
Fennema Jan

CIVIL RELIGION. A REFLECTION ON SOCIAL COHERENCE
The polder model

These years the Netherlands, my country, have become noted in the scient​if​ic entourage of those who philo​soph​ize on sociology and eco​nom​ics because of what is presently known as the "polder-model", that is, the so-called polder-model of socio-eco​nomic activ​ity. What is implied by this novel term, which has become noteworthy in the world of the interactions between industrial management, the labour unions and the related role of the state?

To explain the term and its frequent use today, it is first of all necessary to define what is understood as a "polder", a word that may not be not known to everyone. According to Webster's Diction​ary, a polder is "an area of low lying land re​claim​ed from the sea or other large body of water and usually pro​tected by dykes"; here a dyke (or dike) is defined as "a rais​ed bank constructed to pre​vent flooding, especially to prevent the en​croachment of the sea". On the basis of these definitions the so-called polder-model of socio​-eco​nomic activity can be understood to re​fer​ to life, as it is lived, with special emphasis on its inherent socio-economic activ​it​ies, in an area which is pro​tect​ed by dykes because of the permanent threat of the sea, a (big) lake or a river. The Nether​lands clearly are such an area. More than one third of the surface of the country is, in one way or other, under the per​manent threat of water. And it is well known that an all-over rupt​ure of the dykes would threaten a considerable part of the territory, which would im​mediat​​e​ly be un​inhabitable, directly affecting about 70% of its total popul​a​tion, which today amounts to over 16 millions.

 In the pre​ceding lines I have used the word "would" more than once, and in doing so I have in​direct​ly given an indication of the probability of such dis​astrous event nowadays. It is not very probable indeed! But why is such a disaster so im​probable? Not because of the sea, which today - and in the near fut​ure - may be more threatening than ever. For, as is well known, the sea level slowly rises globally, as a re​sult of the over​-all warm​ing up of the earth's climate, while at the same time the soil of the Nether​lands - very slowly - sinks, partly because of de​sic​cat​​ive pro​cesses in the soil that cannot be pre​vented, and part​ly because 

Scandinavia rises as a result of its melt​ing ice caps. So, in fact, the sea is more threaten​ing than ever, but, at the same time, our means to defend the country have become more power​ful. And that is why we can feel safe in our towns and at home!

But, technology only is not enough. For, if the means to defend the country have become more power​ful, success in using these means is only guaranteed if there is, in addition, a basic will to work to​gether! This has led, since times immemorial, to several formal and inform​al ways of organisation in order to carry the responsib​il​ities for the creation and maintenance of all the necessary water​works, at what​ever costs and exertion. Thus, since the earliest times when the inhabitants of the delta area of the rivers Rhine and Meuse, which later became the Nether​lands, have protected their places of living by dykes, they have also found ways of coopera​tion, forms of cooperation that remained possible even when there were deep​-going disputes dividing the communities in ques​tion. For, to all of the popula​tion of the area, it has always been obvious that anyone, without excep​tion, would have to join hands with others in the case of a basic threat to bare ex​istence! And this is what today is called the "mentality" of the polder. From this follows that the polder-model of socio-economic ac​tiv​ity refers to that way of co​operation where disputes will never go so far as to disrupt the minimal co​herence required to main​​tain some fundamental level of existence of the parties in con​flict. This clearly implies that it has always been beyond dispute that the parties in conflict con​stitute a com​munity, for bet​ter for worse! Thus, the polder-model of socio-eco​nomic ac​​tivity re​fers to a form of basic coexist​ence, which as such is the fruit of a sense of social co​herence. Again fol​lowing Web​ster's Dict​ion​ary, coexist​ence is defined as a way "to exist to​gether, to live at peace with one another despite con​flict​ing ideo​logies". In other words, coexist​ence presupposes a form of deeply 

felt social co​herence! 

A common European currency

So far some remarks on the polder-model to introduce the question what binds people. It was an introduction with a down-to-earth flavour, as it referred to the material conditions of human exist​ence, that is, the possibility of a basic coexistence. In the following, the same question will be introduced again in a way that, at first sight, seems to be just as much material, but yet is not. It is a way that deals with money.

