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The Cambridge Dictionary defines 
collaboration as ‘the situation of two 
or more people working together to 
create or achieve the same thing’. In 
Dutch, samenwerken, the infinitive, 
or the nounal form samenwerking, 
does not pretend to hide its origins;  
its distinct parts make it clear: to- 
gether and working. The Van Dale1  
dictionary defines it as working 
together in ‘mutual consultation’ 
(in onderling overleg werken). Both 
in English and in Dutch the words 
seem to describe similar processes, 
an act of labouring together with 
similar ends. Yet in English there is 
another, more negative meaning: 
complicity. We need only to re- 
member those who collaborated 
with the Nazis during WWII.

Our intention in thinking these 
words together, as an opening to 
this zine, is not one of word play but 
rather to invite the reader to think 
again about the complexity of what 

might be at stake in the idea of 
collaboration, especially within the 
context of museums. By bringing 
the two words together across  
languages and meanings, we  
want to see how we might think  
collaboration differently. 

The last few years have seen a ri- 
sing interest in collaboration as an 
important part of the work of many 
museums, with ethnographic  
museums as key players in these 
developments. With the profession-
alization of the field, starting a few 
decades ago, and the push for more 
inclusive practices many museums 
made collaboration with diverse 
stakeholders a core part of their 
practice aimed at addressing issues 
of positionality, authority, voice  
and perspectives. With this rise in 
collaboration in museums, however,  
there has also been growing cri- 
ticism. If, as this criticism suggests,  
collaboration’s promise is an 

Foreword: On Collaboration — Collaboration, in 
Dutch: samenwerking. As a word, as a concept, it is  
as obvious as it is elusive. Hidden behind its Latinate 
origins, ‘collaborate’ comes from the word collabo- 
rare, which means ‘work with’, from the prefix  
com- ‘with’ + laborare ‘to work’. 

Rita Ouédraogo and Wayne Modest



promise? Is it a hope of doing things 
together and of doing them other- 
wise, but a hope that cannot be  
fulfilled? These questions underpin  
this publication. Scholars and  
practitioners alike increasingly view 
collaboration as an important strat-
egy for power-sharing. However, 
they also acknowledge that much 
of the dispute about collaboration 
emerges exactly because of unful-
filled promises. Richard Sennett has 
argued that the act of cooperating, 
of collaborating, is wrapped in the 
“belief of mutual pleasure”, re- 
quiring of “people the skill of under-
standing and responding to one 
another in order to act together”3. 
Underpinning such a claim, the 
claim to mutuality and pleasure, 
understanding and responding, is 
the possibility of a kind of equality. 
Yet Sennett’s argument does not 
ignore the difficulties of realizing 
such aspirations. Indeed, he goes 
on to state that collaboration is also 
“full of difficulty and ambiguity and 
often leading to destructive conse-
quences”4. Equality and mutuality, 
then, is the horizon of hope that  
collaboration promises. 

Writing about collaboration as prac-
tice, especially where the political 
stakes in the shared work are high, 
Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang ad- 
vocate for contingent collabo- 
rations, over the false promise of 

solidarity. This form of contingency 
acknowledges the fact that while 
the redrawing of the boundaries of 
power may be the hope, in practice  
productive and transformative col-
laborations take shape in the rela-
tions across power; in fact this is 
where they can be most fruitful.  
Here, contingency is taken to 
mean the acknowledgement of 
the different aims and desires of 
the collaborating partners and the 
working through of these differ-
ences to achieve a common end. 
Being transparent about the com-
mon goals, about the nature of the 
collaboration and about what each 
party wants to get from the project 
is important.5  Writing on collabo-
ration in museums, Nancy Mithlo 
describes this as the unmasking 
of underlying inequalities, [where] 
appropriations and prejudices can 
be overcome6. It is this form of 
contingent collaboration that we 
wanted to achieve for the exhibition 
Afterlives and that this zine explores.

— Listening and Learning  
Together or Collaboration as  
a Future Practice

This zine is both a reflection on the 
process of creating Afterlives, as 
well as on the collaboration that 
created it. The partners with whom 
we worked have been invited to 
reflect critically on the process, as 

increased democratization in terms 
of contributions, decision-making 
and authority, and in the redrawing of 
the lines of power, then this promise 
is often not achieved in practice.

This zine takes such criticism  
seriously by returning not only to  
the question of what constitutes  
collaboration, but also what its prom-
ises are. Focussed on the develop- 
ment of the temporary exhibition,  
Afterlives of Slavery in the Tropen- 
museum, an exhibition exploring the 
legacies of Dutch slavery and colo-
nialism in the Netherlands today, the 
zine provides different, even con-
flicting perspectives on how to colla- 
borate within a museum context. 

We take as a starting point the  
idea that we occupy a new moment, 
at least in the Netherlands, in re- 
searching, discussing and re- 
presenting the slavery past in the 
present. If in the past, and we have 
our doubts here, slavery was seen  
as a bygone moment, an antiquarian 
interest for scholars and museum 
professionals to research, interpret 
and represent as they wanted, if this 
was an internal debate among a few 
scholars, the stakes have changed 
significantly in recent years. Indeed, 
it would not be exaggerated to 
suggest, even if cynically so, that 
the slavery past has become a site 
for competitive attention among 

cultural institutions, perhaps even 
scholars, interested in scoring 
points as to who addresses it in 
the best way. And perhaps this is 
not a bad thing. That institutions 
and scholars may be competing, 
acknowledges that the topic may 
have moved from periphery to the 
centre of discussions of how certain 
histories, and the slavery past in 
particular, shape our present, and 
what we should do with this past.

Historians and institutions should, 
however, not be the only ones 
credited or blamed for this shift, 
even if they play an important role. 
What this shift also signals is the 
importance of grassroots and not 
so grassroots activism, along with 
other popular demands for alter-
native forms of historiography, or 
for a redistribution of the power to 
define how the slavery past should 
be represented in the present2. It is 
with these shifts in mind that the 
Tropenmuseum ‘collaboratively 
curated’ Afterlives – realising as 
we do that addressing such topics 
must be done together with others, 
especially with those who feel most 
directly the impact of colonialism’s 
effects in the present.

— Collaboration, Power  
and Contingency

Can collaboration be more than a 



We welcome the criticism that  
we have received in these texts, 
knowing well that they will help us  
become better at our jobs. 

1 — The Van Dale is the general Dutch  
encyclopaedia. 

2 — See: Michael-Rolph Trouillot,  
Silencing the Past: Power and the Production  
of History (1996).

3 — Richard Sennett, Together: the Rituals,  
Pleasure & Politics of Cooperation (2012) 5.

4 — Sennett, Together: the Rituals, Pleasure  
& Politics of Cooperation: 5

5 — Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang, ‘Decolonization  
is not a Metaphor’, Decolonization: Indigeneity,  
Education & Society 1(1) (2012) 1-40. See also:  
Tuck, Eve and Marcia McKenzie, Place in Research:  
Theory, Methodology, and Methods (2015).

6 — Nancy Marie Mithlo, ‘‘Red Man’s Burden’’:  
The Politics of Inclusion in Museum Settings’,  
The American Indian Quarterly 28(3&4) (2004) 74. 

