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‘A Foreign Plant’
Citizen-Initiated Referendums and Democratic Conceptualisations 

in the Netherlands, 1966-1999

jelle lammerts van bueren

From the mid-1960s onwards, the distanced model of postwar Dutch democracy, 
which used to be characterised by well-established political parties, top-down 
forms of citizen participation, and a powerful bureaucratic class, became heavily 
scrutinised. This article argues that in the ensuing atmosphere of competing 
democratic conceptualisations, the binding citizen-initiated referendum became 
one of the central battlegrounds in the debate over the correct practices of 
democracy. In this battle, that not only took place along, but also across party 
lines, the theoretical notion of parliamentary primacy was nonetheless deemed 
inviolable. Consequently, the referendum remained merely one of the many 
proposals for democratic renovation to close the gap between politicians and 
citizens. This allowed its opponents to instead choose other, more parliament-
oriented reforms.

Het naoorlogse indirecte Nederlandse democratiemodel, dat institutioneel 
gekarakteriseerd werd door sterke partijen, top-down vormen van 
burgerparticipatie en een machtige bureaucratische klasse, werd vanaf de 
jaren zestig steeds vaker bekritiseerd. Dit artikel betoogt dat het bindende 
referendum op volksinitiatief in deze sfeer van concurrerende democratische 
conceptualiseringen een van de centrale strijdperken vormde in het debat over 
de juiste praktische invulling van de democratie. In deze slag, die niet alleen langs, 
maar ook over partijgrenzen heen verliep, werd het theoretische uitgangspunt van 
het parlementaire primaat echter nooit betwijfeld. Hierdoor bleef het referendum 
slechts één van de vele voorstellen tot democratische vernieuwing om de kloof 
tussen burger en politiek te overbruggen en kozen tegenstanders voor meer 
parlementaire hervormingen.
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Introduction

In 2018, after heated debates in both chambers of Parliament, the Dutch 

government abolished the advisory citizen-initiated referendum in the 

Netherlands.1 This was the provisional conclusion of a decades-long 

discussion of this tool of direct, participatory democracy in Dutch politics on 

the national level, which had led to its introduction in 2015. Although only 

two non-binding citizen-initiated referendums have actually been held in the 

Netherlands, namely those on the eu-Ukraine Association Treaty (2016) and 

the enhanced Intelligence and Security Services Act (2018), the history of this 

political tool is protracted and intrinsically linked to political and societal 

debates on the ideal functioning of Dutch democracy since the late 1960s. On 

the one hand, these debates included an increasing call against the indirect 

and distanced institutional character of the Dutch democratic model and, on 

the other hand, the continuing refusal of most established political parties to 

integrate the citizen-initiated referendum into the Dutch democratic system.

This history of contention over the institutional characteristics 

of a democratic system fits well with the historiographical approach of 

investigating democracy as an ‘essentially contested concept’.2 This notion, 

originally introduced by the British philosopher Walter Brice Gallie, 

refers to a concept of which it is impossible to reach agreement in terms 

of its interpretation or correct usage.3 In other words, democracy, or being 

democratic, has meant fundamentally different things to different actors 

over time and there has and always will be contention over its definition and 

channelling via institutions. Consequently, when investigating democracy, 

historians have spoken of competing ‘democratic conceptions’ or ‘democratic 

repertoires,’ which clashed not merely in the Netherlands, but also in a wider 

European context.4

In the first postwar decades, Dutch democracy had been marked by a 

representative government with ‘an emphasis on freedom, self-government by 

a broadly defined elite, and a strong civil society, rather than by participation 

of the population at large’.5 However, as several political historians, most 

notably Martin Conway, have indicated, several old pillars that supported 

1	 Staatsblad van het Koninkrijk der Nederlanden, 

‘Wet van 10 juli 2018 tot intrekking van de Wet 

raadgevend referendum,’ Staatsblad 214 (2018).

2	 Remieg Aerts and Peter de Goede, Omstreden 

democratie. Over de problemen van een 

succesverhaal (Boom 2013).

3	 Walter Brice Gallie, ‘Essentially Contested 

Concepts’, Proceedings of the Aristotelean Society 

56:1 (1955) 167-198. doi: https://doi.org/10.1093/

aristotelian/56.1.167.

4	 Pepijn Corduwener, The Problem of Democracy in 

Postwar Europe: Political Actors and the Formation 

of the Postwar Model of Democracy in France, 

West Germany, and Italy (Routledge 2017) 65. doi: 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315536835; Wim van 

Meurs, ‘Democratische repertoires in beweging 

en conflict’, in: Aerts and De Goede (eds.), 

Omstreden democratie, 28.

5	 Henk te Velde, ‘The Emergence of the 

Netherlands as a “Democratic” Country’, Journal 

https://doi.org/10.1093/aristotelian/56.1.167
https://doi.org/10.1093/aristotelian/56.1.167
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315536835
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the Western European democratic order of distanced democracies began to 

crumble from the late 1960s onward.6

First of all, substantial economic growth, which had until then 

characterised postwar Europe, was no longer a given. Cultural norms were 

also changing, with an increasing focus on emancipation and individuality. 

And finally, the traditional political institutions of the direct postwar days, 

which were the top-down people’s parties, began losing support.7 In the 

Netherlands, sharp distinctions between progressivism and conservativism 

began to appear, class and religion became less important in voting behaviour, 

and calls for democratic renovation arose.8 Illustrative of these developments 

was the decreasing predictability of elections, as well as the increasing use of 

opinion polls in Dutch media.9

Sentiments of democracy dying or losing its postwar foundations 

were common in the 1970s and, according to some, Europe entered an era 

of ‘post-democracy’, a concept originally coined by Colin Crouch, meaning 

that countries remained democratic in name, while their representative 

institutions increasingly lost power.10 Historically, however, it would be 

more accurate to speak of this new era as yet another period of democratic 

contention, with both new and incumbent political actors proposing 

institutional renovations to amend the supposed shortcomings of the postwar 

conceptualisation of distanced democracy.

As a response to the crisis of the distanced democracies of the direct 

postwar era, Dutch political elites put forward competing proposals to restock 

the institutional, democratic toolbox. By doing so, they aimed at closing the 

‘growing gap between political (party) elites and the “people”’.11 Their ideas 

included a potential reintroduction of district voting, more attention to the 

interests of peripheral regions, and the organisation of election campaign 

tours that covered the entire country.12 Besides, parliament increasingly 

valued openness and transparency, considered new parliamentary procedures 

of Modern European History 17:2 (2019) 161-170, 163. 

doi: https://doi.org/10.1177/1611894419835747.

6	 Martin Conway, Western Europe’s Democratic 

Age: 1945-1968 (Princeton University Press 

2020) 294-311. doi: https://doi.org/10.23943/

princeton/9780691203485.003.0007.

7	 Andreas Wirsching et al., ‘The 1970s and 1980s 

as a Turning Point in European History’, Journal 

of Modern European History 9:1 (2011) 8-26. doi: 

https://doi.org/10.17104/1611-8944_2011_1_8.

8	 James Kennedy, Nieuw Babylon in aanbouw. 

Nederland in de jaren zestig (Boom 1995) 199-206.

