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I
g e r t  o o s t i n d i e

COLONIAL AND 
POSTCOLONIAL 
ROTTERDAM
With around 600,000 inhabitants, Rotterdam is the Netherlands’ second- 
largest city. It has a reputation for being a city of hard workers who believe 
in letting their actions do the talking. This is the city whose port has 
propelled the Dutch economy forward, the city that labours away relent-
lessly. ‘Rotterdam Dares’, as its city-branding slogan said in 2004. That is 
certainly the case for its buildings: Rotterdam is famous for its impressive 
skyline and modern architecture. And ‘010’, as Rotterdam is affectionately 
known after its phone area code, has now become a cool destination for 
travellers seeking to escape the tourist crowds in Amsterdam. Like the 
capital, Rotterdam too is a dynamic, multicultural city with a wealth of 
culture, bars and restaurants and a lively night life.

But there is another, less positive side to this success story: great dis-
parities in wealth and privilege, serious inner-city problems and sharp di-
visions along political — and sometimes ethnic — fault lines. The waves 
of migration after the Second World War have played a key role here. As 
in other Dutch cities, large numbers of migrants from the former colonies 
and other parts of the world settled in Rotterdam. White Dutch people 
now make up about half the city’s population, and migrants and their chil-
dren from all over the world the other half. Over 12 per cent of Rotterdam’s 
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inhabitants have roots in the former Dutch colonies of Indonesia, Surina-
me (in South America) and the Antilles. This has led to a debate in Rot-
terdam (as in other places) about the nature of the city and its inhabitants, 
about belonging and about rights and obligations, both old and new. This 
is a complex debate that is unlikely to die down any time soon. But for this 
debate to be constructive, sound knowledge and serious reflection is re-
quired concerning Rotterdam’s colonial past and connections with slavery. 

This reappraisal by society at large of the crucial role played by colonial-
ism in Dutch history forms the context for the motion tabled by Peggy 
Wijntuin and passed by Rotterdam Municipal Council on 14  Novem-
ber 2017. In that motion, Peggy Wijntuin — a councillor of Afro-Suri-
namese heritage representing the Labour Party (PvdA) — called for an 
investigation into Rotterdam’s colonial past and links with slavery. The 
underlying idea was that “knowledge of our colonial past and links with 
slavery will bolster mutual understanding and bonding going forward” and 
“shared knowledge about a past from multiple perspectives helps achieve 
an inclusive society both now and in the future; in other words, solidarity”. 
Rotterdam Municipal Council passed the motion, albeit not unanimously.

The Royal Netherlands Institute of Southeast Asian and Caribbean 
Studies (KITLV) was tasked with carrying out the investigation, which 
started in 2018 and was completed in 2020. The results were published in 
three Dutch-language books: Het koloniale verleden van Rotterdam (‘Rot-
terdam’s colonial past’), edited by Gert Oostindie, the monograph Rot
terdam in slavernij (‘Rotterdam in slavery’) by Alex van Stipriaan, and 
Rotterdam, een postkoloniale stad in beweging (‘Rotterdam, a dynamic post-
colonial city’), with Francio Guadeloupe, Paul van de Laar and Liane van 
der Linden as the editors. The first edited volume gave a broad view of 
the history, ranging from the economy and politics to architecture and 
museum collections, and from the ‘ethical vocation’ and migration stories 
from the pre-war and post-war periods to contemporary debates in the 
city. Van Stipriaan’s monograph focused exclusively on Rotterdam’s slav-
ery connections. Rotterdam, een postkoloniale stad in beweging examined 
the significance of this history for present-day Rotterdam, a city that in 
recent decades has increasingly been labelled ‘super-diverse’.

The investigation findings were summarized in a document released 
prior to the results being presented. A translation of this document, which 
was widely cited in the discussions that followed among politicians and in 
the media, is included in this chapter (see inset). To give an even briefer 
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summary: colonialism and slavery were an integral part of Rotterdam’s his-
tory from 1600 onwards, and this past has left a legacy not just in the for-
mer colonies but also in the Netherlands, and in Rotterdam in particular.

The presentation of the findings attracted intense interest from the Dutch 
national and local media. The results were accepted unreservedly by the 
Mayor of Rotterdam Ahmed Aboutaleb (himself a Dutchman of Moroc-
can origins), the responsible alderman Bert Wijbenga and a majority of the 
Municipal Council. Peggy Wijntuin herself was delighted. In her foreword 
to Rotterdam, een postkoloniale stad in beweging, she called the volume “an 
instrument for combating ignorance. After all, if you have no knowledge of 
the past, it is impossible to know or sense why our community looks the way 
it does today.” She repeated her message at the book presentation, point-
ing to the importance of mutual understanding and solidarity as aspects of 
being a citizen of Rotterdam now and in the future. Since then, there have 
been various initiatives to develop educational and cultural products based 
on these books, all aimed at promoting an inclusive urban community. It 
hardly needs saying that the Covid-19 crisis has not helped.

Now we have produced this English-language book, with a wish to 
contribute to the debate in Europe and beyond about the significance of 
colonial history and connections with slavery for present-day societies. 
Our challenge was to take the findings of this extremely broad investi-
gation, which resulted in three richly illustrated books totalling almost 
1,300 pages, and produce a shortened version in English for publication 
as a single volume — this book. The bulk of the book consists of abridged 
versions of the chapters in Het koloniale verleden van Rotterdam. In addi-
tion, Van Stipriaan has contributed an article in which he summarizes the 
essential elements of his book on Rotterdam and slavery.

ROTTERDAM’S COLONIAL PAST AND LINKS WITH SLAVERY
◆ From 1600 onwards, Rotterdam played an important role in Dutch colo-

nialism and consequently also in the slave trade and slavery. In the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries, the city did so primarily as a participant 
in the Dutch East India and West India Companies. Later, the private 
sector took over. Rotterdam became the biggest port in the Netherlands, 
thanks in large part to the colonial trade with the Dutch East Indies.

