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Beyond the ‘Trauma of Decolonisation’: Dutch Cultural
Diplomacy during the West New Guinea Question
(1950–62)
Vincent Kuitenbrouwer

History Department, University of Amsterdam, The Netherlands

ABSTRACT
This article opens up new perspectives on the dispute
between the Netherlands and Indonesia about West
New Guinea between 1950 and 1962. Conventional
historiography describes this episode as the ‘trauma of
decolonisation’, with Dutch policy-makers clinging on to the
last bits of their overseas empire in Southeast Asia. This
article shows that some of them also attempted to
formulate new principles to convince world opinion that
their country was making a break from traditional forms of
colonialism. Referring to Article 73 of the United Nations’
Charter, the Dutch government put the well-being of the
local Papuan population at the centre of their policy and
several key officials embarked on an international publicity
campaign to propagate this policy. The imagery of this
campaign was ambivalent in the sense that it showed both
continuities and discontinuities with the colonial discourse,
but nonetheless it appealed to various delegates in the
United Nations, including some from newly independent
nations in Africa. As such the following analysis of the
international aspects of the Dutch policy on West New
Guinea also contributes to the general debate on
decolonisation by revealing its complex dynamics.

KEYWORDS
decolonisation; cultural
diplomacy; United Nations;
The Netherlands; West New
Guinea

At first sight the New Guinea question (1950–62) seems a marginal event in the
history of decolonisation. It was a dispute between the Netherlands and its former
colony of Indonesia over the western part of the island of New Guinea, once part
of the Dutch East Indies but kept out of the transfer of sovereignty to the post-
colonial regime in December 1949. In the decade that followed the Indonesians
adamantly claimed the territory while the Dutch stubbornly clung on to it,
leading the two countries to the brink of war. In August 1962 the two sides,
under the supervision of the United States, signed the New York Agreement in
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which the Dutch handed West New Guinea over to a temporary mission of the
United Nations after which Indonesia assumed control on 1 May 1963. In
exchange for the handover, the Dutch had insisted on the so-called ‘act of free
choice’, in which the local Papuan population would be granted an opportunity
to vote whether they wanted to be part of Indonesia. In 1969 the Indonesian auth-
orities selected a limited number of electors to partake in the plebiscite. When
they voted unanimously in favour of joining the rest of the archipelago, West
New Guinea was internationally recognised as a province of Indonesia.

Considering this outcome, scholars often describe the resolve of the Dutch gov-
ernment to hold on to West New Guinea until 1962 as an unrealistic attempt to
keep the last bit of empire in Southeast Asia, a futile effort doomed to fail in the age
of decolonisation. The renowned political scientist Arend Lijphart set the tone in
his thesis The Trauma of Decolonization, arguing that the Netherlands had no
economic or strategic motives to keep West New Guinea. Instead, the govern-
ment’s policy was ‘exclusively’ caused by an emotional attachment to colonialism
that derived from a sense of frustrated national pride after the loss of the Dutch
East Indies.1 This view has been extremely influential in the historiography on
Dutch decolonisation, not least because of its title, which seems to capture the
Netherlands’ inability to come to terms with its colonial past.2 Over the past
decade, scholars have sought to revise Lijphart’s thesis, however. Danilyn Ruther-
field notes that Lijphart’s analysis focuses only on the fear of losing out, and argues
that there was also direct continuity with colonial fantasies about the possibilities
of turning New Guinea into a profitable dependency.3 P. J. Drooglever, the author
of the most extensive history of the New Guinea question, also criticises Lijphart’s
work, arguing that, although it cannot be denied that the Dutch policy to some
extent was based on resentment against the Indonesians, it partly derived from
a genuine belief in the principle of Papuan self-determination.4

This article extends this revision further by placing the Dutch policy towards
New Guinea between 1950 and 1962 in the international context of decolonisation.
It argues that Dutch policy-makers tried to grapple with the new world order that
emerged after the end of the large colonial empires not merely by looking back, as
Lijphart argued, but also by looking forward. The primary sources reveal their
ambivalent attitude towards the New Guinea question: while colonial principles
lingered on in their ideas, they also tried to convince world opinion that Dutch
tutelage over the Papuans constituted a clean break from traditional forms of colo-
nialism. Theo Bot, the state secretary (staatssecretaris) for ‘Dutch New Guinea’
between 1959 and 1962, was a pivotal figure. Although Bot was a junior
member of the Dutch Cabinet (as state secretary he was subordinate to the minister
of domestic affairs), he was present at important meetings and from the primary
sources it appears that his views on the New Guinea question, which were based
on his previous experience with the dossier, were influential.

In addition to the contents of Bot’s policy ideas about West New Guinea, this
article considers his views on diplomatic strategies. In the current historiography
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about Dutch policy-making on West New Guinea, much emphasis is put on the
role of the minister of foreign affairs, Joseph Luns. He strove for a bilateral sol-
ution and did not shy away from threatening Indonesia with military violence,
which led to controversies that have inspired several historians to focus on his
person in their narratives about the New Guinea question.5 In contrast to the
hard diplomatic line that Luns wanted to follow, Bot wanted a multilateral sol-
ution for the problem; he can also be seen as a protagonist of Dutch soft power as
he prioritised cultural diplomacy to defend the position of the Dutch in West
New Guinea. In the literature on international relations the concepts ‘soft
power’ and ‘cultural diplomacy’ are mainly used to analyse US foreign policy,
but they are also relevant to understanding Dutch policy-making in the age of
decolonisation.6 Officials in small states, such as the Netherlands, did not
have the resources to sustain a continual campaign to boost national prestige,
and they focused on the dissemination of information about specific issues to
generate support for their position. Considering the New Guinea question,
Bot thought it imperative that the Dutch should make a real effort to modernise
the Papuans in order to show the rest of the world, by means of an international
publicity campaign, that the Netherlands was shedding its colonial feathers.
After an introduction of the New Guinea question and the main features of
Dutch policy, the following pages focus on Bot’s efforts to influence world
opinion. Although the archives of his department from the period have not
yet been fully released, the papers of the Department of Foreign Affairs allow
for a reconstruction of a Dutch diplomatic charm offensive in 1961 and 1962.

