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CHAPTER 4 
 

‘All the things happening 
outside the museum push 
me back in’: Exhibiting the 
Afterlives of Slavery 
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Introduction 
 
As we have seen in Chapter 1, 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). There has been a 
shift, however, in how these claims are articulated, if until the 1980s slavery 
was referenced in the context of workers’ liberation and anti-capitalist 
struggle, starting from 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). On the other hand, 
depictions of suffering have been a crucial part of mainstream scholarly and 
media reports on slavery whilst also being featured in books, exhibitions, 
and talks that attempted to commemorate this part of history. A discourse on 
emotional pain and trauma is deployed when 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). In addition, in 
recent years the memory of colonialism and slavery has been also mobilized 
to demand the ‘decolonization’ of institutions responsible for upholding 
oppressive and discriminatory structures. 

This chapter contextualizes recent developments in how the memory 
of slavery is being mobilized in the Netherlands by zooming in on the 
Tropenmuseum’s exhibition Afterlives of Slavery.1 My analysis is derived 
from extensive fieldwork over the course of two years in the museum, which 
involved repeated visits to the exhibition, participation in tours and public 
events related to it, as well as interviews with key informants. The chapter 
charts the evolution of the discursive space from which the exhibition has 
emerged in the first section; then it examines the ‘diffuse points of intentionality’ 
(Mason and Sayner 2019, 17) of the curatorial approach; the third section 
delves into the issues raised by the inclusion in the display of items referring 
to the contemporary movement against Zwarte Piet, a blackface character 
in the annual Saint Nicholas festivities; finally, the fourth section looks at 

 
1 A previous version of this chapter has been published in the International Journal of 
Heritage Studies with the title ‘All the things happening outside of the museum push me back in’: 
thinking through memory and belonging in Amsterdam’s Tropenmuseum (Caradonna 2021) 
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recent examples of how the museum has been collaborating with activists 
as part of its commitment to a decolonial approach. Can the Tropenmuseum, 
not only through its programming but also at a structural level, reflect on the 
‘coloniality within’? 

 
Everybody wants to ‘do something with slavery’ 

 
The exhibition Afterlives of Slavery (AoS hereafter) – or Heden van 
het Slavernijverleden ‘present of the slavery past’ – was inaugurated in 
Amsterdam’s Tropenmuseum on October 6, 2017. In the original plan, it 
was described as a ‘semi-permanent exhibition’ since it was supposed to last 
two years in preparation for the refurbishment of the permanent collection, 
which was planned to reopen in 2021 with a deeper focus on the legacies of 
Dutch colonialism as heritage shared by all Dutch citizens.2 Because of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, and the uncertainty it has caused also in the cultural 
sector, AoS’ duration was extended until May 25, 2021. The reason why I chose 
to focus on this exhibit lies precisely in the particular position it occupies in 
the timeline that connects the memorialization of slavery to political issues 
in society at large – which are specific to the Dutch context but also shaped 
by transnational discourses. The new impetus that this particular kind of 
‘difficult heritage’ (Macdonald 2015) has received is usually made to coincide 
with the period between 2011, the year in which anti-racist activists started 
the campaign Zwarte Piet is Racisme; and 2013, the year that signed the 150th 
anniversary of the abolition of slavery in the Dutch kingdom. On the occasion 
of this jubileum, two exhibitions about slavery opened in Amsterdam, one in 
the Scheepvart Museum (maritime history) and another one in the Amsterdam 
Museum (the local civic museum). In the same year, the Mapping Slavery 
project was initiated by Dr. Dienke Hondius and independent researcher 
Nancy Jouwe, which focuses on the material traces of slavery in the Dutch 
metropole. Also in 2013, Jennifer Tosch inaugurated the increasingly popular 
Black Heritage Tours to unearth the histories of the black diaspora in the 
city. Robin Lelijveld, who has worked on the AoS in quality of researcher, 
confirms that ‘since 2013, it’s becoming more and more popular, almost 

 

2 In the end, the refurbishment resulted in the exhibition Onze Koloniale Erfenis/Our Co- 
lonial Inheritance which opened on June 24 2022. I decided not to include an examination of the 
new exhibit in this chapter because the focus of my analysis are the preceding stages and a time in 
which the museum was undergoing a transition. An in-depth analysis of Our Colonial Inheritance 
as the outcome of this process needs time and space in a measure that I could not provide within 
the structure of this dissertation, which when the display opened had already entered its final 
form. 
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a competition’ and that institutions are becoming slightly too eager to ‘do 
something with slavery’ (Lelijveld 2019). During the decade between 2011 
and 2021 – the year in which the exhibition closed – the discourse around 
the memory of slavery and its significance for the Dutch public has indeed 
significantly changed. And if we take into consideration only the period of 
time in which AoS was open there is a difference between 2017 when the 
commemoration of slavery seemed bound to incur in resistance and criticism 
from a part of society; and 2021, in which almost all heritage and cultural 
institutions in the city have found a way to respond and make their own the 
demands for decolonizing the museum. 

The conceptual framework at the basis of AoS borrows from Saidiya 
Hartman’s 2007 book Lose Your Mother: A Journey Along the Atlantic Slave 
Route in which the afterlife of slavery is theorized as a particular mode of 
engagement with the past not stemming from 

 
an antiquarian obsession with bygone days or the burden of a too-long memory, 
but because black lives are still imperiled and devalued by a racial calculus and 
a political arithmetic that were entrenched centuries ago. This is the afterlife 
of slavery—skewed life chances, limited access to health and education, 
premature death, incarceration, and impoverishment (Hartman 2008, 6) 