◆ Rotterdam’s mayors and other governors, businesspeople and seafarers 
played significant roles in the East India and West India Companies, 
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as well as in the private slave trade and system of slavery. The owner 
of one of the first recorded Dutch ships carrying enslaved Africans 
(in 1596) was based in Rotterdam. The city governors backed the East 
India Company, West India Company and private colonial entrepre-
neurs; many governors had colonial interests of their own. 

◆ Rotterdam’s businesses profited from their involvement in slavery and 
the colonial system. Some of these companies still exist or were tak-
en over by other firms. Important early examples were Hudig, Mees 
and the predecessors of present-day companies such as ASR and 
ABN-AMRO. Then there are the enterprises that had operations from 
the nineteenth century onwards in what is now Indonesia. They include 
Van Nelle, Van Oordt, ASR, Rotterdamsche Lloyd (which became part 
of Maersk), Fijenoord (now part of Damen Shipyards), the Rotterdam-
sche Bank (which became part of ABN-AMRO), and NV Indische 
Fondsen (a predecessor of ROBECO). This list is far from complete 
and further research should be carried out to determine the involve-
ment of Rotterdam companies in slavery and the colonial past.

◆ In general, neither Rotterdam’s city governors nor its businesspeople 
showed any evidence of ethical objections to the slave trade, slavery or 
colonialism as such. While there have always been people in Rotterdam 
who expressed criticism, they were the exceptions. 
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◆ The present study focuses on the impact this history has had on the 
city itself, while not ignoring the impact elsewhere; in particular, in the 
history of slavery, it considers the effect on Suriname and Curacao and 
highlights the resistance to slavery. What was the impact of this history 
on the city of Rotterdam itself ?
◆ The economy. Rotterdam’s involvement in slavery and colonialism 

was an integral part of its economic development, affecting trade, 
industry and financial services. Its involvement was not restricted to 
businessmen: countless Rotterdam sailors, labourers and white-col-
lar workers earned a living thanks to the colonial economy. 

◆ Urban planning and architecture. The growth of the city of Rotter-
dam and its port was closely linked to colonialism. The bombing of 
the city by the Nazis in 1940 destroyed large numbers of buildings 
with colonial connections. Even so, throughout the city there are 
reminders of this history in its buildings and urban structure. 

◆ Museums and collections. Wealthy Rotterdam residents built up 
collections of colonial art and ethnographica, mainly from Indonesia. 
These collections can now be found in Rotterdam’s museums, such as 
the Wereldmuseum, Boijmans van Beuningen, the Maritime Muse-
um and Museum Rotterdam. The City Archive also houses unique 
collections, mainly from private individuals, relating to the colonial 

1.2, 1.3 and 1.4 Covers of the three 
books, published by Boom (2020; 
design Bart van den Tooren).
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period and slavery in particular. These collections often reflect a co-
lonial worldview, and the museums and other heritage institutions 
are now struggling to break free of that frame.

◆ Colonialism and slavery were inextricably linked with racism and 
violence, and this therefore also applies to Rotterdam’s involvement 
and share of the responsibility. From the mid-nineteenth century 
onwards, the colonial system acquired a somewhat more critical, 
‘ethical’ dimension. In Rotterdam, this took the form of campaign-
ing for the abolition of slavery. The city later became a centre for 
missionary work and tropical medicine. The notions underlying this 
work were paternalistic and sometimes quite blatantly racist.

◆ Migration. Right from the early days of colonialism, people came 
to the Netherlands from the colonies, voluntarily or otherwise. Ex-
amples are servants, and later on students such as the Indonesian 
statesman Mohammad Hatta. Colonial migrants were actively in-
volved not only in resistance against Dutch colonialism but also in 
the resistance against the Nazis during the Second World War. After 
the war, many more ‘postcolonial’ migrants settled in the city. 

◆ Now, in 2020, Rotterdam is an incredibly diverse city with large groups 
of inhabitants from former colonies — not just those belonging to the 
Dutch but also from Portuguese, French, Spanish and British colonies. 
This means the colonial past lingers on in the present-day city. That 
helps explain the intense interest today in this past: slavery and the his-
tory of colonialism — a story of racism and exclusion — is not a closed 
chapter but continues to have a material and psychological effect in the 
here and now.

◆ Rotterdam’s history of colonialism and slavery has been hugely signif-
icant, not just for continents far away but also for the city itself. For 
centuries, Rotterdam’s governors played a crucial role in this history 
that is now being ‘rediscovered’. Their modern-day successors face the 
task of determining what place to give this past in the present-day city. 
These three books provide thorough, indispensable background infor-
mation but they are certainly not the final word on this subject. Much 
still needs to be investigated, reflected upon and discussed. The next 
step is to disseminate the information in a form suitable for a broad 
public.
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THE SIGNIFICANCE TODAY OF THE COLONIAL PAST
As elsewhere in the Netherlands, debates in Rotterdam about identity 
often refer to the Dutch colonial past. This history started in around 1600, 
when the Netherlands — at the time a republic embroiled in a war of 
independence from Spain — set its sights as a trading and military power 
on the world beyond Europe. Two milestones are the formation of the 
Dutch East India Company (VOC in Dutch) in 1602 and the Dutch 
West India Company (WIC in Dutch) in 1621. Half a century later, the 
Dutch Republic had trading posts and even colonies all over the world. In 
some cases this was achieved with the cooperation of local rulers, but most 
were acquired through violence or the threat of violence (see map). Trade 
in human beings and their forced labour soon became part of the colonial 
repertoire. The victims of these practices were Africans and Asians.

Over the course of time, the Netherlands lost many of its colonies, mainly 
to the British. By the nineteenth century, all that remained were what 
is now Indonesia, Suriname and the six islands that were known until 
recently as the Netherlands Antilles. Indonesia declared independence in 
1945 but the Netherlands did not accept that declaration until late 1949, 

New Holland
1624-1664

Antilles
1634-

Essequibo
Demerara

Berbice
1655-1814

Suriname
1667-1975

Dutch 
Brazil 
1630-1654

Colony

Important trading post

Dutch East Indies
1602-1949

Formosa
1627-1662

Cape Colony
1652-1796

1.5 The Dutch empire through the centuries
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after four years of fighting and negotiations. Suriname gained indepen-
dence in 1975, after a short and occasionally hectic negotiation process but 
without violence. The Netherlands Antilles refused to opt for the same 
solution despite being urged to do so by the Dutch government. Instead, 
they decided to split off from one another but keep the link with the 
Netherlands. That is why the Kingdom of the Netherlands still encom-
passes territory in both Europe and the Caribbean, as a constitutional 
vestige of the Netherlands’ colonial past.