The first of January of this year, 2002, at midnight, zero hour, 12 European states have effectuated to the full their earlier decision to ac​cept from now on a common currency, the Euro; approximat​e​ly, 1 US$ = 1,1 € (=Euro). Also the Nether​lands participate in this financial union, which implies that our national currency, the "gul​​den", that is "guil​der" - originally a gold coin, but mostly struck in silver - has now been replaced officially by the Euro, by equating 1 guilder to (exactly) 0,45378 Euro. The different Euro-coins and Euro-banknotes circulate freely in all 12 countries that parti​cipate in the financial union up to this day - other European countries being welcome as soon as they fulfil the pertinent con​​ditions. All coins to a certain value, of, say 2 Euro, are identic​al on one side, while the reverse sides may be designed dif​fer​ent​ly in different countries. Thus, the coins, that as such de​monstr​ate the (fin​ancial) unity of 12 states, all at the same time also de​mon​strate striking dif​fer​ences between the states, differences that refer to particular characteristics of their nation​al cultures.     The basic Dutch coin, that was current until the beginning of the present year, the guilder, a coin with a diameter of 25 mm and a thick​ness of 1Ѕ mm carried an inscription on the rim, running as fol​lows: "God * zij * met * ons * (etc.)", which in translation reads: "God be with us (etc.)"; the same inscription on the rim was found on the Dutch coins to the values of 2Ѕ and of 5 guilders. As no other country possessed coins with typical inscriptions on the rim, it became a question in the consultations taking place, wheth​er there could be Euro-coins, struck in the Netherlands, with this in​scrip​tion, an in​scription that we considered typical and that in fact had been on some of our coins since the year 1816. The result of the discussions was that, generally, the Euro-coins to the value of two Euro were agreed to pos​sess an inscrip​tion on the rim, and this in addition to the effigy on the reverse side of these coins, which was characteristic for the country in question. Thus, in fact, each of the twelve countries obtained the right to have a characteristic inscription on the rim; be​cause of technical reasons no other coin could have an in​scrip​tion, or the like, on the rim but only the coins to the value of two Euro. 

The fact that the Netherlands asked for a special position with regard to a coin that was to circulate freely in all 12 countries gave rise to discussions on the European level - with the result as indicated. But "at home", in​side the Netherlands, there was also some discus​sion. It appeared that many wanted the mentioned in​scrip​tion to be kept, but many also wanted the inscription not to be con​tinued on any Euro-coin. Some people, who often declared them​selves to be "humanists", ex​plained that a reference to "God" was out of place in a state that was prin​cipally secular, and that the transition to the Euro was an op​port​unity to get rid of a re​lict of a past which, in their opinion, had for long be​come ob​solete. Others, who often confessed a (Christian) religion, in the first place many "right wing" Protestants, explained that the in​scrip​tion reminded anyone using the money that, in addition to the domain of matter, there also was the domain of spirit! Our minister of fin​ance, and with him his department, defended keep​ing the in​scrip​tion by re​ferring to its intrinsic value of hist​ory, a value that, in their opin​ion, was relevant as such because it contributed essent​i​al​ly to our ident​ity. And I think this posi​tion was and is taken by most Dutch​men, though there has not been any special in​vestiga​tion di​rect​ed to this point so far.

The civil religion of the Netherlands

I already remarked that the inscription mentioned before was on (some of) our coins since 1816, the year after the battle of Water​loo and the closing of the Vienna Conference, when the Nether​lands and Belgium had to make a new start, together, as they had been fused, in 1814, into one state. As a coin the guilder had existed since about 1680, but now it was to become a new coin valid in all the territory of the new (combined) state, which was also called the Netherlands. The function of the inscription on the rim was thought to be a practical one first of all; it would be an obstacle pre​venting crim​in​als to grind the silver coins and take away some silver in order to use it for other purposes. Clearly, to this end any in​scrip​tion might have been chosen. The one that was taken was the shortened ver​sion of a text which had already appeared as part of the effigies on several coins struck in the Netherlands in the 16-th century, namely dur​ing the war to ob​tain the in​depend​ence from Spanish rule.

