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General Introduction 

 

Amsterdam, January 31, 2001. The city council of the Amsterdam district Oud Zuid1 

decides to change the name and purpose of the Van Heutsz-monument, a structure that 

had up until then honored the actions of Johannes Benedictus van Heutsz (1851-1924). 

Van Heutsz had been governor-general of the Dutch East Indies from 1904 until 1909, a 

period in which he became known as the “pacificator of Atjeh.2” However, in a 

contemporary perspective, one might think of Van Heutsz’ practices of “pacification” in 

the East Indies as “genocide”: during the height of the Dutch colonial era, the expeditions 

ordered by Van Heutsz violently repressed Muslim resistance against colonial rule, 

leading to over 70.000 Indonesian casualties. It is therefore not surprising that the Van 

Heutsz-monument has been controversial ever since its foundation in 1935.3  

The monument has been the target of several anti-colonial action groups and in 

1967, it was even the object of an attempted (but failed) bomb attack. As a result of on-

going protests against the monument (coming from both action groups as well as from 

prominent residents of Oud Zuid) the issue of the monument was put on the agenda of 

the city council in 1998. This has led to the council’s 2001 decision to re-name the 

structure “Monument Indië Nederland.” A directorate was installed that became 

                                                
1Oud Zuid (“Old South”) is one of the older neighbourhoods in Amsterdam. It is known for its wealthy, 
upper-class residents and expensive living accommodations. 
2 The modern Indonesian spelling of “Atjeh” is “Aceh.” 
3 The Van Heutsz- monument was founded in 1935. It was designed by architect Gijsbert Friedhoff (1892-
1970) and sculptor Frits van Hall (1899-1945). On May 28, 2000 an episode of Andere Tijden was devoted 
to the person of Van Heutsz and to the debate about the monument. Andere Tijden is an historical 
documentary programme broadcasted by the Dutch VPRO. More information can be found on the website 
http//:geschiedenis.vpro.nl.   
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responsible for carrying out alterations and maintaining the monument within the context 

of its new purpose as a commemoration of the colonial period in the Dutch East Indies. 

The directorate has recently furnished the monument with a commentary that explains 

both the history of the disputed monument as well as the relation of the monument to the 

colonial era. In a press release on February 3, 2005, the political faction Amsterdam 

Anders/De Groenen Oud Zuid4 expresses her satisfaction with regard to the commentary, 

because it “raises questions about the colonial past without subscribing to one particular 

interpretation of that past.” According to De Groenen, in its current form the monument 

opens up new possibilities for discussion and stimulates a “continuous re-interpretation” 

of the Dutch colonial past in the East Indies. 

 

The controversy about the Van Heutsz-monument illustrates how the Dutch East Indies 

still play a significant role in contemporary political and social discourse in the 

Netherlands. The efforts of the action committees that urged for a re-assessment and 

adjustment of the monument can be regarded as attempts to expose on-going structures of 

colonial thought in Dutch society. The persistent presence of these structures in 

contemporary society emphasizes the need for a continuous process of “mental 

decolonization5.”  The importance and relevance of such a process becomes clear if one 

considers how the collective memory of the (colonial) past continues to inform our 

national self-image in the present.  

                                                
4 More information on this political faction can be found on the website http://www.aadg.nl.  
5 See Houben 1996, 91. 
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Dutch national identity is deeply rooted in a collective memory6 of the past, in which the 

Dutch have come to regard themselves as a tolerant, civilized, hard-working people. In 

recent years, national identity and culture have been securitized by a “turn to the right”: a 

tendency towards conservatism that characterizes contemporary political and social 

discourse in Western-European countries. Within this conservatism, certain aspects of 

Dutch common history are foregrounded and consequently function as a symbol for 

Dutch national identity, while others are forgotten or distorted. Consequently, 

contemporary Dutch society is imagined to be thriving mainly because of the Dutch 

ingenious business sense and its preference for peaceful solutions in the domain of 

international politics.  

However, the period in which the Dutch colonized large parts of Southeast Asia 

and the Caribbean, oppressed and enslaved its people and exploited its natural resources 

foregrounds a very different image of the Dutch. Not surprisingly, the violent nature of 

Dutch colonial practice, its far-reaching effects on the lives of the colonized people, as 

well as the Dutch failure to accomplish a peaceful process of decolonization are themes 

that are often silenced in social and political discourse. Instead, the memory of the 

colonial period evokes images of economic prosperity7, a feeling of nostalgia (“tempo 

doeloe”) and a deeply rooted moral responsibility towards the ex-colonized countries, 

                                                
6 In the third chapter of this thesis, the theoretical background of the concept of “collective memory” will 
be addressed, as well as its terminology and its implications for the academic study of literature.  
7 In the debate following the annual speech from the throne by Queen Beatrix on March 26, 2006, prime-
minister Jan-Peter Balkenende referred to the (economic) future of the Netherlands by suggesting that the 
Dutch should return to a “VOC-mentality.” (Laten we blij zijn met elkaar. Laten we zeggen: Nederland 
kan het weer, die VOC-mentaliteit. Over grenzen heenkijken. Dynamiek! Toch?) His remark caused a 
controversy in Dutch public debate. Surinamese pressure groups protested to the remark in a 
demonstration. More information on the controversy can be found on the website of De Volkskrant: 
http://www.devolkskrant.nl.   
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that has resulted in the “paternalistic” interference of the Dutch in those countries up 

until today.  

The images that constitute the Dutch collective memory of the colonial era do not 

only linger on in the political domain. They manifest themselves in a wide range of social 

constructs and cultural products, such as art and literature. Literature can be regarded as a 

site where the collective memory of a country is represented or reflected. However, a 

literary work is also an active agent in constructing the images that inform collective 

memory, and must therefore be studied as both a product as well as a producer of that 

memory.  

 

In this thesis, I will study the way in which literature informs, criticizes and constructs 

the collective memory of the colonial past. Within the larger context of Dutch writing on 

the East Indies, the relationship between representation and colonial reality will be 

discussed: how did the Dutch represent their colonial past in literary and other forms of 

writing from the sixteenth century onwards? How did these representations contribute to 

images of the East Indies that still linger on today?  

Within the smaller context of my analysis, I will focus specifically on two literary 

novels by an author for whom the former Dutch colony of the East Indies is a defining 

theme: Hella Haasse. Haasse is a highly acclaimed author in the Netherlands and is often 

referred to as the “grand dame” of Dutch literature. She owes her prominent position in 

the Dutch literary community to an authorship that encompasses more than half a 

century and more than sixty-five titles. Her work has been awarded numerous prizes, 
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which include the prestigious PC Hooftprijs (1984) and the Prijs der Nederlandse 

Letteren (2004) for her whole authorship.8 Many of Haasse’s novels have been translated: 

her debut Oeroeg9 and the historical novel Het Woud der Verwachting (1949) are even 

translated in more than seven languages. 

Haasse’s work deals with the issues of history, memory and representation. The 

novels that I have chosen for my analysis, Oeroeg (1948) and Sleuteloog (2002), address 

the same overall theme (the East Indies), but were written with more than half a century 

of time difference between them, creating a relevant case study for my research. Pamela 

Pattynama, professor in Colonial and Postcolonial Literature at the University of 

Amsterdam, spoke about Haasse’s work on the colony in a lecture in 200510, in which she 

compared Sleuteloog with Oeroeg. She emphasized the way Sleuteloog ingeniously brings 

together the “colonial” dilemma’s of the past with contemporary views on the subject. 

Pattynama’s lecture raises questions about how the novel should be defined. Is Sleuteloog 

Haasse’s way of “writing back” to Oeroeg? Can the novel be interpreted as the long-

awaited answer to the criticism that Haasse has received after the publication of 

Oeroeg11? In other words, must Sleuteloog be regarded as a book of personal closure, or 

rather, as a book that aims to re-open the debate on the diverging, conflicting 

interpretations of the Dutch colonial past? These are questions that have fueled my 

interest in the two novels that will be subjected to a close-reading analysis in this thesis. 

                                                
8 Haasse also received an honorary doctorate from the University of Utrecht in 1988. 
9 Oeroeg is generally regarded as Haasse’s debut as a novelist, while her novel Kleren maken de Vrouw 
was actually published before Oeroeg. Haasse had also published a work of poetry, Stroomversnelling in 
1945 (Truijens 18). 
10 Lecture at the Indisch Huis, March 17, 2005. 
11 This criticism will be thoroughly discussed in chapter three of this thesis. 
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Such an analysis of Oeroeg and Sleuteloog could possibly expose a development in the 

way these novels address and inform collective memory. Accordingly, the key question in 

my analysis will be: How do Haasse’s novels Oeroeg and Sleuteloog, in different ways, 

inform Dutch collective memory with regards to the colonial past in the East Indies?  

 

The issue of collective memory can be addressed from a multitude of perspectives. 

Because my research engages with the specific context of colonialism and its far-reaching 

effects it seemed relevant to address the issue of collective memory from the perspective 

of “postcolonial theory.” This field of study engages with the colonial pasts of Western 

countries and urges for a critical re-appraisal of these pasts. It manifested and developed 

itself from the 1980s onwards within the academic discipline of comparative literature. 

Since then, postcolonial theory has brought forward a set of critical instruments that has 

proven to be indispensable within contemporary literary studies.  

Although postcolonial theory can be characterized as a critique of representation 

that is involved with texts in a broad sense, it has particularly engaged itself with 

criticizing “colonial” structures and pointing to “postcolonial” ones in literary texts. The 

mode of thought that the postcolonial critique entails, the theoretical concepts that it has 

brought forward and the critical instruments it offers for literary analysis have proven to 

be essential elements in my research. Therefore, I will provide a selective overview of 

postcolonial theory’s issues and debates, its terminology, its pioneering theorists and its 

key concepts in the second chapter of this thesis. 
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The postcolonial critique offers the tools to expose and dismantle the inner structures of 

power that are at work within texts, and as such it illustrates how representation can 

function as either a mode of oppression, or as a mode of resistance. It also emphasizes 

how literature can serve as a form of cultural criticism that reaches far beyond her 

traditional, formal-aesthetic boundaries. Postcolonial theorists generally celebrate the 

heterogeneous, hybrid and plural forms of identity that are foregrounded in “postcolonial” 

texts.  

The field of postcolonial theory has been largely dominated by scholars whose 

home base is in English literary history. It is therefore not surprising that some of the 

concepts that postcolonial theory emphasizes seem “localized” or specifically meant to 

serve criticism within the contexts of Anglophone literature. Postcolonial criticism as it 

has been developed so far does not cover all postcolonial situations: especially in the 

relationship between colonialism and smaller imperial powers like the Netherlands there 

are many issues yet to be explored.  

Rather than as a static set of truths, in this thesis, “theory” is addressed as a 

dynamic set of instruments. Any literary theory necessary develops and/or is adjusted 

within a process of interaction with the literary work: literary texts deal with issues 

which are then treated and expanded into theories. In my analysis of the novels, both the 

importance and the pitfalls of postcolonial theory will be addressed, especially with 

regards to Dutch (post)colonial literature. 

 As the title of this thesis indicates, my intention is to analyze the novels using a 

“postcolonial mirror.” I chose the metaphor of the mirror because a mirror can be regarded 



 10 

as both a reflection and a distortion of its original. In my analysis I will draw upon 

theoretical concepts stemming from postcolonial theory in an attempt to expose 

“colonial” and “postcolonial” layers of meaning in the novels. As such, the “reflecting” 

nature of the mirror refers to the expression of (textual) meaning. However, the term 

“reflection” also means “contemplation” or “consideration” and as such it refers to the 

process of interpretation of a text, a process that is characterized by distance and 

distortion: I realize that by using a postcolonial perspective I am actively creating a 

distorted image of these texts. Therefore, I hope to go beyond the beaten path of the 

postcolonial critique by allowing the texts to “theorize themselves.” In my opinion, a 

literary work is not silent. On the contrary, a literary work often points to the 

shortcomings and anomalies that are present within theories of interpretation. By 

allowing the work to do that, by leaving space for the text as an agent in its own 

interpretation, I am convinced it will show layers of meaning that would otherwise remain 

hidden.  

My goal is to sketch a nuanced image of the different ways in which the novels 

inform the collective memory of the Dutch East Indies, using a postcolonial prism. In my 

opinion, any postcolonial engagement must be necessarily preceded by an engagement 

with the ideology and practice of colonialism, because postcolonial theory cannot by 

definition occupy a space outside of what it inverts. What defines postcolonial 

representation, is its appearance after the fact, linguistically and politically, of colonial 

representations before it.  



 11 

Therefore, in the first chapter of this thesis I will provide an historical sketch of European 

colonialism within which I will focus on Dutch colonialism specifically. Although Dutch 

colonialism obviously shares some general features with the “colonialisms” of other 

European powers, the only way to do justice to the history and ideology, effects and 

aftermath of the Dutch colonial enterprise is to discuss it in its specific geographical, 

cultural and socio-political context. At the end of the chapter, questions will be raised that 

address the relationship between colonial policy and its representations, national identity 

and collective memory within a Dutch colonial and postcolonial framework. 
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Chapter one: European Colonialism and Imperialism 

 

1.1   Introduction 

The practice of domination of one people over another that is commonly referred to as 

“colonialism” is not restricted to a specific time or space: over the centuries, there has 

been a multitude of different colonialisms in all parts of the globe. There are numerous 

historical examples of colonial enterprises, starting with colonies set up by the ancient 

Greeks and Romans, up until today, as powerful First World countries are, arguably, still 

exploring new forms of colonialism. Within the realm of this thesis, however, the term 

“colonialism” generally refers to (the processes and effects of) European colonialism: a 

time period of five centuries in which the practice of colonialism changed decisively. It is 

this configuration of colonialism, with all its particularly distorting and far-reaching 

consequences, that postcolonial criticism has been primarily concerned with (Ashcroft et 

al, Key concepts 186).  

The concept of colonialism often intersects with that of “imperialism.” Although 

the concepts are used interchangeably, much has been said about the difference between 

the two. In his influential book Culture and Imperialism (1993), Edward Said identifies 

imperialism as “the practice, the theory, and the attitudes of a dominating metropolitan 

center ruling a distant territory” while he describes colonialism as “the implanting of 

settlements on distant territory” (9). According to Said, colonialism is “almost always” a 

consequence of imperialism, but he emphasizes that while colonialism has largely ended in 
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our time, “imperialism, as we shall see, lingers where it has always been, in a kind of 

general cultural sphere as well as in specific political, ideological, economic and social 

practices” (9). 

  At the heart of European colonialism lies the ideology of empire as a set of beliefs 

used to legitimize or promote colonial practices. Imperialism as a nineteenth-century 

European mind-set nurtured the belief in an unlimited expansion of territory, power and 

authority. The fact that this expansion was executed without the consent of the 

indigenous population was justified by the perception that the colonizer was superior and 

the colonized inferior: the colonizer therefore not only had the right, but also the moral 

duty to civilize the colonized, and to control him in a way that was “beneficial for both.” 

In the social acceptance of empire in nineteenth-century Europe, a crucial role was played 

by contemporary views on race and ethnicity. Race functioned as the primary 

legitimization for imposing socio-cultural, religious, and linguistic structures on the 

indigenous population of the colonies. Before the colonial era, it had long served as a 

justification for the treatment of enslaved peoples (Ashcroft et al, Key concepts 46). The 

racial doctrine has had an immense influence throughout the whole of the European 

colonial and imperial project. It is therefore not surprising that the concept of race is 

located at the centre of postcolonial theories of identity, authenticity and (cultural) 

difference. These theories will be discussed in chapter two of this thesis.  

Within postcolonial criticism, which is generally considered to be the product of 

resistance to colonialism and imperialism, scholars have distinguished between different 

ways of analyzing colonialism and imperialism. In his wide acclaimed study 
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Postcolonialism: An Historical Introduction (2001), Robert Young argues that imperialism 

was typically driven by ideology from the metropolitan centre and that its main focus 

was on the assertion of state power. Young describes colonialism, on the other hand, as an 

activity on the periphery that was mainly economically driven. According to Young, 

colonialism was not an ideological venture like imperialism was (and still is), rather it was 

a pragmatic structure that was developed for settlement or trade (16-17). Consequently, 

Young draws the conclusion that “while imperialism is susceptible to analysis as a 

concept”, “colonialism needs to be analyzed primarily as a practice” (17).  

 However, in my opinion, the pragmatic distinction that Young makes between 

colonialism and imperialism cannot be sustained: the practice of colonialism is always 

necessarily a configuration of the ideology of empire, while the imperial ideology itself is 

fueled by the material practices of colonialism. In this thesis, the postcolonial engagement 

with colonialism/imperialism is therefore two-fold: before studying and criticizing the 

ideological framework of colonialism, I believe it is essential to first consider, from an 

historical perspective, its material practices. 

  

1.2 European Colonialism: Short Historical Sketch 

From the fifteenth century onwards, European countries started establishing trade posts 

and administrative dependencies throughout the world. These resulted in “settler 

colonies”12 in which indigenous populations were ruled or displaced. The technological 

                                                
12 The term “settler colony” is disputable since it is argued that none of the European powers were able to 
create real settlements on the colonial territory. For a long time, European colonialism was marked by the 
foundation of trading posts, after which there came a short period of localized settlement. 
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developments that marked the era of the “modern” European nation-state made it 

possible to reach more and more remote parts of the world, resulting in European 

settlement and/or political control in a wide range of countries in the Americas, Australia, 

and parts of Africa and Asia.  

European colonialism can be roughly divided into two colonial “waves”: two 

periods in time when colonial expansion reached a high.  The first European colonial wave 

is marked by the discovery of the Americas by Christopher Colombo in 1492, which lead 

to the colonization of the American continents by European countries and the booming of 

the Atlantic slave trade. Another important historical event in this period was the 

discovery of India by the Portuguese in 1498, opening up a rush among other European 

nations to discover new territory. This led to colonial expansion in the West Indies and 

South Americas in the sixteenth and seventeenth century.  

The second colonial wave was accompanied by more violent forms of oppression 

than the first. At the end of the nineteenth century, the on-going scramble for new 

territories had increased competition between the European nation-states. In order to get 

international recognition of colonial claims, European nations had to show to the other 

nations that they had effectively occupied their colonial territory by means of direct 

control, accomplished usually through armed force. The intensified imperialist outreach in 

the late nineteenth- and beginning of the twentieth century would eventually be one of the 

main causes of the outbreak of the First World War in 1914. In his 2001 study on 

postcolonialism, Robert Young addresses these historical circumstances as follows: 
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By the time of the First World War, imperial powers occupied, or by various 
means controlled, nine-tenths of the surface territory of the globe: Britain 
governed one-fifth of the area of the world and a quarter of its population. 
‘For the first time,’ Lenin noted in 1916, ‘the world is completely divided up, 
so that in the future only redivision is possible’ (Lenin 1968:223). With no 
space left for territorial expansion, the un-satiated empires turned inwards and 
attempted to devour each other. (2) 

 
 

The chaos and wars that were the result of the rivalry between the European nations 

caused public opinion to take up a skeptical attitude towards imperialism. This attitude 

was enforced by the publication of critical reports and investigations that focused on the 

atrocities committed against the indigenous peoples of the overseas empires, which 

explicitly criticized the “civilizing claims” used by the imperial powers to justify their 

practices. The critique of imperialism did not only come from within the own European 

ranks. In the twentieth century, the United States had become the world’s largest 

international power and put political and economical pressure upon the governments of 

European countries to give up their colonies. The American position towards the issues 

of colonialism and imperialism is an ambiguous one and deserves some more attention.  

After several centuries of domination by the French, the Dutch and the British, 

North America was the first colony to free itself from the power of the European 

empires. The North American descendants of the European settlers had declared their 

independence with the foundation of the United States of America in 1776. Soon after the 

achievement of its independence, the United States started  forming its own empire. The 

U.S. imperial mission distinguished itself from its European counterparts by emphasizing 

as its benevolent goal the spread of American liberal democracy (Go 19). After the 
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expansion of its frontiers on the North American continent, the United States annexed a 

number of overseas territories, such as Puerto Rico, Guam, Cuba, the Philippines, and the 

Virgin Islands, some of which still fall under U.S. control and jurisdiction today. Within 

postcolonial theory, both past and contemporary configurations of U.S. expansionism are 

criticized, and the way in which the United States “benevolently” uses its global power in 

order to “uplift” and “democratize” other territories is generally condemned as equal to 

the reprehensible nineteenth-century “civilizing mission” of the European empires. 

Part of the questionable American project of “spreading global democracy” was 

the condemnation of European colonialism in the twentieth century. Although the United 

States’ foreign policy was internally divided on the subject of colonialism, the 

international debate that was created made a quick process of European decolonization 

inevitable.  

Decolonization has been at the centre of much discussion: different ideas exist on 

its definition and its significance within the academic disciplines of history, political 

theory and cultural studies. In addition, a set of interesting analytical perspectives is 

brought forward within the discipline of economy. In their essay “War and Peace: The 

European Decolonization Process” (2000) two economists, Nuno Garoupa and Joao 

Gata, analyze the debate on decolonization and present an overview of its difficulties that 

seems relevant to mention here. They identify four views on decolonization: the 

Commonwealth View, the Imperialistic View, the Romantic Nationalistic View, and the 

Political Economy View (6). I will now consider them briefly.  
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The Commonwealth View regards decolonization as the natural conclusion of a long 

process of power delegation, in which a colonial war is regarded as a ‘mistake’ caused by 

disagreements over the timing of such a process. The Imperialistic View sees 

decolonization as a consequence of two inter-related things: on the one hand, a weakening 

of the imperial powers caused by the Second World War, on the other, moral changes that 

had to do with the rise of leftwing parties in Europe. In this view, colonial wars are 

considered to be the imperial powers’ violent acts of resistance to their decline and loss of 

valuable trading areas. Within the Romantic Nationalistic View the importance of the 

nationalistic movement in the process of decolonization is emphasized and colonial wars 

are portrayed as justified struggles for independence. The Political Economy View, 

however, regards colonial wars as simply evidence of violent competition for the control 

of national resources. Decolonization is typified in this view as a result of competition 

between the Western allies and the Communist world (Garoupa and Gata 6-9).  

