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The immigration order the President of the United States Donald Trump issued in January this 
year, targeting seven Islamic countries, provoked many negative reactions all over the world. 
It caused uncertainty for families and chaos at airports. Not only did his travel ban affect 
people outside America who wanted to enter the US, it also had major repercussions for 
‘green card’-holding US-residents with a Muslim background who planned to leave the US on 
business trips. As a result, some people even canceled their outward-bound trip to avoid being 
taken into custody upon their return or risk being separated indefinitely from their children 
who now have US-citizenship. Airlines such as the Dutch KLM refused to carry passengers 
from the banned countries, aware of the fact that they would be forced to return them at their 
own expense and be fined in the process. However, journalists also pointed out – correctly – 
that Trump’s immigration ban was neither as un-American nor unprecedented as the 
Democrat Senator Chuck Schumer had initially stated.1 

Before the end of the 19th Century the migration debate in the United States escalated 
from a matter of international trade to a vehemently racial issue of national sovereignty, as the 
Belgian maritime and migration historian Torsten Feys has so convincingly demonstrated. 
The driving force behind restrictions during this particular period was the Immigration 
Restriction League (1894, IRL). Supported by the majority of congressmen, it spread racist 
selection to immigrant control stations and increased the responsibility of shipping lines in the 
selection process, forcing them to defray the maintenance costs of detainees and the 
deportation costs of rejected migrants.2 In all fairness it must be said that today’s control of 
the outer borders of ‘Fortress Europe’ does not, in essence, differ that much from the 
migration policy of the United States. Due to the way in which the issuing of visas has been 
structured (i.e., only on EU-territory), it is almost impossible for people living in so-called 
conflict States or under autocratic regimes outside the Schengen-area (such as, for example, 
Syria / territories controlled by Islamic State) to apply for a visa or asylum and enter the 
European Union in a straightforward, regular way. Consequently, the migration experts Van 
Houtum and Lucassen refer to the EU as ‘a paper Fortress’. In their opinion, the hardest 
border to pass is not a fence, a wall or even the sea but the Schengen visa, which is ‘guarded 
by civil servants with computers, printers and writing paper with letterheads’ and, we can add, 
by transport companies who are literally deployed as gate keepers, as we have seen before in 
history.3 

                                                
1 NRC Handelsblad, 30-01-2017 ‘Trumps inreisverbod verscheurt families’ [Trump’s entry ban tears families apart] and ‘De 
mythe van een gastvrije natie’ [The myth of a hospitable nation] 
2 Feys 2010, 38-62. 
3 Van Houtum &Lucassen 2016, 90-91, see also 71, 74-75, 89, 133-135. 
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This brings us to the more general question of the relationship between States, individual 
mobility and the information flows concerned. Most migration scholars agree that migration 
control was not so much the result of, but rather an important part of, State formation. 
National states and centralized power developed in conjunction with a steady increase in 
control over both the internal and international mobility of citizens and aliens alike. The 
monitoring of geographical mobility could only take place after population registration 
systems had been introduced and identity papers such as passports had been issued. It was 
only after the population had been made ‘legible’, to use the phrase of James Scott, that States 
were able to meet their needs in order to take the next steps in the process of State formation. 
This involved  extracting the resources they needed to reproduce themselves over time such as 
efficient taxation or general conscription to the military.4  

Both migration and information historians elaborated on what the American migration 
scholar Aristide Zolberg called ‘the history of paperwork’ in 1997, referring to the need to 
further investigate the bureaucratic implications of migration control.5 Among the former, 
John Torpey’s analysis of the processes through which States monopolized the exclusive right 
to authorize and regulate the coming and going of persons, or, in his words, the 
monopolization of ‘the legitimate means of movement’ have been particularly important.6 
With it came the need for States to unambiguously establish the identity of individuals for 
reasons of surveillance or national security, socioeconomic motives (poverty relief, taxation) 
or, when the idea of a ‘nation-state’ was finally institutionalized, to establish a ‘national’ 
identity.  Thus nation-states, defined as ‘a more or less coherent network of institutions’, were 
able to ‘embrace’ their citizenries more successfully over time and to exclude unwanted 
intruders.7 In order to be able to discuss the growing administrative power and the systems of 
registration that came along with the implementation of regulating mobility, he refutes the 
purely subjectivistic approach of identity and points out that, in the end, migrants’ identities 
are anchored in policy and laws on legal registration and identification documents.8 His 
analysis of the fluctuating regimes in the documentary control of movement in Western 
Europe and the United States, in which he explicates the nature of three different types of 
documents (passports, internal passes and ID cards), was followed by studies carried out by  
Leo Lucassen for the Netherlands and more recently, and from a slightly different 
perspective, by information historian Edward Higgs for England.9  