9	 Fons Meijer, ‘Charting Dutch Democracy: 

Opinion Polls, Broadcasters and Electoral 

Culture in the Netherlands, 1965-1990’, bmgn 

– Low Countries Historical Review 137:3 (2022) 

32-59, 57-59. doi: https://doi.org/10.51769/bmgn-

lchr.7074.

10	 Conway, Western Europe’s Democratic Age, 298; 

303; Colin Crouch, Coping with Post-Democracy 

(Fabian Society 2000).

11	 Harm Kaal, ‘Politics of Place: Political 

Representation and the Culture of 

Electioneering in the Netherlands, c.1848–

1980s’, European Review of History 23:3 (2016) 

486-507, 496. doi: https://doi.org/10.1080/135074

86.2015.1086314.

12	 Ibid., 496-497; 499.

https://doi.org/10.1177/1611894419835747
https://doi.org/10.23943/princeton/9780691203485.003.0007
https://doi.org/10.23943/princeton/9780691203485.003.0007
https://doi.org/10.17104/1611-8944_2011_1_8
https://doi.org/10.51769/bmgn-lchr.7074
https://doi.org/10.51769/bmgn-lchr.7074
https://doi.org/10.1080/13507486.2015.1086314
https://doi.org/10.1080/13507486.2015.1086314
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such as an extra-long ‘question hour’, whilst opposition parties gained more 

room to criticise the government.13

Additionally, new political actors like the student movement and 

the new political party Democraten 66 (D’66) proposed and introduced 

more uprooting forms of democratic contention, in line with what Wim 

de Jong has aptly called the ‘libertarian’ and ‘politicising’ democratic 

repertoires. These new repertoires, which focused on individuality and 

radical citizen-participation respectively, competed with the existing frames 

of ‘diversity’, ‘unity’, and ‘discipline’, which had characterised the postwar 

years of distanced democracy.14 As Ank Michels states, the so-called ‘politics 

of accommodation’ of the direct postwar years came to an end and extra-

parliamentary means of voicing concerns became increasingly popular, for 

example in the form of demonstrations or one-issue action groups.15

As this article aims to show, the citizen-initiated referendum was 

another heavily contested, yet so far largely ignored part of the democratic 

renovation debate in the Netherlands that arose from the late 1960s and 

the early 1970s. The debate on a potential introduction of the referendum 

is a central part of the aforementioned battle between various democratic 

conceptualisations. Similar developments took place in other European 

states as well, most notably in Italy and the United Kingdom. However, in 

these countries the referendum was eventually institutionalised, while in the 

Netherlands the binding referendum remained a theoretical proposal.16

The absence of actual citizen-initiated referendums held in the 

Netherlands explains the scarce historiographical attention that has been 

paid so far to the debates on the referendum since the late 1960s. The Dutch 

referendum experience is merely discussed, either as an instrument that 

does not fit any of the Dutch ‘democratic repertoires’, or as a small part of 

broader studies that investigate specific referendum results after 2005, the 

year in which the first and only Dutch state-initiated referendum was held 

13	 Carla Hoetink and Henk te Velde, ‘Rules of 

Consultation: Parliamentary Procedure in the 

Netherlands Since 1795’, Parliaments, Estates and 

Representation 44:3 (2024) 286-304, 299; 300-

302. doi: https://doi.org/10.1080/02606755.2024

.2417138.

14	 Wim de Jong, Van wie is de burger? Omstreden 

democratie in Nederland 1945-1985 (Proefschrift, 

Radboud Universiteit Nijmegen 2014) 28.

15	 Ank Michels, ‘Citizen Participation and 

Democracy in the Netherlands’, Democratization 

13:2 (2006) 323-339, 327-330. doi: https://doi.

org/10.1080/13510340500524067.

16	 In 1970, the Italian coalition government unfroze 

the right to hold referendums. Pier Vincenzo 

Uleri, ‘Italy: Referendums and Initiatives from 

the Origins to the Crisis of a Democratic 

Regime’, in: Michael Gallagher and idem (eds.), 

The Referendum Experience in Europe (Palgrave 

Macmillan 1996) 106-125, 107. doi: https://

doi.org/10.1007/978-1-349-24796-7_7. In 1973, 

the British Conservative Party turned to the 

referendum in an attempt to solve the Troubles. 

Colin Murray and Aoife O’Donoghue, ‘Unity in 

Diversity? Constitutional Identities, Deliberative 

Processes and a “Border Poll” in Ireland’, King’s 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02606755.2024.2417138
https://doi.org/10.1080/02606755.2024.2417138
https://doi.org/10.1080/13510340500524067
https://doi.org/10.1080/13510340500524067
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-349-24796-7_7
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-349-24796-7_7
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on the European Constitution (Table 1).17 As a result, remarkably little is 

known about how and why the debate on the referendum took place in the 

later postwar period, but also why this tool of citizen participation was never 

introduced. This is unfortunate, as historical debates about direct democracy 

can very well serve as a lens to investigate competing ideas about the ideal 

functioning of democracy. The present article aims to do so and is a follow-up 

study of my earlier publication in Tijdschrift voor Geschiedenis, which analysed 

the discussions on democratic reform in the direct postwar period in France 

and the Netherlands.18

The main goal of this article is to find out what the increased call 

for and the incumbent resistance against citizen-initiated referendums 

can tell us about prevailing and arising democratic conceptualisations in 

the Netherlands from the late 1960s until 1999. The article consists of four 

parts and largely follows a chronological order. The first part provides a 

short overview of the Dutch referendum debate before 1966. After all, the 

referendum gained momentum in the 1960s, yet, referendum debates and 

practices had existed before and these experiences also informed the later 

discussions.19

Secondly, the article examines the increased criticism of the distanced 

conceptualisation of postwar Dutch democracy that arose in the late 1960s. 

It answers the question of what different referendum proposals were on 

the table as a solution for the perceived crisis of postwar democracy. This 

section begins in 1966, as the main movement for democratic renovation, 

Year Topic Status Yes No Turnout

2005 European Constitution Advisory (state-initiated) 38,5% 61,5% 63,3%

2016 eu-Ukraine Association 
Treaty

Advisory (citizen-initiated) 38,1% 61,1% 32,2%

2018 Intelligence and Security 
Services Act

Advisory (citizen-initiated) 46,5% 49,4% 51,5%

Table 1.  Dutch referendums since 2005.

Law Journal 34:2 (2023) 340-368, 351. doi: https://

doi.org/10.1080/09615768.2023.2253386.

17	 De Jong, Van wie is de burger, 174; 201; Idem, 

Civic Education and Contested Democracy 

Towards a Pedagogic State in the Netherlands 

post 1945 (Palgrave Macmillan 2020) 122; 143. 

doi: https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-56298-

4; Joop van Holsteyn, ‘The Netherlands: 

National Debates and Local Experience’, in: The 

Referendum Experience in Europe, 126-138. doi: 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-349-24796-7_8; 

Saskia Hollander, The Politics of Referendum Use 

in European Democracies (Palgrave Macmillan 

2019). doi: https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-

04197-7.

