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Introduction

Recently a study on Utrecht’s slavery past was conducted at the behest of the Utrecht
municipal government. The conclusion drawn in the study report, entitled Slavernij en de stad
Utrecht (Slavery and the City of Utrecht) (Walburg Pers, 2021), is that the city of Utrecht was,
just like the main Dutch centres of governance and trade, closely involved in the trade in and
keeping of slaves.

The study is relevant to Utrecht University in several ways. Since UU employees and students
were involved in the study, the university made a scientific contribution to the study. The
research shows that UU itself also has ties to slavery. This is not surprising, considering the
fact that, in the four centuries of its existence, the university has been inextricably linked with
the city . It does however, raise the question whether the university is sufficiently aware of this
aspect of its own history, and what the university can and should be doing with this in 2022.

Considering the gravity of the subject and the wish to act carefully, the Executive Board
decided in November 2021 to ask a committee to reflect on the issue and to formulate a
recommendation with regard to the following matters:

1. What role might UU wish and be able to play in further investigating and (internally)
discussing the colonial history of the city and the university itself ?

2. How to deal with any visible traces of the past that may be around? Do we have any
buildings, awards, lectures, statues and historiography that require more context in view of
this?

3. Should the university issue an apology?

The Committee consisted of people who represented a variety of disciplines between them (see
Appendix 1). Their investigation was explicitly of an exploratory nature. The members of the
Committee convened four times. Their findings are presented in this report. The Committee
wishes to make a point of emphasising that the university has its work cut out for it. It is
crucial that the university acknowledges its past. The first step towards this is to conduct
research and get a better idea of what happened in the past. The Committee believes that as
long as we don’t have a clear idea of that, it will not be appropriate for the university to issue
an apology. It is up to the Executive Board to decide whether or not an apology for UU’s
involvement in slavery should be issued in the future . This decision will depend on the
information that will be unearthed, and on the context at that particular moment.

The Committee feels that what must be done at present is to acknowledge that the trade in and
exploitation of enslaved persons had consequences which benefited some people while causing
great suffering to others.

It is vital that the matter is studied more in depth, that it is acknowledged, that we try to learn
from it and to ensure that it becomes part of our collective memory. In acknowledging its own
past, the university bears a responsibility to its own academic community and has a broader
societal task. A large number of specific recommendations is made in this report that will help
the university do so. It is essential that the university collaborates with other social partners in
conducting the study and in disseminating any information found.



CHAPTER 1

Towards a research agenda for Utrecht
University

Several researchers have recently investigated the role played by certain larger Dutch cities in
the trade in and exploitation of enslaved people. The Dutch economy was partly built on the
exploitation of the Netherlands’ colonies and played a part in the systematic slavery that was
introduced. Cities in the Netherlands played a part in this process in several ways. The cities’
institutions, businesses, civil society organisations and citizens were all involved. They might
have been involved because they had invested in these colonies, had been left an inheritance or
received ‘compensation’ after slavery had been abolished in Suriname and the Caribbean
Netherlands, or because they profited in some other way.

The legacy of slavery can also been seen in other ways, for instance, in colonial and post-
colonial migration to the Netherlands and in the influence of ideas about slavery, race and
colonialism on people, governmental and religious institutions and science. This being the
case, several of these organisations have initiated studies of their own slavery past.

The book entitled Slavernij en de stad Utrecht (Slavery and the city of Utrecht) (whose editors
included two members of the Committee) was published due to a motion carried by Utrecht’s
Municipal Council to investigate ‘the exact role played by the city of Utrecht in the
Netherlands’ history of slavery’. The authors note that slavery and the slave trade were not
limited to the Atlantic area but every bit as common in the lands bordering the Indian Ocean,
as well as in South East Asia. The Netherlands had colonial interests in the Americas, Africa
and Asia. Utrecht too, they show, has traces of these global interests. Moreover, slavery and
slavery-based exploitation of the colonies did not cease to have an impact after the formal
abolition of slavery in the Netherlands’ colonial territories: 1860 in the Dutch Indies; 1863
(1873) in Suriname and the Netherlands Antilles.

A central question the Committee was asked to address was how Utrecht University was
involved in this part of history. How much is already known, and how much remains to be
discovered? No systematic research has been done on the ties between the university and
slavery-based exploitation of the colonies. The university was only tangentially touched upon
in the Slavery and the City of Utrecht study and publication project, the duration of the project
was simply to limited. However, the study did result in a few findings pertaining to the
university, such as Utrecht University academics that were personally involved in slavery and
the fact that the university currently owns buildings that were partly funded by slavery-
related profits. Partly on the basis of these findings, the Committee drew up a programme that
may help the university to identify all fields in which slavery and forced labour played a role.
The overview clearly demonstrates the disequilibrium of our knowledge in this field .

