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CHAPTER 1 
 

Memory as resource and 
property: the politics of 
belonging in a changing 
country 
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Introduction 
 
As both contemporary expressions of the memory of colonialism and slavery 
and the first-hand testimonies of the ‘refugee crisis’ are being heritagized – 
collected, curated, and displayed – a specific function of cultural memory 
comes into view. For individuals and groups who are ‘embodied in difference’ 
(Desai 2020) memory can act as a tool to ground identities and make them 
cohesive enough to appear as stable interlocutors for the state, and state-like 
formations. This is necessary for a complex politics of recognition that allows 
for belonging to be unequally distributed among citizens and prospective 
citizens, but that pushes the question of structural change and redistribution 
of resources in a near future – while making it dependent on slow, trickle- 
down improvements. This phenomenon can only be examined as multiscalar 
and multi-sited: it is not a product of the Dutch context, though it has been 
shaped by the country’s particular brand of ‘colonial aphasia’ (Stoler 2011). 
The history of migration towards the Netherlands is tied to a complicated 
apparatus of remembering and forgetting, of staging Dutch identity and 
heritage against a particular interpretation of historical events. 

This chapter investigates this process by charting how certain memories 
have been produced and mobilized to endow different groups of ‘conditional’ 
citizens (Jones 2016, 606) with an identity cohesive enough to allow for 
their cultural and political recognition. It primarily engages with the book 
Postcolonial Netherlands: Sixty-five years of forgetting, commemorating, 
silencing by Dutch historian Gert Oostindie. By reading this work against 
critical accounts I show how the parameters that establish which cultural 
memories and which particular groups will be recognized by the state are not 
the result of a mutual decision in which institutional actors and minoritized 
subjects have the same degree of agency. Correspondingly, the discursive 
space, in which full belonging is first withheld and then made to slow-drip 
through gestures of recognition, is not constructed between subjects on equal 
footing. The chapter is divided into two sections: the first one surveys how 
in the Netherlands, the narrative of hospitality to strangers has evolved in 
relation to and/or in opposition to the country’s self-image of ‘tolerance’ 
and, later, of multicultural ‘success’; the second one examines how different 
memories of colonialism become a resource to articulate political claims 
(even as it constricts them within a symbolic terrain); and a property, meaning 
a transactional object through which private modes of remembrance become 
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public in order to gain political currency. Which specific memories have been 
used or are emerging as catalysts of political claims?1 

 
From tolerance to ‘failed’ multiculturalism 

 
The Kingdom of the Netherlands consists of four constituent countries: the 
Netherlands in Europe and the Caribbean islands of Aruba, Curaçao, and Sint 
Maarten. Three other islands – Bonaire, Saint Eustatius, and Saba – have the 
status of special municipalities within the country. Migration fluxes, which 
reached large numbers soon after the Second World War, are conventionally 
organized into distinct categories: from 1949 on as the Dutch colonial empire 
slowly dissolved, ‘post-colonial migrants’ started arriving first from Indonesia 
and New Guinea (the former Dutch East Indies), then from Suriname and the 
Dutch Antilles (known as the Dutch West Indies); between the 1960s and 
1980s, guest-workers (gastarbeiders) from Southern Mediterranean regions, 
first Italy and Spain later Turkey and Morocco, were recruited to supply labor 
force; and, from the 1980s on, growing numbers of refugees and asylum 
seekers reached the country after fleeing various disasters – from the war 
in former Yugoslavia to the current conflict in Syria. The steady influx of 
migrants in the post-war period is described as a period during which the 
tolerance for which the Netherlands had been famous was put to the test (for 
a critical account of the topic see Van der Veer 2006; Weiner 2015; Lucassen 
and Lucassen 2015). 

The idea of a national ethos of tolerance founded on liberal values has 
come to refer to disparate things: from interfaith coexistence practiced in 
the 16th and 17th centuries; to the introduction in the late 1970s of lenient 
policies on the consumption of soft drugs; to an emphasis on sexual freedom 
that made the country the first in the world to legalize same-sex marriage. 
From a governance standpoint, the notion of tolerance is usually associated 
with the pillarized (verzuiling) model, which shaped Dutch society until the 
1960s. Social life was organized around ‘pillars’, meaning tightly integrated 
communities that were established on the basis of religion or ideology: each 
pillar – Catholic and Protestant, but also socialist and liberal – had its own 
educational institutions, political parties, press, unions, and broadcasting 
corporations. Even leisure activities like sports clubs were subject to 
verzuiling. But the system came under pressure during the 1960s and 1970s 
when social movements started a wave of secularization and emancipation. It 

 
 

1 All translations from Dutch unless otherwise stated are mine. 
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was during this transitional period that the Dutch government, decades after 
migration from former colonies had begun, started to enact policies explicitly 
directed at migrants. Scholarly accounts of this stage in Dutch migration and 
integration policy usually describe it as a moment in which tolerance was 
effectively translated into welcoming policies – or more welcoming than 
those of other immigration countries (Vink 2007 disputes this timeline). 

This was aided also by the process of depillarization, which was gradual 
and at times contradictory: on one hand, the new secular ethos led politicians 
to believe that newcomers would, just like the Dutch, regard their religion as 
a private matter; on the other, the tradition of peaceful coexistence between 
pillars resulted in the notion of ‘integration with preservation of own identity 
(integratie met behoud van eigen identiteit)’. The 1983 White Paper on 
ethnic minorities policies (Nota Minderhedenbeleid) was the government’s 
first attempt at providing a framework for social provisions and against 
discrimination. But as Marteen Vink observes, this approach was conceived 
largely to facilitate the return of guest workers to their home countries by 
allowing them to preserve their own culture. Usually hailed as the beginning 
of the country’s effective brand of multiculturalism the paper still predicated 
integration upon a ‘majority culture’ firmly ‘anchored in Dutch society’ 
(Dutch government in Vink 2007, 345). Tolerance, which is considered 
the key feature of this phase, needs to be re-examined together with how 
citizenship rights and integration policies impacted the lives and prospects of 
‘postcolonial’ citizens. 

After the independence of Indonesia, between the 1950s and 1960s, 
over thirty thousand people migrated to the Netherlands. They belonged 
to three groups: Eurasian Dutch (also called Indo-Europeans), Moluccans, 
and ‘totoks’ meaning ‘white’ Dutch. In the East Indies, the population had 
been divided into three hierarchical categories: first ‘Europeans’, second 
the so-called ‘Foreign Orientals’ (Chinese and Arab ), and third ‘Inlanders’ 
(natives, meaning Indonesians and Moluccans). A group of twelve thousand 
Moluccans arrived in 1951, comprised of soldiers who had served in the 
Royal Netherlands Indies Army (KNIL) and their families. Since they had 
fought against Indonesia during the independence war, their position within 
the newly founded Republic was precarious; but only after a prolonged legal 
battle, they were reluctantly granted entrance to the Netherlands where they 
were discharged from military service, housed in camps, and lived juridically 
and socially segregated from the rest of Dutch society for two decades (see 
for example Jones 2014). The Indische Nederlanders or Indos were people of 
‘mixed race’ according to a specific ‘construction that originated in and was 
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defined by the colonial past’ (Captain 2014, 55). Indos would be considered 
European if they had been formally recognized by a Dutch parent (in most 
cases a Dutch father who had a relationship in or outside marriage with an 
Indonesian woman). If the parent did not acknowledge the children, they 
would be regarded as ‘Inlanders’ and therefore a subject (onderdaan) of the 
Kingdom instead of a citizen (burger) (Captain 2014, 56). Ana Dragojlovic 
(2020) points out that Indo-Europeans experienced violence, both in the 
Indies and the Netherlands, to reconfirm claims to ‘Europeanness’ – which 
was racialized, classed, and gendered. 

