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1. Introduction

Until recently, economic development in Western countries has generally
been described as a process of which a key element is the gradual replacement
of craft production by large-scale industry, manufacturing standardized
products for large markets. Drawing on classical theorists such as Adam
Smith and Karl Marx, both economists and economic historians have
assumed that large-scale, mechanized production would inevitably displace
craft production simply because it was so much more efficient. Recently,
however, this view has come under attack, for several reasons.’ In spite of
what liberal and Marxist theories have predicted, small firms still play an
important role in advanced economies and many of them are anything but
backward technologically.? Some economists even claim that the era of highly
mechanized mass production is now passing and that we are at the beginning
of a new phase in which small-scale production, using advanced, flexible,
multipurpose machinery (computers, robots), willbe much moreimportant.?
Historians have contributed to this discussion by, for example, pointing out
that the successful development of French industry took the form of the
modernization of craft firms and that even in the mother country of
industrialization, Great Britain, small firms were much more important than
has usually been allowed for.* In an important article, Charles Sabel and
Jonathan Zeitlin have presented a catalogue of industrial districts in France,
Germany and Britain where small firms operated successfully thanks to the
use of flexible machinery, which enabled them to produce a great variety of
products for a highly differentiated market. All kinds of social institutions
protected these industries from the vicissitudes of the market and stimulated
continuous innovation in production processes.’

Itis not the first time that the theory of the inevitable rise of mass production
and the equally inevitable decline of the crafts has been challenged. Around
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1900 a debate took place in several Western European countries which was in
some ways strikingly similar to the present discussion. Then, as now, it was
argued that, in fact, although some craft firms were disappearing, others were
not; that the decline was in many cases not inevitable and that it was certainly
undesirable; and that modern technology — at that time, small machinery
running on gas, petrol or electricity — would enable small firms to compete
successfully. These ideas were turned into public policy in countries like
Germany, Austria, Belgium and the Netherlands.® It seems to be one of the
rare cases in which technical development was not seen as moving inexorably
in one direction and in which it was believed that by stimulating a particular
kind of technical development, in this case the spread of small machinery,
certain socially desirable goals could be achieved: a society with a large crafts
sector. Such a society would be much more harmonious and stable than a
thoroughly industrialized one, which would be torn by class conflict.

In this article, I want to explore these ideas and policies in the Netherlands.
First, I shall outline the development of the crafts in the Netherlands. Next,
the debate on the future of the crafts and the emergence of a movement to
support them will be discussed. Finally, I shall describe the development of
a public policy to support craft firms and the activities of the government
agencies which had to carry out that policy.

For the sake of clarity, my use of the term ‘crafts’ should be explained at the
outset.” I shall define a craft firm as a small production unit in which:

a) the owner works alone or with only a few employees;

b) production takes place using tools and sometimes non-automatic (not
necessarily simple) machinery, i.e., machines which can be seen as extensions
of the skills of the craftsman, which do not impose a rigid rhythm of work
and which can be used for different operations (sewing machines, electric
drills and general-purpose lathes are examples, as against the “rigid”
machines of mass production, such as automatic weaving machines, which
turn out great quantities of uniform products);

c) there is hardly any division of labour and therefore the craftsman is
proficient in many skills;

d) products are made to order, usually on a one-off basis or in very small
batches. This definition implies that domestic labour, which was
characterized by an intensive division of labour and low skill levels, is
excluded. Also excluded is small-scale industry, i.e. the production of series
of uniform products in small production units. As was the case in the debate
in the period under consideration, I would stress, therefore, not the scale of
firms but the quality of work and the relation of the producer to the market.
The new crafts which arose at the end of the nineteenth century, such as
bicycle and motor mechanics, electricians, plumbers and so on, differed from
the older crafts mainly in the fact that they did not make new products but
installed and repaired mass-produced ones. In other respects — technical
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proficiency, small-scale, multipurpose technology, direct relations with
customers and so on — they were very similar to the older crafts.

2. Crafts in the Netherlands

Very little has been written, unfortunately, about the development of the
crafts in the Netherlands, in contrast to countries like England, Germany and
France, where this has become a popular subject in recent years. Generally,
however, the same tendencies which have been noted elsewhere can also be
observed in the Netherlands.® In the middle of the nineteenth century the
major part of the Dutch working population was employed in agriculture
(44%) or in commercial, transport or service occupations (29 %). Only about
a quarter of the working population was engaged in some kind of industry,
most of which consisted of very small firms. Although there were some big
enterprises, such as textile, papermaking and beet sugar factories,
industrialization on a large scale started only after the Great Depression, that
is, during the eighteen-nineties. The craft industries profited greatly from the
economic expansion which took place after 1850 and which lasted far into the
1870s. Agriculture especially flourished at this time, and since most
craftsmen worked for the farmers they shared in the increase in their wealth.
It is estimated that between 1850 and 1860 the number of people employed
in the crafts rose by about 25%, while the population grew by about 8%.°
Consequently, the agricultural crisis which started to affect the Dutch
economy after 1878 also hit the craft industries severely. Some compensation
could be found in the cities, which started to grow from about 1865 and
expanded particularly rapidly during the 1880s (partly as a result of the
agricultural depression). However, from this time on the craft industries
were confronted with increasing problems, which in many cases could not be
overcome.

