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Belgian and Dutch Purges after World War Il Compared 

Luc Huyse 

INTRODUCTION 

Dealing, once the war was over, with those who collaborated with the German 
invader has taken a wide variety of farms: extrajudicial executions, purges in the 
private sector, trials by criminal courts. The analysis in this chapter on Belgium 
and the Netherlands is restricted to the activities of public authorities, such as 
the executive and the judiciary. This is a considerable limitation of the scope. 
The chapter, on the other hand, broadens the view by including the policies that 
were developed to reintegrate the black sheep after they had served their time 
in prison. Looking exclusively at the sanctions that were handed out produces, 
indeed, a one-sided view on the purges. Several measures were taken, some as 
soon as in 1946-47, to reduce the impact of the punishment. 

A comparison of Belgium and the Netherlands is a reasonable and rewarding 
enterprise. These countries have had a common history during several episodes 
of their life. Their sizes, geographically and demographically, are similar. But 
societal and politica\ development during and shortly after the war have taken 
different courses. t 

Publications on collaboration înclude for Belgium, M. Conway, Collaboratwn in Belgium: Léon 
Degrelle and the Rexist Movement, New Haven, Yale University Press (r993); for che Nether
lands, G. Hirschfeld, Nazi Rule and Dutch Collaboratwn: The Netherlands under German 
Occupation r940-r945, Oxford, Berg (r988). Data on postwar purges are based, for Belgium, 
on L. Huyse & S. Dhondt, La répression des collaboratwns r942-r952: Un passé tou7ours 
présent, Brussels, Crisp (r993). For Holland see P. Romijn, Snel, streng en rechtraardig: Poli
tiek beleid inzake de bestraffing en reclassering van 'foute" Nederlanders, r945-r955 (Swift,
Severe and Fair Justice: Dutch Polities and the Purge of Collaborators, r945-r955), Amster
dam, De Haan (1989). For a more general overview of the purges after World War II, see 
K -D. Henke & H. Woller (eds.), Politische Säuberung in Europa: Die Abrechnung mit Faschis
mus und Kollaboration nach dem Zweiten Weltkrieg, München, Deutscher Taschenbuch Verlag 
(199,). 
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I. THE PURGE

The number of unpatriotic citizens who suffered punishment (by the authori
ties) in one or another form was about 80,000 in Belgium and IIo,ooo in the 
Netherlands.2 Those who received prison sentences numbered 48,000 in the 
first country and 51,000 in the second. However light the sentence, imprison
ment was almost always accornpanied by other sanctions: a fine, confiscation 
of personal goods, police supervision after the end of the prison term, the obli
gation to reside in a specific town. Damages had to be paid to the state, out 
of the marital goods or from the heirs if necessary. The two countries also 
introduced some form of "national indignity," which implied a series of civic 
disqualifications and a prohibition on some kinds of professional activity. This 
sanction was in most cases an extension of 1 prison sentence. It was, however, 
also used independently as a "milder" punishment for the small fish. As such it 
was applied to 22,000 collaborators in Belgium and 56,000 in the Netherlands. 
In addition, special measures were taken to purge the national and local public 
administrations. 

Similarities 

r. A striking feature in the policy of Belgium and the Netherlands was the
outspoken desire, especially evident in the months before and after the Libera
tion, to expel the collaborators from the society.3 A much heard expression in 
politica\ speeches was that "there was no place left for those who had betrayed 
their country." 

2. A second trait lies in the tendency - especially in the early stages of the
operation - to judge the population under absolute standards of good and 
bad. Sensitivity to the many shades of gray between "black" and "white" was 
very low indeed. One explanation lies in the fact that the overthrow of the 
collaborating movements and individuals was mainly planned by governments 
in exile. They also devised the legal instruments with which the collaborators of 
the Germans would be judged and punished. Those governments were, because 
of their being outside their country, considerably handicapped by a lack of 
information and of a realistic assessment of the situation in their homeland. 
One source of misjudgment was the idée fixe that loyal and disloyal citizens 
could be sorted out in an unequivocal way. The result was that legislation that 
was manufactured made severe prosecutions and punishment almost inevitable. 

3. In their confrontation with the problem of how to choose between full
respect for the rule of law and the requirements of a firm and swift purge, the 
politica\ and judicia\ elites of Belgium and Holland gave priority to firmness and 

2 All figures are approximate. 
3 I first advanced the arguments m this sect10n m my artide "Justice after Transition: On the 

Choices Elites Make in Dealing with th_e Past," Law & Social lnquiry (20, 1995): 51-78. 



