
1.	 Introduction: Here Are Lions1
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Abstract: With the rising tide of scholarly and societal interest in the 
history and legacy of colonialism and slavery, this collection offers a 
much-needed diachronic analysis of the cultural representations of the 
lives and afterlives of those subject to slavery and indenture. It focusses on 
the history of the ‘neerlandophone’ space, defined as the complex linguistic 
space spanning former Dutch colonies. This collection gives a longue durée 
overview, the cases encompassing the period from the early modern era to 
the present day, revealing the deep roots of the colonial ‘cultural archive’. 
A wide variety of scholars demonstrate how attention to the layered and 
polyphonic qualities of narratives can reveal silent and disruptive voices 
in colonial discourse, as well as collective emotions and imaginations 
that have hitherto remained unrecorded in most historical sources. They 
discuss different aesthetic, poetical, and storytelling practices, including 
literature, photography, performance, philosophy, and other forms of 
knowledge production that were formed both in the metropolis and by 
enslaved and indentured peoples in the colonies.

Keywords: Cultural imagination; lives and afterlives of those subject to 
slavery; Dutch imperialism; legacies of Dutch slavery

‘The Healing Process Must Start Now’

The Dutch apology for slavery delivered on 19 December 2022 by then Prime 
Minister Mark Rutte (2022) has been criticised, both for the insufficient prior 
consultation that took place with those to whom he was apologising (NOS 
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Nieuws 2022), and for a lack of commitment to the process of reparatory 
healing (Ostiana 2023). However, little of the speech itself garnered any 
criticism. Indeed, its writer, Jan Walravens, penned an astonishing piece of 
rhetoric, recognising that the event was badly organised (‘And I acknowledge 
that the build-up to this day could have been better’) and brushing up Rutte’s 
seemingly irreparable ethos (‘I have experienced that change in thinking 
personally – I want to be open about that’). The fact that Rutte is a trained 
historian – and has long resisted this change in thinking based on his 
training (and authority) as a historian – is relevant here. The speech rightly 
acknowledged the contemporary effects of slavery (‘we cannot ignore the 
effects of the past on the present’). It recognised Maroon heroes as ‘those 
who put up resistance’, and the apology itself was emphatically presented 
as ‘not a full stop, but a comma’ in the collective progressing of the shared 
past of slavery. These are important utterances, and yet the speech evoked 
‘ambivalent feelings’ (een dubbel gevoel) amongst members of the Black 
community (NOS Nieuws 2022).2

This disquiet becomes more insightful following a textual analysis of the 
speech. For example, the speech presents the relationship of perpetrator and 
victim from the days of slavery as unidirectional. In accepting ‘responsibility 
for the terrible suffering inflicted on enslaved people and their descendants’, 
the speech represents the Dutch state and its representatives as perpetrators, 
who ‘facilitated, stimulated, preserved and profited from slavery ,̓ and the 
enslaved people and their descendants as victims of ‘racist stereotypes’, 
‘discriminatory patterns of exclusion’, and ‘social inequality’. In doing so, 
the speech neglects a basic premise of postcolonial theory, expounded by 
many scholars including Aimé Césaire and Gloria Wekker, that both the 
colonised and the coloniser take victim positions in this relationship: ‘a 
nation which colonizes, […] a civilization which justif ies colonization – and 
therefore force – is already a sick civilization, a civilization that is morally 
diseased […]’ (Césaire 1972, 39, quoted by Wekker 2016, 3–4). This vulnerable 
aspect of white Dutch identity remains unacknowledged in the speech, 
which explains why the intended ‘healing process’ never implies any self-
scrutiny of whiteness – a term omitted from the speech completely. The 
white colonial subject remains unscathed and ‘in charge’, interpreting the 
process of mutual recovery in terms of ‘working’, ‘fostering’, ‘encouraging’, 
and ‘progress’. With the powerful Dutch state f inally on board, ‘all facets of 

2	 In this volume Black is capitalised when referring to groups in racial, ethnic, or cultural 
terms. ‘Black’ reflects a shared sense of identity and community, whilst ‘white’ carries a different 
set of meanings.
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the history of slavery and its effects up to the present day will be brought to 
light’ (Rutte 2022). Writing, and specif ically the promise of writing a new 
account of Dutch history, is a returning theme in this speech, as well as in 
other similar speeches by Dutch off icials.

The writing of this new history is presented as a form of redress that is 
both inclusive and open-ended, and thus leaves space for ambiguity. Even 
if ‘we are writing a comma’, it is imperative that a full stop is accomplished 
in the near future: ‘The healing process must start now. […] It is vital that 
the steps we take now are truly taken together’ (Rutte 2022, emphasis in 
original). Why ‘must’? Why ‘now’? Why ‘together’? The Dutch state insists 
on collaboration, because a purely white undertaking in this phase of the 
decolonisation is no longer defensible. As writer and activist Jermain Ostiana 
(2023) explains in The Guardian, ‘[i]mposing such an impactful decision 
as a one-way announcement from above tells you everything about the 
hierarchy that still governs relations between the Netherlands and its former 
colonial possessions’. A textual analysis of the speech demonstrates that the 
issues surrounding it are also present in the speech itself, suggesting they 
are structural rather than incidental (see also chapter 9 in this volume). 
Opening with this example, Slavery in the Cultural Imagination: Debates, 
Silences, and Dissent in the Neerlandophone Space suggests that textual 
analysis is a crucial tool in the process of self-scrutiny, and the subsequent 
writing of a history of slavery.