 
The premises for reintroducing the topic of slavery in the museum were 
laid during the 2017 symposium titled A Shared History– Conversations on 
the Slavery Past in the Present organized by RCMC. In the presence of the 
then-Minister of Education, Culture and Science Jet Bussemaker, a group 
of scholars, activists, artists, and community leaders, debated how slavery 
has been both commemorated and forgotten in the Netherlands, and which 
steps they deemed necessary for instead ‘creating a more convivial society 
where all feel welcomed’ and whether through remembering slavery ‘we can 
come to a healing for the past’ (Research Center for Material Culture 2017). 
The emphasis placed on the concept of ‘healing’ can be found in the actual 
display as AoS’ exhibition maker Richard Kofi underlines: together with the 
curatorial team he formed with Robin Lelijveld and Martin Berger, NMWC’s 
curator for Middle- and South America, Kofi aimed to avoid feelings of 
‘gloom and guilt’ and to facilitate a deeper reflection on the legacies of slavery 
(Kofi 2019). This vision stemmed also from the curators’ visit to the Slavery 
and Freedom exhibition at the Smithsonian’s National Museum of African 
American History and Culture (NMAAHC), which also centered the agency 
of the enslaved people and the strategies they adopted to resist oppression and 
dehumanization. 
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AoS was co-funded by the European Union’s Creative Europe Programme 
as an outcome of the four-year collaborative project SWICH - Sharing a 
World of Inclusion, Creativity and Heritage: Ethnography, Museums of World 
Culture and New Citizenship in Europe, which involved academic partners 
and ten ethnographic museums. When I spoke to Martin Berger about the 
inception phase of AoS he recalls how, in the weeks following the symposium, 
media attention was pointed instead to the news that the Rijksmuseum, the 
Netherlands’ biggest museum, was going to devote an exhibition to the history 
of slavery in 2020. The announcement came only days before the exhibition 
Good Hope. South Africa and the Netherlands from 1600 opened at the 
Rijksmuseum provoking a lot of criticism for being ‘a missed opportunity’ 
(Sheperd and Ernsten 2017) that failed to acknowledge that ‘colonization is 
both a historical crime and a violent process that perpetuates itself in the 
present moment’ (Zeefuik 2017). This was the first of the points that writer 
and activist Simone Zeefuik, from the group Decolonize the Museum, 
made in an open letter to the museum that received widespread attention, 
and was co-signed by many Dutch and international scholars, activists, and 
artists. Decolonize The Museum, comprised of Zeefuik along with activists 
Phoenix and Hodan Warsame, had been vocal in criticizing NMWC initially 
through a Twitter hashtag through which they sought to ‘expose the violence 
perpetuated by ethnographic museums by critiquing its Eurocentrism, white 
supremacy, its assumed neutrality and its excuses of “only having so much 
time/space”’ (“Decolonize The Museum Conference” 2016). In 2015, at the 
invitation of Wayne Modest, and then head of the curatorial department Laura 
Van Broeckhoven, the group staged an intervention in the museum during 
which a network of around forty people convened to share their views and 
rewrite the exhibitions’ interpretative material. The new texts were displayed 
alongside the original museum version and the intervention culminated in the 
Decolonize the Museum conference in 2016 in which Zeefuik, Warsame, and 
Phoenix led a discussion on how: 

 
. . . the museum experience of ourselves and our friends whose heritage is 

studied and analyzed, but who, ourselves, are seldom the target group of 
ethnographic museums. 

 
Simultaneously, we push a conversation about how if at all the ethnographic 
museums can contribute to reinstating the agency and histories of colonized 
peoples, life and territories. 

 
Last but not least, Decolonize The Museum is about educating and challenging 
the organization so that neo-liberal conceptions of ‘diversity’ do not become the 
limit of change for these institutions (“Decolonize The Museum Conference” 
2016) 
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AoS then was born at a moment in which the museum had already started 
to open a line of communication with activists, and with the intention of 
providing a tentative but solid answer to the issues that were raised against 
the Rijksmuseum: as a national museum, the Tropenmuseum would be in 
the position of making a statement even with a temporary display while also 
demonstrating to have received the lessons coming from global decolonial 
scholarship and local activists. But would it be possible to make a statement 
in this sense precisely at the moment in which ‘diversity’ started to become 
a buzzword in the Dutch cultural sector? And what would the terms of the 
collaboration with activists and grassroots organizations be? 

Before I delve into these questions, more details are needed about the 
exhibition itself and the space it occupied within the museum. Although it was 
assembled in only a few months, AoS had the ambitious goal of providing a 
platform through which to collect impressions and feedback to prepare for the 
upcoming refurbishment of the permanent collection of the Tropenmuseum, 
to be inaugurated in 2022 and titled Onze Koloniale Erfenis (our colonial 
legacy/inheritance). This was done through a ‘talk to us’ section containing 
feedback cards with quite complex questions for the public, asking: ‘what is 
the price of freedom? What do you turn to for strength? What does the history 
of slavery have to do with you? and Is Keti Koti relevant to all Dutch people?’. 
Berger underlines how this interactive element has been put in place, not only 
for the museum, but also for visitors: ‘they represent the fact that we realize 
this is the story that we share with everyone, and that we [the museum] are 
only one voice among many and that your voice counts too’ (Berger 2019). 
Moreover, to include multiple voices and find ways to ‘give up the power’ 
(Kofi 2019), a steering committee was invited to provide input during the 
exhibition’s preparatory phases, and a collaboration was established with 
Warsame, Zeefuik, and Phoenix, as well as The Black Archives, for the 
revision of the texts. The museum borrowed some items from the Archives’ 
collection and involved students from their network to give tours of the 
exhibition. In addition, Mitchell Esajas, one of its founders, participated in 
one of the consulting sessions during AoS’ preparatory phase. 

The display unfolds across three connected rooms making up one of 
the shorter sides of the first floor of the museum, which develops around 
the monumental central atrium called the Lichthal (‘light hall’). In the 
central room, around ‘the talk to us’ section, five thematic areas are divided 
between panels propped up by grid-like structures: ‘the creation of race’, 
‘blackness as product’, ‘protest’, ‘freedom’, and ‘creativity and resistance’. 
Each is accompanied by a video recording played on a large screen featuring 
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different experts: Gloria Wekker on the cultural archive of colonialism in the 
Netherlands, Karwan Fatah-Black on the hidden meanings of the process of 
manumission, Amade M’charek on how anthropology contributed to inventing 
race and Winti priestess and activist Marian Markelo on how this religion and 
philosophy emerged in Suriname during slavery. In the two smaller adjacent 
rooms, the attention is instinctively drawn to two videos that feature Dutch- 
Surinamese artists Onias Landveld and Dorothy Blokland performing spoken 
word poetry. Landveld’s piece focuses on how the languages, the words, and 
the histories of his ancestors are connected in him, whilst Blokland invites 
visitors to join her in her search for the meaning of freedom. The thread of 
resistance and the emphasis on the agency of the enslaved are woven into the 
display through several stories and objects: from accounts of uprisings on slave 
ships to the month-long revolt on the island of Curacao led by Tula, to how 
the formerly enslaved Jan Houthakker endeavored for abolition in Suriname 
and bought the freedom of other enslaved people. There are also texts that 
reveal the ambiguities within the struggle for liberty: for example, the history 
of Maroons, the group of plantation fugitives that created independent tribes 
in Suriname by joining indigenous people but that, in exchange for treaties 
that granted them territorial autonomy, returned other enslaved people they 
had previously freed; or the story of Elisabeth Samson, the daughter of an 
enslaved woman and a black man, who was ‘born free’ and thus able to inherit 
and successfully run several coffee plantations in Suriname. A pair of shackles 
and a branding iron, which already belonged to the museum’s collection and 
were previously displayed, are featured as a tangible reminder of the violence 
and dehumanization of slavery.3 

The same perception of present-ness is achieved through a photograph 
of thirteen-year-old Johannes Kodjo, captured while he played drums in the 
‘human zoo’ display in Amsterdam’s Museumplein in 1883. The drums, 
which are part of the Tropenmuseum’s permanent collection, are exhibited 
this time to make visitors aware that dehumanizing practices continued after 
slavery was formally abolished in the Dutch Kingdom in 1863. A section 
titled ‘freedom of thought’ features books and pamphlets on loan from The 
Black Archives featuring the work of anti-colonial intellectuals and activists 
like Anton de Kom, and an audio recording of The Black Archives’ Mitchell 
Esajas and activist Marysé Jansen de Lannoy highlighting the critical views 

 
 

3 These two items are now part of the ‘slavery’ windows of the Canon van Nederland, 
which is an educational tool commissioned by the Minister of Education, Culture and Science in 
operation since 2006 which includes in its ‘windows’ objects and artifacts related to eras and 
topics throughout the history of the Netherlands. 
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expressed by these authors on the subject of slavery and its legacy; whilst a 
panel within the ‘protest’ display focuses on objects that have been used in 
contemporary anti-racism protests in the Netherlands. 