 But the inscrip​tion, which because of its history proved to be generally acceptable, soon got a more specific meaning, in fact be​cause of its very history. In con​trast to the pre-Napoleon​ic times, the new state, in ex​ist​ence since the year 1814, was prin​cip​al​​ly a sec​ul​ar state, and, following the revolution that had taken place in France, religion had come to be con​sider​ed as something essent​i​ally priv​ate, not having any function in the state. In this con​nec​tion it must be emphasized, however, that the cult​ur​al move​ment call​ed the Enlightenment, which gave rise to the idea of a secular state, was not so much against re​li​gion as such, as it was openly directed against cleric​al power. Hence, re​ligion as such, that is without a power structure, could remain im​portant. And that is why, all-over the country, religion was not heavily criticized and re​main​​ed acceptable in the public domain. Besides, it so happened that re​ligion, which no long​er had a place as a centre of power in the dom​ain of the state proper, was still con​sider​​ed to be useful for the state, namely to help pro​viding the right moral basis in every per​son in order to be a true cit​izen; that is, religion was expect​ed to help creating a moral bas​is to the ef​fect that any​one, as an in​de​pend​ent citizen, would be ready to ac​cept the secul​ar state, and use his or her privileges of per​sonal free​dom and major​ity in a way to stab​ilize this state and cooper​ate in it as well as with it. This implied, that, in fact, the secular state was con​sidered to pre​sup​pose a par​t​ic​ular lev​el of moral​ity, a special lev​el of educ​a​​tion shared by everyone, that is, a kind of "moral en​lighten​​​​ment" that would be spec​ific to the pur​pose of stabiliz​ing the state. And the established re​ligions, in the Netherlands first and fore​most the Pro​test​ant one, but soon also the Roman Catholic re​ligion, were to take the lead in this matter; this de​velop​ment was also sup​port​​ed by the liber​als, who as a political party favour​ed the in​dividual liber​ties and generally main​tained a neutral posi​tion in matters of re​ligion.

 This led to remarkable consequences. For, al​though the state had be​come sec​ular, and the struct​ure of the state republic​an, and the mon​archy effectively taken the place of a (hered​itary) pre​sidency, the kings or queens, who were not considered (absolute) sov​ereigns but con​stit​utional mon​archs "by the grace of God", came to be seen as sym​bols, em​bodying the pursuit of the right moral attitude re​quired for any citizen of this sec​ul​ar state. In other words, the monarch, that is the king or the queen, did not govern, but, as it was said, "reign​ed" in a moral way, being the "corner​stone" of the country's morality, and not possess​ing the right to inter​fere in the ad​ministration of the state. The situa​tion in ques​tion was, from the early years of the 19-th century un​til the present time, often ex​pressed in a condensed form by the slogan that could be heard on special oc​ca​sions, "God, Nederland en Oranje", that is, "God, the Nether​lands, and Orange" - "Oranje" being the name of the dyn​asty of the Nether​lands. This dynasty goes back to Wil​lem I, that is, William I, al​so called the "Taciturn" or the "Sil​ent", Prince of Orange, thus nam​ed after a town in southern France, who, as a com​mander in chief, led the struggle for in​depend​ence from Spanish rule in the 16-th cent​ury ​till his assassination in 1584.

 In the preceding a sketch has been given of what may be called the civil re​ligion of the Netherlands. In addition it should be mention​​​ed that the nation​al anthem, which opens by referring to Willem I, has since long been accepted as a religious hymn in the hymnbooks of several churches in the Nether​​lands. This anthem, con​sisting of 15 stanzas and composed in the 16-th century, describes, largely from a moral point of view, the struggle for independence from Spanish rule, an independence that naturally implied religious freedom. Though this struggle as described in the hymn, also be​cause of the language used, is not immediately clear to the aver​age cit​izen today, and although at most only the first and, occasion​al​ly, the sixth stanzas are sung, the anthem still stands as it has al​ways stood. 

