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SYNOPSIS

Many articles have been written about the influence of

Calvinism in South Africa but few scholarly studies of the subject

have been made. Critics of apartheid attack Calvinism for the monster

which it has created. Afrikaner Nationalists glory in their

religious heritage. Both sides agree that it was the Dutch Reformed

Church which maintained an orthodox form of Calvinism in South

Africa which they believe can be traced back to sixteenth century

c

Geneva through the faith of Jan van Riebeek and his followers.

Thus it is argued that on the southern tip of Africa an outdated

and bigoted type of religion survived into the twentieth century

when it had been abandoned by the rest of the civilized world.

Afrikaners respond with the argximent that they have preserved the

true light of revealed religion while pagan darkness once more

engulfs the West.

This work is an attempt to explore the relationship between

Afrikaner Nationalism and Calvinism. It concentrates on the

period between 1902 and 1919 during which modern Afrikaner

Nationalism became an important social movement and the first

Nationalist Party was formed. The period under consideration

runs from the signing of the Peace of Vereeniging at the end

of the Second Anglo-Boer War to the death of General Botha in

1919 when the first period of post-war politics came to an end.

The principal argument of the thesis is that the Reformed

Church (Gereformeerde Kerk) and not the Dutch Refoinned Church

(Nederduits Gereformeerde Kerk) was responsible for forging links

between Calvinism and Nationalism in South Africa, and, indeed,

to a considerable extent, for the creation of Afrikaner Nationalism
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itself. In presenting this case it is also intended to show

that the roots of the Calvinist influence in modern South Africa

go back not to the sixteenth century but to a revival of Calvinism

which took place in the Netherlands during the nineteenth century.

Once the nineteenth century Dutch and South African background

has been established, four main areas of study are pursued; religion,

education, language, and politics. Each section overlaps the others

to some extent because the interaction of these factors provided

the framework upon which Afrikaner Nationalism was built.

******
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PART ONE

The Nineteenth Century Dutch and South African Background

and a Consideration of British Imperialism

This section fills in the details necessary for understanding

the events following the Second Anglo-Boer War, which led to the

formation of the National Party in 1914 and the development of what

is now recognised as the characteristic features of Afrikaner

Nationalism. It begins with an outline of the nineteenth century

Dutch Calvinist revival and the effects of that revival upon society

in the Netherlands. Unlike similar revivals in Britain and America

the Dutch revival resulted in what became known as "Anti-Revolutionary"

thinking which in turn played an important role in the creation of

a Christian school system and political party. The religious situa

tion in South Africa is then considered, and the importance of the

Dutch Reformed Church as the source of the Calvinist ideals which

led to the creation of Afrikaner Nationalism is questioned. The

origins of the Reformed Church are then explained and the connection

between the leaders of the Reformed Church and the Dutch Calvinist

movement is described. Finally British Imperialism is discussed

as a factor which brought together Calvinism and Nationalism in

Afrikaner Society.
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CHAPTER ONE

DUTCH CALVINISM AND THE ANTI-REVOLUTIONARY MOVEMENT

Introduction

For many years historians of Southern Africa have successfully

isolated the study of white colonial history from that of the

African societies which the whites disturbed. There were, of course,

"kaffir wars" and a "native problem" but beyond these narrow

boxindaries historians rarely ventured and, when they did, it was

to praise the "civilizing mission" of white society as compared

with the "barbaric" nature of African society. Fortunately this

ethno-centric attitude towards Southern African history is, in

most quarters, a thing of the past.^ Yet, if historians have

escaped from a European tribalism, elements of an earlier nationalism

remain. This is seen in the preoccupation of British and other

Anglo-Saxon historians with the role of English speaking South

Africans and, now, Africans in South African history, while

Afrikaners and other Europeans not of Anglo-Saxon origin are

relegated to the position reserved for the Africans only a few

years ago.

In fact, Afrikaner history cannot be separated from Southern

African history as a whole and when it is included it becomes

necessary to consider European influences upon Southern

Africa other than those represented by the British. This is

particularly true when an attempt is made to imderstand the role

of Calvinism in Afrikaner society. Afrikaner Calvinism tsikes

many of its most important features from a distinct type of

Calvinism which developed in the Netherlands during the nineteenth

century. For this reason it is necessary to consider nineteenth

1. Wilson and Thompson, 1969, The Oxford Histoiry of South Africa, p.v-x.
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century Dutch Calvinism before an attempt is made to understand

Afrikaner Calvinism.

