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Abstract

This article explains why the Netherlands, uniquely among major European states, issued a sovereign apol-
ogy for its role in transatlantic slavery in December 2022 while comparable states, notably the United
Kingdom, have not. Using process tracing and an analytically eclectic framework, the apology activation
model, or AAM, identifies three interlocking conditions that activate sovereign apologies: institutional
openness that admits minoritized voices into competitive politics; influential domestic allies who translate
transnational pressure into parliamentary and executive action; and a cohesive, domestically represented
victim constituency able to sustain claims and shape framing. The Dutch case shows how forward-looking
framing and strategic localization converted CARICOM and EU pressure into parliamentary commit-
ment, a policy package, and a durable reparative agenda despite mixed public opinion; the UK comparison
demonstrates that international advocacy alone is insufficient. The article advances theory by integrating
normative and material explanations, foregrounding elite interest convergence and domestic opportu-
nity structures, and offering a practical template for analyzing reparations politics across diverse political
systems.

Keywords: human rights; Netherlands; postcolonial justice; slavery reparations; social movements; state apologies; United
Kingdom

Introduction

One quintessential goal of the slavery reparations movement is to secure formal state apologies
from perpetrator states.' The Netherlands was the first European state to offer such an apol-
ogy. Former Dutch Prime Minister Mark Rutte noted: ‘no government in the world, as far as
we know, has done that [offered apologies for slavery]’? Rutte’s observation is largely accurate
but requires two clarifications. First, several non-European countries, most notably Benin, have
publicly acknowledged and apologized for their historical involvement in the transatlantic slave
trade. In particular, Benin’s president, Mathieu Kérékou, sought forgiveness in 1999 as part of
a broader reconciliation initiative.” Second, and crucial to this article’s comparative analysis, no

'CRC, “10-Point Reparation Plan”, Caribbean Reparations Commission, available at: {https://caricomreparations.org/
caricom/caricoms-10-point-reparation-plan/}, accessed 12 May 2024.

*Mark Rutte, ‘Algemene politieke beschouwingen, Plenair Verslag Tweede Kamer 3 (2021), p. 47.

*Tafi Mhaka, ‘Apologies for slavery are commendable, but not nearly enough, Al Jazeera (19 December 2023); Theodore
Johnson, ‘How to apologize for slavery, The Atlantic (6 August 2014).
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other European government had issued a sovereign, state-level apology for transatlantic slavery
as of 3 September 2025. The Netherlands’ apology in December 2022 thus stands as the first offi-
cially issued executive and parliamentary apology by a European state, rather than a mere local
government declaration or symbolic gesture.® This renders the Dutch case seemingly unique.
Contemporary scholarship on state apologies, however, indicates that we are living in an ‘age of
apology, where states are increasingly acknowledging and expressing some form of remorse for
historical human rights violations.”

European states have shown varying levels of engagement with formal acknowledgements of
slavery and colonialism (see appendix A). In contrast to the Netherlands, Belgium’s King Philippe,
in June 2020, limited his response to a personal letter expressing ‘deepest regrets’ for colonial
abuses in Congo, without parliamentary backing or concrete frameworks for reparative actions.
Meanwhile, several French overseas assemblies have only extended local government apologies.
Major European powers like the United Kingdom, Germany, and Spain have remained silent,
despite CARICOM’s 2014 call for state-level redress and ongoing transnational advocacy.® Unlike
Belgium’s symbolic royal regret, the Dutch apology was delivered as a formal speech by the Prime
Minister, endorsed by both the cabinet and Parliament, and reiterated by the king as the high-
est state representative. This apology is explicitly tied to educational programs, memorialization
efforts, and structured dialogue with descendant communities, making it unprecedented in Europe
and uniquely capable of transforming symbolic acknowledgement into tangible institutional
commitment.

This raises an important empirical and theoretical puzzle: why have most European states,
including the UK, resisted apologizing for their role in slavery, despite the broader discursive trend
of official contrition for past injustices? This article addresses this puzzle by examining why the
Netherlands appears to be the only European state to have issued a formal apology for slavery. It
contrasts the Dutch case with the United Kingdom, where the government has expressed ‘remorse’
and ‘sorrow’ but has repeatedly refused to offer an official apology despite sustained calls for one.”
Thus, this article investigates how the anti-slavery norm - the emerging imperative that states
publicly acknowledge and regret their participation in the transatlantic slave trade - takes root,
and it analyzes the specific domestic coalitions and political opportunity structures that transform
this moral expectation into a formal state apology. A state apology is a sovereign speech act in
which a government formally acknowledges its institutional responsibility for past injustices and
expresses public regret, thereby signaling official accountability in both domestic and international
arenas. Unlike apologies issued by subnational authorities, corporations, or private entities, only
a sovereign apology carries the weight of state commitment under international norms and can
recalibrate inter-state relations and global expectations.

The central argument posits that state apologies for slavery are driven more by domestic political
conditions than by international norms or external pressure. Applying process-tracing through an
analytically eclectic explanatory framework, this study identifies three critical factors that enabled
the Netherlands’ apology but which were absent in the UK: (1) an open political system recep-
tive to new parties and minoritized voices, (2) influential domestic allies supporting the apology
movement, and (3) a well-defined victim group with strong domestic representation. These ele-
ments made an official apology politically viable in the Netherlands. The analysis also challenges
the assumption that international allies always strengthen reparations movements, demonstrating

*Catarina Demony, ‘Slavery reparations: Where do Europe and the United States stand?, Reuters (25 October 2024).

*Danielle Celermajer, The Sins of the Nation and the Ritual of Apologies (Cambridge University Press, 2009); Mark Gibney,
The Age of Apology: Facing Up to the Past (University of Pennsylvania Press, 2008); Marieke Zoodsma and Juliette Schaafsma,
‘Examining the “age of apology”: Insights from the political apology database’, Journal of Peace Research, 59:3 (2022), pp. 436-8;
Michael Cunningham, States of Apology (Manchester University Press, 2014); Roy L. Brooks, ‘The age of apology} in Roy L.
Brooks (ed), When Sorry Isn’t Enough (New York University Press, 1999), pp. 3-11.

CRGC, ‘10-Point Reparation Plan

7 Aletha Adu, ‘Rishi Sunak refuses to apologise for UK slave trade or to pledge reparations, The Guardian (26 April 2023);
Rowena Mason, ‘Jamaica should “move on from painful legacy of slavery”, says Cameron, The Guardian (30 September 2015).
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that external support can sometimes complicate the process leading to an apology. This account
is called the apology activation model (AAM), which explains the Netherlands’ 2022 sovereign
apology as the result of three mutually reinforcing mechanisms: open institutional opportuni-
ties, convergence of elite and societal interests, and strategic localization of transnational pressure
into forward-looking policy packages, which together transformed movement mobilization into
parliamentary motions and executive action.

This article makes a significant contribution to the existing scholarship and public debates on
state apologies and slavery reparations. It offers the most comprehensive analysis to date of the
Netherlands’ formal apology for slavery, an event that has thus far received limited sustained atten-
tion in the apology literature. The article challenges the prevailing tendency to treat the study of
state apologies as separate from reparations scholarship. By demonstrating that domestic political
factors influence the likelihood of an apology, this work advocates for an integrated framework that
situates apologies within broader reparative processes. Additionally, it presents a novel application
of social movement theories to reparations politics, illustrating how grass-roots mobilization and
elite alliances interact to effect state-level changes. Our analysis contributes to the literature on
the politics of slavery reparations by explaining state behaviour in response to demands for his-
torical justice and the conditions under which reparations movements succeed in securing formal
apologies.

This intervention is necessary because dominant theories of state apologies are unable to fully
account for the absence of European slavery apologies, despite the alleged broader ‘age of apology’®
The literature review here critically engages with these limitations, arguing that existing models,
which often focused on post-conflict reconciliation or international relations, overlook the role
of domestic contestations in shaping apology politics. In redress of this neglect, the following
sections develop a theoretical framework that synthesizes insights from social movement theory,
reparations literature, and comparative politics. The plausibility of this framework is then probed
through a process-tracing analysis of the Dutch and British cases, assessing its explanatory power
in accounting for divergent outcomes. The comparative analysis concludes by evaluating the frame-
work’s strengths and limitations and outlining directions for future research on the intersection of
apology, reparations, and historical justice.

In addition, it is essential to acknowledge the analytical scope and limitations of this study.
The three key factors identified in the Netherlands’ apology — an open political system, influential
domestic allies, and a well-defined victim group - are not claimed to be universally applicable as a
blueprint for securing state apologies. Rather, these factors emerge as analytically useful categories
abstracted from social movement theory and tested against the empirical realities of this illustra-
tive case. The Dutch experience provides an important case for refining theoretical expectations,
but further comparative research is needed to assess whether similar processes hold in other con-
texts. This study, therefore, is not making a universal claim about the conditions under which all
states issue apologies for slavery; rather, it argues that existing theories require enhancement to bet-
ter account for how domestic political dynamics interact with reparations movements. This calls
for further empirical investigation across different cases, particularly in countries where similar
movements have not yet succeeded in securing formal state apologies.