18	 Jelle Lammerts van Bueren, ‘Referendaverschillen. 

Directe democratie als lens voor het onderzoeken 

van verschillen in de naoorlogse democratische 

ontwikkeling van West-Europa’, Tijdschrift voor 

Geschiedenis 138:1 (2025) 25-42. doi: https://doi.

org/10.5117/TvG2025.1.003.LAMM.

19	 The idea that historical experiences strongly 

affect the future potentiality of institutional 

change stems from historical institutionalism.

https://doi.org/10.1080/09615768.2023.2253386
https://doi.org/10.1080/09615768.2023.2253386
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-56298-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-56298-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-349-24796-7_8
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-04197-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-04197-7
https://doi.org/10.5117/TvG2025.1.003.LAMM
https://doi.org/10.5117/TvG2025.1.003.LAMM
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D’66, was founded in that year and because the referendum was one of the 

constitutional renewals investigated by the Staatscommissie (state committee) 

headed by former Prime Minister Jozef Cals and judicial expert Andreas 

Donner.20 It analyses the various referendum solutions that were proposed 

to fix the apparent lacks of distanced democracy. This includes both those 

proposed by reformist movements as those by various other state committees 

in the 1970s and 1980s. Sources used include the reports of these state 

committees, as well as a limited number of political manifestos, to analyse 

how political actors and political experts discussed the referendum.21

The third part of the article subsequently uses articles that appeared in 

national newspapers, as well as party programmes, to investigate the political 

and societal debates on referendums between 1966 and 1989. It discusses 

which political actors proposed and who opposed the citizen-initiated 

referendum and what ideas about the ideal functioning of democracy were 

behind their positions. The newspapers were accessed through the online 

media archive Delpher. As this research engages with a national debate, it 

uses all newspapers that had a national audience at the time and considers 

all references to referendums in the Netherlands. This means that articles 

from the following newspapers are investigated: Algemeen Dagblad, Algemeen 

Handelsblad, De Telegraaf, De Volkskrant, De Tijd, De Waarheid, Het Parool, Het 

Vrije Volk, nrc Handelsblad, Nederlands Dagblad, Trouw, and Tubantia. For these 

newspapers, the search key ‘referendum; Nederland’ was used, to include 

articles that discussed the referendum as a political tool, but exclusively in 

the Netherlands. This paragraph examines the arguments for and against 

referendums advanced by a broad scala of political actors, moving beyond the 

views of political elites to also include individual citizens and civil society.

The final section analyses why the citizen-initiated referendum 

eventually did not see the light of day in the 1990s, while other proposals for 

democratic renovation did make it. Here, 1999 has been selected as the end of 

the research period, because in that year, the Nacht van Wiegel (Wiegel’s Night) 

on 18 to 19 May put an end to the constitutional procedure to institutionalise 

the binding citizen-initiated referendum.22

All in all, this contribution firstly argues that in the post-1970s 

atmosphere of competing ideas on democratic renovation, the debate 

on the citizen-initiated referendum became one of the central battles 

over the correct practices of democracy, partly following, but also partly 

transcending traditional party lines. Secondly, it claims that the theoretical 

notion of parliamentary primacy in the agenda-setting process was never 

20	 Jozef Cals and Andreas Donner, Eindrapport van 

de Staatscommissie van advies inzake de Grondwet 

en de Kieswet (1971).

21	 These are available open access through the 

official channels of the Dutch government and 

the Documentatiecentrum Nederlandse Politieke 

Partijen (hereafter dnpp) in Groningen.

22	 Eerste Kamer der Staten-Generaal, Verslag van 

Handelingen 18 mei 1999, 30e vergadering  

(1999).
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questioned and was deemed inviolable in this debate. Therefore, the 

referendum remained one of many proposals for democratic renovation to 

close the supposed gap between representatives and those they represent. 

This dominant interpretation allowed its opponents to not integrate the 

referendum contrary to other, more parliamentary reforms that better fit 

Dutch parliamentary democracy.

The Dutch referendum debate before 1966

The history of the Dutch referendum experiment goes back as far as the late 

eighteenth century. The Batavian Republic held a number of direct votes 

to approve constitutional changes in revolutionary times.23 The Batavian 

connection to the French occupation nonetheless discredited the legitimacy 

of these referendums and after the Restoration, the referendum as a means 

of representing the unmediated popular will did not return. Instead, when 

a limited mode of democratic government was introduced following the 

famous constitutional revision of 1848, the bicameral Dutch parliament was 

given a so-called vrij mandaat (free mandate) indicating that it could govern the 

country as it deemed fit, once it was installed.24

It would take until 1887, almost a century after the Batavian 

experiments, before parliament discussed the referendum again, albeit as 

a marginal part of a broader constitutional debate. When a constitutional 

revision was implemented in that year, one of the subjects discussed was the 

potential replacement of the Senate by holding referendums. However, the 

idea was dismissed rapidly, and so was a very similar proposal that Pieter Jelles 

Troelstra made in the House of Representatives in 1903, due to a complete 

lack of parliamentary support.25

After the First World War and the introduction of universal 

male suffrage in 1917, the referendum became the principal subject of a 

governmental investigation. A state committee that dealt with the form of 

Dutch democracy was set up in December 1918 under the leadership of former 

Prime Minister Charles Ruys-De Beerenbrouck. It discussed elements such 

as universal female suffrage, succession to the throne, and the referendum.26 

However, with the exception of one dissident member who pointed to the 

Swiss success with referendums as a positive example, it advised against 

23	 Meine Henk Klijnsma, ‘De Bataafse referenda. 

Herontdekte precedenten’, in: Boudewijn F. Steur 

(ed.), De keuze om te kiezen. Referenda in Nederland 

(Elsevier Overheid 2005) 27-33; Van Holsteyn, 

‘The Netherlands’; Jos de Jong, Democratie in 

kinderschoenen. Twee referenda over de eerste 

Nederlandse grondwet, 1797-1798 (Vantilt 2018) 343.

24	 Steur, De keuze, 11.

25	 Ibid., 52; Van Holsteyn, ‘The Netherlands’, 126-127.

26	 Charles Ruys-de Beerenbrouck, Verslag van de 

staatscommissie ingesteld bij koninklijk besluit van 

20 december 1918, n°. 78, aan welke is opgedragen de 

voorbereiding van eene herziening van de grondwet 

(1920) 1.
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direct votes.27 The committee regarded the referendum as a ‘foreign plant’, 

that was not fit for the Dutch tradition of representative government.28 It 

believed that there was no room for citizen involvement after Parliament had 

made a decision and that the people already had the opportunity to voice their 

concerns every four years. According to the committee, referendums would 

only obstruct the dominant system of party politics and slow down an already 

sluggish system of government. All in all, the committee thus considered the 

referendum at odds with the main theoretical notion of Dutch democracy, 

namely that members of Parliament had a free mandate for four years to 

represent the interests of the people as they saw fit.29

Although a few experiments with referendums were actually carried 

out on the local level, the postwar conceptualisation of Dutch democracy was 

largely dominated by the belief that rule by the people required a certain level 

of discipline. Therefore, it was generally deemed beneficial that an educated 

elite would take the major political decisions and that voting once every few 

years established enough of a popular mandate for parliamentarians to be 

legitimate representatives.30 From the late 1960s onwards, however, multiple 

Western European states experienced severe challenges to this postwar 

democratic order and the Netherlands was no exception.