The Revival of Calvinism

In 1793 the Dutch Stadholder, William was overthrown in

a successful revolution and fled to England. This revolution brought

into being the modern Dutch State and was generally welcomed by

the middle classes. Government was centralised, the Church was

reorganised and education was freed from ecclesiastical control.

But it had been effected with French aid and that brought with it

French domination. This increased as the years went by. As a

result the Dutch People e:^erienced what they later came to see

as the most humiliating time in their history. The French language

was used in all official documents and the use of Dutch was dis

couraged. Economic life stagnated, as a result of severe laws

passed to protect French trade and industry, and a general dis

illusionment with the revolution replaced the earlier enthusiasm.^

Not unexpectedly, a Dutch nationalism developed from this

situation. Literature flourished and a nostalgic longing for

the "golden age" of the Dutch Republic gripped many people. Among

the leaders of the nationalist movement were Calvinists whose

religion had seemed doomed by the liberal reforms of the revolutionary

era. Although the Stadholder returned in 1814 nothing was done

to restore the fortunes of the Calvinist religion. Indeed the

religious and educational changes made during the revolutionary

2
period were retained and a secular spirit pervaded social life.

As a result the nationalist reaction gave way to a religious

movement which protested against the secular spirit of the times.^

1. Vlekke, 1945, Evolution of the Dutch Nation,tp.271-285.
2. Vlekke, 1945, pp.286-293.

Mackay, 1911, Religious Thought in the Netherlands During the
Nineteenth Centuiy, g).15-20, H).30-31.

3. Latourette, 1959, The Church in a Revolutionary Age,pp.239-241.
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This Calvinist revival had two sources, one aristocratic centred on

Amsterdam and Leiden, the other lower working-class and drawn' from

the rural northern areas. Each of these groups felt its lifestyle

threatened by the new liberalism of the middle classes. The

aristocratic movement was led by the poet Willem Bilderdijk

(1756-1831), who gathered around him a small group of disciples

i
captivated by his insights and great intellect. From Bilderdijk's

original group two closely allied movements emerged united by their

common Calvinist Faith. These were (1) a literary-cultural move

ment which sought to glorify God and connnunicate Calvinism in

the Arts, and (2) a political movement. The best known member of

the literary group was the converted Jew, Isaac da Costa, who in

his poetry frequently referred to the Netherlands as "the Israel

of the West". The leader of the political group was Groen van

Prinsterer (1801-1876).^

The working class Calvinist movement was much more of an

ecclesiastical movement. After various disputes within the State

Church these Calvinists seceded from it to establish their own

doctrinally orthodox Church in 1834. This secession, known as

De Afscheidinq (The Separation), brought into being the Christelike

Afqescheiden Gereformeerde Kerk (Separated Christian Reformed

4
Church). It was this Church which sent Dirk Postma to South

Africa in 1858 and which through him played an important role in

the creation of the Reformed Church in South Africa.^

1. Vlekke, 1945, pp.282-285, 294, 308-317
2. Vlekke, 1945, p.239 f.; Meijer, 1971, Literature of the Low

Countries, p.189-191.
3. Verkade, 1965, Democratic Parties in the Low Countries and Geannany,

p.41; Vlekke, 1945, p.309 f.
4. Rullmann, 1930, De Afscheiding.
5. See p. ^3.
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Although the Dutch Government of the day proclaimed religious

toleration and was regarded as "liberal" by Calvinists, it found cause

to discriminate against the Separated Christian Reformed Church

and seems to have hoped that persecution would force its members

back into the State Church. But persecution simply strengthened

them in their resolve to maintain their pure form of Calvinism

and convinced them of the evils of theological and political

liberalism. Many of the seceders emigrated to the United States

of America where they settled in Michigan but those who remained

behind had to fight for their religious liberty, which was not

granted iintil 1849.^

The other orthodox Calvinists, who belonged to a higher social

class^ preferred to remain within the established Church where they

organised Methodist-type house meetings for the study of the

2
Bible and for mutual encouragement. But although they did not

join in the secession they were not complacent about the fate

of those they considered to be fellow believers in the Separated

Christian Reformed Church. Therefore they did all that they

could to assist the secessionists and to get the restrictions

upon them lifted.^

Groen van Prinsterer, who became the political theorist and

spokesman of the Calvinists, had been a student in Leiden where he

had attended lectures by Bilderdijk. Although not convinced

by Bilderdijk's religious views van Prinsterer had been deeply

impressed by his learning and by his interpretation of history.