In the aftermath of the war for independence, both totoks and Eurasians 
were increasingly marginalized in the nascent Republic of Indonesia. Fearing 
a precarious future, the groups that under colonial rule had been labeled 
as Europeans decided to leave. But while the repatriation of totoks did not 
encounter much resistance, Eurasians and Moluccans, who had been previously 
represented as exemplary subjects – ‘loyal and excellent Netherlanders’ – 
suddenly became the targets of a discourse that sought to highlight instead 
‘innate differences between them and Dutch society’(Jones 2014, 321). They 
were described as being ‘rooted in the East Indies’ and ‘oriented towards 
Indonesia’ and therefore in need, once the Dutch government abandoned the 
‘discouragement policy’ against immigration, of swift assimilation. This type 
of discourse was not limited to the period immediately after independence 
nor to Eurasians and Moluccans, as Guno Jones points out: the reception 
of all former colonial subjects was always characterized by racial subtext 
(2014). Political decolonization in fact did not result in the abandonment 
of the technologies developed by colonial regimes through which ‘[w]ays 
of living were congealed into “problems”, subject persons were condensed 
into ontological categories, innocuous practices were made into subjects of 
analysis and rendered political things’ (Stoler 2010, 30). Instead, these tools 
seeped into public discourse. 

After what was called the ‘traumatic loss’ of the Dutch East Indies, 
in the 1950s politicians in the Netherlands worked towards strengthening 
the relationships with the remaining overseas territories, the West Indies. 
For a time, therefore, and in the context of the increased demand for labor, 
migration from Suriname was encouraged, but as it increased in volume and 
became more ‘democratic’ across class lines it started to be seen as an issue. In 
particular, political actors started to paint the ‘workers’ culture’ of Surinamese 
black men as a threat as well as ‘mixed’ unions between Surinamese men 
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and Dutch women.2 During the hectic times that preceded decolonization, 
the Dutch state wanted to prompt independence to halt migration toward 
the Netherlands, which had kept increasing exponentially in the 1970s. The 
political climate at the time was shaped by a growing anti-imperialist sentiment 
thus politicians started to represent the economic and social relationship with 
Suriname and the Dutch Antilles as a ‘neocolonial anachronism’ but also 
to ‘re-signify “self-determination,” meaning political independence, from a 
right into a duty’ (Jones 2014, 329). But rumors that independence was near 
actually increased the influx of Surinamese towards the Netherlands, since 
they feared political instability and losing their citizenship status. Despite 
strong internal opposition, in 1975 the Surinamese government declared 
independence at the request of the Dutch government. The social unrest in 
the wake of independence almost led to civil war and thus the Netherlands 
had to agree to suspend for the following five years the restrictive migration 
policy it had planned for Surinamese citizens. 

If in the 1950s dominant state actors had referenced biological differences 
– their tropical bodies – as the reason why Surinamese would never find their 
place in the motherland; later, it was suggested that their tropical culture would 
render them fundamentally out of place (Jones 2014). These raced, classed, 
and gendered boundaries were drawn and redrawn over the course of the 
decades but ultimately served the purpose of problematizing the citizenship 
of colonial subjects. Even though the 1970s were a period of social ferment 
that led to numerous changes in society, in those same years political elites 
began to substitute biological with culturalist discourses that still retained 
their essentializing function. As Jones remarks, the concerns over the increase 
of migration went hand in hand with constructing the ‘Dutch citizenship of 
the population of Suriname and the Dutch Antilles as an improper status’ 
and ‘as in the case of the Eurasians, the identity Dutch politicians ascribed 
to Surinamese Dutch citizens (that they were not real Dutch citizens, did not 
belong in the Netherlands, and should give up Dutch citizenship) did not 
coincide with the self-definitions of many Surinamese Dutch citizens’(Jones 
2014, 330). Similarly, the increased presence of Antillean citizens led to a 

 
 

2 Suriname is a multi-ethnic state comprised of five main ethnic groups: Afro-Surina- 
mese, the largest group descending from African enslaved people; Hindostani, descendants of 
19th-century indentured workers from India; Javanese, descendants from workers contracted 
from the island of Java in the former Dutch East Indies; Chinese, originating from 19th-century 
indentured workers and some recent migration; and Boeroe (derived from boer, the Dutch word 
for “farmer”), a small but influential group of descendants from Dutch 19th-century immigrant 
farmers. Afro-Surinamese and Hindostani are the two groups that make up the majority of Dutch 
Surinamese citizens (“Suriname” 2023) 
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change in discourses and policies aimed at this group that, since the 1990s, 
has been described as problematic, and whose right to free migration towards 
the Netherlands was routinely and publicly questioned. 

Eurasian, Moluccan, and Surinamese Dutch are today considered 
examples of successful integration but this positioning is instrumental for 
making a specific type of comparison.3 That between the ‘harmless identities’ 
of postcolonial citizens and the potentially harmful identity of Dutch citizens 
and migrants of Muslim background – essentialized by the figure of the 
troublesome young Moroccan male (Captain 2014). Jones observes that such 
comparisons have a precise goal: 

 
[t]he image of ‘being integrated’ creates the idea that those qualified as ‘less 
integrated’ should make more efforts to improve their position in society, that 
they – instead of the power structures and frames that try to freeze them – are 
in the end to blame (Jones 2016, 617) 

 
Culturalist discourses create endless possibilities for comparisons between 
groups of postcolonial citizens, then between them and Dutch Turkish, and 
Moroccan citizens, and always between who can embody real ‘Dutchness’ 
and who cannot. What can be observed in the Dutch context is that, from the 
2000s on, the demand for cultural loyalty from outsiders intensified, as well 
as the search for a definition not of what Dutchness is or isn’t but rather of 
what the political elite wishes it ‘not to become’ (De Leeuw and van Wichelen 
2014, 341 see also Balkenhol, Mepschen, and Duyvendak 2016). ). At the 
turn of the millennium, rhetoric against political correctness and in defense 
of the country’s identity and self-image became preeminent – in the Dutch 
context, Baukje Prins has called this ‘new realism’ (Prins 2004). 

A series of events and political figures are usually indicated as 
responsible for losing a ‘modicum of tolerance’ to ‘monoculturalism’ 
(Duyvendak, Geschiere, and Tonkens 2016, 11). The first to question the 
effectiveness of the Netherlands’ migration and integration policies was Paul 
Scheffer, a university professor and member of the Dutch labour party, whose 
2000’s essay The Multicultural Drama declared that Dutch multiculturalism 
had failed and that had led instead to the formation of an ‘ethnic underclass’ 

 
3 Eurasian is an umbrella term that does not find an exact correspondence in the Dutch 
language. The terms Indo-European or Indisch are preferred and used to describe different 
groups: if at first this term was employed to include all overseas nationals coming from the East 
Indies, it then became a designation for people of mixed descent although the Indisch communi- 
ties also refer to religious and ethnic denominators (e.g. Javanese and Sumatrans, Christians and 
Muslims). 
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whose members did not feel attached to Dutch culture and society, and 
who were unwilling and unable to integrate (Scheffer 2000). In those same 
years, politician Pim Fortuyn quickly rose to fame by deploying a style that 
‘combined a personal, almost erotic, political aesthetic and charisma with 
neonationalist and Islamophobic political ideas’, which greatly contributed to 
fulfilling ‘a deep desire for belonging, meaning, direction, a closed and clear 
identity, and an ever more strictly defined definition of ‘the other’’(Mepschen 
2009, 5). Not long after 9/11 two events on the local scale further precipitated 
the situation: the killings of Fortuyn in 2002 and film-maker Theo van Gogh 
in 2003. Van Gogh had been murdered by a Dutch-Moroccan citizen shortly 
after the screening of Submission, a film he made with Somali refugee and 
right-wing politician Ayaan Hirsi Ali to prove that the Quran justifies the abuse 
of women. The killings turned van Gogh into ‘a martyr for the freedom of 
expression’ and Fortuyn into ‘a culturalist hero’ (Uitermark 2012). Scheffer, 
Fortuyn, Van Gogh, and Hirsi Ali, and later right-wing populists like former 
Minister Rita Verdonk and Geert Wilders are key figures – from disparate 
political backgrounds – in a culturalist drama: a performance centered on 
fear, pride, and energetic show-of-force. The rhetorical outbursts of the 
protagonists of the drama are instrumental for constructing a narrative of loss, 
of a national ethos that is deteriorating under the influx of other cultures and 
because of too much leniency and generosity towards an ungrateful Other. 

