
DE NEDERLANDSE UNIE

, the historian's net. Certainly, the circumstances surrounding its first
appearance and, especially, the role it is regarded as having played in
providing a rallying point to prevent the NSB'S thrust to power, have been
acknowledged. But a wider significance in the form of allowing for its effect
on and within Dutch society in both the short and the longer term has not
simply been neglected (to use the complaint of the researcher eager to press
the importance of an obscure topic) so much as become conceptually
invisible. The Unie has been denied both origins and consequences. Must
we be left to conclude, then, that what has happened in respect of the history
of the Unie is just an inexplicable lacuna? Such a conclusion cuts against the
fact that the historiography of the war period has been particularly vigorous.
The occupation has, in the words of one of the most senior Dutch
historians, become "one of the best - if not the best - researched and
written about periods in Dutch history". Few, if any other, European
countries can point to the quantity and, more important, the quality of the
historical works dealing with this period, together with a frankness in
articulating its problems.

In the face of this record we are left needing to find another explanation
for the near invisibility of the Unie as a subject worth study in its own right.
The basis of an answer, to which the remaining part of this present essay will
be addressed, is that there exists a conceptual difficulty about the history of
the war years in general. That is, that historians everywhere, and not only in
the Netherlands, have worked since 1945 within an interpretative frame-
work whose rigidities have severely limited the topics amenable to
discussion and research. In particular, it has excluded from serious study the
type of phenomenon in the politics of occupied society of which the Unie is
a representative. The framework in which the social and political history of
the war in Western Europe has been written has rested on two pillars.
Firstly, the agreement as to the nature of the moral dimension of the period
1940-1945; secondly, the belief that events in this period as well as that
preceding it may be reduced to fit broad, ideologically polarised categories.

With regard to the first pillar, the occupation years have acquired a special
status which clearly has had its origins in a response to the horror of what the
Nazis inflicted on the people and societies of Europe. Deportation, torture
and murder; the plunder and large-scale destruction of the Continental
economies; the absence of the rule of law in any conventional sense; the
imposition of a crude, racially-based vision of social relations - these, to
identify only the most salient features of Nazi policy and its effects in the
countries subjected to it, have inevitably figured at centre-stage and, by so
doing, have encouraged the interpretation of the period in terms of
pathology. Whether, as in the phrase so long current in France, these have
been four years to erase from memory, or whether they have received the
detailed attention due to a quite exceptional period, the war years have been
treated as a time when not only was the possibility of normal life in

396


