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Abstract

This article discusses how Dutch society has come to terms with war crimes committed by its
armed forces during the Indonesian/Dutch decolonisation war (1945-1949). In general, these
‘excesses’ have been legitimated by the community of veterans as the inevitable answer to

provocative guerrilla tactics of the Indonesian adversary, who ‘forced’ Dutch troops to respond with

1


Fdejong
Typewritten Text

Fdejong
Typewritten Text

Fdejong
Typewritten Text
Published in: Journal of Genocide Research 2012, vol. 14 (3-4), pp. 419–439.

Fdejong
Typewritten Text

Fdejong
Typewritten Text


harsh counter-insurgency measures. Although considerable evidence exists indicating that these
measures led to violations of the laws of war, only a small percentage of these crimes were
prosecuted at the time. Public references to them were rare until 1969, when the first disclosure on
Dutch war crimes was broadcasted on television. From the late 1960s onwards, such charges would
occasionally resurface in the media, causing brief upheaval in the veterans’ community and the
press. However, this did not bring about any major historical inquiry or legal repercussion on the
Indonesian side. Only in 2011 did a group of Indonesian widows of executed resistance fighters file
a law-suit against the Dutch state. The present contribution describes and analyses how Dutch war
veterans, media, historians and politicians have shaped the slow process of coming to terms with
controversial aspects of the 1945-1949 war. It offers a number explanations that are related both to

Dutch political culture and to the nature of the struggle.

Introduction

A remarkable event took place in the Netherlands in November 2011. After sixty-five years, nine
widows of Indonesian villagers who were summarily executed by a Dutch military unit in the West
Javanese village of Rawagedeh during the Dutch-Indonesian decolonisation war, received
compensation and apologies from the Dutch state.'

The question that arises is how this obvious case of a war crime—which even led to the
involvement of the UN at the time’—never had any major legal repercussions. Even though it is by
now common knowledge that Dutch military committed war crimes on a considerable scale, only a
small percentage of them were prosecuted during the conflict, and those that were resulted in very
light sentences. A government report about this issue compiled in 1969 contained mainly
information obtained from official archives.’ But the knowledge about where, when and by whom
these war crimes were committed remains largely confined to private or otherwise restricted realms
of Indies-veterans, such as personal memoires, disclosures vis-a-vis therapists or deathbed

confessions.



This contribution explores how this sensitive topic has been ‘framed’ within the Dutch socio-
political context and what factors have impeded a thorough investigation and subsequent public
acknowledgement of Dutch responsibility. Although there is nothing exclusively Dutch about
repressing inconvenient historical truths—it is the rule rather than the exception—this article
suggests that the process was partly affected by some distinct features of Dutch political and
intellectual culture. Other relevant aspects commonly believed to have played a role were the
problematic remembrance of a lost guerrilla-war and the priorities of post-war Dutch-Indonesian
relationships. These elements are shortly sketched in this introduction so that they can be discerned
in the description of the conflict and the subsequent handling of this issue.

The first explanatory variable is the Dutch dominant political culture of consensus-seeking
which offered favourable conditions for the Dutch government to neutralize the impact of
disclosures on Dutch war crimes in Indonesia. In particular, the moderate position of the social
democratic party (Partij van de Arbeid, PvdA), which held government responsibility during the
last phase of the conflict, contributed to the ease with which the issue could be downplayed. This
approach was condoned by an intellectual elite that lacked a radical tradition of challenging the
establishment.” The sociologist Jaap Goudsbloem has characterized this conformist position with
regard to political controversies as ‘the discretion of the leading class’.® This is particularly true for
Dutch historians, who are often involved as experts in political controversies about historical
memory, and as such are attributed the role of consensus builders rather than of critics of the state.
This has enhanced a professional code of ‘neutrality’ with regard to the subject of excessive
violence during the decolonisation war, leaving the field of agenda-setting open to journalism and
activism.’

The second distinct Dutch feature that plays a role on a more abstract level is the lack of
familiarity with a culture of violence in the motherland (as opposed to the colony). Contrary to
many neighbouring countries, such as France, England and Germany, the Netherlands had

witnessed no violent revolutions, regional uprisings, secessionist movements or civil wars in the



recent past, at least not in the metropole. Consequently collective experiences in which violence is
perceived as normal, necessary and effective, were largely absent.® Although this was merely a
question of good luck and of the country’s limited potential to inflict large-scale violence, it laid the
ground in the nineteenth century for a self-image of the Netherlands as a moral beacon. Dutch
neutrality during the First World War, the Nazi occupation during World War II and the post-war
identification with the bravery of a relatively small group of resistance fighters perpetuated this
self-image of an innocent country with high moral standards.’

This image was challenged when after the defeat in 1949 a cross-section of the Dutch male
population—over 120.000 men—returned home from a ‘dirty war’ that seemed to have served no
purpose.'® A sense of betrayal shared by many of these veterans contributed to the suppression of
memories of witnessing and committing war crimes. This process was facilitated by the interest of
both the Dutch and Indonesian state to prioritize economic cooperation instead of dealing with
victims of war.

To understand how these various elements have determined the dominant discourses about the
war and how this has changed over time, it is essential to investigate the chronological evolution of
the struggle, and of the character of the violence that was inflicted. Therefore, the first part of this
article offers a concise outline of these elements. In the second part, the public debate on Dutch
‘excesses’ or ‘war crimes’ is discussed, covering the period from 1969 to 2011. This period is
divided into two; the first focuses on the role of investigative journalism on television and its
impact on politics and the second on the ‘emancipation’ of the veterans’ community in the 1990s.
The last section of this article analyses the apotheosis that took place in 2011 when, for the first

time, Indonesian victims of Dutch war crimes entered the debate.