In the first place, many people who had lost their jobs in the countryside
started small businesses in the cities, causing cut-throat competition with the
already existing firms. The building trades, for instance, were undermined by
the spread of speculative building during these years. Uniform blocks of
houses were built on the outskirts of towns like Amsterdam and Rotterdam
by builders who often subcontracted parts of the work to small specialized
firms employing barely skilled workers.'® Tailoring and shoemaking had
already become predominantly sweated trades by around 1850. In some
areas, blacksmiths, goldsmiths and silversmiths worked under similar
conditions during the first quarter of this century.'* Especially after 1890,
craftsmen also had to compete with mass-produced goods, which first
reached the cities but, as a consequence of the expansion of the railways after
1860 and of local tramways after 1880, also became available in the villages
(shoes and iron stoves, for instance).
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As in other countries, craftsmen in some trades adapted successfully, such
as saddlemakers who turned to the production of suitcases and coppersmiths
who found work in the installation of gas and water networks, while new
trades, such as electricians and motor mechanics, appeared. From the 1890s
on, small machinery was increasingly applied in craft industries. Electric
motors especially became very popular after 1900, when electricity networks
were laid onin the larger towns'? and all kinds of electrical machinery became
available. The number of electric motors in industrial firms increased from
1,879 in 1904 to 220,582 in 1930."* Many small firms, such as bakeries,
printers, cabinetmakers and small metalworking firms, owed their survival
to a large extent to this new machinery.**

Statistical material on the development of the crafts is scarce and defective
in terms of comparability and, because of the great variety of craft industries
and their responses to economic modernization, it is often misleading.
However, the general trend seems to be a rapid decline between 1890 and
1910, which slowed down thereafter.!s

3. The debate on the future of the crafts and the emergence of a policy to support them

Theidea that the growth of large-scale industry would gradually displace the
crafts was generally accepted as a matter of course by Dutch economists and
politicians in the nineteenth century. Since the beginning of the seventeenth
century industry had flourished in the Netherlands. It consisted mostly of
craft firms but, especially in the western provinces, there were also relatively
large, mechanized firms which processed wood, sugar, rice, coffee and so on
for the export trade, mainly using windmills as their power source. After
about 1750 these industries began to decline, and the Napoleonic wars,
which cut the country off from international trade, were fatal for many of
them.'® In the leading journals it was argued time and again that only if
entrepreneurs would follow the example of Britain and invest in modern
machinery could new life be breathed into Dutch industry. Already in 1820
(when the Netherlands was still united with Belgium, where the first
industrial areas on the continent were located) the influential economist
H.W. Tydeman argued that the advantages of cheap mass production
compared with small-scale industry were so great that the latter would
inevitably disappear. Because cheap products would create larger markets for
themselves, there would eventually be plenty of employment in the factories
for craftsmen who had been thrown out of work. Besides, there was no
choice: if the Netherlands did not want to see its markets flooded with factory
goods from elsewhere, it had better mechanize production as soon as
possible.’” Half a century later, the left-wing liberal politician H. Goeman
Borgesius was equally convinced that the crafts would necessarily disappear
as a consequence of the superiority of the factory.'® But he believed, like
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Tydeman, that large-scale mechanization would eventually benefit everyone
and he also believed that the social problems which industrialism entailed
could be overcome by means of social legislation.'® These two writers are
fairly representative of the general way of thinking among liberal economists
and politicians, who dominated social thought during most of the nineteenth
century.

Socialist leaders of all kinds (from the anarchist Domela Nieuwenhuis to
social democrats such as Wibaut and Schaper) shared this optimism.
Following the lead of German social democrats such as Kautsky, they
believed that industry would create tremendous wealth, from which
eventually the workers would profit too. In their vision of the coming
socialist society, there was no place for small craft firms. The revisionist
argument that the crafts were not about to disappear did not have much
influence in the Netherlands.?* The much admired socialist leader and poetess
Henriette Roland Holst, for example, criticized William Morris, ‘who had
never heard in the drone of machinery the possibilities of a higher social
order’.?! ‘Giant firms’ would dominate the future economy, she wrote.?

