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While Protestant peace activists in the Federal Republic during 1970s and 1980s were 

preoccupied with the specific trajectory of German history in the twentieth century, 
Christians in the Netherlands were trailblazers in their attempts to formulate a coherent 
European approach to the politics of peace and disarmament. Many of these ideas and 
initiatives were formulated by the Interchurch Peace Council (Interkerkelijk Vredesberaad, 
IKV), which emerged as a key player and »leading force« in attempts to overcome the 

bloc confrontation through »détente from below«.
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Based on an initiative by the Dutch 
section of Pax Christi, the IKV had been founded in 1966 as a steering committee and 
think-tank that should advise the churches on issues of peace and war. While initially 
supported by the Catholic church and the two major reformed, Calvinist churches, the 
Nederlandse Hervormde Kerk and the Gereformeerde Kerken in Nederland, six smaller 
Protestant denominations quickly joined the IKV. While the council was the decision- 
making body of the IKV and could alone represent it authoritatively in public, many local 
and parish level groups supported the work with discussions and initiatives. Shortly after 
the campaign against the neutron bomb had started in 1977, about 300 local groups 

worked in the framework of the IKV.
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From the beginning, the ecumenical work of the IKV began to reflect on the European 

dimension of reconciliation and security and envisaged a form of peace work that should 
transcend the Iron Curtain. Consequently, the IKV had welcomed the Ostpolitik announced 
by the incoming government of Willy Brandt in 1969, and had condemned the suppres- 
sion of the Prague Spring in 1968. Already in 1972, the IKV had published a report on 
»The Future of Europe«, which criticised the bipolar system of nuclear deterrence and 
called upon governments in East and West to respect human rights and to overcome the 
division of Europe. In its campaign against the Euromissiles from 1979 onward, the IKV 
continued to insist on the inextricable link between disarmament and human rights and 
to speak out on behalf of dissidents in Czechoslovakia, Poland and the GDR. During the 
rally in Amsterdam on 21 November 1981, for instance, which brought together 400,000 
people in protest against the dual-track solution, Mient Jan Faber, one of the key strate- 
gists of the IKV, read out and supported a declaration by the Czechoslovakian dissidents 
of Charter 77. A couple of weeks later, after the declaration of martial law in Poland and 
the suppression of the Solidarność movement, Faber drew a parallel between the devel- 
opment of the peace movement in Western Europe and the struggle for democracy in the 
East. Under the heading »Europe for Europeans«, IKV-activists continued to connect with 
independent peace movements in Eastern Europe.
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When the dual-track decision triggered a new wave of peace mobilization in Western 
Europe, the Dutch activists had already had a considerable advantage in the organization 
of protest events and the formulation of statements. Since 1967, for instance, the IKV had 
organised an annual »peace week« in the third week of September, which served as a 

platform for different opinions and initiatives.
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In the aftermath of the NATO-decision, 
the IKV head office was flooded with queries and invitations from West German activists 
to give papers and visit local groups in the Federal Republic. Since January 1980, the IKV 
employed a German secretary to coordinate these contacts. Volkmar Deile, the Protestant 
minister in charge of the West German group »Action Symbol for Atonement/Peace Ser- 
vices« (Aktion Sühnezeichen/Friedensdienste, ASF), described the infrastructure and in- 
fluence of the IKV as a »dreamlike idea«. Following a visit in spring 1980, ASF began 
to emulate both the example of the »peace week« and the peace newspaper issued by the 

IKV.
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Not only the top-level IKV strategists were attempting to establish a network of cross- 
European contacts. Also the local IKV-branches and initiatives, many of which were 
based at the parish level, were since 1978 involved in a growing network of contacts with 
Protestant Christians in the GDR. In 1977, the Dutch protests against the Neutron Bomb, 
which had included a group close to the Dutch Communist Party, »Christians against the 
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Bomb«, had led to contacts with officials from the »League of Protestant Churches« in 
the GDR (Bund Evangelischer Kirchen, BEK). In the following years, the two reformed 
churches in the Netherlands intensified these contacts with the GDR. Facilitated by talks 
with church officials, the number of direct contacts between parish communities in the 
two countries grew from 20 in 1978 to 140 in 1984. While only very few representatives 
of the BEK could travel to the Netherlands, Dutch Protestants repeatedly visited their 
counterparts at the local level. During these contacts, members of local IKV-groups did 
not mince words about the shared responsibility of both superpowers for the nuclear arms 
race. They also promoted their proposals for unilateral disarmament and thus worked like 
a Trojan horse in the GDR. In theological terms, these contacts were based on a shared 
feeling of guilt for the reliance on nuclear weapons for international security. But also 
the German guilt due to complicity with the Nazi-regime played a crucial role for both 
sides. While East German church members referred positively to the Darmstädter Wort 
from 1947, which had acknowledged the guilt of Protestants vis-à-vis the Nazi regime, 
and in particular their mistake to see socialism as a key enemy, the Dutch Protestants 
compared the dangers emanating from nuclear armaments with those posed by the Nazi-

regime.
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These contacts across the Iron Curtain were not only facilitated by a shared re- 
jection of the lunacy of the nuclear arms race and a Protestant guilt consciousness. Protes-
tants from the Netherlands and the GDR were also driven to develop a détente from be- 
low as they lived in the two most secularised societies in Europe. Their shared interest in 
peace work was also a search for encouragement and new orientation for Christians in a 

secular society.
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