To sharpen our theoretical focus, it is crucial to define what constitutes an ‘apology’ in this
context. Although scholars vary in their definitional rigour, an excessively rigid ideal-type may
exclude cases that still offer valuable insights. A basic form of consensus, however, exists: most
definitions recognize an apology as containing at least two core elements — an expression of regret
and an admission of responsibility or guilt.” Expressions of regret alone are insufficient, as they can
be delivered without meaningful accountability. What transforms a statement into an apology is

8Celermajer, Sins of the Nation; Gibney, Age of Apology; Tyler G. Okimoto et al., ‘Apologies demanded yet devalued:
Normative dilution in the age of apology’, Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 60 (2015), pp. 133-6.

°Bonnie McElhinny, ‘Reparations and racism, discourse and diversity: Neoliberal multiculturalism and the Canadian age
of apologies, Language and Communication, 51 (2016), pp. 50-68; Christopher Daase et al., Apology and Reconciliation in
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the explicit admission of responsibility: an acknowledgement by the perpetrating entity that it was
culpable for historical injustice."

This distinction is particularly salient in the case of slavery apologies. Many states have expressed
regret, sorrow, or lament over the historical reality of slavery.!' Yet these statements have been
categorically rejected by affected communities as insufficient precisely because they stop short
of admitting guilt."* The crucial act of assuming guilt distinguishes an apology as a performative
speech act, one in which the very utterance constitutes an acceptance of responsibility."> The apolo-
gies analyzed in this study are those made at the state level, typically by the head of government
or head of state. Since lower-ranking ministers also represent the government, a state apology can
be delivered by a minister acting officially. We define a state apology as a speech act issued by the
state that acknowledges responsibility for a historical wrongdoing and expresses regret.

The national debates on a slavery apology

The Dutch debate leading up to the apology has been traced back to the expression of remorse
at the 2001 World conference against racism in Durban. Monetary reparations were not deemed
a ‘proper’ solution though, the government instead preferring investments in awareness of the
slavery past and the ‘active citizenship’ of affected groups.'* As Nicole Immler points out, creat-
ing awareness and generally improving the relations between the minoritized descendants and
the majority population has become the focus of the reparations debate within the Netherlands,
de-emphasizing direct monetary reparations.”* The Durban moment ran parallel to a descendent-
led campaign for a national monument for the history of slavery, which was unveiled in 2002.'
Since then, the slavery debate in the Netherlands has focused more on its manifestation in every-
day occurrences of racism. As will be elaborated below, the Dutch debate around Zwarte Piet,
a traditional character in St. Nicolas celebrations, and Black Lives Matter saw this view becom-
ing more prominent in society. In quick succession, Dutch cities started apologizing in 2021 and
2022, with the Dutch PM following in December 2022 and the king in July 2023. The apology
saw mixed reactions. In the Netherlands it was seen as a symbolically significant event but advo-
cacy groups reiterated demands for more substantial reparations and critics had a ‘wait and se€’
approach towards Rutte’s allusion to further government efforts to relate to the Dutch slavery past."”
In the Caribbean parts of the kingdom and Suriname, the apology was received with a mixture of
disinterest and scepticism."®

International Relations: The Importance of Being Sorry (Routledge, 2015); Zohar Kampf and Nava Léwenheim, ‘Rituals of
apology in the global arena;, Security Dialogue, 43:1 (2012), pp. 43-60.

"Stephanie Wolfe, The Politics of Reparations and Apologies (Springer Science and Business Media, 2013), p. 7.

"Marieke Zoodsma and Juliette Schaafsma, ‘Political Apologies Database, Political Apologies across Cultures, available at:
{https://www.politicalapologies.com/?page_id=74}, accessed 2 December 2023.

" Adu, ‘Rishi Sunak refuses to apologise’; CRC, 10-Point Reparation Plan’; Gelien Matthews, “The Caribbean reparation
movement and British slavery apologies: An appraisal, Journal of Caribbean History, 51:1 (2017), p. 81.

PCelermajer, Sins of the Nation, p. 9.

" Alex van Stipriaan, ‘Dutch dealings with the slavery past: Contexts of an exhibition, in Carla Van Boxtel et al. (eds),
Sensitive Pasts (Berghahn Books, 2022), p. 95.

®Nicole L. Immler, ‘What is meant by “repair” when claiming reparations for colonial wrongs? Transformative justice for
the Dutch slavery past, Esclavages and Post-Esclavages, 5 (24 November 2021), p. 13.

"“Diantha Vliet, ‘Resisting the abolition myth: Journalistic turning points in the Dutch memory of slavery, Memory Studies,
15:4 (2022), p. 784; Nancy Jouwe, ‘Een misdaad tegen de menselijkheid: Nederlandse lokale politici en burgemeesters, in Rose
Mary Allen et al. (eds), Staat and Slavernij (Athenaeum-Polak & Van Gennep, 2023), p. 42.

YPatrick Meershoek, ‘Excuses slavernijverleden: Een historisch moment, maar zullen de mooie woorden genoeg zijn?, Het
Parool (19 December 2022).

"Caribisch Netwerk, ‘Nederland Maakt Excuses Voor de Slavernij, Dit Zijn de Reacties, Caribisch Netwerk,
available at: {https://caribischnetwerk.ntr.nl/2022/12/19/nederland-biedt-excuses-aan-voor-de-slavernij-dit-zijn-de-
reacties/}, accessed 19 December 2022; Joost de Vries, ‘Scepsis in Cariben over slavernij-excuses: “Nederland erkent
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In the UK the debate has a longer trajectory. Already back in 1993, MP Bernie Grant raised
the issue of reparations for enslavement in Parliament."” In 1999 Liverpool became the first British
city to apologize, two decades ahead of Amsterdam, the first Dutch city to do so. Jessica Moody
in her analysis of this moment, explicitly links this event to the ‘wave of apologies’ during the
1990s. Consequently, it was an apology informed by both local and international influence and
staged with a global audience in mind.?® Its domestic impact seemed limited as it took until the
bicentenary of the abolition of slavery in 2007 for other apologies to materialize.?' At the national
level, PM Tony Blair famously went no further than expressing ‘remorse’ at this occasion. While
there has been broad and rising popular support for a full national apology, 56% in 2024 com-
pared to 38% in 2021 in the Netherlands,” Blair’s statement has been the official government
position ever since. Additionally, Britain also faces significantly more international voices call-
ing for apologies. Most recently, at the 2024 Commonwealth summit, Prime Minister Starmer was
faced with pressure to adjust his initial position that reparations in any form were ‘not on the
agenda’ and accepted that there was a need for ‘meaningful, truthful and respectful conversation
towards forging a common future based on equity’? It highlights the observation by Evans and
Wilkins that international actors play a particularly important role in the British debate.** The
British case for slavery apologies thus enjoys both more popularity at home and more support
internationally.

Norm theory and state apologies: Dominant but lacking

We can now return to the question introduced above: why do states apologize? As has also been
noted by Daase et al., there is a relative lacuna in theorizing on this question.”> Most contribu-
tions instead engage with the question of what the effects of apologies are when given. Moreover,
the contributions that do relate to the ‘why’ question provide answers that are meant to explain
the ‘wave of apology’ that has been observed in the Western world. This has yielded explana-
tions that tie apology to developments such as the third wave of democracy, a rise in progressive
identity politics, a democratization of history, or a changing cultural acceptance of victimhood.?
However, the most persistent are contributions that base themselves on constructivist norm
theories.

The role of norms in state apology research can be traced to Nicholas Tavuchis’ book Mea Culpa,
which explored apologies as expressions of the ‘normative principles of social life” In line with this,

dat het schuldig is en schrijft zelf het vonnis”, Volkskrant (4 July 2024); Julian Neijhorst, ‘Nederlands slavernijverleden:
Excuses en herstelbetalingen vanuit een Surinaams perspectief’, Tijdschrift voor Geschiedenis, 137:4 (2024), pp. 492-5.

Emma Crewe, ‘Strategic ignorance and interests in the UK Parliament: The case of transatlantic African trafficking and
chattel enslavement, International Journal of Parliamentary Studies, 5:1 (2025), p. 26.

*Jessica Moody, The Persistence of Memory: Remembering Slavery in Liverpool, ‘Slaving Capital of the World’ (Liverpool
University Press, 2020), pp. 183-5.

*'Gelien Matthews, “The Caribbean reparation movement and British slavery apologies: An appraisal, Journal of Caribbean
History, 51:1 (2017), p. 83.

’Neha Gohil, ‘Six in 10 in UK poll say descendants of enslaved people owed formal apology’, The Guardian (25 March 2024);
Wietse van Engeland and Peter Kanne, ‘Nederlanders voelen weinig voor excuses slavernijverleden, Ipsos I&O (12 February
2021).

»Dan Bloom, ‘Commonwealth summit agreement raises slavery reparations after row with UK}, Politico (26 October 2024).

2Matthew Evans and David Wilkins, ‘Transformative justice, reparations and transatlantic slavery, Social and Legal Studies,
28:2(2019), p. 142.

*Daase et al., Apology and Reconciliation, p. 6.

*SBarbara A. Misztal, ‘Forgiveness and the construction of new conditions for a common life, Contemporary Social Science,
6:1 (2011), pp. 39-53; Brandon Hamber. ‘Forgiveness and reconciliation: Paradise lost or pragmatism?’ Peace and Conflict:
Journal of Peace Psychology, 13:1 (2007), pp. 115-25; Julie Fette, ‘Apologizing for Vichy in contemporary France, in Manfred
Berg and Bernd Schaefer (eds), Historical Justice in International Perspective: How Societies Are Trying to Right the Wrongs of
the Past (Cambridge University Press, 2009), pp. 135-6; Cunningham, States of Apology.