 
Empathy, not guilt 

 
Despite being quite dense with information, AoS takes up a relatively small 
space on the second floor of the museum: it is surrounded by the New Guinea, 
Southeast Asia and Indonesia (formerly Eastward Bounds!) aisles that make 
up the permanent collection. Reviewing the exhibition, Heitor Augusto 
notes that reaching AoS after having visited the rest of the floor might leave 
visitors ‘with a sense of disappointment’ since the critical point of view that 
characterizes the temporary exhibition is largely absent in the permanent 
collection where ‘the colonial gaze seems to remain untouched’ (Augusto 
2019). This area of the museum, which includes the Colonial Theater display 
I described in Chapter 2, appears to be in stark contrast with the curatorial 
intention behind AoS. In the months running up to the exhibition, several texts 
were added to the original display to put both objects and the history of the 
collection in context by highlighting, for instance, how ‘colonialism refers to 
the practice whereby one country conquers and occupies another, using force, 
deception, and betrayal. The original inhabitants are politically, economically, 
culturally and socially dominated, exploited and oppressed’ (in van Huis 
2019, 232). However, despite these improvements, Iris van Huis notes that 
throughout the floor ‘the agency and voice of the colonized are still hardly 
represented, especially visually, because of the absence of objects or images 
that embody colonial violence and resistance against it’ (van Huis 2019, 233). 
The contrast between older and newer curatorial approaches is to be expected 
– and welcomed – yet a text connecting AoS with the rest of the floor would 
have been useful to gain an understanding of these developments, and of why 
certain parts of the collections look in a certain way. This is especially the 
case for first-time visitors and/or audiences with no point of reference for the 
specificities of the Dutch context. 

The element of present-ness implied by the concept of afterlife is only 
partially achieved: this seemingly stems from a cautious approach on the part 
of the museum since, at the time in which AoS opened, in Berger’s words it 
‘was never going to please everybody’( 2019). In particular, he anticipated 
the reactions to the exhibit as being split between people pointing out that 
the exhibition featured ‘too much violence’ and equally those potentially 
disappointed by the fact that there was ‘not enough violence’ (2019). Berger 
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also observed that for RCMC’s director Wayne Modest it was important to 
imbue in the exhibition a ‘sense of hope’ by highlighting the strategies that 
enslaved people put in place to preserve their humanity in the face of extreme 
violence. Berger, however, seems conscious of the limits intrinsic to projects 
that are supposed to cover such an extensive and contested territory: 

 
I don’t want to say that we failed, but we weren’t able to do it to the extent 
we wished in the beginning. But what we were able to do I think was to show 
continuity with the past. 

 
And that’s also why we started the exhibition with spoken word by a 
contemporary person to show this idea, predominant in Dutch society, of ‘what 
should we care? It was a long time ago, it’s not important to us today’ it’s 
wrong (Berger 2019) 

 
By emphasizing histories of survival and not of victimhood, and by focusing 
on the ambiguities of freedom, the display works to eschew a feeling of 
hopelessness while also carefully avoiding provoking feelings of guilt. In 
fact, in the media coverage of the museum, the intention of steering clear of 
guilt-inducing imagery and narratives is remarked on almost each time AoS 
is mentioned (see for example van der Valk 2017; van de Velde 2017; van 
Schoonhoven 2019). The relationship between the heritage of slavery and the 
affects it mobilizes is complex as Sherilyn Deen shows. In her analysis, the 
recurrence of the categories of guilt and shame and hostile responses against 
them are not an expression of defensiveness but an attempt to obtain what 
she calls ‘colonial numbness’ meaning ‘the desired state of recognizing those 
histories as irrelevant, distant…’(Deen 2018, 20). Rejection of the ‘modern 
guilt complex’ (Pim Fortuyn quoted in Balkenhol 2014,111) in reaction to 
the work of activists can be observed quite transversally across the political 
arena (Deen 2018, 17-20). In recent years, this opposition has become 
more of an interplay between political actors that refuse the association 
and others that insist on the importance of apologizing for the past. On one 
hand, Prime Minister Rutte continues to oppose an official apology for the 
slave trade even in the wake of the 2020 Black Lives Matter protest in the 
Netherlands (Lammers 2021). On the other, the municipality of Amsterdam 
after commissioning a study on the role of the city in the trade (Brandon et 
al. 2020), publicly apologized. De slavernij in Oost en West: het Amsterdam- 
onderzoek (Slavery in East and West: A study of Amsterdam) edited by 
Brandon et al. 2020 is representative of an important step forward and thus 
helps to make Amsterdam’s major gesture more meaningful. Yet according 
to Michel-Rolph Trouillot, these types of collective public apologies are 
entrenched within a very recent past in which they functioned as ‘abortive 
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rituals’ (Trouillot 2000). These are performative acts obscuring the causal 
links behind ‘the structures of privilege unleashed by a history of power and 
domination’ thereby impeding the evaluation of ‘current losses induced by 
the reproduction of these structures’ (Trouillot 2000, 183). 

Berger’s reasoning is in line with these concepts when he argues against 
‘the question of who’s guilty of what’ since he does not find it productive: ‘you 
can only feel guilty for what you do in the present with that past’(2019). He 
reverses the criticism usually waived by right-wing pundits towards instead 
learning how we are ‘guilty of misusing the privilege that you have because 
your ancestors did certain things’ and therefore learning how consequently 
‘power is distributed in the world and in the Netherlands’ in ways that 
strengthen inequalities and injustice (Berger 2019). He is aware of the need 
to ‘find a balance’ as an institution and is mindful of how ‘the museum cannot 
tell people how things should be, but it can help people to understand why 
the world is like it is. If you help them understand how race was created 
then they might reconsider what they think of the present’ (2019). So, on one 
hand, the museum’s stance of avoiding guilt can be seen as a pre-emptive 
measure against the expected backlash and disavowal, or as a way to avoid 
alienating those visitors that still prefer to cling to the idea of a Dutch Golden 
Age. On the other, from my interviews does emerge the desire of provoking a 
deeper reflection on the ‘structures of privilege’ produced by colonial ‘power 
and domination’ and not on the ‘original sin’ of the enslavers. Ultimately, 
these ‘diffuse points of intentionality’ (Mason and Sayner 2019, 17) end up 
muddling the goal of the exhibition. This happens for example, in relation to 
the panel that focuses on the key issue of the ‘creation of race’: in the portion 
of the display with this title, race is described as a power structure, grounded 
in religion and physical anthropology, which developed into a social and 
cultural system that propagated racial inequality. The wall text reads: ‘[t] 
he abolition of slavery did not mean the end of this inequality, these ideas 
are still being circulated as grounds for new forms of racism to this day. So 
racism is something that was made – which means that it can also be unmade’ 
(National Museum of World Cultures 2017). Such a conceptualization while 
making clear that race has no biological basis and that inequality continues 
in the present, still does not fundamentally question how these ‘new forms 
of racism’ operate. That is, not simply as behavior of individuals and groups, 
not as much as pseudoscience, but as a political idea, an active policy, and 
a quotidian regulatory structure. At the same time, the inclusion of objects 
related to anti-racism movements in a national museum like the Tropenmuseum 
signals a refreshing willingness to engage with the topic. But the lack of any 
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information on how the Dutch anti-racist movements developed and in which 
context they operate glosses over the very thing the panel, and the exhibition 
as a whole, should deconstruct: that the ‘boomerang effect’(Césaire 2001) of 
colonialism lives on as the inherent violence of belonging for some and not 
all, and through the hidden criteria that allow citizenship to be unequally split 
across the former metropole. 