1.1 BUILDINGS

The majority of the university’s buildings in the city centre were constructed, decorated and
put to use thanks to profits from the slave trade, the exploitation of the Netherlands’ colonies
or investments in colonial enterprises. The research project Slavery and the City of Utrecht has
delivered most of the information in this regard. The research mostly looked into persons,
rather than specific buildings owned by the university. However, it is clear that the sites of the
current inner city campus — the most expensive and most beautiful parts of the city — were
very popular with the colonial elite. More research could be conducted on the circumstances in
which these buildings were constructed and on who its owners were. More particularly, the
iconography of the buildings, about which not much is known at present, deserves academics’
attention.

A provisional list of buildings to be investigated can be found in Appendix 2.



1.2 PERSONAL INVOLVEMENT
Some professors affiliated with Utrecht University made a personal profit from (investments
in) slavery-based exploitation, or were otherwise involved in debates or in the discourse on
slavery. One professor who was involved, for example, was Christiaan Hendrik Trotz, a
professor of law who was one of the owners of the Georgia plantation in Essequibo, in
present-day Guyana. Other examples include the theologist Jacob Albert Vos, who held shares
in the Amphioen Society (and lived in Janskerkhof 15) and the theologist Albert Voget, who
owned 3,000 guilders’ worth of shares in the Dutch East India Company.

A systematic study should be conducted on the involvement of individual professors affiliated
with Utrecht University. A study of the period leading up to 1815 should focus on professors,
whereas a study of the period after 1815 should focus on the university’s professors and
curators. The Catalogus Professorum should help researchers identify them (see Appendix 2). A
considerable amount of literature discussing these persons is available. Additional research
could be done based on personal archives and notaries’ archives.

1.3 INSTITUTIONAL FINANCIAL TIES

Did the university itself have direct ties to systematic slavery, or did it profit from it in a more
indirect manner? It is important to note that, until 1815, Utrecht University belonged to and
was funded by the city. So if the city profited from slavery, the university indirectly profited
from it, as well. As for the university directly profiting from slavery, it was largely funded by
the proceeds of former possessions of Catholic institutions (which were confiscated after 1580)
such as brotherhoods and the like. Until 1674, the university was funded directly from these
sources; afterwards it was funded by the city. The Committee feels that research specifically
focusing on the city’s financial structure in relation to the university’s finances should be
conducted. Sources can be found in the Acta et Decreta Senatus (see Appendix 3) and in the
city’s archive. A small share of the funding received by the university came from the ‘States of
Utrecht’ (provincial council), but that share, too, can be traced back to revenue from sources
owned by former monasteries. The university became a government-funded university in 1815
and has completely depended on financing granted by the government ever since.

At present it is unclear whether Utrecht University profited from revenues obtained from
slavery, and if so, how. A small study of the university’s financial foundations might provide
more clarity on this matter. As with the city of Utrecht, the lack of direct formal involvement
(i-e. funding derived directly from a colonial investment) does not mean that the university is
not partly responsible, since it did profit from colonial possessions and exploitation of the
colonies in other ways (professors’ personal interests and usefulness to academia).

1.4 COLLECTIONS
The university’s collections may contain objects that are related to the country’s colonial
history. The University Library is analysing its own collection to identify ties to the colonial
past, and conversations with the University Museum have taken place. Most objects in the
collections date from the period after the abolition of slavery, but there are many connections
to colonial possessions. The collections held by the individual faculties have not yet been
analysed for this aspect; this could still systematically be done. A prominent example of a
‘collection’ is the ‘hortus medicus’ or ‘hortus botanicus’ (Oude Hortus) in Lange Nieuwstraat.
This botanical garden was established at Sonnenborgh in 1639 and moved to its current
location in 1723. Among other things, the garden had greenhouses (orangeries ) where tropical
plants from overseas possessions were kept.

1.5 OTHER REFERENCES TO TIES TO SLAVERY

The university may wish to consider referring to slavery on statues, busts, plaques, and
awards, and add explanations regarding the names of its rooms and endowed chairs. The most
obvious candidates are the Belle van Zuylen Room and the Belle van Zuylen Chair. What kind of
background do these legacies have, and how might they be related to slavery? With regard to
Belle van Zuylen, the section contributed by Caroline Drieénhuizen and Marjet Douze to the
Slavery and the City of Utrecht book shows that a considerable share of her fortune came from
investments in the exploitation of colonial territories. A study designed to gain a better
understanding of her history would be desirable because it would help answer the question as



to how UU should deal with this heritage — for instance, with a view to the programming in
Chapter 2.

1.6 THE HISTORY OF SCIENCE

Research could be focused on notions of slavery as held by the academic community. Both
opinions expressed in academic works and the curriculum and statements made in non-
academic contexts (if and insofar these can be distinguished from each other ) by individual
professors. Slavery and the City of Utrecht outlines several examples.