This consensus between socialism and liberalism concerning the
desirability and eventual inevitability of large-scale mechanization and the
decline of small-scale industry went practically unchallenged during most of
the nineteenth century. Unlike other countries, such as Germany and
Austria, there were no strong craft movements. Many trade organizations
were started during the 1880s, but they were hardly active politically.?®
When a lower middle class movement sprang up shortly after 1900, several
years after this had happened in Belgium, France and Germany, it was
entirely dominated by shopkeepers, small industry playing an increasingly
marginal role. However, towards the end of the nineteenth century the
dominant view came under criticism from some liberal intellectuals and,
especially, from Roman Catholic leaders.

To the liberal critics of large-scale industry the problem of the crafts was
part of the ‘social question’, the problem of the place of the working-classes
in society. This became a major topic of public discussion with the
appearance at the end of the 1860s of the first working men’s associations,
which started to demand higher wages and better working conditions.
During the depression of the 1880s, when there was much unemployment
and poverty, a radical socialist movement, which had until then been
inconspicuous, spread rapidly among urban and agricultural workers,
creating fears of an impending revolution among the ruling classes. These
liberal critics developed a rather original view of the problem, which was
certainly not in line with the dominant currents in liberalism at that time.
Their most important spokesman was the headmaster of the vocational
school in The Hague, Hessel Luis Boersma (1846-1904).

Boersma thought that the social question could only be solved by creating
a strong craft industry which could compete with large-scale industry. For
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the production of some goods, mass production would be inevitable. But this
should be kept to a minimum, leaving as much room as possible for craft
production. The main problem of large-scale industry was not so much the
use of machinery as the degradation of work due to the division of labour.
When efficiency becomes the first commandment of industry, Boersma
wrote, both the quality of labour and the quality of the products deteriorate.
Society becomes flooded with ugly industrial products and social relations
become dominated by class antagonism. Only a strong crafts sector fed by a
constant flow of well educated young craftsmen from the vocational schools
would be able to save the workers from ‘a machine-like way of life and work,
which kills both mind and soul’.>* It would enable those workers to improve
their situation by individual effort and turn them away from the collective
actions of trade unions and socialist parties.

In order to achieve their aims, Boersma and others advocated three kinds
of policy. First, technical education should be improved and made available
to all workers. From 1861 on, many vocational schools were set up in the
Netherlands. They attracted an increasing number of pupils, who easily
found good jobs after completing their education. Boersma tried to keep his
own school abreast of the advance of technology by starting new courses for
electricians, gas fitters, motor mechanics and so forth. As I have said, he was
not opposed to the introduction of modern machinery as such. On the
contrary, he favoured new techniques which relieved the worker of dull and
heavy work and enhanced his versatility and independence. He and others
therefore argued, secondly, that the government should assist craftsmen by
keeping them informed about the latest machinery and helping them to
finance innovations in their workshops. They often cited the example of
Austria, where such government institutions already existed at the end of the
nineteenth century.?® Thirdly, the public should be taught to appreciate
quality goods and to prefer well-made craft products to mass-produced
articles. This was the main goal of a museum for applied art which was set up
in Haarlem in 1877. In short, if a large market could be created for craft
products by educating the public and improving craft production itself, there
would be no need for the expansion of large-scale industry, and the quality
of work, of the products and of social relations — in short, the quality of
society — could be improved.

The main forum for people like Boersma was the Society for the
Promotion of Industry (Nederlandsche Maatschappij ter bevordering van
Nijverheid), an organization similar to the German Gewerbevereine, whose
membership included businessmen, industrialists, engineers, civil servants
and lawyers and which sought to stimulate the Dutch economy by
publishing articles on new techniques in its journal, addressing the
government on subjects such as the building of railways, land reclamation
and social legislation and starting vocational schools. Since it counted among
its members heads of the largest Dutch firms as well as prominent politicians
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and officials, it was a rather influential organization. From the 1870s on the
Society started to publish a series of articles about new machinery for small
firms.?¢ Different types of small machinery were discussed, with tables
specifying use of fuel and efficiency. In 1907 it organized an exhibition of
small machines in Amsterdam, together with a conference on the future of the
crafts, both of which were a great success. Besides small machinery, the
exhibition had stands at which several countries, including Belgium and
some German states, presented their governments’ programmes for
stimulating small-scale industry.?’

Two years later the Society together with the National League of Retailers
and Craftsmen (the Nederlandsche Middenstandsbond) published a report which
was sent to parliament and which advised the government to appoint
industrial consultants in several parts of the country to provide small
enterprises with information about new technology and advice on the
organization of their business. This plan was gradually carried out. One
consultant was appointed in 1910; two more were appointed in 1913. These
men became the spearhead of the efforts to support the craft industries. In the
next section we shall analyze their activities and the ideas behind them, but
first we have to look at another group that became an important supporter of
the Mittelstand (as the Germans called it): the Christian democrats.