The referendum as a solution to the crisis of postwar democracy?

At the time, several signs indicated that the direct postwar conceptualisation 

of a managed, distanced democracy was no longer untouchable. First of all, 

new political movements aiming for democratic renovation entered the 

political arena. Some of these were very small and fairly insignificant, such 

as the Lobby-groep Referendum en Initiatief (Pressure group Referendum 

and Initiative) and the minor Partij voor Volkswil en Referendum (Party for 

Popular Will and the Referendum).31 The larger party D’66, however, was 

much more influential and believed the Dutch system of distanced democracy 

had resulted in a democratic deficit that needed to be amended (Figure 1).32

Secondly, within the incumbent parties, a changing attitude towards 

the postwar conceptualisation of democracy could be felt as well. For example, 

27	 Joseph Limburg, ‘Brief aan Hare Majesteit 

de Koningin van lid Limburg’, in: Ruys-de 

Beerenbrouck, Verslag van de staatscommissie.

28	 All translations are the author's. Original: ‘plant 

van vreemden bodem’. Ruys-de Beerenbrouck, 

Verslag van de staatscommissie, 3.

29	 Ibid.

30	 De Jong, Van wie is de burger?, 25-28.

31	 ‘Nieuwe politieke groepering dient 

zich aan. Lobby-groep “Referendum 

en initiatief”’, Algemeen Handelsblad, 

9 March 1963. https://resolver.kb.nl/

resolve?urn=KBNRC01:000033710:mpeg21:a0122; 

‘Partij voor Volkswil en Referendum’, Telegraaf, 

9 November 1964. https://resolver.kb.nl/

resolve?urn=ddd:110588707:mpeg21: 

a0034.

32	 Het initiatiefcomité D’66, Appèl aan iedere 

Nederlander die ongerust is over de ernstige 

devaluatie van onze democratie (dnpp 1966).

https://resolver.kb.nl/resolve%3Furn%3DKBNRC01%3A000033710%3Ampeg21%3Aa0122
https://resolver.kb.nl/resolve%3Furn%3DKBNRC01%3A000033710%3Ampeg21%3Aa0122
https://resolver.kb.nl/resolve%3Furn%3Dddd%3A110588707%3Ampeg21%3Aa0034
https://resolver.kb.nl/resolve%3Furn%3Dddd%3A110588707%3Ampeg21%3Aa0034
https://resolver.kb.nl/resolve%3Furn%3Dddd%3A110588707%3Ampeg21%3Aa0034
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▲

Figure 1.  After the 1967 elections, D’66 entered the House of Representatives with seven parliamentarians: Minne 

Dijkstra, Aar de Goede, Anneke Goudsmit, Sef Imkamp, Hans van Mierlo, Erwin Nypels, and Erik Visser. This photo 

was taken during their first parliamentary meeting on 23 February 1967. Photo by Ron Kroon/Anefo, ‘Tweede Kamer 

voor het eerst bijeen, de fractie D66 in de banken’. © Nationaal Archief, Den Haag, CC0, 2.24.01.05/920-1019, http://

hdl.handle.net/10648/ab10c3b4-d0b4-102d-bcf8-003048976d84.

http://hdl.handle.net/10648/ab10c3b4-d0b4-102d-bcf8-003048976d84
http://hdl.handle.net/10648/ab10c3b4-d0b4-102d-bcf8-003048976d84
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new political currents questioned the status quo, most prominently within 

the social democrat PvdA, where a group of left-wing reformers, who called 

themselves Nieuw Links (New Left), aimed to push the party towards a more 

progressive course (Figure 2).33 Additionally, the 1967 parliamentary elections 

showed a clear change in political alignment. As Michels states, the Catholic 

kvp lost substantially and the pillars that had so long influenced election 

results appeared to be disintegrating. In these elections, D’66 performed 

spectacularly well and obtained seven seats out of nowhere.34 Four years later, 

D’66 obtained another four seats while the kvp lost seven. Characteristic of 

the moment was also that progressive members of the kvp split from the party 

and formed the libertarian ppr.35

Finally, a wider European movement for systemic democratic change 

arose across Western Europe, mostly in the youth cultures of Western 

European cities.36 Emblematic of this movement were the 1968 protests, 

especially in Paris, headed by students who belonged to the first true postwar 

generation. These protesters sought more political participation, independent 

from the cues of political parties or the virtue of social class or religion. They 

strongly criticised the indirect nature of the postwar democratic model and, 

according to both Matt Qvortrup and Joost van den Akker, the referendum 

theoretically functioned as an alternative participatory mechanism for 

citizens that had become dissatisfied about the perceived malfunctioning of 

the political system.37 The call for more participatory modes of democracy, 

thus, was not unique to the Netherlands.

Solutions to amend the postwar interpretation of democracy that were 

presented by D’66 included the direct election of certain (local and national) 

governmental positions, such as mayors and the prime minister. Nieuw 

Links focused strongly on holding parliament accountable for its actions.38 

However, for the smaller parties mentioned above, only the citizen-initiated 

referendum would amend the shortcomings of the disciplined democracies. 

33	 Hans van den Doel et al., Tien over rood. Uitdaging 

van Nieuw Links aan de PvdA (Polak en Van 

Gennep 1966).

34	 Ank Michels, ‘Ideological Positions and the 

Referendum in the Netherlands’, in: Maija Setälä and 

Theo Schiller (eds.), Referendums and Representative 

Democracy: Responsiveness, Accountability and 

Deliberation (Routledge 2009) 56-74, 57.

35	 Gerrit Voerman, ‘Communisten, pacifistisch-

socialisten, radicalen en progressieve christenen. 

De voorlopers van GroenLinks’, in: Paul Lucardie 

and idem (eds.), Van de straat naar de staat? 

Groenlinks 1990-2010 (Boom 2010) 15-36, 18.

36	 Michels, ‘Ideological Positions’, 57.

37	 Joost van den Akker, ‘The Dutch Referendum  

on the eu-Ukraine Association Agreement’, 

in: Julie Smith (ed.), The Palgrave Handbook 

of European Referendums (Palgrave Macmillan 

2021) 671-693, 672-673. doi: https://doi.

org/10.1007/978-3-030-55803-1_32; Matt 

Qvortrup, ‘The History of Referendums and 

Direct Democracy’, in: idem and Laurence 

Morel (eds.), The Routledge Handbook to 

Referendums and Direct Democracy (Routledge 

2018) 11-26, 22.

38	 Van den Doel et al., Tien over rood, 9.

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-55803-1_32
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-55803-1_32
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▲

Figure 2.  One of the initiators of the New Left movement, Han Lammers, addresses the 1967 PvdA Congress on 24 

November. Photograph by Eric Koch, ‘Congres pvda in de rai. Han Lammers van Nieuw Links spreekt vergadering 

toe’. © Nationaal Archief, Den Haag, cc0, 2.24.01.05/920-8798, http://hdl.handle.net/10648/ab2e0384-d0b4-102d-

bcf8-003048976d84.

http://hdl.handle.net/10648/ab2e0384-d0b4-102d-bcf8-003048976d84
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In its founding manifesto, D’66 also expressed an interest for the potential 

introduction of referendums on particular political issues.39

The debate on the referendum did not only take place within new 

political organisations, but also led to a response from the political elites. 