There are other reasons too why the colonial past cannot be considered 
a closed chapter. In the post-war period, large numbers of migrants from 
the colonies settled in the Netherlands. The first groups came from Indo-
nesia, then from Suriname, and later still from the Caribbean islands, a 
migrant flow that continues today. Depending on how they are counted, 
these migrants and their descendants now number one to two million, or 
6 to 12 per cent of the Dutch population. Their arrival and the further evo-
lution of these postcolonial migrant communities literally brought Dutch 
colonial history back to the Netherlands. “We’re here because you were 
there!”

Slowly but surely, stories from and about Indonesia, Suriname and the 
Antilles have been recognized as Dutch stories. That required a funda-
mental change in the national mindset. Up until the Second World War, 
the fact that the Netherlands was a colonial power was taken for granted 
in the Netherlands itself. Its colonial history was mainly presented as a 
chronicle of adventure and entrepreneurial spirit, and in later years an 
ethical vocation as well. As late as 1941 — Rotterdam had already been 
bombed, the Nazis had occupied the Netherlands and Japan was on the 
point of capturing the Dutch East Indies — an assessment of Dutch co-
lonialism was published in the Netherlands with the exultant title “What 
great things were achieved...” (Daar wèrd wat groots verricht…). The ‘loss 
of the Indies’ was a huge blow, and for decades afterwards the colonial past 
was buried in the collective subconscious. On the rare occasions when it 
was recalled in the old triumphant style — in 2006, for example, when 
the then prime minister Jan-Peter Balkenende praised the entrepreneurial 
‘spirit of the East India Company’ — the immediate response was criti-
cism and an uncomfortable feeling.1

The critical ‘rediscovery’ of the colonial past is connected to the pro-
cess of decolonization and the associated postcolonial waves of migration. 
The decolonization of Asia and Africa gave short shrift to the notion 
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that the colonized peoples had accepted colonialism as a fact of life. The 
Dutch were dumbfounded when Indonesia declared independence on 
17 August 1945. The Netherlands’ response, which enjoyed broad support 
throughout Dutch society, was a rejection followed by war. In 2005, sixty 
years later, the then Minister of Foreign Affairs Ben Bot made a state-
ment on behalf of the Dutch government saying that the Netherlands 
had been “on the wrong side of history” in 1945-1949. Nearly all Dutch 
politicians and the vast majority of the population had not understood, or 
had not been willing to accept, that the colonial era had come to an end.

This immediately raises the question of whether colonialism was ever 
acceptable. That is a debate in its own right, but there has been growing 
realization that the motives driving European colonialism were primar-
ily selfish (to promote economic and geopolitical interests) and the jus-
tification provided by Europeans at the time was based on a notion of 
superiority that was either racist or at best paternalistic. In other words, 
“on the wrong side of history” in a much broader sense. That realization 
has increasingly permeated the public and political debate in recent de-
cades, and there is now wide recognition of what are termed the ‘negative 
sides’, or ‘dark chapters’ (a rather unfortunate expression in this context), 
in Dutch history. Nowadays, almost nobody attempts to defend the for-
mer human trade in Africans or Asians or the many savage colonial wars 
waged by the Dutch. Many people now condemn or lament all aspects 
of that colonial past. The debate has also moved on to some extent to the 
question of how much weight should be given to this colonial past in the 
larger history of the Netherlands. And we are still far from reaching a 
consensus on this question.

Dutch people with roots in the colonies have started to play an increas-
ingly prominent role in these debates. That is hardly surprising, as they are 
familiar with their own history; also, they have discovered time and again 
that their fellow citizens in the ‘home country’ where they had settled 
knew pitifully little about that colonial history, and usually showed little 
interest in it either. They found (and still do find) that incredibly frus-
trating. The aforementioned phrase “We’re here because you were there” 
has not infrequently been used indignantly by Dutch migrants precisely 
because they were told they had no place in this country.

That does not mean all Dutch people with colonial or postcolonial 
roots share the same views about that past and its present-day signifi-
cance. Firstly, each individual relates to the past in their own way, with 
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their own ideas about the role that past plays in the present. But there 
are also differences that can be associated with particular groups. At this 
point, the notion of a single colonial past begins to fall apart; there is in 
fact little point in treating diverse contemporary experiences as one and 
the same thing.2

Most migrants by far from the Dutch East Indies had some kind of 
connection to the colonial regime and colonial lifestyle. Around 1940, 0.5 
per cent of the East Indies population was classed as ‘European’ — about 
300,000 people in a population of 70 million. Roughly one third of them 
were white and two-thirds were mixed Indonesian-European (also known 
as Indisch). This latter group was and still is sometimes termed ‘Indo’ in 
Dutch, including by some members of the group themselves. The vast 
majority of these ‘Europeans’ settled in the Netherlands during the war 
of independence or in the period immediately following the war. Other, 
smaller groups of migrants arrived from Indonesia: Moluccan families 
whose menfolk had served in the Royal Dutch Indies Army, and Chinese 
from the colony’s upper middle class. With the possible exception of the 
Chinese, what these groups had in common was that they had lost their 
homeland when Indonesia became independent. The Dutch East Indies 
was no more and there was no place in Indonesia for them, as repre-
sentatives or ‘accomplices’ of the colonial state. For decades, their stories 
revolved around the loss of their homeland and the ‘chilly reception’ they 
got in the Netherlands. Only recently has there been more discussion 
about such sensitive subjects as their own position and involvement in the 
colonial, racially ordered system.

