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Abstract

This article presents anti-communism as a flexible, chameleon-like phenomenon that 
took on various guises in different countries, depending on their specific domestic 
circumstances. Historical scholarship remembers both the Netherlands and the 
United States as strongly anti-communist. However, in the 1950s Dutch officials 
contrasted their own supposedly sober-minded approach to communism with what 
they regarded as emotional responses to communism in America. Based on the private 
correspondence of Dutch ambassador in Washington, Herman van Roijen, and his 
interactions with The Hague, it is argued that the Red Scare in the United States (1947–
54) unsettled Dutch policymakers and diplomats. The initial phase of the transatlantic 
alliance was complicated by disagreements between allies about geostrategy and 
budgetary questions, but also by anti-communism, which revealed a deep cultural 
divide between Europe and the United States and tested allied relations from the 
outset.
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On 8 August 1951, prominent Dutch diplomats gathered in The Hague for 
the annual ambassadors’ conference. Over the course of long meetings, the 
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ambassadors were joined by government ministers and high-ranking military 
officials to discuss the main international issues and problems of the day: 
the war in Korea, the Soviet Union’s long-term foreign policy, and the inter-
national position of Germany. The minutes indicate that tension and confu-
sion were in the air. The interests of those in attendance were not limited to 
international relations. American public opinion was also on the agenda. The 
Dutch diplomats and policy-makers feared that the fervent anti-communist 
rhetoric sweeping the United States would force the American government 
to start a war with the Soviet Union or Communist China. According to the 
Dutch ambassador to the United States, Herman van Roijen, the American 
“emotional public opinion” had let itself get “carried away” by General Douglas 
MacArthur, the commander of the United Nations forces in Korea who had 
provoked a direct confrontation with China in spring 1951. Nevertheless, Van 
Roijen assured his concerned colleagues that President Harry Truman’s firing 
of MacArthur shortly thereafter was a sign that “common sense” would ulti-
mately “prevail” in the United States.1

As this discussion at the ambassadors’ conference illustrates, in the early 
1950s Dutch officials and diplomats had a skeptical view of their new and most 
important ally: the United States. This suspicion warrants further scrutiny 
because it sheds light on an area of research that has recently been garner-
ing much attention: the study of global anti-communism in the 20th century.2 
Anti-communism was a powerful transnational phenomenon that united peo-
ple and governments. The organization of anti-communism not only involved 
nation-state actors, but a host of transnational private organizations, individ-
uals, and movements, with or without state support.3 Historical scholarship 
remembers both the United States and the Netherlands as countries that were 
strongly anti-communist during the 1950s. According to the Dutch historian 
Paul Koedijk, anti-communism was even one of the “defining themes in the 
relationship between the Netherlands and the United States during the Cold 
War.”4 However, research also shows that anti-communism was a flexible, 

1 Dutch National Archives (dna), Archive Ministry of Foreign Affairs (mfa), 2.05.117, 14622, 
minutes “Ambassadeursconferentie,” 8 August 1951, 2–4, 10.

2 “Editorial.” Twentieth Century Communism. A Journal of International History 6 (2014), 4–7; “A 
Century of Anti-communisms: a Roundtable Discussion.” Ibid., 22–58.

3 Van Dongen, L., S. Roulin, and G. Scott-Smith. “Introduction.” In Transnational Anti-
communism and the Cold War. Agents, Activists, and Networks, eds. L. van Dongen, S. Roulin, 
and G. Scott-Smith (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 1–19: 2–3.

4 Koedijk, P. “The Netherlands, The United States, and Anti-communism during the Early Cold 
War.” In Four Centuries of Dutch-American Relations, eds. H. Krabbendam, C. van Minnen, 
and G. Scott-Smith (Amsterdam: Boom, 2009), 597–608: 597. On the Netherlands and anti-
communism, see: Hellema, D. “The Relevance and Irrelevance of Dutch Anti-communism: The 
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even chameleon-like phenomenon. Anti-communism manifested itself in 
various guises in different countries in different parts of the world and eras 
depending on their specific domestic politics and social circumstances.5 This 
article discusses how anti-communism affected the relationship between the 
Netherlands and the United States around 1950. By presenting new source mate-
rial, I intend to illustrate that even though the founding of the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (nato) benefited the Netherlands from a rational point 
of view, Dutch officials predominantly viewed the domestic developments in 
the United States with a mix of surprise and disquiet. Instead of cementing 
a common interest between the two allies, the emotional responses to com-
munism in the United States had an alienating effect on Dutch-American rela-
tions. Differences of opinion on geostrategy and budgetary questions between 
the United States and its western European allies certainly complicated the 
initial phase of the transatlantic alliance,6 but that was not all. As this article 
will demonstrate, the different approaches of anti-communism also revealed 
a deep cultural divide between Europe and the United States and tested allied 
relations from the very beginning.7

This article explores why Dutch policymakers and diplomats had such 
strong criticism of the strengthening of anti-communist sentiment in 
American public opinion. I will also address the question of what this criticism 
tells us about the opinions, perceptions, and beliefs that Dutch officials had 
about the Netherlands’ relationship with the United States. A short historical 
overview of anti-communism in both countries will precede my analysis of 
the Dutch response to American anti-communism during the Red Scare, par-
ticularly during the first year of the Korean War (1950–53). In this section, I will 
present the observations of Herman van Roijen (1905–91), the aforementioned 
Dutch ambassador. Like many other prominent ambassadors, Van Roijen was 
much more than a go-between, which makes him an ideal figure for providing 

Netherlands and the Hungarian Revolution, 1956–1957.” Journal of Contemporary History, 30 
(1) (1995), 169–86; Baudet, F. Het vierde wapen. Voorlichting, propaganda en volksweerbaarheid 
1944–1953 (Amsterdam: Boom, 2013); Scott-Smith, G. Western Anti-communism and the Interdoc 
Network (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012).

5 Fayet J.F. “Reflections on Writing the History of Anti-communism.” Twentieth Century 
Communism 6 (2014), 8–20: 11–14.

6 See Kaplan L.S. nato Divided, nato United. The Evolution of an Alliance (Westport: Praeger, 
2004), 24–27; Lundestad G. The United States and Western Europe since 1945. From “Empire” by 
Invitation to Transatlantic Drift (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), 63–77.

7 J.C.E. Gienow-Hecht considers this cultural divide from a broad perspective in “Blame the 
Americans: Anti-Americanism in Europe in the Twentieth Century.” American Historical 
Review 111 (4) (2006), 1067–91.
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more insight into Dutch-American relations in the 1950s.8 For one, the fact that 
his mother was American opened many doors to him in Washington, but he 
was also extraordinarily well informed about the United States. As illustrated 
above, Van Roijen tended to downplay the seriousness of events in the United 
States and to counter Dutch criticism. However, it proved difficult to dissuade 
Dutch policymakers and diplomats from the belief that the United States was 
an unpredictable ally and a potential threat to world peace.

Anti-Communism in the Netherlands and the United States 
(1917–50)

Close examination of anti-communism reveals that it was not a well-defined,  
overarching ideology about party or class. In contrast to communism, 
anti-communism appeared on the far left and the far right, straight across 
all layers of society, and its supporters did not always wear, or even own, a  
uniform.9 While a precise and extensive comparison of the Netherlands and 
the United Stated is beyond the scope of this article, as is a detailed analysis 
of the different manifestations of anti-communism in these countries, a few 
differences must be pointed out.