After leaving university van Prinsterer practised law for a time

before becoming Referendary to the Cabinet of William I (VI)

1. Latourette, 1959, vol.2, p.241; Vlekke, 1945, p.293 f.
2. Mackay, 1911, p.27 f.

De Vries, 1968, The Bible and Theology in the Netherlands, p.26
3. Algra, 1966, Het Wonder van die Negentiende Eeuw, p.124-143.



14.

in 1827. Two years later he was appointed Secretary to William's

cabinet and held this post throughout the events surrounding the

outbreak of the Belgian Revolution.^ In 1833 he withdrew from

public life, due to ill health, and accepted the position of official

2
historian to the House of Orange and State Archivist.

As an historian van Prinsterer edited and published the papers

and correspondence of the House of Orange from 1552 to 1688. He

also published a history of the Netherlands and in 1847 his most

important work Ongeloof en Revolutie (Unbelief and Revolution),

which was a philosophical interpretation of history based on

Calvinist premises. Van Prinsterer made several attempts at

journalism, publishing the journal, Nederlandsche Gedachten

(Dutch Thoughts), from 1829 to 1832 and from 1869 until his death

in 1876. He also published a daily newspaper from 1850 to 1855

but none of these was a great success. During the debates aJ)Out

the revision of the Constitution in 1840, from 1849 to 1856 and

again from 1862 to 1865 he served as a member of the Dutch Parliament

where he put what became known as the "Anti-Revolutionaary" viewpoint.^ '

Educated in upper class liberal circles van Prinsterer was

enthusiastic in his support for the views of Rousseau and at

university became a close friend of Thornbecke who was later to

become the great Liberal leader in the Dutch Parliament. Tliese

enlightened views were challenged in 1828 by his marriage to a

pious and enthusiastic Calvinist whose views slowly began to

influence him. The preaching of the Calvinist leader Merle

d'Aubigne at the Court of William I (VI) and the events of the

Belgian revolt also shook van Prinsterer's liberalism and in the

1. This broke out in 1830 see: Edmundson, 1922, History of Holland,
p.389-410.

2. Zylstra, 1956, Who was Groen?, p.3-7; Vlekke, 1945, p.309
3. Zylstra, 1956, p.6-9.
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years following he slowly came to accept a thorough-going Calvinism.

Once converted he became a fanatic for his religion and attempted

to apply Calvinist theories to all areas of life.^

Despite van Prinsterer's great intellect and unboimded

energy he made little real progress in Dutch society. To the masses

he was ah aloof intellectual while his social equals looked down

2
upon his essentially simple faith in Calvinism. But after his

death his mantle fell upon the greatest of his disciples, Abraham

Kuyper (1837-1920), who took over his views and applied them in

such a way as to gain mass support. Originally an advocate of

theological liberalism, Kuyper had been converted to the Calvinism

of the Synod of Dort^ during his first pastorate by the simple
4

faith of his congregation. In Kuyper the aristocratic and

populist elements of the Dutch Calvinist revival merged and members

of the Separated Christian Reformed Church became his strongest

supporters although until 1886 he remained a member of the State

Church.^

Kuyper was a man of action with a tremendous intellect. He

took over van Prinsterer's policies and the small political

grouping which had supported van Prinsterer's efforts in and out of

Parliament and, with the aid of thousands of disenfranchised

Calvinists, created a mass movement. This movement developed

into the first modern political party in the Netherlands, the

Anti-Revolutionary Party, which is still a force in Dutch politics.

