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1. Introduction 

 

Growing up during the 1990s in Apeldoorn, a town nearby Vaassen, I became familiar with Moluccans. 

Characterized by long, curly hair, indigenous scarf and bomber jacks with a four-colour flag stitched on 

the sleeve, these Moluccans formed a close group. Back then, I considered it a group as any other 

group, but growing older, they began to interest me. Maybe this interest had anything to do with my 

interest in Dutch colonial history, which is also part of my family history. It was however clear that I 

wanted to know more of this particular group than the history that had determined the way Moluccans 

were portrayed in Dutch society; the terrorist actions of the 1970s. It is clear that these radical actions 

belong to the past. Time has changed; the long, curly hair and the bomber jacks with RMS symbols no 

longer characterize this close group. The boundaries that were once clearly drawn have become less 

explicit. Active support for the RMS ideal, which entails striving for an independent South Moluccan 

Republic, and fighting for it on the barricades, is undertaken by a minority of the Moluccan population 

in the Netherlands. I wonder: what is left of the Moluccan community in the Netherlands that can be 

considered a diaspora with a once clear political goal; the realisation of the Republik Maluku Selatan 

as proclaimed in 1950 on Ambon, Maluku. How did this political ideal evolve among the Moluccan 

diaspora in the Netherlands and more importantly; is there still any support for this ideal among the 

third generation - that grew up at the end of the 1980s and in the 1990s? Does this generation still 

perceive the Moluccas as their ancestral homeland? And how do they perceive their own history 

today? 

 There is a lot written on the Moluccan history in the Netherlands. An important work on the 

evolvement of Moluccan nationalism is the work of Steijlen (1996). Taking into account that the third 

generation came up in the 1990s, this work contains less information on the third generation and is 

thus mainly based on the first and second generation Moluccans that had arrived in the Netherlands 

after independence of Indonesia. In 2006 a complete work was written for the Moluccan community in 

the Netherlands by Smeets and Steijlen. This work is also mainly based on the first and second 

generation, and conclusions drawn by Steijlen in 1996 on the meaning of the RMS ideal are also taken 

up in their 2006 work. Hence, there is only a small amount of information on how the third generation 

perceives their history and what the RMS means to them today. Research on third generation 

Moluccans in the Netherlands mainly examined identity issues in Dutch society and the integration 

process (for example van de Calseijde and de Leur 1998; Veenman 2001). There was less attention 

for the RMS and its meaning to the third generation, as well as their homeland orientation. While the 

conclusions drawn from these studies on the Moluccan diaspora are valuable, some need to be re-

examined today. In order to provide an understanding of this research, I will now elaborate on the 

research topic central in this thesis and how this will be examined throughout this study. 
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1.1 Research topic and outline of the thesis 

 

This research aims to describe what the contemporary meaning of the RMS is for third generation 

Moluccans in the Netherlands and to examine if the RMS is connected with a commitment to an 

ancestral homeland. In order to explore the contemporary meaning of the RMS, chapter two consists 

of a historical account of the evolvement of the RMS ideal in the Netherlands among the Moluccan 

diaspora from 1950 until 1990. This will be examined by using the theory of framing processes, that 

will be discussed in the next section. Chapter three will then study the contemporary meaning of the 

RMS according to third generation Moluccans in the Netherlands, thereby aiming to explain how the 

RMS ideal would still be of importance to this generation. These two chapters can be considered the 

first part of the thesis. 

 The second part will focus on the homeland orientation. In order to determine if there is a 

homeland orientation, the conflict on Ambon from 1999-2002/2004 will be examined. Chapter four will 

first give a scholarly understanding of the causes and factors of the conflict, to be compared to the 

perceptions of the causes and factors according to the respondents interviewed for this research. The 

main aim of this comparison is to examine if there is a certain ‘diaspora perspective’ on the conflict. 

Chapter five will then look at the responses of the Moluccan diaspora to the conflict in the form of 

actions, initiatives and their homeland orientation. This will provide some insights on the involvement 

with the conflict and situation on the Moluccas at that time and will also bring up some views on 

whether there is a connection and emotional bond between the respondents and the Moluccas today. 

Each chapter consists of a central question and/or one or more hypotheses that will be introduced at 

the beginning of each chapter. A conclusion at the end of each chapter will elaborate on the findings 

and various chapter conclusions will together form an answer to the central question of this thesis:  

 

What is the contemporary meaning of the RMS for third generation Moluccans in the Netherlands and 

to what extent is the RMS connected with a commitment to an ancestral homeland? 

 

 

1.2 Analytic framework 

 

Central in this thesis is the assumption that the Moluccan community in the Netherlands can be 

considered a diaspora, as will be explained below. However, in examining the evolvement of the RMS 

ideal and its contemporary meaning according to the Moluccan diaspora, one needs a complementary 

framework that will provide an understanding of how the RMS ideal evolved within the Moluccan 

diaspora and what is left of it today. A diaspora approach alone cannot provide such an 

understanding. The complementary framework that is chosen for in this particular part of the thesis is 

the theory of framing processes. Before I will elaborate on this particular theory, which will be used as 

a ‘framework’, I will first provide an explanation of the used diaspora approach throughout this thesis, 

which will mainly be used in part two. 
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A diaspora approach  

 

Diaspora is a concept that in history referred to the Jewish case, which is the exile of the Jews from 

the Holy Land and their dispersal throughout the world. There are, however, other communities 

around the globe that fall under the description of a diaspora. As stated by William Safran, there are 

several characteristics of a diaspora or, as he describes it, certain criteria that together make a 

diaspora. In his 2005 article on the Jewish diaspora, he mentions seven criteria. While it is not needed 

here to discuss all seven criteria, the following are important to mention. One, they or their ancestors 

have been dispersed from a homeland to two or more foreign regions. Two, they continue to relate, 

personally or vicariously, to that homeland, and their ethno-communal consciousness and solidarity - 

which reaches across political boundaries - are importantly defined in terms of the existence of such a 

relationship. This can include a commitment to the maintenance or restoration, and the independence, 

safety and prosperity of their homeland. And three, they wish to survive as a distinct community in the 

hostland by maintaining and transmitting a cultural and/or religious heritage from their homeland 

(2005: 37). The latter criterion is also known as boundary maintenance (Brubaker 2005: 5-6; Demmers 

2007: 9-10).  

In defining a diaspora one has to take into account these important characteristics, of which 

the trans-political linkage to the homeland is considered the most important one. Van Amersfoort 

recognises this by defining a diaspora as: 

 

‘A settled community of a population that considers itself from elsewhere  

and whose common and most important goal is the realisation of a political ideal  

in what is seen as the homeland’ (van Amersfoort 2004: 152). 

 

When applying the basic criteria that remain widely understood to be part of a diaspora, which 

are basically the identification with dispersion (forced or voluntarily), a homeland orientation and 

boundary maintenance (which is constructed and entails preservation of a distinctive identity in the 

host country) (Brubaker 2005: 5-6; Demmers 2007: 9-10), one can conclude that the Moluccan 

community in the Netherlands meets these criteria. It is however questionable if the Moluccan 

community can still be considered an active diaspora. Is there still a homeland orientation and are they 

still a distinct community with a commitment to the maintenance or restoration of the homeland? Van 

Amersfoort even concluded that the Moluccan diaspora is definitively waning (van Amersfoort 2004: 

169). This will, in connection to the main question, be examined throughout this thesis, by looking at 

the contemporary meaning of the RMS ideal to determine if there is still a political linkage with the 

homeland, and by exploring whether there is still a commitment to an ancestral homeland. The latter 

will be the focus of part two of this thesis, which examines the conflict on Ambon in order to get some 

insights into a commitment to, and idea of, an ancestral homeland. The relation between diaspora and 

conflict is a relatively new research area. In examining this connection, it is important to understand 

what actions are characteristic for diaspora in support of their ‘homeland’: diaspora are primarily 



9 

 

engaged in political lobbying and fund-raising, but often they also give financial support to societies in 

conflict. Furthermore, their actions are related to involvement in activities to raise public awareness 

about the homeland conflict, they play an important role in framing the conflict, and they are engaged 

in social events to celebrate national holidays, rituals and ceremonies (Demmers 2007: 10-11).  

In examining the above mentioned focus points, one can get an understanding of the effects 

of the conflict on Ambon on the diaspora in the Netherlands and their responses to it. The combination 

of the diaspora approach, in particular looking at it from a third generation perspective, can also give 

more insights into whether this diaspora is indeed waning. This approach is however not sufficient 

enough to be able to fully answer my research question. One theory that can provide guidance when 

examining the evolvement of the RMS ideal and its contemporary meaning according to its third 

generation, is the theory of framing processes, which will be used as a framework throughout this 

thesis. The following section will shortly discuss what the theory of framing processes entail and how 

and why it is implemented in this thesis. 

  

Framing processes 

 

Framing is the process of giving meaning to or interpreting events in order to mobilise adherents and 

constituents, achieve bystander support and demobilise antagonists. A frame enables people to give 

significance to events within their life and world at large. It entails locating, perceiving, identifying and 

labelling of specific events (Benford 1997: 415-416). Framing processes is part of social movement 

theory. It is however difficult to speak of one social movement representing the RMS. The RMS ideal 

is represented by many organisations in the Netherlands throughout its history. It can be considered 

part of identity-based political organizing. This entails different organisations with a general agreement 

on representing the interests and views of the community, but these organisations have tactical 

differences. These different organisations challenge their communities’ core issue positions as defined 

by the dominant political organisation (Hipsher 2007: 241). The dominant organisation within the 

Moluccan diaspora can be considered the RMS government.  

Frames are developed and produced by three sets of processes: the discursive process (talk 

and written communication of movement members in the context of or in relation to movement 

activities), the strategic process (development and deployment of frames to achieve a goal) and the 

contested process (the challenges that confront all those who engage in movement activities and 

therefore cannot impose and construct their version of reality to their intended targets). An example of 

such a challenge is a frame dispute within movements and the dialectic between frames and events, 

which may change the underlying beliefs or ideas that make up the discourse and frames used by 

movement actors and determines which set of collective beliefs are most important (Benford et al. 

2000: 627). These frame disputes will take an important position in examining the evolvement of the 

RMS ideal and are considered in relation to frame transformation in this thesis. 

Frame transformation is part of ‘frame alignment processes’ (Snow et al 1986) that also 

consists of frame bridging, frame amplification and frame extension, which will not be discussed in this 

thesis. Snow explains that frame transformation can occur when programs, causes, values and beliefs 
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that movements promote, do not resonate with, or  are opposed to, lifestyles or rituals and existing 

frames. The result is that, in order to achieve support, some new frames have to be implemented 

and/or old frames have to be rejected or reframed (1986: 473). Basically, frame transformation will be 

interpreted in this research as a change of an existing frame after a certain happening. One such 

happening can be a frame dispute within an organisation, or a change in for example government 

policy that relates to the organisation. Although frames serve to guide individual and collective action 

(Benford 1993: 678), this thesis will primarily focus on how framing processes affects a movements 

ideology and support for this ideology, more than how frames led to collective action. 

The above described framing processes are hard to understand by just describing what this 

framework entails. It will however be useful in researching how the RMS ideal evolved and how it 

would still exist today among third generation Moluccans in the Netherlands, as will be examined in 

part one of this thesis. Central parts of this framework are three components of the framing processes 

described above. The RMS ideal and its evolvement will be examined on the used frames, the frame 

disputes that occurred during its evolvement and the frame transformations that came out of the frame 

disputes. By focusing on these three components, one can get an understanding of how the RMS 

ideal evolved within the Moluccan diaspora and how it would still be of importance to third generation 

Moluccans in the Netherlands.  

 

1.3 Data collection and methodological limitations 

 

This research is based on literature research, archive analysis and interviews. In order to get an 

understanding of the contemporary meaning of the RMS and the perceptions of the history of the 

Moluccan diaspora and the conflict on Ambon according to third generation Moluccans, it was 

necessary to conduct qualitative, in-depth interviews. Because the Moluccan diaspora is very diverse, 

it would be difficult to make a general statement of the third generation Moluccans in the Netherlands. 

I have therefore chosen to base my sample on third generation Moluccans who were born and raised 

in the same Moluccan neighbourhood. I decided to focus on the neighbourhood Vaassen, because I 

already had connections there. Furthermore, in order to get an understanding of their perceptions of 

the conflict on Ambon and how they experienced that time, I have chosen to interview third generation 

Moluccans in the age of 25 and 35, taking into account that the conflict dated ten years ago.1 

I started my search for respondents by approaching the connections I already had in Vaassen. 

Unfortunately, these connections could not help me finding more respondents willing to participate in 

my research. Through the internet medium ‘Hyves’ I came into contact with a third generation 

Moluccan, who was very enthusiast and willing to help with my research. He introduced me to other 

Moluccans coming from Vaassen. I eventually conducted nine interviews. Two women and seven 

                                                
1 Third generation Moluccans are interpreted in this research as being the grandchildren of the first generation Moluccans who 
arrived in the Netherlands after 1950. Some parents of third generation Moluccans were born on the Moluccas and thus also 
arrived after 1950 together with the first generation. This research considers those parents also as second generation 
Moluccans and thus their children as third generation Moluccans. 
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men, between the age of 26 and 34.2 The duration of the interviews varied from one hour to two and a 

half hours and are anonymous, because one respondent requested that.  

This small amount of respondents is a result of a lack of response from third generation 

Moluccans I approached,3 what I thought was somewhat surprising. The reason why many Moluccans 

were reluctant to help with my research can only be guessed, but discussing this lack of response with 

some of my respondents, they explained that Moluccans are in general not very open to discuss or 

talk about this and to participate in interviews. This lack of response coming from Moluccans I 

approached was the only factor that limited my research. My plan to make a distinction between men 

and women and between Moluccans living inside or outside the Moluccan neighbourhood could not be 

carried out because of this. Furthermore, this research cannot, and is not intended to, make a general 

statement on the third generation Moluccans in the Netherlands, simply because the outcomes of this 

research are mainly based on this small amount of respondents who were interviewed for this 

research. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
2 Some background information on the respondents can be found in appendix 2.  
3 In total I approached 18 Moluccans who were born and raised in Vaassen by email or Hyves. Ten eventually responded, of 
which one unfortunately decided not to participate after all. 
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2.  The evolvement of the RMS ideal 

This chapter consists of a historical account of the Moluccan diaspora in the Netherlands. It entails an 

examination of the evolvement of the RMS as a political ideal. Before examining this, a descriptive overview of the 

developments prior to the arrival of the Moluccans to the Netherlands will be given. The hypothesis central in this 

chapter is that the diaspora support for the RMS ideal proclaimed in 1950 decreased since the 1980s. 

Relationships with the homeland changed and with it also the function of the RMS transformed from a political 

ideal into a symbol for the Moluccan identity and its history in the hostland as stated by Steijlen (1996) as well as 

by Smeets and Steijlen (2006). My contribution will be to explain this change of perspective within the Moluccan 

diaspora by using the theory of framing processes (Benford 1997; Benford and Snow 2000). Thus central in this 

chapter is the explanation of how the RMS as a political ideal evolved within the Moluccan diaspora from the 

1950s until the 1990s by looking at the used frames, the frame disputes and the frame transformations, as 

explained in the introduction. 

 
2.1 From homeland to hostland 

 

The sovereignty of the Dutch Indies was in 1949 transferred to the United States of Indonesia 

(Republik Indonesia Serikat) which at that time existed of the Republic Indonesia (parts of Java and 

Sumatra) and fifteen federal states. The Moluccan islands were part of the federal state of East 

Indonesia (Negara Indonesia Timur). When the federal state of East Indonesia wanted to be merged 

into an Indonesian unitary state, instead of a federal structure, some members of the federalist 

movement opted for separation. The two leading figures of the federalist movement, Manusama and 

Soumokil4, and with the support of KNIL soldiers (Koninklijk Nederlands-Indisch Leger - the royal 

Dutch colonial army) and parts of the population of Ambon, pressured the chairman of the South 

Moluccan Council, J.H. Manuhutu, to proclaim an independent South Moluccan Republic. On 24 April 

and officially on 25 April 1950, the Republik Maluku Selatan (RMS – South Moluccan Republic) was 

proclaimed by Manuhutu. 

This proclamation was a reaction to the collapse of the United States of Indonesia to become 

a unitary state and to protect the interests of the Moluccans and was according to Manusama the will 

of the South Moluccan people, who gave meaning to and fought for the proclamation (1953: 20). 

These interests and influence on the Moluccas would be in danger if the Moluccas were part of the 

unitary state of Indonesia, considering the privileges they had received from the Dutch during 

colonisation, which had ended with the independence of Indonesia. According to the proclamation, it is 

a legitimate act, because of the agreements made during the Ronde Tafel Conferentie (R.T.C – 

Round Table Conference). These agreements entailed the construction of an Indonesian federation 

where the sixteen federal states could choose their position in relation to the republic. The  

 

                                                
4 Ir. J.A. Manusama was in the Zuid-Molukken Raad (South Moluccan council) the representative of the Moluccans who lived 
elsewhere in Indonesia and became in 1948 the representative of the South Moluccas in the federal state of East Indonesia. Mr. 
dr. Chr. Soumokil was Minister of Justice of the federal state of East Indonesia, who supported Manusama. 
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proclamation of an Indonesian unitary state was therefore considered an illegitimate act (See 

Manusama 1953).5 The Dutch government as well as the Indonesian federal government were 

however both against a South Moluccan Republic. A military invasion of Ambon by the Indonesian 

federal government in November 1950 forced the RMS government and their troops to pull back to the 

island of Ceram, where a guerrilla resistance, under the leadership of RMS president Soumokil, lasted 

until 1963/1964.  

The RMS proclamation was considered a proclamation of KNIL soldiers. These KNIL soldiers 

in Ambon were seen as a Dutch responsibility. They, however, were not the only KNIL soldiers that 

caused concern among the Dutch and Indonesian government. There were large groups of Moluccans 

on several Indonesian islands and in Dutch New-Guinea and especially those KNIL soldiers who had 

chosen to be demobilised on the Moluccas wanted to go back and join the RMS movement. This 

option was not granted. They were given the option to be demobilised in Indonesian controlled areas 

instead of the RMS controlled area (Ceram), or Dutch New-Guinea what most of the Moluccan KNIL 

soldiers wanted.  

