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Rudy Kousbroek and the Netherlands East Indies 

Michiel Horn 

For almost half a century I have admired the author Rudy Kousbroek.1 My first 
exposure to his work and thought came through Het avondrood der magiërs (‘The 
sunset of the magicians’), consisting of columns that had appeared in the NRC 
Handelsblad in the late 1960s and were published in book form by Meulenhoff in 
1970 (Kousbroek 1970). Although I was not in agreement with everything he 
wrote, nevertheless I found much to like in the book, especially his style as a writer 
and his attitude: cool, rational, clear-eyed, often iconoclastic. Kousbroek was 
regularly sought out by the media for his positions. 

Over the years, I read more of his books, notably in the series with the title 
Anathema’s. However, I can scarcely claim to be acquainted with the full range of 
his work. To this day I have not read what may be the most important, as well as 
most controversial of his books, Het Oostindisch kampsyndroom (‘The East Indies 
camp syndrome’) (Kousbroek 1992). I was dimly aware that it challenged the firmly 
held opinions of many of those who had survived the Japanese internment camps, 
but its topic was sufficiently far from my own interests that I did not bother to get 
hold of it.  

Last summer I got a serendipitous opportunity to learn more about the 
subject. During a visit to my brother and sister-in-law, who moved back to the 
Netherlands from Canada in 2004, he made me an early-birthday present of a 
hefty volume, saying: “Here, you’ll enjoy this.” The book was Kousbroek’s Het 
meisjeseiland: Zijn mooiste werk verzameld (‘The girls’ island: A collection of his 
best work’) (Kousbroek 2011). 

My brother was right: I did enjoy reading the book, which contains a wide 
selection of Kousbroek’s writings. The part of it that concerns me today deals with 
the Netherlands East Indies. Kousbroek was born in 1929 in Pematang Siantar, 
Sumatra, where his father was a planter. He and his parents were interned during 

                                                      
1 This is the text of a presentation delivered to the annual meeting of the Canadian Association for 
the Advancement of Netherlandic Studies/Association canadienne pour l’avancement des études 
néerlandaises (CAANS-ACAÉN) held at the University of British Columbia in Vancouver, British 
Columbia, on June 1-2, 2019. 
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the Japanese occupation of the archipelago. Although his experiences in the camp 
were often harrowing, he later wrote that he had found his pre-war years in 
boarding school worse. At least in the camp he was in the company of his father, 
with whom he formed a close bond. The comparisons he drew between his pre-
war years and his years in internment did not sit well with some of his readers. 
More about this shortly. 

After the war the Kousbroek family went to the Netherlands, a country 
which young Kousbroek knew only secondhand. Like others who were born in the 
Indies, he retained a love for the region of his birth. This love is subtly different 
from the love that emigrants continue to feel for the countries in which they were 
born. They – I may say we – left home. Many who came from the Indies were 
supposed to be going home, back to the mother country, which was the 
Netherlands, but they often did not feel that way. 

Let me cite the example of my mother. Her parents, Steven Anne Reitsma 
and Maria Elisabeth Brutel de la Rivière, married in 1904 and in 1906 left Europe 
for the Indies. He was briefly an officer in the KNIL, the Koninklijk Nederlands 
Indisch leger (‘Royal Netherlands East Indies Army’), but soon left its service to 
work for the Netherlands East Indies Railways. He had a stellar career, reaching 
high executive rank, before returning to the Netherlands at the end of 1927. He 
also served as mayor of Bandung in the early 1920s. My grandmother, in the 
meantime, enjoyed a modestly successful career as a writer, chiefly of children’s 
literature and elementary school texts, while she also wrote at least one novel. 

My mother, who was born in Madiun, East Java, in 1909, spent almost all 
her childhood and teenage years on Java. She got used to being surrounded by 
submissive and seemingly eager to please servants. Moreover, she loved Bandung, 
where her father worked after 1919, its equable climate, its flora and fauna, as 
well as its surrounding hills and volcanoes, describing it to us as a paradise on 
earth. By comparison, she indicated the Netherlands was a disappointment, flat 
and often dank, and troops of servants were out of the question. No wonder she 
continued to feel nostalgic about Java! (After her death and cremation, a question 
arose as to what to do with her ashes. I offered to take them back to Baarn, where 
I planned to ask the current owners of the house we had lived in until 1952 
whether I might sprinkle her ashes in the garden. My father asked why I wanted 
to do that. “Well, wasn’t she happy there?” I asked. “If you want to take her ashes 
to where she was happy,” he replied, “you’ll have to take them to Bandung.”) 

