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An Undigested Past
The Netherlands and Its Colonial History

Frank van Vree

Abstract
The history of the Netherlands and its predecessor, the Republic of the Seven United 
Netherlands, is permeated with violence, looting and inequality, both in the country itself 
and on the world stage. In that respect, the history of the Netherlands differs little from 
that of other countries – although for many years, the country was able to play a role that 
was disproportionate to its geographical and demographic size.

In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the Republic’s semi-public companies 
built up a powerful trading empire stretching from Japan to South Africa and North 
America. This empire, which took the form of a network of controlled trade routes, 
including the transatlantic slave trade, rested primarily on treaties, fortifications and 
military interventions. Until the end of the eighteenth century, the establishment of 
settlements such as those in New Amsterdam, Cape Town and Batavia, was secondary, 
albeit sometimes instrumental. This changed only after the Napoleonic era, when the 
state took a leading role in the Netherlands too. At that time, the most important goal was 
the subjugation of the enormous archipelago in South East Asia, the “Dutch East Indies”; 
a process of colonisation accompanied by extreme violence; just as decolonisation 
in 1945-1949 would go hand in hand with systematic violence.

It is precisely these pages of the national past that have proved resistant to becoming 
part of the dominant historical image, and thus also the self-image of the Netherlands. 
In the chapter, I address this problematic relationship with history: Dutch colonialism, 
especially in South East Asia, as an unassimilated past.

“Our tortured bride”
Somewhere in the Eastern Netherlands, in the woody region on the outskirts of Arnhem, 
lies the country estate of Bronbeek: a stately building surrounded by a garden full of 
monuments, which accommodates both a home for elderly soldiers and a museum. 
The name of the estate, Bronbeek, is closely intertwined with Dutch colonial history. 
For decades, it was home to disabled and retired soldiers from the colonies, whilst the 
museum is dedicated to the history of the Dutch East Indies. As the country’s only “real” 
colonial museum, unlike the general anthropological and ethnological museums in the 
west of the country, the marginal geographical location of Bronbeek perhaps says much 
about the relationship between the Netherlands and its colonial past: one that is difficult 
and uncomfortable, fraught with ambiguities and denial.

This problematic relationship with colonial history is also evident in the museum 
itself. The Story of the East Indies, the permanent national retrospective that opened 
in 2010, is a compromise between recognising the fundamental inequality and violent 
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character of colonialism on the one hand and, on the other, 
the idea of the East Indies as a country of longing  – the 
Emerald Belt  – that simultaneously evokes memories of 
traumatic experiences caused by Japanese violence during 
the Second World War and the inevitable Indonesian 
independence. In other words, the exhibition is critical 
and problematises all kinds of representations, but at the 
same time, it also succumbs to ambivalence.

A good illustration of this ambiguity is the four-poster 
bed that has been placed in one of the rooms, accompanied 
by the following text:

The relationship between the Netherlands and the 
archipelago has been described as a marriage. The 
question is whether the two partners shared the 
colonial bed with equal pleasure. The bride was never 
really asked for her hand, and there was no romantic 
courtship before the marriage. The groom seemed 
mainly interested in her possessions.

This image  – the white bed with the accompanying 
text  – is ambiguous and problematic in every respect. 
This starts with the four-poster bed itself, which can 
be seen as a symbolic object, loaded with romantic and 
exotic, not to say erotic, connotations. Colonialism is 
subsequently depicted as a marriage, be it one between 
unequal partners, who nevertheless “share the bed”; 
whereby Indonesia is ascribed the role of the woman and 
the Netherlands that of the man. Admittedly, the tone of 
the accompanying text can be read as lightly ironic, but 
even then the representation of colonialism as a marriage 
and Indonesia as the bride would still grate; something 
that is further reinforced by the posing of the euphemistic 
question of whether the two partners shared the bed “with 
equal pleasure.” To put it bluntly: for the hundreds of 
thousands of victims of the colonial wars, this relationship 
was far from one of good-natured irony.

Nevertheless, something else could have been made of 
this motif of the colonial marriage-bed. For it so happens 

Figure 1. Colonialism as a marriage, Museum Bronbeek. © Frank van Vree.
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that the image of Indonesia as the bride of the Netherlands 
had been used before, in the very first poem by the painter 
and writer Lucebert (Lubertus Jacobus Swaanswijk), the 
interpreter par excellence of “art with a burned face”. 
Minnebrief aan onze gemartelde bruid Indonesia [Love 
letter to our tortured bride Indonesia] was the title of 
this debut, written on 19 December 1948; the day that the 
Netherlands took up arms against the new republic for a 
second time. For Lucebert, it was clear that in the wake 
of the horrors of the German occupation, the Dutch were 
deploying similar methods in Indonesia. The curtains of 
the four-poster bed  – symbolising concealment  – were 
ripped away with a single tug.

We might see these conflicting depictions, built from 
the same imagery, as counterpoints in the culture of 
remembrance surrounding the colonial past following 
the demise of the Dutch empire. As it is impossible to 
describe and analyse this culture of remembrance and 
its development fully in a chapter of this length, I will 
limit myself here to several main themes and prominent 
questions. I begin with some recent developments, whence 
I travel back in time.

Theatres of memory
The state of flux in the postcolonial culture of remembrance 
was recently revealed during a very heated meeting at the 
Pakhuis de Zwijger debating venue in Amsterdam. The 
meeting, held on  13  September  2018, was organised by 
three academic institutes. Funded by the Dutch government 
and in cooperation with Indonesian historians, these 
institutes were in the middle of a research programme on 
the violent decolonisation process in Indonesia that took 
place between 1945 and 1950.1 The purpose of the evening 
was to discuss the direction of the research programme, the 
terminology, and the different perspectives on this painful 
history. The institutes deliberately sought public debate on 
this socially explosive theme. For this reason, critics of the 
research programme were also invited, including Jeffry 
Pondaag, chair of the Comité Nederlandse Ereschulden 
(Committee of Dutch Debts of Honour), which campaigns for 
financial compensation for victims of Dutch violence in the 
colonial war of re-conquest between 1946 and 1949.