Aversion to communism in the United States was based on a long tradition 
of antipathy for and suppression of ideas and movements considered to be 
new, radical, and dangerous, like the abolitionist movement in the nineteenth 
century or trade unionism in the twentieth. A number of events converged in 
the First Red Scare in the United States: anti-communism swelled following 
the Bolshevik revolution in Russia in 1917 and the establishment of the Third 
International (the Comintern), which was soon calling for worldwide revo-
lution. Added to that, economic recession exacerbated anti-communist sen-
timent and between 1919 and 1920 thousands of people were arrested, many 
of them immigrants from Eastern Europe.10 Initially, the Communist Party 
USA, founded in 1919, went largely underground, but made a comeback in the 
1930s under the influence of economic depression. This led to new repressive 

8 In recent years, the different sides of ambassadors has been emphasized by the New 
Diplomatic History. For example: Scott-Smith, G. “A Serious Business. The State Department’s 
Foreign Leader Program in the Netherlands under Ambassador William R. Tyler 1965–1969.” 
Dutch Crossing, 28 (1/2) (2004), 3–26; Young, J. David Bruce and Diplomatic Practice. An 
American Ambassador in London, 1961–9 (New York/London: Bloomsbury, 2014).

9 Fayet, J.F. “Reflections”; Van Dongen, L. “Introduction,” 1–2.
10 Fried, R.M. Nightmare in Red. The McCarthy Era in Perspective (New York/Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1990), 37–43.
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anti-communist measures. Not only were thousands of Communists arrested 
for their alleged involvement in strikes during the mid-1930s, but the Hatch 
Act of 1939 also made it possible for the Federal Bureau of Investigation to 
screen government officials. In 1938, the House of Representatives created the 
House Un-American Activities Committee (huac) to investigate and expose 
the communist (or fascist) beliefs of American citizens, officials, and organiza-
tions. huac played a prominent role in American political life throughout the 
1940s and 1950s.11

Events in the Netherlands, which had remained neutral during World War 
i, were less dramatic. Inspired by the spread of revolution in other countries, 
Pieter Jelles Troelstra, the leader of the Sociaal-Democratische Arbeiders Partij 
(sdap), proclaimed a revolution in the Netherlands in November 1918, but it 
never took off.12 In response, the Dutch government introduced legislation 
that would make it easier to arrest alleged revolutionaries (Revolutiewet), but 
anti-communist feeling in the Netherlands never reached the fever-pitch that 
it did the United States.13 The sdap, for its part, found itself politically isolated 
for the next twenty years. The Communistische Partij Holland (cph), which 
was established in 1909 after breaking from the sdap, was deeply mistrusted 
because of its decision to join the Comintern in 1919. During the interwar period, 
it remained a small but vocal party that drew the suspicion of other parties. 
The communists were boycotted from all sides and communist literature was 
not permitted in libraries.14 However, the large-scale screening and repression 
that occurred in the United States did not happen in the Netherlands.

Dutch anti-communism also took the form of outspoken aversion to the 
Soviet Union, which was seen as a barbaric and ungodly dictatorship. The 
Dutch government had additional reasons to denounce the Bolshevik regime: 
the Romanov imperial family, executed by the Bolsheviks, had been cousins of 
Dutch Queen Wilhelmina.15 Furthermore, the new regime in Moscow showed 
contempt for international law, which the neutral Netherlands valued highly, 
and refused to repay the foreign loans of the ousted Tsarists. At the insistence of 

11 Callaghan, J. “Anti-communism in the USA and American Foreign Policy in the late 1940s.” 
Twentieth Century Communism (6) (2014), 149–70, 152; Fried, R.M. Nightmare, 43–49.

12 Hagen, P. Politicus uit hartstocht. Biografie van Pieter Jelles Troelstra (Amsterdam/Antwerpen: 
Arbeiderspers, 2010), 638–96.

13 Hijzen. C. Vijandbeelden. De veiligheidsdiensten en de democratie, 1912–1992 (Amsterdam: 
Boom, 2016), 69.

14 Knapen, B. De lange weg naar Moskou. De Nederlandse relatie tot de Sovjet-Unie, 1917–1942 
(Amsterdam/Brussel: Elsevier, 1985), 17; De Jonge, A.A. Het communisme in Nederland. Een 
geschiedenis van een politieke partij (Den Haag: Kruseman, 1972), 30–33.

15 Queen Wilhelmina’s grandmother was a Romanov. Knapen, B. De lange weg, 125.
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the Dutch business community, the Dutch government temporarily attempted 
to improve trade relations with Moscow in the 1920s, but abandoned this goal 
after the (suppressed) Communist uprisings in the Dutch East Indies in 1926 
and 1927.16 Mainly because of the Dutch royal family’s ties to the murdered 
Tsar Nicholas II, the Dutch government waited until 1942 to establish diplo-
matic relations with the Soviet Union, 15 years later than most other Western 
countries (for example, the US established diplomatic relations in 1933).

After World War ii, anti-communism took hold in both the Netherlands 
and the United States, but in different ways. Mainly because of joint resistance 
activities during the war, non-communist Dutch progressives initially were pre-
pared to find common ground with communists and tolerated their presence 
in organizations.17 But the fear of radicalism, among others, made the post-war 
Christian-labor coalition that had become the norm in Dutch post-war society 
more outspokenly anti-communist. Dutch post-war society prioritized build-
ing a social democracy that transcended party lines even in the trade unions 
and the media. These various anti-communist parties formed a protective 
buffer against the Dutch Communist party and its affiliated organizations.18 
The Communist coup in Prague in 1948, applauded by the Communistische 
Partij Nederland (cpn), led to widespread anti- communist protests in the 
Netherlands. A government coalition of the traditional anti-communist 
Katholieke Volkspartij and the newly formed (in 1946) Labor Party (Partij van 
de Arbeid) took steps to reintroduce a law that prohibited public servants 
from being members of the Communist party or any of its affiliates. The law 
became effective in December 1951.19 Communist members of parliament 
were no longer allowed to attend parliamentary meetings about foreign affairs, 
national defense, Dutch-Indonesian relations, or trade policy. Until the 1960s, 
the cpn was not permitted to broadcast on radio or television.20

Whereas political parties, trade unions, and media in the Netherlands 
banded together to alienate the communists, the perceived communist 

16 Ibid., 152.
17 Sinke, T. “Dutch Communism in Transition: The Unfolding of a National Cold War during 

Political Reconstruction, 1944–1948.” Journal of Contemporary History 52 (4) (2017), 1042–62: 
1049.