Granted: my mother’s perspective was one of privilege. In Kousbroek’s 
case, privilege was not as obvious. Nonetheless, his love of the Indies is evident in 
his writings on the subject, and his less positive view of the Netherlands is also 
apparent. Kousbroek did not forge a close connection to the country his parents 
returned to in 1946. He lived in Paris from 1950 until the early 1970s. After a 



MICHIEL HORN: RUDY KOUSBROEK AND THE NETHERLANDS EAST INDIES 
 

23 
 

 
Can. J. of Netherlandic Studies/Rev. can. d’études néerlandaises 40.1 (2020): 21-27 

decade in Den Haag, he moved back to Paris before returning permanently to the 
Netherlands in 1989, settling in Leiden, where he died in 2010.  

 
Figure 1. Rudy Kousbroek in February 1987. Photo by Roland Gerrits. Image in the public domain. 

An essay about “Indische tuinen” (‘Gardens in the Indies’), written in the early 
1990s, may suffice as an illustration of his attitude. The opening two sentences set 
the tone: “Bevalt het mij goed in Holland, zo wordt mij wel eens gevraagd. Het 
antwoord luidt natuurlijk ontkennend [...]” (Kousbroek 2011, 562).2 He goes on to 
say that Dutch flowers and plants left him cold for years, probably because they 
did not look familiar when he arrived in the Netherlands. The grass, the grains of 
sand, even the raindrops were different from what he had grown up with in the 
Indies. “Wat op mij een diepe indruk maakte was dat de bomen eruitzagen of zij 
dood waren (het was hartje winter); het wisselen van de seizoenen in Europa is iets 
waar ik eigenlijk nog altijd geen vrede mee heb” (563).3 It gives him the feeling 
that everything is temporary and in vain, that at about the time plants look the 
way they should, they begin to fade and soon the leaves begin to fall. “De aanblik 

                                                      
2 ‘Do I like it in Holland, I am sometimes asked. The answer is negative, of course...’ (All page 
numbers are from the anthology Het meisjeseiland unless otherwise noted.) 
3 ‘What made a deep impression on me was that the trees looked as if they were dead (it was the 
depth of winter); the changing of the seasons in Europe is something to which I’m actually still not 
reconciled.’ 
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van een laan met bomen in de herfst vind ik ellendig, nooit zal ik er aan wennen” 
(563).4  

Small wonder that Kousbroek was long unimpressed by Dutch gardens, 
which he associated with tulips (a flower he did not care for), small windmills, and 
garden gnomes: “Asfalt erover!” (563).5 By contrast, East Indian gardens struck 
him as being just right. “Of zulke Indische tuinen ook mooi waren zou ik eigenlijk 
niet durven zeggen. Ze waren allemaal hetzelfde,” which is accompanied by a 
footnote: “Welja, ik durf het. Het waren de mooiste tuinen ter wereld” (564).6 He 
wonders why no attempt has been made to replicate such a garden in the 
Netherlands, with the use of plants that will resemble those that will only grow in 
the tropics, and with sand that has been imported from the Indies. “Alleen die 
regendruppels, groter en warmer dan het Nederlandse hemelwater, die kun je hier 
niet krijgen. Niet voor een miljoen” (565).7  

Nostalgic reflections like these probably bothered no one. The response to 
Kousbroek’s comments about the World War II internment camps was very 
different. Himself an internee for three-plus years, he criticized the culture of 
victimhood (“slachtofferschap”) that, in his view, too many of the former 
internees had adopted, a culture that allowed no criticism or even a balanced 
discussion of what had taken place. “Bepaalde onderwerpen, zoals dat 
slachtofferschap zelf, en een volstrekt negatieve voorstelling van de Japanners, zijn 
onbespreekbaar” (305).8 Kousbroek ascribed this in part to the psychological use-
fulness of victimhood in explaining conditions and failures of various kinds, and in 
part to the racism that shaped the response of the interned to their experiences. 
Many of the reactions to being interned, he writes,  

