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Shame and Pride
The Memory of the Rescue of Jews  

in the Netherlands, 1945 to the Present

IDO DE HAAN

On February 1, 1956, a local Dutch newspaper in The Hague, Het Haagsch 
Dagblad, ran the headline, “Mr. F.M.A. Schokking Ordered the Arrest of a Jew-
ish Family in 1942. Father, Mother, and Child Dead.” The article revealed that 
during the German occupation, the mayor of The Hague, Frans Schokking, 
had been instrumental in the arrest of a Jewish family. In the small town of 
Ha zerswoude, where Schokking had been serving as mayor in 1942, he had 
called the Sicherheitsdienst to inform them that a Jewish family named Pino had 
been hidden in his community. Only after Schokking called for a second time 
was the family arrested.

After the war Schokking survived the purge of government personnel 
without a scratch, and in 1952 he even experienced a boost in his career when 
he became mayor of The Hague. When his role in the arrest of the Jewish fam-
ily in 1942 came to light, Schokking’s defense was that he had acted in the 
best interests of many others, Jews and non- Jews, who had been in hiding in 
Ha zerswoude. He claimed that the Pino family had acted irresponsibly by going 
outside all the time. He even suggested they might have been secret agents in 
German service, deployed to reveal resistance against the German authorities. 
Initially, Schokking’s line of defense was backed by an official committee estab-
lished to investigate the case by the minister of the interior, Louis Beel, and led 
by the president of the Supreme Court, Jan Donner, which published a report 
exonerating Schokking of all accusations. It emphasized that, at the time of 
the incident, the mayor had long pondered what to do before he called the 
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Sicherheitsdienst for the second time to ask for the verwijdering (“removal”) of 
the Pino family.1 “And thus it happened,” concluded the committee, without 
mentioning that Jakob Pino had committed suicide in prison after being sepa-
rated from his wife and daughter, who were both deported to Auschwitz, where 
they were killed.2

The committee warned against judging Schokking with hindsight, but 
that did not stem the wave of publications that compared his behavior under 
German occupation to that of other Dutch gentiles, some testifying to heroic 
acts of rescue, but others to reluctance or even rejection of helping to Jews. 
Remarkably, Jewish survivors hardly participated in the debate, and were even 
actively discouraged from doing so, most forcefully by the party leader Carl 
Romme of the Catholic People’s Party (KVP)— the largest party in parliament. 
When Jakob Pino’s sister, who had survived, asked the prosecutor general to 
open a criminal case against Schokking, Romme qualified it as “dirty politics 
[. . .] to file a complaint after literally ten years.”3 The most vocal participants in 
the debate were members of the former resistance. Het Haagsch Dagblad, the 
daily that had first revealed the case, belonged to a newspaper syndicate that had 
emerged from the social- democratic resistance newspaper Het Parool, which 
was clandestinely published from February 1941 and continued to appear after 
the liberation— until the present day. The communist newspaper De Waarheid, 
published from November 23, 1940, onward (until 1990), also paid ample atten-
tion to the affair. When Schokking’s case was finally discussed in parliament, 
the Labour MP and resistance hero Johan Scheps recalled his own experience 
rescuing Jews, and noted, “We always urged Jews who did not look too Jewish 
to go out and act like born Christians.”4 On the other hand, the conservative- 
liberal MP Govert Ritmeester argued that, as a mayor of Den Helder, he had 
known many Jews, some brave, some cowards, but many also “unruly,” like the 
Pino family: “They had to be disciplined, very forcefully.”5 Anton Roosjen, MP 
for the orthodox Protestant Antirevolutionary Party, started his contribution to 
the debate with his recollection of his imprisonment in Buchenwald, where he 
had seen 250 Dutch Jews arriving in March 1941:

Six weeks after their arrival, 52 of them had already died of dismal 
mistreatment, and when the others were deported to Mauthausen, we 
all understood that their fate was sealed. And we felt tortured by the 
knowledge that we were unable to offer any help. We can be grateful 
that the willingness to lend aid to the hunted Jews in the Nether-
lands could often be turned into action and that in very many cases 
this was done. As a result, thousands of our Jewish compatriots have 
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certainly escaped a horrible death, and for that we must be grateful, 
above all to those who have risked their own lives by providing this 
assistance. But because of that we are all the more tormented by the 
question regarding the incident in Hazerswoude: Could these three 
lives not also have been spared? At the moment everyone will give an 
affirmative answer to this question. An error was committed there 
in Hazerswoude, a serious error; that is calling the S.D. That should 
never have happened— irrespective of whether this was a trap. That is 
why I repeat: That was wrong.6

The term Roosjen used here for “wrong” was fout, which in the context of 
the war meant collaboration, and if that had resulted in the loss of life— which 
was generally the case when Jews were denounced— the death penalty was 
imposed in some of the postwar trials. Of the 154 people who received the 
death sentence for collaboration, thirty- nine were executed, while all but four 
were released within fifteen years after their death sentences were reversed.7 
Not so in the case of Schokking. After a series of debates, he resigned as mayor 
of The Hague, but he lived a long and happy life, fulfilling less illustrious public 
functions until his death in 1990.

The Memory of Rescue in a Dutch Context

The revelations about Schokking and the debates about his role in the demise 
of the Pino family reflect the contradictory images in the public commemo-
ration of the rescue of the Jews in the Netherlands. On the one hand, this is a 
history of failure. Around 74 percent of the total number of Dutch Jews per-
ished during the Holocaust. More Jews were deported from the Netherlands than 
from any other part of Western Europe. As a result, some 104,000 Jews from the 
Netherlands were killed. Contrary to the popular notion that all Dutch, like so 
many others in Europe, flatly denied responsibility for the destruction of Euro-
pean Jewry, it is argued here that, from the immediate postwar period onward, 
the failure to rescue Dutch Jews and the inaction of the majority of the Dutch 
population in the face of genocide have been central issues in many of the public 
debates in the Netherlands.8 To apply Michael Rothberg’s concept, there has been 
an extensive debate in the Netherlands about the moral responsibility emerging 
from the fact that Dutch society and its institutions were implicated in the Holo-
caust, because of the sole fact that the mass murder happened “in our midst.”9

Yet on the other hand, alongside this discourse of shame, there has been 
a persistent tendency to boast about rescue efforts, most significantly about 
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the general strike of February 1941 in protest against the deportation of Jews. 
Another remarkable symptom of excessive pride about rescue activity is that 
the second largest group of Righteous Among the Nations recognized by Yad 
Vashem comes from the Netherlands. Up until 2019, 5,778 Dutch gentiles had 
been awarded this title for helping Jews. While the highest number of Righteous 
comes from Poland, the Dutch contingent is by far the largest of any national 
group of Righteous gentiles in relation to the size of the Dutch population, to 
the number of victims of the Holocaust in the Netherlands, or to the number 
of survivors.