With the rising tide of scholarly and societal interest in the past and legacy 
of colonialism and slavery, this volume offers a much-needed diachronic 
analysis of the cultural imagination of the lives and afterlives of those subject 
to slavery and indenture. It focusses on the history of the ‘neerlandophone’ 
space, def ined as the complex linguistic space spanning former Dutch 
colonies. It provides a longue durée overview, encompassing the period from 
the early modern era to the present, revealing the deep and expansive roots 
of the colonial ‘cultural archive’. The main motivation of this volume, which 
originated within the f ield of Dutch literary studies, is to (re-)examine the 
imagination of slavery using instruments from literary theory and profound 
knowledge of the ‘Dutch’ imagination to gain a better understanding of its 
entanglement with Dutch culture and identity.

Simultaneously, it is necessary to express awareness of the white-
centeredness of Dutch academia and Dutch literary studies in particular. 
White positionality is dominant in this volume as well, both in terms of 
contributors and sources, even if the aim was to provide a diverse overview. 
With regard to the representation of non-white authors, this volume only 
takes small steps, but for Dutch literary studies, it is a giant leap forward, 
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and hopefully this book will inspire young academics to take the work 
further. To provide better insight into the decolonial pursuit that lies at 
the core of this volume, the following section examines the colonial roots 
of Dutch literary studies.

A Nineteenth-Century Mandate

Since the founding of the Dutch nation state in 1815, literary studies has 
acted as a ‘pacesetter’ in processes of nation building (Laan 1997, 42, 222–25; 
Leerssen 2006, 14). In his inaugural lecture at the University of Groningen, 
B. H. Lulofs – one of the f irst professors of Dutch literature – equated the 
work of seventeenth-century poets Joost van den Vondel and P. C. Hooft to 
the colonial conquests of Governor General Rijcklof van Goens and Admiral 
Piet Hein: ‘Our Hoofts and Vondels knew how to discover the most hidden 
mines of riches and beauties, both in our language and in those of others, 
and to pour out this wealth, with a lavish hand, into their own works’ (Lulofs 
1815, 22–23, translation by the author).3 Lulofs, however, remained silent 
about the atrocities. Even if the history of the relationship between Dutch 
literary studies and colonialism has yet to be written, it is clear the f ield 
contributed to a heroic representation of ‘overseas trade and expansion’ as 
an integral part of Dutch identity. Heroes of the Dutch literary canon such 
as Willem Bilderdijk (1756–1831) were violently opposed to Black autonomy 
and humanism (Fatah-Black 2021, 2024) and it was this mentality that 
paved the way for the concealment of the Dutch involvement in slavery, for 
example through the reproduction of cultural representations such as the 
‘Golden Age’ and the ‘Enlightenment’ (Helmers and Janssen 2018, 398; van 
der Molen 2019; Pieterse 2019; see also Sharp in this volume).

To this day, disciplines within the broad remit of the humanities have 
shown very little ambition to break loose from their initial mandate, which 
is why, until very recently, the topics of colonialism and slavery received 
scant attention. As pointed out by Ann Stoler (1995, 5, 12, 117), historical 
studies in Dutch academia were ‘compartmentalised’ in such a way that 
the history of the metropole was structurally set apart from the history of 
the colony, keeping the study of colonialism and postcolonialism out of the 
central curriculum and thus structurally underfunded (Wekker 2016, 25–26). 
Literary scholars Lisanne Snelders (2018, 331–40) and Liesbeth Minnaard 
(2021) apply this argument to Dutch literary studies. Minnaard’s (2021, 224) 

3	 Lulofs mentions both Rijcklof van Goens and Piet Hein by name.
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analysis of the leading Dutch journal Nederlandse letterkunde shows that, 
until recently, slavery hardly featured in Dutch literary studies. Discussion 
was at best fragmentary, specif ically not undertaken in relation to national 
history, and structurally excluded the perspectives of Others. Minnaard 
(2012, 228) also addresses the disciplinary division between historical and 
modern literary studies, which serves only to deny any relation between 
racist tendencies in contemporary literature and its colonial origins.

Dutch literary studies has been, and indeed still is, centred on whiteness, 
which ‘is consistently bracketed and is thereby invisibilized and installed 
as the norm’ (Wekker 2016, 23). It is only recently that Dutch and Flemish 
literary scholars such as Gloria Wekker, Liesbeth Minnaard, Saskia Pieterse, 
Thalia Ostendorf, Mikki Stelder, and Lieselot De Taeye have started to build 
on the legacy of international scholars such as Toni Morrison (1992), Saidiya 
Hartman (1997), and Richard Dyer (1997), who analysed whiteness in the 
context of American society and scholarship. Philomena Essed occupies a 
signif icant intermediate position, as a Dutch Surinamese scholar whose 
book on structural racism (Alledaags racisme, 1984) was soon forgotten in 
the Netherlands, while the English translation (Understanding Everyday 
Racism: An Interdisciplinary Theory, 1990) resulted in a professorship of 
Critical Race, Gender, and Leadership Studies at Antioch University. As 
Wekker (2016) rightly suggests, to displace whiteness from the ‘unmarked, 
unnamed status that is itself an effect of its dominance’, whiteness must be 
named (24). It is in this context that the above paragraphs examining the 
positionality of Dutch literary studies should be read, and in which some 
contributors to this volume position their own disciplinary and cultural 
backgrounds.