The academic development of many disciplines benefited from, or is closely tied up with,
Dutch or European colonial expansion, and thus with the exploitation of slaves or other types
of forced labour. In the Slavery and the City of Utrecht collection, Janneke Stegemans provides an
example of the way in which Utrecht University-affiliated theologists — even those who were
critical of slavery, such as Voetius and Van Hoornbeeck — moved in the colonial hierarchy
discourse and legitimised it. Other examples from the university’s early modern period include
medical science and (international) law, both of which are closely tied up with the colonial
relations at the time. In the nineteenth century, with the emergence of new disciplines such as
natural history, ethnography, geology, etc. , these ties grew even stronger.

First and foremost, the question to be answered is whether the university had any formal and
material ties to the colonial system for scientific reasons — for instance, whether it acquired
any academic material that was produced through colonial labour and whether it owned or
managed any plantations, weather stations, laboratories, etc. This also includes the university
authorising and helping to maintain a complete Faculty of Indology where civil servants were
prepared for their work in the colonies. Secondly, it concerns the actual scientific research that
was conducted in the colonies, which ranged from data collection (plant specimens, weather
stations, seismic activity) to anthropobiology, ethnology, history, missiology, etc. Needless to
say, the first type of research is not free from value judgements, either, but there is a
difference. The third matter to be looked into concerns the curriculum: how did the colonial
system affect the university’s curriculum?

In addition, throughout its history, the university had several academics and students who
conducted research on colonial and post-colonial societies and labour exploitation. One
example of this is the slavery and Maroon study conducted by Prof. Bonno Thoden van Velzen
(1971-1991), who founded the Centre for Surinamese and Caribbean Studies, and Wim
Hoogbergen (a cultural anthropologist who specialised in the history of the Surinamese
Maroons), historians who examined different aspects of the history of colonialism and slavery,
and academics conducting studies on human rights. Those who are presently conducting
research and will do so in the future could benefit from studying their work.

The links between big-city research and colonial exploitation and possessions deserve more
research. Plans to conduct that research are being drawn up and have been explored with the
University Museum and the Faculty of Medicine.

1.7 THE BLACK PRESENCE AT UTRECHT UNIVERSITY

Paying special attention to people of colour at a white university, be they members of staff,
students, guest lecturers or recipients of honorary doctorate degrees, may help raise
awareness of dominant and missing points of view. The Slavery and the City of Utrecht book
provides a few examples of this (Quint Ondaatje, the Nieuw Perspectief study group). What
students of colour from the former Dutch colonies attended Utrecht University and/or were
awarded doctorates by UU during the colonial era and the era of slavery (roughly 1700-1863)?
To what extent was UU an ‘open’ university where these students were allowed to get a degree
(there are sources available)? How were students of colour later confronted with questions
about slavery and colonialism, or with the legacy of slavery and colonialism?

CONCLUSION

In many respects, the foregoing summary is merely indicative (an overview of relevant sources
and literature that was consulted can be found in Appendix 2). As far as the university is
concerned, we now know quite a bit about certain aspects, but our knowledge is fractured and



incoherent. The university may wish to initiate and facilitate further research. Several
departments and faculties currently have staff members digging up the colonial sources of our
science and analysing their impact. These efforts could be pooled . Others may be encouraged
to research the colonial history of their discipline and draw attention to it. Since it is clear that
there are definite ties between the university and colonialism, the university may wish to
appoint a PhD student or postdoc who will demonstrate these ties and explain how various
things are interconnected. Furthermore, the university may wish to offer students grants to
conduct research on these problems, which may result in publications, protest actions and
seminars.



CHAPTER 2

Dealing with the past

In addition to identifying and categorising the historical ties, the Committee looked into the
ways in which a light can be shed on the history of slavery-related connections. This should
not be a mere assessment of things that happened in the past that will then languish in a
policy archive or library. It is crucial that this side of our past (some aspects of which are
visible, while others are invisible) be given a place in the academic community at large and
that we encourage people to actively interact with and reflect on that past.

BRITISH EXAMPLES
Oxford University has expressed very well why this is important:
‘The only way to heal the wounds of the past is to face them in their entirety.’

Since British universities have more experience of dealing with the slavery and colonialism in
their past than Dutch universities, it may be helpful to look at how they deal with it. Several
British universities have investigated the extent to which they profited from the trans-Atlantic
slave trade and whether their academics promoted or taught race-based thinking during the
colonial era. In addition, several studies have been initiated that focus on the aftermath of
slavery and colonialism — how the descendants of the victims fared in the various colonies.
Furthermore, studies and research groups have been established that look into the lessons that
can be learned, e.g. so as to be able to combat modern slavery and human trafficking. Please
find below a few examples of projects that were initiated:

- The establishment of working groups that research and discuss the historical legacy of
colonialism in an open, scientific and creative manner (e.g. Oxford University).
Courses taught in Master’s degree programmes, post-academic courses and summer
schools. For instance, Glasgow University offers a Master’s degree in Slavery, Forced
Migration and Restorative Justice. The university also teaches postdoctoral courses
(including a summer school course) in association with Radboud University.