Enclosing these issues within the cultural terrain and privileging a 
perspective that highlights personal relationships and feelings towards the 
afterlives of slavery, fails to address how this ‘common history shared by 
black and white’ is not evenly shared by all Dutch citizens. For some, the 
engagement with the memory of slavery remains theoretical and thus the 
exhibition provides an opportunity for creating empathy in this portion 
of the public (since guilt is framed as counter-productive and polarizing). 
For Dutch citizens of Surinamese and Antillean descent – for whom this 
particular memory is tied to their claim for recognition and citizenship rights 
– the exhibition, by highlighting their agency offers a corrective to how they 
are represented. Focusing on the figure of the descendant as a stand-in for 
‘black’ Dutch citizens prefigures their identity as cohesive and unified by this 
experience. As we will see in Chapter 5, this framework cannot be applied 
to all groups: for instance, Marleen de Witte observes that ‘[c]ross-cutting 
the notion of (and struggle for) black citizenship, then, is a distinction made 
between (Afro-Caribbean) postcolonial belonging and (African) postmigrant 
(non-)belonging’ (2019, 217). This is especially the case for first generations, 
for whom this node ‘complicates the primacy of the dominant-whiteness 
versus subaltern-blackness opposition and the singularity of notions like 
black citizenship and “the black struggle” (2019, 217). Ultimately, although 
emphasizing the agency of descendants is a step forward from the victimhood 
framework, the next section will show how this category does not evade the 
model of memory as resource and property imposed by culturalized politics 
of citizenship. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

123 



 
 

 
Fig. 7 Detail of the section ‘Freedom of Thought’ featuring a portrait of Anton de Kom 
and books on loan from The Black Archives collection. Photographer: Vittoria Cara- 
donna. Courtesy of the Tropenmuseum. 

 
 
 

Fig. 8 Detail of the panel on anti-racist protests against Zwarte Piet. Photographer: 
Vittoria Caradonna. Courtesy of the Tropenmuseum 
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The Zwarte Piet debate and everything ‘it glosses over it’ 
 
When putting together the exhibition, AoS’ curatorial team was looking for 
ways to steer clear of the fixed roles in the ‘social drama’ surrounding the 
commemoration of slavery in which a ‘well-rehearsed set of roles’ (Balkenhol 
2014, 110) is split between ‘white’ Dutch minimizing the aftereffects of 
colonialism and slavery and black subjectivities reduced to victimhood or 
anger. Instead, Berger comments that they tried: 

to create empathy - not a point of recognition because I think that goes too far 
- but empathy for those people that visit with their kid and say they will never 
come back, to help them understand that Zwarte Piet is part of a larger power 
structure that was created in the colonial era. And on the other hand do justice 
to these histories, which are often overlooked (Berger 2019) 

 
The mention of Zwarte Piet (Black Pete) refers to how this particular element 
of the Dutch ‘memory-heritage-identity complex’ (Macdonald 2013) acts as a 
catalyst for current discussions on race and racism in the Netherlands. Zwarte 
Piet is one of the enduring blackface caricatures in Europe’s folklore, which in 
the Netherlands originated from a popular children’s book titled Sinterklaas 
en Zijn Knecht (Saint Nicholas and his servant), published in 1848, in which 
Piet is introduced as Saint Nicholas ‘helper’. Since then, in the annual St. 
Nicholas celebrations that take place nationwide, Zwarte Piet is seen sporting 
a minstrel outfit, golden earrings, a curly wig, and a blackened face with bright 
red overdrawn lips. In recent years, and in response to growing criticism, 
many explanations have been provided for the physical appearance of the 
character. The most widely circulated is that the face is not painted black 
to mock Afro-Surinamese and Afro-Antillean citizens but because Piet gets 
dirty with chimney soot while helping Saint Nicholas to deliver his gifts to 
children (Lamers 2009, 443 in Meijer van Mensch and van Mensch 2012). 
The fact that when this figure was created and popularized the Netherlands 
was ‘a global colonial power involved in slavery and the slave trade for more 
than 200 years’ is not mentioned (Esajas 2014, 3). At the same time, protests 
against the use of the character are framed as stemming from contemporary 
‘politically correct’ attitudes, thus obscuring the fact that the racist dimension 
of Zwarte Piet has been criticized from at least as far back as the end of the 
19th century by groups of overseas nationals from Suriname and the Antilles. 
For instance, in 1994 an Amsterdam activist group demonstrated in favor of 
‘an anti-racist Sinterklaas’ fest that would not feature Zwarte Piet (Lamers 
2009, 441); and in later years, several other actions were organized ‘against 
degrading racist impersonations of Black people’ (2009, 442). 
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More recently, there have been attempts to meet these requests but they 
have been limited to painting the face of Piet impersonators in other colors, or 
more recently turning them into ‘sooty Petes’ by using make-up that replicates 
dirt from chimneys. Very few municipalities have taken a stance over which 
colors should Zwarte Piet sport, and none has withdrawn their subsidy for 
the public celebration, which ranges from a few hundred to tens of thousands 
of Euros in major cities. Whereas this financial aspect is also overlooked in 
the explanation of why the tradition should continue unchanged, arguments 
defending it have centered around the idea that Sinterklaas ‘is an innocent 
children’s festival, that children have no concept of race or racism, and that 
the celebration must be shielded from criticism in order to protect children 
from emotional harm’ (Balkenhol, Mepschen, and Duyvendak 2016, 102). 
In 2011 the performance Zwarte Piet is Racisme by artist Quinsy Gario, 
and the viral video of his arrest during a protest, jumpstarted the coming 
together of anti-racism activists in a movement called Kick Out Zwarte Piet. 
Despite this new wave of anti-racism demonstrations, in 2015 the tradition 
was included in the national inventory for the UNESCO list of Intangible 
Cultural Heritage (Balkenhol, Mepschen and Duyvendak 2016, 103). 
Activists, however, continued to organize yearly actions despite the climate 
of intimidation that some right-wing self-appointed heritage custodians 
created around them without active condemnation from the authority.4 In the 
exhibition, the reference to this issue is limited to the panel about ‘protest’, 
which features items from several recent anti-racism campaigns, including a 
sign from the Black Lives Matter Netherlands 2014 campaign; a photo from 
the Decolonize the University movement during the occupation of one of the 
buildings of the University of Amsterdam in 2015; and the 1873 campaign 
pins worn by activists to stress that the date of the abolition of slavery should 
be postponed of ten years since the enslaved populations had to complete a 