What followed that evening was a stimulating, 
emotional confrontation in a packed hall between 

1	 As the director of the NIOD Institute for War, Holocaust and 
Genocide Studies, I have been the principal coordinator of the 
programme “Independence, decolonisation, violence and war in 
Indonesia, 1945-1950”. This was a four-year research programme 
carried out by the Royal Netherlands Institute of Southeast Asian 
and Caribbean Studies (KITLV), the Netherlands Institute of Military 
History (NIMH) and NIOD. See now Over de grens: Nederlands 
extreem geweld in de Indonesische onafhankelijkheidsoorlog, 
1945-1949 [Over the Border: Dutch Extreme Violence in the 
Indonesian War of Independence, 1945-1949], Amsterdam 2022.

representatives of diverse social groups, each with their 
own connections to the colonial past, either personally 
or via their parents or grandparents, as well as a number 
of spokespeople for anti-colonial campaign groups. A 
panel of grandchildren of Dutch and Indonesian soldiers 
discussed their relationship with this history, whilst a 
theatre group, Delta Dua, acted out a number of moving 
scenes from a play about conflicting loyalties among 
Moluccans, who then made up a considerable share of the 
Royal Netherlands East India Army (KNIL).

There were also speakers, including the Indonesian 
historian Bonnie Triyana, whose work deals with the 
links between the Netherlands and Indonesia, focusing 
on the actions and emotions of individuals, such as the 
writer Multatuli (Eduard Douwes Dekker) and the leader 
of the Republicans, Sukarno. Jeffry Pondaag, in turn, was 
critical of the fact that not only Indonesia’s basic right to 
independence, but also the fundamentally violent character 
of colonialism have yet to be recognised in the Netherlands, 
not even by the pertinent research institutes. A second panel 
held a discussion on the need to decolonise thoroughly the 
picture presented by Dutch history, not only in educational 
institutions, but also in museums and politics.

The debate evening in Amsterdam – a unique “theatre 
of memory”, to quote Raphael Samuel,2  – saw a clash of 
opinions and emotions. The speeches, discussions and 
performances – and, not to forget, the sometimes forceful 
interruptions from the hall  – brought an arsenal of 
views and feelings to light. In other words, that evening, 
Pakhuis de Zwijger provided a stage for extremely diverse 
communities of remembrance in the Netherlands. What 
unfolded was the beginning of what is known in German 
as Vergangenheitsbewältigung: a process of “coming to 
terms with the past”.

Whereas at that discussion evening noisy expression 
was given to clashing views and feelings about Dutch 
colonialism, especially in relation to the period 
between  1945  and  1949, by contrast, the permanent 
exhibition in Museum Bronbeek is an attempt to tone 
down what are often conflicting memories. The Story 
of the East Indies is a compromise between on the one 
hand recognition of the violent nature of colonialism 
and the inevitability of the war of independence and, on 
the other, the idea of the East Indies as a lost country, 
laden with both nostalgic sentiments and memories of 
traumatic events.

A striking illustration of this is the third exhibition 
room, entitled The Empire, 1919-1942. One wall is covered 
with massive photo-montages of plantations, with white 
owners, overseers and coolies – symbolising modernisation 
and exploitation in rural areas  – next to a monochrome-

2	 Theatres of Memory: Past and Present in Contemporary Culture, 
London 1994.
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toned collage of idyllic landscapes. The opposite wall shows 
an iconic urban street scene, referring to the countless, 
endlessly-recycled photographs and films that function 
as symbols of the Netherlands of the tropics, worldly and 
relaxed. In short, the exhibition is critical and shows many 
clichés to be problematic, but at the same time it also partly 
elaborates on them, and thereby lacks a critical edge, as 
shown by the story with the four-poster-bed.

We should not be surprised by this ambiguity. On the 
one hand, the museum  – whose original collection had 
the principal purpose of showing visitors that “something 
great” was being established overseas and that Dutch rule 
was superior – is unmistakably a product of colonialism 
in its purest form. On the other hand, the museum forms 
part of the Bronbeek country estate, which for many 
years functioned as the port of call for the East Indian 
community in the Netherlands, partly due to the presence 
of the East Indies Memorial Centre, which also co-
produced the permanent exhibition. With The Story of the 
East Indies, the museum is thus attempting to serve diverse 
communities of remembrance in the Netherlands, starting 
with that of former soldiers, mainly those from the KNIL 
(especially the Moluccan veterans), Indo-Europeans – the 
children of ethnically mixed couples  – and Indonesians, 
who chose the side of the colonial power, and, of course, 
their children and grandchildren.

Seen as such, we can hardly be surprised that the 
creators of the exhibition in Bronbeek avoided taking a 
hard line. In doing so, one might add, they were joining a 
long tradition. The presence of so many communities with 
diverse, often incompatible memories of the colonial past – 
or, to use Aleida Assmann’s terminology, handed-down 
“social memories”3  – has always exercised considerable 
influence on how this past has been addressed. This not 
only concerned the above-mentioned groups, but also, 
for instance, Dutch conscripts and professional soldiers, 
conscientious objectors, repatriated colonial Europeans 
(“totoks”) and Dutch of Chinese-East-Indian origin  – to 
limit ourselves to the most significant groups. All in all, at 
present, it is estimated that more than 1.5 million Dutch – 
one in ten of the population – have direct familial links to 
the history of the Dutch East Indies.

