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CHAPTER 1

Introduction: Intellectual History
in Imperial Practice

René Koekkoek, Anne-Isabelle Richard and Arthur Weststeijn

Where does the Dutch empire fit in global intellectual history? The last
twenty years have seen a burgeoning international literature on empire.!
However, the Dutch empire, writ large, has not benefitted from a simi-
lar scholarly engagement. What is the role of longstanding ideas circu-
lating both in historiography and public debate, such as that the Dutch
did not ‘do’ empire, just commerce, or that they did not develop (grand)
visions about their empire, in this neglect? This volume is a step to
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integrating perspectives on Dutch empire into a broader global exami-
nation of visions of empire.? It does so, on the one hand, by examining
the trope of Dutch exceptionalism over the long term and from multi-
ple perspectives. On the other hand, it argues that the Dutch case is par-
ticularly suited to connect with (recent) historiography that argues that
not just canonical texts and speech acts but also meaningful practices are
sources for intellectual history.? In order to understand visions of empire,
we need to look beyond systemic thinkers and also examine how var-
ious actors, ‘intermediate thinkers of empire’, articulated their visions in
practice.* Drawing on the concepts of upward and downward herme-
neutics, this entails examining the interactions between ideas and prac-
tice; how ideas formed and were formed by socio-cultural and political
practice.® An intellectual history thus informed by social and cultural his-
tory allows for uncovering visions of Dutch empire expressed by a range
of Dutch and other actors as empire was being ‘done’.® Such a history of
visions of empire sheds new light on (current) historiography and pub-
lic debate, precisely because dominant notions within this historiogra-
phy and debate are rooted in the intellectual history of Dutch imperial
practice.

LooxING IN THE MIRROR: THE DyNAMICS
OF DUTCH IMPERIAL (SELE-)PERCEPTION

The starting point of this volume is to show the possibility and impor-
tance of tracing ideas of Dutch empire across time. While avoiding tel-
eology, connecting visions of empire of the early modern period to the
state-led imperialism and postcoloniality of the nineteenth-twenty-first
centuries allows for analysing the deep roots of dominant tropes in pub-
lic discourse about the Dutch colonial past. A notorious example of these
longstanding ideas in contemporary debate involved the then Prime
Minister of The Netherlands, Jan Peter Balkenende. In June 2006, he
was questioned in the Dutch House of Representatives by opposition
parties about the recent recovery of the Dutch economy. Somewhat agi-
tated, Balkenende replied: ‘I don’t understand why you’re so negative
and unpleasant about it. Let’s be happy together. Let’s be optimistic!
Let’s say: The Netherlands can do it. The VOC mentality, going abroad,
dynamics!” When an indignant murmur rose from the House, the Prime
Minister added a somewhat desperate “...right (zoch)?’
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Balkenende’s reference to the Dutch East India Company (VOC)
generated a storm of protest in the following days and weeks. Under
pressure of public opinion, Balkenende clarified that he did not want
to gloss over the mistakes of the VOC past. He had meant the spirit
of commerce and the courage to cross the oceans, not ‘the dark age
of slavery’. It did not satisfy Dutch-Surinamese action groups who
promptly organized a demonstration and demanded apologies from
the Prime Minister for his words. The activists sought to underline the
interconnectedness of the Dutch role in the history of slavery and a
broader underlying colonial mentality. It was a revealing episode in an
ongoing series of debates on the Dutch imperial past, in which histo-
ries of the VOC merge with discussions about the Indonesian War of
Independence, the Black Pete tradition and everyday racism.” In these
debates there are those who wish to defend and highlight a positive
image of Dutch colonial history and seek to separate the ‘golden days’
from the ‘dark pages’. Others argue that these aspects are necessarily
entwined. Much like in other former imperial powers, the Dutch impe-
rial past has become a site of contestation where conflicting visions of
historical and cultural identity-formation clash.