 
Culturalized citizenship and recognition 

 
Political theorists like Wendy Brown (2009) have described the culturalization 
of politics as the deployment of formal and informal policies of cultural 
recognition. As Elizabeth Povinelli observes this move happened as a result 
of the ‘crisis of legitimacy’ brought by anticolonial and social movements 
that critiqued ‘Western arts of caring for the colonized and subaltern’ as not 
being the remedy but the means through which inequality is entrenched and 
sustained (2011, 26). Through the emphasis on recognition of past harm 
‘the crisis would no longer be a crisis of liberal legitimacy but a crisis of 
how to allow cultures a space within liberalism’ and to ‘assess care in late 
liberalism is to assess the capacity of culture as an agent of care’ (Povinelli 
2011, 26). In the Dutch context, Jan Willem Duyvendak et al. have analyzed 
the ‘culturalization of citizenship’ as the process through which ‘what it 
is to be a citizen is less defined in terms of civic, political or social rights, 
and more in terms of adherence to norms, values and cultural practices’ 
(Duyvendak, Geschiere, and Tonkens 2016, 4). Some critics have argued 
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that this development is a result of the fallacies of Dutch multiculturalism 
(Joppke 2004; Koopmans 2005; Sniderman and Hagendoorn 2009). However, 
performative declarations of multiculturalism as failed were not unique to the 
Netherlands since they have been delivered by several European leaders from 
across the political spectrum. Therefore the authors see this phenomenon as a 
global trend with ‘local variations’: prospective citizens are required to prove 
their loyalty to the nation’s ‘feeling rules’ (Hochschild 2003 in Duyvendak 
et al. 2016) meaning the ensemble of emotions, norms, symbols, values and 
traditions that form the sense of belonging or ‘feeling at home’ of members of 
a society (Duyvendak 2011). 

In the Netherlands, culturalized citizenship means that citizens are 
required to ‘embrace liberal democracy, secularism and progressive values 
regarding gender and sexuality’ (Duyvendak, Geschiere, and Tonkens 2016, 
9).4 According to the authors, this particular constellation of norms is the result 
of the process of depillarization that demanded to leave in the past institutions 
like the church, which were associated with the old order and that appeared 
then as claustrophobic and paternalistic (Verkaaik 2009). It was at this point 
that ‘progressiveness’ became ‘part of national mythology’ and reinvented as 
intrinsic to the Dutch character and not as a recent and partial achievement. 
Whereas secularism and liberal values have been reinvented as ‘typically 
Dutch’, ‘cultural pluralism’ was never actually a priority for legislators 
who instead continued to enact ‘group policies’ (Duyvendak and Scholten 
2012). At the policy level, the idea that migrants are to blame for their slow 
integration resulted in added difficulties and costs to the process of acquiring 
citizenship, causing a drop in naturalizations: as Bonjour and Lettinga 
report, in parliamentary discussions from 2004 onwards, the framed certain 
categories of family migrants as ‘unfit’ because possessing ‘characteristics that 
are adverse to a good integration into Dutch society’(2012, 69). In addition, 
changes in the mandatory civic integration exam made proving an adequate 
level of knowledge of Dutch society, culture and language a pre-condition for 
admission into the country (De Leeuw and van Wichelen 2014).5 However, 

 
4 Discourses using cultural difference as the basis to motivate this mechanism of differen- 
tial inclusion are reproduced among members belonging to different diasporas. So for example, 
Judith de Jong and Jan Willem Duyvendak observe the ‘de-stigmatisation strategies’ of second-ge- 
neration Turkish-Dutch students, who engage in multiple tactics to assert their belonging: they 
are in overall critical of the dominant nativist discourse and yet often fall back on ‘essentialised 
understandings of Dutch and Turkish norms and culture’. Regardless of which strategies these 
young people have been adopting, all shared an ‘emphasis on culture, mirroring notions domi- 
nant in the Netherlands’ (de Jong and Duyvendak 2021, 16) 

 
5 The exam is administered in the country of origin and applicants are fully responsible 
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these requisites do not apply to individuals of ‘western migration background’ 
or migrants who are defined as ‘highly skilled.6 In her examination of these 
procedures, Sara Farris comes to the conclusion that 

 
access to Dutch citizenship is regulated through the application of national 
(racial), moral (sexual) and economic (class) criteria that strongly evoke the 
‘colonial technology of race’ that was used in the Dutch colonies to distinguish 
colonizers from colonized, members of Dutch imagined community from 
aliens (Farris 2017, 109) 

 
So if on one hand, political discourse reinvented the Netherlands as a post- 
racial nation, on the other policies made use of reified cultural differences 
to explain and intervene in the lagging behind of minorities. At the same 
time, the importance of respecting cultural diversity has been distributed as a 
buzzword across policies and institutions – a move that seemingly signaled 
how racism was a thing of the past. The result of this process and of the 
high-octane culturalist drama that supports it is that, on one hand, instances 
of ‘everyday racism’ (Essed 1991) have been framed as the result of the 
unpredictable behavior of individuals; and, on the other, anti-racism itself has 
been framed as somehow suspicious since ‘its particular mode of engagement 
in debate over nationhood’ is considered ‘“counter-productive”’ (Van Reekum 
2016, 31): a naïve outlook that leads to dangerous consequences by further 
polarizing the conversation. 

Besides differences in class membership, religious affiliation, and 
socioeconomic background, each group of ‘incomers’ and each individual 
within them are connected to a variety of histories and micro-histories and 
different ways to publicly and privately commemorate the past. But what 
different groups of postcolonial citizens have in common with each other and 

 
 

for the fees (including a preparatory self-study kit that costs one hundred ten euros), those who 
pass the exam are allowed to move to Netherlands but, in order to obtain a permanent residence 
permit, they need to successfully pass test for a second time and within three-and-a-half years 
since their arrival. 

 
6 Mezzadra and Neilson trace this process: ‘Across the world, there has been a turn away 
from traditional quota systems of migration regulation, which are increasingly recognized as 
inadequate to the new flexibility and interpenetration of labor markets and economic systems. 
The pursuit of a just-in-time and to-the-point migration now shapes migratory policies . . .One 
prevalent means of attempting to correlate migration flows with occupational gaps and ‘‘skills 
shortages’’ is point-system migration schemes . . .point systems . . .constantly redefine the borders 
between skilled and unskilled labor, establishing . . . many gray areas, and expand and gradate the 
various subjective legal and political statuses that range from the citizen to the deportee’ (Mezza- 
dra and Neilson 2013, 138–39) 
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with the migrants that did not hail from former colonies is that, in the decades 
since their arrival, they have all been classified – from more to less assimilable 
– through ‘a political process whereby some others are designated as stranger 
than other others’ (Ahmed 2000, 6). The presence, symbolic and physical, 
of such strangers enables discourses that are not simply exclusionary but 
also productive: it is through them and the terminology used to ‘distinguish 
between “the real Dutch” and “the unreal Dutch” or “not quite Dutch”, that 
the Dutch nation and its foundational ethos is constructed (Jones 2014, 313). 
As Sara Ahmed explains, strangers are recognized as such insofar as they 
are perceived as ‘coming too close to home’: the invention of this figure 
and the threat intrinsic to their presence/proximity allows for defining both 
‘the subject-at-home’ as a body ‘unmarked’ by difference and the ‘home as 
inhabitable space, as inherently safe and valuable’ (Ahmed 2000, 32). Those 
who are recognizable as ‘different from the familiar space of home and 
homeland’ represent a potential danger and as such can become targets of 
violence, which is sanctioned by the rationale of enforcing the ‘boundary 
lines’ required to protect the ‘home-nation’ (Ahmed 2000, 36). From border 
patrolling to police stops, the arsenal deployed to protect ‘good citizens’ from 
real or imagined fears is limitless while the racial contours of this apparatus 
are only evident to those subjected to it. 