Christian democratic parties and organizations had their origin in two
movements for religious emancipation, one neo-Calvinist, the other Roman
Catholic. Neo-Calvinists were mainly people in the lower middle classes
(small shopkeepers and craftsmen, skilled workers, small farmers) who were
dissatisfied with the dominant role of liberalism in politics and society,
including in the formally Calvinist Dutch Reformed Church. They resented
appointments of latitudinarian ministers and they fought for government
subsidies for their denominational schools. Under the charismatic leadership
of the Amsterdam church minister Abraham Kuyper (1837-1920) they
evolved from a religious pressure group into a powerful political party with
its own views on the problems of Dutch society and the kind of future society
to be striven for. The Roman Catholics (who were spread to a greater extent
over the different strata of Dutch society but who were also more heavily
represented among the urban lower middle classes and the farmers) had been
a minority subjected to discrimination until 1796 when, during the French
occupation, they received equal rights with other religious groups.
Thereafter, they tried to turn this formal emancipation into real
emancipation; in other words, to undo the effects of centuries of
discrimination. Like the Calvinists, their first efforts were directed at
religious issues: the organization of their church and government subsidies
for their schools. In 1888 the Christian democrats won their first electoral
victory against the divided liberals and conservatives and formed the first
Catholic-Protestant cabinet. From then on, they were a powerful force in
Dutch politics.
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The fate of the Mittelstand (or lower middle classes) was much discussed in
Christian democratic circles, not only in the Netherlands, but also elsewhere.
Especially after 1897, when a new electoral law enfranchised them, the
‘problem of the lower middle classes’ became urgent for Roman Catholics
and neo-Calvinists. They argued that the “social question” had been
regarded too exclusively as the problem of the industrial workers, whereas
the future of the lower middle classes was at least as important. Master
artisans were threatened by large-scale industry, while shopkeepers were
threatened, on the one hand, by department stores and, on the other, by
cooperative retail shops set up by the labour movement. The disappearance
of this class would make the Marxist prediction of a society split up into two
hostile classes come true. Farmers, shopkeepers and craftsmen were therefore
hailed as the backbone of society: they combined capital and labour,
preserved the sacred values of industriousness, sobriety and piety, and were
the living proof of the possibility open to everyone to become an independent
entrepreneur.?®

Roman Catholics especially were greatly concerned about the craft
industries. Although they recognized that the crafts were threatened by
large-scale industry, they stressed that their disappearance was not only
undesirable but also unnecessary. In reply to liberal and socialist politicians
and writers, they quoted German revisionist socialists such as Eduard
Bernstein, who had demonstrated on the basis of the industrial censuses of
1882 and 1895 that large firms develop alongside, and by no means always
at the expense of, small ones.? The middle classes, they wrote, are threatened
but not doomed, and they can better their situation considerably by
improving the way they manage their businesses, introducing modern
machinery and forming cooperative societies and trade associations modelled
on the old guilds. After 1902, Roman Catholic priests were very active in
founding such trade associations and credit banks for small entrepreneurs
(the banks received government support from 1908 on).*® As for technical
innovations, they had great expectations of the introduction of electricity and
the application of electrical machinery, which would, they argued, lead to an
increasing number of small industrial firms, as it had already done
elsewhere.®* As the Catholic trade paper the Hanzebode put it: ‘Steam power
has driven the people into the factories, the electric current will drive them
out again, into their own workshops. Such a decentralization of industry will
prove to be the best way to end the social abuses which attend industrial
production in our times’.??

In 1901 the neo-Calvinist leader Kuyper became prime minister of a
cabinet dominated by orthodox Protestants and Roman Catholics. One of his
first acts was to send a representative to the international conference of the
lower middle classes in Namur in Belgium. After the next conference, which
was held in Amsterdam in September 1902, the Nederlandsche
Middenstandsbond (League of Retailers and Craftsmen) was founded. This
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became the main political pressure group for retailers and, to a lesser degree,
craftsmen. Under Kuyper’s government a parliamentary commission was set
up to study the situation of the lower middle classes and advise the
government on measures to be taken. It was also a Christian democratic
cabinet which appointed the industrial consultants. In short, it was due to
Roman Catholic and orthodox Protestant politicians that the ideas which had
been developed in the Society for the Promotion of Industry were put into
practice.