 
 

4 Mitchell Esajas recounts what happened during a meeting of Kick Out Zwarte Piet in 
2019 and condemns the silence of the Prime Minister after the attack: ‘Last Friday I was present 
as a co-organizer at the national congress of Kick Out Zwarte Piet (KOZP) in a former school 
building in The Hague. About ten minutes after the start, we were startled by loud banging on 
the doors. Windows were smashed, we heard heavy fireworks and screaming men. We realized 
that hooligans were trying to storm inside, it was terrifying. Only afterwards did I hear what had 
happened outside and realized that we were lucky that they were unable to enter. Thirty to forty 
men, armed with heavy fireworks, clubs, and most likely more weapons - on the evening of the 
commemoration of the Kristallnacht - had attempted to violently disrupt the meeting with the 
intention of attacking KOZP sympathizers…The Prime Minister has not yet said a word about this 
act of terror against peaceful protesters in the political capital of the Netherlands’ (my translation 
Esajas 2019) 
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10-year apprenticeship (Willemsen and Nimako 2011). In the center of this 
section, there are two t-shirts from the anti-Zwarte Piet protests along with a 
pair of boots that belonged to the costume of comedian Erik van Muiswinkel 
who impersonated Piet in a popular TV show until 2016 when he decided 
to step down since he felt that the portrayal was hurtful for many people. 
Although the exhibition features only these few objects openly referring 
to the Zwarte Piet debate, Berger reports on an incident in which a parent 
visiting it with their child was enraged at the sight of a panel that featured 
these objects (2019). These heated reactions are one of the reasons why the 
curator initially wanted to avoid displaying anything related to the character: 
he feels that the dispute around it has become so predominant ‘that it glosses 
over all the other things that are behind it’ (Berger 2019). Instead, the topic 
that he would have preferred to foreground was the portion showing a recent 
case of ethnic profiling; hanging on the side of the display, printed screenshots 
from Twitter recall when the famous Dutch rapper Typhoon was stopped 
by the police because he was driving an expensive car.5 Presented without 
commentary and, due to its lateral positioning, only visible from up close, this 
is the most conspicuous section of the display providing an example of how 
racism impacts the lives of people in contemporary Dutch society. Berger 
believes that this combination of elements works because it enacts contrast 
thus making the normalization of institutional racism visible. However, in a 
display that is globally so dense with information and texts, the connection 
between the anti-Zwarte Piet protests, the backlash to it, and ‘all the things 
that are behind it’ might get unintentionally lost. 

Gloria Wekker, among others, has explored how the character is a 
pivotal figure in both the aggressive denial of racism that characterizes Dutch 
self-representation and the always lingering threat of unassimilable difference 
for those who refuse to participate in the denial. She calls the ‘silent rule in 
the Dutch citizenship contract’ the implication that ‘[i]f you want to be one 
of us, you, too, have to deny that there is such a phenomenon as racism in 
operation’ (2016, 157). Jessica de Abreu, co-founder of the Black Archives 
and member of Kick Out Zwarte Piet, writes that the character symbolizes 
‘what white Dutch society expects from the colonized subject; to be grateful, 
and to keep smiling despite oppression’ and that it ‘personifies the calmness 
and compliance to ease white fear that Black people will rise in opposition’ 
(de Abreu 2018). The hostile response to criticism thus signals that ‘freedom 

 
5 Surinamese Dutch rapper Glenn de Randamie, known as Typhoon, has been vocal about 
political issues throughout his career. As of 2009 he lived without a passport for a year and half 
after he refused to provide his fingerprints. 

127 



of expression is a prerogative of the normalized part of the [white] Dutch 
citizenry instead of a right of all citizens’, and this is why when Zwarte Piet 
is publicly debated ‘the ‘membership of citizens “of color” into the Dutch 
nation is both claimed and contested’ (Jones 2018, 122). In her analysis of 
the phenomenon, Patricia Schor underlines how framing the issue as a debate 
between a reasonable majority and a hurt minority is itself a manifestation 
of the ‘racial grammar inherited from the Empire’ (Schor 2020, 3), as well 
as of ‘the constant negotiation of the weight of the racialized colonial past in 
the present’ (Noémi Michel in Schor 2020, 11). This grammar is comprised 
of specific ‘textual tropes’ and ‘symbolic dynamics’ through which ‘the 
relationship between Zwarte Piet, racism and slavery is softened’ (Schor 2020, 
16). Institutional declarations of sympathy for the pain caused by the character 
to Afro-Dutch citizens, and especially Afro-Dutch children, are recurring as 
are promises that the tradition will gradually change to accommodate their 
sensitivities. This gesturing demonstrates ‘the willingness of those in charge 
of Dutch folklore to accommodate the demands of those feeling hurt by it’ 
(Schor 2020, 18; original emphasis). But framing the issue in these terms 
‘empties race of its materiality and the conditions in which it operates’ (2020, 
16). Through these ‘non-performative’ pledges (Ahmed in Schor 2020, 15), 
offering compassion but not solutions, the values of anti-racism are associated 
with those same institutions that are politically responsible for perpetuating 
discrimination. Not only through age-old traditions but also with, equally 
age-old, barriers to education, employment, housing, and healthcare. 

The protest against Zwarte Piet has been met with a slew of reformist 
gesturing, each corresponding to a new version of the character: rainbow- 
colored Petes, chimney-soot Petes, grey Petes. Perhaps the time in which Pete 
will no longer exhibit any face paint – nor curly hair wig, hoop earrings, and 
exaggerated lips – is nearer than ever. But while the removal of racist imagery 
is a sign of progress, this progress must be measured against the fact that it 
is encircled in a – more refined, less constrictive – but still repressive notion 
of who can and cannot belong. The debate around whether or not Zwarte 
Piet, or the attachment to it, is synonymous with being racist hides from view 
precisely how ‘Dutchness’ itself ‘is a never-fulfilled promise for racialized 
people’ and yet ‘it is the normative standard by which all are judged’ (Schor 
and Martina, 2017). The memory of slavery has had a precise role in how 
dominant actors have framed the protest and claims of Afro-Surinamese 
and Antilleans citizens. As we have seen in Chapter 1, the culturalization of 
citizenship has made use of a distorted interpretation of identity politics to pit 
different groups of post-colonial citizens against each other in a competition 
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over resources hinged on comparison. Those that could prove to have suffered, 
or that their ancestors suffered, in bigger measure than others would be the 
beneficiaries of recognition and, perhaps, material redress. In this context 
memory has become a resource and property; a tool to ground identities and 
make them homogenous enough to become interlocutors for the state. But, 
if in the 1970s and 80s the memory of slavery had been connected to anti- 
colonial and anti-capitalist struggle, in the 1990s it became a resource for 
campaigning for citizenship rights. Balkenhol and Coenders observe: ‘[w]hile 
the claim to citizenship addresses structural and everyday racism, the claim to 
centuries-old citizenship rights also narrows the scope of antiracist struggle 
to a new category: that of the “descendants of the enslaved”’(Balkenhol and 
Coenders 2020, 8). 