In order to understand and contribute to these debates, it is impor-
tant to situate the various visions of empire they draw upon. Invocations
of an alleged great commercial imperial past or a Dutch exceptionalism
have a long pedigree (and are not unlike claims about other empires).
Particularly at moments of ‘national” upheaval or reconstitution, the
Dutch empire has been presented as a positive, benign phenomenon, for
example in 1941, when Willem van Helsdingen, a retired high colonial
official, published the book Daar werd wat groots verricht (‘Great things
were achieved there’). While the Netherlands had recently fallen to
German occupation, this book was advertised as providing a compelling
argument for the continuation of Dutch colonial rule overseas: ‘We have
developed the Indies as no other country in the world; we have brought
peace and prosperity’.8

Such visions of a civilizing mission did not go unchallenged. Already
in 1913 for example, Soewardi Soerjaningrat, nationalist and later
Indonesian Minister of Education, published the pamphlet Als ik eens
Nederlander was, ... (‘If I were a Dutchman, ...”) in response to plans to
celebrate the centenary of Dutch independence from Napoleonic France.
In it he stated that ‘If T were a Dutchman, I would never want to cele-
brate this centenary in a country that is occupied by us. First give them
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their freedom, then commemorate ours’.? Soerjaningrat thus exposed the
double standard that many visions of empire entail(ed). For this exposure
he was ridiculed and banned from his home country.!?

About a century earlier, when the Netherlands had just regained
the independence they hoped to commemorate in 1913, an illustrious
‘Dutch’ commercial spirit rooted in the VOC was explicitly invoked
in the two-volume Nederlandsche bezittingen in Azin, Amerikn en
Afrika (‘Dutch possessions in Asia, America, and Africa’). Published in
1818 and written by the Dutch high military officer and future gover-
nor-general of the Dutch East-Indies, Johannes van den Bosch, this
work offered the new Dutch state a comprehensive review of its impe-
rial possessions—and suggestions how to increase their profitability. In
his dedication to King William I, Van den Bosch stated that his work was
informed by his wish to ‘restore our weighty possessions overseas and
advance the colonial trade to its highest possible prosperity, to restore
the good old days of our forefathers and return our fatherland its glory
and wealth’.1!

The good old days Van den Bosch had in mind were those of the
mid-seventeenth-century, the alleged ‘Golden Age’ of Dutch mercantile
primacy worldwide. The celebration of Dutch colonial glory and wealth
originated in the imperial visions created when the Dutch Republic chal-
lenged Spanish and Portuguese global supremacy. In the late 1630s, the
apex of early modern Dutch expansion in Asia and the Atlantic, Joost
van den Vondel, the Dutch ‘prince of poets’, dedicated a poem to the
Amsterdam headquarters of the VOC in which he praised its global com-
mercial enterprise: ‘Wherever profit takes us, to every sea and shore, for
love of gain the wide world’s harbours we explore.’!? There is no hint
in Vondel’s poem of the Dutch involvement in the Atlantic slave trade,
which took off exactly when he wrote these lines. The optimistic notion
of'a dynamic “VOC-mentality’ has long roots indeed.

These visions of a distinctly commercial Dutch empire were not only
formulated in a Dutch context but also by other European observ-
ers. For example, in what has been called the ‘first antislavery play’,
Oroonoko, the Royal Slave (1688), the British playwright Aphra Behn
negatively compares the supposedly efficient, commercial and immoral
Dutch to the—in her narrative—not too competent British. The assump-
tion that the Dutch have a specific commercial mindset, allegedly differ-
ent from that of other imperial powers, is a trope shared by Dutch and
non-Dutch actors alike.
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These brief insights into the deep and widespread roots of
Balkenende’s notion of a “VOC-mentality’ show the relevance of holding
up a mirror to the Dutch colonial past from a long term and transna-
tional /transimperial perspective. Taking its clue from the coat of arms of
the VOC, painted in 1651 and displayed on the cover, this volume seeks,
firstly, to analyse the Dutch imperial (self-)perception of exceptionality:
which image did the VOC present and evoke when it saw itself in the
imperial mirror and how has that image influenced the way later (self-)
perceptions are styled?

