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PREFACE 
 
There is much disagreement about the notions of race and racism in the Netherlands. So, for clarity, I 

would like to get some of the definitions out of the way first thing. 

 

Race is a scientific concept with “no genetic or scientific” accuracy (as stated by geneticist Craig Venter 

in 2000 during a White House press conference). When we observe physical differences, these are only 

“superficial and emerged as adaptions to geography” (DiAngelo, 2018, p. 15; referring to Cavalli-

Sforza, Menozzi, & Piazza, 1994). The concept of race has been greatly disputed and rejected by 

numerous biological scientists (e.g., Schwartz, 2001; Sesardic, 2010; Yudell, Roberts, DeSalle, & 

Tishkoff, 2016), arguing that it is not a useful tool to classify humans into racial groups. However, many 

of these scientists do find it important to research these classifications as cultural categories in the social 

sciences. Within the social sciences, we see that most contemporary scientists agree that racial categories 

are human social creations, but disagree on how to merge this with research. For example, a number of 

scholars argue that the fact that race is not a natural phenomenon is a good reason not to study race. 

Some even argue that to use race as a concept, either in everyday life or in research, is perhaps racist in 

itself. Instead, the argument goes, we should focus on other factors, such as ethnicity or culture. Other 

scholars, such as critical race scholars, however, recognize that it is crucial to study race as a key social 

category, because socially constructed identifications greatly affect peoples’ lives through racism 

(Lewis, 2004). The current research is based on this last perspective. 

 

Racialization is the development of racial categories, an (ideological) process that emerged during 

colonialism and imperialism to establish power relations. Groups with common hereditary traits were 

placed in hierarchical categories to systematize inequality and justify exploitation. This process still 

endures, as people are continuously racialized. In the famous work of Omi and Winant (1994), 

racialization is defined as “the extension of racial meaning to a previously racially unclassified 

relationship, social practice, or group” (p.14). Bonilla-Silva (2015) furthers this by adding that 

racialization appoints groups into hierarchical categories and thus entails “practices of racial 

domination” (p. 75-89). Racialization is thus the ongoing enforcement of race on a group of people 

based on their perceived hereditary traits and physical differences, with the effect that they are socialized 

as a member of a racial group, which influences their resources, experiences, and opportunities in life. 

The use of the term racialization can, however, sometimes be unclear and problematic. Goldberg (2005) 

argues: 
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One cannot always tell, either explicitly or contextually, whether it is being invoked as a merely descriptive term 

or with deeper normative, critical thrust. Quite often it is put to work simply to suggest race-inflected social 

situations, those informed or marked by racial characterization. But lurking beneath the descriptive is often an 

implicit, unexplained and almost invariably theoretically unmotivated critical rejection of the normative 

insinuation in the seemingly neutral description of the social arrangements being characterized as racial or in racial 

terms. (p.88).  

 

For this reason, the use the terms “race” and “racial” may be preferred, much like I will be doing in this 

research. However, to some extent, I will also use the term “racialization”, for example when I refer to 

“racialized depictions”. With this, I try to emphasize the ongoing everyday process of imposing race 

onto groups through narratives, discourses, and imagery, which constantly reproduces racial hierarchy 

in society. 

The term racism will be used to refer to systemic (and structural) racism. This is not the same as 

prejudices or discrimination. Prejudices are opinions, feelings, attitudes, judgements, and stereotypes 

one individual has about others on the mere basis of their membership to a certain social group. 

Discrimination is when individuals act (covertly as well as overtly) on their prejudices. What makes 

racism different from prejudice and discrimination, is the addition of (collective) power. Which means 

that prejudices and discrimination, become racism when “collective prejudice is backed by the power 

of legal authority and institutional control” (DiAngelo, 2018, p. 20). When those with collective 

institutional power (the racially privileged), enforce their prejudice or discriminate, racism is inflicted. 

In Fleming’s (2018) work “How to be less stupid about race”, she argues that when individuals from a 

dominant group can “impose their prejudices in ways that reliably benefit them and disadvantage 

others, they have managed to successfully institutionalize their racist beliefs and protect their racial 

privileges” (p. 13). Although racist incidents may happen, these are never to be separated from society: 

individuals and institutions reiterate what they have been socialized to believe. Systemic racism is thus 

enacted when one racialized group, that collectively considers itself superior, has privileges and power 

(and is able to act out this power) over other racialized groups, who are negatively affected by this 

(Solórzano, Ceja, & Yosso, 2001). Ghorashi (2018) suggests that “power is not only visible through the 

positions of power, but it is increasingly present in shaping our actions through discourses and invisible 

processes that become routine in everyday practices” (p. 185). It includes a complex set of recurring 

cultural messages and beliefs, racist stereotypes and caricatures, racialized imagery, racial practices in 

institutions targeting Black people and non-Black people of color, an array of discriminatory 

mechanisms, structures that preserve old racial hierarchies, and unequal distributions of resources and 

power (DiAngelo, 2018; Feagin, 2013; Mills, 1997).  

In our world order, the “racial structure” or “racialized social system” or “white supremacy” (Bonilla-

Silva, 2006, p. 9) privileges white people as a group, while disadvantaging Black people and non-Black 
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people of color. This is maintained by “the collective acts of many individuals, but which is larger and 

far more powerful than any individual” (Vaught & Castagno, 2008, p. 101). Many activists and scholars 

(e.g., Fleming, 2018; hooks, 1989) use the concept of white supremacy in preference to systemic racism, 

because white supremacy emphasizes white people’s advantages in society at large, while racism is 

generally seen as a problem of the racialized “other” and therefore regarded as non-existent in an all-

white context. Philosopher and critical race theorist Charles W. Mills refers to white supremacy as “the 

unnamed political system that has made the modern world what it is today” (p.1). He mentions that 

white supremacy has shaped western political thought, but has generally remained invisible. DiAngelo 

(2018) furthermore describes white supremacy as: 

A culture that positions white people and all that is associated with them (whiteness) as ideal. White supremacy is 

more than the idea that whites are superior to people of color; it is the deeper premise that supports this idea – the 

definition of whites as the norm or standard for human and people of color as a deviation from that norm (p. 33). 

 

The terms race, racialization, racism, and white supremacy are constantly subject to change and adapt 

to different (socio-political) contexts and different times (Omi & Winant, 1986). In this research, I will, 

for example, refer to “color-blind racism”, which illustrates this evolving nature of racism (Bonilla-

Silva, 2006). Color-blind racism may be regarded as the dominant racial ideology in Western countries 

since the 1960s and is suggested to be more prevailing in Europe than in the US (Fleming, 2018). It 

explains ‘contemporary racial inequality as the outcome of nonracial dynamics’ (Bonilla-Silva, 2006, 

p. 2). Thus, color-blind racism does not argue overt forms of “old-fashioned” biological inferiority, but 

states that if we can’t see color and pretend not to see race, racism cannot exist. Obviously, the inability 

to see race is fiction and racism does not miraculously disappear by closing our eyes. On the contrary, 

by acting color-blind, systemic racism is further disguised and exacerbated.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
It wasn’t until I started researching racism in the Netherlands1, that I learned a number of important 

lessons about this complex social problem: (1) Everybody is an expert on racism, yet very few people 

have actually learned or are interested to learn about (the history of) racism. (2) People make up 

definitions of racism as they go along and are often unwilling to change their fabrications (to be fair, 

these fabrications are often mainstream). (3) Nobody thinks of themselves as racist, yet racism persists. 

(4) White people are generally uncomfortable discussing race and racism. (5) Talking about racism, 

while not being self-aware and not being intensively racially educated, often does more harm than good. 

Although these lessons are nothing new2, the extent and effects of these conclusions were awfully 

impactful for the current study nevertheless. For one, they have brought about personal processes of 

self-doubt, changed perspectives about myself (as a researcher), and changed views on individuality, 

whiteness, white supremacy. But foremost, these lessons have changed my views on objectivity and 

neutrality. Objectivity and neutrality became a red thread through the research process. I started out 

wanting to research racism “objectively”, which I realized pretty quickly, can’t be done. When is a 

researcher objective? Can I be objective, considering the fact that I embody whiteness and I am 

socialized as white? How do I, as a researcher, deal with my white and Western lens? Should I refer to 

white people as “they” when I actually mean “we”? But also, how do I define responses or discourses 

that are seemingly neutral? What is left out? What is included? Which politics are played out? You can 

imagine that I drove myself crazy questioning if everything is socially constructed, if everything is Doxa. 

In effect, dealing with epistemological choices, remained at the forefront of the research process. I 

realized that in proceeding, my research principles and beliefs needed to be clear, I should be adequately 

critical and reflexive of my own ideas and observations, and remain open-minded to criticism from those 

willing to critique. Plus, some things actually can be regarded as simply facts. Therefore, to be clear and 

upfront, I, like all critical race theorists, start from the following basic assumption that will get under 

many Dutch (especially white) people’s skin: systemic and structural racism is salient in Dutch 

society. The reason that I believe this premise may insult or offend, is that it violates what we have been 

taught and threatens our self-concepts. There seems to be a general consensus among the majority of 

                                                
1 I generally focus on the Netherlands instead of the Kingdom of the Netherlands. The latter is a sovereign state 
that includes the Netherlands, Aruba, Curacao, and St. Maarten. Bonaire, Saba, and St. Eustatius (BES) are special 
municipalities of the Netherlands.  
2 For example, Bonilla-Silva (2006) finds that practically nobody would consider themselves racist, but racism 
still exists. Also, DiAngelo (2018) states: “It’s not really possible to grow up in the United States or spend any 
significant time here – or any other culture with a history of Western colonization – without developing opinions 
on racism” (p. 7-8). 
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(white) Dutch that there is no race and therefore no racism in the Netherlands. Many even take it as a 

personal attack when one argues otherwise. The dominant discourse has long been that the Netherlands 

is and always has been a tolerant and prosperous nation, with a long (welcoming) history of immigration3 

and equal opportunities for all (Wekker, 2016; Weiner & Carmona Báez, 2018). Due to openly 

performed far-right populism, the discourse of believed tolerance drastically decreased in the past 

decades, however, the Dutch majority still strongly insists that they live in a country free of systemic 

racism: “Racism? We’re not Americans!”.  

How is this belief so salient, when manifestations of systemic and everyday racism4 keep determining 

Dutch (Black and non-Black) people of color’s lives?5 How come the general consensus in the 

Netherlands is that race is insignificant, when inequalities, media representation, contemporary cultural 

artifacts, people’s experiences, etc. show otherwise? The complexity of racism in the Netherlands arises 

from centuries of Dutch colonial history and other historical and global influences. Goldberg (2006), 

for example, argues that the cruelty and inhumanity during the Holocaust, the heinous treatment of Jews, 

has led to a collective acceptance of supposed “anti-racism”. People relate racism to something BAD, 

and thus prefer to maintain the idea that it only exists somewhere far away. In her work, “White 

innocence”, Wekker (2016) argues that the denial of racism is often aggressively defended. Wekker 

mentions: 

 

                                                
3 Since the middle ages, immigrants have moved to the Netherlands and as early as the sixteenth century, Black 
people have been present in the Netherlands (Hondius, 2008). For example, Ponte (2018) has found that 
seventeenth century Amsterdam had a Black community, living in the neighborhood where Rembrandt had his 
studio (Ponte argues that it is very likely that Rembrandt’s paintings of Black people were based on his neighbors). 
Furthermore, during the 1940s and 1950s, some, mostly upper class “creoles” from Suriname came to the 
Netherlands to attain higher education (which was not provided in Surinam by the Dutch government) (Esajas, 
2018). However, it wasn’t until after World War II that larger groups migrated to the Netherlands (for example, 
immigration from former Dutch colonies, like Indonesia, and through the recruitment of “temporary” workers 
from Mediterranean countries like Italy, Spain, Yugoslavia, Turkey and Morocco). Also after 1975, many family 
members of these workers came to the Netherlands through family reunification, asylum seekers (for example 
from former Yugoslavia in the 1990s), and other types of migration (for example people from Cape Verde 
immigrated for different reasons and in different phases). Moreover, many Surinamese migrated to the Netherlands 
(right before the independence of Surinam in 1975). Thus, as Hondius (2009) states: “a significant Black presence 
is only thirty years old.” In more recent years, migration flows are generally family reunification arrivals, EU 
citizens, and asylum seekers (for example, from Syria, Iran, and Eritrea). Thus, the two largest groups of Black 
people in the Netherlands are those who have roots in former colonies and those who came to the Netherlands as 
refugees.  
4 Everyday racism is a concept introduced by Essed (1984) to theorize the experience of racial oppression as 
everyday social conduct. 
5 International human right organizations have shown their concerns about racism in the Netherlands. The 
European Commission against Racism and Intolerance (ECRI, 2013), for example, has written an extensive report 
criticizing the Dutch government for failing to develop proper anti-discrimination policy, among many other 
critiques. Also, the UN, Amnesty International and the National Ombudsman have expressed their discontent 
(Özdil, 2014). Also, other European networks, such as ENAR, have showed their concerns about afrophobia and 
racism in the Netherlands. While, serious and well-grounded charges concerning racism should be expected to be 
taken seriously by officials, Dutch politicians have rejected the concerns (Wekker, 2016). 
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It is noteworthy that while the concept of race finds its origin in Europe and has been one of its main export 

products, still it is generally the case that race is declared an alien body of thought to Europe, coming to this 

continent from the United States or elsewhere (p.4). 

 

Related to this, Goldberg (2006) refers to racial Europeanization, a specific European denial of race and 

racism in the post-war 20th and 21st century, by disconnecting the contemporary racial make-up and its 

inequalities from Europe’s history of colonialism. This type of denial and dismissal of racism may be 

considered to be a covert expression of racism (Bhopal, 2018). 

 

Dutch Racism 
According to Essed and Hoving (2014), racism in the Netherlands is characterized by “the intimate 

relation between ignorance and denial” (p. 10) and may be understood as a combination of (at least) 

three key components. Firstly, Dutch racism may be recognized through the “Dutch sense of moral and 

cultural superiority” (Essed & Hoving, 2014, p. 24), which includes the persistent ignorance and 

undervaluing of Dutch history, or at least those chapters in which the Dutch are the culprits instead of 

the victims (Essed & Hoving, 2014; Wekker, 2016). Furthermore, Wekker (2016) argues that four 

centuries of colonialism and imperialism, not only affect the lives of Black people and non-Black people 

of color, but also white Dutch identity. She relates this to Said’s (1993; in Wekker, 2016) concept of the 

cultural archive6, and argues that it: 

 
(…) is located in many things, in the way we think, do things, and look at the world, in what we find (sexually) 

attractive, in how our affective and rational economies are organized and intertwined. Most important, it is between 

our ears and in our hearts and souls (p. 19).  