Historical outline of the conflict
The Indonesian declaration of independence on 17 August 1945, two days after the Japanese

capitulation, came as a total surprise to the Dutch authorities, who were unprepared to grant



Indonesia full independence. The British, as the only force capable of taking limited control of the
archipelago directly after the war, pressed the Dutch to open negotiations with the Indonesian
nationalists in November 1945. But as distrust and power politics prevailed, the ‘hawks’ on both
sides gained the upper hand."!

The first major deployment of Dutch military forces came in the first months of 1946 when
key strategic areas, mainly cities in Java and Sumatra, were taken over from the British military
command. After months of political stalemate, the successful first ‘Police Action’ (a euphemism for
a campaign of military re-occupation) was launched in July 1947, resulting in the occupation of
West and East Java as well as parts of Sumatra. Especially in rural areas where villagers were less
politically conscious and wanted to resume their normal lives, Dutch authorities succeeded in
regaining some trust by establishing civil-military projects and by socializing with the local
population.

As might be expected, the Indonesian adversary considered such fraternization a threat. The
choice for guerrilla warfare included a regime of terror against countrymen suspected of consorting
with the Dutch. The nationalist armed forces also entered into alliances with local militias, some of
which had a predominantly criminal background.'? The Indonesian military were completely
dependent on local support, and did not hesitate to confiscate resources. In addition to the
Republican Indonesian army, which was strongly linked to a Western-oriented urban elite, other
armed formations included communist and Islamic movements.

After the second Police Action in December 1948, central Java and other parts of the island,
and larger parts of Sumatra were conquered by Dutch troops whereby the occupied area became too
large to control. As infiltrations and ambushes intensified, the Dutch could no longer offer
‘protection’ to the native population. Instead, they further developed and employed a strategy of
counter-insurgency consisting of surges, reprisals, summary executions and harsh interrogation
methods. As a consequence, the Dutch authorities gradually lost the sympathy of the indigenous

urban and rural population.'® The difference among military between experiences with regular



occupation, offensive action or aggressive counter-insurgency would, many years later, form an
obstacle for many veterans to come to an agreed story about the meaning of their war-effort."*

The Indonesian Republic’s guerrilla-campaign gradually wore down the Dutch troops.
Combined with the lack of international support for the Dutch cause, eventually the authorities in
the Netherlands had no choice but to give in and grant Indonesia full independence in 1949.

The Dutch-Indonesian peace treaty contained a provision for reciprocal amnesty. Military offences
related ‘to what had been necessary for the political struggle’ were exempted from prosecution,
although no criteria were laid down to define which crimes this encompassed. Neither party to the

treaty intended to address this issue, instead prioritizing post-war reconstruction. .

Scale, character and cover-up mechanism of the violence
It is important to stress that the context of the counter-insurgency deployed in 1945-1949, although
rooted in an older colonial practice of large-scale violence, differed from the earlier expeditions of
the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. As many of the photographs of mass killings taken
during the Atjeh-campaigns show, the use of indiscriminate violence against civilians by colonial
troops was then virtually standard operational procedure.'’ Indeed, the Hague Regulations,
formulated in 1907 to set limits to excessive violence within an armed conflict, explicitly exempted
colonial warfare.'® By 1945, however, while the advancement of military technology had increased
the potential to inflict casualties,'” the rules on what was permissible had changed, leading to the
integration of parts of the Hague Regulations into Dutch Indies military law,."®

Taking into account these legal constraints and the fact if excesses occurred they now had to
be concealed from public opinion, it is plausible to suppose that violence against civilians was no
longer standard procedure on the scale it had been in the past. Moreover, the circulation of news on
indiscriminate violence against the Indonesian population would have meant losing the

international support on which the Dutch were now highly dependent. The United Nations was

monitoring one of its first conflicts after its founding in 1945 and the Indonesian Republican



government repeatedly turned to the UN to discredit its adversary. In short, while formally there
were strict rules to protect civilians and prisoners of war, informally, the conditions that made it
possible to abide by these rules varied strongly. A problem for coming to an agreement on the scale
of Dutch excessive violence during the counter-guerrilla campaign between 1945 and 1949 is the
lack of written records. Together with the absence of claims by Indonesian victims, this lack of
sound records has left the subject open to both exaggeration and downplaying.

The nature of the violence deployed mirrored the asymmetric relationship between Indonesian
and Dutch troops. Indonesian troops, who were completely dependent on the resources of local
villagers and wanted to deter support for the Dutch, commited acts of theft, destruction and arson
against the civilian population, or sometimes even more extreme forms of terror, such as abduction,
murder and mutilation. The Dutch troops were confronted with ambushes, booby traps, sabotage
and scorched earth practices meant to frighten, exhaust and disorient them. The violent methods
deployed on the Dutch side were a mixture of conventional warfare, like artillery bombardments,
mortar fire and machine guns, and traditional forms of colonial warfare, such as summary
executions, reprisals and incidentally also torture.'® The perception on the Dutch side of being
constantly under threat fostered an attitude that disavowed the role of perpetrator and positioned the
military as ‘victims of the foul methods’ of the adversary and of the ‘wrong policy’ of the Dutch
government. This interpretation meant turning a blind eye to the many Indonesian victims of
mechanical violence from a distance. Later, once in retirement, the veterans would succeed in
gaining recognition in the Netherlands on the basis of this alleged ‘victimhood’.

Notwithstanding the censorship exercised by the Netherlands’ Army Public Information
Services, some stories about Dutch excesses did reach the homeland. Even so, questions raised in
Parliament were answered extremely slowly. The Minister of War could only ask the Netherland
Indies government, which had a fairly autonomous position, to open an inquiry. Army General

Spoor’s argument for desisting from investigations was the apparent lack of details regarding the



identity of the perpetrators and the time and place of the alleged atrocities. Whistle-blowers seldom
identified themselves, fearing reprisals.”