Arguably the most dominant trope in the representations of the
Dutch empire is the idea that this empire was somehow ‘exceptional” and
‘different’ from other empires. Most obviously, this discourse of excep-
tionalism can be observed in the recurring claim that the Dutch empire
was essentially a maritime ‘trading empire’ rather than an example of
expansionist imperialism—a claim also made manifest in the 1651 arms
of the VOC, which show a merchant ship sailing between Neptune and
a mermaid. The first part of this volume explores the origins and devel-
opment of this rhetoric. Catia Antunes demonstrates why this ‘spin’ was
useful in the contest of the Dutch Republic with the Portuguese and
Spanish empires in the seventeenth century, and Arthur Weststeijn and
Benjamin Schmidt show how it became a dominant vision of empire in
the European Enlightenment. In essence, this early-modern narrative is
still at play in contemporary historiography and public debate as Jennifer
Foray argues. The prism of intellectual history allows us to uncover the
long-term roots of this exceptionalist discourse and to explain why it is
increasingly being challenged in recent scholarship.!3

Visions or DutcH EMPIRE IN PRACTICE

The second aim of the volume is combining more traditional intellec-
tual history methodologies with an examination of the ways in which
visions of empire have been developed in concrete imperial practice.
This approach connects to the historiographical debate on (global) intel-
lectual history where scholars such as Christopher Bayly have called to
look beyond those that produced canonical ideological statements and
for the importance of examining intellectual history through meaningful
practices. As such it builds upon the notions of upward and downward
hermeneutics that acknowledge the constitutive interaction between
concepts and practice.*
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As Alicia Schrikker refers to in her chapter, historians have long cher-
ished the claim that the Dutch did not develop visions of empire: ‘they
just counted’.’> Arguably, this idea of ‘just counting’ makes the Dutch
empire a privileged site to broaden our methodological toolbox. The
way agents of empire ‘counted’ and expressed why they did so can pro-
vide insights into their visions of empire. This approach implies analysing
the various ‘media’ of imperial (self-)perception, negotiation and control,
including media in the sense of speech acts such as texts and broadcasts,
but also for example urban architecture, visual imagery and meaningful
practices such as courtroom procedures and colonial bureaucracy.!¢

Besides broadening the source material, this approach also entails
broadening the subjects of analysis. It therefore opens up space to ana-
lyse the ideas of different types of agents of empire, both intellectuals
and systemic thinkers as well as ‘intermediate thinkers of empire’ as
Sanne Ravensbergen shows. The second part of the volume accordingly
zooms in on numerous case studies of, among others, colonial officials,
army officers, politicians and broadcasters who, interacting with agents
from across the globe, articulated and negotiated specific visions of
empire. Exploring a variety of practical contexts such as colonial govern-
ance, parliamentary debate, legal practices and radio broadcasting, the
volume considers intellectual history in imperial practice broadly, aiming
to reach a thorough understanding of the links between visions and prac-
tices of empire. Such an inclusive selection of sources and contexts, we
argue, not only sheds new light on the intellectual history of the Dutch
empire, but also explores new ways of writing the intellectual history of
empire in general.'”

Furthermore, by examining intellectual history in practice, in employ-
ing an upward hermeneutic, this volume shows how the predominantly
‘Dutch’ visions analysed in most chapters were in fact the result of day-
to-day negotiations and interactions with other agents of empire from
across the globe. The specific focus of this volume on the Dutch empire
therefore should not be seen as a restatement of the long-dominant
trope of Dutch ‘exceptionalism’, or as referring to a circumscribed set
of actors, but rather as an invitation to look for entanglements between
different national and imperial contexts through the prism of the Dutch
empire.

These linkages operate through space, in a European imperial frame-
work, between East and West, between Dutch imperialism in Asia and in
the Atlantic and Caribbean. They also run through time: as the example
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of Balkenende’s “VOC-mentality’ already indicates, the exploration of
the history of imperial visions and (self-)perceptions requires a long-term
perspective from the early modern period to the postcolonial age. As
in the case of other empires, existing scholarship on the Dutch empire
tends to be divided between early-modern and modern approaches,
with a clear caesura generally being placed around 1800: the transitional
period when the Dutch Republic ceased to exist and the Kingdom of the
Netherlands came into being, while the Dutch empire changed from a
Company-based imperial space to an imperial nation-state.!® Although
these transitions may seem to justify a division between the early-modern
and the modern period in terms of political, economic and social history,
an intellectual history shows the fundamental continuities in the ways in
which the Dutch empire was envisaged and remembered between the
seventeenth and twenty-first centuries.!® An approach that argues for
example to take the Congress of Vienna as a turning-point in Dutch and
European imperial history, risks missing these continuities and therefore
also misunderstanding the early-modern roots of contemporary imperial
narratives.

