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Summary 
The introduction explains that the history of Dutch national policymaking in the period after 

the Second World War is still very much unchartered territory. This thesis is an attempt to fill 

this gap by providing an oversight of the most important changes in the Dutch state policy 

processes in the period 1945-2002. This is done by illustrating these changes with four case 

studies: agricultural policy with a focus on the milk price; development aid; the prison system 

and environmental policy.  

 This thesis uses the methodology of the New Political History which is the adoption of 

the linguistic turn in political history which became dominant since the late 1980s. Within 

policy history the cultural turn was also accepted from 2000 onwards. This thesis is 

complementary to methods of public administration sciences which are influenced by the 

linguistic turn, like deliberative policy analysis.  

The chosen periodisation combines the insights from political history, public 

administration science and political science. The thesis distinguishes four periods with each 

having their own ideal type of policy making. The first period is the era of post-war 

reconstruction, 1945-1958, in which economic planning dominated. In the second period 

1958-1967 economic planning changes into welfare planning. The third period 1967-1977 is 

the zenith of the welfare state and welfare planning. The final period runs from 1977 to 2002 

and is characterised by the adoption of management as a policy tool.  

 

The first chapter describes the acceptance of objectivism of policy during the reconstruction 

period after the Second World War. Agricultural policy and especially the determination of 

the milk price is the case study for this chapter. After the Second World War the Netherlands 

went through a process of economic and political modernisation. The theories of The End of 

Ideology movement pleaded for the rationalisation via planning. Those modern notions were 

seen as a solution for the ambiguity which was felt for Pillarisation politics after the War. 

Planning soon became a helpful tool for the pillarised politics.  

The discovery of mathematic modelling fuelled a modernisation process within the 

sciences, especially in economics. This also influenced sciences like sociology, urban and 

rural planning, and agricultural studies which also adopted modelling. Modelling made 

macroeconomics possible. This kind of planning helped the depoliticisation of politics and 

helped to ensure a proportional distribution between the pillars. The acknowledgment of this 

insight became also evident in the widespread adoption of (the word) ‘policy’ by politicians.  

After the war politics quickly changed. The parliament went through a process of 

professionalisation and internationalisation. Because of an increase of policy areas parliament 
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choose more often to transfer tasks to the new statutory industrial organisations, like the 

Social Economic Council (in Dutch: Sociaal Economische Raad) and the public body The 

Agricultural Board (in Dutch: Landbouwschap). 

 Organised agriculture profited from working closely together in the Landbouwschap. 

Together with the parliamentary standing committee of agriculture and the ministry of 

agriculture they formed an iron triangle. The ties between the Landbouwschap and the 

ministry were strong. The most important tool in this cooperation was cost accounting.  

 At first the entry of modern experts led to tensions with the pre-war civil servants who 

held strong Weberian views. But quickly the use of those modern techniques became 

characteristic for the growing and modernising Dutch civil service.  

 The ministry of agriculture was no exception to this. The new Labour minister of 

agriculture Sicco Mansholt (PvdA) appointed young economic experts to develop a long term 

planning scheme. After they were let go under pressure of the Christian parties in parliament, 

Mansholt transferred his attention to policies which were made in close cooperation with 

organised agriculture on the basis of cost accounting. The case of milk price calculations 

made clear that this process did not lead to objective prices. It became clear for the council of 

ministers, consumers and unions that cost accounting could also be politically manipulated. 

The reconstruction period in Western Europe shared the same characteristics: business 

like politics, political consensus and a great trust in economic models. Agriculture became the 

most regulated area of government policies, through which organised agriculture in Europe 

became very influential and gained the position of a quasi-government. 

 

Chapter two deals with the change of macroeconomic planning into welfare planning, which 

is researched by the case of the establishment and development of Dutch development aid. 

After the post-war reconstruction The Netherlands entered an era of unprecedented economic 

growth which lasted until 1973. Thanks to this, funding was readily available for the 

emerging welfare state and for development aid. Both policies were uncontested for 

politicians who left the reconstruction period behind them and had to adapt to 

individualistic behaving citizens. The political system and the old parties were criticised 

during the 1960s. The ’68 movement became the symbol for the growing demands for 

democratisation and of the discontent with the political system. 

As a result of this, all parties started to modernise and to emphasise their progressive 

views. The embrace of development aid fits this pattern. After the so called “Night of 

Schmelzer” of 13 and 14 October 1966 the progressive left parties introduced a polarisation 

strategy.  
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Through the expansion of the welfare state the government got new tasks, and because 

of the process of depillarisation the government also had to take on tasks which until then 

were provided by the organisations of the pillarised civil society. The new government policy 

widened as a result of this, from economic planning to policies which were aimed at social 

change of the society (in Dutch: maakbare samenleving). Welfare became the supreme goal of 

government policy making. In order to guide society to welfare, the planning techniques had 

to be refined. On top of that the public demanded to be involved in the policy making process. 