According to Garoupa and Gata, these four views correspond to different types of 

colonialism as executed by different European colonizers. For example, the 

Commonwealth View is influenced by the decolonization of British India, while the 

Imperialistic View seems to find support in the Dutch and French decolonization of their 

colonies in Southeast Asia (6). The heterogeneous character of the process of 

decolonization echoes the singularity of the colonial practice itself. Within European 

colonialism, there was a huge diversity between the different colonizing countries. Robert 

Young points out, for example, that French colonialism was comparatively systematic, 

while British colonialism had its own idiosyncratic style which was non-systematic and 
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incongruous (Postcolonialism 18). The construction of any general theory on European 

colonialism is therefore difficult, if not impossible.  

In its attempt to theorize colonial practice, postcolonial criticism has suffered 

from this difficulty and has been scrutinized for its so-called homogenizing view of 

colonialism. The pioneering works of the postcolonial critique by scholars like Franz 

Fanon and Edward Said are indeed vulnerable to such accusations (Young, Postcolonialism 

18). However, I feel it must be noted that these “postcolonial pioneers” have initiated a 

project that provided the necessary theoretical instruments for the more nuanced study of 

colonialism that is unfolding in the present. Colonialisms are now studied individually, 

since it is generally believed that the only way to do justice to the history and ideology, 

effects and aftermath of any colonial enterprise is to give a detailed account of colonialism 

in its specific geographical, cultural and socio-political context. In the next paragraphs, I 

hope to provide such an account on the case of Dutch colonialism. 

 

1.3 The Dutch Overseas Territories 

In the eighteenth century, the Dutch colonial domain extended from Asia (Dutch East 

Indies) through Africa (Southern Cape Colony) to the Americas (Suriname and the six 

Antillean islands) (Oostindie and Klinkers 57).13 If one considers the wide range of this 

area, both culturally and geographically, it seems obvious that even within the practice of 

a single colonial power such as the Dutch empire there was an immense diversity. It is 

impossible to write a single history of “Dutch colonialism,” not only because the 

                                                
13 Previously conquered colonies in the Americas were already lost by then to England and Portugal. 
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countries that were in Dutch colonial possession were geographically remote and 

culturally heterogeneous, but also because Dutch interest in its separate colonies differed, 

which led to a varied set of policies in the colonies in question. The Dutch empire had 

divided its possessions in East and West under a single category- the two “Indies.” 

The East Indies (Indonesia) were by far the most profitable, with the 

economically well-developed island of Java as its pinnacle. The colonies of the West 

Indies (Suriname and the Caribbean islands) were not profitable at all. Therefore, it can be 

argued that for the eighteenth-century Dutch empire, a lot was determined by the valuable 

Asian territory, and the continuous struggle to uphold its control. The consequences of 

the divide between the “profitable” East Indies and the “non-profitable” West Indies were 

emphasized during the decolonization process, when the Netherlands was mainly guided 

by a desire to keep Indonesia within the Kingdom (Oostindie and Klinkers 62). Today, 

the Kingdom of the Netherlands no longer includes Indonesia, while the islands of Aruba, 

Curacao and Sint Maarten still uphold a special position within the Dutch state: the so-

called status aparte. This means that they are “a country within the kingdom,” but that 

have their own jurisdiction. The other islands of the former West Indies, Bonaire, Saba 

and Sint Eustasius, have the status of a Dutch province, and consequently fall under 

Dutch jurisdiction.  

While the Antilles are often at the centre of contemporary political debate (as 

reflected in the Dutch media), the topic of Indonesia is silenced. The absence of a 

contemporary debate on Indonesia urges for a further investigation, especially with regard 

to the issue of collective memory. However, before being able to address that issue, it is 
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necessary to give a brief overview of the turbulent period in which the Dutch have 

colonized Southeast Asia.14 

 

1.4 The Dutch East Indies 

1.4.1 Beginnings 

The origins of Dutch colonialism in the East Indies can be traced back to the seaborne 

trade of the Dutch East India Company (“Verenigde Oostindische Compagnie” or 

“VOC”), a Dutch international trade organization that was founded in 1602. Its primary 

goal was to control the international market in exotic spices for the benefit of the Dutch 

Republic. In the years between 1600 and 1800 the VOC established an extensive trade 

network on the Asian continent which was largely controlled from the city of Batavia.15 

Over the years the VOC became more and more powerful, especially on the island of 

Java, where Batavia was situated, and on the western shores of Sumatra. In order to 

assure the continuous presence of a group of (male) VOC-officials in the area, the VOC 

took measures that would have large consequences.  

While allowing only a few European women to join the men overseas, the VOC 

encouraged inter-racial marriages between VOC-officials and indigenous women.16 

However, these women and their children were forbidden to travel to the Netherlands: a 

clever way to ensure that the men (i.e. the VOC-officials) did not feel the lust to return 

either (Barend-van Haeften 289-290). This was the beginning of a Dutch “settler colony” 
                                                
14 For a more detailed overview of Dutch colonial history in Southeast Asia in English, see Boxer 1988. 
15 The city of Batavia was founded in 1619 by Jan Pieterszoon Coen and functioned as the organizational 
headquarters of the VOC. After Indonesian Independence in 1945 it was renamed “Jakarta.”   
16 Under the condition that these women agreed to be baptized as Christians. 
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in the areas under VOC-control. It consisted of a small, elitist group of people which 

quickly blended in with the Indo-European mestizo-culture that had already existed, 

mainly in the city of Batavia, since the arrival of the Portuguese on Asian territory a few 

centuries earlier (Oostindie and Paasman 349). 

 The VOC slowly broke down Portuguese influence in the area by successfully 

conquering trading posts and trading contracts. After the collapse of Spanish-Portuguese 

power in the first half of the seventeenth century, the British replaced the Portuguese as 

the Dutch’s main rival (Oostindie and Paasman 351). By the end of the eighteenth 

century, the VOC was not as profitable as it once had been. Due to heavy competition 

with the British East India Company, it could no longer sustain its share of the 

international market. The VOC was dissolved in 1799, a few years after the Dutch 

Republic was taken over by revolutionaries in 1795. The revolutionaries or ‘patriots’ 

criticized the VOC’s system of exploitation and urged to replace the old VOC-regime in 

the East Indies with a more liberal policy. Characteristic for the new way of thinking were 

the ideas of Dirk van den Hogendorp, an ex-VOC-official. He was convinced that it was 

the duty of the Dutch to educate the Javanese. Not only would this bring prosperity to 

the indigenous people of the East Indies, it would also make them permanent loyal 

citizens of the Dutch Republic (Van den Doel 12). 

 Van Hogendorp’s ideas did not get much time to settle in. On August 3, 1811, the 

Dutch colonies were conquered by England and came under British administration. In 

1815, after the Napoleonic wars, only the East Indies, Suriname and the Antillean islands 

were returned to Dutch authority. In the Anglo-Dutch Treaty of 1824 the British restored 
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Dutch control in East Asia. The treaty was part of England’s overall strategy to safeguard 

British influence in the area, both politically and military. For England, the Netherlands 

were probably a useful subordinate ally against its main rival, France (Anderson 196). 

Between the two superpowers of France and England, the latter profited from a strong 

and neutral, yet relatively unimportant (or at least harmless), state like the Netherlands to 

secure international relations of power in Western Europe. Following the views of one of 

the leading experts on the Dutch East Indies and Southeast Asia in the Netherlands, Henk 

Schulte Nordholt, I believe that the Netherlands must be regarded as a colonial power that 

existed only “by the grace of its insignificance.” 

 However, the minor role that the Dutch played in the European political arena did 

not result in an inferiority complex with regards to their colonial possessions. On the 

contrary, in nineteenth- and twentieth-century Dutch writings on the subject of 

colonialism, the image of the Netherlands as a small country, overshadowed by its 

powerful European neighbors, is often emphasized as being one of the main reasons for 

the successes of the Dutch colonial regime. It was argued that since the Dutch did not 

have the capacity to assert military force over their Asian colonial territories, the only 

way in which they could uphold control was through their ingenuous colonial policy. 

According to these propagandists, Dutch policy was far more humane than that of the 

larger imperial powers that solely relied on their military strength. 

In his study Dutch Culture Overseas (1995), Frances Gouda thoroughly analyzes 

the way in which the Dutch represented themselves as “the cunning David amidst the 
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Goliaths of empire” (39). Gouda points to the representation of Dutch colonialism at the 

international colonial exposition in Paris in 1931: 

 

French newspapers as well as journalists from other countries admired the 
Dutch palace as the most artistic building of the entire Exposition. Being an 
imaginative architectural structure fashioned to convey the “multi-cultural” 
nature of the Netherlands’ empire in southeast Asia, the pavilion served as 
a metaphor for the Dutch pride in being able to forge political unity among 
the diversity of sophisticated ethnic cultures and religions that flourished 
in the Indonesian archipelago. (194) 

 
    

The exposition was part of an overall attempt to romanticize and idolize Dutch colonial 

policy, and emphasize Dutch contribution to the civilized and peaceful manner in which 

the people of Indonesia “harmoniously” lived together despite of their heterogeneous 

cultural traditions. However, this romanticized image is disputed by contemporary 

scholars who argue that Dutch investment in the Indonesian cultural domain was scarce.17 

In comparison with the mission civilatrice of the British and the French, the Dutch did 

not make a real effort to improve education or encourage intercultural exchange. Rather, 

Dutch policy was characterized by a method of “indirect rule,” which was focused on 

keeping the different cultural, ethnic and religious groups within the archipelago strictly 

separated. By emphasizing instead of neutralizing the cultural differences, the Dutch 

probably hoped to prevent the rise of Indonesian nationalist sentiment. What was 

presented as “the multi-cultural nature of the Dutch empire” at the exhibition in Paris, 

was in reality rather a strategy of “divide and rule” (verdeel en heers). Within this 

                                                
17 This is, for example, the view of Henk Schulte Nordholt. 
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strategy, the politics of language also played a significant role. This will be discussed 

below.  

 

1.4.2 Institutionalizing Colonial Power: the System of Cultivation and the Politics 

of Language 

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, the Republic of the Unified Netherlands 

(“Republiek der Verenigde Nederlanden”) became a Kingdom, and King Willem I assumed 

colonial rule. (Oostindie and Klinkers 57-58). The Dutch East Indies came to play an 

important economic and geopolitical role within the kingdom of the Netherlands. Not 

only was the colony a large contributor to the Dutch economy, but with its sixty million 

inhabitants it was also an immense extension, that made the kingdom count as a world 

power.  

Throughout the nineteenth century, the situation in the colony was characterized 

by exploitation and oppression that led to revolts by the indigenous people. The revolts 

were violently suppressed by the Dutch, often through military actions. But even though 

the political climate was far from stable, the East Indies had an enormous appeal on 

travellers and scientists from the metropolis that felt the urge to explore the overseas 

territories (Van den Doel 61-90).18 In books and paintings of that period, the East Indies 

functioned as an exotic site that stimulated the imagination, although it must be noted that 

usually the colony remained limited to the shimmering background of these cultural 

                                                
18 Missionaries were traveling to the area as well. The relationship between missionary work and colonial 
practices is, from a postcolonial point of view, suspect since missionary posts often paved the way for 
colonial rule in remote parts of the colonial territory (Dros 41). 
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artefacts while a central role was played by the Western adventurer that set out to 

“explore” or rather, “conquer”, the unknown and dangerous parts of the colony.19  

 

Colonialism became more institutionalized when a Ministry of Colonial Affairs was 

founded in 1834. The ministry was driven by an urge for colonial reforms because the 

initial policy in the colonies was considered a failure. It had not achieved the prosperity 

that was hoped for, and had ultimately resulted in a war that had lasted five years and had 

almost destroyed colonial rule.20  In 1830, a new system of Dutch production and control 

was introduced in the East Indies, most notably on the island of Java: the “cultivating”- 

system (cultuurstelsel). Huge amounts of valuable goods (such as sugar) were produced 

for the benefit of the Dutch treasury by claiming large parts of land and exploiting 

indigenous inhabitants. The system was based on (neo-) feudal relations that were 

imposed on the people with the help of the local chiefs (Van den Doel 50-58). The fact 

that the Dutch chose to co-operate with the Javanese ruling class, rather than eliminate it, 

had sweeping consequences for the rest of the population. As Benedict Anderson puts it 

in his study Language and Power. Exploring Political Cultures in Indonesia (1990), it 

meant a “fossilization of the Javanese social system, in which even greater pomp was 

displayed by the ruling class to conceal the reality of increasing impotence” (201).21  

Anderson’s main argument, however, concerns the politics of language within the 

grander scheme of the Dutch colonial regime on Java. By the end of the cultuurstelsel-era 
                                                
19 Dutch attitudes towards the colony expressed in literature will be more thoroughly discussed in chapter 
three. 
20 I am referring to the “Java-war” that lasted from 1825 until 1830 (Van den Doel 39-48). 
21 See also Van Dijk 1994. 
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(1830-1870), the status of the Javanese language had dropped to that of a provincial 

language (197). The reason for this was that the Dutch empire in the East covered so 

many ethno-linguistic groups that it needed a single mode of communication, and for this 

Javanese was not an option. Because the Dutch had no intention of making Dutch the 

language of interracial colonial life, they helped promote Malay as the lingua franca 

within the heterogeneous colony (197).  Anderson investigates the drastic consequences 

of Dutch imperialism for Javanese culture and regrets the fact that the Javanese language 

is nowadays almost absent in local cultural enterprises. He draws attention to “the black 

hole in which Javanese literature has disappeared” (195). 

The disappearance of the Javanese language in culture and literature is not the only 

drastic consequence of Dutch linguistic policy in the East Indies. The installment of the 

Maleysian language as the basic mode of communication, was also a means to deny the 

indigenous people access to the Dutch language. For a long time, the Dutch language 

remained exclusive for the Dutch elite and for a small high-class group of indigenous or 

Indo-European people. Instead of imposing their language on the indigenous inhabitants 

of the colony, the Dutch colonial officials learned the Maleysian language to communicate 

with them.  

For the Dutch the Maleysian language merely functioned as “a language of 

command.” In nineteenth century Maleysian-Dutch language books, one will find a 

strange derivative of the Maleysian language that is characterized by expressions and 

short sentences that were used to give orders. Dutch colonial officials generally showed 

little interest to learn more of the language than was absolutely necessary (Fasseur 189). 
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So, the Dutch did not “impose” their language on the indigenous inhabitants of the 

colony, like the French and the British did with their languages. However, rather than 

interpret this as a sign of Dutch tolerance, this can also be regarded as a lack of interest in 

improving the educational system in the colony. In his essay “De taal is gansch de Indisch 

ambtenaar”, Cees Fasseur points out that the Dutch colonial policy was predominantly 

determined by a business sense that had its roots in the VOC-era (189). The Dutch were 

involved in the East Indies for the main cause of making profit. From this perspective, the 

cultural and political pluralism that was often used to characterize Dutch colonial policy 

issued forth from the practical reality of the Dutch dependence on foreign trade and 

shipping (Gouda 1). 

It was only by the 1870s, when yet another new colonial policy was installed, the 

so-called “ethical policy”, that more indigenous inhabitants learned the Dutch language. 

Compared to the French and the British, the Dutch were extremely late with the 

introduction of a liberal educational policy. Because the indigenous people in India had 

access to the British educational system and culture for quite some time, a large English-

speaking elite could already have been formed in the British colony at the end of the 

nineteenth century. In the Dutch East Indies, the estimated amount of indigenous 

inhabitants that could understand Dutch in the year 1900 was only five thousand. By the 

1940s, this amount had increased to about one million (Groeneboer, Weg tot het Westen 

392) under the Dutch ethical policy. However, this policy would be short-lived due to the 

international conflicts and wars that arose in the twentieth century. 
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1.4.3 Decline of the Dutch Empire 

Up until the 1940s, the East Indies were considered a natural and crucial extension of the 

kingdom of the Netherlands. Even though in the twentieth century- metropolis concerns 

were raised about the miserable conditions in which the indigenous people lived, there 

was the vast belief that the colony could never flourish on its own, and that to abandon it 

would be moral crime. Yet, the outbreak of the Second World War and the Japanese 

occupation of Indonesia in 1942 caused the kingdom of the Netherlands to lose control 

over its Asian territory. The Dutch government realized that colonial relations would 

never be the same after World War II. Nevertheless, Queen Wilhelmina and all leading 

Dutch politicians were determined to keep the East Indies within the kingdom. In their 

2003 study Decolonizing the Caribbean: Dutch Policies in a Comparative Perspective, 

Gert Oostindie and Inge Klinkers illustrate the Dutch highly reserved attitude on the issue 

of decolonization: 

 

There were never talks of any radical plans, which is clearly visible in a  
secret memorandum dated August 1940, in which Welter [the catholic 
Minister of Colonial Affairs, red.] restated that for the East Indies there 
was no reasonable political alternative to the present one, which was 
characterized as ‘A gradual process of becoming autonomous under the 
gentle tutelage of a highly developed, trading and unarmed people such as 
the Dutch.’ (66)  

 
 
But increasing international pressure, especially from the United States, urged for more 

radical measures. On December 6, 1942, Queen Wilhelmina gave a long-awaited radio 

speech on the future of the colonies within the kingdom. As Oostindie and Klinkers point 
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out, “the Queen spoke of full partnership and internal autonomy for the overseas 

territories, but there was no straight talk about the right to independence.” (67) 

At the end of World War II, the Japanese were defeated and the East Indies were 

officially “returned” to the kingdom of the Netherlands. Soon after that, on August 17, 

1945, the leader of the Indonesian nationalist movement, Sukarno, declared Indonesian 

independence. Oostindie and Klinkers adequately describe the repressive, violent manner 

in which the Dutch reacted: 

….on two occasions the Dutch opted for military intervention, in the 
summer of 1947 and late in 1948. Again, responsibility rather than interest 
provided justification. As the social democratic Prime Minister, Willem 
Drees, stated, war was inevitable ‘unless one would opt for leaving the 
Indonesian people to fend for themselves, initially anarchy would be the 
consequence and subsequently dictatorship’. And so the Dutch opted for 
military force, euphemistically called ‘ police actions’ but in fact, the U.S. 
State Department, among others, had already concluded even before the act 
that this was nothing short of ‘a new colonial war.’ (71) 

 
   
It would take several years before the Dutch would officially transfer sovereignty to the 

Indonesian government, under strong American pressure, on November 27, 1949. This 

was almost a decade after the colonial empires of England and France were dissolved, 

which made the Netherlands one of the last colonizing countries to give up its colonial 

possessions.22  

 

 

                                                
22 Furthermore, it must be noted that it was only in 1965 that the colony of New Guinea was granted   
independence from the Netherlands.  
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1.4.4 Aftermath 

After independence, Dutch-Indonesian relations were difficult. The “police actions” had 

resulted in 5000 Dutch, and 150.000 Indonesian casualties. Almost all people of Indo-

European descent living in the colony moved to the metropolis after decolonization 

(about two hundred thousand people). The amount of Indonesians moving to the 

Netherlands on the other hand, was negligible. The Indo-European mestizo- culture in 

Indonesia died out within a few years. Because of the poor cultural investments of the 

Dutch in the colony, the Indonesian people had an image of Dutch culture that was 

largely two-dimensional and soon “Dutch culture” vanished altogether.  

Despite of the immense anti-Dutch sentiment in the former colony, the Dutch 

government continued to involve itself in Indonesian affairs after decolonization, most 

notably in the field of development aid. Moral arguments were put forward, justifying 

Dutch policy and at the same time silencing the memory of the Dutch failure to achieve a 

peaceful process of decolonization. Oostindie and Klinkers point out how the Dutch 

psyche “handled” the East Indies: 

 
Some permanent features of post-war Dutch policies towards 
decolonization and international development aid have settled in the 
national self-image as typically Dutch. These include an almost   
missionary fervor towards the overseas territories, later sublimated in 
relatively generous spending on development aid. Coupled with this is a 
degree of paternalistic interference in local politics, often perceived as   
straightforward post-colonialism in the relevant sovereign countries. Yet at 
the same time, The Hague’s policy towards Indonesian nationalism 
testifies to a conservative approach and even a willingness to resort to 
brutal oppression, the reality of which has been pretty well suppressed in 
the Dutch psyche. (69) 
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In the above extract, a couple of things are important. First of all, it must be noted that 

the term “post-colonialism” is used by Oostindie and Klinkers as neo-colonialism, rather 

than as anti-colonialism. This exemplifies the difficulties that are at play with the 

postcolonial terminology, an issue that will be discussed further in chapter two.   

   Second, the extract refers to the “self-image of the Dutch”, and urges to think 

about the way in which colonialism and decolonization intersect with a collective feeling 

of Dutch national identity. Ideas about the handling of our colonial past continue to 

inform our national identity with the “typically Dutch” values of tolerance, cultural and 

political pluralism and the almost mythical sense of ingenuity of a small country that can 

successfully compete with neighboring superpowers. As such, the Dutch national self-

image, that is constituted in part by our colonial past, forms an obstacle in the critical 

reappraisal of this past. 

Third, the extract painfully emphasizes that Dutch collective memory is, to 

express it euphemistically, “selective” when it comes to the Dutch contribution to 

colonialism. Although there have been attempts to set in motion a large-scale critical 

reappraisal of the colonial period in the Netherlands, this project is far from concluded. 

The Dutch educational system still does not provide proper knowledge of the East Indies, 

at least not to the same extent that it contains information on the Second World War. This 

has led postcolonial theorists to suggest that the Second World War was (and perhaps 

still is) used as an excuse to block out the painful memories of the colonial period. In the 

post-war years, attention in most Western European countries was focused upon 
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reconstructing all that was destroyed because of the German occupation, both on a 

material and on an immaterial level. In the process of re-building the nation, there was 

little need for the feelings of humiliation and guilt that the memory of the ex-colony, and 

the failure to hold on to it, provoked. More importantly, the Second World War had 

turned the Dutch into victims, which apparently made it easy to forget about their role as 

colonial “proprietors.” 