18 Ibid., 1050–62.
19 Daalder, H., and J. Gaemers. Premier en elder statesman. Willem Drees 1886–1988. De jaren 

1948–1988 (Amsterdam: Balans, 2014), 160–68.
20 Ibid., 162; Verrips G. Dwars, duivels, dromend. De geschiedenis van de CPN, 1938–1991 

(Amsterdam: Balans, 1995), 259–60. The Dutch Communist Party’s criticism of the 
Netherlands’ attempts to restore colonial control over the Dutch East Indies was another 
cause for consternation. Sinke, T. “Dutch Communism.”
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threat in the United States became a political battle between the Republican 
and the Democratic Party. As early as the mid-1930s, Republicans exploited 
anti- communist sentiment to discredit President Franklin D. Roosevelt, who 
had taken office in 1933, and his New Deal recovery program.21 During World 
War ii, the Republicans supported the American-Soviet alliance against Nazi 
Germany, but also proclaimed that Roosevelt was too close to Stalin and the 
Soviet Union. When Harry Truman became president after Roosevelt’s death 
in 1945, he found himself on the defensive against a Republican majority in 
Congress that exploited the social hatred of communism to attack the new 
president and his administration.22

To take the wind out of the sails of his political opponents and to show 
his constituency that he could be tough against the Soviets, Truman issued 
Executive Order 9835 in March 1947. The order created the Truman Federal 
Employee Loyalty Program, under which more than 2 million federal  employees 
were screened: 785 voluntarily resigned, more than 5,000 were interrogated, 
and 100 public servants were fired.23 That same month, American foreign pol-
icy became explicitly anti-communist. Up until then, the United States govern-
ment had been open to compromise because it believed the Soviet Union did 
not pose a serious threat largely due to its own domestic problems. Truman 
addressed Congress asking for usd 400 million in the fight against communism 
in Greece and Turkey, calling for support for “free peoples who are resisting 
attempted subjugation by armed minorities or by outside pressures” (the 
Truman doctrine).24 This new stance contributed significantly to the Second 
Red Scare. Liberals in the Democratic Party became an additional driving force 
behind anti-communism and used it as a strategy to control the political dis-
course.25 In 1948 and 1949, several prominent Communists were convicted 
under the spotlight of media attention, which ruined the Communist Party 
USA both financially and politically.26

21 Callaghan, J. “Anti-communism,” 153–56.
22 Beisner, R.L. Dean Acheson. A Life in the Cold War (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 

299–320; cf. Chace, J. Acheson. The Secretary of State Who Created the American World (New 
York: Simon and Schuster, 1998), 228–29, 236–40.

23 Morgan, T. Reds: McCarthyism in the Twentieth Century. (New York: Random House, 2003), 
303–6.

24 Harper, J.L. The Cold War (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 64; Fried, Nightmare, 
68–69.

25 Delton, J. “Rethinking Post-World War ii Anticommunism.” Journal of the Historical Society 
10 (1) (2010), 1–40.

26 Morgan, T. Reds, 312–22.
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In spite of these hard measures, the American government remained a tar-
get of anti-communist rhetoric. While the tensions between East and West 
grew following the Czech coup, the Berlin Blockade (1948–49) as well as the 
news that the Soviet Union had successfully detonated an atomic bomb in 
August 1949, the American people deeply resented the Truman administra-
tion’s failure to prevent the Communist take-over of China in October 1949. 
This exasperated existing suspicions that communist operatives had infiltrated 
the government and were secretly pulling the strings of American foreign pol-
icy. In early 1950, State Department official Alger Hiss – accused of spying for 
the Soviet Union – was convicted following a spectacular trial that had domi-
nated the media.27 Not long after, media darling and Republican US Senator for 
Wisconsin Joseph McCarthy exploited collective fears of communism by claim-
ing to have a list of Communists who were employed by the State Department 
and whom McCarthy alleged were under the protection of Secretary of State 
Dean Acheson.28 The massive media response that McCarthy received cannot 
solely be attributed to American fears about the subversive presence of a Fifth 
Column. McCarthy’s public performance also appealed to people and groups 
who felt contempt for the American elite and identified with the senator as the 
representative of anti-establishmentarianism.29

Dutch Responses to Post-War American Anti-Communism

Although the Netherlands and the US had a centuries-old friendly and peace-
ful relationship, during the interwar period Dutch-American diplomatic rela-
tions were not particularly close. The Netherlands was neutral and the United 
States pursued an isolationist foreign policy as far as European politics were 
concerned. The US State Department was a minor ministry compared to oth-
ers and Dutch diplomats regarded Washington DC as a second-rate posting 
without prospects.30 However, during World War ii Dutch policymakers (in 
exile) faced the realization that neutrality was no longer a tenable political 
position and that an alternative would be necessary. One of the earliest ideas 
they considered was an alliance with the United States, but there was debate 

27 Fried, R.M. Nightmare, 17–21; Callaghan, J. “Anti-communism,” 161–67.
28 Morgan, T. Reds, 352–424; Beisner, R.L. Acheson, 306.
29 Fried, R.M. Nightmare, 8; Harper, J.L. Cold War, 97.
30 May, E.R. “The American Commitment to Germany, 1949–1955.” In American Historians 

and the Atlantic Alliance, ed. L. Kaplan (Kent, OH: Kent State University Press, 1991), 52–80: 
54–55; Van Minnen, C. “Dutch Perceptions of American Culture and Promotion of Dutch 
Culture in the United States.” In Four Centuries, eds. H. Krabbendam, et al., 431–41: 431–32.
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about which form it would take.31 After the war the Dutch government, like 
the American government, originally preferred to rely on the collective secu-
rity provided under the umbrella of the United Nations.32 Meanwhile, Dutch 
diplomats and politicians were not overly concerned by the threat of a Soviet 
incursion into western Europe.33 Most of their attention was going to the 
Indonesian War of Independence. The Dutch military conducted massive 
operations in both 1947 and 1948 with the aim of retaining colonial power over 
the Dutch East Indies.

The convergence of the start of the Cold War in 1947, the Marshall Plan 
aid provided by the United States, and intense international pressure (espe-
cially from the American government) on the Dutch to give up their claim 
to Indonesia soon convinced the Netherlands that it should trade its long- 
cherished neutrality for an alliance. This realization was accompanied by 
resentment. Anticipating increasing anti-communist sentiment in American 
politics and society, the Dutch government tried to convince American offi-
cials that the Indonesians were not capable of keeping Indonesia free of 
communism by themselves, but this strategy was ineffective, especially after 
Indonesian Republican troops in 1948 suppressed a local communist upris-
ing in Madiun, Central Java.34 In protest against the American decision to 
withhold all aid to the Netherlands unless it complied with the UN Security 
Council, Dutch Minister for Foreign Affairs Dirk Stikker threatened to boy-
cott the endorsement of the North Atlantic Treaty in 1949 if the Netherlands 
was forced to give up the Dutch East Indies. Stikker could not maintain this 
position for long though; the new alliance was simply too important for the 
Netherlands.35

In short, international politics motivated the Netherlands to seek an alli-
ance for pragmatic reasons, but Dutch diplomats, policymakers, politicians, 

31 Kersten, A. “Dutch-American Relations during World War ii.” In Four Centuries, eds. H. 
Krabbendam, et al., 554–75; Erlandsson, S. Window of Opportunity. Dutch and Swedish 
Security Ideas and Strategies 1942–1948 (Uppsala: Uppsala Universitet, 2015), 61–65, 100–3.

32 Erlandsson, S. Window, 139–84; Hellema, D. Nederland in de wereld. De buitenlandse politiek 
van Nederland (Houten/Antwerpen: Spectrum, 2010), 118–25.