University websites contain a statement on modern slavery (e.g. the Universities of
Bristol and East London).

- More explicit mention of the university’s ties to slavery by means of plaques on
buildings, statues, etc. (e.g. the Universities of Bristol and Liverpool).

The assignation of researchers focusing on slavery to designated institutes (the Centre
for Black Humanities; Universities of Bristol and Liverpool).

-+ The establishment of a ‘slavery research hub’ that brings together several researchers
who focus on slavery and unfreedom in various historical contexts and eras (e.g.
University of Sheffield).

Encouraging students to write Bachelor’s, Master’s and PhD dissertations on different
types of slavery as practised in the past and in the present (modern slavery and human
trafficking), regardless of the type of degree programme (e.g. King’s College London).
Devoting a themed week to racism awareness. British universities seek to raise people’s
awareness of racism in the world, in the country and on university campuses by means
of discussions and lectures (e.g. University of Exeter, and Radboud University along
with it).

It may be useful for us to see if there are lessons to be learned from these foreign universities.
This Committee has identified certain fields in which Utrecht University may wish to reflect on
the past.

2.1 SELF-REFLECTION AND INTERDISCIPLINARY RESEARCH

Research on the impact of this aspect of our past need not be limited to events that took place
centuries or decades ago. Another thing we may wish to study is the way in which research on
this aspect of our past has previously been conducted, and the way in which it used to be
taught and is currently being taught. UU academics have already done a fair bit of work in



terms of research on our colonial history (as related to slavery), but we could do a better of job
of making this research easier to access.

Examining our own institution may allow us to reflect on how the past relates to UU in its
current incarnation. Where did we come from? How did science and the university profit from
the colonial exploitation of forced labour? How does UU convey the values of its community?
How does UU relate to present-day racism? How does our curriculum contain traces of
colonialism and worldviews and scientific opinions derived from colonialism? How inclusive is
our university in actual practice? These questions must be discussed, not just at the
university-wide level, but at the faculty and departmental level. It is essential that this self-
reflection be tied to clearly defined actions, and that, rather than being merely an
administrative exercise, it be an initiative that is supported by many and carried out jointly.

As far as multidisciplinary research is concerned, it is vital that research on the continuing
impact of our slavery past be promoted. The subject is often discussed, but when it comes
down to it, too little research with a focus on the psychological, legal and anthropological
dimensions of the past (in addition to the historical dimensions) has been conducted on it. We
may wish to call on the Strategic Themes to promote such research.

Making funds available and facilitating research structures might be helpful in this regard. The
various departments and faculties could also set up work placement projects so as to garner
more support. (It would make sense to partner up with the Department of History and Art
History, Medical Humanities and the Descartes Centre.) Other ideas include granting a prize to
the author of the best thesis on the subject, creating positions for PhD students or establishing
special chairs for professors or visiting professors. In addition, UU may play a vital role in
promoting trust and reconciliation by conducting research on how the Dutch government is
dealing with its colonial past (and its visible traces), and how this relates to experiences gained
in other countries. Such research might result in UU issuing recommendations to government
agencies. The following questions need answering: How are government agencies, institutions
and people in the Netherlands dealing with the slavery and colonialism aspects of their past,
and how did they use to do so? How can we arrive at a useful, meaningful and inclusive way to
deal with the past — a past that still continues to affect many Dutch people, but which also
tends to lead to discussions?

In order to learn more about this, researchers may wish to conduct projects focused on lessons
to be learned from countries such as (1) South Africa, where truth and reconciliation
commissions played an important part in dealing with the dark past, and (2) South American
countries such as Peru (Shining Path) and Colombia (FARC), where peace and reconciliation
treaties have resulted in understanding and reconciliation.

2.2 COMMEMORATION
The university may wish to publicly answer for the slavery in its past and its own involvement
in it. It could do so by convening a large event where members of staff and people from outside
Utrecht University reflect on the ties between the university and slavery. The event should
have an ‘open’ character, in which the emphasis is on reflection rather than gaining some
form of closure. In this way, we could make it an annually recurring event, and it may
encourage the university to be open with the society around it.

We may wish to consider doing so (perhaps on top of other things) by contributing to the
commemoration of Keti Koti on 1 July. The Faculty Club already organises activities related to
this on 7 July. This year, HKU’s theatre department at Janskerkhof will revise its curriculum to
accommodate Keti Koti for the first time. We may also wish to consider a week of activities in
the run-up to Keti Koti, in association with the individual faculties, Studium Generale and the
University Museum. For instance, we could modify class timetables in such a way that students
would be able to attend a lecture on slavery and/or take part in a Traces of Slavery walk in
Utrecht, so as to raise their awareness of the history of slavery in which we share. UU may also
wish to develop other commemorative activities during Keti Koti week, e.g. in association with
Utrecht-based foundations that are already actively involved in Keti Koti activities, such as



Stichting Comité 30 juni / 1 juli (Keti Koti Utrecht) and/or Tori Oso Utrecht. For instance, we
may present lectures, films, a series of podcasts, or alternatively, a YouTube video or
newsletter like the ones currently being produced by UU or the Executive Board for staff and
students for other commemorations. In this way, we will also be able to promote the Comité 30
juni/1 juli’s celebrations/commemorative service to the UU community.