The sources available make clear the importance of the General Assembly
of the United Nations (UN) as a forum for the Dutch. This renders the New
Guinea question relevant for the wider historiography on decolonisation. At
its foundation in 1945 the UN could be seen as an instrument of Western
powers, some of whom still had empires. By 1960, however, the General
Assembly (the legislative body of the organisation) was dominated by the
many newly independent nations of Asia and Africa who opposed colonial-
ism. The rise of the anti-colonial movement in the UN had a tangible
effect on several thorny decolonisation issues, particularly the Algerian War
of independence. Matthew Connelly has shown that the Algerian FLN
(Front de Libération Nationale) movement was successful in mustering
support for its struggle against the French among member states of the
UN, which contributed to their victory.7 But the rise of the anti-colonial
movement in the UN was not as straightforward as seems at first sight, as
Mark Mazower’s recent portrait of the organisation in the turbulent late
1950s and early 1960s illustrates. Although he acknowledges that decolonisa-
tion was a game changer, Mazower insists that the transformation of the
General Assembly was far from a clear-cut process. Instead, he describes an
atmosphere of intense disarray as old and new powers tried to come to
grips with the post-colonial world order.8
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Dutch policy towards West New Guinea epitomised this confusion with civil
servants and diplomats looking for new ways to convince world opinion that the
Netherlands wasmaking a clean break with its old empire. In this respect the New
Guinea question became a test case for the Netherlands in formulating a new
international role for itself in a world without colonialism. While it cannot be
denied that certain colonial ideas remained influential, there was farmore discon-
tinuity than Lijphart has argued. The international charm offensive of 1961–62
shows that the Dutch actively tried to strengthen the ties with newly independent
countries and often did so with considerable success. Although the settlement
with Indonesia over West New Guinea can be seen as a defeat for the Nether-
lands, the Dutch arguments about Papuan self-determination influenced
several UN diplomats, particularly from African countries. As such, this case
study of the New Guinea question reveals that decolonisation not only caused
trauma among Dutch policy-makers, it also provided important opportunities.

The New Guinea Crisis

The New Guinea question had its roots in the decolonisation agreement between
the Netherlands and Indonesia in 1949. During the so-called Round Table Con-
ference (RTC) that preceded the transfer of sovereignty, the Dutch delegation
refused to hand over West New Guinea to the new regime. Historians have
advanced several explanations for this move, the personal animosities between
Dutch statesmen and the Indonesian leaders following the violent decolonisa-
tion conflict between 1945 and 1949 prominent among them. Moreover, by
clinging on to their last bit of empire in the East, Dutch politicians hoped to
keep up national prestige, echoing the old colonial fear that the Netherlands
would descend to the ‘rank of Denmark’ in international politics if the Indies
were ‘lost’.9 In the following years, the main proponent of this sentiment was
Joseph Luns, the influential minister of foreign affairs, who intensely disliked
President Sukarno.10 In the first half of the 1950s Luns was not alone in carrying
such resentment, as is shown by the many Dutch newspaper articles that demo-
nised the Indonesian head of state.11

Another motive for the Dutch retention of West New Guinea was the idea
that the territory could be turned into a prosperous settler colony. In the late
1940s negotiators were influenced by propagandists from right-wing pressure
groups who had already been arguing for the colonisation of the island in the
1930s.12 One publication portrayed West New Guinea as ‘forgotten earth’—a
mysterious wilderness waiting to be explored and exploited.13 Pressure groups
promoting Dutch settlement in New Guinea used these prospects to propagate
their goals. Initially their main target was the Eurasian population in Indonesia,
who feared for their future under the Indonesian regime and for whom West
New Guinea was to provide a safe haven. After a few years it became clear
that migration remained low, which spelled the end of the project in 1952.14
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In addition to these motives, the Dutch government formulated arguments
against the Indonesian claims to West New Guinea that emphasised the well-
being of the Papuans. In 1950 a bilateral committee consisting of Dutch and
Indonesian delegates examined the dispute to find a solution. Meetings,
however, revealed such fundamentally divergent views that even the publication
of a joint report proved impossible; instead, the two sides set out their own argu-
ments in separate volumes.15 The main bone of contention was the question of
whether West New Guinea belonged to the Indonesian nation-state or not. The
Indonesians argued that the territory was historically part of Greater Indonesia
as a tributary of the Sultanate of Ternate. Moreover, they insisted, the territory
had been part of the colonial state of which the Indonesian republic was the suc-
cessor—without it the postcolonial state would be incomplete.16 In contrast, the
Dutch delegation argued that the Papuans of West New Guinea were fundamen-
tally different from the other populations of the Indonesian archipelago and thus
did not belong to the postcolonial nation-state. If the Indonesians took over, it
was argued, Western colonialism would merely be replaced by Eastern colonial-
ism. In the view of the Dutch, they themselves were best suited to develop this
isolated part of the world and lead the Papuans to modernity and, eventually,
self-determination.17