All of these groups fostered their own memories, 
shaped by the forced farewell to what was for many 
their native land, and by earlier experiences, such as the 
violence during and after the Second World War, including 
in Japanese prison camps, and the Dutch conflict with the 
Republic. Until the turn of the century, these memories 
were deeply divergent and sometimes diametrically 

3	 “Re-framing memory: Between individual and collective forms 
of constructing the past”, in Karin Tilmans, Frank van Vree & Jay 
Winter (eds), Performing the Past: Memory, History, and Identity in 
Modern Europe, Amsterdam 2010, p. 35-50.

opposed – and, to an extent, this remains the case today. 
For decades, there prevailed among Dutch of East Indian 
origin an unmistakably nostalgic longing on the one hand 
for the period known as the tempoe doeloe, the “good old 
days”; and, on the other, a deep sense of misunderstanding 
for the misery they had suffered during the Japanese 
occupation, the violent period that followed and the cool 
welcome they received upon arriving in the Netherlands.4 
Far on the other side were the soldiers who had waged – 
and lost – a war on the wrong side of history, and who also 
felt misunderstood, haunted as they were by the never-
ceasing fear of being blamed for the colonial violence.

In this way, the idea of the Dutch East Indies as a lost 
paradise, which dominated the traditional representations, 
found an unexpected but complementary counterpart in 
the implicit but powerful suggestion that the Dutch, Dutch 
East Indians and other groups connected to the colonial 
power were above all also victims – first of the Japanese 
occupying forces, then of the Indonesian revolutionaries, 
and finally of their own Dutch government, which had 
deployed conscripts and professional soldiers in what 
would later prove to have been a “dirty war”.

A “national secret”
For more than half a century, all of these emotions shaped 
the way in which colonialism and the war against the 
Republic were regarded in the public sphere. What is 
more, for many years, a large part of the population was 
not  – or hardly  – interested in this history. Partly this 
was the outcome of the silence lingering in politics, the 
media and the school. But that was not all. If the Dutch 
East Indies had always been distant for the great majority 
of the population, after  1950, this gulf only widened; 
whilst there were countless references to the colonial 
past, from restaurants and street names to the presence 
of a sizeable East Indian community, the East Indies were 
simultaneously far away in time and space.5 However, this 
distance was also sought, consciously or unconsciously, 
because a past of oppression and violence sat  – and 
sits – uncomfortably with the Dutch self-image, which is 
suffused with a sense of moral superiority.6 Politicians 

4	 Elsbeth Locher-Scholten, “Land van ooit, land van nu. Koloniale 
herinneringen in Nederland  1980-2001” [Land of ever, land of 
now. Colonial memories in the Netherlands from  1980  to  2001], 
Ons Erfdeel 45 (2002): 661-671; Pamela Pattynama, Bitterzoet Indië. 
Herinnering en nostalgie in literatuur, foto’s en film [Bittersweet 
India. Memory and Nostalgia in Literature, Photos and Film], 
Amsterdam 2014.

5	 Locher-Scholten, op. cit.
6	 See, for example, Abram de Swaan, “Postkoloniale absences” 

[Postcolonial absences], De Groene Amsterdammer (10 May 2017); 
special issue “Nederland als gidsland” [The Netherlands as an 
exemplary country], De Gids  160 (1997): 7/8. Cf. Wim van Noort 
and Rob Wiche, Nederland als voorbeeldige natie [The Netherlands 
as an Exemplary Nation], Hilversum 2006.
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and soldiers thus had their own motives for ignoring this 
painful history.

The impact of this systematic lack of reflection  – or, 
in the words of the leading sociologist Abram de Swaan, 
the repeated covering-up of this “national secret”  – is 
unmistakable.7

One still senses a propensity to downplay the sharp 
sides of Dutch colonialism and retain as much as 
possible of the exoticism and romanticism attached to 
this long episode in national history,

argued the historian Gert Oostindie in 2002, in response 
to the relatively uncritical celebrations of the  400th 
anniversary of the Dutch East India Company (VOC). And 
he concluded:

7	 “Postcolonial absences”, op. cit.

The Dutch still have a hard time incorporating 
colonialism into their version of the nation and in 
a sense therefore, they still have not completed the 
decolonization process.8

Oostindie was certainly not alone in holding this opinion. 
Two years earlier, the political philosopher Jos de Beus had 
opined that the public memory of the Dutch East Indies 
had become imprisoned in a labyrinth of predominating 
moralism, in which universal ethical values competed with 
a strong need for justification, solidarity with veterans, 
returned emigrants and camp survivors, as well as shame 
and nostalgia for a lost paradise. Nor had historiography, De 
Beus argued, managed to escape these patterns, although 
most historians had distanced themselves radically from 

8	 Gert Oostindie, ‘Squaring the circle; Commemorating the VOC 
after 400 years’, Bijdragen tot de Taal- Land- en Volkenkunde  159 
(2003): 141, 158.

Figure 2. Karbau (De Buffel) School chart of the Dutch East Indies. Whole generations in the Netherlands were raised with idyllic 
images such as these at primary school. © E. Nijland (Utrecht 1897).
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colonialism on moral grounds.9 What they still lacked was 
an adequate analytical framework for writing the mutually 
intertwined history of the Netherlands and Indonesia. 
Moreover, they had allowed themselves to be guided by 
“the experiences of a thin, mostly white upper layer in the 
colony.”10 Like many social and cultural scientists, historians 
have failed to reflect, or have hardly reflected, on what 
Edward Said called the “cultural archive”, by which he meant 
the intellectual, aesthetic and even emotional repertoire that 
is rooted in the imperial culture of the nineteenth century, 
founded on euro-centrism and (racial) inequality.11

The historical picture, in short, had remained biased 
and one-sided for decades, with a strong Dutch-centric 
slant. Although the Netherlands is not alone in this, as 
historian Remco Raben has observed:

In a country such as France or in the Anglo-Saxon 
world, the tone of the debate is no less moralising. 
Moralism is never far away in colonial history, 
precisely because in so many respects, colonial history 
exists in a strained relationship with the ideals and 
standards of the mother country. Slavery, the denial 
of civil rights to indigenous peoples and large-scale 
violence are just a few examples of the dissonance 
between the rules of the game for the mother country 
and colonial practice.12

