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Workshop ‘Academic research in a decolonizing world: towards new ways of thinking and acting 

critically?’ KITLV/leiden University, leiden 8-9 October 2018 

Panel A: Postcolonial and decolonial thought in dialogue  

Susan Legêne, An archipelago of critical thought and radical action  

program text: This contribution will try to explore ‘the waters’ that connect and divide our dialogues 

and practices. It starts from a number of recent scholarly ‘local’ encounters and experiences that 

explicitly or implicitly invoked and contested deep historical developments. Examples are the 

opening of the Asian Library, Angela Davis visiting various grassroots and established institutions in 

Amsterdam, a public debate on Papua’s history and future in Paradiso, an expert workshop on the 

interpretation of specific (Islamic) objects in the Indonesia-collection of the national museum of 

world cultures, the opening of a new metro station at Amsterdam Central or the Museum of 

European History in Brussels, to just name a few. How do we conceptualize our anchor points for 

dialogue in the archipelago of critical thought and radical action? 

text – presented at the workshop – work in progress - not a final article. For reactions: 

s.legene@vu.nl  

Thanks for the invitation. ‘Postcolonial and decolonial thought in dialogue’ is the theme of our panel.  

In my twenty minutes I would like to try and do some suggestions concerning my central question on 

this notion of dialogue, which has been announced for this panel as a dialogue between approaches, 

theories, practices, summarized as postcolonial and decolonial. That question is: How do we 

conceptualize our anchor points for dialogue in the archipelago of critical thought and radical 

action in which most of us participate? And my follow up question: dialogue amongst whom? By 

way of background illustration to this question I choose my own picture of the art work in the new 

metro station at Amsterdam Central. This work by Jennifer Tee is an oversized representation of a 

traditional Palepai, (Ship Cloth or Scheepjesdoek) from the Lampung province of Sumatra in 

Indonesia. (Tillmann collectie, circa 248 x 62cm, TM-1772-1326) Those textiles, depicting transitional 

moments within a cosmic world view where all creatures have their place, are embroidered on plain 

weave. Jennifer Tee made one, with many references to Amsterdam, replacing stitches by dried tulip 

petals. (The original cannot survive, tulip leaves crumble; what we see is the reproduction on 

Plexiglas.)  I suggest that this multilayered art work at this specific location – as one of the many 

manifestations of imperial entanglements at that place where thousands of people come and go and 

never stay – can be a visual anchor point for dialogue.  

But let me first briefly introduce my position with regards to the central theme of this workshop. I 

approach this as a dedicated historian, aware of the inherently deep, all encompassing impact of 

colonialism and imperialism on our contemporary world, at the level of individuals, local 

communities, national, supranational, global. My perspective as a historian also makes me aware of 

and interested in the histories and contexts of the ‘critical thought and acting’ that is invoked in the 

title of the workshop; of when postcolonialism emerged, how decoloniality entered the debate. It is, 

of course, not for the first time we call for ‘acting and thinking critically’ and it will not be the last 

time either. So where do we come from? And where will we go? 
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As for my own learning process, I would like to start with Edward Said who published Orientalism in 

1978, 40 years ago, now. I did not encounter that book or its author during my studies at the 

University of Amsterdam, which I finished in 1982. My generation critically engaged with Karl Marx of 

course, as we still do in the context of rethinking empire. We discussed Herbert Marcuse and 

Frankfurter Schule, Jean Paul Sartre, Simone de Beauvoir,  Hannah Arendt, followed debates on and 

between scholars like Louis Althusser and Michel Foucault, E.P Thompson, Perry Anderson, or 

Richard Johnson at CCCS, the German Historiker Streit, Carlo Ginzburg, Luce Irigaray, Sheila 

Rowbotham, Judith Butler, Michelle Vovelle; we read history workshop journal, past and present. In 

short: we did a lot of ‘thinking and acting critically’ – you certainly will recognize this – but its 

criticality was also limited.  

Until the early 1990s I did not read or hear about Said, I did not read Stuart Hall, Toni Morisson, 

Dipesh Chakrabarty, Gayatri Spivak, Arjun Appadurai, Amartya Sen, Homi Bhaba, Cedric Robinson. 

Moreover, because of my interest in colonialism, decolonization, independence movements, civil 

rights movements, I was very well aware of Aimé Césaire, Franz Fanon, Walter Rodney, CLR James, 

Anton de Kom, Dobru, WEB Dubois, Richard Wright, Soetan Sjahrir, Pramoedya Ananta Toer, Amilcar 

Cabral, Angela Davis, Govan Mbeki and so many others; but I read them as historical figures and I 

understood their writing, as a rule, through its autobiographical layers. I thus regarded these authors 

as historical actors in national anti-segregationist anti-racist civil rights movements and in an anti-

colonial nationalist struggle; as radicals who worked towards the end of colonialism and independent 

nation state formation that implicated political change; change within Western Europe – in the UK, 

France, Portugal, Belgium, the Netherlands, change in their own countries and at the global stage. 