Where both Torpey and Lucassen choose to begin with the French revolution, because 
of its canonical status, for the birth of the nation-state, Higgs challenges the chronology of the 
information age and proves that (local) government-initiated information flows around 
personal identity and mobility can be traced back even as far as Early Modern England.10 
Although Lucassen and Higgs discern more types of documentation than Torpey does, they 
also stick mainly to the individual documentation that is found ‘on the bearer’ such as 
passports, work booklets, certificates of nationality, drivers’ licenses, among others.11 
Consequently, the official serial registration systems, stemming from more specific laws on 

                                                
4 (Scott as cited in) Van Eijl 2012, 13; Torpey 2000, 2; Cf. Lucassen 2001, 254; Moch 2003, 19, 105-108; Tilly 1993 (3rd 
print) 114-117; Jeremy Black 2014, 302-303. 
5 Zolberg as cited in Lucassen 2001, 252. 
6 Torpey 1998 and 2001. 
7 Torpey challenges the metaphor of state ‘penetration’ and instead prefers the word ‘embracing’ to raise awareness about 
the fact that (welfare)states also ‘bind and nurture’.  Torpey 1998, 245. 
8 Feys convincingly shows that migrant identities in the 19th century American context were also shaped by commercial 
third parties, e.g. shipping companies such as the HAL, Feys 2010, 62. 
9 Torpey 2000, Lucassen 2001, Higgs 2011. 
10 Cf. Alistair Black 2006, 455; Weller (Introduction) 2011, 6. 
11 Lucassen 2001, 247; Higgs 2011, 23. 
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migration than passport laws, have received little attention. So far, migration scholars have 
focused mainly on policy relating to inward mobility and have used the corresponding alien 
registration systems as their sources.12 Migration control, however, shifted during the 20th 
century to migration management (at least until 1989). This shift embodied the evolution of 
the modern international State-system where multilateral collaboration and consultation on 
the reallocation of refugees and economic migrants (‘labour surpluses’) from Europe to the 
classic, more underpopulated settler countries in international (intergovernmental-
/nongovernmental) and supranational organizations became more important.13 That does not 
mean that national registration systems on mobility disappeared;  rather they started to 
transcend the national level, especially after 1945. Seen from an information management 
perspective,14 the forms complement each other and form chains of information, not only on 
the individual migrant, but also on the bureaucracies, born as they were from mutual 
agreements and mutual information gathering as I will demonstrate in this paper.  
 First, I will compare a Dutch registration system for Dutch nationals emigrating to 
Australia (1945–1992) with models of Dutch and foreign registration forms on migrants 
during the process of leaving and entering countries in order to answer two questions:  Who 
made this specific system?  and, How does it relate to the Australian migration registration 
forms for Dutch nationals?15 The second set of questions relates to the aspect of power: What 
was the purpose of the system? How and why did the Dutch authorities continue to monitor or 
‘embrace’ their citizens who left? What can we discern today from the different layers of 
information about the bureaucratic habits of civil servants? I will argue that the original 
function of the cards was no more than an index of the personal files of selected migrants, and 
that over time this developed into a system that was deliberately used by the Dutch authorities 
to promote migration policy goals in close collaboration with the Australian government.  

