to perceive
themselves as ‘middle class’ due to rising general affluence, and increasingly adopted
middle-class norms, values and lifestyles. Embourgeoisement played a pivotal role in
explaining the PvdA’s disappointing election results in the 1950s. A new, younger gen-
eration of voters, raised in a time of affluence and better educated than their parents
had been, associated the Social Democrats with working-class interests, or so it was
argued. Not voting for them was a way to express one’s middle-class status and iden-
tity; therefore, in the long run, rising affluence threatened to marginalise the Social
Democrats.84 Dutch Social Democrats were well aware of similar fears among those in
their British sister party and discussed the work of Labour sociologist Mark Abrams.85

Such social-determinist interpretations remained dominant throughout the 1950s.
In this respect, the Dutch scientisation of the political was in line with developments
in Britain and Germany, where the Social Democrats also remained suspicious of
opinion research and clung to a Marxist, social-structuralist reading of political
identity formation throughout the 1950s.86 This attitude would begin to shift in

78 See Dols, Fact factory, 47.
79 George Zeegers, Nota betreffende de betekenis, inhoud en functionering van een Katholiek politiek program

(The Hague: KASKI, 1955), 18.
80 ‘Verkiezingsuitslagen 1963 in Noord Brabant’, no. 1519, KVP Archive, Catholic Documentation

Centre, Nijmegen (KDC); ‘Verkiezingsanalyse in de rijkskieskring Den Bosch’, 1963, no. 1504, KVP
Archive, KDC; De katolieke arbeider, 1.

81 De katolieke arbeider, 77–85; Het stembusgedrag der katholieken 1954–1958–1962 (The Hague: KASKI,
1962), 45.

82 ‘De “Aktie U”’, 22 Oct. 1962, no. 1504, KVP Archive, KDC. ‘Plan de campagne voor de Tweede
Kamerverkiezingen 1963’, no. 1504, KVP Archive, KDC.

83 Philip van Praag Jr., Strategie en illusie. Elf jaar intern debat in de PvdA (1966–1977) (Amsterdam: Het
Spinhuis, 1990), 26.

84 Van Braam, ‘Misnoegen’, 510–35; J.M. den Uyl, ‘Kanttekeningen bij de verkiezingsuitslag’, Socialisme
& Democratie, 16, 4 (1959), 201–11; A. Pais, J. de Wit, ‘Amsterdam onder de loupe’, Socialisme &
Democratie, 16, 4 (1959), 212–23; J.M. den Uyl, ‘Om een eigentijds socialisme. Labours nederlaag’,
Socialisme & Democratie, 16, 12 (1959), 714–21.

85 J. M. den Uyl, ‘Labour op zoek naar zichzelf’, Socialisme & Democratie, 18, 9 (1961), 666–71; L.
Brouwers, ‘Van welfare state tot welfare economy of van hier tot gundert’, Socialisme & Democratie, 18,
9 (1961), 629–43.

86 Kruke and Ziemann, ‘Observing’, 237–9.
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the following decade, when opinion research finally made its way through to the
major political parties – a development that took place more or less simultaneously
in Germany, Britain and the Netherlands. It led to new interpretations of voting
behaviour and a reconceptualisation of the electorate, with the ‘floating voter’ starting
to loom large over electoral research and the political parties’ electoral strategies.87

Moving Beyond Social Determinism?

The seminal study that marked a shift in Dutch electoral research was Hans Daudt’s
dissertation Floating Voters and the Floating Vote: A Critical Analysis of American and
English Election Studies, published in English in 1961. At the University of Amsterdam
Daudt had been trained as a political scientist by Barents.88 Like his mentor, he
sympathised with the Social Democrats and joined PvdA committees, where he
offered strategic advice for the party. In his dissertation Daudt argued against a
social-determinist interpretation of voting behaviour by engaging critically with
the Columbia School of Paul Lazarsfeld and others who had dominated the field
of electoral research and political sociology in the 1940s and 1950s. Instead of
linking political preferences to social characteristics such as religion, class and family
traditions, Daudt argued that political factors helped to explain voting behaviour.89

