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SUMMARY 

The Netherlands Union 

Renewal, Accommodation and Confrontation Daring the Period of Occupation 

The Nederlandse Unie (Netherlands Union) was founded on 24 July, 1940, shortly 
after the German occupation of the Netherlands. It was a political movement 
which gathered hundreds of thousands of members within several months, in 
that respect, surpassing all other Dutch political parties. 

The Dutch Union aimed at representing all Dutch citizens but, at the same time 
indicating that it was opposed to the Dutch political system. The so-called system 
of 'pillarisation' dominated politics and indeed all of Dutch society: the popula
tion was divided into various political and social groups which each had their own 
organisations in virtually all societal areas. For example, there were Catholic, Pro
testant, liberal and social-democratic political parties, trade unions, insurance 
companies and radio stations. 

During the 1930s a new movement arose within and outside the political par
ties, which criticised the existing situation. In the eyes of these critics, the politi
cal and social establishment had failed to address the problems of unemployment 
and international threats. 

This failure, the critics said, was due to divisions arising from the system of pil
larisation. The gaps were too wide, they said, and other divisions came to it: in the 
social and religious spheres, between urban and rural areas and in regional diffe
rences between various parts of the country. These ideas were in line with existing 
views on a cultural crisis elsewhere in Europe. The critics held meetings with 
youth and student movements, regional organisations and movements for gre
ater national unity. Their activities revolved around the pursuit of national unity, 
attempting to bridge the gaps between social classess and regions, and moving to
wards a corporate structure and strong government authority. In this dissertation 
the critics are described in neutral terms as 'innovators'. 

In 1940 and 1941, the ideas of the innovators inspired the ideology of the 
Netherlands Union; many innovators would come too play a role within this 
Union. 
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The innovators were also united in their views on foreign policy in the 1930s. 
Their preference for a policy of neutrality stemmed from a long tradition and was 
further reinforced by the fact that the Netherlands had not become involved in 
the First World War. The developments in Nazi Germany were rejected on the 
whole, but few consequences were attached to this. 

After the Dutch capitulation to the German forces on 15 May, 1940, the trauma 
of defeat initially dominated. Due to uncertainties about the future, some charac
teristics of a semi-neutral position remained in evidence. The Queen and the 
goverment fled to London. The occupying forces established a German civil admi
nistration under Reichskommissar Arthur Seyss-Inquart. The highest Dutch autho
rity was vested in the heads of the governmental departments, the secretaries-ge
neral. The administrators, as the population in general, tried to continue to live 
'as normal as possible' in an abnormal situation. During the first few months the
re was hardly any form of organised resistance to the German occupiers. The ge
neral mood was one of accommodation with a view to maintaining the identity of 
Dutch society. 

The innovators interpreted the capitulation as yet another sign that the politi
cal and social situation in the Netherlands was in need of reform. In the summer 
of 1940 talks were held to create a movement of national unity. The leaders of the 
major political parties also took part in these discussions, but ultimately they 
were not involved in the creation of the Netherlands Union. Most politicians re
jected the Union for having asked the Germans for permission to start its political 
activities and f or complying with the ban on speaking freely about the Queen and - ^ ^-
the House of Orange. Most politicians however were in principle not opposed to a 
legal political action during the occupation, their reservations against the Union 
stemmed partly from the political ideas of the innovators, who rejected the pre
war political situation without having a mandate from the voters. 

The Union was led by a group of three, the Queen's Commissioner in Gronin
gen, Johannes Linthorst Homan, the superintendent of police in Rotterdam, 
Louis Einthoven and the influential Catholic professor Jan Eduard de Quay. All 
three belonged to the new generation of innovators. 

The Union aimed to maintain the identity of Dutch society with a view to regai
ning independence at a later stage. The leaders of the Union tried to achieve this 
by operating legally with the approval of the German occupier. The majority of 
the population shared the desire to maintain the Netherlands' own identity. In 
practice this meant that the Union was openly opposed to a dreaded powerful po
sition for the Dutch National Socialists, the NSB. 