“Nicholas Tavuchis, Mea Culpa: A Sociology of Apology and Reconciliation (Stanford University Press, 1993), p. 4; Elazar
Barkan and Alexander Karn, Taking Wrongs Seriously: Apologies and Reconciliation (Stanford University Press, 2006), p. 5.
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Bentley argues that the rise of international norms has encouraged states to ‘rummage through
their pasts’ to reconcile themselves with historical norm violations.?® There are various interpre-
tations of how norms, which can be defined as ‘rules or normative principles that are somehow
accepted in and by particular groups, influence state behaviour in constructivist norm theory.?
Some theorists argue that external ‘punishment’ for norm violations compels compliance.”® Others
suggest that norms influence state behaviour through self-interest, either by incentivizing confor-
mity or by reshaping perceived self-interest.”’ A third position emphasizes norm internalization,
where norms become part of a state’s identity.*> As apologies for past violations became com-
mon, scholars argued that offering such apologies has itself become a norm.” Classic norm theory
posits that states can act on normative principles with minimal domestic support, making it a
parsimonious framework for explaining state behaviour.*

Applications of the norm internalization model to political apologies, such as by Wolfe and
Lowenheim, seek to explain why states apologize by emphasizing the different phases of norm
adoption states find themselves in.*® Turning to our cases we can indeed see that they both have
some history with offering expressions of remorse and apologies. However, the UK offered apolo-
gies and other expressions of self-reproach more often, offering a total of 24 since 1997, while
the Netherlands counts 16, starting only in 2001.% Importantly, slavery apologies are clearly not
included in this trend yet. This is despite most Western states having ‘condemned’ and ‘regretted’
slavery as ‘massive human suffering’ or similar, such as during the 2001 World Conference against
Racism.” What is more, international pressure on the UK to translate this norm into a form of
reparations is arguably stronger than on any other state, certainly the Netherlands. This is because
of its status as the former colonial ruler of a large number of both African and Caribbean states,
thereby facing pressure from bodies such as CARICOM but also the Commonwealth.*® Therefore,
having a less extensive history with apologies than others and facing less intense international pres-
sure to offer one for slavery, the theory thus formulated struggles to explain why the Netherlands
stands alone in offering an apology for slavery.

Social movement theories: Reframing apology as reparations

An approach is needed that acknowledges state behaviour is not solely determined by the inter-
national sphere. Unlike norm theory, social movement theory highlights domestic opportunity

*Tom Bentley, “The sorrow of empire: Rituals of legitimation and the performative contradictions of liberalism, Review of
International Studies, 41:3 (2015), p. 629.

29Geoffrey Brennan et al., Explaining Norms (Oxford University Press, 2013), p. 4.

* Alexander Wendt, Social Theory of International Politics (Cambridge University Press, 1999), pp. 268-70.

*'Wolfe, Politics of Reparations, pp. 8-9; Zoltan Buzés, Evading International Norms: Race and Rights in the Shadow of Legality
(University of Pennsylvania Press, 2021), p. 41-45; Salvador Santino F Regilme, Aid Imperium: United States Foreign Policy
and Human Rights in Post-Cold War Southeast Asia (University of Michigan Press, 2021); Salvador Santino E Regilme. “The
social science of human rights: The need for a “second image” reversed?” Third World Quarterly, 35:8 (2014), pp. 1390-1405.

**Wendt, Social Theory, pp. 270-8; Martha Finnemore and Kathryn Sikkink, ‘International norm dynamics and political
changg, International Organization, 52:4 (October 1998), pp. 895-909.

Barkan and Karn (2006) in Barkan, Elazar, and Alexander Karn (ed). Taking Wrongs Seriously: Apologies and
Reconciliation. Stanford University Press, p. 309; Daase et al., Apology and Reconciliation, p. 8.

**Finnemore and Sikkink, ‘International norm dynamics, p. 896.

*Nava Lowenheim, ‘A haunted past: Requesting forgiveness for wrongdoing in international relations, Review of
International Studies 35:3 (2009), pp. 531-55; Wolfe, Politics of Reparations, pp. 10-11.

*$Zoodsma and Schaafsma, ‘Political Apologies Database’

¥United Nations, ‘World Conference against Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia and Related Intolerance:
Declaration and Programme of Action’ (United Nations, 2002), p. 37.

*Bloom, ‘Commonwealth summit agreement’; Hilary Beckles, ‘Address Delivered By Professor Sir Hilary Beckles, House
Of Commons, London (16 July 2014).
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structures and local actors, bringing attention to the agency of minoritized groups and their influ-
ence on decision-making. Social movements are described as ‘a collection of formal organizations,
informal networks, and unaffiliated individuals engaged in a more or less coherent struggle for
change’® Through this perspective, slavery reparations emerge as a movement led by survivors
or their descendants. Although these movements encounter reluctant states, social movement
theories recognize the potential for change through grass-roots advocacy.*’

Howard-Hassmann and Lombardo’s (2008) book Reparations to Africa applies this theory to
political apology from the social movement’s perspective. The authors analyze the reparations
movement for historic human rights abuses in Africa and identify success criteria.*’ Their anal-
ysis emphasizes societal mobilization through legitimacy and resonance across moral, legal, and
political dimensions. Key criteria include clear demands, influential allies, and an identifiable
claimant group.* Their framework, however, focuses mainly on epistemic power and societal sup-
port, thereby leaving political structures underexamined. While society might be swayed by a
movement’s narrative and moral righteousness, systemic constraints can hinder converting these
pressures into action.” Despite higher public support for a slavery apology the UK has not apol-
ogized, suggesting societal mobilization alone struggles to achieve state apologies. The Dutch
slavery apology poses two challenges: other states have internalized the anti-slavery norm and face
more international pressure, and they have more public support. Why then did the Netherlands
apologize while others did not?

Apology activation model: Theory and methods

This explanatory framework seeks to address these questions more effectively than existing mod-
els by integrating social movement and norm theories, thereby emphasizing a crucial insight from
both: decisive processes occur at the local level. The AAM specifies a concise causal sequence for
process tracing. First, transnational advocacy and persuasive frames are localized to fit national
meanings.* Second, domestic allies and elites translate localized frames into policy proposals.
Third, interest convergence aligns reputational or material gains with elite incentives and societal
demands.* Finally, institutional openings (party access, coalition flexibility) provide the channel
through which a sovereign apology becomes politically executable. The analysis traces these steps
in sequence.

While Howard-Hassmann and Lombardo (2008) adopt a transnational perspective, social
movement theory (SMT) has traditionally concentrated on the domestic arena. Classic norm
theory highlighted international norms and advocacy networks. However, Amitav Acharya intro-
duced the concept of ‘localization’ of international norms, illustrating how political elites tailor
transnational norms to align with domestic priorities, thereby reshaping global expectations in
terms that resonate locally.”® Recognizing the significance of the local sphere, this framework
uniquely merges insights from social movement theory with advancements in norm theory, the-
ories of justice, and interest convergence theory to demonstrate how moral norms, material

*Rhoda E. Howard-Hassmann and Anthony P. Lombardo, Reparations to Africa (University of Pennsylvania Press,
2008), p. 47.

“Sidney Tarrow, ‘Political opportunities and constraints, in Sidney Tarrow (ed), Power in Movement: Social Movements and
Contentious Politics (Cambridge University Press, 1998), pp. 72-3.

*'Howard-Hassmann and Lombardo, Reparations to Africa, p. 47.

*’Howard-Hassmann and Lombardo, Reparations to Africa, pp. 47-50.

“David . Meyer and Debra C. Minkoff, ‘Conceptualizing political opportunity, Social Forces, 82:4 (2004), pp. 1457-8; Ed
Jonker, ‘Over historische excuses, morele genoegdoening en verzoening, Low Countries Historical Review, 129:4 (2014), p. 70;
Tarrow, ‘Political opportunities and constraints, p. 77.

* Amitav Acharya, ‘How ideas spread: Whose norms matter? Norm localization and institutional change in Asian region-
alism, International Organization 58:2 (2004), 239-75; Amitav Acharya, Whose Ideas Matter? Agency and Power in Asian
Regionalism (Cornell University Press, 2009).

“Regilme, Aid Imperium.

46Acharya, ‘How ideas spread;, pp. 239-75.
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incentives, and strategic coalitions prompt sovereign apologies. Our framework reveals that when
domestic opportunity structures — characterized by institutional openness, cohesive victim groups,
and influential allies — align with elite interests and forward-looking framing, formal state apolo-
gies become politically feasible. This analytically eclectic framework synthesizes these elements
- blending normative, strategic, and institutional perspectives - to elucidate how global moral
demands translate into sovereign state action.”” To fortify the theoretical foundation, this section
expands on the literature review by refining key definitions, outlining theoretical background, and
clarifying premises.