 

Secondly, Dutch racism contains a “Dutch claim of innocence” (Essed & Hoving, 2014, p. 24). Meaning 

the avoidance and denial of racism that meets, what the authors have named, “smug ignorance”. This 

refers to the expression of smugness about ignoring the issue, in which the mere possibility of the 

existence of racism is slammed. This form of ignorance seems to be the main strategy of denial in the 

Netherlands, which becomes clear when thinking of the many critical and activist voices that have been 

silenced over the years (Essed & Hoving, 2014). Wekker (2016) also refers to innocence as:  

 

                                                
6 Wekker (2016) argues that Said refers to “a deep structure of inequality in thought and affect based on race, was 
installed in nineteenth-century European imperial populations and that it is from this deep reservoir, the cultural 
archive, that, among other things, a sense of self has been formed and fabricate” (p. 2). 
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(…) a part of a dominant Dutch way of being in the world. The claim of innocence, however, is a double-edged 

sword: it contains not-knowing, but also not wanting to know, capturing what Charles W. Mills (1997, 2007) has 

described as the epistemology of ignorance7 (p. 17).  

 

Thirdly, Dutch racism contains “a strong element of Dutch entitlement” (Essed & Hoving, 2014, p. 24). 

Dutch entitlement refers to the expectation of many Dutch, that ethnic minorities should be grateful of 

being “welcomed” in the Netherlands. When this fails to happen, it often leads to feelings of resentment 

toward the supposed “ungrateful other” (Ghorashi, 2014). Essed (2013) further argues that freedom of 

expression has been misused to make racist statements since the turn of the century. Racist beliefs and 

feelings of entitlement to express these beliefs are more often accepted. She refers to this phenomenon 

as “entitlement racism”. Thus, the work on “Dutch racism” indicates that while feelings of entitlement 

and superiority are deeply rooted, the Dutch generally deny and minimize racism and prefer not to 

participate in overt race talk and accusations of racism are immediately shut down or even reversed. 

 

Dutch Research on Racism 
Mainstream beliefs about race are often reflected in Dutch research and comprehensive research in the 

field of racism in the Netherlands is generally non-existent.8 Moreover, studies regarding race and 

systemic racism in Dutch institutions are absent from Dutch research. While much work has been done 

                                                
7 Epistemology of ignorance refers to people not knowing their own not knowing. Fleming (2018) suggests that 
this “ignorance, gets routinely repackaged as credible, authorative “knowledge,” [and] even as “science”” (p. 
35).		
8 In the 1980s only a select number of Dutch scholars have laid the groundworks for racial research in the 
Netherlands. Essed (1991), for example, analyzed everyday racism experienced by Black Surinamese women in 
the Netherlands by comparing their experiences to everyday racism undergone by Black women in the United 
States. These scholars were very heavily critiqued, attempting to silence them (e.g., through lack of funding) for 
three decades to come (Essed & Nimako, 2006; Nimako, 2012; Weiner, 2014; Wekker, 2016). Thus, very few 
additional works on racism in the Netherlands were completed during the 1980s and 1990s, for example: the 
analysis of racism in textbooks (Mok, 1999; Van Dijk & Redmond, 1987), racism through discourse analysis (Van 
Dijk, 1993), and research on images of Blacks in Western popular culture (Nederveen Pieterse, 1995). Even in the 
years from 2000 onward research on ‘race’ in the Netherlands has been fairly rare (e.g., Essed & Nimako, 2006; 
Essed & Trienekens, 2008; Prins, 2004; Nimako, & Willemsen, 2011). In the last couple of years, a number of 
scholars have continued to address and explore different terrains of race and racism in the Netherlands. After more 
than three decades, Essed & Hoving presented a compilation of more than 20 articles in 2014, which is composed 
to give academics more resources to build upon and to provide new incentives to study race in the Netherlands. 
Also, the work of Wekker (2016), White Innocence, among others, has contributed and given renewed attention to 
the subject.  
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on ethnicity9, which often problematized ethnic minorities and their integration10, race and racism 

generally does not play part in these studies (Nimako & Essed, 2006). The fact that this type of research 

is rare, is often used as an argument that there is no racism in the Netherlands and references to race and 

racism are regarded as exaggerated allegations. Fortunately, more activists and scholars (scholar-

activists) are fighting this discourse. Nimako and Willemsen (2011) suggest: 

 

As the descendants of enslaved people gain more freedom and education, as they continue to enter the institutions 

of education and knowledge production, and as they exchange ideas and insights across the diaspora, they question 

the knowledge that has been produced about them by the enslavers and their descendants (p. 187-188). 

 

Here, it is crucial to briefly refer to decoloniality. Decolonial theory began, among others, with a Latin 

American social science movement. It critiques the “modern/colonial/capitalist/patriarchal world-

system” (Grosfoguel & Mielants, 2006, p. 2) and argues the continuously present power of colonialism 

in all aspects of contemporary life (social, cultural, economic, political, etc.), among other things, by 

classification of race, gender, and class. Grosfoguel and Mielants (2006) refer to Grosfoguel (2006) 

when they argue: 

 

(…) if we shift the geopolitics and body-politics of knowledge from a North oriented gaze of the world-system 

towards a South oriented view, we get a different picture of the global cartography of power. From a Southern 

perspective, the world-system is organized not only as a global interstate system centered around an international 

division of labor, but includes, not as additive elements but as constitutive of the capitalist accumulation on a 

world-scale, a global racial/ethnic hierarchy (Europeans/Euro-Americans vs. non-European peoples), a global 

                                                
9 Ethnicity is related to a group of persons that identify by shared ancestry, history, and social- and cultural 
attributes, like language, religion, food, dress, music, etc. In general, ethnicity is more fluid and changes based on 
the social contexts and other factors like ethnic consciousness (Cokley, 2007). When people use the term ethnicity 
to refer to physical characteristics, it is in fact mostly used as a euphemism for race. Smedley (1999 in Cokley, 
2007) argues that this type of use of the term ethnicity is incorrect, as people who share similar physical 
characteristics, can have completely different ethnic backgrounds. 
10	It is important to mention that statistics on immigrant population in the Netherlands is related to the country of 
birth of the migrant. Thus, people who are born outside of the Netherlands or the people who have at least one 
parent, who is born outside of the Netherlands, are considered first-generation migrants and second-generation 
migrants. Up until recently the official differentiation used was autochtonen (‘authentic Dutch’) and (western and 
non-western) allochtonen (‘foreigners’). However, in everyday talk, the term allochtonen was (and often still is) 
generally used to point out Black and non-Black persons of color. There are no statistics on “race” and more or 
less no statistics on “ethnicity”. For example, if a Black Surinamese couple migrated to the Netherlands in the 
early 1970s and they had a child, born in the Netherlands, who then had a Dutch born daughter with someone who 
was born in the Netherlands as well, the couple who migrated and their child are considered to have a migrant 
background and are considered to be Surinamese-Dutch (thus the country of origin and not ethnicity is tracked, as 
Surinam is a multi-ethnic country), but the young daughter is considered Dutch. While, her physical characteristics 
and perceived hereditary traits will likely still affect her life by racism, there is and will be no official statistic to 
research this. 
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patriarchal hierarchy (global gender system and a global sexual system), a global religious hierarchy, a global 

linguistic hierarchy, a global epistemic hierarchy, etc. (p. 2).  

 

Thus, white European epistemologies are regarded as objective or neutral while non-white perspectives 

(also hierarchically categorized) are considered subjective: “the first world has knowledge, the third 

world has culture” (Mignolo, 2009, p. 2). Grosfoguel and Mielants (2006) therefore emphasize that 

knowledge production in subaltern contexts and locations is crucial to alter Eurocentric epistemology. 

This work and that of many more decolonial scholars is pivotal for understanding the epistemological 

possibilities for the Dutch context specifically, how to deconstruct master narratives and how to 

centralize counter-narratives.  

In the last few years, more activists and scholars turn to decolonial theory and other theories like 

intersectionality to counter Eurocentric master narratives. Essed (2014a) and Wekker (2016) appoint 

that we are currently experiencing a second11 anti-racist wave in the Netherlands. An organized network 

of anti-racist activists (and scholar-activists), with international support and social media playing a 

fundamental role in the success, has fought to make racism visible. Black and non-Black persons of 

color, who deal with racism in the Netherlands and are generally treated as not really Dutch (Wekker, 

2016), are becoming more outspoken. Essed (2014) argues that “it takes generations for immigrants to 

feel sufficiently grounded and confident about their rights as human beings to resist collectively” (p. 5). 

Correspondingly, we see more and more awareness about Dutch colonial history, the legacies of colonial 

history (Weiner & Carmona Báez, 2018) and contemporary racism (for example through conferences, 

symposia, museums, scholarly articles, columns, books, and politics). Thus, the discussion on racism in 

the Netherlands has become more mainstream, especially in relation to “the Black Pete debate”.12 This 

                                                
11 The first wave being the anti-racist movements of the 1980s, among others triggered by Essed’s publication, 
“Everyday racism”. These movements were widely discredited in media and academia. 
12 Every year on the 5th of December the Dutch celebrate the festivity of Sinterklaas (St. Nicholas). The character 
of Sinterklaas, a white bishop, arrives from Spain in a ship, mid-November. Sinterklaas, who rides a white horse, 
is followed around by many helpers/servants, all called Zwarte Piet (Black Pete): white men and women with 
painted black faces, thick red lips, wearing Moorish outfits, afro-wigs (and up until recently wearing big creole 
earrings), some purposely employing poor grammar, simple-minded folks, who entertain children and bring 
presents and treats (but have, until recently, also been depicted as bogeymen, threatening to whip children with a 
cane (‘roe’) or to take children back to Spain, when they were bad). Thus, the figure should remind us of “the 
Sambo” caricature: a harmless, jolly enslaved African, combined with “the Brute” caricature. Here, it is important 
to realize that popular imagery may change over time. A certain group may first be depicted as simple-minded and 
happy to please, but later may be depicted as criminal or defiant. The celebration has been criticized (primarily) 
by Black people for decades, but only since 2011, a more mainstream discussion has erupted, after Quincy Gario 
and Jeffrey Afriyie were arrested and assaulted by police, for peacefully protesting the caricature and wearing a 
T-shirt stating “Zwarte Piet is racisme” (“Black Pete is racism”). Also, after these years, anti-Zwarte Piet activism 
has become well-organized and have now opted for a more confrontational approach (Esajas, 2018) and due to 
social media and international responses (e.g., UN investigation). Some changes are made. Several cities have 
slowly begun to change the appearance of Black Pete, for example, not all Pete’s have red lips, the hoop earrings 
are now generally absent, and the hairstyles are more variated. Also, Amsterdam officially chose to only use Soot 
Pete’s (making it look as if they came down from a chimney) and it is suggested that the national entry of 
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“racism-discussion” also relates to other topics, such as discrimination in the workplace, ethnic 

profiling, the lack of knowledge and minimizations concerning Dutch colonial history and the history 

of slavery, among others, in schooling contexts. This is a step up from what many of us have learned: 

that we can’t talk about race; that ethnicity matters, but race doesn’t; that recognizing race is racist; and 

that in the end, it is all about socio-economic status. However, it still remains to be questioned whether 

most Dutch social scientists are properly prepared to constructively participate in the “racism-

discussion”. Let alone, those who have not chosen to study society (again with the exception of a select 

group of knowledgeable individuals -often activists, mostly with experiential knowledge - who have 

continuously submersed themselves in this complex phenomenon). One reason being, that basic 

requirements of constructive discussions (e.g., using the same definitions for the topics of discussion or 

simply handling confrontational yet constructive criticism gracefully) are lacking.  

 

Context: Dutch Secondary Education 
The current study, intends to discuss racism in a very specific Dutch context; a context that many will 

find reproduces views and ideas that were already present in society: secondary schools. Secondary 

schools are especially important sites of socialization because, as Tatum (2017) has explained, this is 

where the developmental period of adolescence commences and adolescents spend much of their time 

in school. During adolescence, the examination of personal and social identities intensifies, questions 

like “who am I?” and, “where do I fit in?” are repeatedly overthought (DeCuir-Gunby, 2009). Second, 

secondary schools are influential settings, as it is often the first time that adolescents come into contact 

(and form friendships) with peers from different racialized backgrounds, which may lead to explorations 

of students’ racial perspectives and increased contact with racism and stereotypes (Steele, 1997; Steele 

& Aronson, 1995). Within this context, adolescents start to explore and (re)construct their own racial 

identities13, especially those who have to merge their social identity as a member of a racial group with 

                                                
Sinterklaas in Apeldoorn in 2019 will contain only Soot Pete’s. However, many Dutch have a very strong, 
emotional and even aggressive reaction to the protests and discussions. More extreme reactions consist of counter 
protesters who, during the last protests in 2018, threw eggs and bananas at protesters, spit, and called out racial 
slurs. But more mainstream reactions state that Zwarte Piet is just a harmless children’s holiday, pondering: What 
else is left of Dutch culture, if this will be taken away from us? This argument contests that Zwarte Piet is derived 
from a racist tradition, with different lines of reasoning: Zwarte Piet is “black” because he comes down through 
chimneys to supply children with their gifts (similar to Santa Claus), Zwarte Piet is regarded as a positive (and 
thus non-racist) figure, and more creatively: the Dutch don’t do race and therefore those who see Zwarte Piet as a 
racist caricature, are actually guilty of racial thinking themselves. 	
13 Studying racial identity is challenging, because of the contesting concepts and definitions related to both race 
and identity (Cokley, 2007). Like race, racial identity is fluid. How it is experienced changes over time and is 
related to broad socio-political factors. We know that race is a social construct, but what does this mean for the 
study of anything racial? Racial identity in this study, for example, refers to repeated racialization, that is both 
imposed as well as internalized. So, while race is a social concept, racial identifications remain “real” to many.  
Racial identity thus relates to peoples’ self-identifications with a racialized group or imposed identifications by 
others, for example, based on appearance. Thus, race exists as an internal indicator of social identity or an external 
indicator through imposed group representations. 
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racial stereotypes in society (Aldana et al. 2012; Aldana & Byrd, 2015). However, during secondary 

education, adolescents also have a tendency to self-segregate, choosing to interact with peers that 

understand their racialized experiences (Gramberg, 1998; Tatum, 2017). Yet, in the Netherlands we see 

that much segregation is more or less imposed, through academic tracking and segregation in schools, 

related to segregation in neighborhoods and parents who have preferences for specific “good” schools 

(Gramberg, 1998; Inspectie van het Onderwijs, 2018; Koning & Van der Wiel, 2013). Third, secondary 

schools are important sites to research socialization, because cognitive and social characteristics emerge 

during adolescence, like an increase in abstract thinking and forming perspectives, and developing views 

on social justice. Finally, schools reflect societal values regarding meritocracy and what it means to be 

successful (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990, in Hughes et al., 2011; Lewis, 2003). Based on US studies, 

schools may negatively influence students’ understandings about race via (conflicting) messages in 

curriculum, textbooks, educational policies (tracking and discipline), school norms and values, teachers’ 

ideologies, etc. (Aldana & Byrd, 2015; Hughes et al., 2011; Priest et al., 2014). This may inform 

students’ behaviors and their racial ideologies (Lewis, 2003).  