Gert Oostindie often references in his book Postcolonial Netherlands: 
Sixty-five years of forgetting, commemorating, silencing the concept of 
‘coming home’ to describe how in present times over a million Dutch people 
have roots in the former colonies. Published in 2011, this text is one of the most 
comprehensive publications in English on the topic of memory and processes 
of identity formation in the Netherlands post-decolonization. I selected this 
source because of Oostindie’s standing as a publicly recognizable voice on 
postcolonial history, who is often present in Dutch media, and because it 
provides a snapshot of how an exponent of institutional knowledge perceived 
and assessed ‘bottom up’ memory work. In his analysis, the unexpected 
mass arrivals that characterized the first three decades after the second World 
resulted in the country, somewhat begrudgingly, becoming ‘postcolonial’: 
the presence of minorities, who ‘embody a history that has come home’, 
pushed the Dutch public to ‘find a way to accommodate this past’(Oostindie 
2011, 21). Oostindie argues that this process, spearheaded by minorities 
organizations, has resulted in a variety of ‘remorseful gestures of recognition’ 
that have characterized Dutch politics since the 1970s: ‘[r]ecognition of past 
suffering, recognition of society’s shortcomings, recognition of the right to 
symbolic and perhaps financial gestures; this was to become a model for 
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postcolonial identity politics’(Oostindie 2011, 216). However, by Oostindie’s 
own admission, ‘“[r]ace” has played almost no part in this book, neither has 
racism’ (2011, 221). He writes in broad terms of ‘contemporary legacies and 
obligations stemming from the colonial period, which somehow affect all 
Dutch citizens’(2011, 221). And acknowledges the fact that all postcolonial 
citizens were ‘confronted with racism and xenophobia, in all cases this led 
to frustration and anger, which ultimately stimulated the articulation of 
identity claims’; but concludes that ‘racism in the past did not determine how 
postcolonial migrants were treated’ since, despite the fact that their admission 
‘served no economic purpose’, they were still allowed to remain (2011, 221- 
222). For the same reason – ‘centuries of historical bonds’ – they had ‘some 
leeway’(2011, 101) and the government supported several organizations for 
the preservation of the history and culture of postcolonial minorities. 

In his and similar reconstructions of how the country has come 
to memorialize the colonial past, race and racism will not figure as the 
‘organizing principles’ that shaped not only the initial reception of formerly 
colonized people but their continued existence within the nation. Instead, 
the author underlines that class actually constituted the biggest obstacle 
for postcolonial minorities: despite the praise for ‘mixed cultures’ brought 
by multiculturalism, a ‘European pole’ that ‘corresponded to respectability 
and progress’ still orders the hierarchy of integration (Oostindie 2011,105). 
And there is an ‘unmistakable continuity’ between the colonial context that 
created this European norm and the ‘progress of integration’ (2011, 106). 
The integration of certain groups was hindered by the fact that they did not 
master the Dutch language and had ‘low levels of education and employment 
qualifications, often combined with strongly authoritarian or unstable family 
relations’: these features are ‘part of the colonial heritage that postcolonial 
migrants from the lower classes brought with them’ and ‘[s]uch dysfunctional 
characteristics also belong to cultural heritage’(2011, 106). By privileging a 
focus on class instead of race Oostindie’s work helps to construct a narrative: 
although Dutch citizens from Indonesia, Suriname, and later the Antilles did 
encounter difficulties as they moved to the motherland, the political climate 
of the time was much more favorable than ‘now’. And if they happened to 
be the targets of racism, they experienced it on a personal level: an offense 
that leads to anger or sadness, even trauma, but that is not the expression of 
a precise mode of governing. In the author’s view racism seems to exist as 
cultural trauma that the formerly colonized can leverage to obtain recognition 
and affordances from the state and as individual feelings of pain as a result 
of racist occurrences. But what does describing the effects of race and racism 
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in terms of hurt feelings achieve? Besides reading as quite paternalistic, 
these remarks point at the existence of racism but limit it as something bad 
but not necessarily structural and that does not produce ongoing material 
consequences. In addition, we can identify an enduring trait of the Dutch 
discursive space on the issue of identity in Ooostindie’s argument: by 
referring to the futility and danger of a ‘black versus white’ dichotomy on 
multiple occasions, the author seems to be agreeing with the problematization 
of anti-racist critique that painted it as ‘regressive, re-calling problems and 
categories—slavery, colonialism, race, white supremacy’ (Van Reekum 
2016, 31) that instead were being transcended by serious academic analysis 
– opposed to ‘activist’ knowledge – and by maintaining an open dialogue 
on identity and culture.7 When Oostindie invites us to explore the ‘shades 
of grey’ within the commemoration of slavery and colonialism and to seek a 
‘middle ground’ between a ‘radical black perspective’ and a ‘positivist view’ 
(Oostindie 2011, 158) he reinforces the idea of an acceptable middle-ground 
between equal parts. Patricia Schor pointedly notes, however, that a ‘notion 
of parity between the hegemonic establishment and the subaltern subject, 
between the dominant majority and a marginalized minority is myopic and 
ideological’ because it hides how it is always ‘the hegemonic part that defines 
the terms of the conversation, how, when and who enters it and what is open 
for negotiation’ (in Schor and Martina 2017, 86). These dominant narratives 
establish as equal expressions of pain the suffering of the descendants of the 
enslaved for their ‘cultural trauma’ and the grief over the loss of national 
identity and heritage of a majority depicted as having been suddenly exposed 
to too much Otherness. Both figures – the grieving ‘ethnic’ Dutch and the 
traumatized descendant – have been mobilized by actors across the political 
spectrum as the figureheads of a conflict over which memories count, which 

 
 

7 Philomena Essed and David Theo Goldberg describe ‘cultural cloning’ as a Europe-wide 
phenomenon that goes beyond the reproduction of privilege across race and gender lines. They 
notice how a ‘growing sense of “we-Europeans”’ has been accompanied by the reappearance of 
Neo-Nazi groups, the growing respectability of ultra-nationalist parties, and ‘the more and more 
openly expressed assertion that immigrants are a threat to the cultural heritage of established 
residents’. Cultural cloning then hinges on ‘the taken-for-granted desirability of certain types, the 
often-unconscious tendency to comply with normative standards, the easiness with the familiar 
and the subsequent rejection of those who are perceived as deviant’. This is a universal tendency, 
not confined to Western countries nor dominant group, but ‘[w]hereas ‘choice against’ – choice to 
exclude – has been problematized as everyday discrimination, “preference for” – choice for one’s 
own, those like one, the similar and the same – is taken for granted as an affirmative value in do- 
minant (and non-dominant) cultures. Cases in point are the unnamed preference for the comfort, 
safety, familiarity, and privilege associated with whiteness’. But this preference for sameness gets 
routinely denied through the reassertion of racial and gender equality as the formal ideology 
guiding governments and institutions (Essed and Goldberg 2002) 
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feelings should be taken into account, and which parts of the national heritage 
should be shared by these opposing factions. 