7 — A statement made by social anthropologist  
Ivan Karp in the lecture series Translating Knowledge:  
Global Perspectives on Museum and Community,  
organized by the University of Michigan in 2010. In:  
Raymond A. Silverman (ed.), ‘Introduction: Museum  
as Process’ in: Museum as Process. Translating  
Local and Global Knowledges (2015). 
 

well as on the results. We invited 
them to write freely and openly about 
their experiences, acknowledging, 
as Ivan Karp suggests, that “colla- 
boration is an opportunity to fail in 
the most splendid way”7. It has not 
been our intention to intervene, to 
edit the content of their articles, or 
their ideas. We wanted to explore 
whether the end results of the pro-
cess were different from what they 
had hoped. What was it like working 
together within institutional limits? 
Do they stand by the project’s out-
come? How can we improve our  
collaboration as practice?

Our collaborators, here our authors, 
brought different expertise to the 
table. They brought personal,  
professional and institutional ex- 
periences with them, from which  
we benefitted. Together, this forms 
part of our museum’s new way of 
working where we foreground criti-
cal listening and collaborative  
learning as important to pushing  
a more inclusive agenda. Indeed,  
a significant part of the critique of 
our kind of museums in the past  
was that we were too busy telling, 
putting our narrative out there, 
ignoring other voices. This is sur-
prising, given the fact that listening 
is one of the central methodologies 
of the discipline with which we  
have shared a long history, that  
of anthropology. 

The question that we now ask is: 
what does it mean to listen, to 
activists and to members of diverse 
communities, to academics and the 
public alike? Moreover, what does it 
mean to listen, when what is being 
said is critical of the work you do? 
This zine is part of our act of crit-
ical listening. It is an act of bring-
ing diverse, even dissonant voices 
together as we learn, together, how 
to develop more inclusive practices. 

This form of listening is not passive, 
but informed by an idea of collab-
oration as complicity, as collusion, 
in Sennett’s words. And here we do 
not mean complicity in a negative 
sense. Rather we see this complicit 
act as taking common responsibil-
ity for a better future. If anything 
else, the Afterlives exhibition, as an 
experiment in the art of collabo- 
ration, and this zine, were part of our 
commitment, to a process that was, 
in fact is, full of difficulty and ambi-
guity. The consequences were, how-
ever, not destructive but form part 
of our project of being mindful of 
the ways that the colonial past has 
shaped and continues to shape our 
present, and of our ongoing inquiry 
into how we can contribute to  
creating more inclusive futures.

Rita Ouédraogo is a Research Programmer 
and (Community) Collaboration officer at 
the Research Center for Material Culture. 
Her work with communities is informed 
by her ongoing research into questions of 
collaboration and solidarity, that explores 
modes of collaborative practices across 
power differentials, especially within a 
decolonial framework.

Wayne Modest is Head of the Research 
Center for Material Culture, the Research 
Institute of the Tropenmuseum, Africa 
Museum, Museum Volkenkunde and the 
Wereldmuseum.



At the core of the project was the 
idea that for these museums to 
be relevant for today and in the 
future, they need to be equipped 
to respond to the (demographic) 
changes that have happened and are 
happening across Europe as a result 
of earlier colonial forces, and today 
through global labour or precarious 
migration. These museums, the pro-
ject suggested, must be open  
and committed to collaboration,  
not only among the project partners,  
but also with diverse stakeholders.  
Through workshops, residency 
programmes, conferences and col-
lections or exhibition based exper-
iments, the project was an attempt 
to imagine these museums anew 
as more socially relevant places.  

At its outset, (exhibitionary) exper-
iments were a central part of 
SWICH’s methodology. These ex- 
hibitions were intended as creative 
sites where new methodologies for 

practice could be developed and 
tested. For us, this aspect of the 
project fell closely in line with the 
argument of Paul Basu and Sharon 
Macdonald who argue that ‘con- 
temporary exhibitionary practices 
cannot be conceived merely as 
means for the display and dissemi-
nation of already existing, pre- 
formulated knowledges. They are 
[or should be] … also an experi-
mental practice … a site for the 
generation rather than reproduc-
tion of knowledge and experience’1. 
At the Tropenmuseum our site for 
experimentation was the Afterlives 
of Slavery exhibition, as a space to 
explore how best to tell the story 
of the slavery past in the present. 
This exhibition, like this zine that 
describes it, was grounded in a 
number of important principles, 
informed by the idea of experi-
mentation. First, we believed that 
addressing this (difficult) pasts, and 
its afterlives in the present, within 

On the move — Sharing a World of Creativity, 
Inclusion and Heritage (SWICH), the project in 
which this zine is produced, was an invitation to  
ten ethnographic and world cultures museums  
to explore their present and future roles within 
Europe.  

Ninja Rijnks-Kleikamp



Martin Berger and Richard Kofi

the museum context would best 
be done through creative collabo-
ration with different stakeholders. 
Recognising the long history of the 
museum’s portrayal of colonial his-
tory as one sided, and Eurocentric, 
we were interested to bring differ-
ent viewpoints together to negoti-
ate on how this history could be told 
differently. Secondly, recognising 
that there is no one-size fits all solu-
tion in such forms of representation, 
we were committed to a process 
oriented, trial and error approach, 
developing and testing the models 
together with others. Such is the 
commitment to experimentation 
that both this zine and the exhibition 
represent.

The articles included in this zine 
reflect our collaborators viewpoints 
on the process, and what might 
need further experimentation. Like 
all experimentation processes, 
there is overlap and there is tension 
across the different contributors. 
This helped us to better understand 
how we can deal with such complex 
topics within the museum. We have 
learned to be open to surprises and 
to create room (in time and budget) 
for additional ideas to emerge, to 
turn back on some of our decisions 
and even agree to disagree. We have 
learned that long term-sustained 
partnerships can work and be very 
productive, even for the simple fact 

that getting to know and trust one 
another takes time. In spite of the 
difficulties, or perhaps because of 
them, such collaboration can result 
in wonderful things. 

Honing our models for collabora-
tion was the goal of this exhibition 
experiment, and of this zine. It is 
a continuous process and we are 
thankful to our partners who were 
willing to experiment in collabora-
tion with us. We are looking forward 
to new partnerships and collabora- 
tions, as we are eager to learn and 
grow. We are on the move, and 
you are welcome to join us on this 
journey.

1 — Sharon Macdonald and Paul Basu (eds.). 
 Exhibition experiments (2008) 2.

Ninja Rijnks-Kleikamp is an art historian 
specialized in cultural policy and connected 
to the Nationaal Museum van Wereldcul-
turen as a team member of the Research 
Center for Material Culture.



We knew that the voice of the 
Nationaal Museum van Wereldculturen 
was only one of many, and we wanted  
to move away from acting as an 
institution with ‘the definitive  
narrative’ on the Dutch colonial past 
and its material culture. In this way, 
the exhibition was part of a broader 
shift taking place inside and outside 
the museum. 

Collaboration was key in the cre-
ation of Afterlives. While the exhi-
bition was curated by a research 
team of the Nationaal Museum van 
Wereldculturen, the team members 
(including ourselves) were certainly 
not the only people who shaped it. A 
standing advisory committee guided 
us in the selection of objects, the 
creation of texts, and the definition 
of the storyline. For certain topics, 
guidance was sought from outside 
experts. The aim of this process 
was not only to make the exhibition 
more multivocal, but also to de- 

centre the authoritative voice of  
the museum. 

