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The expat and the city. The Hague and Jakarta, 1945 -2015 

This dissertation studies expatriates in postwar The Hague and Jakarta and tries to answer the 

question what local, national, international and organizational opportunity structures were 

available to them in the city and how this influenced the nature of their settlement process. 

Whereas expatriates are generally not studied as immigrants, there is a lack of long-term and 

systematic analyses of their migration- and integration process. By comparing expatriates of 

different nationalities and professional groups in two cities in the Global North and Global South 

from the 1950s onwards, this thesis aims to offer such a historical perspective on the category 

of the ‘expatriate’ and the changing ways in which cities, employers, nation-states and the 

immigrant community itself, have dealt with this group. 

In the literature on migrants, expatriates are generally treated only as an exception, 

because most scholars connect the settlement process directly to issues of emancipation and 

social mobility. The fact that this powerful and highly-mobile group also experiences difficulties 

in adjusting to the local environment and at the same time meeting professional and family 

needs, is mostly ignored. In the literature on expatriates in cities, there is mainly attention for 

the positive effect that this group might have on the local labor market and economy. This does 

not acknowledge the use of local resources by expatriates and their employers and the 

resistance their presence meets with from other residents. In the literature on expatriates as 

employees, finally, the focus is on how employers can secure a high standard of living for 

expatriates and their family members when abroad, without questioning the social and cultural 

consequences this system of allowances has in the long-run. 

 The case studies of The Hague and Jakarta provide us with a testing-ground to ask more 

critical questions about the settlement process of expatriates and their impact on the city. The 

fact that after the Second World War and decolonization both cities were reinventing themselves 

and their place in the new world order, resulted in expatriates (and their employers) becoming 

important mediators in the international agendas of the respective city governments. The 

colonial migration circuit which had existed between The Hague and Jakarta until the 1950s had 

mainly been state dominated, whereas now both cities became hubs in international networks 

of corporations and non-governmental organizations too. Moreover, the focus on the urban 

level for the study of the settlement process also allows us to move away from the nation-state 

framework and include various actors and power structures that influence the settlement 

process of expatriates in postwar The Hague and Jakarta – highlighting the dominant role for the 

oil industry, American business and international organizations in this particular era. 

Although it is difficult to trace the steps of expatriates in national and government 

archives, we were able to do so on the basis of local, business and private archives, as well as by 

means of (83) interviews. These sources provide us with the image of a diversifying and growing 

expatriate community, ranging from a couple of thousand expatriates in the 1950s to tens of 
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thousands in the 1990s in both cities. Even if the number of expatriates in both cities remains 

small in comparison to other migrant groups and the total population, they are relatively 

influential and – especially in Jakarta – highly visible. Moreover, this study shows that some 

people also moved in and out of the category of the expatriate within their life course, because 

they decided to settle, intermarried or had previous family histories abroad – thereby 

emphasizing the dynamic and constructed nature of the expatriate community. 

The dissertation is structured around the opportunity structure that was available to 

expatriates in The Hague and Jakarta and starts with a general picture of the guidance 

newcomers received in both cities in chapters 3 and 5. In chapter 4 and 6 a more detailed picture 

of the educational facilities for expatriate families is given, as well as the debates surrounding 

the question who was responsible for expatriates living conditions. Finally, this dissertation is 

not only a description of the settlement process of various generations of expatriates in The 

Hague and Jakarta, but also reflects on how the constant in- and out-flow of expatriates had a 

long-term effect on the opportunity structure for other migrants and citizens in the city. 

 

The Hague 

 

From lecturing to expats to cooperating with expat clubs  

Chapter 3 discusses what general opportunity structure was available to expatriates in The 

Hague since the 1950s. The focus is on the social dimension of the local policies that were 

developed towards expatriates. While at first the well-being of newcomers was mainly a concern 

of employers and international clubs, soon the municipality tried to collaborate with these actors 

in order to develop stronger ties with the international community in the city. Among other 

things this took the form of an informative lecture series for expatriates, an English-language 

newsletter, and an information desk in the town hall. In the postwar years the municipality 

recognized that in order to compete with other large cities like Amsterdam and Rotterdam, The 

Hague had to stress its’ international profile. After the example of other international cities, like 

New York and Geneva, they reasoned that an attractive settlement climate for expatriates would 

also help draw more companies and international institutions to the city. 