His research was part of a larger international trend to reconceptualise the notion of
floating voters: those voters who cast their ballots for different parties in consecutive
elections. Instead of explaining their behaviour as the result of political ignorance
or a lack of genuine interest, Daudt and the American political scientist V. O. Key
argued that these voters took the political parties’ agendas seriously and decided at
the ballot box which best matched their own situation and needs.90

Political parties across Europe picked up these ideas and sooner or later revised
their approaches towards floating voters. In West Germany this did not occur until the
1970s, when social scientists working for the Christian Democrats reframed floating
voters as ‘critical voters’.91 In Britain, the Conservative Party was already taking them
more seriously in the early 1960s. The electoral system was key here: to be first past
the post Labour and the Conservatives needed the support of those voters who could

87 Beers, ‘Whose Opinion?’, 199; Kruke and Ziemann, ‘Observing’, 241.
88 Harry Daudt, Floating Voters and the Floating Vote: A Critical Analysis of American and English Election

Studies (Leiden: H. E. Stenfert Kroese, 1961).
89 The other influential strand of electoral research, the Michigan School (Converse), focused more on

social-psychological explanations. For a short and comprehensive overview, see Stefan Svallfors, ed.,
The Political Sociology of the Welfare State: Institutions, Social Cleavages, and Orientations (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 2007), 258–62; for the interaction between American and Dutch sociologists, see Tity
de Vries, ‘American Practices in Dutch Sociology’, in Hans Krabbendam, Cornelis A. van Minnen
and Giles Scott-Smith, eds., Four Centuries of Dutch-American Relations, 1609–2009 (Amsterdam: Boom,
2009), 993–1004.

90 Daudt, Floating Voters; his American colleague V. O. Key developed a similar view in his posthumously
published study The Responsible Electorate. Rationality in Presidential Voting 1936–1960 (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1966).

91 Kruke and Ziemann, ‘Observing’, 240.
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not be labelled as staunch supporters of either party.92 In the 1960s the Dutch Social
Democrats also began to reconsider their approach towards this expanding segment
of the electorate. Social determinism did not disappear, but it lost its dominance in
explanations of voting behaviour. Reflections on a lack of support among middle-
class voters, for instance, no longer stopped short at diatribes about politically ignorant
and indifferent voters who failed to understand their condition. Instead, the PvdA
started to take a critical look at its political agenda: a loss of electoral support could
indicate a mismatch with the concerns on the electorate’s minds.93

Now that the electorate’s views were being taken more seriously, political parties,
inspired by a new body of experts in the field of opinion research and marketing, tried
to get into the minds of voters. From the late 1950s onwards the Netherlands saw an
expansion of the field of opinion research via the establishment of new, commercial
agencies such as the Institute of Psychological Marketing and Motives Research
(Instituut voor Psychologisch Markt en Motievenonderzoek) and Bureau Veldkamp. Inspired
by the Michigan School of electoral research, they introduced into political opinion
research new social psychological approaches and techniques, including individual
and panel interviews. Their approach enabled them to explore the conscious and
unconscious motivations that guided popular (political) opinions and behaviour.94

Established agencies like NIPO and NSS responded by also engaging psychologists.95

Political opinion research was geared towards the gleaning of insights into voters’
perceptions of party politics, as well as their reception of political propaganda and their
appreciation of a given party’s electoral agenda (see Figure 3). It enabled parties to
tailor their messaging to particular target groups and eventually, towards the end of the
1960s, resulted in a new conceptualisation of the electorate at large: parties now moved
towards more open perceptions of the electorate, accounting for the preferences of
individual voters instead of viewing them as determined by social structures.