Covering up matters was referred to as toetoep, derived from the Malaysian word for ‘closed
down’; meaning that the information would not travel beyond one’s own unit.”' This mechanism is
typical for a hierarchical organisation that derives its legitimacy from successfully maintaining an
outward appearance of order and respectability. Disclosures about ‘failures’ in the system
originated from individuals with a troubled conscience who refused to comply with the code of
silence.”” Consequently, only a small minority of cases reached the public, and those that did only
caused commotion in extreme leftist circles.. For the majority of the Dutch population the belief in

and compliance with authorities was greater than the sense of outrage.

1969: Testimonies on war crimes on television
The first time state authorities were seriously challenged came only twenty years later, in 1969,
with disclosures on television of war crimes committed in Indonesia by veteran Joop Hueting. The
authorities were suddenly confronted with ‘dangerous’ information, the classic element of a taboo,
that had been shared with a wide audience through a relatively new medium with a large public
impact. The older generations in particular feared that this disclosure could undermine the trust in
the government and in the armed forces. As might be expected, the authorities tried to ‘control’ and
‘neutralize’ the form and the character of this information.

In an interview broadcasted by the left-leaning current affairs program ‘Behind the news’

(Achter Het Nieuws) on 17 January 1969 Hueting stated openly:

I was deployed in Indonesia for two and a half years as a soldier in the infantry, with roles in
the intelligence service among others, and I took part in war crimes. [ saw men commit them
and want to give you a few examples: villages would be riddled while no one at the time saw

the military exigency. During interrogations suspects would be tortured in the most hideous



ways even though there was no evidence this was necessary. Retaliations were organized,

again with no clear military urgency.”

According to Hueting, such atrocities occurred on a considerable scale and it was now time for
everyone involved to speak out. In contrast to the reception given to earlier stories in printed media,
the revelations made by Joop Hueting on television had the effect of a bombshell. The issue
dominated the headlines for days, and the producers of ‘Behind the news’ received more than 800
letters from the public. Among the positive reactions, many letters contained testimonies of war
crimes, thanking Hueting for giving them the opportunity to express feelings that had burdened
them for years. However, critical reactions predominated. The majority of letter writers claimed that
they had never heard about, let alone witnessed war crimes.** A recurrent feature in a number of
letters was the concern that only ‘responsible’ people should deal with such a sensitive topic,
referring to television as an inappropriate medium.? This can be interpreted as a sign that,
notwithstanding the new spirit of questioning then gaining momentum, the wartime generation still
placed great trust in the administrative and political elite.

It was the social democrats and their leader, Joop den Uyl, who placed the matter on the
political agenda. As a young journalist, Den Uyl had already been involved in this issue when
criticizing the Dutch government’s conduct in the 1945-1949 war. Now the parliamentary leader of
the opposition against a coalition government of liberals and christian-democratic parties, he urged
the government to investigate the accusations made on television by collecting all available
information.”® The government under Prime Minister Piet de Jong quickly decided to establish a
commission to scrutinize the archives. A report was compiled within three months, purportedly
containing all available documents regarding ‘excesses’ perpetrated by the Netherlands’ armed
forces in Indonesia between 1945 and 1950.

The choice for the term ‘excesses’ was deliberate and decisive for neutralizing the impact of

the issue. According to the prime minister, it had been necessary to make an efficient selection of



relevant documents, as the term ‘war crime’ as a criterion would have meant the exclusion of many
documents containing references to acts of violence that the commission had regarded relevant for
inclusion in the report but that were not defined as ‘war crimes’.*’ A consequence of this seemingly
convincing archival logic was the popularization of the generic term ‘excesses’ for all cases,
including those that did fall under the definition of ‘war crime’. This choice of terminology suited
Prime Minister De Jong’s attempt to ‘neutralize’ the issue well. The eventual report, presented to
Parliament in June 1969, covered 110 registered cases of questionable use of force and killings. It
found that ‘excesses’ had been perpetrated especially by Special Forces in South Sulawesi and
splashduring interrogations by members of the intelligence services.”® Notwithstanding the small
empirical basis (not a single officer was questioned) and the short duration of the investigation (a
mere three months) the government confidently concluded that there was no question of systematic
‘excesses’. A crucial decision was not to prosecute crimes that had not yet come under the statute of
limitations, based on the argument that the arbitrary availability of historical files and not the
severity of the war crimes would have determined who would be charged and who would not.”’

This settled the legal aspects of the issue, Prime Minister De Jong’s main concern. Now that
a risk of prosecution was laid to rest, he proved to be a strong proponent of further historical
inquiry. This posture indicates that he was not necessarily against addressing the topic, but regarded
the issue as a responsibility of individual historians and not of the Dutch government or judiciary.
He was willing to gradually open up the archives containing documents on the negotiation process
between Indonesia and the Netherlands, and to provide the necessary financial means to prioritize
the publication of a volume of sources. However, his request to the distinguished historian and
former colonial administrator Sander van der Wal to take up this study was rejected on the grounds
that speeding up the process would yield bad history. Van der Wal refused to be swayed by the
issues of the day and wished to start his work of publishing sources at his own pace and in a

responsible way. It would take him twenty-five years to complete his Sisyphus labour.*



The Excessennota, the report of the government investigation, was discussed in Parliament
on 1 and 2 July 1969. The parliamentary debate centred on the question whether these 110 cases
were the proverbial top of the iceberg. As expected, the opposition parties left of centre pushed for
further research by an independent commission of specialists. Even so, no politician demanded a
public inquiry, which could have included oral testimony by veterans and the responsible civilian
and military authorities. The majority of parliament followed the liberal-Christian government
coalition and decided not to initiate any additional research. It was the government’s position that
the most extreme cases had already been prosecuted. Most of them were closely related to the
equally harsh terror tactics of the Indonesian enemy. Priority was given to sparing the vulnerable
group of veterans of any blame because most of them had merely executed orders of military
authorities that, in turn, were backed by a democratic government.31 As a consequence, Parliament
merely ‘took notice’ of the report on 3 July 1969. In any event, interest for the issue had waned
since the beginning of 1969, as at this time a more urgent case of ‘unfinished colonial business’
attracted the public’s attention: riots had broken out in Curacao in the West Indies because of the
social economic crises, meaning that the Dutch government had to consider the deployment of
Dutch marines to check the violence.”