For the Dutch, the collective memory of Indonesia is dominated by a sense of 

“paradise lost”, as Frances Gouda points out in the epilogue of his study Dutch Culture 

Overseas (1995). Gouda emphasizes the danger of such feelings of nostalgia and argues 

that they can “function as a form of mystification, which converts former agents of 

colonial rule into guileless spectators by endowing the process of remembering former 

colonial societies with an elegiac aura” (238). Romanticized memories of the past 

represent the colonial policy as harmless. In this sense, nostalgia fosters a vision of 

history that is disconnected from contemporary moral judgements, “as if the past no 

longer holds a constitutive meaning for either the present or the future” (238). 

 Within this nostalgic discourse, the collective memory of Dutch empire as “a 

grand project of the past” lingers on and keeps informing our national identity. The role 

that literary representations play in processes of collective remembrance and/or amnesia 

with regard to the colonial past is a central issue in this thesis. Nostalgia and distorted 

images of the colony are reflected in literature, and, as I have pointed out earlier, they are 

also actively created in literature. Before I move on to an analysis of Dutch literary 
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representations of the colonial past, the next chapter will bring forward the set of critical 

tools that I have employed for that analysis, stemming from the postcolonial critique.  
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Chapter two: The Postcolonial Critique 

 

2.1. Introduction 

After decolonization, the far-reaching effects of five centuries of colonialism slowly 

became visible. Postcolonialism is the general designation for the strand of thought that 

deals with these effects on cultures and societies. Postcolonial theory is the collective term 

for a set of theoretical implications that attempt to describe postcolonialism in all its 

heterogeneous forms. It can be characterized as a critique of representation that is used to 

expose and dismantle hegemonic power structures that have their roots in colonial 

discourse. In this context the terms “postcolonial criticism” and “postcolonial critique” 

are also often heard. Within the realm of this thesis, the three terms “postcolonial 

theory”, “postcolonial criticism” and “postcolonial critique” will be used 

interchangeably.23  

The postcolonial field of study started out in the 1980s as a set of critical 

narratives brought forward by a handful of literary theorists who had their roots in 

English literary history. In recent years the field has become increasingly institutionalized 

within the international academy but has remained predominantly engaged with 

Anglophone literature. In her essay “Landmarks: Postcolonial Literatures and Theories at 

the End of the Century” (1997), Sandra Ponzanesi elaborates on this Anglocentrism “that 

is the fault of much postcolonial theorization, since it re-centers the discourse around the 
                                                
23 The implications involved in the signifying hyphen or its absence (“post-colonialism” versus 
“postcolonialism”) have been vulnerable for contestation. However, nowadays the interweaving of the two 
approaches is considerable (Ashroft et al, Key Concepts 186-187). Within the realm of this thesis, the term 
“postcolonialism” will be used without the hyphen. 
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experience linked to the British empire, therefore often excluding from its apparatus 

significant case studies.” By these case studies Ponzanesi means postcolonial literatures 

expressed in a minor ex-imperial language, such as the Dutch: “In this voicing of alterity 

and undermining of imperial dominance, many other literatures and discourses risk being 

overwhelmed and washed ashore.”  

In the Netherlands, postcolonial theory is often reduced to a set of key terms like 

“orientalism” or “hybridity.” In my opinion, these terms often fail to convey the complex 

discursive practices that gave rise to them. In order to sustain my analysis in chapter 

three I feel the need to re-visit the issues at stake within the postcolonial process of 

critique. Consequently, in this chapter I will set forth the methodological presuppositions 

that underlie my analysis.  

 
2.2 Postcolonial Prospects 

Postcolonial criticism first appeared and developed in the field of literary studies, a field 

in which the importance of a critique of representation was evident and had already been 

acknowledged for a long time. Even though postcolonial theory is primarily related to the 

literary field, as a critical mode of thinking that is highly interdisciplinary it has also 

become indispensable in other parts of the academy. Today, scholars within the various 

disciplines of history, sociology, women’s studies, political theory and even economics 

are closely engaging with postcolonial theory, rendering the contemporary scope of the 

postcolonial field of study enormous and difficult to define. Although an interdisciplinary 
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perspective on ‘postcolonial theory’ is inevitably present in this thesis, I would like to 

stress that the postcolonial is primarily discussed with its literary implications in mind.  

A chronological overview of postcolonialism’s theoretical history is problematic, 

since the postcolonial critique developed simultaneously in different parts of the world. 

The critical overview of postcolonial theory that I attempt to give in this chapter is 

therefore necessarily non-chronological. Moreover, I would like to emphasize that it is an 

overview that is highly selective, because I will focus specifically on the “postcolonial” 

ideas conveying the methodological presuppositions that have informed my analysis.  

 

Before moving on to an overview of postcolonial theory, there is a difficulty that needs to 

be addressed first, and that is the difficulty of the postcolonial terminology. Even though 

the prefix “post” might suggest otherwise, “postcolonialism” or “post-colonial criticism” 

did not start after the colonialist era, nor did that era come to a close with the dawning of 

a postcolonial consciousness. Like colonialism, postcolonialism is not restricted to a 

specific time or place.24 Defining the “post” in postcolonial is therefore a complicated 

task for scholars that work in its realm. At least three interpretations are possible. These 

can exist separately, although more often they co-exist: “post” as in “after,” “post” as in 

                                                
24 As a response to the trans-historical definition of (post)colonialism that Anne McClintock has proposed, 
Aijaz Ahmad has pleaded for a restitution of the historicity attached to European colonialism.  See Ahmad 
1995 and McClintock 1994. 
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“anti,” or “post” as in the German durch, in which case it refers to “dealing with” 

whatever comes after the “post.”25   

The first interpretation, “post” as in “after”, raises problems because it implies 

that colonialism has come to a full stop, while (as I have argued before) there are many 

forms of (neo-) colonialist projects still going on today.  In the collected volume of essays 

entitled The Postcolonial Studies Reader (1994), Ashcroft, Griffith and Tiffins therefore 

choose a much broader point of departure for postcolonialism: “post-colonial as we 

define it does not mean ‘post-independence’ or ‘after-colonialism,’ for this would be to 

falsely ascribe an end to the colonizing process. Post-colonialism, rather, begins from the 

very moment of colonial contact. It is the discourse of oppositionality which colonialism 

brings into being”(117). 

To think of postcolonialism as a “discourse of oppositionality” seems to imply 

that the second interpretation, “post” as in “anti”-, is to be preferred over the first. 

However, as Robert Young points out in his study Postcolonialism: An Historical 

Introduction (2001), there is a significant semantic gap between postcolonialism and anti-

colonialism. Although there was never necessarily any political disjunction between the 

two, the latter is often identified exclusively with a provincial nationalism, while the 

former is associated with diaspora, transnational migration and internationalism. (2) 

The third interpretation, “post” as in durch (literally “through”) or “dealing with” 

is, in my view, the most interesting because it highlights one of the essential 

                                                
25 Sandra Ponzanesi lucidly pointed out the three-fold structure that underlies the meaning of the 
postcolonial, in her lecture at the Workshop “Transformations: Postcoloniality and Migration in Dutch 
and European Literatures and Everyday Culture” on October 7, 2005 at Utrecht University. 
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characteristics of postcolonialism: the fact that it “deals” with colonial trauma. At the 

heart of postcolonial criticism lies an engagement with, and a resistance to, the material 

practice of colonialism. Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin emphasize that  

 

…the determining condition of what we refer to as post-colonial cultures is 
the historical phenomenon of colonialism, with its range of material 
practices and effects, such as transportation, slavery, displacement, 
emigration, and racial and cultural discrimination. These material conditions 
and their relationship to questions of ideology and representation are at the 
heart of the most vigorous debates in recent 
post-colonial theory. (7) 

 

As a critique of representation, postcolonial criticism is always necessarily entangled with 

colonial modes of thinking, reading and writing. However, the postcolonial engagement 

with the colonial as a discursive phenomenon must never obscure the material effects of 

the colonial practice. Several postcolonial scholars even go as far as to argue that 

postcolonial intellectual involvement must always be at the service of a humanist desire to 

bring about change in the political situation of the ex-colonized.26  From this perspective, 

any intellectual engagement with the post-colonial life-world necessarily coincides with a 

political commitment. From its earliest stages, postcolonial criticism has been marked by 

a close connection with political issues and debates, which is evident from the ideas of a 

set of crucial postcolonial thinkers, that I would like to discuss in some depth in the next 

paragraph. 

 

                                                
26 This “humanist desire” can be found in the work of Edward Said. See paragraph 2.3 of this thesis. 
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2.3 Postcolonial criticism: The Pioneering Work 

When postcolonial criticism came to the fore in the second half of the twentieth century, 

it initially took as its subject matter the colonizer’s representations of colonial countries 

and criticized these for their ethnocentric and Eurocentric biases. A foundational work in 

the early stage of postcolonial criticism was The Wretched of the Earth (1961) in which 

the French psychiatrist Franz Fanon argued that the ex-colonized people needed to find 

their own critical voice, in order to function as the subject instead of the object within the 

representation of their culture, history and traditions. In order for them to find this voice 

or “identity”, they first needed to reclaim their own past by detaching it from the 

narratives of the European colonizing power that had determined and devalued it for 

centuries.  

In his later study Black Skin, White Masks (1967), Fanon foregrounded the body 

as the site of difference for the postcolonial subject, a phenomenon that he articulated as 

“the fact of blackness.” Fanon describes how in the encounter with the white man the 

black body is distorted and forced into a state of self-consciousness he calls a “third-

person-consciousness” that coincides with a realization of his “blackness” as an indelible 

mark of inferiority: 

  
And then the occasion arose when I had to meet the white man’s eyes. An 
unfamiliar weight burdened me. The real world challenged my claims. In the 
white world the man of color encounters difficulties in the development of 
his bodily schema. Consciousness of the body is solely a negating activity. 
It is a third-person consciousness. 
[…] 
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On that day, completely dislocated, unable to be abroad with the other, the 
white man, who unmercifully imprisoned me, I took myself far off from 
my own presence, far indeed, and made myself an object. 
[…] 
My body was given back to me sprawled out, distorted, re-colored, clad in 
mourning in that white winter day. 
(110-113)  

 
 

Elaborating to some extent on the issues and discussions that Fanon had brought forward, 

Edward Said (1935-2003) published his famous critical study Orientalism27 in 1978. In 

Orientalism, Said describes “the Orient” as a semi-mythical construct that is an integral 

part of European material civilization and culture. The Western dominative mode of 

discourse Said calls “Orientalism” is a style of thought based upon an ontological and 

epistemological distinction made between “the Orient” and “the Occident” (2) in which 

the former is inferior and the latter superior.  Said argues that although Orientalism was 

presented as an objective form of knowledge about the Orient, actually it had very little to 

do with it. Rather, Orientalism was consistent with itself: scholars that studied the Orient 

based their ideas on what other orientalist scholars had written about it before them. This 

way, a whole range of images and prejudices about the Orient were preserved for 

centuries within Western scholarship. The scope of the Orientalist practice Said criticizes 

is extremely broad, as the following passage demonstrates: 

 

                                                
27 Soon after the publication of Orientalism, Said published two other books, The Question of Palestine 
(1979) and Covering Islam (1981), which he has referred to, in retrospect, as part of the Orientalism- 
trilogy. The highly political nature of these books indicates that Said’s work as a literary theorist was 
inseparable from his political activism, especially regarding the Palestinian cause.  
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…a very large mass of writers, among whom are poets, novelists, 
philosophers, political theorists, economists, and imperial administrators, 
have accepted the basic distinction between East and West as the starting 
point for elaborate theories, epics, novels, social descriptions, and political 
accounts concerning the Orient, its people, customs, “mind,”destiny, and 
so on. This Orientalism can accommodate  
Aeschylus, say, and Victor Hugo, Dante and Karl Marx. (3) 

 

Later on in the book he expands the scope of Orientalism even further by saying that 

“For any European during the nineteenth century Orientalism was […] a system of 

truths, […] in Nietzsche’s sense of the word. It is therefore correct that every European, 

in what he could say about the Orient, was consequently a racist, an imperialist, and 

almost totally ethnocentric” (204). 

Said specifies a two-fold aim of his book. On the one hand, the book focuses on 

Orientalism as “a way of coming to terms with the Orient that is based on the Orient’s 

special place in European Western experience” (1), and tries to demonstrate how 

Orientalism operates as an academic, imaginative and institutional practice. On the other 

hand, the book tries to show “how European culture gained strength and identity by 

setting itself off against the Orient as a sort of surrogate and even underground self” (3). 

By relating the material civilization, culture and identity of Europe specifically to the 

Orient, Said implies that for Europe, cultural domination over the Orient by means of 

constructing a body of “Oriental knowledge”, i.e. Orientalism, was a necessary step 

within the process of its self-affirmation and self-realization, without which the West as 

we know it could not have existed.  
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As part of the West’s project of self-affirmation Orientalism had created in the Orient its 

“ideal Other,” while in the process robbing the people of the Orient of both their identity 

and agency. Because of Orientalism, the Orient was not (and is not) a free subject of 

thought or action. 28 In Orientalism, Said extensively discusses the relationship between 

Orientalism, imperialism and colonial rule. One of the major controversial elements of the 

book lies, in my opinion, in Said’s claim that orientalism was not only a rationalization or 

legitimization of colonial rule after the fact, but that it justified colonial rule in advance: 

empire would not have been possible without the existence of an Orientalist body of 

“knowledge” and morality that thrived on ideas of Enlightenment.  

In his later work Culture and Imperialism (1993), Said makes radical claims about 

the nineteenth-century European novel (especially the British) which, according to Said, 

constituted “a structure of attitude and reference” (62), a point of definition in the 

unfolding of the imperial project. Said claims that “Without empire, I would go so far as 

saying, there is no European novel as we know it.” He emphasizes the institutional 

character of the novel with its patterns of narrative authority that are consistent with the 

values of bourgeois society:  

 

I am not trying to say that the novel – or the culture in a broad sense- 
“caused” imperialism, but that the novel, as a cultural artifact of bourgeois 
society, and imperialism are unthinkable without each other.  

  (71) 
 
                                                
28 However, Said does not only blame “the West” for this. He also criticizes the Orient for allowing itself 
to be made subordinate to the West for economical or political reasons. He argues that in its attempt to 
stay on good terms with the West, the Orientalists representations were to an extent fulfilled by the Orient.  
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As a result of its critical approach to European thought and tradition, Said’s work was 

often interpreted as an attempt to break down the Western cultural values that impose 

power upon the rest of the world.29 In 2004, Ian Buruma and Avishai Margalit published 

an answer to Said’s Orientalism entitled Occidentalism, in which Said’s line of thought is 

inversed by focusing on the images of the Occident produced by the Orient instead of vice 

versa (Brillenburg Wurth 374). Even more recently, Orientalism has been attacked by 

Robert Irwin in For Lust of Knowing. The Orientalists and their enemies (2006). In this 

book, Irwin questions Said’s good faith and that of other critics of Orientalism by 

suggesting that some of the polemic has an agenda “which is related to internal academic 

politics, anti-Semitism or fundamentalist Islam.” (3) He goes on to describe Said’s work 

as “the work of malignant charlatanry in which it is hard to distinguish honest mistakes 

from willful misrepresentations” (4). Irwin is referring here to the factual mistakes that 

have rendered Orientalism vulnerable for criticism before.  

 However, in my opinion the factual mistakes of Orientalism that Irwin continues 

to emphasize throughout his book, does not detract from the power, validity and 

necessity of Said’s argument, that in the 1980s disrupted the traditional way of thinking 

about the Orient. The debate that followed Orientalism internationally is one of great 

importance. Furthermore, the alleged anti-Westernism that often lies at the basis of 

                                                
29 In his 1994 afterword to Orientalism, Said responds to this aspect of the book’s reception. He 
emphasizes that he is in no way a supporter of Islamism or Muslim fundamentalism and that these 
accusations are not only a huge disappointment to him personally, but that they also testify to a great 
ignorance present in critics that have implied this (330). 
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critiques of Said’s work tend to overlook the fact that Said’s ideas are profoundly 

embedded in Western humanist thought, of which a wide variety can be found in 

Orientalism: most notably, the German philological tradition of which Auerbach and 

Goethe were important figures (Said, Orientalism 132), Marx and Engels and their 

unveiling of the hegemonism of possessing minorities (97), Voltaire’s and Cervantes’s 

attack on a “textual” attitude towards reality (92), and Nietszche’s concept of truth as 

embodied in language (203).  

 All these examples show Said’s deep engagement with the Western tradition, of 

which his criticism was very much a product. The very basis of Said’s argument draws 

upon notions coined by influential European thinkers, notions that stem from the 

Western philosophical tradition (Foucault’s notion of power and Gramsci’s notion of 

hegemony) and that Said uses these as a crucial conceptual framework for his critique of 

Orientalism.30 

Nevertheless, it is not surprising that his work was sometimes interpreted as an 

indictment of the Western mode of thought, since his approach to Western thinkers and 

philosophers is highly ambiguous. On many occasions throughout the book, Said 

portrays the protagonists of the Western cultural and philosophical heritage as the agents 

of the practice of Orientalism. On other occasions, he makes clear how much he owes to 

their ideas. This ambiguous critical engagement is exemplified in Said’s position towards 

the tradition of philology, which he describes simultaneously as “a science of all 

                                                
30 See Dube 2004. 
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humanity, premised on the unity of the human species and the worth of every human 

detail” and “a harsh divider of men into superior and inferior races” (134).  

One of the main characteristics of Orientalism is the dynamic nature of Said’s 

argument in which he, self-consciously, constantly reshapes his own object: the meaning 

of Orientalism shifts throughout the book, there is no use of a stable vocabulary, and Said 

does not rely on a descriptive or conceptual language or methodology. In my opinion, this 

complexity must in no way be considered a failure in the Saidean project. On the 

contrary, inherent to this project was an urge to show the paradox that was present 

within a range of nineteenth- and twentieth-century humanists, exposing the internal 

constraints that hegemonic systems like culture placed upon writers and thinkers. Said 

emphasizes that instead of operating unilaterally, these internal constraints were a 

productive feature within Western humanist thought (14). Moreover, they represent 

Enlightenment as an on-going project, not just something that happened in the eighteenth 

century. The book’s scope is therefore a-temporal in its description of the gigantic 

invisible machinery of European structures of cultural authorization that is used for the 

“managing of otherness” by Orientalists.  

In Orientalism, Said rejects most of all the textual attitude of Orientalism: the 

“knowledge” of the Orientalists is based solely upon texts, and Said claims that reality 

can never be understood by applying texts upon it. Orientalism is the first step in Said’s 

exploration of a new practice of anti-textual criticism, a practice that he further develops 

in his next book The World, the Text and the Critic (1983). In this book, Said coins the 

term “secular criticism” as the counter-method of “textual criticism.” The use of the term 
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“secular” is striking, because in Orientalism he places secularism or “secularizing 

elements” at the very basis of the modern practice of Orientalism (120). In my opinion, 

this unconventional, almost playful use of the term “secular” is part of Said’s more 

general critical project that I earlier referred to as an “ambiguous critical engagement” with 

the Western tradition: a critique of certain values of Western thought, but certainly not a 

rejection of Western thought altogether.31 By re-situating the term “secular” outside its 

conventional context, he sort of “liberates” it: in its neologistic form, it can explore a 

whole new critical field. However, this re-situating takes place without the complete 

erasure of its “old” semantic load.32  

Said’s attempt to point out the pitfalls of Eurocentrism within Western thought 

is, in my opinion, extremely valuable regardless of his political motives. It urges for a 

critical awareness of the hegemonical power of truth-systems and proposes a counter-

method to traditional textual criticism in the practice of secular criticism. For the critic, 

this means to engage in a process of “filiation and affiliation”: constantly moving away 

and towards the truth-systems one cannot escape, in order to critically inhabit them. The 

ambiguity that is the consequence of this process lies at the basis of postcolonial thinking: 

it is embedded in the inescapable entanglement of the postcolonial with the colonial. In 

                                                
31 This “unclear” position exemplifies the very practice of secular criticism, which as a concept deliberately 
rejects synthesis.  
 
32 Said refashioned the idea of the secular and dislodged it from its usual meanings. This has lead several 
scholars, most notably Bruce Robbins, to argue that “secular” stands in opposition not to religious 
concerns or beliefs per se, but to belief systems, such as the nation and nationalism. See Mufti 2000. 
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conclusion one could say that Said’s work focuses on the necessary tensions that 

constitute the arena of the postcolonial critic. 

 
The works of Said have had a major influence on the development of postcolonial studies. 

Together with two other notorious postcolonial scholars, Homi Bhabha and Gayatri 

Spivak, Said was responsible for introducing a set of critical narratives from the 1980s 

onwards that would eventually find world-wide acclaim under the name “colonial 

discourse theory.”33 Colonial discourse theory functions as the critical and theoretical 

backbone of contemporary postcolonial studies. It lies at the basis of key notions of 

postcolonial criticism, and the term “postcolonial theory” is more or less its 

contemporary synonym. I would now like to move on to discuss the works of the two 

other scholars that have largely determined the contours of colonial discourse theory, 

Gayatri Spivak and Homi Bhabha. 

 

In his critical work, Homi Bhabha (1949) argues against the Western tendency to treat ex-

colonized or third world countries as an homogenous essence. According to Bhabha, 

binary oppositions play a central role within representations of the East. Bhabha 

attempts to destabilize the power structures that make such binaries possible using a 

poststructuralist method of analysis that is called “deconstruction.” Bhabha’s ideas 

intersect on different levels with those of the poststructuralist thinkers Michel Foucault, 

Jacques Lacan and Jacques Derrida. In contemporary critical theory, deconstruction 

                                                
33 For a lengthy discussion of the critical works of Said, Bhabha and Spivak, see Moore-Gilbert 1997. 
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denotes a process by which language itself foregrounds the instability (or impossibility) 

of meaning. It is a particular method of textual criticism that involves an understanding, 

and often an exposure or “dismantling”, of the implicit assumptions that underlie 

discursive practices.  