1. ibid, p.3-4, 11-12.
2. ibid, p.10; Vlekke, 1945, p.309.
3. The Synod of Dort was convened at Dortrecht in the Netherlands

and held 154 sessions during the period from 13 November 1618
to 28 May 1619. The Divines of Dort condemned the teachings
of the followers of Jacob Arminius (1560-1609) and declared
that while "true Christianity" made the individual's salvation
depend entirely upon the sovereign will of God the Arminians
made man the ultimate author of his own salvation thus mini

mising the glory of God. See: McNeil, 1967, p.263-266.
4. Vanden Berg, 1960, Abraham Kuyper, p.16-45.
5. ibid, p.90-100, 128-161, and 161-174.
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As leader and theorist of his party Kuyper led it to victory and

became Prime Minister of the Netherlands in 1901. He held this

post imtil 1905 when he was defeated in the elections and retired

from parliamentary life.^

The State was forced to tolerate and then support Christian

schools and a network of other Christian organisations emerged.

The whole structure of Dutch society was changed by the creation

of power blocks based not upon class but on religious divisions.

Thus each idealogical grouping gained the right to maintain its

own newspapers, trade unions, political parties, schools and even

universities. In this way Calvinist, Catholic and Secular

social power structures were created which came to be referred to

2
as the verzuiling, or pillars, of Dutch society.

The Anti-Revolutionary Ideology

As the Dutch Calvinist movement gained momentum throughout

the nineteenth centuiry its leaders formulated what they referred

to as "Anti-Revolutionary principles" upon which they claimed to

base their social and political actions. The earliest systematic

account of this Calvinist ideology was given by Groen van Prinsterer

who provided the theoretical foundations upon which Abraham Kuyper

later built.^ Kuyper developed and incorporated van Prinsterer*s

insights within his own theological and philosophical framework,

providing the Calvinist movement with a general theory of social

4
involvement by which to legitimate its activities.

1. ibid, pp.162-174 and 203-257. In fact in 1908 Kuyper returned
to politics as a member of the Dutch Second Chamber which is
similar to the British House of Lords.

2. Edmundson, 1922, pp.405-428; Lijpart, 1968, The Politics of
Accommodation, pp.16-23; Bagley, 1973, The Dutch Plural Society,
pp.1-37; Fogarty, 1957, Christian Democracy in Western Europe,
pp.172, 301-302, 317.

3. Both Bilderdijk and da Costa had produced significant works
in which elements of the Anti-Revolutionary position are to
be found.

Algra, 1970, pp.52-61 and 83-94.
4. Algra, 1970, pp.304-316.

Kuyper, 1891, Christianity and the Class Struggle, pp.14-16



17.

In the inid-1830s, when van Prinsterer began his theorising,

Dutch intellectuals tended to accept a nationalistic interpretation

of the history of the Netherlands which, due to its emphasis on

the "golden age" of the seventeenth centuiry, had strong Calvinist

overtones. Bilderdijk had developed this type of history in his

own way, stressing what he considered to be the crucial role which

Calvinism had played in creating the Dutch nation.^ It was on
2

this foundation that van Prinsterer erected his own theories.

In a similar way S. J. du Toit, in South Africa, produced his

interpretation of Afrikaner history, following the general pattern

of Dutch nationalist historiography^ by glorifying a past golden

3
age which was the fruit of Calvinism.

When van Prinsterer constructed his own Calvinist interpreta

tion of history he, iinlike Bilderdijk, did not restrict himself

to the history of his own People, the Dutch Nation, but offered

his readers a general theory of the dynamics of history itself.

As the official historian of the House of Orange van Prinsterer

produced voluminous evidence which supported the claims of a

narrowly Dutch Calvinist Nationalism. But as a philosopher of

history he strove to produce a Calvinistic theory which went beyond

the particularism of any given nation, to embrace the whole of

mankind. This theory, it is true, grew out of Dutch nationalist

historiography and no doubt gained much of its appeal from its

ability to underpin such a limited interpretation of history. Yet,

once created, van Prinsterer's universal theory of the dynamics

of history gained an appeal of its own that went far beyond the

4
earlier Calvinist accounts of the history of the Netherlands.

1. Kuyper, 1906, Bilderdijk in Zijne Nationale Beteekenis, pp.34-38.
2. -van Prinsterer, 1904, Ongeloof en Revolutie, p.32 and note p.389.
3. du Toit, 1877, Die Geskiedenis van ons Land in die Taal van ons Volk;

van Jaarsveld, 1961, The Awakening of Afrikaner Nationalism, pp.114-121
4. van Prinsterer, 1904, pp.1-15.
















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































