
Acceptance speech Linda Nooitmeer 
Slavery and colonialism are fundamental processes of dehumanisation – and to 

this very day we often still act as if that has been normal. Frantz Fanon showed 

how this dehumanisation leaves deep traces in people and in institutions, and 

Gloria Wekker shows in White Innocence how white societies preserve their 

innocence while they continue to benefit from historical inequality. Today I find 

myself at the focal point of this field of tension: between a violent past, a 

persistent dominant self-image and the urgent duty to repair. 

This tension is also present in the motto of this university: Sol Iustitiae Illustra 

Nos – “Sun of Justice, enlighten us”. In 1636 this light was selective. While this 

academy strove for enlightenment, my ancestors lived in the shadow of the 

plantation system, in the scorching heat of slavery. 

Yet they remained autonomous and unbroken. On my father’s side, the family 

name Nooitmeer was a manifesto of resistance. On my mother’s side, the Bel 

family bought the plantation Overtoom in 1867, on instalment. While the former 

owner had already been compensated by the state in 1863, seven families 

carried for thirteen years the burden of a debt that morally should never have 

been theirs. Instead of repair there followed state supervision and forced labour; 

the law protected capital, not human equality. 

Strengthened by their resilience, I accept this honorary doctorate on their 

shoulders and in their name. With this recognition we are together taking a next 

step in the process of repair. 

Truly doing justice requires reparatory justice: actively removing institutional and 

socio-economic disadvantages. Current events underline this urgency: yesterday, 

25 March, the United Nations officially designated the trans-Atlantic slave trade 

as the most serious crime against humanity. That is a crucial moment of 

recognition, even though Europe left a painful void by abstaining from the vote. 

For Utrecht University I see repair as a shared institutional mission. Through 

scholarships, decolonial curricula and an Expertise Centre for Repair we can 

build a concrete blueprint for joint transformation. At that intersection “Caring 

and Connect” gains its true meaning: real connection arises only when we take 

responsibility for the repair of our fragmented past. In this way we make the sun 

of justice truly visible for everyone. 



I do not walk this path alone. My sincere thanks go to Professor Brianne 

McGonigle Leyh, Professor James Kennedy and Rector Magnificus Professor 

Wilco Hazeleger, and to all academics who have contributed to this process with 

intellectual courage and conviction. A special thanks to my husband Ton, for his 

unconditional support, and to my parents, Eugene Nooitmeer and Marie Bel, 

who formed me in the tradition of historical awareness and resistance. 

Many thanks also to the Excellencies present: Minister Plenipotentiary of Sint 

Maarten, Ms Gracita Arrindell, and the Deputy Minister Plenipotentiary of 

Curaçao, Mr Errold Bishop. Your presence underlines our shared task. And to 

you, key figures from the various communities: your commitment in this colonial 

and slavery dossier is the foundation beneath the steps we are taking today. 

This day is a call to critical reflection. How much humanity are we truly prepared 

to show, when justice is no longer an abstract concept, but really costs us 

something? 

Thank you 


