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Ten heads & a hundred arms 

UNDOUBTEDLY ONE OF THE FATHERS OF MODERN HOLLAND is the remarkable figure of Abraham 
Kuyper - journalist, theologian, educationalist, politician and prime minister. 

Kuyper’s impact on the nation, in the late 19th century and the opening decade of the 20th 
century has left an indelible imprint on Dutch churches, schools, media and politics a full century 
later.

What was the secret of this prolifically productive man, once described as having ten heads and 
a hundred arms1?!

On the 25th anniversary of his editorship of De Standaard in 1897, Kuyper declared: 
"One desire has been the ruling passion of my life. 
“One high motive  has acted like a spur upon my mind and soul. “It is this: That in spite  of all worldly 
opposition, God's holy ordinances shall be  established again in the home, in the school and in the State 
for the good of the people: to carve as it were into the  conscience of the nation the ordinances of the  Lord, 
to which Bible and Creation bear witness, until the nation again pays homage to God."

Europe in change
Kuyper was born into a Europe still transitioning from the rule of monarchies and aristocracies 
into the more democratic governments of newly emerging nations. The French Revolution in 1789 
had triggered convulsions across Europe lasting a whole generation, overthrowing traditional 
élites ruling in territories overrun by the French armies. After Napoleon’s defeat at Waterloo in 
1815, there was widespread resistance to the restoration of the traditional rulers. The ideas of 
liberty, equality and fraternity were spreading across Europe. Nationalism was on the rise. Belgium 
and Greece gained independence and nationhood in the 1830's, while three or four decades later, 
various principalities and kingdoms were unified to become the nations of Italy and Germany.

Modern Europe was taking shape. What forms of government would replace the ancien 
régimes? The twin processes of industrialization and urbanization were changing traditional 
European life forever. What forces would shape the future of Holland? 

Two main secular options were to present themselves across Europe as the century unfolded. 
Liberal humanism would stress laissez-faire  individualism. Socialistic communism would declare 
the state to be savior.  

Could there be a third option? This search for a biblical alternative - and its application to 
Dutch society - would become the driving passion of Kuyper's life.

Early formation 
Baby Kuyper was born in 1837, in Maassluis near Rotterdam, with a large head. His mother 
worried that he had a water head. The midwife, with remarkable foresight, assured her that all 
was well: that head was simply full of brains!

1In 1897, a political opponent Charles Boissevain called him "een tegenstander, die tien hoofden en honderd armen bezit".



Following his childhood in Middelburg, the young Kuyper completed doctoral studies and a 
dissertation in theology at Leiden University under modernist2 teachers. After ordination into the 
Dutch Reformed Church, he was called to a country parish church in Beesd, outside of Utrecht. 

He made a disturbing discovery as he went on his pastoral visits to the simple country folk of 
his parish: his learning did not impress them. They did not accept him as their spiritual leader. In 
their eyes, all he had to give was head-knowledge of the 'modern' sort. 

It was a common laborer’s daughter, Pietje Balthus, who 'discipled' her own pastor. She helped 
him discover the heart of the gospel, and introduced both him and his 'worldly' wife, Johanna, to a 
personal relationship with God. 

This life-changing encounter gave Kuyper a life-long appreciation of the ‘Kleine  Luyden’, the 
common people, who would later form the major part of his supporting constituency.

Reform
With his new personal faith, Kuyper began to study Calvin's teachings afresh, looking for a 
practical theology by which to approach the daily issues of life. He began to realize how much 
non-Biblical ideas influenced the thinking of church folk on life in general, including his own. The 
pervading influence of modernism - the assumptions of the Enlightenment and Rationalism - he 
saw as the Spirit of the Age needing to be resisted in both the world and the church. 

When the 30-year old dominee moved to the Domkerk in Utrecht in 1867, he enjoined the battle 
for reform, and to expose modernistic ‘lies in the church’. There he made his debut into journalism 
as an associate editor, writing both religious and political columns for the weekly De Heraut (The 
Herald). 

In 1870, he moved to Amsterdam, where he continued to activate for reform in the church, and 
against the dangers of an aristocratic hierarchy on the one hand, and modernism on the other. 
Within two years, he was appointed head editor of the daily newspaper De Standaard, of which De 
Heraut became the weekly supplement. By the end of the century, De Standaard was recognized as 
the most prestigious Dutch daily paper.3  Kuyper was to remain chief editor of both journals for 
over forty years, in addition to all his other tasks!