zijn onbegrijpelijk wanneer het element van raciale vernedering eruit wordt 
weggelaten: de voormalige toeans die voor een in de koloniale hiërarchie 
inferieur volk in het stof moesten kruipen. Het is deze traumatische ervaring 
die systematisch uit het beeld wordt weggelaten. Het maakt duidelijk waar 
de gedisproportioneerde rancune wegens de Japanners vandaan komt en 
het geeft ook een begrijpelijke verklaring voor die claim van aan buiten-
staanders maar niet duidelijk te maken ‘diep schrijnend leed’ (307).9  

                                                      
4 ‘The sight of an avenue with trees in autumn I find dreadful, I’ll never get used to it.’ 
5 ‘Cover it with asphalt!’ 
6 ‘Whether such East Indian gardens were also beautiful I really don’t dare to say’ […] ‘Oh, well, I 
do dare to say it. They were the most beautiful gardens on earth.’ 
7 ‘Only those raindrops, bigger and warmer than the water that falls from the Dutch sky, you can’t 
get them here. Not for a million.’ 
8 ‘Certain subjects, such as that victimhood itself, or the totally negative image of the Japanese, are 
taboo.’ 
9 ‘[The reactions] are incomprehensible when the element of racial humiliation is left out: the 
former tuans (‘masters’) who had to crawl in the dust before a people that was inferior in the 



MICHIEL HORN: RUDY KOUSBROEK AND THE NETHERLANDS EAST INDIES 
 

25 
 

 
Can. J. of Netherlandic Studies/Rev. can. d’études néerlandaises 40.1 (2020): 21-27 

The attempt to make that grief clear to others, Kousbroek writes, led some of the 
former internees to make the preposterous and shameful equation of their 
treatment in the Japanese internment camps to that of Jews in German camps 
(341). Others, he notes, were enraged when the U.S. government in 1988 compen-
sated 120,000 Japanese Americans who had been interned during the Second 
World War, awarding them the amount of $20,000 each (Molotsky 1988). The 
difference between the two situations was evidently lost on some of the former 
internees. “Voor hen zijn het Japanners. Ze zijn buiten zichzelf van woede dat een 
‘Jap’ zoveel geld krijgt; dan hebben zij, de slachtoffers van de Jap, toch zeker recht 
op net zoveel of meer” (313).10 The inability to make a distinction between the two 
cases does seem astonishing to me, as it does to Kousbroek.11  

If Koesbroek offended many of those who had been interned during the 
war, his comments about Dutch colonial rule in the Indies offended an even larger 
group. In his view, that rule was far from benign, while racism was an essential 
and inevitable part of it. In commenting on the Japanese deliberate withholding 
of quinine that would have protected many from malaria, Kousbroek notes that 
before the war the Dutch made quinine unavailable to the mass of Indonesians by 
keeping the price artificially high (307). Inadequate as it was, the food provided 
per capita to internees was, on average, the same in quantity as what was 
available to the Indonesian population during the pre-war period. “Ook de sterfte 
was van dezelfde orde” (308).12 As for racism:  

[...] Er bestond in Nederlands Indië [...] een krachtig en rijkgeschakeerd 
rassenonderscheid. De Indo-Europeanen keken neer op de Indonesiërs en op 
elkaar, en de volbloed Hollanders op iedereen. [... ] Als nu iets verwonderlijk 

                                                      
colonial hierarchy. It is this traumatic experience that is systematically left out of the picture. It 
makes clear where the disproportionate rancour toward the Japanese comes from and it also offers 
a comprehensible explanation of that claim to a deep, poignant grief that cannot be made clear to 
outsiders.’ 
10 ‘To them they are Japanese. They are beside themselves with anger that a ‘Jap’ should get so 
much money; then surely they, the victims of the Jap, have a right to just as much or even more.’ 
11 Canadians, it must be said, are in no position to feel superior to the Dutch when it comes to 
attitudes toward the Japanese. The history of Canada in the late 19th century and the first half of 
the 20th is disfigured by strong prejudice against immigrants from East- and South Asia, including 
the Japanese. During the Second World War the Canadian government interned thousands of men, 
women, and children of Japanese background, an action prompted not by a threat to national 
security – the RCMP reported to the government that such a threat was minimal – but by a 
perceived need to pacify the white population of British Columbia, many of whom were deeply 
hostile to the “Japs” (Roy 1980). 
12 ‘The mortality rate was also of the same degree.’ 
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is, dan is het dat iedereen nu net doet of die rassenvooroordelen in Indië 
nooit hebben bestaan [...]. (330)13 
 