Addressing the questions as to why there are so many Dutch Righteous 
Among the Nations in a country that failed significantly more than other 
nations to rescue its Jewish fellow citizens, and more generally, how to account 
for the contradictory tendencies of the memory of rescue in the Netherlands, 
has an intrinsic relevance. Even if the Holocaust was transnational in nature, its 
impact was first of all experienced and has been remembered locally. These two 
aspects, of the impact and resonance of the experience of rescue, matter equally 
to the memory of rescue, and both history and memory are conditioned by 
local political, social, and cultural circumstances, and by the boundaries of the 
nation- state. The Dutch case is of crucial importance to a better understanding 
of the international developments in the field of Holocaust memory. The high 
number of Dutch Righteous is not the only intriguing issue. The legacy of Anne 
Frank and the failure to rescue her have also given global Holocaust memory a 
distinctive Dutch twist, which is generally invisible in the debate over whether 
Anne Frank is a Jewish or a universal icon.10 But the amount of scholarly studies 
on the memory of the Holocaust in the Netherlands accessible to a non- Dutch 
speaking audience is very limited.

However, the intrinsic relevance of the Dutch case has clear limits. The aim 
to fill in lacunae in scholarship runs the risk of contributing to the predicament 
of memory studies already identified in 2011 by Astrid Erll, namely that it turns 
“into an additive project: we add yet another site of memory, we address yet 
another historical injustice.”11 Equally troubling is the tendency toward method-
ological nationalism, in which the national context is treated as an impermeable 
and immutable framework for studying developments of Holocaust memory. 
Even if one acknowledges the relevance of the national context, it should not 
entail a reified and static notion of a national culture of remembrance.

This chapter strives to circumvent methodological nationalism by empha-
sizing the contradictory and layered nature of the memory of Jewish rescue 
and the interplay between national and international developments. As Michael 
Rothberg argued, we need to conceptualize “multidirectional memory” as an 
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articulation of the past in the context of networks of communication, institutions 
of the state, and social groupings within society, the impact of which is char-
acterized by “displacements and contingencies” and highly ambivalent affective 
impacts.12 Schokking’s case serves as an example of how a historical reconstruc-
tion of a rescue story in the Netherlands needs to take into account the voices of 
the members of the former resistance, Jewish survivors, and politicians, as well 
as of people claiming a professional capacity to interpret the past, such as jour-
nalists, historians, and judges, but also novelists, documentary filmmakers, and 
playwrights.13 Therefore, the first two sections of this chapter focus on the memory 
of rescue as a source of shame and pride, emerging from the interaction among 
Dutch professionals, politicians, as well as other Jewish and non- Jewish memory 
activists, as reflected in key publications and debates in postwar Netherlands.14

Yet another way to overcome methodological nationalism is to locate the 
memory of the rescue of Dutch Jews in a transnational context. In contrast to 
studies on the globalization of Holocaust memory, emphasizing its deterritori-
alization and universalization, the following account of the memory of rescue in 
the Netherlands underlines the relevance of reterritorialization.15 The final sec-
tion of the chapter demonstrates that Dutch Jewish immigrants in Israel played 
a crucial role in the high number of Dutch citizens recognized as Righteous 
Among the Nations.

The Failure of Rescue

The first issue to address is how Dutch society dealt with the high percentage 
of Jewish victims from the Netherlands. In 1940, around 140,000 Jews were 
living in the Netherlands. Some 107,000 were deported, of whom only about 
5,200 survived. All in all, fewer than 30 percent of Dutch Jewry survived the 
Holocaust, and this stands in sharp contrast to the 75 percent of the French 
Jews who survived, or the 60 percent of Belgian Jewish survivors. Indeed, in the 
Netherlands the death rate in the Holocaust approaches the number of victims 
in Eastern Europe— the heartland of the destruction.16

Although comparative research aiming to explain the widely divergent 
percentage of Jewish victims in Western European countries began only in the 
1980s, the failure to come to the rescue of the Dutch Jews had already become 
an issue of public awareness in the immediate postwar years. At the time, many 
members of the former resistance and of the postwar political elite were con-
cerned about the high level of antisemitism among large sections of the Dutch 
population. Some commentators even argued that antisemitism was more wide-
spread in the country after the German occupation than before.17 In an attempt 
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to explain this, Hilda Verwey- Jonker, one of the most influential social demo-
cratic intellectuals of the immediate postwar years, suggested that there was a 
link between the guilt over failing to help the Jews and the rise of antisemitism. 
She wrote in November 1945: “The great majority of the Dutch people are very 
well aware that their behavior towards their Jewish fellow citizens was utterly 
miserable. They try to justify this in hindsight and find such justification in a 
critique of the Jews. At this point, antisemitism thus fulfils the same role as the 
exuberant national joy that fills our streets: a compensation for a lack of national 
pride demonstrated during the occupation.”18

Such failure was documented, for example, in a well- known collection of 
war diaries published in 1954 by the Dutch National Institute of War Documen-
tation (NIOD), for a long time the most influential guardian of the memory of 
World War II in the Netherlands. In one of the accounts, a man described his 
response to a police raid that occurred on June 20, 1943, while he was looking 
forward to a family outing: “There goes a fine day,” he writes. “I can already 
imagine the long faces of my wife and kid.” When he reached the train station, 
he reflected on the Jews he saw: “Herded together, carried off like cattle. . . . They 
might not be a pleasant people. But they are still human beings. How can our 
good Lord tolerate this?”19

In the 1950s several literary accounts addressed the failure to provide help, 
as well as the mixed feelings this failure engendered. An important example is 
Adriaan van der Veen’s Het wilde feest (The wild party [1952]), which opens 
with an epigraph: “the thought of it filled him with that sort of impersonal 
but unbearable shame with which we are filled, for instance, by the notion 
of physical torture, of something that humiliates humanity.” While the book 
demonstrated a deeply felt concern for the fate of the Jews, the story about the 
attempts of the main character, a non- Jewish man, to win the heart of a Jewish 
woman “by fully identifying with the fate of the Jewish people” also illustrated 
how such empathy was mixed with the author’s exoticizing fascination with 
Jews.20 The motivations behind identifying with the fate of the Jews were also 
questioned by Willem van Maanen in Al lang geleden (Long ago [1956]): “You 
only love me because I am Jewish, not because I am Mirjam.”21 Other authors 
testify about the feeling of powerlessness with regard to the fate of the Jews. In a 
popular novel intended “for the older girl,” Een baantje bij de krant (A job at the 
newspaper [1963]), Martje witnessed the arrest of Jews and noted: “And there 
we stood powerless before the window, safe in our own house; we were [safe], 
but they were not.”22 The same sentiment was expressed in the popular novel 
by Willy Corsari, Die van ons (One of us [1945]), which sold seventy thousand 
copies (thereby saving the former resistance publishing house De Bezige Bij 
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from bankruptcy).23 A more highbrow example is the first publication of one of 
the most successful Dutch authors of the twentieth century, Gerard Reve. In De 
ondergang van de familie Boslowits (The demise of the Boslowits family [1946]), 
he documented in a seemingly detached but ultimately chilling way the fate of 
the titular family from the perspective of a young, passive neighbor.24