In contrast to Britain and West Germany, where the Tories and the Christian
Democratic Union (Christlich Demokratische Union, CDU), respectively, were the first
parties to systematically use opinion and marketing research, in the Netherlands the
Social Democrats took the lead, regularly using opinion research from the early 1960s
onwards.96 Much like Labour in Britain, disappointing election results in the 1950s

92 Beers, ‘Whose Opinion?’, 198–9.
93 Eduard van Thijn, ‘De Kamerverkiezingen van 1963’, Socialisme & Democratie, 20, 7–8 (1963), 485–509;

R. de Rooi, ‘Politieke analyse van een impasse’, Socialisme & Democratie, 23, 10 (1966), 643–50.
94 De Nederlandse kiezer. Een onderzoek naar zijn gedragingen en opvattingen. NIPO (The Hague:

Staatsdrukkerij, 1956) was the first electoral study in the Netherlands that was to some extent based
on a social-psychological analysis, an analysis which confirmed that voting was based on religion and
class identities. For other examples of electoral research based on interviews and social psychological
approaches see, for instance, L. P. J. de Bruyn and P. L. C. Nelissen, ‘Onbehaaglijke stemming.
Resultaten van een kiezersonderzoek’, Sociologische Gids, 13 (1966), 330–52; J. P. A. Gruijters, Stembus
1969. Een politiek onderzoek, uitgevoerd in opdracht van De Gemeenschappelijke Pers Dienst (Amsterdam:
Makrotest, 1969).

95 Jaap van Ginneken, ‘Het ontstaan van het psychologisch marktonderzoek in Nederland’, Jaarboek van
de Vereniging voor Marktonderzoek (1991), 9–24.

96 Beers, ‘Whose Opinion?’; Kruke and Ziemann, ‘Observing’.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0960777316000515 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0960777316000515


130
C

ontem
porary

E
uropean

H
istory

Figure 3. (Colour online) During election campaigns newspapers and magazines repeatedly made news out of opinion polls. In August 1972 Elseviers
Magazine predicted that in the next election voters would bring about a ‘political earthquake’
Source: ‘Zo stemt Nederland nú’, Elseviers Magazine, 12 August 1972. Reprinted with permission from Elsevier.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0960777316000515 Published online by Cam
bridge U

niversity Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0960777316000515


Mapping the Demos 131

played a part in this change of heart: after all, the Social Democrats had been rather
sceptical about polling in the immediate post-war years. Moreover, a new generation,
many of whom had been trained in the social sciences, took control of the PvdA
and its think tank. Ed van Thijn, the party’s most influential political and electoral
strategist in the 1960s and 1970s, had studied political science at the University of
Amsterdam under Daudt. Still, like the officials of Labour and the Social Democratic
Party (Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands, SPD), Dutch Social Democrats were
keen to stress that their use of opinion research did not mean that ‘the wishes of
“the market”’ now dictated party politics.97 The Social Democrats were still eager to
maintain that party politics rested on a firm ideological basis. In 1965, in a meeting
of the party’s committee on electoral research, Van Thijn stressed that although the
results of continuous opinion research carried out by NIPO should be ‘taken into
account’, they ‘should not influence policy’.98

In 1964 Van Thijn travelled to Britain and West Germany to explore how Labour
and the SPD approached the upcoming general elections in each country. He also
developed an interest in US election campaigns.99 These trips had a profound
impact on him; many of the ideas he picked up abroad were implemented in the
Social Democrats’ election campaigns in the second half of the 1960s. First, on his
return to the Netherlands Van Thijn stressed that Labour and the SPD had focused
their election campaigns on ‘target voters’ or ‘Zielgruppen’, which he translated as
‘sleutelkiezers’ (literally: the key electorate), which was in fact another word for floating
voters. Van Thijn argued that electoral research was needed to establish the make-up
and background of the sleutelkiezers, so that the party could conduct an effective
election campaign. Second, his visits had convinced him of the need to concentrate
election campaigns on a couple of key issues that were high on the minds of the
party’s core electorate and the sleutelkiezers alike. Third, public relations experts and
marketing researchers should be given a key role in designing election propaganda
and checking its reception by the electorate. This plan was quickly put into effect:
on Van Thijn’s Party Committee on Electoral Research and Presentation, ‘regular’
party members including Den Uyl, party leader Vondeling and a range of MPs were
soon outnumbered by opinion experts, amongst others copywriters, the director of
an advertising company, one of the directors of NIPO and several sociologists and
social psychologists.100

97 Anne Vondeling, Nasmaak en voorproef. Een handvol ervaringen en ideeën, (Amsterdam: Arbeiderspers,
1968), 27. The SPD claimed that the establishment of its political agenda preceded opinion research,
because the Social Democrats wanted to avoid the impression that they were playing up to the
electorate. Eduard van Thijn, ‘Die SPD sucht das Gespräch’, 30 Apr. 1964, no. 1366, PvdA Archive,
IISH.