In 1874, Kuyper was elected to parliament, but the following year poor health forced him to 
withdraw to Switzerland for a two-year furlough. In retrospect, this quiet period of retreat appears 
to have given him opportunity to develop his theology of diversity. 'Sphere sovereignty', as he 
called it, explained how Christ’s lordship extended into the real world of politics, education and 
society in general.

Domains
Calvin's teaching of God's sovereignty over all of life was the starting point of 'sphere sovereignty'. 
The church as an institution was not sovereign over other areas or 'spheres' of life. She had not 
been given the mandate to 'dominate' society, as was taught in the Christendom of the old 
traditional, hierarchical orders. Neither had the state been given the mandate to 'dominate' society, 
as held by humanistic socialism. Nor surely were individuals free simply to do what was right in 
their own eyes, as in liberalism, without society suffering serious long-term consequences.

Kuyper saw five domains or spheres of government, each directly accountable to God, and 
each relating to the other domains within God-given limits of authority. 

The first was that of self-government, the accountability of the individual directly to God. 
The second was family government, instituted by and also accountable to God. Parents were 

given primary responsibility for the upbringing and education of children.
Church government was the third sphere, relating to the management of church affairs, 

leadership structures and church discipline. The church had not been appointed as mediator 

2Kuyper later described the creed of the Modernist as: "I, Modernist, believe in a God who is the Father of all men; and in Jesus, not 
the Christ but the rabbi of Nazareth. I believe in man who is good by nature and needs only to strive for perfection. I believe that sin 
is only relative, that forgiveness of sin is therefore simply a human invention. I believe a hope of the better life and salvation of all 
men, without a day of judgement." - quoted in The Reformation of Journalism, Jon R. Kennedy, Wedge Publishing, 1972, p11.

 3see Kennedy, p12



between God and individuals, or God and families. When church leaders tried to play such a role, 
they stepped beyond their divine authority into tyranny4.

That was especially true concerning church-state relations. For the fourth sphere, that of civil 
government, involved the divine mandate of the state to bear the sword in order to limit the effect of 
man's fallenness. When the state meddled with church affairs, or vice versa, tyranny ensued. 

Lastly, the domain of societal government or voluntary associations included clubs, businesses, 
societies, organizations - significant players in what is called the 'social midfield', which flourishes 
in healthy democracies, and is tightly controlled under totalitarian regimes.

The long haul
On his return to Holland in 1876, Kuyper had thus a framework to enjoin the battle simultaneously 
on multiple fronts: the media, politics, the school, the church and the family.

He immediately resumed his work on the daily and weekly papers, using these channels to 
disciple his growing readership of ‘Kleine Luyden’ in the application of Christian truth to social life. 

Next he proved his political acumen by reorganizing the Anti-Revolutionary Party (ARP). 
Guillaume Groen van Prinsterer, a Christian administrator in the cabinet of King William I, had 
started this party in the 1830’s. Its name was drawn from the claim that every Christian should 
oppose the French Revolutionary ideas of exalting human reason as supreme authority.

Groen had envisioned a Christian education in which all subjects would be studied in the light 
of God's revelation, and all children taught to worship God with their minds. Kuyper now began 
building up a large lower-middle-class following, with a progressive social platform called Ons 
Program, based on conservative Christian doctrine.

True to Groen's vision, Kuyper rejoined the struggle for the rights for 'free schools', i.e. the 
rights for parents to send their children to schools offering education based on the worldview of 
the parents' choice. "Special" education would thus be the norm, and government taxes would 
underwrite both schools with a secular curriculum and those teaching from a Christian 
perspective, Scholen met den Bijbel. This schoolstrijd - school battle - raged in the press and in 
parliament for several decades before being settled in favor of the ARP's platform. This unique 
concept of education, reflecting a plurality of worldviews, rather than being a secular melting pot 
seeking the lowest common denominator, continues to shape Dutch education into the twenty-first 
century.5 

In turn the schoolstrijd  became a catalyst for a process called 'pillarization' (verzuiling) spreading 
to other social fields, producing newspapers, trade unions, political parties, broadcasting 
companies and even goat-breeding clubs(!),  reflecting a spectrum of worldviews6.

Elementary education was only part of Kuyper's vision for reform of education; higher 
education and science also needed to be reclaimed. As early as 1870, Kuyper had written of the 
need for free universities, initiated by private parties. 