33 Erlandsson, S. Window, 149–58; Hellema, D. Nederland, 152–53.
34 Gouda, F., and T. Brocades Zaalberg. American Visions of the Netherlands East Indies/

Indonesia. US Foreign Policy and Indonesian Nationalism, 1920–1949 (Amsterdam: Amsterdam 
University Press, 2010), 259–65.

35 Wiebes, C., and B. Zeeman. “United States ‘Big Stick’ Diplomacy: The Netherlands between 
Decolonization and Alignment, 1945–1949.” International History Review 14 (1) (1992), 
45–70; Baudet, F. “The Ideological Equivalent of the Atomic Bomb. The Netherlands, 
Atlanticism and Human Rights in the Early Cold War.” Journal of Transatlantic Studies  
9 (4) (2011), 269–81: 273.
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and journalists were all wondering with whom western Europe had climbed 
into bed, and what they saw was not reassuring.36 While the Dutch government 
used American anti-communism for its own benefit during the Indonesian 
War of Independence, the anti-democratic effects of the phenomenon in the 
United States were a major cause for concern in the Netherlands. Ex-Minister 
for Foreign Affairs Eelco van Kleffens, who was the Dutch ambassador to 
Washington from 1947 to 1950, expressed his antipathy towards the aforemen-
tioned House Un-American Activities Committee. According to Van Kleffens, 
huac was acting as both “Public Prosecutor and Judge, and as such, at the very 
least is using its powers irresponsibly, perhaps even abusing them, to destroy 
the reputations of people who are quite possibly innocent.” He claimed  
that huac’s procedures did not comply “with the requirements of justice that 
should maintain in any modern democratic state.” But at the same time, Van 
Kleffens had reservations about Soviet intelligence services, whom he believed 
were making “handy” use of “the frivolous ignorance of certain ‘good patri-
ots’ who, believing they were contributing to better relations between West 
and East, were even prepared to pass on classified information.”37 While Van 
Kleffens saw events in the United States partly as a warning for other Western 
countries, his temporary ambassadorial successor Otto Reuchlin believed the 
American case to be unique. Following Senator McCarthy’s list-waving in 1950, 
Reuchlin reported home that Washington had gone “crazy.”38 The diplomat had 
nothing good to say about McCarthy and considered him yet another symp-
tom of wider developments within the United States. According to Reuchlin’s 
report to The Hague, in the current political climate “people weren’t the least 
concerned about who might be harmed, as long as it served the ‘right pur-
pose,’ namely, the re-election of this or that representative. This is America at 
its most small-minded and democracy at its most dangerous.”39

In the early 1950s, American anti-communism became a recurring theme in 
editorial commentaries. One of the most outspokenly anti-communist Dutch 
newspapers, the social-democratic Het Parool, called McCarthy a “despicable 
character.”40 After McCarthy publicly attacked General George C. Marshall, 
the Catholic periodical De Tijd responded critically: “Senator McCarthy gives 
another great performance! There is no better way to describe the Republican’s 
new campaign of calumny and the ‘evil spirit’ of his party.” The journal also 

36 Cf. Baudet, F. “Ideological Equivalent,” 272–75.
37 dna, mfa, 2.05.117, 14279, Letter Van Kleffens to The Hague, 28 August 1948.
38 dna, mfa, 2.05.117, 14279, Letter Reuchlin to The Hague, 28 July 1950.
39 Ibid. Letter Reuchlin to The Hague, 16 March 1950; cf. Letter Reuchlin to The Hague, 1 

November 1947.
40 Berends L. Het Parool 1940–1990 (Amsterdam: Bert Bakker, 1990), 88.
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criticized Robert A. Taft, the leader of the Republican Party, who was an oppo-
nent of both American intervention in the Korean War as well as the crea-
tion of nato: “[He] tacitly approves of besmirching reputations if it gives the 
party a political advantage.”41 Dutch journalists opined that the persistent 
anti- communist allegations about the American government were not only 
wreaking havoc in the United States, but were also damaging the international 
reputation of the Atlantic Alliance. The social-democratic paper Het Vrije Volk 
asked: “What are Western European countries, who have thrown their lot in 
with that of the United States, to think of an America where members of the 
Congress … publicly smear their own State Department as a land of milk and 
honey for Communists?”42 Members of the Dutch House of Representatives 
also repeatedly remarked upon the consequences for cooperation within the 
alliance: “His [McCarthy’s] demagoguery does more harm than good to the 
common cause.”43 The young politician Joop den Uyl, who went on to hold 
the office of Dutch prime minister (1973–77), also shared particularly striking 
observations. As head of the Partij van de Arbeid’s research bureau during 
the 1950s, he visited the United States as a participant in the Foreign Leaders 
Program, an exchange program hosted by the State Department. Referring to 
American anti-communism and “the wild-west way of making domestic and 
foreign policy,” Den Uyl wrote in 1953 to one of his colleagues that “if ever a 
nation was not prepared for world leadership, it would have to be the United 
States.”44

A few years earlier, Van Kleffens had come to the same conclusion. The dip-
lomat reported to The Hague that the “enormous backlash from public opin-
ion about the loss of China” had created an atmosphere of “malaise” within 
the State Department. “They’re not political. They’re negative. The situation 
is one that ill befits such a great country and which is dangerous for America’s 
allies. It is one thing to possess Great Power; it is quite another to wield it.”45 
Van Kleffens considered American officials at the State Department in general 
too inexperienced and impractical, partly because of the country’s isolationist 
past. According to the Dutch senior diplomat “most of these gentlemen” had 
not “been out of their own country long enough so they [were] bogged down 

41 “Honderden millioenen dollars voor beïnvloeding der Amerikaanse politiek.” De Tijd, 26 
June 1951.

42 “Trumans vijanden op jacht naar spionnen.” Het Vrije Volk, 20 April 1950.
43 Upper House Proceedings, 1953–54, 38th Assembly, 16 December 1953, 654–55.
44 Quoted in Koedijk, P. “Netherlands,” 604.
45 dna, mfa, 2.05.117, 13882, Letter Van Kleffens to The Hague, 12 August 1949.
46 dna, Van Roijen Archive, 50, Letter Van Kleffens to Van Roijen, 29 September 1950; Cf Letter 
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by their national standards and perspectives.”46 The fact that the policymak-
ers responsible for eventually forcing the Netherlands to relinquish the Asian 
colony it had held for centuries were American, was perhaps an additional, 
particularly sharp thorn in the Dutch side.

