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Pieter Jelles Troelstra (1860–1930)
Pieter Troelstra was a Dutch socialist politician.
Goude, Helena: Pieter Jelles Troelstra, black-and-white photograph, n.p., 1909; source: Het
Internationaal Instituut voor Sociale Geschiedenis (IISG), via Flickr,
https://www.flickr.com/photos/iisg/4067540257/.
This file is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution 2.0 Generic license:
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0.

Troelstra, Pieter Jelles
Leader of the Dutch Socialist Party (1897-1925)
Born 20 April 1860 in Leeuwarden, The Netherlands
Died 12 May 1930 in The Hague, The Netherlands

Summary

Troelstra was a charismatic socialist leader who overestimated his influence and called for a
socialist revolution in November 1918. His call was ignored and after suffering a nervous
breakdown, he re-entered parliament.
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Education and Early Career
Pieter Jelles Troelstra (1860-1930) studied law in Groningen, where Pieter Wilhelm Adriaan
Cort van der Linden (1846-1935) was one of his tutors, and practiced as a lawyer until he
became one of the twelve founding members of the Dutch socialist party, officially known as
the Sociaal Democratische Arbeiders Partij (SDAP) or Social-Democratic Labour Party, in
August 1894. He became the first party leader and its first member of Parliament (MP) in
September 1897. Throughout his political career he continued to work as a journalist, for
many years editing the socialist daily newspaper Het Volk (The People).

Troelstra followed the German socialist leader August Bebel (1840-1913) in proclaiming that
he intended to introduce social(ist) reforms democratically, though he never explicitly
rejected the possibility of a revolution. The SDAP was modelled on its German sister party
and made universal suffrage the cornerstone of its political programme.

In parliament Troelstra became known as a gifted speaker and a great debater, yet he
himself remained doubtful about the efficacy of the parliamentary system. He regarded it as
a bourgeois vehicle that at some point might have to be replaced by different parliamentary
and economic models. He was a charismatic leader and extremely popular with the common
voters, but had a tendency to operate individually and repeatedly clashed with his own party
leadership.

Troelstra’s Political Path During World War I
In the first weeks of the war, when it was still unclear whether Holland would be able to
remain neutral, the socialist MPs loyally supported the liberal government. However, by the
end of the year, when Dutch neutrality seemed assured, Troelstra and the government
clashed over whether to introduce a war loan (as the government intended) or a war tax on
the rich (as Troelstra advocated). From then on the government could no longer count on
socialist support.

During the war, Troelstra was actively involved in the international socialist movement’s
peace efforts, but his close links with the German socialist party meant that in both Holland
and the Allied countries he was suspected, with good reason, of pro-German sentiments.
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Misread Signs: A Failed Revolution
Troelstra was no admirer of Vladimir Lenin (1870-1924), and for that reason he did not
welcome the Russian revolution of 1917. But he did see it as a clear sign of widespread
popular dissatisfaction that was rapidly moving westwards. When revolution broke out in
Germany and Wilhelm II, German Emperor (1859-1941) abdicated, it was clear to Troelstra
that the old world order had come to an end. Without consulting his party leadership he
made a speech in parliament on 12 November 1918 in which he declared that the revolution
had reached Holland and that the government should avoid bloodshed by immediately
handing over power to the Socialist Party.

Troelstra’s belief was based on events in Russia, Switzerland and (especially) Germany, and
on his long-held conviction that a power change was a historical necessity. However, he had
completely misread the true state of affairs in Holland. Though the people complained
bitterly about food and fuel distribution and the government’s refusal to demobilize troops,
there was no desire for a revolution, not even within the Socialist Party itself. By the end of
the week, Troelstra had suffered a nervous breakdown and his deputy was left with the task
of limiting the damage to both the party and its leader.

Later Life
Troelstra was forgiven and returned to parliament, staying on as party leader until his
retirement in 1925. He spent the final years of his life working on his four-volume memoirs,
the last part of which he did not live to complete. His attempted coup lives on in Dutch
parliamentary history as De vergissing van Troelstra (Troelstra’s mistake).

Paul Moeyes, Hogeschool van Amsterdam (Amsterdam University of Applied Sciences)
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