Recollections of Dutch indifference and failure to rescue Jews also played 
a role in the first systematic historical study of the persecution of the Jews in 
the Netherlands, written by the Dutch Jewish lawyer Abel Herzberg, Kroniek 
van de Jodenvervolging 1940– 1945 (Chronicle of the persecution of the Jews, 
1940– 1945 [1950]). In his account of one of the largest police raids in Amster-
dam, which took place on June 20, 1943, and led to the arrest of 5,700 peo-
ple, he remarks: “One of the assembly places during the police raid was the 
Olympiaplein. The weather was beautiful that day, and the usual games were 
played on the sports field. The Jews waiting there were witnessing this loud 
and clear. These were no NSB [National Socialist movement] members playing 
there. These were not men from the resistance. It was the majority of the Dutch 
people. One had grown accustomed to so much.”25

An important impetus in the growing public awareness of the failure to 
rescue Dutch Jews was the disappointment of former resistance members over 
the swift return of collaborators to prominent positions in society, as a result of 
which many former resistance members were left feeling their efforts to fight 
Nazism had been futile. An influential example was the work of criminologist 
Willem Nagel. In 1953, under his resistance alias, J. B. Charles, he published the 
book Volg het spoor terug (Follow the trace), in which he criticized Dutch soci-
ety for its cowardly attitude in the face of the Nazi regime, lambasted the ten-
dency to forgive and forget, and warned against a reemergence of fascism and 
its most heinous aspect— the racist persecutions. His book was an immediate 
success, partly because it provoked fierce criticism, which became even stron-
ger after Volg het spoor terug was awarded the literary prize of the Jan Campert 
Foundation— named after another resistance icon. In the end, ironically, Nagel 
received the prize from the hands of the mayor of The Hague, Frans Schokking, 
who was about to play a prominent role in the political scandal sketched ear-
lier in this chapter.26

The downfall of Schokking underlined the continued influence of former 
resistance members on the memory of rescue in postwar Dutch society. Their 
impact was reinforced by a series of newspapers that had initially been estab-
lished as underground publications but continued to appear after 1945, attract-
ing a large readership: the daily Het Parool with a social- democratic leaning (and 
a series of affiliated local newspapers, including Het Haagsch Dagblad); Trouw 
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(neo- Calvinist); De Waarheid (communist); and the weekly progressive journal 
Vrij Nederland, founded and edited by Henk van Randwijk. In 1960 Van Rand-
wijk began writing a series of reflections on life in the Netherlands during the 
German occupation, “In the Shadow of Yesterday,” which was published under 
his resistance alias, Sjoerd van Vliet. In 1970 his articles appeared again in one 
volume, which was distributed in hundreds of thousands of copies among the 
Dutch youth by the national committee to commemorate the twenty- fifth anni-
versary of the liberation (Nationaal Comité, 25 jaar bevrijding— 5 mei 1970).27 
It created a platform for a deeply pessimistic account of the unwillingness of 
the Dutch to rescue the Jews: “You who read this, did you belong to those who, 
by so many pretexts, refused to hide Jews? I advise the youth who read this to 
ask their parents, their teachers, their minister or priest about this. Not to set 
them up against the authorities or to let them take all these pretexts at face value 
[. . .] but to temper their expectations with regard to human nature and human 
solidarity in German- occupied territory.”28

The failure of rescue became an even more prominent theme after the publi-
cation of Jacques Presser’s history of the Holocaust in the Netherlands, Ondergang: 
De vervolging en verdelging van het Nederlandse jodendom (1940– 1945) (Downfall: 
The persecution and destruction of Dutch Jewry [1940– 1945]; 1965). On the one 
hand, Presser described the persecution of the Jews as a cat- and- mouse game 
between Germans and Jews in which Dutch non- Jews played no role. In other 
parts of his account, however, he emphasized that the latter fell short of the soli-
darity that ideally would have been required of anyone aware of the injustice done 
to Jews. In reality many were less determined to assist, although their attitude 
was more varied than could be expressed by the simple terms of right and wrong, 
“goed en fout”: “almost unwieldly simplifications,” according to Presser.29 Some 
were too eagerly misled by German evasions, but many more felt excused for their 
failure to help Jews due to the similar failure of Dutch officials. In this way, Presser 
drew attention to the attitudes of the Dutch government in exile, the secretaries- 
general (the Dutch civil servants in charge of the ministries after the government 
had gone into exile), police officials, and people from many other sectors of Dutch 
society, who had all tried to accommodate the German demands. Some argued 
that collaboration was justified because it prevented a far worse outcome; but in 
other cases their accommodation was carried out to profit from the opportunities 
the German occupation offered. This attitude also characterized the leadership 
of the Jewish Council, which according to Presser demonstrated the same mis-
guided utilitarianism as the non- Jewish establishment.30

Just like Van Randwijk’s critique, Presser’s condemnation of the political 
establishment set the tone for a public debate over whether the failure to save 
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the Jews was a symptom of a fundamental flaw in Dutch society. In this con-
text, the comparatively high number of casualties among Dutch Jews played a 
pivotal role. From the middle of the 1980s, the scholarly discussion of this issue 
was framed in terms of the “Dutch paradox,” and interpreted as the mirror 
image of the Belgian and French paradoxes.31 While Jews in Belgium were more 
isolated, and prewar antisemitism was stronger in France than in most other 
parts of Europe, more Jews were deported from the Netherlands than from any 
other part of Western Europe, both in absolute and relative numbers. As Hans 
Blom, the historian and, later, director of the NIOD, argued in 1987, this hap-
pened despite the fact that no successful antisemitic political mobilization had 
occurred in prewar Dutch society, even if anti- Jewish stereotypes were wide-
spread. Until the German invasion of May 1940, Dutch Jews generally seemed 
to have lived peacefully among other Netherlanders. Geographical explanations 
were deemed equally unconvincing: The argument that the Netherlands was 
such a flat country that Jews were unable to find a place to hide was belied by 
the fact that 300,000 non- Jewish Dutch men had successfully avoided German 
attempts to deploy them as forced laborers in Germany.32

Echoing Presser’s arguments, the journalist and historian Nanda 
van der Zee ascribed the failure of rescue primarily to the Dutch political elite, 
especially Queen Wilhelmina. In a widely read yet critically received study, 
Van der Zee argued in 1997 that the flight of Wilhelmina and the government to 
London in the first days after the German invasion had demoralized the Dutch 
people and created an opportunity for the Germans to install a civil author-
ity with a much wider reach than the military occupying regimes established 
in France and Belgium. In addition, Van der Zee held the Dutch civil service 
responsible for the implementation of German policies: They had developed 
a formalistic and subservient attitude, legitimized by a prewar administrative 
ruling that, in the event of a foreign occupation, all civil servants should remain 
at their posts to mitigate and distribute the burden of occupation evenly. The 
willingness to accommodate increasingly harsh measures against Jews was thus 
legitimized as an attempt to prevent the worst outcome. The failure to under-
stand that this meant Dutch Jews were sacrificed was exacerbated by the lack of 
interest in their fate.33 In a more structural argument, Hans Blom suggested that 
the willingness to accommodate the German demands resulted from a deeply 
ingrained deference to authority and general predilection to mitigate between 
conflicting positions, stemming from an age- old Dutch political culture of 
mutual tolerance and organizational entrenchment (verzuiling) of confessional 
differences— an attitude that, due to the high level of assimilation, also charac-
terized the Jewish population.34
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These critical accounts of the role of the Dutch were concisely summarized 
in the title of Max Arian’s article, published in 1992: “Nederland Deportatieland” 
(The Netherlands: Land of deportation).35 It expressed a widespread national 
consensus that is still to a large extent in place, about the lack of help offered 
to the Jews during the occupation of the Netherlands. Telling examples of this 
consensus are two speeches given by Queen Beatrix in 1995. Fifty years after 
the end of World War II, she addressed the Israeli Knesset and the Dutch Parlia-
ment, and stated that the memory of the “most gruesome genocide in history” 
was a cause for “a deep feeling of shame” about the fact that the “courageous 
resistance” of a few “could not prevent the destruction of their Jewish fellow citi-
zens,” because many other Dutchmen had remained “passive” or had even given 
“active support to the occupier.”36 Recently, this consensus was reinforced by 
formal apologies by the Dutch prime minister Mark Rutte for the failure of the 
Dutch government: “Certainly, there were individual cases of resistance within 
the government, but too many Dutch officials carried out what the occupiers 
demanded of them. Others endured the great evil in hope of being able to do 
something good— which sometimes worked, but much more often it did not. 
And the bitter consequences of registration and deportation were not recog-
nized in time and were not recognized sufficiently.”37