This continuing difficult relationship with colonial history 
is also, of course, of great importance to the self-perception 
of the modern Netherlands as a postcolonial society and its 
position in the world. In contrast to the strongly-felt and 
repeatedly-articulated awareness of continuity between the 
Second World War in particular and modern Dutch society, 
politics and culture, the place of the colonial past stands out 
sharply in the national consciousness. In the words of Elleke 
Boehmer and Frances Gouda:

9	 “God dekoloniseert niet. Een kritiek op de Nederlandse 
geschiedschrijving over de neergang van Nederlands-Indië en 
Nederlands Suriname” [God is not decolonising. A criticism of 
Dutch historiography about the decline of the Dutch East Indies 
and Dutch Surinam],  Bijdragen en Mededelingen betreffende de 
Geschiedenis der Nederlanden 116/3 (2001): 307-324, with responses 
from Elsbeth Locher-Scholten, Joop de Jong and H.W. van den Doel.

10	 Remco Raben, “Wie spreekt voor het koloniale verleden? Een 
pleidooi voor transkolonialisme” [Who speaks for the colonial 
past? A plea for trans-colonialism], inaugural lecture, University 
of Amsterdam, 28 September 2016, p. 8, https://uu.academia.edu/
RemcoRaben.

11	 Culture and Imperialism, New York  1994, p. xxi; cf. Gloria 
Wekker,  White Innocence: Paradoxes of Colonialism and 
Race, Durham 2016.

12	 “De lange sporen van overzee. Nieuwe koloniale geschiedenis 
in Nederland en eromheen” [The long traces of overseas. New 
colonial history in the Netherlands and around it], De Gids  170 
(2007): 1222.

The status of the Netherlands as an ex-colonial power 
remains unproblematised, and consequently the 
manner in which the history of colonialism might link 
up with the formation of contemporary national and 
migrant identities is left insufficiently examined.13

None of which is to say, however, that the colonial past 
remains unaddressed. On the contrary, the “national secret” 
has been divulged time and again, always with the same 
public commotion, as De Swaan and others have shown. 
In this context, cultural scholar Paul Bijl has introduced 
the term “emerging memories” to describe memories that, 
paradoxically enough, have always been visible and yet 
perceived as absent – such as the horrific photographs of the 
mass killings in Aceh in 1904, which “regularly emerge and 
submerge and are therefore time and again semanticized 
as forgotten.”14 We should note that this is a phenomenon 
that occurs not only in relation to the colonial past, but also 
in relation to other episodes and affairs that sit unhappily 
with the idealised national identity, such as collaboration, 
slavery or war crimes – which is the case for other countries, 
of course, just as much as for the Netherlands.

Each time that such shocking facts  – in the form 
of reports, photographs, diaries or academic studies  – 
are revealed or rediscovered, there is a commotion, 
bewilderment and indignation, after which it is not unusual 
for a more detailed investigation to be established. And 
this is precisely the background to the above-mentioned 
research programme, “Independence, decolonisation, 
violence and war in Indonesia, 1945-1950”, to which the 
Dutch government gave a grant of over four million euro 
at the end of 2016.

Burning kampongs
The immediate reason for deciding to fund this extensive 
programme on the violent decolonisation process 
was the publication of a study, as voluminous as it is 
thorough, by the young Swiss-Dutch historian Rémy 
Limpach, on the Dutch conduct of war in Indonesia 
between  1945  and  1949.15 Based on an overwhelming 
quantity of archival material and countless candid 
testimonies by veterans, Limpach concluded that soldiers 
in Dutch service had resorted to extreme violence during 
the Indonesian war of independence. This he defined as 

13	 “Postcolonial studies in the context of the ‘diasporic’ Netherlands”, 
in M. Keown, D. Murphy & J. Procter (eds), Comparing Postcolonial 
Diasporas, Houndmills Basingstoke  2009, p. 39; cf. Ulbe Bosma, 
“Why is there no post-colonial debate in the Netherlands?”, in Ulbe 
Bosma, Jan Lucassen & Gert Oostindie (eds), Postcolonial Migrants 
and Identity Politics, New York 2012, p. 193-212.

14	 Emerging Memory. Photographs of Colonial Atrocity in Dutch 
Cultural Remembrance, Amsterdam 2015; cf. Raben, op. cit., p. 1220.

15	 De Brandende Kampongs van Generaal Spoor [The Burning 
Kampongs of General Spoor], Amsterdam 2016.

https://uu.academia.edu/RemcoRaben
https://uu.academia.edu/RemcoRaben
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“physical violence that is mainly used outside regular 
combat situations against non-combatants and against 
combatants after their surrender or capture, usually in the 
absence of direct military necessity or without clear-cut 
military purposes,” such as torture and the summary 
executions of prisoners of war, mass internment, and the 
burning down or destruction of kampongs with artillery, 
euphemistically described as “technical violence”.

According to Limpach, the violence was not only 
extreme, but it was also structural in nature: the army, 
led by chief commander General Spoor, used extreme 
violence on a large scale as a weapon, resulting in large 
numbers of civilian casualties. This was, in short, a “dirty 
war”, which was covered up by “broad coalitions” of 
soldiers of all ranks and officials within the judiciary and 
the civilian administration. In the words of the historian 
Peter Romijn:

Military leaders, the judicial authorities and the admi
nistrative machinery overseas attempted to keep the 
affair as quiet as possible, to dismiss it as incidents 
and excesses, and largely to refrain from criminal 
prosecutions. This was accepted de facto by political 
leaders in The Hague, whilst whistle-blowers were 
discredited and dissident voices were disparaged as un
patriotic. The politicians involved thereby assumed a 
heavy responsibility; a legacy that can still be felt today.16

The choice of this violent strategy was a direct 
consequence of the character of the war: it was an 
asymmetrical war, in which the Netherlands, with 
its conventional army, was fighting a revolutionary 
movement that used very different tactics and methods, 
and in which it was difficult to distinguish between 
combatants and innocent civilians. The Dutch troops were 
utterly unprepared for such a war and could not cope with 
it. Violations of the laws of war on both sides, in the form 
of mass, excessive and unacceptable violence, were thus 
ingrained in the very nature of the conflict  – although 
Limpach states that the majority of Dutch soldiers overseas 
were not directly involved in this.