Now, it won’t come as a surprise that we have not even scratched the surface when it comes to 

understanding race and racism in secondary educational contexts in the Netherlands. What racial 

messages are sent to students? We have yet to conclude whether education and school practices 

influences the way students in the Netherlands understand race and if racialization is forced upon their 

identities through schooling. Therefore, the current study aims to advance the literature concerning 

systemic racism in Dutch education. Specifically, this study focuses on history education, by analyzing 

narratives, discourses and ideologies (through the exploration of history textbooks and predominantly 

history teachers’ racial ideologies) and their influence on Black students’ racial identity. Students often 

start considering and articulating their racial identities based on these narratives in history textbooks and 

discourses shared by teachers. King (2016) suggests: “History informs learners where people have been, 

what they have been, where they are, what they are and provides a blueprint for where they still must 

go and what they still must be” (p.64).  

 

Focus: Anti-Black Racism 
In this research, the focus is on anti-Black racism. Other forms of racism: ethnic, religious, and cultural 

racism, anti-Semitism or Islamophobia, will not be (thoroughly) discussed. As important as these topics 

are and as critical as racism toward (Black and non-Black) Muslims is in the Netherlands, I believe their 

discussion in this specific research, will under-illuminate the still very much present – yet denied - forms 

of racism directed at Black people. Small (2018) similarly argues: 
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What was predominantly racethinking is now much more intricately interwoven with religion and nationalist 

thinking; and while Black people from the 1950s through the 1980s were one of the primary targets of racism 

across many nations in Europe, many other groups are increasingly targeted too. This makes it more difficult to 

separate hostility towards Black people in particular, from hostility to other groups; as well as to separate out 

hostility that is nationalist, cultural or religious from that which is primarily racist. In some cases, though, there is 

no ambiguity (p. 26). 

 

Later he argues, that while some may argue that nationality and religion are now more salient than 

Blackness when it comes to racism, this doesn’t take away from the fact that anti-Black racism and the 

effects on Black people’s lives, should be forgotten:  

 

After all, as A. Sivanandan (former Director of the Institute of Race Relations, in Londen) reminded us a long time 

ago, we wear our passports on our faces; which in turn, reflects our status in the eyes of non-Black people as 

permanent strangers (p. 34).  

 

The question who is Black and who is not, is complex. It may be described by ancestry or appearance, 

but moreover, it is an issue of self-identification (Stanfield, 2011, p. 17-18), as not everybody identifies 

with color or with race (Essed, 2014). Also, who is and who is not Black has been forced upon people 

for centuries. However, for the purpose of this study, “Black” will be identified by physical appearance, 

which I realize is imposed by me, however I do so assuming that this may closely correspond with the 

views of the intended audiences of textbooks or views of white teachers. This includes people who are 

recognized as being “from African descent”, those who are part of the African diaspora, and people of 

mixed (Black with non-Black) or biracial or multiracial origins (Small, 2018). The latter group is 

especially complex, as they are generally externally assigned a group membership based on appearance 

(family and context), while they may very well identify with another group (or both groups) (DiAngelo, 

2018; Tatum, 2017). While “whiteness” will be identified by physical appearance as well, it should be 

mentioned that I recognize the difference between the concepts “whiteness” and “white people”. 

Whiteness, like Blackness, cannot be merely seen as something physical, like pigmentation or other 

physical attributes. Whiteness is what I will later argue, a racial discourse, through which white people 

are granted more resources, privileges and approval. It is also important to mention that the concept of 

whiteness or white identities are generally conceived differently in the Netherlands than in other 

countries, among others, because of different socio-historical, cultural, political, and economic contexts. 

In the Netherlands, for example, whiteness has not been a part of societal or even academic discourse 

and was/is not really seen as a racial identity, rather whiteness is often regarded as “race-less.”  

In a society that sees whiteness as the “norm”, “racialized others” are viewed from that point of departure 

and perspectives of Blackness reflect these beliefs. I try to capture this, but I know that I am not doing 

justice to the reality of diversity, within all racialized populations, by doing so. To use the binary 

Blackness/whiteness (and to refer to all non-Black people of color as a supposed group), thus has 
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problematic undertones. Even so, when it comes to imagery (for example in textbooks) and discourses 

(for example by teachers), we are often confronted with a Blackness/whiteness binary and therefore to 

understand it, must analyze it as such. Whiteness, Blackness, and other racializations are relational 

concepts (Stanfield, 2011). Thus, it is important that when studying anti-Black racism, we should at the 

same time look at pro-whiteness and issues of racialization among non-Black people of color. West 

(2013) argues that we cannot deconstruct this “binary oppositional logic of images of Blackness without 

extending it to the contrary condition of blackness/whiteness in itself” (p. 37). Thus, while it is 

conceptually needed to speak in terms of racialized collectives, because different groups are positioned 

differently (hierarchically) in society, it should be clear that I am not implying that experiences of 

racialization are the same for all individuals within racialized groups. 

 

Borrowing Theory 
Moving on, I believe that it is useful to borrow from research done in other western societies, specifically 

the US, as that is where most research on race and racism has been conducted. Many similarities in 

relation to framing and racial beliefs exist in societies with a history of colonialism. For example, white 

supremacy, is argued to exist in all societies with colonial histories. At the same time, I would argue 

that in the US racial disparities are more obviously present because of scale differences, specific 

phenomena that are not typical to the Netherlands (e.g., social services, unemployment-, pension - and 

health care insurances, mass incarceration, gun violence, etc.), the history of the US as a settler colonial 

state, and differences regarding demography and immigration. Goldberg (2006) suggests that local 

contexts have their “own material and intellectual history, its prior conditions and typical modes of 

articulation” (p. 333). Thus, it is necessary to do confide in US literature, without losing focus or 

without carelessly applying US concepts. Fortunately, more recent work on Black Europe illustrates that 

many concepts developed for the US are still very much applicable in Europe, yet it remains necessary 

to continue to develop concept specific to the Dutch context (e.g., Essed & Hoving, 2014; Hine, Keaton, 

& Small, 2009; Weiner & Carmona Báez, 2018; Wekker, 2016). 

 

Scientific Importance 
The scientific importance of the present project simply lies in the fact that race and racism in the 

Netherlands is currently a modest field of research. We don’t know enough about contemporary 

mechanisms and enactments of racism and the possible changes over time in the Dutch context. We also 

don’t know enough about the racism-effect (Bonilla-Silva, 2015) or racial socialization effect in relation 

to racial identifications among Black Dutch. More specifically, the purpose of this research is to further 

the concept of systemic racism in the Netherlands in secondary school education, by using methods and 

tools not often applied in this field of research in Dutch context: by employing qualitative research 

methods, by using critical race theory (CRT) as a theory and a methodology, by using counter-narratives 

as a method, to take into account former Black students’ knowledge and voices over a course of fifty 
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years using oral histories, and by doing secondary school history textbook research. Counter voices are 

important to retrieve crucial countering knowledge on the subject. Hopefully, with this, a small piece of 

a larger social goal could be achieved: the acknowledgement (and interruption) of racist and racialized 

narratives, depictions, and discourses in the Netherlands. 

 

Research Questions 
The question is not if racism exists or who is racist, but how racism is enacted and how race is 

constructed and reconstructed. Because, to understand systemic racism, it is important to expose 

“mechanisms and practices (behaviors, styles, cultural affectations, traditions, and organizational 

procedures) at the social, economic, ideological, and political levels responsible for the reproduction 

of racial domination” (Bonilla-Silva, 2015, p. 77). These mechanisms and practices are essential to 

maintain racism and white supremacy. With this study, mechanisms in educational contexts are exposed 

by analyzing (1) racial discourses in textbooks, (2) racial ideologies expressed by (former) teachers and 

former students, (3) former Black students’ experiences with racial socialization messages through 

teachers and in textbooks, and (4) the relationship between racial socialization messages and former 

Black students’ racial identifications. To do this, I propose the following research questions: 

 

To what extent does systemic racism occur in Dutch secondary education in the period 1968-201714 (a) through 

white teachers’ racial ideologies and discourses; and (b) through depictions and discourses of Black people in 

secondary school history textbooks, and how do textbooks and teachers inform Black students racial identities? 

                                                
14 The period of analysis encompasses the years 1968-2017. In 1968, a major revision in secondary education was 
enforced with the Mammoetwet. Because this moment is of enormous importance for the next 50 years of 
education, this year has been chosen as the starting point of the current study. The Mammoetwet extended 
compulsory education and introduced four types of routes in secondary schools (namely: lts/vbo, mavo, havo, and 
vwo instead of MULO, MMS, and HBS). Also, the brugklas (‘bridge class’, which refers to the first year of 
secondary school, which bridges primary school to secondary school) was implemented. Furthermore, the subject, 
maatschappijleer (‘sociology’) was added to the educational program, which decreased the number of hours that 
were spent on history education. History was now only a compulsory subject during the first years of secondary 
school and in later years could be chosen as an elective. For the content of history education this meant that students 
were taught all historical periods in the first years and then, in later years, a thematic approach was employed. 
Another important period for change in history education, was the seventies. During these years, people broadened 
their perspectives, due to many societal changes. They opened their eyes to foreign matters, like civil rights 
movements and racism in the US, apartheid in South Africa, and the war in Viet Nam. Also, during these years 
many people from Surinam arrived in the Netherlands, which sometimes altered people’s views of Dutch colonial 
history (Hogervorst, 2006). It was argued that the history taught was too nationalistic. But also, too subjective, due 
to the continuing dependence on schools’ different religious backgrounds. Furthermore, history was considered of 
secondary importance in this future-oriented time (Hogervorst, 2006). All these aspects led to revisions of 
textbooks. With these revisions, more attention was paid to students’ practical skills, which resulted in the addition 
of workbooks and activity books to the educational program (Kleppe, 2013). The next big reforms where 
implemented in 1998 with the intention to help students increase their independence, teach them personal 
responsibility, and help them expand their information management skills. One of the biggest changes was the 
introduction of the tweede fase (‘second phase’, referring to the last two or three years of secondary education). 
The tweede fase follows the first three years of secondary education, namely basisvorming (‘basic forming’). This 
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This research question will be answered through six sub-questions: 

 

(1) What type of racialized depictions (texts and images) can be identified in Dutch secondary school history 

textbooks (1968-2017)? 

(2) What type of racial ideologies and discourses can be identified among (former) white teachers in Dutch 

secondary schools (1968-2017)? 

(3) How do racialized depictions in textbooks and (former) white teachers’ racial ideologies and discourses 

inform the racial identity of former Black students (1968-2017)? 

(4) How do racialized depictions in textbooks inform the relationship between (former) white teachers’ racial 

ideologies/discourses and former Black students’ racial identities? 

(5) How do teachers’ racial ideologies/discourses inform the relationship between racialized depictions in 

textbooks and former Black students’ racial identities? 

 
 

Figure 1. Conceptual model 

 

 

                                                
phase implemented four subject profiles. For history education, this meant (and still means) that all students 
continue to receive history education in the first years of secondary school. During two classes of 45-50 minutes 
a week, students of the vmbo (until year 2) and havo/vwo (until year 3) learn about (Dutch) history. After these 
first years, only students who choose the profiles ‘Culture and Society’ and ‘Economy and Society’ take history 
as a mandatory final examination subject. All vwo students may choose history as an elective course (Mok, 2011). 
These reforms also entailed a revision of history textbooks, from thematic education to a chronological approach 
(Kleppe, 2013). Since 2001, history is taught by discussing ten historical periods, because this would give students 
a clear overview of history’s course (Mok, 2011). This exemplifies that publishers do not have total freedom to 
write the textbooks how they please: they follow the governmental guidelines for history education. Finally, 
secondary school history teaching has changed in the academic year 2007-2008, when a revision of the required 
(final examination) curriculum took place: from then on, the ‘Dutch Canon’, drawn up by the Dutch Ministry of 
Education (De Vos, 2009), was taught to children between the ages 8-14, in addition to chronological education. 
The ‘Dutch Canon’ entailed fifty windows, covering different facets of Dutch history. In 2014 the canon was 
eliminated, due to defunding by the government (NRC Handelsblad, 2013; Weiner, 2014). The changes made in 
textbooks, however, are still apparent.  

Racialized	depictions	 in		
history	textbooks
(texts	&	images)

Teachers’	racial	
ideologies	 and	discourses

Students’	 racial	identity	 	

Context:	Dutch	
secondary	schools

1968 2017
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Methods and Methodology in Short 
To answer the research questions, I first reflect on the representations of Black people and Black history 

in Dutch secondary school history textbooks (1968-2017). In total, 1064 images (including captions) 

and 1518 text fragments, from a textbook sample containing 200 textbooks for students’ basic training, 

are analyzed. I’ve selected a sample of the most common and popular history textbooks. Because no 

comprehensive list of best-selling textbooks exists in the Netherlands the electronic retrieval sources of 

Picarta have been used. An equal number of textbooks were selected for every ten years studied (N=40). 

The textbooks were published by fairly diverse and well-known textbook publishers and were often 

reprinted (see appendices). The textbooks were found in the Dutch Royal Library in The Hague and in 

the Center for Historical Culture in Rotterdam. For the analysis of textbooks, both critical race 

methodology (CRM) and discursive tactics are used. Also, to study the selected fragments, Grounded 

Theory data analysis is used as leading approach (Strauss & Corbin, 1994).  

Next, I conducted 63 semi-structured oral history interviews (28 held with (former) teachers and 35 held 

with former students), to identify which racialized discourses were expressed (see appendices). My 

original plan was to interview 60 respondents: 30 (former) teachers and 30 former students. However, 

my intention always was to gather data until (theoretical) saturation was reached (Boeije, 2009). In 

regard to the (former) teachers, I found that 28 respondents were sufficient. In regard to the former 

students, however, I needed more information to do the data analytical justice. Therefore, I interviewed 

35 respondents (plus two extra test interviews). To create the sample of respondents, I relied on non-

probability sampling strategies and quota sampling. I selected from two populations: (1) Dutch 

secondary school (former) teachers, mostly history teachers, who have taught in the period between 

1968-2017 and (2) Dutch secondary school former students, who have studied (basic training) history 

in the period between 1968-2017. The (former) teacher respondents are mostly white teachers (which 

reflects reality). The former students are predominantly Black (including biracial former students). I 

chose to oversample for former Black students, because from a critical race perspective, these 

respondents’ (possible counter) narratives based on experiential knowledge are needed to disrupt 

dominant master narratives. To contrast experiences of different racial groups, I additionally selected a 

small number of white and non-Black respondents of color.  