This year, the Comité 30 juni/1 juli, in association with the municipal government, hopes to
organise several Keti Koti-related activities in Utrecht in the month of June. Various
organisations in Utrecht are looking into opportunities to modify their own programmes
accordingly. UU may wish to present a lecture in this month dedicated to Keti Koti.

2.3 MARKING HISTORICAL PLACES
We may wish to consider visibly marking those places within the university that have strong
ties to the slavery in our past. The Committee would like to point out that such marking may
result in resistance (‘marking fatigue’). This is a risk we should be aware of. However, a
careful approach that is mostly geared towards reflection and dialogue would promote a proper
public debate about the legacy of our past.

We recommend checking whether the departments and faculties involved feel like taking the
initiative themselves. It is vital in this regard that the past not be erased, but rather be placed
in the right context. Installing commemorative plaques (and possibly linking these to a
recurring commemorative service) will allow us to create a living culture of remembrance.

We may wish to present the residents of Drift 13 (which houses the Faculty of Humanities) as
role models. Theologists and philosophers are reflecting on the history of the building from
which they work. They are curious about its past, acknowledge it and are actively using it in
activities. For instance, they do so by presenting a colloquium to their colleagues, by taking
students on walks in the city, by teaching guest lectures and by reflecting on joint research
projects and modifications to the building itself.

Alternatively, we may wish to use artistic forms of marking, e.g. by installing a video
installation used in the theatre monologue about Drift 27 in the inner-city branch of the
University Library. Other candidates for an intervention in the form of a textual, visual or
artistic marking would include the Botanical Gardens and the University Library.

Finally, history may be marked by raising people’s awareness of certain people. We may wish
to look into whether a plaque should be devoted in the University Hall to the 18th-century UU
alumnus Pieter Philips Jurriaan Quint Ondaatje. Several strands of history meet in this
character, whose father was of Tamil descent, ranging from patriots to students of colour who
were mocked for their racial characteristics in satirical poems. Another person who might
qualify for a plaque is Belle van Zuylen, also known as Isabelle de Charriere. We know that she
profited from the income her family received from the colonial trade. We may wish to tell her
story so as to shine a light on all aspects of that particular part of history, in a realistic
manner, without resorting to cancel culture or adoration. Prof bell hooks, an authority on
racism and intersectionality who recently passed away, held the Belle van Zuylen Chair in
1993. We may wish to consider raising awareness of her ideas in light of the commemoration
of slavery and the Belle van Zuylen Chair.

2.4 THE CURRICULUM AND THE DISSEMINATION OF KNOWLEDGE
The Committee feels that it is important that we do more than just conduct research and
reflect on our past. After all, universities have two other core duties: teaching and the creation
of added value (in this case: public engagement), and slavery and colonialism could be
incorporated into both at UU.

Curricular and semi-curricular activities

It is vital that universities pay attention to the nature and impact of slavery and the slave trade
in their degree programmes, so that students can learn how they relate to world history at
large, whose repercussions can still be felt today. This is beneficial to all students.



One option is to include UU’s past and reflection on that past in a core curriculum that is
currently being developed. Lessons on the subject of slavery may help keep students open-
minded. Alternatively, we may wish to focus on a less extensive (but still university-wide)
option, i.e. a series of travelling lectures, discussions and theatre performances. Or we may
adapt the Slavery and the City of Utrecht publication into an academic module that can be
offered university-wide (or faculty-wide).

Naturally, certain faculties and departments could be encouraged to incorporate these
discussions into their own curricula.

For all these activities to be undertaken within UU, we recommend collaborating with parts of
the organisation such as the Faculty Club, Studium Generale, the EDI (Equality, Diversity,
Inclusion) office, student societies and the new UU student networking platform, African
Caribbean Heritage Network.

Public engagement

One of UU’s more explicit ambitions is to share knowledge with the general audience, rather
than just with its own students and staff. This ambition is in line with several initiatives
previously undertaken. In 2013, UU hosted an international conference called The Colonial
Legacy, whose speakers included Francoise Verges, Achille Mbembe, Paul Gilroy, Michael
Rothberg and Wayne Modest. Slavery-related activities have been on the agenda several times.
For instance, in the spring of 2022, Studium Generale Utrecht will present a three-part series.
The 2021 Betweter Festival included an interview with Nancy Jouwe, which is now available as
a podcast.