4. Work and ideology of the industrial consultants

We shall now take a closer look at how and why the Dutch government tried
to help the craft industries. As we have seen, this work was entrusted to the
government agency of industrial consultants, which, after some years of
preparation, really started to operate in 1913.3° There were three industrial
consultants, all of them engineers, who worked regionally, each covering
about one third of the country. They were assisted by a National Laboratory
of Industry, also headed by an engineer, which collected information about
new machinery and apparatus, provided addresses of producers and suppliers
of this equipment, organized exhibitions and ran tests of machinery at the
request of the consultants or individual firms. The laboratory was set up in
close cooperation with the Polytechnic in Delft (the only one in the
Netherlands). It was located in the Polytechnic’s department of mechanical
engineering, and three of its professors served actively on its advisory board.
From 1917 on, the agency was enlarged. In 1917 and 1918 each consultant
was given an advisor, who was to concern himself especially with matters of
organization and cooperation. One assistant was appointed with the specific
task of helping entrepreneurs to economize on fuel. In 1917, 1919 and 1920
another three assistants were appointed to provide assistance to blacksmiths,
wagonmakers and producers of wooden clogs respectively. In January 1920
a chemical and an electrical engineer were added. In addition, there were 17
offices, spread over the country, which were to help small entrepreneurs
improve their financial administration.** Finally, there were state-subsidized
laboratories for several branches of industry, such as the leather and shoe
industry, flour mills and bakeries and the rubber industry. These, however,
mainly served the needs of the larger firms.?*

The work of the agency was based upon the assumption that many small
firms perished quite unnecessarily because they failed to introduce adequate
modern machinery and accounting. It was therefore the business of the
agency to help craftsmen modernize their firms in these respects.®® In 1914
the task of the industrial consultants was extended to include the stimulation
of all industry, though very large firms were always referred to private
consultants.’” This enlargement of their task meant, however, that the
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consultants spent much of their time, not with the really small firms, but with
medium-sized firms.

The work of the industrial consultants and the laboratory for industry
consisted mainly in answering questions from firms on all kinds of technical
and organizational matters.*® The number of these consultations, which were
free of charge, grew from 465 in 1913 and 1914 to 1,100 in 1920 and
stabilized around 1,000 during the 1920s and 1930s.** The enquiries related
to such things as how to start cooperatives for purchasing raw materials,
what kind of machines or apparatus to buy and addresses of firms from which
the equipment could be bought. The consultants also studied the feasibility of
starting new branches of industry in the Netherlands for which a market
appeared to exist (e.g. the production for the Dutch East Indies of agricultural
implements, which were largely imported from foreign countries). Most of
the requests for information came, not from craft firms, but from somewhat
larger firms operating on much more than a local market. Many of the
activities which the industrial consultants organized on their own initiative
benefited the same group.*® Questions came, for instance, from a dairy
factory, a briquette factory, a producer of pig’s wash (working with a steam
engine, drying apparatus and so on), a polder committee (about a new
pumping engine) and a factory for cane furniture and baskets. The last
example is typical. Cane products were sold on an international market
which was dominated by the highly mechanized German industry. If Dutch
firms were to compete on this market, according to the agency, they would
have to invest in modern machinery.*

The demonstrations which were organized by the National Laboratory
show the same tendency.*? For example, the demonstrations of acetylene and
electric welding, in 1918 and 1921, attracted not so much blacksmiths as
representatives of larger engineering and shipbuilding firms. And when the
National Laboratory demonstrated paint spraying machines it was even
admitted that their introduction would be detrimental to the craft of the
painters. This method, it was pointed out, was much faster than the
traditional way of painting; expensive brushes would become superfluous
and special skills were not necessary, which meant that personnel costs could
be cut by 80-90%.4

Another interesting case is that of small factories producing electrical
appliances which had sprung up during the war (when gas and coal were in
short supply and electrification was speeded up). One of the consultants
wrote in March 1920 that standardization should be pushed, because only in
this way would small firms be able to start producing large series, which was
essential for their survival in an increasingly competitive international
market.** Another example is that of a small machine-building firm which
made simple machinery for ships and mills. According to the report, it was a
true craft firm, where the master worked at the lathe together with his men.
Although they worked very hard, the firm was constantly in debt. The
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industrial consultant suggested that they should stop producing single
machines and only make series of at least six. The time needed for each step
in the production process should be calculated and brought down to a
minimum ‘by modern means’. Work should be planned a few weeks ahead
and every worker should receive detailed instructions on a card. Thanks to
this scientific management type of approach the firm’s prospects were now
much better, the report concluded.*

In short, the industrial consultants certainly did not embrace the kind of
‘small is beautiful’- doctrine which Boersma had expounded twenty years
before. Moreover, they were quite explicit about this. They wanted it to be
known that they did not work only for small firms but also for larger firms,*
and in their meetings with the head of the Department of Trade at the
Ministry of Agriculture, Industry and Trade, this was never a point of
discussion. In their publications, the consultants stressed one aspect of their
original programme: the possibilities for craft firms to develop into medium-
sized or even large industrial enterprises by means of the introduction of
advanced machinery and production methods. Small firms could, for
instance, specialize in producing parts which were subsequently used in mass
production. As an example, an ironmonger’s shop was cited which had
successfully started the production of door handles and now employed 80
men.*’ In their opinion the importance of a large number of small firms lay,
not so much in the intrinsic worth of craft production, but in the availability
of a fund of small firms, of which the strongest could grow into advanced,
internationally competitive enterprises.*®