In the Netherlands, until today, the civil religion, as sketched above, has continued to exist. It was/is a re​ligion, or, in a way, a typ​ic​al nationalist ideology, "unchallenged" in the eyes of most people, the only ex​ception being those who con​sider(​ed) themselves as "true republic​ans". Attachment to this civ​il religion sometimes found characteristic ways of expres​sion, as for instance by those who compared the three words of the slog​an, which I just mentioned, by referring to the book of Ec​cle​si​as​tes or the Preach​er, where it is said (see Ecclesiastes ch.4, v. 12) that a "three​​​fold cord is not quickly broken".

 But with the gradual change taking place since the Second World War, the three words of this slog​an, which were believed to express the guar​antee of a stable state, have none​the​less become more or less obsolete in the pres​ent time. Despite that, the in​scrip​​tion on the rim of the two Euro-coin has been main​​tained; hence, these words will con​tinue to re​mind us of the cent​uries that have gone before. The historical value symbolic​ally brought out by the in​scrip​tion recalls values to be kept, even cherish​​ed, in order for the secular state to be stable. And it does so by re​ferring to "God", which in this context means "history", that is the period of history when the Netherlands were con​stitut​​ed as an independent state, a state which was principally secular only since 1814. Thus, the state of the Netherlands, in order to be a "work​able" possib​il​ity, pre​sup​posed "some​thing" that could bind people, so that they would be ready to behave as citizens of this state. The question, what binds people, implies a standing challenge which must be taken serious for the years to come now that our country, with all other countries in our corner of the European con​tinent, is be​com​ing multi-ethnic - that is, however, not necessarily multi-cultural - to a degree that was un​imagin​able some de​cades ago. Will the main lines of the history of the Nether​lands still be under​​stood after, say, half a century, and, if not, what will characterise our identity then? Will the Netherlands still be a "nation"?

A European identity

However, this challenge does not exist on the national level only. It exists also on the level of the Europ​ean Community as such, which is in the process of establishing it​self more and more, that is, not just as a finan​cial unity by intro​ducing a common cur​rency, but also as a un​ity of societies, each one with its own ident​ity, societies that recognize and accept each other as par​takers of the "some​thing more" that we believe to have in com​mon. At a dist​ance, maybe only in time [!], the problem can be compared to what in a state like Russia is under​stood as an individual's "nationality" (for in​stance, "Komi", "Nenets" or "Russian") in contradistinction to his or her "citizenship" (to wit, as a citizen of the Russian Federa​tion).

 Regarding the European Com​mun​ity, the question must clearly be asked, what is this "something more", this com​prehensive ident​ity that binds us, Europeans? With regard to this question, some are of the opinion that this "more" is immediately evident, as a matter of fact, if one considers that part of the world which was united al​ready in the period of time of the Roman Empire and its suc​ces​sor states after they had been chris​t​ian​​iz​ed; of course, in this con​nection, the loss to christen​dom of Ana​tolia and the minor​ity posi​tion of christian​ity in many other parts of the old Ottoman empire must be accounted for, and so must be the extension of christian​ity to the North of Europe. Obviously, it must be ad​mitted that the resulting territory coincides almost exactly with what is roughly understood as "Europe", that is how​ever, Europe in a narrow sense as - wrongly [!] - Eastern Europe has vanished from sight. Thus, there may be some​​thing like a com​mon cultural past that binds the countries of Western and Central Europe, which helps defining a corre​​​spond​ing European identity. But there is a furth​er question that cannot be avoided, namely, as regards the posi​tion of the Christi​an re​ligion in Europe now​adays. For, in some European countries, its domin​at​ing cultur​al posi​tion is, at the surface at least, no longer unchallenged as a consequence of the increasing secularisa​tion of the societies in question. Moreover, other creeds, pres​ent in the form of small minorities so far, gain in importance because of the increasing numbers of their ad​herents. Besides, referring to christ​ian​ity raises the ques​tion of prin​ciple, whether, with the years, a country like Turkey could be​come a member of the Euro​pean Com​munity - a ques​tion which direct​ly points again to the principal ques​tion, what is the "more" that binds the countries of the Com​mun​ity to​gether. In this connection, the fact must be ac​knowledged that European Christian​ity, when it was dominating and also later, was characterised by forms of co​habitation - though warlike and very cruel at times - with the Jewish and the Islamic religions, which have remarkably con​tributed to its flourishing. Clearly, the question ask​ed re​garding Turkey presupposes an answer to the query, what a - peace​ful - co​habita​tion is to mean in the present century.