UU lecturers may wish to develop and teach lectures on themes related to our slavery past.
Alternatively, we may wish to consider designing a series of podcasts that may be of interest to
academic staff, support staff, students and people outside UU.

This does not necessarily have to be done by lecturers. The Sirius Study Society (which is
affiliated with the Utrecht Law College) took part in the National Impact Days, an initiative
undertaken by the Netherlands’ four largest cities to expedite our efforts to create a fair and
sustainable future. Their focus was on inclusivity and acceptance, with a special focus on the
slavery in our past.

Outreach

It is crucial that reciprocity be part of all our teaching and public engagement activities. We
should always strive for a dialogue, for learning from each other. It would be a good idea to
seek collaboration with external parties in Utrecht society when we first start scheduling
activities. For instance, guides currently take people on weekly walks that take in slavery-
related locations in the city of Utrecht. These guides also offer informative walks specifically
focusing on the university’s buildings upon request. The more general walk has already been
included in several courses, but might be offered to more students and could possibly be
included in the programme for special events (Alumni Day, Teachers’ Day, International
Women’s Day). The same is true for the walk focusing specifically on the university’s
buildings. See: https://sporenvanslavernijutrecht.nl/stadswandeling/algemene-voorwaarden/

In addition, the university may wish to collaborate with organisations such as the Comité 30
juni/1 juli, Kosmopolis Utrecht, Stichting Tori Oso Utrecht, the Savannah Bay bookshop, Artikel
1, Midden Nederland, Africa in Motion and Stichting ASHA.


https://sporenvanslavernijutrecht.nl/stadswandeling/algemene-voorwaarden/

CHAPTER 3

Giving account

In recent years, many discussions have focused on the question as to whether organisations
should apologise for their part in the country’s slavery past. This movement is part of an
awareness movement that is becoming prominent in more and more countries. It is a difficult
process that regularly results in fierce debates, as with the first UN World Conference against
Racism in the South African city of Durban in 2001.

In North America, several universities have issued formal apologies for being involved in
slavery in the past, with the University of Alabama being the first to do so in 2004. Churches
have done the same in several countries. In recent years, this discussion has become
prominent in the Netherlands, as well. The municipal governments of Amsterdam and
Rotterdam have formally apologised, and the question has arisen as to whether the Dutch
government should do the same on behalf of the Netherlands, as the United States Congress
did on behalf of the USA in 2008. The Utrecht municipal government has been discussing this
question, too, which raises the question as to how Utrecht University should act in this regard.

It is up to each organisation itself to decide whether issuing an apology would be an
appropriate gesture. If an organisation chooses to issue an apology, the way for it to maintain
its credibility is to ensure that the apology is accompanied by other clearly defined steps. The
last thing you want is to give off the impression that you are only apologising because you’re
done with the past or wish to wash your hands of it. Apologies should be part of a broader
process designed to build trust and mutual respect.

3.1 AT PRESENT, AN APOLOGY IS NOT THE BEST POSSIBLE METHOD
The Committee feels that it is not appropriate for Utrecht University at present to issue an
apology for the slavery in its past. There is not sufficient reason to do so at present, since not
enough research has been conducted as yet. Nearly all organisations that have issued an
apology so far did so after conducting extensive historical research. It is premature for us to
apologise while we lack exact knowledge of our slavery past and the university’s role in it.

Whether UU should apologise in future depends on the information that will be unearthed and
on how our society continues to develop. The members of the Committee have explored
different perspectives on the issuance of an apology, with some members pointing out that
even the communities involved have differing ideas on whether or not an apology is desirable.
On the one hand, it is good to pay attention to the positive effect an apology may have within
the larger context of ‘giving account of the past’. It may serve as an acknowledgement of
suffering and a demonstration of humility, which may be useful in a process designed to help
people reconcile with the past. Issuing an apology may be a valuable thing to do if it serves as a
collective acknowledgement that the injustice that was meted out does not merely belong to
the past, but has had an impact across many generations. Some people have found this
valuable. Moreover, a formal apology may raise awareness of this part of our history. On the
other hand, there are certain pitfalls involved in the issuance of an apology, if the act of
apologising does not do justice to the complexity of people and historical phenomena. It is
vital that we cherish a critical overall view of history, without resorting to moral dualism, in
which strands of history are all measured by the same yardstick. What should be prevented at
all costs is a situation whereby issuing a formal apology paves the way for what Ed Jonker calls
an instrumental politics of atonement, a ‘politics of regret’, which amounts to little more than
an easy remedy allowing governments and organisations to get out of a moral quagmire.

The conclusion drawn by the Committee is that, at present, issuing an apology is not the most
appropriate way for the university to deal with this part of the past. The Committee believes it
is more effective and more necessary that the university acknowledge that slavery-based

colonialism has had consequences which benefited some people while causing great suffering



to others. Furthermore, it is vital that careful research be conducted on the role played in all
this by the university, that this part of our past be fully acknowledged, that we seek to learn
from it, and that we ensure that it becomes part of our collective memory.