As a result the concept of planning changed dramatically to integrally (i.e. all policy areas 

embracing) long-term, participation enabling, form of planning; aimed at distributing welfare. 

Although this was ambitious, it also seamed feasible because of the quick development of the 

social sciences.  

These changes can best be illustrated by the new policy area of development aid. From 

1949 this policy area was first shaped by the insights of macroeconomic planning. The Dutch 

aid was therefore mainly given through the multilateral channel. From the 1960s onwards 

development aid became a theme which was used by political parties to distinguish 

themselves toward the public, and as a way to stress their progressiveness. The aid budget 

grew rapidly as a result of this, but this also led to more political interference of the aid 

policy, much to the annoyance of the civil servants of the Directorate-General of International 

Cooperation. They had to watch how their macroeconomic policies were interfered by the 

introduction of subsidies to pillarised private development organisations. This did not fit in 

the grand design of the civil servants, but reflected the growing need for participation and 

self-expression.  

After the pillarised aid workers the youth started to appeal against the development 

policies. They did not only want to have a say, but also wanted to participate in the policy 

development. For their participation they favoured small-scale initiatives which targeted 

primarily the Dutch audience, the so-called “base”. In a final effort to channel these demands 

of the youth the Directorate-General introduced the Dutch Committee on the Development 

Strategy. This attempt was a failure, not only did the youth managed to get a voice and seats 

in the Committee, they also managed to cause a stir by taking controversial decisions of 

granting subsidies. Because of this, Prince Claus was forced to resign as the committee’s 

chairman. 

After the arrival of the Den Uyl cabinet (1973-1977) and its new minister of 

Development Cooperation Jan Pronk (PvdA) it became definitely clear that the overall goal of 

government policy would be the delivery and distribution of welfare, and that the traditional 
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macroeconomic approach of the development aid civil servants was out of fashion. The civil 

servants therefore decided to resign from their ministry.  

 

In chapter three welfare planning and the welfare state reached its zenith. This process is 

shown by the casus of the introduction of welfare policies in the Dutch prison system. It 

specifically focuses on the construction of the detention centre “Bijlmerbajes”. Politics in the 

1970s were characterised by polarisation and welfare which became the main goal of 

government policy. The progressive parties together with the Christian parties formed the Den 

Uyl cabinet of 1973-1977, and both groups had welfare as main objectives in their election 

manifestos. During those progressive years a conservative undercurrent got stronger. This was 

symbolised by the rapid growth of the liberal party VVD which called for law and order and 

economic sobriety. 

 The welfare state was at its peak and used integral planning as a tool to distribute 

welfare equally. In this new form, planning had to accommodate three criteria: integral 

planning, democratisation and welfare. At the start of the 1970s there were high expectations 

of this new form of planning, but by the end of the decennium it was clear that those would 

not be met. The plan procedures led to inefficiency, high costs and participation cost a lot of 

time. Management, which was at first only a tool to achieve efficiency within planning, grew 

precisely because of this promise of efficiency to a fully-fledged policy instrument in itself. 

The oil crises and the following recessions made it clear that the welfare state became too 

costly and that the economics of Keynesianism could not solve stagflation, a combination of 

high inflation and a stagnating economy with growing numbers of unemployment.  

 The rise and fall of welfare is clearly visible in the casus of the prison system, 

especially in the building process of the first post war detention centres in Maastricht 

(Overmaze) and in Amsterdam (Overamstel or “Bijlmerbajes”). Crime figures had dropped 

between 1965 and 1971 and because of this jail sentences were less frequently sentenced, and 

became also less lengthy. As a result cells were unoccupied. In an attempt to save costs and to 

work more efficient the Department of Justice decided in the Restructuring Operation of 1972 

to close several jails. At the same time the Department accepted a policy of humanisation and 

re-socialisation. A policy which should be guided by democratisation within the institutions, 

and by introducing welfare workers within the prison system. New psychological thought like 

anti-psychiatry became influential in treatment and in criminology. As a result the detainee 

was seen as a non-conformist who behaved authentically and should therefore not be locked 

away in a stigmatising institution. 
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 In this atmosphere architects were contracted by the Ministry of Justice in 1968 to 

sketch two new detention centres in which detainees would live in communities and would be 

housed in detention centres with as little stigmatisation or isolation as possible. For example, 

both buildings would not have bars before their windows. Nonetheless, when the construction 

of the Bijlmerbajes was about to start in 1974, protests were raised by welfare workers and 

criminologists. They thought that the plans were not progressive enough, and saw the plans a 

pointless form of stigmatisation which equalled torture. In their protests the action committee 

was supported by leading Dutch newspapers and magazines. Their critique was taken over by 

the progressive parties in parliament.  