 
 
The Dutch source 
 
In 2006, the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs handed over 51,525 registration cards 
containing data about Dutch migrants in Australia to the National Archive [Nationaal Archief] 
in The Hague.16 The entire series covers the years 1946–1991 and about 90% of all the Dutch 
migrants that left.17 They reflect the period of a Dutch migration policy that was geared 
towards encouraging and facilitating emigration. During the Second World War the Dutch 
government was already aware that emigration could be a means of realizing the cherished 
Keynesian ideal of full employment. With unemployment figures rising since 1948, in 
combination with the highest estimated birth rate figures in Western Europe, pressure from 
the population increased and the necessity of reorganizing agriculture, partly due to the 
shortage of land in this small country, added to this pressure. The government decided to base 
its socioeconomic policy on two cornerstones. In order to prevent structural unemployment in 
the future, large-scale emigration was to be encouraged in addition to industrialization. 
Various interest groups from civil society vociferously demanded a say in the making and 
implementation of this emigration policy, such as women’s organizations, employers from the 
                                                
12 See e.g. Lucassen &Van der Harst 1998; Van Eijl 2012. 
13 Van Faassen 2014a, Ch.3; Venturas 2015, 2. 
14 Alistair Black defines information management as: ‘collecting and communicating information in organizations and the 
way data are controlled’, Black 2006, 452. 
15 Stiff et al. stressed the importance of information design in information history and defines forms as a ‘standardized 
instrument to manage information gathering’. Stiff 2011, 57-61. 
16 http://www.gahetna.nl/en/collectie/index/nt00335 (last visited 23-02-2017). 
17 Schalekamp 2014 (report by internee, Huygens ING)  
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agriculture sector and industry, and trade unions in the emerging Dutch consensus economy. 
The system to accomplish these tasks acquired a legal foundation in 1952. It consisted of a 
carefully thought out, but nevertheless complex, structure of decision-making bodies and 
implementing organizations, all of which fell under the responsibility of the Ministry of 
Social Affairs. Bilateral agreements with overseas countries of settlement, in combination 
with multilateral collaboration in the Intergovernmental Committee for European Migration 
(PICMME/ICEM 1951), enabled the Dutch government to finance promotional activities, to 
facilitate traveling, and to subsidize each migrant individually. In the heyday of the Dutch 
exodus, between 1945 and 1967, approximately half a million Dutch citizens would 
eventually make the crossing to other continents. Contacts with the Australian government 
were formalized in the Netherlands-Australian Migration Agreement (NAMA 1951).18   

According to the archival inventory, the cards came from various consular posts in 
Australia (Sydney, Melbourne, Brisbane) in the course of performing their task of 
safeguarding the individual interests of Dutch people abroad. Several basic details were 
registered: personal data, addresses, type of transport to Australia, date of arrival, profession, 
religion, composition of the so-called ‘emigrant unit’ (usually the family) and ‘category’, 
indicating whether the migrant who travelled was subsidized under one of the several 
assistance schemes which existed at the time, or not. In addition to these standard data, there 
is space on the card for notes under the headings ‘education’ and ‘employment history’. As 
well as actual data about the migrant’s employment status or help given to find employment, 
the notes in the latter space often refer to various other kinds of assistance (housing, financial 
support, psychological, marital or legal problems, repatriation, etc.) given to the migrant by 
the consulate itself or by third parties contacted by the consulate. The contact between the 
emigrant and the consulate was sometimes maintained over a number of years (date ranges of 
30 years do occur).19 Although the design of the index cards varies from ‘no design’ to 
several variations of the card shown below, we can conclude that the ‘structured information’ 
gathered on top is always the same type of information on the identity of the (head of the) 
migrant(unit) and on the registering agency and his categorizational remarks. The heading 
‘employment history’, however, never matches its content, but is used for all kinds of 
‘unstructured information’ on a diversity of life course events of the entire migrant unit. To 
our knowledge today, the Dutch-Australian card index is the only one that is preserved. 

 
Front       Back 

                                                
18 Van Faassen 2014a, 2014b and 2017. 
19 Van Faassen, Buitendijk and Van Velden 2006 (Background) http://www.gahetna.nl/en/node/5065.; Van Faassen 2007. 



 5 

Although the importance of consular agents as nodal points in historical information 
networks is known, the question is: Were they in this case genuinely the record creators?20 
Given the current knowledge of the Dutch emigration system, this is highly unlikely. The 
Ministry of Social Affairs succeeded, after a fierce battle with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
in establishing a Dutch Emigration Service Abroad (DESA) of their own, with a corps of 
emigration officers who were only physically housed at the Dutch consulates.21 To be able to 
prove, however, that the card index system was created by the emigration officers of Social 
Affairs and that its function differed from other consular or alien registration systems, a 
comparative approach is necessary.  
 