Scholarly Motivations

Scholarly knowledge of the cultural imagination of slavery provides a neces-
sary addition to the important research conducted by historians. In fact, 
the f ield of history was itself deeply implicated in forging and sustaining 
colonial perspectives on the past. Contributors to this volume build on data 
from slave and emancipation registers, ships’ logs, laws, regulations, and 
practices of slavery exposed by historians such as Alex van Stipriaan et al. 
(2007), Stuurman (2009), Dienke Hondius et al. (2014), and Dragtenstein 
(2024). Susan Legêne’s (2010) Spiegelreflex offers an astute discussion of key 
events in the legacy of Dutch slavery and provides the basis for both Gertjan 
Schutte’s chapter on eighteenth-century legal discourse and Sophie van 
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Elzen’s examination of nineteenth-century women’s antislavery petitions. 
As one of the founders of historical research into slavery in the Netherlands, 
Legêne, in the epilogue of this volume, ref lects on developments in the 
f ield since 2010.

Yet rather than simply contributing to the historical study of the socio-
economic development of slavery, this volume aims to shed light on the 
cultural backgrounds and experiences of slavery from diverse perspectives 
and, particularly, imaginations. The cultural imagination of slavery does not 
follow historiographic chronologies, but rather merges different (virtual) 
realities, regardless of their historical momentum. The chapters in this 
volume analyse and interpret this dynamic. Accepting that the imaginations 
or ideas underlying practices of slavery have a tendency to linger unseen 
long after the practices have been abolished (Fatah-Black 2021), it is crucial 
to gain a better understanding of the content and dynamics of such ideas.

Dutch literary studies can make a signif icant contribution to the study of 
slavery, given the discipline’s extensive expertise in analysing the cultural 
imagination. Two hundred years of experience with Dutch literature has 
resulted in a set of f inely honed instruments, geared towards the excavation 
of ideas through in-depth analysis of literary qualities such as ambiguity, 
polyphony, and subversion. This volume addresses the need to examine 
textual qualities that have been structurally overlooked in Dutch liter-
ary studies, such as racial stereotypes, and to expand the research with 
neerlandophone material that is usually excluded, such as the manifestos 
of Indonesian nationalists, Caribbean music and dance.

For many contributors to this volume, the imagination is not simply 
an object of study, but also forms a key element of their methodology (see 
Bikoko, Van Binsbergen, Guadeloupe and Granger, and Schrikker in this 
volume). When written sources are absent and history remains silent, 
researchers may appeal to ‘critical fabulation’ (Hartman 2008, 11) to gain 
access to the past of slavery: ‘to imagine what cannot be verif ied’ (Hartman 
2008, 12). Artists and activists have been precursors in the search for new 
methods – a process this volume wholeheartedly embraces and aims to 
advance in cross-discipline collaborations. The outcomes of such research 
are humbling. Especially the understanding that slavery’s past may never 
fully reveal itself to scholarly methods prompts for a modest attitude, greater 
sensitivity, more generous hospitality, and a readiness to ‘daaance’ (see 
chapter 16 in this volume).

Consequently, this volume does not pretend to come to terms with 
slavery’s past, nor does it attempt to write its def initive history. Rather, it 
seeks to gain a more diverse and inclusive understanding of the colonial past, 
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as a step towards a decolonised (literary) history. It should be noted that, 
whilst the studies collected in this volume do not profess to offer a complete 
picture of the ‘cultural archive’, they do offer a wide-ranging overview of 
the types of research that are currently being conducted into slavery in the 
neerlandophone space. It involves research into imaginations that can be 
considered Black, of colour, white, or hybrid – with the white imagination 
unfortunately prevailing. Some imaginations served as pretexts for slavery, 
whilst others contributed to silence on the topic, and still others dissented 
from colonial discourses. If there is something all the chapters comprising 
this volume indicate, it is that any categorisation is, in fact, a simplif ication, 
because imaginaries are inherently fuzzy, volatile, and prone to entangle-
ment. In the following sections, the three central concepts of this volume 
are explained – the cultural imagination, dissent, and the neerlandophone 
space – as is the volume’s diachronic and interdisciplinary approach.

The Cultural Imagination

Research into the cultural imagination of slavery concerns ideas by individu-
als and groups, formed both in the metropolis and by colonised, enslaved, 
and indentured peoples, and published through established and popular 
as well as marginal and subversive media. It extends beyond literature, 
encompassing the notion of ‘text’ in the broadest possible sense, including 
(moving) images, performances, scholarly treatises, historical narratives, 
and discourse. Ideas may be considered representations of a social reality, 
as well as radically new expressions of the virtual. Although representations 
and expressions may differ depending on time, place, genre, or medium, the 
notion of the imagination makes it possible to interpret them as reiterations 
of a similar idea.

Methodologically, the volume seeks to connect with research in the 
cultural imagination, and postcolonial and decolonising theory as they 
intersect with current theories of gender, sexuality, class, and ecology. It also 
expresses a particular interest in artistic research and literary experiments 
that involve the imagination, such as those undertaken in In the Wake: On 
Blackness and Being (2016) by Christina Sharpe, or Last (‘Burden’, 2023) by 
Ellen Ombre in the Netherlands. This interest is reflected in the experimental 
methods through which contributors to this volume engage with f ictional, 
artistic, and personal texts.

Most contributors to this volume considered their object of analysis a 
manifestation of the cultural imagination, without delving deeply into 
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epistemological or aesthetic theory of the imagination itself. Yet a few 
common themes can be observed in the contributors’ approaches to the 
imagination, which may be considered representative of methods currently 
used in the research of slavery in the neerlandophone space. However, the 
examples used to illustrate these approaches should not be understood 
as an attempt to reduce those chapters to one single method or scholarly 
tradition. In fact, most chapters combine multiple approaches.