This was my frame for reading these authors. What I missed, was that these authors as historical 

actors were not just writing about and acting for political change, but were thinking and arguing in a 

line of critical thought and radical action about what it is to be human and what colonialism has 

meant to that; a line of thought concerning dehumanization, thingification, objectification, violence 

of which I was hardly aware and still grapple with, since discussing their works in terms of political 

histories of anti-colonial struggle was and maybe is much more comfortable and safe.  

So Said’s Orientalism when I first read it at the end of the 1980s shook me out of my self-confident 

uncritical critical position. Culture and Imperialism of 1993, in which Said also takes on board some of 

the critique that Orientalism had received, even was a direct inspiration for my own PhD thesis 

research, which started from his well known statement: ‘At the heart of European culture during 

many decades of imperial expansion lay an undeterred and unrelenting Eurocentrism. This 

accumulated experiences, territories, peoples, histories; it studied them, classified them, it verified 

them… This cultural process has to be seen as a vital … counterpoint to the economic and political 

machinery at the material centre of imperialism.’ (in yeats… 294) In my view there was (and still is)  

an urgent need to explore and understand the building blocks of this Eurocentrism, which I now have 

come to consider as more than what Said called ‘frames of reference and attitudes’, or the ‘cultural 

archive’ to which Gloria Wekker also refers – more than that, since the building blocks of 

Eurocentrism not just have a discursive texture but are deeply embedded in current power 

structures, human relations along lines of class, race, gender, and institutional infrastructures. ? 

The very reluctant reception of Said’s work, of subaltern studies and postcolonial approaches in the 

Netherlands, reflects the strengths of Dutch academic traditions established in colonial times, 

including the strict disciplinary divides between history, philosophy, social and political sciences. We 
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are here in Leiden and it is good to remember that from the start, many Dutch academics were upset 

about the orientalism thesis, criticizing Said for one-sidedness and regarding it an offense with 

respect to their dedication to oriental studies which requires deep academic commitment and hard 

work in order to be able to interpret and make accessible the sources and to hand over the 

knowledge of their predecessors to future generations. If we give up on oriental studies, if so to 

speak we cannot recognize and interpret anymore a Lampung Ship Cloth in a Dutch museum 

collection, they argued, then knowledge acquired over centuries will vanish. In this view, the 

tradition and legacies of knowledge and collections dating back to the development of colonial 

structures of knowing was not about ‘othering’, it was fundamental academic research. in my view, 

they used the ‘wrong’ argument to defend what indeed is an important field of study. 

This strong resistance against critical reflection on an academic tradition entangled with colonialism, 

happened in the same years that a book like Philomena Essed’s Alledaag racisme (Every day racism, 

on anti-black racism in Dutch society) was trivialized, Hannah Arendt’s Totalitarianism thesis was 

critically received for its comparison of Nazism and Stalinism as a Cold War paradigm, and Césaire’s 

suggestion that Nazi genocide might be understood as a colonialism hitting home, or Fanon’s 

invoking of violence, inescapable in the context of the decolonization struggles happening in Africa at 

the time, were kind of taboo subjects. We returned to it only over the last decade or so. Rather, 

Dutch historiography turned towards national history, showing a strong impulse to fence off 

established approaches, at times even warn against ‘foreign’ influences.  

An in my view striking example of this seclusion is the argument from 2017 by migration scholar Hans 

Siebers that Gloria Wekker and others wrongly introduce American critical race studies into the 

Netherlands debate. According to Siebers this causes confusion, since in the Dutch academic context 

the notion of racism is contextualized as anti-semitism, whereas we do not discuss anti-black racism 

in terms of race.  I read the argument last year when Artwell Cain and I were working at a policy 

paper commissioned by the Ministry of Social Affairs and Employment on the question ‘what we 

know about racism against people of African descent in the Netherlands’. We concluded that one can 

easily follow, in the hundreds of official and academic publications on integration policies, 

discrimination and racism, how this Dutch population group over time consistently has been 

categorized out of the picture, being moved from ethnic minority to non-western allochthones to 

postcolonial migrants etcetera. It made me aware that we need to rethink the 1950 Unesco 

statement on race, which broadly has been perceived as a rightful expression of the critical thought 

of the time, but also missed the point and may have blocked critical thinking about racism. Contested 

concepts, like race, may be another anchor point for dialogue.  