On the other hand, the industrial consultants and the National Laboratory
did carry out programmes that were intended to save some old crafts which,
at least when seen from the present perspective, were destined to disappear.
The first of these was a project for blacksmiths, which we shall now look at
in more detail.*’ In January 1917 an assistant was appointed to the engineer
of the National Laboratory in Delft whose task would be to help blacksmiths,
especially those in the countryside, to modernize their smithies. The assistant
had been a blacksmith himself and had subsequently become a teacher at a
vocational school. Blacksmiths were chosen because there were a great many
of them and because they often worked in isolated places and were therefore
ill informed of the latest machinery and techniques. Most of them were
poorly equipped and poorly skilled. The blacksmiths were among the best
organized craftsmen. About half of them belonged to the Leaguc of Master
Blacksmiths (Bond voor Smedenpatroons), which dated from 1903.%° This
organization published an excellent trade journal,** offering much technical
information. From 1907 on it tried to organize courses for blacksmiths, and
during the war it was the only organization to urge the government to
appoint a technical consultant especially for their trade.®*> A programme for
this group of craftsmen therefore seemed to have a better chance of success
than one for any other group.
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Unlike the German Gewerbeforderungsdienst, which organized courses of six
to eight weeks in model smithies in some large towns for which a fee was
charged, the Dutch service offered its courses free. Theoretical lessons were
givenin village schools in the evenings and practical advice was given to each
smith personally in his smithy. The assistant started his work in the northern
province of Groningen, where there were many blacksmiths who worked
for the farmers. He travelled from village to village, lecturing and visiting
blacksmiths, and reached between 50% and 85 % of them. He found that the
equipment and working methods in most of these smithies were indeed
lamentable, but that the blacksmiths were very eager to learn, especially
about acetylene welding and metal cutting, technical drawing and
bookkeeping. Some of them even followed the assistant to the next village in
order to hear a lecture again. The report ended with the remark that unless
more assistants were appointed it would take dozens of years to reach all
Dutch blacksmiths (let alone other crafts).

This plea was heeded. A second and third assistant were appointed in 1919
and 1920 to work in other parts of the country in a similar manner. The
assistants stressed good bookkeeping and mechanization and often seem to
have encouraged blacksmiths to transform their smithies into small factories
for mass production. The National Laboratory even designed some simple
tools which were clearly meant to help them effect this transition, such as a
device for making angle irons and one for making pipes.** Many blacksmiths
were already producing large series of simple products, such as hinges, for
bigger firms (shipyards, construction companies) anyway®*; they could only
gain by mechanizing this kind of production.

The results of these efforts are hard to assess. Generally speaking,
blacksmiths continued to lose ground to mass production, even though some
new areas of activity were opened up, such as the construction of
waterworks, central heating and the building of greenhouses.®® Their
number declined both absolutely and relative to the population.*® Electrical
machinery was, however, introduced on a large scale — in this respect the
consultants were successful — especially by somewhat larger firms.5’

During the 1920s similar projects were carried out for, among others,
wagonmakers, clogmakers, plumbers, shoemakers and cabinetmakers. In
general, these projects show the same tendencies. I shall discuss only two
examples: wagonmakers and clogmakers. Wagonmakers traditionally made
all kinds of wooden coaches and farm carts. Like most trades, theirs was
characterized by overcrowding and severe competition, from which, for
instance, the farmers who made use of their services profited mercilessly.>®
After the-First World War a new market opened up for this trade: the
production of coachwork for motor buses and lorries (from the beginning,
passenger cars were imported, the only exception being the beautiful Spijker,
which succumbed to foreign competition in 1925%°). In 1923 there was even
a boom in bus travel, and all kinds of odd vehicles appeared on the roads.®°
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Many wagonmakers therefore started to build bodies on imported chassis,
Ford and Chevrolet being especially popular. At first all coachwork was
done in wood, with only some iron reinforcements, but gradually the
number of iron parts increased and by the end of the thirties wood had
virtually disappeared from the workshops. Supported by the trade journal,
the industrial consultant for the wagon industry (appointed in 1921)
encouraged this transition. Like the consultant for the blacksmiths, he held
lectures and gave individual advice. In addition, he made dozens of drawings
of different kinds of coachwork, which were published in the trade journal,
secured free stands for wagonmakers at exhibitions, took them to car
factories to see the latest models, designed a course on coachbuilding for a
vocational school and, as in all trades, tried to get the craftsmen to do some
bookkeeping.®*