Ambassador Herman van Roijen and the Korean War

In the first few months after the new Dutch ambassador Herman van Roijen 
arrived in the US, anti-communism became a pressing issue for the govern-
ment of the Netherlands, especially after President Truman decided to send 
American troops to South Korea under the flag of the United Nations on 25 
June 1950 to stop the communist invasion from the north. Despite broad sup-
port for this decision across the United States, there were vocal critics too. 
Anti-communist Senator McCarthy, for example, travelled far and wide deliv-
ering dozens of speeches declaring that young American men were dying in 
Korea because the American government, principally the State Department, 
had responded too weakly to the communist threat in Asia.47 As the early 
months of the war proved difficult for American troops, journalists conveyed 
a sense of alarm in news articles.48 When the news came in September that 
General Douglas MacArthur had led 70,000 troops from Japan behind North 
Korean lines in an amphibious landing, with the aim of cutting off supply lines 
and relieving American troops in the south, the media sighed in relief. But the 
victorious mood did not last, and slipped away two months later when numer-
ous Chinese troops crossed the Korean border to reinforce the Korean People’s 
Army and to halt the United States’ advance from the south.49

Once he had presented his credentials to Truman in September 1950, Van 
Roijen assured the president that as far as the Korean question was concerned, 
the United States could count on the Netherlands’ full support.50 But that was 
not entirely accurate. Barring the communists, the Dutch Parliament and the 
national media indeed supported America, but the Dutch government took 
a more cautious view from the outset. Indubitably, the cabinet, led by social 
democrat Willem Drees, had endorsed the UN intervention led by the United 

(Han) Boon, held the same view. See Gouda F., and T. Brocades Zaalberg. American Visions, 
39–40.

47 Morgan, T. Reds, 406.
48 Fraser, A. “News of War in a Distant Land: the News Media and the Korean War.” Canadian 

Journal of Media Studies 5 (1) (2009), 88–113: 105.
49 Ibid., 110.
50 dna, mfa, 2.05.117, 14964, Cable Van Roijen to Stikker, 19 September 1950.
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States, but it did not want to get involved in the Korean conflict because it 
preferred to invest in positive trade relations in Asia, especially after losing 
Indonesia. Furthermore, the cabinet held that military intervention in the 
Korean War would conflict with building the country’s own defenses. The 
United States did not, however, accept the Netherlands’ refusal to send troops. 
The American ambassador in The Hague pressured the Dutch government 
to agree to send troops on the condition that participation would be volun-
tary. On 8 September 1950, the Dutch government formally presented the UN 
Secretary General a detachment of 636 troops, which gave the Netherlands a 
direct interest in the conflict.51 With its own soldiers involved, the Dutch gov-
ernment critically monitored American military action and increasingly took 
an interest in US public debate surrounding the Korean War.

As the new ambassador to the United States, Van Roijen was a crucial source 
to the Dutch government. To put his observations and cables in perspective, it 
is useful to first look at the context of his background, career, beliefs, and rep-
utation. Although Van Roijen was a relatively young ambassador at just 45, he 
had one great advantage over his fellow Dutch diplomats: his American roots 
and network gave him instant status in Washington. His father was a promi-
nent Dutch diplomat who married the daughter of Robert Winthrop, a power-
ful, rich banker and a direct descendent of John Winthrop, the first governor 
of the Massachusetts Bay colony. After completing a law degree with flying 
colors at Utrecht University, Van Roijen started his career in the Dutch diplo-
matic service in 1930 in the Dutch Legation in Washington, then headed by his 
father. There he met American diplomats-in-training who would later become 
highly influential, including Dean Acheson, with whom he maintained a life-
long correspondence.52 For a large part, Van Roijen’s favorable reputation in  
post-war Dutch diplomatic and political circles was based on his involvement 
with the resistance against Nazi Germany. In the years of occupation, he had 
developed an extensive network throughout prominent political circles of 
various persuasions.53 Furthermore, he had made the dangerous crossing to 

51 Rovers, F. Voor recht en vrijheid. De Partij van de Arbeid en de Koude Oorlog 1946–1958 
(Amsterdam: Stichting Beheer iisg, 1994), 93–99; De Moor, J. “Aan de Amerikanen 
overgeleverd. Nederland, de Verenigde Staten en de oorlog in Korea, 1950–1953.” in De Koude 
Oorlog. Maatschappij en krijgsmacht in de jaren ’50, eds. J. Hoffenaar and G. Teitler (Den 
Haag: sdu, 1992), 163–77.

52 Van der Maar, R., and H. Meijer. Herman van Roijen (1905–1991). Een diplomaat van klasse 
(Amsterdam: Boom, 2013), 41–44. For the correspondence with Acheson, see dna, Van 
Roijen Archive, 55.

53 Van Roijen was imprisoned three times by the Nazis because of his resistance activities. He 
narrowly escaped execution the third time.
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England in October 1944 with the goal of improving lines of communication 
between resistance groups and the Dutch government-in-exile in London 
(specifically Queen Wilhelmina), a fact that commanded special respect. That 
crossing enabled him to expand his network in both Dutch and American 
elite circles. Later that fall, Minister for Foreign Affairs Van Kleffens sent him 
to Washington to consult with policymakers from the War Department, the 
Office of Strategic Services and the State Department about the post-war world 
order.54

After World War ii, Van Roijen first co-administrated the post of Minister 
for Foreign Affairs with Van Kleffens. Then he returned to the Foreign Service 
and became ambassador to Canada (1947–50) and was the Dutch envoy to the 
United Nations, where most of his energies were focused on the war of inde-
pendence with Indonesian nationalists. His finest hour came in spring 1949, 
during a diplomatic standoff that had arisen following massive international 
criticism of two Dutch military operations. With an empathetic and respectful 

54 Van der Maar, R., and H. Meijer. Roijen, 120–24.

figure 1 Herman van Roijen arrives at Schiphol Airport to consult with the Dutch 
government about the Indonesian War of Independence (6 April 1949). Dutch 
National Archives, cco, Anefo.
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approach, Van Roijen managed to sufficiently restore the Indonesians’ deeply 
damaged trust in the Netherlands and to cooperate with them on a solu-
tion. These talks led to the Van Roijen-Roem Treaty (also named after the 
Indonesian negotiator Mohammed Roem) of 7 May 1949, which provided the 
foundation for the transfer of sovereignty to Indonesia. His conservative crit-
ics complained that a half-Yank had given away the Netherlands’ colony, but 
in government circles, he was praised for having broken the political impasse 
against incredibly difficult odds.55 He was rewarded with the most important 
diplomatic post after World War ii: Washington.

As his involvement in the final negotiations of the Indonesian war of independ-
ence demonstrates, professionally, Van Roijen always focused on achieving feasi-
ble results within the given context. During World War ii he had become convinced 
that policymakers, politicians, and diplomats should look at international issues 
as soberly as possible – without emotions like patriotism or resentment. In doing 
so, he resisted the emotion-based phenomenon of wishful thinking, which he 
believed had a very disruptive effect on international relations.56 Whereas his 
fellow diplomats, including Van Kleffens, were skeptical of the United States 
and American leadership and initially chose a more reluctant neutralist course, 
already during the war Van Roijen proclaimed that the post-war balance of 
power realistically demanded the intense involvement of the United States. After 
the war, like many of his colleagues, he did not believe that Moscow was prepar-
ing an attack on western Europe.57 He championed the Truman doctrine though, 
calling it a “fact of capital importance” which he felt the Netherlands (and the 
rest of western Europe) “did not always fully appreciate.”58 His personal obser-
vations, background, and experiences made him a defender of the United States 
who was inclined to put any criticism of it into perspective, including Dutch 
criticism of American anti-communism. To his best friend Willem Michiels van 
Kessenich, the mayor of Maastricht, he explained that the uproar in the US could 
be attributed to the fact that Americans were “easily emotional” and were “always 
inclined to extremes.” However, he added that the American people would come 
to their senses eventually and that “common sense” was bound to prevail.59 He 

55 Ibid., 234–68.
56 dna, Van Roijen Archive, 82, “De internationale positie van Nederland na den oorlog.” Van 

Roijen was heavily influenced by Carr, E.H. The Twenty Years Crisis: 1919–1939. An Introduction 
to the Study of International Relations (London: Macmillan, 1941).

