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posed using nineteenth-century texts and appropriate 

music. In a hall in the Palais des Beaux Arts (BOZAR) in 

Brussels, transformed for the occasion into a smoking 

parlour, Van Nevel may well have made one of his most 

wayward statements.

He loathes cigarettes, but is quite happy to let him-

self be photographed with a plump Havana. For Paul 

Van Nevel the difference lies in the tempo: the rushed, 

selfish satisfaction of nicotine addiction versus the 

timeless appreciation of a cigar. For him, slowness is 

what constitutes the art of living. In our own day, listen-

ing to polyphonic music is the task it is because the 

music is not of the moment alone but extremely endur-

ing. The subtleties of the complex mass of voices reveal 

themselves little by little, if only a listener is able and 

willing to concentrate – something he must have been 

far more ready to do in an age without recordings, when, 

in other words, every performance was unique and 

could never be repeated. The ensemble takes its name 

from the Monasterio de las Huelgas, close to one of the 

country residences of the kings of Castile; maybe it is no 

accident that – ‘huelga’ means not only ‘cessation’ but 

also ‘tranquillity’.

According to his own account, after his first visit to his 

beloved Lisbon a young musician discovered in himself 

‘a Romantic who until then had been carefully concealed 

under a layer of Renaissance varnish’. In his artistic crea-

tions this Romantic spirit is never very far away: search-

ing for unexplored beauty, averse to conventions, acting 

from individual passions... However, the close contact 

with the music itself and an enduring search for context 

and meaning means that the authenticity of the enthu-

siasm does not get in the way of the authenticity of the 

cultural heritage. Far from it; the Renaissance varnish 

shines through all the more clearly.

Simon Van Damme

Translated by Sheila M. Dale

www.huelgasensemble.be

a magazine with its origins in the Artists in Resistance 

movement. Communists and non-communists worked 

together on the magazine from 1945 until 1950, when 

the communist party did away with it. De Swaan’s moth-

er, Henny de Swaan-Roos, was later one of the driving 

forces behind the radical feminist Dolle Mina group.

In 1959, De Swaan went to the University of Amster-

dam to study political science, which for a while he 

combined with mathematics. Three years later he 

chose sociology as a subsidiary subject and went on to 

become one of the most important sociologists in the 

Netherlands. He also created a reputation for himself in 

many other areas. In 1964, he joined the editorial team 

of the renowned student magazine Propria Cures. He 

was charged with ‘contemptuous blasphemy’ for a piece 

he wrote in October 1964 and was the last person to be 

condemned for this offence in the Netherlands. The 

charge was based on such comments as ‘a carpenter’s 

son who rose through active self-study’ and ‘the rabble-

rouser, faith-healer and nutritional expert J. “Christ” of 

Nazareth’. That he had meant to poke fun not at Jesus, 

but at the hysterical and infantile style of writing in pub-

lications such as Time and the Haagse Post was some-

thing the judge considered irrelevant.

De Swaan expressed his matter-of-fact, gently iron-

ic, sociological view of the world around him through 

various outlets, including a lengthy article about the 

Beatles first concert in the Netherlands which was pub-

lished in the weekly magazine De Groene Amsterdammer 

in 1964. While many older people saw the hysterical 

scenes as evidence of a serious ‘youth problem’, he 

viewed it as a relatively innocuous phenomenon. Soon 

after that, he started writing for the prestigious maga-

zine De Gids, founded in 1837, and served as its editor 

from 1969 to 1991. In 1966, he graduated cum laude with 

a thesis entitled Possibilities and Problems of a 

Politicological Application of Game Theory. He then went 

to the United States for two years, where he worked on 

his doctorate at Yale and Berkeley. He continued to 

write articles for newspapers and recorded opinion 

pieces for the progressive broadcaster VPRO, which 

were published in 1967 as a book with the title America 

in Instalments: A Breathless Report from the USA 

(Amerika in termijnen: een ademloos verslag uit de USA). 

