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Executive Summary 

Since its unveiling in 1935, the ‘Van Heutsz’ Monument has faced controversy surrounding the 
legacy of Dutch colonialism in Indonesia, attributed to General Jo van Heutsz. The monument has 
survived defacement, two bomb attacks, and years of decay. In 2001, in response to increasing 
scrutiny, the Amsterdam Oud-Zuid district council renamed the site to ‘Monument 
Indië-Nederland.’ This case study examines the transition from honouring Van Heutsz to 
commemorating colonisation in the context of recent acknowledgements from King 
Willem-Alexander and a continued social debate on the legacy of slavery and colonialism. 
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Introduction 

March 10 2020, arguably marked a significant turning point in the troubled history between the 
Netherlands and Indonesia. During a visit to the Indonesian archipelago, King Willem-Alexander 
of the Netherlands expressed his regret and apologised for ‘excessive violence on the part of the 
Dutch in those years,’ referring to the Indonesian War of Independence between 1945 and 1949. 
He claimed to do so ‘in the full realisation that the pain and sorrow of the families affected 
continue[s] to be felt today.’ Although the Dutch government did similarly apologise for their 
involvement in the war, it is the first time that a Dutch head of state has dared to express his 
regret in front of an Indonesian President, on Indonesian soil.1  

The shared history of the Dutch and the Indonesians has long been troubled. The Dutch, who first 
arrived on the Indonesian archipelago in 1596, were quick to colonise the islands for their 
abundance of spices, minerals, and precious metals. The Dutch East Indies swiftly became an 
enormous source of wealth for the Dutch. However, this came at a steep price. As many of the 
islands and their natives rebelled against Dutch rule, the Dutch frequently employed force to 
‘pacify’ the Indonesian archipelago. Jo van Heutsz, Governor General of the Dutch East Indies 
between 1904 and 1909, was long known as the ‘pacificator of Aceh’ and often regarded as 
having united the Indonesian archipelago. A monument was erected in honour of Van Heutsz in 
1935, celebrating his successful career as a governor. However, the monument has been a target 
of controversy since it was first unveiled, and it has since been renamed ‘The Monument 
Indië-Nederland’ to commemorate the former Dutch colony as a whole. Van Heutsz’ legacy has 
been called into question by those who point to his violent, genocidal past and consequently have 
called for the removal of the monument, still connected to this contested historical figure. 

This case study will assess the Monument Indië-Nederland by providing an overview of its 
background, the history of the contestations surrounding the monument, and the decision-making 
processes that have taken place over time and how this impacts the monument’s future. Although 
past processes have ensured involvement from locals and veterans, engagement with the wider 
public remains vital to deciding the fate of the monument, as perspectives on Dutch colonial 
history continue to be shifted and challenged. 

Background  

Jo van Heutsz & the Aceh War 

Joannes Benedictus ‘Jo’ van Heutsz is arguably most well-known for his role as Governor General 
of the Dutch East Indies from 1904 until 1909. Born in 1851 in Coevorden, the Netherlands, Van 

1 Translation by author, “Dutch King Apologises for ‘Excessive Violence’ in Colonial Indonesia,” Reuters, March 10, 2020. 
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Heutsz first entered the military ranks of the Instruction Battalion in Kampen at age 16. Several 
years later, Van Heutsz enlisted in the Royal Netherlands East Indies Army (KNIL) and spent 
several years at various stations in different parts of the Dutch East Indies, interrupted only by a 
brief return to the Netherlands.2  

In colonial Indonesia, the Dutch had been engaged in a war with the Acehnese population since 
1873 in an attempt to consolidate their rule over the entire Indonesian archipelago. The Dutch, 
however, had been largely unsuccessful in combating the guerrilla-like military tactics of the 
Acehnese, and as pressure grew on the colonial treasury, public opinion of a prolonged and costly 
war became increasingly negative.3 For example, Van Heutsz wrote his 1883 pamphlet titled ‘The 
Subjection of Aceh,’ in which he made the case for more targeted and forceful warfare against the 
Acehnese.4  