While much of the frustration in postcolonial Indisch and Moluccan 
circles was thus to some extent related to the end of colonialism, it was 
colonialism itself that evoked powerful emotions — anger, sorrow and 
shame — among Antillean migrants and the Surinamese of African de-
scent; after all, the colonial system brought their ancestors slavery and rac-
ism. The result was a very different discourse and another political dynam-
ic altogether. The Indisch and Moluccan communities in the Netherlands 
lobbied mainly for recognition of and compensation for their suffering 
during the Japanese occupation and war of independence, and what they 
saw as the cold reception in the Netherlands. The Afro-Surinamese and 
Antillean communities, on the other hand, pushed primarily for recog-
nition of the immense injustice of slavery and the — assumed, perceived 
— legacy of that past.
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There were also Indian-Surinamese and Javanese-Surinamese commu-
nities that developed relatively unobtrusively. These groups, which make 
up roughly half the Surinamese-Dutch population, are descendants of 
indentured labourers brought by the Dutch to the colony after the aboli-
tion of slavery there in 1863. While this system has been labelled ‘slavery 
by another name’, in Indian-Surinamese circles at any rate a different dis-
course seems to prevail, namely one of pride in their social advancement, 
first in Suriname and then in the Netherlands, and a cultural and religious 
leaning towards India or — in the case of the Javanese-Surinamese and to 
a lesser extent — Indonesia.

In other words, it is not really possible or desirable to attempt to under-
stand and present Dutch colonial history as a single monolithic account, 
in particular as regards the view of that history among Dutch people with 
colonial roots. Statements about colonialism as a self-interested endeav-
our based on racism and instrumental violence are all too true, but beyond 
such generalities there are many stories to be told, and the history and 
subsequent perception of that history is more ambiguous. Perhaps you 
could say it is not so black-and-white.

This process is also evident in the way in which the Netherlands has 
gradually made room for its colonial past in the decades since the Second 
World War.3 The first monuments in the public space marked the suffer-
ing by the Dutch in the war in Indonesia. This was followed by memorials 
of the ordeals of Indonesian-Europeans and Moluccans, and later still 
commemoration of their settlement in the Netherlands. The first monu-
ment remembering the history of slavery in the Caribbean only appeared 
in 2002, in Amsterdam; in 2013, a slavery monument was unveiled in Rot-
terdam. Similarly, over a century after all the Dutch cities had built ‘In-
dies’ districts and other urban areas with colonial names, streets were now 
given names honouring figures who had fought colonialism. An example 
is Hattasingel in Rotterdam, named after Mohammad Hatta, who gained 
his degree in Rotterdam and went on to declare Indonesia’s independence 
along with Sukarno in 1945.

ROTTERDAM’S SHARE
Much has been written about the history of Rotterdam, with ‘port city’ 
and a ‘go-getting spirit’ as recurring themes. The dominant story in Rot-
terdam’s twentieth-century history is the destruction of the city by the 
Germans in May 1940 and its subsequent reconstruction. Then there is 
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the post-war social history, in particular the far-reaching demographic 
changes that turned Rotterdam into a highly multicultural city. There 
have been far more historical studies of the first topic than the second.4

Until now, there was no academic study or book for a general reader-
ship on Rotterdam’s colonial past. That does not mean historians have de-
liberately ignored the topic of Rotterdam and colonialism, but they have 
never focused on it. Of course colonial trade and industry are discussed in 
the wealth of literature on the economic history of Rotterdam, but they 
are never the main topic of interest. The same applies to most studies 
of Rotterdam’s economic and political elite and its colonial connections. 
Similarly, references to the colonial past can be found in historical stud-
ies dealing with education, culture or urban development but that aspect 
was never the central element. And while historians who have written 
about the Netherlands’ colonial and postcolonial history have paid atten-
tion to the Rotterdam connection and made extensive use of Rotterdam’s 
archives, the Rotterdam case has never been the focal point.5

The authors of Het koloniale verleden van Rotterdam and Rotterdam 
in slavernij combined these two approaches. In both books, the authors 
made grateful use of the existing studies of the history of Rotterdam and 
of studies of Dutch colonialism, but they also carried out new research. 
The key question concerned Rotterdam’s share in Dutch colonial histo-
ry as a whole and the consequences this had for Rotterdam. Reflections 
were also added on the significance of this past for the modern-day city; 
this was the main subject of the book Rotterdam, een postkoloniale stad in 
beweging. As said, the essence of these publications is contained in this 
book, Colonialism and Slavery: An Alternative History of the Port City of 
Rotterdam.

This also brings us to a fundamental limitation of our investigation. 
We focus on Rotterdam and pay far less attention to the consequences 
in the colonies and the impact on the ‘subjects’ at the time, enslaved or 
otherwise. This dimension is constantly in the background, of course. For 
example, the chapter on urban planning and architecture briefly covers 
Rotterdam architecture in the colonies. But it is not our intention to ex-
plore the overseas effects of Dutch colonialism, in which (as we shall see) 
Rotterdam played an important role. Countless books have been penned 
about this broader Dutch colonial history, even though this subject is far 
from exhausted. We also have modest ambitions within the scope of the 
more limited assignment we set ourselves, though. There remains much 
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more to be researched and written on the Rotterdam dimension of Dutch 
colonial history than we were able to do in this first exploratory project. 
We therefore see these books not just as an important first attempt to do 
justice to the inspiration and questions underlying the Wijntuin motion 
but also as an invitation to future generations of researchers.

What is the general picture? Rotterdam has a long history of involve-
ment in colonialism and slavery. That is hardly surprising. Colonialism 
started with the shipping industry, and in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries Rotterdam vied with Middelburg and its harbour Vlissingen for 
the position as the second most important port in the Dutch Republic; 
only Amsterdam was bigger. In the late nineteenth century (by which 
time the Netherlands had become a kingdom), the port of Rotterdam 
even overtook that of Amsterdam. This development is discussed in the 
chapter by Gerhard de Kok. Rotterdam first became involved in colonial-
ism and slavery very early on, before the East India and West India Com-
panies were even founded. Both the first Dutch voyage around the world 
and the first Dutch slave ship had Rotterdam connections. The city was 
a partner in both the East India and West India Companies, but it had 
only modest stakes. For most of the Rotterdam businessmen involved in 
these companies, their shares were just one aspect of a broader portfolio of 
activities. Amsterdam dominated the East India Company and the West 
India Company, while the trans-Atlantic slave trade was mainly in the 
hands of Amsterdam and the province of Zeeland. Even so, Rotterdam 
businessmen were also involved, and there is no sign they felt any scruples. 
The slave trade stopped in the early nineteenth century and trade with the 
Caribbean declined to marginal levels. In contrast, trade with the Dutch 
East Indies became increasingly significant and was an important factor 
in Rotterdam’s transformation into the global port of today. Furthermore, 
Rotterdam was actively involved throughout this period in the trade with 
the colonies of other European countries. De Kok argues that while this 
colonial trade did not make a large contribution directly to Rotterdam’s 
economy, it was still a significant factor in the city’s growth and develop-
ment into a global port because of the spin-off effects in other sectors and 
the associated urban and maritime infrastructure.