A decade later, amidst much interest and support from the Kleine Luyden, Dr Kuyper opened 
the Free University, Vrije Universiteit, in Amsterdam. His opening speech, Souvereiniteit in eigen 
kring, was a public declaration of the concept of sphere sovereignty. 

In addition to all his other roles, he was now the first Rector of the VU, which boasted a faculty 
of four other professors and a total student body of four!  Kuyper had seen the need for such a far-
reaching instrument for further transformation in church and society. Nine years earlier he had 
written in De Heraut: "We are working for the long haul. We aim not for the apparent triumph of 
the moment, but for the ultimate success of our cause. The question is not what influence we have 

4Advocates of  sphere sovereignty defined 'tyranny' as exercising authority beyond one's divinely-instituted limits.

5The Dutch educational policy enabled YWAM to initiate Evangelische Basisscholen as a distinct educational stream in the 1980's, 
recognised by the highest court in the land, and which has since been expanded into high schools.

6Pillarisation, verzuiling, was the segmentation of Dutch society into social groups around worldviews or life-philosophies. 
Pluriform Dutch society in most of the 20th century was composed of different social pillars, zuilen, reflecting, for example, 
Catholic, Reformed, Socialist, Anthroposophical, Evangelical and Liberal lifestyles and philosophies. 
The author's Dutch father-in-law was president of a Protestant Goat Breeders' Club - which presumably bred Protestant goats(!)



now, but what power we will exercise in half a century; not how few we have now, but how many 
of the young generation will take a stand for our cause."7

With politics, journalism and education now harnessed to his cause, Kuyper returned to the 
task of church reform, choosing Luther's four-hundredth anniversary in 1883 to launch a new 
phase of his many-sided 'anti-revolutionary' campaign. To be true to Luther's Reformation, 
reformed churches should always be being reformed, he argued.

In addition to free schools and a free university, a drawn-out struggle called the Doleantie 
culminated in the founding of free churches in 1892. These Reformed Churches (Gereformeerde 
Kerken) were freed from what Kuyper saw as an overly aristocratic synodal hierarchy, to become 
self-governing, confessional, presbyterian congregations.

Kuyper viewed the spread of such congregations throughout the nation as an essential base of 
operations for the light of the Gospel to disperse in all directions, through all life-spheres and for 
future generations. Soon after the founding of the Gereformeerde Kerken, Kuyper created the 
framework for both home and foreign missions for the newly freed churches.

Climax 
Any one of these accomplishments would have been a significant life achievement, but for Kuyper, 
the climax of his lifework still lay ahead. In April 1894, he returned to Parliament after an absence 
of twenty years, to began a seven-year period of political activity which amazed friend and foe 
alike. In addition to leading the Antirevolutionary Party, he was still editor of both the daily De 
Standaard and De Heraut weekly, as well as teaching as a professor at the VU in two faculties, 
theology and Dutch literature. 

In 1898, he made a long-promised trip to America where he received an honorary degree, and 
delivered the now-famous Stone Lectures at Princeton University, outlining Calvinism as a 
comprehensive, integrated worldview.

After the elections of 1901, the queen asked Dr Kuyper to form a cabinet and to become the 
prime minister. In his opening speech, the new premier declared his intention to continue to build 
the nation of the Christian principles of the national life. 

In this role, he was called upon to mediate a peace between the British and the Boers at war in 
South Africa.

Under Kuyper, many progressive social laws were introduced, creating rights for the poor, 
minorities and workers. In the competition between capital and labour, liberalism and socialism, 
he defended the workers' rights to be organized.

Kuyper's coalition cabinet did not survive the 1905 elections, however. While he continued to 
be active in politics and journalism until the year of his death, 1920, his best years were clearly now 
past.

The man with ‘ten heads and a hundred arms’ had lived an almost superhuman life, stepping 
into the breach to defend his nation against a godless modernism, and doing all in his power to re-
establish a Biblical heritage in his nation.

A century after his Stone lectures, international scholars convened at Princeton to honour 
Kuyper's memory and assess his legacy, in itself a measure of the powerful influence exercised by 
this one man, not only in discipling his own nation of Holland, but also in providing an ongoing 
source of inspiration to students, scholars and leaders worldwide. 

While on the one hand Kuyper was recalled as a child of his times with his now 'politically-
incorrect' views on women and race, on the other he was clearly seen as a champion of minorities, 
a champion of the 'little people', and a champion for God's rule over family, school, church, 
government and media.

7Christelijke Encyclopaedie, p543, author's translation