Comparing migration registration systems 
 
To get an overview of the migration registration systems available, we have to realize that 
although emigration and immigration are two sides of the same coin, both sides have their 
own laws and regulations, resulting in their own registration systems. As State interference 
grew, including the profiling of the ‘most sought after’ migrants after 1945, selection 
procedures were also executed by both, sending and receiving, governments. This double 
selectivity sometimes led to tensions as the ‘most sought after’ migrant also could be the one 
that couldn’t be missed by his home country’s economy.22 From our assumption of the 
transnational information chain, however, it is interesting to see whether and where the twain 
met. Due to the privacy-sensitive nature of the registration systems, unfortunately, the online 
databases that are available mostly cover 19th Century migration projects. They do, however, 
give us a sufficient impression of the information-gathering design so that we can compare it 
with the Dutch registration system.      

The online (Mormon) Immigrant Ancestors Project (1821–1924) uses a classification 
based on the ‘function in the travel process’ to trace the emigration records of migrants from 
10 European countries (including the Netherlands) in both the originating and the recipient 
counties. They discern between the ‘departure and pre-departure records’ and the ‘after arrival 
records’. The former consist, for instance, of passenger lists; Other Port of Departure Records, 
such as printed passports in registers; health records and approvals to emigrate (which can be 
seen as a type of selection document). The most important ‘after arrival records’ for this case 
study are the consular records. Consulates often kept records of transactions carried out by 
their citizens in the country of destination, such as requests for passports, proof of identity, 
registration of births, or assistance with legal problems in the country of origin.23 The Ibero-
American Migratory Movements portal, which covers 19th and 20th Century emigration from 
Spain to Ibero-America, also contains links to consular archives as primary sources, in 
addition to alien registration systems.24  

Although the comparison of the Dutch series with these series is still a work-in-
progress, one thing is clear: the ‘departure records’, especially the series approvals or 
selection documents compiled by the sending country, sometimes contain unstructured, 
qualitative information. This is also the case with the alien registration documents of the 
receiving country in the Spanish portal. The consular records (after arrival document), 
however, always seem to be very well-structured but specifically on (a change in) personal 
circumstances (personal identification, visa-issuing, change of address, birth). So, there is no 

                                                
20 Feys 2007, 29-30; Alistair Black 2011. 
21 Van Faassen, 2014b, http://resources.huygens.knaw.nl/emigratie/gids/instelling/2690725622 (last accessed 23-02-2017) 
22 Schrover and Van Faassen 2010, 22. 
23 http://immigrants.byu.edu/resources (last visited 24-02-2017) 
24 http://pares.mcu.es/MovimientosMigratorios/staticContent.form?viewName=presentacion (last visited 24-02-2017) 
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scribbling on the forms on subjects, other than the design allows, as is the case in the Dutch 
card index.  

A policy file belonging to the Ministry of Social Affairs about issuing passports, visas 
and ‘registration cards upon emigration’ provides us with more compelling  evidence  to 
indicate that this card index was not compiled by the Dutch consulates themselves. Moreover, 
the file contains an instruction from Foreign Affairs to Social Affairs to inform Dutch 
emigrants that they are obliged to register themselves at the consulates upon arrival. As this 
was forgotten most of the time, Foreign Affairs asked Social Affairs to distribute the forms on 
board ship. The design of these forms is completely different from the card index in 
question.25 

The next step involved making an analysis of the manuals associated with processing 
Dutch emigrants to all countries (not only to Australia).26 It is only by unravelling this paper 
trail and by identifying all the actors involved that we can be absolutely sure that the card 
index was not created by the consulates.  When this process is completed, we can then 
proceed to find the connecting links with the Australian registration system.  