De  Kok also examines the significance of the colonial connections 
for the development of industry and financial services in Rotterdam. He 
does so by studying the principal sectors with colonial connections. The 
main industries were sugar refining, tobacco processing and shipbuilding. 
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To obtain a picture of the financial sector, he analyses eighteenth-centu-
ry investments (‘negotiaties’) in Surinamese slave plantations and nine-
teenth-century investments in the Dutch East Indies. He also considers 
the insurance sector, which had interests in the East India Company and 
the slave trade. This clearly points to an economic stake on the part of 
Rotterdam, but how important was it for the city? De Kok draws tenta-
tive conclusions. He argues that colonial trade — not just with the Dutch 
colonies but also with those of Britain and France — was particularly im-
portant for the city’s industrial development between 1750 and 1850. In the 
period that followed, it was the financial sector that benefited most from 
the colonial relationship. De Kok concludes that Rotterdam’s transforma-
tion into a global port was primarily due to its function as a transit port 
serving Europe, in particular the German hinterland, within a broader 
process of globalization. However, in the period prior to this the colonial 
connection had been a key factor in laying the foundations for the city’s 
further development. 

Rotterdam’s merchant elite traditionally had close links with the city 
authorities and it is therefore no surprise that colonial interests were usu-
ally well represented in the city’s administration, from city pensionary 
Johan van Oldenbarnevelt in the late sixteenth century to the mayor Pie-
ter Oud in the twentieth century. Henk den Heijer describes the highly 
interconnected economic and administrative involvement of Rotterdam’s 
elite in the colonies. This blurring between commercial and public inter-
ests was already evident in the period of the East India and West India 
Companies (whereby, as was the case nationally, the East India Company 
was much the more important). Rotterdam trading firms were, howev-
er, closely involved in Surinamese plantations, and consequently in the 
slave trade and slavery. After the slave trade came to an end in the early 
nineteenth century, Rotterdam’s administrative and economic elite rap-
idly lost interest in the Caribbean colonies. West Africa continued to 
play a role for a while longer, but the focus soon shifted exclusively to 
the Dutch East Indies. Den Heijer shows how the men who ran the city 
enthusiastically promoted these colonial connections. Again, this is only 
to be expected as the colonial links not only benefited the urban economy 
and helped Rotterdam become a leading port but were also often finan-
cially advantageous for these men personally. So Rotterdam’s municipal 
administrators were closely implicated in colonialism and slavery from 
the early days right through to the end. There is no evidence that they 
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had any doubts about their involvement, let alone scruples: it seems the 
city officials saw it as ‘business as usual’, good for the city and good for 
them personally.

Rotterdam’s commercial, industrial and demographic growth was con-
nected to the increase in colonial trade. Pauline van Roosmalen looks at 
how the colonial history resonated in the urban fabric, topography and 
architecture as the city expanded. She describes various traces and relics, 
ranging from street names, statues and ornamentation in public spaces 
to numerous buildings that were erected in the city and urban planning 
developments that reflected the city’s colonial connections. Many of the 
original homes, warehouses and shipyards that were built by people with 
stakes in the East India Company, West India Company or subsequent 
colonial ventures were in the city centre and were destroyed when the 
Germans bombed Rotterdam in May 1940. Van Roosmalen rescues these 
buildings from obscurity using documents and images from before the 
Second World War. Other buildings, mostly elsewhere in the city, are still 
standing but they too are not self-explanatory; as she puts it, they need 
stories to reveal their past. Van Roosmalen also briefly mentions traces of 
Rotterdam’s past ‘overseas’, from Fort Rotterdam in Makassar, Indonesia, 
and the offices of Rotterdamsche Lloyd in various Indonesian towns that 
have now been designated cultural heritage, to a settlement in Suriname 
that has since disappeared.

In the later stages of colonialism, the European countries became 
more concerned with what they saw as their ‘ethical vocation’. As a result, 
they took on tasks somewhat comparable with what was later termed 
development aid. This definitely did not mean an end to the pursuit of 
profit, the racism and the violence of the preceding years. Moreover, 
this ethical colonialism was steeped in paternalism. Nevertheless, this 
shift did encompass a promise and was understood in this light in the 
colonies. Indeed, realization in Indonesia of the contradictions inherent 
in Dutch colonial policy and the failure of the new mission was a key 
factor stimulating the growth of nationalism. In his chapter, Tom van 
den Berge explores the history of Dutch missionary work in the colo-
nies, a field in which Rotterdam played an important role. He shows that 
while Christian and humanitarian goals became much more important 
in this period, the view of colonial subjects as the ‘Other’ was thoroughly 
paternalistic and, not infrequently, blatantly racist. In his analysis, Van 
den Berge also shows how missionary activities contributed to the de-
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velopment of tropical medicine, even if this was initially primarily aimed 
at protecting the missionaries.

While colonial relations may have principally been about economic 
transactions, the city also gained very different products from this rela-
tionship. In their contribution, Alexandra van Dongen and Liane van 
der Linden look at how prosperous Rotterdam residents, missionaries, 
scientists and later on museum staff built exceptional collections from 
the late nineteenth century onwards of ancient artefacts, craftwork and 
everyday utensils brought over from the colonies, in particular the Dutch 
East Indies. These collectors laid the foundation for some significant mu-
seum collections, first and foremost that of the Wereldmuseum, but also 
collections in the Maritime Museum, Boijmans van Beuningen and Mu-
seum Rotterdam. Van Dongen and Van der Linden not only describe this 
development, they also examine how the meaning attached to collecting 
as a pursuit has changed over the past 150 years and how the attitudes of 
museums and their visitors have evolved. There has been a shift from a 
highly racialized perspective in which the ‘Other’ was trapped in colonial 
contradictions, even when valued as such, to contemporary museum prac-
tices in which the colonial heritage is critiqued and the museum makes 
itself the subject of a process of decolonization. 