In 1898, Van Heutsz was provided the opportunity to put his ideas into practice as he was 
appointed as the Governor of Aceh. Aware of the increasing scepticism amongst the Dutch 
population and eager to put an end to the ‘sad’  state of the Aceh War, Van Heutsz enlisted the 
help of Christiaan Snouck Hurgronje, a professor of Islamic Studies at the University of Leiden who 
had spent several years touring Aceh in an attempt to study and understand the Acehnese 
resistance to Dutch subjection.5 According to historian Adrian Vickers, ‘[Snouck Hurgronje] 
discovered that the religious leaders played the key role in heading the Acehnese struggle and 
that there was a growing tension between these Muslim heads and the traditional Acehnese 
aristocracy.’6 Indeed, with Snouck Hurgronje as his advisor, Van Heutsz was quick to capitalise on 
the internal tensions in the Acehnese faction, and successfully subjected the westernmost 
province of Indonesia to Dutch rule in 1904. Van Heutsz subsequently became known as the 
‘pacificator of Aceh’ for his swift and seemingly effective conquest, although nowadays he more 
commonly bears the Dutch nickname ‘slachter van Atjeh,’ which translates to the ‘butcher of Aceh,’ 
reflecting Van Heutsz’ responsibility for the use of violent tactics that reportedly burned entire 
villages to the ground and had prisoners mercilessly tortured and executed (see below).7 A 
campaign under Van Heutsz's command reportedly led to nearly 3,000 Acehnese deaths. 

In recognition of what was considered an achievement by the Dutch, Van Heutsz was promoted as 
the Governor General of the Dutch East Indies, a position he held until 1909. Aided by Snouck 
Hurgronje and Hendrikus Colijn, who had served the KNIL in Aceh since 1895 and went on to 

7 Berendien Tetelepta, “Discussie Over ‘Slachter van Atjeh’ Laait Weer Op, Kan het Beeld van Jo van Heutsz Blijven Staan?” De 
Gelderlander, June 15, 2020. 

6 Vickers, A History of Modern Indonesia, 13. 

5  Joannes Benedictus van Heutsz, De Onderwerping van Atjeh (The Hague: Van Cleef, 1893), 5.​
Adrian Vickers, A History of Modern Indonesia (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 13. 

4 Rob Hartmans, “De Meedogenloze Strijd van Nederland in Atjeh,” Historisch Nieuwsblad, February 23, 2017. 

3 “Acehnese War,” Encyclopædia Britannica. 

2 The KNIL were the armed forces upheld by the Kingdom of the Netherlands in its Dutch East Indies colony. 
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become Prime Minister of the Netherlands 30 years later, Van Heutsz’ rule in the Dutch East Indies 
did not go unnoticed.8 Many Dutch officials were critical of Van Heutsz’ decisions as Governor 
General, including the abolishing of the hormat (honour), a gesture of honour that natives were 
expected to perform upon meeting their Dutch overlords.9 Despite resistance to Van Heutsz’s 
alleged attempts to undermine Dutch rule in the colony, Van Heutsz was greatly admired by 
Queen Wilhelmina of the Netherlands for his statesmanship as Governor General of the Dutch 
East Indies. Indeed, a year after his return from service, the Queen organised a dinner in 
celebration of Van Heutsz and expressed her gratitude for his services, ‘which shall [...] live on in 
the memories of the colonies and the motherland.’10 

The Monument 

After the passing of Van Heutsz in 1924, Queen Wilhelmina organised a state funeral, a rare 
ordeal for a non-royal, in commemoration of his role as the ‘pacificator of Aceh.’ On the 9th of June 
1927, the funeral procession commenced at the Central Station in Amsterdam, moved through the 
city centre, and ended at the Nieuwe Oosterbegraafplaats, where Van Heutsz was buried in a 
specially-built mausoleum.11 With leftover money initially collected for the funeral, the 
municipality of Amsterdam agreed to plans put forward by proponents of Van Heutsz to erect a 
monument in his honour. When the first reports of the monument appeared in February 1928, 
newspapers spoke of a ‘provocation’ of especially left-wing critics who pointed to Van Heutsz’s 
already contested track record in the Dutch East Indies.12 However, the dispute was reportedly 
resolved when the socialists were offered their own statue of Ferdinand Domela Nieuwenhuis, 
pioneer of the socialist movement in the Netherlands,13 in exchange for a Van Heutsz monument.14  

After the municipality of Amsterdam decided on the location of the ‘Van Heutsz-monument’ in 
March of 1930,15 the municipality swiftly put forward a contest for its design. The contest was 
won by Gijsbert Friedhoff and Frits van Hall, architects and sculptors respectively.16 Construction 
began in late 1932, and the monument was unveiled on the 15th of June 1935 by Queen 
Wilhelmina.17 It is located in Southern Amsterdam, on the north side of Olympiaplein and 
bordering the Apollolaan. The focal point of the monument is the 4.5 metre-high statue of a 
female holding a scroll in her hands; symbolism for Dutch jurisdiction over the Dutch East Indies 

17 “Monument Indië-Nederland,” Gemeente Amsterdam, accessed September 8, 2020. 