The success of these municipal initiatives largely depended on the voluntary efforts of 

various international clubs, schools, embassies and employers and a number of individual 

Dutchmen with a strong international network, in acting as cultural brokers. They provided the 

municipality with information about what went on in the expatriate social scene and what social 

support was still desired. As a result of this interaction, throughout the 1970s and 80s, the 

municipality revisited her image of the expatriate as solely a foreign ‘guest’ to that of a true 

‘resident’ who also brought family members along and might decide to settle in the city for good. 

It was particularly through the expatriate volunteer organization ACCESS, founded in 

1986 with the help of the American embassy, that ideas from the field of International Human 

Resource Management and Intercultural Communication about expatriate well-being found 
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their way to The Hague. Also in response to international trends in city marketing, the emphasis 

was now put less on educating expatriates about the Netherlands and more on making their 

experiences in The Hague similar to those in other cities around the world. In contrast to the 

settlement policies for other immigrant groups and refugees, this was not so much done as part 

of a national integration policy but through public-private cooperation with local service 

providers. This example would soon be followed by other Dutch cities with growing expatriate 

communities. 

 

The shared dream of an international school for The Hague  

Chapter 4 focusses on the educational facilities available to the children of expatriates in The 

Hague. Although the city had known an independent French, German and British school long 

before the Second World War, there was a growing interest in a shared international school in 

the postwar years. Where previously schools had been funded by foreign churches, embassies 

or large employers, now the municipality of The Hague stepped up as the responsible for the 

new generation of expatriate children. They increasingly came from diverse national 

backgrounds, spoke different languages, and had insecure future school careers ahead of them 

as a result of their parents international careers. Because there was not one foreign government, 

nor one large employer responsible for their fate, The Hague municipality decided to establish a 

Foundation of International Schools of The Hague. This would enable increased cooperation 

between the existing schools and a pooling of resources. The municipality also reasoned that 

this would improve the international image of The Hague, following in the footsteps of Geneva 

and New York, and convince the Arabic-American oil company Aramco to settle in The Hague – 

which it did. 

 The municipality started out with housing the various national and international 

departments of the international school foundation and in the early 1960s, they also prepared a 

subsidy request for the Dutch government in order to secure structural funding for the 

international school and built a proper school campus. This request became a matter of debate 

both within the ministries of Foreign Affairs and Economics, but resulted only in incidental 

financial support to keep the existing school running. From the 1970s onwards, however, the 

group of American expatriates with children kept growing and their home government decided 

to subsidize the construction of a new school campus instead. They did require similar 

contributions from the Dutch government and the other foreign schools participating in the 

project, whereas the subsidy was placed within the framework of Cold War international 

cooperation. To the municipality this American involvement seemed promising, but other 

participants such as the British school soon decided to go their own way – again with the help of 

large employers, such as Shell and ESTEC. 

 Even though by the 1980s the plans for the international school campus were ready, it 

turned out difficult to realize the financial support needed from the Dutch government. Such a 

large investment in the schooling of foreign expatriate children (and a few Dutch repatriate 

children), had to be justified in relation to spending on Dutch education, Dutch overseas schools, 
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and language education for the children of ethnic minorities. Moreover, local protests against 

the location of the building site finally discouraged the Americans to wait for an answer from 

The Hague. They built their own school campus in the neighboring municipality of Wassenaar 

instead. The Hague municipality strongly regretted this move, but had also learnt from the 

project that the high international standards that expatriate parents’ expected for the education 

of their children might not be met by regular Dutch schools or local and national funding schemes 

alone. The recent reestablishment of a European and an international school in The Hague was 

mainly possible because of funding provided by large companies and the European Union, 

although again with a facilitating role for the municipality. 

 

Jakarta  

 

From postcolonial guidebooks to global lifestyles  

In chapter 5 we discuss the general opportunity structure that was available to expatriates in 

Jakarta since the 1950s. In comparison to The Hague there was a much smaller role for the city 

government in providing services to this group. The focus is therefore on the guidebooks that 

expatriate clubs and employers themselves developed for newcomers, and how these social and 

organizational networks guided the spatial segregation of expatriates in the city. While at first 

expatriates largely depended on the remaining late-colonial infrastructure of western-style 

hotels, clubs and housing, from the 1970s onwards they could choose from a much wider range 

of international-standard services. As a result of  growing foreign investments and development 

aid, Jakarta changed from a postcolonial and Third World city into a global and world city, which 

tried to compete with similar cities in the region like Bangkok and Singapore. Although the task 

of developing appropriate housing and shopping areas for expatriates and local elites was largely 

left to the private initiative, the city government did allow for certain areas of the city, like 

Kemang and Pondok Indah, to be developed mainly in that direction. 