From the very early days of colonialism, people came to the Neth-
erlands from the colonies, voluntarily or otherwise. Esther Captain de-
scribes these waves of migration, starting with the often enslaved ‘servants’ 
who came to Rotterdam from the colonies with their masters. Her story 
continues with the ‘zeebaboes’ (female servants on ships) and sailors, and 
the first immigrants from the local elites, such as the student Mohammad 
Hatta who went on to play a leading role in Indonesia’s struggle for inde-
pendence. In the Second World War, various migrants from the colonies 
played a part in the resistance against the Nazis; some even gave their 
lives. For a brief period shortly after 1945 when nationalists declared Indo-
nesian independence, the East Indies/Indonesia became familiar territory 
for tens of thousands of young men from Rotterdam as they were sent to 
fight in the last great colonial war. But after the Netherlands finally recog-
nized Indonesia’s independence in 1949 and handed over sovereignty, the 
mental separation grew greater than ever. Indisch Dutch and Moluccans 
were more or less forced to migrate to a country that they generally only 
knew from stories or schoolbooks. They were followed by other colonial 
and postcolonial migrants to Rotterdam (and the Netherlands more gen-
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erally) from Suriname and later from the Antilles. Their stories reveal a 
wide range of experiences, from chilly receptions to warm welcomes, from 
appalling living and working conditions to tales of success and a lust for 
life. That brings us to the super-diversity of modern-day Rotterdam, a city 
where these postcolonial migrants have made such an important contri-
bution.

In the final chapter, entitled ‘Postcolonial Rotterdam’, Francio Gua-
deloupe, Paul van de Laar and Liane van der Linden look at how colo-
nial and postcolonial history resonates in Rotterdam today. Their chapter 
clearly shows that the descriptor ‘postcolonial’ in the title does not mean 
for a moment that colonial history is dead and buried, but it is also a plea 
for Rotterdam to evolve as a community and outgrow the conflicts and 
contradictions of the distant and more recent past. Incidentally, their con-
tribution also shows that it makes little sense nowadays to draw a sharp 
distinction between postcolonial migrants from the former Dutch colo-
nies and migrants from other European colonies (such as the large Cape 
Verdean community).

There is that word again: super-diversity. In this super-diverse city, count-
less debates are going on at the same time, sometimes in bubbles of 
like-minded people, sometimes between myriad groups with very differ-
ent opinions and backgrounds. New forms of media have added a layer of 
confusion to the debates and unfortunately have made them less amicable 
too. However, the authors of this book eschew polarization in their work 
and, in the spirit of Peggy Wijntuin’s motion, look for what binds us.

QUESTIONS AND REMEMBRANCE  
IN THE NETHERLANDS AND EUROPE
This book and the project it is based on deal with Rotterdam, but the 
same questions can clearly be asked of the history of other Dutch towns 
and cities. This is precisely what is happening, with the media and mu-
seums showing increasing interest in such questions. Particular attention 
has been paid in recent years to the history of slavery. That led to vari-
ous publications. The book Op zoek naar de stilte. Sporen van het slavernij
verleden in Nederland (‘In search of silence. Traces of the history of slavery 
in the Netherlands’) was published in 2007. Since then, various booklets 
have been produced for self-guided walks in cities including Amsterdam, 
Groningen, Haarlem, Leiden and Utrecht. Much of that material was 
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subsequently collated in The Netherlands Slavery Heritage Guide. Inciden-
tally, that guide also covers Rotterdam. In 2003, the Wereldmuseum in 
Rotterdam organized its first exhibition on the topic of slavery, with the 
artist Felix de Rooy from Curacao as the guest curator. He sought to use 
this exhibition — which is also discussed in this very book — to “enhance 
the historical understanding and produce the societal emotions that are 
indispensable in the process of detraumatizing and healing our society.”6

As at 2020, there was no comparable publication to the book you are 
reading now that considers the traces of colonialism in the Netherlands 
in a broader sense. Amsterdam had Amsterdam in de wereld (‘Amsterdam 
in the world’), aimed at a non-specialist readership, but this book was not 
just about the city’s colonial history. The Hague too has a long association 
with the colonial past (it was known as “the widow of the East Indies”), 
but this has principally been in relation to the Indisch community in the 
city.7 Indeed, it would be no mean feat to summarize all the traces of colo-
nialism in the Netherlands in a single book. This would of course require 
consideration of the postcolonial migrants and their forebears, and their 
contribution to Dutch culture. But there is much more. Once you start 
looking, you soon discover how close the links are between the history and 
the economic, political and cultural development of the Netherlands on 
the one hand and colonialism on the other. The Netherlands has countless 
buildings, monuments, parks, urban districts and scientific and art collec-
tions that have some connection or other with the country’s colonial past. 
Our aim with this book is to show what such a quest can turn up in the 
case of a single Dutch city — and a major one at that. The fact that we 
were tasked with doing this by the mayor and aldermen of Rotterdam at 
the explicit request of the municipal council testifies to a willingness to 
critically examine the city’s own past, a willingness that could for a long 
time by no means be taken for granted. This makes Rotterdam a pioneer.