16 “Het Van-Heutsz Monument,” Algemeen Handelsblad, August 22, 1932, late edition. 

15 “Nieuwe Plaats Voor het Van Heutsz-Monument,” De Telegraaf, March 9, 1930. 

14 “Generaal Jo van Heutsz (1851-1924): Goed of Fout?” Historiek, August 10, 2020. 

13 “Domela Nieuwenhuis,” Ferdinand Domela Nieuwenhuis: Biografische Website, accessed September 10, 2020. 

12 “Provokatie der Amsterdamsche Bevolking,” Het Volk: Dagblad voor de Arbeiderspartij, February 9, 1928, morning edition. 

11 Maurice Blessing, “Jo van Heutsz (1851-1924): Te Praktisch om een Racist te Zijn,” Historisch Nieuwsblad, March, 2006. 

10 Koos Groen, “Een ‘Onvergankelijk Gedenkteeken’ voor Generaal Van Heutsz,” Historiek, August 10, 2020. 

9 Sander van Walsum, “Biograaf Van de Loo Toont dat er Meer te Zeggen is Over ‘de Slachter van Atjeh’,” De Volkskrant, August 13, 
2020. 

8 George Puchinger, “Hendrikus Colijn,” Biografisch Woordenboek van Nederland, accessed September 9 2020. 
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and the prosperity brought about on the archipelago under Van Heutsz’ rule. The lions at her feet 
each carry the coat of arms of the city of Amsterdam and Batavia, respectively. The original 
monument consisted of a large medallion mounted onto the pedestal of the statue with a portrait 
of Van Heutsz and his name, which were later removed by activists and never reinstalled (see 
below). The pond in front of the statue further symbolises the oceans separating the Netherlands 
from the Dutch East Indies. The brick archways behind either side of the statue carry further 
depictions, each representing one of the islands on the Indonesian archipelago. The brick pylons 
directly behind the statue serve as a monumental column, and are topped with an aureola-like 
arch.18 

History of the Contestation  

Unveiling the Van Heutsz-Monument 

The initial unveiling of the Van Heutsz monument did not go without resistance. Not only did the 
left-wing protestors from several years prior continue to voice their opposition to Van Heutsz, but 
as perspectives on the Dutch colonial past shifted, the Van Heutsz monument became 
increasingly contested.  

Indeed, the legacy of Van Heutsz as the supposed ‘pacificator of Aceh’ already received criticism 
from his contemporaries. Among Van Heutsz’ fiercest opponents was J. J. B. Fanoy, infantry captain 
to the KNIL, who accused Van Heutsz and his advisors Snouck Hurgronje and Colijn of having 
blood on their hands for their merciless employment of a counter-guerrilla against the Acehnese, 
leading to the loss of many innocent lives.19 The ‘subjection’ and ‘pacification’ of Aceh, which 
completed the Dutch quest for territorial rule over the entire Indonesian archipelago, came at a 
heavy price. Estimates predict that Van Heutsz bears responsibility for tens of thousands of 
deaths.20 Accounts from one expedition in the early summer of 1904, led by Lieutenant Colonel 
Frits Van Daalen, acting under Van Heutsz’ leadership, speak of a genocide of nearly 3,000 
‘inlanders.’21 

The outbreak of the Second World War additionally inflamed the debate. As the Dutch were 
subjected to German rule, Van Heutsz’s oldest son, Johan, who served in the Waffen-SS since 
1941, criticised the monument of his father for lacking heroic and patriotic symbolism, and made 
subsequent requests to have the monument removed altogether.22  

 

22 Rob Bruins Slot, and Laura van Hasselt “Van Heutsz,” Andere Tijden, accessed September 9, 2020. 

21 Hartmans, “De Meedogenloze Strijd van Nederland in Atjeh.” 

20 “Gemeente Doet Aangifte Wegens Bekladding Monument Indië-Nederland,” Het Parool, June 21, 2020. 