Indeed, revealing and contextualizing the continuities and ruptures in
the development of various concepts, ideas and visions of empire from
the sixteenth century to the postcolonial era can suggest new ways to
rethink the relationship between Dutch imperial history and its enduring
impact on contemporary public culture and collective memory. While the
traditional narrative held that there was no such thing as a Dutch empire,
but only commercial enterprise rooted in an alleged VOC-mentality,
approaches that seek to fragmentize Dutch imperial history into different
temporal and spatial units risk bringing back that same old narrative. The
concept of Dutch empire would then once again disappear out of sight,
also in contemporary public debates. To counter that risk, this volume
analyses the variety of features of Dutch imperialism since 1600 from a
single comprehensive perspective, arguing that if we want to speak mean-
ingfully about the Dutch empire today, we should analyse how historical
actors thought, spoke and wrote about it in the past.

CONTENTS

To place the traditional narrative of Dutch imperial exceptionalism in a
critical historical perspective, the first part of this volume traces the roots
of this narrative in the early-modern period and discusses its ongoing
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dominance in historical scholarship and public debate. In the first chap-
ter, Catia Antunes explores the characteristics of the Dutch chartered
colonial companies, the VOC and WIC, which have generally been
seen as a unique feature of Dutch colonial enterprise and as the institu-
tional foundation of the alleged commercial nature of Dutch imperial-
ism. According to the existing historiography, the VOC and WIC were
created mainly for economic reasons, and the resulting empire-building
was only a contingent consequence of this economic rationale. However,
as Antunes shows through a contextual analysis of the original charters
of the VOC and WIC, this long-dominant view is mistaken. Co-opting
the interests of the Dutch States-General and private entrepreneurs,
the VOC and WIC were far from unique as means of organization for
colonial exploitation. Indeed, they closely resembled comparable colo-
nial mechanisms of the Spanish and Portuguese empires, and the Dutch
colonial build-up in the seventeenth century was framed in similar terms
to those of its Iberian predecessors. Moreover, the companies offered
the States-General the opportunity to ascertain its domestic sovereignty
and claim sovereignty overseas, in line with what Iberian sovereigns had
been doing since the fifteenth century. The only truly exceptional feature
of the early modern Dutch imperial enterprise, Antunes argues, was its
openness to foreigners to participate in colonial expansion. This conclu-
sion is especially important for our understanding of the national as well
as international dimensions of the early-modern Dutch empire: while
empire-building strengthened the sovereign claims of the ‘national’ state
embodied by the States-General, it was also driven by non-Dutch agents.

The second chapter by Arthur Weststeijn continues to uncover the
intellectual roots of the exceptionalist narrative of the Dutch empire as
a trading empire. Starting from a Dutch colonial text written in Arabic,
this chapter shows how this narrative originated in the humanist culture
of the Dutch Republic in the pre-VOC years around 1600 and became
ingrained in elite and popular culture in the following decades. While
Dutch colonial rule overseas was clearly imperial in nature, its representa-
tion in the metropolis cherished the illusion of a non-imperial commer-
cial enterprise that befitted the republican and corporate self-image of
the Dutch Republic, especially of the city of Amsterdam. Analysing the
ways in which this narrative surfaced in texts, imagery and urban archi-
tecture, including ephemeral triumphal arches and prominent buildings
such as the Amsterdam Town Hall, Weststeijn argues that the idea of a
non-territorial commercial empire gained weight because of its dominant
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manifestations in the Dutch public sphere around 1650. In the cight-
eenth century, when Dutch colonial expansion had come to a standstill,
this idea was further elaborated in the visual culture of the European
Enlightenment, especially in a series of frontispieces that celebrated
Dutch commercial imperialism in the guise of a Company-Republic.
As Weststeijn claims, the dominance of this representation of empire in
terms of a corporate instead of a national entity, may explain why the
concept of a ‘Dutch empire’ never materialized, unlike, for example, in
early-modern Britain.

