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Wishfull  Thinking 
Thee debate on peace and security within the PvdA (1958-1977) 

Summary y 

Thee Dutch Labour Party (PvdA) radically changed its attitude towards peace and 
securityy in the years 1958-1977. Points of view that had long been unpopular were sud-
denlyy adopted by a large group of members and became the party's official line. Espe-
ciallyy after 1966, attitudes changed rapidly. This thesis investigates how this shift 
withinn the PvdA came about. More specifically, it focuses on why the party's 'Atlantic 
course'' received so littl e initial criticism but encountered growing resistance from a 
numberr of its members after 1966. Additionally, this thesis attempts to explain why 
peacee and security were under attack and not, or at least to a lesser extent, policies con-
cerningg internal affairs. 

Too address these questions, the current investigation explores the debate on peace and 
securityy in the PvdA. Such discussions shed light on the processes responsible for the 
aforementionedd shift in the party's point of view. In order to understand the forces 
thatt played a role, the debate will be considered against national and international pol-
itics,, the cultural revolution of the 1960s, and developments within the PvdA. 

Thee thesis comprises 10 chapters, the first and last respectively being an introduc-
tionn and conclusion. The eight intervening chapters (2 to 9) each describe approxi-
matelyy three years in the period. 

Chapterr 2 focuses on 1956-1958, years characterised by a cautious reorientation 
withinn the PvdA on issues concerning peace and security. The tough policy that pre-
dominatedd until that time gradually lost ground. Instead of using confrontational pol-
iticss against the Eastern Block, and awaiting its collapse from its own weaknesses, the 
PvdAA started to advocate rapprochement of the Soviet Union (su). Worries over the 
ongoingg nuclear arms race particularly prompted the necessity to negotiate: if a 
nuclearr war was to be avoided, East and West had to communicate. Non-proliferation 
andd a test ban treaty were considered as necessary steps to ensure a safer world. A small 
groupp of nuclear pacifists within the PvdA contemplated stronger actions and pleaded 
unilaterall  disarmament, a plea that was left largely unsupported. 
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Chapterr 3 describes the debate between 1959 and 1963. During this period, the 

PvdAA continued its cautious reorientation and discussed nuclear armamentation 

extensively.. Although pacifists were allowed to raise their voice, the majority of the 

partyy preferred to attain world peace in a different way. The social-democratic peace 

policyy entailed a test ban treaty, non-proliferation, monitoring of nuclear forces, and a 

dialoguee between the us and su on mutual nuclear disarmament. At the same time, 

thee PvdA was apprehensive of the spread of communism in the world. Party policy 

duringg the Berlin crisis (1958-1961) and Cuba crisis (1962), for instance, was that Rus-

siann demands were not to be given into. Regulating spheres of influence remained a 

keyy issue in evaluating international conflicts such as these. 

Fromm 1963 to 1965 (Chapter 4), the PvdA concentrated on mutual disarmament. A 

'strikee against nuclear anarchy' and prevention of a nuclear war characterised their 

peacee policy. In the early 1960s these themes became relevant when plans for a joint 

nuclearr force were conceived to solve the crisis within NATO. The so-called Multi-

laterallateral Force (MLF ) turned out to have a divisive effect on the PvdA, separating the 

Atlantic-orientedd members of the party from the European-oriented ones. The Atlan-

ticss considered the ML F militarily redundant and an ineffective solution for NATO'S 

problems.. The Europeans, in contrast, felt it offered a means against the undesirable 

politicss of De Gaulle, and could be used to consolidate European unity. 

Chapterr 5 describes the rise of a new, left-wing, political movement ("New Left") 

inn 1966 and 1967. This youth movement profoundly influenced the discussion on 

peacee and security in the PvdA. The movement wished to be different and defied the 

ossifiedd 'Cold War mentality' that had ruled political thinking up til l then. The New 

Leftt managed to get recognition of the DDR (Eastern Germany) and conditional 

NAT OO membership {Portugal and Greece out, or the Netherlands out) onto the political 

agenda.. Not that these notions were readily adopted, but they were at least discussed. 

Surprisingly,, while these topics were fiercely discussed, a topic as controversial as the 

Vietnamm war was not. 

Noww that its star had risen, New Left was to integrate with main stream politics in 

19688 and 1969 (Chapter 6). As they quickly gained popularity, New Left exerted a 

growingg influence on the PvdA's political line. At a chaotic party convention in 1969, 

theirr proposal to unconditionally recognise the D DR was accepted. Conditional NATO 

membershipp did not make it, partly because of Russia's invasion of Czechoslovakia. 

Inn the years 1970-1972 (Chapter 7), the parliamentary party as well as foreign 

affairss experts tried to avoid the growing influence of the New Left. In the Lower 

House,, for instance, the PvdA members refused to defend unconditional recognition 

off  the DDR. NAT O policy was surprisingly not really an issue in the early 1970s and the 

advancess of New Left apparently reached their limits: to oppose the PvdA's official 

linee (e.g., NAT O support), New Left had to give in on some points as well. The status-

quoo lasted only briefly. At yet another emotive convention, in 1972, several radical 

motionss on peace and security were accepted. Only after leaders of the party exerted 
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severee pressure, did the meeting agree on compromises, which were adopted in the 

party'ss election program " Keerpunt'J2 ". 

Thee elections of November 1972 gave rise to a (coalition) government led by the 

PvdAA under Den Uyl. In his cabinet (1973-1977), the PvdA was well represented in 

foreignn affairs. Van der Stoel held the portfolio for Foreign Affairs, and Vredeling that 

forr Defence. The relation of these politicians to their party rank and file is discussed in 

Chapterr 8. A close and critical eye was kept on both ministers. Vredeling argued with 

thiss fellow party members about cutbacks in defence whereas Van der Stoel was more 

orr less continuously in conflict with them. Many members of the party, especially 

thosee on the left-wing, considered both ministers insufficiently progressive in their 

foreignn policies. Most failed to recognise, however, that international affairs at the 

timee left littl e room for manoeuvre. 

Chapterr 9 describes the elaborated discussion (1973-1975) on peace and security in 

thee PvdA. Once again, the debate gave rise to radical decisions at the party convention 

heldd in 1975. Proposals basically entailed denouncing the Dutch NAT O membership. 

Leaderss of the party did their utmost to tone down or 'actualise' these decisions, which 

addedd to the confusion over what the PvdA's position really was on peace and security. 

Takingg everything into account, chapter 10 tries to explain how positions on peace 

andd security changed swiftly in the PvdA. One reason may be found in internal politi-

call  developments, with New Left as key modulator of attitudes. Foreign policy was 

increasinglyy used to attain political goals. The cultural revolution, on the other hand, 

affectedd conceptions of foreign politics as well. A belief in democracy and each and 

everyone'ss ability to prosper and change had its repercussions on the debate. Finally, 

shiftss in international politics should be noted. As a reduction in Cold War tensions 

occurredd after 1963, many used this as a basis for bringing discussion to matters of 

peacee and security. Yet in their wish to attain world peace, many lost track of inter-

nationall  political reality. 

Vertaling:: Chantal Kerssens en Steven Pemberton 