Building on the literature review, this section reiterates the definition of a state apology as a
speech act uttered in the name of a state which both accepts responsibility for a wrongdoing and
expresses regret for it. The subject of this apology is the European history of transatlantic slavery,
involving the trade in and forced labor of African people between the 16th and 19th centuries.
It is the combination of these elements: the utterance of both regret and responsibility on the
highest state level for slavery which makes the Dutch case unique. Only the apology by Benin
checks all these boxes, but no European state, or indeed any other state, can say the same. An
apology can be conceptualized as a form of reparations, aligning with reparations literature and
introducing analytical methods from this field. Reparations, broadly defined, refer to measures
taken by states or institutions to acknowledge, redress, and compensate for historical injustices
and harms.*® While reparations often include material compensation, such as financial restitution
or legal reforms, symbolic gestures like apologies constitute the minimum form of redress, serving
as official recognition of wrongdoing and a foundation for broader reparative efforts. By embed-
ding apology within reparations discourse, we situate it not as a mere performative act but as a
crucial component of transitional justice and historical accountability.

Political opportunity structures

Building on the ideas from Howard-Hassmann and Lombardo,* who adopted a bottom-up social
movement perspective, this study challenges their claim that strong social movements alone secure
reparations. As seen in the UK, widespread public support does not always translate into political
action.” Insights from Sidney Tarrow’s Power in Movement refine this perspective by emphasiz-
ing the importance of political opportunity structures, external conditions that shape a movement’s
success beyond mass mobilization.”" Specifically, we highlight the importance of political open-
ness. This variable assesses a systen’s receptiveness to new parties, ideas, and social movements. Its
key indicators include: the entry of new parties into Parliament, shifts in government coalitions,
and the extent of policy innovation within parties.”> A more open system facilitates a movement’s
access to decision-making, while in a closed system, even a strong reparations movement may fail
to secure an apology.”

“Rudra Sil and Peter J. Katzenstein, Beyond Paradigms: Analytic Eclecticism in the Study of World Politics (Palgrave
Macmillan, 2010); Salvador Santino E. Regilme, ‘Beyond paradigms: Understanding the South China Sea dispute using analytic
eclecticism, International Studies 55 (2018), pp. 1-25.

*CRC, ‘10-Point Reparation Plan’; Pablo De Greiff, The Handbook of Reparations (Oxford University Press, 2006), pp. 452-3;
Lowenheim, ‘A haunted past, p. 536; Wolfe, Politics of Reparations, pp. 74, 77-8.

*Howard-Hassmann and Lombardo, Reparations to Africa.

**Gohil, ‘Six in 10 in UK poll’

*'David S. Meyer and Debra C. Minkoff, ‘Conceptualizing political opportunity, Social Forces, 82:4 (2004), pp. 1457-8;
Tarrow, ‘Political opportunities and constraints, pp. 76-7.

**Fernando Casal Bértoa and Zsolt Enyedi, ‘Party system closure and openness: Conceptualization, operationalization and
validation, Party Politics, 22:3 (2016), pp. 265-77; Peter Mair, ‘Electoral volatility and the Dutch party system: A comparative
perspective, Acta Politica, 43:2 (2008), pp. 235-53.

*David S. Meyer and Debra C. Minkoff, ‘Conceptualizing political opportunity), Social Forces, 82:4 (2004), p. 1460.
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Strategic domestic allies

The second variable, influential allies, is closely related to political openness but whereas the pre-
vious variable operates more on a structural level, this variable explicitly takes agents into view.
In line with Acharya’s model of localization, local allies within government and broader societal
institutions can act to diffuse norms and accommodate local sensibilities even pressuring legisla-
tors or advocating for the movement.* The Dutch case saw issue-owners like political party BIJ1
slowly gathering support from influential actors that initially stood further away from the cause.
For actors that are not as deeply integrated with the victim community like BIJ1, Regilme’s interest
convergence theory grants us a powerful tool to understand these actors and not only signal their
presence or absence but also generate some insight into what motivated them to support an apol-
ogy.” This theory, as applied in the analysis of foreign aid and human rights, argues that states
comply with international norms only when influential domestic and transnational elites — and
their allied civil-society and multi-stakeholder coalitions — perceive overlapping normative and
material gains.”® In reference to Acharya, Regilme develops the key mechanism of strategic local-
ization. Applied to apologies, this means that local actors and elite coalitions strategically customize
and reframe transnational demands for reparations and historical justice, consequently presenting
formal acknowledgements of wrongdoing in terms that effectively resonate not only with domes-
tic identity and norms but also material interests to transform them into effective instruments of
elite buy-in and political legitimacy. This thus adds a materialist dimension to Acharya’s theory,”
for example, by mobilizing voting blocs to sway political action as will be developed in the next
variable.

Cohesive and mobilized victim group

Thirdly, there is the victim group itself. This variable too cannot be fully separated from the others
in this framework. An actor like the BIJ1 party represents the victim group as an ‘ally’ but its mem-
bers are often part of the victim group itself and use this to add personal insights and illustration
in their push for an apology. The importance of a coherent and politically mobilized victim group
is stressed both in social movement theory and later iterations of norm theory like Acharya’s.*®
Howard-Hassmann and Lombardo stress the need for a clearly and coherently defined perpetra-
tor, harm, claim, and victim group.” If any of these are unclear or tenuously related to the other
elements, opponents can undermine the reparations claim.®® From the perspective of norm local-
ization, a similar importance is granted to victim groups.®’ A victim group that is both large and
politically relevant is better positioned to achieve a framing of the apology as an act that is coher-
ent with the contemporary normative and identity framework of the society in question. Regilme’s
interest convergence theory adds a dimension to this. When a victim group represents a significant
voting bloc or exerts notable societal influence this can sway politicians’ interest calculations. This
is especially true when this group is able to promote a coherent claim and make it resonate in soci-
ety, which will be addressed in the next variable. Therefore, if a group is large enough to matter as
a voting bloc and united enough to speak with an identifiable voice, they are more likely to attain
an apology for slavery.

* Amitav Acharya, Whose Ideas Matter? Agency and Power in Asian Regionalism (Cornell University Press: 2009), pp. 9-30.

*Regilme, Aid Imperium.

**Regilme, Aid Imperium.

Regilme, Aid Imperium, pp. 33-8.

% Acharya, Whose Ideas Matter?, pp. 15-16.
**Howard-Hassmann and Lombardo, Reparations to Africa, p. 47.
“Howard-Hassmann and Lombardo, Reparations to Africa, p. 49.
%! Acharya, ‘How ideas spread, pp. 247-8.
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Framing and forward-looking claims

Both Regilme (2021) and Acharya’s (2004) localization theory place special emphasis on the power
of framing.®> Similarly, Antje Wiener’s theory of norm contestation stresses that norms are not
self-evident mandates but are continuously renegotiated through discursive battles over their
meaning and scope.®® As discussed, this comes down to framing the international norm in such a
way that it is in line with local norms, identities, and general sensibilities. We can refine this with
insights from the transnational justice literature. Recognizing that retrospective blame often stalls
state action, forward-looking justice theorists reconceptualize apologies as instruments for reme-
dying ongoing structural harms. Leif Wenar’s compensation model (2006) argues that reparative
gestures should secure today’s victims’ rights by channeling resources into institutions that redress
inequality, thereby transforming apology into a pragmatic investment in social repair.** Catherine
Lu’s reconciliation framework complements this by emphasizing apologies as foundational steps in
rebuilding trust and shared citizenship, thereby framing regret not as fault-finding but as a commit-
ment to preventing present and future injustices.®® Together, these perspectives shift the apology’s
logic from assigning historic blame to mobilizing collective responsibility for the enduring legacies
of past wrongs.

From this we can draw two key insights. First, the problem of slavery has to be framed as a
current issue, not solely an event in history books but a human rights violation with ongoing
detrimental impacts. This can be done through what Howard-Hassmann and Lombardo call con-
densation symbols: concrete events or figures illustrating (continuing) historical injustices.*® Think
of George Floyd and the Black Lives Matter movement, or the emerging movement against the sys-
temic labor exploitation and environmental damages caused by the artificial intelligence industry.””
Second, the reparations in question, the apology in this case, has to be framed as a future-oriented
solution to these ongoing negative effects. For example, in the Dutch case we see that reparations
are explicitly framed as strengthening the victims’ position as full and equal citizens in a consti-
tutional democracy. This is something which resonates heavily with key values which are widely
shared in Dutch society and form part of its self-image.

Method

This study utilizes process tracing to systematically identify the sequence of macro-processes
leading to an outcome.®® The theoretical framework examines the factors hypothesized to have
prompted the Dutch state to apologize for slavery. To operationalize this framework and clarify our
process-tracing tests, we concentrate on four proximate causal variables that collectively establish
the political conditions for a sovereign apology: (1) political opportunity structures (openness) —
the institutional receptiveness of the party system to new parties, ideas, and minority voices; (2)
strategic domestic allies — high-capacity actors within state institutions (MPs, ministers, munici-
pal leaders) and influential societal elites who can translate mobilization into policy; (3) cohesive,
mobilized victim constituency - a clearly identifiable claimant group with domestic representation
and organizational capacity; and (4) framing and forward-looking claims — persuasive narratives
that reframe apology as a future-oriented instrument for addressing present structural harms. Each
variable is associated with clear, observable indicators (below) that our process-tracing follows
through parliamentary records, public statements, policy initiatives, and organizational activity.
These indicators enable a falsifiable test: the hypothesized mechanisms should be present and

> Acharya, ‘How ideas spread’; Regilme, Aid Imperium.

% Antje Wiener, A Theory of Contestation (Springer, 2014).