Despite the widespread agreement that the Dutch failed to rescue their 
Jewish compatriots, the explanation of that failure has remained a topic of con-
tinuous debate in recent years. Much of the disagreement concerns the question 
of knowledge about the fate of the Jews. For instance, the writer Ies Vuijsje has 
argued that many members of the elite had actually been aware of the plight 
of the Dutch Jews but had failed to pay proper attention to it. The main cul-
prit in his story is Loe de Jong, whose career as reporter for Radio Oranje, the 
radio station of the Dutch government in exile in London, continued when he 
established the Rijksbureau voor Oorlogsdocumentatie on May 5, 1945 (later 
renamed Rijksinstituut voor Oorlogsdocumentatie, and after 1999, Nederlands 
Instituut voor Oorlogsdocumentatie [NIOD]), and served as its director. He 
was also the author of the canonical work, Het Koninkrijk der Nederlanden in 
de Tweede Wereldoorlog (The kingdom of the Netherlands in the Second World 
War), published between 1969 and 1988.38 According to Vuijsje, during and 
after the war, De Jong deliberately ignored information about the annihilation 
of the Jews. Vuijsje ascribed this attitude less to antisemitism than to a psy-
chological tendency to repress the horrifying news about the fate of the Jews.39 
While Vuijsje emphasized the repression of knowledge as the motive for inac-
tion, the historian Bart van der Boom explained the failure to assist Jews, but 
also the limited attempts of Jews to find refuge, as resulting from an incomplete 
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understanding of the murderous nature of Nazi anti- Jewish policies. Although 
most people were convinced that the deportations spelled disaster, only a few 
believed all Jews would actually be killed. Most, including the majority of Jews, 
therefore made a seemingly rational calculation that resistance to the arrests 
and deportation of Jews would be more harmful than accommodating the Ger-
man demands.40 Both publications led to further and extensive public as well as 
scholarly debate, in which Vuijsje’s accusatory perspective was rejected by some 
as too one- sided, while Van der Boom’s exculpatory approach was seen as an 
attempt to whitewash the reputation of Dutch society for its failure to rescue its 
Jewish population.41

The Pride of Rescuers

In contrast to the apparent consensus on the notion that Dutch society was prac-
tically and morally responsible for the failure to assist its Jewish citizens during 
the German occupation, there has always been an alternative recollection of the 
Holocaust, which emphasized that the Dutch demonstrated remarkable courage 
in their attempts to rescue the Jews.42 This image consisted of two parts: nation-
alization of the rescue and the focus on individual acts of heroism. On the one 
hand, solidarity with the Jews was seen as an expression of a collective or even 
national spirit of resistance. The main expression of this nationalization and 
incorporation of the memory of rescue into the memory of resistance was the 
commemoration of the strike of February 1941. After the German authorities 
arrested 427 Jewish men in Amsterdam on February 22 and 23, 1941, commu-
nist resistance groups called for a general strike to express solidarity with the 
Jews. After just two days, this strike was violently suppressed, on February 26, 
1941. The commemoration of the strike as a collective rescue effort was con-
tested during the early years of the Cold War, but it became consolidated in the 
1960s. On the other hand, it was emphasized that the rescue of Jews resulted 
from individual courageous acts of gentiles, mainly by providing shelter to Jews. 
A crucial source for this aspect of heroic memory of rescue was the diary of 
Anne Frank and the history of the Franks’ secret annex. Equally telling was 
the very high number of individual rescuers from the Netherlands who were 
recognized as Righteous Among the Nations by Yad Vashem.

The commemoration of the strike of February 1941 has long occupied a 
central place in the memory of rescue. During the first national commemoration 
of the strike, on February 25, 1946, fifty thousand people attended a ceremony 
where Queen Wilhelmina— herself seen as the “mother of the resistance”— 
bestowed an honor on the city of Amsterdam by adding the motto “Valiant, 
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Steadfast, Compassionate” to the city’s coat of arms. Since then, the yearly com-
memoration has served as a constant affirmation. In 1948 the sculptor Mari 
Andriessen was commissioned to design a statue in tribute to the strike. He 
sculpted an Amsterdam dockworker, to express his admiration for the fact that 
“for the first time in history Christians had tried to protect Jews.”43 The mon-
ument itself became an icon of the Dutch “spirit of resistance,” displayed in 
countless schoolbooks and commemorative volumes and on posters devoted 
to the period of the Nazi occupation. International recognition came in 1960, 
when the mayor of Amsterdam, Gijs van Hall, planted a tree on the Mount of 
Remembrance at Yad Vashem to commemorate the strike— one of five trees 
planted at Yad Vashem to honor collective rescue efforts.44

Despite its aim to express solidarity with the Jews, the commemoration of 
the strike of February 1941 turned out to be very divisive. In the context of the 
Cold War, the working- class nature of the strike and the prominent role of its 
communist organizers made the memory of the strike a heavily contested event. 
Between 1951 and 1966, two competing ceremonies were held each year on the 
same day: In the morning a “national” commemoration took place, followed 
by another, generally much larger event organized by the communists, with up 
to thirty thousand people attending the ceremony. The unveiling of the statue of 
the Dokwerker happened on a “neutral” date in December 1952. The fierce 
contestation of the memory of the strike of February 1941 undermined the 
unitary, national nature of this aspect of collective memory. At the same time, 
however, it made the status of the strike of February an even more prominent 
symbol of collective pride.45