But there have been numerous new developments since. Amsterdam’s 
municipal council also decided to investigate the city’s history of slavery, 
partly with a view to issuing an official apology — a gesture that is rather 
less controversial in the overwhelmingly left-wing capital than in Rotter-
dam with its more divided political landscape. The results of that study 
were also published in autumn 2020 and contained equally uncompromis-
ing conclusions about the direct involvement of Amsterdam’s civic leaders 
in slavery and the slave trade in Asia, Africa and the Americas. Like us, the 
Amsterdam researchers also stress that this history concerns all the city’s 



27

i c
o

lo
n

ia
l a

n
d p

o
s

tc
o

lo
n

ia
l r

o
tter

d
a

m

residents, not just those with African roots.8 Since then, a book commis-
sioned by the city of Utrecht has been published about the involvement 
of that city, and KITLV has been asked to research The Hague’s history 
of colonialism and slavery. That means the four largest cities in the Neth-
erlands have each commissioned a critical reflection of that city’s connec-
tions with slavery, or colonialism more broadly.9

Another highly symbolic landmark was the exhibition that the Neth-
erlands’ most prestigious museum, the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam, 
organized in 2021 on the country’s history of slavery. The exhibition, 
which told the story of slavery through accounts of individual lives in 
Asia, Africa, the Americas and the Netherlands, was opened by King 
Willem-Alexander — in itself a significant gesture given the Dutch 
royal family’s own complicity in that history — and received a great 
deal of media attention.10

The Netherlands is naturally not the only European country with a co-
lonial past. In other countries with former colonies too, there is increasing 
recognition of the need to critically re-examine that history – of slavery, 
of colonialism, or both, and particularly of the ways in which empire left 
legacies in European cities and rural areas. The academic study of these 
issues is not new but was initially mainly a British affair, as in the pio-
neering volume Imperial Cities published back in 1999, or in University 
College London’s Centre for the Study of the Legacies of British Slavery 
(established in 2009), which was set up by Nick Draper, Catherine Hall 
and others.11 Over the past decade, similar such projects have blossomed 
not only in the United Kingdom, but equally in continental European 
countries, partly under the academic flag of the ‘New Imperial History’. 

A number of aspects stand out.12 First, most attention by far has been 
given to the trans-Atlantic slave trade and slavery in the Caribbean. This 
has almost always involved issues of acknowledgement, guilt and apology 
on the one hand, and a desire to acknowledge the arts of survival on the 
part of the victims and their descendants on the other. It is noticeable 
that this repentant rediscovery of a sad history and these hesitant steps 
towards debates about reparations and compensation are mainly seen in 
France, the United Kingdom and the Netherlands rather than Spain or 
Portugal, even though the latter two countries have a comparable and 
even longer history as perpetrators in the system of slavery. This conun-
drum can to a large extent be explained by differences in the postcolonial 
history of migration: unlike France, the UK and the Netherlands, the Ibe-
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rian countries do not have large communities of the descendants of slaves 
who can put this topic on the political agenda. 

This does not mean that other European countries have looked only 
at the history of slavery, but neither does it mean there has been criti-
cism everywhere to an equal degree of the broader colonial past. On the 
contrary, France has seen fierce debates about its colonial past, debates 
that continue to this day. In the previous decade, this was dubbed the 
guerre des mémoires, a war for the memories of its colonial history, with the 
French state becoming actively involved. The debate has centred on the 
colonization of Algeria and its savage war of independence (1954-1962). 
Other than in discussions of French slavery history, in this debate there 
is a strong movement, driven by repatriates and their descendants, that 
stresses what they see as the positive aspects of French colonialism.

A similar emphasis by certain groups on good intentions and posi-
tive results can be seen in the United Kingdom, as well as in Belgium, 
with its relatively brief but highly controversial colonial episode in Con-
go. Once again, Spain and Portugal are lagging behind where countries’ 
efforts to critically re-examine their own colonial history and bloody wars 
of decolonization are concerned. However, we should not forget that for 
decades, the Netherlands too suffered from what the Dutch public in-
tellectual Abram de Swaan once termed “colonial absences”: “We don’t 
want to know what we know”.13 Take for example, the fact that at least 
twenty Indonesians were killed for every fatality among those serving in 
the Dutch military in Indonesia’s war of independence from 1945 to 1949. 

Rotterdam’s decision to commission a study of its own involvement 
in colonialism and the history of slavery in its entirety is unique, not just 
in the Netherlands but more broadly in Europe. To be sure, other Euro-
pean cities, particularly in France and Britain, have focused attention in 
recent years on their own involvement in the trans-Atlantic slave trade 
and slavery. In France, this has happened in the port cities of Le Havre, 
La Rochelle, Nantes, Bordeaux and even Marseille, as well as in Paris as 
the administrative centre of the colonial system. These cities have now 
erected monuments, set up permanent museums or organized exhibitions; 
in all cases, this was accompanied by historical research into the city’s 
involvement in slavery and the legacy today.

In the United Kingdom, the capital London and the main port cities 
of Bristol and Liverpool took similar initiatives, as did cities such as Hull 
that played a key role in the abolition of the slave trade (1807) and later 
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slavery (1834-1838). The bicentennial of that abolition of the slave trade in 
2007 was marked by a surge in remembrance ceremonies, studies, exhibi-
tions, documentaries, publications and debates. They clearly showed that 
this history extended to the furthest corners of the kingdom and left trac-
es everywhere. The history of slavery was and/or is now commemorated 
in cities including Belfast, Glasgow and Nottingham. It should be noted 
that the many books published during and after this bicentennial year also 
reveal the big differences in the perspectives and intentions of the various 
parties, with inevitable, painful misunderstandings and conflicts as a re-
sult.14 Rotterdam can draw lessons from this experience. 

There have been a few initiatives in European cities outside these three 
countries, for example in Barcelona in Spain and Lisbon in Portugal, but 
these have largely been private rather than municipal endeavours. What 
is more, they almost invariably focus exclusively on the slave trade and 
slavery. The same applies to Denmark (Copenhagen) and Sweden (Stock-
holm and Gothenburg).

Intriguingly, only Hamburg has come up with an initiative that is 
broader in scope and therefore closer in nature to Rotterdam’s project. It 
is not widely known that Germany too has a colonial past, which started 
in the early seventeenth century and ended after the First World War. 
This history was long ‘forgotten’ as after Germany’s defeat in the First 
World War it was forced to hand over all its colonies to the British and 
the French. Now that Germany’s colonial past is being dug up again, it 
has sparked debates about various shocking episodes, in particular the 
suppression between 1904 and 1908 of the Herero and Nama peoples in 
German South-west Africa (present-day Namibia); in 2016, Germany of-
ficially acknowledged this to have been genocide. That was the context 
within which Hamburg – a major international port, like Rotterdam – 
decided to investigate its own role in Germany’s colonial history and ded-
icated exhibitions to this subject. Such ‘postcolonial’ initiatives have also 
been instigated in Berlin and Bremen.