Both respondent groups have mixed gender, ethnicity, and social class backgrounds. Interestingly, we 

see strong upward mobility among Black respondents. Most Black respondents, who initiated in lower 

levels of schooling (and/or come from working class backgrounds), persisted and went on to graduate 

in higher levels of education or employed their talents in other ways. Furthermore, to maximize 

locational diversity, I selected respondents who were schooled and taught in both large urban areas as 

well as cities/towns in rural areas. All respondents have Dutch nationality.  

For the analysis of the interviews, I employ a Grounded Theory approach (Strauss & Corbin, 1994; 

Glaser & Strauss, 1967). I use open (general reading), axial (interpreting themes and commonalities) - 
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moving from inductive to deductive coding – and selective coding techniques (relating and 

contextualizing the data). Expressions of different respondent groups are closely examined and 

compared. Overall, I find that critical race theory (CRT) is the most useful theoretical tool for the current 

research as it challenges conventional hypotheses by placing racism at the core of the study (Ledesma 

& Calderón, 2015) and clarifies how “race” operates in society (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). More 

information on the methodology and methods will be discussed in the individual chapters.  

 

What is to Come 
This thesis is theoretically informed by CRT, theories on racial socialization, and identity development 

theories. It is guided by the principal that socio-cultural and historical contexts are crucial in the study 

of contemporary white supremacy and systemic racism. The thesis is organized as follows: 

Chapter 1 qualitatively explores racialized narratives in Dutch textbooks (1968-2017), through eight 

representative depictions of Black people.  

In Chapter 2, a quantitative approach is used to analyze a larger sample of contemporary and historic 

depictions of Black people and Black history identified in Dutch history textbooks (1968-2017). I 

interpret to what extent these depictions shift in time.  

What is depicted in the textbooks, even with a vast and valuable sample, does not give us enough 

information about what has been transmitted to students over the years. For that reason, the next step is 

to question how teachers have used the textbooks. I am specifically interested in teachers’ pivotal role 

in preparing students to be critical in the (re)production of race and racism. Thus, I identify which 

racialized discourses are expressed. I analyze how respondents develop discourses to explain race and I 

study what the respondents’ narratives indicate about changes in their racial discourses over time. In 

Chapter 3, I identify collective discourses voiced by (former) teachers and former students, which reflect 

respondents’ ideologies. This chapter draws lessons from Bonilla-Silva’s (2006) work on frames of 

color-blind racism.  

In Chapter 4, I dive deeper into the understandings of race and racism among (former) white teachers. 

To make the transition to school racial socialization messages and students’ racial identities, it is 

necessary to first elaborate on how teachers construct and reconstruct race. How do (former) white 

teachers explain race, racism, and their own racial identities in spaces where whiteness is centered?  

In Chapter 5, I focus on how racial socialization messages in schooling, through teachers and in 

textbooks, inform former Black students’ self-perceived racial identities.  

In the final chapter, all relevant conclusions are discussed.  

 

All Dutch quotes and citations are translated by the author.  
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CHAPTER 1. Racialized Narratives in 
Dutch History Textbooks: A Critical Race 
Examination*

 

 
The current chapter is a qualitative analysis of racialized narratives in Dutch textbooks (1968-2017), 

illustrated by eight representative depictions of Black people selected from a sample of 200 Dutch 

secondary school history textbooks. Because images are indicators of racialization, I focus on visual 

narratives. The chapter concludes that racialization is displayed through two types of narrative 

structures: a) “racialization through otherness”, using one-sided stereotypical identities and racial 

hierarchy and b) “racialization through sameness”, maintained through color-blind frames, racialized 

narratives and minimization of race talk. The chapter furthermore reflects on the use of critical race 

theory (CRT) as a framework and the use of critical race methodology (CRM) in combination with 

discursive methods for textbook and visual analysis. By inserting counter-narratives, this chapter 

illustrates that the field of (the history of) education, especially in Europe, could make better use of 

critical (race) frameworks and research tools that do not divorce historical events from contemporary, 

persisting injustices. 

 

                                                
* This chapter is based on a paper presented at the XIX Coloquio de Historia de la Educación in San Lorenzo 
de El Escorial (Madrid) in 2017. The paper was awarded the “Hermenio Barreiro Prize”. A slightly 
different version of this chapter is published as: Sijpenhof, M. L. (2019) “Racialized Narratives in Dutch 
History Textbooks: A Critical Race Examination”. Historia y Memoria de la Educación 10, 131-174. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Narratives on race are often limited, as the dominant narrative constructs marginalized experiences in 

ways that do not meet reality. This dominant, master narrative, which is often framed as being race-

neutral, can be flawed by omission, amplification, distortion; whatever works for those in power to 

maintain the system of advantage in our hierarchical society. The master narrative “privileges Whites, 

men, the middle and/or upper class, and heterosexuals by naming these social locations as natural or 

normative points of reference” (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002, p. 28). Thus, assumptions of whiteness as 

being “normal” and ideologies of color-blindness, limit narratives by ignoring marginalized experiences 

(Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2000; Lewis, 2004). In the Netherlands, this is particularly the case, as race is 

hardly accepted as a signifier of difference and whites see themselves as “normal”, race-less (Weiner, 

2015) or “Dutch” (indicating that race can be closely related to nationality), while at the same time 

racializing the “other”. In educational contexts, discourses on race also follow these master narratives 

and are not being challenged. Too often, when it comes to race, educators do not engage with critical 

knowledge, following mostly the information exposed in textbooks, and keeping the Eurocentric 

epistemological basis of education intact (Picower, 2009; Mok, 2011; Weiner, 2015). In the US, critical 

studies on institutional racism in schooling, the maintenance of racial hierarchies through the 

educational system, teachers’ and white students’ racial ideologies and narratives, teachers’ 

constructions of race, Black and non-Black students of color’s experiences, race in textbooks (etc.) are 

well documented (e.g., Lewis, 2003; Lewis & Diamond, 2015; Stoll, 2013). In the Netherlands, 

however, race in educational contexts is rarely studied. Although some educational studies (Bakker, 

2012; Van den Bergh et al., 2010; Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002) on the manifestation of prejudice (on the 

basis of ethnicity) have been completed, very few researchers have used critical frameworks to study 

structural racism. Although some critical work has been done on textbooks in the Netherlands (Weiner, 

2014; 2015; 2015a; 2016), to my knowledge there is no direct literature addressing the issue of racial 

meanings in textbook visuals. 

With the intention to contribute to Dutch textbook research and adding value to the body of knowledge 

in relation to racial meaning, the current chapter has three main purposes. First, this qualitative study on 

racialized narratives told in Dutch history textbooks (1968-2017), illustrated by using eight visual 

examples, is a first step to explore in-depth constructions of race and ways of “othering” in Dutch 

educational contexts. Second, the chapter addresses critical race theory (CRT), which tackles the 

complexities of race and more specifically how narratives normalize racism. One of the aims of CRT is 

to identify visual forms of racism. Images are powerful tools. Audiences are more accepting of the visual 

frames conveyed, without questioning its reality or truth (Rodriguez & Dimitrova, 2011). This is 

important because images are “indicators of racialization” (Weiner, 2012, p. 339). Although the aim to 

identify visual forms of racism has been explicitly called for by critical race scholars, only few have 

made the attempt (e.g., Pérez Huber & Solórzano, 2015; Solórzano, 1997). Thus, this chapter contributes 

to the critical race field by analyzing and countering visual racialized narratives. Although (history of) 
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education scholars often conduct textbook research using a wide range of approaches for analysis and 

methods (e.g., compositional interpretations, content analysis, semiology, socio-linguistics, 

psychoanalysis, and more) (Rose, 2016), critical race methodology (CRM)( Solórzano & Yosso, 2002) 

is not one of them.15 Therefore, the third purpose of this chapter is to further examine the potential of 

CRM as a tool for visual analysis in the field of history of education (a field that often divorces historical 

events from contemporary injustices).  

 

LITERATURE 
In presenting a brief overview of the theoretical scholarship on racialized social systems, context is 

provided for the methods and data analysis section, where a more in-depth discussion of the use of CRT 

and CRM in visual analysis is provided. Also, in this section I will briefly discuss prior textbook research 

on race and the concept of “othering”. 

 

On Racialized Social Systems 

Racism is generally defined as blatant, extreme, and intentional (Bonilla-Silva, 2015) and often seen as 

visible practices of individual prejudices. In 1997, Bonilla-Silva wrote “Rethinking Racism” in which 

he heavily critiqued this “prejudice approach”, by outlining the following problematic aspects to it. 

When people view racism as prejudice, they deny the fact that racism is embedded in the societal 

structure, they overly concentrate on racism as a psychological basis, they argue racism to be “irrational” 

behavior, they regard racism as a problem of overt racists, and they consider racism a remnant of past 

injustices. In the same work, Bonilla-Silva introduces an alternative approach for studying racial 

matters: the “racialized social system”. This refers to “societies in which economic, political, social, 

and ideological levels are partially structured by the placement of actors in racial categories or races” 

(Bonilla-Silva, 2001, p. 37). Thus, the idea that people in a dominant position can racialize others which 

is embedded in social structures and institutions, is the core of this perspective. Racialization, is 

motivated by the desire of those in positions of power to maintain their position in the racialized social 

system. The overwhelming majority of those in dominant positions of power is white and as a group 

whites benefit from this unequal distribution of power and advantages them over Black and non-Black 

people of color (racial privilege) (Mills, 1997). Obviously white people can deal with hardships, but 

racism is not the cause of this (unlike, for example, sexism, classism, ableism).  

Bonilla-Silva argues that race is not fixed and is thus constantly evolving, as the meanings and 

consequences are dependent on contexts (e.g., demographics) (Weiner, 2012). He argues that post 1960s 

                                                
15 A quick scan of the journals Paedagogica Historica and History of Education, indicates that few articles were 
published with the following keywords: “textbook” + “race theory” (respectively 1 hit / 0 hits) and “textbook” + 
“critical race” (1 hit / 0 hits). The combinations of “textbook” + “race” or “racism” led to more variation (110 / 77 
hits in Paedagogica Historica, and 178 /58 hits in History of Education). Notably, many titles were related to 
Nazism. 
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racism in the US is often invisible, mostly avoids racial terminology, and is embedded and normalized 

through institutions (Bonilla & Ashe, 2014). Bonilla-Silva identifies this as a new racial structure, 

namely “new racism” 16.17 New racism has an ideological component, which is termed “color-blind 

racism”. Color-blind racism entails strategies to justify, downplay, or deny race and racism, and thus 

upholds new racism (Bonilla-Silva, 2001; Bonilla-Silva & Ashe, 2014). Color-blind racism, then 

reinforces the illusion that there is no such thing as systemic racism in current day society, through 

(apparently non)racial discourse, utilizing “frames, styles, and racial stories” (Bonilla-Silva & Ashe, 

2014, p. 63). Thus, these frames, styles and racial stories protect (white) people from acknowledging 

structural racism and racial privilege, which in turn safeguards them from feelings of vulnerability and 

discomfort when confronted with race (“white fragility”)18 (DiAngelo, 2011) and avoids them from 

personal accountability (“racial apathy”)19 (Forman, 2004; Pettigrew & Meertens, 1995). In the 

Netherlands, many have contested the idea of “new racism”, arguing that it does not apply to the Dutch 

context, arguing that while discrimination might exist, racism does not. Despite this master narrative, 

Dutch critical scholars have argued race and structural racism to be extremely relevant (Essed & Hoving, 

2014; Weiner & Carmona Báez, 2018). 

 

On Textbooks and Othering 

In education, most textbook research on race seek to analyze the following themes: a) how do textbooks 

present racism (and related historical topics like slavery) and b) what processes of othering (which is 

widely used to exclude “them” from “us” in society) do textbooks contain. Again, the overwhelming 

majority of these studies have been carried out in the US. Many of these studies have demonstrated that 

race and racism are not treated as fundamental topics in history and that history education is absent of 

critical race analysis (e.g., Brown & Brown, 2010; 2010a). Moreover, textbooks teach students that 

racism consists of incidental acts of violence by malicious individuals (Brown & Brown, 2010a). 

Outside of the US, albeit to lesser extent, similar conclusions were made. Canadian research 

(Montgomery, 2005) illustrates that racism is portrayed as the prejudice of exceptional groups that exist 

outside of the nation (e.g., Nazism, KKK, apartheid). Other scholars argue that racism is portrayed as 

                                                
16 The term “new racism” was first coined by Barker (1981) to name the ways in which expressions of racism have 
changed to more covert forms, while maintaining the racial status quo. 
17 Before this time “scientific” or “biological” racism, the belief that science provides evidence to support racism, 
prevailed. 
18 White fragility is a term coined by DiAngelo (2011), meaning “a state in which even a minimum amount of 
racial stress in the habitus becomes intolerable, triggering a range of defensive moves” (p. 1). She also argues: 
“It may be conceptualized as the sociology of dominance: an outcome of white people’s socialization into white 
supremacy and a means to protect, maintain, and reproduce white supremacy” (p. 113). 
19 Racial apathy, according to Forman and Lewis (2006) is “the expression of racial apathy is one mechanism by 
which racial and ethnic inequality endures. By being indifferent, or ignoring the social reality of race in a 
racialized social system, Whites and others sustain a system of inequality that restricts opportunities for many 
ethnoracial minorities” (p. 194). 
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out of the ordinary (Araújo & Rodríguez Maeso, 2012). These depictions distort students’ views on 

systemic racism and omit anti-racist discourses. In Germany for example, a study by Marmer et al. 

(2010) finds that images of poverty, violence, and underdevelopment dominate German textbooks. The 

narrative is Eurocentric and stereotypes about African people are visibly present. In Portugal, Araújo 

and Rodríguez Maeso (2013, p. 4) found that Eurocentrism was imparted through three types of 

narratives: (1) a narrative that places the “other” in another timeframe than present day Europe 

(naturalizing the idea of hierarchy in relation to “civilization”); (2) a narrative that promotes the nation 

State and democracy as the ultimate form of political organization to justify colonialism; and (3) a 

narrative that connects race and racism to certain locations and historical moments in time. In the 

Netherlands, textbook studies results are quite similar. Weiner concludes that Eurocentric master 

narratives are used to perpetuate Dutch social amnesia of slavery and colonialism (2014), that 

interventions in Africa are justified (2016a), that immigrants are seen as outsiders who cause problems 

for the tolerant Dutch (2017), that the Dutch role of enslavement is minimized (2014), and that Dutch 

superiority is illuminated (2015a). These studies show that textbooks often evade the most important 

element in the field of race, namely power relations (Chisholm, 2018). 