In his book Nation and Narration (1990) Bhabha explores the relationship 

between colonizer and colonized in terms of ambivalence and emphasizes their 

interdependence. He elaborates further on this subject in his essay “Of Mimicry and 

Man: the Ambivalence of Colonial Discourse” which was published in The Location of 

Culture (1994). In this essay, Bhabha foregrounds the concept of “mimicry”, which 

would prove to be crucial for his work. Mimicry refers to the imperial practice by which 

the colonized was encouraged to “mimic” the behavior of the colonizer. Bhabha gives 

several examples of nineteenth-century texts that were meant to provide an example of 

how the art and history of the colonizer could be imposed upon the colonized (85). What 

strikes Bhabha in these examples, is that the method by which the appropriation of 

imperial discourse in the colony was to be achieved according to these texts undermines 

the validity of imperial discourse itself. Mimicry necessarily entails a partial 

representation of colonial discourse: it is a resemblance that is displayed in part, 

metonymically. Despite of its desire to emerge as “authentic”, it is a “doubling” figure 

(almost the same, but not quite) that mimics and mocks at the same time. From this 

potential mockery rises a threat to colonial authority: 

 



 50 

The menace of mimicry is its double vision which in disclosing the 
ambivalence of colonial discourse also disrupts its authority. And it is a 
double vision that is a result of what I’ve described as the partial 
representation/recognition of the colonial subject. (87) 

 

According to Bhabha, mimicry is threatening because it exposes imperial discourse as 

having no essence (88).  Mimicry emphasizes the ambivalence of colonial power and 

knowledge as it ironically undermines some of colonialism’s important ideological 

structures. Most notably, the idea of cultural essences is exposed as a fiction. Instead, 

culture’s “hybridity” is articulated.  

           Hybridity is, like mimicry, an indispensable concept in Bhabha’s thinking. In 

colonial discourse, the term “hybrid” was used abusively to refer to a person of “mixed-

breed” and as such it was part of nineteenth-century racist ideology.34 However, Bhabha 

re-enunciates the concept of hybridity in a positive way, emphasizing the advantages of 

this state of in-betweenness.35 From the interweaving of elements of the colonizer and the 

colonized there emerges a new hybrid subject-position that challenges the validity and 

possibility of an essentialist cultural identity. Closely connected with Bhabha’s ideas on 

hybridity is his concept of the ‘Third Space.” The third space is the site where the hybrid 

identity is positioned: an enunciative, ambivalent space where new cultural meaning is 

produced: 

 

                                                
34 See Young 1995. 
35 The discourse in which the hybridised nature of postcolonial culture is portrayed as a strength rather than 
a weakness is rooted in the ideas of Bhabha.  
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For me the importance of hybridity is not to be able to trace two original 
moments from which the third emerges, rather hybridity to me is the “third 
Space” which enables other positions to emerge.  

 
 (Bhabha, quoted in: Rutherford 211) 

 

Although Bhabha is considered an essential figure in the postcolonial field, he is also 

contested and often criticized because of his dense prose and inaccessible jargon. The 

same criticism is uttered in relation to another key thinker within postcolonial theory: the 

literary critic and theorist Gayatri Spivak. 

 

Gayatri Spivak has been influenced by poststructuralism’s conceptual and methodological 

framework from the beginning of her career. In 1976 she became widely known when her 

English translation of Jacques Derrida’s De La Grammatologie (1967) was published. 

Hereafter Spivak was affiliated with a project that was collectively dubbed “Subaltern 

Studies,” that also emphasized the importance of deconstructionist readings.  

Subaltern Studies started out with the groundbreaking work of Ranajit Guha at the 

end of the 1970s, who published - together with a group of young Indian historians based 

in Britain - a series of essays that rejected Indian history as it was written so far, because 

it had focused exclusively on the point of view of the elite groups within Indian society. 

The project reflected on the role of the peasant, or “subaltern,” in Indian history, and 

urged for a rewriting of Indian history in which the subaltern could “come to its own.” By 

the end of the 1980s, Subaltern Studies was described as “the most dynamic sector within 

the emerging disciplines of postcolonial theory and cultural studies in the Anglo-American 
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academy” (Chaturvedi vii). Since then, the project has been through a fascinating 

trajectory, in which it evolved from the Marxism of its inception to its current post-

Marxist contours. Subaltern Studies can be regarded as an important intervention in the 

postcolonial critique that focused on the question of Enlightenment and its legacies as 

forms of colonial domination. Although I here refer to the “project” in its totality, the 

body of writing known as Subaltern Studies does not constitute a homogenous whole.  

Yet, the writings do have a few important things in common: a marxist attempt to re-think 

class analysis (and to think about domination and subordination) and the use of 

deconstructionist philosophies. Both are defended in order to develop anti-systematic 

approaches suited to studying subaltern histories under conditions of colonial modernities 

(Chakrabarty 259).  

Subaltern Studies has produced insights that are, in my opinion, indispensable to 

the postcolonial status quo: especially its emphasis on the history or “histories” of the 

insurgent people has proven to be of great importance.36 Spivak never particularly 

subscribed herself to the Subaltern Studies group, but her work continuously interacted 

with this project that she both encouraged and criticized. Spivak’s interaction with 

Subaltern Studies is evident in her essay “Can the subaltern speak?”, that was originally 

published in Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg’s Marxism and the Interpretation of 

Culture (1988). The essay focused on the position of the subaltern woman through a 

discussion of the practice of widow sacrifice in India. Her main argument, namely that the 

subaltern (woman) does not have the possibility to represent herself (that the subaltern 

                                                
36 See Young, Postcolonialism 4-6 and Ashcroft et al, Postcolonial Studies Reader 355.  



 53 

“cannot speak”), was received and interpreted in various ways, not all of them positive. 

Some critics accused Spivak of not recognizing the voice of the subaltern. However, in my 

opinion this accusation is unjust, since Spivak only claimed that the subaltern cannot 

speak because (s)he is not heard. For Spivak, “speaking” is necessarily an interaction 

between speaker and listener. Because the voice of the subaltern is not listened to, Spivak 

argues that it is the task of the postcolonial intellectual to speak for subaltern groups. But 

according to Spivak, “to speak for the subaltern” does not mean that the subaltern needs 

an advocate to speak for her (/him), rather it means that the postcolonial intellectual 

should actively attempt to liberate the subaltern from the space of difference: to work for 

the subaltern is to work against subalternity. So instead of attempting to “give the 

subaltern a voice”, the postcolonial critic should try to clear the space to allow the 

subaltern to speak for her(/him)self. With the foregrounding of the role of the postcolonial 

intellectual she explicitly criticizes postcolonialism from within, as she raises the question 

if the attitude of the postcolonial critic so far has not unknowingly been complicit in the 

ideology of imperialism. 37  

In 1988 Spivak published In Other Worlds, a powerful book on cultural theory 

that investigated the relationship between language, woman and culture (in both Western 

and non-Western contexts) from her perspective as a self-proclaimed “feminist Marxist 

deconstructivist.” As Spivak’s intellectual legacy is indeed impossible to typify under 

                                                
37 According to Benjamin Graves, a junior researcher at Brown University, the essay shows Spivak’s 
concern “for the processes whereby postcolonial studies ironically re-inscribe, co-opt, and rehearse neo-
colonial imperatives of political domination, economic exploitation and cultural erasure.” Noted by 
Benjamin Graves in his  review of Spivak’s essay on the website 
http://www.usp.nus.edu.sg/post/poldiscourse/spivak/spivak2.html (February 2, 2007) 
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one single label, the complicated, plural, and self-reflective position that she ascribes 

herself to does seem quite accurate.  

As I have mentioned before, much of Spivak’s work is marked by the method of 

deconstruction. The specific way in which Spivak uses the poststructuralist approach to 

analyze representations, is perhaps best illustrated in the concept of “strategic 

essentialism” that she introduced. Strategic essentialism is a particular critique of 

essentialism: a way of deploying essentialist terms in a critical, interrogating way for the 

purpose of effectively dismantling the structures of suffering that these terms create. It 

can be compared to the practice of role-playing: to briefly inhabit the position of what 

you oppose, in order to gain knowledge about it and use that knowledge to critique or 

perhaps ‘neutralize’ it.38 In her more recent work (a.o. A Critique of Postcolonial Reason, 

1999), Spivak continues to use a deconstructionist approach as a means to expose the 

tendency of institutional and cultural discourses to exclude and marginalize the subaltern, 

especially subaltern women.  

 

In the light of their substantial contributions to the field, it is not surprising that Said, 

Bhabha and Spivak have been described as “the Holy Trinity of colonial-discourse 

analysis” (Young, Colonial Desire 163). Nevertheless, it would be a mistake to 

overestimate their importance at the expense of other crucial thinkers and writers in the 

field, as Peter Childs and Patrick Williams acknowledge in the preface to their book An 

                                                
38 In her online “Glossary of Key Terms in the Work of Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak,” Deepika Bahri 
introduces this comparison between strategic essentialism and the act of role-playing. See 
htttp://www.english.emory.edu/Bahri/Glossary.html (May 2, 2006) 
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Introduction to Post-Colonial Theory (1997). However, Childs and Williams do point to 

the fact that the importance of Said, Bhabha and Spivak is also imbedded in “the 

centrality of these figures as a means to address issues: such as the role of the 

postcolonial intellectual, the subaltern subject, hybridity and mimicry” (viii). Also, in the 

narratives of Said, Bhabha and Spivak, the position of postcolonial theory within a bigger 

theoretical framework is foregrounded: that of marxism on the one hand, and that of  

poststructuralism and postmodernism on the other. 

 

2.4 The theoretical framework of postcolonial theory 

Postcolonialism’s overlap with marxism is embodied in the figure of Antonio Gramsci 

(1891-1937). In his Prison Notebooks (which he wrote while he was imprisoned by the 

fascist regime of Mussolini from 1926 onwards) Gramsci expanded on the marxist 

terminology which included terms as “subaltern” and “hegemony” to critically describe 

and resist the situation of the nineteenth-century Italian working class. These terms were 

later employed by postcolonial scholars to refer to the strategies of imperialist discourse 

that oppressed the voice of the colonial subject. Especially Gramsci’s highly ideological 

claim that we should recognize the other within oneself (or to understand the other as one 

would understand oneself) has had a huge influence on postcolonial scholars.  

In addition to its marxist contours, postcolonialism as a Western-based intellectual 

critique is also largely intertwined with postmodernism and poststructuralism, as is clear 

from the deconstructionist approach that, for example, Spivak and Bhabha employ. 

Especially Michel Foucault’s ideas on textuality and fields of discourse that show the 
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unstable nature of identity and the polyvalent currents of signification within texts, have 

been of great influence within postcolonial criticism. However, as Ashcroft, Griffiths and 

Tiffin point out in The Postcolonial Studies Reader (2006), despite of the theoretical 

similarities – the decentring of discourse, the significance of language, and the use of the 

subversive strategies of mimicry, parody and irony – the practices of poststructuralist 

and postcolonial reading are completely distinct (118). While postmodernism entails a 

return to the traditional Western literary canon, “postcolonial literary production 

precludes any return to the canon because the field itself transforms what we understand 

literature to be” (118). In my opinion, it is important to separate the postmodern from 

the postcolonial because in the postmodern realm, the migrant or exile becomes a 

manifesto of postmodern reality in which his nomadic, fluid existence is merely a 

configuration of a postmodern pastiche or bricollage.39  Although this image of the 

migrant might be useful and relevant in some cases, I think it tends to loose sight of the 

material reality of displacement and human suffering that migrancy often entails.  

In addition to the discourses of marxism and postmodernism, postcolonialism also 

intersects with the discourse of feminist criticism, as the work of Spivak exemplifies. In 

their attempt to escape oppressive categories, colonial subjects that fight imperialism 

have much in common with women who resist the domination of a patriarchal society. 

From this perspective it is not surprising that there exists a resemblance between both the 

methodology and the conceptual organization of postcolonialism and feminist criticism.  

                                                
39 The term bricollage was coined by the French postmodern theorist and philosopher Jean Baudrillard 
(1929-2007).  
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To a certain extent, the two discourses enforce each other, for example in their uncovering 

of the subaltern woman as “doubly colonized”: both by the colonizer as well as by 

patriarchal structures. However, the relationship between postcolonialism and feminism 

has also led to heavy debates within ex-colonized societies over whether gender or 

colonial oppression is the more important factor in women’s lives. Feminism as a product 

of Western humanist discourse has been criticized for working against postcolonial 

criticism because it reinstates homogenizing categories. 

 In her essay “Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial 

Discourses”, Chandra Mohanty discusses the problematic discrepancy between Western 

feminists and working class and feminists of color around the world. She offers a set of 

analytic principles that are meant to distort coalitions between these two groups. 

According to Mohanty, a sizeable extent of Western feminist work on women in the third 

world is characterized by an ethnocentric universality that “colonizes” the fundamental 

complexities and conflicts of the lives of women of different classes, religions, cultures, 

races and castes: “I am referring to the critical assumption that all of us of the same 

gender, across classes and cultures, are somehow socially constituted as a homogenous 

group identified prior to the process of analysis” (260). Instead Mohanty advocates a 

theorization and interpretation of male oppression within specific societies in order to 

effectively organize its change. 

As Mohanty’s essay shows, a central question in postcolonial discourse is the 

question of how to effect agency for the (post) colonial subject: how to re-instate the 

subaltern as a historical and political agent. A crucial step in this process of resistance to 
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imperialism and its distorting effects has been the development of a postcolonial literary 

discourse that “writes back” and reclaims the voice of the subaltern. 

 

2.5 Postcolonial Literary Writing: “Writing back” to Empire 

The Western interest in postcolonial writing can be traced back to the study of 

“Commonwealth literature” that was practiced in the Anglosaxon academy from the early 

sixties onward. The University of Leeds was the first institute to establish 

“Commonwealth literature” as an academic discipline at undergraduate and postgraduate 

levels. Within this discipline, scholars studied literature out of the “Commonwealth”, a 

term that designates an association of fifty-three independent sovereign states, the 

majority of which are former colonies of the United Kingdom.40 “Commonwealth 

literature” in this context referred to the literatures (written in English) of colonies, former 

colonies and dependencies of Britain, excluding the literature of England itself. In the 

United States a similar development in the literary field took place under a different name: 

the study of national literatures of U.S. dependencies was referred to as “world literature 

written in English.” In contemporary postcolonial studies, both the British and the 

American strand have met and have intersected with “colonial discourse theory” of which 

Said, Bhabha and Spivak were the main figures (Ashcroft, Key Concepts 52). 

                                                
40 The noun “commonwealth” stems from the fifteenth century: the original phrase comes from the old 
meaning of “wealth” which is “well-being.” So the term literally meant: “common well-being” : a state 
governed for the common good as opposed to an authoritarian state governed for the benefit of a given class 
of owners. Obviously the term is emotionally charged: it contains a value judgement that seems hard to 
sustain within the postcolonial life-world. 
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An important work that contributed much to the contemporary analysis of postcolonial 

literature is Bill Aschroft’s The Empire Writes Back. Theory and Practice in Post-

Colonial Literatures (1989), which saw as its task “first, to identify the range and nature 

of [these] post-colonial texts, and, second, to describe various theories which have 

emerged so far to account for them” (12). Ashcroft notices that the modes and categories 

of the conventional literary disciplines “no longer seem to fit the reality experienced by a 

new generation” (vii) and so new concepts of literary forms need to be brought forward. 

The Empire Writes Back emphasizes the importance of studying postcolonial texts as 

representations that express the reality of the ex-colonized: 

   
More than three-quarters of the people living in the world today have had 
their lives shaped by the experience of colonialism. It is easy to see how 
important this has been in the political and economic spheres, but its 
general influence on the perceptual frameworks of contemporary peoples 
is often less evident. Literature offers one of the most important ways in 
which these new perceptions are expressed and it is in their writing, and 
through other arts such as painting, sculpture, music, and dance that the 
day-to-day realities experienced by colonized peoples have been most 
powerfully encoded and so profoundly influential. (1) 

 

The reality of the postcolonial subject is profoundly shaped by the colonial era. The close 

connection between the colonial and the postcolonial is illustrated in various examples of 

postcolonial cultural products that re-write colonial discourse. These postcolonial 

artefacts (novels, paintings, movies) are characterized by a strongly developed 

intertextuality with their colonial “counterpart.”  The process by which the postcolonial 

actively imitates the colonial in the form of parody or irony recalls Bhabha’s concept of 

“mimicry.” Mimicry is used in postcolonial literary works as a narrative device that 
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copies certain features of the colonial text, and then consciously changes the perspective 

or the context in such a way that it completely distorts the meaning of the colonial text.   

Theorists such as Bhabha have shown, that the continuing relationship between 

(ex-)colonizer and (ex-)colonized, between the colonial and the postcolonial, does not 

have to be articulated in terms of defeat or crisis. In the last few decades, the focus within 

postcolonial criticism has shifted more and more towards the way in which postcolonial 

writers explore and celebrate their diverse and “hybrid” identities.  

 

2.6 Problematizing the Postcolonial 

Contemporary debates in the field of literary studies highlight the authoritative character 

of the postcolonial mode of thought. Literary analyses continuously address the highly 

political issues of migration, diaspora, identity and location, using terms and concepts 

that stem from postcolonial discourse. The profound influence of the postcolonial 

vocabulary and concepts on the literary field has raised some concerns. To what extent 

does the “postcolonial paradigm” determine our contemporary perspective on literature? 

Some scholars argue that postcoloniality functions as a dominative mode that is limiting, 

and creates distance between the different life-worlds of “East” and “West” instead of 

bringing them closer together. Central to these critical reappraisals of the postcolonial 

critique is an alleged anti-Westernism. As I indicated earlier, especially the work of 

Edward Said has been criticized for this. 

Furthermore, postcolonial theory in general, and Said’s work in particular, has 

been criticized for its homogenizing tendencies: it has been accused of not differentiating 
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between different forms of imperialist practice. Postcolonial ideas on the workings of 

power structures and identity effects are said to often end up in “cultural relativism” in 

which every oppressed cultural group is said to share the same political interests: in 

defending the cause of the collective, the individual experience of trauma “bites the dust.”  

A last point of criticism, that is also often heard within postcolonialism’s own 

ranks, is the fact that a clear or coherent program is absent. This has lead to questions 

about the validity of the postcolonial status quo, and concerns about the future of its 

heterogeneous field of study. In the last decade, there has been a tendency within 

postcolonial theory towards “globalization studies,” globalization being one of the main 

features of the post-imperial world. However, this has evoked debate since it is 

questionable if the concept of globalization is useful within the postcolonial reading of 

culture: the notion of globalization creates images of a unified world that are not 

representative of reality, and is therefore regarded as an inappropriate term within the 

analysis of cultural products that reflect on the traumatic experience of colonialism and/or 

migration.     

 
Considering the above, it is hard, if not impossible to find a working definition for 

postcolonialism within the discipline of literary studies. In my opinion, the only way to 

do justice to the notion of postcoloniality within the literary field would be to define it as 

a pastiche of cultural and theoretical manifestations that are incommensurable, yet all 

critically engage with colonial discourse. It is a field of study that is characterized by 

tensions. Although these tensions often give rise to theoretical and methodological 
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problems, I argue that it is possible to think of them as enabling tensions, because they 

enable the critic to continuously shift positions, and in this process of moving back and 

forward, a form of knowledge that is profoundly self-reflexive can be produced. Since the 

critic cannot escape certain categories/concepts/theories, s/he has to critically inhabit 

them. This way, the postcolonial critique can be used as a set of tools to expose and 

dismantle structures of power within society, while the critic is constantly aware of 

his/her own perspective. This amounts in a mode of thought that continuously questions 

itself and its categories and actively creates a space for new layers of meaning to be 

unraveled. 

Deconstructionist readings play an important role in postcolonial criticism. 

Although poststructuralist philosophies are often situated in anti-humanist discourse that 

is said to invoke cultural relativism, I argue in favor of a deconstructionist approach, 

because one of the main characteristics of this approach is that it produces insights that 

reveal how truth-systems are produced. It is a continuous interrogation of these truth-

systems: it is for the critic to inhabit an oppositional position towards the production of 

knowledge in hegemonic, all-incorporating, systematic discourses. 

Postcolonial criticism entails an unmasking of the dominant sphere, of the 

ideology of the majority that in everyday discourse is neutralized as transparent. Colonial 

structures of thought are not in the past, they are very much sedimented in present-day 

society. A postcolonial analysis attempts to expose the colonialist structures that are 

embedded in (literary) representations, and as such continue to inform political debate, 

governmental institutions and social discourse.  
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Chapter three: Oeroeg and Sleuteloog, a Comparative Analysis 

 

3.1 Introduction 

As was pointed out in the previous chapter, postcolonial theory starts with an awareness 

of the power of representation and the structures of domination that are at play within it. 

In postcolonial theory, representation is always part of an ideological framework.41 

Representations are analyzed as both expressions and creations of the different ways in 

which the real is experienced, as both products and producers of culture. The work of 

Edward Said focuses explicitly on the relationship between representation and the real as 

it is conveyed in literary discourses. Said sees the connection between representation and 

the real as the natural result of the fact that writers “are very much in the history of their 

societies” (Culture and Imperialism xxii). Consequently, the “culture” they produce 

derives from historical experience (xxii) and the way it is represented. 