19 Groen, “Een ‘Onvergankelijk Gedenkteeken’ voor Generaal Van Heutsz.” 

18 “Het Van-Heutsz Monument,” Algemeen Handelsblad, August 22, 1932, late edition. 
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Bomb Attacks 

After the Second World War and the Indonesian declaration of independence on the 17th of 
August 1945, the Van Heutsz monument became a prime target for anti-war and anti-colonial 
protesters, serving as a symbol for Dutch colonial oppression. In the 1960s, the monument was 
often frequented by the anarchist counter-culture movement ‘Provo,’ which would regularly 
organise ‘happenings’ attended by over one hundred ‘Provos’ to vandalise the site by painting the 
words ‘Provo’ and ‘IMAGE’ onto the pedestal.23 At the height of the Provo happenings, protestors 
successfully set off a bomb at the Van Heutsz-monument in March of 1967, damaging one of the 
statue’s lions and producing several cracks in the granite pedestal.24 Another bomb attack on the 
monument was attempted in 1984, this time replacing the plastic explosives used by Provo with 
three sticks of dynamite. Responsibility for the failed attack, injuring a 12-year-old boy playing at 
the site, was claimed by a grouping by the name of ‘Koetoh Reh,’ named after one of the 
Indonesian villages massacred under Dutch colonial rule.25 The medallion bearing Van Heutsz’ 
portrait was also dismantled from the monument during the same year, followed by the removal 
of the lettering commemorating Van Heutsz several years later. Neither the medallion nor the 
letterings were ever found. The municipality of Amsterdam reportedly deferred maintenance to 
the monument due to ongoing debates about its future purpose, and the monument fell into decay 
throughout the 1990s.26 

Confronting the History of Colonialism and Slavery 

Although the municipality of Amsterdam and the Oud-Zuid district council and its advisory 
committee have sought out ways to transform the monument into a site of commemoration 
sensitive to the contested colonial past of the  Netherlands, the Monument Indië-Nederland has 
remained a notable target for protestors, who maintain that the monument continues to honour a 
man who is responsible for the genocide of thousands of Indonesians. The most recent of these 
defacements happened in June of 2020, when the monument was covered in red paint bombs and 
had the text ‘Van Heutsz lives! End all forms of racism! Next stop: Coentunnel #BLM’ written on 
one of its walls.27 The attack on the monument was one of a string of defacements fueled by the 
death of George Floyd in the United States, who was killed by a Minnesota policeman during an 
arrest for allegedly attempting to use a counterfeit 20-dollar bill. Protests broke out across the 
world as a response to the disproportionate police violence towards Black people, and reignited 
debates about how the legacy of slavery and colonialism in contemporary society is responsible 
for many of the racial biases and inequalities that persist today. Following the defacing of the 

27 “Monument Indië-Nederland in Amsterdam Beklad met Rode Verf,” NOS, June 21, 2020. 

26 Peter van den Berg et al., “Omstreden Van Heutsz Heeft Geen Prioriteit,” De Volkskrant, January 10, 1991. 

25 “Van Thijn en Van Heutsz,” Het Parool, September 12, 1984. 

24 “Bom Ontploft: Van Heutsz Monument Beschadigd,” Trouw, March 11, 1967. 

23 “Kille Happening op Van Heutsz’ Monument,” Algemeen Dagblad, September 18, 1965. 
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monument, Amsterdam’s mayor, Femke Halsema, filed a report with the police, who are 
investigating the matter. The Indo-Dutch federation ‘Federatie Indische Nederlanders’ has also 
condemned the defacement.28  

Decision-Making Processes  

The first debates concerning the future of and a potential change of name for the controversial 
monument emerged from the Amsterdam Oud-Zuid district council in 1998.29 Initial discussions 
were held between locals, veterans who fought in Indonesia during the Indonesian War of 
Independence between 1945 and 1949, and local political factions. In addition, the district council 
requested the help of the Clingendael Institute, an independent international relations think tank, 
to produce an independent investigation into the future of the monument. Clingendael advised the 
council to have the monument renamed, commemorating both the years 1596 and 1949, marking 
both the beginning and the end of Dutch colonial rule over the Indonesian archipelago.30 
Clingendael explicitly expressed its wish to change the monument’s purpose: rather than 
honouring Van Heutsz, the monument ought to commemorate the history of the Dutch East Indies. 
The additional suggestion was made to transform the monument into a recreational space in 
which children would have the opportunity to play in the monument’s pond and in which local 
inhabitants would feel responsible for the upkeep of the site.31  