*Leif Wenar, ‘Reparations for the future, Journal of Social Philosophy, 37:3 (2006): pp. 396-405.

®Catherine Lu, Justice and Reconciliation in World Politics (Cambridge University Press, 2017).

“Howard-Hassmann and Lombardo, Reparations to Africa, p. 50.

“Salvador Santino E. Regilme, ‘Artifical intelligence colonialism: Environmental damage, labor exploitation, and human
rights crisis in the Global South; Sais Review of International Affairs, 44:2 (2024), pp. 75-92.

%Stephen van Evera, Guide to Methods for Students of Political Sciene (Cornell University Press, 2016), pp. 64-7.
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Summary of observable indicators
1. Political Opportunity Structures

a. Receptiveness of political system to new parties representing minoritized voices; evidence of
openness to policy innovations or coalition shifts.

b. Parliamentary debate or legislative committee activities showing receptiveness to new ideas
and claims

2. Strategic Domestic Allies
a. High-profile lawmakers, ministers, or municipal executives publicly endorsing apology;
formal parliamentary motions or government responses.
b. Endorsements or policy commitments from influential non-state elites (media, business, civil
society leaders, religious leaders).

3. Cohesive and Mobilised Victim Group

a. Existence of organized civil society groups representing the claimant community;
demonstrable domestic membership/visibility.

b. Evidence that the claimant group represents a significant or electorally relevant constituency
(voting blocs, demographic concentration).

4. Framing and Forward-looking Claims
a. Slavery is effectively framed as a relevant issue with contemporary effects
b. Emphasis on reconciliation, equal citizenship, or structural remedies in public discourse,
according to local sensitivities.

¢. Domestic re-interpretation of the slavery apology norm to align with national identity, history,
or political culture

d. Use of “condensation symbols™ or emblematic events/tests that emotionally anchor the claim
and gain media traction.

e. Public and parliamentary discourse that links apology to present structural harms and concrete
reform measures (education, memorialization, anti-discrimination policy).

Figure 1. Summary of observable indicators - apology activation model.

sequenced in the Netherlands (where an apology occurred) and weak or absent in the United
Kingdom (where it did not). (See Figure 1 below for a concise summary of indicators and where
evidence is discussed in the manuscript.) Process tracing evaluates the AAM by requiring empir-
ical evidence that strategic localization of norms is followed by elite convergence, which triggers
coalition activation and culminates in institutional enactment, and it accepts the mechanism only
when that ordered sequence rather than mere co-occurrence is observed.

To evaluate our framework and explore the inferences, we incorporate process tracing within
a most-likely/least-likely case design.” The Netherlands serves as a ‘most-likely’ case for an
anti-slavery apology due to its open, multi-party system, a cohesive Surinamese-Caribbean con-
stituency, and domestic allies that include both issue-owner parties and mainstream actors. In
contrast, the United Kingdom represents a ‘least-likely’ case, characterized by a first-past-the-post
political system, fragmented victim groups, and a lack of allies with political decision-making
power, which, according to our theory, should prevent a formal apology. Both countries share a

“John Gerring, ‘Is there a (viable) crucial-case method?, Comparative Political Studies, 40:3 (2007), pp. 231-53.
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similar colonial history in the Atlantic slave trade, maintaining a constant moral claim for repa-
rations. By selecting these two extremes concerning the relevant variables, we create a rigorous
test: if our comparative analysis of party politics, civil society dynamics, and framing mechanisms
can explain divergence in these cases, they hold strong explanatory power for broader European
contexts.

Cases

The Netherlands and the United Kingdom both have extensive histories in the transatlantic
slave trade, making them directly comparable on the moral demand for apology. Dutch ships
transported over half a million enslaved people globally.” Slavery under Dutch control covered
Suriname, Guyana, Aruba, Curagao, Bonaire, East Asia, and South Africa and was formally abol-
ished in 1873.”" The British history of slavery involved the trade and dehumanization of over 3.25
million people between 1501 and 1807.7% Its plantation economy spanned North America and the
Caribbean, including Jamaica, Grenada, and Guyana, abolishing it in 1833.”® Despite this shared
legacy, the Netherlands became the first European state to issue a formal slavery apology in 2022,
while the UK has consistently refused to do so despite persistent advocacy. This divergence makes
the pair a strong candidate for a most-likely/least-likely case design.

Findings
The openness of the political system

The openness of a political system is crucial for social movements seeking state apologies. In the
Netherlands, small parties advocating reparations entered politics and kept the issue on the agenda.
The UK’s first-past-the-post system and party discipline concentrate power in dominant parties,
making it difficult for minor formations to gain parliamentary representation — a structural obsta-
cle for reparations politics. The Dutch multi-party system enables representation of minoritized
voices, with 16 parties in Parliament after 2023 elections, thereby exceeding the European aver-
age despite having 150 seats.”* Among Western states with a slave trading history, only France has
more parties. Notably, Peter Mair concludes that the Dutch system is ‘exceptionally open to new
parties,” based on innovative government formulae and electoral design. Although major parties
often remain in governing coalitions,” the Dutch system remains particularly open to new voices.

This openness facilitated the entry of parties like DENK and BIJ1, which played key roles in
advocating for a slavery apology. DENK, founded in 2015 after a split from the Labour Party
(PvdA), called for a state apology as early as 2017.”” BIJ1, founded by former DENK member
Sylvana Simons in 2016, centred its platform on anti-racism and decolonization, demanding gov-
ernment apologies and restitution.”® Both parties gained seats in the Tweede Kamer, DENK in
2017 and BIJ1 in 2021, using their platforms to amplify demands. Established parties also joined:

Rik van Welie, ‘Patterns of slave trading and slavery in the Dutch colonial world, 1596-1863 in Gert Oostindie (ed), Dutch
Colonialism, Migration and Cultural Heritage (Brill, 2008), p. 53.

"'Rik van Welie, ‘Patterns of slave trading), pp. 56, 70.

’Rik van Welie, ‘Patterns of slave trading, p. 53.

7Kenneth Morgan, Slavery and the British Empire: From Africa to America (Oxford University Press, 2007), pp. 7-11.

"*Michael Gallagher, ‘Election Indices Dataset) Electoral Systems, 2024, available at: {https://www.tcd.ie/Political_Science/
about/people/michael_gallagher/ElSystems/Docts/ElectionIndices.pdf}, accessed 9 March 2024, pp. 34-35.

7>Mair, ‘Electoral volatility) p. 246.

7SCasal Bértoa and Enyedi, ‘Party system closure and openness, p. 274.

"Denk, ‘Denkend aan Nederland: Verkiezingsprogramma 2017-2021, Documentatiecentrum Nederlandse Politieke
Partijen, available at: {https://dnpprepo.ub.rug.nl/10857/, accessed 1 April 2024, p. 11.

7SBIJ1, ‘Programma 2021}, Documentatiecentrum Nederlandse Politieke Partijen, available at: {https://dnpprepo.ub.rug.nl/
86105/}, accessed 1 April 2024, p. 16.
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Groenlinks (Greens) already called for an apology in its 2017 election-manifesto,” and by 2021
most major left-wing parties supported one.

The quick uptake of the apology demand into manifestos shows the system’s openness. From its
introduction by two parties in 2017 it became mainstream on the left in the next election five years
later. This was followed by an apology one and a half years later after rapid developments in the
government coalition, as elaborated under the next variable. In contrast, the UK’s first-past-the-
post system limits opportunities for new parties. With two dominant parties, it discourages niche
or minoritized interests. Casal Bértoa and Enyedi rank the UK the third most closed system in
Europe.*” Mair’s indicators highlight its closedness.®’ Between 1975 and 2003, only one new party
entered Parliament, compared to six in the Netherlands.® Internal party innovation is limited:
while 45% of MPs occasionally disagree with the party line,* mean deviations per bill are close to
zero.** This British discipline may be lower than in the Netherlands, where only 29% vote against
the party line, but dissent within dominant parties is a main way new ideas can be advocated.
Without it, the party must change course for a new idea to gain credible presence in politics. This
closedness is reflected in the treatment of demands for a slavery apology and reparations. Most
telling is David Lammy’s case: once a backbench Labour MP who called for reparations, but as
Foreign Secretary his earlier stance was dismissed as ‘that was David Lammy long before he became
Foreign Secretary. Now he speaks on behalf of the Labour Government’® This shows a clear divide
between the fringes and power centre regarding openness to minoritized voices. As elaborated
below, this relates to the wording of Lammy’s reparations demand.

Identifying victims
The identification of victims is a critical factor in shaping the success of reparations movements
according to Howard-Hassmann and Lombardo. In the Dutch case, the reparations movement
benefited from a well-defined and largely domestic victim group which made the claim. By
contrast, the UK’s movement faced challenges due to a more dispersed and diverse claimant base.
The Dutch movement has focused on victims of plantation slavery in Suriname, and on the
Dutch Caribbean islands.*® Victims of Dutch slavery in Indonesia and South Africa remain
ignored.*” This emphasis on plantation slavery created a clear, homogenous victim group. Many
descendants of these victims are Dutch citizens. About 400,000 individuals with Surinamese roots
live in the Netherlands, compared to Suriname’s population of 600,000.% These communities influ-
ence political decision-making through parties like DENK and BIJ1. Their presence in Dutch
society, through NGOs and interest groups, helps shape national debate and memories of slav-
ery. International victims lack direct representation and, like Suriname, struggle to be identified as
stakeholders. Since ‘slavery’ is equated with ‘plantation slavery, Dutch victims are mainly domestic

7’ Groenlinks, “Tijd voor Verandering: Verkiezingsprogramma 2017-2021, Documentatiecentrum Nederlandse Politieke
Partijen, available at: {GL_vp2017-2021.pdf}, accessed 2 April 2024.