 The representation of historical experience in literary texts necessarily reflects the 

individual memory of the author. However, in his widely acclaimed study on memory, 

Maurice Halbwachs42 has shown that the memories of individuals tend to look for 

confirmation and interpretation within a social framework, resulting in a process of 

“collectively” remembering historical events and experiences. This process has been 

addressed by several scholars working in the field of literary studies. In the work of Ann 
                                                
41 The essential yet very problematic role that ideology plays in colonial and postcolonial discourse must 
be considered in the light of the ideas of the French philosoher Louis Althusser (1918-1990), who claimed 
that ideology is not an option, but a prerequisite or a “necessary condition” of our knowledge and 
experience of the world: there is no such thing as non-ideological knowledge (Brillenburg Wurth 371). 
 
42 See Halbwachs 1950. 



 64 

Rigney, attention is focused on the multiple ways in which images of the past are shared 

among members of a community.  

In her essay “Portable Monuments: Literature, Cultural Memory, and the Case of 

Jeanie Deans”(2004), Rigney foregrounds literature as an important site where shared 

images of the past are actively produced and circulated. Rigney captures these shared 

images of the past under the term “cultural memory”, while others speak of “social 

memory” 43 or adopt Halbwachs’s term “collective memory.” Within the realm of this 

thesis, I have chosen to use the term “collective memory” because it can refer to both the 

social as well as the cultural manifestations of memory, and I feel that both are relevant 

within the context my research. The differences in terminology obviously have a complex 

history that I have chosen, for reasons of time and relevance, not to discuss. Rather, I 

want to focus here on a few important aspects that Rigney’s notion of cultural memory 

entails.   

Rigney makes several defining comments regarding the notion of cultural memory. 

First, she argues that fictionality and poeticity are an integral and not merely 

“inauthentic” feature of cultural memory. Second, she points to the fact that cultural 

memories create their own histories and continue to evolve in the course of time, and 

third, she claims that memory is a constructive process which involves amnesia and 

distortion as well as acts of recall (368). She points out that memories are dependent on 

their being addressed in various media and raises questions as to the role of literary texts 

in this process (368). Ultimately, Rigney argues for an understanding of cultural memory 

                                                
43 See Connerton 1989. 
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as “an ongoing elaboration of a collective relationship to the past”, i.e. an ongoing cultural 

process (368-369).  

 Another literary scholar working in the Netherlands, Pamela Pattynama (who I 

also cited in my general introduction), has addressed the issue of memory specifically 

within the context of literature on the Dutch East Indies. In her essay “Herinnerd Indië: 

Autobiografische teksten van Indische Migrantenschrijvers” (2003), Pattynama argues 

“As memory is discursive and never individually owned, the collective memory of the 

East Indies is always in flux.” She analyzes the work of several authors who have 

published on the East Indies, and claims that the remembered image of the East Indies that 

these authors have transferred to the present generation as a source of identity is a similar 

fiction as Salman Rushdy has described in his widely acclaimed book Imaginary 

Homelands (1992). Pattynama points out that despite their divergent experiences, 

newcomers recognized each other in the image of the East Indies. For the East Indian 

“imagined community”44, literature functioned as a unifying medium and a source of joint 

identification.  

 

3.2 The Indische Letteren 

Dutch literary writings on the East Indies, or the Indische Letteren as they have been 

collectively dubbed, constitute a wide variety of literary representations in which the 

Dutch have imagined the colonial era in Indonesia.45 A postcolonial analysis of these texts 

                                                
44 Pattynama is referring here to Benedict Anderson’s study Imagined Communities (1991). 
45 For an overview of Dutch literary writings on the East Indies in English, see Beekman 1996. 
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will amount to a critique of their ethnocentric biases, within which “colonial” structures 

of thought can be exposed on multiple levels. For example, this can be accomplished by 

means of focusing on the process of “othering” in the texts in order to lay bare the 

imperial ideology (white superiority versus black inferiority) that it entails. Also, a 

postcolonial analysis can clarify how these textual representations support a nostalgic 

discourse of the colonial past. However, the Indische Letteren also convey the emergence 

of “postcolonial” actualities. These can be described by various theories that the 

postcolonial critique has developed to account for them. The heterogeneous body of 

literary work that is described as the Indische Letteren can be regarded as an 

exemplification of how colonial and postcolonial modes of representation are always 

intertwined in texts that deal with the effects of colonialism.  

In his 1972 study on the literature of the Dutch East Indies, De Oostindische 

Spiegel, Rob Nieuwenhuys defined the Indische Letteren as “What Dutch writers and 

poets have written on Indonesia, from the beginnings of the VOC until the modern day.” 

(35) In a recent essay on the subject, the Dutch historian Olf Praamstra reflects on the 

influence of Nieuwenhuys’s study as follows: 

  

When in 1972 Rob Nieuwenhuys published his work  De Oost-Indische 
Spiegel, he defined in essence what was to become a new literature: the 
literature of the Dutch East Indies. This literature was the product of 
Dutch writers who had lived in the Dutch East Indies, and was therefore 
limited in space and time. It was, also according to Nieuwenhuys, a 
literature that developed rather distinctive characteristics due to the 
complete absence of a literary tradition. (257) 
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Praamstra argues that while Nieuwenhuys’s work was not the first study that engaged 

with the literature on the Dutch East Indies46, it did become the one that would define our 

understanding of the Indische Letteren from that moment onwards.  However, the 

characteristics which Nieuwenhuys uses to identify the literature of the Dutch East Indies 

have been severely criticized over the years: especially the fact that Nieuwenhuys 

presents this literature as limited in space and time, and the fact that he describes it as a 

literature that encompasses both literary and non-literary forms, has been contested.47 

Praamstra notes that the criticism has given rise to a debate which challenges the very 

existence of this literature (257). He questions the desirability of defining such a diverse 

body of work under a collective term and argues in favor of a drastic limitation of the 

corpus.  

 In his voluminous study on colonial and postcolonial literatures in European 

languages, Europa Buitengaats (2002), Theo d’Haen agrees that delineating the body of 

work that is called the Indische Letteren continues to cause problems for literary scholars. 

More importantly, D’Haen points to the fact that this body of work is all written by 

Dutch ex-colonial settlers and their descendents. Because of the Dutch linguistic policy in 

the colony (see chapter one), literature written in Dutch by Indonesians was rare and after 

decolonization, it was almost completely absent. D’Haen relates this to the fact that the 

term “postcolonial literature” is almost never used in the Dutch literary field: Dutch 

                                                
46 Praamstra mentions Jan ten Brink’s Geschiedenis der Nederlandse Letterkunde (1897) and Gerard 
Brom’s Java in Onze Kunst (1931).  
47 On December 13, 1985, Nieuwenhuys reflected on the influence of his study in a lecture in Leiden 
entitled “De Oost-Indische Spiegel-gespiegeld na dertien jaar.” The lecture was adapted into an essay that 
was published in the journal Indische Letteren. See Nieuwenhuys “Gespiegeld” 1986.   
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literature that engages with colonialism is generally referred to as “colonial” literature. 

However, this terminology is misleading. The East Indies have been a theme in literature 

from the pre-colonial VOC-era until the contemporary post-colonial period, and the 

attitude of authors towards the colony during these five centuries of time span has been 

anything but unequivocal. From an early stage, there were texts that denounced the 

colonial regime, and there were texts that promoted and romanticized it. 

Nevertheless, as D’Haen lucidly points out in his study, there are some more or 

less “general” characteristics that can be related to the body of work that is called the 

Indische Letteren. The field originated from the so-called letter home (“brief naar huis”) 

that mariners, VOC members and/or early settlers in the colony sent to the mother 

country. In the eighteenth and nineteenth century there were also many novels published 

on the subject of the East Indies, that were generally published and distributed in the 

Netherlands and served to strengthen a feeling of national identity and patriotism 

(D’Haen 12). 

One of the first texts to explicitly criticize the colonial regime was Willem van 

Hogendorp’s novel Kraspoekol (1780). However, as was common in nineteenth-century 

texts that were critical of colonialism, it denounced colonial policy, but did not reject the 

(ideological) practice of colonialism as such. Two decades later, his son Dirk van 

Hogendorp turned his father’s novel into a play that did harshly condemn the practice of 
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colonialism. When the play was performed in the theatre in The Hague on March 20, 

1801, it was loudly interrupted by spectators that did not agree with its content.48 

Half a decade later, in 1860, a novel was published that provoked a change in the 

way in which the Dutch imagined the colony: Max Havelaar of De Koffieveilingen der 

Nederlandsche Handelsmaatschappy, written by Multatuli49, a pseudonym for Eduard 

Douwes Dekker (1820-1887). The novel plays a decisive role in Dutch literary history 

and is still much praised.50 With the publication of Max Havelaar, Multatuli did not 

subscribe to the nineteenth century approach to literature that was mainly focused on 

educative and entertaining purposes (lering ende vermack). Multatuli wanted to intervene 

in the political reality of his time: he portrayed the corruption of the colonial regime in the 

East Indies, and the atrocities that were committed over there under the flag of 

“civilization.”  It is hard to determine what exactly was the effect of the novel within the 

social and political discourse of its time. As J.J. Oversteegen points out in his essay on 

Multatuli, “we must suffice with the conclusion that there was no other Westeuropean 

novel in that historical period that held such a convincing plea against the ideology of the 

colonial system (Oversteegen 486). 

Despite Multatuli’s engaged attempt to denounce colonial practice, most 

nineteenth century novels on the subject of the colony would remain characterized by a 

high degree of “tempo doeloe.” After 1870 there was an increase in the amount of novels 

                                                
48 See Paasman, “In de Haagsche schouwburg.” 
49 The Latin term “multatuli” means, in Dutch Ik heb veel gedragen, which can be translated in English as 
(literally): “I have carried a lot of weight” i.e. “I have suffered a lot.” 
50 In a 2002 survey by the Digitale Bibliotheek der Nederlandse Letteren  in which Dutch literary scholars 
were asked as to the most influential Dutch novels ever written, this novel was almost unanimously put on 
number one. See the website www.dbnl.org.  
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published on the subject of the colony. 51 This can be related to the opening of the Suez 

Canal in 1896 and the abolition of the system of cultivation (see chapter one), 

developments that led to a stream of Europeans finding work in the colony. In 1883, the 

Dutch author and literary critic P.A. Daum wrote an article in the journal Het Indisch 

Vaderland in which he criticized the quality of the Dutch novels that were published on 

the East Indies. In that same year, Daum started writing his own novel entitled Uit de 

Suiker in de Tabak, a description of life in the colony around the turn of the century (Van 

Zonneveld, Koloniale Belletrie 525).  

The twentieth-century literature on the colony is marked by the publication of 

Louis Couperus’ novel De Stille Kracht (1900), which constituted a transition from 

“tempo doeloe” literature to a more politically engaged approach. In this context the 

novels by M. H. Szeleky-Lulofs need to be mentioned: Koelie (1932) and Rubber (1931), 

that both describe the abuse of the indigenous population that the colonial regime entailed 

(Brillenburg-Wurth 368). Other influential works on the East Indies involve Arthur van 

Schendel’s Jan Compagnie (1932) and Eduard du Perron’s Het Land van Herkomst 

(1935). 

After World War II, Dutch literary texts on the East Indies became increasingly 

denunciatory with regard to colonial practice. On December 19, 1948, the Dutch poet 

Lucebert wrote a “Minnebrief aan onze Gemartelde Bruid Indonesia”, in which he 

protested against the second “police action” that the Dutch army had started on that day 

                                                
51 In a critical essay in 1881 the Dutch critic Busken Huet (1826-1886) would refer to the East Indies as a 
“literary milking cow” (Van Zonneveld, Koloniale Belletrie  525). 
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(Termorshuizen 715). Lucebert’s poem illustrates how the difficult process of 

decolonization during the period of 1942-1949 left a significant trace in Dutch literature.  

However, it must be noted that most books that engage with the decolonization 

period in Dutch history were published decades later, in the 1970s and 80s. As I already 

suggested in the general introduction to this thesis, it seems that the enforced Dutch 

departure out of Indonesia caused a process of collective amnesia, especially in the years 

immediately following decolonization. Hella Haasse’s Oeroeg (1948) was actually one of 

the few novels on the subject that was published during that time. In the next paragraph, I 

will focus on the life and work of this intriguing author.  

 
 
3.3  Hella Haasse: Life and Work 

Hélène Serafia Haasse was born on February 2, 1918 in the city of Batavia, present-day 

Jakarta, in the Dutch East Indies. As the daughter of a colonial official52, Hella Haasse 

lived in the Dutch East Indies (in Soerabaja, Bandoeng, Buitenzorg and Batavia) until 

1938. When she was twenty years old, she moved to the Netherlands to educate herself at 

a Dutch university. She broke off her studies in 1940 and took up acting lessons instead. 

She graduated from the academy of dramatic art in 1944.53 However, her acting career 

would remain limited to just a few performances. In that same year, she married Jan van 

Lelyveld, after which she would devote the rest of her life to her family, and to her 

                                                
52 Haasse’s father was an inspector at the Department of Finance, her mother was a piano teacher. For a 
more detailed overview of the life (and work) of Hella Haasse, see Truijens 1997. 
53 In one of the many interviews Haasse gave later in her life, she would claim that writing for her is a form 
of “inner acting.”  
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writing (Truijens 9-21). She continues to do so until the present day: just recently (winter 

2006), at the age of eighty-nine, she has published yet another novel.54   

In 1993, the Letterkundig Museum in the Hague held an exhibition on Haasse’s life 

and work entitled Ik Maakte Kenbaar Wat Bestond. In the book of the same name that 

served as a catalogue for the exhibition, Hella Haasse’s work is divided into several 

categories that I will adopt here in order to provide a brief overview of her heterogeneous 

body of work.55  

Haasse has written several novels that explicitly deal with the colonial past in the 

East Indies, including Oeroeg (1948), Heren van de Thee (1992) and Sleuteloog (2002). 

These novels are marked by autobiographical elements that relate to Haasse’s childhood 

in the colony. Even though Haasse has argued that autobiographical notes are often 

redundant in the process of interpreting an author’s work56, she has published several 

essays and books that contain her personal reflections and autobiographical experiences. 

These books, that reveal part of the inner life-world of the author and contextualize the 

recurrent themes in her work, include Zelfportret als Legkaart (1954), De Tuinen van 

Bomarzo (1968), Krassen op een Rots (1970) and Een Handvol Achtergrond (1993).  

Haasse has also written novels that are largely fictional, such as De Verborgen 

bron (1950), Berichten van het Blauwe Huis (1986), Een gevaarlijke verhouding (1976 en 

De Wegen der verbeelding (1983). In addition to this, Haasse is well-known for her 

                                                
54 Haasse, Hella. Het Tuinhuis. Amsterdam: Querido, 2006. 
55 It must be noted that, in addition to her work as a literary writer, Haasse has also published a vast 
amount of texts on literary theory and literary criticism.  
56 In an interview with Max Pam in 1980 Haasse says: “If you really engage yourself with the work of an 
author, you already know everything there is to know about him” (Truijens 7). 
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historical novels. These can be divided into “early historical work” such as Een nieuwer 

testament (1966), Het woud der verwachting (1949) and De scharlaken stad (1952), and 

“later historical work” such as Een gevaarlijke verhouding of Daal-en Bergse brieven 

(1976), Mevrouw Bentinck of Onverenigbaarheid van karakter, een ware geschiedenis 

(1978), De groten der aarde of Bentinck tegen Bentinck. Een geschiedverhaal (1981) and 

Schaduwbeeld of Het geheim van Apeltern. Kroniek van een Leven (1989). 

The historical novels foreground Haasse’s fascination with the issues of memory 

and historicity, issues that are also present in her work that engages with life in the 

colony. Bearing in mind the overall context of my research, I will now focus my attention 

on the relationship between Haasse and the East Indies and those texts that specifically 

deal with it.   

 

In Zelfportret Als Legkaart (1954), Haasse notes that she probably wrote her novel 

Oeroeg  to deal with a feeling of desire to be part of life in the colony, to be part of a life 

she says she never really knew. Haasse’s describes the realization that she was never part 

of “that world” as a hidden source of both strength and pain. This exilic feeling of non-

belonging lies at the basis of her authorship. In her 1997 study on Haasse, Draden 

Trekken Door het Labyrinth, Aleid Truijens describes Haasse as “an observer”, yet 

always an outsider (7). 

Haasse’s feeling of being an “outsider” returns at several moments in the 

autobiographical Een Handvol Achtergrond: several examples are given that range from 
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being excluded at the catholic school to her “Dutch” upbringing in the colony, that kept 

her separated from the life around her and caused her to never fit in.  

Wederzijdse beleefdheid was de regel. Van wat er mogelijkerwijs onder de 
oppervlakte in de inheemse bevolkingsgroepen omging, wist ik niets. [..] 
Als kind aanvaardde ik zonder voorbehoud het Indie dat ik om mij heen 
zag. [..] Er bestond voor ons [Hella Haasse en haar broer, red.] in onze 
kinderjaren geen andere actualiteit dan die van het dagelijkse leven thuis en 
van de eigen vertrouwde gedachtewereld. Dat ik in Indië geboren was en er 
woonde, beschouwde ik als iets volkomen vanzelfsprekends, zoals alle 
andere kinderen met wie ik omging. (37) 
 
Mutual politeness was the rule. I knew nothing of all that possibly went 
on under the surface of the indigenous population. [..] As a child, I 
accepted without reservation the Indies that I saw in my direct 
environment. [..] When we were children [Hella Haasse and her brother, 
red.] there was no other reality than that of our daily life at home and that 
of our own familiar life-world. The fact that I was born in the Indies and 
that I lived there, was something completely natural to me, just as it was 
for all the children that I spent time with.  
 

 

In Zelfportret als Legkaart, Haasse’s childish naivity is translated into a feeling of guilt 

towards the Indonesian people. She acknowledges that in her childhood, she had always 

regarded the Indonesians as a natural part of her environment. Later on in her life, she 

realizes that she never really “saw” the Indonesians. The autobiographical elements of “a 

desire to belong” and guilt are embedded in the point of view of the narrator in Oeroeg, a 

Dutch boy who looks back with sadness and resignation upon his naïve relationship with 

an indigenous boy in the colony (Snoek 16).  

In 1992, Haasse publishes another novel that evolves around life in the colony: 

Heren van de Thee. The novel is a mix between an historical novel and a documentary. 

Haasse fictionalizes the real-life adventures of the families Van der Hucht and Kerkhoven 
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on a tea plantation on West-Java, making use of the archives of the foundation Het 

Indisch thee-en familiearchief. Several years after its publication, Heren van de Thee was 

criticized by Maaike Meijer in her study In Tekst Gevat (1996), in a chapter that was 

wholly devoted to the colonial imagination. Meijer describes Haasse’s novel as “a missed 

opportunity” (146). She explicitly criticizes the author for not employing the type of 

reflection on the colonial era that would be possible in the present-day. Most of all, 

Meijer resists the effet de reel, the suggestion of authenticity of the novel. According to 

Meijer, the novel is characterized by a colonial gaze that amounts in “a one-way ticket 

tempo doeloe, a replay of the colonial discursive space” (147). Interestingly, Meijer notes 

that in comparison with Heren van de Thee, Haasse’s first novel Oeroeg did have a 

postcolonial perspective (“Anders dan in Haasses oudere novelle Oeroeg (1948), is er in 

Heren van de Thee geen andere visie dan een witte koloniale, negentiende-eeuwse, hoe 

welmenend die soms ook is” 148).  

However, in her 1997 study on Haasse, Aleid Truijens denies the presence of 

nostalgia, or “tempo doeloe”, in Haasse’s work (“Toch is iedere zweem van tempo-

doeloe-sentiment in haar werk afwezig” 9). The oppositional views of Meijer on the one 

hand, and Truijens on the other, illustrate the difficulty in defining Haasse’s position. In 

several of her books, passages can be found that, from a postcolonial point of view, are 

“problematic” at best. In Een Handvol Achtergrond I encountered the following passage:  

   Maar de Javaan bezit in een zo opvallende mate een aangeboren 
                                    gevoel van eigenwaarde, en heeft zoveel natuurlijk weerstands- 
   vermogen  en distinctie, dat men mag hopen dat deze uitersten 
   van mentaliteit, waartoe men in moderne ontwikkelingslanden  
   kan komen, geen vat op hem zullen krijgen. (141) 
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But the Javanese person clearly possesses such an innate feeling of 
self-esteem, and such a great deal of resistance and distinction, that 
one can only hope that these mental extremes, that modern 
developing countries can come to, will not affect him. 

   
 
Even though Haasse only mentions positive aspects of “de Javaan”, her remarks are 

homogenizing and she is making judgements that reveal a colonial, romanticized view of 

Javanese people. Passages like this support Meijer’s arguments against Haasse.  

As a response to Meijers criticism, Rosemarie Buikema has argued in her essay 

“Het koloniale verleden in Heren van de Thee” that the fact that an explicit postcolonial 

perspective is missing in this novel actually renders it more interesting. Buikema agrees 

that Haasse hardly focuses on the indigenous population of the colony. But, according to 

Buikema, Haasse does create a space in which the reader can sense a “gap” in the narrated 

events and is even stimulated to turn to a more progressive, postcolonial view on history.  

Although difficult to interpret, most notably because of the authors own 

ambiguity towards it, Haasse’s childhood in the East Indies always remained a defining 

theme in her life and work. As was pointed out before, this is especially true for the two 

novels that I will analyze in this thesis, Oeroeg and Sleuteloog. In comparison with her 

other work, the involvement with the colonial past in Oeroeg and Sleuteloog seems 

particularly intense. In Haasse’s other work “the colony” as a political and historical 

complexity remains on the background, while in both Oeroeg and Sleuteloog “the colony” 

is central to the narrative as it creates a vivid context of struggle that leads to 

misunderstanding, division and hatred in the relationship between the main characters. 
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Written with more than half a century between them, the novels provide different 

accounts of the colonial situation and its post-colonial aftermath. 