Most importantly, in 1967, the Cals/Donner state committee was instated. 

Its goal was to investigate institutionally innovative proposals for an 

upcoming overall constitutional revision.40 In its 1971 report, the committee 

discouraged the government from holding citizen-initiated referendums, as it 

considered them too expensive and argued that there was too little experience 

with and knowledge of referendums. Besides, the committee did not observe 

a ‘great desire’ for the citizen initiative in Dutch society.41 Without ‘these 

conditions being fulfilled’, the committee believed it would be unwise to 

alter the system of purely representative government, which had such deep 

historical roots in the Netherlands.42 Besides, according to the committee, by 

introducing the referendum, there would be a chance that politicians would 

no longer be willing to take unpopular long-term decisions.43

Still, a significant minority of the committee was in favour of introducing 

a form of the abrogative referendum, which would later be introduced in Italy, 

as it stated that this would increase the accountability of parliamentarians.44 

The focus thus was on improving the quality of parliamentary rule and not on 

enlarging the opportunities for citizens to advance their grievances. To this end, 

the committee drew up an example of what a referendum bill could look like and 

what extra conditions should be implemented, such as the binding nature of a 

direct vote, a number of topics on which no referendums should be held, such as 

popular tax reductions, and the minimum thirty per cent turnout number that 

would be required for a binding decision.45

In 1982, a year before the major constitutional renewal of 1983, a 

second committee was formed to advise on the relation between voters and 

the policy-making process. Former Prime Minister Barend Biesheuvel, who 

headed the committee, stated in his 1985 report that citizen participation 

had proven to be important for a strong democracy, but that participation in 

political decision-making was rather limited in the Netherlands. He expressed 

the concern that this lack of actual influence would lead to frustrations among 

citizens and a declining interest in further participation in the democratic 

process.46 The committee therefore strongly advised to integrate referendum 

practices into the existing Dutch representative system of democracy, to 

enhance participation.47

39	 Het initiatiefcomité D’66, Appèl.

40	 Hollander, The Politics, 239.

41	 Original: ‘groot verlangen’. Cals and Donner, 

Eindrapport, 158-159.

42	 Original: ‘Daardoor ontbreken de voorwaarden, 

die zouden moeten zijn vervuld’. Cals and 

Donner, Eindrapport, 159.

43	 Ibid., 157, 159.

44	 Ibid., 161.

45	 Ibid., 159-160.

46	 Barend Biesheuvel, Eindrapport van de staatscommissie 

van advies inzake de relatie kiezers-beleidsvorming 

(Staatsuitgeverij ’s-Gravenhage 1985) 11.

47	 Ibid., 23-38.
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The committee proposed three different types of referendums and 

was positive on all of them, albeit to varying degrees. Firstly, the corrective 

referendum would be a means for citizens to retract a bill that parliament had 

already accepted. To prevent an explosion of referendums, it did advise the 

introduction of certain speed bumps, such as a relatively elevated minimum 

number of petition signatures compared to Italy and Switzerland, to avert an 

upset in the parliamentary primacy of Dutch democracy, as well as a minimum 

turnout of thirty per cent to validate the vote. Support for this recommendation 

was unanimous.48 Secondly, a majority of the committee members supported 

the law-initiative referendum, which meant that citizens could write a law 

proposal themselves and, if all conditions were met, would be allowed to defend 

it in parliament. If the bill would be voted down by less than eighty per cent 

of parliament members or if parliament decided not to discuss the proposal 

at all, a referendum would be held according to the same conditions as for 

the binding corrective referendum.49 Finally, half the committee endorsed a 

state-initiated advisory referendum, allowing the government (or at a later stage 

parliamentarians) to consult the public on a particular law.50

All referendum types were to follow certain rules, for example that 

a range of topics could not be the subject of any direct vote. These included 

the royal family, as a referendum on this topic would hurt the position of the 

monarchy no matter the outcome; international treaties, as referendums on 

those could sow confusion about the Dutch commitment to international 

cooperation; and matters that influenced the salaries of public servants, as 

citizens would not be able to take into consideration all competing interests. 

Remarkably, the committee did override objections to referendums on other 

aspects of the finances of state, making these potential referendums a fairly 

powerful tool.51

Proponents and opponents of the referendum and their democratic reasoning

While the two state committees investigated the citizen-initiated referendum, 

a vibrant debate among diverse societal groups and politicians about the 

desirability of the referendum equally emerged from the late 1960s onwards. 

The proponents of such a change originated from, but certainly were not 

limited to, the progressive reform movements of the late 1960s that had 

popularised the criticism of the distanced democracies. Here, the Dutch case 

shows a clear difference with Italy, the United Kingdom, and France, where 

the referendum was largely a proposal from traditional political actors.52 In 

the Netherlands, the supporters of the referendum proved to be fragmented.

48	 Ibid., 54; 61.

49	 Ibid., 79.

50	 Ibid., 89.

51	 Ibid., 39-51; 61.

52	 These were the Christian Democrats in Italy, the 

Conservatives in the United Kingdom, and the 

Gaullists in France.
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First of all, there existed a wide array of controversial topics on which 

citizens believed it would be useful to hold a referendum. For example, the 

right-wing Dutch parliamentarian Honig van den Bossche (Boerenpartij, 

Agrarians) argued in 1973 that a potential parole of the infamous ‘Drie 

van Breda’ – a group of three German war criminals – should be judged in 

a referendum.53 Another example is that of a female author, C. Cassa, who 

in 1973 suggested holding a referendum on the question of abortion: ‘the 

fairest way to reach a just system of [abortion] laws is to hold a referendum 

for all women. Its outcome should be respected’.54 Many authors also argued 

in favour of holding municipal referendums as a way of democratising local 

politics.55

Most importantly, from 1982 to 1984, the matter of the nuclear 

question, according to some, could only be solved by organising a referendum. 

This concerned the use of nuclear energy, but mostly the placement of 

American nuclear missiles on Dutch soil, which created high tensions in 

Dutch society. Parliamentarians, committees, and individual citizens called 

for a referendum (Figure 3) and there even was a television series in which 

fictional referendums on nuclear energy were held.56 One opinion poll from 

1984 reported that 75 per cent of the Dutch population wanted a referendum 

on this topic, but hostility to this proposal in The Hague prevented such a 

direct vote.57 In 1987, the pacifist movement finally retracted its support for 

the referendum.58

Secondly, divergent political movements supported the referendum 

as a tool to renovate democracy. Both well-established parties as well as new 

53	 ‘Van Agt tegen volksstemming 

Bredase Drie’, Algemeen Dagblad, 11 

September 1973. https://resolver.kb.nl/

resolve?urn=KBPERS01:002892009:mpeg21:a00104.

54	 Original: ‘De eerlijkste manier om tot een 

juiste wetgeving te komen lijkt mij het 

houden van een referendum onder alle 

vrouwen. Bij de uitkomst daarvan zou men 

zich moeten neerleggen’. C. Cassa, ‘ad Post, 

Ontmoeting met de lezers’, Algemeen Dagblad, 

29 September 1973. https://resolver.kb.nl/

resolve?urn=KBPERS01:002892025:mpeg21:a00029.