166 Luc Huyse 

efficacy. Force majeure and intense time pressures have been invoked to justify 
dubious procedural techniques. Retroactive criminal legislation was introduced 
through interpretive modifications of prewar laws. 4 Shortly af ter the liberation 
of Belgium the Cour de Cassation ruled that all the legislative measures taken 
by the government in exile had full legality, including the law that in December 
1942 had considerably enlarged the scope of the crimina! legislation on col
laboration. The argument was that the government had not created new rules 
but had only interpreted an existing body of penal arrangements. In Holland 
retroactivity was clearly present in the reintroduction of capita! punishment. 
The two countries also espoused the principle of collective guilt through the dis
qualification of people because of their membership in collaborationist move
ments. In the Netherlands, all members of pro-German military movements 
(and their spouses) automatically lost their Dutch citizenship. Their number 
amounted to several tens of thousands. The Belgian government decided to 
strip the rank and file of pro-German organizations collectively of their politi
ca! and civil rights. Offe notes that in such cases the defendants "are not - or 
only marginally - given a legal chance to invoke excuses that might exonerate 
them individually." Even if they are given this chance, they wil! be forced to col
lect evidence to prove their innocence, so that the burden of proof is reversed.5 
In addition, curtailing of the right of defense took place through restrictions 
of access to appeal courts and of contacts between lawyers and their clients 
and in the form of arbitrary arrests and of prolonged internments. Lay judges 
participated in the activities of the tribunals that tried the collaborators. The 
Dutch set up some thirty-five Special Courts, with two of the. five judges army 
officers. For the lesser cases of collaboration, tribunals staffed by two patriotic 
citizens and one professional judge were created. The Belgian government in 
exile and its immediate successors turned to the already existing military courts 
and made them competent for the trial of collaborators. Three of the five mem
bers in every court were army officers. 6 Serious procedural irregularities thus 
occurred. But retrospective justice in Belgium and Holland occurred at an age 
when supranational codes with respect to human rights and the rule of law were 
either weak 9r absent. This has changed considerably since then. The Council 

4 Novick, after comparing the retroactivity question in postwar Belgium, France, Holland, 
Denmark, and Norway, concludes: "All of the Western European countnes found their existing 
treason legislation inadequate to deal with the unanticipated phenomenon of lengthy occupation 
and widespread collaboration. All had to repair ch1s lack by one form or another of retroactive 
legislation." In each of these .five countries leg1slative, administrative, and judicia! tricks were 
used to camouflage the reality of retroactive justice (P. Nov1ck, The Reststance versus Vichy: 
The Purge of Collaborators in Liberated France, New York, Columbia Universtty Press, I968, 
209). 

5 C. Offe, "Commg to Terms with Past Injustices," Archives Européennes de Sociologie (33, I992): 
I99, 

6 In May I944, three momhs before the Liberation, the Belgian government in extle decided co 
revoke its decision co mclude members of the res1stance in the military courts. It did so after 
vigorous protests by the auditeur-général (the magistrate in charge of the military court system). 
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of Europe published its Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and 
Fundamental Freedoms in I950. Later were the International Convention on, 
Civil and Politica! Rights and the Helsinki Accords. Surveillance and moni
toring bodies, ranging from supranational courts to the International Helsinki 
Committee, have become operational. 

4. When a regime ends violently because of a war against an occupying army 
or because of a civil war, anomia is inescapable. That is what happened just 
before, during, and shortly after the final stage of World War IL It resulted in 
summary executions and abuses in the camps where suspected collaborators 
were interned. 

5. Economie reconstruction was a huge task in both countries, the indus
trial infrastructure of which was crippled by four years of German looting and 
several months of bombing by the allied farces. Providing food, clothing, and 
coal to the population was for more than a year an almost impossible mission 
for the political leadership. Of crucial importance was the unconditional coop
eration of the economie, financial, and industrial elites. lt was precisely at this 
point that the purge of the collaborators risked becoming counterproductive, 
as is demonstrated in the Belgian case. More than IIo,ooo complaints had been 
received on the basis (solely or partially) of Article n5 of the penal code, which 
made economie collaboration punishable. Nearly 60,000 of these files referred 
to blue-collar workers who volunteered to work in Germany. They were not at 
the heart of the problem. The other suspects were commercial and industrial 
people. The opening of a file was a serious handicap for most of the commercial 
and industrial businesses involved: it meant seizure of the books and sometimes 
required sequestration of goods and assets. All this could considerably mortgage 
the search for economie recovery. In May I 94 5, after nine months of hesitation, 
the government edited an a interpretative law in which Article II 5 of the penal 
code underwent a substantial reduction of its scope. The prosecutor had to 
prove now that the wartime behavior of a businessman or of a plant manager 
was explicitly airued at helping the German war machine. Completely in tune 
with Belgium's preference for delicately balanced compromises, the government 
also ruled to dismiss all charges against the 60,000 blue-collar workers. This 
double chirurgical operation caused in fact the decriminalization of much of 
the formerly punishable economie behavior: only 2 percent of all files resulted 
in a court case (against 43 percent for military collaborators, 33 percent for 
politica! collaborators, and I8 percent for police informers).7 The Netherlands 
followed a similar course. 

Differences 

An adequate comparison of the purge figures requires taking the size of the 
population of both countries into account. That is dorre in Table 8.I. It shows 

7 The source is J. Gihsscn, "Etude sur la répresswn de }'incivisme," Revue de Droit Pénal et de 
Criminologie (I950--5I): 5I3-628. 
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TABLE 8.I. Penalized collaborators per 100�000 inhabitants 

Total number of punished persons who: 
Were executed 
Received prison sentences cum disqualificationa 
Rece1ved only civic disquali.fi.cation 
Received other sanctions 
Population size in millions (r945) 

aJudgments by default not included. 