The authors argue that this shift in how the commemoration of slavery 
is operationalized is currently taking the shape of ‘a metahistorical search for 
black radical traditions of thought’(Balkenhol and Coenders 2020, 9). As we 
will see in Chapter 5 on the work of the Black Archives, this stems from the 
feeling of not having access to this recent past. For now, it is important to 
notice that, at the time in which AoS opened, it made a point of avoiding the 
category of victimhood and, instead, telling the story of complex characters 
while also centering the voices of the descendants as resilient and creative 
individuals. This shift, however, fails to address what is the price of being 
included in the production of slavery as a shared heritage - ‘a common history 
shared by black and white – a past that continues to shape and influence Dutch 
society today’ (National Museum of World Cultures 2017a). As we have seen 
in Chapter 1, the memory of past violence is offered to any marginalized 
group as property; an endowment that needs to be curated, preserved, 
and guarded against 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. The uneven conditions in which this particular past and its 
afterlife are ‘shared by black and white’ remain unexplored in the exhibition. 
But the hopeful outcome has been put in place by the museum for the public 
as a result of the institution’s commitment to reflecting on its implication. Yet 
what does recognizing implication mean in this case? 

Considering his experience consulting for the exhibition, Mitchell 
Esajas from the Black Archives observes that the process would have resulted 
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in more of a real exchange if the team that worked on the exhibition had also 
visited the Archives. In his view, this would have prevented how the narrative 
of the exhibit, ‘downplays or omits the role of those who were responsible 
for instituting the systems and structures of slavery’(Esajas 2018). He also 
highlights the problem of having an institution located in Amsterdam not ‘ 
pay[ing] more attention to the role of the city, as Amsterdam was an owner 
of the colony of Suriname’ (Esajas 2018). This intervention is published 
in a text called CO-LAB Zine, produced by RCMC and containing critical 
reflections on how collaboration can be done in a museum context. So while 
naturally, the exhibition has limitations, these limitations are explained and 
accounted for in the zine by the curators, and academic experts as well as 
by Zeefuik, Warsame, and Phoenix from Decolonize the Museum and 
Esajas from the Black Archives. This is done in order to bring ‘diverse, even 
dissonant voices together as we learn, together, how to develop more inclusive 
practices’(Ouédraogo and Modest, 2018). But what also happens, through 
the exhibition and the collaborations and public programming connected to 
it, is that the museum manages to position itself within the public debate 
on colonialism and its memorialization in a specific way. The implicated 
institution produces a new timeline in which the latest modalities through 
which outsider experts are included in the exhibition overwrite a very recent 
past in which activist knowledge would have been discounted or regarded 
as too radical. And a present in which the push towards inclusiveness and to 
pursue a decolonial approach is dependent on the work and commitment of 
individual members of staff. This ambivalence is reflected in the words of then- 
director Schoonderwoerd, who remarks how ‘we [the museum] don’t take 
an activist position we take a radically nuanced position’ (Schoonderwoerd 
2019). In relation both to NMWC’s repatriation policy and to the broader 
topic of how to achieve a type of ‘multivocality’, he stresses the importance 
of trying to not alienate any portion of the public – including those that might 
feel that Zwarte Piet is ‘not racism’: 

 
We work with activists…but now we are questioning whether this focus on 
voices that have been out of the narrative for so long might feel for others that 
they are no longer included. In relation to migration, identity, Zwarte Piet… 
what should we do we other voices that say ‘don’t exaggerate’ or ‘that’s not 
racism’. How do we balance this multivocality? (Schoonderwoerd 2019) 

 
It is indeed a difficult balancing act through which the museum presents 
itself as both a safe space for all kinds of publics, while simultaneously 
providing a platform for uncomfortable conversations. The limits to this 
project, implicating the institution but welcoming all voices, are echoed also 
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in the idea that AoS is bound to fail, which emerges in my conversation with 
Lelijveld and Kofi. As the most visible of the four museums that compose the 
National Museum of World Cultures, the Tropenmuseum straddles several 
intersecting public spheres; a transnational one in which the museum is in 
conversation with other institutions as heritage producers; and a local one 
in which the institution speaks to audiences that differently relate to the 
nation, the city, and the neighborhood. Grappling with its implication in 
colonial history fulfills the expectation placed on the museum as a leading 
actor within this multi-scalar stage. The last section will examine whether 
this commitment translates also into another type of self-reflexivity, which 
addresses the ‘coloniality within’ through which the institution produces and 
replicates structural inequality. 

 
Doing decoloniality in the ‘happy talk’ of diversity 

 
During a workshop titled (De)coloniality as Unfinished Story organized by 
RCMC in February 2019, Sumaya Kassim inaugurated the session by asking 
whether museums can or should be the right place for conversations about 
the meaning of decoloniality. She had first voiced this concern in her widely 
shared essay The Museum will not be Decolonised, which documented her 
experience working as co-curator with the Birmingham Museum and Art 
Gallery. Her team, composed of women of color with different heritages, was 
put in the difficult position of having to educate the institution on how being 
invited as co-curators came at the price of having their ‘decolonial thoughts’ 
exploited. Meanwhile, ‘the human cost, the emotional labor, are seen as worthy 
sacrifices in the name of an exhibition which can be celebrated as a successful 
attempt by the museum at “inclusion” and “decolonizing”…’(Kassim 2017). 
Decoloniality as ‘the production of counter-discourses, counter-knowledges, 
counter-creative acts, and counter-practices that seek to dismantle coloniality 
and to open up multiple other forms of being in the world’ (Maldonado-Torres 
2016) is continuous work. Can ‘it’ be done in institutions such as museums, 
when their history is so rooted in colonial extraction? This is a vital question to 
explore within heritage scholarship and practice, especially since the answer 
coming from practitioners like Kassim seems to be veering toward a skeptical 
‘no’. One element that emerged in my conversation with Robin Lelijveld 
is how today writing subsidy proposals ‘without mentioning community 
engagement, or slavery, or colonialism’ is almost impossible (Lelijveld 2019). 
Multiple factors have contributed to this recent development. On one hand, 
as we have seen, the groundwork of activists has been essential in raising the 
profile of these issues; on the other, as is often the case in the cultural sector, 
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their efforts have been co-opted by cultural policy and funding bodies and 
filtered through their language. The post-merger museum needs to straddle 
this aggregate of practical concerns; how to secure funding, political stances, 
and how to advance a decolonial approach. Doing this type of work means 
facing many difficulties arising from outside but also from inside the museum. 
Curators must learn to navigate implicit boundaries within the institution and 
often find themselves picking up work started by others. Layers upon layers 
of curatorial choices and policy strategies over which one has little control 
- ‘you have inherited other’s people work’, as Lelijveld puts it (personal 
interview 2019). An example of this is the fact Richard Kofi will not be part of 
the team that will produce the 2022 exhibition, even though his work on AoS 
will serve as the basis for it. While both Kofi himself and Lelijveld stress that 
the 2022 refurbishment is in more than capable hands, this makes clear how 
each finished product does not depend on an abstract and solid structure, but 
instead on the individuals working to put together each exhibition. Inevitably, 
when one moves on (or is replaced) ‘you lose something’, Lelijveld remarks 
(2019). 