Another group of wagonmakers continued to produce farm carts. The
consultant helped them to improve their models and introduce innovations
such as iron wheels and pneumatic tyres.®> However, most requests for
information concerned the construction of bodies for motor vchicles, and
both the consultant and the trade journal stressed that only this branch of the
trade had a chance of survival: traditional wagon-making was a dying craft.®
Consequently, the consultant increasingly focused his ecfforts on
coachbuilding.®

No statistics are available on the number of wagonmakers who made the
transition to coachwork for motor vehicles,® the number who remained in
the wooden farm cart business or the number who had to close shop. Nor do
we know how exactly the transition from wood to iron was made in the
coachwork firms. Traditionally, most wagonmakers had their ironwork
(such as iron bands around the wheels) done by a blacksmith, though the
larger firms had their own smithies. It seems that successful bus and lorry
builders gradually fired their old wagonmakers and employed more and
more ironworkers, electricians and the like.®® Mass-produced lorries and
buses were, of course, increasingly imported from clsewhere, especially after
the Second World War. Many coachbuilders probably turned, therefore, to
repairing factory-produced vehicles.®” Nevertheless, at the international
automobile exhibition in Amsterdam in 1938 there were still 21 Dutch
producers, presenting their buses and lorries.®

The case of wooden clogs was rather different. The problem here was not
diminishing or changing demand but severc competition, especially from
Belgium. The strategy of the consultants was therefore to help clogmakers
improve the quality of their products (especially the inside of the clog, for
which they designed models that were distributed among producers) and to
stimulate sales by means of advertising, exhibitions and exploring
possibilities on the international market. The superior quality of Dutch clogs
was proved by having Dutch schoolchildren wear Dutch and Belgian clogs
until they wore out. It was demonstrated that the Dutch clogs lasted 339
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days, the Belgian clogs only 198. According to a report in 1929, these efforts
had some success: both the quality and the sales of clogs were improving.®®

The efforts of the Department of Industry and Trade were very modest
when compared to the much larger programmes of the German and Austrian
governments. However, considering the prevailing government policy of
minimal interference in the economy, the amount of energy spent on the craft
industries is still remarkable. Though the government intervened massively
and effectively in the economy during the First World War, creating several
agencies for the regulation and support of trade and industry, most of this
apparatus was dismantled as soon as the war was over.” The programmes for
the crafts which had been started in 1913 also profited from government
intervention during the war. However, in spite of cuts in the budget during
the economic recession in 1922, the government maintained most of its
programmes for the craft industries all through the twenties and thirties, up
to the present day. During the 1920s expenditure for these programmes took
up between seven and nine percent of the government budget for trade and
industry; they were clearly one of the main concerns of the Department of
Agriculture, Industry and Trade.”

Why did the government take so much trouble to help crafts, such as those
of the blacksmiths, clogmakers and wagonmakers, which in retrospect
seemed bound to disappear? The first part of the answer is that the prospects
for these crafts certainly did not look hopeless to the politicians and officials
involved. The agencies supported sectors which were in trouble, but only if
they had a chance of survival. When, for instance, a programme was
considered to help small-scale breweries, the preliminary report concluded
that this would only make sense if the prospects for small-scale breweries
improved.” Paradoxically the growth of mass production created new
possibilities for small industrial firms. Large firms, the consultants noted,
increasingly limited the range of their products to those which could be
produced in large series, leaving batch production to smaller firms. The
custom-built buses and lorries of the 1920s and 1930s, built on American
chassis, are a good example of this. The greatest problem for small firms was
therefore not competition from large firms (problems of markets and prices
were discussed surprisingly little, clogs being an exception); rather, the main
problems were, first, competition between the small producers themselves,
who were often exploited by merchants who supplied them with raw
materials and sold their products (blacksmiths, goldsmiths and silversmiths,
shoemakers, small farmers producing butter for the international market)
and, second, technical backwardness and reluctance to modernize.”