 The pro​blem to define the bounds of the Commun​ity remains unsolved till now, and to make the Com​munity more than a fin​an​ci​​al and eco​nomic - possibly socio-economic - union is a task that pro​vides a standing chal​lenge. Being "governed without a government", the Com​mun​ity finds itself in a process of steady growth! In this sent​ence I reach a topic that needs to be dis​cus​sed at length, which re​quires con​sulta​tions that will extend far into the present century. 

Individualism and its intrinsic limitations

If it is difficult to define the identity of what is "Europe" by having recourse to history, it is also difficult to define this identity by exploring what it is like in the minds of those living today. These de​cades, in all countries of the Community, the every​day as​pirations of many citizens appear to move in the di​rec​tion of in​creasing per​sonal freedom, including increasing his or her share in whatever consumer interests that exist and will exist. In​divid​ual​ism is cherish​ed indeed, that is, the promotion of the mentality of self-as​ser​tion, with, generally, a neglect of history and values inherited from the past. It implies a social or ethical doc​trine, which most​ly re​mains implicit, that stresses the importance of the indiv​id​ual rather than that of the group, let alone that of the society at large, a society that is to be European. Evidently, this mentality does not provide a suf​fici​ent basis for the creation of a (European) Community - un​less this (European) Community re​stricts itself to the management of mat​ters of finance and eco​nomy, and the furthering of the wealth of those already rich.

 Are there intrinsic limitations to individualism? Societies clear​ly become a jungle if there are no valid regulations, whatsoever, between different human beings and between human beings and the state that is re​spons​ible for maintaining a minimal order. In this connection the universal declaration of the rights of the human being should be mentioned. This declaration has been drafted and, officially at least, accepted world-wide. It supports the human being in so far as his or her in​divid​uality is at stake. The de​claration, which is to be implemented in the constitution of any state, specifies that there should be free​dom for human in​dividuals to come together for group activities to take place, for instance in order to estab​lish political parties to defend common interests - and it is in this way that individual​ism en​counters a practical limita​tion. Evidently, the universal de​clara​tion of the rights of the hum​an being is a necessary condition for con​stitut​ing forms of social co​herence. But, doubt​less, it is not a sufficient condition. Wheth​er human individuals unite, de​pends on  the init​iat​ives which are taken by the human be​ings con​cern​ed, wheth​​er they tran​scend their individualism, maybe only out of their  self-interest, may be also out of their interest to contribute in the constitution of a viable European community. Here the possibil​ity of an intrinsic limit​ation to individualism becomes crucial.

The mentality of the polder, which was mention​ed in the be​ginning, introduced a kind of practical limitation to individual​ism. For, in  fact, its basic directive or guide-line was that human beings are to help each other, else most of them will die! Reflect​ing on it, it is clear that this mentality also re​veals an intrins​ic limita​tion to individual​ism. It points, for instance, to something like social equality, to equality for the law, to what is generally called democracy. In the end, the guide-line that human beings are to help each other, which is a maxim of ethics in order not to die, calls to mind the com​mandment "Thou shalt not murder", one of the com​mandments of the Deca​logue (see e.g. Deutero​nomy, ch.5, v.6-21). Is this moral maxim only a kind of practical regula​tion, given through an author​​​ity and subsequently imposed? Is it just a reason​able rule, that must be follow​ed out of one's well-understood self-interest? Without doubt, this commandment is a prac​tic​​​​al regula​tion that is imposed. But it is also an intrinsic limita​tion to in​divid​u​​al​​ism. For, as phrased by Emmanuel Levinas, the com​mandment can be "read" from the face of the threaten​ed being who, perhaps without us​ing words, asks not to be re​ject​ed but, instead, to be recogniz​ed as a fellow-being. The face of one's fellow-being which manifests itself pre​sents the author​ity that, as it ap​pears, we all need in order to be ready to co​operate and build a minimal struc​ture of social co​​her​ence. It is the pro​vok​ing author​​​ity of this basic con​fronta​tion that transcends the limits of each individual, and asks him or her to accept the (element​ary) community [!] that is offer​ed. Thus, if seriously ap​plied, the result will be the constitution of a European Community that, moreover, will not be like a fortress which protects its riches and, in doing so, rejects those who are in need of help.