In 1966 the national and communist commemorations of the strike were 
reconciled again in a joint commemoration, indicating that the 1960s, fre-
quently characterized as an era of increased contestation, represented a time 
when the national imagery of Dutch efforts to rescue the Jews became consoli-
dated. A crucial role in the emergence of this national perspective was played by 
Loe de Jong, who had made the NIOD into a national repository of knowledge 
regarding World War II and had himself become the conscience of the nation 
with regard to the period of war, occupation, and persecution. Between 1960 
and 1965, De Jong presented a series of television documentaries, De Bezet­
ting (The occupation), in which the heroic attempts to rescue the Jews were 
emphasized in the final scenes of each of the twenty- one episodes. Each final 
scene showed the Dokwerker, accompanied by a soundtrack of “Merck toch hoe 
sterck” (See how strong), a seventeenth- century popular song celebrating Dutch 
resistance to Spanish rule in the Low Countries.46
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The outline of the TV series was also the framework for De Jong’s history of 
the Netherlands under German occupation. Published between 1969 and 1988 
in twenty- seven hefty volumes, De Jong’s work painted an image of a quickly 
growing popular resistance against Nazi rule: “From month to month, feelings 
of irritation and indignation were growing among the public at large.”47 This 
public resistance also included protests against anti- Jewish measures: first of all, 
of course, the strike of February 1941, but also the distribution of leaflets (enti-
tled “Jew and Non- Jew Are One”) from the roof of the Amsterdam department 
store De Bijenkorf, in protest of the May 1, 1942, order that Jews must wear a 
yellow star.48 According to De Jong, the Nazi terror sometimes made it too dan-
gerous to voice this kind of protest in public. Still, De Jong argued: “What could 
not be voiced publicly in occupied territory was stated with clarity by Queen 
Wilhelmina” in her speeches for Radio Oranje, thus making her majesty’s voice 
the mouthpiece of the general mood of the Dutch public.49

In the context of the nationalization of the memory of rescue, the perspec-
tive and contributions of Jews were marginalized. In 1946 the Amsterdam city 
council turned down a request from the Nederlands- Israëlietische Hoofdsyna-
goge Amsterdam (the Netherlands’ Israelite Main Synagogue Amsterdam, the 
governing body of the Amsterdam Ashkenazi Jewish community) to build a 
memorial to the Jewish victims in the city center. The council argued that the 
commemoration of victims needed to take place in a national context, which did 
not allow for a separate treatment of different minorities. Moreover, the location 
at the Jonas Daniël Meyerplein, between the main synagogues, was deemed 
unfit for the purpose— although it was assigned two years later as the location 
for the erection of De Dokwerker.50 And in 1950, a couple of hundred meters 
down the road, the Monument van Joodse Erkentelijkheid (Monument of Jewish 
gratitude) was unveiled. The initiator of the monument was a member of the 
Amsterdam city council, Maurits de Hartogh, who had survived the war due to 
the special protection of the Dutch secretaries- general Karel Johannes Frederiks 
and Jan van Dam. Having being interned in the Netherlands from 1942 until 
September 1944 among other “prominent” Jews, De Hartogh was then deported 
to Theresienstadt, where he survived the Holocaust. Addressing the Amsterdam 
city council, De Hartogh explained that “certainly, our people were not able 
to prevent the majority of Dutch Jews from being taken abroad, from where 
regrettably only a small portion returned.” Yet the aim of the monument was to 
express “the deep gratitude which fills the hearts of the Jews in the Netherlands 
for the fact that in these five frightful years, they were considered to be Neth-
erlanders, with whom solidarity was declared.”51 According to the sculptor of 
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the monument, Jobs Wertheim— also a survivor of Theresienstadt— it conveyed 
among other things:

Resignation: The characteristic attitude of the specifically persecuted 
group of Jews, who saw no way out. [. . .] Protection: The love of the 
non- Jew for his fellow man, the particularly hard- hit Jew, express-
ing himself in hiding, assistance with escaping, care of hidden ones 
etc. Resistance: The moral support given to the Jew by the non- Jew, 
his resistance and combative spirit in the active struggle against the 
occupier. Mourning: The mourning by the non- Jew and Jew for 
the dead and the suffering in the jointly borne ordeal of the Father-
land in the war years.52

In contrast to this rather one- sided division of roles between resigned 
and passive Jews and actively resisting non- Jews, Amsterdam mayor Arnold 
d’Ailly voiced a more nuanced view. At the unveiling on February 23, 1950, he 
expressed not only pride in the honor bestowed on the Dutch people but also 
shame, “because even though there was much resistance, very many failed.”53 
The latter sentiment apparently prevailed among a substantial part of the Jewish 
community and its religious leaders, most of whom declined to attend the cere-
mony. As Jo Melkman, the chief editor of the Jewish journal Nieuw Israelietisch 
Weekblad, declared ironically in his editorial about the ceremony, the Dutch 
Jews “serve only to glorify the Dutch national consciousness. They are nothing 
more than an opportunity to present a noble deed, worthy to be written down 
in the annals of a great liberation struggle.”54

An additional source of frustration was that the contribution of Jews to 
their own rescue was largely ignored. In fact, Jacques Presser, in the afore-
mentioned book Ondergang, was the first to emphasize that, in relative terms, 
more Jews participated in the resistance movement than non- Jews.55 He also 
contrasted the collaboration of the Dutch and Jewish leadership with the exam-
ple of the Jewish economist and mystic Friedrich Weinreb, who had led Jews 
in Southern Holland to believe he could rescue them through his connections 
with the German authorities; in the end he was forced by these same authorities 
to hand over his Jewish contacts. Weinreb was convicted in 1946 by the Dutch 
Special Court of Justice for the betrayal of Jews to the Germans— and in 1948 
in cassation to an even higher sentence of six years. However, according to 
Presser and the accused’s defenders, Weinreb had deployed creative yet ulti-
mately highly risky methods to save Jews, which demonstrated his persistent 
ingenuity in resisting and deluding the German authorities. Weinreb thus was 
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seen by some as a quixotic but nevertheless positive example of Zivilcourage, 
inspiring resistance against injustice in postwar society as well. The novelist 
Harry Mulisch argued that Weinreb was the “Che Guevara of bureaucracy” 
who fought an “administrative guerrilla action” against a system that remained 
in place.56 Presser was less concerned about the revolution than with the aban-
donment of the Jews when he described Weinreb’s postwar conviction for 
betrayal as turning “the Jew Weinreb into a scapegoat, who paid for the fail-
ure of so many non- Jews. He must have failed, also failed, because they had 
failed.”57 In the end, the debate between Weinreb’s supporters, who claimed he 
had rescued several hundred Jews, and those who argued that Weinreb had 
deluded these Jews and contributed to their demise to save his own skin, was 
decided in favor of the latter.58 Yet Presser’s plea for the recognition of Jew-
ish resistance led to a modest but steady stream of research.59 But the image 
of perceived Jewish passivity persisted. Only in 1988 was the first monument 
dedicated to Jewish resistance unveiled, on the occasion of which the mayor 
of Amsterdam, Ed van Thijn, deplored the prejudicial notion that “Jews went 
like sheep to the slaughter.”60