The approach taken by the De Jong government and the relatively mild stance of the left-
wing opposition would be decisive for the course of the debate and the policy line on this subject in
the coming decades. The government’s handling of the issue had managed to neutralize its
potentially dangerous political implications. Societal forces favouring full disclosure proved to be
too weak, while even on the left side of the political spectrum the issue was not perceived as a
fundamental problem. The victims of Dutch colonial violence were not Dutch voters, and so had no
voice or presence in the political process. The subtle tactics of the liberal-Christian government of
De Jong and the position of the positivist historian Van der Wal with his firm belief in the primacy
of written sources created a situation in which the chance was lost to hear the key-figures in this

debate who were still alive in 1969: the senior commanders.



1970-1988: The historians’ verdict on Dutch war crimes
Not unlike the politicians, most academic scholars would display a ‘neutral’ attitude towards the
subject, primarily relying on government records as the key to knowledge on the subject of
‘excesses’. That there were alternative sources was illustrated by the social scientists Jacques Van
Doorn and Wim Hendrix. Already in 1970, they published their volume Derailment of violence,
about the Netherlands Indies/Indonesian Conflict. In their time as drafted conscripts in Central
Java, both of them had collected data on war crimes with the intention of writing an academic study
at some future date. After their return to the Netherlands, this plan was postponed because of the
strong anti-Indonesian sentiments in the 1950s and the priority they gave to starting their career.”*
The television interview with Hueting in 1969 was the incentive they needed to resume their work.
Within a year, they completed a sociological study arriving at conclusions that contradicted those
contained in the Excessennota the year before.

In their view, the war crimes were not the consequence of individual derailment, but of a
deliberate policy of counter-terror, sanctioned by higher authorities to counter the tactics of the
Indonesian guerrilla. By not addressing this issue in the Excessennota, the government had

displayed its unwillingness to deal with the question of political responsibility:

The government report in question should unfortunately be considered as a shameful piece of
work, for two reasons. Firstly, the material in the report wrongly suggests that excesses were
exceptional; secondly it defines, following the line of the court martial, excesses as purely
personal and incidental accidents, while from the list of complaints in the same report one can

deduct that much more and systematic violence occurred.”

Despite the critical tone of the authors, no public controversy erupted after their book was

published. Colleagues in history and sociology received it quietly; none of them felt the need to take



up the politically sensitive aspects of the main conclusion, partly due to some important choices
Van Doorn and Hendrix had made. Firstly, they adhered to the professional ethics of sociology by
omitting all references to real names, dates and places to minimize the chance that military
personnel featuring in the eye-witness accounts collected by Hendrix could be identified. Another
crucial choice was to follow Prime Minister De Jong’s line and use the term ‘excesses’ instead of
the controversial term ‘war crimes’, a remarkable choice, as twenty years earlier, when they had
secretly gathered their data in Indonesia, the reports they had compiled were given the name
‘investigation on war crimes’. By approaching their material as social scientists, and not as
historians, they could refrain from using real names and places and by doing so run the risk of
revealing the identity of the perpetrators of war crimes. This choice gave them the opportunity to
display their analytical skills on a controversial topic to their peers, while at the same time sparing
their former commanders and mates. Van Doorn, who at the time of the publication taught at the
Dutch Royal Military academy, later acknowledged that this choice had been deliberate in order to
avoid misleading comparisons with the Nazi-crimes. Such an analogy would lead to emotional
debates instead of an understanding of the complex context of guerrilla-warfare, he said.*

Only in the 1980s would interest in the subject of excesses/war crimes resume and result in
major publications. The most spectacular case, the counter-insurgency campaign conducted by
captain Raymond Westerling in South Sulawesi in 1946 and 1947, was reconstructed by historian
Willem [Jzereef. Westerling’s Special Forces had been sent to South Sulawesi to counter the terror
campaign of local militias targeting Dutch authorities and local people cooperating with them.
Westerling’s approach was brutal and rigorous. He would herd the people of an area in a central
square and then choose someone (based on intelligence gained in advance) who had to point out
who the terrorists in their midst were. Those identified would be summarily executed.’” Three years
later, [Jzereef’s study was followed by an article from military historian Jaap de Moor about the

Special Forces, and in 1999, this research would lead to his dissertation on the same subject.*®



Both authors dealt thoroughly with the issue of violence on the basis of new government
sources that had become available after 1969. As before, terminology was crucial for mobilizing
public attention. [Jzereef had opted deliberately for the term ‘excesses’ instead of calling the
execution of thousands of prisoners a ‘war crime’. Like Van Doorn and Hendrix, he wanted to
avoid a discussion that would focus on terminology at the expense of the valuable new empirical
insights that he had to offer.>” An analysis of press coverage and of professional journals shows that
these well-researched and nuanced key publications did not lead to any major public or intra-
professional controversy.*’ This lack of reaction indicates that adhering to the dominant code of
‘neutrality’ perpetuated a situation in which the Dutch public and media could continue to believe
that its armed forces had ‘only’ committed some excesses in extraordinary circumstances. The
authors had added important knowledge to the subject but, partly deliberately, did not phrase it in
terms that might provoke a re-evaluation of such ‘comfortable’ thoughts.*'

The almost silent reception of [Jzereef’s and De Moor’s publications stands in stark contrast
to what happened in 1987, when Lou de Jong, the ‘historical conscience’ of the nation and author of
the authoritative study of the history of the Netherlands during the Second World War, offered his
reading on the war in Indonesia. Unlike other scholars, De Jong was the public figure par
excellence. He had presented a popular television series in the 1960s based on the first volumes of
his magnum opus, The Kingdom of the Netherlands in the Second World War.** As an expert on
this war, the government routinely turned to him every time a controversy arose about someone’s
alleged collaboration during the Second World War. His views fitted perfectly into the commonly
agreed story that appealed to the general public about Dutch victimhood and Nazi-occupation. Now
that he was about to present an alternative assignment of responsibilities, with Dutch military as
occupiers and perpetrators and Indonesians as victims, a fierce controversy arose.