98 Minutes of the ‘Commissie Kiezersonderzoek’, 21 Dec. 1965, no. 1367, PvdA Archive, IISH.
99 Eduard van Thijn, ‘“Let’s go. . . . ”’, Verslag van een bezoek aan de Labour Party. Commissie

Kiezersonderzoek en Presentatie’, no. 636, Den Uyl Archive, IISH; Eduard van Thijn, ‘Die SPD
sucht das Gespräch’, 30 Apr. 1964, no. 1366, PvdA Archive, IISH; ‘Suggesties naar aanleiding van
verkiezingscampagnes in Engeland en de V.S’. Cie. kiezersonderzoek en presentatie, 8 Jan. 1965, no.
1367, PvdA Archive, IISH.

100 Ledenlijst partijcommissie voor kiezersonderzoek en presentatie, no. 1366, PvdA Archive, IISH.
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The discussions by this committee and others like it reveal that social determinism
had lost much of its explanatory force. Voters were increasingly portrayed as active,
opinionated citizens. In internal discussions about party strategy in the 1960s, Social
Democrats repeatedly referred to ‘the average voter’ and ‘every Dutchman’ (elke
Nederlander) as a point of reference for party propaganda, much like the German
SPD, which had started to perceive voters as ‘consumers in an open marketplace’.101

Some even suggested abolishing the concept of worker (arbeider) altogether because
the party’s traditional working-class voters no longer identified themselves as such.102

Instead, the Social Democrats introduced new, non-social-structuralist categories like
the so-called ‘voters susceptible to culture’ (cultuurgevoeligen) – a category of floating
voters who favoured constitutional reform.103 This new reading of the electorate
clearly reflected the impact of social-psychological approaches to electoral research
which focused on voters’ attitudes and opinions towards political issues and aspects
of the political system.104

Other parties gradually followed suit. Already in 1955 a young, ambitious member
of the Catholic Party’s board had tried to convince his colleagues of the benefits
of marketing and opinion research. Norbert Schmelzer was, however, apparently
pushing things too far with his suggestion of hiring a neutral, non-Catholic institute
like NIPO to conduct research on voters’ motivations and their reception of the
content and form of Catholic Party propaganda.105 The KVP preferred to stick with
KASKI, which resulted in yet another report that presented voting as a ‘pastoral
concern’.106 In 1964 the foundation of the Institute for Applied Sociology (Instituut
voor Toegepaste Sociologie, ITS) at the Catholic University of Nijmegen marked a move
away from the religious-based interpretations of voting behaviour that had dominated
KASKI’s reports.107 Towards the end of the 1960s a new generation of political
scientists, trained in Nijmegen in an increasingly progressive climate, started to feed
the party with reports showing that confessional-based politics was outdated.108

In response to the evaporation of the seemingly self-evident ties between religion
and politics the KVP toned down references to religion in its election propaganda

101 ‘Partij van de Arbeid’, ‘Thema van de campagne’, ‘Notitie centraal thema ‘Den Uyl, een man om
mee te werken’, no. 636, Den Uyl Archive, IISH; Kruke and Ziemann, ‘Observing’, 240.

102 Minutes of the Electoral Research Committee, 27 Feb. 1962 and 10 June 1964, no. 1366, PvdA
Archive, IISH.

103 Van Praag, Strategie en illusie, 48–9.
104 D. Boonstra, H. van de Graaf et al., Kiezen in 1967. Eindverslag van het nationaal verkiezingsonderzoek 1967

(Amsterdam: VU, 1977); for a similar development in Germany, see Kruke and Ziemann, ‘Observing’,
241.

105 Norbert Schmelzer, ‘Notitie over “politiek marktonderzoek” i.v.m. de K.V.P.-verkiezingspropaganda
voor 1956’, 8 Feb. 1955, no. 129, Schmelzer Archive, National Archive, The Hague.