This demobilisation process eventually put the Dutch government in a difficult position. Two 

factors caused problems: first; the KNIL was abolished on 26 July 1950 and the Moluccan ex-KNIL 

soldiers that still had to be demobilised were given a temporary Royal Dutch military status. Second; a 

Moluccan delegation (Aponno delegation) was sent to the Netherlands in August 1950, who took legal 

proceedings against the Dutch state to prevent demobilisation of Moluccan ex-KNIL soldiers against 

their will in Indonesian controlled area and won the case. Because the Moluccan ex-KNIL soldiers 

could not be demobilised against their will and the Dutch military servicemen had to be out of 

Indonesia on the first of January 1951 according to Dutch law, the Dutch government saw no other 

option than to transport the Moluccan ex-KNIL soldiers by ‘dienstbevel’ (‘military order’) to the 

Netherlands.6  

By the arrival of 12,500 Moluccans, which mainly consisted of ex-KNIL soldiers and their 

families, there was no clarity on the perceived temporary residence of these people. The Dutch 

government, as well as the Moluccans, presumed that the Moluccans would stay a couple of months 

and would then return to Indonesia. The Moluccans considered it the responsibility of the Dutch 

government to provide them their return to the Moluccas and also presumed that this temporary Dutch 

military status would be granted until they were given the opportunity to return (Steijlen 1996: 56). As 

soon as they were fired from military service on the moment they arrived in the Netherlands, they felt 

betrayed by the Dutch government. As a result the confidence in the Dutch government was replaced 

with distrust and hostility (Wittermans and Gist 1962: 312).  

Taking this section into consideration, there can be concluded that some important frames 

were present or came to existence by the arrival of the Moluccans in the Netherlands. First, the RMS 

                                                
5 Besides protecting the interests of the Moluccans, it is also important to mention that South Moluccans in general do not feel 
related to Indonesians. According to consulted documentation of ‘Stichting Door de Eeuwen Trouw’ (DDET - the Foundation 
Loyal through the Ages) there are important physical and social-cultural differences between the South Moluccans and the 
Indonesians. The indigenous people of the South Moluccas belong in general to a Melanesian population, of which the Alifuru 
are descendants and through the ages are ‘mixed’ with other ethnicities. Their relationships are arranged through adat (customs 
and practices) of which pela is an important institution (Documentation file of Stichting Door De Eeuwen Trouw: Groningen (no 
year mentioned) 3. Consulted in Museum Maluku in Utrecht on 3 April 2009.  
6 The Aponno delegation advised the Moluccan ex-KNIL soldiers to choose for transportation to the Netherlands after pressure 
from the Dutch government (Bosscher and Waaldijk 1985: 58). 
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was framed as legitimate, because of existing agreements made during the R.T.C. and was supported 

by the South Moluccan people. Second, the Republic of Indonesia was framed as illegitimate and 

being the enemy of the RMS. Third, their return to the Moluccas was the responsibility of the Dutch 

government and fourth, they were betrayed by the Dutch government because of support given to the 

Indonesian government and when being fired from military service on the moment they had arrived. 

Let us now examine how these frames evolved within the Moluccan diaspora in the Netherlands since 

their arrival until the 1990s. 

 

2.2 The RMS movement in the Netherlands: the 1950s 

 

Upon arrival in the Netherlands, the 12,500 Moluccans were considered by the Dutch government as 

Indonesian citizens under Dutch responsibility. They were housed in ex-working camps, ex-transition 

camps and barracks, where occasionally trouble emerged between the Moluccans. The organisation 

responsible for these camps was the Commissariaat Ambonezenzorg (CAZ – Commissionership for 

the care of the Ambonese). There were also social organisations within these camps, such as the 

church7, traditional networks based on family ties, pela8 and village associations (Kumpulan) and 

political organisations.  

There were a lot of fractions in the political organisations in the fifties that were mainly the 

result of interethnic relations, disagreement on the pursued policy and personal disagreements 

between leaders of existing organisations. After a joined organisation, the Badan Perwakilan Rajat 

Maluku Selatan (BPRMS – Representative of the South Moluccan people) was established in 1952, 

two main organisations remained: the BPRMS and the ‘Commissie voor de Rechtspositie van 

Ambonese Militairen en Schepelingen’ (CRAMS – Committee for the rehabilitation of Ambonese 

servicemen and sailors), which was more extremist in its criticisms of the Dutch government and in its 

insistence on rights with regard to the status of the ex-soldiers (Wittermans 1991: 80). The BPRMS 

and the Political Representation of the RMS in the Netherlands9 began to work closely together, 

especially since Manusama arrived in the Netherlands in 1953 as head of a political mission, and 

became the leader in the Political Representation. His arrival and position in the Political 

Representation resulted in an increase in grass root support and a strengthening of the RMS 

movement (Steijlen 1996: 87). 

While the Badan Perwakilan was an organisation that supported the RMS ideal, just as the 

CRAMS, there were also new organisations that separated themselves from the RMS ideal, partly as 

a result of interethnic relations and dissatisfaction with existing policy and disagreement between 

leaders. One such ethnic group were the Moluccans who came from the South-eastern islands 

Tanimbar and the Kei islands. Being originally from the South East, they disagreed with putting all 

                                                
7 In 1952 the Moluccan Evangelical Church (Geredja Indjili Maluku – GIM) was established because the existing Moluccan 
church on the Moluccas rejected the RMS ideal. The GIM functioned as an important factor in group binding within the camps. 
The church was placed in support of the nationalist movement and as a result the religious services became important social 
and political events. Loyalty to the church meant loyalty to the nationalist cause (Wittermans and Gist 1962: 314). 
8 Pela is the traditional alliance system on the Moluccas between Christian villages and between Christian and Muslim villages 
as well. It originated to resist foreign intruders and help each other in times of need (Bartels 2005: 133). 
9 The RMS government had appointed a Political Representation of the RMS in the Netherlands, of which the Bureau Zuid 
Molukken (BZM - Bureau South Moluccas) was the official organ. 
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Moluccans under the banner ‘South Moluccan’. By making a distinction between the geographical 

places of origin, this group wanted to call themselves Terselatan, which means the ‘southernmost’. 

The CRAMS considered this unacceptable and prohibited Moluccans to use that word, because 

making a geographical distinction would weaken the position of the RMS, which was framed as the 

ideal of all South Moluccans. Therefore, the South-eastern Moluccans began to have doubts about the 

RMS ideal, that they more and more considered an ideal of the Central Moluccans. After several 

confrontations, including a bloody one in camp Vught in 1951, the South-eastern Moluccans 

established their own organisation in 1952, the Kepentingan Rajat Pulau Pulau Terselatan (KRPPT – 

the Association for the Interests of the People from the Southernmost Islands) and were transferred to 

separate camps. The KRPPT profiled itself as anti-Ambonese and anti-RMS (Steijlen 1996: 78-79).  

Besides the South-eastern Moluccans, the Ceramese people also established their own 

organisation in 1954, called Gerakan Nusa Ina (GNI – Movement of the Mother Island) and decided to 

distance themselves from the CRAMS and the RMS ideal, with the objective to contribute to the build 

up of their region and repatriation. Ethnicity played a minor role in the establishment of the GNI: the 

main motivation was fear among the Ceramese that their villages of origin would be in danger (Steijlen 

1996: 97).  

The result of these frame disputes between village associations within the Moluccan diaspora 

was that support for the RMS ideal decreased among certain Moluccans, who no longer considered 

the RMS an ideal of all Moluccans, as it was framed since its proclamation in 1950. Despite these 

fractions, the RMS nevertheless remained the ideal of 78 percent of the Moluccans in 1957 (Steijlen 

1996: 98). There are several reasons why the RMS ideal kept its appeal. In my opinion these reasons 

are strongly related to the used frames within the RMS movement at that time. One of the causes for 

their arrival in the Netherlands was the RMS and their future was seen to be on the Moluccas, not in 

the Netherlands. Repatriation was during the early years of the fifties not an obvious option and was 

framed as a betrayal to the RMS ideal. The Republic of Indonesia was also framed as the enemy and 

there was a strong sense of antagonism against Indonesia, which was a key element in the ideology 

of the Moluccan diaspora (van Amersfoort 2004: 161). The RMS was the ideal that explained their 

temporary residence and at the same time functioned as a guarantee of the right to demobilisation on 

a place they had chosen. Furthermore, holding on to the RMS ideal contributed to the feeling of 

connectedness between the Moluccans in the Netherlands and the Moluccans on the Moluccas 

(Steijlen 1996: 98).  

The international perspective played a role as well. Their residence was framed as related to 

the right to self-determination, of which the basis was formed by international agreements. This 

international aspect is of importance to the RMS movement. In the fifties the Political Representation 

focused on internationally related activities, which entailed receiving support from outside for the RMS. 

This however did not have much success. In the beginning of the Cold War, there was not much 

attention for cases as the RMS. This was a challenge to the RMS movement and the RMS ideal, 

because a lack of international support made realisation of the RMS ideal very difficult or even 

impossible.  
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There was also a lack of support from the Dutch government for the Moluccan case. Although 

the Dutch government was not pro-RMS, her policy in the fifties did create circumstances where the 

RMS movement could develop. The camps and its organisations created an infrastructure where 

mobilisation of the grass root supporters could occur. These mobilisation moments occurred during 

the yearly celebrations of the RMS and the arrival of Moluccan delegations, but also after policy 

measures of the CAZ, such as the 60 percent rule and the rule of self-care (zelfzorgregeling)10. 

Moluccans protested against both measures, which was related to the strong connection between the 

RMS ideal and ex-KNIL rights within the RMS movement. These ex-KNIL rights were framed as a duty 

of the Dutch government to provide social support for the ex-KNIL soldiers. Both measures were in 

conflict with these ex-KNIL rights.11 Most political organisations, such as the Badan Perwakilan and 

the CRAMS, eventually accepted the measures. This caused a frame dispute and therefore the 

necessary conflicts. As a result, certain ex-KNIL soldiers established their own organisation, the Bond 

ex-KNIL (the Federation ex-KNIL).  

The resentment of Dutch policy towards the RMS was present in all organisations from the 

beginning of the RMS, because of a lack of support for their case and the support given to Indonesia 

by the Dutch government. The following quote, coming from the one year RMS celebration edition of 

the magazine Mena Moeria, is a clear example: 

 

‘We know now that it is no longer obvious that a government, which we have served with doglike 

devotion for three and a half century, will help us, when we find ourselves in life threatening danger. It 

has on the other hand became perfectly clear to us, that such a government is capable of supporting 

our enemy to destroy us’12 

 

After analysing this quote, one typical frame is characterized by the sentence ‘which we have served 

with doglike devotion for three and a half century’. Because of this ‘doglike devotion’ Moluccans felt 

betrayed by the Dutch, who should have chosen for the Moluccans instead of Indonesia. This frame 

led to mass demonstrations and meetings in the 1950s. Goal of these demonstrations was to influence 

the attitudes and behaviour of others (and in particular the Dutch government) in behalf of the RMS 

movement (Wittermans and Gist 1962: 314).  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
10 The 60 percent rule entailed that Moluccans had to hand over 60 percent of their income to the CAZ for contribution to the 
necessities in the camps. The rule of self care entailed that Moluccans had to sign on at the employment office to receive social 
security. 
11 The 60 percent rule because they were now forced to take care of themselves financially and the rule of self care because 
they were afraid they would distance themselves from their rights as ex-KNIL soldiers.   
12 Original quote: ‘Wij weten nu, dat het niet vanzelfsprekend meer is, dat een regering, die wij drie en een halve eeuw met 
hondentrouw hebben gediend, ons helpt, wanneer wij in doodsgevaar verkeren. Het is ons daarentegen nu duidelijk gebleken, 
dat zo’n regering in staat is onze vijand te helpen om ons te vernietigen’. From “Ongebroken en vol goede moed! Ter 
herdenking van het éénjarig bestaan van de Republiek der Zuid-Molukken” Mena Moeria (1951) publication RMS representative 
abroad: 3. Consulted in Museum Maluku Utrecht. 
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2.3 The RMS ideal in the 1960s and beginning of the 1970s 

 

While repatriate organisations already existed in the fifties, the real repatriation started in the sixties, 

with some 1,450 Moluccans who returned to the Moluccas. The majority of these repatriates 

considered the RMS ideal as an ideal of other Moluccans, only a minority of them wanted to repatriate 

because they were not satisfied with the RMS leaders and not so much with the RMS ideal itself 

(Steijlen 1996: 103). Supporters of the RMS ideal however, framed the repatriates as betrayers of the 

RMS ideal and supporters of the Republic of Indonesia. 

 Because there were many political organisations at the beginning of the sixties, an initiative to 

bring these organisations closer together, was set up by Reverend Metiary. In 1966 a uniform 

organisation called the Badan Persatuan Rajat Maluku Selatan (Uniform Organisation of the South 

Moluccan People) was established.13 The aim of the Badan Persatuan was to stand up for the social 

interests of the Moluccan community, who were one people, and to realize the RMS ideal. According 

to Metiary it was necessary to take into account the next generation, who deserved a RMS heritage 

that would give them their pride. The RMS ideal therefore needed to be prioritized above ex-KNIL 

rights (Steijlen 1996: 107). This can be considered a transformation of the existing frame where the 

RMS was unconditionally connected to the ex-KNIL rights and a result of the frame dispute that came 

to existence after the Badan Perwakilan and the CRAMS had accepted the policy measures of the 

CAZ.  

Although there was in the sixties more unity within the RMS movement in the Netherlands 

compared to the fifties, it nevertheless had some setbacks. From 1962 onwards – after New Guinea 

was handed over to Indonesia – the relationship between Indonesia and the Netherlands improved 

and more importantly, the guerrilla on Ceram ended in 1963/1964, with the arrest of the president of 

the RMS and leader of the guerrilla, Soumokil, who was executed in 1966. This resulted, according to 

Steijlen, in radical changes within the RMS movement in the Netherlands. First of all, the guerrilla on 

Ceram was evidence of existing RMS sentiments on the Moluccas. Second, with the loss of the RMS 

government on the Moluccas, the position of the RMS movement to lobby became difficult. Third, the 

objectives of the RMS movement in the Netherlands changed from finding international recognition for 

the RMS and support for the RMS movement on the Moluccas, to taking the lead in the realisation of 

the separation of the Moluccas from their new hostland. And fourth, the Political Representation 

derived its authority from the RMS government on the Moluccas and acted on behalf of this RMS 

government. Soumokil had almost been a mythical leader, a hero who had fought for the RMS. 

Manusama, who replaced Soumokil in the Netherlands, did not fight on the Moluccas for the RMS: he 

lived in the Netherlands and was visible. The RMS leadership was therefore not mythical anymore and 

could be criticised and questioned. As a result, the RMS government in the Netherlands had relative 

power (1996: 109-110). 

 This relative power of Manusama became clear when Isaac Julius Tamaela formed his own 

RMS government in 1969 after a frame dispute on how to realize the RMS.14 Tamaela emphasized the 

                                                
13 Not all political organisations wanted to be part of the Badan Persatuan. The CRAMS and the Bond ex-KNIL, among others, 
chose to remain separate organisations. 
14 Tamaela, an officer in the APRMS, was part of one of many delegations that visited the Netherlands in the fifties.  
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importance of focusing on the international arena in the form of a RMS representative in the United 

Nations. In 1968 he became the RMS representative, but the political leaders in the Netherlands, 

including Manusama, did not support him because of a lack of confidence. This frame dispute about 

how to realize the RMS ideal had consequences for the cohesion within the Moluccan diaspora. The 

power struggle between Manusama and Tamaela, who both supported the RMS ideal, became a 

violent rivalry because both movements had their semi-armed groups: Manusama had the Korps 

Pendjagaan Keamanan (KPK – Corps for security and safety) and Tamaela the Commando’s, which 

was militarized. That way, the political climate within the Moluccan diaspora hardened (Steijlen 1996: 

130). 

 This hardening of the political climate was partly due to a new player in the RMS movement: 

the youngsters. In the sixties, youth organisations with a political focus came to existence. Many of 

those organisations took a militant position towards the RMS struggle and became radicalised. To be 

able to achieve the RMS ideal, it was necessary to take control and when needed to use violence, 

instead of endless petitions and being dependent on the Dutch legal order. Unity was in their eyes 

necessary as the following quote in the youth magazine ‘De Zuid Molukker’ clearly shows: 

 

‘Confusion amongst our group leads to division, division means 

dissension, dissension is the ally of our opponents!15 

 

 The role of the youngsters in the political arena in the sixties determined the way Moluccan 

nationalism would develop in the following ten years. Due to the relative power of the RMS 

government in the Netherlands after the ending of the guerrilla on Ceram and because the youngsters 

were a new generation with a different socialization than their parents, circumstances were created 

where this role could develop. The RMS ideal turned out to function as a mobilising factor under 

youngsters, they made it their ideal and became more involved in political organisations. In the late 

sixties, the youngsters took a radical position against the Dutch, who were perceived as being jointly 

responsible for the failure of the RMS proclamation. As a result, conflicts between Moluccan and 

Dutch youngsters intensified.  

There is an important frame dispute to mention here. There was an ideological difference 

between the two generations: the first generation presented the RMS ideal as a strife for an anti-

communist republic and tried to show that the Moluccans are worth such a republic by having respect 

for the Dutch legal order. The second generation considered their strife for RMS as a strife against 

imperialism, in which the Dutch were the opponents and jointly responsible for the non realisation of 

the RMS ideal. Many shared the opinion that Moluccans were being wrongly treated by the Dutch and 

that the first generation used too moderate methods. Besides this frame dispute about the method to 

be used in realizing the RMS, there is also a clear frame transformation visible. The first generation 

framed the Dutch government as responsible for the non-realisation of the RMS, but the second 

generation transformed this into a joint responsibility of the Dutch population, which justified the use of 

violence. Although these changes had led to a relative peace between Manusama and Tamaela, 

                                                
15 Original quote: ‘Verwarring in onze gelederen leidt tot splitsing, splitsing betekent verdeeldheid, verdeeldheid is de 
bondgenootschap van onze tegenstanders!’ From: De Zuid Molukker (March 1971) 1. 
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because the youngsters of both groups worked together, it also marked the beginning of a period of 

Moluccan radicalism that left its marks on the RMS movement in the Netherlands. This can be 

considered a result of the frame transformation mentioned above. Violent actions followed, of which 

the armed raid on the official residence of the Indonesian ambassador, known as ‘actie-Wassenaar’ in 

1970 is one example.16  

 

2.4 Radicalisation: the 1970s 

 

The Dutch government responded to ‘actie Wassenaar’ with the implementation of a policy that would 

lead to more participation in Dutch society, with preservation of their own Moluccan identity. In the 

1960s the Moluccans had been transferred from the camps to Moluccan neighbourhoods to improve 

their living conditions. Furthermore, the Dutch government implemented a policy to improve the 

relationship between Moluccans and the Netherlands and between Moluccans and Indonesia. By 

negotiations between the Dutch government and the Indonesian government about repatriation of 

Moluccans to the Moluccas, the problems in the Netherlands could be solved. These negotiations 

eventually led to the so-called ‘Akkoord van Wassenaar’ (the Wassenaar agreement), between the 

Netherlands and Indonesia, which was the first step to the possibility of visiting the Moluccas. 