These opposing views on the nature on the postcolonial nation-state in the
Indonesian archipelago led to a breakdown of relations between the Netherlands
and Indonesia, in 1949 still tied by a political union. This was no sudden event,
but the result of a gradual process of escalation.18 The 1950 joint committee was
followed by several attempts to resolve the New Guinea question bilaterally, but
these also failed. In 1956 the Indonesian government unilaterally abandoned the
RTC treaty, formally ending the union that in practice had already become a dead
letter. After that, tensions mounted further, with the authorities in Jakarta
announcing that Dutch companies were to be nationalised and that Dutch
expatriates were to return to the Netherlands in 1957. Both sides made little
effort to come to a mutual agreement over West New Guinea and in 1960 the
Indonesian government broke off all official ties with the Netherlands. The dip-
lomatic freeze was accompanied by rattling sabres as the Indonesians prepared an
army of invasion to take West New Guinea by force. The Dutch responded by
sending troops and their only aircraft carrier to the island to display their
resolve to defend the outpost.19 By early 1962 the two countries were on the
brink of war, and skirmishes claimed the lives of dozens of soldiers on both sides.

The deadlock in bilateral relations did not lead to a complete standstill on the
diplomatic front, however. The General Assembly of the United Nations was an
important forum where both countries tried to convince the international com-
munity of their views on the New Guinea question. During the decolonisation
war of 1945–49, Indonesian diplomats had already lobbied actively for their
cause in the UN, which on several occasions intervened to stop Dutch military
actions in the archipelago.20 After the formal recognition of the Indonesian
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republic the country was a leading force in the anti-colonial movement, which
became increasingly influential during the 1950s as many newly independent
countries joined the UN’s ranks. In 1955 President Sukarno hosted the First
Asian-African Conference in Bandung that brought together delegates from
former colonies and organisations that struggled for independence. One of the
conference’s priorities was the abolition of all forms of colonialism and the
closing ‘declaration on the promotion of world peace and co-operation’ stressed
the importance of self-determination, referring to the UN Charter. In addition,
the delegates at the conference expressed their support for Indonesia in its
dispute with the Netherlands over West New Guinea.21

In line with the Bandung declaration, Indonesia submitted four resolutions
concerning West New Guinea to the General Assembly of the UN between
1954 and 1957, calling for direct talks to discuss the handover of the territory
in order to complete the archipelago’s decolonisation.22 Although active lobby-
ing by the Dutch delegation meant that these resolutions failed to get the
required two-thirds majority, the anti-colonial movement in the assembly con-
tinued to grow stronger. In 1956 the UN counted 80 members, six years later this
number was 110 and the new members were mostly countries from Asia and
Africa that had shaken off the colonial yoke.23 A poignant illustration of this
transformation was resolution 1514, which the Soviet Union submitted to the
General Assembly in 1960, which drew heavily on the declaration of Bandung
and called for the direct liquidation of all remnants of colonial empires in the
world. Although Western European countries and the United States abstained
from voting, resolution 1514 was adopted, a sign of the Western bloc’s
waning power in the General Assembly.24

These developments worried Dutch policy-makers. A report by the depart-
ment of Foreign Affairs described the Bandung conference as ‘the “prise de con-
science” of politicians who represent 1400 million people—more than half of the
world’s population’.25 More urgent was the danger that that anti-Dutch senti-
ment over the New Guinea question would get a majority in the General Assem-
bly if the new member states of the UN were properly co-ordinated. But these
fears were already tempered in 1956 when diplomats reported that the Asian-
African bloc did not constitute a solid unit, which undermined the position of
Indonesia in the New Guinea question. In fact the accelerating decolonisation
of Africa offered opportunities for the Dutch to keep the Papuans under their
tutelage. In the context of decolonisation, the policy of the Netherlands on
West New Guinea evolved as the Dutch tried to prove to the international com-
munity that they had made a clean break with the colonial age.

The Evolution of Dutch Policy on West New Guinea

In the 1950s a myriad of Dutch bureaucrats were involved in the formulation of
the West New Guinea policy as it touched upon many different policy areas.
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Economic Affairs and Finances took care of the development programme, while
Defence was called in when the military threat of Indonesia grew and troops
were stationed on the island. The international repercussions of the conflict
with Indonesia brought in the Department of Foreign Affairs. Finally, the
administration of West New Guinea was in the hands of the Department of
Colonies and its successors. In order to mark the breach with the colonial age,
a number of bureaucratic reforms took place in the course of the 1950s. Follow-
ing the official handover of sovereignty to the new Indonesian regime on 27
December 1949, the Department of Colonies (ministerie van Koloniën) was
renamed the Department of Overseas Parts of the Realm (ministerie van Over-
zeese Rijksdelen).26 In 1957 the department received another name, Department
of Overseas Affairs (ministerie van Overzeese Zaken), before, in 1959, the admin-
istration in West New Guinea was placed under the Department of Domestic
Affairs (ministerie van Binnenlandse Zaken) with a state secretary (staatssecre-
taris) responsible for its conduct.

