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In March 1623, the Dutch East India Company (VOC) executed for treason 10 Englishmen working for the English East India Company (EIC) at Amboyna in present-day Indonesia following years of tension. When word of the incident reached England in June 1624, it caused a public uproar. Both companies launched their own publicity campaigns in England, in which they defended or condemned the actions of the Dutch and attempted to make use of the delicate political situation to resolve the conflict to their own advantage (see Games 2020). 

In this paper, I will investigate the discourse strategies employed by the English and Dutch East India Companies in their earliest printed accounts of the events as well as their responses to each other’s accounts. The analyzed texts were printed in English in the Netherlands and England between 1624 and 1632 (and reprinted long after) (STC 7450-55; 547). The English company’s accounts attempted to foment sympathy and outrage in the English public that would translate into government pressure in their favor and against the Dutch company. The pamphlets of the Dutch company emphasized the legality of the company’s actions, which in their view negated to need for any punishments or reparations. Both sides had to navigate carefully censorship, government restrictions, and changing political situations while arguing their cases and discrediting their opponents. The English East India Company’s publicity campaign was so successful that for decades – even centuries – onwards the incident that became known as the Amboyne Massacre became a symbol of Dutch cruelty and ingratitude. A comparison of the differing discourse strategies will show why the English account of the events became so enduring rather than the Dutch one. 
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