Besides the increase of violent confrontations between Moluccan and Dutch youngsters, there 

were also moderate movements at the beginning of the seventies among Moluccan youngsters. One 

was coming from Moluccan students, who formed discussion groups about the position of Moluccans 

in the Netherlands and the history of the RMS and brought these in connection to theories of 

imperialism. The second movement was coming from youngsters affiliated to the Badan Persatuan, 

who were focused on the international lobby to win support for the RMS ideal by seeking contact with 

nongovernmental organisations. These moderate movements however, remained a minority. The 

majority of political orientated youngsters was seeking for radical means to realize the RMS ideal.  

 In 1975 the RMS would celebrate its 25th anniversary. This celebration however was 

overshadowed by statements of several Dutch prominents, among a couple of politicians who said the 

RMS was an illusion, a fantasy and that the Dutch media should not pay any attention to its 

anniversary. Action followed after a speech by Queen Juliana on 25 November 1975, when Surinam 

was granted independence and where she spoke of the right of self-determination for all peoples 

(Dalstra 1983: 206). Seven Moluccan youngsters hijacked a train nearby the village Wijster. The 

hijackers were serious. To proof that they were, they even killed three hostages. Their demands were 

talks between Moluccan leaders and the Indonesian government on the one hand and the Dutch 

government had to discuss the RMS issue at the United Nations on the other. Seven other Moluccan 

                                                
16 The armed raid was initiated because the Indonesian president Suharto conducted a state visit to the Netherlands. 33 
Moluccan youngsters, called the Vrije Zuidmolukse Jongeren (the Free South Moluccan youngsters) demanded a talk between 
Suharto and Manusama. The Ambassador was able to escape; one police officer however was killed. The Dutch government 
promised to receive Manusama and his delegation to talk about the political demands of the Moluccans, after which the 
youngsters surrendered.  



20 

 

youngsters supported the hijackers by a raid on the Indonesian Consulate and a school for Indonesian 

children, housed in the same building, two days after the hijacking of the train.17 

 Dutch society was harshly confronted with the political ideals of the Moluccans after the 

hijackings of 1975. Moluccans rejected the method, but supported the demands made by the 

hijackers, therefore choosing for solidarity with their own people (Steijlen 1996: 157). Manusama 

however, publicly rejected the action by stating that the hijackers were a ‘bunch of terrorists’.18 Youth 

magazine De Zuid Molukker discussed it as being a statement that had created suspicion towards the 

RMS government comparable to the distrust among South Moluccans towards the Dutch policy 

concerning the South Moluccan freedom.19 

After a promised conversation between Manusama and the Dutch government, a commission 

was established to investigate the Moluccan history as well as Dutch promises to find an answer to the 

claims of the Moluccans. Tensions in the Dutch-Moluccan relationship however remained, due to 

policy measures, such as evacuation and forced moving to a new neighbourhood, as happened in 

Vaassen in 1976 and the so called ‘faciliteiten-paspoort’ (facility passport).20 Just as the ‘Akkoord van 

Wassenaar’, this was framed by RMS supporters as an attempt to further integrate the Moluccan 

community and to undermine the RMS ideal. This is very much related to the existing frame of a 

promised return to the Moluccas. Their temporary residence was unconditionally connected to the 

RMS ideal and the Dutch government had the responsibility to provide them their return. Integration 

was the opposite of that.  

A group of Moluccan youngsters decided to turn to violent actions 2 years after the hijackings 

of 1975. Four Moluccans hijacked a primary school in a village, Bovensmilde and eight others hijacked 

a train nearby a village called de Punt on 23 May 1977. According to the hijackers, the Dutch 

government only gave them the option to integrate - thus giving up their own culture – or return to 

Indonesia, which was impossible, because Indonesia in their opinion wanted to crush Moluccan 

awareness.21 After four days the hijackers of the school had released all children and a teacher, after 

many children became sick22 and because they were promised an unopposed withdrawal, which did 

not happen. After that, the hijackers did not want to do any more concessions, just as the Dutch 

government refused to do any. As a result, the hijackings ended with a military operation on 11 June 

1977, where two hostages and six hijackers who were on the train, lost their lives. 

It is important to mention here that the radicalisation among second generation Moluccans in 

the 1970s can be very much related to the environment where they grew up. According to a research 

study in 1971 it was a militaristic environment, that was characterized by aggression as well as 

                                                
17 The hijackers of the train surrendered to Manusama after twelve days, those of the Indonesian Consulate and the school five 
days later, after uttered threats of reprisals on family and friends coming from the Indonesian foreign minister and a concession 
done by the Dutch government to agree on a discussion with the Moluccan leaders (Dalstra 1983: 206). 
18 Statement was made during an interview with Manusama in the weekly journal ‘De Tijd’, 19-12-1975. Discussed in De Zuid 
Molukker (December 1975) vol. 5 (10) 1. According to Smeets and Steijlen, it concerned a first reaction of Manusama, which 
was in line with his aversion to violence. This reaction however, led to the reproach that he distanced himself on a crucial 
moment from youngsters who had devoted themselves to the RMS ideal (Smeets and Steijlen 2006: 240). 
19 De Zuid Molukker (December 1975) vol. 5 (10)  
20 The facility passport would give Moluccans a passport without having to become a Dutch citizen. It however stated that the 
keeper of that passport should be treated as a Dutchman. 
21They demanded from the Dutch government the release of all Moluccans who were in custody because of political reasons 
and demanded suspension of all political and material support to the Suharto regime.   
22 Possibly the children became sick because of deliberately poisoned food (Smeets and Steijlen 2006: 422). 
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affection. Furthermore, many fathers were disappointed by the Dutch government because their 

military status was taken away from them (Graafsma 1971: 12). This research also concluded that in 

most cases the perception of the future was connected to the RMS. At home a lot was told about the 

political situation and history. Radicalisation had the purpose of continuing this historical relationship 

(1971: 28). As described in this section, these youngsters disagreed with the first generation on the 

methods to realize the RMS ideal. In their opinion endless petitions and conversations seemed 

useless. I would therefore like to make the conclusion that this radicalisation was not so much 

motivated by standing up for the rights and disappointment of their parents, but because the RMS was 

also their ideal. Some also hoped to return to the Moluccas eventually. 

The hijackings of 1977 were a reason for the Dutch government to write a research report in 

1978 on the problems of the Moluccan minority in the Netherlands. One of its conclusions was that the 

RMS ideal had become the essence of the Moluccan identity. This RMS ideal had gained a broader 

meaning than just the demand of recognition of the RMS and therefore, the RMS ideal contained more 

than just the realisation of an autonomous or independent state. Two important elements were 

mentioned in this context: first, Moluccans were of the opinion that the Dutch were co-responsible for 

the realisation of the RMS ideal, because they have an ‘ereschuld’ (debt of honour) towards the 

Moluccan community for reasons of colonial history. The Dutch government also had the duty to fulfil 

its agreements made during the R.T.C. agreements. The Moluccan ex-KNIL soldiers were not given 

the opportunity to choose the demobilisation area and were given a ‘dienstbevel’ to be transported to 

the Netherlands instead. The second element is that the Dutch government should recognize that the 

legal position of the ex-KNIL soldiers was violated upon arrival in the Netherlands.23 The latter is a 

frame that still had its importance in the late 1970s, despite the distancing of the KNIL rights from the 

RMS under Metiary in the 1960s. 

Although the Moluccan community had supported the hijackings, they also shared the opinion 

that such actions were not wanted anymore. Despite a raid by three Moluccans on the provincial 

government building in Assen in 1978, which was unprepared and unsupported by the Moluccan 

community, the hijackings of 1977 marked the end of the radicalisation period. This end had not 

caused a loss of face and kept a lot of Moluccans loyal to the RMS ideal (Steijlen 1996: 165).  

The RMS ideal, however, became a point of discussion. The groups at the beginning of the 

seventies already discussed whether or not to hold on to the RMS ideal as it was proclaimed in 1950. 

After 1977, more youngsters began to question the original RMS ideal as their leaders envisioned, 

which was anti-communist, something the youngsters did not share with their leaders. Within the RMS 

movement a careful discussion was taking place at the end of the seventies, where more autonomy  

for the Moluccas could be an alternative for a fully independent RMS.24 Besides this important 

discussion, there was also a change in the amount of attention paid to the social problems of 

Moluccans in the Netherlands, which was related to drug abuse and high unemployment. While the 

                                                
23 De Problematiek van de Molukkers in Nederland (1978) ‘s Gravenhage: Regeringsnota aan de Tweede Kamer van de Staten 
general (Government white paper to the Dutch Parliament) 27.  
24 Interesting to mention is that the idea of the future of the RMS in 1975 was still a democratic republic on a Christian and by 
many youngsters a socialistic foundation that would be part of a confederation of autonomous states in the Indonesian 
archipelago. The relationship with Java would be comparable to the relationship between the Netherlands and France in the 
EEG (European Economic Community) (Oen 1975: 17).  
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RMS government was of the opinion that such problems should not bring the RMS ideal in danger, 

Manusama did recognize the seriousness of the problems at the end of the seventies by making it 

more of a priority. Furthermore, the RMS government was seeking for collaboration with other peoples 

in resistance against the Indonesian government, such as the people from Papua and East-Timur and 

formed the Triple Alliance that lobbied for the independence of the West-Melanesian regions of East-

Timur, the Moluccas and West-Papua. 

 

2.5 Changed perspectives: the 1980s and 1990s 

 

At the beginning of the 1980s, the liberalisation of the RMS movement was set in, as a result of the re-

orientation of the Moluccan position in Dutch society and their relationship with the Moluccas. An 

identity debate came to existence as a result of more youngsters moving out of the Moluccan 

neighbourhoods, for their work, school, to get a place of their own or to escape the social control in the 

neighbourhoods.25 This identity debate was one of the factors that led to a re-orientation of the 

position of Moluccans in Dutch society. The social problems under Moluccan youth, that was 

characterized by the use of hard drugs and an increase in unemployment, was another factor. 

Although the Moluccans wanted to keep their own social organisations to solve the problems, it did 

lead to more integration in the sense that Moluccans were focused on a future in the Netherlands 

(Steijlen 1996: 197). This can be considered a clear frame transformation. Their arrival in the 

Netherlands in the 1950s was always framed as temporary and integration as undermining the RMS 

ideal. This was clearly transformed in the sense that integration was a serious option for the gross of 

Moluccans and more importantly; it was accepted. 

 This was however not the only important frame transformation. The second area of re-

orientation was the relationship with the Moluccas. Far into the 1970s, the dominant frame was that 

the Moluccas were occupied territory and visiting the Moluccas was seen as a betrayal of the RMS 

ideal. This changed in the 1980s. Orientation trips to the Moluccas were possible and Moluccan 

youngsters began to visit the Moluccas. As a result, youngsters gathered their own information on the 

situation on the Moluccas and came back with a different view. One such different view was that the 

RMS ideal was not alive anymore on the Moluccas. A second was that visiting the Moluccas 

disappointed a lot of youngsters, in that they found out that they did not want to live there. Both views - 

especially the first mentioned - caused commotion and non-acceptance within the Moluccan diaspora. 

They nevertheless did break with an existing taboo and an important frame. Visiting the Moluccas 

became easier and more youngsters began to identify themselves with the family and villages of origin 

and were more involved in supporting the traditional village associations, the kumpulan. 

 Steijlen argues that the RMS ideal became less important as a result of a more liberalised 

political climate, where there was room for deviated opinions and where the relationship with the 

Moluccas could be defined in terms of family- or village ties instead of terms related to the RMS ideal 

(1996: 193). The political ideals that had dominated the relationship between the Dutch and the 
                                                

25 These Moluccans were confronted with the diversity of the Moluccan diaspora in the Netherlands. Moluccans who had not 
lived in camps, whose fathers or grandfathers had served the navy instead of the KNIL, or Moluccans who were fully integrated, 
still felt Moluccan, but could not speak Malay or knew what adat entails. An identity discussion came up and even rules were set 
up to determine when someone was Moluccan or not (Steijlen 1996: 186). 
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Moluccans made room for attention to the social problems, and changed the position of the Moluccans 

in the Netherlands. The Lubbers/Metiary agreement of 1986, which entailed the social-economic 

position of the Moluccans in Dutch society and the recognition of the services of the Moluccans as 

KNIL soldiers (with a medal of honour and a yearly payment) marked the end of the special position of 

the Moluccans in Dutch society.  

 Despite the loss of importance, the RMS ideal gained renewed attention after several 

happenings. At the end of the 1980s there were several flag incidents and arrests of RMS supporters 

on the Moluccas that led to demonstrations in the Netherlands. Furthermore, the announcement of the 

withdrawal of Manusama as President in 1991,26 turned out to be important for many more Moluccans 

than just the RMS supporters, because of Manusama’s symbolic value to, and his influence on, the 

Moluccan community. 

 This renewed attention for the RMS is, according to Steijlen, the result of the difference in 

meaning the Moluccans gave to the RMS. The first meaning regards the RMS as a symbol. On the 

one hand it was a symbol for the migration background of the Moluccans and on the other it became 

an identity symbol, that determined the difference between Moluccans and other ethnic groups in the 

Netherlands. The second meaning is expressing the solidarity with the Moluccas, economically, but 

also to achieve a greater say over their own destiny. And the third meaning concerns striving for the 

realisation of the RMS proclamation of 1950. Steijlen states that the latter group is becoming smaller 

and the first concerns the majority of the Moluccans living in the Netherlands. He therefore argues that 

the RMS ideal has become a symbol for the history and identity of the Moluccan diaspora, an ethnic 

symbol. The ideology also changed from ex-patria nationalism (RMS movement that wants to achieve 

self-determination from outside the Moluccas and then return to the Moluccas) to vicarious nationalism 

(the RMS movement is less focused on the future of their ‘own’ homeland, but more on the inhabitants 

of the Moluccas) (1996: 226-227).  

 

2.6 Conclusion 

 

When analysing this re-orientation process within the theory of framing processes, the conclusion can 

be made that the differences in meaning of the RMS ideal can be the result of a transformation, or 

even letting go, of some important frames that always had existed since their arrival in the 

Netherlands. It is also the result of the frame disputes about the methods to realize the RMS ideal and 

their results. Endless petitions and conversations as well as radicalisation and violent actions had not 

brought the RMS ideal any closer to its realisation. What kind of method is left? During the evolvement 

of the RMS as a political ideal, many changes have occurred. A couple of frame disputes of which 

some led to a frame transformation were present. For example: taking a distance from the importance 

of the ex-KNIL rights, which was previously unconditionally connected to the RMS ideal and visiting 

the Moluccas, which was no longer perceived as a betrayal of the RMS ideal. Many frames however, 

remained after all these changes and those can be considered, in my opinion, as binding factors 

between the Moluccan diaspora and the RMS ideal. One can for instance wonder if the recognition of 

                                                
26 Manusama was replaced as President of the RMS by Frans Tutuhatunewa in 1993. 
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the services of the ex-KNIL soldiers with the Lubbers/Metiary agreement of 1986, meant the end of the 

important frames connected to the treatment of the soldiers by arrival in the Netherlands. 

The following frames are therefore important to examine in the next chapter. First, the RMS is 

based on international agreements and is therefore legal and just. Second, their arrival in the 

Netherlands was not voluntarily, they were forced. Third, the Indonesian government is considered the 

enemy of the RMS. Fourth, the legal position of the ex-KNIL soldiers was violated after their arrival in 

the Netherlands. Fifth, the Moluccans are betrayed by the Dutch government. And sixth, the Dutch 

have an ‘ereschuld’ towards the Moluccan community because of colonial history, where the 

Moluccans have fought for the Netherlands. Which of these frames are still present among third-

generation Moluccans and what the contemporary meaning of the RMS is, will be examined in the 

following chapter. 
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3. The contemporary meaning of the RMS ideal 

 

This chapter examines the contemporary meaning of the RMS according to the third generation Moluccans in the 

Netherlands and how the RMS would still be of importance to this generation. There are three central questions 

which are related to the contemporary meaning of, and support for,  the RMS ideal. First, is the meaning given to 

the RMS today still explained in terms of an ethnic symbol? Second, is there a difference in how third generation 

Moluccans explain the meaning of the RMS, including in the sense of what the RMS means to them personally? 

And third, does a decrease in politically motivated actions necessarily imply a decrease in RMS support? Before I 

elaborate on the contemporary meaning of the RMS according to my respondents, a short overview of former 

studies on this subject will be presented in order to examine the continuities and changes within the RMS thought 

among third generation Moluccans in the Netherlands. By examining if existing frames, as discussed in the 

previous chapter, are still present among my respondents, one explanation of how the RMS would still be of 

importance to the third generation will be provided. 

 

3.1 The RMS ideal in the 1990s 

 

At the beginning of the 1990s, the RMS ideal began to attract third generation Moluccans. According 

to Smeets and Steijlen this development started with a search for their roots and curiosity for their 

history of which their parents had told them little. Discussion and information gatherings about the 

RMS and Moluccan history were organized with the help of the second generation. New organisations 

were established, such as the Pemuda RMS (RMS Youth) which took an independent position against 

the RMS government, and the Gerakan Mena Muria (Mena Muria movement), which was also 

independent, but had strong ties with the RMS government. Youngsters began to wear the RMS flag 

on their jackets as a symbol of their Moluccan identity and some were willing to use violence for the 

RMS ideal. This group was however very small. Most Moluccan youngsters saw the hijackings of the 

1970s as an expression of the spirit of that time, which now belongs to history (Smeets and Steijlen 

2006: 339-340).  

This development is also visible when looking at the annual reports of the BVD - Internal 

Security Service (Since 2002 AIVD - General Intelligence and Security Service) from 1996 until 1998. 