In many chapters the cultural imagination is considered a projection 
screen of ideas held by individuals or groups. It is not a ‘pure’ space that 
transcends discourse, but rather a manifestation of social hierarchies and 
power structures, often perceived in terms of Michel Foucault’s (1990, 95) 
notion of power/knowledge, or discourse. In many contributions the influ-
ence of Edward Said’s (1978) seminal work Orientalism is still – or rather, 
only now – immanent. Orientalism has been ground-breaking in revealing 
how ways of speaking about the colony and the colonial Other always imply 
hierarchies, and how colonial scholarship and politics mutually support each 
other in generating oppression. Most prominently, the chapters by Claudia 
Zeller, Pichayapat Naisupap, Sophie van den Elzen, Nancy Jouwe, Emmanuel 
Akwasi Adu-Ampong, and Anke Bosma are committed to the urgent recovery 
of the ground lost in Dutch research of slavery, by connecting the legacy of 
Orientalism to the more recent work of, for instance, Homi Bhabha (1994), 
Saidiya Hartman (1997), Katherine McKittrick (2022), Charles Taylor (2004), 
and, in the Netherlands, Gloria Wekker (2016).

To give an example, Anke Bosma’s chapter ‘Imagining Dutch Slavery 
Legacies Through the Rural-Urban Divide in the TV Show Grenslanders’ 
analyses the Dutch crime series Grenslanders (‘Borderlanders’, 2019), which 
relates the present-day trafficking of women for sex work to the Dutch history 
of slavery. She argues that, despite the series’ overt rejection of traff icking, it 
also produces the problematic storyline of the fourteen-year-old African girl 
Af i starting a sexual relationship with her traff icker (see chapter 13 in this 
volume). Or rather, one should say, it ‘reproduces’ that storyline, considering 
that the portrayal of a female character who is dehumanised on the one hand, 
and sexualised on the other almost reiterates that of the seventeenth-century 
theatre play Moortje (‘Little Moor’, 1617), analysed by Marrigje Paijmans 
(see chapter 2 in this volume). The two enslaved women in the play – one 
Black, the other white – embody Afi’s dual personality, and in both cases 
this storyline is set against the background of Dutch involvement in human 
traff icking. It clearly demonstrates that, to this day, f ilmmakers have not 
quite grasped the processes by which the cultural archive actively co-writes 
such shows.
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In this context, a remarkable similarity should also be noted between 
several historical contributions in their approach to the archive as a rep-
resentation of colonial discourse. This approach can be understood as a 
counter movement to the ‘bookkeeping model’ – a narrative of slavery and 
slave trade that has been coined thus by Kwame Nimako, Amy Abdou, and 
Glenn Willemsen (2013), and which has been dominant in Dutch historical 
research. The bookkeeping model narrates slavery as ‘a legitimate business, 
reflecting on the profits, losses, and sometimes, bad luck endured by the WIC 
[Dutch West India Company]’, and was used by prominent Dutch historians 
to whitewash the past of Dutch slavery (Nimako, Abdou, and Willemsen 
2013, 35). The chapters by Gertjan Schutte, Alicia Schrikker, and Carine 
Zaayman break with these research practices by making archival sources 
visible, not as objective or factual depictions of the past, but as products of 
a white and thoroughly colonial imagination. The approach characterises 
a new generation of historians with the courage to challenge both rigid 
empirical tradition and the stubborn belief in factual knowledge.

Other chapters adhere more closely to Said’s (1994) later work Culture 
and Imperialism and his method of ‘contrapuntal reading’, which ‘must 
take account of both processes, that of imperialism and that of resistance 
to it’, thus aiming to bring marginalised and silent voices to the fore (66). 
This method, which explores manifold escapes from Orientalist discourse, 
does not consider the imagination a projection screen, but rather sticks to 
the idea that there is always an element of the imagination that escapes 
representation. In his chapter ‘Convict Labour and Concubinage in the Dutch 
East Indies: Historical and Literary Reappropriations of Martha Christina 
Tiahahu’s Anti-Colonial Revolt’, Gerlov van Engelenhoven analyses a Dutch 
memoir f iguring Martha Christina Tiahahu, a Moluccan warrior sentenced 
to hard labour for her role in the 1817 revolt against Dutch colonial rule. By 
focusing on moments of silence in the text, Van Engelenhoven demonstrates 
how it systematically conceals Tiahahu’s grim fate, thus hiding the ideologi-
cal purpose of the memoir to reaff irm the legitimacy of colonial rule. To 
disentangle Tiahahu’s voice from the text, Van Engelenhoven also reads 
Maria Dermoût’s literary retelling of the revolt in De juwelen haarkam (1956). 
In this story the revolt materialises through its most prominent source’s 
continued refusal to speak about it, creating an open-ended indication 
towards an alternative reading of the revolt as a legitimate protest. Van 
Engelenhoven’s contrapuntal reading thus shows how marginalised voices 
may appear in ambivalent silences – not yet present, but possible.