% Casal Bértoa and Enyedi, ‘Party system closure and openness, p. 274.

$! Mair, ‘Electoral volatility) p. 246.

**Hans Kreman and Andre Krouwel, “The Rise of a New Political Class? Emerging New Parties and the Populist Challenge
in Western Europe, VU Working Papers Political Science, 2 (2006), pp. 6-7.

¥ Caroline Close and Lidia Nunez Lopez, ‘Party Cohesion in European Legislatures: Cross-Country and Cross-Party
Comparisons, SSRN (2013), pp. 15-16.

$ Arthur Spirling and Kevin Quinn, ‘Identifying intraparty voting blocs in the U.K. House of Commons, Journal of the
American Statistical Association, 105:490 (2010), p. 451.
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% Gert Oostindié, Rekenschap: Het Koloniale Verleden, Excuses en Herstel (Boom, 2023), p. 70.
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groups except for those represented by Suriname. The British case shows more diffuse victim identi-
fication. While the Caribbean remains the primary reference point,* group representation differs.
Unlike Dutch descendants who are domestic citizens with political presence, Britain’s claimant
community consists mainly of sovereign states. It includes descendants from former Caribbean
colonies like Jamaica, Barbados, and Guyana. Amongst the CARICOM members, twelve of fif-
teen are former British colonies, advancing the CARICOM 10-Point Plan for Reparatory Justice,
targeting all slave-trading powers but especially Britain.”® This unified set of regional and interna-
tional demands complicates UK mobilization: external articulation makes it harder to generate the
cohesion Howard-Hassmann considers critical for reparations movements domestically.

If we shift our focus to those victims who are British citizens, we see a divergence with the Dutch
case as well. Only 1% of the British population has ‘Black Caribbean’ roots.” In the Netherlands
the population with roots on one of the six Dutch Caribbean isles is 1.1 percent, while 2.1 percent
have family ties with Suriname.®” The large Surinamese population means that there is a significant
group in the Netherlands that, despite internal cultural diversity, share a similar history and cul-
tural connection and is internationally mostly represented by just one state (while the Caribbean
islands are nations within the Dutch kingdom). The ‘Black Caribbean’ population in the UK is pro-
portionally smaller and significantly more diverse with more than 10 former Caribbean colonies
which are now independent.

The British victim identification includes a larger, more diverse group, resulting in more diverse
narratives, memories, and demands that are harder to unify. This contrasts with Dutch victims,
who are comparatively more homogenous and numerically better represented in domestic society.
In line with Howard-Hassmann and Lombardo’s claim that a diverse claimant group hinders a
successful reparations movement, we see how the British case is disadvantaged.”

Presence of influential domestic allies

An open political system combined with a coherent and politically salient victim group forms the
necessary foundation for an apology to enter the national political agenda. Domestic allies are the
powerful actors that amplify the call from the community and transform it into action. Starting
from organizations close to the victim group to bigger political parties and government entities, the
Netherlands saw a clear accumulation of influential actors supporting an apology which kicked oft
and carried the chain of events that led to the eventual apology. While the UK has seen important
institutions offer apologies themselves, there is a lack of uptake by actors in the highest level of
government.

Advocacy for a Dutch apology has a long history, but momentum towards the 2022 speech built
once influential allies took ownership of the issue. By 2017, two parliamentary parties supported an
apology, together holding around 11.5% of seats. While initially fringe, Groenlinks’ endorsement
gave the idea legitimacy beyond advocacy organizations. Local governments then proved decisive.
In 2018, Rotterdam mayor Ahmed Aboutaleb became the first high-profile official to call for a
national apology,” triggering DENK leader Tunahan Kuzu to press the demand in Parliament.”
A year later, Minister for Interior Affairs Kajsa Ollongren responded to this by committing the

®NAARC, ‘Reparations and Racial Healing Being Discussed in Barbados, available at: {https:/reparationscomm.org/
reparations-news/reparations-and-racial-healing-being-discussed-in-barbados/}, accessed 3 April 2024,.
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accessed 13 January 2024.
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government to a national dialogue on slavery’s legacy.”® This was followed by the creation of the
Adbviescollege Dialooggroep Slavernijverleden (Advisory Board Dialogue-Group Slavery History) in
2020, tasked with examining historical injustices and proposing policy recommendations.” Its
report, Chains of the Past, called for an apology and reparations.”® The same year, Amsterdam
issued its own apology after calls from DENK,” further pressuring the national government. These
local and parliamentary allies leveraged institutional influence to push the issue onto the national
agenda, showing how domestic allies can drive state apologies even without strong public support.

By 2020, most left-wing parties had adopted the call. In a parliamentary debate convened in
response to the Black Lives Matter protests, coalition partners Christenunie and D66 emerged
as advocates and added to the pressure that made the PM state that he would be open to re-
evaluating the government’s position on apologies if the Chains of the Past recommended such
a step.'” However, after the publication of the report, the more conservative parties in government
and PM Rutte remained apprehensive at the thought of apologies.'®' However, Rutte’s stance shifted
quickly. BIJ1 MP Sylvana Simons punctured his objection that ‘too much time had passed’ by juxta-
posing it with his own Holocaust apology and by sharing her family’s direct experiences of slavery
and exclusion, thereby transforming abstract debate into personal moral urgency.'®” The powerful
report and stories like those of Simons, amplified by parliamentary allies, domestic and interna-
tional advocacy groups, made it politically untenable to dismiss the apology as mere symbolism.
Another key ally was Franc Weerwind, Minister for Legal Protection and a descendant of enslaved
people, who publicly signaled the government’s evolving stance at the 2022 Slavery Remembrance
Day.'” His role as both a government representative and a member of the affected community
reinforced the moral and political urgency of an apology.'* This all culminated in the apology in
December 2022. Rutte later thanked the many advocates for their ‘unrelenting efforts’ to keep this
issue ‘on the agenda’'®

In contrast, the British reparations movement lacks strong parliamentary champions. While the
All-Party Parliamentary Group for Afrikan Reparations (APPG-AR) advocates for policy change,
it comprises only 13 out of 650 MPs, with minimal support from major parties.'® Even within
the Labour Party, which hosts most APPG-AR members, reparations remain off the agenda, as
former leader Tony Blair’s expression of regret is deemed sufficient.'” The Starmer government has
similarly avoided the issue.'”® There is a long history of motions and contributions to Parliament
calling for action and attention on the issue of reparations. However, these initiatives have always
been met with rebuttals from government officials, showing little development in the thinking of
the majority of Parliament.

*Kajsa Ollongren, Vaststelling van de Begrotingsstaten MBK 2019 (Ministerie van Binnenlandse Zaken en
Koninkrijksrelaties, 2019), p. 3.

’Kajsa Ollongren, Kamerbrief Over Instelling Adviescollege Dialooggroep Slavernijverleden (Ministerie van Binnenlandse
Zaken en Koninkrijksrelaties, 2020).

%D. H. Oudshoorn-Tinga et al., Ketenen van Het Verleden (Adviescollege Dialooggroep Slavernijverleden, 2021), p. 41.

% Patrick Meershoek, ‘Denk: Amsterdam moet excuses aanbieden voor slavernij, Het Parool (26 June 2018).

' Tweede Kamer, ‘Debat Institutioneel Racisme in Nederland, Plenair Verslag Tweede Kamer 90 (2020), pp. 23, 45.

" Tweede Kamer (2021), p- 47.

' Tweede Kamer (2021), pp. 47-48.

% Frank Weerwind, ‘Toespraak Door Minister Weerwind Bij de Slavernijherdenking Keti Koti, Amsterdam (1 July
2022), pp- 3-4.

1MRTL Nieuws, ‘Slavernijexcuses: Hoe een historisch besluit leidde tot chaos, verwarring en woede, RTL Nieuws, available
at: {https://www.rtl.nl/nieuws/artikel/5353786/slavernij-excuses-suriname-frank-weerwind-kaag}, accessed 3 February 2024.

'%Rautte, ‘Kabinetsreactie op het rapport van bevindingen van het Adviescollege dialooggroep slavernijverleden “Ketenen
van het verleden” (Ministerie van Algemene Zaken, 2022), p. 4.

'% African Foundation for Development, ‘Afrikan Reparations APPG, Parallel Parliament, available at: {https://www.
parallelparliament.co.uk/APPG/afrikan-reparations}, accessed 24 January 2024.

'Joshua Nevett, ‘Slavery apology should be labour policy, MPs say, BBC (23 October 2023).
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Outside Parliament, the number of influential allies has been increasing over time. The city
of Liverpool can be seen as an important example of a lower government offering an apology.
However, at the same time this has not resulted in effective requests from Liverpool to the national
government like in the case of Rotterdam in the Netherlands. Similarly, the Church of England
pledged £100 million toward reparations, with plans to expand it to £1 billion, taking more concrete
steps than the government.'”” However, here too, the Church has not (openly) put pressure on the
government to do the same. So, while society sees major developments on the issue of reparations,
the explicit connection to the higher levels of government is not actualized.'"