The 1996 report mentions threatening letters that were sent to the Indonesian Embassy, the 

Indonesian Airline Garuda and the Dutch Airline KLM. Although the BVD was not sure who was 

behind the threatening letters, these - in combination with some radical statements on how the RMS 

ideal should be realized - meant that the BVD had to stay alert. In the 1997 report this alertness is 

present as well. This is a result of the development since 1995 when third generation Moluccans 

became expressly interested in how the RMS ideal should be realized. Although demonstrations went 

down smoothly, there were some incidents of property destruction following the yearly celebration of 

the RMS. The 1998 report however, concluded that a considerable amount of politically motivated 

actions did not take place on Dutch ground and even concludes that there is a tendency among young 

Moluccans to apply the RMS ideal as a way of developing their own ethnic identity (Jaarverslag BVD 

1998: 57). Thus the RMS functioned as an ethnic symbol, as Steijlen concluded in his 1996 research. 

 In their 1998 research on Moluccan youngsters in the Netherlands, van de Calseijde and de 

Leur also discussed the RMS ideal. Their finding at the time was that the RMS mainly played an 
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important role for the older generation. For the third generation, time passed by and, as a result, the 

belief that the RMS could still be realized, was no longer realistic. A majority of the respondents 

shared the opinion that the RMS did not appeal to youngsters, although two respondents claimed that 

the RMS would revive among the third generation. Van de Calseijde and de Leur also stated that a 

decrease in RMS support leads to more radicalism among fanatics who are members of Moluccan 

political organisations (van de Calseijde and de Leur 1998: 72).  

This hypothesis can however be questioned since radicalism among RMS fanatics did not 

take place, or at least not in a violent manner as was the case during the radicalisation of the 1970s. 

There is also a decline in the membership of third generation Moluccans in political organisations. 

Veenman’s study from 2001 for instance stated that 7% of the respondents between 15 and 65 

claimed to be a member of a Moluccan political party. This is a very small proportion (compared to the 

1960s and 1970s) and is comprised of more men than women and often older Moluccans instead of 

youngsters (Veenman 2001: 112). This decrease in politically motivated actions can be a result of a 

different upbringing by their parents, a change in meaning given to the RMS, or a result of time 

passing by, which are possible explanations why the RMS ideal might have been considered 

unrealistic. Let me elaborate some more on these explanations. 

As already discussed above, van de Calseijde and de Leur mentioned that many respondents 

thought the RMS ideal was not realistic anymore as time went on. They however also stated that there 

is a change in perspective compared to the former generations. The ideal of return is separated from 

an independent state and many of their respondents were in favour of a free RMS, but did not want to 

return. Thus, though the RMS ideal would not seem to be realistic anymore, the majority of the 

respondents are in favour of a free RMS. How is this explained? In their 1999 article, van de Calseijde, 

de Leur and Verkuyten speak of a principle/practice dichotomy. On the one hand, all their interviewees 

had agreed that the past was full of injustices, but most of them moderated the conclusions drawn 

from this history. Many argued that it may be justified and good to hold on to the RMS ideal in 

principle, but pointed to the practical side; in other words that the RMS ideal should also be feasible 

and useful in the Netherlands. They therefore concluded that the principle of the RMS is 

acknowledged, but at the same time it is defined as unworkable and emotional, which, from their 

perspective, means continuity as well as a justification for a different view than the two previous 

generations had (Verkuyten, van de Calseijde and de Leur 1999: 69). Then what is this different view 

or meaning of RMS among third generation Moluccans according to the existing literature? 

The previous chapter already discussed three different meanings given to the RMS by 

Steijlen. To recapture: the first concerns the RMS as a symbol for the migration background of the 

Moluccans and an identity symbol, which determines the differences between Moluccans and other 

ethnic groups (thus, an ethnic symbol). The second concerns the expression of solidarity with the 

Moluccas, economically, but also to achieve a greater say over their own destiny (autonomy). And the 

third concerns striving for the realisation of the RMS proclamation of 1950 (independence). Steijlen 

concluded that the RMS has evolved into an ethnic symbol for the majority of Moluccans. This 

meaning could have changed since the mid 1990s until now. 
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 Veenman for example claimed that the RMS ideal has less influence on the identity formation 

of third generation Moluccans. This is according to Veenman a result of the amount of attention that is 

given to the RMS ideal in their upbringing, which was less than their parents had during their 

upbringing (Veenman 2001: 129). According to Smeets and Steijlen (2006: 339), there was a rising 

interest in the RMS in the 1990s, which was due to both an increase in information and a search for 

their roots and history. In my opinion, it is clear that there was an increase in interest for the RMS at 

the beginning of the 1990s, which was characterized by an increase in politically motivated actions. 

There is however a change in the sense that there was a decrease in politically motivated actions at 

the end of the 1990s until now. It is therefore important to examine whether this decrease in politically 

motivated actions is a result of a change in RMS influence on the identity formation and if this 

decrease in politically motivated actions also means a decrease in interest for and support of the RMS 

ideal. Furthermore, the three different meanings given to the RMS should be re-examined. Is it still 

explained as an ethnic symbol? And is there a difference in how third generation Moluccans explain 

the meaning of the RMS and what the RMS means to them personally? Nine cases shall now be 

analysed in order to provide better understanding of the above raised questions. 

 

 

3.2 Perceptions of their history: nine cases 

 

To determine whether they are familiar with their historical background, I asked the respondents to 

explain why their grandparents came to the Netherlands. With the exception of one, who was not too 

familiar with the history before arrival in the Netherlands, all explain that their grandfathers were KNIL 

soldiers and that following the independence of Indonesia, they could no longer stay there. They could 

not go to the Moluccas because of the proclamation of independence, and they had no guarantee to a 

secure life in Indonesia, because they had always served the Netherlands. All respondents refer to 

their arrival in the Netherlands as a temporary one. They also recognize that they had a choice, but 

the majority thinks that this was not a real choice, because if they had a real choice they would have 

stayed there. Only two respondents really mention that they were forced by ‘dienstbevel’. There was a 

small amount of stories of that time told by their grandparents or parents as Smeets and Steijlen as 

well as Veenman concluded. Many respondents had to find out on their own: 

 

We never really discussed that time, but we all knew. I mean, you are young and you notice, first of all, 

we don’t belong here, we all live together, why is that? And then, yes they tell. (32 year old male) 

 

Many stories were about the time in the barracks, which many respondents described in terms of 

happy memories. At least, these were the main memories that were shared. If you wanted to know 

more, you had to ask. The fact that stories were limited and that they had to find out for themselves 

was to some extent also true for the RMS. All respondents were raised in an environment where the 

RMS played a role; this however differs in the sense of the amount of importance that was given to the 

RMS ideal in their upbringing. For example, one respondent claims it did not play any role in her 
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upbringing, whereas another claims he was raised very political minded. Still, most respondents were 

raised in a family where the RMS played a role and for most of them it was just there: 

 

The RMS in my upbringing was just always there. It has not been imprinted that I should have hatred 

against Indonesia or something like that, not that way, but knowing where you come from, what the 

RMS is, that my grandfather has fought for it and that this is the reason why they came to the 

Netherlands, our four-colour, our flag and also that it is your own country, you have got your own 

language, it is at this point in occupation, but know that it is your homeland. (34 year old male)  

 

Respondents mentioned that the actions of the 1970s were also very much discussed at home. For 

some it was only basic information, for others it was discussed in an emotional way and for a minority 

the hijackers were perceived as heroes. When talking about the hijackings, all respondents showed 

their understanding and appreciation. To give some examples: 

 

I of course think it is sad for the people who were the victims of these actions, but I think that they 

really wanted attention for their cause from the Dutch government and they decided to do it this way. 

On the one hand I would really think why in such a way, but to really get that attention, it eventually 

had to end up in such an action (26 year old female). 

 

I still support those actions, I mean, I do understand. If I take into consideration the frustration of my 

grandparents at that time, I can imagine what kind of frustration it has been, also from my parents. So 

when I think about it, being somewhat older, then I do understand. I think, you are so powerless and it 

has also been a cry for attention, so yes, I do understand (32 year old male). 

 

I regret that people had to die, but if those actions had not happened, you would still had ignored us. 

On the other hand I must say that if you are prepared to give your life for the RMS ideal, no matter 

what the results were, the principle was right, you know. I don’t know if I would have the nerves to 

make such a choice, to give your life for a bigger cause, because you think it is a good cause. We 

really have been ignored. ‘There is no Moluccan problem, they complain too much’. In the mean time 

a whole generation grew up, who realized ‘my parents have done a lot for this country, then why do 

we live in camps’? Moluccans had for long let themselves be walked over before they became really 

pissed off (32 year old male). 

 

Despite this understanding and appreciation, all respondents agree that such actions belong to the 

past, as Smeets and Steijlen (2006: 340) already concluded. 

Thus, there was less attention for the history of the RMS in their upbringing in comparison with 

their parents and many had to find out for themselves, although most did learn the basic knowledge on 

the RMS and its history from their families. According to Smeets and Steijlen (2006: 339), this led to, 

on the one hand, an increase in interest for the RMS, which is mainly the result of growing up in a 

Moluccan neighbourhood, where the RMS was present, as some of my respondents also 
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acknowledged. On the other hand, it could also lead to a decrease in interest for the RMS, or a 

decrease of influence of the RMS on their identity formation, as Veenman (2001: 129) concluded. This 

could be a result of the approach by a second generation, which was raised in a strict environment 

where deviated opinions were not tolerated, wanting their children to grow up in an environment where 

they could make their own decisions concerning the RMS. Many respondents pointed out that they 

were free to decide what the RMS means to them.  

In analysing this part of history, from the arrival to the radicalisation, we can conclude that 

existing frames were not really present. As already stated above, two respondents mentioned a forced 

arrival to the Netherlands in the form of a ‘dienstbevel’. They however do not give any valuation of this 

forced migration. Only one respondent gives a valuation to this forced migration when he talked about 

living in a small village as Vaassen: 

 

We were not allowed to speak Malay on school. I understand that in some way, but we were also not 

allowed to write RMS on our books or stickers in primary school. People keep reminding you that you 

are different and then something like that is not allowed. They thought it was ridiculous when you 

spoke Malay; they would say: ‘we are in the Netherlands you know’. But they forget that I did not make 

the choice to be here. We all knew that we were not here because of the money, but because our 

grandfathers were just dragged to the Netherlands. Every Moluccan knows that, I hope (32 year old 

male). 

 

In discussing the radicalisation, only three of the respondents mention unfair treatment and a promise 

made by the Dutch government. There is however a sense of distance to these frames as they talk 

about it, more in the sense of telling how their parents had told them, or how they experienced it. One 

respondent also acknowledged a certain distance, despite his feeling towards this part of history: 

 

When I think about my grandparents, who came here with nothing and still had the hope and desire to 

return and eventually still passed away here, then you can get a bit upset. What comes to mind at 

such a moment is what a dirty trick was that, to fool my grandparents that way. And then, those 

actions were a reaction of the second generation, who sensed this feeling from their parents. For us, 

the third generation, there is a certain distance, and if I already get angry thinking about it, you can 

imagine how it affects my uncles and aunts, who were even closer (29 year old male). 

 

Thus, there is a small amount of frames in telling this part of history and there is an apparent distance 

between the third generation and the previous generations. In my opinion these two frames still exist, 

but it definitely has become a minor issue in their explanation of their history, as Verkuyten, van de 

Calseijde and de Leur also concluded by stating that conclusions drawn from this history were 

moderated (1999: 69). This can be related to the amount of attention given to this history at home, 

which can also result in either an increase or decrease in RMS support in the form of actions. The 

development in an increase of politically motivated actions for the RMS in the 1990s and a decrease 

of such actions at the end of the 1990s, as discussed above, is verified by the majority of the 
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respondents in this research. What is of course interesting is an examination of this development in 

order to find out if this decrease of actions also means a decrease in RMS support. 

 

 

3.3 The RMS then and now 

 

All of my respondents, except the two women, who are not interested in politics and commit 

themselves only to the Moluccan culture (although for one of these women, RMS is part of that 

culture), stated that they have been reasonably active for the RMS in their younger years. This entails 

participating in demonstrations, joining the yearly celebrations of the RMS, joining youth meetings, 

donating money and developing oneself. Two examples: 

 

In my younger years I thought it was great taking part in demonstrations and demonstrating in front of 

the Indonesian Embassy. You walk there because you support the RMS and in front of the Indonesian 

Embassy everybody becomes really passionate about what they are doing. Later I joined a study 

group and there you had to distance yourself a bit from the RMS and be fully committed to the 

Moluccas. At that point I really made the choice to commit myself to the Moluccas. This is also part of 

the RMS, only they don’t talk about the RMS (31 year old male). 

 

I have been active for the RMS in going to the RMS celebration and to go into the history of the RMS. 

It is very hard to really commit yourself to the RMS, without coming in contact with the law, because 

everybody who went for it, came into conflict with the law. I have committed myself to the RMS by 

studying it and have been active in that way. If you go into the RMS history and know everything about 

the Moluccas, then I think you are committed enough and then you don’t have to yell and participate in 

demonstrations (32 year old male). 

 

All the respondents went to the yearly celebrations and all, except for one, have in the past worn RMS 

symbols. This confirms the connection that exists between the RMS and their Moluccan identity. There 

are however differences between the respondents. Some believe that wearing these symbols as a 

way to show that you are Moluccan is something of the past. Others, who do not wear the symbols 

anymore, do still think that the RMS is connected to their identity.  

 

I used to wear RMS symbols, but that is not necessary anymore. That is what they all say right 

(pointing at his heart) Blue, white, green and red, that is in here, I know I am Moluccan. In the old days 

you wore emblems to show that you are a Moluccan (29 year old male). 

 

This relationship between the RMS and identity is different for all respondents; not everyone believes 

that the RMS is a determining factor for their identity. One respondent stated that the RMS was not at 

all a determining factor and never has been. For another two respondents, it is something of the past 

and thus do not make a connection between being Moluccan and the RMS. For the other six it is part 
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of their identity, although there are nuances between the respondents. Three different views on this 

will be presented here with an extract. 

 

RMS is the four-colour, it stands for Maluku, for my identity, where I come from and it therefore 

determines my identity (26 year old female). 

 

It is part of it. I do not know how to explain it, it is not like I have a kind of box that is called RMS, or 

something like that. It is just intertwined with who I am, it is part of my roots. It is something that 

formed me, that I support and defend to the extent that it is necessary (32 year old male). 

 

The RMS is connected to your identity, you are the RMS, you grew up with the RMS. In principle, 

when you are raised with the RMS, then you also belong to the RMS. Then you know what you are 

talking about. I am a RMS supporter, but not so fanatic as I used to be, but it is still inside of me, it is a 

part of who I am (31 year old male). 

 

To give an analysis of this section, one can clearly see a change in support, in the form of actions for 

the RMS. In their younger years most respondents participated in demonstrations, meetings and went 

to the yearly celebrations of the RMS and they wore RMS symbols. This is something from the past for 

most of them. They now lead a different kind of life, where actions are no longer an option. However, 

some of the respondents do at times visit the RMS celebration. For those who do not visit the RMS 

celebration, it is related to the location. Many respondents mentioned that they were not going any 

more, or less often, since the former location, the Houtrusthallen in The Hague, was burnt down. This 

change in support in the form of actions does not, however, change the support for the RMS in the 

sense that it decreased among the majority of my respondents. This is very much related to the 

relationship between the RMS and their identity as shown above, and can be further explained by 

looking at the meaning that is given to the RMS. 

 

3.4 The difference between the RMS ideal and their personal ideal 

 

In explaining the RMS ideal, many respondents mention a call for independence and describe it as a 

struggle for the realisation of the RMS. To give two examples: 

 

The RMS is a struggle for our identity. For who we are, were we come from and that is the four-colour 

and everybody picks this up in a different way (26 year old female). 

 

The RMS is a well-considered and justified struggle of a people who want freedom. It is honest, we 

are one people, why can’t we have our own country? (32 year old male). 

 

This last respondent clearly states that it is a justified struggle, an important frame within the RMS 

movement. Although this respondent was the only one who mentioned this frame, there is no doubt 
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that all respondents agree with this statement. None of the respondents question the legitimacy of the 

RMS proclamation. Many consider the RMS as an ideal because, despite its proclamation, it is still 

part of Indonesia. It is therefore described by many as a struggle as well. When comparing their 

explanations with the three meanings Steijlen mentioned, the majority of the respondents explained it 

as striving for a realisation of the RMS proclamation of 1950. For two respondents the explanation of 

the RMS is the same as what the RMS means to them personally, in other words, striving for 

independence. But this is not the same for all respondents. One respondent for example, explains it 

clearly as an ethnic symbol:  

 

I am a South Moluccan, RMS is the South Moluccan Republic, so I am the RMS. Our grandparents 

come from the Moluccas and it is the reason why we are here (32 year old male). 

 

There are also some respondents who clearly consider the personal meaning of the RMS as 

something that is in their hearts, but even more how they value the RMS in their own lives, in the 

sense of commitment. 

 

It means that I am a descendant from the RMS. It is in my heart, but I propagate it less than I did when 

I was younger. That is a result of me leaving Vaassen and also because of my life. In that sense I’ve 

given up the struggle, because I know that it is not going to happen. The reason why I previously was 

committed to the struggle, was because of my grandparents and my parents. They fought for the RMS 

for years and were treated impolitely and for them I would do it. While for me, it is of course great if the 

RMS would be realized and we would gain independence and we would have our own country, but 

never saw it happen and that becomes now even less (31 year old male). 

 

What does the RMS mean to me? I know that I can mean something to other Moluccans. I think the 

RMS ideal should be intertwined with how you act and it does not have to be in public, it just needs to 

be there, you know, an awareness that it is just honest and you still support it (32 year old male). 

 

Most respondents however explain the personal meaning of the RMS as a wish for a free Moluccas 

and the RMS as a vision for this wish: 

 

The Moluccas and the RMS used to be one, part of each other. But since the Kerusuhan, a free 

Moluccas is of more importance to me, thus not so much RMS, but a free Moluccas for the people 

there, free from repression instead of full independence (34 year old male). 