The memorialization of individual rescuers focused primarily on people 
who had provided opportunities for onderduiken (diving under), as hiding from 
the German authorities was referred to in Dutch. This focus was by no means 
self- evident. As Bob Moore has demonstrated in his detailed study, Survivors: 
Jewish Self­ Help and Rescue in Nazi­ Occupied Western Europe, rescue attempts 
involved public and private protests, assistance in escaping abroad, the forging of 
identity cards and food stamps, the manipulation of the process by which people 
were identified as Jews, and outright acts of sabotage, such as the torching of the 
Amsterdam civil registry office on March 28, 1943.61 One possible explanation 
for the fact that, despite this diversity of rescue efforts, de onderduik became the 
central component of the memory of rescue is the impact of the diary of Anne 
Frank. The secret annex where the Frank and Van der Pels families were hidden 
has become an iconic place for the commemoration of the Holocaust, currently 
attracting around 1.3 million visitors a year, while Anne Frank’s diary and its 
many adaptions— as plays, graphic novels, movies, and even a musical— have 
reached one of the widest audiences any book has ever achieved.62 Some of the 
people who helped those hiding in the secret annex, notably Miep Gies, who 
found and saved the diary, were important spokespersons for the memory of 
Anne Frank and the attempt to rescue the Frank family. As Gies declared in 
the opening lines of her memoir, Anne Frank Remembered: “I am not a hero. I 
stand at the end of a long, long line of good Dutch people who did what I did 
or more— much more— during those dark and terrible times many years ago.”63
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Yet another reason why de onderduik played such a central role is that it was 
seen as a distinctively Dutch type of rescue. In the chapter “Het onderduiken” 
in the commemorative book series Onderdrukking en verzet (Repression and 
resistance; published in four volumes between 1949 and 1954 by an editorial 
board of prominent figures from all political and cultural sections of Dutch 
society), Hendrik van Riessen, one of the leading figures in the National Orga-
nization for Help to People in Hiding (Landelijke Organisatie voor hulp aan 
onderduikers, or LO), set the tone by arguing that in the Netherlands more than 
anywhere else, “providing shelter had developed into a mighty movement for 
the protection of Dutch citizens against German measures.” The reasons for this 
exceptional strength of “shelter work” (onderduikerswerk) were “the mental dis-
position of our people, on which Christianity has not yet lost its hold,” as well as 
“a sense of order and awareness of responsibility, which generally characterized 
the Dutch.”64 But the chapter paid only limited attention to the hiding of Jews 
and focused mainly on non- Jewish men evading the German actions to round 
up men for forced labor. As Presser noted in 1965, in the introduction to his 
lengthy chapter about “De onderduik,” there was a growing awareness in the 
Netherlands that “the Jews who most needed the support of organizations for 
shelter [onderduikorganisaties] and the hospitality of families who gave shelter 
[onderduik­ verlenende gezinnen] [. . .] received it by far the least.”65 He discussed 
estimates of some 20,000 to 30,000 Jews who had been hidden, out of whom 
some 8,000 to 10,000 were captured, only to conclude that precise information 
was lacking. More recently Bert Jan Flim, a researcher for Yad Vashem, has 
estimated that there were only 15,900 Jews in hiding; 700 of these had only one 
Jewish parent, while 700 were in mixed marriages. According to Flim, the lim-
ited numbers are explained by the fact that the National Organization for Help 
to People in Hiding started operating only in 1942, when the first deportations 
began, at a moment when it was already very difficult for Jews to travel. However 
from 1943 onward, the successful attempts to hide some 300,000 men who were 
attempting to evade forced labor, as well as tens of thousands of strikers after 
the railway strike of September 1944, indicate that the potential to hide Jews 
was never fully realized.66

Remembering rescue offered an opportunity not only to sing the praises 
of the Dutch spirit of resistance but also to comment on the behavior of Jews in 
hiding. In Het Grote Gebod (The great command, 1951), the commemorative 
volume of the National Organization for Help to People in Hiding, the author 
and journalist Klaas Norel presented a number of examples of “remarkable res-
ignation by which Jews subjected themselves to the German measures,” sug-
gesting that “to accept their fate seemed to most Jews preferable to an attempt 
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to avoid the control of the Nazis, as that would entail the risk of very cruel pun-
ishment if they were to be found.”67 He likewise made the following observation:

Hiding was no fun, neither for Jews, nor for those who offered shel-
ter. There were reproaches from both sides. “We are plundered and 
abused,” was sometimes a legitimate complaint from the Jews, since 
there were actually “helpers” who pinched from their guests. Unruly, 
disobedient and always creating problems, many hosts would argue 
[about their guests], who then wanted to get rid of them. Of course, 
some Jews will have been difficult, but bear in mind under what cir-
cumstances and with which psychological burden they had to live 
for years.68

Norel’s remarks were echoed in later accounts, and they were not dissimilar 
from the comments made about the Pino family in the Schokking affair, five 
years after the publication of Norel’s article. The reason Schokking’s opponents 
reacted with such vehemence to his line of defense might have stemmed from 
the suspicion that such comments were inspired by anti- Jewish sentiment. Nei-
ther was Norel beyond reproach in this respect. In another article published in 
1947, he had argued that the passivity of Jews ended only when their property 
was at stake: “And then, with a vengeance, with great cunning, they hid millions 
from the enemy. But this could not be accomplished by cunning alone. They 
needed help. And help was generously offered, by the Dutch.”69 The remarks 
led to a legal complaint filed by the Jewish lawyer Hans Warendorf, who argued 
that Jews had actually actively resisted the persecution. Nevertheless, Norel was 
acquitted by a judge who claimed that Norel had demonstrated a “lack of tact” 
but had not intended any “deliberate insult.”70

Positive accounts of the rescue of Dutch Jews created a connection between 
the national spirit of resistance and the fate of the Jews. However, this was often 
to the detriment of the memory of the Jews and their fate during the Holocaust, 
not only because of the instrumentalization of their suffering for buttressing 
a sense of Dutch national pride, but also because of the sometimes forceful 
marginalization of their experiences and concerns. In the first decades after the 
war, when the rescue of Jews was a source of national pride, it was very hard to 
address the aggression Jews were subjected to as a result of their victimization 
and the trauma they experienced, not just by the Nazis, but also as a result of 
their dependency on rescuers who took advantage— in terms of money, labor, 
service, or sex— of the Jews in their care.71 This changed only in the late 1970s, 
when the traumatic effects of persecution, and also the impact of the Shoah on 
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children and later generations, became topics of concern.72 The psychological 
discourse offered a new vocabulary for discussing the experience of persecution 
and rescue, yet at the risk of turning it into an individual trauma that had to 
compete with many other kinds of hurtful experiences, likewise engendering a 
competition between victim groups.73

A Nation of Righteous Gentiles

As Bob Moore remarked, the centrality of acts of rescue by non- Jewish help-
ers providing shelter for Jewish onderduikers might also be an artifact of the 
requirements for the recognition of people as Righteous Among the Nations, 
which require survivor testimony about individual acts of rescue.74 The recog-
nition of saviors as Righteous Among the Nations plays a significant and also 
puzzling role in the memory of rescue in the Netherlands. In 1962, the Israeli 
Memorial Authority of Yad Vashem established the Commission for the Des-
ignation of the Righteous. The commission drafted the criteria for recognition 
and from 1963 awarded the first certificates to non- Jews who provided help to 
Jews at the risk of their own lives, without reward, for primarily humanitarian 
motives, and without otherwise having harmed Jews.75 From the beginning of 
this program until 2019, 27,362 persons have been recognized as Righteous 
Among the Nations. As the Israeli historian and director of research at Yad 
Vashem Dan Michman once stated, the title of the Righteous “has become a 
kind of Nobel Prize for Humanitarianism.”76