55	 Henk Schaaf, ‘Reparatie’, Het vrije volk: democratisch-

socialistisch dagblad, 4 March 1975. https://resolver.

kb.nl/resolve?urn=ddd:010958707:mpeg21:a0243; 

‘Staatrechtelijk uniek. Referendum 

beslist over dorpsraad’, De Volkskrant, 8 

September 1978. https://resolver.kb.nl/

resolve?urn=ABCDDD:010882217:mpeg21:a0238.

56	 Léon Wecke and Leoni Sipkes, ‘Referendum 

kruisraketten zal onrust voorkomen’, De Volkskrant, 

7 September 1983. https://resolver.kb.nl/

resolve?urn=ABCDDD:010878695:mpeg21:a0184; 

Roelfien Sant, ‘Jeugdserie over kruisraketten’, 

Het Parool, 5 October 1983. https://resolver.kb.nl/

resolve?urn=ABCDDD:010846335:mpeg21:a0071; 

‘ikv: Maak referendum mogelijk’, Algemeen 

Dagblad, 25 November 1985. https://resolver.kb.nl/

resolve?urn=KBPERS01:003036021:mpeg21:a00036.

57	 ‘Driekwart Nederlanders wil referendum’, De 

Waarheid, 13 March 1984. https://resolver.kb.nl/

resolve?urn=ddd:010378411:mpeg21:a0042. 

Although this newspaper was clearly influenced by 

its communist signature, the poll that is mentioned 

was also reported on by the independent news 

agency anp, as can be seen in the article.

58	 Frank van Zijl, ‘Ruim tweehonderd vredesactivisten 

beraden zich op nieuwe acties: “Alles best als 

https://resolver.kb.nl/resolve%3Furn%3DKBPERS01%3A002892009%3Ampeg21%3Aa00104
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▲

Figure 3.  Activists of the pacifist movement demonstrate in front of the Dutch parliament in favour of a referendum 

on the placement of American nuclear missiles. This photo was taken on 6 August 1984 by Marcel Antonisse. © Nati-

onaal Archief, cc0, 2.24.01.05/932-9951, http://hdl.handle.net/10648/ad39ce74-d0b4-102d-bcf8-003048976d84.

http://hdl.handle.net/10648/ad39ce74-d0b4-102d-bcf8-003048976d84
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fringe movements often discussed their stances on the referendum during 

publicly held party congresses, which were widely covered in the newspapers. 

As mentioned above, the wish to install the referendum did not turn out to be 

an exclusively leftist or progressive position. On the contrary, following the 

early referendum debates in the late 1960s, the liberal vvd had been the first 

major national party after D’66 to seriously consider the idea of a referendum. 

At its national congress of 1969, a section of the party pled for obligatory 

referendums on constitutional amendments and facultative referendums on 

individual laws.59 This point of view had previously been associated with the 

socialist sdap.

In the 1970s, several new, albeit minuscule, one-issue parties emerged 

that argued for a revision of the postwar democratic order through the 

introduction of the referendum into the Dutch model. The tiny Referendum 

Party Nederland (rpn), for example, was founded in 1975 by a dissident 

member of the PvdA to advocate for the introduction of a Swiss-like 

referendum on a national scale. The Conservatieve Volkspartij (Conservative 

People’s Party), founded in 1977 as a successor to the right-wing Boerenpartij, 

also fruitlessly advocated the introduction of the referendum in the Dutch 

parliamentary system.60

Meanwhile, during and following the work of the Biesheuvel 

committee, many political parties that did have seats in Parliament 

started their own investigations into the potentiality of a citizen-initiated 

referendum.61 In 1984, the leadership of the PvdA ordered such an 

examination and two years later, the party argued in favour of abolishing the 

we maar vreedzaam blijven”’, De Volkskrant, 

9 February 1987. https://resolver.kb.nl/

resolve?urn=ABCDDD:010856848:mpeg21:a0048.

59	 ‘vvd voor kiesrecht voor 18-jarigen: 

Eventueel ook pro referendum’, Tubantia, 

10 May 1969. https://resolver.kb.nl/

resolve?urn=KBPERS01:003311009:mpeg21:a00176.

60	 ‘Partij’, De Volkskrant, 1 November 

1975. https://resolver.kb.nl/

resolve?urn=ABCDDD:010881161:mpeg21:a0371; 

‘cvp wil recht op referendum’, Nederlands 

dagblad: gereformeerd gezinsblad, 23 

December 1977. https://resolver.kb.nl/

resolve?urn=ddd:010627343:mpeg21:a0060.

61	 ‘Spelregels bij formatie gaan op de helling’, Het 

Parool, 17 March 1982. https://resolver.kb.nl/

resolve?urn=ABCDDD:010847058:mpeg21:a0140; 

‘Staatscommissie gaat invloed kiezers 

op beleidsvorming na’, Nederlands 

dagblad: gereformeerd gezinsblad, 

19 May 1982. https://resolver.kb.nl/

resolve?urn=ddd:010627768:mpeg21:a0038; ‘Nieuwe 

commissie gaat invloed kiezer onderzoeken’, nrc 

Handelsblad, 27 May 1982. https://resolver.kb.nl/

resolve?urn=KBNRC01:000028342:mpeg21:a0034; 

‘Politiek geknutsel’, De Volkskrant, 8 

March 1984. https://resolver.kb.nl/

resolve?urn=ABCDDD:010879642:mpeg21:a0067; 

‘Commissie-Biesheuvel verdeeld over 

benoeming formateur’, De Waarheid, 

8 March 1984. https://resolver.kb.nl/

resolve?urn=ddd:010378407:mpeg21:a0118; 

‘Partijbureau PvdA vóór referendum’, 

Het vrije volk: democratisch-socialistisch 

dagblad, 9 May 1984. https://resolver.kb.nl/

resolve?urn=ddd:010961712:mpeg21:a0224.
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Senate, although it also partly retracted its support for the referendum.62 

Simultaneously, the communist cpn also renounced its earlier taboo on 

referendums, as a result of the nuclear missile controversy, and a working 

group within the party demanded to examine the adoption of referendums 

in the Dutch political system. By doing so, the party let go of its previous 

argumentation that referendums would only result in the subversion of the 

representative model and that they could easily be controlled, a stance that 

had fitted well with the direct postwar democratic repertoire that citizens 

were generally easy to manipulate.63

Finally, the rise of certain extra-parliamentary action committees 

proved that the discussion on the referendum did not strictly adhere to official 

party positions. For example, in 1981, four individual parliamentarians of 

cda, vvd, D’66, and the Democratisch Socialisten ’70 (Democratic Socialists; 

ds’70) joined the ‘Actiecomité Referendum Ja’ (Action Committee Referendum 

Yes), even though their parties viewed the referendum in completely different 

ways. The cda, in its electoral programmes, ignored the referendum, spoke 

of the primacy of the representative model instead, and expressed that 

participation ran via elected representatives.64 vvd and D’66 supported an 

investigation into a consultative referendum by a state committee, although 

D’66 was also eager to strengthen representative democracy.65 ds’70, finally, 

strongly opposed the binding referendum as it would hurt the representative 

character of Dutch democracy, but the party kept the door open for a 

consultative referendum, without in any way committing to it.66

The Action Committee Referendum Yes, founded by the organisation 

Civis Mundi and presided by the Rotterdam-based professor of law Wim 

Couwenberg, favoured experimenting with referendums to complement 

the Dutch model of representative democracy.67 According to Couwenberg, 

in 1986, the political parties themselves were seriously hindering the 

development of a satisfying model of citizenship, by holding on to a purely 

representative system.68 Ultimately, the committee became mostly known 

for its connection to the far-right Centrumpartij (Centre Party; cp) that 

62	 ‘PvdA kiest voor opheffing van Eerste Kamer’, nrc 

Handelsblad, 14 February 1986. https://resolver.kb.nl/

resolve?urn=KBNRC01:000029405:mpeg21:a0027.