 The commandment, not to murder but to recognize one's fellow be​ing, is ex​plain​ed furth​er in the way of an almost Kantian cate​gor​ic​al im​perative in Jesus' words "And as ye would that men should do to you, do ye also to them likewise" (S. Luke, ch.6, v.31). These words, together with the moral maxim, not to murder, generate the basic trust between human beings that fosters a min​imum of soci​al co​her​ence on which to build a society that can be call​ed a Commun​ity. In this connection in particular, I pro​pose to use the term "civil re​ligion" in a most basic sense. In my opinion, this Civil Religion is the only Hope man​kind possesses in an epoch, publicly often dominat​ed by tycoons who claim to speak for the sake of the future of a global human​ity, but who in one breath emphasize to increase all-over competitiveness to further con​tinual growth.

A corollary in closing

In the Netherlands, in December 2001, a conference was organized by the department of economic affairs to discuss re​quire​ments and possibilities of industrial innovation. A speaker, an economic celebrity invit​ed from the USA, emphasized that, among other things, abolish​ment of the polder-model in the Netherlands, and its procedures of consultation, was a necessary condition to be ful​filled in order to further the industrial growth as needed and to increase com​petitiv​eness!

 The question, which urges itself upon me straight away, is, what is the sense of this - pretended - advice? What is the sense of abolishing consultations where social and economic inter​ests come together, and turning instead to open confrontations of the con​flict​​ing parties? For, as a result of the unavoidable tensions and - a thing not to forget - the role of the media, the conflict​ing parties may easily lose sight of their basic coherence. All-over com​petitive​ness breaks what belongs together! Besides, what is the sense of the maxim to further continual growth? Is it necessary to in​crease the speed of industrial development, not only in the Nether​lands but in the "western" countries in general, expecting that the human beings concerned will correspondingly increase the "speed" of their lives in quest of the possibility to (re)organize their re​main​ing "quality time", or else drop out? Don't we rather need try​ing to succeed in obtaining a new equilibrium, a new bal​ance, in order to find, what some people call, a "liberated time"? Such a new equi​librium implies counter​acting the "juggernaut" of the present eco​nomic development, that is, to find ways to creat​ively resist the powers in the world which - in line with the cor​responding Indian belief - must indeed be considered to be de​struct​ive beyond com​parison. 

But where and how to start such a counteraction? Can one - a state, an (big) enterprise - "survive", now that short term thinking seems to pre​dominate and shareholder values are globally being maximized, otherwise than by adopting the very same mentality? Besides, in this con​nection, what is to become of the antagonism be​tween the two models of "capitalism", respectively called "Anglo-Saxon" and "Rhine​​land" or "Continental (European)"? In its economic philo​sophy, the latter model of capitalism accepts the (social) role of the government and the influence of society at large in addition to the so-called forces of the market, whereas the former model only accepts the workings of the market, which should be entirely free from inter​ference by any other forces. So far, the antagonism has remained unsolved, and the battle is drawn. 