 

In Oeroeg, Haasse portrays a friendship between two male children against the 

background of the Dutch East Indian colonial regime and its decline. At an early age the 

boys are inseparable, but as they grow older the changing political climate complicates 

their friendship until it is finally destroyed. Oeroeg was published in 1948, when the 

struggle for Indonesian independence was at its height: the book was written in between 

the two Dutch “police actions” of 1947 and 1949. It is a text that depicts the years 

before, during and after the difficult process of decolonization of the Dutch colony. The 

novel first appeared anonymously as a Boekenweekgeschenk.57  Initially it was received 

with moderate enthusiasm. It was discussed in a few reviews in which it was praised for 

its literary quality. Most reviews shied away from analyzing the political issues (i.e. the 

“situation” in the colony) that the novel addressed. One of the earliest reviews of Oeroeg 

by Dirk de Vries in the literary journal Orientatie58 simply stated that the novel provided 

perspectives that could serve the political goals of both progressive as well as 

conservative views (Snoek 17).  

However, three months after its publication, a review was written in the same 

journal that would determine the book’s reception from that point onwards. As an answer 

to De Vries’s “mild” judgement of the book, the literary critic Tjalie Robinson 
                                                
57 This is a book that is distributed for free at book shops during the annual “week of the book” in the 
Netherlands.  
58 This journal was published in Djakarta, Indonesia from 1947 until 1953 under the supervision of Rob 
Nieuwenhuys. For more information on this journal, see Van Zonneveld 1988.  
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(pseudonym for Jan Boon 1911- 1974) wrote a crushing review59 in which he called 

Haasse’s novel “wrong, mean and politically dangerous.” According to Robinson, 

Haasse’s portrayal of the interracial friendship between the two boys, one Dutch, the 

other Indonesian, was implausible. He claims that, even before the name of the author was 

revealed, it was obvious that Oeroeg had to be written by a woman. Robinson, who 

himself grew up as a Dutch boy in the colony, states that he can in no way relate to the 

way that Haasse depicts the life-world of a young boy, much less can he relate to the sort 

of friendship Haasse writes about between two boys from different ethnic descent. The 

tone of Robinson’s review is one of male chauvinism and he obviously has nothing but 

contempt for Hella Haasse’s mode of writing. But more importantly, it is clear that 

Robinson is personally offended, because his memories of a childhood in the colony do 

not correspond to the image that is sketched in the novel. Robinson protests against the 

“untrue history” that the novel brings forward, in which the contact between Dutch and 

Indonesian boys in the colony is represented as hostile and violent. He denies this 

hostility to ever have happened: “These things were never said and never thought. It is 

annoying, hateful, and undeserved slander.” Most of all, Robinson rejects the end of the 

novel, in which the narrator reminisces about the past and looks back on his lost 

friendship with Oeroeg:  

 

  Het is vermoedelijk overbodig toe te geven, dat ik hem niet begreep. Ik  

                                                
59 Robinson’s review was published a month after De Vries’s in Orientatie under the title “Nogmaals 
Oeroeg” (“Oeroeg once more”). 
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kende hem, zoals ik Telaga Hideung kende- een spiegelende oppervlakte. 
De diepte peilde ik nooit. Is het te laat? Ben ik voorgoed een vreemde in 
het land van mijn geboorte, op de grond, vanwaar ik niet verplant wil zijn? 
De tijd zal het leren. (Haasse Oeroeg 79) 
 
It is probably redundant to admit, that I did not understand him. I knew 
him, like I knew Telaga Hideung- a reflecting surface. I never measured its 
depth. Is it too late? Am I forever a stranger in the country where I was 
born, on the ground, of which I do not want to be separated? 

 
 
Robinson argues that the end of the book illustrates more than anything the text’s danger: 

if these desperate and pessimistic ideas are supposed to reflect the thoughts of a Dutch 

boy, even one that has shared such an intimate friendship with an Indonesian boy, then 

we might as well say that all is lost for the relationship between the Dutch and the 

Indonesians. Ultimately, Robinson blames Haasse for “giving up” on that relationship.  

When a film version of Oeroeg was made in 1993, the discussion on the novel 

aroused once more.60 In that same year, the exhibition on Haasse’s authorship was held.61 

At the opening of the exhibition, Rudy Kousbroek62 attacked Robinson’s views on 

Haasse, fourty-five years after both the novel and Robinson’s review had been written. 

Kousbroek accused Robinson of “refusing Haasse the right to speak of the East Indies” 

because Haasse was a “totok” and not an “Indo.”63 The fact that Kousbroek referred to a 

racial judgement in his argument against Robinson is of significant importance. It evoked a 

                                                
60 Especially the sentence “Uw herinneringen toean, zijn misschien anders dan de onze” (“Your memories 
are perhaps different from ours”) in the film Oeroeg formed the impetus for much discussion. 
61 Exhibition “Ik maakte kenbaar wat bestond” (“I made known what existed”), in Letterkundig museum,  
The Hague, fall/winter 1993. The opening speech by Kousbroek was held on October 22, 1993. 
62 For more information on the Dutch author Rudolf Kousbroek see the website of the Digitale Bibliotheek 
der Nederlandse Letteren http://www.dbnl.org.  
63 The term “totok” is used to refer to a person that lived in Indonesia of Dutch descent. The term “Indo” 
refers to a person of “mixed race”, who would have both European and Indonesian ancestors. Both terms 
are and have been used as terms of abuse and are therefore emotionally charged. However, more recently, the 
term “Indo” has also been used as a term of celebration.  
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discussion on both the meaning of the terms “totok” and “Indo” as well as of their “right 

to speak” about the subject of the colony.64  

 Soon after Kousbroek’s notorious speech, Robinson’s granddaughter Siem Boon 

spoke up in defence of her grandfather. In her essay “Geworteld in Indië”, that was 

published in the Pasarkrant in November 1993, Boon argued that Kousbroek had 

misinterpreted Robinson’s review on Oeroeg. Robinson had not used any racial 

arguments in his text and had not “denied” Haasse the right to speak of the Indies. Rather, 

he had criticized the way she spoke and the specific subject she spoke of: that of a 

friendship between boys, that she was unable to fathom, according to Robinson, because 

she was a woman. Boon points to the fact that at the end of the review, Robinson had 

even encouraged Haasse to write about the colony. However, he had advised her to focus 

her attention on the life-world of a girl instead of on that of a boy, of which she, in 

Robinson’s view, knew nothing about.  

 

Fifty-two years later, with the publication of Sleuteloog, it seemed that Haasse finally 

composed an answer to Robinson’s critique. Sleuteloog is one of Haasse’s latest novels, 

written at the age of eighty-four: a testimony of a ripened and mature authorship. Again 

Haasse portrays a problematic friendship that crosses borders of class, race and identity: 

this time the key element is a friendship between two girls growing up in the colony.  

The novel was reviewed by the three main newspapers in the Netherlands (De 

Volkskrant, NRC Handelsblad and Trouw). In the Volkskrant, the renowned Dutch 

                                                
64 See Pattynama “Herinneringsliteratuur” 2003 and Boon “Geworteld” 1993. 



 81 

literary critic Arjan Peters praised Sleuteloog for its distinctive literary qualities and 

described it as an “umbrella-book”65 that encompasses Haasse’s most important writing 

themes. Furthermore, Peters called Sleuteloog a novel of “merciless disruption” 

(onbarmhartige ontwrichting), and an example of the author’s uncompromising self-

examination. In Trouw, the novel was discussed by means of an interview with the 

author, in which Haasse points to the difference between Sleuteloog and Oeroeg.66 She 

explains that in Oeroeg, the two boys belonged to opposite worlds, while in Sleuteloog, 

the two girls are rather intrinsically divided.  

There are also several literary scholars that have engaged themselves with the 

book. Rosemarie Buikema, who had also intervened in the debate surrounding Haasse’s 

novel Heren van de Thee (see earlier) continues to speak in favor of the author’s work. In 

the 2006 seminar of the IIAV67 entitled “Feminism is my DJ”, Buikema spoke about 

Haasse and typified her work as a gothic narration, a story that “searches for the cracks in 

the dominant systems of meaning of a particular time and place.” A gothic narration 

undermines dominant discursive practices. According to Buikema, the use of this narrative 

by Haasse implicates Haasse’s feminist position. However, elaborating on Buikema’s 

ideas, one could argue that there is another dominant discursive practice that is also 

undermined in the works of Haasse: that of colonialist discourse. As Buikema points out, 

Haasse’s novels never end with a clear solution and accordingly never achieve a state of 

equality in the end. Her work concentrates rather on the tension that the pursuit of 
                                                
65 Peters used the Dutch term “overkoepelend boek.” See Peters 2002. 
66 See Blom 2002.  
67 Internationaal Informatiecentrum en Archief voor de Vrouwenbeweging. For more information see 
www.iiav.nl. 
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equality entails and how this tension can be described and understood. Haasse searches 

for a literary form that can house this tension. Sleuteloog and Oeroeg represent two 

different ways in which this search manifests itself in the work of Haasse. 

 

3.4 General outline of the novels 

3.4.1 Oeroeg 

Oeroeg depicts the friendship between a young Dutch boy (the narrator of the story) and 

his Indonesian friend in the first half of the twentieth century in Indonesia. The narrator is 

a man who was raised on a plantation in the colony of the East Indies where his father 

was the supervisor. Through the eyes of his adult-self he looks back on a lost friendship 

between himself and Oeroeg, the son of one of his father’s indigenous employees.  

Throughout his childhood, the narrator often spends time with Oeroeg and his 

family, although his father is opposed to this because Oeroeg is an indigenous boy. Due 

to a tragic incident, the attitude of the father changes. One evening, when the father has 

guests over from Batavia, he decides to take them on a night trip to the nearby lake of 

Telega Hideung. Oeroeg’s father Deppoh accompanies the group. An old wooden raft is 

used to sail across the lake. However, the group is behaving so wildly that a piece of the 

wood breaks off, causing the young narrator to fall into the water. In an attempt to save 

his life, Deppoh gets caught up in the waterplants and drowns in the lake.  

 The tragic death of Deppoh has some radical consequences for the course of the 

story. Oeroeg’s family has to move away from the plantation which causes a considerable 

decline in the living situation. Moreover, the narrator’s father suddenly feels responsible 
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for Oeroeg’s education. The narrator suspects this is because his father feels guilty about 

Deppoh’s death (25). From that moment onwards, Oeroeg joins the narrator to school, 

which causes him to slowly estrange from his family and friends. At the same time, he 

does not really fit into his new “European” environment either. 

 After primary school, the boys continue their education in Batavia: the narrator 

goes to an all-European boarding school, while Oeroeg attends the MULO and stays with 

Lida, an unmarried woman that the boys know from their childhood. In Batavia, the two 

boys start to grow apart. After a few years, Oeroeg moves to Soerabaja to study medicine 

and the narrator makes preparations to go to the Netherlands to study engineering. A few 

days before his departure, the narrator pays Oeroeg one last visit. During this visit, 

Oeroeg confronts the narrator with his elitist position as a European in the colony and 

speaks up for the rights of the indigenous people. At that moment, the narrator realizes 

the gravity of the estrangement that has taken place between him and Oeroeg.  

After Indonesian independence, the narrator returns to his country of birth. 

Everything has changed. In a symbolic closing passage, the narrator returns to the lake of 

Telega Hideung, where he suddenly stands face to face with an indigenous rebel, in which 

he recognizes his old friend Oeroeg.68 The two have a short conversation, but there is no 

real communication: their life-worlds are forever separated.   

 

Upon a first reading of the novel, attention is attracted to the fact that the narrator 

remains anonymous throughout the text, as if to emphasize that he is of second-level 

                                                
68 This is the scene that infuriated Tjalie Robinson, see Robinson 1948. 
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importance. By introducing an anonymous narrator, the novel seems to foreground the 

idea that the story evolves around Oeroeg. However, this idea is problematic when 

considering the concept of focalization or “point of view” in the text. In postcolonial 

theory, the concept of focalization is often translated into the term “(speaking) voice.”  

The novel only represents the voice of the narrator: one voice that is constantly speaking 

about Oeroeg, the silent object of his fascination. The point of view never shifts to one of 

the other characters. In my opinion, this unilateral perspective is one of the key problems 

of the novel, since it locates the text outside the postcolonial realm. A postcolonial text is 

characterized by a multiplicity that can be embedded in a diversification of time or in a 

plurality of voices. Oeroeg depicts only one single voice that shows a lot of similarities 

with the “colonial gaze” that postcolonial literary scholars have exposed as one of the 

features of colonial literature.  

The sole “plural perspective” in the text lies within the narrator’s voice itself.  

The book’s shifts in time (flashbacks, flash-forwards) underline a development that takes 

place within the narrator from a somewhat naïve young boy to a desillusioned adult man 

that is haunted by a lot of questions regarding the reality of his childhood. However, the 

fact that the reader is granted so many insights in the character-development or process of 

“bildung” of the narrator only seems to emphasize the fact that Oeroeg remains a mystery 

throughout the text. The “plurality” within the narrator’s voice therefore does not 

function as a postcolonial device. On the contrary: it rather highlights how the 

postcolonial “object” (i.e. Oeroeg) is denied a voice.  
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Oeroeg is a novel that illustrates the difficulty of distinguishing between colonial and 

postcolonial writing. On the one hand, it is a text that implicitly criticizes colonial 

practices, for which it should be considered a “postcolonial” text. On the other hand, it 

seems that the text can never fully escape the “colonial” in its representations and its use 

of narrative devices. This ambiguity will be one of the main issues in the analysis of the 

novel and will also play an important role in the comparison of Oeroeg with its twenty-

first century counterpart, Sleuteloog.  

 

3.4.2 Sleuteloog  

The first chapter of Sleuteloog is a letter, written by a journalist who is investigating the 

history and activities of human rights organizations in South East Asia. The journalist, 

Bart Moorland, is fascinated by a mysterious woman named Mila Wychinska that is 

supposed to have played a key role in these organizations in the twentieth century, and 

was also involved with nationalist movements in the East Indies that strived for 

Indonesian independence. In order to recover personal details about Mila Wychinska, 

Moorland writes a letter to Herma Warner, an old lady and famous art historian. 

Moorland suspects that Mila and Herma might have known each other in the past since 

the two women both grew up in the same town in the East Indies (Batavia) and probably 

went to the same school.  

This letter is the initial impetus to the core narrative of Herma Warner. 

Moorland’s suspicion was correct: Herma and “Mila Wychenska” were indeed childhood 

friends, although Herma knew her under a different name: “Dee Meijer.” After receiving 



 86 

Moorland’s request letter for information about Dee, Herma is confronted with painful 

memories of her past.  

  The core narrative is a diary written by Herma in which she writes down 

everything that she can remember about Dee and the time she spent with her in her 

childhood. Herma sends Moorland small bits of information from this diary, but she 

keeps emphasizing how her memory fails her so that she cannot be sure if the information 

she provides is true. A key role in the narrative is played by a wooden chest, which 

supposedly contains documents, letters and notebooks that can sustain Herma’s 

memories. The chest, which Herma suggestively refers to as “the symbol of the 

Indies”(107), was lost at sea for a while but was miraculously returned to Herma (107-

108). Symbolically, Herma has lost the key to the chest: she no longer has access to 

“evidence” of her past, she must rely on her memory. The title of the novel, sleutel-oog, 

can be translated as “key-eye” and refers to the circular top end of the key to the chest.69 

The key has a curious form: inside of the “eye” there is an elliptical ornament that 

contains an Arabic inscription. At the end of the book, Herma finally finds the key. 

However, the lock of the chest is corroded so that she is not able to open it. She decides 

to send the chest to the journalist Bart Moorland, and expresses her hopes that he could 

perhaps call in a specialist to open it (157).  

 Although Herma expects her engagement with the past to stop here, some time 

later she receives an object by mail that turns her memories upside down. It is a catalogue 
                                                
69 Besides the symbolism that is embedded in the title, there is another interpretation of the word “eye” 
that must be mentioned here. Within that interpretation, “eye” puts an emphasis on the issues of seeing, 
visualization, and representation.  
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of an exhibition in New York that shows the collection of a Japanese businessman called 

Yokuro Inada. The Inada-collection is constituted by different forms of visual art from 

Asia of the exact sort that have encompassed Herma’s career and life work. The exhibition 

is dedicated to Yokuro Inada’s mother “a beautiful Eurasian from Indonesia, recently 

deceased.” When Herma looks at the photograph of Yokuro, she recognizes in him the 

face of Dee (158). Herma interprets this as a sign that proofs the bond between her and 

Dee after all those years. 

The novel closes with a last letter from Moorland to Herma, in which he tells her 

that he has managed to open up the chest. However, the chest turned out to be empty, 

which emphasizes the idea brought forward in the novel that the past is transitory and 

that memories are all one has to re-claim it. Moorland’s letter also indicates that he was 

able to translate the Arabic inscription in the key-eye. The inscription refers to a famous 

Persian story and means “Everything that you ever saw or heard, everything that you 

thought you knew, is no more than that, but different” (161).   

 
 
The formal aspects of the novel can be characterized as “postmodern.” A plurality of 

voices is expressed through the shifting of perspectives (points of focalization). 

Furthermore, the text continuously refers back to itself: a self-reflexiveness that 

occasionally even uplifts the narrative to a meta-level in which it transcends the original 

structure of the text.  

The core narrative of Sleuteloog is interrupted by the letters of the journalist, in 

which he asks for more details about Herma’s memories. In these letters, Moorland 
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continuously refers to political issues and historical events. As such, the letters function 

as a political-historical framework which provides the reader with an account of the 

colonial past in which connotations to the post-colonial present are embedded. The letters 

emphasize the instability and chaos that the colonial regime has left behind in the ex-

colony, thereby illustrating how colonialism disrupts history and leads to an immense 

distortion of the lives of the colonized. As such, the letters constitute the “bigger picture” 

while the core narrative as depicted in Herma’s diary concentrates on the marginal story: a 

small group of individuals dealing with the material reality of colonialism.70  

 

3.5 Comparative Analysis 

In this paragraph, I will analyze the two novels Oeroeg and Sleuteloog by applying a set 

of concepts that stem from postcolonial theory and using them critically. As I have 

mentioned before, my goal is to unravel colonial and postcolonial layers of meaning in the 

texts. This analysis will discuss how the various components of each individual text relate 

to each other, how the two novels deal with similar concepts or forms, and how these 

concepts or forms relate to the larger social, political and historical context of colonialism. 

More specifically, I will focus on how the two texts interconnect in order to define the 

development that has possibly taken place in Haasse’s literary writing.  The key 

question, around which my analysis of these two novels will evolve, is: How do Haasse’s 

novels Oeroeg and Sleuteloog, in different ways, inform Dutch collective memory with 

                                                
70 According to Jaap Goedegebuure, Haasse has a preference for what he calls “forgotten history”: the lives 
of ordinary people (Goedegebuure 774). 
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regards to the colonial past in the East Indies? Consequently, to what extent does 

Sleuteloog “write back” to Oeroeg like a postcolonial novel to its colonial predecessor? 

 

I have necessarily needed to set out boundaries for this project. While I am aware of the 

many points of focus that are relevant within the overall project of my research, I have 

chosen to limit myself to the following subquestions, that in my view create a space for 

the “postcolonial potential” of the texts: 

 

i. How do both novels “imagine” life in the colony? 

ii. How is identity constructed in the novels? 

iii. How can the relationship between the characters be defined? 

 

3.5.1 Imagining Life in the Colony 

Upon a first reading of Oeroeg and Sleuteloog, it becomes clear that nature functions as an 

important site on which the image of the colony is constructed. The narrators of the two 

novels both define themselves through an intense relationship of affinity with the organic 

environment of the colony. In Oeroeg, nature is presented as an idyllic space, a vacuum in 

which the narrator submerges with his surroundings. The text provides a highly 

romanticized image of the colony that give rise to a feeling of nostalgia. Exotic sketches of 

nature in the colony are foregrounded in the passages in which the narrator and Oeroeg 
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join Gerard, a young adventurous Dutchman, on hunting trips in the jungle.71 The narrator 

reminisces about these trips, and the overwhelming images of nature that they evoke, in 

an almost poetic language: 

 

Wat was dit alles in vergelijking met de glorie, die ons omstraalde, toen 
Gerard er toe over ging ons mee te nemen op zijn wekelijkse tochten? Met 
een kapmes en een riem en een deken op onze rug gesnoerd, klommen wij 
achter onze leidsman omhoog langs de steile, steenachtige paden in het 
oerwoud. De geweldige boomkronen, ver boven onze hoofden tot een altijd 
groen dak vervlochten, lieten maar betrekkelijk weinig daglicht door, zodat 
wij ons voortbewogen als in de schemering van een aquarium. Er hing onder 
het loof een scherpe geur van vochtig blad, van plantenlagen, die langzaam 
rotten tot zware grond. Ijskoud, helder water ritselde tussen het 
struikgewas, in handbrede stroompjes, of als beken in een bedding vol 
rondgeslepen grijze stenen. Altijd was ergens het geluid van een waterval te 
horen  en de lucht leek verzadigd van fijne droppels. (33-34) 

 

  What was all this in comparison with the glory that irradiated us, when  
Gerard started taking us with him on his weekly trips? With a   chopping-
knife and a belt and a blanket tied on our bags, we climbed up behind our 
leader through steep, rocky paths in the jungle. The magnificent treetops, 
interwoven into an ever green roof far above our heads only allowed 
through a small amount of daylight, so that we moved as in the shimmering 
of an aquarium. Under the foliage there was a sharp smell of wet leaves, of 
layers of plants that were slowly decaying into heavy ground. Ice cold, 
clear water was rustling between the bushes, in streams that were only a 
hand wide, or as brooks in a bed filled with  grey rocks that were grinded 
round. There was always the sound of a waterfall and the air seemed 
sedimented with delicate drops. 