63	 Lex Oomkes, ‘Referendum is voor cpn geen taboe 

meer’, Trouw, 24 January 1986. https://resolver.kb.nl/

resolve?urn=ABCDDD:010827530:mpeg21:a0132.

64	 Christen-Democratisch Appèl, Om een zinvol 

bestaan. cda-verkiezingsprogram ’81-’85 (dnpp 1981).

65	 Volkspartij voor Vrijheid en Democratie, vvd. 

Samen aan’ t werk–Verkiezingsprogramma 1981-1985 

(dnpp 1981); Democraten 66, Verkiezingsprogramma 

Democraten ’66 1981-1985 (dnpp 1981).

66	 Democratisch-Socialisten ’70, Morgen is Nu! 

Verkiezingsprogramma 1981 (dnpp 1981).

67	 ‘Vier kamerleden in actiecomité 

voor referendum’, Het Parool, 9 

February 1981. https://resolver.kb.nl/

resolve?urn=ABCDDD:010847331:mpeg21:a0066.

68	 S.W. Couwenberg, ‘Het onderontwikkelde 

democratische burgerschap. Politieke 

partijen moeten kiezers behandelen als 

verantwoordelijke staatsburgers’, nrc 

Handelsblad, 13 May 1986. https://resolver.kb.nl/

resolve?urn=KBNRC01:000028680:mpeg21:a0095.

https://resolver.kb.nl/resolve%3Furn%3DKBNRC01%3A000029405%3Ampeg21%3Aa0027
https://resolver.kb.nl/resolve%3Furn%3DKBNRC01%3A000029405%3Ampeg21%3Aa0027
https://resolver.kb.nl/resolve%3Furn%3DABCDDD%3A010827530%3Ampeg21%3Aa0132
https://resolver.kb.nl/resolve%3Furn%3DABCDDD%3A010827530%3Ampeg21%3Aa0132
https://resolver.kb.nl/resolve%3Furn%3DABCDDD%3A010847331%3Ampeg21%3Aa0066
https://resolver.kb.nl/resolve%3Furn%3DABCDDD%3A010847331%3Ampeg21%3Aa0066
https://resolver.kb.nl/resolve%3Furn%3DKBNRC01%3A000028680%3Ampeg21%3Aa0095
https://resolver.kb.nl/resolve%3Furn%3DKBNRC01%3A000028680%3Ampeg21%3Aa0095


‘a fo
reig

n
 plan

t’

53

lam
m

erts van
 bueren

actively resisted the influx of immigrants into the Netherlands. Although 

the committee had originally not served this purpose, the cp members who 

had joined the Action Committee Referendum Yes were mostly interested 

in holding a referendum on the presence of foreign immigrants in the 

Netherlands.69

Overall, PvdA, D66, and cpn eventually declared that they would 

welcome a referendum within the Dutch political model, while vvd and 

cda reported that they were not convinced of Biesheuvel’s advices.70 Most 

prominently, Prime Minister Ruud Lubbers did not support the broad call 

for a more participatory model of democracy. In their electoral programmes, 

vvd refused the referendum, stating the Netherlands ought to remain a 

representative democracy.71

In this context, it is important to note that the incumbent vvd and 

cda, who constituted a centre-right government from 1982 to 1989, did not 

contest that the Dutch democratic model required an update. However, they 

believed the solution ought to be found not in an enlargement of citizen 

participation, but rather in an expansion of citizen control over Parliament. 

They held the view that the distorted connection between state and citizen, 

of which Biesheuvel had spoken in his report, had been resolved already, 

as a result of the introduction of the ‘Nationale Ombudsman’ and the ‘Wet 

Openbaarheid van Bestuur’ (Government Information Act; wob).72 These 

measures were meant to increase the transparency of the political process, 

while at the same time not infringing on Parliament’s lawmaking and agenda-

setting monopoly.

Considering these stances, it is clear that none of the abovementioned 

proponents or opponents of the referendum really wanted to override the 

representative primacy of Dutch democracy. Instead, most serious advocates 

of the referendum saw it as a tool to complement parliamentary democracy 

by enhancing citizen participation and citizen control over Parliament. Their 

main arguments were in line with what the Biesheuvel committee had noted, 

namely that there existed a clear gap between elected representatives and 

ordinary citizens. The referendum would then allow citizens to both voice 

their concerns more effectively, but also to better check the work of their 

parliamentarians. The opponents of the citizen-initiated referendum wanted 

69	 Marcel van Lieshout, ‘Blad anti-fascistische 

groepen: Centrumpartij actief in 

referendum-comité’, De Volkskrant, 22 

April 1983 (Delpher). https://resolver.kb.nl/

resolve?urn=ABCDDD:010878553:mpeg21:a0135.

70	 ‘Partijbureau PvdA vóór referendum’, Het vrije 

volk; ‘Referendum is voor cpn geen taboe meer’, 

Trouw; ‘Referendum snel invoeren’, Het vrije 

volk, 25 January 1986. https://resolver.kb.nl/
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to reach the same goals, but believed that citizens directing the agenda-setting 

process would infringe upon Parliament’s role.

At the same time, it is important to note that besides these concerns 

about citizen participation, many of the most ardent supporters of a 

referendum, for example those in the pacifist movement, mostly pleaded for 

an incidental referendum on individual topics. The referendum discussion, 

therefore, was not only informed by critiques on distanced democracy, but also 

by very topical issues that dominated the political debate at the time.