The interplay between representation and recognition that has 
increasingly characterized the political landscape of the last thirty years 
cements the role of memory as a resource, and heritage as the portion of the 
public sphere more readily available for staking the claim to belong. This 
shift did not occur as the consequence of a natural inclination of postcolonial 
citizens but as a result of the gradual contraption of the spaces in which fight 
political battles and their substitution with cultural avenues. Across the political 
spectrum, ‘migrants’ and ‘non-privileged citizens’ (Jones 2016) are often 
condescendingly depicted as being engaged in a permanent competition over 
which identities are more valid, which histories more tragic, which memories 
more compelling. Just as the ‘epistemology of European coloniality’ when 
‘confronted by the unfixed, protean, changeable nature of race, forgets race 
is its own invention…’ (Hesse 2007, 654), much of the knowledge produced 
on the politics of citizenship and belonging takes a starting point the idea 
that ‘migrants’ identities are self-styled. The second part of this chapter will 
survey how different groups enter ‘the conversation’ over who can belong and 
who can be a citizen and navigate its terms by grounding a specific identity 
over a shared painful memory: how has this approach come to be and which 
politics does it serve? 

 
Memory as resource and property 

 
In opposition to the idea that the histories of colonialism had been forgotten 
through a form of societal amnesia, Ann Laura Stoler has coined the term 
‘colonial aphasia’ to describe not a situation in which memory is lost but 
rather how ‘an occlusion of knowledge’ produces ‘a dismembering, a difficulty 
speaking, a difficulty generating a vocabulary that associates appropriate 
words and concepts to appropriate things’ (Stoler 2011, 125). Building on 
this concept, Paul Bijl observes that, in the Netherlands, ‘aphasia’ actively 
produces the ‘inability to see the nation as the former metropolis of a colonial 
empire and to acknowledge the lasting racial hierarchies stemming from this 
past’ (Bijl 2012, 451). Until very recently, mainstream narratives of the era in 
which the Netherlands became an imperial power have focused on the happy 
consequences brought by the newly acquired wealth and status – and this has 
been the primary focus of representations of the so-called Dutch Golden Age. 
Colonial nostalgia for an era of power and international influence is ingrained 
in aphasic reconstructions that highlight certain aspects of the past and silence 
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others. But nostalgia is not the only aspect of this, as Bijl shows in his study 
titled Emerging Memory: Photographs of Colonial Atrocity in Dutch Cultural 
Remembrance (2016). The violence perpetrated by the Dutch was never in fact 
shrouded in silence, rather it would recursively emerge in several instances 
and long before postcolonial migrants ‘brought this history home’. Whenever 
evidence of acts of genocidal violence did emerge, a particular ‘figure’ has 
been ‘rehearsed again and again’, which staged the unveiling of records 
of colonial atrocities as ‘secretive’ only made possible through a series of 
journalistic and scholarly ‘break-throughs’(Bijl 2012, 445). 

This performance rewarded both ‘the critic who can position him- or 
herself as a moral guide with an unclouded vision’ and ‘everybody in the 
Netherlands for it positions the Dutch population as having lived in blissful 
ignorance of the awful deeds committed by others’ (Bijl 2012, 447). When 
Indonesia declared its independency in 1945, a four-year war ensued during 
which the Dutch army committed atrocities against the Indonesian population 
in what were euphemistically referred to as ‘police actions’. Only recently the 
case has been made that these were not isolated instances but part of systemic 
violence (Limpach 2014). The voice of Indonesian people and the memory of 
their suffering has been largely absent in the Netherlands: the reason for this 
silence is to be found, according to Bijl, in the fact that Indonesians, ‘natives’ 
under colonial rule, are not ‘present’ in Dutch society while totoks, Indisch 
Dutch and Moluccans campaigned to have a voice (Bijl 2016, 19). In fact, the 
violence that has most widely been discussed and studied in the Netherlands 
is that which occurred during the last years of colonial rule: there is a wealth 
of studies on the memory of the years between 1945 and 1949 and of the 
Japanese occupation, during which the totoks, ‘white’ Dutch were interned 
in camps while Eurasians, as buitenkampers (outside the camp), also had to 
survive brutal conditions. 

As we have seen, in the colonial taxonomic state ‘Indos’ were legally 
categorized as ‘Europeans’ but only if formally recognized as the offspring 
of a Dutch person, otherwise they would also be considered ‘natives’. Race 
was thus inscribed in their juridical status but while they did experience 
discrimination under colonial rule, the Indische community in the Netherlands 
did not publicly identify as victims of colonialism and instead attempted to 
suppress the issues of colorism and racism. To maintain this colorblindness 
they largely preferred to identify as victims of the Second World War during 
which all Dutch had been ‘equally’ victimized (Van Leeuwen 2008). After 
an initial period in which the experiences of totoks and Eurasians during the 
war, decolonization, and the years that followed their arrival were not widely 
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featured in public debates, these groups started a campaign to receive ‘back 
payments’: during the Japanese occupation, in fact, the Dutch government had 
not paid any salaries or pensions to civil servants and soldiers. Another theme 
that started to emerge was the ‘cold reception’ that ‘repatriates’ experienced 
as they arrived in the Netherlands. Eurasian families were targeted with 
assimilation policies that sought to discipline those that were too ‘Eastern 
oriented’ through programs that operated ‘according to the same principles as 
the Dutch historical re-education centers for those considered to be asocial, 
those constructed as persons “outside society”’ (Captain 2014, 62). 

Esther Captain also remarks how the ‘first generation of Indo-European 
migrants had to emphasize their Dutch descent and to forget about their 
Indonesian heritage’(2014, 57) which had consequences also for the second 
generation that, born in the Netherlands, often could not access their families’ 
past. Oostindie notes that the struggle for recognition and for establishing 
a memory culture was initially dominated by the concerns of the ethnically 
Dutch repatriates ‘in post-war debates, the totoks frequently drowned out the 
Indos’ (2011, 77) he writes. But this situation changed along with the socio- 
political context: for instance, in 1969 Dutch colonial army soldier Joop 
Hueting appeared in a television program where he recalled the violence 
committed by the KNIL during the Indonesian revolution.8 This public 
‘breakthrough’ sparked a debate that continued in the political climate of 
the 1970s characterized by a growing conviction that war victims needed 
to be attended to in the context of the welfare state (Locher-Scholten 1999, 
62–63). In addition, between 1975 and 1977, groups of young Moluccan 
people resorted to violent actions like the hijacking of trains and occupying 
government buildings to reinforce their claim for the creation of a Republic 
of the South Moluccas (Republik Maluku Selatan RMS). Both the Dutch and 
Indonesian governments rejected the idea of the RMS but after these episodes, 
in which several civilians and the hijackers were killed, policymakers started 
to reflect on the consequences of having excluded the Moluccan population 
from Dutch social life. 

This series of events gave more relevance than ever to the issue of 
the treatment of the colonial past: as Oostindie comments ‘[i]gnoring old 
colonial rage, read the lesson, not only translated into psychic suffering, but 
also gave rise to violence’ (2011, 80). He also sees the development of an 
Indisch memorial culture as in line with the emerging of critical perspectives 

 
8 War veterans were the other group involved in the commemoration of the last years of 
colonial rule see Oostindie 2011, chapter 3. 
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on the history of the Second World War and of the role that the Netherlands 
played in it. Oostindie posits that the way the Holocaust and the histories of 
Jewish Dutch were incorporated into Dutch heritage might have provided an 
example for postcolonial migrants in search of recognition.9 In the 1990s, 
after many partial and unfulfilling attempts to receive compensation for the 
harm that Dutch citizens had endured in the East Indies, several organizations 
joined together as the Indisch Platform with the aim of keep lobbying for 
the cause. But it wasn’t until 2000 that Prime Minister Wim Kok apologized 
for the ‘identified shortcomings of the rehabilitation process’ and launched 
the Het Gebaar (The Gesture), a compensation scheme that awarded three 
thousand guilders to all Dutch citizens who had been through the war in the 
East Indies while thirty-five million guilders were made available for cultural, 
social and academic projects (Oostindie 2011, 81). The memories mobilized 
by these groups – the war, the camps, the indifference ‘back home’ – began to 
be included in the heritage of the nation, and the launch of memorial days and 
institutions like the Indisch Herinneringscentrum (the Indo memorial center) 
or the Museum Maluku were to signal a shift in the approach of the state – 
from indifference to care. 