Traditionally, museum profession-
als have controlled the creation of 
meaning around objects in their 
collections. Often, at least in the 
Netherlands, the idea of ‘neutrality’  
was central to exhibitions and  
exhibition texts, as the museum 
was not seen as a political actor but 
rather as an archive of sociocultural 
developments and trends. However, 
as many activists and other critical 
stakeholders have pointed out, this 
supposed neutrality many times 
unconsciously reproduced White, 
cisgender, Eurocentric perspec-
tives. In this exhibition we aimed 
to move away from any notion of 
neutrality and actively attempted to 
take the perspective of the enslaved 
and their descendants as a starting 
point. We wanted to look for counter- 
perspectives to traditional main-
stream histories, approaching the 

Counterperspectives — From the outset of the 
Afterlives of Slavery project, we realized that the 
theme of the exhibition had strong societal res-
onance and would elicit different, even opposing 
reactions. Slavery is not just a historical practice: 
it has shaped the Netherlands as it is today and 
it is part of the personal heritage and lived reality 
for many in contemporary Dutch society. 

complexities of transatlantic slavery, 
colonialism, and contemporary  
racism in a human and humane way. 

The only way to achieve this was  
by working together with others 
outside of the museum. We found 
this especially important as two of 
the three curators of the exhibition 
were White and none of the curators 
had roots in the former Dutch  
colonies. Involving other stakehol- 
ders forced us to continuously ques-
tion our own preconceived ideas 
and prejudices, and opened our eyes 
to many mistakes and oversights. 
For example, in a draft text on the 
Maroon Fortress Buku, we wrote 
that the fortress was difficult to  
conquer and get under Dutch  
colonial control. One of our ad- 
visors, Aspha Bijnaar, an article from 
whom is also included in this zine, 
reminded us that if we truly wanted 
to write from the perspective of 
the (formerly) enslaved, we should 
rewrite the text to say that the for-
tress was valiantly defended and 
only fell to the Dutch after a long 
siege. In the later stages of the  
project, Hodan Warsame,  
Simone Zeefuik and Phoenix from 
#DecolonizeTheMuseum checked  
all of our draft exhibition texts for 
similar oversights. 

Now that the exhibition has been 
open for almost a year, we continue 

to have regular conversations with 
outside experts about its content. 
Dutch police commissioners have 
visited the exhibition to think about 
how they can further discussions 
on racism and discrimination within 
their ranks, students have shared 
their critiques and comments,  
and activists and academics have 
suggested improvements and 
changes. Our hope is that Afterlives 
of Slavery will remain a work in  
progress, a source of discussion, 
and an arena for debate as long as 
it is on display, and in the years that 
follow. 

Martin Berger is curator for Central and 
South America at the Nationaal Museum  
van Wereldculturen. He co-curated the 
Afterlives of Slavery exhibition. 

Richard Kofi is an exhibition maker at the 
Nationaal Museum van Wereldculturen. 
He co-curated the exhibitions Afterlives 
of Slavery and Carnival Worldwide, both of 
which explore alternative perspectives on 
mainstream historical narratives.  



Founded within the expansive, 
exploitative and racializing pro-
ject of Dutch colonial history and 
thus a legacy of slavery itself, the 
Tropenmuseum organized the exhi-
bition Afterlives of Slavery to explore 
how this past continues to shape 
and influence Dutch society today. 
Moving away from the traditional 
narrative of slavery being a dark 
page in the otherwise fruitful history 
of the Golden Age, the exhibition’s 
creators decided to include personal 
stories of enslaved people and their 
descendants as well as (those of) 
colonial officials and others who 
were involved in the system of  
slavery. The decision to include  
and embed these voices – both  
historical and contemporary – 
relates directly to the attempt to 
personalize the exhibition’s narra-
tive and was motivated by the aim 
to encourage visitors to think about 
what this history means to them. 

Participation mainly happens in 
the centre of the exhibition space. 
Visitors can leave comments and 
respond to a set of questions that 
relate to the guiding themes of  
the exhibition, which include  
(un)freedom, (in)humanity, refusal 
and resilience, among others. Every 
day, visitors fill numerous blank 
cards and attach them to the  
gridded structure of the exhibition. 
Slowly the responses form a tem-
porary body of human expressions 
of hope and despair, shame and 
pride, innocence and guilt, regret 
and mercy, joy and fear, anger and 
delight, relief and discomfort,  
distrust and trust. It has become  
a site for encounter, in person and 
through writing. 

Working with visitor comment cards 
is anything but a new museological 
approach to engage with the public. 
Most museums use them to collect 
feedback on their practices and  

What does the history of slavery have to do with you? —  
The Tropenmuseum’s Afterlives of Slavery exhibition 
intervenes in ongoing discussions, happening both  
nationally and globally, of how to remember slavery and 
the colonial past in the present. It is, however, also an 
experimental exhibition, exploring what a collaborative 
approach might yield for rethinking the museum’s practices 
of representation. The public could be considered one  
of the many stakeholders with whom we collaborate. 

Robin Lelijveld



services, and this is no different 
in our case. With the process of 
preparing a new semi-permanent 
gallery on slavery and colonialism in 
mind, to open in 2021, we remove 
the cards periodically and document 
them. This rather time-consum-
ing operation, however, is not the 
largest challenge that we face. It is 
the issue of complicity with which 
we struggle. Are we – in a serious 
attempt to decolonize the institu-
tion and its practices – truly decen-
tring our authority as an ethno-
graphic museum when we invite (or 
is it: ‘allow’) visitors to participate? 
Thinking of the museum’s respon-
sibility to do justice to those whose 
(hi)stories were once denied, we 
wonder: can participation work in 
processes of healing? 

What happens when participation 
becomes a socio-political arena 
in which visitors battle over issues 
of citizenship and belonging? For 
example: one of the visitors wrote 
down that he feels that he ‘is losing 
his identity as Dutchman due to the 
interference of and admittance to 
other cultures’, which evoked angry 
responses by others. How do you 
navigate in situations like this?  
What does it mean when partici- 
pation facilitates such conversa-
tions? ‘Partnering’ with visitors 
demands a criticality towards the 
consequences of these relations 

and the responsibilities that come 
along. We may not have found the 
key yet, but these multiply-voiced 
expressions of personal experience 
do underline the urgency to care, 
not only as a museum and as world 
citizens, because we are all impli-
cated in this past, but more impor-
tantly because we share our future. 

Robin Lelijveld is a researcher at the  
Research Center for Material Culture. She  
specializes in the visual and material  
culture of transatlantic slavery and the 
Dutch empire, and was part of the  
Afterlives of Slavery curatorial team. Hodan Warsame



Back in 2012, I was invited by 
Laura Van Broekhoven, at that 
time the Chief Curator at Museum 
Volkenkunde, to collaborate with 
her. I was just starting to do activist 
work around race and gender in the 
Netherlands and Laura got in touch 
with me through another White 
woman looking to create decolo-
nial change, film maker and teacher 
Janine Prins. Janine was seeking to 
amplify the voices of young People 
of Colour within the Dutch media 
and cultural institutions, because 
she believed these institutions 
needed to diversify and serve mar-
ginalized communities better.