 
 

 

                                                
71 These passages were heavily criticized by Tjalie Robinson in his review of Oeroeg in 1948, see earlier. 
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In Sleuteloog, romanticized images of the colony also occur. However, these images are 

problematized because they are not unilaterally presented as being “real.” The book 

foregrounds the idea of reality as the product of representation: the reader is constantly 

made aware that the images of nature that are sketched in the novel exist only in the 

narrator’s imagination. The interdependence of reality and representation is symbolized in 

the fact that Herma has made a career out of studying cultural representations (paintings) 

that depict the nature in Indonesia, not with nature itself. In the following passage the 

narrator looks back on her childhood on the island of Java and reflects on the way in 

which her fascination with nature, that was a feeling of “intense desire” (50) in her 

childhood, has changed as she grew older: 

 

Natuurlijk komt die intense behoefte voort uit de indruk die de 
plantenwereld van Java op mij gemaakt heeft toen ik een kind was. Ik 
voelde me een deel van dat overweldigende groen, die kleuren. Nu pas 
dringt het tot me door hoe vreemd het is dat ik als volwassene mijn 
aandacht zo uitsluitend gericht heb op afbeeldingen van planten en 
bloemen, en dat mijn onderzoek veeleer de stilering van hun vormen gold 
dan de weergave van de levende natuur. (50) 
 
Obviously that intense desire is rooted in the impression that the plant life 
on Java has made on me when I was a child. I felt part of that 
overwhelming green, those colors. Only now I realize how strange it is 
that, as an adult, I have focused my sole attention to representations of 
plants and flowers, and that my research was more concerned with the 
shaping of their forms than with the representation of nature itself. 

 
 

As someone who has made a living out of interpreting representations of nature, the 

narrator is portrayed as a mediator between nature and culture. The intermediary position 
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that the narrator entails foregrounds the idea that the images of the colony that are 

sketched in the novel are neither real nor are they solely representations: they are not fact 

but also not completely fiction. The issues of reality and representation, and the complex 

identities that are produced in the space that is in-between, are key notions in the novel.  

Herma describes her career as a continuous research project into ‘forms that 

encompass the combination of freedom (ongebondenheid) and restraint (beheersing) in 

different cultures’ (49).72 The two oppositional concepts of freedom and restraint return 

at several moments in the text. Often these concepts intersect with notions of mixed 

identity and a feeling of in-betweenness that characterizes Herma. For example, on page 

43 Herma remembers that when she was a child, she used to be ashamed of the behavior 

of her mother, which she considered very inappropriate. She continuously compares her 

mother with the housekeeper Idah, an indigenous woman who was largely responsible for 

Herma’s upbringing.73 As a child, Herma often felt that her mother showed too much of 

herself to other people, and often spoke more freely than she should. Herma felt more 

comfortable with the restraint behaviour of Idah, who had taught Herma to behave 

“haloes”, meaning with consideration for the inner state, the “adat”, of the other person.’ 

(43)  

Herma’s affinity with the indigenous cultural traditions is also expressed in her 

sensitivity towards magical phenomena. Throughout the novel, she has visions of the 

“hadji”, a ghost living in her backyard (21). Herma’s experience of the magical is always 
                                                
72 The Dutch words that are used in the text are ambigious: ongebondenheid refers to a state of freedom, but 
it literally means ‘non-alignment.’ Beheersing usually refers to restraint, but it can also mean ‘control.’ 
73 See page 44: “Eigenlijk ben ik opgevoed door het vertrouwde bediendepaar van mijn ouders.  
(“Actually, I was raised by the entrusted servants of my parents.”)   
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related to the figure of Non, the aunt of Dee. In Non’s presence Herma is aware of a 

“dimension outside the here and now” (103). Herma’s parents disapprove and ridicule 

this non-rational behavior (22). A similar situation, in which the narrator feels more 

affinity with the indigenous beliefs than with those of the biological family, is sketched in 

Oeroeg. The narrator in Oeroeg expresses his belief that a ghost haunts the nearby lake of 

Telega Hideung (22), a ghost that “eats” people, especially little children.  

In Oeroeg this magical element is immediately eliminated by a rational 

explanation: it is not a ghost that causes people to drown in the lake, these people drown 

because they get entangled in the waterplants (23). However, in Sleuteloog, the magical 

element of the “hadji” is maintained throughout the book. It is implemented in the 

narrative as being real and is not further explained. By re-instating magical elements in the 

(hi)story of the colony, Sleuteloog implicitly criticizes the Western discourse of rational 

modernity, in which the magical is banned out. A first important aspect of the 

development between Oeroeg and Sleuteloog can be identified here: while in Oeroeg, the 

narrative unfolds solely within the parameters of Western secular-rational discourse, in 

Sleuteloog a space is created for elements that exist outside of this discourse, within the 

realm of non-Western, indigenous belief-systems. In postcolonial literature, this narrative 

device, that is known as “magical realism”, frequently occurs.  

 

3.5.2 The Construction of Identity 

Born and raised in the East Indies, the narrators of both Oeroeg and Sleuteloog feel more 

affinity with the life-world of the indigenous people than with the life-world of their 
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parents, who were born outside the colony, in the Netherlands. Herma’s parents do not 

understand why she is so involved with the native culture and beliefs and they do not 

approve. In Oeroeg, the narrator continuously clashes with his father because he does not 

want his son to grow up as a “katjang” (15). The father wants his son to speak proper 

Dutch and makes him take Dutch language lessons, while the son feels more comfortable 

expressing himself in the local language (17). The ambiguous relationship that the narrator 

in Oeroeg upholds with regard to the Dutch language74 illustrates his problematic subject-

position. Within postcolonial theory there is an emphasis on identity as “doubled”: a 

person can belong simultaneously to more than one culture or identity: that of the 

colonizer, through for example the school system, and that of the colonized, through local 

and oral traditions. When it comes to the issues of culture, identity and ethnicity, the 

narrator in Oeroeg and the narrator in Sleuteloog struggle with similar problems. The 

position of both narrators is complex, because they identify with multiple ethnic groups, 

resulting in an identity that is “doubled” or “hybrid.”  

Although the notion of hybridity is present in Oeroeg, it is highly 

underdeveloped. Hybridity in Oeroeg remains limited to the experiences of the narrator. 

It is not extended to any of the other characters, including Oeroeg. While the narrator’s 

position is presented as a problematic in-between state, an intermediary position between 

two cultures, Oeroeg always remains an indigenous subject pur sang. He is presented as 

part of the organic environment of the colony. In the following passages, the reader is 

offered an image of Oeroeg that is primitive, almost “bestial”: 

                                                
74 See page 35-37. 
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Met zijn lenige tenen krom getrokken, balanceerde hij ineengedoken 
op stenen en boomtakken, zekerder van zijn houding dan ik, en 
sneller reagerend bij verlies van evenwicht. (11) 
 
With his lean toes bent, he balanced crouched on rocks and tree 
branches, so much more confident of his posture than I was, and 
reacting faster whenever he tended to loose his balance. 
 
Zo lang ik me kan herinneren kan, week uit zijn ogen nooit die 
gespannen, zoekende blik, als wachtte hij op een geluid, een signaal, 
dat niemand horen kon dan hij. Oeroeg’s ogen waren zo donker, dat 
zelfs het oogwit rondom beschaduwd leek. Bij vrolijkheid of woede 
kneep hij ze enigszins samen, zodat hun gefonkel schuil ging achter 
de krans van korte, harde wimpers. Lachen met open mond deed 
Oeroeg, gelijk de meest inlanders, nooit. (12) 
 
As long as I can remember, the tense, searching look never 
disappeared from his eyes, as if he was waiting for a sound, a 
signal, that no one could hear but he. Oeroeg’s eyes were so dark, 
that it seemed that even the eye whites were shadowed. Whenever 
he was happy or angry he would squeeze them together, so that 
their sparkle would hide behind a crown of short, hard eye lashes. 
Like most natives, Oeroeg never smiled with his mouth open.    

 
In a process of self-affirmation the narrator creates in Oeroeg what Edward Said has called 

his “Oriental Other”, a primitive alter-ego. The construction of identity takes place within 

a process of differentiation: in this context Stuart Hall has referred to the Other as the 

“constitutive outside of the Self.” 75  

While the narrator claims that for a long time he was oblivious of the difference 

between himself and Oeroeg (29), he is constantly distinguishing between the two 

categories of “white” and “indigenous” throughout the book, automatically locating 
                                                
75 See Hall 1996. Hall’s description emphasizes both the constructive nature of identity and the fact that it 
needs an outside, an Other, to come into being. Like many postcolonial scholars, Hall struggles with the 
essentialist terms in which identity has been captured traditionally and dismisses the idea that the Self has 
an essence that is unchanging, authentic or “pure.”  
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himself in the first and Oeroeg in the latter. Oeroeg is represented as part of an indigenous 

group or “race” with homogenous character traits. The “colonial gaze” of the narrator that 

objectifies Oeroeg is strengthened by the fact that the reader is never granted an insight 

into Oeroeg’s inner life-world: the novel is limited to the singular perspective of the 

narrator, reflecting on his memories. Within this perspective, Oeroeg is denied a voice. 

The colonial gaze that is present in the thoughts and feelings of the narrator is illustrated 

in passages such as the following:  

 

Met het afleggen van de topi scheen hij [Oeroeg, red.] echter iets 
karakteristieks verloren te hebben. De Europese kleding en zijn modieus 
geknipt, dik haar, ontnamen hem tot op zekere hoogte de ingetogenheid, de 
typisch inheemse reserve, die mij inhaerent aan zijn aard leken. (55)  

 

By taking off his topi76 he seemed to have lost something characteristic. 
The European clothing and his modernly cut, thick hair, to an extent took 
away the modesty, the typically indigenous reserve, that seemed to me 
inherent to his nature.  
 

In this paragraph the narrator suggests that the European clothing does not match with 

Oeroeg’s “typical indigenous” nature. While the narrator describes Oeroeg as “typically 

indigenous”, he never describes himself as “typically” Dutch or European. On the 

contrary, on several moments in the texts he specifically separates himself from a 

supposed “European” identity, for example in the following conversation with his father:  

 

                                                
76 Topi = indigenous mode of dress 
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“Je kunt dat toch begrijpen jongen. Jij bent een Europeaan.” -Ik dacht er 
over, maar de belangrijkheid van dit laatste feit, dat ik een Europeaan was, 
vermocht niet tot mij door te dringen. 
(40) 

   
“You must understand this, boy. You are a European.”- I thought about it, 
but the importance of this last fact, me being a European, could not get 
through to me. 

 
 

Even though the narrator’s observations about Oeroeg throughout the book are 

predominantly positive, they always contain a binary opposition in which the European 

situation is the norm, and Oeroeg’s “indigenous” situation automatically become the 

deviation from the norm. This is illustrated by the following passage, in which the 

narrator makes a remark about Oeroeg’s supposed cruelty towards animals:  

 

Het meest echter vermaakte hij zich met gevechten tussen twee beesten van 
verschillende soort- hij bracht padden, om hun krachten te meten met 
rivier- en landkrabben, hitste vogelspin tegen salamander, wesp tegen 
waterjuffer. Wellicht is het te ver gezocht om hier van wreedheid te 
spreken. Oeroeg was niet wreed, hem ontbrak alleen het gevoel, dat een 
Westerling vaak een dier doet sparen en eerbiedigen uit half-bewust 
verwantschapsbesef. (12) 
 
He enjoyed himself the most with fights between two animals of different 
species- he brought toads, to measure their powers with crabs, he stirred 
up the tarantula against the salamander, the wasp against the dragonfly. 
Perhaps it is too much to accuse him of cruelty. Oeroeg was not cruel, he 
just lacked the feeling that causes a Westerner to spare and honor an animal 
out of a half-conscious realization of kinship.  

 
 
In the moral judgement on “indigenous” versus “Western” values, it becomes clear how 

strongly the text is embedded in colonial ideology. Within colonial discourse, difference is 
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the negative derivative of identity: where the Self is “pure” and “good,” the Other is the 

exact opposite, i.e. “inpure” and “bad.”77. In this passage, Oeroeg is not a free subject of 

thought or action, but merely a product of the narrators’ ideas projected upon him: i.e. 

“the Other as a derivative of the Self.” 

The difference of the colonized subject by which he/she can be “othered” is 

inscribed on the body, and as such the notion of difference is embedded in racist 

ideologies that formed a “scientific” backup of European colonialism and imperialism.78 In 

“Writing Race”, the introduction to his famous study Race Writing and Difference (1986), 

Henry Louis Gates argues that while race pretends to be an objective term of 

classification, it is in fact ‘a trope of ultimate, irreducible difference between cultures, 

linguistic groups, or adherents of specific belief systems’ (Ashcroft “Postcolonial Studies 

Reader” 2006, 216). Configurations of racist ideology are present in Oeroeg in the 

continuous remarks of the narrator about Oeroeg’s body, that he refers to as “dark”: his 

eyes are “so dark that even the eye-whites seem shadowed”, his skin is of an “smooth 

dark color” and “he stared with an intense, dark look” (12).   

There are also passages in the novel that, at first sight, counter the idea of racist 

ideology in Oeroeg. For example, on page 41 the notion of racism is explicitly addressed 

in a conversation between the narrator and Gerard. The narrator ask Gerard: “Is Oeroeg 

any less than we are? Is he dífferent?” (41) Gerard answers: 

                                                
77 In his book Sources of the Self .The Making of the Modern Identity (1989), the philosopher Charles 
Taylor emphasizes the relationship between selfhood and morality, which he describes as ‘inextricably 
intertwined themes.’ See Taylor 1989, 3.  
78 In his study Colonial Desire: Hybridity in Theory, Culture and Race (1996), Robert Young has 
commented on this subject in some length. 
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Anders zijn- dat is gewoon. Iedereen is anders dan een ander. Ik ben 
ook anders dan jij. Maar minder of meer zijn door de kleur van je 
gezicht of door wat je vader is- dat is nonsens. Oeroeg is immers je 
vriend? Als hij zó is, dat hij je vriend kan zijn- hoe kan hij dan ooit 
minder zijn dan jij, of een ander? (41) 
 
To be different- that is normal. Everyone is different than someone 
else. I am also different from you. But to be more or less due to the 
color of your face or to the occupation of your father-that is 
nonsense. Oeroeg is your friend, right? If he is só, that he can be 
your friend- how can he ever be less than you, or than anyone else?  
 
 

Gerard’s answer rejects differentiation on the basis of race in an attempt to “solve” the 

narrator’s problem. If one looks at this passage through a postcolonial prism, Gerard’s 

answer is problematic, because by stating that “everyone is different”, the notion of 

difference is denied instead of critically and self-reflexively addressed. The passage 

imagines a utopian space in which everyone is “different, but equal.” However, by 

denying the problem of differentiation on the basis of race, the dominant discourse (the 

“we” in the narrator’s question “Is Oeroeg any less than we are?”) affirms an ideology 

that unconsciously imposes structures of power onto the marginalized subjects in 

society. In the process of doing so, this ideology is neutralized as transparent, so that it 

can no longer be recognized as an ideology. Ironically, on the first page of the novel, the 

narrator suggests that the urge to explain his relationship towards Oeroeg (i.e. the reason 

for him to write down his story) is exactly the fact that Oeroeg is “different:”   

 

Ik weet niet, waarom ik mij rekenschap wil geven van mijn 
verhouding tot Oeroeg, van al wat Oeroeg voor mij betekende en 
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nog betekent. Wellicht prikkelt mij zijn onherroepelijk, 
onbegrijpelijk anders-zijn, dat geheim van vlees en bloed. (9) 
 
I do not know why I feel the urge to account for my relationship 
with Oeroeg, about all that Oeroeg meant for me and still means. 
Perhaps what incites me is his irrevocable, incomprehensible 
being-different, that secret of flesh and blood. 

 

Oeroeg’s “being-different” is described as a “secret of flesh and blood,” highlighting that 

the difference between Oeroeg and the narrator, the impetus of the story, is inscribed on 

the body: Oeroeg’s black body. The binary oppositions between “black body” and 

“white body”, between “indigenous” and “European” continue to inform the construction 

of essentialist identities throughout the novel. 

 

In Sleuteloog, the construction of identity is more complex than in Oeroeg, mainly 

because the notion of hybridity is taken a step further. As I have noted in chapter two of 

this thesis, post-colonial writing has concerned itself with the hybridised nature of 

postcolonial culture as a strength rather than a weakness. In Sleuteloog, the notion of 

hybridity-as-strength is personified in the character of Dee, who functions as the ultimate 

example of a “hybridized” subject who uses her plural identity in her advance. The hybrid 

nature of Dee’s identity is illustrated by her family tree, which is printed at the end of the 

novel, emphasizing its importance. Dee’s grandmother is the daughter of a French 

aristocrat and a wealthy heiress with Chinese and Indonesian blood. She was married to 

the Dutch Johannes Mijers and they have two children, Louis and Aimee (who is referred 
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to as ‘Non’ throughout the book). Adele, or ‘Dee’ is the daughter of Louis and the Polish 

ballet dancer Nadia Wychinska.  

While the narrator Herma can only claim to belong to one ethnic group (which, 

ironically, is the group she least identifies with), Dee’s family tree allows her to claim at 

least five different “ethnic” identities, as Herma jealously notes on page 47: “Zij [Dee, 

red.] had de vrijheid een eigen identiteit te kiezen” (“She [Dee, red.] had the freedom to 

choose her own identity”). In Dee’s presence, Herma feels insecure and self-conscious. 

The dynamics between Herma and Dee recall the ideas of Franz Fanon, who has pointed 

out that in the encounter with the white man, the black man develops a “third person 

consciousness” (see chapter two). Only in the case of Sleuteloog, the situation is inversed: 

it is the white woman who feels self-conscious in the presence of the colored.  

Herma attempts to “resolve” her identity complex by distancing herself from her 

“white” ethnicity and subscribing to a hybrid, in-between position instead. However, 

because of her bodily features (white skin, blond hair, blue eyes), this position is not 

accessible to her. Herma is constantly reminded by references to her appearance79 that she 

may belong to one group only: that of the “white colonizer.” For Herma, hybridity is a 

cause for concern, not celebration.  

Ultimately, in Sleuteloog the hybrid subject-position is exposed as an essentialist 

category that excludes the narrator because she is white. The issue of choice is important 

here: Herma, the narrator, does not get to choose her identity like her friend Dee, who is a 

                                                
79 See 109-110 and 112. 
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mixture of different worlds when it comes to cultural background as well as to 

appearance. Dee uses the freedom she has to choose her own identity extensively: she 

shifts from one identity to the other throughout the book, which is illustrated by the 

constant changing of her name: Adele, Dee, Mila. However, Dee’s hybrid position is 

never romanticized. On the contrary, throughout the book Dee is portrayed as a tragic 

character that remains restless and unsatisfied with her life. 

 

The shifting of identities is a recurrent theme in Sleuteloog that is not only present in the 

character of Dee, but is also present in some of the other characters. After Indonesian 

independence, Dee’s aunt Non changes her name to “Ibu Sharif” as she has converted 

herself to the Islam. Herma, who shared an intimate relationship with Non when she was 

younger, observes how Non systematically wipes out all details of her past in an attempt 

to get rid of her former self. 80   

Instead of embracing the hybrid form, Non converts from one essential subject-

position to another: hybridity clearly does not work for her. The impossibility of the 

hybrid form is symbolized in nature. All her life, Non has tried to create a cross-breed of a 

white larat (flower) and a tiger orchid, as is clear from the following extract:  

Het is voor het eerst dat ze een witte larat heeft kunnen 
bemachtigen. Nu vertrouwt ze me ook toe dat ze eindelijk zal 
kunnen proberen wat zij al zo lang hoopt te doen: die witte soort 
kruisen met een andere, zij weet al welke, die ik ook zo prachtig 
vind, de geel en donkerbruin gevlekte tijgerorchidee. ‘Blank en 
bruin, Toet! Boleh tjampoer, toch?’ (19) 

                                                
80 See page 125: to Herma, it seemed as if the pre-war period in Batavia stopped playing a role in Non’s 
life. 
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It is the first time she has managed to get her hands on a white larat. 
She tells me confidentially that she will finally be able to attempt 
what she has hoped to accomplish for so long: to cross-breed the 
white species with another one, she already knows which one, the 
one that I love so much too, the yellow and brown spotted tiger 
orchid. ‘White and brown, Toet! Boleh tjampoer, right?’ 

 
      

However, decades later, when Herma meets Non again in Indonesia, they have the 

following conversation: 

‘Je bloemen, Non! De hybride van een witte larat en een 
tijgerorchidee! Je zei altijd dat het wel vijftien jaar kon duren voor je 
een mooie kruising had. Heb je hem?’ Gagal, mislukt,’ zegt ze 
kortaf. (124) 
 
‘Your flowers, Non! The hybrid of a white larat and a tiger orchid! 
You always said it could take fifteen years before you would create 
a nice cross-breed. Did you create it?’ ‘Gagal, failed,’ she says 
abruptly.  

 
 

Non’s attempt to create a hybrid form in which two different entities would submerge in 

an equal, balanced whole fails miserably. In this particular example, the notion of hybrid 

in-betweenness is portayed as a non- feasible utopia. Here the novel challenges the 

celebratory narrative that often surrounds the hybrid position in postcolonial 

theorizations. 

  

However, on other moments in the texts, Sleuteloog does subscribes to “postcolonial” 

ideas. For example, in the ways the novel portrays the relationship between language and 

identity. Non creates a new identity by changing her name and constantly emphasizing 
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her newly adopted religious beliefs. This highlights the idea that language actively creates 

the structures and categories that it names, and that identities are constructed and de-

constructed in the linguistic realm. Because identity is embedded in language, identity-

shifts are subject to linguistic practices, that are discursive and performative. Several 

examples that support this view on identity can be found throughout the novel. I will 

present another one.  