Oostindie’s survey of how postcolonial ‘migrants’ mobilized the 
memories of their journey and arrival in the Netherlands is valuable as it 
provides a historical overview of how this particular use of heritage has 
evolved through the years. It also offers insight into a way of seeing that at the 
time when he wrote his book and until very recently was predominant in the 
Netherlands, which places the state and the nation as actors merely reacting 
to an emerging culture of political claim-making that used the past to gain 
recognition in the present. For instance, he highlights how financial aspects 
played a central role in how the ‘Indisch lobby’ claimed its place: from the 
end of the 1970s, governmental funds were channeled towards minorities but 
since the ‘Indisch community was recorded as being outstandingly integrated’ 
it was not eligible ‘for any of this money’; in addition, sums were destined for 
development aid to Indonesia and also directed ‘to the Caribbean territories … 
expenditures that would far exceed all the compensation that was ever paid to 
repatriates’(Oostindie 2011, 96–97). Pointing at how Eurasian organizations 

 
9 These developments were not limited to the Netherlands but part of a broader pheno- 
menon that Jeffrey Olick calls ‘politics of regret’. This framework stemmed from the ‘never again’ 
ethos at the core of the commemoration of the Holocaust and through the notion of ‘transitional 
justice’ as a range of practical solutions – such as ‘compensation, truth and reconciliation com- 
missions, general amnesties, memorialization, and organized amnesia’ – to redress the violence 
of the past (Olick 2013). 
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would have been aware of the financial rewards that could be available for 
them if they grouped around a specific identity is the first of two comparisons 
that need to be carefully unpacked. 

The author states that although a ‘cynical view’ would posit that 
Eurasians’ lobbying ‘revolved around self-interest’, they ‘saw the Netherlands 
as always holding the purse strings, as highly cautious about stripping 
colonial citizenship of its predicate “colonial”, which would lead to it being 
confronted with financial consequences’(Oostindie 2011, 96). Presenting 
these two viewpoints might have its merits, though it is not clear to whom 
the cynical view belongs. But the problem with this reasoning is that it 
overvalorizes the agency of ‘postcolonial migrants’ as equal players with the 
state ‘in the game of identity politics’ (Oostindie 2011, 104). It is true that 
the agency of ‘postcolonial citizens’ does emerge in how they resisted ‘being 
“othered”’ but, as Jones points out, this and other Dutch studies take as their 
premise that the identity, citizenship, and national belonging of people from 
the former colonies are ‘are primarily analyzed as “self-achieved”’ and as a 
reflection of ‘their own orientations, choices, and identifications’; and thus 
as matters that ‘“postcolonial minorities”…have in their own hands’ whereas 
‘the role of dominant actors within the state apparatus is seen as secondary 
and “reactive”’(Jones 2014, 316). 

This means forgetting that the transferring of political demands and 
citizenship rights onto the symbolic terrain of cultural recognition was not 
the result of individual instinct or choice. At the same time, the reason why 
memory becomes a resource for articulating claims tied to citizenship is not 
because it provides automatically stronger arguments than campaigning for 
better housing, education and work opportunities, and proper healthcare. In 
the push-pull between minoritized subjects and governing institutions that 
build the criteria of what is considered an acceptable bid to citizenship and 
belonging, memory is presented to these groups as property: an endowment 
that needs to be curated, preserved and guarded from appropriation because its 
value lies in what it can be exchanged for. The largescale trade-off is to enclose 
any type of struggle within discursive rules that establish preemptively what 
can be said and what can be gained: relevance for visibility, respectability 
through recognition, the love of the nation in exchange for another enemy 
to fear. This way what is supposed to be the beginning – intervening in the 
nation’s heritage – becomes the ultimate goal, and inclusionary gestures on 
the part of dominant state actors– and transnational entities like the European 
Union – are presented as the benevolent reaction to self-directed initiatives. 
What disappears in this performance is that the hegemonic parties determine 
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which avenues and actors can be deemed legitimate interlocutors and which 
others – too naïve or destructive – must be ridiculed or condemned. This 
function of memory then is instrumental for a sophisticated politics of 
recognition, which redistributes belonging among those that can prove to 
be ‘whole’ – to have a fully legible identity – whilst postponing indefinitely 
any long-term, sustainable, structural change. The politics enabled through 
this move allow the perpetuation of ‘capitalism disguised as democracy’ that 
‘enables “belonging” but not a material redistribution of belongings’(Myambo 
2011, 65).10 

If we examine the process of grounding an identity through memory not 
from the standpoint of communities but from that of dominant political actors, 
we can see that bottom-up requests for acknowledgment of past suffering are 
molded to fit the requisites of a specific mode of governing. This development 
has been described by George Yúdice with the notion of culture-as-resource: 
in his analysis, culture has been turned into a multipurpose tool in a field of 
force that is constituted by differently assembled relations between various 
political and civic actors. The scholar traces this evolution back to the 
operation of a governmental rationale based on performativity. Performing 
one’s identity, especially when it is framed as culturally different, becomes 
mandatory to articulate subjectivities and to campaign for rights, recognition, 
and redistribution. Yúdice concisely explains this process as such: ‘so long 
as you can assert that you have a culture (a distinctive set of beliefs and 
practices), you have legitimate grounds for enfranchisement’ (2003, 56). And 
performing these ‘alternative identities’ as the only effective route towards 
inclusion becomes compulsory not only ‘from above (the state, corporations, 
philanthropic associations) but also from groups who do advocacy work on 
behalf of people construed as minorities, and even from group members 
themselves’ (2003, 48 emphasis mine). 

Oostindie notes that whereas in the beginning the voices of totoks had 
counted more, throughout the decades the ‘scope of the attention paid to 
victims’ was extended to include also ‘Indisch Dutch and Moluccans’ (2011, 
93), and in fact, citing Esther Captain, totoks ‘became more Indisch through 
the process of remembering’ (Captain in Oostindie 2011, 93 emphasis mine). 
He also notices that ‘remarkably’ the Indisch Platform came to be at the 

 
 

10 Several theorists have examined how a politics of recognition leaves underlying structu- 
ral conditions of inequality unchallenged, see for instance Glen Sean Coulthard, Red Skin, White 
Masks: Rejecting the Colonial Politics of Recognition (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
2014); Elizabeth A. Povinelli, The Cunning of Recognition: Indigenous Alterities and the Making 
of Australian Multiculturalism (Duke University Press, 2002). 
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request of the government and, later in the text, how today ‘Indisch heritage 
has become a leading cultural brand’ (2011, 110-111). These examples indicate 
that indeed performing a cohesive identity is not an instinctive move or the 
result of an accurate choice between equally effective strategies. Performing 
one’s memories as structured enough to need an appropriate heritage site or 
public commemoration is offered – through the discourse of elite actors – as 
a valid and legitimate mean towards becoming an interlocutor credible and 
visible enough to be taken seriously by institutions and the state. Becoming 
‘Indisch’, performing this identity, and articulating claims in terms of cultural 
recognition becomes the only mode through which ‘minorities’ can join in the 
‘competition over territory, resources, or jobs’ (Young 2002, 91). 