The process to merge the three 
huge ethnographic museums that 
form the Nationaal Museum van 
Wereldculturen – Tropenmuseum in 
Amsterdam, Afrika Museum in Berg 
en Dal and Museum Volkenkunde 
in Leiden – had already started 
but would only be finalized in April 

of 2014. Laura wanted to use this 
moment of transition as an oppor-
tunity to create awareness among 
staff and the public of what she 
recognized as Eurocentric and 
colonial views and practices still 
present in the museums. She used 
her institutional influence to create 
a space for me and another young 
Person of Colour, museologist and 
diversity worker Ilias Zian, to share 
our critiques of the exhibitions with 
her and her staff. We were named 
‘Steven Engelsman laureates’, 
received a 1,000 Euro grant each, 
and were given carte blanche to  
put the Museum Volkenkunde (in 
particular) under a magnifying  
glass. With that, Laura thought,  
she had established institutional 
access and legitimacy for us. 

It turned out that left on our own 
it was quite difficult to actually 
get to talk with staff or even visit 
the museum. We were just not 

How to collaborate with anti-oppression activists — 
As an activist working on #DecolonizeTheMuseum,  
I was consulted on the Afterlives of Slavery exhibition.  
What I would like to share is the story of how our 
collaboration with the Nationaal Museum van 
Wereldculturen came about and what kind of lessons 
institutions and other activists might learn from it. 

taken seriously. When we realized 
we could not gain the access we 
needed to critically examine the 
workings of Museum Volkenkunde 
and its staff, Laura took our con-
cerns seriously, and what followed 
was perhaps even more valuable: a 
series of conversations with her and 
our other main collaborator, Wayne 
Modest. By this time the merger 
of the three institutions had taken 
place and Wayne was the head of 
the newly established Research 
Center for Material Culture, the 
research institute for the three 
museums. We talked about the 
backlash against anti-Zwarte Piet 
activism, race discourse in the 
Netherlands, how we saw the after-
lives of colonialism and slavery 
operating in (our) everyday lives, 
and how the museums were con-
nected to that. I learned about the 
histories of self-reflexive practices 
within anthropology and ethno-
graphic museums, especially within 
the Tropenmuseum. We also talked 
about why the conversations about 
critical self-reflection within the 
academic world had not led to an 
end of colonial ideology within the 
exhibitions of the Tropenmuseum. 
There was still a lot of exotification 
of People of Colour in its exhibi-
tions and despite the fact that the 
museum had an important con-
nection to Dutch colonial history, 
the violence of that history and its 

long-lasting effects on present 
day society were still not properly 
represented. 

These conversations among Ilias, 
Laura, Wayne and myself took place 
over several years and they allowed 
an exchange of ideas and building 
of trust that was crucial for the next 
phase of our collaboration. Laura 
and Wayne, as managers of their 
respective departments, could carve 
out a space for myself and the col-
laborators I invited to join me to 
create an intervention on our terms. 
It was clear to me that amplifying 
the voices of People of Colour of 
different genders, sexualities, class 
backgrounds and abilities would 
be important. Our voices were not 
heard within the museum and as 
a result the stories told within the 
exhibitions did not do justice to 
our histories or present realities. I 
invited Phoenix and Simone Zeefuik 
to amplify those voices with me and 
the result was an intervention called 
#DecolonizeTheMuseum. Laura and 
Wayne created resources that enabled  
us to invite around fifty people to 
share their views on the museum, 
to rewrite texts and exhibit those 
texts alongside the original museum 
texts. We also spoke with museum 
curators about what decolonization 
might mean for their work and why 
it is necessary. In short, there was a 
willingness to let us lead the process 



to work with you have precious 
knowledge. However, they do not 
represent everyone who shares the 
identity around which they organize. 
Inviting such activists in a gesture of 
inclusion, but not making an effort 
to ensure structural access or the 
sharing of resources for all members 
of that group, ends up tokenizing 
these activists, making them a sym-
bol of and a spokesperson for all 
people with that background. Real 
change is not about appearances 
(see point 1), but about redistribu-
tion of power and resources.

3 — Pay that money

Speaking of resources, museums 
and other cultural institutions need 
to pay activists for their work. This 
should be a given, but there is a long 
history of institutions extracting 
knowledge for free from activists 
who are committed to making a 
change. It is not just the content of 
the collaboration that determines 
whether or not you as a museum 
worker are actually making a dif-
ference, it is also the terms of that 
collaboration. Fair payment that is 
negotiated seriously with activists is 
part of that. It is also essential that 
institutional partners make space 
for activists to lead the process 
of change, or at least collaborate 
with them on equal terms. There 
can be institutional limits to this, 

but it is the job of the institutional 
representative to push those lim-
its, because this is the essence of 
change. It is also important to keep 
in mind that the work anti-oppres-
sion activists might be willing to do 
is often emotionally, spiritually and 
physically costly, because they bear 
the burden of daily experiencing the 
very oppression you are hopefully 
committed to ending in your insti-
tution. Be conscious of whether you 
are asking them to do work that you 
could do yourself with a little extra 
effort.

4 — An inside job

That extra effort is actually quite 
essential. Do not rely solely on activ-
ists to do the work. One of the rea-
sons why #DecolonizeTheMuseum 
was impactful was because it was a 
collaboration with three department 
heads who all had a pre-existing 
awareness and/or experience of 
oppression that they had critically 
reflected on, as well as a personal 
commitment to work towards jus-
tice in their professional lives.

Whilst anti-oppression activists 
can bring previously marginalized 
perspectives to the institution, 
their work will not be impactful if 
the institutional representatives 
who invited them do not do the 
inside work to make the most of the 

and a commitment of institutional 
resources to fairly pay ourselves and 
our collaborators. 

My collaboration with the Nationaal 
Museum van Wereldculturen is not 
a blueprint for what a typical collab-
oration of activists and museums 
should look like. It is a particular 
story of my relationships with Laura, 
Wayne, Ilias, Simone and Phoenix, 
and with other key people inside the 
museum, like Anne-Marie Woerlee, 
Head of Exhibitions. There are, how-
ever, a few key lessons that museum 
workers who wish to collaborate 
with anti-oppression activists can 
take from this collaboration.

1 — Diversity: are you in it for the 
hype or for justice?

Let us be honest. Diversity and 
decolonization have been buzzwords 
in the cultural sector for a while 
now. It is not the first time and it will 
probably not be the last. The recent 
institutional interest has as much 
to do with a revival of anti-racist 
activism led by Black people and 
Non-Black People of Colour as 
with increasing institutional anxiety 
about declining attendance and los-
ing financing during times of budget 
cuts. In pursuit of financial health 
and cultural relevance, cultural insti-
tutions are seeking to connect with 
audiences of colour in particular. An 

increasing interest in collaborating 
with anti-oppression activists is part 
of this trend. However, often enough 
institutions are only interested in 
the appearance of diversity and 
decolonization without an actual 
commitment to the work of justice 
and reparations. The appearance of 
trying to connect to ‘new’ publics 
is often enough to pass the low bar 
for government funding, but institu-
tions’ staff, programs and marketing 
remain stubbornly White, catering 
to White audiences. The actual work 
of diversity and decolonization is 
about justice and creating platforms 
for previously hidden and new nar-
ratives from all corners of society. 
Healing, inspiring, creative and 
challenging narratives that help us 
create better lives and communities. 
This is not achieved by playing up 
your diversity cred, but by critically 
reflecting on whom your institu-
tion serves and whom it does not. It 
also means sharing resources, both 
internally, by hiring differently, and 
externally, by sharing authority and 
money with underserved, marginal-
ized communities.