Because Indonesia experienced such rapid political and economic changes throughout 

the 1960s-1990s, there was a constant need for expatriates to reassess where best to live, send 

their children to school, find products from home, and, how to communicate with Indonesian 

colleagues, neighbors and household staff. The guidebooks provided by expatriate clubs and 

employers could serve this purpose and borrowed both from colonial handbooks as well as 

guidebooks for expatriates in cities worldwide to structure the settlement process. The extent 

to which newcomers were encouraged to get to know their host country and adjust to the 

Indonesian way of life, changed from the 1970s onwards. Whereas at first contacts between 

expatriates and Indonesians had been framed in terms of a ‘diplomatic relationship’, soon the 

context of development cooperation allowed for the representation of expatriates’ presence in 

the city as mutually beneficial. Expatriates and their family members could enrich their 

experience abroad by exploring the language, culture and cuisine of Indonesia, as well as 

contribute to the country through local charity work. These interactions with the local 
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population were limited to specific segments of society and took place in well-demarcated 

spaces, befitting the security and health risks that some expatriates – or their employers – 

feared. 

Like in The Hague, ideas from the field of International Human Resource Management 

and Intercultural Communication about expatriate well-being, were influential. Most of the 

expatriates in Jakarta adopted a lifestyle very similar to that of their previous postings in the 

Global South. Residential patterns of western expatriates in the city, illustrate this, showing a 

clear preference for western-style colonial housing and new-built American-style suburbs. From 

the 1970s onwards there was a clear shift of expatriates, and local elites alike, moving from the 

center of town towards the newly developed suburbs in the South and the self-sustaining ‘new 

towns’ outside the city borders. Because of the role of social and organizational networks in 

finding housing, over time national enclaves developed within these areas. Interviews with 

Dutch expatriates show that there were also some individual differences between expatriates of 

various generations and professional groups in the location and style of living they preferred. 

Nevertheless, in general we see a process of homogenization and standardization of expatriate 

lifestyles in this time period. 

 

The politics of foreign language schools and overseas education  

Chapter 6 analyzes the educational facilities that were available to the children of expatriates in 

Jakarta, with a strong focus on the Dutch expatriate community. Although throughout the 

colonial period and just after decolonization, a broad network of Dutch language schools existed 

in Indonesia, education in languages other than the national one was soon considered as going 

against nationalist politics. Both the French, British, German, Japanese and Korean embassy 

schools, as well as the international school of Jakarta, therefore faced strict regulations from the 

side of the local government. They were not allowed to permit Indonesian students to their 

schools. As for the Dutch school, this institution largely functioned under the auspices of the 

Dutch embassy and with financial and practical support from Dutch businesses in Indonesia. Both 

employers were very concerned with the possibilities for the children of their employees to 

continue their school careers abroad and to be able to reintegrate in the Dutch system upon 

return. In the late 1960s the school board decided that they would also request a Dutch 

government subsidy in order to construct a modern school building and hire more expatriate 

teachers so to keep up to date with educational trends back home. 

 The request to finance a Dutch school in Indonesia eventually met with similar 

resistance as in the case of the international school in The Hague. However, by the 1970s such 

support could be framed as part of the intensified diplomatic ties between the countries in the 

framework of development cooperation. To prevent schools in other outposts from filing similar 

requests to the ministry of Education, the subsidy was spread out over various ministries that 

had expatriates posted in Indonesia. The Dutch government was strengthened in her decision to 

support the Jakarta school by the fact that over the years companies like Shell and Philips had 
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already made large contributions and because a growing share of the pupils now had parents 

working in the government coordinated development cooperation. 