By 2001, the ‘Van-Heutsz monument’ was officially renamed to ‘Monument Indië-Nederland’32 
and plans were made by a special advisory committee to the Oud-Zuid district council, the 
‘Adviescommissie Monument Indië-Nederland’, to add several new objects to the site to further 
commemorate the legacy of the Dutch East Indies and restore the monument. Restorations were 
completed three years later, and four brick light columns, designed by artist Jan Kleingeld and 
commissioned by the district council, were added. The columns are marked by several important 
dates relevant to the history of the Netherlands and Indonesia, and the monument itself33, 
including the year 1949 in which the Netherlands officially recognised Indonesia’s independence.  

Nevertheless, the events of 2020 have highlighted that the discussion surrounding the Monument 
Indië-Nederland is far from over, and renewed contestation over the monument demands 
understanding the dynamics at play in any future decision-making on the future of the monument. 
In the past, decisions regarding the statue's fate were primarily made by the municipality of 
Amsterdam and the Amsterdam Oud-Zuid district council, with the additional help of research 
institutes and public commissions. The Monument Indië-Nederland exemplifies how one event, 

33 Edo Dijksterhuis, “‘Mien Met de Hondjes’ Was van Begin Af Aan al Controversieel,” Het Parool, July 31, 2018. 

32 “Gemeente Doet Aangifte Wegens Bekladding Monument Indië-Nederland.” 

31 Maurice Blessing, “Jo van Heutsz (1851-1924): Te Praktisch om een Racist te Zijn.” 

30 Jan Kuijk, “Van Heutsz en de Vervalsing van de Geschiedenis,” Trouw, June 24, 2000. 

29 Ruud van Haastrecht, “Geef Van Heutsz-Monument Ander Doel,” Trouw, October 30, 1998. 

28 “Gemeente Doet Aangifte Wegens Bekladding Monument Indië-Nederland.” 
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the death of George Floyd, can have indirect ramifications on the fate of a public space. In 
response to emerging controversies and shifting perspectives on contested histories, 
decision-making bodies should continue to utilise public engagement when determining the 
future of a monument. 

Summary and Conclusions  

The Monument Indië-Nederland’s commemorative purpose has been troubled by its past 
associations with Jo van Heutsz, who is increasingly being regarded as a violent general 
responsible for the massacre of many Indonesians and has thereby become a symbol for Dutch 
colonialism. Since its unveiling in 1935, the monument has survived several defacements, two 
bomb attacks, and years of decay. With recent acknowledgements from King Willem-Alexander 
on the Dutch’s violent past in Indonesia, as well as a renewed social debate on the legacy of 
slavery and colonialism, the monument has again been contested. Although the municipality of 
Amsterdam and the Oud-Zuid district council have previously sought out public opinion in seeking 
out the appropriate policy measures for the statue, a shifting perception on the nature and purpose 
of monuments arguably calls for renewed investigation into the Monument Indië-Nederland, such 
that the future of the monument is yet to be decided. 

Research contributed by Nina Immink, Anna Farronay, and Maud Boot. 
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About Contested Histories  

Many contestations have been over memorials, street names, and other physical representations of 
historical legacies in public spaces in recent years. These contestations often reflect deeper societal 
tensions, whether triggered by political transitions, demographic shifts, inter-ethnic strife, or a growing 
awareness of unaddressed historical injustices.  

The Contested Histories project is a multi-year initiative designed to identify principles, processes, and best 
practices for addressing these contestations at the community or municipal level and in the classroom. 
Conflicts about history, heritage, and memory are a global phenomenon. Although each case is different, 
comparative cases can indicate lessons learned and reflect best practices. 

About IHJR at EuroClio 

The Institute for Historical Justice and Reconciliation (IHJR) is a research centre at EuroClio - European 
Association for History Educators in The Hague, The Netherlands. The IHJR works with educational and 
public policy institutions to organise and sponsor historical discourse in pursuit of acknowledgement and 
the resolution of historical disputes in divided communities and societies. 

Contact information 

Paula O’Donohoe ​
Program Director​
​
+31638577634​
contestedhistories@euroclio.eu​
www.contestedhistories.org 

EuroClio Secretariat ​
Bankaplein 2 ​
2585EV The Hague ​
The Netherlands 
secretariat@euroclio.eu 
www.euroclio.eu 
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