A former colonel of the colonial army and member of De Jong’s advisory group had leaked a
draft paragraph of the forthcoming publication to De Telegraaf, a right-wing daily newspaper,

anticipating a situation in which De Jong would dismiss the critical comments of his advisory



group. Within days, the whole veteran community, which had grown more powerful through the
establishment of veteran’s organisations by the late 1980s, was mobilized against De Jong. As a
young journalist with left-wing sympathies De Jong had already favoured granting Indonesia full
independence after 1945. His hope then had been that through negotiations Indonesia and the
Netherlands could come to a peaceful transfer of power. When this failed and the Dutch
government took the decision to attack the Indonesian Republic by launching the first ‘Police
Action’ in July 1947, De Jong had quit his membership of the PvdA, the social democratic party,
who were in power at the time, as a sign of protest (together with 7000 other members).**

This original position was clearly reflected in his later interpretation of the Dutch role as
perpetrator of war crimes. Now, in 1987, he was being threatened with legal action by a lobby of
veterans who perceived his draft text on Dutch war crimes to be inaccurate and derogatory. Like the
editors of Achter het Nieuws, De Jong received many letters of protest and only some of support.44

An analysis of the draft text shows that not only had De Jong used the legal (but critical) term
‘war crimes’, but even had dared to compare the Dutch military deployment in Indonesia to that of
the German occupier of the Netherlands during the Second World War. Needless to say, this
comparison touched a raw nerve in parts of the public. Being associated with crimes that
represented the ultimate evil in Dutch historical memory was unacceptable for generations that had
experienced World War II. Pressured by various parties, among them resistance fighters from the
Second World War with an unassailable reputation, and by Prof. Bastiaanse, a leading psychiatrist
in the field of PTSS treatment of concentration camp survivors, De Jong succumbed and eventually
acknowledged that there were many ‘imbalances’ in his original draft chapter. A few months later,
he presented a thoroughly revised text: what in the draft text had been ‘war crimes’ became

‘excesses’. In an interview he clarified his change of mind:

A historian is also a human being. I had written this paragraph driven by emotions. The feelings

of a young man who had been shocked by the news coverage about what happened in the



Netherlands Indies at the time. After the fierce criticism I have again worked very hard. Have
taken more distance from the material. Eventually I rewrote the paragraph. I consider the result

of this as being more nuanced and responsible in terms of scientific truth *’

It is understandable that De Jong had wanted to present a counter-position to the more ‘neutral’
publications of some of his colleagues. Yet a comparison between De Jong’s draft and final text
shows that his critics did have a point. He had indeed presented a long list of war crimes without
providing any context on the interactive dynamics of guerrilla-warfare. The tenor of his text was
one of moral indignation. Another shortcoming was that he had made no references to the
responsibility of the military and civilian authorities for placing the Dutch troops on the ground in
circumstances that enabled committing war crimes. Moreover, De Jong had not considered
important new secondary literature that had been written on the subject.

In a new version of the chapter, De Jong corrected all these flaws and changed the tone
markedly. The Dutch ‘excesses’ were now carefully phrased with much emphasis being placed on
the harsh circumstances that gave rise to them. Most importantly, all comparisons with Japanese
and German perpetrators in the Second World War were removed, as well as criticism of the
outcome of the Excessennota in 1969. De Jong’s chapter ended with the comforting observation of
the absence of anti-Dutch feelings among Indonesian victims of Dutch violence, indicating that the
Dutch occupation was judged far more positively than the previous Japanese one.*® The tone in his
new version unintentionally supported the positive belief that the Dutch generally upheld high
moral standards that had been lowered only due to circumstances beyond their control.

A comparison between the analytical and detached approach of Van Doorn and Hendrix and
the passionate and polemical stance of Lou de Jong’s suggests that only provocative positions
succeed in bringing about a public debate on a historical sensitive topic. Originally, at the time of
the events, Van Doorn and Hendrix had interpreted at least some of the violence as ‘war crimes’.

Had they maintained this terminology combined with a rigorous analysis of their first hand accounts



in terms of where, when and by whom such ‘war crimes’ had been committed, their work would
most likely have had sufficient scientific credibility to challenge the professional code of
‘neutrality’. But as it is likely that this would have affected their careers and reputations, one can
easily understand Van Doorn and Hendrix’s choice to adhere to accepted professional discourse.
However, this “‘understanding’ is relative. It would probably lose its rationale, if Indonesian
relatives of victims of atrocities committed by members of Hendrix and Van Doorn’s unit would

demand clarification and recognition.

The emancipation of the veterans’ movement
In the wake of the controversy around Lou de Jong’s draft, the social agency of the Indies-veterans
evolved in the late 1980s when the first generation from the lower ranks of the conscripts retired
and gradually found the time and means to mobilize public and political support. It is distinctive for
the weak Dutch military culture that these new veterans organisations did not seek credit for their
military achievements, but rather stressed the need for psychological support and services for
veterans. The very few older existing veterans organisations, dominated by former resistance
fighters, officers and professional military from the higher ranks with close ties to the
establishment, had never considered casting themselves as ‘victims in need of support’. They were
now being challenged by a critical mass of ex-conscripts who formed their own organisations at the
regional and local level. Following a societal trend in which various categories of war victims from
the Second World War in Europe and Asia had gained recognition through a range of state-
sponsored financial compensations, the veterans of the decolonisation war were last in line to claim
their share of public attention and respect.’