2 — Beware of tokenizing activists

Activists from marginalized commu-
nities – whether activists of colour, 
disability justice activists, LGBTQIA 
activists and all possible combi-
nations of these – who are willing 



knowledge activists bring. It can  
be very effective when the organi- 
zation’s leadership supports or 
leads this effort (as in the case of 
#DecolonizeTheMuseum), because 
it requires a commitment to a new 
way of working across the entire 
organization. Laura and Wayne 
realised that real change, changing 
the attitudes, values and practices 
of their staff would be a long-term 
process that would require different 
strategies. Many different activists, 
artists and critical academics were 
invited to speak, collaborate and ex- 
hibit at the museum on topics related 
to colonialism and decolonization.  

The internet is your friend! Hire 
anti-oppressions trainers and check 
in frequently with your staff and col-
leagues to hold them accountable 
and keep them motivated. 

5 — Hire differently

In the end, long-lasting change will 
not happen if an all-White, middle- 
class staff remains all White and 
middle class. While it is important to 
educate existing staff and to encour-
age them to educate themselves, it 
is more important to hire people of 
different genders, races, sexualities, 
class backgrounds and abilities. They 
bring their knowledge and stories to 
the table, creating a greater insti-
tutional capacity to connect to the 

outside world, reflect and change.

6 — Expect resistance within your 
organization

Your colleagues or staff will not 
necessarily welcome activists who 
come to mess things up. It is there-
fore your duty as institutional re- 
presentative to protect the activists 
you bring into your organization. 
Before you invite them, make sure 
you ask yourself why you are doing 
this and how you can ensure your 
collaboration has a lasting impact 
(see points 1, 4 and 5). This way you 
are prepared for hostility and anxiety 
among your colleagues. They might 
feel threatened by the critiques 
activists might share. Like most 
White people, museum staff will 
have trouble dealing with the reality 
that, regardless of their intentions, 
they personally and professionally 
benefit from hierarchies based on 
gender, race, class, ability and citi-
zenship. This can lead to resistance 
and hostility towards the activists  
who most often will belong to groups 
who are marginalized by that system. 

Hodan Warsame is an anti-oppression 
speaker, writer and educator working in 
the areas of gender, race, class, citizenship 
and the environment. Through organizing 
workshops, leading in consciousness-raising 
groups and making media, she creates spa-
ces for herself and others to develop new 
and liberatory understandings of ourselves 
and the world. Simone Zeefuik



It is one thing to change your 
vocabulary but it is something 
completely different to present the 
(re)imaginations and rethinkings 
that produced these words. For 
example: some museums now use 
the term ‘enslaved’ but refuse to 
write new texts that convey what 
they consider to be an ongezellig 
(uncozy) perspective. I mean, you 
can write ‘enslaved’ and still talk 
about slavery in a way that does not 
fracture Whiteness. You can scrap 
a word like ‘disobedient’, replace it 
with ‘resistance’, and still not men-
tion what was rejected – not an 
incident but a system – let alone 
present that system as something 
that continues to shape power 
dynamics today. Afterlives of Slavery 
does more than swap vocabularies 
– it denounces that system and  
its continuing effects. 

#DecolonizeTheMuseum stomped 
the way towards taking bold stances 

by creating something that guar-
antees uneasiness within colonial 
Dutch institutes: constant, outside, 
public pressure from a growing 
group of predominantly Black folks 
and Non-Black People of Colour 
who, en masse, vocally reject the 
terrors such institutes try to normal-
ize. Certainly, some in the Nationaal 
Museum van Wereldculturen were 
upset by and rejected the colonial, 
Eurocentric narratives the museum 
reproduced. But their voices 
needed extra volume, the kind 
that only comes from outsiders. 
#DecolonizeTheMuseum has always 
been a movement of people whose 
independence added the bass and 
reverberation. We had around 40 
participants in the original brain-
storms, and they all, in their own 
ways, demanded better representa-
tion of Black people and Non-Black 
People of Colour, and four years 
later our hashtag is still used to 
demand educational and intellectual 

Through the barrel of a hashtag — When we first 
started firing truths through the barrel of our hashtag 
#DecolonizeTheMuseum, I wondered how long it would 
take before the perspectives we demanded attention 
for would be the lungs of a permanent exhibition.  
Not the smile or something else you can fake but  
the actual breath.

justice. Knowing that your corner is 
crowded with likeminded people, 
and experiencing that more and 
more of your colleagues understand 
the need to (keep) unlearn(ing), 
gives you the space and the confi-
dence to raise the bar.

Hodan Warsame, Phoenix, and I 
were asked to read drafts of texts 
for the Afterlives of Slavery exhi-
bition. We made marks and notes, 
posed questions, and offered sug-
gestions but... we also felt stirrings 
of hope. I remember reading the 
drafts and thinking: ‘This is a great 
sign of commitment and dedica-
tion’. Were they perfect? No. Does 
the exhibition give us proper re- 
presentations of Black women and 
the many ways we resisted the ter-
rors of slavery and colonialism? Nah. 
Does it break the pattern of neglect-
ing the histories of Aruba, Bonaire, 
Curaçao, Saba, Sint Eustatius and 
Sint Maarten while focusing on 
Suriname? Nope. But what keeps me 
hopeful is that the people behind 
the exhibition promised it will grow, 
that they are great to work with, and 
that they are very open about the 
learning process behind this growth. 

Too many folks believe that, despite 
their quest to make their institutes 
more inclusive, they still can deny 
Black people and Non-Black People 
of Colour the credit they deserve. 

The appropriation of the ideas of 
Black people and Non-Black People 
of Colour can often be seen in press 
releases that present an institute’s 
newfound realizations as something 
that just came to them. Such texts 
almost never say something like: 
‘Persons X and Y and collective Z 
have thoroughly analysed, unpacked 
and reshaped our work’. Not our 
people at the Tropenmuseum or the 
others within the Nationaal Museum 
van Wereldculturen, though. They 
understand that decolonizing an 
institute means crediting expertise 
and remixing positions of power. My 
colleagues and collaborators con-
tinue to give me hope. Excitement, 
even.

Simone Zeefuik is an Amsterdam based 
writer and organizer whose work focuses on 
imagery, representation, anti-Blackness and 
other colonial mentalities, and the illegalized 
members of NL-based Black communities. 

 



It should go without saying that 
what was at stake for the Tropen-
museum, when it was founded 
as the Colonial Museum, was to 
preserve itself, and, by extension, 
the empire. But how do old stakes 
resurface in new efforts, for exam-
ple when ‘developing (new) models 
of collaboration’, the proclaimed 
goal in the preface of this zine? It 
is often assumed that change is 
change is change. But it is my belief 
that without careful consideration 
of this question, there will not  
necessarily be an end to the entitle-
ment of leading cultural institutes, 
despite any changes made - whether  
big or small.

Since I was first invited to collab-
orate with the Tropenmuseum by 
Hodan Warsame2, I have met with 
and learned from incredible allies 
within the museum who are deter-
mined to replace the museum’s  
violence with something visionary. 

But I have also been sceptical about 
what is at stake for the museum and 
its management. Perhaps there is a 
fear to become irrelevant, to miss 
out on visitors, or to be on the wrong 
side of history. These are, at best, 
mediocre reasons to be involved in 
anti-colonial work. At worst, they 
interfere with the process of decol-
onization because they foreground 
(again) the honour and survival of 
the institution instead of the dignity 
and survival of those peoples whose 
creations are currently caught on 
display or in the depot.