Several contributors emphasise how extremely slippery and evasive the 
cultural imagination is if one tries to come to grips with it. Researchers of 
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slavery are frequently confronted by sources that escape all scholarly rep-
resentation, events that defy all logic, and feelings that cannot be expressed 
in words. Related to this, contributors explicitly indicate that they leave 
particularly painful and offensive stories and images uncited, unwilling 
to re-expose them to a society that still cannot treat them with the care 
and respect they need. Carine Zaayman’s chapter ‘Not Absent, But Not 
Seen: Narrating the History of Slavery at the Cape’, for example, attempts 
to write the agonising story of the enslaved Susanna van Bengal using VOC 
documents. Susanna, labelled ‘uncivilised’ and ‘barbaric’, is found guilty 
of murder whilst the inhumanely cruel system that led Susanna to her 
act escapes any form of scrutiny. Not only do the archival sources exclude 
Susanna’s voice, but they also represent her in ways that are so unbearable 
to read that they effectively contribute twice to the unimaginable nature 
of Susanna’s suffering. With Robert Shell (1992), Zaayman contends that 
the most fundamental stumbling block in the representation of people like 
Susanna is presented by the category of ‘slave’, as it omits everything about 
a person not delimited by that designation. Researchers must look beyond 
the limits of sources, including their language, to create sensitivity for the 
people who suffered the horrible fate of slavery.

Finally, the imagination is considered an opportunity – a force even – 
for escape that can propel us into decolonial futures. This approach can 
be traced back to the thinking of Édouard Glissant, one of the foremost 
non-metropolitan thinkers in the francophone world and, in the wake of 
Aimé Césaire and Frantz Fanon, in the Anglo-American dominated f ield of 
postcolonial studies (Nesbitt 2010, 103–104). Glissant used the adjective as 
a noun – ‘the imaginary’ – manifesting his resistance to institutionalising 
what is, in fact, a capacity. He understood the imaginary as ‘all the ways a 
culture has of perceiving and conceiving of the world. Hence, every human 
culture will have its own particular imaginary’ (Wing 2010, xii). In this sense, 
the imaginary has the capacity to transform and transcend ‘nonhistory’ 
(Glissant 2010, 150) – the history that is endured rather than steered by 
the people living it, despite their attempts at resistance. To Glissant, the 
imaginary is key to actualising a Pan-Caribbean reality with a self-defined 
past and future (Nesbitt 2010, 103; Wing 2010, xii).

The only explicit use of Glissant’s notion of the imaginary in this volume 
occurs in Francio Guadeloupe and Charissa Granger’s chapter ‘Human-ing 
Out Loud: Ontologies of Disorder in a Musically Exemplified Trans-Caribbean 
Option’. They introduce the ‘trans-Caribbean option’ as a radical escape from 
the colonial past and present, from the mind, from language, from national 
borders, from race, and even from the human. In a similar vein, Brenda 
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Bikoko explores contemporary art for its capacity to unsettle entrenched 
colonial representations. In a broader sense, Thomas van Binsbergen’s 
chapter offers a decolonial interpretation of Spinoza’s understanding of 
the imagination, considering the imagination a capacity for dissent. In his 
interpretation, the ‘black scabby Brazilian’ eventually escapes Spinoza’s 
colonial dream.4 These f inal three approaches to the imagination carry 
clear potential for ‘dissent’ – a notion that will be discussed next.

Voices of Dissent

As expressed in the title, one of the main purposes of this volume is to bring 
voices of dissent in colonial discourses to the fore. ‘Dissent’ here refers to a 
response that precedes criticism, as described by Sarah Ahmed (2014, 99) 
in The Cultural Politics of Emotion. Opponents of slavery, not least enslaved 
people themselves, often lacked the material resources, the freedom, or 
even the subject position to express ‘proper’ criticism. Dissent is a less 
demanding and more sensitive notion that also recognises ideas, feelings, 
and silences as forms of resistance. As Ahmed (2014) explains, ‘[t]he feeling 
of being disgusted’, for instance, ‘may also be an element in a politics that 
seeks to challenge “what is”’ (99).

Voices of dissent are not always easy to recognise and analyse in texts, 
because such voices tend to be hampered by the aporia between writing and 
the inability to write, between language and pain, between verbal and physi-
cal violence. It requires methods with great sensitivity and generosity to hear 
and acknowledge such voices. Although few contributors rely on affect theory 
explicitly, many combine a narrative approach with special attention for 
sensual experience, emotions, or feelings. Gerlov van Engelenhoven’s chapter 
on the Moluccan revolt against Dutch colonial rule in 1817, for example, shows 
how voices of dissent can be discerned in the silence surrounding the revolt in 
colonial texts. Similarly, Carine Zaayman attempts to offer a response to the 
muteness enfolding the history of slavery at the Cape by ‘reframing’ the stories 
told by the VOC archives. In exposing the colonial epistemologies underlying 
the archives, Zaayman creates a space for dissenting stories, which lie hidden 
in the archives. Marrigje Paijmans shows how a colonial comedy such as 
Moortje (1617), which contains racist descriptions of enslaved characters, also 

4	 The similarity between Spinoza’s and Glissant’s understandings of the imagination is not 
coincidental, since Glissant is influenced by Gilles Deleuze’s philosophy of immanence, which 
strongly resonates with Spinoza’s Ethics (1677), as expounded by Lorna Burns (2012, 22).
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raises questions about the hypocrisy of merchants involved in the slave trade. 
Of course, it is diff icult to say whether these questions provoked criticism 
in seventeenth-century audiences, but they certainly involved a degree of 
dissent from the stereotypical image of the straightforward Dutch merchant. 
Finally, in their respective contributions, Nancy Jouwe and Brenda Bikoko 
take a transhistorical perspective, enabling them to investigate how visual 
representations of slavery are deployed by present-day artists and activists 
to unsettle and dissent from written accounts of slavery.