3.2IT IS ESSENTIAL THAT WE ACKNOWLEDGE THE PAST
As Anton de Kom wrote, a people that is burdened with a hereditary inferiority complex cannot
realise its full potential. De Kom was referring to those who feel connected to that past because
their ancestors lived in slavery.

It is important that society and its institutions (such as the university) that were born (directly
or indirectly) from a colonial system and slavery, or once profited from it, acknowledge this
particular aspect of their past.

By giving account, we recognise that this part of history exists, must be seen and heard, and
either has or must be given a place in our collective history and memory. Acknowledging the
past takes courage. It shows that there is a shared history that had some ugly sides to it:
violence, suppression, exploitation. When these are erased or ignored, that is what causes
pain, a sense of inferiority and trauma.

Acknowledgement of the past is an oft-discussed theme in memory studies. The convenors of
a 2021 conference entitled Memory Studies emphasised that ‘Memory, in its pluralities, can
challenge historical master narratives of history and is one way in which society can demand
accountability in the present and for the future.’ It is not only universities that should account
for the past. An open and democratic society is accountable for its past. The dangers inherent
in not acknowledging one’s past can currently be seen in autocratic states. It is precisely a
willingness to acknowledge the past and gain an understanding of history that helps people
heal their wounds. This only works in the form of a rational debate in which facts are
distinguished from opinions and stories are given nuances. This is the strength of historians’
work, in which our colonial and slavery past is given nuance and its complexity is
acknowledged. Accounting for the past means not tarring everything with the same brush, but
rather encouraging people to reflect on our past. The university, being firmly embedded in
society, can play an important part in this process.

3.3 ACCOUNTABILITY IN ACTUAL PRACTICE
In practical terms, universities can acknowledge the past at two levels.

The first level is the university itself, by conducting research as outlined in Chapter 1, and by
engendering a debate about it within the university, raising awareness and teaching on the
subject (as outlined in Chapter 2). The university’s goal is to create and promote an open, safe,
equal and self-assured organisation that trains its students to become critical citizens and
scientists. In such an environment, staff and students are able to freely reflect on the
foundations, backgrounds and purposes of their academic work. It is universities’ task to
create (in association with its staff and students) processes that will result in awareness,
freedom of thought, reconciliation and openness. Acknowledging slavery, its legacy and its
impact on academia fits in beautifully with this endeavour.

In addition, universities contribute to society. In this capacity, they can support the city and
society at large, by conducting research on racism and our colonial past in general (e.g. those
historians who contributed to the study conducted at the behest of the Utrecht municipal
government), and by examining in a multidisciplinary fashion how reconciliation processes
are carried out. Research reports that can be accessed by the public (in the form of lectures,
podcasts, etc.) may help raise awareness.

As explained in Chapter 2, the Committee explicitly recommends seeking collaboration with
partner organisations in the city and society at large whose activities are related to this theme.
Alternatively, the university may wish to consider collaborating with other education
institutions, e.g. primary and secondary schools.



Of course, our accountability would also show very clearly if UU were to install plaques in
public spaces or help create a culture of remembrance.

TOWARDS THE FUTURE

Giving account of our past allows us to learn lessons from it. This will help us combat modern
forms of slavery and human trafficking and raise more awareness of the racism encountered in
the world, in the Netherlands, in Utrecht and on our campus. Acknowledging the past could
eventually allow a process of reconciliation to emerge, which will help foster trust and mutual
respect. This will create room for a shared past, for different perspectives and for a joint future
to develop.



APPENDIX 1

Composition of the Committee

The ‘UU and Slavery’ Committee consisted of the following members: *
- James Kennedy, chair (historian and distinguished professor of Utrecht University;

former chairman of the Review of the Dutch Canon Committee).
Nancy Jouwe (coordinating editor of the ‘Slavery and the City of Utrecht’ study report;
author specialising in racism and intersectionality, among other things).
Natalja Macnack (former UU employee; member of the board of Tori Oso Utrecht, and
guide for the Traces of Slavery guided walk in Utrecht).
Wessel van Wijngaarden (Language and Culture student; wrote a thesis on Caribbean
migrants and our slavery past).
Leen Dorsman (professor of history of universities and head of the History and History
of Art department).
Ellen Neslo (project manager at UU’s University Corporate Offices; awarded a doctorate
for a PhD dissertation entitled ‘Een ongekende elite. De opkomst van een gekleurde
elite in koloniaal Suriname 1800-1863’).
Remco Raben (associate professor at UU’s History of International Relations
department; professor holding an endowed chair in the history of colonial and post-
colonial literature and culture at the University of Amsterdam; co-editor of Slavery and
the City of Utrecht).



APPENDIX 2

University-owned buildings whose
history could be further explored .