The designation of the Righteous Among the Nations has become an 
important asset in both international and domestic Dutch politics. The rele-
vance for foreign policy became evident, for instance, in the speech the Dutch 
prime minister Mark Rutte gave during his official visit to Israel in 2013. He 
celebrated “the natural— and at the same time emotional— bond between the 
Netherlands and Israel. I really felt that bond this morning when I visited Yad 
Vashem. This impressive memorial also commemorates the many Dutch Jews 
who were murdered in the Holocaust. What’s more, Yad Vashem honors 5,269 
Dutch nationals as ‘Righteous Among the Nations,’ for their efforts to help the 
Jews in their hour of need.”77 Yet also domestically, the conferral of the Righteous 
Among the Nations honorific has become an important aspect of national com-
memorative practices. The ceremony where rescuers or their families receive 
the certificate takes place in the local synagogue or town hall, at the ministry of 
foreign affairs, or at the Israeli embassy in The Hague, generally in the presence 
of the Israeli ambassador, the Dutch mayor, the secretary of state, or some other 
official.78
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It is not just the high symbolic value, but even more the sheer number of 
Righteous Among the Nations from the Netherlands that is remarkable. In early 
2019, there were 5,778 Dutch citizens who were acknowledged as Righteous 
Among the Nations. For a considerable time in the 1970s and 1980s, the Dutch 
Righteous were the largest group in absolute numbers. The Dutch are still in 
second place after Poland, which has 6,992 Righteous officially acknowledged. 
In relative terms, the Dutch number is exceptionally high, both in comparison 
to the size of the country and its population, as well as in comparison to the 
number of Jewish victims and the number of survivors. In the 1940s the Dutch 
population was around 9 million; some 36,000 Jews survived. Given that one 
in every 1,500 Dutch citizens was designated as Righteous, there was one Righ-
teous for every six Jewish survivors. In France, which had an overall 1940 pop-
ulation of roughly 40 million people, and a Jewish population of 320,000 people, 
some 77,000 Jews perished. France has 4,099 citizens designated Righteous, thus 
one in every 10,000 French was designated Righteous, or one Righteous for 
every 20 survivors. Hungary, with 550,000 Jewish victims and around 255,000 
Jewish survivors, has 867 Righteous. In Bulgaria, where most of its 50,000 Jewish 
citizens were saved, there are only 20 Righteous.79

It is not easy to explain why there are so many Dutch Righteous Among 
the Nations, and why this number does not correlate with either the size of the 
population or the number of Jewish victims and survivors. There seem to be two 
main lines of argument to explain the discrepancy: one referencing the condi-
tions of rescue under the Nazi occupation and the other pointing to varying 
conditions in the postwar remembrance of rescue. The first line of argument 
presupposes that the context of the persecution, and therefore the opportunities 
for rescue, differed in the various countries. According to the Dutch- Jewish his-
torian Joseph Michman (previously known as Josef Melkman— the chief editor 
of the Nieuw Israelietisch Weekblad mentioned earlier— until his aliyah in 1957), 
the long- time director of research at Yad Vashem and member of the Commis-
sion for the Designation of the Righteous, the high number of Dutch Righteous 
can be explained by two key factors:

the extremely cruel nature of the wartime persecution of Jews in the 
Netherlands, and the protracted reign of its occupying regime. The char-
acter of the German regime and its tremendous efficiency made it more 
dangerous to rescue Jews in Holland than in Belgium or France. Anyone 
caught helping Jews in the latter countries would suffer a relatively mild 
punishment, but in Holland he or she was likely to be executed or sent 
to a concentration camp, where the chances of survival were very slim.80
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The argument would then be that Dutch rescuers ran a higher risk than 
rescuers in other countries— for which they were acknowledged by their rec-
ognition as Righteous. However, there is little evidence to support this claim. 
Actually, it seems hard to deny that the Nazi regime was much more lethal in the 
“bloodlands” in Eastern and southeastern Europe than in the West, not only for 
Jews, but also for non- Jews.81 Moreover, the violence of German repression does 
not explain the case of France, for instance. During World War II, some 250,000 
Dutch citizens died from violent causes— 2.7 percent of the total population— of 
which approximately 40 percent were victims of the Holocaust. Around 2,000 of 
those died in retaliation for acts of resistance, which included providing shelter 
for Jews, although their exact number is unknown.82 That is also the case in 
France, yet there around 54,000 people died in retaliation for acts of resistance, 
in the repression of armed partisans, and as deportees to German concentration 
camps (apart from Jewish deportees).83 If the level of violence and risk had been 
decisive, there would have to be more French Righteous than there actually are.

Another argument to explain the variation in Righteous gentiles related to 
the specific conditions of rescue can be derived from Bob Moore’s study, Sur­
vivors. He argues that in France and Belgium the rescue of Jews was, to a much 
larger degree than in the Netherlands, embedded in strong social and economic 
networks, both of Jews and non- Jews. As a result, rescue was often a byprod-
uct of social and economic interdependencies, stemming less from altruistic 
motives. A consequence might be that fewer rescue efforts qualified for recog-
nition by the Commission for the Designation of the Righteous, which requires 
purely humanitarian motives and individual agency. There are, in principle, no 
collective forms of recognition, with three important exceptions: (1) The Dan-
ish resistance presented its remarkable evacuation of 7,220 of Denmark’s 7,800 
Jews as a collective act, and it was recognized as such; (2) the Dutch community 
of Nieuwelande received collective recognition in 1983, along with 202 of its 
inhabitants who were also individually acknowledged; (3) following the prec-
edent set by Nieuwelande, the French community of Chambon- sur- Lignon in 
France received collective recognition in 1990 (along with 40 individual recog-
nitions).84 The Dutch rescuers much better fit the criterion that help should have 
been motivated by humanitarian motives: Not only were many more rescuers 
operating individually, but the networks were also more often linked to churches 
or other denominational or ideological organizations, which inspired the “altru-
istic personality” the commission deemed essential for the recognition of the 
Righteous Among the Nations. However, Moore is the first to warn against “glib 
categorizations of religious or humanitarian motivations or the stereotyping 
of national reactions towards the persecution of Jews [which] have dominated 
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popular literature on the subject for too long.” In the end, the opportunity and 
actuality of rescue are determined by more complex factors, as they are “condi-
tioned by both national and local circumstances and social structures.”85