And yet, to Kousbroek, this was a fundamentally important aspect of Dutch 
colonial rule. “De hele koloniale samenleving rustte op de overtuiging beter – 
intelligenter, moediger, ondernemender, inventiever, vlijtiger, ontwikkelder – te 
zijn dan de ‘niet-westerse’ volken en daaraan het natuurlijke recht te ontlenen hen 
te overheersen” (332).14 This conviction, of course, was of the essence of western 
(and not just western) imperialism everywhere. To draw attention to this, and to 
how the Japanese conquest of the Indies undermined, in the eyes of Indonesians, 
the colonial rule based on it, did not make Kousbroek many friends. But this was 
not his goal, nor should it ever be the goal of scholars and journalists dealing with 
controversial subjects. As he wrote: “Het enige dat waarde heeft is de waarheid, 
hoe het werkelijk was – ook als dat geen soelaas biedt” (342).15  

Kousbroek may have felt nostalgic about the pre-1942 Indies (though not 
about the boarding school he attended), but the post-war Indies disappointed 
him. The most poignant of his essays about the Indies to be reproduced in Het 
meisjeseiland bears the title “Het verloren paradijs (gesloten wegens achterstallig 
onderhoud).”16 It deals with the second of two post-war visits to Indonesia, made 
in 1994. Kousbroek’s feeling of loss is unmistakable. What particularly distresses 
him are three changes. The first is the physical decay. “Vijftien jaar geleden was 
alles aan het eind van zijn levensduur, nu is het er voorbij” (552).17 The second is 
the advance of puritanical Islam, sponsored by Saudi Arabia. The hijab is evident 
everywhere, whereas in his childhood that was not the case, and the sarong 
(‘skirt’) has been replaced by the shapeless dresses that once were largely 
confined to the Middle East. The third is the ubiquity of soldiers and the irritation 
that their arrogant behaviour arouses in him. Even though he recognizes that none 
of this is his concern, nevertheless the combined effect enrages and ultimately 
discourages him. “[...] Wat dieper zit dan die woede is [...] het gevoel dat het 
allemaal niet echt is. Er is met het verleden geknoeid, de verbindingen kloppen 
niet; dat is niet het echte Indië/Indonesië, met die hoofddoekjes, die troep, die 

                                                      
13 ‘There existed in the Netherlands East Indies strong and richly multi-hued racial distinctions. The 
Indo-Europeans looked down on the Indonesians and on each other, and the one-hundred percent 
Dutch looked down on everybody. [...] If anything about this is remarkable, it is that everyone now 
acts as if racial prejudice never existed in the Indies[...]’ 
14 ‘All of colonial society was based on the conviction of being better – more intelligent, brave, 
entrepreneurial, inventive, industrious, developed – than the “non-western” peoples, and deriving 
from this the natural right to lord it over them.’ 
15 ‘The only thing that has value is the truth, how things really were – even if that offers no solace.’ 
16 ‘Paradise lost (closed because of overdue maintenance).’ 
17 ‘Fifteen years ago everything had reached its best-before date; now it is past it.’ 
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kapotte boel, het is een vervalsing” (555).18 Paradise has been irretrievably lost. 
Like many before him and many since, Kousbroek discovered that you can’t go 
home again, with this difference: in his case the very concept of “home” was more 
problematic than it is for most of us. And it raises an important question: to what 
extent was his assessment of his childhood in the pre-1942 Indies distorted by 
nostalgia? It is a question to which a complete answer is impossible, but we do 
know that nostalgia is a state of mind that notoriously has a rotten memory. 
Tempo doeloe (‘the good old days’), times gone by, generally get bathed in a 
golden light that was probably not visible at the time. That was certainly true of 
my mother; I would guess that it was also true of Kousbroek. 
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