 

For me personally the RMS is a vision for a free Moluccas, but I do not only see a free Moluccas 

under the RMS, or at least its name. For me it is more important to see a free Moluccas than seeing 

the name RMS (29 year old male). 
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If we make an analysis of the above, all three meanings mentioned by Steijlen are present in some 

way or another. There is however a difference in how respondents explain the RMS ideal and what it 

personally means to them. For some, it is a political ideal; striving for independence as proclaimed in 

1950. Others describe it as a wish for a free Moluccas. This personal meaning given to the RMS also 

results in a different interpretation of what the RMS should look like. All respondents are of the opinion 

that the RMS should be realized. There is however disagreement whether this should be the same 

RMS as proclaimed in 1950 and also about its feasibility. The majority of the respondents are satisfied 

with the Moluccas as an autonomous state, instead of full independence, although all respondents 

hope that independence will be realized some day. This is mainly related to the dependent position of 

the Moluccas from Indonesia. 

 

Of course you want independence for the Moluccas, but not at the expense of bloodshed or a 

downturn. Then I rather see autonomy. That it is just an autonomic province, that is my preference. 

And that it is calm on the Moluccas, that my family who lives there can live in peace and quiet (31 year 

old male).  

 

I used to be very black-and-white, no autonomy. But the Moluccas will always be dependent on Java. 

If you speak in terms of a free South Moluccas at the expense of everything or autonomy, then 

autonomy (32 year old male). 

 

Besides this change of perspective in what kind of state the RMS should be, independent or 

autonomous, there is also a change in perspective on what the RMS entails. In the proclamation of 

1950, the RMS contains the South Moluccas. Three of the respondents however are of opinion that it 

should be the entire Moluccan islands, thus North, East, South and West (Serikat). 

 

I believe that independence should be realized some day. I however do not think that it should be only  

the South Moluccas. I am in favour of the entire Moluccas and within the Moluccas you can make 

provinces, like we have in the Netherlands. If you only focus on the South Moluccas, you restrict 

yourself and you deprive the others. It should be a free Moluccas for everybody, period (29 year old 

male). 

 

I will now make a conclusion of this chapter to get an understanding of the contemporary meaning of 

the RMS as it is explained and what it means to them personally and why the decrease in politically 

motivated actions does not necessarily mean a decrease in RMS support. 
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3.5 Conclusion 

 

The 1990s was characterized as a period where an interest for the RMS increased among third 

generation Moluccans, which entailed an increase in politically motivated actions. This development 

changed. Veenman concluded that the RMS had less influence on the identity formation among third 

generation Moluccans. This was clearly the case at the end of the 1990s, and still is today, and is 

characterized by a decrease in politically motivated actions. This was also evident in the nine central 

cases in this thesis. All of my respondents, except for one, wore RMS symbols when they were 

teenagers and acknowledged that they mainly wore those emblems to show that they are Moluccans. 

All of the male respondents were involved in politically motivated actions when they were younger, 

although on a small scale. This decrease in politically motivated actions can first of all be explained by 

looking at how the RMS is explained and what its personal meaning was for the respondents.  

 There are of course differences amongst respondents in explaining the RMS and what this 

means to each of them. The majority of the respondents mention striving for independence. Thus they 

explained it as a political ideal, comparable with the meaning Steijlen represented as a struggle for the 

realisation of the RMS ideal as proclaimed in 1950. The meaning of the RMS to the respondents 

personally was described as a wish and vision for a free Moluccas, but more in the sense of autonomy 

instead of full independence. We can therefore conclude that there has been a change in perspective 

in the sense that the respondents, as teenagers, used the RMS as integral part of their identity 

formation, but as they grew older, they no longer needed the RMS to explain who they are. Despite 

the fact that the RMS is still part of them, only one respondent explained the RMS as an ethnic 

symbol. 

 The meaning given to the RMS would imply an increase in politically motivated actions but, as 

already concluded, this is not the case. None of my respondents is a member of a political 

organisation, nor are they explicitly politically orientated. The majority pointed out that there is a lack of 

appearance of the RMS government as well as a lack of progression. The majority however still 

supports the RMS ideal and hopes for a realisation thereof. For them, supporting the RMS is more 

important than actions. 

 This support for the RMS ideal is present among the majority of the respondents, which is in 

my opinion a result of still existing frames. There are some that played a role in explaining their 

history, such as a forced arrival to the Netherlands and an unfair treatment by the Dutch government. 

Both these frames were moderated, because of a certain distance to this history compared to the 

former generations, a free upbringing and also because time passed by, as Verkuyten, van de 

Calseijde and de Leur also had mentioned. There is indeed a principle/practice dichotomy. One 

important frame however, is that the RMS is based on international agreements and that it is therefore 

legal and just. Because of this conviction, the RMS ideal is still of importance to the third generation. 

 By knowing that support for a political ideal is still present among the majority of the 

respondents, it is interesting to examine if there is still a homeland orientation. As already described in 

the introduction, this entails an examination of the question whether the Moluccan diaspora still 

relates, personally or vicariously, to the homeland and if this relationship is based on ethno-communal 
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consciousness and solidarity, which reaches across political boundaries. This means maintenance or 

restoration and the independence, safety and prosperity of their homeland. This will be examined by 

first looking at the perceptions of the conflict on Ambon according to the respondents, compared to the 

academic understanding of the conflict. Second, the responses to the conflict will be examined, in the 

form of actions and initiatives to affect change in the conflict situation, which will be discussed in 

chapter four and five. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



36 

 

                            

4. The conflict on Ambon: Perceptions of the causes and factors  

 

This fourth chapter examines how the Moluccan diaspora perceived the conflict on Ambon from 1999-2002/2004, 

in order to get an understanding of their involvement with the conflict at the time and if there is a certain ‘diaspora 

perspective’. The focus will be on how the third generation perceived the main parties, the role of religion and the 

role of separatism in the conflict. Before the perceptions of the respondents on the role of religion, separatism and 

the main parties of the conflict will be discussed, there will first be given a scholarly analysis of the conflict. The 

first section contains three hypotheses, which are developed by three different scholars and are related to the role 

of religion, the role of separatism and the main parties in the conflict. The first is that the conflict acquired a purely 

religious rather than an ethnic or geographic character. The second is that the conflict was fought under the 

pretext of religious differences, but in actuality was a struggle for scarce resources of land, due to transmigration. 

And the third concerns the ideological formation of the Laskar Jihad, that shifted from an ethno-religious 

construction (Indonesia is an Islamic state) to an ethno-nationalist construction (Indonesia is an Islamic state 

under the threat of Christian separatism in the form of RMS/FKM). The second part of this chapter will examine 

how the nine respondents perceive the conflict in comparison with the scholarly analysis, to determine if there is a 

certain ‘diaspora perspective’ on the conflict. 

 

 

4.1 The causes and factors of the conflict: an analysis 

 

The conflict on Ambon from 1999 until 2002 erupted after a period of severe economic crisis and 

regime change in Indonesia in 1998. The New Order regime27 of president Suharto had ended and 

had left its marks in Indonesian society. Conflict erupted, not only on Ambon, but since 1998 on 

several islands in the Indonesian archipelago. Many had an ethno-religious character, such as in Poso 

on Central Sulawesi and in Central and West-Kalimantan and in Maluku. The conflict on Ambon 

started with a fight between youth gangs in Ambon City on January 19, 1999, (van Klinken 2008: 2) 

and evolved into a full-scale war that soon spread to other islands in the Moluccan province, such as 

Ceram, Buru, Haruku and Saparua and a couple of months later also to North Maluku and the Kei 

islands in Southeast Maluku. The conflict can be roughly divided in three phases (Spyer 2002; Adam 

et al. 2007). While the first phase of the conflict mainly existed of mass destruction of churches and 

mosques and violent confrontations between Ambonese Christians and Muslims, using traditional and 

homemade weapons, the conflict deteriorated in the so-called second phase that started after May 

2000. With the arrival of Laskar Jihad, which had brought with them a large amount of professional 

arms to support the Muslim community, the Christians found themselves outnumbered and outgunned 

(Spyer 2002: 5). Around 2002, the total number of direct killings due to the conflict in the Moluccan 

region was estimated at around 10,000 (Adam 2008: 2). When in 2002 the Malino II Peace Agreement 

was signed, tensions remained, which Spyer considered in her article of 2002 the third and ongoing 

                                                
27 The New Order was the regime under Suharto from 1967 until 1998. It was based on a united nation in a unitary state and 
was guided by the Constitution of 1945 and its main and only legitimate ideology Pancasila, which is based on the five principles 
of nationalism, internationalism, representative government, social prosperity and social justice and the belief in God (Bertrand 
2004: 31-38). 
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phase. This can be considered well judged as we take into account the eruption of violence in Ambon 

City in 2004, which will be discussed later. 

According to Gerry van Klinken the conflict first appeared to be an attack by indigenous 

Ambonese against Muslim transmigrants28, but it acquired a purely religious, rather than an ethnic or 

geographic character (van Klinken 2001: 4 and 2008: 3). This hypothesis is based on his argument 

that there were no longer attacks between indigenous Ambonese (Protestants) and non-Ambonese 

migrants (Muslims) alone, but also attacks involving Ambonese Muslims. To get an understanding of 

this argument, it is important to take into account the social tensions in Ambonese society between 

indigenous Ambonese and Muslim transmigrants, which were a result of the New Order policies of the 

Suharto period. An important consequence of this policy is that due to the established patrimonial 

networks and the policy of transmigrasi, the balance between Muslims and Christians was disrupted.  

According to Jacques Bertrand, both groups were competing for power through patrimonial 

networks since the Islamicization of the Suharto regime in the 1990s. The fall of Suharto and therefore 

the end of the New Order, had as a result that certain Muslims as well as Christians were afraid of 

losing their status and power.29 Religious identities were highly politicised since colonial times and 

played an important role in the competition for positions. (Bertrand 2004: 115). Young Christians and 

Muslims had to compete for limited work and were dependent on the patrimonial networks. The 

economic crisis of 1997/1998 intensified the already present distrust and resentment towards each 

other and in particular of Christians towards Muslims, which was eventually not limited to attacks 

between Ambonese Christians and Muslim transmigrants, but also between Christian and Muslim 

Ambonese, which is difficult to understand taking into account the religious tolerance on the island that 

goes far back in history. 

This religious tolerance is based on the believe that the Ambonese all originated from 

Nunusaku, a sacred mountain on the island of Ceram and believe that there is one God. Islam and 

Christianity came thus basically to be viewed as variations of the same faith and lived according to the 

customs and laws (adat) that were laid down by their common ancestors. The pela alliance system is 

part of adat and is thus based on the ancestors. It is the strongest link of the chain joining Muslims and 

Christians on the Ambonese islands and the common bridge would, according to Bartels, disappear if 

the ancestors would be eradicated (Bartels 2005: 136-137). This is also how he explains why the pela 

alliance system between Christian and Muslim villages could not prevent the violence between both 

religious groups. The role of traditional adat beliefs in Christian and Muslim villages had decreased 

and thus also Muslim-Christian brotherhood (Bartels 2005: 138).30 Bartels however also states that 

while the conflict was fought under the pretext of religious differences, it is very much possible that the 

conflict was actually a struggle for the increasingly scarce resources of land, due to overpopulation 

(Bartels 2005: 140-141). This hypothesis is based on a long history of feuds between clans and other 

                                                
28 Most migrants in Maluku come from South Sulawesi, also known as BBM, which stands for Bugis, Buton and Makassar 
migrants.  
29 Taking the history of favouritism of Ambonese Christians by the Dutch into account - that had created a political divide 
between Christians and Muslims - the Suharto period had given Muslims access to positions formally held by Christians 
(Betrand 2004: 117). 
30 The church had since the 1970s demonised the ancestors as being un-Christian; the younger generation Muslims embraced 
Islamic universalism; and due to ‘Indonesianisation’ of the Ambonese society, the traditional system of government based on 
adat was replaced with the Javanese system of village government. 
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factions over political, adat, and economic reasons that have little to do with religion but with land 

scarcity (Bartels 2005: 140). Bartels gives several examples of which one concerns two Muslim 

villages who also fought against each other because of existing problems concerning land, to show 

that land issues, rather than religious animosity, caused violence during the conflict (Bartels 2005: 

141).  

 

4.2 Involved parties and their motives 

 

Patricia Spyer states that social changes in Ambon society as before mentioned had created a 

situation where conflict was waiting to happen. There is however something missing in this 

explanation, which is according to Spyer the role of agency – for example the networks of militant 

Muslims, thugs, the police and the military – and the role of imagination and construction of 

information, misinformation and disinformation (Spyer 2002: 4). She considers Ambon City just before 

the conflict, as ‘a murky terrain’ where misinformation mixed with suspicion, images of an enemy other 

and discourse could trigger large scale violence. Spyer argues that there was a lack of specificity to 

agency, which created a sense of ‘phantom danger’ that provoked fear and even new violence (Spyer 

2002: 11). There are, however, some remarks to be made on parties involved in the conflict. 

In the first phase of the conflict, clashes mainly existed between youth gangs, where violence 

took the form of gang warfare, which Jon Goss exemplifies with the distinction of the groups by their 

head ties; white for Muslims and red for Christians (Goss 2004: 12). These youth gangs were, 

according to Jeroen Adam et al., important sources of recruitment for the existing Christian militias.31 

These militias controlled the first phase of the conflict. Bertrand also mentions the involvement of 

gangs and thugs, which are according to him a habitual use by the state and argues that besides this 

use of thugs, the amount of violence can be explained with the role of provocateurs and the 

involvement of the security forces (Betrand 2004: 123). Conspiracy theories about a direct 

involvement of Jakarta in creating unrest were not uncommon during and after the conflict.32 Van 

Klinken mentions army officers who had contacts with Jakarta. Although the direct connection 

between the involvement of the security sector and Jakarta to create unrest is not proven, it is 

important to highlight the role of the security forces in the conflict.   

Muhammad Azca examined the role of the army and police in Ambon and concluded that the 

security sector was a trigger factor in the conflict, by either using unnecessary violence or by siding 

with co-religionists33. There were a lot of casualties caused by bullet fire coming from troops and some 

members of the security sector sometimes played a role as a trigger factor in instigating further 

clashes (Azca 2004: 7). Van Klinken however states that while there were many incidents where 

soldiers were taking sides and it looked as if they were tolerated by commanding officers, he is of the 

                                                
31 Those Christian militias were the Laskar Kristus and Coker, of which the latter mainly absorbed Christian Ambonese 
youngsters from Jakarta, who took their existing feuds in Jakarta to Ambon (Adam et al. 2007: 976). 
32 Van Klinken states that the suddenness of the outbreak of the violence, around election time and in a province that had 
known nothing like this before, creates suspicion of an elite affair. He mentions local elites, such as village or district heads, who 
were named as direct protagonists in the conflict. Possible goals of these elites were according to him the spoils of office, which 
is a clientelist network based on religion (Van Klinken 2001: 18). 
33 The members of the police force on Ambon are predominantly Christian and were perceived by Muslims as biased towards 
Christians. During the conflict, soldiers from other parts of Indonesia were deployed on Ambon, who were predominantly Muslim 
and thus considered by Christians as biased towards Muslims.  
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opinion that those officers connected to Jakarta did not instigate the conflict. The involvement of 

soldiers and police officers in the conflict by taking sides is proof of a security apparatus in serious 

disarray: a failure of the state, rather than a plan from Jakarta to create unrest (van Klinken 2001: 8). 

 Taking both conclusions into consideration, one could wrap up by saying that because of the 

failure of the security sector, which was characterized by some members of the security forces taking 

sides, the conflict deteriorated heavily. The involvement of members of the security apparatus did 

instigate further clashes, but cannot be considered proof of a plan from Jakarta to create unrest in 

Maluku. This is clearly visible with the arrival of the Laskar Jihad on Ambon in 2000. Although the 

arrival of the Laskar Jihad was expressly forbidden by then President Abdurrahman Wahid, the 

‘Mujahedeen’ nevertheless, according to Goss, arrived ‘on state-owned vessels unhindered, and in 

fact abetted, by security forces’ (Goss 2004: 15). No attempt was made by the army or police to stop 

the Mujahedeen, despite orders of President Wahid to arrest them if they went. Moreover, containers 

of arms were awaiting them and the Laskar Jihad seems to have been assisted by some military 

forces already present on Ambon (International Crisis Group 2000: 18). The claim that interests of 

elites in Jakarta continue to influence the military, as was the case during the New Order period, 

through the exploitation of old loyalties and funds, is hard to proof as well as to deny (International 

Crisis Group 2000: 20). It is however clear that the Laskar Jihad received help and that it played an 

important role in the conflict in that its arrival shifted the balance between the fighting parties to the 

Muslim side. It is therefore interesting to examine the goals and motives of the Laskar Jihad more 

closely. 

In comparison with the before mentioned Christian militias, Laskar Jihad was very organized in 

terms of institution-building, networking and media-performance (Mulyadi 2003: 96). It was the 

paramilitary wing of the Sunni Communication Forum (FKAWJ)34 and was founded by Jafar Umar 

Thalib on January 30, 2000, to protect the Muslim population from Christians on Ambon. Due to the 

Christian majority on Ambon, the attacks on Muslims and the inability of the Indonesian government to 

resolve the conflict, 3,000 Mujahedeen went to Ambon, which as a result outnumbered and outgunned 

the Christians. The FKAWJ used the Internet to spread their view and ideology worldwide. Besides 

providing daily news on the conflict, where photographs played an important role in presenting the 

conflict, they created an image of a unified Muslim community in their online presentations (Bräuchler 

2004: 274).  

According to Sukidi Mulyadi, Laskar Jihad had connections with the radical Salafi movement in 

Saudi-Arabia, which contributed to the issue of a religious decree of Jihad in Maluku by Laskar Jihad35 

(Mulyadi 2003: 83). Kirsten Schulze however claims that Laskar Jihad is a ‘home grown’ rather than 

an international Jihadist organisation, despite its connection to radical Salafism and Saudi-Arabia. It is 

a product of the conflict on Ambon and the inability of the Indonesian government to resolve the 

conflict (Schulze 2002: 58). Although there was considerable attention for other Jihadi groups around 

the world on the FKAWJ website, also containing a global statement that Christians and Jews are 

                                                
34 A neo-fundamentalist or neo-Salafy organisation, with the mission to purify and spread Islam in terms of the beliefs of the first 
generation followers of the Prophet Muhammed. 
35 The declared Jihad was based on decrees or Fatwâs of seven Muftîs (religious scholars) of which most of them are from 
Saudi-Arabia (Mulyadi 2003:87). 
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allied to destroy Islam worldwide, Merlyna Lim too claims that it is a rather nationalist narrative that 

was part of the global narrative of a Christian and Jewish conspiracy against Islam (Lim 2005: 18-20).  