Despite the bureaucratic fragmentations, several clear principles emerged that
constituted the basis for the Dutch policy towards New Guinea. From the very
start of the dispute, the Dutch government argued that its tutelage over the ter-
ritory was in accordance with the UN Charter. Official documents continually
referred to Article 73, which states that member states that rule ‘non-self-gov-
erning territories … recognize the interest of the local population are para-
mount’ and promote their advancement and self-government.27 Section E
states that countries to which the article applies are obliged to send an annual
report to a committee of the UN’s General Assembly. The Netherlands took
this opportunity to show the world that it was meeting these requirements
and its authority over West New Guinea thus could not be considered to be a
traditional form of colonial rule. This line of argument became increasingly
dominant among Dutch policy-makers and diplomats when it became clear,
after 1952, that the colonisation plans had failed.28

Another significant development in policy-making towards West New
Guinea occurred in the early 1950s. The Dutch members of the bilateral
New Guinea Committee had, in 1950, invoked racial arguments to argue
that the Papuans differed from other populations in the Indonesian archipe-
lago, referring to the work of the physical anthropologists from the colonial
period, who argued that the ‘negroid’ Papuans belonged to a different race
than the ‘mongoloid’ Indonesians.29 This line of argument became acutely pro-
blematic after 1951 when UNESCO published its first report on race in which
scientists argued it to be a ‘social myth’ and not a biological phenomenon.30

Soon after the publication of this report, Dutch policy-makers noted that it
strongly influenced members of the committee supervising Article 73 and con-
cluded that the race argument should be avoided in future publications about
West New Guinea as it could be interpreted by the international community as
a form of discrimination.31
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As it happened, the Dutch report from 1950 contained another argument for
keeping West New Guinea apart from Indonesia. It argued that the peripheral
location of island, in between Asia and Australasia, meant that the Papuans
had been completely isolated from the rest of humankind and devoid of any
form of civilisation up until the advent of colonial rule. Even then, it stressed,
modernity had barely penetrated the region as there had been little interest in
this outpost. Only after the Second World War had the colonial authorities
begun structural efforts to develop the Papuans. This was a delicate task as
modern life could easily disrupt the social fabric of the tribes.32 The Dutch del-
egates emphasised that the development of the disputed territory would be a
long-term project without any guarantee of success, but concluded that the
Netherlands was the only country that could really meet the requirements of
Article 73 of the UN Charter.33

This idea became the cornerstone of the Dutch New Guinea policy set out by
an interdepartmental committee in 1953. Its report stated that the Netherlands
should be proactive in its efforts to convince the international community of the
legitimacy of its tutelage over the Papuans as ‘it is a great step from the theory of
the UN to the reality of New Guinea’. People not acquainted with the country
would find it hard to imagine the ‘primitive’ lifestyle of the Papuans, the docu-
ment insisted, stressing that Dutch diplomats and officials should therefore
provide the UN with ‘a clear image … of that primitiveness’ so that
member-states would understand that modernisation of the land would inevita-
bly prove a long-term project.34 In that sense the committee noted that the situ-
ation in West New Guinea was not comparable with that in Indonesia, which
was inhabited by people with an ‘old civilisation’. The island was more similar
to Africa in respect to the ‘backwardness and structure of the land and the
people, the large distances, the limited labour reservoir, etc.’35 By framing the
New Guinea question within this developmental discourse, Dutch policy-
makers aimed to generate support for their cause in the international commu-
nity as the belief that African peoples were not yet ready for complete self-gov-
ernment was widespread in the early 1950s, even among nationalist elites who
campaigned for the end of traditional forms of colonial rule on the continent.
The Senegalese intellectual Léopold Sédar Senghor, for example, thought that
the colonies in French Africa were too ‘poorly equipped’ to handle immediate
and complete independence, which was one of the reasons why he argued for
a federation with France at the time.36

To conclude this section, the policy of the Dutch government on West New
Guinea evolved in an ambivalent fashion in the early 1950s. On the one hand,
there was a shift from terms that could be associated with the old colonial
regime, racial categories particularly were to be avoided, and the new policy
was framed in terms of modernisation theory and development aid. Yet the
policy also retained previous arguments for holding on to West New Guinea
as government officials continued to assert that the Papuans fundamentally
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differed from the other populations in the archipelago. In this respect it is notice-
able that the inhabitants of New Guinea were put on a par with peoples from
Africa. The official argument was that they shared the same problems consider-
ing their underdeveloped state, but this idea also echoed racial stereotypes of
Africans and Papuans on account of their physical features. This imagery
remained strong in Dutch policy-making circles and in the early 1960s it fea-
tured in an international publicity campaign to rally support for Dutch policy
on West New Guinea.

Bot’s Diplomatic Charm Offensive

Although there was consensus between the different Dutch departments over the
fact that the West New Guinea policy should be aimed at development in com-
pliance with UN Article 73, different opinions circulated as to how to present
this policy to the international community. Luns became minister of foreign
affairs in 1952, a post he would hold continuously until 1971 as one of the
most influential Dutch statesmen of the period. He set out an aggressive line
against Indonesia and on several occasions in the 1950s he stubbornly
opposed the Indonesians, greatly harming the relations between the two
countries.37 In Luns’s Realpolitik initially there was little consideration for the
UN and he saw every form of internationalisation as a genuflection to
Sukarno; instead, he devoted his energy to mobilising the Western bloc to
fend off Indonesia.38 Luns set his hopes on support from the United States,
managing to obtain a written statement by John Foster Dulles in October
1958 in which the US secretary of state promised support to the Netherlands
in case of an Indonesian invasion of New Guinea. Although it is unlikely that
the Americans at the time were really prepared to intervene on a large scale,
Luns used this ‘scrap of paper’ to convince his colleagues in the Cabinet of an
assertive policy towards Indonesia as the US would back up the Dutch.39

However, doubts about this line of policy grew among policy-makers as it
seemed increasingly uncertain that the Americans would really intervene—par-
ticularly after the inauguration of the Kennedy administration that openly tried
to win favour with the Indonesians.