Finally, as a result of a lobby by Dutch businesses and individual expatriate parents, a 

system for the structural financing of Dutch overseas education was established in 1986. The 

Foundation of Dutch Education Abroad (NOB) was to oversee the level of education in the 

associated schools and offered training and support to expatriate teachers that were sent 

abroad. Because of the varying careers and lifestyles of expatriate children (and parents), it 

became more and more of a challenge for expatriate teachers and school boards to meet with 

the specific needs of those trained in different school systems, speaking multiple languages, and 

having to deal with constant mobility. In some cases Dutch parents opted to send their children 

to other European or international schools in the city, because the curriculum would match 

better with their previous or following postings. If this proved too expensive they could also 

homeschool their children or send them to school in The Netherlands. In general, however, 

parents saw the experience of having their children educated abroad or at an international 

school as an opportunity from which they would take life-long lessons on what it meant to be 

Dutch and a world citizen. 

 

Conclusion 

By studying expatriate communities in two different cities over time we were able to identify 

some larger trends within the expatriate circuit worldwide, as well as highlight when local 

conditions challenged the lifestyles of expatriates. Because of the nature of the sources 

consulted for this research, these conclusions mainly apply to western expatriates, American and 

Dutch in particular. It remains to be seen to what extent the conclusions can be extended to 

groups like Japanese, Korean, and Indian expatriates who nowadays play an important role in 

the global market for talent. Further research could question for example if the absence of 

politics, religion, and race in the lifestyles of most western (and often white) expatriates is even 

an option or wish of those with a non-western  or immigrant background. Even within the 

western-style expatriate institutions, studied in this thesis, we see growing diversity by 

nationality and background which indicates that the times are changing. 

The main historical shift identified in this study of expatriates in postwar The Hague and 

Jakarta is the changing profile of expatriates, as well as the changing nature of the opportunity 

structure available to them. Firstly, in this period we witness the rise of a new generation of 

expatriates who experience more flexible and international careers. For the first time they bring 

their family members along. Secondly, the opportunity structure for expatriates 

internationalized, partly in response to the needs of this ever growing and diversifying 

community. Thirdly, and somewhat paradoxically, the typical postcolonial and family expatriate 

disappeared in the last decades, possibly heralding the end of an era. As a result of the further 

flexibilization and liberalization of the labor market, employers nowadays opt for cheaper and 

individual short-term postings or find suitable local personnel. This may also explain for the 
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nostalgia expressed in some of the interviews with the older generation of expatriates, when 

asked about their memories of The Hague and Jakarta throughout the 1960s-90s. 

As for the theoretical implications of this study, by approaching expatriates as migrants 

and by focusing on the various actors that come together at the local level, we learn that it is 

mainly the difference in opportunity structure that explains different degrees of integration 

among expatriates. Firstly, we see that after decolonization nation states have largely been 

replaced by private companies and international organizations in setting the standards for 

expatriation. The functioning of employers as a sort of state within the state when it comes to 

the welfare provisions for their employees, should therefore be much more prominent in studies 

of migration. Secondly, city governments seem to be able to provide much more practical and 

provisional support to the quickly changing expatriate community, which gives them an 

advantage over the nation state as a host. They should however remain conscious of the broader 

societal and historical context in which high-skilled migration takes place, and pay attention to 

the heterogeneous nature of the expatriate community itself. The pioneering work done by 

expatriates and locals of previous generations in internationalizing the local infrastructure of The 

Hague and Jakarta over the years, should therefore be recognized but by no means form a 

straight-jacket for future policy. 
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Dankwoord 

 

Een vergelijkend onderzoek naar hooggeschoolde migranten in twee wereldsteden vraagt 

vanzelfsprekend dat de onderzoeker zich verplaatst en haar eigen internationale netwerk 

aanspreekt. Dit proefschrift was daarom niet mogelijk geweest zonder de steun en het 

vertrouwen van de vele collega’s, vrienden en familieleden die mij op weg hielpen in Den Haag 

en Jakarta. Daarnaast waren er de archivarissen en bestuursleden van verschillende 

expatinstituties en bedrijven die mij zonder bedenkingen toelieten in hun archieven en ook 

contact legden met de expats van weleer. Enkelen van hen wil ik hier, zonder volledig te kunnen 

zijn, uitdrukkelijk bedanken voor hun bijdrage aan dit onderzoek. 