With his conclusions, Limpach drew a thick line 
through what had been the official position of the Dutch 
government since  1969: the claim that, aside from the 
acts of violence by intelligence units and the commandos 
of Captain Westerling, only occasional excesses had 
been committed in the former Dutch East Indies. What 
Limpach revealed could no longer be construed as 
“incidents” or “lapses”; it was deliberate, systematic 

16	 Peter Romijn at the presentation of De Brandende Kampongs van 
Generaal Spoor, The Hague, 30  September  2016, https://www.
ind45-50.org/lezing-peter-romijn-bij-presentatie-de-brandende-
kampongs-van-generaal-spoor (accessed 6 October 2018).

violence, with the aim of breaking and intimidating 
the population, and thereby undermining support 
for the independence movement. On this basis, Prime 
Minister Rutte’s cabinet, supported by the Dutch House 
of Representatives, concluded a few months later that 
there was a need for a broader and deeper historical 
investigation, which should address all aspects of this 
decolonisation history.

“War crimes” vs. “Excesses”
The official government position that the Rutte cabinet had 
cited was based on the Excessennota (memorandum on 
excesses), a research report drafted in 1969 at the request of 
the then De Jong cabinet. The latter was thereby responding to 
the commotion that arose in the wake of a revealing television 
interview with a former conscript soldier, J.E. Hueting, in the 
popular progressive current affairs programme Achter het 
Nieuws.17 Hueting, now a psycho-physiologist, had defended 
his doctoral thesis a month earlier, in which he had included 
a statement on Dutch actions in Indonesia:

One might wonder why, in the Netherlands, we have 
yet to make a start on an investigation into the legal, 
historical, sociological and psychological aspects of 
the war crimes committed by soldiers in the service 
of this country between  1945  and  1950; in contrast 
to the attention paid by a number of other countries 
to the perpetration of war crimes by soldiers in 
their service.18

This striking statement caught the attention of the 
leftist daily newspaper De Volkskrant, which decided to 
interview Hueting on  19  December  1968, exactly twenty 
years after the start of the Tweede Politionele Actie (Second 
Police Action), the name which was given to the second 
military offensive against the Indonesian Republic. This 
interview subsequently led to the television interview in 

17	 On the Hueting affair and the Excessennota, see in particular 
Jan Bank, “Inleiding bij de heruitgave van de Excessennota” 
[Introduction to the reissue of the memorandum on excesses], 
De excessennota; nota betreffende het archiefonderzoek naar de 
gegevens omtrent excessen in Indonesië begaan door Nederlandse 
militairen in de periode 1945-1950 [Memorandum on Excesses: Note 
Concerning Archival Research into the Data on Excesses Committed 
in Indonesia by Dutch Soldiers in the Period  1945-1950], The 
Hague; Mirjam Prenger, Televisiejournalistiek in de jaren vijftig en 
zestig. Achter het nieuws en de geboorte van de actualiteitenrubriek 
[Television Journalism in the Fifties and Sixties. Behind the News 
and the Birth of the Current Affairs Section], Diemen  2014; Stef 
Scagliola, Last van de oorlog: de Nederlandse oorlogsmisdaden 
in Indonesië en hun verwerking [The Burden of War: Dutch War 
Crimes in Indonesia and their processing], Amsterdam 2002.

18	 Statement  9, doctoral thesis by J.E. Hueting, Psychofysiologisch 
onderzoek van lichamelijke arbeid [Psychophysiological Exami
nation of Physical Labour], Assen 1968.

https://www.ind45-50.org/lezing-peter-romijn-bij-presentatie-de-brandende-kampongs-van-generaal-spoor
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early January 1969. The timing was not accidental. In the 
preceding year, the war in Vietnam had provoked fierce 
protests, including in the Netherlands, especially when it 
became known that the American army had repeatedly 
resorted to extreme violence. In other words: whilst Hueting 
had tried in vain in the preceding years to draw attention 
to his story, the Vietnam War seems to have prepared the 
ground for his revelations in the Netherlands.19

The first images of the television broadcast were 
symbolic of the “great silence” that the programme 
wished to break: the familiar idyllic, happy scenes from 
the colonial East Indies, taken from cinema newsreels.20 
Hueting subsequently explained how the Dutch soldiers 
had operated, and gave examples of actions that he 
characterised as “war crimes”: torture with the aid of 
electric shocks, the shooting of excess or burdensome 

19	 Prenger, op. cit., p. 270.
20	 Ibid, p. 273-274.

prisoners of war, the killing of farmers who happened to 
be passing, the senseless shooting of kampong dwellers.21

The programme came like a bombshell. “Meaningless 
and nauseating,” wrote the editor-in-chief of the national-
conservative newspaper De Telegraaf; many Dutch were 
said to be “deeply aggrieved.”22 Veterans’ organisations 
struggled to find the words to express their indignation, 
whilst “Father Drees”, the universally-respected former 
Prime Minister and Social Democrat, declared that he could 
recall “only two concrete cases of crimes” in those years 
when he governed.23 Not only the television company, but 
also the newspapers were flooded with letters and phone 
calls. These fell into two camps: on the one hand, Hueting 
was accused of lies and treason and, on the other, he was 
praised for his courage and, more importantly, he received 