The first problem could be tackled in several ways. To start with, setting
up a firm could be made conditional on qualifications recognized by the state
and on solvency, as it was, for instance, in Germany. During the recession of
the early 1920s this solution was hotly debated, but the argument of freedom
of enterprise won out.” Not until the 1930s was the debate revived, and this
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time a law was passed (1937) which specified the conditions for setting up a
new firm.”® Another solution was cooperation, which would make small
producers less dependent on merchants. In the case of the small farmers, this
had worked admirably, and during the first ten years of the agency the
industrial consultants made great efforts to get craftsmen to start
cooperatives for the purchase of raw materials, the sale of products and
production. These efforts largely failed because of mutual distrust among
craftsmen.”® Consequently, the main thrust of their activities became the
modernization of small firms. Technical and managerial backwardness, they
stated again and again, were the reason that so many craftsmen perished quite
unnecessarily: small firms could often produce as efficiently as large ones, if
only entrepreneurs were well educated and knew how to put to use, for
instance, electrical machinery, of which a great variety was now available.”
Arguments for the importance of small-scale industry did not change much
during the nineteen-twenties. New and vital industrial enterprises were
expected to grow out of small firms. They were also very important as a
source of employment, given a situation in which the population was
growing by about 1.5% every year, whereas employment in the larger
industrial firms was declining as a consequence of the rationalization of
production made inevitable by international competition.”®

5. Conclusion

At the end of the nineteenth century the consensus, rooted in classical
political economy and Marxism, regarding the inevitable rise of mass
production at the expense of the craft industries was challenged by some
liberal intellectuals, revisionist socialists and Christian democrats (especially
Roman Catholics). They argued that the decline of the crafts was real in some
sectors but not in others, and that as a general tendency it was neither
necessary nor desirable. With some government support the craft industries
would be able to modernize and remain an important part of the national
economy. A strong middle class would be the backbone of society: it would
prevent the division of the nation into two hostile classes, would guarantee
the survival of bourgeois Christian morals and so on. Some of these writers
were very hostile to industrialization, which they thought would lead to class
war unless the government intervened. Others, especially liberals, valued
small-scale firms because the best of them would be able to grow into strong,
large enterprises.

These ideas resulted in a policy to support the crafts, mainly by helping
them to modernize their workshops. The problems with which these firms
and their government consultants had to contend were, in fact, not so much
competition from large-scale industry as competition among the craft firms
themselves and technical backwardness. The government agencies therefore
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tried to initiate cooperation between craft firms and to help them introduce
modern machinery. They did not want to preserve the crafts in their
traditional form, and they were certainly not hostile to large-scale industry.
In fact, they embraced the liberal view that the craft sector was a kind of
nursery for medium-sized and large industrial firms. The overall effect of
these efforts is hard to assess because of a lack of data. It is clear, for example,
that after the Second World War blacksmiths and wagonmakers all but
disappeared, but we do not know how many of them had by that time
transformed their workshops into small metalworking factories, gas and
water installation firms, bus and lorry building firms, service stations and so
on.

When compared to those of countries such as Germany and Austria, the
Dutch efforts at Mittelstandspolitik were modest indeed. In Germany, for
example, after the Gewerbeordnung of 1881 there were officially recognized
trade associations to which the state delegated important powers, such as the
organization of an extensive apprenticeship system, including examinations
for the titles of journeyman and master. In 1897 alaw was passed which even
made it possible to create compulsory guilds (Zwangsinnungen) to which any
craftsman in a certain region had to belong if the majority of his colleagues
had decided to form one. At the end of the nineteenth century most German
states had large government agencies for the promotion of the crafts which
organized permanent exhibitions of all kinds of modern small machinery,
information offices, technical libraries and lectures and courses in many
different trades.” Austria, where most crafts were organized in guilds in the
full traditional sense (including strict control over entrance into the trade and
vocational training), had similar but even more impressive institutions.®

Although Dutch industry around 1900 still consisted mainly of small
firms, there existed in this country no industrial areas characterized by
technically advanced craft firms and highly self-confident artisans such as
described by Sabel, Zeitlin and Boch.®* Craft organizations were not very
numerous; their membership comprised only a small proportion of the
craftsmen and they had very little involvement in politics. Consequently, the
efforts of the government to support the crafts had only a weak basis in the
crafts themselves, though some artisans, such as blacksmiths and
wagonmakers, proved to be susceptible to technical and organizational
modernization when offered the opportunity. In addition, and again unlike
Germany and Austria, economic policy in the Netherlands was decidedly
laissez-faire. To be sure, there were some Christian democratic politicians
who favoured the kind of corporate organization prevalent in the German
states. But these ideas were sharply rejected by the liberals and did not enjoy
universal support in Christian democratic circles either.®* This became
manifest, as we have seen, in the debate in the early 1920s on proposals to
regulate the establishment of new firms.
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Dutch Mittelstandspolitik was therefore a rather pragmatic, liberal affair
which, after the initial phase, lost the momentum of a craft ideology as put
forward by a man like Boersma. What the agency of industrial consultants
envisioned was not an economy in which craft production would
predominate, but rather one in which new small firms would be created all
the time, firms using advanced machinery, some of which would develop
into medium-sized or large firms.
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* This article is an elaborated version of a paper presented at the annual conference
of the Society for the History of Technology in Sacramento, California, in
October 1989.
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