106 De katolieke arbeider; J. A. Bornewasser, Katholieke Volkspartij 1945–1980. Band I. Herkomst en groei (tot
1963) (Nijmegen: Valkhof Pers, 1995), 429, 433.

107 Benjamin Ziemann, Chris Dols, ‘Catholic Church Reform and Organizations Research in the
Netherlands and Germany, 1945–1980’, in Ziemann et al., Engineering Society, 293–312, 299.

108 Leo de Bruyn, ‘Verzuiling en politieke deconfessionalisering’, Acta Politica, 7 (1972), 42; Leo de Bruyn,
‘Groen licht voor een christen-democratische partij of een valse start?’, Politiek perspectief, 2, 4 (1973),
3–9, 8.
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and instead focused its campaigns on key, mainly socio-economic concerns of the
electorate, such as safeguarding and maintaining affluence and enabling property
acquisition among the working classes.109

Containing Scientisation

There were, however, limits to the scientisation of the political – to the impact of
scientific expertise on the conduct of political parties in the 1960s.110 As Beers has
shown for Labour in Britain, Dutch parties held on to a conceptualisation of political
representation in which parties aimed to shape and lead public opinion rather than
merely follow it. Although opinion and electoral research exerted an evident impact
on a party’s approach towards and perception of the electorate, such research was
always embedded in a party political context in which strong convictions, ideological
considerations and political contingencies also played their part. In this context the
proponents of opinion research often found themselves sidelined. The Dutch Social
Democrats are a case in point. Again, the political scientist-cum-party-strategist Van
Thijn offers a useful example to explore how parties negotiated, appropriated and
contained electoral and opinion research.

In the second half of the 1960s Van Thijn not only had his mind set on
professionalising campaigning, he also wanted to change the political landscape as
such. His reports on election campaigns in Britain, the United States and West
Germany show that he was clearly charmed by the workings of a two-party system.
Like many other Social Democrats, Van Thijn was frustrated about the key central
position of the KVP and two other confessional parties in the Dutch political
landscape. Elections were in essence about whether these parties would either form
a left-leaning coalition government with the Social Democrats or turn to the right
by seeking to cooperate with the liberal People’s Party for Freedom and Democracy
(Volkspartij voor Vrijheid en Democratie, VVD). Van Thijn turned to the theories on
democratic systems of Schumpeter, Sartori and Daudt to find a way out of this
dynamic: elections, he argued, needed to enable voters to make a decision about who
would govern, and therefore the Dutch political system of coalition governments must
make way for a two-party system in its stead.111 To this end, the Social Democrats
introduced in 1966 their ‘polarisation’ strategy, aimed at forcing the confessional
parties to leave the political centre and join either the progressive or the conservative
‘pole’.112 This new political and electoral strategy was based on research showing that
voters were keen to choose between different, clearly stipulated political agendas. A

109 See, for instance, election posters with slogans like ‘for everybody who wants to look ahead’
(voor iedereen die vooruit wil zien!) and ‘stable in value’ (waardenvast, welvaartsvast) which tapped
into the double connotation of ‘value’: http://verkiezingsaffiches.nl/Affiches/1963/KVP-1963 and
http://verkiezingsaffiches.nl/Affiches/1967/KVP-1967 (last visited 28 Sept. 2015); Bornewasser,
Katholieke Volkspartij, 601.

110 See also Ziemann et al., Engineering Society, 9: scientisation ‘had limits or suffered repeated setbacks’.
111 Van Thijn, ‘“Let’s go. . . .”’.
112 Van Praag, Strategie en illusie, 44–5.
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two-party system would ensure them that this agenda would be put into action if
the party of their choosing won a majority and could govern according to such a
mandate – rather than being considerably watered down in a coalition government.

In the second half of the 1960s polarisation became the Social Democrats’ new
mantra. Once the PvdA had convinced itself that polarisation was the way to achieve a
progressive majority in parliament and thus marginalise confessional politics, research
that contradicted this assumption was downplayed or ignored.113 A series of electoral
victories, and the fact that confessional parties were losing ground, seemed to indicate
that polarisation was a success.114 On various occasions during the 1970s, however, the
party’s think tank WBS showed that voters were not abandoning the political centre;
the party thus still had much to gain by tapping into it. The polarisation strategy,
however, did not allow for this, because it was based on the conceptualisation of
the political centre as a position marked by indecisiveness, vagueness and a lack of
political principles.115 In essence, it was aimed at getting rid of the centre altogether.