What also emerged during my interviews is that the push towards 
change concentrates around one person - RCMC’s director Wayne Modest 
who, since 2021, has been appointed also Content Director of the NMWC. 
Several interviewees indicate him as both the engine behind the museum’s 
more radical approaches and a shield, protecting junior members of staff from 
the rigidity of the institution as well as ‘making sure that everybody gets paid’ 
when external collaborators are called to engage with the museum (Kofi 2019). 
Although Modest is perhaps the most visible (and, due to its seniority, the 
safest to single out), there are many more people working behind the scenes. 
Besides, he looks at the recent ‘decolonial’ turn in museums critically - ‘[w]e 
are competing as to who is going to be the person who uses the word “colonial” 
the most in a sentence. And who can be the best “decolonizer”’(Modest 2020, 
67). In the recent publication Across Anthropology, he tells Margareta von 
Oswald and Jonas Tinius: 

 

Now every museum doing the decolonial in many ways works with the same 
groups of activists, divesting the responsibility for decolonization to them 
(activists or artists). Usually, they don’t really go back and ask, ‘What does it 
mean for my museum to start engaging with the question of the decolonial?’ 

 
They just simply think that inviting this person in or that one – this activist in, 
the same one another museum invited in – will solve the problem. 

 
That is one of the things that we should be cautious about, if we are to take 
this moment seriously. It requires deeper work to think through how your 
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specific museum, in your country, articulates with specific forms of colonial 
afterlives – even if some of the issues we deal with are larger scale structures 
and discourses (Modest 2020, 69) 

 
These observations are particularly interesting because they come from 
someone that occupies a managerial position in the museum. They can be 
read in parallel to Simone Zeefuik’s intervention during an online talk at Het 
Nieuw Instituut in Rotterdam, another major Dutch cultural organization. She 
observes that in her experience: 

what makes these institutions walk a different path is that they realize what it 
would happen if we completely lost interest in them: I think that a lot of these 
institutions exist by the grace of having still our attention. 

 
. . . So what would happen if more and more people started gravitating toward 
these other organizations? 

 
. . . people have been demanding change from institutions for such a long time 
and I refuse to believe that, and now I’m personifying them, an institution will 
wake one day and say ‘hey, today we’re going to do the right thing because 
now we get it’. I’m not romantic enough to believe that, I believe what is a 
stake is that these people need to believe: ‘we have to do it’(Monuments and 
the Reification of Anti-Black Violence 2020). 

 
Modest and Zeefuik’s thoughts delineate the current climate in which 
museums and cultural organizations operate. The demand to decolonize 
the institution has been fully absorbed but not in the sense the activists had 
perhaps hoped for. At the same time, ‘doing the decolonial’ has lost some 
of its powerful epistemological weight in favor of modalities of temporary 
inclusion. Invitations to collaborate, as Kassim notes, are not conducive to 
change and rather put external collaborators at risk. Hardly any institution 
seems to be able, or willing, to create the conditions for long-term and 
sustainable diversity within their staff just as none avoid models of flexible 
employment, which increase the feeling of precariousness and replaceability 
of employees. In fact, although the decision to reshuffle the allocation of tasks 
or people across departments is framed as strategic savviness, in actuality it 
weakens the position of junior members of staff and external collaborators, 
who are tasked with the impossible job of having to change the institution 
from within in the very limited timeline offered by temporary contracts and 
collaborations, and without guarantees of long-term and stable income. So, if 
we acknowledge that the push towards a decolonial approach depends on the 
commitment to it of individual workers, what happens when they leave? And 
how sustainable is this model? 
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The commemoration of colonialism and slavery in institutional settings 
cannot, thus, be separated by a precise history of discounting the ‘human cost’ 
of such progress. For instance, the role of the activists who are now routinely 
invited to lend their voice, and therefore credibility, to the institution would 
be, until not too long ago, omitted from the museum’s narrative. In the Dutch 
(and European) context projects around the memory of colonialism can be 
led by individuals that seek to think through decoloniality as part of their 
curatorial practice; but at the institutional level, such projects also respond to 
the goal of attracting a more diverse audience in accordance with the aims of 
national and international cultural policy – and the funding secured through 
adherence to these objectives. As a result, the ‘happy talk’ of diversity 
(Ahmed 2012), as in the flourishing of examples of ‘good practice’ in reports 
and policy documents, is also making its way within Dutch institutions as 
‘a way of telling a happy story of the institution that is at once a story of 
the institution as happy’ (2012, 10). This way, any achievement in terms of 
diversity at the level of programming, audiences, and staff is celebrated and 
advertised as proof that institutions are moving in the right direction – without 
questioning what exactly has changed, for whom, and for how long it will last. 
This non-performativity, through which the act of declaring ‘a bad practice’ 
is already considered ‘a good practice’ (Ahmed 2004, 16), is mirrored both in 
the responses in the Zwarte Piet ‘debate’ and in the lack of diversity. In both 
cases, it effectively prevents the conditions that would actually effect change. 

The need for a diverse workforce, which would mirror more faithfully 
the actual composition of Dutch society, officially entered the discourse of 
cultural policy in 2011 with the Cultural Diversity Code, recently renamed 
Diversity and Inclusion Code. This document establishes the guidelines 
for embedding diversity in organizations that depend on public funding. 
Institutions are therefore compelled to present in their annual reports how 
they are implementing the code. In the 2018 report of the National Museum 
of World Cultures, diversity is framed as an asset for future-proofing and 
audience development; a diverse programming is necessary to attract those 
audiences that have not quite felt at home in the museum so far, so ‘they will 
gradually become more open to programming that is not specifically aimed at 
them’ (National Museum of World Cultures 2019, 12 my translation). Another 
section, focusing on diversity within the staff, reports the preliminary findings 
of a survey that compares data from the National Bureau of Statistics to prove 
that at least ‘one-third of the employees in our museum have a non-Dutch 
background and that this considerable diversity is also spread evenly over the 
job levels’ (2019, 12). What the report neglects to mention is that while these 
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numbers are relatively high when compared to the national average of 14%, 
two of these museums, namely the Tropenmuseum in Amsterdam and the 
Wereldmuseum in Rotterdam, are situated in two cities where over 50% of 
inhabitants have a ‘migration background’ (Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek 
2019).6 The issue, however, is not with numbers and percentages although 
they might need to be scaled back; nor is limited to language, though the 
usage in the report of definitions like ‘non-Western migration background’, 
with their specific genealogy as a marker of exclusion, are at odds with 
the museum’s endeavor of ‘consciously paying attention to language use’ 
(National Museum of World Cultures 2020, 13). But even if the methods 
and expressions which assess and embed diversity within Dutch institutions 
will be further developed and refined in the coming years, the problem is at 
the root. Sara Ahmed has extensively analyzed the ‘non-performativity’ of 
institutional commitment to diversity which operates according to a fiction 
in which the announcement that things will change is taken as evidence that 
things are indeed changing. Ahmed observes also how in those cases when 
instead an actual shift happens: 

 
it remains dependent on the ongoing work of committed individuals even when 
diversity and equity have been embedded within the strategic missions and 
operational procedures of the organisation. This is why the work of diversity 
seems never ending (Ahmed 2012, 135) 