A series of controversies in the 1990s illustrate how, besides developing a policy of veteran
care, government attention also meant silencing controversial figures who challenged the image of

veterans as ‘law-abiding citizens who merely executed orders’. In 1993, a group of veterans lobbied



Parliament and the press to prevent that an entry visa to the Netherlands being issued to Poncke
Princen, a former Dutch military man who had deserted to the Indonesian side in the late 1940s.
Like so many others, Princen had been sent as a conscript to Indonesia in 1946 against his will. As
he gradually came to appreciate the Indonesian struggle for independence, he decided to change
sides and offer his services to the Indonesian armed forces. He accepted Indonesian citizenship after
the war. The rumours that Princen, dressed in a Dutch uniform, had lured his former colleagues into
an ambush with fatal consequences (which has never been proven),* had such a powerful effect on
the veterans’ community that Princen was threatened with murder if he set foot on Dutch soil. He
functioned as a scapegoat for all the frustrations and traumatic memories of the veterans’
community. It was this consideration that in the 1990s led the Minister of Foreign Affairs
Kooijmans to decide not to grant him an entry visa. He claimed that there was a moral obligation
towards the veterans not to provoke and upset them.

This decision led to sharp criticism by the essayist and Netherlands Indies specialist Rudy
Kousbroek, who condemned the manner in which the government had caved in to the veterans’
lobby. According to Kousbroek, the veterans displayed a sense of indulgence with regard to charges

of war crimes with only eyes for their own bad experiences:

What is recurrent is a claim on suffering, mental suffering and war traumas, but clearly only
one’s own suffering, not that of the adversary. The same approach can be seen with regard to

Indonesia in general, most of what really went on there is still covered up.4°

Eventually, in December 1994, the old and sick Princen did obtain a visa to visit his family in the
Netherlands on ‘humanitarian grounds’. This decision was linked to a ‘gentleman’s agreement’ with
the new Minister of Foreign Affairs, Van Mierlo, and involved a promise to abstain from making
public statements while in the Netherlands. Princen abided by this condition until the moment of his

departure, when he publicly expressed his wish to enter into a dialogue with Dutch veterans about



what really happened in the period 1945-1949.%° It is salient that this compromise was the outcome
of negotiations within a remarkable coalition of liberals and social democrats—excluding the
Christian parties from government—Ied by Prime Minister Wim Kok of the PvdA, a former union
leader. This coalition chose to back the veterans and censure Poncke Princen, and in this way
prevented him from gaining public attention for his view on ‘what really happened’ in the 1945-
1949 period.

Following the historian Lou de Jong and the deserter Poncke Princen, a third public figure, a
novelist, challenged the veterans’ community. In 1994, after having published a novel based on the
traumatic experiences of his father in Indonesia, writer Graa Boomsma remarked in an interview
that the Dutch counterinsurgency campaign was in some ways comparable to the methods used by
the German SS in World War II. This remark, selected by an editor as headline for the entire
interview, enraged one of the veterans so much that he decided to sue Boomsma for libel. In no
way, this veteran said, did he wish to be compared with the murderous Nazi regime. While he
admitted that terrible things had happened in the period 1945-1949, these had to be considered as
‘unavoidable’. He also stated that ‘disproportionate attention” was paid to ‘excesses’ in the media,
with negative consequences for the veterans’ community.”' Boomsma was eventually acquitted by a
court, based on the argument that there had been no insult directed towards a specific person.*>

Counter-voices within the military/veterans community also pleaded for more openness,
though they were a minority. One of them was the psychologist and retired colonel Jan Van Neden,
an advisor of the Veterans Platform, a federation of veterans’ associations set up in 1989. Van
Neden, being of Indo-European descent and coming from a family with a long history of service in
the colonial army, knew the subject well and dealt with traumatized veterans as a therapist. When in
1995 the intended state visit of Queen Beatrix to Indonesia once again revived the debate on the
Dutch war crimes, Van Neden was asked for his opinion in a current affairs program on television.
He stated that many veterans came to him with traumatic memories of burning kampongs and the

torture and execution of Indonesian prisoners of war. Although he acknowledged that many of these



‘excesses’ had occurred in circumstances beyond one’s control, he still expressed the need for
further academic research as a means to check the myths and rumours that circulated about this
issue. Although he had emphasized that this was his personal opinion as a psychologist, the
program makers presented him as ‘advisor of the Veterans Platform’. The consequence was that he
lost their trust and was asked to step down the next day. He had clearly placed himself outside the
group by jeopardizing the social capital, support and recognition that the veterans had gained by
then as a result of successful lobbying. Paradoxically, Van Neden had done nothing more than
articulate in public the mental anguish experienced by many of the veterans who sought his
psychological counselling.™

A more dramatic attempt to make public a major episode of a war crime occurred in the
summer of 1994 by a tormented veteran who had belonged to the unit that had attacked Rawagedeh
in 1947. His disclosure was the very first post-war public reference to the mass-execution. Afraid of
repercussions from his fellow veterans, he had spread an anonymous pamphlet in the village of
Wamel, in which he described the attack and pleaded that someone else should take the lead in

disclosing what had happened:

I can’t give my name as this information will not be appreciated in certain circles. Yet maybe

someone from Wamel, especially Wamel, could take the initiative, I don’t know how Lo

The reason for choosing the village of Wamel to distribute his pamphlet was that a similar event
had taken place there during the Second World War, though on a smaller scale: twenty Dutch
civilians had been arrested and executed by German troops in retaliation for an attack by Dutch
resistance fighters on German troops as they were trying to cross the river Waal on a ferry.”