From the beginning the Union was a great success as a mass movement. After 
two months it had 800,000 members. The Union was a pluralist movement. Occa
sionally the leaders took positions which were rejected by many members, as was 
the case in their support of the Winterhilfe, a German charity organisation. On the 
other hand, the Union's rejection of the occupier's opinions was greeted with gre-
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at enthusiasm around the country. A case in point was the Union's opposition to 
the first anti-Jewish measures in the autumn of 1940. 

In January 194t there was a crisis within the Union's leadership. One group of 
leading officials was not prepared to make any further concessions to the Ger
mans and was even willing to abolish the movement if necessary. A minority un
der the leadership of Linthorst Homan wanted to pursue the Union's activities, 
prepared to make more concessions to the Germans. Both the Germans and Dutch 
right-wing authoritarian circles tried to obtain control of the mass movement. 
This bid was unsuccessful due to opposition from within the organisation and 
doubts among the leadership. After a reorganisation the Union continued its acti
vities. 

However, one result of the crisis was the introduction of a new category of 
members, the so called working members in the spring of 1941; under German 
pressure Jewish members were excluded. Little came of this measure due to op
position within the organisation and, in particular, further complications during 
the occupation. 

Over a period of time the Germans gradually gave the Union less scope for po
litical development. In the first half of 1941, a number of bans on meetings and pu
blications followed. As a result, the Union organisers mainly focussed on dissemi
nating a new 'ideology' based on the ideas of the innovators. On the one hand, it 
contained authoritarian features, but it also promoted Dutch values such as free
dom of thought. 

-Q- Despite all the problems, the Union had its own dynamics as a national organi- -ÇX-
sation and its own identity. Besides the many dozens of officials at the central se
cretariat in The Hague, several hundred Dutch citizens were active at provincial 
and local levels. Every week thousands of Union members sold several hundred 
thousand copies of the weekly De Unie on the streets, and did not shy away from 
sometimes violent confrontations with the NSB. 

In the spring of 1941, the Union openly admitted not being able to side with Nazi 
Germany in the war. The rejection was even fiercer after Germany's attack on Rus
sia in June 1941 when Seyss-Inquart called for support in the German 'struggle for 
Europe'. In De Unie weekly, the triumvirate wrote that they could not give their 
support. In addition, they forcibly declared that members of the Union were not 
national socialists. 

That marked the end of the Union. The movement had pursued a two-track po
licy: accommodation to the Germans had to coincide with protection of the iden
tity of Dutch society. This two-track policy was no longer feasible after Germany's 
action. A risk existed for the Union that it would have to make far-reaching con
cessions. When the Union finally opted in favour of maintainig the national iden
tity and decided to go against Germany, the Germans decided the Union was no 
longer of any use. In December 1941 they banned the Union. 

The Union's leadership was sharply criticised both during its existence and af-

503 

-Q-



UU-Nederlandse Unie 14-10-1999 11:32 504 (Zwart film) 

ter its abolition. The accusation was that the Union had opted to collaborate with 
the German National Socialists. The leaders were accused of having sympathised 
with them at times, in particular in De Unie weekly. 

The leading Dutch historian of the Second World War, Lou de Jong, has accused 
the ttiumvirate of wanting to prepare the Dutch nation for accommodating the 
Third Reich. De Jong conceded that the Union had been 'an expression of resi
stance' as a mass movement, but did not consider this to be the leaders' achieve
ment. 

This study does not aim to judge the position taken by the Netherlands Union. 
Until now the movement has been interpreted mainly from the perspective which 
evolved in the lastyears of the war. This dissertation primarily seeks to analyse the 
background and the role of the organisation in its own time. 

Opinions and behaviour in 1940 and 1941 should be seen from the particular 
circumstances of that period. The experience of war, capitulation and occupation 
caused a huge shock. The majority of Dutch people hoped to maintain their own 
national identity. The Union was able to obtain widespread support on that basis. 
Due to the nature of the occupying National Socialist regime, the movement ho
wever had to make more and more concessions. Ultimately, the national identity 
of the movement could not be reconciled with the Germans' intentions. The ban
ning of the Dutch Union in December 1941 confirmed that a new phase of the oc
cupation had begun. 
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