Belgium 

963 ( 100%) 
3 (0.3%) 

582 (60.5%) 
265 (27.5%) 
Il3 (II.7%) 
8.3 
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Holland 

1,216 (100%) 
0.4 (0.03%) 
553 (45.5%) 
602 (49.5%) 

61 (5.0%) 
9.3 

Sources: Belgium: J. Grlissen, "Etude sur la répression de l'incivisme," Revue de Drott Pénal et de 
Criminologie (1950-5I), 513-628; Holland: A.D. Belinfante, In plaats van Bijltjesdag, Assen; Van 
Gorcum (1978). 

TABLE 8.2. Prison sentencesa 

Belgium 

Life imprisorunentb 
15-20 years 
10-15 years 
5-10 years 
Less than 5 years 

TOTAL 

3044 
2955 
2878 
9177 

30244 
48298 

aJudgments by default nor mcluded. 
bNot executed death penalties included. 
Sources: See Table 8.1. 

6.3% 
6.1% 
6.0% 

19.0% 
h.6% 

100.0% 

Holland 

268 
578 

12.84 
5987 

43302 
51419 

0.5% 
1.1% 
2.5% 

n.6% 
84.2% 

100.0% 

that a slightly larger part of the Dutch population was punished (1,216 per 
roo,ooo inhabitants in the Netherlands, 963 per roo,ooo in Belgium). But 
the table also indicates that collaborators in Belgium were on the whole less 
well off: there were considerably more executions and detentions. In addition 
prison sentences in the Netherlands were more restricted in time than in Bel
gium (see Table 8.2). Differences also appear in the area of civic disqualifica
tion. The total number of those who received this punishment (in combination 
with a prison sentence or as the only sanction) is approximately 70,000 in 
Belgium (or 847 per 100,000 inhabitants) and 107,000 for the Netherlands (or 
1,155 per 100,000). But the impact of the sanction differed. In Belgium depri
vation was in most cases lifelong and its scope was extremely large, includ
ing the right to take up public functions and jobs in the legal, media, and 
teaching professions. In the Dutch case this sanction was almost always lim
ited in time (ten years) and restricted to the loss of active and passive voting 
rights. 
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II. REINTEGRATION 

One year after the Liberation arguments were heard in both countries in favor 
of a controlled reinsertion into society of the convicted collaborators. 8 The 
idea was that a prolonged expulsion of such a large group of citizens was not 
without considerable ambiguity. There was no guarantee, it was said, that its 
effects would be merely beneficia! for the reestablished democratie state. 

The policy shift was based on a variety of considerations. Some were of a 
politica-strategie nature. It was feared thatthe ex-collaborators would be driven 
into social and politica! isolation. This in turn could result in the creation of 
subcultures and networks, which would almost certainly become hostile toward 
democracy. It was also felt that a lengthy exile of one particular category of 
collaborators, namely, administrative and managerial manpower, risked being 
very counterproductive as it could endanger the badly needed politica! and 
economie reconstruction of the country. In addition, the prisons had to cope 
with overpopulation and the many thousands of politica! criminals exerted an 
untenable pressure on public resources. Other motives were of a politico-moral 
order. All governments viewed clemency - the mora! category that opened the 
door to reintegration - as a way to correct and efface shortcomings of the 
judicia! process. One such shortcoming was the considerable inequality that 
had arisen because punishment had been much harsher in the first months 
after the war than one or two years later. Measures of magnanimity were also 
seen as a way of making reconciliation between the good and the bad citizens 
possible. 

The return of convicted collaborators into the community at large was a 
twofold operation. The removal of legal and administrative obstacles was a first 
assignment. The active promotion of reintegration by way of resocialization and 
"after-care" programs was a second task. 

Removing the Legal and Administrative Obstacles 

1. The obstacles to reintegration were manifold in the two countries: deten
tion; deprivation of nationality, of office, and of politica! and civil rights; 
financial sanctions such as the confiscation of money and goods; denial of war 
damage retribution and of military pensions. 

8 Adequate literature on the remtegrat10n of collaborators is ahnost nonex1stent. That is a some
what paradox1cal s1tuacion. Historians and social sc1entists have published abundantly on col
laboration and its pumshment in Belgium and Holland (see note I). The return into society of 
those who were convicted has, however, been seriously neglected. Theoretica! insights on the 
long-term effects of purges m genera! can be found m politica! science publîcations on trans1-
tional justice. See 0. Kirchheimer's Polittcal Justtce: The Use of Legal Procedure {or Politica! 
Ends, Princeton, Princeton Univers1ty Press (1961), which has a section on pohcical amnesty, and 
L. Huyse's "Justice after Transition: On the Choices Successor Elites Make in Dealmg with the 
Past," Law and Social Inquiry (20, 1, 1995). 
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The two main barriers on the return road were - detention and the loss of 
certain rights. The height of the hurdles varied. It depended on the size of the 
sentence, For example, the length of the detention and the impact (in terms of 
time and scope) of the deprivation of rights. 