Learning to Live with Uncertainty
A Portrait of Abram de Swaan

A photograph from 1968 shows the then twenty-six-

year-old Abram de Swaan interviewing the Cuban lead-

er Fidel Castro. The bearded hero of many left-wing 

students at the time is holding forth vehemently, 

clenched fist raised, while De Swaan listens attentively 

and looks at him sidelong. In the interview that he later 

published in the social-democrat newspaper Het Vrije 

Volk, De Swaan dutifully recorded the líder máximo’s 

determined statements: ‘Within ten years Cuba will have 

made such advances in cattle-breeding that we will be 

exporting Cuban cows to the Netherlands.’

 Although De Swaan definitely saw himself as left-

wing back then, he did not, unlike many of his genera-

tion, harbour an unquestioning admiration for the 

Cuban leader or for any other revolutionary heroes. 

Neither did he view Marxism, so much in vogue at the 

time, as a closed doctrine that was able to offer a de-

finitive answer to every question or problem. Marx had 

asked good questions and formulated valuable insights, 

but the same could be said of so many philosophers and 

scientists. De Swaan’s attitude in that 1968 photograph 

could be described as ‘boundlessly inquisitive’, and that 

same expression – in Dutch: Grenzeloos nieuwsgierig – 

was chosen as an appropriate title for the festschrift 

published in 2007 to mark De Swaan’s departure from 

the University of Amsterdam. De Swaan, who in 2008 

won the P.C. Hooft Prize, the highest literary award in 

the Netherlands, for his essays, has never allowed his 

curiosity to be shackled by any one doctrine, political 

tendency, research method, or even by a single aca-

demic discipline.

De Swaan, born in 1942, got off to a flying start in the 

world of intellectual debate. He grew up in a left-wing, 

Jewish family, in a house where intellectuals and artists 

were frequent visitors and where as a child he partici-

pated in discussions about democracy, capitalism and 

Stalinism. ‘In our house, people never talked about day-

to-day niggles. Our discussions were always about the 

situation in the world,’ he once said in an interview. His 

father Meik de Swaan ran a successful jute-sack busi-

ness, and was also director of De Vrije Katheder,  
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On his way home he stopped off in Cuba, where he in-

terviewed Castro, and when he got back to the 

Netherlands he worked as a journalist and made TV 

documentaries on subjects which included art, pop mu-

sic, factory workers and the sociologist Norbert Elias.

In 1970, De Swaan published a controversial article 

in which he declared that political science in the 

Netherlands had failed because the academic disci-

pline kept itself too remote from relevant social issues. 

This resulted in a rift with his supervisor Hans Daudt. 

Three years later he finally gained his doctorate with 

the strongly mathematical Coalition Theories and Cabinet 

Formations: A study of formal theories of coalition forma-

tion applied to nine European parliaments after 1918. In 

the same year he accepted a position in the sociology 

department at the University of Amsterdam, becoming 

professor of sociology in 1977.

Anyone who supposes that De Swaan with political 

science, sociology and journalism had explored enough 

professions is underestimating his insatiable curiosity. 

By that point, he had also qualified as a psychoanalyti-

cal therapist and from 1973 to 1984 he had a small psy-

chotherapy practice alongside his university post. In the 

early 1970s, he worked with other researchers on psy-

chological aspects of treatment at a cancer hospital. 

The findings of this study, which included a plea for im-

proved psychological support for cancer patients, did 

not go down well with the hospital management, who 

forbade the report’s publication.

This research at the cancer hospital, together with 

other projects, including a sociological study of the psy-

chotherapeutic profession, formed part of De Swaan’s 

preliminary studies for a much larger task that he had 

set himself: a historical and sociological account of the 

rise of the welfare state. The result of this undertaking 

was In Care of the State. Health Care, Education and 

Welfare in Europe and the USA in the Modern Era (Oxford 

University Press, 1988), in which he analysed the devel-

opment of the welfare state over a period of no fewer 

than five centuries.