As a member of the University of 
Colour, an action group created 
by a group of Black and Non-Black 
People of Colour pushing for the 
decolonization of Eurocentric insti-
tutions and narratives within the 
Netherlands, I have begun to feel 
familiar with the tricks and traps of 
institutional collaborations. Take 
the University of Amsterdam: if 

The stakes of change — To collaborate with  
various stakeholders1 is to confront interests that 
are opposed to one another, at least in a historical 
sense. My sense is that the implications of this 
are often underestimated.

Phoenix



an action group collaborates to 
change the curriculum, the changes 
they desire might happen, or they 
might not. If the university refuses 
to collaborate or collaborates in a 
repressive manner, the curriculum 
stays the same. The final result of 
the collaboration is disproportion-
ally dependent on the institution, 
because it owns and sells the thing 
that the University of Colour is trying 
to change. As such, collaboration 
does not really happen on equal 
footing. 

Similarly, the museum manages the 
objects, the building, the budget. 
From where I stand, the NMVW 
has come a long way. In planning 
the Afterlives of Slavery exhibition, 
the museum included members 
of #DecolonizeTheMuseum at the 
outset and again asked us to review 
the texts before they were finalized. 
Sentence by sentence, we went over 
them in ways that were unthinkable 
before. But the final editing, even 
of the text of this zine, is still in the 
hands of the museum.

If such differences in positionality 
are insufficiently addressed, they 
may show up all along the way of 
‘decolonizing’ the museum.3 For 
example, a stakeholder may want 
to see an object returned to sur-
roundings more aligned with its ori-
gins, before the rupture of its colo-

nial acquisition. On what grounds 
is the colonial museum, not the 
stakeholder, the one to decide the 
object’s status? The answer I often 
hear goes something like this: the 
situation is complicated, hence the 
object should stay where it is, even 
when this could not be further from 
its original function. This was not 
the case for the Afterlives of Slavery 
exhibition, but I hear this reasoning 
often when Dutch museums talk 
about “decolonizing” themselves. 

We should probably be cautious 
when the purpose of the museum 
becomes self-referential or simply 
conservative. Perhaps one rem-
edy would be to let go of the need 
to have the last word. To me, this 
implies a radical redistribution of 
resources. It is an exercise in the 
opposite of entitlement. And it is 
possible.

Phoenix has been involved with  
the University of Colour and  
#DecolonizeTheMuseum

1 —This is my translation of ‘belangheb-
benden’, a term used by the  Tropenmuseum. 
‘Stakeholder’ can refer to one who is involved 
in or affected by a course of action (such 
as a marginalized community), or an actor 
with a stake in an enterprise, commercial or 
otherwise.  I choose to repeat this curious 
term after noticing its use by the Museum of 
European and Mediterranean Civilizations in 
a similar context, because it represents an 
ambiguity  I am trying to call attention to:  
the obfuscation of two projects –  neoliber-
alism and decolonization – that University of 
Colour understands as conflicting.

2 —Together with Hodan Warsame and 
Simone Zeefuik, I organised an intervention 
in the Tropenmuseum. This eventually grew to 
become #DecolonizeTheMuseum, which is 
described elsewhere in this zine.

3 — I hope that this has become  a well-
known reference by now, but see Tuck and 
Yang’s ‘Decolonization Is Not a Metaphor’ 
for (some of) the problems with the use of 
this terminology, of which I am also guilty. 
The original text appeared in Decolonization: 
Indigeneity, Education and Society 1(1) (2012) 
1-40. Freely downloadable in PDF-format. 
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Dean Bowen



Dean Bowen is a .poet .performer  
.psychonaut living in Rotterdam  
seeking out holiness in the mundane.

I plummet into the thick of it 
to find ajar myself again 
committed to a fracture my own hidden in boy-
ish self-effacement before I knew 
not all marks upon us to be created equal 

and isn’t it this 

bringing forth the kind of reverie admonished 
bearing mangled voices spilling out 
penitence from artifacts that told 
you not of me for centuries

haven’t we requested movement 
to see our stalling not knowing this voice 
a tether to what not always
was a gesture because you never knew that name

that us

gathering ourselves is an unanswered prayer
we don’t mirror in one 
another as congregated through 
the fragments of our complicated dark

we church

meaning:

we find a way 

we tell this recognizing ourselves 
through the eyes of another 
we have become

call it a beginning
or
a history named

We church — 



Aspha Bijnaar

Image created by Brian Elstak inspired by 
the poem by Dean Bowen. Brian Elstak is  
a visual artist, illustrator, painter, children’s 
book writer and connector of all sorts of 
creatives and storytellers. He is also part of 
the art collective Lowrey Foley McClane.



Increasingly recognizing the 
Netherlands’ slavery past as part of 
the nation’s history, Dutch muse-
ums realized that it was not possible 
to produce exhibitions about this 
history without the contribution of 
experts whose roots, affinity and 
personal engagement are directly 
connected to the history of slav-
ery. Given that almost all employ-
ees in the nation’s museums are 
White, museums began to form 
guidance committees, think tanks, 
focus groups and advisory clubs, 
consisting mainly of Black experts 
and key figures who have roots in 
countries that have suffered from 
colonial slavery, such as Suriname, 
Aruba, Bonaire, Curaçao, Saba, Sint 
Eustatius and Sint Maarten. 

Since the colonial past is a sensitive 
topic, museums want to explore how 
this history can be best presented 
in cooperation with such advisory 
groups. Typically, at the museum’s 

invitation, key figures meet four 
to six times during the process of 
creating an exhibition. The experts 
discuss the legitimacy of the cho-
sen frames, concepts and themes; 
identify which themes shouldn’t be 
missed at all; help discern what the 
message of the exhibition should 
be, and so on. They also discuss 
which arguments are defensible, 
which terminology is respectful and 
accurate, which perspective is the 
most responsible one, and anything 
else the museum should take into 
account.

As a member of such a group, I was 
directly involved in the creative pro-
cess for the exhibition Afterlives  
of Slavery at the Tropenmuseum. 
The group consisted of an interest-
ing mixture of intellectuals, acti- 
vists, artists, rappers and designers, 
varying in ethnicity, sex and age. 
The composition of the group was 
reflected at the opening of the exhi-

Only team work makes a dream work — These are tur-
bulent times in heritage-minded Netherlands, with the 
history of transatlantic slavery in the spotlight since the 
beginning of the 21st century. The National Maritime 
Museum was the first museum that dared to dedicate  
an entire exhibition to the Dutch history of slavery (Slaves 
and Ships, 2001). This initiative was followed by other  
museums and cultural institutions, including the 
Tropenmuseum and its exhibition Afterlives of Slavery.

bition, the audience for which  
was impressively diverse in both 
ethnicity and age. One can conclude 
that the Tropenmuseum was suc-
cessful in its aim to reach a young 
and culturally diverse audience  
that contributed new and critical 
perspectives on the legacy of  
slavery within the framework of 
global citizenship.