21	 Ibid, p. 269.
22	 De Telegraaf (21 January 1969).
23	 Het Parool (20 January 1969).

Figure 3. Joop Hueting in conversation with journalist Herman Wigbold about the war in Indonesia in the TV programme Achter 
het Nieuws, 17 January 1969. Still from the program © Beeld & Geluid, Hilversum.
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the support of other former soldiers. Hueting himself and 
his family had to go into hiding in a hotel.24

The many responses led in turn to new TV broadcasts 
and newspaper articles. Achter het Nieuws also produced 
two additional programmes, which not only gave the floor 
to new witnesses, but also examined the question of why 
this history had been hushed up for so long. A former 
Dutch pastor in Indonesia, Rev. Hildering, did have an 
answer to this:

The Netherlands was deaf and blind to the reality and 
truth of the situation. The Netherlands didn’t want 
to understand that what the Dutch had yearned for 
during the years of the occupation, namely freedom, 
was precisely the same as merdeka [independence, 
freedom] for the Indonesians.25

24	 Prenger, op. cit., p. 273; Liesbeth Stam & Ben Manschot, “‘De 
Hueting affaire’. Analyse van reakties op t.v.-uitzendingen over 
oorlogsmisdaden in het voormalig Nederlands-Indië tijdens de 
politionele akties” [Analysis of responses to TV broadcasts about 
war crimes in the former Dutch East Indies during police actions], 
Massacommunicatie 1/1 (1972): 3-16.

25	 Achter het Nieuws (25 January 1969), cited in Prenger, op. cit., p. 
276. On the letters from veterans, see Limpach, op. cit., p. 22 ff.

It immediately became clear that the affair would have 
political consequences. This was also what the programme’s 
makers were seeking: at the end of the first broadcast, 
Herman Wigbold, the programme’s leftist anchorman, 
called for a parliamentary inquiry. Less than four days later, 
the leader of the opposition, the Social Democrat and later 
Prime Minister Joop den Uyl, submitted a motion calling 
on the government to publish a memo providing clarity 
on possible wrong-doings committed by Dutch troops. This 
motion was adopted, whereupon the government – led by 
the Catholic Prime Minister P.J. de Jong, a former submarine 
captain  – promised an investigation. Within a month, a 
steering committee had been appointed, consisting of the 
most senior civil servants from six ministries, whilst the 
actual work was done by a smaller group led by a young 
civil servant, lawyer and historian, Cees Fasseur.

Less than four months later, on  3  June  1969, the 
committee published its results, set out in the Excessennota. 
Based on the archives they had studied – all 1,814 metres of 
them – the committee had concluded that the Dutch army 
had generally behaved “correctly” in Indonesia, and that 
there had been no “systematic atrocities”. About seventy 
excesses had occurred, however, the nadir being the actions 
of the Special Forces under Captain Raymond Westerling in 

Figure 4. Source: https://www.globalsecurity.org/jhtml/jframe.html#https://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/indonesia/
images/map-1948-dec-01.jpg.
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South Sulawesi. The intelligence services were also said to 
have been guilty of this. The memo was based exclusively 
on archives; nobody had been interviewed.

The report, which would quickly become known as 
the Excessennota, was published as the government’s 
position  – but not before the government had modified 
the original text, in the deepest secrecy, to firm up its 
claims in a positive sense.26 The three pages of concluding 
observations were written by Prime Minister De Jong 
himself, with the clear intention of downplaying the 
matter.27 In general, there was praise for the swift and 
open manner of reporting, but at the same time, there was 
shock at the findings in the media, especially the passage 
on the extreme violence deployed in South Sulawesi. In 
the debate in the House of Representatives, the opposition 
therefore called for an inquiry into the administrative and 
political responsibility for the terror in South Sulawesi, 
but this motion was not adopted.

In the immediate aftermath of the Excessennota, 
however, doubts grew as to whether the report had been 
comprehensive enough, and whether the term “war crimes” 
was not appropriate here. The sociologists J.J.A. van Doorn 
and W. Hendrix, who had both fought as conscripts in the 
Dutch East Indies and had gathered material there at the 
time, believed that the memo gave an “utterly incomplete 
picture.” They also voiced a more critical opinion in a 
study they published the following year.28 Their study did 
not have a great impact, however. First, their historical-
sociological analysis was inadequate in a number of 
respects and too complicated to make an impression; 
and second, the commotion about this episode in colonial 
history had already died down substantially in  1970. The 
Excessennota thus proved to be an effective cover-up, which 
spared the interests of almost everyone involved, starting 
with the veterans and the politicians themselves.29

“Mild colonialism”
And so things would continue in the following decades. 
Time and again, whenever wrongdoings were revealed, 
indignation at the colonial past  – and with it, shame  – 
would temporarily flare up once more.30 Publications such 
as Willem IJzereef’s 1984 book on Captain Westerling, who 

26	 For example, the committee stated that its research had not 
yielded any facts that undermined the “impression” that the 
army had generally behaved correctly; the government changed 
this into a positive statement, which confirmed its view that the 
army had generally behaved correctly – as though this had been a 
conclusion of the research. The government’s modifications were 
only revealed much later; Bank, op. cit., p. 12.

27	 For a critical analysis, see Scagliola, op. cit. and Limpach, op. cit.
28	 Ontsporing van geweld. Over het Nederlands/Indisch/ Indonesisch 

conflict [Derailment of Violence. About the Dutch/Indian/
Indonesian Conflict], Rotterdam 1970.