Ultimately, Dutch domestic allies — advocacy groups from minoritized communities, local gov-
ernments, and MPs from immigrant backgrounds — translated grass-roots demands into high-level
political action. Their presence in Parliament was crucial in overcoming limited public support and
securing a formal apology. In the UK, the absence of such institutional ambition and strong parlia-
mentary representation has hindered the movements ability to influence government policy. This
stark contrast underscores the decisive role of domestic allies in shaping the political viability of
reparations.

Framing and forward-looking claims

So far, we have pointed to structural factors and the power of agents to shape policy. The final ele-
ment of our framework is the framing of the demand for apology, which concerns the discourses
employed by the victim group and allied agents to sway people in power. Effective framing empha-
sizes that slavery is a current problem and frames the demand as a future-oriented solution, using
symbols to resonate emotionally and politically.

In the Netherlands, the memory of slavery has not always been given space.'"! Sustained
activism and visibility of the victim group gradually created this space, prompting government
recognition of slavery’s enduring effects. For example, Minister Kajsa Ollongren commissioned
the Chains of the Past report in 2020, stating: “Traces of the slavery past continue to have an impact
on society to this day’''? This problem definition was linked to citizenship, equality, and inclusion,
central topics in political discourse. Ollongren argued in 2018 that ‘slavery is antithetical to the
values of our Constitution [...] antithetical to what we aspire to be as a country’'** and the Chains
of the Past report connected recognition of historic injustice to combating racism, proposing an
apology as a step ‘to achieve recovery, so that a shared future becomes possible’''* In this line we
should also understand the explicit and persistent leveraging of the Dutch government’s Holocaust
apology in order to strengthen arguments for apology. Indeed, the above-cited discussion between
BIJ1 MP Simons and PM Rutte was on this very point.""* Namely, how do these two cases relate —
is the ‘passage of time’ a qualitative difference foregoing direct comparison?

Societal events highlighted slavery’s modern-day effects, reinforcing the urgency of an apol-
ogy. Protests against the Black Pete character and the Black Lives Matter movement following
George Floyd’s death powerfully illustrated ongoing racism, despite the deeply rooted self-image
built around tolerance and equality.''® The shift in societal narratives created political opening. A

debate was requested and both long-time advocates and new supporters of a slavery apology such
' Harriet Sherwood, ‘C of E hoping to create £1bn fund to address legacy of slavery, The Guardian (4 March 2024).
Oudshoorn-Tinga et al., Ketenen van Het Verleden, p. 16.
Artwell Cain, ‘Slavery and memory in the Netherlands: Who needs commemoration?; Journal of African Diaspora
Archaeology and Heritage, 4:3 (2015), pp. 227-42; Vliet, ‘Resisting the abolition myth; 784-97.

"?Kajsa Ollongren, Kamerbrief Over Instelling Adviescollege Dialooggroep Slavernijverleden (Ministerie van Binnenlandse
Zaken en Koninkrijksrelaties, 2020).

"Kajsa Ollongren, Vaststelling van de Begrotingsstaten MBK 2019 (Ministerie van Binnenlandse Zaken en
Koninkrijksrelaties, 2019), pp. 1-2.

""Oudshoorn-Tinga et al., Ketenen van Het Verleden, p. 6.

" Tweede Kamer (2021), pp. 47-48.
Cain, ‘Slavery and memory, pp. 229-33; Nicole L. Immler (2021), ‘What Is Meant by “Repair” When Claiming
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as D66 and Christenunie were quick to present an apology as an appropriate reply to these calls for
action.'”

The sudden shift in societal sentiment thus created relevance of the apology as a political issue.
On this basis, left-wing parties translated the anti-slavery norm into domestic policy impera-
tives, showing that a formal apology was foundational for legislative reforms addressing racial
inequalities. Confronted with both moral and electoral incentives, the government framed the
apology as forward-looking, committing to redress lasting social and economic legacies.

In the UK, the official stance remains a rejection of slavery reparations and apologies.
Government discourse treats slavery largely as historical, disconnected from present inequalities.
Remembrance events and statements by officials such as Tony Blair exist alongside repeated asser-
tions that slavery is not relevant to current societal problems. Rishi Sunak recently stated that
‘trying to unpick our history is not the right way forward’''® While the Black Lives Matter protests
initially seemed to create political momentum - prompting the government to commission a report
on racial inequality - the final report largely dismissed systemic racism,"® arguing that Britain’s
system was no longer ‘deliberately rigged against ethnic minorities’'? Its only explicit reference
to slavery framed it not as a historical injustice requiring redress, but as a cultural transformation
that shaped Afro-Caribbean identity in Britain.'?! This framing actively obscured slavery’s endur-
ing structural impacts,'?* precluding the very premise that the history of slavery is worth processing
at all.

While both the Netherlands and the UK have a history of remembering slavery as something
distant in both time and space,'” and racism as alien to their societies,'** the UK has a unique and
powerful memory as the first nation to abolish slavery.'? This is a particularly difficult obstacle in
efforts to fit any request for apology or other reparations to British sensitivities. In the Dutch case
one of the major challenges was to break the ‘deafening silence’ that surrounded the Dutch history
of slavery,'*® to generate knowledge of its very existence. The nuance in the UK is that slavery has
been visible but that the painful memory of the victim groups has to challenge an existing positive
self-image.

Lastly, the framing of the claim is not conducive to persuade politicians to a state apology.
The UK debate is centred around the broad concept of ‘reparations, often explicitly explained as
monetary payments. Internationally, bodies such as CARICOM in conjunction with government
officials continuously press the government on the issue of monetary reparations.'” While interna-
tional actors in the Dutch debate similarly frame the claim in financial terms,'*® the big difference
between the cases lies in the framing of the demand in the domestic debate. This is illustrated by
broadly publicized comments made by future foreign secretary, then Labour backbencher, David

Lammy in 2018: Tm afraid as Caribbean people we are not going to forget our history — we don’t
"Tweede Kamer, ‘Debat Institutioneel Racisme, pp. 23, 45.
Rishi Sunak, ‘Engagements 26 April 2024, Hansard 731 (2024), p. 731.

"’Suyin Haynes, “More mainstream”: In the UK, push for slavery reparations gains momentum, Al Jazeera (13 January
2024).

'Y CRED, Commission on Race and Ethnic Disparities: The Report (Commission on Race and Ethnic Disparities, 2021), p. 8.
CRED, Commission on Race and Ethnic Disparities: The Report, p. 8.
Aamna Mohdin, ‘UK cannot ignore calls for slavery reparations, says leading UN judge, The Guardian (22 August 2023).
Cain, ‘Slavery and memory’, pp. 229-33; Vliet, ‘Resisting the abolition myth; p. 784-97; Emma Waterton and Ross Wilson,
“Talking the talk: Policy, popular and media responses to the bicentenary of the abolition of the slave trade using the ‘abolition
discourse, Discourse and Society, 20:3 (2009): pp. 381-99.

*Wiener, Theory of Contestation; Gary Younge, ‘Lest we remember: How Britain buried its history of slavery), The Guardian
(29 March 2023).

'»Waterton and Wilson, ‘Talking the talk) pp. 381-99.
Alex Van Stipriaan, ‘Stilte! Niet storen! De slavernij is afgeschaft, De Negentiende Eeuw: Documentatieblad Werkgroep 19e
Eeuw, 29:1 (2005), p. 46.

"“Bloom, ‘Commonwealth summit agreement’; Hilary Beckles, Address Delivered:
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just want to hear an apology, we want reparation’'? This emphasis on monetary compensation
is reinforced by high-profile commitments such as the Church of England’s proposed £1 billion
fund and by widely publicized estimates of aggregate reparations put forward by judges and schol-
ars."”” Several advocates - including MP Bell Ribeiro-Addy - have warned that the circulation of
large, headline figures tends to generate public alarm rather than deliberative support, produc-
ing a political backlash that narrows rather than broadens the space for reform."”" This explains
why financial framings struggle to gain traction in Westminster: without localization linking com-
pensation to concrete, constituency-sensitive policies, monetary claims risk alienating allies and
stalling recognition. This is not to say monetary claims are unjustified or advocates should forego
reparations beyond an apology. Rather, this suggests the UK debates’ focus on financial compen-
sation, rather than localized approaches resonating with domestic actors, has limited the claim’s
political momentum toward an official apology.

Discussion

Our analysis confirms that robust domestic coalitions, receptive political opportunity structures,
and resonant framing are essential for state apologies. In the Netherlands, the apology emerged
through advocacy by high-profile actors such as the Mayor of Rotterdam and national political
parties. Momentum was amplified by the broader context of Black Lives Matter protests and by
framing the apology as a future-oriented solution to persistent inequalities. This framing offered
political parties a practical ‘formula’ to translate moral acknowledgement into concrete policy mea-
sures. Left-wing parties swiftly incorporated the call for apology into their manifestos, pressuring
the government, which, after initial hesitation, was persuaded by the framing.