2. The measures the authorities could take were of a great variety: amnesty; 
release on parole; reduction or remission of :financial sanctions; restitution of 
nationality, of office, and of civil rights; rehabilitation.9 Some of these actions 
were a prerogative of parliament, others of the executive. 

Belgium 
r. From mid-1946 onward convicted collaborators could benefit individu

ally from conditional release, based on a law of May 3I, I888.'° This measure 
was preceded by heated discussions inside parliament, in the press, and among 
the genera! public. Opponents argued that reeducation of the "friends of the 
Nazis" was impossible and that, as a consequence, the law was not applicable. 
By the end of 1949 about 25,400 of those convicted had been released on parole. 
Reduction of sentence was also possible through an individual petition for par
don. The Belgian Constitution gives the king (de facto the executive) the power 
to remit or reduce sentences. Between 1946 and 1953, 15,400 collaborators 
saw their prison time at least once reduced this way. 

2. Policies were much less tolerant with regard to the reinstatement of politi
ca! and civil rights. The sanction had struck 70,000 collaborations. They could 
follow two routes. One was rehabilitation, as was provided in the law. The 
initiative had to originate with the individual, implied the acceptance of guilt, 
and depended on a judicia! decision. This way was slow, was unpredictable, 
and was perceived by many as a humiliating action. Figures here are absent. 
A second route was opened by two special laws (June 14, I948, and February 
29, 1952), which made individual reinstatement possible for some cat.egories 
of collaborators. Between June 1948 and the end of I955 some ro,ooo collab
orators had their rights fully restored; for another 20,000 reinstatement was 
partial. That means that ten years after the war more than 60,000 Belgians still 
suffered from a total or partial loss of several politica! and civil rights. Only 
in r96r did the government - after being convicted by the European Court -
make reinstatement of rights on a larger scale possible. 

;1 There is a lot of confu.sion to be found m bath official and academie pubhcations on th1s matrer. 
Notions that differ considerably in their content have been used as synonyms. An important 
source of ambiguity re si des in the employment of the term amnesty. Amnesty is, strictly speaking, 
the most far-reaching measure. lt removes the punishability of the acts of collaboration and, 
thus, abrogates crime and punishment. In this sense amnesty is a legally induced amnesia. An 
amnesty operatron 1s also a collective and automatic maneuver. No country has gone that far 
in its forg1ving and forgetting the wartime behavior of its drsloyal cit1zens. Many officials and 
scholars use this notion, nevertheless, as a sort of catch-all term. 

rn According to this law a prisoner is eligrble for early release if he has served at least one-third of 
hrs sentence and fulfills the requirement of "improvement" and resocialization. 
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The Netherlands 
r. In contrast to events in Belgium, conditional release (after completion of 

two-thirds of the sentence) was applied to convicted collaborators from the 
very beginning in the Netherlands. In addition, the Dutch authorities made 
early release available on a larger scale through successive waves of individual 
and collective pardoning. The first move, intended to harmonize sanctions, 
was in July I947· It reduced, on an individual basis, the prison sentence of 
some three hundred collaborators. One year later, at the occasion of the fiftieth 
anniversary of Queen Wilhehnina's accession to the throne, a royal pardon 
made early release possible for twenty-five hundred collaborators. On March 
22, 1949, all convicts younger than eighteen were collectively released. Later 
that year a few hundred collaborators, whose imprisonment provoked severe 
family problems, were set free. Such actions were repeated twice between 1950 
and 1951. A public debate was not totally absent. The judiciary, for instance, 
opposed several of the waves of individual and collective release. But a genera! 
consensus, both in the population at large and inside polities, was reached soon 
after the war. 

2. In r953 a law granted the I5,ooo collaborators who had lost Dutch nation
aliry the right to make an individual demand for reinstatement. In the years that 
followed some 8,000 men and wamen took advantage of this opportunity. 

3 .  The question of the restoration of politica! rights was not dealt with in 
an explicit way. Since the duration of this sanction was limited to ten years, 
almost all collaborators won back suffrage in the second half of the fifties. 

A Comparison 
There was no formal amnesty in Holland. Here, the government preferred to 
reduce as fast as possible the prison population. Social exile through depriva
tion of politica! rights ended for most people ten years after Liberation. Mea
sures were predominantly collective. In Belgium, every action of the author
ities followed the path of individual decisions. Priority was given to early 
release, whereas reinstatement of rights was extremely slow and restricted. 
The effects of the various policies toward the convicted collaborators can be 
deduced from Table 8.3. It shows the timing of the gradual release of pris
oners. There are· some similarities. One is that by 1950 the remaining prison 
population was less than 30 percent of that in 1947. This is surprising. The 
number of collaborators whose sentence was at least five years was 18,054 
in Belgium and 8,rr7 in Holland. One could expect that they were still in 
prison in 1950. But the real numbers are 6,rr5 for Belgium (or 33.9 per
cent) and approximately 3,000 in the Netherlands (or 37.0 percent). That is 
the combined effect of the measures discussed earlier. In I960, fifteen years 
after the war, only a few collaborators remained in prison in either Hol
land or Belgium, although thousands of them had been sentenced to life 
imprisonment. 