At first the anonymous pamphlet hardly received any attention. Only in August 1995 was
the desperate wish of this veteran fulfilled when a crew of the commercial broadcasting company

RTL4, who were in Indonesia to report on the coming state visit of the queen, decided to pay a visit



to Rawagedeh, where they filmed testimonies by various villagers on the Dutch mass-execution.
Back in the Netherlands these were edited and subtitled just in time to be able to air the
documentary on the symbolic date of 17 August, the Indonesian day of independence. As
controversy had been already provoked about whether the Queen should accept the invitation of
President Suharto to commence her visit to Indonesia on this day, the accounts on television
attracted much attention in both countries.”®

Former Indonesian commander Lukas Kustario claimed in front of the press that 430 rather
than 150 people had been massacred back in 1947. Pressed by Parliament, the Dutch Prime Minister
asked the public prosecutor of the military court in Arnhem to investigate the case. In a report to the
Minister of Justice, it was recognized that Dutch armed forces had committed offenses punishable
under article 148 of the Military Penal Code.>” However, there was uncertainty as to whether this
particular war crime had fallen under the statute of limitations. The report also suggested that a
possible prosecution would probably be dismissed on the grounds that various authorities in the past
had already decided not to prosecute (in 1969 the Dutch government had taken this decision, and
already in 1948 the case had been dismissed). The Minister of Justice therefore concluded that since
no new factual evidence or testimony had been presented—implying thereby that the testimonies on
RTL4 television and the anonymous pamphlet distributed in Wamel were not considered valid
evidence—there was no reason to further investigate the case.’® In other words, the fact that
previous efforts to prevent prosecution of war crimes had been successful was now used again to
legitimate a decision not to prosecute. However, the assumption that this case could be closed for

good turned out to be wrong.

Giving voice to the victims
The debate was revived by a new voice, that of the ‘victims’ of Rawagedeh. Their case was taken
up by a small number of ‘agents’ who possessed the social skills, resources and strong motivation to

challenge and defy the dismissive attitude of the Dutch government.



In Indonesia, it was the fall of the authoritarian regime of Suharto in 1998 that gradually
opened up the social space for various categories of victims to articulate their concerns and come
forward with their demands for justice. What could and what could not be addressed in public was
no longer dictated and controlled by the central authorities. In 1999, the village-head of Rawagedeh,
himself the son of one of the widows of the executed men, H. Sukarman, set up an association in
support of the widows.>? At the same time in the Netherlands, activists tried to pressure the Dutch
government to accept responsibility for the mass-execution in Rawagedeh.® Initially, all attempts to
establish any form of dialogue between the widows of Rawagedeh and a representative of the Dutch
government came to nothing. It was only when two activists established the association ‘Foundation
Committee of Dutch Honorary Debts’ in 2007, that the affair really caught public attention.

In the Netherlands, the moving spirit was Jeffrey Pondaag, an Indonesian who had migrated
to the Netherlands at a young age, but continued to hold a strong grudge against the former colonial
power.®! His Indonesia counterpart was Batara Hutagalung, an opponent of Suharto who had left
Indonesia at a young age to study in Germany. Inspired by the German efforts at
Vergangenheitsbewdltigung (coming to terms with the past) in the context of the Nazi crimes of the
Second World War, Hutagalung had returned to Indonesia after the fall of Suharto, determined to
force the Dutch government to deal with its legacy of colonial violence.®

In 2009, they succeeded in winning the support of a specialist in international humanitarian
law, Liesbeth Zegveld, who managed to present the case of the widows of Rawagedeh against the
Dutch state to a Dutch civil court. Legal action proved to be the only way to force the Dutch
authorities to deal with the issue. Consequently, the issue of Dutch war crimes in Indonesia was
again placed on the agenda of editors of various media, sparking interest among a new generation of
journalists, students, academics and, last but not least, politicians. The ultimately successful
outcome of the civil case on behalf of the widows of Rawagedeh and the fact that the social
pressure of the Indies-veterans had decreased (many had passed away in the meantime) created a

public space in which using the term ‘war crime’ was now permissible. As a further consequence of



this changed political climate, Liesbeth Zegveld also initiated an investigation regarding the
summary executions perpetrated by the troops of captain Westerling in South Sulawesi in
1946/1947.% The most recent development is that, with the support of Indonesian historians, three
leading Dutch historical institutions have asked the government to fund a large-scale research
program on violence perpetrated by both sides during the 1945-1949 war.** The pressure now had
not come from the Dutch press and arliament as in the past thirty years, but from Indonesian victims
of Dutch violence, who had found an alternative path to enforce recognition from the former

colonial power: the civil court. They could now speak out freely and accept the support of activists.

Conclusion

When assessing the evolution of the Dutch debate on war crimes in Indonesia in the past forty
years, the elements presented in the introduction are clearly apparent. However, the role of cultural
determinants—the political culture of seeking consensus instead of antagonism and the self-image
of a country with high moral standards—remains speculative. The illustrations presented in this
article can only offer an interpretation, not a clear-cut proof. The elements related to the war
itself—the character of the struggle and the mutual interest of the Dutch and Indonesian state not to
address the issue of war crimes—have a clearer explanatory power for the protracted suppression of
the subject.