In the 1970s the Social Democrats were confronted with the failure of polarisation:
long negotiations among the three confessional parties eventually resulted in the
foundation of a new Christian-democratic party the Christian Democratic Appeal
(Christen-Democratisch Appèl, CDA), which first participated in the 1977 general
election and firmly established itself in the political centre.116 The new party managed
to halt the heavy losses suffered by the confessional parties since 1967, winning one
third of the seats in parliament in 1977. Meanwhile, although the Social Democrats
won the biggest victory in their history and became the largest party in parliament,
they ended up in the opposition: their aggressive polarisation strategy had cast a
large cloud over their relationship with the Christian Democrats who – after a failed
attempt to reach an understanding with the Social Democrats – formed a coalition
government with the VVD.117

The foundation of the CDA is itself an illustration of the tensions between social
science research and the practices of party politics. The merger of three confessional
parties was far from an easy process, with long-drawn-out discussions about the party’s
new profile lasting from 1967 to 1976. Building on research showing that voters
based their decisions on political issues, not religious principles, many prominent
Catholic politicians favoured the establishment of a broad-based people’s party in
which religion would no longer play a profound role. The Protestants of the ARP
and the Christian-Historical Union (Christelijk-Historische Unie, CHU), by contrast,
were very critical of ‘following public opinion’ because to do so would run counter

113 Ibid., 74–6, 79, 131, 156, 164–5, 184.
114 In the elections of 1971, 1972 and 1977 the PvdA won 2, 4 and 10 seats respectively.
115 Handelingen van de Eerste Kamer, 1971–1972, 23 Nov. 1971, no. 47; Handelingen van de Tweede

Kamer, 1972/1973, 29 May 1973, no. 1626; Handelingen van de Tweede Kamer, 1974–1975, 8 Oct.
1974, 330.

116 Rutger Zwart, Gods wil in Nederland. Christelijke ideologieën en de vorming van het CDA (Kampen: Kok,
1996), 247.

117 Except for a short interlude in 1981 the Social Democrats would remain in opposition from 1977 until
1989.
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to the very ‘essence’ of their party, which aimed to lead society along the righteous
path of the Lord.118 They therefore strongly favoured the establishment of a truly
Christian-democratic party. When a member of the CHU’s social-scientific institute
travelled to Germany to get a behind-the-scenes look at the election campaign of
the German Christian democrats of the CDU, she was surprised and appalled to
find that they ‘spoke a totally different language’ and made hardly any references to
religion.119

The discourse through which social scientists narrated political representation was
thus contrasted with an approach to politics that surpassed such ‘cold’ categorisations.
Although political scientists played their part in committees discussing the merger, in
the end the establishment of the CDA first and foremost came down to a negotiation
of distinct party traditions. A religious approach to politics prevailed. In preparation
for the 1977 general elections the CDA proudly claimed that it was ‘far more than
a sociological category with a vague mentality’ because it was grounded on the
Gospel.120

Finally, the containment of the scientisation of the political was also made visible
by a public debate about the nature and impact of political opinion research. In a sense
these discussions were a reworking of the debate that followed the introduction of
opinion research immediately after the Second World War. In the late 1960s the same
mass media organs that commissioned opinion research and extensively discussed its
results also broached the issue of the reliability of opinion polls and their effects on
political parties and on the electorate. Newspapers and opinion magazines examined
the ‘facts and fables’ of political opinion research, among them the tricky issue of
election polls, which supposedly not only reflected but also shaped the political
opinion of voters.121 In 1970 the Social Democrats were accused of leaking and
manipulating the results of an opinion poll to show that the Catholic Party was
losing ground.122 Political scientists themselves also publicly questioned the validity
of opinion research and the way its results were interpreted. One political scientist
compared such interpretations with the reading of tea leaves and argued that they
were far from objective and were often inspired by party political motives.123

118 Summary of the meeting of the election’s discussion group, 15 March 1976, no. 811, ARP Archive
(850), Historical Documentation Center for the History of Dutch Protestantism, Amsterdam (HDC).