The failure to introduce the referendum

Although Parliament voted down the referendum advice of the Biesheuvel 

committee, the discussion did not stop. The third Lubbers government 

(1989-1994), which did not entail a cooperation between cda and vvd, but 

between cda and PvdA, stated in its governmental programme that it did 

not necessarily close the door on democratic innovation.73 In Parliament, 

D66 leader Hans van Mierlo subsequently used this reference to call for a 

new committee that would investigate all kinds of potential democratic 

innovations, without mentioning the referendum specifically. This call 

was honoured and resulted in the ‘Commissie Vraagpunten’ (Question 

Committee), presided by cda politician Wim Deetman, which had to identify 

problems in the Dutch democratic model and suggest further research into 

potential solutions.74

Historians and political scientists have given multiple reasons for 

the increased attention for democratic innovation in the early 1990s. These 

include the rise of more extremist political parties such as the cp, declining 

voter turnout, particularly in 1989 and 1990, and declining memberships of 

traditional parties.75 When we look more closely at the analysis presented by 

the Deetman committee, however, a more existential problem with Dutch 

democracy, already indicated by Biesheuvel, resurfaces. The committee 

observed serious tensions in the relationship between citizen and state. The 

increased governmental interference with people’s lives made citizens wonder 

on what legitimacy this intervention was based.76 As a result, Deetman 

thought it would be beneficial to investigate ways of taking decision-

making more directly to the people, for example through the referendum.77 
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Holsteyn, ‘The Netherlands’, 129-135; Niels Kastelein, 
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93, 81-83.
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Arguing for this consideration, he posited a higher rate of educated citizens 

demanding more popular influence, the fact that political parties had changed 

from societal movements with a broader mandate to parties with a number 

of defined standpoints, and the fact that the political class in The Hague 

had become so specialised and introspective that citizens felt much less of a 

connection to politics than before.78

Following this and other recommendations, yet another committee 

was established under the leadership of the staunch Christian Democrat Jan 

de Koning who strongly opposed the referendum. However, he found himself 

on a committee with several progressive referendum enthusiasts including 

Thom de Graaf (D66) and Marius Ernsting (cpn/Groenlinks). As a result, in 

1993, the majority of the committee, excluding its president, argued for a 

pro-referendum proposal that was almost identical to Biesheuvel’s. As their 

main argument, they highlighted a decreasing interest in the more traditional 

forms of politics and a broad societal need for more direct citizen intervention. 

Additionally, the committee referred to experiments with local referendums, 

which had increased the interest in direct democracy.79 In the early 1990s, 

following the disastrous voter turnout of the 1990 municipal elections, 

several cities had indeed experimented with more participatory forms of 

democracy by holding local referendums. The goal had been to rekindle the 

lost interest in politics and the concept of holding a referendum was clearly 

much more important for the city councils involved than the actual subject. 

This was mostly evident in Leiden and Amsterdam, where referendums were 

announced even before a subject had been chosen.80

Although three committees had supported an introduction of the 

referendum, a parliamentarian debate in December 1993 showed that 

broader political support for this tool was missing. A proposal by PvdA to 

introduce the referendum was voted down.81 The real breakthrough came 

when D66 doubled its seats in the 1994 elections and became a governing 

party. It demanded a constitutional change that would allow for binding 

referendums. PvdA, which was pro-referendum, and vvd, which was 

anti-referendum, subsequently agreed to cooperate.82 The proposal was 

initially guided through Parliament quite smoothly. However, for Dutch 

78	 Ibid., 24-26.

79	 Jan de Koning, Staatkundige, bestuurlijke en 

staatsrechtelijke vernieuwing. Rapport het correctief 

referendum (1993) 3-5; 8-9.

80	 Ibid., 6-9; Steur, De keuze, 47-49; 65-68; Van 
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Vergadering (1993) 2530; 2538; Idem, Verslag van 

Handelingen 22 december 1993, 41e Vergadering 

(1993) 3258.

82	 Wim Kok, Regeerakkoord. Keuzes voor de toekomst 

(1994) 4; 24; Steur, De keuze, 59-63.
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constitutional renewals it is necessary that after the first voting round, a 

second round is held, in which a two-thirds majority is required to pass 

the renewal. Moreover, between these rounds, new elections are to be held. 

Despite a serious loss of ten seats for D66, the proposal made it through the 

House, but in the Senate a problem arose. A so-called ‘gang of five,’ consisting 

of five dissident vvd senators, could obstruct the bill.83 Prime Minister Wim 

Kok personally came to the Senate to defend the amendment, but the primary 

dissident, the constitutionally conservative vvd politician Hans Wiegel, 

torpedoed the constitutional change. The next day, the entire government 

resigned and only after negotiations did the parties decide to continue their 

cooperation. Peace was bought by promising D66 a ‘temporary referendum 

law’ that allowed for advisory referendums. These did not necessarily require 

a constitutional reform and constituted the one option that had not been 

warmly recommended by any state committee.84

Eventually, the parliamentary primacy of Dutch democracy, which 

had never really been questioned, even by pro-referendum enthusiasts, thus 

remained inviolable, despite democracy having changed from its much more 

disciplined postwar character. Although the debate on the referendum had 

been an expression of resistance against the disciplined nature of postwar 

democracy, its more significant proponents had never meant to override the 

primacy of parliament. Instead, on the one hand, individuals and committees 

had used this debate to effectuate change on particular issues that were 

important to them, while, on the other hand, a constantly varying array 

of political parties and committees employed it to highlight the gap they 

perceived between the people and the State. Because this gap was eventually 

supposedly closed by measures that better fitted the parliamentary primacy of 

Dutch democracy, the referendum did not make it.

Conclusions

Up until the late 1960s, the Netherlands had never had much of a debate on 

the referendum, due to the fact that the representative model had always 

been the primary expression of democratic government. Parliament held a 

special position in its institutional order and any direct or more participatory 

forms of political decision-making were deemed unnecessary and potentially 

dangerous. In the 1920s, the referendum was therefore called a ‘foreign 
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plant’. This characterisation rang true after the Second World War, when the 

Netherlands was a typical disciplined democracy, in which an educated elite 

was considered the most capable to take political decisions.

Much like in other Western European states, however, a growing 

resistance against the distanced, indirect character of the postwar democracies 

led to serious political and societal debates about whether the referendum 

could bridge the supposed gap between parliamentary representatives and the 

needs of those they represented. Consequently, multiple formal investigations 

into the referendum were set up, as well as several serious proposals from 

political elites to introduce it as an addition to the parliamentary model.

Additionally, individual citizens, movements, and committees 

argued in favour of the referendum, but often only on very specific issues. 

Here, party lines were frequently crossed, as members of different political 

ideologies could find each other on topical subjects, such as immigration, 

or the placement of American nuclear missiles. Certain political parties, 

including the larger parties of the left and smaller parties on the right, also 

more broadly argued in favour of the referendum. Still, they never questioned 

that Parliament was and ought to remain the dominant agenda-setting actor 

in Dutch parliamentary democracy. There was no political will to undermine 

the supremacy of Parliament, but only to improve the relationship between 

Parliament and citizens and to hold it accountable in a more representative 

way.

Finally, the referendum did not make it, while other reforms that 

better fitted the parliamentary nature of Dutch democracy, such as the 

‘Nationale Ombudsman’ and the wob were introduced. Even when the 

government almost introduced the referendum in the 1990s, one vvd senator 

blocked it, expressing that it would be an infraction of the parliamentary 

model. Different from many other Western European states, in the 

Netherlands, the referendum was thus not formally institutionalised in the 

twentieth century. The referendum remained a foreign plant.

Jelle Lammerts van Bueren is a PhD candidate with the political history section 

of Utrecht University and a former doctorant invité of the Institut d‘études politiques 

de Paris (Sciences Po). His doctoral thesis aims to answer the question as to why and 

how Western European democracies experienced a sudden surge in the call for and 

organisation of referendum practices since the 1970s and how this development differed 

across France, the United Kingdom, and Italy. E-mail: j.lammertsvanbueren@uu.nl.

mailto:j.lammertsvanbueren@uu.nl