So far my brief excurse on where we (where I…) come from, working within traditions and dividing 

lines that are rooted in Dutch academic institutions, in archives and libraries, in disciplinary 

structures at universities, in the profiles and programs of museums and in their staff composition. As 

the chair of the members organization KITLV, owner of the impressive archival and book collection 

that developed as an organic part of colonialism, decolonization and post 1945 national 

developments, I really appreciate that our convener, KITLV explicitly relates the topic of this 

workshop to our own institution. Today thinking and acting critically implies that we engage critically 

with, and challenge our own institutions, push disciplinary distinctions, muddle genres, reflect on 

mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion in the academic landscape, are prepared to share, research 

provenance, return sources. Next to visual anchor points like the Tulip Palepai in the metro station, 
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conceptual anchor points like the concept of race, KITLV collections are examples of material anchor 

points that invite for dialogue, with the research institutes and universities as institutional anchor 

points. They can only be so if they actively open up for a dialogue that is open to different 

approaches and aware of genealogies of critical thought outside of our strong Eurocentric tradition. 

In many ways that also requires a new understanding of Eurocentrism, so central to Said’s analysis 

and also discussed by authors like Chakrabarty or Mishra, a Eurocentrism which today readily 

manifests itself as the sum total of national interests, but has at its heart a common history of 

imperialism. The way the House of European History in Brussels addresses this as a nineteenth 

century history, turns that place into another anchor point for dialogue. 

So where will we go from here – Do postcolonial and decolonial thought offer a meeting ground for 

dialogue in public spaces, about concepts, with archives, on exhibition story lines? Let us first 

reconsider postcolonial. We are in the middle of fierce public debates on the Indonesia 1945-1950 

project, in which concepts and notions that for decades were not at stake in Dutch historiography, 

now are being discussed in great detail, with many different voices, invoking many perspectives. 

Think of notions like the right to kill, justice, monopoly on violence, crime against humanity, 

collaboration, guilt, but also: lived experience, intergenerational trauma, or academic freedom, 

archival authority, proof, evidence, truth. The discussion on these fundamental notions needs to be 

broadened beyond the scope of the 45-50 research project and the focus on Indonesian state 

formation. Here is where we, and I do not only mean the researchers in this project, but many of us, 

need to relate our work to the critical thought of the anti-colonial authors to which I referred before, 

adding deeper dimensions to our dialogue on the colonial past and contemporary society.  

I would also suggest that, in terms of the postcolonial and decolonialty, we critically reconsider the 

historiography of the Netherlands after 1945 for its discussion of the end of the Dutch empire. We 

easily take the Round Table conference of 1949 as an endpoint, with some ‘former’ colonial relations 

lingering on. In mainstream Dutch historiography these are more or less approached as colonial 

‘legacies’ instead of as actual manifestations of postwar colonialism. One example is the continued 

narrow framing of Papua’s political history in relation to the Netherlands, Indonesia, Australia and 

the USA which misses the broadening of the perspective as proposed by Viktor Kaisiëpo and an active 

engagement with the Indonesian position in the 1950s. We discussed it some weeks ago at a vibrant 

meeting in Paradiso. Another relates to the often rather empty leaps we make between 1945, 1954, 

1963 and 1975 concerning the decolonization history of Suriname, whereas historians in Suriname 

struggle to develop a national historiography that both provincializes Europe and impacts on our 

understanding of Eurocentrism. And then there is the principal question whether we can regard the 

Netherlands, or France, or the UK, or the USA postcolonial at all, as long as various Caribbean islands 

still are part of these EU countries. Both the history of Papua and of the Caribbean islands show how 

complex the issue of independence is, how limited the options seem to be, when the nation state is 

the dominant frame and federalism or multistate autonomy has met with so many veto’s over the 

past decades of geopolitics. Like European history, Caribbean history cannot be understood as a sum 

total of different colonial pasts defined by different bilateral overseas axes of exchange. 

Another ‘unresolved’ postcolonial history related to broadening critical thought about independence 

and nation-formation addressed both by postcolonial and decolonial approaches, and this is my last 

point, is concerned with our framing and understanding of forced and voluntary migration after the 

second world war. If the frame of the nation state as outcome of anti-colonial struggle is also the lens 
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for understanding migration after 1945, than it becomes self-explanatory. But that explanation is not 

sufficient to understand our current societies. At the level of individual biographies as well as of 

broader histories of in- and exclusion we need to unhinge that national framework and problematize 

the very notion of migration as such…. rethink what the point is  

Let me drop my anchor here. I have invoked postcolonial in these suggestions to move forward as 

both an indication of relationships within specific time frames after colonialism, and as an approach. 

We need critical approaches to unhinge national frameworks, rethink archives, find new sources, 

make present other voices, challenge existing concepts and introduce new ones, de-center European 

perspectives, change the public sphere. That is only possible in a constant dialogue that 

acknowledges power dynamics at stake. 