 
From liberation to citizenship rights 

 
After examining the route taken by Indisch cultural memory of migration, 
Oostindie turns to the ‘West Indian explanation’, which ‘revolves around 
rights linked to citizenship: the right to unhindered access; the right to work 
and enjoy the collective rights awarded every Dutch citizen; and the right, in 
all respects, to belong’ (2011, 98). And yet, in a second comparison, he argues 
that ‘in stark contrast to the Indisch narrative’ the memory of the ‘exodus’ is 
not a ‘popular theme’ since it is ‘painful, not because things were so bad for 
the Caribbean community, but because the migration is marked by choice, 
not the absence of the alternative: to remain at “home”’ (2011, 98). In his 
framing, whereas Indisch Dutch could not have stayed in the Republic of 
Indonesia, Surinamese and Antilleans were not forced to leave but chose to 
in order to seek better opportunities. Since choice was behind the move, the 
Caribbean communities could not refer to the memory of this journey – his 
argument continues – instead the history of slavery became central to ground 
their identity. The reason being that ‘[n]o other theme in the shared history 
[between Suriname and the Antilles] lends itself better to an appeal for Dutch 
gestures of reparation and no other theme is linked to such powerful ideas of 
contemporary legacies for which one or another should pay’(Oostindie 2011, 
147). 

Again, in Ooostindie’s analysis financial gains and gestures of 
recognition are at the core of a ‘self-achieved’ politics of identity, which 
would take place after seeing how Eurasians had dealt with their colonial 
past. And the comparison between different groups of ‘postcolonial citizens’ 
frames the state as almost a spectator, merely reacting to the strive of its ‘new’ 
constituents. This assessment is in line with a specific dominant discourse 
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within the Dutch public sphere that portrays overseas nationals as migrants 
‘often without understanding their presence in the Netherlands in terms of 
historical continuity’ as Balkenhol observes: ‘[a]ccording to that image, they 
had come of their own free will, to a country that had always extended a 
helping hand to those in need, and now they exploited the compassion of 
this nation’ (Balkenhol 2014, 106). Oostindie does not openly subscribe 
to this explanation but, by framing his comparison in terms of advantages, 
financial or otherwise, he suggests that the discursive space, in which full 
belonging is first withheld and then made to trickle down through ‘gestures’, 
is constructed between subjects on equal footing. While lobbies and 
community organizations advocating for recognition do have agency and can 
effect change they still must move within a framework that is given to them 
– and straying from this path has consequences. Balkenhol and Coenders 
indeed remark that although the history of slavery and colonialism has been 
memorialized by people of African descent in the Netherlands throughout the 
twentieth century, over the last three decades the scale of remembrance has 
grown (Balkenhol and Coenders 2020). The authors in fact highlight how, 
starting from the 1990s, black grassroots organizations in the Netherlands 
have begun to use this history to ‘articulate claims to citizenship and memory’ 
and to ‘demand recognition as full citizens with unrestricted access to all 
areas of social life including employment, housing and education’ (Balkenhol 
and Coenders 2020, 1). Two examples of this commemorative space are the 
Keti Koti and Dag van Besef (day of awareness) held annually on July 1st, 
which marks the date on which slavery was formally abolished in Suriname 
and that, since 1863, has been celebrated in the country as Emancipation 
Day.11 The ceremony is called Keti Koti, which means ‘broken chains’ or ‘the 
chains have been broken’ in Sranan Tongo, the lingua franca that developed 
in Suriname parallel to Dutch.12 

In the Netherlands until the 1990s, the remembrance of this day had 
been occurring privately at the initiative of families and small community 
organizations. In 1993, the Comité 30 juni/1 Juli started a public 
commemoration in Amsterdam’s Surinameplein – an open area on the verge 

 
11 But from that date the formerly enslaved were forced to complete a ten-year apprenticeship 
(Willemsen and Nimako 2011). 

 
12 Guno Jones notes that ‘Surinamese culturalist nationalists propagated an equal status for 
Sranan Tongo, which was repressed by the colonial authorities. The cultural nationalists, who were 
deeply proficient in both Dutch and Sranan Tongo, started to demonstrate the value of Sranan Tongo 
in literary publications. They pleaded for equal status of both languages’ (pers. comm. 2020). 
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of the city center surrounded by a busy intersection with one of the main roads 
into the city. The name of this organization and the way the ceremony unfolds 
is a mirror image of the national Dodenherdenking (the commemoration of the 
dead) organized by the Nationaal Comité 4 en 5 mei. The 4th and 5th of May, 
respectively Remembrance Day and Liberation Day are two central dates in 
Dutch commemorative culture, and Balkenhol highlights how this analogy is 
‘away for black Dutch citizens to articulate black subjectivity as a political 
claim on the nation’(Balkenhol 2014, 54).13 In 1998 the Afro-European 
women’s organization Sophiedela, chaired by the Afro-Surinamese politician 
Barryl Biekman, petitioned for building a monument to commemorate the 
victims of the slave trade and for slavery to be recognized as part of Dutch 
history. The petition was met favorably but the government’s involvement 
in the project came with conditions to fulfill. In fact, as it happened with 
the Indisch Platform, policymakers required Sophiedela to bring together all 
the organizations and individuals supporting the appeal under one umbrella 
organization. Thus, the Landelijk Platform Slavernijverleden (National 
Platform Slavery Past) was formed to be the government’s only interlocutor: 
several organizations, among whom the Comité 30 juni/1 Juli, refused to join 
because ‘they feared the government would hijack the memorial project and 
dilute its political claim’ (Balkenhol 2014, 129) 

The result of the negotiations between the Platform and the government 
was the decision to create a memorial that would comprise a ‘static’ and a 
‘dynamic’ part: the first in the form of a physical monument and the second in 
the form of an institute devoted to researching slavery, the NiNsee Nationaal 
Instituut Nederlands Slavernijverleden en Erfenis (National Institute for 
Dutch Slavery and its Legacy). On the first of July 2002, the monument 
was unveiled in the presence of Queen Beatrix, the Prime Minister, and a 
small number of invited guests: the inauguration took place behind fences, 
which kept from participating the many Dutch people of African descent 
who had traveled to participate to the ceremony from all over the country. 
The unveiling of the monument was also presented as a crucial moment in 
breaking the silence that had surrounded slavery until that point. However, as 

 
 

13 Balkenhol writes that the ‘commemoration of slavery in the Netherlands begins long 
before the memorial project on Surinameplein in the early 1990s. It had picked up momentum 
already in the 1950s (Bosma 2009, 88). On July 1, 1962, a public commemoration of abolition 
attracted some 1000 visitors across the country (2009 ibid.). A year later, on the occasion of the 
100th anniversary of abolition, the commemoration was even larger. Wi Eegie Sanie (lit. our own 
thing) organized a considerable manifestation in the center of Amsterdam (2009, 89). About 500 
Surinamese Dutch marched one kilometer from Weteringschans to Muntplein, carrying banners 
saying “Fri moe de” (There must be freedom/freedom must come)’(Balkenhol 2014, 214). 
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Balkenhol points out that slavery ‘was not absent, but incorporated into the 
imaginary of the nation’ (2014, 110; emphasis in the original). The story of 
the painful reaction of the descendants excluded from the ceremony emerges 
‘less like the dawn of a new beginning and more like a social drama with 
a well-rehearsed set of roles and a common plot’ and ‘a moral play’. In it, 
‘the position of blackness alternates between anger, danger, and violence’ 
and ‘victimhood on the other’ in contrast ‘with the calmness of the crowd 
of invited guests’. In the end, ‘whiteness’ emerges ‘as a position of restraint, 
rationality, and somewhat naïve good intentions’ (Balkenhol 2014, 111). 