The fact that the struggle generated widely divergent individual experiences—friendly
contacts with locals versus executions and torture— made it difficult to come to an agreed story
about it in retrospect.®® This is typical of wars that have been fought far away from home, and
ended in defeat. What contributes to this difficulty in attributing meaning to the conflict is the lack
of records on Dutch war crimes. Atrocities by the Dutch side were probably too scarcely
documented and too dispersed to allow aggregation into a powerful narrative about Dutch violence
inflicted on Indonesians. Besides the sheer size of the country and the nature of much of the terrain

(mountains and jungles), what has to be taken into account is that guerrilla and counter-guerrilla



consist mainly of small-scale covert operations by autonomous units. As some of the veterans who
did speak out indicated, if no one from the unit reported excesses after returning from a patrol and if
Indonesian bystanders did not file complaints, many cases could remain unnoticed. This was
particularly the case in isolated areas and among villagers with a high level of illiteracy who lacked
the capacity to bring the injustice to the attention of authorities. On the Dutchside, suggestions have
been made that many files regarding atrocities may have been burned in 1949.°° What makes an
adequate interpretation even more challenging is the violence among Indonesian troops and the
terror they inflicted against the own population. The independence struggle was at the same time a
social revolution, and the adage that ‘the revolution eats its own children’ certainly applied to the
fraternal strife between nationalist, communist and Islamic factions. After independence, this
internal rivalry was soon covered up by a patriotic narrative of national unity.®’

This is why the provision on reciprocal amnesty agreed on in 1949 can be seen as the first
step in a protracted strategy of political neutralizing. It was in the interest of both the Indonesian
and the Dutch state. Had the Indonesian government sought redress for Dutch atrocities in the form
of compensation for its victims and prosecution of perpetrators, then the historical treatment of the
issue of war crimes could have taken a completely different course. It is imaginable that if the
subject would have featured more prominently on the agenda of Dutch-Indonesian relations and had
been backed up by extensive documentation on Dutch war crimes, it could have been more difficult
to control and steer the course of the debate in the Netherlands.

With regard to the distinct features of ‘consensus seeking’ and ‘belief in a high moral
ground’ in Dutch public culture, it is plausible that they were ingrained in the ‘mindset’ of the main
contributors to the debate. Following this line of thinking, Prime Minister De Jong’s policy in 1969
can be seen as a compromise. He did give the assignment for the government report, he supported
historical research, but at the same time he prevented any steps that might lead to prosecutions. This
decision was only based on an inventory of government sources, without initiating hearings of any

of the responsible commanders. He clearly balanced between the role of the state in upholding



social values by addressing injustices, and maintaining social stability by covering up information
that can threaten mutual trust. To quote the wife of a veteran who wrote to Achter het Nieuws. ‘Y ou
know what the effect of the broadcasts has been on me? That I can no longer trust my husband, I
keep on thinking whether it is true that he has never been involved in this’.®®

Prime Minister De Jong wanted to counter these reactions and place the Dutch public at
ease: Dutch military had not committed war crimes, merely ‘excesses’ due to circumstances beyond
their control. The subtext of this message could be: Dutch military have not behaved like the
German occupier in the Netherlands between 1940 and 1945. This was at best a half-truth that was
hardly questioned in the parliamentary debate. The social democratic opposition was moderate, and
that of the extreme left parties too weak. A public inquiry was not even considered.

This attitude stands in marked contrast with the way the political and military
responsibilities of the government during the Second World War were scrutinized. In fact, a very
exhaustive public enquiry was set up lasting nine years in which no fewer then 850 people were
heard. The armed forces also screened all of its officers regarding their conduct in the world war.*’
Apparently cleaning the slate with regard to this war was considered more vital for trust in the
conduct of the armed forces than it was with regard to the subsequent lost war..

The Second World War as reference frame for victimhood has a flipside: the potential
identification with the role of perpetrator. References to this role were already made at the time of
the conflict by individual military who would compare violent methods they witnessed in Indonesia
with what they themselves had experienced as young boys under the German occupation. Such
references are recurrent in letters written following the 1969 Achter Het Nieuws broadcastings. The
veteran who distributed the anonymous pamphlet in Wamel in 1994 also made this comparison.
Van Doorn and Hendrix initially used the term ‘war crimes’ in their reports. These were highly
unpopular allegations. Both the historian Lou de Jong and the novelist Graa Boomsma had to learn
how problematic it was for them to use the term ‘war crimes’ or to make comparisons with the

German occupation in public.



There is no denying that the Nazi crimes were of a different scale and were motivated by a
completely different ideology than the Dutch attempt to ‘restore order’ in their former colony.
However, the problem here is that what seems incomparable at the macro-level is sometimes
comparable at the micro-level. Specifically, the phenomenon of random summary executions,
retaliations and torture to gain information about pending attacks resembles the terror that was
inflicted on Dutch citizens during the German occupation. Of course, this is a difficult message to a
society that perceives itself as having a tradition of ‘good intentions’.

The first Indonesian victims who came forward in 1999 challenged this image of the Dutch
military as victim of circumstances. The representatives of the widows of Rawagedeh tried to enter
into dialogue with the Dutch government about its responsibility for the mass-executions, but after
more then half a century the doors for a meeting remained closed out of fear for financial claims.
Changes in this attitude only came about thanks to the tenacity of two activists in the Netherlands
and Indonesia, and the sympathetic ear of the civil court.

The activists did finally manage to gain support from Dutch left of center parties, but what
was really decisive for their success is another power: that of the law. Due to developments in
international humanitarian law and the effects of globalization, transnational lobbying became
easier, leading to a considerable increase of the social agency of victims of past historical injustices.
After more than sixty years, in 2011, it was finally possible for victims of war crimes to have their
case heard across national boundaries, also without the intervention on their behalf of the
Indonesian state.”® Although lawyer Liesbeth Zegveld brought the case of the widows of
Rawagedeh to an ordinary civil court in the Netherlands, the fact that the Dutch government did not
appeal against the verdict of the judge may be interpreted as a sign that it sensed that a rejection of
the verdict would cause considerable political damage.

For all that, the influence of the ‘democratization’ of history and law should not be
overestimated. Whether ‘inconvenient truths’ are addressed or not will always be dependent on a

small minority of dissenters with a troubled conscience, an enormous willpower or a radical sense



of justice, who are willing to take the risk of being ostracized. Historians should be aware of the
importance of these figures to check state-friendly interpretations of history, often based exclusively
on official government sources. This can be interpreted as an invitation to Cleo, the muse of history,
to occasionally leave the comfort zone of the National Archives and search for ‘hidden knowledge’

about Mars in the minds of ordinary people.
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