57 dna, Archives “Raad van Ministers,” 996, Minutes “Raad voor Oorlogvoering,” 1 May 1946; 
Historisch Centrum Limburg (hcl), Family Michiels van Kessenich, 16.0674, Letters to 
Michiels van Kessenich, 10, 17 July 1947, 2 February 1948, 19 March 1948.

58 dna, Schermerhorn Archive, 35, Letter Van Roijen to former prime minister Schermerhorn, 
9 September 1946; cf. 2 March 1947.
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also did not argue that the Dutch were more reasonable than the Americans: 
Weren’t people in the Netherlands, he asked his friend, suffering from “fear- 
psychosis and pathologically terrified of a Russian occupation?”60 When Van 
Roijen spoke harshly of the United States, and he did, it was usually about 
Washington’s failure to take a sufficiently “Atlantic” perspective. For example, the 
American government continued to ignore the Dutch wishes to defend landing 
rights in certain American cities.61 Although he sympathized with the dissatis-
faction about this in the Netherlands, he knew the Dutch government had no 
choice but to accept it. In his worldview, Atlantic unity was crucial to the west’s 
position vis-à-vis an untrustworthy Soviet Union.62

To Van Roijen’s dismay, just a few weeks after he had arrived in Washington 
the Dutch government formally objected to the US handling of the Korean 
War. In October 1950, the Dutch delegation to the UN unexpectedly submitted 
an amendment seeking to change the American delegation’s draft resolution, 
which formed the basis for the reunification of Korea. The Dutch amendment 
was intended to delay General MacArthur’s advance to the north and prevent 
him from provoking a conflict with China. However, the American government 
interpreted the Dutch initiative as a dagger in the back. In an uncharacteristi-
cally cutting letter to the American ambassador in The Hague, Robert Coe, the 
director of the Office of Western European Affairs in the State Department, 
Joseph W. Scott, wrote that the amendment played right into the hands of the 
communists: “We were frankly flabbergasted at the action the Netherlands pro-
posed last week to take on the Korean question in the Assembly. What on earth 
got into them?”63 Scott saw the Dutch amendment as retaliation for the United 
States’ position in the Indonesian question. Van Roijen agreed with this view, 
but he was also acutely aware of “a slight feeling of jealousy or resentment aris-
ing from a small power complex” that existed among Dutch policymakers.64 
Aside from America’s stance on Indonesian independence, the controlling 
behavior of American officials on nato matters also bothered the Dutch.65

59 hcl, 16.0674, 501, Letters Van Roijen to Michiels van Kessenich, 17 July 1947 and 13 April 1947.
60 Ibid., Letter Van Roijen to Michiels van Kessenich, 19 March 1948.
61 Scott-Smith, G., and D. Snyder. “‘A Test of Sentiments’: Civil Aviation, Alliance Politics, and 

the klm Challenge in Dutch-American Relations.” Diplomatic History 37 (5) (2013), 917–45.
62 Van der Maar, R., and H. Meijer. Roijen, 278–80.
63 naus, rg 84, box 32, Joseph Scott to Robert Coe, 11 October 1950.
64 naus, rg 59, cdf 1950–1954, box 2820, doc. 611.56/9-1951, Memorandum of Conversation, 19 

September 1951; ibid., doc. 611.56/7-3053, S. Chapin to State Department, 30 July 1953.
65 The government in The Hague was deeply annoyed by the United States’ continual reproach 

of the Netherlands for not spending more on defence, especially as it failed to account 
for the costs of post-war reconstruction. Brouwer, J.W., and I. Megens. “Het debat in de 
ministerraad over de Nederlandse militaire bijdrage aan de navo 1949–1951.” Bijdragen en 
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Once he learned from Van Roijen how bitterly the amendment was being 
received in Washington, Dutch minister Stikker retracted it. However, anx-
iety about a military conflict between the United States and China remained. 
The Dutch worried that the US support for Taiwan, the allied island where 
the Republic of China government had fled in 1949, could lead to war. At the 
annual ambassador’s conference in 1950, Stikker told the highest ranking Dutch 
diplomats that “the Chinese question may well bring about World War iii.”66 
As for American public opinion, Van Kleffens stated that it was “floundering 
around,” which partly explained the “headstrong positioning by the Americans 
in Korea.”67 Alidius Tjarda van Starkenborgh Stachouwer – the permanent Dutch 
representative to nato and one of the most renowned Dutch statesmen of his 
time along with Van Kleffens and Van Roijen – recognized an apparent paradox. 
He observed that the American government was very selective in its support 
for nationalism in the world. If communism happened to be in the mix, as it 
was in China, then the government of the United States would bow to domestic 
anti-communist sentiment and declare “the nationalist argument suddenly inva-
lid.” The diplomat felt strongly that this was unfair and proposed that a word be 
had with the Americans “behind closed doors” to point out this “inconsistency” 
to them, but the others present at the meeting were hesitant, probably because 
they knew how sensitive the Chinese question was in the United States.68

The Dutch government’s fears were confirmed when it was announced on 
November 26th that hundreds of thousands of Chinese troops had entered 
the conflict. According to the political scientist Jonathan Mercer, Dutch polit-
ical circles’ deep concern was driven by the fear that after South Korea, all of 
Southeast Asia, including Indonesia, would fall to the Communists and that the 
United States would actually allow this to happen.69 While there was initially a 
considerable amount of fear about a communist invasion, Dutch sources show 
that the fear of a large-scale war caused by a reckless General MacArthur was 
even greater. Briefly, it seemed as though the American government would not 
rule out using an atomic bomb, but the State Department vehemently denied 
this.70 None of this proved comforting to the ministerial council, which wanted 

Mededelingen betreffende de Geschiedenis der Nederlanden 107 (3) (1992), 486–500; Snyder, 
D. “Domesticity, Rearmament, and the Limits of US Public Diplomacy in the Netherlands 
during the Early Cold War.” Journal of Cold War Studies 13 (3) (2013), 47–75.