 This nationalist narrative that Lim speaks of was based on the believe that Maluku was 

predominantly Muslim and that Maluku has a dark history of disloyalty to the nation-state (Lim 2005: 

10).36 The Christian Ambonese have been perceived as unfaithful and disloyal to the Indonesian state 

by siding with the Dutch and proclaiming the RMS. This narrative was repeated during the conflict, by 

stating that the RMS was the leading actor in the conflict. Laskar Jihad thus used the narrative of a 

Christian conspiracy to destroy Indonesia as the world’s largest Muslim country and considered the 

RMS and the FKM (Front Kedaulatan Maluku - Maluku Sovereignty Front) as the leading actors in 

Maluku in this conspiracy. What kind of organisation was the FKM and what exactly was the role of 

separatism in the conflict on Ambon? 

 

4.3 Separatist ideologies 

 

The conspiracy theory that the RMS was involved in the conflict was already present after the first 

month of the starting of the conflict on Ambon. Especially two books written in 2000 by Rustam Kastor 

(a retired commander, native Moluccan and an influential Islamic ideologue during the conflict) were 

perceived as evidence for non-Moluccan Muslims that the conflict in Maluku was about Christian 

separatism and that Moluccans from abroad were involved (Steijlen 2005: 10).  

 When looking at the stages of the ideological formation of the Laskar Jihad, Kathleen Turner 

formulates a hypothesis stating that there was first an ethno-religious construction to mobilise 

Indonesian Muslims for the Jihad. Portraying the Indonesian state as pro-Christian resonated with 

Muslims on Ambon. The second however is according to Turner an ethno-nationalist construction. In 

this stage Laskar Jihad portrayed the Indonesian state as an Islamic state under threat from Christian 

separatists. Jihad as a religious struggle became a national struggle of Indonesian Muslims, where 

Islam represented the core of the nation (Turner 2006: 206)37. The RMS in the ideology of the Laskar 

Jihad was portrayed as a Christian Moluccan Republic (Republik Maluku Serani) and was perceived 

as a threat for Indonesian Muslims as well as the Indonesian state. RMS thus played a role in the 

conflict: not only in the ideology of the Laskar Jihad, but also in the ideology of the FKM. The RMS 

was also the reason for the eruption of violence after two years of relative ease on Ambon, which was 

strongly related to the FKM. 

 The FKM (Front Kedaulatan Maluku) was declared on December 18, 2000, in Ambon City, 

with Alex Manuputty as chairman, as a response to the activities of the Laskar Jihad. It is a small 

group of a few hundred, mainly Christian, Moluccans that considered itself as continuing the RMS 

struggle for independence from Indonesia. They do not represent the larger Christian community on 

Ambon, who disapprove of the deliberately provocative actions of the FKM (International Crisis Group 

                                                
36 This rhetoric was present throughout Indonesia through history class textbooks. It holds that the inhabitants of Maluku were 
once Muslims. It is argued that this identity is demonstrated by the stories of the glory and prosperity of the Islamic Sultanates of 
Ternate and Tidore before the Portuguese colonized the islands.   
37 I would like to make a nuance in arguing that this second stage is not only an ethno-nationalist construction, but rather an 
ethno-religious-nationalist construction, because the nationalist struggle is a struggle for an Islamic state. The role of religion is 
therefore still of importance. 
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2004: 2). The ideology of the FKM existed of the ethno-cultural sameness of the Ambonese 

community who are connected to the ancestors of the indigenous Ambonese from the island of 

Ceram, the Alifuru race (Turner 2006: 178) and combined it with a modern discourse of minority status 

and human rights. The combination of separatism and race, provided the basis of a nation with 

nationalist rights (Turner 2006: 182). The FKM was a real exponent of the RMS involved in the conflict 

for the first time, but lost its appeal and support after its leaders Manuputty and Waileruny were 

arrested in 2002 and with the abolishment of the Laskar Jihad that same year (Steijlen 2005: 12). 

 In 2004 the FKM was again in the picture when violence erupted in Ambon City on 25 April, 

after some 75 supporters of the FKM held a ceremony in front of Alex Manuputty’s house to 

commemorate the 54th anniversary of the founding of the RMS (International Crisis Group 2004: 1). 

Every year the anniversary of the RMS is commemorated on Ambon on a small scale with the raising 

of the flag, which always leads to arrests. This year however tensions were present, because of 

rumours that the FKM supporters would march into Muslim neighbourhoods with the RMS flag on 25 

April, which was also the case.38 Violence erupted that lasted until the first week of May 2004 and was 

very much characterized by the use of snipers, of which the perpetrators are unidentified (International 

Crisis Group 2004: 8). On 30 April the death toll was over 30, mainly Muslims and killed by bullets and 

hundreds of houses were burned in mainly Christian neighbourhoods (International Crisis Group 2004: 

4). 

Although Schulze claimed in her article, written at the end of the conflict in 2002, that the FKM 

is not a credible threat without support and arms, and the RMS is a movement of the past, therefore 

concluding that separatism was and is not imminent in the conflict on Ambon (Schulze 2002: 64), this 

eruption of violence in 2004 clearly proves the opposite. Turner already stated that it is evident that the 

ideological framework of the FKM maintains a firm hold in the mindset of the Ambonese (Turner 2006: 

187), which this outburst of violence demonstrated. RMS sentiments were still very much present 

among Christians, as well as Muslims in Ambonese society in 2004. 

Thus to recapture this section; due to already existing social tensions in Ambonese society 

that were a cause of patrimonial networks based on religion, conflict could erupt on religious lines. Van 

Klinken’s hypothesis that the conflict acquired a purely religious rather than an ethnic or geographic 

character, can therefore be considered partly true in that the conflict had a religious character, but the 

underlying cause was rather ethnic (transmigrants) and possibly also geographic (land scarcity), as 

Bartels hypothesis stated. Transmigrasi can be considered an important contributor to the social 

tensions in Ambonese society. The amount of violence that erupted is mainly a result of a failing 

security sector. Due to this failure, the Laskar Jihad was able to arrive on Ambon, which disrupted the 

balance between the fighting parties in favour of the Muslim population on Ambon. The Laskar Jihad 

can be considered an important party during the conflict from 1999-2002, in having been able to 

mobilise Muslims for Jihad, based on the assumption that separatism in the form of FKM/RMS was a 

threat to national security and Islam in general. The hypothesis stated by Turner that the shift in the 

ideology of the Laskar Jihad from an ethno-religious to an ethno-nationalist construction, can be 
                                                

38When the supporters were arrested after raising the RMS flag in front of Manuputty’s house, they were marched under police 
control to the police station, with RMS flags and crossing a Muslim neighbourhood. Some supporters were taken into custody; 
others were released and marched back from the police station, again with RMS flags, but without a police escort, through a 
Muslim neighbourhood. This time Muslim youngsters were awaiting them. 
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considered proof of the importance of the RMS during the conflict. In 1999-2002, the RMS was 

present in the ideology of the Laskar Jihad and the established FKM and in 2004 the RMS played a 

major role as being the main reason for the eruption of violence.  

The remaining of this chapter will examine how the conflict was perceived among the 

respondents interviewed during this research, by examining their perceptions of the conflict and in 

particular of the role of religion, the main parties and the role of separatism, as discussed in this first 

section. 

 

4.4 The causes and factors of the conflict: a diaspora perspective 

 

There are several explanations for how the conflict started in 1999. Very few actually know how the 

conflict started; what they do know is that it was a conflict between Christians and Muslims. Only two 

respondents mention an individual conflict as a starting point of the larger conflict, with another two 

respondents claiming that there were tensions between transmigrants and the indigenous population. 

To give an example of both views: 

 

Tensions existed between Christians and Muslims because one of these groups felt neglected. That is 

how it started. Then someone was murdered; this was the beginning of the end. People began to take 

revenge on each other; from families to neighbours, from neighbours to districts. Transmigrants also 

played a role, in the sense that ‘people from outside are taking our jobs’ (34 year old male). 

 

I heard that it started with a fight between a cab driver and a betjak driver, who came from a Muslim 

district. Then it intensified between different districts, finally resulting into a Muslim-Christian conflict 

(29 year old male). 

 

All respondents agree that the conflict was fought on religious lines. There is however disagreement 

whether religion was the main cause of the conflict. Six respondents mention for example that it is 

strange that after centuries of religious cooperation and peacefully living together, such a conflict 

erupted. When asked what they think is left of the pela alliance system during and after the conflict, 

the majority believes that the pela alliance has become less important for the Moluccas compared to 

its meaning and importance among the Moluccan diaspora in the Netherlands. Some think, but do not 

know for sure, that pela’s fought against each other or, at the very least, did not help each other. As 

one respondent explained: 

 

Pela was destroyed during the conflict but is now being restored. But you should help each other in 

times of need and this did not always happen (29 year old male) 

 

Four respondents think that it was a religious conflict, the remaining five do not consider religion the 

main cause. Two reasons are to be distinguished. The first is that religion became an important factor 
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because it was portrayed by the media as a religious conflict. And second, religion was used to either 

set people against each other or as a means to mobilise people.  

 

It is strange that after so many centuries Moluccans suddenly began to fight each other and that you 

would hear ridiculous stories of how Moluccan Muslims or Christians were being incited. Well now, if 

you think about it rationally, then there has to be a certain party behind it. I find it hard to believe that 

people can start such a large-scale conflict on their own, it is impossible. Which parties are behind it is 

difficult to say; it can be anyone. It worked out for somebody at least and it also couldn’t be any other 

way. Religion is so easy to misuse, why wouldn’t you use it to incite a conflict? And yes, it worked (32 

year old male).  

 

Although this respondent stated that the instigator could be anyone, the majority of the respondents 

are very clear on who they thought was behind the conflict or who could profit from such a conflict, 

namely the army and the Indonesian government. There are three different explanations of why the 

government and the army would instigate the conflict. To give an example of all three: 

 

There is a certain bond within the Moluccan community, because of the pela and bongso alliance, a 

reconcilement between Muslims and Christians. For centuries they were able to live together and now 

all of a sudden they don’t? It has everything to do with the army, with the Indonesian government. 

People were bribed with money, a use of power. They have instigated the conflict because they want 

to undermine our culture and identity (26 year old female). 

 

The main party was the government, it was part of the divide and rule policy that started under 

Suharto and continued under his successor Habibie. In this way, Indonesia tries to have a grip on the 

Moluccan islands and the conflict was a means to achieve that. The Moluccas is important to 

Indonesia because of its commodities (32 year old male). 

 

It was a game played by the government to set the players against each other. Why would they do 

that? Indonesia is the largest Muslim country in the world and I am convinced that if you look at the 

Moluccas and especially Ambon, you notice that it is actually a Christian stronghold within Indonesia. 

So Indonesia cannot be considered a completely Islamic state. My thought on this is that they want an 

Islamicization of Ambon and the rest of the Moluccas. They only needed a reason in order to set 

people against each other. That fight surely was a real fight, but they picked it up as a sign to instigate 

the conflict. I think they were looking for an excuse (29 year old male). 

 

Although three respondents mention the presence of ‘Muslim terrorists’ or Laskar Jihad, only one of 

them perceived it as one of the main parties. Also the FKM is only mentioned by one respondent. It is 

thus clear that the majority of the respondents only perceive the government and the army as the 

instigators of the conflict. Two opinions exist regarding the amount of influence that the government 

had on the conflict. On the one hand there are some respondents who believe that the conflict was 
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part of a plan from the Indonesian government, as all three extracts above exemplify. On the other, 

there is the opinion that the conflict was already there, which turned out well for the Indonesian 

government. 

 

It started as a religious conflict, the government had nothing to do with that. The conflict was between 

Muslims and Christians and since the RMS, the big enemy of Indonesia, is predominantly supported 

by Christians, it was used to set people against each other: ‘let them kill each other, so we can take 

control’ (34 year old male). 

 

Thus the government had a reason to start the conflict or to use the conflict. As already stated above, 

this reason was explained in one of two ways: having a grip on the Moluccas or alternatively because 

they wanted to dispel the Protestant-Christian group. This last explanation has two different thoughts 

behind it: the need to dispel so that Indonesia could be a pure Islamic state, as one respondent above 

was convinced of, and because Christians are the main supporters of the RMS, as the extract above 

already implied and the following extract clearly states. 

 

Under the guise of a religious war they have tried to dispel the Protestant-Christian group. And 

especially within this group are adherents of the RMS. Under the guise of that, the conflict was 

instigated. The battle against the RMS was definitely the underlying motive of the conflict (31 year old 

male). 

 

Of the nine respondents, only two think that the RMS did not play a role in the conflict. For the rest, the 

RMS either triggered the conflict or was later used as justification once the conflict had already 

started. To give some examples: 

 

The RMS played a role, because it is still a thorn in the flesh of Indonesia. That is why you cannot 

speak about the RMS. In the Netherlands it was said that if Ambon falls, the rest of the Moluccas falls 

too. Ambon was attacked, because that is the heart of the RMS. So RMS played a major role (31 year 

old male). 

 

The RMS played a major role, it eventually became visible, the flag appeared, after all, the war had 

already started. It is not the main cause, it was eventually perceived as a cause, because people at a 

certain moment declared that the RMS should be eradicated, because most Christians are supporters 

of the RMS on Ambon. We all thought; how is this possible? It starts with religion and then they 

involve the flag that is impossible. No, the main cause was religion (32 year old male). 

 

From the extracts above one can conclude that some respondents believe that it was a religious 

conflict and that RMS, supported by Christians, was the main reason for the government to instigate 

the conflict. Only one respondent had knowledge of the violent uprising in 2004. This last uprising of 

violence did not make it to the front pages of newspapers and has been of somewhat less importance 
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as fewer people were affected by the uprising compared to 1999-2002. Indeed, the majority of 

respondents obtained information on the conflict from family and relatives on the Moluccas, through 

telephone and the Internet. All respondents used the Internet and watched mainly Moluccan websites. 

The majority of the respondents is also negative about the Dutch reporting on the conflict, which was 

in their eyes very limited. Let us now make a short conclusion of these findings and compare them 

with the analysis of the conflict as presented at the beginning of this chapter, to determine if there is a 

certain ‘diaspora perspective’ on the conflict. 

 

4.5 Conclusion 

 

In the first section of this chapter, three hypotheses were examined. In making a comparison between 

the scholarly analyses and the perceptions of the respondents, it is interesting to examine whether 

these statements are also present, in some way or another, in their understanding of the conflict. The 

three hypotheses central in the first section were, first, that the conflict acquired a purely religious 

rather than an ethnic or geographic character. Second, that the conflict was fought under the pretext of 

religious differences, but in actuality was a struggle for scarce resources of land due to transmigration. 

And the third hypothesis concerned the ideological formation of the Laskar Jihad that shifted from an 

ethno-religious construction (Indonesia as an Islamic state) to an ethno-nationalist construction 

(Indonesia as an Islamic state under the threat of Christian separatism).  

 If we take into consideration the first hypothesis, which basically states that it was a religious 

conflict, there are some respondents who thought religion was the main cause. The majority however 

believe that it is strange to perceive religion as the main cause, taking into consideration that there 

was always religious cooperation through the pela alliance system. The majority believes that religion 

was only part of the underlying cause. The main cause of the conflict, however, is not land scarcity, as 

Bartels indicated as a possible cause, but a plan from the Indonesian government to create unrest on 

Ambon. 

 Van Klinken already elaborated on existing conspiracy theories about a direct involvement of 

the Indonesian government in creating unrest. A majority of the respondents believe this is indeed the 

case. Only the government and the army are perceived as the instigators of the conflict. Although van 

Klinken claimed that the involvement of the security forces was a failure of the state, rather than a plan 

from Jakarta to create unrest, the majority of the respondents believe that the government and the 

army had a reason to start the conflict or to use the conflict, which had already started. Two reasons 

are mentioned. The first is to have a grip on the Moluccas to keep control over either their identity and 

culture or their commodities. The second is to expel the Protestant-Christian group from the Moluccas. 

 This second reason for the Indonesian government to create or use the conflict is based on 

two explanations. One: Indonesia wants to be a completely Islamic state. Two: the Christians are the 

main supporters of the RMS. Thus, on the one hand an ethno-religious explanation and on the other 

hand an ethno-nationalist explanation seems to be involved. The hypothesis of a shift in the 

ideological formation of the Laskar Jihad is not present, because the respondents do not consider the 

Laskar Jihad as a main party. While the ideology of the Laskar Jihad was based on the assumption 
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that the RMS/FKM was a threat to Indonesia and Islam in general, some respondents claimed the 

opposite by stating that the conflict is part of the Islamicization of Maluku, because Maluku is the 

Christian stronghold in Indonesia. This clearly portrays a Christian perspective on the conflict. Also, 

the perception that the Indonesian government was the main, and for some, the only instigator of the 

conflict, shows in my opinion an already present ‘distrust’ towards the Indonesian government, which 

can be very much related to their RMS history and the existing frame that Indonesia is the ‘enemy’ of 

the RMS. This implies a certain ‘diaspora perspective’, in the sense that because of this present 

distrust towards the Indonesian government, other factors that played a role, such as tensions based 

on ethnic or geographic factors already present in Ambonese society, could, as a result of that, have 

been overlooked. Let us now turn to the responses to the conflict in the form of actions and initiatives 

to affect change and if there is still a homeland orientation. 
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5. Responses to the conflict and homeland orientation 

This fifth chapter examines the responses of the diaspora to the conflict on Ambon from 1999-2002/2004, in order 

to get insights on their connection to and emotional bond with an ancestral homeland. The question that will be 

examined here is whether there is such a connection and emotional bond between the third generation 

Moluccans in the Netherlands and the Moluccas and if and how they perceive the Moluccas as an ancestral 

homeland. There will first be given a general overview of actions and initiatives in response to the conflict on 

Ambon coming from the Moluccan diaspora, before the outcomes of this research will be presented. Two 

hypotheses are central in this chapter. The first is stated by Veenman that the intense involvement with the 

situation on the Moluccas has taken the place of the earlier commitment to the RMS ideal (2001: 57). The second 

is stated by van Amersfoort that the conflict on Ambon stirred up old emotions, but proved to be ‘a flickering’ of 

the actions committed by the Moluccan diaspora in the 1970s and that the conclusion can be made that the 

diaspora is definitively waning (2004: 169). 