The above examples demonstrate how dissent can be entwined with texts 
defending or accepting slavery, corresponding to Ahmed’s (2014) insight 
that ‘dissent cannot be exterior to its object. Dissent is always implicated 
in what is being dissented from’ (99). In opposition to traditional notions of 
criticism, dissent from colonial discourse is always also implicated in that 
very discourse, leaving no one unaffected. This is not to say that oppression 
is complete (see also Raben 2019), but rather that a clear cut between pretext 
and dissent would be oversimplifying the issue. Colonial texts may contain 
elements of doubt, compassion, or shame, whilst oppressed people may use 
a colonial platform or the dominant language to express their concerns with 
slavery. The different imaginations of slavery are intricate and entangled, 
and must be studied in close relation to each other.

The Neerlandophone Space

The volume concerns research into the Dutch involvement in slavery, the 
slave trade and indenture, and its global heritage. This research is conducted 
in the entire ‘neerlandophone space’, here def ined as ‘a complex network 
of interconnected Netherlands language or neerlandophone space, regions 
and countries’ (Boehmer and de Mul 2012, 3). The notion was introduced by 
Elleke Boehmer and Sarah de Mul (2012) in The Postcolonial Low Countries 
to ‘explore and interrogate how metropolitan cultures of the Low Countries 
are not, nor have ever been, self-suff icient entities’ (3), but rather form part 
of this complex linguistic network. Seeking to document as much as shape 
the transnational formations through which the study of Dutch literature is 
currently being challenged, Boehmer and De Mul (2012, 2) also acknowledge 
that the neerlandophone space still implies a limitation of a conversation 
that should be conducted globally.

Francio Guadeloupe and Charissa Granger question the notion of the 
neerlandophone space in chapter 16 in this volume. Observing that the 
‘neerlandophone world’ is too invested in ‘organised neerlandophone 
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identities’, they introduce the ‘trans-Caribbean option’ of ‘co-creating 
Caribbean becomings with the blackened in the region: Afro, Indo, Sino, 
Indigeno, and yes, Euro, and those with Mediterranean and Near-Eastern 
extraction too’. They regard the neerlandophone space as exclusive as it 
presupposes (human) language as the primary form of communication. 
Instead, they propose worlds ‘imagined and temporarily created in music 
and daaance’, which involve the more inclusive capacities to move, sense, 
and relate.

The call for papers that preceded this volume contained an explicit invita-
tion for papers about unpublished, archival, and oral sources in vernacular 
languages, such as Sranantongo, Papiamento, and Malay, with the aim of 
opening the neerlandophone space to multilingual approaches. The lack 
of responses to this part of the call underlines the need for multilingual 
research. It turns out that, even if the notion of the neerlandophone space 
has its limitations, it accurately expresses the conundrum in which Dutch 
literary studies presently f inds itself: being based on a national language, 
whilst acknowledging the need to engage in multilingual collaborations.

A Diachronic and Interdisciplinary Approach

Four hundred years of colonial history and involvement in slavery and 
indenture have left palpable traces in the emotions and imagination of the 
Dutch (Legêne 2010; Nimako, Abdou, and Willemsen 2014; Wekker 2016). 
Yet ‘Dutch exceptionalism’ and the ubiquitous myth of the Netherlands as 
a ‘colourblind’ country have heavily glossed over these traces (Mathijssen 
2019). The lack of awareness about the role the Netherlands played in the 
slave trade, and the anti-Black and Orientalist cultural production that 
accompanied it, stem from a complex merger of political, economic, and 
cultural interests that prohibit a critical understanding of Dutch racism and 
its history. This volume acts upon the urgent need for knowledge of slavery 
and its current impact by bridging the ‘compartmentalisation’ of the study of 
the Dutch colonial past on several different levels.5 It proposes a long durée 
perspective, albeit one that tries not to interpret longue durée as a linear 
development towards a better world. Instead, and in accordance with Susan 
Legêne (2017, 119–20), it seeks to distinguish between the different ‘layers 
of time’ produced by colonial, postcolonial, and decolonising structures, 
conjunctions, and events. These layers assume different imaginations or 

5	 On compartmentalisation of the study of Dutch colonial literature, see Snelders (2018, 323–47).
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realities that exist simultaneously. In exploring these realities, the volume 
aims to move beyond ‘Dutch exceptionalism’ without ignoring the specif ic 
Dutch context (Koekkoek, Richard, and Weststeijn 2019). This transhistorical 
approach is reflected in the structure of the volume, which allows readers 
to make connections between imaginations of slavery from the seventeenth 
century to today. The most important transhistorical connections are 
highlighted per section under ‘Section Summaries’ below.

