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SURVIVOR, AGITATOR.  
ROSEY E. POOL AND THE TRANSATLANTIC CENTURY. 

 

English summary 

Rosey E. Pool (1905-1971) was a Dutch Jewish translator, educator, and a specialist of Black poetry. 

Throughout the twentieth century she found herself multiple times in the ‘eye of the storm’ at pivotal 

moments. Through several ‘contact zones,’ Pool’s life in the ‘Transatlantic Century’ is unfolded 

against the background of the remnants of world history. Each contact zone aims to answer (parts of) 

the main questions: who she was, what her personal motives were, what her influence was on public 

debates, and why she is missing from historiography. Instead of searching for a singular, stable identity 

throughout the sixty-six years of her life, this dissertation looks at the different roles she took on at 

different moments in time by critically examining and deconstructing her public appearances. By 

using theories on intersectionality, gender, performance, memory, trauma, and critical race theory, 

this book tells Rosey Pool’s life story and defines her at the same time. Two distinct characteristics 

are dominant throughout the book: that of a survivor, and that of an agitator. 

Each chapter focuses on transformative travels Pool made that changed her life. Starting 

with Pool’s youth in Amsterdam in the 1910s and 1920s, her beliefs were firmly shaped by bullying 

as well as her activism in the socialist movement. The second chapter focuses on her time in Berlin in 

the 1930s, a city that was a revelation to her sexually and politically, turning her into a fierce anti-

fascist, but marked as Jewish. Chapter three focuses on Camp Westerbork, and the few years that 

changed her life for good as she escaped the Holocaust. It was only in 1945 that she truly turned to 

the African American cause, a decision that was largely stimulated and formed by the context of 

postwar Amsterdam. In chapter five Pool makes her first appearance on Dutch television in 1958, 

turning her and her co-star Gordon Heath into national celebrities. Chapter six takes place in 
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1959/1960 in the Deep South, where Pool talked about one of her former pupils, Anne Frank. The 

next chapter again returns to the South, but now to Tougaloo College in Mississippi, 1963, where 

Pool grew out to be an ‘outside agitator.’ Chapter eight focuses on the smallest contact zone of all: 

Pool’s own home in London, which became a salon of the Black Atlantic. Inspired by the African 

American struggle for equality, Pool in 1966/1967 again returned to the South, this time to 

Huntsville, Alabama, where the remnants of the past were perhaps most clearly visible, except in her 

own writings. The final chapter weaves together two Pan-African festivals in Lagos (1961) and Dakar 

(1966), as well as Pool’s crumbling and fading position by the end of the 1960s. 

This biography aims to go beyond ‘methodological nationalism’ that dominated much of 

twentieth century historical writing. Her life was very much a countercultural story, focusing on the 

‘other’ - or shadow history as you may call it - of her time, and to approach grand historical narratives 

from a different point of view. Rosey Pool is a forgotten figure of the twentieth century, and her life 

opens up the possibility to explore networks of transnational anti-fascist and socialist activism, Jewish 

resistance during the Holocaust, LGBT history, while her postwar life - or, perhaps more appropriate, 

her post-Holocaust life - touches upon some different historical narratives which are often studied in 

isolation, such as the role of whites and Jews in the Civil Rights Movement, the residues of Old Left 

activism in the Cold War, but also the double edged role of trauma in political activism.  
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