In March of 1959 a new Cabinet took office and Theo Bot became state sec-
retary for ‘Dutch New Guinea’, because he had intimate knowledge of the
dossier. After his education at the Faculty of Indology at the University of
Utrecht, Bot became a colonial administrator in Java in the 1930s. After the
SecondWorldWar he repatriated to the Netherlands, worked at the Department
of Overseas Affairs and its successors and was closely involved in the decoloni-
sation of Indonesia and its aftermath. Drawing from wide experience in Dutch-
Indonesian relations, he proposed an alternative line of policy to Luns’s Realpo-
litik. Bot wanted to focus on internationalisation in order to find a multilateral
solution of the New Guinea question and to mobilise support for the Dutch
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position through the international media. As early as 1950 he had published an
article arguing that the issue transcended Dutch-Indonesian bilateral relations
and needed to be seen in the ‘global context’ of decolonisation.40 Instead of
shunning the UN, Bot proposed a proactive stance to persuade the General
Assembly that the Netherlands was meeting the requirements of Article 73. In
his eyes, this would nullify Indonesia’s claims to West New Guinea, showing
that the Dutch made a clean break with old forms of colonialism and were sin-
cerely working to develop the Papuans and prepare them for self-determination.
Crucially, Bot argued that Dutch legitimacy over the disputed territory depended
on the success of the development project.41

When Bot assumed his post as state secretary he energetically set out to put
these ideas into practice. On 29 March 1960 he presented a memorandum on the
development of West New Guinea to the Cabinet. In order to give credibility to
Dutch ‘anti-colonial objectives’ he proposed to implement a programme that
would lead to Papuan self-determination within ten years—the first time that
an official set a deadline for the Dutch civilising mission in West New
Guinea.42 Moreover, the budget for the development programme was signifi-
cantly enlarged: in 1950 the Dutch government annually spent fl. 15 million
in West New Guinea, a sum that rose to more than fl. 91 million by 1961.43

In this way, it tried to convince the world that it was serious about its intentions
to lead the Papuans into modernity. Bot’s policy was a mixture of reform and
public relations and the American assistant secretary of state, Harlan Cleveland,
appropriately characterised his plans as ‘partly substantial, partly semantic’.44

Bot focused on two priorities. The first was democratisation so that the
Papuans could start practising to exercise their own sovereignty. Together with
Governor-General P. J. Platteel, Bot organised the inauguration of the so-
called New Guinea Council, a central representative body for all Papuans
under Dutch rule. This body resembled the Volksraad (People’s Council), a
proto-parliament that was founded in the Dutch East Indies in 1918. In line
with colonial policies, Bot’s effort was quite prudent as he and other officials
feared that the Papuans would not be able to handle full political responsibility
and could even embarrass the Netherlands. The Council received merely advi-
sory powers and was chaired by a Dutch administrator who set the agenda.
Moreover, voting rights were limited to ensure that only able individuals
would be chosen (or appointed).45 Nonetheless the NewGuinea Council was pre-
sented to the world as an important step towards democracy. The first elections
were held in the early months of 1961 and on 5 April the inauguration of the New
Guinea Council took place. The Dutch government invited a host of dignitaries
from different countries to be present at this event, attempting to boost the inter-
national status of the proto-parliament. There was a major setback when the
United States, which initially had promised to be present, withdrew at the last
moment after Indonesian pressure. But that did not diminish Dutch efforts to
inform world opinion about the New Guinea question—quite the contrary.
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This fitted Bot’s second priority, which was to enlarge international support for
the Netherlands in the task of developing West New Guinea through a publicity
campaign. Foreign researchers, journalists and film-makers were invited to New
Guinea to record both the primitive lifestyle of the Papuans, who were systemati-
cally portrayed in global media as ‘Stone Age people’, and the Dutch efforts to
develop the island. Moving images were deemed the most effective medium. In
1959 a study group chaired by the director of the ethnographical museum in
Leiden, A. A. Gerbrands, reported that there was a lack of good footage of the
Papuans. Gerbrands recommended inviting prominent anthropologists to shoot
footage that, with proper editing, could be used in films to popularise the official
Dutch view on the NewGuinea question.46 In the years that followed several well-
known documentaries were shot in West New Guinea with material and logistic
support from the Dutch authorities, including La ciel et la boue by Pierre-Domin-
ique Gisseau (France), From Stone Age to Atom Age by Roger Blais (Canada) and
Dead Birds by Robert Gardner (USA). In return for its support, the Dutch govern-
ment was allowed to use parts of these films for public relation purposes.47

In line with these efforts, Bot turned the inauguration of the New Guinea
Council into a media event. In January 1961 a taskforce, composed of civil ser-
vants from the Prime Minister’s Office and the Foreign Affairs, Defence and
Domestic Affairs Departments, was founded to co-ordinate the generously
funded publicity campaign.48 Representatives of most Dutch national daily
newspapers were present, as well as those from big international press agencies
and several Australian and US newspapers, including the New York Times. The
Dutch authorities paid for their travel expenses to Hollandia, at the time the
capital of West New Guinea, and rented a ship as a floating hotel because
there were not enough rooms ashore.49