Our intention with this English-language publication is not just to 
raise international awareness of the Rotterdam case study but also to 
promote a debate more widely about how we can give colonialism and 
the history of slavery a place in our cities, both in the Netherlands and 
abroad, in particular in Europe. There is still a lot of useful work to be 
done here.
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VIEWS: TERMINOLOGY AND WHAT NEXT
There is only one history but there are many different views of that his-
tory. It has often been said history is rewritten in every generation. That 
is true but it is not the whole story. People with different backgrounds 
— for example, class, ethnicity, gender and age — can ask very different 
questions, and interpret and experience the past quite differently. That 
certainly applies to topics such as the history of colonialism, where a di-
viding line between people with personal links to the colonial past and 
people without such links is virtually unavoidable. Migrants from the 
former colonies and their descendants in particular have pushed for this 
‘rediscovery’ of the colonial past and a more serious examination of what 
it meant and means today. Yet until recently most ‘white’ Dutch people 
knew little of this past, were not much interested in learning more and 
were particularly averse to being labelled the ‘perpetrators’ in this history. 
“My parents weren’t even born then!” “My ancestors were penniless farm 
hands in the Dutch countryside!” And so on. But much has changed in 
recent years. An opinion poll in early 2021 showed that a comfortable 
majority of Dutch people (56 per cent) judged the Netherlands’ history of 
slavery to be “a serious or very serious issue”. On the other hand, only a 
third felt that the nation should offer its excuses.15  

The task of historians working on colonial history is not just to try 
and turn the chaotic and sometimes contradictory mass of data into a 
coherent and persuasive account but also to reflect on the reliability and 
perspectives of the various sources of information about the colonial past 
— whether those are archives and museum collections or the stories of 
people who lived in the colonial world or their descendants that have 
been passed down from generation to generation. That is no easy task, as 
is evident from the heated debates about what constituted the essence of 
the colonial system, the role of racism and violence in that system, wheth-
er or not the Netherlands became so prosperous thanks to colonialism, 
whether this past is responsible for modern-day traumas, and whether 
everyone in the Netherlands should see colonialism and the history of 
slavery as something that concerns them and perhaps also something they 
should be ashamed of. Questions that appear straightforward and factual 
turn out not to be so easy to answer, and moral questions cannot really be 
avoided.

The authors of the chapters in this book do not necessarily agree with 
one another on these matters, but they do share a conviction that thor-
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ough knowledge of the colonial past is a sine qua non for a meaningful 
debate about the legacy of that past today in a city like Rotterdam. Just 
to be clear: their research produced a lot of new information and at times 
rather surprising findings about an aspect of Rotterdam’s history that to 
date has been relatively neglected. Does that mean Rotterdam was only 
able to become the city it is today because of this colonial past, or that this 
past is the only or most important story to be told, or permitted, about the 
city? Of course not. But it has been a key theme running through Rotter-
dam’s history, as will become evident in this book.

The words we use matter, especially as the topics covered in this book 
can make emotions run high. The authors of this book and the two other 
Dutch publications have chosen their words with care. Words such as 
‘negro’ that were considered neutral and quite acceptable not so long ago 
are now deemed offensive and have therefore been avoided except in quo-
tations (including the credits for the painting on this book’s cover as the 
artist Charley Toorop used this description herself ). But what should be 
done with terminological issues raised more recently, such as the choice 
between ‘slave’ and ‘enslaved person’? That choice has been left to the in-
dividual authors, as we are certain that whatever terms they choose, it will 
be intended to be respectful. 

This book is largely taken up with information and reflections on Rot-
terdam’s colonial past and links with slavery. Only the final chapter fo-
cuses on what this knowledge and the associated debates mean for the 
city today. This is the underlying question that inspired Ms Wijntuin to 
submit her proposal and galvanized support for the Wijntuin motion but 
it may also explain the reluctance of the motion’s opponents to vote for 
what was on the face of it a rather innocuous study of the blind spots in 
the city’s history. It is regrettable that while the (radical) right-wing oppo-
sition to the motion has been aired in the press and in particular on social 
media, these parties’ spokespeople were not prepared to cooperate with 
this study, if only to clarify their objections in more detail.

Thinking further along the lines of the Wijntuin motion brings us to 
issues such as how to give this history a place in education curricula, in 
museums and last but not least in public spaces. This in turn invariably 
raises contentious topics about whether or not apologies should be given 
for slavery, about the statue of Piet Hein (a colonial figure from the sev-
enteenth century who has traditionally been seen in the Netherlands as 
a naval hero) or about the Rotterdam street and art gallery named after 
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Witte de With, another controversial Dutch naval officer from the seven-
teenth century. The decisions on these matters are for politicians to take. 
Again, the authors of this book do not necessary agree on these questions. 
But they all agree with the proposition that it is better to shed new light 
on this uncomfortable past than to try and cover it up. Or, as Rotterdam’s 
mayor Ahmed Aboutaleb put it, what matters is “the willingness to face 
up to our history” as a responsibility and “an achievement by our society”, 
as a gesture of “conscientious processing” aimed at “turning the page”.16 

This brings us back to the present day. The past can teach us about the 
horrors of slavery and colonialism, in Rotterdam’s history and the history 
of the Netherlands more broadly — indeed in global human history. Yet 
that same history also teaches us about resistance and those who spoke 
out in criticism of these systems. That is a story in which ultimately, not so 
long ago, slavery was defined internationally as a crime against humanity 
and colonized peoples were recognized as having the right to self-deter-
mination. That is progress and a reason for optimism. But we can all see 
that the real world does not yet match this ideal: many people still do not 
live in freedom, and slavery — whether linked to racism or not — still 
exists in various disguises (forced labour, child labour, human trafficking 
with sexual slavery, and so on), even in a city like Rotterdam. There is still 
work to be done.
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