The concept of othering is very useful for understanding these power relations (Qvotrup Jensen, 2011). 

For those who aim to study racial hierarchies in society, it is necessary to tackle the othering of racialized 

individuals or groups while addressing whiteness at the same time (Weiner, 2012). The concept of 

othering was introduced by De Beauvoir in 1949 in relation to the construction of the self and was later 

employed in diverse theoretical fields, like postcolonial studies (Said, 1995). Spivak (1985) was the first 

to use othering as a systematic concept, which is similar to the more contemporary use of the term. For 

example, “(…) the process whereby a dominant group defines into existence an inferior group” 

(Schwalbe et al., 2000, p. 422), essentializing human beings to negative stereotypes or products. Spivak 

(1985) speaks of three dimensions of othering: the dimension of power (constructing the powerful), the 

dimension of inferiority (constructing the inferior), and the dimension that infers that knowledge and 

technology belongs to the powerful. Qvotrup Jensen (2011) argues that othering is very well compatible 

with intersectionality.20 The process of othering is thus related to different intersections of identity and 

oppression, like race, ethnicity, class, gender, sexuality, etc.  

                                                
20 Critical race theorist and legal scholar Crenshaw, is known for introducing ‘intersectionality’. When coined in 
1989, the concept of intersectionality was a theory to address and conceptualize Black feminists struggle as 
“women of color fell between the cracks of both feminist and anti-racist discourse” (Davis, 2008, p. 68). 
Intersectionality is, among other things, a theory and methodology to analyze the interactions between and 
interdependence of overlapping identities/key markers, such as: race, gender, ethnicity, class, age, language, 
sexuality, religion, (etc.) (Davis, 2008; Wekker, 2016). This means that “classical conceptualizations of 
oppression within society, such as racism, sexism, homophobia, and religion-based bigotry” (Crichlow, 2015, p. 
188) are intertwined. 
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In the current chapter, I define the concept of othering as a systematic process that is closely related to 

racialization and intersecting with other systems of oppression. Those in power (e.g., white middle-

class, males) then construct their own positioning in relation to that of other racialized, classed, or 

gendered groups, by ascribing positive and complex characteristics to themselves, and problematic, one-

dimensional characteristics to the others (Romanowski, 1996). In historical narratives, whiteness has 

long been related to positive characteristics (e.g., beauty, rationality), while Blackness was represented 

as negative (e.g., sexual, dangerous) (Ideland & Malmberg, 2014). Hall (1992) has illustrates how the 

West has repeatedly used stereotypes of others to maintain ideas that were created during Enlightenment, 

namely Western societies are civilized, orderly, clean, etc. and “the rest” is uncivilized, traditional, dirty, 

savage, in use of moral and physical guidance. We are confronted with these binaries through education 

and textbooks. We are repeatedly conditioned to believe who is worthy, who belongs and who has the 

right to access spaces (who is citizen) (Essed, 1991; Ideland & Malmberg, 2014). Although this is not 

always done with bad intentions (e.g., the use of racialized visuals for fundraising purposes), the effects 

remain the same. These types of “double gestures of inclusion and exclusion” (Popkewitz, 2008), are 

crucial to illuminate forms of in-and exclusion and address who is included in normality and who is 

supposedly aberrant. Those who have been deemed “other” however, cannot be seen as merely victims, 

and the agency of individuals and groups and the ability and strength to act and resist social structures 

should always be considered in the analysis of othering.  

 

METHODS 

To reflect on the use of CRM in education and qualitatively analyze racialized narratives, a number of 

(visual) examples of Black people in Dutch secondary school history textbooks (1968-2017) have been 

selected. These examples are singled out from a total of 1064 images from a textbook sample containing 

200 textbooks, which have been selected for a quantitative analysis with large samples of both images 

and texts (see chapter 2). I’ve attempted to select an accurate sample of the most common secondary 

school history textbooks for students’ basic training21 in the years 1968-2017. I’ve carefully selected the 

type of textbooks, specifications of the textbooks, and specifications of the publishers. An equal number 

of textbooks were selected for every decade (N=40) (see appendices). As previously mentioned, the 

textbooks were published by fairly diverse and well-known textbook publishers and were often 

reprinted. The textbooks were retrieved from the Dutch Royal Library in The Hague and in the Center 

for Historical Culture in Rotterdam. 

 

                                                
21 Basic training is education for students aged around 12-15 years old: year 1-2 for vmbo and 1-3 for havo/vwo. 
Vmbo combines vocational training with theoretical education. Havo (which provides access to HBO) and Vwo 
(which provides access to universities) are the more theoretical routes of secondary education. 
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For this chapter, I’ve selected depictions of Black people that portray different racial hierarchies (e.g., 

racial harmony, white racial dominance, white racial dominance without depicting whiteness, Black 

resistance) and a variety of geographical locations, historical contexts that are covered in Dutch history 

textbooks, and years of publishing. But foremost, images were selected on the basis of their depictions 

of power relations. 

 

DATA ANALYSIS 

 

Critical Race Theory 
CRT appeared in the 1970s, challenging beliefs about racism in US (so-called post-racial) society 

(Delgado et al., 1995). Thus, CRT appeared in response to new racism. Early scholars acted in reaction 

to the alleged color-blindness in (case)law and policymaking processes. They recognized that a 

conceptual tool was needed to fight subtler forms of racism in the legal system (Delgado & Stefancic, 

2012). CRT scholars may study themes related to social institutions, issues of racial subjugation, and 

other historical problems of domination, power and representation. CRT is characterized by a number 

of basic assumptions, of which I will name a few (Crenshaw, 1995; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). A crucial 

assumption is the firm belief that racism is prevalent and deeply rooted in Western culture, normalized 

through policies, law, and institutions (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). Racism, therefore, is at the heart of 

CRT scholarship, while simultaneously focusing on the intersections with other markers, such as: 

gender, ethnicity, class, sexuality, etc. This notion of intersectionality argues that “forms of inequality 

are not additive, but intersecting” (Acker, 2011, p. 68). Yet, CRT has been rightfully criticized for not 

paying enough attention to the inclusion of other indicators of identity. Therefore, more and more race 

scholars have worked to incorporate intersectionality within the critical race analysis (DeCuir & Dixson, 

2004). Another important stance in CRT is the social construction thesis: the firm belief that race is a 

social construct. Race is not a biological or genetic reality, it is however a lived, material reality 

(Martinez, 2014, p. 19). Also, CRT critiques ideologies regarding dominant assumptions of objectivity, 

color-blindness, meritocracy, liberalism, diversity, etc. (Solórzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001, p. 313). 

Furthermore, CRT is “committed to social justice” (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002, p. 26) and therefore 

attempts to inspire researchers to study race in diverse contexts, and herewith, confront and reject 

racism. Also, “interest convergence” (Bell, 1980) is a crucial principle of CRT. It emphasizes that racial 

equality will only happen when it converges with the interests of white people (Bhopal, 2018). 

Moreover, CRT concentrates on the lived experiences of Black and non-Black people of color. The 

structure of white supremacy is so deeply rooted in society that it is often very difficult to recognize for 

white people (Taylor, 2006). Black and non-Black people of color, on the other hand, have more 

experiential information and may provide counter-narratives involving their marginalized experiences 
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(“voice of color”). Counter-narratives includes story-telling, oral histories, family histories, scenario’s, 

hip hop, fiction, and more (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). 

Over the years, CRT has acquired a great deal of consideration by scholars of other disciplines, among 

others, education scholars. In 1995, Ladson-Billings and Tate (2004) touched on the subject of CRT in 

educational contexts to “challenge the traditional multicultural paradigms” (Ladson-Billings, 1999, p. 

215). In the years after, scholars in education have used the framework to further critique educational 

praxis and research (Taylor, Gillborn, & Ladson-Billings, 2016). Traditional educational research failed 

to include minority groups, focused on biological reasoning to assess educational outcomes, and focused 

on class and gender to explain educational experiences of minority youth (Ladson-Billings, 1999). Thus, 

CRT has been introduced to understand manifestations of race in education, questioning how education 

feeds racism, how aspects of education maintain the marginalization of Black and non-Black people of 

color, and how this may be countered (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). Although the use of CRT in 

educational research is especially vast in the US, the perspective offers European scholars appealing 

conceptual tools (Gillborn, 2006). This is particularly the case for the Netherlands, where although often 

denied, racism is still very much present and color-blind frames are used extensively (see chapter 3). 

Critical Race Methodology for Visual Analysis 
CRT is a multidisciplinary theoretically grounded approach. So, to explore the data, I employed an 

inductive approach. Rather than creating a framework for the images, I was initially open to the ways 

that racialized narratives come up when analyzing the data. I use CRT combined with discursive tactics 

for historical textbook research. Discourse analysis is a multidisciplinary approach to study the use of 

language in their social, cultural, and historical contexts (Van Dijk, 2015). Discourse analysis, like CRT, 

is interested in power abuse and the construction of difference, related to race, class, gender, etc. Thus, 

the approach helps to examine structures of covert forms of racism, as well as the possible interpretations 

of the intended audience. “Critical discourse analysis” than furthers this approach by relating it to social 

structures. For example, the sociopolitical contexts, the background of the author and or textbook 

publishers, the views of authors or textbook publishers, and the background of the intended audiences. 

Moreover, critical discourse analysis is critical of these structures, and adopts an explicit stance in the 

matter. Unsurprisingly, many critical race theorists, use these discursive tactics instead of more 

traditional content analysis (Chisholm, 2018). Discourse analysis is mostly used to analyze text and talk, 

however Huber and Solórzano (2015) argue that multimodal texts (which includes visuals) represent 

discourses. Images have a narrative and discursive structure, much like texts. Therefore, discourse 

analysis may interrogate power through visuals (Rose, 2016).  

In the current chapter, I additionally used critical race methodology (CRM). CRM explicitly analyzes, 

challenges and counters narratives that dismiss (or shift focus away from) racism. It exposes 
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racialization and racism and rejects the often-presumed “objective” reality of textbooks. From a CRM 

perspective, I acknowledge that although individual ideologies (like that of textbook authors) may be 

taken into account, the underlying systemic context is especially pivotal. Critical race scholars 

(Solórzano & Yosso, 2002, p. 32) have argued that CRM includes a range of methods, like counter-

storytelling. Counter-stories empower Black and non-Black people of color by countering deficit 

storytelling (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). 

For a CRM analysis, I start by gathering data using a CRT lens. This refers not only to the textbooks, 

images, etc. but may also be additional data. For example, I may use existing multidisciplinary literature 

to find constructions of race in specific educational and societal contexts, information about the 

sociopolitical context of the textbooks, etc. I then start the initial analysis by finding topics in the data 

that I wanted to highlight. For example, using the concept of intersectionality, I analyze intersecting 

identities. In textbook research and in history of education, CRM helps by acknowledging hidden 

curricula and analyzes what norms are promoted or ignored. In the process of analysis, while inductive, 

I note the core elements and are sensitive of theory (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). All, while 

acknowledging my own personal bias and perspectives. Using CRM, I comprehend that there is no 

objective position to discuss history and analyze imagery, and historical, social, and political processes 

influence researchers. This means that the analysis of visuals and text requires an open reflection. From 

here on I may look at other sources of information, especially knowledge produced outside of the 

academy (e.g., novels, film, conferences, the media, decolonial courses, etc.). These sources are 

especially important as they bring forth opportunities to counter the master narratives, by using tools to 

analyze texts through a decolonized perspective (Hira, 2014). In addition, I may include their own 

professional and personal experiences and/or reflect on the experiences of friends, family, colleagues, 

etc. (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). 

 

EIGHT DEPICTIONS OF BLACK PEOPLE IN DUTCH TEXTBOOKS 
In what follows, I will explore eight visual examples. These depictions have been published in different 

moments in the past 50 years (respectively, 1972, 1987, 1990, 1995, 2005, 2009, and 2014). The 

textbooks are published by seven major publishing houses in the Netherlands, mostly used in protestant, 

public, and catholic secondary schools. The images do not stand on their own; all visuals in textbooks 

are accompanied by text and other images. To analyze whether we are dealing with racialization in these 

textbook images, I have taken four steps. (1) Denotation of the image. (2) Connotation of the image. (3) 

The combination of CRM and discursive tactics to discuss both image and caption, as discussed above. 

Some additional context is analyzed, when thematically relevant. (4) A discussion on how the conveyed 

knowledge may be viewed and an explicit focus on transforming one-dimensional knowledge. 
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A Depiction of a Black Child in “Africa” (1972) 

 

Picture 1. “The International Red Cross at work. The Red Cross not only cares for the wounded on the 
battlefields. No, wherever disaster strikes humanity, the Red Cross is present to provide medical 
assistance and relieve distress in other ways possible” (Caption: Kalle et al., 1972, p. 75).  

 

The first image from a textbook published in 1972 (Kalle et al., 1972): 75).22 is a photograph, which 

displays in great detail a young Black child sitting up straight, on a crisp white bed in a medical setting. 

                                                
22 This textbook is used for year 3 basic training. 
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The child is naked and barefoot. A white male doctor (assumed by the Red Cross badge) leans over the 

child as he listens to the child’s lungs or heart, gently holding his or her shoulder with one hand as he 

holds the stethoscope against the child’s chest with the other. The facial expression of the doctor is not 

visible, as he is bent forward. This creates an impersonal relationship between the audience and doctor. 

The child’s expression is sad. He or she looks away from the doctor, barely acknowledging his presence. 

His or her body is extremely thin. A large potbelly illustrates malnutrition, signs of suffering, illness, 

poverty, and hunger. The outstretched arms of the doctor, expresses a dynamic relationship. The doctor 

literally gives a helping hand. The medium shot, suggests a social relationship with the audience. 

Furthermore, the image is marked by empty spaces and the contrast of white and black tones, which 

create disconnection. The audience’s attention is captured by the child’s body, which stands out from 

its surroundings. Furthermore, the child looks past the camera. This gaze adds narrative to the image, it 

refers to pain and suffering outside of the portrayed space. The child is symbolically anonymous, 

genderless, and ageless. He or she stands for all children in “Africa”, who are victims of poverty or war. 