Dee was brought up in the privileged, wealthy environment of her grandmother’s 

house, who taught her to behave as a high-class European girl. However, as Dee grows 

older, she starts to resist her grandmother’s European “façade”: 

‘Mijn opa Mijers had een Javaanse grootmoeder. En in de familie van mijn 
oma zitten alle kleuren, blank, bruin, geel en zwart! Kijk naar Non! Zij 
denkt zelf dat ze zo donker is omdat ze het bloed heeft van die mooie 
mardijkse, je weet wel, haar huid was net ebbenhout! ‘Jij hebt toch Frans, 
en voor de helft Pools bloed, dat is dus zo Europees als wat!’ Dee 
reageerde fel: ‘Oke, maar ik ben toch geen totok!‘Ik ook niet,’ zei ik vol 
overtuiging. (75) 
 
‘My grandfather Mijers had a Javanese grandmother. And in the family of 
my grandmother all colours are present, white, brown, yellow and black! 
Look at Non! She thinks that she is so dark because she has the blood of 
that beautiful mardijkse, you know, her skin was like ebony!’ ‘But you 
have French, and half Polish blood, so you are as European as can be!’ Dee 
responded fiercely: ‘Allright, but I am not a totok! ‘Me neither,’ I 
responded convincingly.  

 
 

The paragraph above illustrates how language as a performative act always precedes the 

construction of identity because individuals define themselves through language. Both Dee 
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and Herma do not want to be a “totok:”81 they emphasize this in an attempt to escape the 

European subject-position. Once more the novel foregrounds the artificiality of identity, 

the fiction of identity as a categorical entity. 

Not only the category of identity is challenged in Sleuteloog. Other essentialist 

categories like ‘ethnicity’ are depicted as fictive social constructions as well. The book 

portrays a set of individuals that is divided into different ethnic groups by social and 

linguistic conventions. However, often this ethnic group does not represent their life-

world, resulting into a lifelong struggle of the characters with a label that they resist but 

that is continuously imposed on them. This struggle culminates in an exilic feeling of non-

belonging that is repeatedly expressed by Herma in Sleuteloog. It is a feeling that is hard 

to define, a sense of loss that keeps escaping her:  

 

Nu al is het duidelijk dat feiten en data op zichzelf weinig zeggen. De 
werkelijke betekenis ligt verborgen in het weefsel van subjectieve, 
nauwelijks onder woorden te brengen indrukken, in de echo van voorbije 
gewaarwordingen en stemmingen, en in dat voor mij zo reeële, maar nu als 
een droom verdampte gevoel van symbiose met mijn geboorteland.[…]Het 
oude Indie, waarin men ook als Nederlander for better for worse wortel kon 
schieten, was voorbij, en voor de hier-geborenen van zuiver Europese 
afkomst, zoals dat toen officieel genoemd werd, bestond geen thuisland 
meer. (41-42) 
 
It is already clear that facts and dates do not reveal anything on their own. 
The real meaning lies hidden in the web of subjective impressions that can 
hardly be expressed in words, in the echo of past perceptions and moods, 
and in that feeling of symbiosis to my country of birth, a feeling that was 
once so real but has now evaporated as a dream. […] The Old Indies, 
where as a Dutch person you could thrive for better or for worse, was 

                                                
81 The term “totok”is used to refer to a person that lived in Indonesia of Dutch descent.  
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over, and for the people that were born here of pure European descent, as 
it was officially called back then, a homeland no longer existed. 

 

In Oeroeg, the exilic position of the narrator is also an important feature. The narrator’s 

feeling of being excluded is emphasized on different occasions, for example on page 73: 

“Rondom waren de talloze, vertrouwde geluiden van de Indische nacht. Maar op de een of 

andere wijze scheen ik buitengesloten.” A similar sentiment is expressed in the question 

that the narrator asks himself at the very end of the novel: “Ben ik voorgoed een vreemde 

in het land van mijn geboorte, op de grond, vanwaar ik niet verplant wil zijn?” (79) 

Interestingly, the narrators of the two novels do not resist their position as exiles, 

but quietly settle in their disowned realities. Perhaps they feel that they are not entitled to 

resist it, because their appearance, their bodily features, are those of the “guilty white 

colonizer.” It seems that they accept the punishment for the “crime” of former 

generations.  

A glaring contrast form the characters of Oeroeg and Dee. Both characters are 

rebellious, starting from an early age. Rebellion can be regarded as a determining feature of 

the role these characters fulfill in the narrative, since it is exactly this rebellion that 

destroys the friendship between Oeroeg and the narrator in Oeroeg, and between Herma 

and Dee in Sleuteloog. Oeroeg’s rebellion is presented as something that stems from a 

feeling of rejection, a feeling of being excluded from the (dominant) group of the Dutch 

colonizer: 
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Kleding noch houding konden hem maken wat hij schijnen wilde: een van 
ons. Waarschijnlijk was het ook in deze tijd, dat de verwijdering tussen 
Oeroeg en mij begon te ontstaan. Hij kon immers niet anders, dan mij 
vereenzelvigen met de Europese groep, wier afwijzing hij voelde.(64) 
 
Clothing nor attitude could make him what he seemed to want to be: one of 
us. It was probably in this period, that the estrangement between Oeroeg 
and me set in. He could not but identify me with the European group, 
whose rejection he felt.  
 
  

The process of estrangement between Oeroeg and the narrator that is initiated here causes 

Oeroeg to become more and more rebellious and will eventually lead to Oeroeg’s 

nationalist sentiment. The novel implies that Oeroeg’s affinity with Indonesian 

nationalism is largely a reaction to his failed attempt to be European, i.e. to be “one of 

us.” The Oriental Other is portrayed as a failure of the European Self: this can be 

considered another illustration of the colonialist ideology that informs the novel. 

In Sleuteloog the situation is different. Dee’s rebellion is not presented as 

reactionary, as a failure to conform to the image of the colonizer, but as a sign of 

postcolonial agency.  As the following extract indicates, Dee only expresses contempt for 

the European/Dutch colonizer, never a desire to be one of them.  

 

  Voor het eerst hoorde ik haar schamper spreken over onze 
school als een ‘elite’- instelling, waar totokintellectuelen ge- 
kweekt werden voor leidinggevende banen in Indie.  
[…] 
In die tijd moet de vervreemding tussen ons, eerst nog sluipend, 
begonnen zijn. (75) 
 
For the first time, I heard her make sneering remarks about our school 
being an “elite”- institution, in which totokintellectuals were cultivated for 
managing jobs in the Indies. 
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[..] 
In those years the estrangement between us, first only latent, must    have 
started. 

 
 

In the above extract, the important concept of “elite” is brought forward. Even though 

Dee stems from a wealthy upper-class environment, she does not feel part of the elite 

because she defines the elite as European (as the word “totokintellectuelen” indicates), 

and she does not subscribe to that identity, being “half-blood.” Dee starts behaving like 

someone in a subaltern position, a position that will largely determine the rest of her life, 

a life that is characterized by resistance to authority for the benefit of subaltern peoples, 

no matter what their ethnic, political or religious background is.  

Dee is portrayed as a “rebel without a cause”, or perhaps: “a rebel with too many 

causes.” Throughout her life, she supports different organizations, whose interests often 

contradict. Dee’s behavior can be regarded as opportunism, but rather it can be 

interpreted as stemming from a deep sense of uprootedness that results in continuous 

attempts to escape all identitarian categories. She is seeking to create an exilic space for 

herself as a place of refuge. This emphasizes how the two characters of Herma and Dee 

are juxtaposed in the novel: just as badly as Herma wants to fit in, Dee wants to break 

out.  

 

3.5.3 The Relationship Between the Characters 

So far, my analysis has shown that there are multiple similarities between the relationship 

between Oeroeg and the narrator in Oeroeg, and Dee and Herma in Sleuteloog. Both 
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relationships can be characterized as intimate yet problematic. The “doubling” 

relationship between the characters in both novels is of great importance in defining the 

processes of identification and memory that are at work in the novel. In both novels, the 

issue of identification intertwines with the relationships between the characters, most 

notably the friendship between Oeroeg and the narrator in Oeroeg and Dee and Herma in 

Sleuteloog.  

The issues of intimacy and (dis)connection intersect with those of identification 

and memory: memory coincides with a sensory experience that is projected onto the 

friendship, which causes the friend to remain part of the active process of remembering, 

ultimately transforming him/her into the main object of remembrance. The following 

extracts will illustrate this: 

In Oeroeg: 
 

Oeroeg betekende-hoewel ik dat toen niet onder woorden kon brengen- het 
leven op en om Kebon Djatih, de bergtochten, het spelen in de tuinen en op 
de stenen in de rivier, het reizen met de trein, het schoolgaan- het a.b.c van 
mijn kinderleven.(43) 
 
Oeroeg meant- although I could not express it back then- life on Kebon 
Djatih, the mountain trips, playing in the garden and on the rocks of the 
river, going to school- the alphabet of my childhood. 

 

In Sleuteloog: 
 
Tegelijk met de herinneringen aan haar komt ook al het andere weer boven, 
een wereld van zintuiglijke indrukken, kleuren, geuren, geluiden, 
schakeringen van licht. (22). 
 
Together with the memory of her, all the other memories start to arise, a 
world of sensory impressions, colors, smells, sounds, shades of light. 
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Not only the nostalgic memory of the colony, but also the painful feeling of being exiled 

from it, is projected onto the friendship. At the end of Oeroeg, the mysterious nature of 

Oeroeg is related directly to the narrator’s desillusioned state of mind, to his feeling of 

loss and homelessness. For the narrator, Oeroeg represents the East Indies, his lost 

homeland, his identity, but also the main reason for his disownment: with the loss of 

Oeroeg’s friendship, the narrator loses his own sense of self.  

The notion that friendship is rooted in a shared identity, that turns out to be a 

fiction, is also foregrounded in Sleuteloog, as is illustrated on page 107. Here Herma 

makes a reference to one of Dee’s old notebooks. The notebook is enclosed in the wooden 

chest that contains the “evidence” of Herma’s past (i.e. documents, letters, etc)82. As was 

pointed out before, Herma has lost the key to the chest, and reflects on this as follows: 

   
Een van de redenen warom het niet-vinden van de sleutel een Freudiaanse 
Fehlleistung van mij kan zijn, is deze: dat er in mijn kist een schoolschrift 
van Dee ligt, met dagboek-aantekeningen die onze vriendschap- of wat ik 
daarvoor hield-op losse schroeven hebben gezet. (107) 
 
One of the reasons why not finding the key could be a Freudian 
Fehlleistung of mine, is this one: that in my chest, there is a notebook of 
Dee, containing diary notes that have undermined our friendship- or 
whatever I thought it to be. 
 

 
The content of Dee’s notebook is extremely painful for Herma. Before she had read its 

content, Herma had associated the notebook with some of her most beloved childhood 

memories (108), because Dee had used the notebook at school during Herma’ s favorite 

                                                
82 See page 95 of this thesis. 
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lessons in botany.83 However, Herma’s memories become blemished once she reads the 

notes Dee has written down during those “cherished” moments. Dee’s notes reveal a side 

of her that Herma never had imagined to exist. Herma is especially shocked by Dee’s 

revelation that she sometimes hated Herma, that she thought she was a “totok” hypocrite 

that played the role of “Indo” so that people would like her. 

 

Haar ontkenning, toen al, van wat voor mij zo’n belangrijk bindend element 
geweest was in onze vriendschap: dat ik evenmin een totok was als zij, 
griefde me met terugwerkende kracht. (109) 
 
Her denial, even back then, of what was to me such an important binding 
element of our friendship: that I was not a totok any more than she was, 
hurt me with retroactive power. 

   
   
Herma realizes that the estrangement between her and Dee had started much earlier than 

she had thought. By sabotaging the fiction of their “shared identity”, Dee’s notes destroy 

Herma’s image of the past and leave her hurt and confused. The estrangement that unfolds 

between Herma and Dee causes Herma to also become “estranged” from herself. She 

always considered herself and Dee as belonging to the same group.84 In the moment 

Herma learns her image of Dee is a fiction, her own sense of self becomes a fiction too. 

Herma “internalizes” the estrangement (50): she can no longer identify herself with her 

past because it has revealed itself as an imaginary past that is a reflection of the unilateral 

perspective of her personal memory.  

                                                
83 It was during these lessons that Herma’s love and fascination for nature had first manifested itself, which 
would eventually determine her professional career. 
84 See page 10: “Omdat ik nooit het gevoel had dat ik behoorde tot degene die Dee als “anderen” 
beschouwde” (“Because I never felt I belonged to that group of people that Dee considered as “others”) 
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In Sleuteloog, memory is emphasized as a set of subjective representation that are a very 

treacherous mode of access to the past.  Yet, memory is also portrayed as the only mode 

of access. Already at the beginning of the novel, it is implied that Herma’s memory is 

impaired because of her old age (12). Herma attempts to reconstruct her memories 

through writing (23) but is aware of the impossibility to understand either past or 

present: “Het verleden wijkt terug in nevels, en is alleen te interpreteren vanuit een heden 

dat ik evenmin in zijn ware gedaante kan zien” (9). (“The past yields in mist, and is only 

to be interpreted from a present that I also cannot see in its true form”). In passages like 

this, the instability or impossibility of meaning is foregrounded which illustrates the 

novel’s “poststructuralist” character. The gap between reality and representation, 

between past and memory cannot be closed. 

Although the impossibility to recover the past is also a theme in Oeroeg, it 

remains limited to the awareness of the narrator that his memories are subjective and that 

consequently, he will never know the “real” motives of the protagonists in his story: “Ik 

beschrijf de gebeurtenissen zoals ze zich in die tijd aan mij voordeden. Nooit meer kan ik 

nu aan de hoofdpersonen van dit verhaal verklaring vragen van hun daden en woorden” 

(56). (“I describe the events as I perceived them back then. Never again will I be able to 

ask the protagonists of this story for explanations regarding their actions and words.”) 

While Oeroeg only foregrounds the notion of memory as a representation that is 

necessarily a subjective derivative of “the original” past, Sleuteloog takes this notion a 

step further: the very idea that there exists such a thing as an “original past” or “universal 
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truth” is rejected in the novel. The past is represented as unattainable, a false entity that 

is embedded in a set of memory-constructs.  

Herma’s memory continues to “betray” her throughout the book. Her childhood is 

characterized by a naïve non-awareness of the political situation in the colony and its 

implications. The fact that Dee was aware of what was going on in the colony (because of 

her complicated cultural background), is one of the main reasons for the estrangement 

between them, which becomes painfully clear for Herma on page 94, when Dee exclaims: 

“Jij weet helemaal niets, jij bent blank!” (You no nothing, you are white!”) 

The constructive nature of memory is emphasized throughout the novel by the 

change in the speaking voice (focalization), which gives rise to shifting, polyvalent, 

contradictory currents of signification within the text. Because of its complex structure of 

focalization, Sleuteloog resists every form of unambiguous statement and remains 

“radically open.” To an extent, this is problematic because all voices can said to be denied 

through the radical deconstruction of memory, which makes it impossible for anyone to 

reclaim the past. The voices in the novel are scattered to such an extent that one might 

argue that none of the characters can really “find a voice.” 

 

Ultimately, in Sleuteloog, the transitoriness of history and the fictional character of 

memory return in the object of the wooden chest, in which the fiction of Herma’s 

remembered life-world in the colony is foregrounded. The fact that it has revealed itself as 

an imaginary life-world, fulfills Herma with feelings of guilt. At several moments in the 
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text, she questions her own position as a child of the white colonizer, as the following 

passages illustrates:  

 

Is het waar dat ik wel degelijk behept was met het discriminerend “blanke” 
zelfbewustzijn, zonder het te beseffen? School er in de manier waarop ik 
me gedroeg bij Dee thuis, en dan vooral tegenover haar, een overdreven 
vertoon van me senang te voelen in die omgeving, waardoor ik juist bewees 
dat dit niet echt het geval was? (109) 
 
Is it true that I was indeed cursed with the discriminatory “white” 
selfconsciousness, without even realizing it? Was there an exaggerated 
display of feeling senang present in the way I behaved at Dee’s house, and 
especially in my behavior towards her, which actually proved that I was 
not really feeling that way?  
 
 

Sleuteloog shows that by actively engaging with the memories of the Other, one’s own 

memories are “re-shuffled.” This allows for self-reflexivity upon one’s own position, 

responsibility and actions. On page 91, Herma asks herself: “Hoeveel Indonesiers hebben 

Nederlands-Indie als een politiestaat ervaren?” (“How many Indonesians experienced the 

Dutch East Indies as a police state?”)  

In Oeroeg, questions that address the life-world of the Indonesian or that 

incriminate the Dutch are not asked, because there is simply no narrative and/or 

ideological space for them in the novel. To an extent, this can be related to the historical 

context in which the novel was written, a time period in which the Netherlands were 

collectively traumatized by their defeat in Indonesia and the disillusionment that 

followed. Nevertheless, my analysis has attempted to show how in Sleuteloog, the author 

uses a narrative structure that is far more complex and nuanced than the one displayed in 
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Oeroeg. While Oeroeg is largely characterized by a unilateral perspective embedded in 

colonialist discourse, Sleuteloog actively creates a space for the memories and life-worlds 

of individuals from different cultural backgrounds.  
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Conclusion 
 
 

The two works by Hella Haasse that I have analyzed in this thesis are products of 

different phases in Dutch history: one published in 1948, when the struggle for 

Indonesian independence was at its height, the other published half a decade later in 2002. 

But the novels are more than just a portrait of an era. They are fictionalized testimonies 

of the traumatic experiences of an author who has lived most of her life in an in-between 

space between two cultures. The texts emphasize the immense distortion that colonialism 

entails, the way it affects the lives of individuals and the complex subject positions it 

creates. As such, the works provide a possibility for readers to deal with colonial trauma 

that is silenced in the public sphere. However, a literary text is also an actor in the public 

sphere, and can actively work to break through that silence. In this thesis, literature has 

been studied as a site where shared images of the past are actively produced and 

circulated: a site where a collective engagement with the past is both reflected and 

constructed.  

In my analysis I have focused on the interconnection of the two novels Oeroeg 

and Sleuteloog.  In order to define the development or “transition” that has taken place 

from Oeroeg to Sleuteloog I have employed a set of theories and concepts stemming from 

postcolonial theory, or as the title of the thesis indicates: I have studied the works using 

“a postcolonial mirror.” This has unraveled a multilayered framework of meaning in the 

texts, giving rise to a development that can be defined on different levels.  
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On a first level, there is a development in style and narrative structure that is indicative of 

the transition between Haasse as a debutant author and Haasse as a ripened, mature 

“grand dame” of Dutch literature: Oeroeg seems “raw” compared to the author’s later 

work Sleuteloog, that is nuanced and complicated and has the formal characteristics of a 

postmodern novel. But more importantly, on a second level, Sleuteloog expresses a degree 

of reflection on the colonial past that is absent in Oeroeg. My “postcolonial” analysis has 

shown that Oeroeg is still largely embedded in colonial discourse. Although the novel 

gives an initial impetus to a critical engagement with the colonial past, its content, 

narrative structure and unilateral perspective stand in the way of a thorough evaluative 

reflection and allow colonial modes of thought to linger on under the surface. In 

Sleuteloog, on the other hand, these colonial modes of thought are foregrounded and 

ultimately exposed as harmful fictions.  

While postcolonial theory has proven to be a fruitful framework for the analysis 

of these two novels, I have attempted to show in this thesis that there is no such thing as 

a purely “postcolonial” novel. Rather, in a literary text the postcolonial is always 

necessarily entangled with the colonial and it is within this entanglement that a critical 

engagement can come into being. Sleuteloog illustrates the workings of this process by 

pointing to the difficulties that both a “colonial” and a “postcolonial” association with the 

past entail. As such, Haasse is (unconsciously) providing a commentary on postcolonial 

theory which urges for an expansion of its critical tools. This can be exemplified by the 

portrayal of hybridity in the novel. In postcolonial theory, the hybrid subject position is 

often celebrated as a site of empowerment: hybridity is emphasized as a transitional 
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space which produces new levels of meaning. However, Haasse problematizes the hybrid 

position and exposes it as essentialist and racist, because it can only be claimed on the 

basis of particular bodily features. It is a position that excludes more than it encloses: for 

Herma, the narrator in Sleuteloog, the position is unattainable because she is white. But 

even for Dee, who is presented as the ultimate in-between subject, the hybrid position 

does not bring salvation. Despite her decisiveness and energy, she remains lost and is 

portrayed as a tragic figure. Both women ultimately have to defend a position that they 

do not choose, the difference is that Dee does this in a combative way that creates the 

illusion of empowerment, while Herma’s approach is characterized by utter 

powerlessness.  

Rather than confirming or attacking a particular system of meaning, Haasse 

investigates the inner problems of different semantic systems and seems to argue in 

favour of a rejection of the categorization that is present within processes of 

identification. She foregrounds the notion of memory as a discursive, linguistic 

representation of reality that is neither individual nor collective. Different memories are 

pushing each other aside as if to emphasize the fact that there can never be consensus 

about the most truthful memory or consensus about which cultural group has more right 

to speak of the East Indies. Haasse is creating a “texture of memory”: a memory 

framework that is construed of inconsistent, contested, unmanageable and yet overlapping 

layers of meaning.  

In this context, “the East Indies” do no longer refer to a fixed and stable past, but 

has become an imaginary space that is dynamic and can be claimed by different 
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communities, different subject-positions. The novel counteracts a nostalgic engagement 

with the colonial past in favour of a problematic, yet open and porous memory-space. In 

my opinion, it is of significant importance that the author of Oeroeg and Heren van de 

Thee interferes once more in the debate on the Dutch East Indies. Because Sleuteloog 

emphasizes that memory is deceptive, treacherous and moreover, never finished but ever-

shifting, Haasse draws attention to the urgency of a continuous re-interpration of the 

colonial past: a process that is on-going and is in need of a constant self-reflection and 

evaluation. 

Can Sleuteloog therefore be regarded as Haasse’s attempt to “write back” to 

Oeroeg, an attempt that perhaps is fuelled by the desire to answer to her critics who have 

accused her of writing “colonial” literature? In other words, is Haasse re-claiming her right 

to speak about the colony in this novel? The answers to these questions must remain 

elusive. However, it is clear from my analysis that in Sleuteloog, Haasse employs a 

method of writing that is wholly uncompromising and spares no one, including herself, 

thereby opening up a new level of discourse on which the colony can be addressed. 
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