29	 C.f. Scagliola, op. cit..
30	 Locher-Scholten, op. cit., p. 668.

had in fact been given carte blanche for his “pacification 
campaign” in South Sulawesi and who carried out at 
least 6,500 executions, drew relatively little attention.31

Three years later, though, a commotion was provoked 
by a draft text by Loe de Jong, author of a  14-volume 
general history  – in  28  parts  – on the history of the 
Netherlands and its colonies during the Second World 
War (Het Koninkrijk der Nederlanden in de Tweede 
Wereldoorlog [The Kingdom of the Netherlands in the 
Second World War]), commissioned by the government 
immediately after the war. In a leaked manuscript of the 
epilogue, De Jong had devoted a separate chapter to the 
military violence during the colonial war of re-conquest, 
in which he stated that this had involved “war crimes” that 
in no way differed from the methods used by the German 
occupying forces in the Netherlands. After angry protests 
from veterans and various political groups  – and strong 
criticism of the basis of his argument by his committee of 
readers – De Jong changed his text. Given De Jong’s almost 
unassailable position as the “conscience of the nation”’ in 
relation to the war, this was not insignificant; moreover, it 
revealed much about the power of interest groups.32

Thus, in the decades following the Excessennota, 
there was no fundamental debate about the colonial 
past and the actions of the Dutch armed forces in the 
war against the republic. By contrast, the victims of the 
Japanese occupation and the veterans who had fought in 
Indonesia could count on greater recognition in the 1980s. 
This not only resulted in financial settlements, but also 
in the erection of two monuments. August  1988  saw the 
unveiling of the national Indies Monument in The Hague 
to commemorate all Dutch citizens and soldiers who had 
fallen victim during the Second World War to the Japanese 
occupation of Indonesia, in combat, during forced labour 
or in the camps. A month later in the southern city of 
Roermond, the National Indies Monument 1945-1962 was 
unveiled, in memory of more than  6,200  Dutch soldiers 
who had perished in the Dutch East Indies and New 
Guinea between 1941 and 1963.

As stated earlier in this chapter, until the turn of the 
century, the culture of remembrance in relation to the 
Dutch East Indies was dominated by the themes of nostalgia 
and victimhood; a pattern that is also reflected in films and 
television programmes of the time. Although there was 
unmistakably critical reflection and fierce controversy 
from the 1960s onward, many sensitive themes in colonial 
history remained virtually unmentioned. Not only was 

31	 De Zuid-Celebesaffaire. Kapitein Westerling en de standrechtelijke 
executies [The South Sulawesi Affair. Captain Westerling and the 
Summary Executions], Dieren 1984.

32	 “Historici kraken De Jong” [Historians break De Jong], De Telegraaf 
(18 November 1987): 1. On this affair, see J.TH.M. Bank & P. Romijn 
(eds), Het Koninkrijk der Nederlanden in de Tweede Wereldoorlog. 
Deel 14/2. Reacties [The Kingdom of the Netherlands in the Second 
World War. Part 14/2. Reactions], The Hague 1991, p. 900-918.
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there a stubborn adherence to the Dutch perspective, but 
there was also a continuous – albeit occasionally veiled – 
romanticising of the colonial past and a depoliticising of 
the historical picture.

Many films and documentaries of these decades open 
with familiar romantic images of paddy fields, a town scene, 
an image of a family surrounded by East Indian staff, taking 
tea in the garden; idyllic scenes that are cruelly interrupted 
by images of the attack on Pearl Harbour, which marks the 
beginning of the misery; in other words, the East Indies as 
a lost paradise. It is, in short, a history that recognises only 
victims, including the soldiers who fought a lost war, but 
one that is effectively stripped, by this very perspective, of 
its sensitive political dimensions at the same time.33

The films and documentaries exhibit a seemingly 
indestructible, relativising sense of self-justification; 
something that is also reflected in the scholarly literature 
based on the underlying notion that Dutch colonialism was 
a “mild form of rule” – less bad and less heartless, at any rate, 
than French, British, Portuguese or Belgian colonialism. 
The hollow nature of the idyllic and harmonious images 
of colonial society is seldom exposed, as Rudy Kousbroek 
once argued, whilst the majority of the Dutch have never 
been truly interested in the Indonesian people.34

The “black book” of colonialism
The reason why the focus on war crimes during the 
colonial wars waned time and again after new revelations 
were made was also partly due to the fact that the 
perpetrators could no longer be prosecuted. In  1971, 
acts of violence committed by Dutch troops were legally 
proscribed from the category of “war crimes” and “crimes 
against humanity”; a category, it was declared, that was 
no longer subject to the statute of limitations. Thus, 
crimes committed by the Dutch during the colonial war in 
Indonesia could no longer be brought to justice. In politics, 
there was little enthusiasm for changing this situation.

33	 Frank van Vree, “‘Onze gemartelde bruid’. De Japanse bezetting 
van Indonesië in Nederlandse films en documentaires” [Our 
tortured bride. The Japanese occupation of Indonesia in Dutch 
films and documentaries], in Remco Raben (ed.), Beelden van de 
Japanse bezetting van Indonesië. Persoonlijke getuigenissen en 
publieke beeldvorming in Indonesië, Japan en Nederland [Images 
of the Japanese Occupation of Indonesia. Personal Testimonies 
and Public Perception in Indonesia, Japan and the Netherlands], 
Amsterdam 1999, p. 202-217; cf. Pattynama, op. cit.

34	 Rudy Kousbroek in Het meer der herinnering [The Lake of 
Memory], a  1994  documentary that takes a different line from 
the mainstream of programmes and films. A radically different 
approach can be found in the  1995  documentary Moeder Dao, 
de schildpadgelijkende [Mother Dao, the Turtlelike], a fascinating 
compilation of “found footage” from  1931-1932, made by 
Vincent Monnikendam. See also Paul Bijl, “Colonial memory and 
forgetting in the Netherlands and Indonesia”, Journal of Genocide 
Research 14/3-4 (2012): 441-461.

A true shift occurred only in December  2011, 
when, in a civil lawsuit, the Dutch state agreed to pay 
individual compensation to nine widows of men who 
had been executed by soldiers in the village of Rawagede 
on  9  December  1947. They had formed part of a group 
of  431  youths and men aged between fifteen and sixty, 
each and every one of whom had been killed by a Dutch 
battalion of one hundred conscripts. The unit had been 
ordered to “cleanse” the village, because a republican 
fighter was said to be hiding there. The Excessennota had 
mentioned Rawagede as a place where twenty men had 
reportedly been executed – as well as 130 Indonesian men, 
who were said to have “perished”.