Does this create the feeling of utmost empathy or is it desensitizing? This photograph is yet another 

image that constructs a Eurocentric frame of “Africa”. No real indication of their destination, culture, 

or individuality is given: the child is invisible, yet hyper-visible at the same time. Adding some context 

to the image, the added caption states:  

The International Red Cross at work. The Red Cross not only cares for the wounded on the battlefields. No, 

wherever disaster strikes humanity, the Red Cross is present to provide medical assistance and relieve distress in 

other ways possible (Kalle et al., 1972, p. 75).  

The familiar frames of the “West” versus the “Third world”, and “Africa” in particular, are confirmed 

with this text. The Netherlands is seen as part of the West, which in itself is a construction of “us” versus 

the rest. The West looks at the rest as in need of help, in need of morality, which “we” can bring through 

“our exceptional values”. The caption focuses on the good work of the Red Cross and their responses to 

disaster. The caption asks us to focus on the white doctor, as savior.  

The image and caption take up one page in the textbook within the chapter: “Long live the fatherland”, 

which elaborates on the power of nationalism in the 19th century, focusing specifically on Italian and 

Dutch unity and the dark sides of nationalism (Kalle et al., 1972, p. 65). Thus, the photograph, one of 

very few images in the textbook, is oddly placed in this chapter. The role of the West as perpetrator 

(e.g., through (neo)colonialism, imperialism and capitalism), is overlooked. At the same time, positive 

images of the West (e.g., giving emergency aid) are inserted in images and text. This depiction portrays 

the “peace-bringer”, the “helper” versus the “needy underclass”, an image so familiar to us as often used 

for fund-raising purposes. 
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A Depiction of Black American Men (2005) 

 

Picture 2. “A lynching in the United States, 1930” (Caption: Van Haperen, et al., 2005, p. 23). 

 

This next daunting image, from a textbook published in 2005 (Van Haperen et al., 2005, p. 23),23 depicts 

a lynching of two young Black men. The viewer is confronted with the two battered, bloodied bodies 

hanging from a tree, as this takes place central in the frame. They are wearing dirty, bloody, ripped up 

clothing, and are barefoot. The corpses attract crowds of white people, gazing at the bodies, or gazing 

at the viewer. The crowd consists of mostly men. However, five women are also depicted standing close 

together. The females seem to have a more passive demeanor and show less emotion than the men. Some 

of the men are smirking, smiling even. Others just stare, blankly. In the middle of the crowd, a white 

man points up toward the bodies of the young men. His penetrating stare is unsettling. The pointing 

signifies a warning, a threat toward Black people. A written text on the image states “Beitler Studio,” 

indicating that the photograph was taken by a professional photographer. The gazes of the crowd toward 

the audience, standing at eyelevel, making contact, establish an imaginary relationship. The viewer is 

complicit, one with the crowd. At the same time, the corpses are pictured in long-shot, creating an 

                                                
23 This textbook is used for year 3 basic training. 
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impersonal relationship between the viewer and the murdered young men. This photograph was taken 

on 7 August, 1930, when a crowd of white men, women and children, gathered in front of a jail in 

Marion, Indiana. The crowd with the cooperation of police officers took two teenagers, Thomas Shipp 

and Abram Smith from jail, in broad daylight. They were beaten and hanged to death in Courthouse 

Square. The night prior to the lynching, these two teenagers were arrested on the charges of robbery, 

murder, and rape of a white woman. Specifically, the last accusation was considered a grave crime 

against the white community. Later, the allegedly raped woman testified that rape had never taken place 

(Madison, 2003). The local studio photographer, Lawrence Beitling, took the photograph and sold 

thousands of copies. The photograph was widely distributed and made into postcards. A school teacher 

from the Bronx who had seen a copy of the image, wrote the poem “bitter fruit”24 in reaction, which was 

later changed to the song “strange fruit” (a euphemism for the lynched bodies) made widely popular by 

Billie Holiday (Madison, 2003).  

The caption of the photograph “A lynching in the United States, 1930”, (Van Haperen, et al., 2005, p. 

23) is an incredibly general way to articulate such an inhuman atrocity. It would seem that more 

information and perhaps dismay is desired. Lynching was extremely common in the US.25 Why do these 

textbook writers conceal judgement in this caption related to atrocities affecting Blacks? The clearly 

happy attitudes of whites in this image ask for a more in-depth look into lynching, white supremacy, 

and acts of white hatred and violence. The image is placed under the subtitle “The deep South” (Van 

Haperen et al., 2005, p. 23). Interestingly enough, the image was not taken in the South, but in the Mid-

West of the US (Madison, 2003). The textbook states: 

In the North, Black people had more freedom, but were still paid less […] in the South, where the KKK was very 

powerful, Blacks were victims of social inequities until the 1960s. Regularly, it was reported that the Klan had 

lynched Blacks. Sometimes only for looking at a white female. […] There were hundreds of illegal lynching and 

the culprits were hardly ever punished (Van Haperen et al., 2005, p. 23). 

This text displays color-blind rhetoric. As it implicitly states, that social inequalities are not a current 

issue. Many, specifically Black voices, would strongly disagree that the 1960s (or the 21th century for 

that matter), actually terminated the social inequities mentioned (in the South as well as the North). As 

for the text fragment related to the lynching of Blacks, the text “there were hundreds of illegal 

lynchings” implies that other lynchings (not hundreds like the textbook states, but thousands of them), 

were legal. It is interesting how the fragment “sometimes only for looking at a white female” gives the 

impression that there were many other reasons for which lynching perhaps were indeed reasonable. This 

is incredibly problematic as lynchings were often justified, by positing the supposed criminality (“the 

Brute” caricature) of Black men. However, it should be countered that the purpose of lynching was to 

                                                
24 Published in the New York Teacher (1937) and Marxist journal New Masses. 
25 http://www.chesnuttarchive.org/classroom/lynching_table_year.html (consulted 26-6-2017). 
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eradicate criminals, but was executed for racist purposes. Most of the Black men (and some women) 

who were lynched for talking back to whites, having consensual sex with a white woman, trying to vote, 

asking for a raise (Pilgrim, 2017). Furthermore, it is a well-known fact that many claims of white women 

were false.26 The image and caption, thus lacks substantial narrative concerning race and racism, which 

is needed when displaying such a brutal depiction. In this image, we are clearly confronted with the 

dichotomy of the humiliated versus the powerful, through gendered racialization. Many would argue 

that this depiction provokes so many negative feelings about the white actors, that in fact this image is 

a way to counter racist feelings or ideologies. While to some extent this might be the case, much is 

omitted and distorted. Also, it should be said that this image, which is related to the US context, seems 

to be more explicitly related to racism than is the case in the Dutch depiction. This relates to the view 

of many Dutch, who construct themselves as “tolerant” versus the “racist” and “ignorant” Americans. 

 

A Depiction of Enslaved Africans in the American South (1990) 

 

Picture 3. “Cotton plantations were the economic basis for the southern states of the US. The civil war 
was of enormous importance to the south for two reasons: the import duties that the North wanted would 
increase the price of imported products and the proposed abolition of slavery would make the existing 
organization of work on cotton plantations impossible” (Caption: Ulrich & Wesseling, 1990, p. 207). 

 

                                                
26 https://www.nytimes.com/2017/01/27/us/emmett-till-lynching-carolyn-bryant-donham.html (consulted 26-6-
2017). 
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The next image from a textbook (Ulrich & Wesseling, 1990) published in 199027 is a lithograph, which 

illustrates a cotton plantation or perhaps a more accurate term: labor camp (Baptist, 2016) during 

harvest. Black men, women and children are working the field. In the foreground, we see a Black man 

sitting on a wagon full of hay. He is leaning back looking quite relaxed. Next to the wagon, another 

Black man is standing around. In the foreground of the image, a white man and woman stand. Their 

clothing is luxurious. Behind them on the right, we see a Black man, woman and child talking. 

Everybody is neatly dressed on what looks like a sunny day. Due to consciously chosen spaces and 

positioning in the image, we view the image from left to right. The horses and wagon are pointing toward 

the right and the steam from the boat (and the smoke from the chimney) moves left to right. By looking 

into the frame, the horse and wagon leads our eye toward the white couple, where the viewing stagnates, 

as the couple are clearly pointing and standing in the opposite direction. The natural patterns in the field 

are visually pleasing and harmonious. In addition, the play of light and shadowing is visually attractive. 

Thus, the image illustrates a clearly romanticized and harmonious image of a labor camp. The image 

lacks emotional depth. People seem quite relaxed, lazy even. This image does not match the forced 

backbreaking work of enslaved Africans in labor camps in the American South. Thus, a Eurocentric 

perspective is clearly present. The additional caption of the image states:  

Cotton plantations were the economic basis for the southern states of the US. The civil war was of enormous 

importance to the south for two reasons: the import duties that the North wanted would increase the price of 

imported products and the proposed abolition of slavery would make the existing organization of work on cotton 

plantations impossible (Ulrich & Wesseling, 1990, p. 207). 

The students are confronted with an economic narrative about slavery (repeated all throughout the 

chapter). While it is true that economics had a crucial role in the trade in enslaved Africans, it is not a 

sufficient argument to comprehend slavery and its impact. To understand the system of slavery it needs 

to be addressed as a political system with a cultural and social fundament, related to racial elements 

(King, 2016). The image takes up almost half of the page in the chapter called “The United States” 

(Ulrich & Wesseling, 1990, p. 186). Prior to the discussion of the US, students learned about the 

“success” (Ulrich & Wesseling, 1990, p. 42) of the WIC. Absolutely no mention is made about the trade 

in enslaved people in relation to the WIC. The themes colonization, the trade in enslaved Africans 

(especially in US context), and abolition was discussed more thoroughly. In respect to colonization 

students do, however, learn about the cruel and horrific circumstances of English contract workers on 

the ship to America: 

It was in fact a type of slavery. The journey alone was a great horror, because there was hardly anything to eat or 

drink. As many people as possible, were locked up in the hold of a ship. That trip lasted 6 to 8 weeks. Many people 

                                                
27 This textbook is used for year 2 basic training. 
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did not survive the crossing. One in three died during the trip. Once in America, they had to work for a number of 

years for those who had “bought” them, usually in miserable conditions. No wonder many tried to flee, despite the 

severe penalties that followed (Ulrich & Wesseling, 1990, p. 190). 

In relation to the trade in enslaved Africans we read: “they were shipped under horrible conditions” 

(Ulrich & Wesseling, 1990, p. 195). These passages show that the Dutch trade in enslaved Africans is 

marginalized through comparison. Moreover, the texts display ethnocentrism from Dutch positioning, 

notably leaving out Dutch failures or nuancing wrongdoings, while other European countries are 

addressed in a slightly less protective narration (again illustrating the importance of nationality in 

relation to racialization).  

When searching for the background information of the lithograph, I found that the image is a 

reproduction made by a printmaking firm: Currier and Ives. The original was painted by William Aiken 

Walker. Walker was enlisted in the Confederate army (Seibels, 1995). The original painting was made 

in 1884, which is years after the Civil War (1861-1865). Thus, the image captures a romanticized view 

of the “Old South” from the eyes of a pro-slavery (and anti-abolitionist) confederate. This artistic 

interpretation is also propaganda, shaping people’s views on slavery. By including this depiction of 

supposed tranquil life on a plantation, the myth of a benign plantation is still brought across to students. 
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A Depiction of Black Americans: Poverty and the American Dream (1987) 

 

Picture 4. “In the Thirties, an American dream did not become reality for many. Here blacks in line for 
free food (1937)” (Caption: Dalhuisen, et al., 1987, p. 115). 

 

The next photograph published in a textbook (Dalhuisen et al., 1987),28 depicts a group of Black men, 

women, and children lined up and waiting outside. Some are carrying buckets, others bags and baskets. 

They look glum. They are dressed well (long pea coats, nice hats) with layers of warm clothing. Some 

look directly at the camera, others do not seem to notice the photographer. It creates a feeling of a 

random snapshot, not a staged scene. Behind the people, we see a large billboard, filling the background. 

The billboard displays a banner (with stripes and stars) stating the slogan: “World’s Highest Standard 

of Living”. Under the banner, it says in cursive: “There is no way like the American way”. The billboard 

further depicts an apparently middle-class family in their sedan, father and mother in the front and two 

children in the backseat. They are all smiling and cheerful. A dog is sitting in the back seat also looking 

quite content. The size of the billboard overpowers the people in line. In addition, the car visually seems 

to run over the people waiting in line. The contrast is ironic in multiple ways: the power of the image is 

people in poverty juxtaposed against a context promising abundance and happiness. Furthermore, we 

                                                
28 This textbook is used for year 3 basic training. 
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see a clear racial contrast. It depicts the contrast of the American ideal of the time (white, consuming 

middle-class family, conforming to gender stereotypes) versus everyday reality (poverty). The image 

can be found in the chapter about “The Depression and the crisis of the American Dream” (Dalhuisen, 

et al., 1987, p. 114). The caption of the image states: “In the Thirties, an American dream did not become 

reality for many. Here blacks in line for free food (1937)” (Dalhuisen, et al., 1987, p. 115). In this 

chapter, the focus is on income differences, the activities of banks, the New Deal, and more. When 

discussing the New Deal, the authors mention that “Later the accusation was made that the New Deal 

did not do enough for blacks” (Dalhuisen, et al., 1987, p. 125). The authors show that they do not find 

this criticism entirely justified, because Roosevelt could not do much about it, because “the southern 

views about the race issue among whites was still extremely rigid”. Thus, if Roosevelt would explicitly 

include Blacks (and the author presume that he would) this would “ruin” the New Deal. Also, views on 

race were also extremely rigid in the North, which is not mentioned in the textbook.  

When searching for the origin of the image, it was found that the photograph is an iconic image 

published in LIFE magazine in 1937, made by Margaret Bourke-White. Although the image was taken 

during the Great Depression, it was not the theme of the shot. The photograph was taken as a part of a 

news story about the Ohio River flood in the winter of 1937. The people on the photo were flood victims 

waiting for rations from a relief station in Louisville, Kentucky. They image was intended to illustrate 

the local tragedy. However, this information is missing from the textbook. When merely reading the 

caption, and observing the image, students may only detect whiteness as the “norm” versus Blackness 

as “needy and poor”. Again, dichotomies like the failures versus the successful (which are classed as 

well as racialized) are brought across. 
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A Depiction of a Black Woman (2009) 

 

Picture 5. “An abused female slave, drawn by William Blake in 1806” (Caption: Schrijver et al., 2009, 
p. 104). 
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The following image from a textbook published in 2009 (Schrijver et al., 2009),29 is a colored engraving 

that depicts a Black naked woman hanging from a branch, tied on her wrists. She is hanging, with her 

head tilted back. Her breasts are bared. A torn cotton cloth is hanging around her hips. Blood is pouring 

out of her body like little garlands. One of the woman’s feet nearly touches the grass, in a puddle of her 

own blood. Although, the viewer is not confronted with the actual abuse, we understand that the woman 

has been brutally beaten with a whip. The Black men, carrying whips in the backdrop seem to be the 

culprits (during slavery much violence toward enslaved people was performed by other enslaved people, 

who were in one way or another forced to do so). The nakedness of the woman displays sexuality. 