119 Eske Sleijser-Tegelaar, ‘CDU/CSU verkiezingscampagne 1976’, Oct. 1976, no. 665, Van Agt Archive,
KDC; Resumé van de 7e vergadering van de Stafwerkgroep Propaganda-materiaal, 14 Dec. 1976, no.
1396, KVP Archive, KDC.

120 Handboek Verkiezingen 1977 (CDA), no. 597, Van Agt Archive, KDC.
121 John Jansen van Galen, ‘Zin en onzin van het verkiezingsonderzoek’, Haagse Post, 14 Dec. 1968;

‘Betrouwbaarheid “schokkend” verkiezingsonderzoek betwijfeld’, Nederlands Dagblad, 13 Oct. 1976.
122 Fons van Westersloo, ‘NIPO doet nooit voorspellingen. Manipuleren met cijfers van kiezersonderzoek,

De Tijd, 17 March 1970; ‘NIPO: Conclusies van Achter het Nieuws zelf’, Het Vrije Volk, 19 March
1970; for a similar discussion, see ‘De Brauw: Vara manipuleert met uitslagen kiezersonderzoek’, De
Tijd, 25 Oct. 1972.

123 J. J. Godschalk, ‘Vingers aan de polls’, Algemeen Handelsblad, 27 July 1968; J. J. Goschalk,
‘Politieke koffiedik-kijkerij’, Algemeen Handelsblad, 8 May 1969; De Bruyn, ‘Verzuiling en politieke
deconfessionalisering’, 42.
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News coverage of elections were balanced between reports on the campaign
as such and an increasingly popular genre that focused on how campaigns were
conducted, looking specifically at the role of spin doctors, marketing experts and
opinion researchers.124 This sort of meta-coverage was in sync with the broad impact
of critical social theory, which criticised supposedly value-free statistical research on
social developments.125 It shows the advent of what in studies on the scientisation of
the social has been labelled ‘secondary scientisation’: the scientisation of the political
was not taken for granted but scrutinised, first and foremost by the news media,
which were keen to unmask the artificial and manipulative nature of politicians’
behaviour.126 Hence throughout the 1970s, although polls and electoral research had
become firmly established as an instrument of media and party politics, a more critical
attitude towards them emerged.127 In addition, political parties started to tap into a
new body of expertise within the field of media and communications (a discussion of
which falls beyond the purview of this article): TV and marketing experts aimed to
bolster a politician’s ‘image’ in the media, while communication experts used, among
other techniques, mock election debates (including a noisy, unwelcoming audience)
to prepare politicians for battle.128

Conclusion

Exploring the interaction between social scientists and party politics has helped us
to uncover shifting notions within political parties about political representation and
political identity formation. In the 1940s and 1950s electoral research helped parties
to track the behaviour of ‘their’ particular political constituency, which was still
perceived to be a stable community of people united around class or religion-based
identities. Key social-scientific narratives of secularisation and embourgeoisement
became prominent among social scientists and party strategists alike, and served
to explain and project shifts in electoral behaviour. Sociological research – and
its increasingly advanced quantitative techniques – were used to acquire detailed
knowledge of the electorate and to design strategies aimed at maintaining or restoring
the self-evident ties between class or religion and party. Opinion polling and the
electoral research that was based on it made its way to the Netherlands in the
immediate post-war years. After first meeting with scepticism, it was accepted as a

124 Rob Bakker, Jan Wolter van der Hoek, ‘Katholieke kiesvereniging bereikte eind propaganda-Latijn’,
Ariadne Revue der Reclame, 30 Sept. 1976; Chris Vos, ‘De naamloze mannen achter de lijsttrekker’,
Vrij Nederland, 16 Apr. 1977; Chris Vos, ‘Politiek als koopwaar. De moderne verkiezingscampagne’,
Intermediair, 14 (1978), 3–11; Ibid., ‘De Nederlandse verkiezingscampagne. De intrede van het
“mannetjes maken”’, Intermediair, 14 (1978), 23–9.