 While the debate on welfare in the new detention centres unfolded, the problems 

within the prison systems accumulated. At first, the state secretary of Justice Jan Glastra van 

Loon (D66) tried to work out a solution on the Bijlmerbajes in close cooperation with the 

action groups. The top civil servants of the department, and especially secretary-general 

Albert Mulder, did not believe that this would lead to anything. Mulder did not believe in 

their welfare concepts and had to see how the building process got delayed. It was the start of 

a conflict which deepened by quick rising tensions within the prison system. The number of 

outbreaks rose sharply, and more than ten per cent of the wardens stayed home sick because 

they felt mangled between the detainees and the welfare workers. Unnoticed at first, the crime 

figures rose. This led to more jail sentences and harsher punishments. Due to the closure of 

prisons it  led to a large shortage of prison cells. This could remain an unknown fact because 

the department of Justice had no overview or figures on the number of sentences. After an 

inquiry in 1975 it was established that 8474 sentenced people were awaiting their prison time. 

The only solution to this was to give the convicts a mass pardon.  

During the presentation of this pardon Glastra van Loon declared that this grace was 

the result of mismanagement of the department by Mulder. The conflict was therefore not 

solely about welfare, but also on the question how modern management should be used to run 

a ministry. Surprisingly Glastra van Loon was fired and succeeded by the austere politician 

Henk Zeevalking (D66).  

The Department of Justice also had to modernise. The organisation was changed by 

the first generation of managers of the civil service. The Bijlmerbajes finally opened its doors 

in 1979, but by then was already outdated. In the end neither the welfare workers nor the 

Department was satisfied with the building. Just before the 1980s cost cutting entered the civil 

service and the new detention centre turned out to have high running costs. The welfare 

policies were also deserted in favour of new policies on law and order. This was done by 

building five new prisons in which preventing isolation was no longer an issue and in which 
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efficient management and cost saving got the highest priority. This resulted in cheap, 

‘contemporary, sober and business-like’ prisons with high walls and fences and windows with 

bars. 

 

Chapter four deals with the rise of management within the government and politics. In the 

Netherlands the first Lubbers Cabinet was formed in 1982 which squared up the welfare 

policies of the 1970s. The reduction of the government’s budget deficit was its primary goal, 

and this was carried out by “no nonsense” policies of cost-cutting, privatisation and 

decentralisation. This business-like approach got emphasised by the appointment of an unseen 

high number of minsters who used to be directors in the private sector. The new cabinet 

fashioned itself as ‘managers in politics’. 

 Thoughts about government policies changed dramatically, no longer were welfare 

and planning at the core of policy, but management was chosen to reduce government and to 

establish the wanted efficiency. For the first time since World War Two the number of civil 

servants declined, mainly because of privatisation and decentralisation. A new generation of 

business-like managers led this process. They saw themselves foremost as managers first and 

as civil servants second. Under their guidance policy making and management merged.  

The case study of environmental policy in this chapter is a clear example of this. 

Environmental policy became part of government policy in 1971 as a result of the growing 

unrest of the side effects of the welfare society and economic growth. This unrest was 

symbolised by the debates on the report of the Club of Rome of 1972. The new Directorate-

General Environmental Hygiene started to develop policies to solve pollution in ten years. 

Environmental policy shared all the characteristics of policy from that era: democratisation 

and swift implementation of many laws based on levies and prohibition. Policy integration 

was not yet considered.  

This changed after the appointment of Pieter Winsemius (VVD) as minister of the 

environment. He was a former McKinsey consultant and became the prototype of the first 

Lubbers cabinet. Under his leadership environmental policy changed radically through 

modernisation based on management techniques. He used management literature to regain 

enthusiasm amongst his staff who felt depressed after they had failed to tackle pollution 

within a decade. He emphasised the need of integration and decentralisation through a series 

of Indicative Multiannual Environmental Programmes which had to result in the National 

Environmental Policy Plan. Winsemius prioritised his goals with the help of management 

models, which clearly showed his background as consultant. At first he met an unconvinced 

Parliament. The bubble concept from his McKinsey practice never made it into legislation. 
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But soon after that Winsemius became the second most popular minister. His belief in 

‘management by speech’ and his touch for PR were the main reason for this shift, which 

became visible in how he managed to put acid rain on the agenda. His trust in deregulation 

and voluntary agreements met scepticism at first, but it turned out to be very successful under 

his successor Ed Nijpels (VVD). Nijpels shared the feeling for PR, but this could not prevent 

that the Cabinet had to resign on the disputes about the National Environmental Policy Plan in 

1989.  