The UK illustrates the consequences of limited opportunity structures and less effective framing.
High-profile advocates exist but their influence has not translated into government action. The
evolution of Foreign Secretary David Lammy’s public stance demonstrates how the British system
handles reparations claims: while there is some openness to advocacy on the fringes, these voices
rarely penetrate the centre of power, and initiatives appear ignored or suppressed at higher levels.
The significance of condensation symbols underscores the importance of political openness. In the
Netherlands, controversies over Black Pete and the BLM movement shaped parliamentary debate
on slavery reparations, sustaining public and institutional pressure. In the UK, despite widespread
BLM protests, political responses remained dismissive. Even during peak BLM mobilization, the
UK’s opportunity structure remained largely closed, constraining institutional impact.'*

Framing in the UK further constrains prospects for an apology. The government does not fully
recognize slavery’s contemporary effects, diminishing the perceived urgency. This is compounded
by the British abolition memory, which resists integrating narratives of historical injustice.
Moreover, the claimant discourse is dominated by international actors, drowning out domestically
mobilized voices. This has produced a fragmented narrative often centred on monetary claims.
While these claims are not inherently unjustified, their prominence highlights the misalignment
between advocacy and domestic political receptivity. By contrast, the Dutch apology was paired
with a €200 million fund framed as a forward-looking measure addressing inequality and inclu-
sion. Because policies must align with both local sensitivities and decision-makers’ cost-benefit
considerations, demands that are perceived as a strain on state finances without directly serving
politicians’ constituents are unlikely to gain traction.

Evaluated against our theoretical framework, two decisive variables explain why the
Netherlands, unlike the UK, pioneered a state apology: an open multi-party system receptive to

®White, ‘Grenada Prime Minister’

Mohdin, ‘UK cannot ignore calls; Sherwood, ‘C of E hoping to create £1bn fund’; Stephen Rigley, ‘UK owes Caribbean
nations more than £200bn in reparations for slavery Cambridge don claims, LBC (20 May 2024).

BlBell Ribeiro-Addy, ‘House of Commons Debate: Black History Month, Hansard 755 (2024), p. 454.

"?Benjamin Abrams, ‘Mobilisation without opportunity: The UK’s 2020 Black Lives Matter protests, European Journal of
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minoritized-led advocacy, and cohesive domestic allies capable of localizing and framing the norm.
These conditions are underpinned by a mobilized, politically relevant victim group. International
pressure does not automatically accelerate the realization of state apologies. In the UK, the interna-
tionalized claimant group complicates consensus-building and drowns out domestic voices, even
though these are best positioned to shape their own government’s response. Extensive international
attention can therefore complicate, rather than facilitate, an apology. This aligns with postcolonial
scholarship emphasizing the limited leverage of global majority nations over Western states on his-
torical justice issues.'” International allies can enhance legitimacy but cannot substitute for strong
domestic political advocacy.

Our findings underscore the limits of bottom-up mobilization and the need for a framework
where political openness, strategic allies, cohesive victim groups, and resonant framing converge.
Howard-Hassmann and Lombardo’s emphasis on identifiable victim groups and resonant claims is
confirmed, but institutional receptiveness is crucial.’** In the UK, despite allies and public support,
claimants could not overcome a closed political system, showing that open opportunity structures
are essential for state action. Strategic domestic allies are decisive. Dutch elites reframed the slavery
apology demand into a nationally resonant inclusion project, aligned with Acharya’s localization
framework. Regilme’s interest convergence theory explains their motivation: linking reparations
to mainstream politics enhanced legitimacy."* In the UK, elite incentives pointed oppositely, neu-
tralizing claims. A cohesive, politically relevant victim group is indispensable. Dutch descendants
organized through BIJ1 and DENK maintained pressure; UK claimants, dispersed internation-
ally, lacked similar influence. Finally, framing links moral claims to feasibility: Dutch advocates
presented the apology as forward-looking, whereas UK discourse remains constrained by aboli-
tionist pride and financial concerns. The findings suggest that Howard-Hassmann and Lombardo’s
focus on framing must be supplemented with the insights from Tarrow, Acharya, and Regilme."*
Sovereign apologies require more than compelling frames: they depend on open institutions, elite
allies who localize norms, and convergence between moral demands and political interests.

While this study highlights the decisive role of political openness and a mobilized, coherent
claimant group, these conditions should not be read as deterministic. They enable apologies but
do not guarantee them, as outcomes also depend on contingent political dynamics. Moreover,
‘unity’ within victim groups is always partial: claimants are diverse communities, and coherence is
often strategically constructed rather than naturally given. Finally, while international actors rarely
substitute for domestic mobilization, they can still amplify local voices and shape the broader legit-
imacy of reparations claims, as is stressed in literature on transnational advocacy networks.”” A
potential critique is that the Dutch case may be an outlier rather than a model. While this is a valid
concern, the findings suggest the Netherlands” experience provides transferable lessons - particu-
larly regarding political openness, framing, and coalition-building. These conditions are not unique
to the Netherlands and could be leveraged in other national contexts. What is key at all times, how-
ever, is that adaptations are necessary to account for domestic political environments, normative
contexts, and national identity frameworks.

This comparative analysis shows that state apology viability depends less on international
advocacy alone than on how global demands embed within domestic political contexts. In the
Netherlands, an open multi-party system allowed minoritized-led parties to enter politics, while
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allies reframed reparations claims to resonate with national identity and democratic values. In
contrast, the UK’s closed party system, fragmented claimant community, and lack of elite inter-
est convergence prevented momentum, despite higher public support and international advocacy.
These findings suggest reparations movements succeed not merely through compelling frames or
grass-roots mobilization, as Howard-Hassmann and Lombardo stress, but through three factors:
open opportunity structures,'*® strategic localization of global norms,"* and interest convergence
between moral claims and elite interests.'*® The Dutch case demonstrates a possible replicable
model for translating global moral demands into domestic policy agendas. Although our analysis
centres on transatlantic slavery, a similar combination of open political systems, unified domestic
coalitions, and strategic framing could produce sovereign apologies for other colonial injustices.
Future research should examine how these dynamics combine in other contexts of historical
injustice, and under what conditions symbolic recognition translates into durable postcolonial
justice.

Conclusion

This article explained why the Netherlands remains the only European state to date to issue an
official apology for slavery. Through process-tracing analysis, the analysis identified three deci-
sive factors: the openness of the Dutch political system, parliamentary representatives advocating
for reparations, and a unified domestic victim group. In contrast, the UK’s winner-take-all sys-
tem blunted diverse pro-reparations voices, while dispersed international claimants complicated
demands. The study found that external pressure was largely ineffective alone, reaffirming that
international pressures must work with favourable domestic political structures and elite allies in
shaping state responses to historical injustices. The comparative evidence confirms that political
opportunity structures and domestic allies impact how international pressure or public mobi-
lization produce formal state apologies. While social movements raise awareness, their success
depends on embedding demands within institutional channels of power. The Netherlands’ apol-
ogy was possible due to political receptiveness within its state and non-state institutions and
key politicians, whereas the UK’s closed system stifled momentum despite considerable public
mobilization. This supports Tarrow’s social movement theory while challenging approaches that
overstate framing and global advocacy.'"!

Despite the significance of domestic factors as demonstrated by the case of the Netherlands,
global and national dynamics do not operate in a strict binary. Indeed, what matters is the
specific alignment of these forces. Understanding it through the AAM, the Dutch case shows
how strategic localization and elite interest-alignment, when channeled through open institu-
tions, convert global justice claims into sovereign apology - a sequence future studies should
test across different institutional types. Looking ahead, future research should test the framework
developed here in other European states and further examine how shifting global power dynam-
ics affect reparations politics. The weakening Euro-American alliance and the global majority’s
growing influence present new structural opportunities for reparations movements. As former
colonial powers lose dominance, emerging global majority coalitions could exert greater diplo-
matic and economic pressure while providing support for local actors in European states. Rather
than relying on voluntary state action, reparations advocates must leverage these geopolitical
shifts, forge stronger transnational alliances, and use alternative diplomatic and legal platforms
to push for historical justice. In a changing world order, the global reparations movement has

¥ Tarrow, ‘Political opportunities and constraints, pp. 71-90.
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a rare opportunity to redefine the terms of accountability. In a world shaped by deep socio-
economic inequalities, a formal state apology is not the end of historical justice but the first crucial
step — an acknowledgement of both historic culpability and ongoing participation in historically
induced stratifications, which must be followed by concrete efforts to dismantle slavery’s enduring
legacies.
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Appendix A.
Survey of Apology Status in Selected Western Democracies
Country Party system Apology status (action) Date (principal act)
Formal state apology delivered by the Prime
Netherlands Open mubiparty Minister; endorsed by cabinet & parliament; Dec/22

linked to policy commitments (education,
memorials, dialogue).

Royal expression of “deepest regrets” by King
Belgium Open multiparty Philippe (moral contrition; no parliamentary 30/Jun20
ratification or reparative programme).

Taubira Law (memory law) recognises the
slave trade and slavery as crimes against

F O It 21/May/01
rance pen multiparty humanity; no sovereign state apology or o
reparations framework.
. No state-level sovereign apology for
German (o] It
y pen multiparty transatlantic slavery to date.
. . No state-level sovereign apology for
S O It
pain pen multiparty transatlantic slavery to date.
N 1 k f i
United Kingdom Closed (FPTP) o sovereign state apology for transatlantic
slavery to date.
Congressional expressions of regret and
United States Mixed / majoritarian symbolic resolutions (no formal sovereign | 2009 (Congressional resolutions)

apology).
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