A third argument involving the conditions of rescue to explain the high 
number of Righteous focuses on the intensity and duration of the relations 
between rescuers and the Jews they hid. As Joseph Michman argued, “The fear 
and hope that accompanied the Jews in hiding created many cases of strong 
bonds between rescuers and survivors.”86 There are reasons to believe this is at 
least a partial explanation. Most Dutch Jews who went into hiding did so in the 
summer of 1942, and remained hidden until May 1945. In some parts of Europe, 
the period in which Jews were in hiding did not last that long, because the Jews 
were persecuted more brutally and were captured before they had been able 
to find a place to hide (which might be the case in the Baltic states). Another 
possibility is that they were threatened with deportation at a later period in the 
war, as was the case for Hungarian and Greek Jews. Or the German occupation 
ended earlier, as in France and Belgium. Combined with a more individualized 
form of rescue, the Dutch circumstances might have contributed to closer rela-
tions between rescuers and survivors, and to the remarkable tokens of grati-
tude Dutch Jews displayed both collectively and individually after the liberation, 
including the monument of Jewish gratitude discussed earlier. Similar motives 
might have played an important role in Dutch Jewish survivors’ requests to 
Yad Vashem to recognize their helpers as Righteous Among the Nations. Yet 
the argument centered on the duration of assistance also has weaknesses: In 
many parts of Poland, Ukraine, and Belarus, the persecution took place over an 
extended period— in this respect, not fundamentally different from the period 
of persecution in the Netherlands. Also, this argument assumes that Jews were 
hidden by the same people over an extended period. But Dutch Jews in hiding 
often stayed at several addresses— ranging from two or three up to twenty- five 
and more— limiting the possibilities for forging a lasting connection with their 
rescuers.87

Another line of explanation for the high number of Dutch Righteous 
Among the Nations suggests it is an artifact of the circumstances conditioning 
its recognition by Yad Vashem, rather than a reflection of the circumstances 
of rescue. This perspective was first emphasized by the Commission for the 
Designation of the Righteous itself, which rightly argued that “the numbers of 
Righteous recognized do not reflect the full extent of help given by non- Jews to 
Jews during the Holocaust; they are rather based on the material and documen-
tation that was made available to Yad Vashem.”88 The commission argued that 
the recognition depends on “requests made by the rescued Jews,” who might 
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refrain from doing so because of “the difficulty of grappling with the painful 
past,” or because they were unaware of the program, or unable to do so. This 
was especially the case for “people who lived behind the Iron Curtain during 
the years of the Communist regime in Eastern Europe.”89 The latter argument 
might explain some of the variance between Western and Eastern European 
countries, but it definitely fails to account for the difference between, say, Poland 
and Hungary. More important, the factors addressed by the commission fail to 
explain the differences between, for instance, France and the Netherlands: Jews 
from every country had difficulties in facing the past.

A more promising line of argument related to the conditions of recognition 
is to determine whether the creation of the program recognizing and recording 
the deeds of the Righteous Among the Nations and the procedures that were 
established for the recognition of rescuers of Jews might have led to a Dutch 
overrepresentation. As Irena Steinfeldt, director of the Department of the Righ-
teous at Yad Vashem, demonstrated, the initiative for the program was taken in 
1955 by Rachela (Rachel) Auerbach, who worked on survivor testimonies and 
had represented Yad Vashem in a meeting to commemorate Joop Wes terweel. 
As happened frequently on all kinds of celebratory and commemorative occa-
sions in Israel, a tree was planted, in this instance in memory of Westerweel’s 
efforts to rescue members of the Chalutz movement in the Netherlands and his 
death at the hands of the Nazis in 1944.90 Auerbach suggested that the commem-
oration of Westerweel should serve as a template for the Righteous Among the 
Nations program, and several individuals in the group around Westerweel were 
among the first to be acknowledged as Righteous Among the Nations. In the first 
year of the program, Joop and Wilhelmina Westerweel were recognized as Righ-
teous, and the year after most of the twenty- three newly awarded Netherlanders 
belonged to the group posthumously named the Westerweel Group. It was a 
mixed group of Jews and non- Jews; many of the Jewish members were Zion-
ists who migrated to Israel after the war. Their collective efforts to have Wes-
terweel and his non- Jewish collaborators acknowledged as Righteous Among 
the Nations paid off, and moreover created an example for other Dutch Jew-
ish immigrants to Israel.91

This tendency might have been reinforced by the strong ties among Dutch 
immigrants (or their difficulty in becoming integrated in Israeli society), who 
stayed in touch through the Irgun Olei Holland (Organization of Immigrants 
from the Netherlands). This was established in 1943 to serve the interests of Dutch 
Jews in Palestine and later Israel, and today it still counts among its members 
almost 20 percent of all Jews of Dutch descent in Israel.92 As Joseph Michman 
declared: “Many of the Jews who survived in the Netherlands immigrated to Israel 
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and recognized Yad Vashem and its work at a time when the institution was still 
unfamiliar in Europe.”93 A confirmation of this analysis can be found in the reverse 
situation in France. It was one of the main French initiators for the recognition 
of French Righteous, Jacques Pulver, who deplored the lack of awareness of the 
honor these rescuers could have, and should have, received through an application 
to Yad Vashem. In 1990 he “noted the shameful slowness of France compared to 
Holland, and even Poland. We shall not catch up, since in Holland 2200 people 
were recognized at the end of [19]89, in France 680. But we do our best.”94

An additional factor might also be that Joseph Michman was for a long 
time a member of the Commission for the Designation of the Righteous. As his 
son Dan Michman declared, “The prominent position of my father may have 
played a role. [. . .] Dutch Jews were well aware of Yad Vashem and told each 
other there was an award for the Righteous.”95 The activism of Michman and 
the group of Dutch Jews in Israel might very well explain the remarkable rise, 
and especially the boom, of Dutch applications and recognitions from the end 
of the 1970s until the late 1980s, when Michman was active in the commission. 
The impact of the Dutch migrant community in Israel on the Dutch memory 
of rescue poses an ironic reversal of the argument that Holocaust memory has 
become diasporic in nature, creating an “elective affinity between Jewish mem-
ory and newly emerging forms (and practices) of memory in Second Moder-
nity.”96 In this case, it is not the Jewish diaspora but the Dutch diaspora in Israel 
that plays a pivotal role in Holocaust memory.

Shame and Pride and the Drive for Recognition

Although such situational explanations go a long way toward clarifying the 
remarkably high number of Dutch Righteous Among the Nations, a more fun-
damental reason why the Dutch applications snowballed in this way, might— in 
the end— also have much to do with two other factors that lead us back to the 
remarkable tension between the sense of collective shame and pride in the Dutch 
memory of rescue. In a way, the applications Dutch Jews filed for the acknowl-
edgment of the courage of their rescuers might be motivated by the same anger 
with which Presser defended Friedrich Weinreb in the 1960s. Weinreb was con-
sidered one of the few who had actually dared to resist the Nazis and to come 
to the rescue of the Jews. In the same manner, Jews applying for the recognition 
of their rescuers might send the message that their humanitarian help was so 
much appreciated because so many others failed to offer it.

In a similar way, many of the rescuers might have been keen on gaining rec-
ognition as a Righteous gentile. Not only was their courage a scarce commodity 
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during the war, but they shared the feelings of disappointment of many other 
former members of the resistance about the unsuccessful purge of collaborators 
and their return to high places in postwar Dutch society. Moreover, the national 
ideology of a widespread “spirit of resistance” among the Dutch public, contrast-
ing so starkly with the reverse image of blatant failure, might have contributed 
to the need for a more individual form of recognition, which the Jews they had 
saved were very willing to provide. Finally, the abundant recognition of these 
scattered, individual rescue efforts might be important for the Dutch popula-
tion at large, which has permanently vacillated between deep- felt shame and 
wavering pride. It is through this tension of shame and pride that the Righteous 
Among the Nations could become such a crucial category in the Dutch memory 
of the rescue of the Jews.
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