Television crews were an even bigger priority, with officials from the govern-
ment’s information service (Rijksvoorlichtingdienst) noting that it was important
to select an international broadcasting station with a good distribution network
that was willing to give a positive image of the Dutch presence in West New
Guinea.50 In February 1961 an agreement was reached with Adrian Cowell
from the British company ITV. Cowell had already made a short film about
West New Guinea, which presented a ‘friendly’ image of the Dutch regime
and he was welcomed back to make a 25-minute ‘roving report’ on the ‘task
of the Dutch in New Guinea’. Broadcasted in Britain late April 1961, this docu-
mentary contained extensive footage of the installation of the New Guinea
Council as a symbol of the development of the Papuans. The Dutch government
fully funded the project and owned full rights of the footage, meaning that it
could show it freely and diplomats received copies they could show to foreign
audiences.51 Cowell took care of the commercial distribution and sold his film
to about 50 broadcasting stations across the globe.52

The reactions of Dutch policy-makers to the inauguration of the New Guinea
Council were mixed. Reporting from the scene, Bot wrote that the event had been
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‘splendid’. He was particularly pleased with the performance of four Papuan
council members, who had impressed the delegates with their eloquence. In
their speeches they praised the Dutch administration and explicitly stated that,
contrary to Indonesian accusations, it could not be seen as ‘colonial’ as it truly
worked towards Papuan self-determination.53 Following these statements, Bot
allowed the members of the New Guinea Council to freely express their ideas
on self-determination and the members made good use of this opportunity in
the months that followed. Several scholars working on New Guinea have
pointed out that this periodwas crucial for the development of the Papuan nation-
alist movement and they see the presentation of the Papuan flag, on 1 December
1961, as a galvanising moment.54 In addition, Bot and Platteel arranged diplo-
matic passports for several Papuan leaders, allowing them to travel to around
the world to lobby for their cause, as ‘ambassadors of a nascent nation’.55

Luns and his staff at the Department of Foreign Affairs, however, were quite
sceptical about Bot’s charm offensive. In January 1961 a civil servant from the
department’s information service criticised the grand plans for the media cover-
age of the Council’s inauguration, noting that his superiors had ‘second
thoughts’ about the desirability of inviting so many foreign journalists as it
could not be guaranteed that all of these people would write favourably about
the prospects for development.56 The Department of Foreign Affairs expressed
doubts about the plans for a New Guinea film on similar grounds.57 Luns himself
also was concerned about the Papuan diplomats, as he feared that they would be
difficult to control and might harm the reputation of the Netherlands with undi-
plomatic statements on sensitive issues. Luns asked Bot to invite a delegation of
New Guinea Council members for dinner and make them aware of the ‘pressure
of the international situation’.58

Luns’s department, however, lost influence during the early 1960s as Prime
Minister J. E. de Quay publicly supported Bot’s efforts to find a multilateral sol-
ution to the New Guinea question. On 3 September 1960 the prime minister
hosted a cocktail party for the international press during which he told reporters
that he was considering internationalising the New Guinea question, a remark
that was instantly published by major press agencies. De Quay quickly declared
that he had just ‘mused’ a bit and stressed that his words did not reflect official
policy, but the idea had irrevocably been put on the political agenda.59 Luns, who
was in New York to attend the General Assembly of the UN at the time, was not
happy with this development as it undermined his own policy line. Nonetheless,
a year later he officially launched a plan at the UN to find a multilateral solution
for the New Guinea question.

The Dutch UN Campaign, 1961–62

In June 1961 the Cabinet discussed a secret memorandum on West New Guinea
policy written by Bot. He noted that the positive reactions to the New Guinea
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Council’s inauguration should not lead to complacency. On the contrary, the
Dutch should use the momentum to convince the international community of
their cause with a diplomatic offensive. According to Bot, the time had come
to submit to the UN’s General Assembly a plan for a multilateral ‘development
authority’ that would supervise the Dutch work in West New Guinea. In
exchange for this ‘international “consortium” … (which thus excludes every
thought of “imperialism” or “colonialism” on part of the Netherlands)’ the
Dutch would demand ‘some sort of a political moratorium’ from the UN,
which would neutralise Indonesian demands for a handover.60 The Cabinet
approved the proposal and Luns prepared an address to the 16th meeting of
the General Assembly of the UN along these lines.

On 26 September Luns delivered his speech in which he stated that the
Dutch were prepared to transfer their ‘present powers’ in West New
Guinea to ‘an organization or an international authority established by and
operated under the United Nations, which would be vested with the execu-
tive powers and could gradually take over tasks and responsibilities’ to mod-
ernise the territory. The Netherlands offered to continue to provide 30
million dollars annually to finance the development project.61 On 9
October the Dutch delegation submitted a resolution along these lines to
the General Assembly. The Indonesians immediately opposed the plan,
claiming that Papuan self-determination would harm the territorial integrity
of their country and in early November India, a prominent member of the
Asian-African bloc, proposed a counter-resolution calling for a bilateral sol-
ution between the Netherlands and Indonesia, without even mentioning the
cause of the Papuans.62