The matter had arisen several years beforehand, after a 
television programme in late 2007 had once again rescued 
history from oblivion, and questions had been raised on 
the matter in parliament. A claim for compensation had 
been declared inadmissible by the State Attorney, however, 
because the case was subject to the statute of limitations, 
even though it concerned war crimes. That it nevertheless 
came to a lawsuit was largely thanks to the Committee 
of Dutch Debts of Honour, led by Jeffry Pondaag, and its 
lawyer, Liesbeth Zegveld, who decided to take the case 
forward in a civil action, despite the State Attorney’s 
position. This eventually resulted in an emotive lawsuit 
at the district court of The Hague in the summer of 2011, 
in the presence of a number of the widows. This was 
followed on 14 September by a ruling in which the judge 
qualified the state’s appeal to the statute of limitations as 
“unacceptable in view of standards of reasonableness and 
fairness.” The court also drew a comparison with other 
claims that were also linked to a history “yet to be settled,” 
such as claims relating to the restitution of artworks 
looted by the Nazis and other reparations.35 The state did 
not appeal. On  10  December  2011, the obligation to pay 
compensation was recognised; several months later, the 
Dutch ambassador in Indonesia would travel to Rawagede 
to offer his apologies to the people, in front of the world’s 
press, for the “tragedy” on 9 December 1947. It was clear 
that with this compensation and expression of regret, the 
Netherlands hoped to close this chapter of history.36

35	 Chris Lorenz, “De Nederlandse koloniale herinnering en de 
universele mensenrechten” [The Dutch colonial memory and 
universal human rights], Tijdschrift voor Geschiedenis 128/1 (2015): 
109-130; W. Veraart,  “Uitzondering of precedent? De historische 
dubbelzinnigheid van de Rawagede-uitspraak” [Exception or 
precedent? The historical ambiguity of the Rawagede ruling], Ars 
Aequi 4 (2012): p. 251-259. On the lawsuit, see:

	 https://www.recht.nl/rechtspraak/
uitspraak/?ecli=ECLI:NL:RBSGR:2011:BS8793.

36	 “Excuses voor tragedie Rawagede. Nederland hoopt met 
schadevergoeding en spijtbetuiging hoofdstuk af te sluiten” 
[Apologies for the Rawagede tragedy. The Netherlands hopes 
to close the chapter with compensation and regrets], Trouw 
(10 December 2011).
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But the opposite would prove to be the case. It seems 
that the storm that broke with Rawagede can no longer be 
contained. Words such as those of the ambassador were 
insufficient, just like the hesitant apologies that the Minister 
of Foreign Affairs, Ben Bot, had offered to Indonesia in 2005, 
by stating that the Netherlands had waged a war “on the 
wrong side of history.” More claims and lawsuits followed, 
new photos emerged  – including more of Rawagede  – 
and more critical studies were published, including Gert 
Oostindie’s Soldaat in Indonesië37 and Limpach’s Brandende 
Kampongs  – in addition to more academic publications, 
such as the special issue of the Journal of Genocide Research 
(2012), to name but one example.

By now, it has long been the case that the critical 
voices are not limited to the years of decolonisation. Also 
in relation to earlier periods, there has been a toppling of 
the image, whereby the picture of “mild rule” has been 
smashed for good. One striking example of this was the 
publication of the voluminous study Koloniale oorlogen in 
Indonesië: Vijf eeuwen verzet tegen vreemde overheersing38 
by the journalist Piet Hagen. It is an account of 500 military 
campaigns, expeditions and wars on land and on sea, not 
all conducted by the Dutch but also by other European 
countries and Japan, primarily to exploit the country’s 
resources – and thereby contributing to the Dutch edition 
of the livre noir du colonialisme, the “black book” of 

37	 Soldaat in Indonesië, 1945-1950. Getuigenissen van een oorlog 
aan de verkeerde kant van de geschiedenis [Soldier in Indonesia, 
1945-1950. Testimonies of a War on the Wrong Side of History], 
Amsterdam 2015.

38	 [Colonial Wars in Indonesia: Five Centuries of Resistance to 
Foreign Rule], The Netherlands 2018.

colonialism, which clearly shows that inequality, violence 
and oppression were the be-all and end-all of colonialism. 
Although the full impact has yet to be felt, in schoolbooks 
for example,39 there seems to have been a tentative change 
in thinking on a wide range of subjects relating to the 
history of colonialism and slavery.

The passing of time and the disappearance of the 
generation that lived through this history have undoubtedly 
contributed to this, but other developments seem to have 
played a more decisive role, such as increasing pluralism 
in society and political and cultural globalisation. 
Greater mutual dependence, both within society and in 
international relations, requires inclusiveness, allowing 
justice to be done to a wide range of viewpoints and values.

This does not occur without resistance, in the 
Netherlands or elsewhere. Countering the powerful trend 
in the direction of inclusiveness is the unmistakable rise of 
neo-nationalism in Europe, the US and other parts of the 
world. The question, however, is whether we can imagine 
a stable, peaceful world without mutual recognition. 
Martine Gosselink, Head of the Department of History at 
the Rijksmuseum, was thus right when she spoke of an 
urgent need to recast history: “There is not one history. 
There are many voices.”40 Recognising the historical 
perspective of the other is the first step in being truly able 
to digest the history of colonialism.

November 2018

39	 Marc van Berkel, Welk verhaal telt? De oorlogen in Nederlands-Indië/
Indonesië  1942-1949  in het geschiedenisonderwijs [Which Story 
Counts? The Wars in the Dutch East Indies/Indonesia 1942-1949 in 
History Education], Amsterdam 2017.

40	 NRC-Handelsblad (22 September 2017).