No attempt to trace the longue durée of slavery in the cultural imagination 
could content itself with a focus on a single genre or medium. Different times 
and ideas each called for different forms of representation and expression. 
This volume therefore includes texts by scholars from disciplines as varied as 
history, art history, literary studies, cultural analysis, and postcolonial stud-
ies, to share their disciplinary expertise on the topic of slavery. Consequently, 
the chapters in this volume discuss genres and media varying from literary 
sources such as travel accounts, theatre pieces, and children’s literature to 
archival sources, petitions, legal documents, cartography, philosophical 
treatises, photographs, television series, architecture, and dance. The four 
sections, based on genre or media, characterise this volume as an aesthetic 
project, the central idea being that literary form contributes to meaning. 
Within the sections, it becomes clear which imaginations certain genres or 
media evoked over time. A bird’s eye view of the sections shows that certain 
genres and media were more prominent than others in the discussion of 
slavery during certain periods. In the ‘Age of Enlightenment’, for example, 
Europeans wrote philosophical treatises (see chapters 14 and 15 in this 
volume). The fact that slavery was also discussed in classical comedy (see 
chapter 2 in this volume) only shows how much this genre was considered a 
philosophical instrument by contemporaries. It is no coincidence therefore 
that both the philosopher Spinoza and the playwright Bredero appealed 
to the Stoic metaphor of enslavement to the passions. Other particularly 
time-bound genres and media include petitions launched by women during 
the ‘First Wave of Feminism’ (see chapter 8 in this volume) and the tearing 
down of statues after the worldwide protests of Black Lives Matter (see 
chapter 10 in this volume). It is remarkable that not a single chapter focuses 
on a novel – the prominent genre in Dutch literature – perhaps because this 
genre has had great diff iculty breaking away from its national and colonial 
legacy. Other media with an emphatically colonial background, however, 
such as the architecture of Amsterdam’s canal houses (as discussed in 
chapter 11 in this volume), or music and dance handed down from the time 
of slavery (as discussed in chapter 16), have been successfully deployed for 
decolonising practices in our time.
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Hic Sunt Leones

Slavery in the Cultural Imagination shows that the discussion of slavery, 
from the seventeenth century until today, has always evoked strong emo-
tions. Today’s debate is no exception in that it is conducted sub-optimally, 
underestimating both Black and white trauma, encouraging taboos, (self-)
censorship, sadness, rage, and further polarisation. The compartmentalisa-
tion of Dutch colonial history has also led to slavery being framed as a 
historical and isolated phenomenon,6 while case studies in this volume 
show how discussions of slavery often centred around related economic, 
religious, or legal questions. Exposing slavery in its entanglement with other 
pressing world problems could result in a more inclusive and constructive 
debate that does not distract us from the fact that slavery is still an – unac-
ceptable – reality which, in a globalised world, implicates everyone.

Scholarship does not transcend debates on slavery. Its instruments of 
critical analysis and self-evaluation have partially been shaped by colonial 
discourse. Nonetheless, scholarship still has the responsibility to bring 
nuance to the debate, by providing knowledge that does not feign objectivity 
or obscure prejudice but actively works to reduce its blind spots. The contri-
bution of literary studies in particular lies in the critical analysis of f iction, 
thus demonstrating the workings of the imagination – the partly unconscious 
level of knowledge where bias and prejudice can linger unchecked, yet which 
also harbours potential for change. The imagination is still a blank spot on 
the map of the legacy of slavery. In early modern European cartography, 
such places were marked with Hic sunt leones (here are lions). No matter 
how terrifying the unknown is, it is time to walk into the lion’s den and 
unleash the imagination’s capacity for change.

Section Summaries and Cover Design

The f irst section, ‘Literary Imaginations’, analyses literary representations 
of slavery from the seventeenth to the twentieth century, using postcolonial 
and decolonising theory. It questions the possibilities and limits of the 
literary medium as a vehicle for pro-slavery and abolitionist arguments, 
sentiments, and imaginaries. Marrigje Paijmans discusses how the comedy 

6	 The Global Slavery Index shows that slavery is an actual and global condition in which an 
‘estimated 50 million people were living in modern slavery on any given day in 2021’, an increase 
of 10,000,000 people since 2016 (Walk Free 2023, 2).
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Moortje (1617) represents slavery as both an actuality and a metaphor for 
subjection to the passions, on the brink of Amsterdam’s involvement in 
the slave trade. Claudia Zeller suggests that the ways in which attitudes 
towards slavery in nineteenth-century travel accounts were adjusted for 
children’s books correspond to the justif ications that circulated in Dutch 
society at large. Gerlov van Engelenhoven analyses the representation of 
the Moluccan warrior Martha Christina Tiahahu in a Dutch captain’s travel 
account, reflecting on the (im-)possibility of untangling indigenous voices 
from the colonial voices that dominated them. Spanning four centuries, 
these chapters point out the continuing hegemony of the white supremacist 
underpinning of colonial power structures, while also demonstrating that 
attention to the layered and polyphonic qualities of texts can reveal silent 
or dissenting voices.

The second section, ‘Intersecting Imaginations’, presents the work of 
cultural and intellectual historians at the intersection of colonial and other 
discourses. Pichayapat Naisupap examines the intersection of animal labour 
and human slavery in treatises on the elephant published in the Dutch 
Republic, demonstrating how the discourse of slavery hinged upon highly 
ambivalent qualities of rationality and liberty. Both Gertjan Schutte and 
Alicia Schrikker investigate how economic and political interests, as well 
as ethical reservations regarding the slave trade, played out in legal argu-
ments presented in lawsuits, confirming social and colonial hierarchies. 
Sophie van den Elzen studies the intersection of the First Feminist Wave 
and abolitionism, showing that stories about the role women played in the 
campaign against slavery were used to assert the social importance of the 
work they undertook. These chapters reveal the historical situatedness of 
the ‘imagination’ as a faculty that never operates outside political, scientif ic, 
and cultural power relations, and which has shaped the archival material 
that historians have long regarded as factual representations. Due to this 
bias in colonial sources, it is ‘only through an imaginative and layered 
engagement with the past’, Schrikker argues, that we can do justice to the 
historical experience of enslaved people.