Initially, the Dutch delegation received positive reactions from various
members of the Asian-African bloc, but it soon became clear that Indonesia
was putting pressure on these countries not to support the Dutch resolution.
In the General Assembly the representative from Pakistan praised Luns’s plan
as ‘an example for the decolonisation of other areas’, but stressed that the
Dutch-Indonesian conflict over the matter prevented his country from support-
ing the proposal.63 Behind the scenes the Ghanaian representative said he
thought the plan was ‘excellent’ but that he could not vote in favour of it as
the territorial integrity of Indonesia was involved.64 Iran also expressed its sym-
pathy for the plan, but said it could not guarantee support as a member of the
Asian-African bloc.65 As had happened previously, Dutch-Indonesian antagon-
ism continued to have a paralysing effect on diplomacy. In the course of Novem-
ber it became clear that neither the Dutch nor the Indian resolution would get
the required two-thirds majority, at which point a group of African nations
took the initiative to break the diplomatic stalemate in an effort to forward
the cause of Papuan self-determination.

By 1960 most of the French colonies in Africa had become independent and
joined the UN. In December 1960 and September 1961 12 of these countries met
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in Brazzaville and Tananarive and formed the African and Malagasy Union, also
known as the Brazzaville group. Its members fostered a special relationship with
their former coloniser, France, thereby taking a different stance than the
countries that had been present at the Bandung conference.66 In fact, the
members of the Brazzaville group openly criticised members of the Asian-
African bloc on certain points. The declaration of Tananarive stated that all
peoples in the world had the right to self-determination, ‘without any regard
to race, neighbourliness or history’. In this context, African diplomats explicitly
referred to the cause of Papuan self-determination, implicitly dismissing the
Indonesian claims to West New Guinea.67 Several months later Senghor, who
had been elected president of Senegal in September 1960, expressed his view
on the matter in less diplomatic terms to the Dutch ambassador: ‘we are not
going to hand over Blacks to Semi-Yellows.’68 These sentiments provided oppor-
tunities for Dutch diplomats to muster international support for their country’s
policy on West New Guinea.

In this respect, the address of Luns to the General Assembly on 26 September
1961 was well timed, coming barely two weeks after the declaration of Tanana-
rive. In a reaction to Luns’s speech the representative of Niger emphasised the
rights of all peoples, including the Papuans, to self-determination, publicly com-
plimenting the Dutch, whom he believed were actively working towards this
goal.69 On 2 November Luns met with representatives of the Brazzaville
group who expressed their support for the Dutch resolution despite Indonesian
attempts to change their minds.70 When it became clear that a deadlock had
been reached over the resolution, the Brazzaville group took the initiative to
write a new text, proposing a compromise. It called for bilateral talks between
Indonesia and the Netherlands to reach an agreement on the future on West
New Guinea, but it did so ‘without prejudice to respect for the will and self-
determination of the peoples’. Moreover, it set the two parties a deadline,
which favoured the Dutch position: if the two parties failed to make a deal
before March 1962, the UN would install a committee that would examine
whether the authority over the territory could be taken over by an international
commission.71 Because the Brazzaville text implicitly referred to the principle of
Papuan self-determination, the Dutch delegation withdrew its own resolution,
but India’s delegation did not. The Brazzaville resolution received more votes
in the General Assembly than the Indian one, but its failure to attract a two-
thirds majority nonetheless meant it was not adopted.

Initially, Dutch diplomats were satisfied with this outcome, even if no break-
through had been achieved. They felt they had won a moral victory as the
majority of world opinion had voted in favour of the Papuans’ self-determi-
nation. But in the Netherlands the government lost support for its efforts to
internationalise the New Guinea question. In parliament and in the press
opinion-makers expressed increasing criticism of Dutch policy and called for
the restoration of the ties with Indonesia. The United States, moreover, also
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put increasing pressure on the two countries to solve the New Guinea question
quickly. In January 1962 Prime Minister De Quay stated that his government
was prepared to start talks with the Indonesians without preconditions,
meaning that the self-determination of Papuans had become a point open for
negotiation. Secret talks between Dutch and Indonesian diplomats began a
few months later under American guidance in a secluded estate near Washing-
ton DC. In light of this development, historians generally consider the diplo-
matic campaign of the autumn of 1961 as an insignificant intermezzo,
describing the plan Luns launched in the UN as ‘naïve’ or a ‘last resort’ that
was doomed to fail.72 Sources indicate, however, that the Dutch international
charm offensive in fact continued after November 1961.

In February 1962 Bot sent a confidential letter to a senior official at the
Department of Foreign Affairs in which he recommended that the Brazzaville
countries should be involved in the solution of the New Guinea question as
much as possible. Bot wanted to persuade African countries to state that ‘they
consider it unacceptable that (Asiatic) Indonesia would get the sovereignty
over a territory with a negroid population straight away’ and that article 73
territories should ‘receive independence as soon as possible in accordance
with the wishes of the local population’. Such statements would strengthen
the Dutch position at the negotiating table, Bot argued. In order to achieve
this, he proposed inviting African UN delegates on a goodwill mission to
West New Guinea.73 Nine diplomats received an invitation, among whom
were several from Brazzaville countries. The Indonesians instantly put
pressure on the countries involved not to accept the Dutch invitation and
as a result, despite positive informal reactions, most invitees declined. Still,
Luns ordered that the goodwill mission should go ahead, as cancellation
could be interpreted as a Dutch defeat.74 The result was that in April 1962
two delegates arrived in West New Guinea: F. F. Guirma of Upper-Volta
and M. L. Zollner of Dahomey.