Drift 4/6/8: came into the possession of the former colonial ruler of Cirebon (Java) in
1751. He lived there until his death in 1779;

Drift 21: owned by Hendrik Swellengrebel Jr, born on the Cape of Good Hope. He was
the son of Governor Hendrik Swellengrebel, who owned a great deal of land on the
Cape;

Drift 23: purchased in 1764 by Carel Gustaaf Falck, former colonial ruler of Japara (and
brother to the Governor of Ceylon, Iman Willem Falck);

Drift 27 (inner-city branch of the University Library): became the property of Joan
Gideon Loten, former Governor of Makassar (the main port used in the slave trade in
the Indonesian archipelago) and Ceylon, in 1781. He was joined by an Asian lady named
Siti, who had been given to him by the prince of Bone (southern Sulawesi);

Drift 29: also owned by Hendrik Swellengrebel Jr;

Janskerkhof 3: served as the seat of the States of Utrecht (provincial council), which
promoted the foundation of the Provincial Utrecht Company and appointed directors to
the Dutch West India Company’s Maas en lande chamber and the Dutch East India
Company’s Amsterdam chamber;

Janskerkhof 13: became the property of Jan van Voorst, the Director of Elmina (in
present-day Ghana), the main Dutch slave-trading post in western Africa, in 1765. Van
Voorst was responsible for the deportation of enslaved persons to America and ran his
own independent trade (in 1764 he sold 275 slaves);

Janskerkhof 15A: sold in 1787 to Laurens Jan Nepveu, born in Paramaribo, the son of
the Governor-General of Suriname, who owned seven plantations. Laurens Jan
inherited 600,000 guilders and two plantations: Ma Retraite and La Singularité (which
came with 250 slaves);

Boothstraat 6: hired by Nicolaas Beets, best known for being the author of ‘Camera
Obscura’, but also a clergyman and professor of church history, and active in the
abolitionist movement.

Kromme Nieuwe Gracht 80: an important location during the diplomatic negotiations
for the Peace of Utrecht. One of the things discussed here was who was to gain the
Asiento de Negros (the lucrative monopoly on slaves to be sold to the Spanish Crown).

This list may be able to be expanded. Most of these buildings were owned by people who got
rich due to their prominent positions in the colonies, which allowed them to live in these
buildings and decorate them. These buildings play an important part in Utrecht’s academic
community, both individually and collectively.

The following website may help: https://www.huizenaanhetjanskerkhof.nl.

Several buildings have yet to be investigated. We may wish to aim to get a proper historical
overview of all the relevant buildings.


https://www.huizenaanhetjanskerkhof.nl/

APPENDIX 3

Relevant sources and literature

GW Kernkamp (ed.), Acta et Decreta Senatus/ Vroedschapsresolutién 3 vols. (Utrecht 1936-1940)
https://www.delpher.nl/nl/boeken/results?coll=boeken& query=%28acta+et+decreta+senatus%29

University archive: Senaat en Rector (HUA) https://hetutrechtsarchief.nl/
onderzoek/resultaten/archieven?mivast=39&mizig=210&miadt=39 &micode=292-
1&milang=nl&mizk_alle=senaat&miview=inv2

University archive: College van Curatoren (HUA) https://hetutrechtsarchief.nl/
onderzoek/resultaten/archieven?mivast=39&mizig=210&miadt=39&micode=59
&milang=nl&mizk_alle=curatoren&miview=inv2

University archive: Faculty archives, Veterinary Medicine (HUA)

Digitaal Repertorium Utrechtse Bijzondere Collecties https://repertorium.library.uu.nl/collecties/
Collections held by the Utrecht University Museum (UMU)

Ministry of the Interior and (later) Ministry of Education and Science and semi-governmental
organisations such as the Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences (KNAW) and its
predecessors: National Archive, Provincial Archives (particularly Haarlem)

Company archives (Billiton, Koninklijke Shell, etc.)

Literature, reference works:

N. Jouwe, M. Kuipers en R. Raben (eds.), Slavernij en de stad Utrecht (Zutphen, Walburg Pers,
2021).

Bibliografie voor de Geschiedenis van de Universiteit Utrecht (BiGUU), approx. 14,000 titles,
https://bibe.library.uu.nl/zoek/buu/

Catalogus Professorum Academiae Rheno-Traiectinae. Professoren van de Utrechtse
Universiteit sinds 1636, https://profs.library.uu.nl/

Album Promotorum Universiteit Utrecht (from 1636 to approx. 2000): list of all people who
have been awarded doctorates by Utrecht University (available online, but only accessible
through UBU upon request for technical reasons)

Ed Jonker, ‘Over historische excuses, morele genoegdoening en verzoening’, BMGN - Low
Countries Historical Review, Volume 129-4 (2014), 65-79).


https://repertorium.library.uu.nl/collecties/
https://bibe.library.uu.nl/zoek/buu/
https://profs.library.uu.nl/