There are also differences. In Holland, only 38 percent of the original group 
of convicts were still in detention in 1948; this figure is 59 percent for Belgium. 
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TABLE 8.3. Collaborators in prison {I947 -r965) 

Belgium 

I947 +/-26,000 I00.0% 
1948 15,391 59.2% 
I949 10,349 39.8% 
1950 6,II5 23.5% 
I955 487 I.9% 
1960 I02b 0.4% 
I965 3d 

Note: Figures for January r of each year (if not otherwise stated). 
aNovember 1955. 
bDecember 1960. 
cMay 1959. 
dDecember 1965. 
eJanuary 1966. 
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Holland 

33,819 
13,027 

±5,000 
±3 ,000 

365' 
49' 

3' 

100.0% 
38.5% 
14. 8% 

8.9% 
I.Io/o 

, 0.1% 

Sources: For Belgium: regional parliament of Flanders; for Holland: see Table 8.I. 

The reason lies partly in the milder sentences in the Netherlands and in the 
explicit wish to reduce the duration of the physical exile. 

Resocialization 

A second aspect of a reintegration policy is the ( eventual) promotion by pub
lic authorities of resocialization and reeducation programs.n Such policy was 
prominent in the Netherlands hut was a "paper operation" in Belgium. 

Belgi,um 
Active preparation for life after release was two-edged. These who had 

embraced unpatriotic ideas needed to be reeducated. And almost all convicted 

collaborators had lost a number of civil rights. That included for many of them 

the loss of their job. They had, thus, to receive new occupational training. 
To this end the Dienst voor Wederopvoeding, Reclassering en Voogdij (Foun

dation for Reeducation, Resettlement, and Custody) was founded in November 
I946. It was an ambitious project. One section had to organize leisure activ
ities and entertainment in prisons and camps. Another was charged with the 
creation of vocational training centers. A third initiative, the Organization for 
Custody, would recruit and train thousands of "monitors" as a support system 
for collaborators on thefr return into society. 

n "Resocialization is that process wherem an indiv1dual, defined as inadequate according to the 
norms of a dominant institution, 1s subjected to a dynamic program of behavior intervention 
aimed at instilhng and/or rejuvenatîng those values, and abilities which would allow hi.J.n to 
function according to che norms of said dominant institution" (D. B. Kennedy & A. Kerber, 
Resocialization: An American Experiment, New York, Behav1oral Publication, I973, 39). 
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In the end only the first initiative met with some success. The Foundation for 
Reeducation, Resettlement, and Custody was completely understaffed; it had 
no more than ten full-time people on its payroll. Moreover, the genera! public 
disapproved. In a radio speech in September I946 Lilar, minister of justice, 
called all patriotic citizens to volunteer as monitors/custodians. His call met 
with little response. At the end of I946 the number of monitors was 729; two 
years later it was 5,8m. Reeducation totally failed. Many collaborators feit no 
guilt whatever. Besides, most collaborators belonged to the intellectual elite, 
and reeducating this group turned out to be a perilous undertaking with little 
prospect of success. But more importantly, as long as the authorities refused to 
restore politica! and civil rights, the ex-collaborators were confronted with a 
grave handicap upon their release from prison. Reintegration was also made 
considerably more difficult by the obligation to settle in a place far away from 
the ex-prisoner's home village or city. 

The Netherlands 
From the very beginning the Dutch authorities were convinced of the need to 
resocialize and reeducate the collaborators. In July I 94 5, an adviser of the Min
istry of Justice wrote, "We are creating a huge threat to future social stability by 
producing a class of outcasts that will take revenge on society." To prevent that 
from happening, an ambitious resocialization program was launched. In the 
fall of 1945 a private foundation was created to monitor the release of polit
ica! prisoners, namely, the Stichting Toezicht Politieke Delinquenten (STPD).  
The STPD convinced the government that social reintegration should prevail 
over severe punishment. Thanks to the support of most politica! parties, of the 
churches, of the trade _unions, of some prominent judges and law professors, 
the foundation had a considerable influence on government policy. 