Although the expression of the woman is weak and helpless, she does not necessarily, demonstrate much 

suffering. The image is depicted in the subchapter: “Everything is trade” (Schrijver et al., 2009, p. 102). 

Here students learn about slavery. The impressions are twofold. On one hand, we see a very Eurocentric 

perspective. The main introduction of the chapter discusses the role of Europeans, using a passive voice, 

not directly appointing those responsible: 

Their ships sailed everywhere, looking for products to trade. Discovered areas were colonized and large plantations 

arose. Slaves worked on these plantations. The slaves and products were supplied from afar. This created an 

international trade network […] (Schrijver et al., 2009, p. 102).  

The chapter further discusses that Europeans did not shy away from violence, because “trade is war” 

(Schrijver et al., 2009, p. 102). Students learn about the most important products that were produced on 

agricultural plantations. Here, the history is nuanced through economic reasoning. Students are not 

taught that slavery should be viewed from an integral political, social, and cultural system. In relation 

to the topic abolition, the authors state that “[…] for centuries many people found slavery a very normal 

phenomenon” (Schrijver et al., 2009, p. 103). This type of Zeitgeist statement in relation to crimes 

against humanity, is often made in textbooks and negates the enslaved people’s perspectives. Do we 

really believe that they found slavery a normal phenomenon? The simple fact of resistance contradicts 

this argument. The same can be said in relation to the discussion about how enslaved Africans were 

generally viewed (“not humans, less intelligent”), which again is stated as a general view instead of an 

obvious European perspective. Similarly, the focus on economics is Eurocentric, because it does not 

take much imagination to know that as far as the enslaved were concerned, the profit was irrelevant. On 

the other hand, the chapter also portrays a more critical standpoint by including a section from John 

Stedman’s book, who describes the horrible treatment of enslaved men and women in-depth. Here the 

audience sees the image. The caption states: “An abused female slave, drawn by William Blake in 1806” 

(Schrijver et al., 2009, p. 104). Students are thus confronted with the atrocities committed by the Dutch 

                                                
29 This textbook is used for year 2 basic training. 
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toward the enslaved and not clearly the fact that the history of slavery is also a “history of resistance” 

(Small & Walvin, 1994). What is clearly missing, is the discussion of the taking of freedom, the taking 

of identity, the importance of color and race, and the effects that this part of history had in the world, 

like racism. This last aspect is obviously not taken into account by the authors, as the chosen image 

displays stereotypes, which are not contradicted. When searching for the origin of the image, it was 

found that the image from the textbook is not the original made by William Blake (in 1769) (Stedman, 

2016). 

 

Pictures 6 (left) and 7 (right). Picture 6 is the original image made by William Blake (1769). Picture 

7 is the adapted reproduction. 

 

The image from the textbook seems a mirror-image of the original. The original is from 1769, but the 

textbook image is from a later date (not 1806 like the textbook states, but 1818). Interestingly, the image 

is not just a mere mirror-image. In the older version, the original, two Black men and two white men 
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are depicted in the background. These white men were thus left out of the reproduction. Looking closely, 

we see more distinctions. Firstly, the woman has a different expression. The original image depicts a 

suffering woman, clearly displaying pain. It is a lot less peaceful than the reproduction that was found 

in the textbook. Secondly, the blood is depicted differently. In the original image the wounds and blood 

are more realistic. However, there is no puddle of blood present on the grass. Lastly, the original 

engraving is not as erotic as the later engraving. Although the woman is (half)naked in both images, her 

curves are a lot more prominent in the textbook. The image in the textbook thus shows a clear 

hypersexualized depiction of a Black woman. Although the textbook states that the image is made by 

William Blake, this is clearly not the case. The reproduction is undoubtedly an interpretation from 

another artist (perhaps Cristoforo Dell’Acqua).30 The main issue at hand is the hypersexual depiction of 

the woman and the Black men as culprits. Both display stereotypical gendered racializations. The idea 

that Black women were erotic, lewd, and promiscuous stemmed from Europeans first encounters with 

Africans (e.g., due to semi nudity). Later images depicting hyper-sexual Black women, legitimized 

sexual assault of enslaved women (Pilgrim, 2017). 

 

  

                                                
30 https://jcb.lunaimaging.com/luna/servlet/detail/JCB~1~1~4013~6320004:Schiava-Samboe,-Lacerata-dalla-
Fust (consulted 15-4-2018). 
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A Depiction of Black Athletes (1995) 

 

Picture 8. “Black power: Winners of the 400 meters give their victory a political character” (Caption: 
Hildingson & Schulp, 1995, p. 109). 

 

The following image from a textbook published in 1995 (Hildingson & Schulp, 1995) is a photograph, 

picturing three Black athletes during a medal ceremony of the Olympics. The men are standing on high 

platforms and have already received their medals. All men raise their right fist in salute. USA is 

embroidered on their jackets. They are smiling. Their stances are casual. The triangular composition 

creates the feeling that we are looking at important people, as we are literally looking up to the 

individuals. The shot creates a feeling of respect for the men, however there is a feeling of detachment 

as well. We cannot see them in full, because the ceremony leaders who we see from the rear, block our 

full view. In the backdrop, we see large stands filled with people. The three men are wearing black 

berets. The beret has a political purpose, as it refers to the Black Panther movement. Another symbol in 

the image is the Black power salute, typically known as an explicit political gesture of solidarity and 

resistance.  
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The caption states: “Black power: Winners of the 400 meters give their victory a political character” 

(Hildingson & Schulp, 1995, p. 109). This image displays Black men as winners, reframed in a political 

way. Only in this caption are students confronted with the term “Black power” and with the visual 

equivalent of the raised fists. In the chapter, the popularity of the American way of life is discussed. The 

authors mention the changed attitudes toward (and within) the US, specifically related to the Viet Nam 

war. No noteworthy mention is made of racism, civil rights, Black power, etc. The context therefore 

fails to give students the information needed to recognize the agency in the image or understand Black 

Power as a critical intellectual approach to gain equal rights and full citizenship (King, 2016).  

When searching for additional information, outside of the textbook, the most striking aspects of this 

image is the fact that the more famous depiction of the same 1968 Olympics, has not been used. In the 

iconic image, the medal winners of the 200 meters, John Carlos and Tommie Smith, raised a gloved fist 

in salute during the national anthem in support of human rights and the civil rights movement (Weisbord, 

2017). They were expelled for it. Black athletes have often used their platform for activist and anti-racist 

purposes. Jesse Owens, who refused to give the Nazi salute, Muhammed Ali who refused to be inducted 

into the US army, the current day Take a Knee movement, to name a few examples, that have been 

misunderstood and misrepresented. The above photograph (picture 8) depicts the winners of the 400 

meters: Larry James, Lee Evans, and Ron Freeman, who also decided to protest. They chose to wear 

black berets and black socks. They were not banned from the Olympic activities, because they removed 

their berets and did not salute during the national anthem. Only after the national anthem, they smiled 

and raised their fists (Weisbord, 2017). Why would the authors choose this particular image? Although, 

this image depicts the recalcitrant “other”, the represented anti-racist resistance and agency seems less 

threatening for the white viewers. Furthermore, the image displays the stereotypical role of the Black 

man as an entertainer or athlete (Nederveen Pieterse, 1995). 
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A Depiction of Equality? (1990) 

 

Picture 9. “John Singleton Copley was commissioned to depict the rescue of Watson, who had been 
attacked by a shark in the bay of Havana. Copley makes every effort to involve the viewer emotionally 
in the event. The shark is a true monster: the devil cannot be worse. The man with the hook is the saving 
hero and the boy in the water is helplessly tossed back and forth between boat and shark, between heaven 
and hell it seems” (Caption: Ulrich & Wesseling, 1990, p. 208). 

 

This image, from a textbook published in 1990 (Ulrich & Wesseling, 1990, p. 209), depicts the moment 

that a naked young white man is (almost) attacked by a large shark. He is floating in the water, holding 

out his hand to be rescued. We see a dramatic scene of the attempt to rescue him. The focus of the image 

is on the men in a rowboat who are trying to rescue the young white man. The men in the boat, eight 

white and one Black, each have a unique expression on their face. The Black man looks dignified, due 

to his stylish clothing and flowing scarf around his neck. His clothes seem to be made from rich fabrics 

which gives him a wealthier appearance than the other men in the boat (with the exception of the man 

on the right side of the image). The triangular composition of the image displays the Black man on top. 

The four white men in the boat seem to be sailors and their appearance portray a lower class social 

positioning. The white man with the harpoon seems to be “upper class”. He is attempting to target the 

animal with full force, while the Black man is not as actively pursuing the rescue. He is holding on to a 
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rope that the young man is reaching for. It seems that the painter chose to depict the Black man as 

wealthy to contrast the social hierarchies of the time. Maybe, he has included the Black man at the top 

to suggest equality among all men. Whatever the reason, the image challenges traditional attitudes 

toward race of the time.  

In the textbook, the image takes up a large part of the page, in a chapter discussing “art” (Ulrich & 

Wesseling, 1990, p. 209). The caption placed next to the image states:  

John Singleton Copley was commissioned to depict the rescue of Watson, who had been attacked by a shark in the 

bay of Havana. Copley makes every effort to involve the viewer emotionally in the event. The shark is a true 

monster: the devil cannot be worse. The man with the hook is the saving hero and the boy in the water is helplessly 

tossed back and forth between boat and shark, between heaven and hell it seems (p. 208). 

 

Interestingly, the caption and additional text does not mention the presence of the Black man and the 

other (working class) white men. When searching for more information about the background of the 

image, I found that the painting, titled Watson and the Shark (1778) was very popular in England and 

the US of the time. This was the moment that the British abolitionist movement started. The painting 

represents a historical event. Watson, then a 14-year old boy, lost his leg. Watson became the Lord 

Mayor of London and then commissioned this work (Boime, 1989). It is stated that Watson wanted to 

use the work as a political statement, poking fun at the colonist’s views on slavery. Generally, this 

painting is seen as an early example of imagery related to the positioning of Black people in the US 

(Boime, 1989). Although the depiction provides another view on power relations than the other images 

to this point, it is noteworthy that the textbook lacks greatly, by not mentioning the societal critique (in 

regard to race and slavery) of the painter.  
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A Depiction of a Dutch Black Man (2014) 

 

Picture 10. “Anton de Kom with his family (approx. 1933)” (Van der Geugten et al., 2014, p. 71). 

 

In this family portrait (Van der Geugten et al., 2014)31, Anton de Kom is photographed with his wife 

and four children. De Kom is the most prominent person in the image. His hair is neatly brushed. He is 

wearing a perfectly tailored suit. He looks directly at the camera, smiling modestly. Next to De Kom we 

see his white wife, Nel Borsboom, blending into the background. She is wearing a modest dress while 

holding a small toddler. In front of her two boys stand. De Kom’s hands, holding his son’s head, 

demonstrate the bond between the man and the boy. Viewers slightly look up at De Kom, making him 

dominant and impressive. The image depicts De Kom as a family man, not particularly as a resistance 

fighter or anti-colonialist, political activist, etc. This family portrait is found in a chapter about World 

War II. Underneath the small photograph, the accompanying caption reads: “Anton de Kom with his 

family (approx. 1933)” (Van der Geugten et al., 2014, p. 71). The paragraph is called “The story of… 

Anton de Kom” (Van der Geugten et al., 2014, p. 71) and discusses his life. The authors briefly mention 

his family, his role as an activist against colonialism, his time spent in Surinam, being banned from 

Surinam, his famous work “We Slaves of Suriname”, and more. Importantly, the authors especially 

                                                
31 This textbook is used for year 3 basic training. 
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mention his work as an author for the resistance during World War II and his heartbreaking final year: 

captured by the Germans, his time in a concentration camp and his death two weeks before liberation. 

Very striking is that De Kom is mentioned as “one of the very few Black Dutch people in the Netherlands 

during the war” (Van der Geugten et al., 2014, p. 71). In the Netherlands, Black people (and non-Black 

people of color) are often referred to as foreigners, Surinamese, African, Moroccan, anything but Dutch 

(even when they are in fact Dutch). Except when they have achieved something special. That is exactly 

what materializes in this fragment: De Kom is framed as “exceptional” and appealing to “whiteness”. 

Which clearly shows in the choice of image as well, depicting his white wife and their children. 

Although the image is a positive depiction of De Kom and we can consider this mention a pivotal 

addition to Dutch history textbooks, we should take note of the fact that when a Black person is depicted 

as a role model, he or she will quickly be portrayed as Dutch. 

 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 
Although there is not one unified image of race, I could argue that the images combined with the contexts 

in which they are presented, have some elements in common. At the risk of oversimplification, as I am 

merely discussing eight images, I would like to mention four noticeable preliminary conclusions in 

regard to constructions of race and ways of othering. 

First, in a number of these depictions we see narratives about who is “uncivilized” and who is 

“civilized”, who is “helped” and who is “helping” who are “humiliated victims” and who are 

“powerful”. In these images, we see that depictions of the Black experience portray a position of failure 

or defeat. Although all individuals are racialized in racialized societies, these examples from textbooks 

show that Black people are racialized downward, while whites have been racialized positively. These 

images are material evidence of the oppression of Black people and must be confronted directly by the 

textbook authors. This does not happen. Although attempts are made to include Black history, these 

depictions are biased practices with false narrative. Second, although manifestations of racism have 

changed over the centuries, this is not always the case for stereotypes and caricatures in imagery. The 

audience is clearly confronted with stereotypes through accounts of hyper-sexuality, physicality, 

criminality, poverty, etc. These stereotypes are further exacerbated by intersections of oppression (e.g., 

Black female as hyper-sexual, Black child as victims of poverty, Black males as recalcitrant, Black male 

middle-class as role models, etc.). These images could indicate that Black males with middle-class 

appearance are represented in more “harmonious” ways, than women and children. Third, in some 

images we see racial harmony and Black agency. Yet, we shouldn’t be confused by “symbolic” inclusion 

(Bonilla-Silva & Ashe, 2014) as racial harmony seems to be used as a political narrative of supposed 

racial equality and race is not considered important in this narrative. It displays ideas of color-blindness 

and meritocracy. Hence, even images with a focus on “sameness” or “normality”, display racialization. 