 
 

 
Papertrail based on manuals in NA, SZW/Emigratiedienst,2.15.72, inv.nr. 110 and Rijksarbeidsbureau, 2.15.46, inv.nr. 889 

 
In the ideal situation (reading from left to right) the index card was created in the 

Dutch pre-selection phase at the moment the aspiring migrant was found to be eligible for 
acceptance (that is: pre-departure). It functioned as the master card in the file compiled by 
Social Affairs and travelled with the migrant (even after arrival and especially in cases of  
(secondary) movement by the migrant within Australia, as a result of which the files were 
forwarded to the emigration offices in the region/state concerned). Consequentely, its primary 

                                                
25 NL-HaNA, Directie Emigratie, 2.15.68, inv.nr. 890. 
26 NL-HaNA, SZW/Emigratiedienst, 2.15.72, inv.nr. 110; Rijksarbeidsbureau, 2.15.46, inv.nr. 889. 
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function was to share basic facts about the identity of migrants between the Netherlands 
Emigration Service (NED) and the Dutch Emigration Service Abroad (DESA), both sub-
departments of Social Affairs, and between the several emigration offices of the DESA. It was 
a way to swiftly access the related files. The cards were regularly annotated to on board ship 
or directly after arrival, however we also find cards containing information that was logged a 
long time after arrival (written in retrospect). A green copy of the basic information was sent 
to the Australian Selection Officers in the Netherlands. These copies can still be found 
together with the Australian (pre-departure) selection documents which the postwar non-
British migrant to Australia had to fill in. In this way, these application files represent the 
linchpin in the information chain. 

They appear to be a hybrid of Dutch and Australian information gathering: it is 
bilingual; it contains a lot of the personal information and bureaucratic remarks which we also 
find on the index cards and – after it was sent to the Australian authorities by the Netherlands 
Emigration Service (NED), the Australians scribbled on it, just as the Dutch migration 
officers did on their index cards. In all probability, it can also be concluded that the Dutch 
card index represents a fast route to the ‘personal application files’.27 The latter were used 
both by the Dutch migration officers abroad and by the Australian authorities as their basic 
information system that was complemented for their own purpose (with information that was 
‘stored’ at different places yet again, such as the Dutch index cards). 
 

 
NAA, Series A2478 (Non-British European migrant selection documents) 
https://recordsearch.naa.gov.au/SearchNRetrieve/Interface/ViewImage.aspx?B=1418845  
 
 
 
                                                
27 All Dutch personal files have been destroyed, in accordance with the Archival Law of the Netherlands. 
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Whose information? Whose power? 
 
Having thus uncovered the creators and the main objective of the index cards, namely a 
means to transfer basic facts about the identity of migrants between two sub-departments 
within the Ministry of Social Affairs28 and a way to swiftly access the related files, we can 
now turn to our next set of questions. Leaving aside the purely ‘consular’ reasons, why did the 
Dutch State keep track of its citizens abroad for so many years? And does the information 
gathered on the cards only reflect the ‘one-way traffic’ or the top-down power relationship 
one expects from using the word ‘monitoring’? 29      
 Migration studies on relations between the Dutch State and its emigrants before 1940 
reveal Dutch governments that were primarily driven to maintain close contact with their 
emigrants for social and economic considerations. Once certain foreign labour markets were 
seen by Dutch policymakers as indispensable to solve their own problems of unemployment 
and overpopulation, they were, for instance, willing to meet the receiving countries’ demand 
for nationality documents and were even willing to supply extraterritorial poor relief. Thus, 
the reasons were in fact the opposite of strengthening ties with its own migrated citizens: 
passport-issuing and poverty relief abroad prevented the Dutch emigrants from being expelled 
and could postpone an eventual return to the Netherlands.30 
 Given the rationale for the Dutch emigration policy after 1945, and considering the 
content of the unstructured ‘after arrival’ information concerning the migrants’ questions 
about all manner of assistance on the index cards, the socioeconomic motive still seems to be 
relevant. As the information on the cards, however, also gives a clear insight into the support 
networks surrounding the emigrants, there is reason to believe that there are more actors 
involved than State actors alone, and that they use different arguments for assisting migrants 
than ‘postponing return’. The support networks of the Dutch emigrants in Australia mainly 
consisted of representatives of, or those who had strong ties with, the Dutch civil society 
organizations that were part of the Dutch emigration system. As they had a majority in the 
policy-making Emigration Council and Emigration Board, they exercised strong, bottom-up 
pressure on the Dutch government, not only to facilitate emigration by subsidizing individual 
emigrants, but also to organize institutionalized aftercare for their (former) members. Their 
mainly ethical or religious arguments aimed at enlarging the opportunities of their migrants to 
have a good start and to be successfully integrated into the new ‘fatherland’, just as the 
Australian authorities eventually expected.31 In light of this, Torpey’s methaphor seems to 
apply especially for the post-1945 years, although it was not so much the ‘State’ that wanted 
to ‘embrace’ its citizens abroad, but the ‘nation’.  
  