 

5.1 The diaspora response to the conflict: actions and initiatives 

 

When the Moluccan diaspora took knowledge of the conflict on Ambon in 1999, most Moluccans were 

disillusioned. They could not believe that a conflict between two religions was taking place on the 

Moluccas, because of the religious tolerance through the pela alliance system. This assumption 

resulted in collaboration in the Netherlands to spread the message of religious tolerance among the 

Moluccan diaspora, such as the Musyawarah Antar Kristen dan Islam Maluku (MAKIM - Agreement 

between Moluccan Christians and Muslims), which was a collaboration between three religious 

communities in the Netherlands. Besides religious collaboration, there were a lot of relief 

organisations, such as Maluku Tabakar (Moluccas on Fire), organized gatherings, such as silent 

walks, which in February 1999 was organized by Moluccan youngsters from the city Alphen aan den 

Rijn to ask attention for the Moluccan tragedy, and national manifestations, such as the benefit concert 

Satu Tagalaja on 19 and 20 February 1999. In 2001 there was an increase in activities of Moluccan 

Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) in the Netherlands, in cooperation with NGOs on the 

Moluccas to stimulate peace. Such cooperation consisted of inviting Moluccan women, often a 

Christian and a Muslim, to visit the Netherlands in order to participate in meetings and courses. At 

these gatherings, references to a political ideal were absent because the focus was on religious 

tolerance: a reference to the RMS ideal would threaten the collaboration between the religious 

communities (Smeets and Steijlen 2006: 345).  

Although the thought that the RMS in the Netherlands played a role in the conflict on Ambon 

existed among people in Indonesia and was mainly based on the discovery of a letter written by RMS 

President in exile F. Tutuhatunewa and another by a RMS organisation in the Netherlands in houses 

on Ambon. Despite the supposed support of Moluccans in the Netherlands for purchasing arms in the 

Moluccas according to a Dutch radio station, Steijlen argues that there is really no convincing 

evidence of a RMS involvement in the conflict. Contacts between RMS-minded Moluccans in the 

Netherlands and their relatives had never disappeared. Letters and a discussion about weapons, is 

therefore according to Steijlen ‘not surprising’ (2005: 11).  
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At the beginning of the conflict there was, however, a small group of youngsters who were 

preparing themselves for an armed struggle on the Moluccas. While the RMS government responded 

with understanding, they nevertheless shared the opinion that an armed struggle on the Moluccas by 

Moluccans from the Netherlands would do more harm than good. None of the youngsters actually 

went, but the idea, which of course can be considered mainly based on emotions instead of realism, 

did show in my opinion how intense the connection was between some youngsters and the Moluccas. 

They want to help their people and feel useless by staying in the Netherlands. This indicates that there 

is a certain homeland orientation among Moluccan youngsters in the Netherlands.  

The RMS in the Netherlands kept a distance from the conflict, but did play a role in searching 

for a solution to the conflict in collaboration with the Indonesian government. At least, attempts were 

made. Delegations were invited twice to come to Indonesia to talk with the just appointed President 

Wahid. This was exceptional, because in the past fifty years Indonesian members of parliament were 

not willing to talk to any RMS delegation. While these invitations gave new hope on realising the RMS 

ideal and searching together with President Wahid for a solution to the conflict, the RMS government 

however refused to receive President Wahid when he visited the Netherlands in February 2000. In the 

opinion of the RMS government the Indonesian government had not been able to bring peace and 

stability on the Moluccas, while this was a demand of the RMS government made during the second 

visit to Indonesia before a dialogue could be started (van den Bosch 2001: 54). Besides attempted 

talks between Indonesia and the Moluccan delegation, talks between the Dutch delegation consisting 

of Prime Minister Kok and the Ministers van Aartsen (Foreign Affairs) and van Boxtel (Integration) and 

a Moluccan delegation were also taking place from 1999 onwards.39  

According to Tanja van den Bosch, the Moluccan diaspora in the Netherlands called attention 

to three main subjects: first, a call for action from the Dutch government; second, a call to bring the 

atrocities on the Moluccas under the attention of the United Nations and the European Union; and 

third, a call for independence of the Moluccas coming from RMS supporters. The latter might be 

considered a result of received information in February 1999 that Jakarta would be willing to grant 

East-Timor limited autonomy and possibly even full independence - which became reality in October 

of that same year (van den Bosch 2001: 52). The role of Prime Minister Kok and Minister of Foreign 

Affairs van Aartsen can be considered limited, which created disappointment among the Moluccan 

diaspora, resulting in actions that most of the time turned out to be violently. 

A small group of youngsters, called Vrije Molukse Jongeren (Free Moluccan youth), led by 

George Makatita and Paul Patty uttered violent threats to politicians to express their discontent. In a 

press statement they condemned the lack of action from the Dutch government and the international 

community in ending the conflict on the Moluccas. They demanded from the Dutch government that it 

would do its utmost best to restore order and peace on the Moluccas, by discussing this at the UN  

                                                
39 Van Boxtel played an important role in these meetings, which was a point of critique of the Moluccans, because  he was the 
Minister of Integration, while the conflict was not a matter of integration, in their view, but a matter of foreign affairs.  
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Security Council ‘Meeting on World Peace and Politics’ on 7 September 2000.40 Furthermore, they 

demanded an apology of the Dutch government to the Moluccan people all over the world for the 

colonial history, its position towards the proclamation of the RMS, its position towards the demobilised 

Moluccan KNIL soldiers and its position towards the conflict on the Moluccas. Interesting are the goals 

of this statement and their actions. The Vrije Molukse Jongeren wanted an international intervention to 

restore order and peace, but also the recognition of the RMS proclamation of 25 April 1950, in order to 

prevent an ‘externally caused genocide’ on the Moluccas in the future.41 They thus made the 

connection between the conflict and the lack of an independent South Moluccan Republic and made 

the assumption that a realized South Moluccan Republic would prevent such a conflict in the future.  

In 2000 some twenty members of the Vrije Molukse Jongeren occupied the Bureau of 

Information of the European Commission in The Hague. A few days after that, a demonstration went 

out of hand when the Military Police had to intervene when a group of Moluccans wanted to enter the 

House of Representatives because they were not satisfied with Dutch policy concerning the situation 

on the Moluccas. They offered a petition to Minister van Aartsen with the request to send an 

international peace force to the Moluccas. In August 2000, some eight members of the same group 

occupied a branch of the Indonesian airline Garuda Indonesia in Amsterdam with the demand that the 

international community would interfere on the Moluccas. Radical statements and threats coming from 

youngsters intensified as a result of the lack of response from the Dutch government and the 

international community.42  

Although this kind of violent actions was the responsibility of a small group of youngsters - and 

many Moluccans had distanced themselves from the threats and violence - the impact on Dutch 

society was nevertheless present because of the memories of the hijackings in the 1970s (Smeets 

and Steijlen 2006: 350). Projects, such as ‘Samen voor de Molukken’ (Together for the Moluccas) - 

which started in 2001, and consisted of local and national manifestations to raise money for the 

Moluccas - suffered under these violent actions. Van den Bosch concluded that while in August and 

September 1999 emergency relief coming from the Dutch government followed directly after threats of 

violence by the Moluccan community in the Netherlands, far-reaching influence of the Moluccan 

community on Dutch policy concerning the conflict on the Moluccas was absent (2001: 74). This led of 

course to dissatisfaction among the Moluccan diaspora as was also clear in Veenman’s research, 

which took place in the Netherlands during the conflict.  

In his research on the integration process of Moluccan youngsters in the Netherlands, 

Veenman sensed a strong connectedness under the respondents with what happened on the 

Moluccas. They felt powerless and put all their hope on help coming from the international community 

and especially from the Dutch government. Such help failed to occur, while the Dutch should have had  

a leading role. Many respondents refer to support that is offered by the Netherlands to other countries,  

                                                
40 Officially: the Security Council meeting of world leaders on occasion of the General Assembly’s Millennium Summit. See 
press release SC/6919 on: http://www.un.org/News/Press/docs/2000/20000907.sc6919.doc.html. 
41Press Statement Vrije Molukse Jongeren 25 August 2000. Consulted on 12 March 2009  
at: http://www.nieuwsbank.nl/inp/2000/08/0825J033.htm 
42 Besides the threats coming from the Vrije Molukse Jongeren, there was also the organisation Maluku Warchild, which claimed 
some attacks with Molotov cocktails on a train, houses and a police station in Elst. Also a ‘group’ called People against 
Genocide, led by a man called Reawaruh violated a couple of statues in the Netherlands with red paint as protest to the 
‘genocide’ on the Moluccas (van den Bosch 2001: 56). 



50 

 

such as Turkey after the earthquake in 1999, while none is given to the victims on the Moluccas. They 

also refer to the ‘ereschuld’ (debt of honour) of the Dutch towards the Moluccans. The Dutch 

government was therefore ungrateful and untrustworthy according to many respondents (Veenman 

2001: 56). Some of the respondents endorsed or had at least understanding for the posed threats 

coming from the Vrije Molukse Jongeren. Veenman states that the intense involvement with the 

situation on the Moluccas contributed to a decrease in performances on school at that time and in that 

sense can be compared to the social problems that had occurred during the 1970s and 1980s under 

Moluccan youngsters. Taking this into consideration, Veenman concluded that the intense 

involvement with the situation on the Moluccas has taken the place of the earlier commitment to the 

RMS ideal (Veenman 2001: 57).  

Van Amersfoort however stated that the situation on the Ambonese islands stirred up old 

emotions, but concluded that the actions committed in response to the conflict ‘proved to be only a 

flickering of the action-prone diaspora of the 1970s’ and stated that the Moluccan diaspora is 

definitively waning (van Amersfoort 2004: 169). This hypothesis is based on the transformations he 

points at in the Moluccan diaspora. Due to intermarriage and a decrease of Moluccans living in the 

Moluccan neighbourhoods, the once clearly drawn boundaries have become less explicit. He claims 

that to some extent the majority of the Moluccan population identifies with the Moluccan islands and its 

population, but that it is impossible to state who feels him or herself Moluccan (van Amersfoort 2004: 

168). Both hypotheses are interesting, especially because I wonder, first of all, if the distinction 

between the intense involvement with the situation on the Moluccas and commitment to the RMS ideal 

should be made. Could both not be considered intermingled, as the actions and demands of the Vrije 

Molukse Jongeren imply? And second, van Amersfoort’s statement of a waning Moluccan diaspora is 

in my opinion a rather substantial statement that really requires further examination. Also his 

statement that it is impossible to point out who feels him or herself Moluccan could be an 

underestimation of the connectedness of the Moluccan diaspora with the Moluccas and their cultural 

heritage. Let us look at the outcomes of the respondents’ reactions to get some clarity on these 

hypotheses. 

 

5.2 Responses to the conflict: a duty of the Dutch government 

 

None of the respondents participated in demonstrations or violent actions in order to get attention for 

the conflict on Ambon. The majority joined the silent walks and donated money, others participated in 

existing initiatives, such as a benefit concert, a football tournament and organised video evenings as 

well as humanitarian relief by sending food. One respondent who stood out in particular was a young 

man who went to Ambon to provide clothes, medicines, food and spiritual support.  
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I didn’t participate in a silent walk or anything else for that matter; rather I went there to provide aid 

and spiritual relief, as well as food parcels, medicines and clothes which were donated by several 

churches. It was part of the Christian organisation ‘Jeugd met een opdracht’ (Youth with a mission). 

You heard people saying that they heard people were praying for them in the Netherlands, but that 

they didn’t see anything. They were very grateful and thought we were brave to come. Hearing that 

made me feel good about what I was doing (29 year old male). 

 

I participated in the silent walk in Vaassen and donated money. I haven’t done much. I don’t really feel 

bad about that; what can you actually do in such a situation? Basically nothing, except if you take out 

all your savings and you go to Ambon to set up a humanitarian action (32 year old male). 

 

The actions from the Vrije Molukse Jongeren are, for the majority of the respondents, considered to 

work negatively. All respondents reject violent methods to get attention. However, most of the 

respondents do understand their frustration and acknowledge that through these uttered threats, they 

did manage to get the needed attention. However, some respondents think this attention had a 

negative effect instead of a positive one to the cause. 

 

I do not consider the actions of the Vrije Molukse Jongeren as the way in which to seek attention. If 

you seek attention in a negative way, then you will get precisely that: negative attention. That is not my 

cup of tea. I understand their frustration, I mean, I also share these frustrations, but I am not going to 

express it in such a way. Do it non-violently (34 year old male). 

 

I think the actions of the Vrije Molukse Jongeren are useless. They are being violent here, while there 

is no reason for it. I think it is very selfish of them, because the whole Moluccan community carries the 

burden. At a certain moment you get looked at in the train as if you are a terrorist. That is a time you 

don’t want to go back to. If you want to achieve something in a negative way, Moluccans will always 

be looked at negatively (31 year old male). 

 

Actions that are considered permissible are non-violent actions, such as benefit concerts, petitions 

and discussions with politicians, or humanitarian aid and demonstrations. Efforts of the Dutch 

government are considered minimal. All respondents believe that the Dutch government should have 

done more to change the situation on Ambon. To give some examples: 

 

The action coming from the Dutch government was in my opinion very minimal. I had expected and 

hoped more, although it was more hoping than expecting. I am disappointed because of our common 

history. My grandfather has fought for a flag that was not his. He fought for people who were not his 

people (31 year old male). 
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To the extent that I can make a judgment there was too little effort coming from the Dutch government. 

A couple of times an appeal was made to the Dutch government. I still remember they said they did 

not want to jeopardize their relationship with Indonesia and that they did not want to interfere too much 

in the situation over there. They may have made a notification that it had to stop, but no sanctions 

were made by the Dutch government against Indonesia. What about our efforts and what we put on 

the line during the KNIL period? We served under the Dutch flag, fought for it and how many people 

have died in doing that? Look, the present Dutch government cannot do anything about that now, but I 

do think they should have made a gesture (31 year old male). 

 

Some respondents mention that they do not really know what kind of action the Dutch government 

undertook in order to change the situation. This however does not influence how they judge the efforts 

of the Dutch government. As the above extracts already show, there is a clear frame present that is 

mentioned by all respondents. They consider it a ‘duty’ of the Dutch government to do everything they 

can to change the situation, because of their common history. Or, at the very least, they should have 

made a gesture because of this shared history. Many say they are disappointed this did not happen. 

There are however also a couple of respondents who did not expect anything else which is also very 

much related to their history: 

 

The efforts made by the Dutch government were minimal as usual, but I also had not expected 

anything else. Maybe they have done more this time, but it is nothing compared to what the 

Portuguese have done for East-Timor, who gave full support. It was always minimal. Just like ‘het 

gebaar’ (the gesture) that my grandparents received, great! Now they are well into their seventies and 

you turn up with a couple of thousand, of which they can buy a television; this is supposed to 

compensate for the all the suffering of the past thirty years! But the Dutch government could just as 

well have done something, I don’t know, I am not even counting on that anymore (32 year old male). 

 

In asking them how they experienced the conflict at that time, many respondents consider it an 

emotional time. It was something that was often discussed at home. Not so much with respect to 

content, but rather family-related news. It was also very much discussed between youngsters. As 

already mentioned, two respondents were part of a group that organised video evenings where 

smuggled video’s from Indonesia were shown, so people could talk about it and release their 

emotions. These were emotionally charged evenings as one explains: 

 

I have seen images, people who were just slaughtered. At one point there was an image taped in a 

church where a married couple lay on a table, half-burned, legs cut off, arms cut off, just a half-charred 

body, simply in the middle of a church to show, ‘look, this is what happens with Christians/RMS 

supporters’. It were very emotional evenings. It gets to you, you know, those are your people, you do 

not know them, but you definitely feel connected to them (34 year old male). 
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In making an analysis of the above, one can say that most respondents responded on an individual 

level and on a small scale. All rejected violent means and think that violence is counter-productive. 

That is why most respondents reject the actions of the Vrije Molukse Jongeren. It is also very clear 

that in situations, such as the conflict on Ambon, old frames are present and still alive, such as the 

‘ereschuld’. We can conclude that the majority of the respondents believe that they can only operate 

on a small scale and more in the sense of support than really making a difference in the conflict 

situation on Ambon or the other Moluccan islands. They also believe that the Dutch government could 

have made a change in the situation and consider it a duty of the government because of their 

common history. Many respondents experienced it as an emotional time, which is mainly due to 

family-related concerns. They wanted knowledge of what was happening on Ambon, or at least those 

who organised and participated in organised events, such as the video evenings mentioned above. 

Taking this into consideration, we can conclude that during the conflict there was a homeland 

orientation that expressed itself among the majority of the respondents in donating money and 

participating in organised events to raise awareness of the conflict in Dutch society. It is now 

interesting to examine what their homeland orientation is at this point. 

 

 

5.3 Homeland orientation 

 

Four of the nine respondents have visited the Moluccas, and two of them more than once. In asking 

them to describe how they experienced their visit to the Moluccas, all agree that it was extraordinary 

and special, as though they were ‘coming home’: 

 

I have been there five times now. It is amazing, it really feels like I’m coming home. I have always 

heard stories from my grandparents and my father and all those people who had already been there 

and so you always have some kind of idea of what it will be like. I arrived with a group in a difficult time 

for the Moluccas, but despite that, I really enjoyed it. It was simply coming home (29 year old male). 

 

I have visited the Moluccas four times and every time I am really coming home. You notice the same 

character traits. Here I can be myself, which is different in the Netherlands. I feel Moluccan when I am 

there. I am of course influenced by living in the Netherlands, but the comings and goings are really 

Moluccan (26 year old female). 

 

There are several reasons for why the five other respondents have not yet been to the Moluccas. For 

some it is a lack of money or they argue that it needs to be special and for a longer period of time. 

Others simply have not felt the need the go. Two respondents mention a politically minded upbringing 

as a reason for not visiting the Moluccas in their younger years: 
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I never went to the Moluccas because I was raised very politically-minded. My parents raised us with 

the thought that you go back, and do not forget that I was born just after the hijackings, if we are going 

back it is to build the country and to live there again and not to go on a holiday. And later, I never 

thought about it again. I am not planning to go in the near future, it is not so much an issue for me, I 

know my roots (32 year old male). 

 

The majority of the respondents who have not been to the Moluccas yet, indicated they are planning to 

go very soon. Many explain that now that they are getting older, their interest in their roots and 

wanting to see where they come from has increased. They already have an idea as to how they will 

experience it. Many stories have been told by friends and relatives and they believe that they will not 

experience it any different, but still want to experience it for themselves: 

 

Actually, the stories seem to be the same for everybody; they say that the moment you see it and set 

foot on land, something happens inside of you. Well, I still have to experience it someday. I definitely 

want to go back and I hope to go next year with my father. If I go back for the first time I really want to 

go with my father, because it is very special (34 year old male). 