While the first two sections both discuss cultural objects from the colonial 
period, the third section, ‘Visual and Spatial Imaginations’, extends its 
scope to present-day practices and legacies of Dutch slavery and cultural 
remembrance. Carine Zaayman probes the scarcity of commemorations 
of the enslaved in South Africa by critically analysing the construction of 
the enslaved Susanna van Bengal’s story based on the VOC archives. Nancy 
Jouwe connects a critical reading of visual sources from the slave trade in 
the Dutch Indian Ocean to shifting perspectives on the history of slavery in 
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present-day discourse, arguing that these sources can help us cut through 
colonial lenses of white innocence. Akwasi Adu-Ampong studies the role of 
slavery heritage tourism, arguing that cultural practices and performances 
in the Netherlands, and Black Heritage Amsterdam Tours in particular, 
appropriate the tools of tourism to serve activist goals of resistance and 
emancipation. Brenda Bikoko takes the artistic installation The Recognition 
Machine (2019) as the starting point for a critical examination of colonial 
and neo-colonial surveillance techniques using facial recognition software. 
Anke Bosma’s chapter demonstrates how the imagined rural-urban divide 
in the Netherlands can foreclose a critique of colonial legacies, based on 
an analysis of the Dutch television show Grenslanders (2019). This section 
illuminates how images and spaces carry affects from the past which, under 
specif ic circumstances in postcolonial societies, can start resonating anew.

The fourth section, ‘Philosophical Imaginations’, makes a foray into 
philosophy. Hasana Sharp turns to one of the great puzzles of the Enlighten-
ment: How to reconcile the affirmation of universal freedom with the reality 
of slavery? Contrary to most Enlightenment thinkers, Spinoza aff irmed that 
we are all born in bondage, an insight that allows Sharp to grapple with the 
realities of colonial slavery in a different way – without letting Spinoza off 
the hook too easily. Thomas van Binsbergen discusses Spinoza’s infamous 
dream of the ‘black, scabby Brazilian’. He mobilises Spinoza’s notion of the 
imagination to attempt a decolonial intervention into the Dutch dream of 
slavery. Charissa Granger and Francio Guadeloupe aim to think belonging 
in terms of entangled histories, yet beyond colonial frameworks. Their 
chapter presents ‘Trance-Caribbean daaance’ as a practice through which 
to sense, think, and act ‘f irmly in the flesh of the world’, and it provides a 
future-oriented and hopeful closure to this volume.

Finally, the artwork on the cover is considered a contribution to the 
volume as well. Dion Rosina’s Is It a Dream? (2023) is a painting based on 
a digital collage of existing images, combining myths, spirituality, and 
history relating to the African diaspora. It contains a picture of a white 
circle reminiscent of the moon, a fragment of decorative pattern, three 
unidentifiable scraps of photographs, and, most prominently, the photograph 
of a Black man’s face. The photograph was taken from the cover of a 1933 
special issue of the literary magazine Links richten (‘Aim Left’), discussing 
issues of ‘racial hatred and racial oppression’ (Links richten 1973, 206).7 More 

7	 I would like to express my gratitude to Thalia Ostendorf, who generously shared her 
knowledge of the publication history of the photograph, and Loes van Harrevelt of the Dutch 
National Photography Museum.
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recently, the photograph was used for the cover of the revised edition of 
Karin Amatmoekrim’s novel De man van veel (‘The Man of Many Things’, 
2021) about the Surinamese anti-colonial author Anton de Kom, suggesting 
it is his face. De Kom contributed to the 1933 special issue,8 but the face on 
the cover is def initely not his. Rather, it is likely to be the same person as 
the one depicted on the cover of the ‘Scottsboro’ special issue of another 
magazine, entitled AF/Afweerfront (‘Defence Front’) of 1932, as both cov-
ers are the work of the Communist photographer, illustrator, and graphic 
designer Cas Oorthuys (Schreuder 2014, 185–88). Both issues featured the 
Scottsboro trial case, in which Black youths were sentenced to death on 
extremely doubtful grounds for raping two white women in Alabama in 
1931. To this day, it remains unknown who the man on both covers is, and 
this is likely to remain so, as Oorthuys is now deceased. Oorthuys, who 
was much influenced by the Russian photographers Alexander Rodchenko 
and El Lissitsky, and the German photomontage artist John Heartf ield, 
incorporated this face in an avant-garde style collage for the cover of Links 
richten. Cut out, duplicated, and diagonally positioned on the page, the face 
becomes a mask, which is impersonal and reproducible, to represent Black 
people collectively. Rosina, in depicting the face upright, makes the man’s 
pensive gaze stand out, as an expression of an inner self, thus confronting 
the image’s enigmatic and problematic history.

Everyone involved in the cover design of this volume remarked on the 
unfortunate interaction between Rosina’s artwork and the word ‘slavery’ 
in the title, presenting Blackness as the essence of enslavement . One 
might counter that the Black man functions as both object and subject 
of the imagination, in the same way that the volume discusses both 
Black and white imaginations. White perspectives predominate in this 
volume, however, ref lecting power relations in Dutch academia as well 
as Dutch society at large, 150 years after the abolition of slavery. Even 
within present-day discourse, the chances that the Black man on the cover 
will be objectif ied remain considerable. Yet in triggering this discussion, 
Is It a Dream? had become integral and particularly meaningful to the 
volume. After consulting the artist, the publisher, and fellow scholars, 
it was decided to retain the present cover design, which conveys the 
primary objective of this volume: to unleash the imagination’s capacity 
for change.

8	 De Kom contributed a pre-publication of the chapter ‘Onze Helden’ (‘Our Heroes’) from his 
book Wij slaven van Suriname (translated as We Slaves of Suriname in 2022), which would be 
published in 1934 (Links richten 1973, 207–209).
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