Benjamin Schmidt provides in Chapter 3 a further analysis of the
ways in which prominent examples of Enlightenment culture effaced
the Dutch role as a colonial actor by fashioning a European figure in its
place. Schmidt calls this the hyper-imperial perspective, a vision of empire
that, although created in Dutch print shops, promoted a distinctly con-
tinental vision of global expansion, replacing a territorial Dutch empire
with a European empire of geography. While this chapter and Chapter 2
discuss the transnational context in which the Dutch empire developed,
highlighting the similarities and differences between Dutch, Iberian and
British imperial projects and visions, this chapter argues for analysing the
intellectual history of the Dutch empire from a continental and global
perspective, taking the example of the Dutch in Japan to show how
Dutch imperial practice was turned into a pan-European vision by Dutch
and non-Dutch actors alike, with Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels as a
case in point. Accordingly, a paradox can be discerned in the early-mod-
ern intellectual history of the Dutch empire: although the Dutch impe-
rial project, as argued by Antunes, strengthened the claims for national
sovereignty by the States-General, its representation in texts and images
occluded this national dimension and highlighted either its local and
corporate aspects, in Weststeijn’s analysis, or, in Schmidt’s words, its
hyper-imperial character.

The long-term consequences of this early-modern narrative are dis-
cussed in Chapter 4 by Jennifer Foray. The chapter reflects on a num-
ber of recent historiographical interventions in the field of modern
Dutch imperialism and decolonization as well as the challenges of stud-
ying these subjects. It argues that, at least in part, such challenges stem
from persistent, even reflexive claims concerning the ‘exceptional’ nature
of Dutch imperialism and decolonization. Rather than examining the
historical origins, as the previous chapters have done, or the merits of
these claims of Dutch exceptionalism, Foray explores how these claims
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of Dutch exceptionalism and uniqueness continue to shape academic
and popular understandings of these subjects, as seen in recently pub-
lished studies, museum exhibits, and public exchanges between schol-
ars. Simple linguistic devices, such as the ‘yes, but...” (‘ja, maar...”)
phraseology, have been used to qualify the Netherlands as somehow
different from other empires and therefore outside the realm of mean-
ingful comparison. The chapter supports the creation of a comparative,
far-reaching ‘New Imperial History’ undertaken by a global commu-
nity—and perhaps a new generation—of scholars examining the history
and legacies of the Dutch empire.

The chapters in the second part of this volume explore how visions of
Dutch empire emerged out of and in interaction with imperial practices
both overseas and in the metropole. Whereas superficially they may seem
‘Dutch’ visions, the focus on how they developed in practice shows that
actors from across the globe, be they other colonial agents, transnational
movements or local populations had a formative influence.

The chapter by Alicia Schrikker surveys the crucial period of the dis-
mantling of the VOC and ensuing political bickering over the future of
the Dutch empire in Asia. It argues that the VOC—and the later colonial
archive—functioned as institutional memory that contained canonized
knowledge and absorbed local experiences and mixed this with current
political ideals. It is within this blend of practice, memory and ideas that
we can locate fragmented yet lasting expressions of Dutch colonial ide-
ology. Despite the constitutional and geographic transformation of the
Dutch empire, the chapter argues that Dutch colonial culture in Asia
did not transform radically, but rather gradually and that the visions and
practices of the colonial state can only be understood in relation to its
Company past, building upon the legacy of the VOC as a state-like crea-
ture, with territorial claims where authority was mediated and executed
through Dutch-Indigenous institutions like /andraden and other civil
courts in rural Sri Lanka, the Cape, Ambon and Java’s Northeast coast.

René Koekkoek builds on the chapter by Schrikker and examines the
neglected era of the late eighteenth-century Batavian Revolution and the
revolutionary debates in the metropole about the future political archi-
tecture of the Dutch empire. He argues that it was in the turbulent con-
text of Atlantic imperial revolutions, uncertainty, international warfare,
and the massive slave revolt on French Saint-Domingue, that Batavian
revolutionaries transformed the company-ruled empire into a state-ruled
colonial empire. Informed by ideals of the new nation-state’s ‘unity and
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indivisibility” but severely checked by an unpredictable geopolitical real-
ity, Batavian revolutionaries had to negotiate their imperial ideas and ide-
als. The ideal of a constitutionally unified empire of equal citizens was
qualified from the beginning and soon abandoned. Yet Batavian revolu-
tionaries laid the conceptual and constitutional foundations of the impe-
rial sovereignty of a centralized Dutch state, although the immediate
impact on actual colonial practices was initially limited.

