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1945 - the present
surinam and the Netherlands Antilles

Decolonisation in the West

The colourful architecture of Willemstad,
the capital of Curacao, bears witness to
the history of this port and trade centre
since 1635. Curacao is one of the six Antil-
lian islands that form part of the Kingdom
of the Netherlands, together with Aruba,
Bonaire, Saba, St. Martin and St. Eustatius.
Up until 1975, Surinam was also included.
The relationships between the
Netherlands and its colonies in the “West”
changed drastically in the second half of
the twentieth century. During World War
II, Surinam and the Netherlands Antilles
remained free. They provided military
support to allied operations and supplied
raw materials needed for the war industry,
like bauxite and petroleum. After the war,
the so-called overseas territories were
granted regional autonomy and the right
to vote. This new relationship was set
down in the Charter for the Kingdom of
the Netherlands (Statuut voor het Konink-
rijk der Nederlanden) enacted in 1954, a
type of constitution for a transatlantic king-
dom with autonomous overseas territories.
In the early 1970s, many African
and Asian countries had already been

decolonised and in Surinam too the move-
ment for independence began to gather
momentum. The Netherlands, under the
leadership of Labour Prime Minister

Joop den Uyl, immediately supported this
movement. Within two years, together
with Henck Arron (Prime Minister of

the ruling coalition party in Surinam),
Den Uyl had drawn up an arrangement
for arriving at independence. After weath-
ering heavy opposition led by Jagernath
Lachmon, finally, on 25 November 1975,
the arrangement resulted in the unani-
mous acceptance of independence.

The Netherlands agreed to continue

to support Surinam with development
funding for a long period. These payments
were suspended for a few years following
the 1982 “December Murders”.

In 1975, the tensions between the
different ethnic groups in the run-up to
independence, uncertainty about the
future and the choice each inhabitant
had to make between either Surinamese
or Dutch nationality, led to the departure
from Surinam of over 130,000 Surinamese
for the Netherlands. The Charter of 1954



continued to govern the relationship
between the Netherlands and the Antilles.
Within this framework, in 1986 Aruba
was granted Status Aparte (separate status)
and since 1996 it has been a nation within
the Kingdom. Since 2005, discussions have
been held with the other islands about
revising their relationships.

In many ways, through their long
common history, family ties and the Dutch
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language, the Netherlands has strong
trans-national links with the multicultural
Caribbean societies of Surinam, the Nether-
lands Antilles and Aruba. Many languages
are spoken in those regions, but they all
have the Dutch language in common.

In 2005 Surinam became a member of
the Nederlandse Taalunie [Dutch Language
Union], alongside the Netherlands and
Belgium/Flanders.
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