Epilogue

The sketch of the socio-political circumstances as given before in the main text must be sup​ple​mented by mentioning developments tak​ing place since about 10 years ago, and up to the present time. They are develop​ments that may strongly influence the processes which are normal in a demo​cratic state - and, at the same time, these de​velopments are a democratic [!] pro​duct of the mal​func​tion​ing of the very same demo​cratic state. Re​strict​ing myself to the Nether​lands, no one can but admit that the state, as an organ​iza​​tion, grows in complexity, with the result that the di​stance as it is felt by the average citizen be​tween the authorities and him- or herself increases. But not only the di​stance be​tween the cit​izen and the government increases, also the distance between the cit​izens and those who are called in posi​tions where they are to re​present them, namely the members of the parl​iament. The complex body of authorities of every kind is losing more and more the minimal transparency required by the average cit​izen, who wants to understand the decisions that are taken but who is and re​mains most​ly an outsider, with the un​​fortunate result that the body of authorities is ex​peri​enced as an an​onym​ous, entirely techno​​crat​ic complex - with the author​ities too often behaving in a corre​spond​ing way, that is, as techno​crates. This leads, of course, to reac​tionary movements that attempt to crit​ic​ize the ex​ist​​ing an​onym​​ous bodies, and to bridge the distance, also as to the use of language, be​tween what is called the political establish​ment and the average citizen. The result may be the forma​tion of loose new groups, that will con​stitute new politic​al parties, mainly as a re​action to the ex​isting parties, the policies of which they re​​ject. Do these new parties of​fer solu​tions where the existing parties fail? Per​haps, but it is the future that will judge. For the new groups often lead to the promotion of new demagogues, which implies that the dis​​illusion of the citizen is guaranteed, at short​​​er or longer date. As yet the best one can hope is that the new ( and old as well ) dem​agogues will never be strong enough to dominate the country, where​as they should always be strong enough to compel the existing parties, and also the government as such, to become more trans​parent in their actions.

 
A major problem in the Netherlands, in particular of the cheaper residential districts of the bigger towns, concerns living in these quarters. As a whole the country is very prosperous, but, as a re​sult of the con​tinuing immigration, these residential quarters have become so cosmo​politan that the origin​al ( Dutch​-born ) in​habit​ants feel like strangers in the town where they have always lived. It is to be expected that, in the near future, one half of the population of the big urban areas are first, second or third genera​tion im​migrants; in the more modest living quarters, however, this ratio is much more than one half. Besides, the integra​tion of the newly come in​habit​ants of these areas into the Dutch soc​iety is stagnant, to say the least. As a result, the original inhabitants feel "for​gotten"; moreover, they feel insecure, because of increasing crimin​al​​ity all-​over the country, and more especially in the urban areas. Con​sequently they try lo leave the place where they have al​ways lived as soon as an opportun​ity presents itself.

All of a sudden the preceeding lines of this epilogue, written not yet two months ago, were actualized in a most dramatic way when, dur​ing his elec​toral campaign, a Dutch politician, Pim Fortuyn, was murder​ed on a parking place. Fortuyn was the charismatic leader of a party founded only in February 2002, a party that wanted to bring politics back to the average citizen.

 
With a view to the nation​al elec​tions, that were to take place on May 15th, Fortuyn appeared to take hold of the popular imagina​tion and had just finish​ed a radio talk when he was shot. Although the campaigns conduct​ed by all parties these weeks, have been more vehe​ment than ever before, there has never been any viol​ence in the Netherlands; thus, there has not been any polit​ic​al murder in our country for more than 300 years! The leader of the new party, who had been a prof​essor of socio​logy but was un​known as a polit​ician un​til half a year ago, had on several oc​cas​ions entered into public debate with other polit​icians and proved to be very successful in crit​ic​iz​ing the present state of the Nether​lands, in partic​ular the problemat​ic re​la​tion between the political establish​ment and ( a considerable part of ) the general public, who felt them​selves ignor​ed and not truly re​present​ed. Fortuyn was their beloved spokes​​​man, because he was able to put into words what they thought but did not succeed in making clear to the author​ities! ( Yet, For​tuyn should not be characterized as a "right​-wing extrem​ist" of the kind of, say, Le Pen in France or Haider in Austria, though it is true that some people want to see him like that! ) As a result of the brutal murder of Fortuyn the political situation in the Nether​lands has become unstable. Now that the elections are over, it is "objectively" known that the party which considered Fortuyn as its leader is supported by, rough​​ly, 18% of the Dutch popul​ation, a percentage indicating a political landslide, which will make the formation of a new ( co​ali​tion ) government ex​tremely difficult. ( Some other approximate figures: "Labour Party" 15%, Liberals 15%, Christian Democrates 28%, the "Greens" 7%, Party for demo​crat​ic reform 5%; the Socialists 6%, the Christian Union 3%., and some other parties. ) Today ( May 16th ) we fore​see a period of pol​it​ical negocia​tions lasting several months. The country passes through a crisis indeed, but all of us trust that a healthy solu​tion will be found in due time - we always managed!
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