The main theme of the exhibition 
was the resistance, both physical 
and cultural, of the enslaved as 
a way of recovering human dig-
nity. The focus group was presided 
over by a senior staff member of 
the museum who is an expert on 
colonial history and heritage in the 
above-mentioned sense. Our group 
met four or five times. Our work in 
the focus group was to comment 
on the exhibition concept and on all 
exhibition texts, to help with writing 
them, and to play a role in the open-
ing programme. I had the honour 
of presenting and moderating the 
opening, which included a panel 
discussion. On it, critical young-
sters from ethnically diverse back-
grounds discussed why exhibitions 
like these are important for contem-
porary society. The Tropenmuseum 
announced that it will continue to 
work with this focus group as long 
as the exhibition continues to be 
open to the public.

This collaborative process has 
resulted in a captivating exhibition 
that incorporates our suggestions.
What lessons can we learn from 
this project? How can museum 
institutions optimize the role of 
such experts? In my opinion, col-
laboration implies that advisors 
should be recognized as co-owners 
of the presentation. Indeed, the 
Tropenmuseum is a pioneer in this 
respect. Priority number one is that 
museums do their utmost to recruit 
employees of colour. This is already 
happening in some museums, but 
because of the large number of per-
manent appointments, it will take 
some time before sufficient diversity 
has been achieved. Secondly, muse-
ums should invite external experts 
to contribute their expertise in more 
aspects of the creative process: let 
them highlight themes from their 
own perspective, comment on and 
(help to) write exhibition texts, and 
so on. Fortunately, this is already 
happening in the Tropenmuseum, 
but it is not yet a general prac-
tice in museums. Thirdly, continue 
collaborating after the end of the 
exhibition, to bring in the expert’s 
perspectives on topics that the 
museum will explore in the future. 
Invite them to attend opening cere-
monies of new exhibitions. Building 
these relationships will gradually 
increase the involvement of advisory 
clubs, which will lead to well- 



balanced exhibitions and a more 
diverse audience. Fourthly, muse-
ums would do well to consult each 
other on how to improve and sustain 
cooperation with advisory clubs, 
learning from both good and bad 
practices. Finally, key figures with 
expertise should be fairly rewarded 
for their services, as modelled by 
the Tropenmuseum. Fortunately, 
other museums are working on 
establishing and improving these 
relationships as well. 

Aspha Bijnaar is an independent researcher 
and director of EducatieStudio. She is  
(co-)author of many publications on colonial 
history and its legacy, and initiator and 
coordinator of several exhibitions, (digital) 
educational projects, and theatre plays. Mitchell Esajas



The Tropenmuseum evolved out 
of the Colonial Museum Haarlem 
(founded in 1864) and the Colonial 
Institute in Amsterdam (founded in 
1926). Like many other ethnologi-
cal museums, the Tropenmuseum’s 
collection encapsulates a history 
of White supremacy, colonized 
knowledge and objectification. The 
Black Archives on the other hand is 
located in the building of Vereniging 
Ons Suriname (VOS), an associ-
ation established in 1919 by early 
Surinamese migrants, and now run 
by the New Urban Collective (NUC) 
and Miguel Heilbron. Both NUC 
and VOS started as associations of 
people who have histories of being 
subjected to Dutch colonialism and 
who resisted by creating their own 
spaces and collections.

The Tropenmuseum borrowed sev-
eral items from The Black Archives 
for the exhibition Afterlives of 
Slavery. I participated in one of the 

consulting sessions that took place 
in the preparation for the exhibi-
tion, and several students from our 
network have been giving tours of 
the exhibition. This could be seen 
as a minimal form of cooperation. 
Especially around the subject of 
transatlantic enslavement of African 
people and its legacy there is much 
more potential for collaboration.
Instead of inviting one of us to the 
Tropenmuseum to consult, the team 
that worked on the exhibition could 
have visited The Black Archives for 
an exchange of information. Doing 
so may have prevented some of the 
flaws we identified in the exhibi-
tion. Although more flaws could be 
described, I will only briefly highlight 
three.

First, the narrative of the exhibition 
downplays or omits the role of those 
who were responsible for institu- 
ting the systems and structures of 
slavery. An institution located in 

Can the former colonial museum truly be  
decolonized? — The Black Archives and the 
Tropenmuseum are neighbours, a ten-minute walk 
apart. But even though the institutions are so near  
to each other, their collections and histories are  
fundamentally different.

the city of Amsterdam should pay 
more attention to the role of the 
city, as Amsterdam was an owner 
of the colony of Suriname. Second, 
the exhibition paid little attention 
to the other parts of ‘the West’ like 
Curaçao, Sint Maarten, Aruba and 
Bonaire. The majority of the sto-
ries included are from people of 
Surinamese descent. A third point 
of criticism is how activists are 
represented. The stories of people 
like Anton de Kom and Tula deserve 
more space and explanation. And 
what about the stories of women 
who fought against slavery and 
its legacies? Why are the shoes of 
Erik van Muiswinkel, a person who 
benefited from the Saint Nicolas 
tradition, shown besides the items 
of anti-Zwarte Piet activists who 
suffered and still suffer from police 
brutality in their struggle against this 
legacy of slavery?

It is a positive development that 
the Tropenmuseum is gradu-
ally opening its doors and listen-
ing to critical voices such as the 
#DecolonizeTheMuseum move-
ment. The exhibition reflects the 
progress the institution has made 
in presenting histories of colonial-
ism and its legacies. However, we at 
The Black Archives wonder whether 
former colonial institutions such as 
the Tropenmuseum can ever truly 
be decolonized. What does it mean 

to decolonize a former colonial 
museum? What does it mean when 
such a museum holds an exhibition 
on the legacy of slavery when items 
– including human remains – which 
were appropriated under colonialism 
remain hidden in its depot?

To collaborate as equals more will 
need to be done. People outside of 
the institution need to be involved 
more in the decision-making pro-
cess, not just in a few consulting 
sessions. Let the archives and col-
lections speak to one another and 
let the staff of the Tropenmuseum 
share their resources and power 
with those who have been excluded 
from telling their stories and from 
deciding how their stories and his-
tories should be told. We can only 
learn how to do this by practicing it.

Mitchell Esajas is the co-founder of The 
Black Archives, an archive of the history  
and culture of Surinamese and people of 
African descent in Amsterdam, which uses 
art to tell hidden histories.



In a rapidly globalizing world, the 
Netherlands moved through a dif-
ficult, polarized first decade in the 
new millennium. Then, in the second 
decade, the Tropenmuseum itself 
came under fire, during an unusually  
difficult time for the arts and heritage  
sector. Its merger into the NMVW 
has been the result of that.

The Tropenmuseum, as part of the 
NMVW, invited star curator and 
art critic Okwui Enwezor in 2008 
to offer some critical insights. He 
spoke at a symposium entitled ‘The 
Tropenmuseum for a change!’, 
which dealt with the role and mean-
ing of ethnographic museums in 
the 21st century. He warned that the 
West had not yet ceased its colonial 
gaze onto the rest of the world, and 
that in fact, ethnographic museums 
represented that gaze.

Ten years later we can say that 
Enwezor’s words – although tough 

to listen to at the time – catalyzed 
a new conversation and a new way 
of working that has now become 
part of NMVW. Within that this new 
mode of working, cooperation 
and collaboration have been given 
higher priority. Because of this shift, 
our Mapping Slavery team could 
enter the conversation and work 
together with the museum.

Mapping Slavery started in 2013, ini-
tiated by Dr. Dienke Hondius at the 
Vrije Universiteit, as a public history 
project that focuses on the Dutch 
history of slavery and its legacies, 
asking questions like: 

—  Who were the people benefiting 
from slavery in the Dutch metro-
pole and in the colonies, and 
where did they live?

