
The Emptiness of The Hague 
Translation of the speech by Dr. Ernst Hirsch Ballin at the unveiling 
of the Jewish Monument The Hague on 28 January 2018 

We think that commemorating is all about keeping memories. That 
is true: at commemorations we speak about what has happened. 
There are days of the year that are dedicated in this vein, such as 
the International Holocaust Memorial Day, which coincided 
yesterday with the Sabbath; that is why we are meeting today 
instead. There are places that are dedicated to commemorating, 
places of actions from the past, sometimes marked by monuments. 
Days and places of memory therefore, which coincide on this day, 
now that the Jewish Monument The Hague is being unveiled. 

As said before, commemoration is about keeping memories alive - 
but, remember, keeping them alive means that it is not only about 
memories. Keeping alive means that it is also about us, how we 
live, what we are committed to, whether we are vigilant when 
people are wronged and stand up for them, what life fulfilment we 
see for ourselves, and for our children and grandchildren, cousins, 
friends and acquaintances. The Jewish Monument the Hague will 
soon be there not just with a view to the past, but also with a view to 
the future. It connects past, present and future. 

The first decades after the Second World War and the Occupation 
were mainly dominated by reconstruction. It dominated Dutch 
politics and society, in addition to the consequences of 
decolonization, especially here in the Hague. More than twelve 
thousand Jewish residents of the Hague had not returned. During 
the Occupation, they were first stripped of their rights, then socially 
isolated, and finally deported and horribly murdered. That was the 
work of the occupier, but also of collaborators, especially from the 
membership of the NSB, the Dutch National Socialist Party. The SS 
man who managed the deportation of the Jewish inhabitants of this 
city, Franz Fischer, was sentenced to death, but was pardoned and 
remained incarcerated for almost his whole life, as one of the four, 



later three and then two life-prisoners in the prison in Breda . The 
NSB mayor of the Hague in 1942, Harmen Westra, lawyer, lover of 
Chinese and Japanese culture, until then a professor in Utrecht, 
who had actively participated in the persecution of fellow Jewish 
citizens and communists, was also condemned, but he was 
released after six years. 

Some will wonder why this particular monument has only just now 
been erected, 75 years after the completion of the deportation of 
the Jews from the Hague. Certainly, there are memorials here 
already and there is the Children's Monument. In the Hague, 
Strumpelsteine, stumbling stones, are laid at the houses of those 
who have not returned, small but meaningful monuments. But the 
eloquence of the monument that will soon be unveiled for all Jewish 
inhabitants of the Hague that were killed did not exist yet. The 
explanation will be as complex as other facets of the first decades 
after the war. The strong focus on a better future certainly played a 
major role, also for survivors of the Holocaust. But perhaps there 
was, in addition to justified pride in the brave rescuers and 
resistance fighters, hidden shame for the active and passive 
collaboration. And there was (then too) the tendency to attribute all 
mischief to enemies from outside and therefore to view the 
Occupation as a calamity that had struck the entire country, so that 
a special monument to the Jewish victims seemed less necessary. 

The monument reminds us of the more than twelve thousand 
Jewish victims of the persecution here in the Hague. But that must 
not mean that we isolate them once again from the city in which 
they worked, loved and mourned, the city in which they lived. Many 
thought that after 1945 they only had to pick up the thread again. 
This monument makes us focus on that the removal of these fellow 
citizens from the Hague has made a breach in urban life, a void that 
remains; a void in all ranks of society. In this sense, the entire city 
was indeed struck by the murder of her fellow Jewish citizens. 
Times have changed, but in our time too - here and elsewhere -, 
deprivation and exclusion affects not only the discriminated but 
affects the entire society. This monument has something to say for 
the whole of the Hague. 



Maybe we can absorb that even better if we wonder why the 
monument is located on the Rabbijn Maarsenplein, behind the 
Nieuwe Kerk, near what is now the Chinatown in the Hague. There 
are convincing reasons for this: here was the center of the Jewish 
Quarter, here was the last Jewish school in the occupation years, 
here after 1945 an empty neighbourhood remained that became 
more and more impoverished until it was infused with new life. On a 
scale-model here in the town-hall you can still see the old maze of 
streets that characterized this district like so many Jewish 
neighbourhoods in the cities of Europe, often 
On the scale-model in the town hall here you can still see the old 
maze of streets that characterized this district like so many Jewish 
neighbourhoods, often with small houses, throughout the cities of 
Europe. 