 

It is interesting to see that many respondents who have not been there yet, describe it as going back. 

This implies a feeling of having a homeland to go back to: the land where their roots, culture and 

identity come from. It implies having been there, while they have not. There is no question about it, all 

respondents feel Moluccan, with the exception of three respondents who consider themselves a 

Dutchified Moluccan. The majority however considers him or herself Moluccan, mainly because they 

are raised with Moluccan culture and customs. Although they are born and raised in the Netherlands, 

they are simply different from the Dutch. To give an example of both views: 

 

I think the feeling of identity is twofold. On the one hand you feel that you come from the Moluccas, 

your parents, your roots, but on the other I actually do feel Dutch. In the Netherlands I do feel Dutch. 

Despite my skin colour, despite the fact that my heart is of course still Moluccan, I do feel Dutch (31 

year old male). 

 

In the Netherlands you are simply Moluccan. I am really a Moluccan, that is also how I feel. I mean, I 

bear the last name, I have the skin colour, a totally different culture and I also speak a different 

language. Well, if that does not make you a Moluccan, I don’t know what does (32 year old male). 

 

Having been there or not and feeling completely Moluccan or a Dutchified Moluccan, does not 

influence their connectedness to the Moluccas in any way. In asking them what the Moluccas means 

to them, they are all very clear. It is their country; it is where they come from and therefore means 

something to them. For some however this meaning and connectedness is more intense than for 

others. 
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The Moluccas is my everything; it is my breath, my everything. It is where I come from and where my 

forefathers come from; it is my identity (26 year old female). 

 

I have never been to the Moluccas, but I am convinced that when I go there, that it will feel like my 

country. Yes, I really feel I have a bond with the Moluccas, despite the fact that I was born and raised 

here in the Netherlands. I also really consider it my motherland (34 year old male). 

 

The majority of the respondents believe that the Moluccan community in the Netherlands has some 

sort of task in relation to the Moluccas. Many describe this as financial support, development work, an 

important transfer of knowledge and being a spokesperson for either the situation on the Moluccas or 

for the RMS. For the majority, this is intertwined, since RMS supporters on the Moluccas are being 

wrongly treated, when they express their support by showing the RMS flag.  

 

Moluccans living in the Netherlands definitely have, in relation to the Moluccans on the Moluccas, a 

financial task, but also knowledge, that helps the build-up of the Moluccas. That is definitely a task for 

us here. And this is an option on the one hand when they are independent and on the other when they 

are not, but we could support them right now with knowledge, material and financial support (31 year 

old male). 

 

This financial support and giving help to the build-up of the Moluccas is according to the majority of the 

respondents also what Moluccans on the Moluccas expect from Moluccans living in the Netherlands. 

Some respondents however also claim that it is specifically knowledge that they need and more 

importantly, that Moluccans in the Netherlands do not forget them, as the following extract exemplifies. 

 

My cousin says ‘you are going to help us. You can express your opinion, you can do anything, don’t 

leave us alone’. Isn’t it ridiculous that there normally is a government that takes care of constructing 

roads, streets and installing water pumps? Ask every Moluccan community in the Netherlands, 

approach them sometime, Moluccan associations; we take care of the money, while Indonesia should 

do that. They receive money from the Netherlands, the United States, Australia, whatever, but it is all 

spent on other things, you don’t see anything of that over there (26 year old female). 

 

Taking this section into consideration one can conclude that there is a clear connectedness with the 

Moluccas and its population. I will elaborate more on this in the following conclusion of this chapter. 

This conclusion will also provide some clarity on the two hypotheses discussed throughout this 

chapter. 
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5.4 Conclusion 

 

Two hypotheses were examined throughout this chapter. The first was stated by Veenman, that the 

intense involvement with the situation on the Moluccas has taken the place of the earlier commitment  

to the RMS ideal. As I already mentioned at the end of section 5.1, this hypothesis can be considered  

partly true. In my opinion this involvement with the situation on the Moluccas and the commitment to 

the RMS ideal are intermingled. This was already made clear by examining the statement of the Vrije 

Molukse Jongeren, who demanded from the Dutch government to do its utmost to restore order and 

peace on the Moluccas and also demanded an apology from the Dutch government to the Moluccan 

people all over the world for the colonial history and their position towards the RMS. While none of the 

respondents expressed it with such a clear link and knowing that none of the respondents are 

politically active for the RMS, they however do make such a connection between the situation on the 

Moluccas and the RMS: first, by considering it a duty of the Dutch government to affect change, 

because of their common history. This statement is very much related to the existing frame of an 

‘ereschuld’ towards the Moluccan community, which was present by all respondents when talking 

about the conflict and the response of the Dutch government. Second, because the situation on the 

Moluccas is, during and after the conflict, and according to many respondents, related to the RMS. 

Raising the RMS flag leads to arrests and ill-treatment in prison, which is definitely a concern among 

the majority of the respondents. 

 The outcomes of Veenman’s research can however also be considered the case among my 

respondents. There was a strong connectedness with what happened on the Moluccas; the majority of 

the respondents felt powerless and therefore put all their hope on the Dutch government and the 

international community. As already mentioned in this chapter, all responses to the conflict took place 

on a small-scale and individual level and were non-violent in nature. The majority also believed that 

there is little they can do to affect change. It was therefore disappointing to see that help was not 

offered by the Dutch government, which is in my opinion a direct result of the existing frame that the 

Dutch have an ‘ereschuld’ towards the Moluccan community. While there was understanding for the 

actions of the Vrije Molukse Jongeren, the majority rejected violent means to affect change. The 

respondents argued that negative actions result in negative outcomes. There was also a clear bond 

with the people on the Moluccas, although this was mainly based on family ties. It was clear that there 

was a homeland orientation during the conflict. 

 That brings me to the second hypothesis of this chapter, which was stated by van Amersfoort. 

He believes that the conflict stirred up old emotions, but that the actions committed in response to the 

conflict proved to be only a flickering of the action-prone diaspora of the 1970s and concluded that the 

Moluccan diaspora is definitively waning. Although van Amersfoort can be considered right in his 

judgement that the actions were only this, his statement that the diaspora is waning needs further 

examination. This statement is partly based on two assumptions. First, the once clearly drawn 

boundaries have become less explicit due to intermarriage and a decrease of Moluccans living in the  

Moluccan neighbourhoods. And second, whereas the Moluccan population identifies with the  
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Moluccan islands and its population, it is impossible to determine who truly feels Moluccan. While the 

first assumption is not discussed in this thesis, it can be considered true, in the sense that many of the 

male respondents have a relationship with a Dutch woman and the majority left the Moluccan 

neighbourhood Vaassen or is planning to leave the neighbourhood. The second assumption can 

however be questioned. 

 All of the respondents consider themselves Moluccan, although three of the respondents 

described themselves as Dutchified Moluccans. This is of course due to being born and raised in the 

Netherlands and being fully integrated in Dutch society. While the majority considers themselves 

integrated, they do feel Moluccan, which is due to their skin colour, speaking a different language, and 

more importantly, they were born and raised with Moluccan culture and customs and they feel related 

to that culture. This is also clearly the case when it comes to the Moluccas. They were born and raised 

in the Netherlands, but the majority perceives the Moluccas as their country. For a majority, it is also 

perceived as their homeland: visiting the Moluccas feels like coming home. Some respondents, who 

have not been there yet, describe it as going back, which implies to have been there, while they have 

not. This is a result of being familiar with the Moluccas because of the stories told by family and 

friends.  

The conclusion can be made that the majority of the respondents considers him or herself 

Moluccan and considers the Moluccas as their homeland, although they were not born there or have 

not even visited the Moluccas. In that sense van Amersfoort has in my opinion underestimated the 

connectedness of the Moluccan diaspora with the Moluccas, which the majority still considers their 

homeland. Because a definitive conclusion on the hypothesis that the Moluccan diaspora is definitively 

waning can only be made by examining the outcomes of all four chapters, this will be further 

discussed in the final conclusion. This conclusion will also provide an answer to the central question of 

this thesis. 
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6. Conclusion 

 

This research aimed to answer the following main question: What is the contemporary meaning of the 

RMS for third generation Moluccans in the Netherlands and to what extent is the RMS ideal connected 

with a commitment to an ancestral homeland? In order to provide an answer, this thesis consisted of 

two parts. The first part described the evolvement of the RMS ideal in the Netherlands among the 

Moluccan diaspora from 1950 until 1990, by looking at the used frames, the frame disputes and the 

frame transformations, as part of the theory of framing processes. Furthermore, this first part 

examined what the contemporary meaning of the RMS is for nine third generation Moluccans and 

provided a possible explanation of how the RMS ideal would still be of importance to this generation.  

The second part examined the homeland orientation. In order to determine if there is a 

homeland orientation, the conflict on Ambon from 1999-2002/2004 was examined from two angles: 

first; the perceptions of the causes and factors of the conflict according to the respondents were 

compared to a scholarly analysis of the conflict, to explore if there is a certain ‘diaspora perspective’. 

Second, the responses of the Moluccan diaspora to the conflict in the form of actions and initiatives as 

well as the homeland orientation of the respondents were examined, to provide some insights on the 

involvement with the conflict and situation on the Moluccas then as well as today. Let us now look at 

the outcomes of both parts in order to provide an answer to the main question as well as to give a final 

statement on whether the Moluccan diaspora can indeed be considered waning, as van Amersfoort 

concluded (2004: 169). 

In analysing the evolvement of the RMS ideal from 1950 until 1990, one can conclude that this 

evolvement is characterized by several frame disputes on the methods to realize the RMS ideal, and 

their results, and some frame transformations. These frame transformations led to an acceptance of 

the differences in meaning given to the RMS ideal, which was at the end of the 1980s no longer full 

independence as proclaimed in 1950 for the majority, but rather a symbol for their migration 

background as well as an identity symbol to determine the differences between Moluccans and other 

ethnic groups in the Netherlands, as Steijlen concluded in his 1996 research. Despite some renewed 

attention at the beginning of the 1990s, the amount of RMS ‘hardcore’ supporters decreased as well 

as politically motivated actions to realize the RMS ideal. This can be considered a result of a lack of 

believe among the majority of the Moluccans in the methods used to realize the RMS ideal. Petitions 

as well as radicalisation had not brought the RMS ideal any closer to its realisation. 

However, this decrease in politically motivated actions does not necessarily mean a decrease 

in RMS support. As my nine cases showed, they are all in favour of a free RMS, but not at all costs. 

Supporting the RMS is of more importance than actions for a majority of them. When they were 

teenagers, this was clearly different. Back then, the RMS was for a majority of the respondents 

connected to their identity formation. It determined for a great part who they were. This meaning 

changed when they became older. The meaning of the RMS ideal is no longer an identity symbol, but 

a wish and vision for a free Moluccas. This means to the respondents personally autonomy instead of 

an independent South Moluccan Republic. The majority however, still explains the RMS ideal as 

striving for independence and still supports this ideal and its realisation thereof. This support for the 
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RMS ideal can be explained as a result of still existing frames, that in my opinion, serve as binding 

factors between the Moluccan diaspora and the RMS ideal. The frame that the RMS is based on 

international agreements and that it is therefore legal and just, was present among all my respondents 

and explains their support for the RMS ideal. 

This was not the only frame that was mentioned during this research. In examining the conflict 

on Ambon from 1999-2002/2004, it became clear that the frame of an ‘ereschuld’, was mentioned by 

all of the respondents. Also a certain distrust towards the Indonesian government was sensed by a 

majority of the respondents, which can be related to the frame that Indonesia is the ‘enemy’ of the 

RMS. In comparing the scholarly analysis and the perceptions of the respondents on the role of 

religion, the main parties and the role of separatism in the conflict, there are several similarities as well 

as differences to mention. Although the majority of the respondents also thought that the conflict had a 

religious character, rather than perceiving it as the main cause, they, however, did not consider ethnic 

(transmigrants) or geographic (land scarcity) tensions already present in Ambonese society - that had 

become worse since the fall of the Suharto regime and the economic crisis from 1997/1998 - as an 

underlying cause of the conflict. The majority of the respondents considered the main cause a plan 

from the Indonesian government to create unrest on Ambon. 

While the amount of violence can be considered a result of a failing security sector, that 

created the opportunity for Laskar Jihad to mobilise Muslims and to fight on Ambon, a plan from the 

Indonesian government to create unrest on Ambon has not been proven. The respondents however, 

only consider the Indonesian government and the army as the main parties and as instigators of the 

conflict and that those parties had a reason to either start the conflict or to use the conflict. Two 

reasons are mentioned by the respondents; to keep control over the Moluccan identity and their 

culture or to dispel the Protestant-Christian group from the Moluccas. Dispel; so Indonesia can 

become a pure Islamic state or because the main supporters of the RMS are Christians. Where the 

ideology of the Laskar Jihad was based on the assumption that separatism in the form of FKM/RMS 

was a threat to national security and Islam in general, some respondents assumed the opposite, 

looking at it from a rather Christian perspective, by stating that the conflict was part of the 

Islamicization of Maluku, because it is the Christian stronghold in Indonesia. For a majority of the 

respondents this Christian stronghold is connected to the RMS. It is acknowledged that the RMS is 

considered a threat to Indonesia among Muslims in Indonesia. The majority therefore believes that the 

RMS and its Christian supporters were the main reason for the Indonesian government to instigate the 

conflict. This can be considered a diaspora perspective, in the sense that there is a certain distrust 

present towards the Indonesian government among some respondents. This can result in overlooking 

other factors, such as social tensions in Ambonese society between indigenous Ambonese because 

of, for example, land scarcity.  

This present distrust towards the Indonesian government is also present when looking at the 

actions and initiatives coming from the Moluccan diaspora as a response to the conflict on Ambon. 

While RMS delegations searched for solutions in collaboration with the Indonesian government, all 

hope was put on the Dutch government and the international community to make an end to the conflict 

on Ambon, not on the Indonesian government itself. It was clearly seen among a majority of the 
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Moluccan diaspora as a ‘duty’ of the Dutch government to do its utmost to affect change in the conflict 

situation. This view was also present among all of my respondents. They referred to an ‘ereschuld’ 

towards the Moluccan community. A majority of the respondents shared the opinion that the Dutch 

government has done too little to affect change in the conflict situation and were disappointed because 

of that. While this disappointment led to violent actions among Moluccan groups, such as the Vrije 

Molukse Jongeren, all of the respondents reject violent means and are of the opinion that negative 

actions result in negative attention. 

The conflict did stir up old emotions, but the actions committed by the Moluccan diaspora can 

indeed be considered a flickering of the action-prone diaspora of the 1970s, as van Amersfoort 

concluded. Despite the violent threats coming from the Vrije Molukse Jongeren, the majority of the 

respondents responded on a small-scale and non-violently. They also believed that there was little 

they could do to make a change. There was, however, a clear bond with the population on the 

Moluccas; they feel related to them. It can be concluded that the majority of the respondents considers 

him or herself Moluccan and considers the Moluccas as their homeland, having been there or not, or 

wanting to live there or not.  

This homeland orientation was clearly present during the conflict, where there was an intense 

involvement with the situation on the Moluccas. This involvement, however, did not replace the earlier 

commitment to the RMS ideal, as Veenman concluded. In my opinion the two are very much 

intermingled. This was present in the statement of the Vrije Molukse Jongeren, but also among my 

respondents. It was considered a duty of the Dutch government to affect change, because of their 

common history, where the RMS ideal is an important part of, and because the situation on the 

Moluccas during and after the conflict is related to the RMS. Not being able to raise their four-colour 

flag on the Moluccas, because it will lead to arrests, is of major concern to the respondents. 

The contemporary meaning of the RMS, a wish and vision for a free Moluccas, according to a 

majority of the respondents, can therefore be considered connected with a commitment to an 

ancestral homeland. The situation on the Moluccas is determined for a great part by the RMS ideal 

and the respondents are committed to the Moluccas and its population, which they consider their 

homeland. This commitment is based on certain tasks that the Moluccan community in the 

Netherlands has in relation to the Moluccas, which is mainly providing financial support, development 

work and transfer of knowledge. These tasks stand in relation to the RMS, because the goal of these 

tasks is to develop the Moluccan islands in order to be less dependent on Indonesia. While the idea of 

having a certain task is clearly present, actively undertaking such tasks was mainly present during the 

conflict. I however, would not imply that a lack of action necessarily entails a waning diaspora. Despite 

the less explicitly drawn boundaries that was once characteristic for the Moluccan diaspora, there is 

still support for the RMS ideal and a clear homeland orientation, based on a maintenance and 

restoration of the homeland, among the respondents. We can therefore conclude that van 

Amersfoort’s hypothesis that the Moluccan diaspora is waning, should be nuanced and considered, 

based on the nine respondents during this research, as a less active diaspora, compared to the radical 

1970s. Time has indeed passed by, but the four-colour flag is still considered their flag, whether 

portrayed actively or not. 
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8. Appendix 1 

 

Map South Moluccan Republic (coloured islands) 

 

 

 

Original source: Smeets, Henk and Fridus Steijlen (2006) In Nederlands gebleven: de geschiedenis van Molukkers 1951-2006, 

Amsterdam: Bakker, 12. 
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9. Appendix 2 

 

 

Background information on the nine respondents: 

 

Age respondent 26 26 32 31 32 34 32 31 29 

Gender:                   

Female                   

Male                   

Family background father:                   

Grandfather born on the Moluccas                   

Grandmother born on the Moluccas                   

Grandfather born in Indonesia                   

Grandmother born in Indonesia                   

Grandfather was a KNIL soldier                   

Grandfather served in the Navy                   

Father born on the Moluccas/ Indonesia                   

Father born in the Netherlands                   

Family background mother:                   

Grandfather born on the Moluccas                   

Grandmother born on the Moluccas                   

Grandfather born in Indonesia                   

Grandmother born in Indonesia                   

Grandfather was a KNIL soldier                   

Grandfather served in the Navy                   

Mother born on the Moluccas/ Indonesia                   

Mother born in the Netherlands                   

General background information respondent:                   

Has finished MBO (Intermediate Vocational Education)                   

Has finished HBO (Higher Vocational Education)                   

Has finished University                   

Lives in Vaassen                    

Lives outside of Vaassen                   

 
 
  

 

 

 

 