—  How did they decide about 
investing in the slave trade?

—  What traces of this history can 
we find in the Netherlands, in the 

Mapping slavery — What does it mean to be a 
Dutch ethnographic museum in the 21st century?  
For museums like the Nationaal Museum van 
Wereldculturen, that holds a monopoly on ethno- 
graphy within the Dutch museum landscape, it 
has become important to engage in some self- 
reflection and to think anew about which questions 
to ask and what stories to tell – in short, how to 
relate to the world around it.

Nancy Jouwe



streets, in museums, in archives  
and in intangible heritage? 

—  What Black presence was there  
in the Netherlands in earlier 
ages? 

Our team works with a growing 
database of hundreds of locations 
related to slavery in the Netherlands 
and former colonies, which can be 
used in publications, city walks, 
educational modules and exhibi-
tions. The locations make the exis- 
tence of slavery tangible: enslaved 
people from the colonies worked in 
Dutch cities, discussions took place 
about slavery, ministers talked about 
slavery from the pulpit, slave-owners  
owned grand (country-)houses, 
abolitionists fought for justice. 
A Mapping Slavery digital display 
is since October 2018 part of the 
exhibition Afterlives of Slavery, 
which opened last year in the 
Tropenmuseum. Our goal is for  
the visitor to see slavery as part of 
the everyday lives of Dutch people.

Afterlives of Slavery itself came 
about in a kind of co-curation with 
a team of external experts. Although 
I personally regret that Afterlives of 
Slavery did not engage with the her-
itage of Dutch enslavement in the 
Indian Ocean – something I pleaded 
for during a curatorial session I was 
invited to – I also understand that 
the extremely short timeframe the 

Tropenmuseum gave itself to realize 
Afterlives of Slavery did not allow 
for such a complicated endeavour. 
The Tropenmuseum has taken note 
though, and I applaud them for 
their willingness to open their doors 
further in order to cooperate and 
co-curate. 

The Tropenmuseum no longer 
stands on a pedestal: it has become 
a space where the conversation 
about who we are, together, and 
what that means, now takes place.

Nancy Jouwe is the project leader and lectu-
rer of Mapping Slavery. She is a researcher 
who focuses on intersectionality, colonial 
history, art and cultural heritage. Karwan Fatah-Black



On two separate occasions – once 
during a consultation for the exhi-
bition and once when present-
ing research on traces of slavery 
in Leiden – Prof. Wayne Modest 
commented that my contributions 
were ‘always so factual’. His state-
ment was not the only one. Simone 
Zeefuik often opens her lectures 
arguing that ‘we do not need more 
facts. We have all the facts, all 
we need are new interpretations’. 
Sander Philipse writes in that same 
vein: ‘If the facts were known then, 
they are most certainly known 
now. The problem is not a lack of 
research, but what we, as a society, 
do with all those uncovered facts 
and knowledge’1. 

Liberal commentators have face-
tiously equated any critique of posi-
tivism with Trumpian fact-freeness, 
but it should go without saying 
that there is a world of difference 
between the arrogance of those in 

power who trample the truth and the 
struggle of those who argue that an 
automatic recourse to ‘facts’ repro-
duces unethical relations of power. 
That being said, rewriting history 
does involve an attentive collecting 
and curating of a fresh body of his-
torical knowledge. Resorting only to 
formulating critiques runs the risk of 
remaining purely formal, resulting in 
positions that lack content and ulti-
mately lose their dynamism.

The problem with the colonial 
school of public historians has not 
been its positivistic reliance on 
facts; in fact the opposite seems the 
case. Ideas that are ‘common sense’ 
(in the Gramscian sense of ideas 
following from hegemonic culture) 
do not need evidence to be con-
vincing. Relying on common sense 
reasonings is often seen to free 
public historians from the scholarly 
obligation to back up their state-
ments with evidence. The baseless 

We need praxis to rewrite history — While contributing 
to the exhibition Afterlives of Slavery, I encountered 
the legacy of previous generations of historians  
who had repeatedly used an insistence on ‘facts’ to  
dismiss voices urging the decolonizing of mainstream 
Dutch historical narratives. 

thesis that low revenues from slave 
trading prove that slave-related 
activities were unimportant to Dutch 
society relies on the common-sense 
notion that anything vile in Dutch 
history is unimportant, and in no way 
linked to the nation’s former and 
present greatness. By reconceptual-
izing and recalculating the activities 
of slave traders, a team of research-
ers were able to identify deep links 
between Dutch economic develop-
ment in the early modern period and 
Atlantic slavery, and in doing so shift 
the wider public’s understanding of 
the impact of the Dutch slave trade.2 

Rethinking history means producing 
new facts, and there is no need to 
shy away from using the language 
of reproducible data and scholarly 
consensus. Reconceptualizations 
open up new space, but if we do not 
offer the basic material for schol-
ars to explore these, not much will 
come of it. Gloria Wekker can claim 
that White innocence is based on 
a cultural archive of ‘400 years 
of imperialism’, but it remains a 
hypothesis so long as it is not tested 
through historical studies3. We need 
to immerse ourselves in the arduous 
work of reconstructing the links in 
the chain that connect the past to 
our present condition. 

It is difficult to calculate how many 
hundreds of hours Mark Ponte has 

been sifting through archives look-
ing for the Black community in pre-
modern Amsterdam, and it is rare to 
find any work with greater impact 
on how we perceive the history of 
race in the Netherlands. The pos-
sibilities to test interpretations and 
perspectives is increasing thanks to 
the ever-greater number of easily 
accessible archives and data sets. 
Rather than teaching new gener-
ations to be hostile to the facts of 
history, we need a growing commit-
ment to train ourselves and others in 
how to link the development of new 
perspectives to the production of 
facts from the historical record.

Karwan Fatah-Black is an expert in early 
modern Dutch Atlantic history. He is a uni-
versity lecturer in the Department of Social 
and Economic History of Leiden University.

1 — Sander Philipse, ‘De witte onschuld  
van zwarte bladzijden’, One World  
(5 December 2017).
2 — Karwan Fatah-Black and Matthias  
van Rossum, ‘A profitable debate?’,  
Slavery & Abolition 37 (2016) 736–743  
<doi:10.1080/0144039X.2016.1248154>.
3 — See Gloria Wekker, White Innocence: 
Paradoxes of Colonialism and Race (2016). 



The Research Center for Material Culture 
(RCMC) is a flagship research institute within the 
Tropenmuseum (Amsterdam), Museum Volken- 
kunde (Leiden), Afrika Museum (Berg en Dal) and 
the Wereldmuseum (Rotterdam) that serves as a 
focal point for research on ethnographic collec-
tions in the Netherlands. www.materialculture.nl  
Follow us on Facebook @rcmaterialculture and 
Twitter @RCMC_NL

This zine contains contributions on the collab-
orative processes of the exhibitions Afterlives 
of Slavery at the Tropenmuseum in Amsterdam 
that took place in the framework of the project 
SWICH – Sharing a World of Inclusion, Creativity 
and Heritage, funded by the Creative Europe 
Programme of the European Union. The European 
Commission support for the production of this 
publication does not constitute an endorsement 
of the contents which reflects the views only of 
the authors, and the Commission cannot be held 
responsible for any use which may be made of  
the information contained therein.
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