66 dna, mfa, 2.05.117, 14621, Minutes “Ambassadeursconferentie,” 17 August 1950, 5.
67 Ibid., 4–5.
68 Ibid., 5.
69 Mercer, J. “Emotion and Strategy in the Korean War.” International Organization 67 (2) (2013), 
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to remain mindful of the huge emotional response that the communist takeover 
of China had triggered in the United States. The Secretary General of the Dutch 
Ministry for Foreign Affairs, Hendrik N. (Han) Boon, described the atmosphere 
in the cabinet to Van Roijen as “particularly somber” following the “debacle in 
Korea.” With a war between the United States and China rapidly becoming a 
realistic possibility, Boon wrote that “Everyone feels lost in the wilderness, like 
we’re being dragged on a wild adventure with no end in sight.” The sense of 
deep concern, according to Boon, was only compounded by the likelihood that 
American military involvement in western Europe “would come under threat.”71

Committed to protecting the Atlantic Alliance, Van Roijen did his best 
to ensure that the Dutch government would not openly criticize the United 
States as other countries had done, especially France. In communications with 
The Hague, he acknowledged the fact that the situation was “tense” and that 
the American government was facing enormous pressure at home. Staffers 
who worked for Minister of Defense George Marshall had confided in Van 
Roijen that “even the highest echelons of American society were wracked by 
doubt and insecurity.”72 But Van Roijen did not believe that was any reason to 
criticize the United States. On the contrary, concerted and unified action was 
the right thing to do now. To reassure The Hague, he promised that the storm 
would blow over and that “common sense” would be restored. “The wild fel-
lows” in the Congress, as he called the war-mongering Republican critics, were 
sure to be “kept in check.”73 Despite sounding confident, it is not clear what he 
based this claim on. Van Roijen’s informal letters show a grimmer view of the 
future than his official communiques to The Hague seem to suggest. Privately, 
he admitted that public debate affected policymakers, which meant that no 
definitive course had been set: “Experience has shown that the position of the 
American government can quickly change, under the influence of public opin-
ion or something else.”74

Van Roijen’s strong emphasis on supposed American common sense not 
only speaks volumes about him, but also about the mood in The Hague at the 
time. The ambassador likely found it necessary to use this argument because 
he knew that in Dutch government circles, the United States was regarded 
as an unpredictable ally with capricious, emotional, yet influential public 

71 dna, Boon Archive, 62, Letter Boon to Van Roijen, 7 December 1950. Cf. Stueck, W. Korean 
War, 131; De Moor, J. “Amerikanen,” 171.

72 dna, mfa, 2.05.117, 22697, cable Van Roijen to Den Haag, 6 December 1950.
73 dna, Van Roijen Archive, 53, Letter Van Roijen to Tjarda van Starkenborgh, 20 December 

1950. Cf. dna, mfa, 2.05.117, 22697, cable Van Roijen to Stikker, 13 December 1950.
74 dna, Van Roijen Archive, 53, Van Roijen to Tjarda van Starkenborgh, 20 December 1950.
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opinion. The Dutch support for the British plan to make a deal with China and 
even to recognize the country diplomatically also illustrates the Netherlands’ 
stance. The American government did not want to consider that at all because 
a concession to the hated Chinese communists would invite more domestic 
reproach.75 Once again, Van Roijen emphasized the importance of showing 
caution and urged the Dutch government to keep faith in American common 
sense. Notably, he introduced a new argument that was also based on intuition: 
the rise of neo-isolationism in American politics and public opinion. This was 
a small movement for the time being, but it had a long tradition.76 The United 
States, Van Roijen warned, would interpret criticism from its European allies 
as being “abandoned by an ally in their time of misfortune,” which would only 
help the rise of neo-isolationism.77 This eventually proved a stronger argument 
than the assurance that Americans had common sense. Convinced that Dutch 
interests might indeed be at stake, Minister Stikker took Van Roijen’s advice. 
Shortly thereafter, the Dutch representative to the UN in New York was for-
bidden to express open criticism because of the “oversensitive and querulous 
atmosphere in the United States.” According to Minister Stikker, censure from 
allies could cause “eruptions with unforeseen consequences for the develop-
ment of Atlantic military cooperation,” exactly as Van Roijen had advised.78

The Firing of MacArthur

In the months that followed, the Dutch government watched on in surprise 
and horror at the events that unfolded in the United States and Korea. At 
first, the Korean War seemed to de-escalate after the American government 
chose not to engage in a military confrontation with China, instead issuing 
a UN Resolution which would condemn China as an aggressor so that sanc-
tions could be applied (once the British government managed to reduce the 
harshness of the sanctions somewhat, the Netherlands agreed). But the bat-
tle was far from over. UN troops advanced north again after halting a Chinese 
offensive. In early April 1951, MacArthur made a direct appeal for continuing 

75 De Moor, J. “Amerikanen,” 171–72; Stueck, W. Korean War, 132–38.
76 The influence of isolationism in this period is discussed in Rourke, J. Congress and the 
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77 dna, mfa 2.05.117, 22697, Cable Van Roijen to The Hague, 5 December 1950; ibid., 22695, 
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to pursue the reunification of Korea. The general presented Beijing the arbi-
trary choice of retreat versus “all-out war,” from which the use of the atomic 
bomb was not excluded.79 International policy makers in The Hague, but also 
in London and other nato capitals, soon felt renewed worry. Minister Stikker 
personally delivered a memo to the American ambassador, the gist of which 
was that while communist aggression was indeed the root of the problem, it 
would still be wise to handle it with the “utmost self-restraint” and great care, 
qualities that the American military leadership did not appear to have in abun-
dance.80 Once more, the Dutch took the view that the Americans were acting 
without forethought. The Dutch ambassador in London, the influential Edgar 
Michiels van Verduynen, denounced the American general’s actions as waging 
“a crusade against communism through Asia,” without the least thought for 
America’s allies: “The general could care less what happens in Europe.”81

As before, American public opinion played an important role in the Dutch 
deliberations. On 11 April 1951, President Truman surprised everyone by decid-
ing to fire a then very popular (in the US, that is) MacArthur. The rest of the 
world felt enormous relief, but in the US, however, firing a war hero unleashed 
a wave of indignation. The general’s farewell speech to the Congress, which the 
whole country watched on television, worsened the bitter national mood.82 
This again aroused alienation in The Hague. The experienced Secretary 
General of the Dutch Ministry for Foreign Affairs, Boon, even felt compelled to 
reach out to his contacts in the American media for clarification.83 Van Roijen 
was eager to shed light on the matter too, but it was difficult. At first, he was 
extremely surprised by the American response to the firing of MacArthur. In 
describing the dynamic between the president and the general, Van Roijen 
noted that “the excitement of the American public” closely resembled what 
one experienced at “certain sporting events, such as a wrestling or boxing 
match between famous athletes.”84 A month after MacArthur’s dismissal, 
when everything had settled down, Van Roijen sent Minister Stikker an unu-
sually long letter (15 pages) about this “emotional storm,” which he said was 
“unprecedented, even for the US.”85 The document confirms the cultural and 

79 Stueck, W. Korean War, 174–82.
80 dna, mfa, 2.05.117, 22704, Appendix cable Stikker to Dutch delegation UN in New York, 11 
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81 Ibid., Cable Michiels van Verduynen to The Hague, 9 April 1951.
82 Stueck, W. Korean War, 183–84.
83 dna, mfa, 2.05.117, 22704, Robert Aura Smith (New York Times) to Han Boon, 16 May 1951.
84 Ibid., Cable Van Roijen to The Hague, 14 April 1951.
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even emotional gulf between the two countries at that time. “It is impossi-
ble for non-Americans to respond to the person MacArthur in the same way 
as Americans,” Van Roijen wrote.86 The differences between international 
responses to the Farewell Speech underscored this: “Where a Dutchman 
saw bombast and vapidity, many otherwise critically minded Americans felt 
moved.”87 Precisely because of these large differences, Van Roijen’s advice was 
not to take American emotions too seriously. After all, there was “no panic in 
the US and big words like war hysteria or anti-communist frenzy, sometimes 
used in the Western European press, do not apply here.”88