125 J. Habermas, Erkenntnis und Interesse (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1968).
126 Ulrich Beck, Risikogesellschaft. Auf dem Weg in eine andere Moderne (Frankfurt am Main: Surhrkamp,

1986); Ziemann et al., Engineering Society, 4.
127 Harm Kaal, ‘De cultuur van het televisiedebat. Veranderende percepties van de relatie tussen media

en politiek, 1960 – heden’, Tijdschrift voor Geschiedenis, 127, 2 (2014), 293–316, 312.
128 ‘Werkconferentie politieke presentatie’, Oct. 1972, no. 1781, PvdA Archive, IISH.
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useful tool, but parties were also keen to maintain their status as groups who shaped
and led public opinion, occupying the vanguard of a broader political community.

In the 1960s Social Democrats, followed by the Catholic Party, began to
systematically use opinion and electoral research. In this diffuse process, academics and
academically trained experts played a crucial role. A broad range of social scientists,
from electoral geographers to mass psychologists and political scientists, were involved
in the scientisation of the political. Many were active in the social-scientific think
tanks founded by Dutch political parties after the Second World War, which served as
important links between party and academia, leading to a simultaneous politicisation
of social science.

How does the scientisation of the political in the Netherlands compare to
developments abroad? We have shown that the scientisation of the political, and
more generally the running of election campaigns, were inspired by foreign examples,
mainly from Britain, Germany and to a lesser extent the United States.129 The visits
abroad by party representatives served two purposes. On the one hand, Dutch Social
Democrats and Christian democrats were impressed by the professional approach of
their sister parties. Van Thijn in particular was keen to follow the example of Britain’s
Labour in systematically using electoral and opinion research. On the other hand,
these visits also contributed to the perception of Dutch party politics as being different
from their foreign counterparts. Although the CDU and most of the other Christian-
democratic parties in existence across Europe in the 1970s did not approach politics
from a confessional perspective, Dutch Christian democrats were strongly invested in
the powerful tradition of confessional politics in the Netherlands and were not ready
to leave it behind. Dutch Social Democrats, in turn, argued that as long as they had to
deal with a multi-party system, they could not afford not to treat the working class as
their core electorate for fear that socialist fringe parties would steal their thunder.130

The scientisation of the political was, thus, far from absolute. Although the
new conceptualisations of the electorate the social-scientific research offered them
did penetrate party politics, social-determinist conceptualisations did not disappear
altogether. In the second half of the 1960s new theories on voting behaviour had
a major impact on the PvdA’s political strategy, but research that indicated its
ineffectiveness in the long run was ignored. In the 1970s secondary scientisation
set in, as the media developed a critical perspective on the rise of experts and the
use of opinion polls. Meanwhile, that same media were also given to polling frenzies
and, by letting the polls dictate the rhythm of their reporting, narrated elections as
tense and exciting competitions.

The limitations of the scientisation of the political had to do with the specificities of
the Dutch polity, which prioritised the politics of ‘principle’ in a proportional system
in which different parties had to guard their specific constituencies. Operating within

129 No. 1396, KVP Archive, KDC, which contains pamphlets of the Carter/Mondale campaign of 1976
in the United States.

130 van Thijn, ‘“Let’s go. . . .”; Eduard van Thijn, ‘Die SPD sucht das Gespräch’, 30 Apr. 1964, no. 1366,
PvdA Archive, IISH; Van Praag, Strategie en illusie, 76.
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a multi-party system, Dutch parties held on to the self-understanding that they were
the representatives of a particular political community longer than the major parties
in Britain and West Germany did, since Labour competed against the Conservatives,
and the SPD against the CDU, in their respective two-party systems. Moreover,
the fact that at least up until the 1960s the scientisation of the political was often
embedded in partisan institutions like the parties’ think tanks also played its part in
maintaining a social-determinist understanding of electoral behaviour. The reports
by KASKI are a fine example of this. By contrast, the sister parties abroad gradually
abandoned such interpretations in the 1960s and 1970s.
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