Although De Swaan is seen as a proponent of his-

torical sociology and as strongly influenced by the work 

of Norbert Elias, who is a well-respected figure particu-

larly amongst the members of Amsterdam’s sociology 

department, his approach has always been much 

broader. In addition to comparative historical research 

between different countries, he also uses models based 

on ‘rational choice’ theory. In Care of the State combines 

Eliasian analyses with game-theory models. Within so-

ciology, these two traditions, historical or figurational 

sociology and rational choice theory, are generally seen 

as incompatible, so sociologists almost always opt for 

one or other of the two approaches. De Swaan spoke 

about this in an interview in 2002: ‘I believe that this dis-

tinction is out of date, and that you can make very good use 

of a flexible form of rational choice theory, in which eco-

nomic models are applied to other spheres, within a his-

torical, comparative account. The soft, supple flesh of the 

comparative historical argument can be carried on the 

skeleton of sharp analyses made possible by rational 

choice theory. This allows you to formulate much sharper 

questions and hypotheses.’

In the chapter on education in In Care of the State, De 

Swaan describes how in some countries the advent of 

primary education involved a linguistic conflict. While 

the church generally defended local dialects, the state 

wanted education to be delivered in the national lan-

guage. To analyse this development, De Swaan devised 

a centre-periphery model of languages which he sum-

marised in a formula. As he was fascinated by the eco-

nomic and political significance of languages but could 

find little about the subject in the work of historians and 

linguists, he decided to focus on this area of research. 

By entering this field as an outsider, his native inquisi-

tiveness enabled him to ask questions that had never 

been asked before. For instance, what sort of economic 

good does a language actually constitute? Or: what dif-

ferences in economic value exist between different lan-

guages? In 2002, he published a book on the subject: 

The World Language System: A Political Sociology and 

Political Economy of Language (Polity Press). 

His book about the world language system fits in 

very well with his great interest in globalisation and 

cosmopolitanism, as expressed in his collection of es-

says The Cosmopolitan’s Song (Het lied van de kosmopo-

liet, 1987) and elsewhere. The behaviour of nation 

states, which have on the whole played a positive role in 

the creation of the welfare state in the Western world, 
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can also have very negative consequences, as is clearly 

demonstrated by the subject that has chiefly occupied 

De Swaan in recent years: genocide and other forms of 

mass violence. He collected a number of essays on this 

theme in Beacons in No Man’s Land (Bakens in nie-

mandsland, 2007), in which he employed his typically 

sober and lucid style to write about subjects including 

the genocide in Rwanda, the extremely violent role 

played by the state in the twentieth century and the 

problems in the Middle East. In his writing, he shows a 

keen eye for all kinds of group processes and assumes 

positions that sometimes conflict with prevailing opin-

ions. For example, he views Islamic radicalism as in 

part a struggle for liberation against authoritarian pup-

pet regimes in the Arab world that are feathering their 

own nests with support from the United States.

Although De Swaan has never settled exclusively for 

one single academic method or ideology, he is not a 

postmodern relativist who views the collapse of the 

‘grand narratives’ as an unmitigated blessing. This col-

lapse has, after all, led many people to become inse-

cure. In his final essay in Beacons in No Man’s Land, ‘The 

National Bad Mood’ (‘Het nationale slechte humeur’), 

he describes how, in confusing and gloomy times, this 

uncertainty can easily turn into despair. As to whether 

anything can be done about this, De Swaan gives no 

clear-cut answer because, to a great extent, it is a 

question of the individual’s philosophy of life. And since 

many people no longer have a clearly defined ideology, 

De Swaan gives some advice that is typical of the mat-

ter-of-fact, gently ironic and intensely curious way in 

which he looks at the world: ‘Try to get by with some 

emotion, common sense, a cheerful outlook and the help 

of the sensible people around you. That sense of certainty 

is never going to return. So learn to live with uncertainty, 

that gentle, nagging pain of freedom.’

Rob Hartmans

Translated by Laura Watkinson

www.deswaan.com
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