In many respects Jewish the Hague was diverse, so diverse that it 
is not at all easy to point out what constituted the connecting 
characteristics. For the persecutors, the Nazis, that was simple: it 
was the lineage, they made being a Jew into a racial category. And 
thus lineage became fate. 

But if we really want to remember in a respectful and thoughtful 
way, the men, women and children, we should not be allowed to 
limit ourselves to the identifiability of their descent. Nor will we be 
allowed to confine ourselves to the boundaries of the old 
neighbourhood behind this monument, because Jewish citizens 
from other parts of the city - including those who had fled Germany 
and Austria before - also belong to those who have been snatched 
from society. It is not only about characteristics such as lineage or 
residence, but about the dignity that belongs to each of these more 
than twelve thousand people, the dignity they had been denied. 

As with every human being, their personal identity too was 
determined by the multiplicity of connections that make a human 
being a person; connections that give depth to her or his personal 
dignity. There were poor Jews, especially many in this 
neighbourhood, middle class and wealthy Jews. But the racial 
delusion struck them all. There were (and are) observant Jews, 
orthodox and liberal, and non-believers, who were religion-critical to 
the Torah and the tradition, or who having become Christians, 



confirmed the Jewish sources of the faith; these last also were also 
taken away. 

 In 1796, after the Batavian Revolution, the Jewish inhabitants of 
this country were given equal civil rights. The 19th century and the 
first decades of the twentieth century were the time in which Dutch 
society gradually seemed to have learned that its strength lay in the 
ability to connect between people and communities that 
distinguished themselves through their contribution. Although 
Jewish emancipation until World War II was less complete and 
successful than is often assumed, many Jewish inhabitants of this 
country availed themselves to the opportunity. Becoming a Dutch 
citizen included a switch from Yiddish to Dutch in Jewish education. 
For part of the Jewish population this was a time of development in 
social, cultural and economic participation, but for others poverty 
remained. 

 From that period we also remember important names from Jewish 
the Hague. Jozef Israëls, one of the masters of the Hague school, 
lived until his death in 1911 at the Koninginnegracht, where later his 
son, the equally famous painter Isaac Israëls came to live; he died 
in 1934. There were great scholars among the Jewish citizens of 
this city, and important lawyers such as Tobias Asser, who died in 
the Hague in 1913, previously he was a professor at the University 
of Amsterdam and the only Dutch recipient of the Nobel Peace 
Prize, then the president of the Supreme Court, Lodewijk Ernst 
Visser, who was summarily dismissed by the occupying forces. 
George Maduro from Curaçao after whom Madurodam was named 
lived in the Hague, posthumously awarded the Military 
Williamsorder, a high royal distinction, because of his heroic actions 
in battle as a soldier in the days of May 1940. The Belinfante family 
counted journalists, publishers and lawyers, and there are many 
other famous names. Most of the Jewish citizens of the Hague, the 
majority of the more than twelve thousand deported people, were 
men and women not with famous names, but no less important to 
their loved ones and friends, people who personally and collectively 
formed the fabric of the Hague society. 



In our days, there are all sorts of discussions about  our identity that 
has to be defended against other identities. Behind these 
discussions is an essentialist view of culture, as if it were clearly 
defined and easy to grasp. But people are not Jewish in a uniform 
way, no more than they are Catholic, Protestant, Muslim or atheist 
in a uniform way. What they have in common are usually certain 
sources, such as sacred texts or traditions, or even the rejection of 
them, but what identifies them is their own personal relation to 
those sources. In every spiritual movement we see fanatics who 
shut themselves off from deviation and development, along with 
people who manage to bring to life the wealth of their sources with 
respect for others. the Hague has produced many people who were 
and able to do this: people, Menschen מענטש in the Yiddish sense 
of a true fellow man. It is the false image of the cultural 
essentialism, that prevents people from entering into connections in 
this way: connections that others acknowledge and value fellow 
human beings. 

 Every culture develops from a multitude of sources, in movements 
of acceptance, rejection and change.That was throughout the 
centuries also the history of Jewish the Hague. The Jewish citizens 
of this city carried - and carry - in their thoughts the Torah scrolls of 
their ancestors, while they formed their own ideas about it, even 
though these ideas were partly religiously or socially critical, or even 
revolutionary. They gave and received then, and those who now 
form Jewish the Hague are in our time the givers and recipients in a 
world of connections. Everyone who had been snatched away from 
it left an empty place. It is our mission to fill that emptiness, as best 
we can, with memories and ideas, by making connections with 
those who cross our path of life, in order to continue building a city 
of peace and justice.