One initiative of the foundation was directed to resocialization while the col
laborators were still in prison. Since newspapers and magazines were forbidden, 
the foundation searched for ether ways to keep contact with the outside world. 
It created the magazine Uitzicht (Outlook). Apart from the usual news bulletins 
the magazine contained articles that tried to convince the collaborators of the 
wrongness of their wartime behavior. In January I94 7 newspapers and weekly 
magazines were reintroduced in prisons and camps. Reeducation sessions and 
conversations with clergymen and ex-members of the resistance were other 
means of preparing the return and of keeping up the morale. The foundation 
paid special attention to two groups of prisoners: the youngsters and the civil 
servants. After their release the ex-convicts were placed under the temporary 
supervision of voluntary monitors. The task of these supervisors, recruited with 
the help of the churches and other associations, was to help the ex-prisoners 
on their way back into their community. They actually offered assistance in 
the search for housing, for clothes and food, for financial support and reem
ployment, for restitution of confiscated goeds. The foundation also lobbied for 
release on parole and rehabilitation and played an important role in delivering 
information to the courts and to the public. In January 1948 the foundation 
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counted about 320 staff members, I6,ooo supervisors, and 42,000 "clients." 
In total, approximately 90,000 ex-collaborators were put under surveillance of 
the STPD. The foundation ended its activities in I95I. From that moment on 
its tasks were carried out by the prewar resocialization agencies. 

III. HOW TO ACCOUNT FOR POLICY DIFFERENCES ?  

Similarities and differences in the policies of the Belgian and Dutch governments 
can be linked to three categories of explanatory variables: 

I. The (Eventual) Presence of Earlier Reintegration Operations - with 
Regard to Bath Ordinary and Politica! Crimina! Offenders - and Their 
Perceived Efficacy 

In the case of Belgium, the perception of World War Il collaboration was 
affected by the memories of what happened in the aftermath of World War 
I. Many of the Belgians who between I9I4 and I9I 8 collaborated with the 
German occupier and were granted amnesty afterward repeated the offense in 
I940. In the eyes of many of their co-citizens leniency had led to recidivism. 
This circumstance made understanding and clemency for the collaborators of 
I940-44 less probable. Prewar Holland, on the other hand, had built up a rich 
tradition in the field of the resocialization of crimina! offenders. It had, when 
the war ended, a vast network of in-prison and after-care associations at its dis
posal. It was but a small step to use this equipment and the expertise that went 
with it for the reintegration of convicted collaborators. This was facilitated by 
the decision to view rhose who had sympathized with the enemy as "regular 
criminals." 

2. The Degree of Politicization of the Reintegration Topic 

The main feature of the Dutch policy regarding the fate of convicted collab
orators was the speedy depoliticization of the problem via its transfer from 
the politica! arena to the domain of administrative agencies and to a pivotal 
private association (Stichting Toezicht Politieke Delinquenten), to which the 
Dutch government subcontracted the task of guiding the collaborators into 
"life after prison." Belgium followed another route: high politicization of the 
issue. It involved a confrontation between the traditional politica! elites and 
their competitors of the prewar period, between Flemings and francophones, 
and between Catholics and their anticlerical counterparts. This entangled state 
of affairs inevitably slowed the decision-making process. 

Several elements can be mobilized for explaining the degree and the course 
of politicization. The first are the nature of the collaboration with the Gerrnan 
invader and the prewar power position of the collaborators. A second element 
is the ( eventual) link of the trials with older politica! cleavages. 
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Belgium 
The issue of collaboration and its punishment immediately ended up in the 
politica! arena, where it would remain almost uninterruptedly for years. The 
purge was the subject of a bitter reckoning between elites that had already been 
fighting one another before the war. In the thirties, the New Order movements 
had manifested themselves as fearsome rivals of the three traditional politica! 
families (Catholics, socialists, and liberal-conservatives). In the parliamentary 
elections of I936 the Vlaamsch National Verbond (VNV) , a Flemish party sup
porting authoritarian ideas, obtained sixteen seats in the House of Representa
tives. Rex, a New Order movement that mainly recruited in French-speaking 
Belgium, obtained twenty-one seats. Bath parties successfully meddled in local 
polities. '2 During the occupation, in a couplike manner and with the help of 
the Germans, they taak over large parts of the politica! and the administrative 
apparatus. In 1943, 594 of the r,074 mayors in Flanders and Brussels were 
members or sympathizers of the collaborating VNV. After the Liberation the 
traditional parties hit back forcefully. Large numbers of New Order members 
and sympathizers were imprisoned and, together with thousands of others, 
deprived for life of their politica! and civil rights. That was how the reestab
lished elites tried to black an eventual comeback of VNV and Rex. At that time 
there was, thus, no room for clemency and reconciliation. 

The policy regarding unpatriotic citizens was also closely interwoven with 
the century-old conflict between Catholics and non-Catholics and with the 
ethnoregional cleavage between Flemings and francophones. Far from dimin
ishing, politica! division actually intensified in Belgium in the war years. This 
reflected the policy of the occupier, which continued to develop the Flamen
politik initiated during the interbellum period. The Germans were quicker, for 
instance, to repatriate Flemish prisoners of war. The impression quickly grew 
in the south of the country, moreover, that Flemings, and especially Flemish 
Catholics, were succumbing to the temptation to collaborate with the Ger
mans. At thè same time, resistance movements sprang up more vigorously in 
Wallonia than in Flanders, although geographical as wel! as ideological fac
tors might have played a role here. All these factors combined to intensify the 
ethnoregional and politicoreligious cleavages. 