 
These individuals, both internal staff and external collaborators, are tasked 
with advancing the diversity agenda while often being the few, or only, person 
sitting at the table actually embodying difference. In This Work Isn’t for Us, 
Jemma Desai examines how being included or invited in the institution comes 
with a ‘human and social cost’, which is erased through a narrative of progress 
and change and of ‘we are all in this together’ (Desai 2020). The author notes 
that the ‘conciliatory language’ employed in diversity policies, with its focus 
on words such as ‘prejudice’ and ‘unconscious biases’, instead of racism and 
structural inequality, bulldozes the experiences of those employees that are 
‘embodied in difference’ (Desai 2020).7 When these policies are turned into 

 
 

6 And yet the National Museum of World Cultures is the Netherlands’ most diverse mu- 
seum in terms of staff. A report from the NRC newspaper published in June 2020 caused ripples 
in the sector since it revealed that across all major art museums the number of employees of 
non-Western background in managerial positions is a six out of two hundred and thirty one (ter 
Berg 2020) 

 
7 The 2019 report states that employees of the museums have started to receive training 
on ‘unconscious bias’ and on how to give and receive feedback ‘because it helps develop a culture 
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practice they do not only disregard how it will feel to enter a sector that is 
still predominantly white, but they can effectively result in aiding the process 
of ‘incorporation’ by which an institution ‘responds to opposition, not by 
attempting to stamp it out, but by allowing it to exist within the places it 
assigns, by slowly allowing it to be recognized, but only within the terms of a 
process which deprives it of any real effective oppositional force’ (Hall 2016, 
50 in Desai 2020).8 When asked about the involvement of The Black Archives 
with the AoS exhibition, two of the founders commented: 

Esajas: I do think they have made some progress in a sense they don’t have the 
colonial, ethnological type of exhibition anymore. But does it mean that [the 
museum] is decolonized now? I don’t think so. So yes, it’s a dynamic and a 
challenge we are faced with often, not just with the Tropenmuseum, but with 
all these white institutions who say that they want to be more diverse, include 
different perspectives or decolonize or whatever . . . 

 
. . . I will always question what does it really mean [to decolonize] to me at 
least one element of it is the redistribution of resources. And that’s always 
when it gets… 

De Abreu: tricky 

Esajas: You know it’s nice to organize exhibitions and they will stay there 
for a few months, and they will hire a few people for a few months, but what 
happens after the exhibition? (de Abreu and Esajas 2019) 

 
The comments coming from individuals inside and outside of the museum 
reveal a sense of guardedness stemming from the awareness that the ‘coloniality 
within’ of the institution cannot be challenged through diversity work, through 
the language of policy, and the advertisement of ‘good practices’. Pushing for 
change, in this fraught context, implies having to unpack what change means 
in a sector with an uncanny ability to turn struggles into metaphors, and 
material redistribution of resources and access into symbolic investments. 
Perhaps then, a museum that wants to use decoloniality as something more 
than a buzzword should recognize not only their umbilical relationship with 
the colonial, and the rationality that has created race, but also their just as 
close relationship with neoliberal technologies of managing diversity that 

 

in which sensitive topics can be better addressed’(National Museum of World Cultures 2020, 13) 
 

8 The cultural workers’ testimonies that Desai has collected show how diversity policies 
that result in early career hiring schemes often establish a ‘dynamic of luck’, in which ‘the pressu- 
re and responsibility of being given the “golden ticket”’ into an otherwise inaccessible institution 
‘creates a burden’ and ‘an implicit contract emerges; “we should be grateful”’ (Desai 2020, Ch. 2). 
She underlines that ‘this inequitable relating… intersects with histories of colonial dominance, 
extractive labor practice and patterns of racism’ (Desai 2020, Ch. 2). 
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unload the responsibility to create change on the individuals most ‘affected’ 
by the structural lack of it. 

 

Conclusion 
 
During her workshop, Sumaya Kassim powerfully stated that ‘your relationship 
with the museum mirrors the relationship that you have with the State’(Kassim 
2019). Inside and outside museums, as staff, visitors, or just passers-by – 
for Dutch citizens that do not conform to the white, middle-class, hetero (or 
homo)-normative paradigm, this relationship was seldom one of trust. And 
after many years in the museum sector, Richard Kofi does not hesitate to 
express his weariness: ‘they are just museums’ he says, meaning that despite 
how important AoS feels, limitations on how far and deep an exhibition can 
go are essentially a built-in feature (personal interview 2019). Kofi is hinting 
at something both more subtle and more insidious than structural restrictions 
within the institution, or its lingering appetite for tokenism. He continues 
by saying that ‘all the things happening outside of the museum push me 
back in’ (Kofi 2019). As a Dutch person of Ghanaian descent, he feels the 
responsibility to at least try to use the powerful technologies of the museum to 
address what he sees happening in the society around him, where racism goes 
unnamed and yet still cuts deep. His remaining doubts perhaps come from the 
awareness that while on the surface commemorating slavery signals progress, 
it will remain a non-performative until responsibility remains confined to 
history and heritage – and until material redress is postponed through calls 
for empathy and collective atonement. 

The museum’s willingness to engage with the topic of colonialism 
and slavery and decolonization/decoloniality is in itself a victory – and 
not a small one, since the subject is largely still absent in the Dutch school 
curricula (see for example Weiner 2014). Further, the fact that the exhibition 
focuses on a critical perspective on the heritage of slavery, emphasizing the 
idea of contemporariness instead of locking colonialism in the past, shows 
considerable tenacity from the curatorial team. Ultimately, however, the 
way in which the concept of ‘afterlife’ has been deployed in the exhibition 
does not offer enough room to discuss how does it feel to occupy a space, 
within the city, the nation, and Europe, that had to be carved out of denial 
and aphasia. One final observation to be made concerns the fact that these 
projects are hard to disentangle from European cultural policy and funding 
streams, which actively support and have produced the wave of ‘intellectual 
and political labor on the colonial past’ in recent years (Stoler 2016). Ann 
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Laura Stoler asks whether this labor serves the purpose, not of historical 
reckoning. but as ‘an act of closure and of completion, as a new benchmark of 
virtue’, conferring ‘a new sense of moral and national conscience – precisely 
when the borders of Europe and who belongs in it are contested and racism 
across Europe is at once denied and celebrated…’ (Stoler 2016, 155–56). As 
we have seen in Chapter 3 this is indeed a concern when we examine projects 
like the Tropenmuseum’s exhibition Aleppo and the boat tours of Rederij 
Lampedusa. As Stoler does, we must question the synchronicity in how 
contemporary expressions of the memory of colonialism and slavery as well 
as first-hand accounts of the so-called ‘refugee crisis’ have been increasingly 
heritagized starting from the mid-2010s. The next chapter will continue 
the exploration of how the memory of colonialism is being mobilized by 
examining Amsterdam’s The Black Archives: a cultural organization located 
in the same neighborhood of the Tropenmuseum that is establishing itself as 
an alternative center of knowledge production on the legacies of colonialism 
and anti-racism activism in the Netherlands. 
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