The chapter by Sanne Ravensbergen offers a critical assessment of the
vision of the rule of law as well as the actual practices of the liberal colo-
nial jurists within the legal plural space of the landraden (colonial law
courts) in nineteenth-century Java. Liberal Dutch lawyers and judges in
Java, ‘intermediate’ thinkers of empire, depicted themselves as ‘bearers
of civilization’, and subsequent historians have repeated this. The chap-
ter asks what changed in the legal practice of the landrand after Dutch
Liberals managed to introduce an independent president and what hap-
pened to the visions of the liberal jurists after they started practising
them in the reality of the colonial courtroom. It shows that not only the
Dutch president of the court, but also the Javanese court members and
other local elites, ‘practised’ their visions. The visions and practices of all
these actors interacting together formed and shaped a colonial legal cul-
ture in nineteenth-century Java. Although the visions of colonial jurists
are often overlooked, as they were not the producers of high scholar-
ship, they did contribute to an ‘industry’ of liberalism by expressing their
views in societies, publishing pamphlets, writing in liberal magazines,
and arguing in Dutch parliament. By taking the developing visions of the
practicing colonial jurists seriously, it becomes possible to connect impe-
rial visions to jurispractice.

In his chapter, Vincent Kuitenbrouwer explores visions of empire
in the practice of radio broadcasting in the Netherlands Indies of the
1920s and 1930s. He argues that the early history of radio broadcasting
in the Netherlands Indies throws a revealing light on the ‘blind spots’
of the late Dutch colonial state. More in particular, Kuitenbrouwer
maintains that the original motivations behind the Dutch-Indies Radio
Broadcasting Company—to create more imperial unity and strengthen
‘Dutch elements’ in the colony—paved the way for two developments.
First, the broadcasting company started to function as an (informal)
‘arm’ of the Dutch colonial authorities as it assumed the responsibility of
upholding social order and monitoring public opinion. Second, the dis-
tinction made by the broadcasting company’s Advisory Board between
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‘Western’ and ‘Eastern’ listeners was in reality much more diffuse. The
‘imperial’ ether thus offered the opportunity to broadcast ‘subversive’
music— Krontjong—that was embraced by the Indonesian anti-colonial
nationalist movement.

The chapters by Koekkoek, Schrikker, Ravensbergen and
Kuitenbrouwer demonstrate how visions of empire were forged in the
confrontation with practical realities. Clearly, ideas shaped practices. But
practices shaped ideas too. Such practices could be both external and
part of larger transnational and imperial contexts, such as in the revo-
lutionary 1790s, and internal, such as in the long-term institutional
memory of the VOC past. Moreover, ‘practiced visions’, for example,
of Dutch lawyers in the 1840-1880s could underpin colonial rule and a
colonial legal culture. But as Kuitenbrouwer shows, the confrontation of
imperial visions by Dutch broadcasters with the actual practice could also
lead to unexpected and unintended outcomes that undermined Dutch
colonial rule.

Finally, in his epilogue Remco Raben offers a wide-ranging, longue
durée interpretation of the historical development of visions of Dutch
empire. First, he explores a recurring series of tensions, if not outright
contradictions, between metropolitan visions of empire ‘at home’ and
imperial praxis abroad. In part, these tensions could exist and continue
to exist, Raben explains, by the skewing, selecting, filtering and muting
of information about the colonial empire that was made available for
‘home consumption’. Second, he points to the notion of ‘distance’—
geographical, mental as well as intellectual—as a structuring condition
for the emergence of imperial visions. Empire, in short, happened ‘else-
where’ and this allowed a vision of exceptionalism to develop. Lastly,
Raben argues that although the voices of ‘the colonized” have been
muted, neglected and repressed throughout Dutch colonial and postco-
lonial history—they have always been there.

This volume, then, does not pretend to offer the last word on the
subject but rather aims to open up a field of research that needs to be
explored in more detail. It argues that an intellectual history of empire
benefits from a source base that includes meaningful practices and takes
intermediate thinkers seriously, embedded in long term, transnational
and transimperial perspectives. We hope the various essays in this volume
can serve as an invitation for more comprehensive and integrated studies
that will bring to the fore the variety of voices involved in the intellectual
history of imperial practice.
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