This ‘social drama’ that highlights violence connected to blackness 
aligns with what Balkenhol identifies as the ‘politics of compassion’: ‘a 
particular discursive formation that makes colonial projects acceptable within 
a self-image of the caring nation by redefining atrocities as care in the name 
of compassion’(Balkenhol 2014, 120). Depictions of suffering have been a 
crucial part of scholarly and media reports on slavery and have also been 
featured in attempts at memorialization in the form of books, exhibitions, and 
talks. Today a discourse on emotional pain and trauma is deployed whenever 
Afro-descendant Dutch people protest against inequalities and racism. If right- 
wing parties and populist pundits openly disparage any memorial project on the 
history of slavery and accuse Surinamese Dutch to exploit their ‘victim-status’ 
to obtain advantages, the mainstream reaction of compassionate understanding 
still ‘serve[s] in the iconography of a caring nation’ (Balkenhol 2014, 121). 
And whenever political demands defy the image of black suffering, they are 
met with consternation and as isolated instances of hotheaded characters, as 
they do ‘not fit into a politics of compassion that perceives the placing of a 
monument as an act of generosity’ (2014, 130). 

Criticism never quite abandoned the monument nor the operate of the 
NiNsee, which was inaugurated one year later. For his study, Balkenhol spoke 
to several people whose stance on the memorial remains critical: ‘they saw 
the monument, as well as the research institute for nothing more than an 
alibi, a symbolic gesture that avoided real, honest engagement’(2014, 109). 
When, in 2012, the government decided to withdraw its annual funding, the 
Institute’s public-facing headquarters had to close down (Captain 2016). As 
Esther Captain points out one of the criteria by which the government came 
to this decision was the so-called ‘support of the community’: meaning that 
a ‘community’ had to be interested enough in the activities of the NiNsee to 
rally and gather the financial resources necessary for its continuation. Captain 
notes that invoking this principle signaled that ‘the “community” referred 
to here was reduced to Dutch people of Surinamese and Antillean descent 
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and that therefore the government itself confirmed the differentiation between 
citizens (2016). At that point, the categoraal beleid (policy targeting specific 
groups of people, ‘categories’) had not been in use since the 1980s and the 
neoliberal restructuring of the welfare state. So it definitely seems bizarre the 
recourse to the ’community’ principle’ by the government at a moment in 
time in which the ‘idea of policy tailored for the specific needs of different 
social groups made room for a generic policy model not targeting specific 
groups’ (Balkenhol 2014, 126). 

Oostindie argues that the reason why NiNsee was not successful 
in securing enough support was that the Institute was ‘caught in an 
uncomfortable dilemma between demands from a radical grassroots and the 
task of connecting with society at large and building up respectability’(2011, 
153); the wider population opposed the ‘politicization of the past’ that was 
‘expressed in a radical discourse (‘Black Holocaust’, slavery trauma) and 
in demands (reparations)’ (2011, 153). Framing the demand for reparations 
as ‘radical’ aligns with the mainstream discourse in which, as Balkenhol 
incisively remarks, ‘a black political subjectivity that goes beyond the image 
of suffering and miserable victims continues to be hard to accept for many in 
the Netherlands’ (Balkenhol 2014, 129). But what I want to draw attention to is 
how the abandonment of minority policies in favor of a neoliberal framework 
of ‘own responsibility’ from the late 1980s on, resulted in how ‘the culture 
of political claim-making also changed’ (Balkenhol 2014, 126). Until that 
point, Afro-Surinamese articulated political demands through their welfare 
organizations, and the commemoration of slavery was tied to the anticolonial 
and anti-imperialist struggle. In particular, Surinamese student associations 
such as LOSON and later SAWO referenced slavery in the context of the 
workers’ liberation and anti-capitalist struggle ‘explicitly included workers 
of all races and ethnicities’(Balkenhol and Coenders 2020, 7).14 But in the 
early 1990s, black grassroots organizations began to mobilize the memory of 
slavery by ‘focusing not on Dutch colonialism or the proletarian revolution, 
but on citizenship’ (2020, 7). 

Balkenhol observes that the claim to ‘centuries-old citizenship rights’ 
whilst still addressing racism it ‘narrows the scope of antiracist struggle to a 
new category: that of the “descendants of the enslaved”’(2020, 8). The author, 
however, also reminds us that when the project for a slavery memorial was 

 
 

14 Established in 1973 as a nation-wide fusion of all local Surinamese student associations, 
the National Organisation of Surinamese in the Netherlands (LOSON) was active in the Netherlands 
in the 1970s and 1980s where it pushed forward an anti-imperialist agenda and a commitment to 
broader class struggle 

50 



being discussed, it was the government that demanded to negotiate with a 
unitary subject instead that the diverse group of claimants. Again, in this case, 
looking at this evolution from the perspective of community organizations and 
depicting the government and institutions as merely reacting to the demands 
of these groups, glosses over the fact that reifying multiple identities into 
one and shifting political demands into the symbolic terrain of recognition 
does not serve people or communities. The same can be said for fragmenting 
memories into clear-cut components and political subjects into characters 
within a precise social drama: the descendant of the enslaved as victim and 
the descendant of the enslavers as contrived spectators or vehement deniers. 

As we will see in more detail in Chapters 4 and 5, although these 
characters are fictive, their mobilization in the public sphere, in the end, helps 
to reassert the authority of the institution/nation that is posited as guarantor 
among two parties on substantially equal ground. The question of what to 
remember, how, and in which spaces has become entrenched with the struggle 
of strengthening the position of a number of ‘strangers’ within a country that 
distributed hopes and warnings, gave something, and withheld much more. 
Oostindie frames ‘recognition’ as ultimately a successful strategy and if we 
embrace this view, then memory appears as a resource: a tool through which to 
campaign for rights, a way to apply more and more pressure until a breach opens 
in the discursive spaces through which not only the heritage of the country is 
built but also the hierarchies among its inhabitants. But certain memories are 
also made into a property: a thing that certain groups possess exclusively and 
must therefore guard. And, in contrast with Oostindie’s analysis that frames 
this move as self-directed, I see it as an aftereffect of contemporary liberal 
governmentality that requires for its functioning homogeneous and reifiable 
identities. In fact, to be considered interlocutors stable and legitimate enough 
to be taken seriously by state and state-like institutions, minoritized subjects 
do not simply choose to ground their identity through mobilizing memory 
because of the effectiveness of structuring political claims in this manner. 
Restricting the scope of demands as vital as the right to feel at home to an 
identity-based struggle is a tool for demonstrating proficiency in the ‘feeling 
rules’ of the country. 

 
Conclusion 

 
The first part of the chapter has given an overview of how discoursers and 
policies that produce different categories of strangers have evolved: from the 
first postwar decades, through the 1970s and up until the 2000s, elite political 
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actors have construed time after time an ideal subject to oppose to ‘migrants’ 
that would not be able to integrate because of their difference – biological 
and/or cultural; against a rapidly changing sociopolitical backdrop, race 
disappears from public discourse and racism become a matter of individual 
behaviors and reactions whilst the Netherlands gets reinvented as a beacon 
of liberal and secular values that all citizens, but especially newcomers, must 
embrace. And heritage provides the discursive space in which to solidify the 
‘unfolding “national story”’ that justifies why certain groups and individuals 
can and others cannot belong. The second part of the chapter examines 
the context in which a particular usage of memory has emerged: by tying 
groups to a specific identity, the cultural memory of different diasporas – of 
coming from an ‘elsewhere’ – becomes an instrument to campaign for rights 
connected to citizenship. 

Whether and how certain moments in this ‘national story’ are 
commemorated becomes the contested territory in which ‘migrants’ and 
‘unsafe’ citizens are required to negotiate their place within the city and the 
nation. At the same time, by including these memories in national canons, 
school curricula, monuments, and museums, the city/nation/Europe can 
signal its willingness to include. These overtures remain firmly anchored in a 
symbolic ground and yet they are put forward as steps in the right direction: 
the promise of safety entailed in the ‘good life’ that, at some point in the 
future, will be accessible to you too. As we will see in Chapter 3 the normative 
underpinnings of the trade-off are even more recognizable in the wide range 
of projects that sought to memorialize the ‘migration crisis’. But first Chapter 
2 will introduce Amsterdam’s Tropenmuseum as one of the preeminent sites 
in which the processes that this chapter has examined have been taking place. 
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