The politica! elite who returned to power in September I944 had many rea
sons to organize the elimination of the germanophile collaborators as efficiently 
as possible. In the first place, it is clear that the Belgian cabine! could not expect 
any sympathy, respect, or authority from the electorate on returning from exile. 
Their indecision in the months of May andJune I940 remained fresh in people's 
memory. They were also reproached for having kept themselves out of harm's 
way. This Jack of legitimacy tarred the entire politica! class for months; nor was 
the monarchy completely blameless, because of the controversy surrounding the 

r:>. See W. Brnscein, ''The Politrcal Geography of Belgian Fascism: The Case of Rexism," American 
Sociological Review ( 53, I 9 8 8 ): 69; M. Conway, Col!aboration in Belgium, Léon Degrelle and 
the Rexist Movement, New Haven, Yale University Press (I993). 
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wartime behavior of King Leopold. The "Royal Question" was to be the subject 
of heated debate until I950 and had the effect of holding back politica! recon
struction. The legitimacy of the reinstated leadership partly depended on the 
speed and the thoroughness with which the unpatriotic governors of occupied 
Belgium and their following were ousted from the politica! and public fora. But 
the returning elite also knew that its authority and legitimacy were challenged 
by a new and unquestioned power, the resistance moveme'nts. It had to avoid 
every politica! move that could push the resistants in the direction of revolu
tionary action. 13 Any suggestion of weakness in the government's handling of 
the collaborators would certainly have been an affront and a provocation in 
the eyes of the resistance movements. 

The Netherlands 
The Dutch tendency to reconciliation was not surprising. The NSB, the National 
Socialist Movement, never constituted a real <langer to the traditional parties, 
neither before nor after the occupation. After the war no one suspected that 
the NSB would return as a politica! factor of importance. In addition, many 
Dutch politicians, civil servants, and religious and other authorities had the 
feeling that they had, before the war, allowed democracy to degenerate. They 
therefore found that they were partially responsible for the conduct of the 
collaborators. But their legitimacy was less damaged than that of the Belgian 
politica! class. In addition, in full contrast with the position of King Leopold, 
Queen Wilhelmina returned home with her prestige and authority enhanced. 

3. The International Context 

External threatS sped up the urge to reincorporate farmer collaborators in view 
of a much needed national reconciliation. The beginning of the Cold War cre
ated such a situation in all three countries. (It also pushed the Communist 
Parties, the most prominent opponents of reintegration measures, into an iso
lated position.) Holland became, in addition, at the end of the 1940s, involved 
in a war in its Indian colony. That too accounted for the call for unity. 

IV. POSTSCRIPT 

Over coming? 

The passage of time has not fully exorcised the ghosts of the past. German 
occupation, collaboration, and the purge that followed still haunt these nations' 
collective memory. l'.4 

13 See G. Warner, La crise politique Beige de novembre I944= un coup d'état manqué?, Brussels, 
CRISP (,978). 

r4 l3oth countries recently demonstrated their continued struggle w1th their r94os by putting the 
restitut10n of property to victims of the Nazis on the politica! agenda. In March r997 the Dutch 
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Belgium 
The commotion in Belgium is like a chronic disease for which there is no actua(-. 
treatment. It involves the war years of whole sections of the population (Flem
ings and francophones, Catholics and non-Catholics). Individuals, on the other 
hand, are mostly left undisturbed. A life history of (petty) collaboration <lid not 
prevent a Flemish politician from becoming a federal minister of finance. Some 
notorious Eastern Front war veterans have represented a Flemish regionalist 
party in Parliament. 

Because official reintegration policies failed, many collaborators, particularly 
in Flanders, developed the tendency to rely heavily on networks of "colleagues" 
and sympathizers. Sometimes these networks became breeding grounds of bit
terness, revanchism, and anti-Belgian and antidemocratic ideas. They also cre
ated a "victim culture": the belief that collaborators had fallen victim to victor's 
justice. 

The Netherlands 
In Holland emotion is like a fever that intermittently flares. Years of silence alter
nate with periods of heated unrest. The commotion is always centered around 
individuals, and the course of the event is predictable: the discussion involves 
the quality of the trials and of the official policy toward the collaborators. 
There is an explanation. The purge was dealt with in silence, hidden from the 
public. An open debate was prevented by restricting the flow of information 
and by emphasizing the urgent need to close ranks. Those who had sympa
thized with the enemy were "treated" by professionals: judges, civil servants, 
professors of crimina! law or criminology, probation officers, and psychiatrists. 
From the seventies on, though, the forced silence on collaboration and the 
purge could not be kept intact. The grounds on which the postwar verdiets 
were based had not become part of the collective memory; that omission again 
and again led to questions of "how" and "why." The.re rose, at the same time, 
a "second-generation problem": many collaborators had, completely in tune 