However, one type of remark on the index cards that has not been discussed so far actually 
gives us a clue how the Dutch government succeeded in turning this aftercare issue into a 
positive-sum-game, thus strengthening its own migration policy.  Except for help questions, a 
considerable number of the cards contain value judgments made by the migration officers 
about the migrant in question. In the case of a positive judgment, they can go hand in hand 
with remarks on the migrant being selected for interviews by Dutch and/or Australian 
newspapers or broadcasters, or being invited to meet Dutch politicians or members of the 
Dutch Royal Family during their visits to Australia. Although it is difficult at this stage of the 

                                                
28 The Netherlands Emigration Service (NED) and the Dutch Emigration Service Abroad. 
29 The information on the content of the cards in the rest of this paragraph is based on an a-selective sample of 1% and a 
random inspection of about half of the entire collection. 
30 Lucassen 2001, 249-250,255; Van Eijl and Lucassen 2007, 170. 
31 Van Faassen 2014a. 
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research to give exact figures, a thorough analysis of both the Dutch and the Australian photo 
archives, which reflect the promotional activities on both sides to promote and legitimize their 
migration policies, show a lot of pictures of Dutch individuals who were deliberately selected 
to function as ‘goodwill ambassadors’, based on the remarks on their index card.32 In 
picturing these migrants, the Dutch authorities thus tried to stimulate emigration, while the 
Australian authorities tried to frame the Dutch as good and reliable migrants and contain any 
criticism they might have about, for instance, labour unions. Index cards from the 1980s, 
however, also reveal the fact that the new generation of migrants, for their part, also took the 
initiative to inform the migration officers on their skills or newly stablished companies, thus 
swapping roles and using the authorities as goodwill ambassadors to generate free advertising 
for their own individual interests.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
This paper aimed to assess a card index on Dutch migrants to Australia 1946-1991 with 
regard to its creators, its form and its function, from an information management perspective. 
Comparing it with (formats of) other Dutch and foreign migrant registration systems made it 
possible to prove that it is not likely that the card index was created by the consular service of 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, as is stated in its archival inventory. Neither the design nor 
the content of the registration forms, used by the Dutch consular service in Australia, 
resembles the information gathered on the index cards. The fact that the emigration officers of 
the sub-department Dutch Emigration Service Abroad of the Ministry of Social Affairs, were 
indeed the record creators was further evidenced by correspondence in the policy files of 
Social Affairs. I argued that the card index had several functions. Its primary function was 
transferring basic knowledge on the identity of selected Dutch migrants to Australia from one 
sub-department to another. This information was in all probability gathered via migrant 
selection forms, that were designed in close collaboration between the Dutch and the 
Australian migration authorities, thus reflecting the international ‘migration management’ 
paradigm after 1945. As such, the card index was at the same time a quick way to access to 
that knowledge as well. Over time, the function of the card index shifted from ‘gaining access 
to pre-departure information’ to ‘gathering after arrival information’, thereby becoming a 
hybrid. This part of the information was used to answer the paper’s second set of questions on 
the power relationship between the Dutch State and its citizens abroad. The after-arrival 
content of the cards reveals not only the mixed Dutch-Australian support network of State 
institutions and civil society organizations, surrounding the migrant in order to empower him 
or her to become a good Australian citizen. It also shows that the Dutch State once again 
selected successful migrants to function as ‘good will ambassadors’ in order to stimulate 
emigration even more. However, as the migrant formed an active part of the network (as a 
recipient, but also as an actor) he could sometimes bend the migration authorities to his will. 
In that respect, there was a reciprocal power relationship between the Dutch State and  the 
Dutch emigrant.’ 
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