Internationally we saw that environmental policy likewise was crafted by the use of 

deregulation and voluntary agreements and that everywhere in the Western World the 

government had to cut costs. Everywhere management was chosen as a tool for those reforms. 

 

The fifth and final chapter is about the changes in policy of the Purple cabinets (1994-2002). 

De Purple coalition stayed on the neoliberal track which was chosen by the Lubbers cabinets. 

This was visible in the choice for even more privatisations and the establishment of quango’s. 

The period ended with the rise of Pim Fortuyn, who made clear that despite economic 

prosperity the voters were unsatisfied with the quality of government services.  

 The era saw important changes in the functioning of government. Departments were 

transformed in core departments which were responsible for policy making. The execution 

had to be carried out by executive agencies which were expected after the management logic 

to be more efficient and effective. The growing disenchantment with government was visible 

in the debates on administrative reform and on the recovery of the primacy of politics. From 

the mid-1990s politics tried to regain their control on the executive agencies. New Public 

Management had not delivered its promises and became scrutinised as a result of that.  

 In this chapter the developments of the policy areas of the four case studies are 

discussed. This made clear that in all four areas the process of policy making and execution 

were split up. In all four fields neoliberal policies were implemented and they all struggled 

with the primacy of politics. Agriculture was a good example of the growing political 

discontent of the pillarised semi-public organisations. This was illustrated by the dismantling 

of the Landbouwschap. The casus of development cooperation showed how neoliberalism 

was accepted in the form of the Washington consensus. This influenced the four co-financed 

organisations which now also had to comply with the laws of competition. The prison 

services were a good case for illustrating the establishment of executive agencies. The new 

Judicial Institutions Service had to cope with an unforeseen shortage of cells which led to a 

large construction operation. For efficiency reasons it was decided that the development and 

construction of the new jails had to be carried out by the private sector. Afterwards it became 
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clear that the market was no guarantee for speed nor cost saving. Environmental policy 

continued with the new approaches which were introduced by Winsemius. Deregulation and 

voluntary agreements got even more emphasis. This strategy proofed to be successful, 

pollution declined from the 1990s onwards. The Netherlands lobbied intensively at the 

European level to get their “Green Polder model” based on management techniques also 

implemented within the European Environmental policies. 

 From an international perspective it became clear that all Western countries, but also 

many developing countries, used New Public Management. The appreciation of deregulation 

and the acceptance of the free market became a shared vision of the new social democratic 

political leaders. The Netherlands became the role model for this so called Third Way. But 

despite the introduction of new forms of management, around 2000 it became clear that the 

public sector had to cope with disappointing results. From then on New Public Management 

was no longer seen as the solution. 

 

In the conclusion it was argued that we can distinguish four periods with their own time 

bound ideal types of policy. Those ideal types were analysed with the help of case studies. 

Comparisons and references to other policy areas of the Dutch government made it clear that 

the cases did not stand alone, but fitted in the bigger picture of policy development. The 

international comparisons in every chapter indicated that the four ideal types of policy were 

also distinguishable in other West European countries, The United States and Canada.  

 During the mid-1970s a great divide became visible, up until then the areas of 

government involvement had only grown, but from that time the state had to be cut back and 

politicians tried to decrease the number of government tasks and the number of civil servants, 

often by introducing management techniques. 

 The second conclusion was that the Weberian distinction between politics and policy 

was in reality a fiction. Already in 1945 it became obvious that civil servants made “political” 

decisions. Because of the rapid expanding policies and state functions, the role of civil 

servants in deciding the direction of government has only increased. But the constant 

discussion on the primacy of policy, which was visible in every period of this thesis, made 

clear that the ideal of the Weberian distinction was held in high esteem by politicians up until 

2002.  

Thirdly, this thesis made it clear that the past has a great influence on the development 

of government policy. Because of this, changes in policy are often incremental. All chapters 

show how both politicians and civil servants underestimated the ideological consequences of 

their new policies. This happened in all cases, from economic growth in the reconstruction 
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era, welfare policies in the seventies up until the introduction of neoliberal management 

philosophies in the 1990s. Precisely because those new policies were so closely connected 

with the zeitgeist they were easily seen as rational. Therefore it was difficult to detach oneself 

from the policies and to assess the down sides of the silent ideological assumptions in the 

policies.  

 A second constant factor in all the chapters was that the expertise of social sciences 

remained undisputed and because of this we saw a great reliance on statistics. Even the 

obvious failures we came across in the different chapters could not shake the faith in the 

predicting value of statistics. 

 This does not mean that policies are unchangeable. The thesis showed that periods of 

political cultural change provide the best opportunity to change policies, because then 

upcoming new ‘public ideas’ provide room for these changes. Individuals, both civil servants 

and politicians, play a large role in this process of agenda setting and introducing new policy.  