 

Om te beginnen bedank ik mijn promotores Leo Lucassen, Wim Willems en Henk Schulte 

Nordholt voor de vrijheid en het vertrouwen om mij dit project geheel zelf vorm te laten geven 

en daarbij ook veldwerk in Jakarta te doen. Hun specialistische kennis van de 

migratiegeschiedenis, Den Haag en Indonesië, en hun eindeloos geduldige redactiewerk, was 

voor mij erg belangrijk. Mijn onderzoek werd gefinancierd vanuit het profileringsgebied Global 

Interactions van de Universiteit Leiden en voerde ik uit binnen de vakgroep Sociale- en 

Economische Geschiedenis. De Leidse collega’s van Geschiedenis, het KITLV en het Centre for 

Modern Urban Studies voorzagen mij met enige regelmaat van feedback en zorgden waar nodig 

voor afleiding. Internationaal kon ik, zowel in Indonesië als tijdens cursussen en congressen in 

Europa en de VS, rekenen op de gastvrijheid van collega-historici. Een duidelijke weerslag op 

mijn proefschrift hadden de kritische noten van migratiehistorici Adam McKeown, Patrick 

Manning, Nancy L. Green, Leslie Page Moch, Ulbe Bosma, Marlou Schrover en antropologen 

Anne-Meike Fechter en Heather Hindman. 

 

Doordat mijn onderzoek zich richtte op een groep migranten die slechts tijdelijk in Den Haag en 

Jakarta verbleef en ook daarna nog vele verhuizingen meemaakte, was ik voor bronmateriaal 

sterk afhankelijk van de achterblijvers. Zo bleken de expats die trouwden met een Nederlander 

of Indonesiër sleutelpersonen om toegang te krijgen tot archieven van clubs, scholen en 

privépersonen. In veel gevallen waren zij zelf bereid mee te werken aan een interview en ik noem 

hen hier daarom alleen bij hun voornaam. In Den Haag gaat mijn dank uit naar David, Mike, Erin, 

Jessie, Jenny, Georgia en Deborah. In Jakarta bedank ik Roger, Sander, Karin, William, Ilaria, 

Heidi, Margot en Annemieke. Daarnaast waren de archivarissen van het Haags Gemeentearchief, 

het Nationaal Archief, het Expatriate Archive Centre, het Ministerie van Buitenlandse Zaken, de 

Shell Historical Archives, het European University Institute, en het KITLV mij hartelijk tot dienst. 

De levendigheid van dit proefschrift is te danken aan de vele individuele expats die meewerkten 

aan een interview, in persoon of via internet. 

 

Hoewel het leven van een promovendus soms geheel in het teken van haar 

onderzoeksonderwerp komt te staan, waren er gelukkig ook genoeg vrienden, familie én 
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collega’s die mij eraan herinnerden dat de wereld niet om expats draait. Hun steun, 

aanmoedigingen én vragen over mijn onderzoek waren erg belangrijk. In het bijzonder bedank 

ik, in Nederland, de familie Smit-van Woerden en, in Indonesië, de familie Mulia-Krisanti. Zij 

zorgden altijd voor een thuis om naar terug te keren, ook tijdens mijn veldwerk. Daarnaast noem 

ik graag mijn internationale ‘lotgenoten’ van het ESG-promovendi clubje en het N.W. Posthumus 

netwerk. Het was onmogelijk geweest mijn hoofd gedurende dit langdurige promotietraject koel 

te houden, zonder de regelmatige voetbalwedstrijden van de Ramona’s, Lugdunum dames en 

MombasaSchoppenaas. Tenslotte noem ik enkele mensen die net dat extra zetje richting de 

eindstreep gaven bij naam. In Indonesië zijn dat Lauren, Yanwar, Tara en Putra; in Nederland zijn 

dit Anne, Esther, Albertine & Willem, Jeannette, Marion, Joris, Bram, Nadia, Rick, Jorrit, Vincent 

(voor zijn waardevolle en humoristische tekstredactie) en de Mamamia’s; in België zijn dit 

buurvrouw Muriël (voor de prachtige kaarten in dit proefschrift), Lies & Pieter, Lotte & Pieter en 

de Gentse bende. Grenzeloos was de steun van Hanneke & Wouter, Laura & Wouter, Pia & 

Christian, Fatima, Birte, Eliëtte, Georg en, de liefste, Marijke. Zij kreeg me zover zelf love-pat te 

worden. 

 

Aniek X. Smit, Antwerpen 2017 
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