government installed a commission whose task it 1s to review and evaluate the postwar handhng 
of the restitution question. Immediately after ·World War II the Council for Legal Redress (Raad 
voor Rechtsherstel) had been charged to identify the claimants of stolen prnperty and to orgamze 
its eventual recurn to the mdividuals concerned. Approximately 220,000 files were discussed, 
of which some 35,000 dealt w1th Jewish citizens. The intenm reports of the actual commission 
have thrown light on the shortcomings of the redress operation. The public debate these findmgs 
provoked 1s still going on. In Belgium a similar comm1ssion was created in July I997. lts task 
was more lim1ted that that of 1ts Dutch counterpart. It was "to study the fate of the property that 
members of the Jewish community m Belgium lost to the German occupying farces and their 
collaborators." Restitution in Belgium was, half a century ago, the ass1gnment of an Office for 
Economie Recuperation (Dienst voor Economische Recuperatie). The operation was a rather 
restncted one: only victims with Belgian nationality and blameless wart1me behavior could 
apply for restitution. The consequence was that almost all Jews were automatically exduded 
smce Belgium had restricted the opportunJty for prewar Jewish imm1grants and refugees to 
obtain Belgian nationality. 
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with the official policy of silence, hidden their war past for years. Since 196 5, 
their children have been confronted with the how and why questions. 

Remembering 

Wars and their immediate aftermath never truly come to an end. In one sense or 
another, every war lives on in the countless pages of navels, poems, pamphlets, 
and academie studies. What happened in the Netherlands and Belgium between 
1940 and 1950 is no exception. The way the two countries have wrestled with 
this past has, however, been very different. 

It was back in 1983 that the Dutch historian Blom concluded his review of 
the historiography of the wartime Netherlands with the statement that this was 
one of the most - if not the most - studied and described periods in Dutch 
history. 15 Now, more than two decades and many thousands of pages later, 
his conclusion has undoubtedly become even more compelling. Nor has all 
this academie work hidden its light under a bushel. It has turned instead to 
the megaphone of popular editions and;to an even greater extent, audiovisual 
accounts of the war and occupation that have achieved very high ratings. 

The flow of publications in Belgium has been considerably weaker. The pro
duction of academie insight was also much later in coming. The first solid work 
about the war, L'an quarante (Brussels, CRISP) by J. G. Libois and]. Gotovitch, 
was not published until 1971, and the subject only began to appear in the press 
and on radio and television in the early 1980s, by which time the Dutch televi
sion series De bezetting (The Occupation) was close to celebrating its twentieth 
anmversary. 

How are these differences to be explained? War and occupation left much 
deeper wounds in the tissue of Belgian society than they did in that of the Nether
lands. The period in question thus gives rise to much more .delicate issues for 
Belgian researchers than for their Dutch colleagues. This is evident in the devel
opment of the Belgian Center for Research and Study into the History of the 
Second World War, which was set up much later than its Dutch counterpart, the 
National Institute for War Documentation. lts birth was an extremely difficult 
one, as all kinds of politica! balances had to be respected. The center continued 
to be handicapped in subsequent years by what has been referred to abroad 
as "Belgian mathematics" � so many research positions for French speakers, 
so many for Flemings, so many for Socialists, and so many for Catholics. In 
this way, politicization colored not only the society during and shortly after the 
war, but also the study of the war itself. 

15 J. Blom, In de ban van goed en fout? (In the $peil of Good and Bad?), Bergen (I983). 

PART III 

LATIN AMERICA, POST COMMUNISM, AND 

SOUTH AFRICA 

W
hereas all the post-1945 regime changes were caused by the defeat of 
Germany, the transitions that triggered reparation and restitution in the 

1980s and 1990s did not have an obvious common cause. One might argue, 
perhaps, that a democratie Zeitgeist was the common factor underlying the fall 
of authoritarian or totalitarian regimes in Latin America, Eastern Europe, and 
South Africa, but no one has provided an explicit causa! mechanism linking 
this supposed spirit to specific events. Although nobody likes to be an interna
tional pariah, the case of Myanmar is an example (among many others) that 
this discomfort is more easily tolerated than loss of power and the prospect 
of punishment. The causes of transition are more plausibly sought in specific 
national issues: a military defeat in Argentina, an economie crisis in Poland, 
a perception that the USSR would not intervene to uphold them in other East 
European countries, and the increasing bite of economie sanctions in South 
Africa. Why the Chilean junta abdicated from power when they could easily 
have held on to it is harder to understand. Perhaps Pinochet, as the Polish Com
munists did in 1989, miscalculated the level of support he would receive in the 
first presidential elections. 

The dominant common factor in these transitions is that the outgoing elite 
managed to obtain considerable legal or de facto immunity from prosecution. In 
Latin America and South Africa, they achieved this goal through their military 
and economie power. In Czechoslovakia, Hungary, and Poland they achieved 
a more limited de facto immunity as a result of decisions that remain ill under
stood. Although none of these countries established truth commissions, the 
focus seems to have been more on .exposing agents of the former regimes, 
notably by using the archives of the security police, than on punishing them. 
One should not underestimate the extent to which such exposure may lead to 
crippling farms of social ostracism and even to suicide. Thus in the spring of 
1998, an unknown organization in Lublin (Poland) published the names of rr9 
persons who had allegedly cooperated with the militia before 1989. Two of the 
individuals named killed themselves (Kuk 2001, p. 209). 
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