The ambassador’s assurances, alas, were not enough to assuage the Dutch gov-
ernment’s concerns about the influence of American public opinion. Speaking 
at the annual ambassador’s conference in August 1951, the Netherlands’ per-
manent representative to nato, Tjarda van Starkenborgh, explained that 
although he was convinced that “American public opinion had no aggressive 
intent,” he wished to place greater emphasis “than Mr Van Roijen already has” 
on the importance of “emotionality in American politics.” Van Starkenborgh 
also reminded his fellow diplomats to remember America’s “‘missionary spirit,’ 
that had in many ways achieved much which was admirable, but which was 
very dangerous in other ways.”89 In light of the MacArthur affair, among other 
things, Van Roijen said that he understood perfectly well the anxiety that this 
“could all happen again in two years” and that “emotional public opinion” may 
then be inclined to say “‘We have the power and the means: Why is it always 
America that has to do the heavy lifting? Let us put an end to this uncertainty 
once and for all.’”90 Van Roijen trusted the people whom he believed under-
stood American public opinion the best, and they had assured him, he said, 
that a far greater majority of the American people would never accept a hos-
tile solution. This perspective seems to have put the conference participants’ 
minds at ease. At least, there were no further rebuttals or questions.91

Nevertheless, Dutch politicians and diplomacy proceeded cautiously, as 
demonstrated by the official visit of Queen Juliana to the United States in April 
1952. The visit was intended to stimulate bilateral relations. The queen had 
wanted to write the speeches she was to give to Congress and other audiences 
herself, but both the Dutch government and Van Roijen strongly rejected the 

86 Ibid., 7.
87 Ibid., 8.
88 Ibid.
89 dna, mfa, 2.05.117, 14622, Minutes “Ambassadeursconferentie,” 8 August 1951, 7–9.
90 Ibid., 3–4.
91 Ibid., 10.
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idea. They anticipated that the speeches would be too pacifistic for the tastes of 
the anti-communist American audience. The final versions that were scripted 
after laborious negotiations with Queen Juliana were not exactly up to Van 
Roijen’s preferred standard, but his concerns about the speeches’ poor recep-
tion proved unfounded. He was mistaken. The Americans welcomed Juliana 
with open arms and had only compliments for her speeches, despite some pac-
ifist rhetoric.92 Throughout the 1950s, the ambassador and policymakers in the 
Netherlands remained apprehensive of emotional anti-communist outbursts 
in the United States, especially regarding China and its continued threats to 
attack US-backed Taiwan.93 The acute concerns of the early 1950s did not 
return though. The situation became much less explosive after the Republican 
and former general Dwight D. Eisenhower became president in 1953. Stalin 
died shortly afterwards, and a ceasefire was reached in Korea that summer. A 
year later, Senator McCarthy left politics after the signs became overwhelm-
ingly clear that the American public was fed up with his continual, polarizing 
accusations.

Conclusion

As a term, anti-communism sounds more fixed than it is. This article illus-
trates some of the stark differences between Dutch and American anti- 
communism around 1950, both in the ideology that informed it and its 
practical manifestations. In fact, rather than uniting the two Western coun-
tries in fighting communism, the American variant of anti-communism  
proved disruptive. The Red Scare disturbed the development of Dutch foreign 
policy at a time when the Netherlands exchanged its previously neutral position 
for one that required constant consideration of its allies’ interests, especially 
where the international leadership role of the United States was concerned. 
With the Cold War and the establishment of the Atlantic Alliance in 1949, 
the Netherlands found it suddenly had a direct interest in the consequences 
of American social and political debate. This realization partly contributed 
to Dutch policymakers’ view of American anti-communism as extreme and 
dangerous. The minutes of the Ambassadors’ Conference – a valuable but 
scarcely used source – shed light on the anxiety in Dutch government circles. 
Ambassador Van Roijen’s recurring argument that the Netherlands need not 
worry too much because, after all, the Americans possessed “common sense” 

92 Van der Maar, R., and H. Meijer. Roijen, 291–96.
93 See dna, mfa, 2.05.118, 28635, cable Van Roijen to The Hague, 19 April 1955.
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is particularly evocative because it implies that the Dutch government saw 
them as lacking it and saw themselves as having it. While Van Roijen ques-
tioned this perception of the Dutch national image, he recognized the cul-
tural divide between the Netherlands and the United States. This division was 
expressed most pronouncedly around the firing of MacArthur. All in all, the 
findings suggest that Dutch political elite had a shared belief about the United 
States. Members of this milieu contrasted their own supposedly sober-minded 
approach to communism with what they regarded as emotional responses 
to communism in America. They assumed that public opinion in the United 
States was so unpredictable, so emotional, and so influential that it would drive 
the country’s government to take impulsive and risky action that, in the worst-
case scenarios, would either start a massive conflict or cause the United States 
to withdraw from international relations and resume its old isolationist stance. 
Whatever the imagined resulting extreme, the Dutch feared it would be at the 
expense of Western Europe’s security. This belief, I have argued, can be attrib-
uted to the more dependent position of the Netherlands in post-war interna-
tional politics, the outbreak of the Korean War, and an unfamiliarity with the 
polarization particular to American political culture and debate. Whereas in 
the United States, the American government became a target of anti-commu-
nist rhetoric, in the Netherlands, widespread anti-communist consensus was 
led by the government and furthermore, concentrated largely in opposition to 
the small Communist party. In addition, Dutch policymakers assumed that the 
United States’ isolationist past had left its government officials generally too 
inexperienced and unskilled to practice international diplomacy and believed 
they were too easily swayed by domestic sentiment.

During the Korean War, fearing a conflict with China, the Dutch govern-
ment expressed criticism of the US military operation in Korea. But as a small 
nation, the Netherlands had a huge stake in the Atlantic Alliance and did not 
want to jeopardize relations with the United States. Therefore, the greatest 
displays of emotions like the anxiety and contempt I have described in this 
article, mostly occurred behind closed doors. The Netherlands’ decision to 
withhold its harshest criticism of America was significantly influenced by 
the pro-Atlantic, half-American ambassador Van Roijen who continually 
(and justifiably, in retrospect) argued that the American government would 
keep a cool head despite domestic criticism. Only once the Red Scare began 
to die down did a space emerge in which relations between the two allies 
could improve and become more closely aligned. During the late 1950s and 
early 1960s, partly under the influence of propaganda, the Netherlands grad-
ually came to regard a strong Atlantic Alliance as necessary to retaining 
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94 Baudet, F. “Ideological,” 275. The Foreign Leader Program was one instrument that bolstered 
this viewpoint: Scott-Smith, G. Networks of Empire: The US State Department’s Foreign Leader 
Program in the Netherlands, France and Britain (Brussels: pie Peter Lang, 2008).

95 For an overview see the section titled “The Cold War and Beyond.” In Four Centuries, eds. 
H. Krabbendam, et al., 579–738; Cf. Van der Wijngaart, K. Bondgenootschap onder spanning. 
Nederlands-Amerikaanse betrekkingen, 1969–1976 (Hilversum: Verloren, 2011).

sovereignty.94 But despite this rapprochement, the Dutch remained sus-
picious of the American leadership. Their concerns about American emo-
tionality in foreign affairs never entirely disappeared but, instead, took on 
different guises as they resurfaced throughout the history of Dutch-American 
relations, leading to friction between the two countries even today.95 
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