On arrival, Guirma and Zollner received a dossier from the Dutch authorities
outlining the schedule of their visit. In line with previous publicity, this dossier
contained material showing both the primitive lifestyle of the Papuans and
Dutch efforts to modernise them. Accompanying photos included one of a
ritual dance, emphasising the age-old traditions of the Papuans, but also one
of the presentation of the Papuans’ national flag by members of the New
Guinea Council as a sign of their political emancipation.75 Scheduled events
reflected the same imagery, showing the commitment of the Dutch to lead
West New Guinea to self-determination. Everywhere, the African delegates
were welcomed by Papuans, some of whom performed traditional dances
while others demonstrated their political savvy with signs and banners stating
their wish for self-determination and their dislike of the Sukarno regime.

According to the Dutch diplomat who accompanied Guirma and Zollner,
these occasions had a marked effect on the two African delegates. On arrival
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they professed scepticism about Dutch rule in West New Guinea, but during
various meetings with Papuans Guirma and Zollner became convinced that
there was a clear ‘national consciousness’ among them that was stimulated by
the Dutch. In addition, they saw great similarities between New Guinea and
Africa, with respect to the landscape and the peoples.76 After returning to UN
headquarters in New York, Guirma expressed these views during a 90-minute
press conference attended by 100 journalists. He stated that ‘it is a fact that
the Papuans are negroid’ and dismissed Indonesian claims to West New
Guinea as ‘artificial’. He told the audience that he wanted self-determination
for the Papuans, but that it was not a realistic short-term goal considering
that ‘the population is still living in the stone age’. Echoing the plan that Luns
had proposed the previous September he thought that the disputed territory
should be handed over to a UNmission that could oversee Papuan development.
In response to a question from a representative of the ‘negro press in America’
about why he ‘defended a colonial power’, Guirma denied the suggestion that he
had ‘and stressed the point that he believes in total de-colonization but he also
believes in a bit of good-will to settle a dispute’.77

Conclusion

These remarkable statements, which in fact supported the Dutch policy towards
West New Guinea, failed to have much political effect. In June 1962, a Dutch
diplomat reported that he did not expect that the sympathy of African statesmen
for the Papuan cause would influence the negotiations between the Dutch and
the Indonesians.78 His assessment was soon confirmed when a deal was
reached on the future of West New Guinea, which saw the principle of
Papuan self-determination sacrificed, with no guarantees that the people of
West New Guinea would be able to vote on this matter freely. Looked at from
this perspective, as many historians writing about the New Guinea question
have done, the Dutch internationalisation plans and the cultural diplomacy
that accompanied them seem rather insignificant. Looked at through the
prism of Lijphart’s ‘trauma of decolonisation’ paradigm, the Indonesians out-
witted the Dutch with a solid display of Realpolitik as they had the international
tide on their side with the rise of the anti-colonial movement. Instead of looking
at the outcome, however, this article has put the Dutch West New Guinea policy
in a broader international context of decolonisation, which has yielded new per-
spectives on this topic.

The pages above argue that not all Dutch policy-makers simply looked back
during the New Guinea crisis with the aim of clinging on to the Netherlands’
status as a colonial power. On the contrary, Bot explicitly wanted to break
with the colonial period and sought new sources of legitimacy for Dutch over-
seas involvement. To be sure, his new ideas about West New Guinea showed
continuities with the old in their insistence that the inhabitants of the island
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differed from other populations in the Indonesian archipelago. But, as Droogle-
ver has aptly pointed out, Bot and several other Dutch policy-makers also sup-
ported the principle of Papuan self-determination. In order to promote this
cause, they embarked on an international publicity campaign and, although
the charm offensive did not have much effect on the negotiations between the
Netherlands and Indonesia in 1962, it had an impact on relations with newly
independent countries in Africa, several of which openly supported the Dutch
position in the New Guinea question. Dutch policy-makers and diplomats
realised that decolonisation was not merely a threat to the international position
of the Netherlands but that it also offered opportunities. Many of the arguments
raised during the New Guinea question became central to the new policy area of
development aid, which flourished during the 1960s and 1970s. In addition,
many people who had been involved in the New Guinea question joined the
Department of Development Aid that was founded in 1965. Bot became its
first minister.79

Considering the New Guinea question in the international context of decolo-
nisation also yields an insight that is relevant for the wider historiography on this
topic. Bot’s cultural diplomacy focused mainly on the UN’s General Assembly,
which he saw as an important forum to convince world opinion that the Nether-
lands was shedding its colonial feathers and that the Dutch were working
towards Papuan self-determination. Dutch publicity on West New Guinea,
invoking both racial stereotypes of Papuans and symbols of their political eman-
cipation, was positively received and even reiterated in public by an African dip-
lomat. This suggests that the rise of the anti-colonial movement in the UN was a
far more complex process than many accounts have argued. Although Indonesia
exerted much pressure on Asian-African countries not to vote in favour of the
Dutch, it was not able to mobilise enough support for its own position either.
The stance of the Brazzaville countries showed that newly independent
nations did not operate as a solid bloc, something that Dutch diplomats
sought to exploit. Such findings support Mazower’s view on the UN around
1960, when member states, new and old, were looking for ways to deal with
each other after the collapse of colonialism. Far from being a peripheral issue
in world history, the New Guinea question touched upon the heart of the deco-
lonisation process, which elicited a confusing search for principles that could
shape an emerging new world order after the age of empire.
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