While it is necessary to portray the victimization that Black people have undergone and the 
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exceptionalism of individual role models, it needs to be done in a critical way, relating it to white 

supremacy and a history of resistance. Fourth, these few images become reminders that whatever the 

geographic location or historical context, racialized images are quite similar. In all instances, important 

historical contexts are divorced from contemporary, persisting injustices. A notable difference between 

the images, however, is the way the Dutch are positioned in comparison to “other” geographical 

locations, especially the US. The Dutch construct themselves as “tolerant” versus the “ignorant” 

Americans. In other words, although coded and sub-textual, we see how nationality plays a pivotal role 

in the analysis of racialization. 

Thus, these depictions are imparted through two types of narrative structures: a) “racialization through 

otherness”, which I argue is an (ongoing) process of othering people through race, among others, by 

one-sided stereotypical identities and racial hierarchy, and b) “racialization through sameness”, 

maintained through color-blind frames, racial narratives and the minimization of race talk. Further 

analysis with large samples in the next chapter, should indicate whether repetitive racialized images of 

Black people overshadow a more accurate representation. By researching a large sample, I will examine 

whether texts and images from textbooks in 50 years’ time, reflect ideas that (perhaps) have not changed 

in decades. 
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CHAPTER 2. Racialized Depictions in Dutch 
History Textbooks: A Quantitative Analysis* 

 

The current chapter questions contemporary and historic depictions of Black people identified in Dutch 

secondary school history textbooks (1968-2017) and interprets to what extent these depictions shift in 

time. Based on multiple correspondence analysis four clusters were found and named ‘anti-racist’, ‘non-

racist’, ‘color-blind’, and ‘racially essentialist’. The findings show that ‘color-blind’ and ‘non-racist’ 

depictions are most salient, and that ‘racially essentialist’ and ‘anti-racist’ depictions are less present. 

However, ‘racially essentialist’ depictions in text and image have distinctly increased in the period 

between 1968-2017, while ‘anti-racist’ depictions remain relatively stable. Furthermore, most images 

of Black people are categorized as ‘racially essentialist’ and very few are categorized as ‘anti-racist’. 

These findings are far from the ideal of the exclusion of racialized depictions from Dutch textbooks in 

favor of more ‘anti-racist’ depictions. 

 

 

                                                
* A slightly different version of this chapter is published as: Sijpenhof, M. L. (2018). The Black Child: Racist 
Depictions in Dutch Secondary School History Textbooks (1968-2017), History of Education & Children's 
Literature 13(1), 327-352. 
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INTRODUCTION 

History education has long been considered the main subject to help children develop their identity and 

understand their national heritage (Grever & Van der Vlies, 2017). Textbooks in particular play an 

important role in how children see themselves represented (Apple & Smith, 1991). Teachers are likely 

to use textbooks to teach or create the content of their classes since textbooks remain the leading 

instructional tools for teaching.32 Textbooks may impose notions of patriarchal Eurocentrism and 

structures of knowledge that predominate in Western society, which frequently results in biased 

representations of the racialized “other”. King (2016) argues, while referring to Pinar (1993): “textbooks 

are racial texts that help promote and disseminate to learners ideologies about race and racism.” (p. 

64) When history education displays (visual) micro-aggressions, does not represent diversity, or fails to 

teach essential parts of history, all children may be impacted. It may, for example, affect children’s 

attentiveness in class, create feelings of inferiority, and affect their racial identity in a negative way 

(Allen, Scott, & Lewis, 2013). The current chapter takes a first step to address this issue by zooming in 

on the depictions that Black students and others in Dutch secondary school history textbooks. In an 

effort to address how textbooks portray Black people in the Netherlands, this chapter will discuss in-

depth to what extent depictions of Black people shift over time. The central question is: What type of 

depictions of Black people can be identified in Dutch secondary school history textbooks in the period 

1968-2017?  

 

INTERMEZZO 
During analysis and writing, I searched for terminology to properly categorize the type of depictions 

encountered in the sample of textbooks. I have gone back and forth regarding the use of words to name 

the four clusters of types of images found in the selected textbooks. While I first decided to use the terms 

‘anti-racist’, ‘innocuous’, ‘Eurocentric’, and ‘racist’ (Sijpenhof, 2018). I realized at the time that there 

were some problems with this codification. For example, the term ‘innocuous’ as being neutral or 

objective, is problematic in the context of depictions in history textbooks. While a depiction may seem 

to be a neutral classification of facts, the mere choice to include certain information and at the same time 

omit other information reveals that knowledge is never unbiased (Romanowski, 1996). It wasn’t until 

after the analysis of teachers’ discourses (chapter 3) that I realized the categories of teachers’ discourses 

are comparable to those found in textbook depictions. Therefore, the terms ‘anti-racist’, ‘innocuous’, 

‘Eurocentric’, and ‘racist’ were exchanged for ‘anti-racist’, ‘non-racist’, ‘color-blind’, and ‘racially 

essentialist’. 

Anti-racism refers to the noticing and addressing of racism on a regular basis. bell hooks (1995), for 

example, argues that white anti-racists are people who “shift attitudes and daily vigilantly resist 

becoming reinvested in white supremacy” (p. 157-158). O’Brien (2001) states: “Antiracists, quite 

                                                
32 However, more and more curriculum is offered through websites and television (Kleppe, 2013). 
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simply, are people who have committed themselves, in thought, action and practice, to dismantling 

racism” (p. 4). Anti-racist depictions create critical awareness and reject mainstream color-blind ideas 

about racism. They critically discuss racism and Black agency.  

Anti-racist depictions and non-racist depictions are two different things. Non-racist depictions are “safe” 

and do not directly address or explore race or racism. When possible, they detach race from historical 

contexts (King, 2016). For example, depictions that are seemingly anti-racist (e.g., depictions of Black 

role models), may actually be non-racist when the story is told in a non-controversial way (detached 

from race). Also, seemingly non-racist depictions may be (hidden) color-blind depictions. This is the 

case when racial inequality is discussed in a “neutral” fashion, but at the same time, marginalizes 

historical injustices and creates further racial inequities.  

Color-blind depictions reflect “color-blind racism” (Bonilla-Silva, 2006). Color-blind racism may be 

considered the dominant racial ideology in Europe and the US since the 1960s. Before this time 

“scientific” racism, the belief that science provides evidence to support racism, prevailed (Miles & 

Small, 2000). Color-blind racism does not argue biological inferiority, but instead subtle discourses of 

exclusion or subordination are utilized through cultural reasoning. As mentioned, these depictions may 

easily be overlooked as being seemingly non-racist.  

Last, racial essentialism transmits the idea that races are biological and genetic groups with fixed 

attributes that dictate social behavior. This idea may not always be openly shared, but is often 

transmitted through stereotypes. Much like other terms, ‘racial essentialism’ refers to depictions that 

show clear signs of racial hierarchy and stereotypes (that in themselves may not always be racially 

essentialist, but may produce outcomes that can be racially essentialist in effect).  

These classifications are similar to Frankenberg’s (1993) seminal model of three discourses of race, 

namely essentialist racism (or racially essentialist depictions), color and power evasiveness (or: color-

blind depictions), and color and power cognizance (or anti-racist depictions). 

 

METHODS 
The current chapter will reflect on the representation of Black people in Dutch secondary school history 

textbooks (1968-2017). From a total of 200 textbooks, 1064 images (with caption) and 1518 text 

fragments have been analyzed. The analysis of the images and texts were realized in a number of steps.  

1. The aim of the study is not the analysis of all secondary school history textbooks that have been 

published in the years 1968-2017. It was attempted, however, to select an accurate sample of the 

most common and popular secondary school history textbooks. Because no comprehensive list 

of best-selling textbooks exists in the Netherlands the electronic retrieval sources of Picarta have 

been used. Picarta provides sufficient information concerning the number of editions per series. 

A deliberate decision was made regarding the type of textbooks, specifications of textbooks, 

specifications of the publishers, and the quantity of textbooks selected. Most textbooks are study 
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books, but also activity books and teachers’ guides have been chosen. An equal number of 

textbooks were selected for every ten years studied (N=40). 

2. The textbooks were found in the Dutch Royal Library in The Hague and in the Center for 

Historical Culture in Rotterdam. All relevant pages were critically examined by closely looking 

for mentions or images of Black people, Black history, or (sub-Saharan) Africa. All relevant 

fragments, images or subparagraphs, were photographed and numbered. 

3. Prior to the process of analysis, it was found that critical race theory (CRT) was the most useful 

theoretical tool as it challenges conventional hypotheses by placing racism at the core of the 

study (Ledesma & Calderón, 2015) and clarifies how “race” operates in society (Ladson-Billings 

& Tate, 1995). Assumptions made by critical race theorists are used as a starting point for 

analysis, for instance, the firm belief that race is a social construct and that racism is prevalent 

in Western culture, the deeply rooted structure of white supremacy, the normalization of racism 

in institutions (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012) and the rejection of dominant ideas concerning 

objectivity, color-blindness, and claims of meritocracy. Furthermore, to understand racism the 

intersections of race and other key markers of identity such as gender, ethnicity, class, etc. are 

often taken into account as well (Collins & Bilge, 2016). For the systematic analysis of 

textbooks, both CRT and discursive tactics were useful for multiple reasons: to deconstruct the 

content in respect to power relations, to analyze omission of knowledge, the examination of 

changing imagery, changing terminology, linguistic analysis, and more. Discourse analysis 

evaluates “subtle mainstream forms of text and talk that are not even seen as racist by the 

dominant consensus” (Van Dijk, 2011, p. 48). Not only does discourse analysis facilitate the 

analysis of “text and talk”, it also assists in the interrogation of power represented in imagery 

(Rose, 2016). Both in images and texts the absence of topics, arguments, critique, etc. may speak 

a thousand words. Discourse analysis examines structures of underlying ideologies and 

stereotypes, and possible interpretations of the intended audience. Also, discourse analysis 

evaluates who is given the opportunity to speak. At this point, CRT is very useful to further 

question the claims of “truth” portrayed in textbooks. Assumed claims of objectivity are 

challenged. CRT helps to unfold master narratives and illuminates the importance of counter-

narratives, the “voice of color” in particular. The “voice of color” is based on the idea that Black 

and non-Black people of color may have experiential knowledge of racism, obtained through 

daily experiences (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). Furthermore, CRT is inherently reflexive, thus 

the analysis of textbooks requires an open reflection of the researcher, constantly questioning the 

own assumptions and blind spots. 

4. To study the selected fragments, Grounded Theory data analysis is used as leading approach 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1994). A number of fragments were selected to start the process of 

exploration, identification and formulation of categories (open coding). First, the following 

context information was noted: name of the textbook, type of textbook, name of publisher, type 
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of education, year of publishing. Followed by “objective” information, like the depiction of 

Black adults and children, their assumed gender, if they are described as role models, etc. 

Furthermore, we described the way Black people are depicted in general, and more specifically 

how Black people are depicted in relation to others, most notably white people. Also, detailed 

descriptions of images were written, using qualitative data analysis software. 

5. This was followed by axial coding of all fragments (N=2582), which resulted in 26 codes. Thus, 

a smaller (although still quite comprehensive) number of central concepts and related categories 

was found, moving from inductive to deductive coding. Comparisons were made between 

fragments, looking for similarities and differences, to find relationships between categories 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1994). The final set of axial codes could be classified as (a) ‘information on 

textbooks/fragments’ (N=9)33; (b) ‘seemingly objective information’ (N=14)34; and (c) 

‘information on depictions’ (N=3)35. In relation to the construction of these variables it is 

important to note the following: fragments do not always reflect the beliefs of the textbook 

authors. Images and some texts are created by a third party. When these fragments show signs 

of racial hierarchy or stereotypes, we first observe whether the textbook author denounces these 

signs, gives critical judgement or asks critical questions. 

6. All concerns and uncertainties were discussed with a fellow researcher. In addition, the second 

researcher randomly selected 10% of the fragments, and used the code scheme to analyze these 

fragments. Any disagreement was resolved between researchers with minimal discussion. In a 

few cases modifications were made. 

7. Seven axial codes (namely: Black body: (half) naked; Black role model; Black voice; racism 

explicitly mentioned, opinion author, racial hierarchy, stereotype), were analyzed with multiple 

correspondence analysis (a program of IBM SPSS). Multiple correspondence analysis is a way 

of analyzing images and texts to discover patterns in depictions (Braster & Del Pozo Andrés, 

2015). This quantitative procedure generated a graph with two dimensions (X- and Y-axis), in 

which four clusters became visible. These clusters were compared and named, keeping in mind 

how these clusters of depictions inform the intended audience: the students. With this, a typology 

was found to explain the empirical reality of the depiction of Black people in Dutch secondary 

school history textbooks. 

 

                                                
33 ‘Textbook title’, ‘type of textbook’, ‘publisher’, ‘type of education’, ‘level of education’, ‘year of class’, ‘year 
of publishing’, ‘type of fragment’, ‘edition’. 
34 ‘Black body: (half) naked’, ‘Black voice’, ‘racism explicitly mentioned’, ‘Black role model’, ‘theme’, ‘location’, 
‘Black man/men in image’, ‘Black woman/women in image’, ‘Black child(ren) in image’, ‘white man/men in 
image’, ‘white woman/women in image’, ‘white child(ren) in image’, ‘person(s) of color in image’, ‘terms used 
to describe Black people’. 
35 ‘Racial hierarchy’, ‘stereotype’, ‘author’s conveyed values’, which are elaborately described Table 1.  
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Table 1. Operationalization of axial codes ‘author’s conveyed values’, ‘racial hierarchy’, and 

‘stereotypes’. 

 

‘Author’s conveyed values’  

‘Justifications’: When horrific situations are justified by the author, for example when 
imperialism is discussed as a mainly positive encounter.

‘Minimizing the white role / minimizing the importance of the historical issue’: When the 
historical situation is minimized. When the white role (specifically Dutch role) is down-played. 
For example, when the trade in enslaved Africans is mainly blamed on African traders. When 
information is incorrect. When it is clear that certain relevant information is omitted.

‘Neutral discussion of atrocities’: When atrocities are discussed in ‘neutral’ fashion. For 
example, when slavery is discussed as (only) an economic/trade issue. 

‘Neutral stance’: When the author tried to be as neutral as possible, only stating facts. This, 
however, is never truly neutral, as there is always a choice to mention something or to leave 
something out, or to formulate something negatively or positively. Thus, while the tone is 
neutral, and this will be coded as such, it should be noted that the choice of themes remains 
subjective.

‘Critical Stance’: When the author criticizes racial hierarchies or stereotypes and/or encourage 
students to think critically about these topics. 

‘N/A’: When an image or fragment is created by another author or historical figure.

‘Racial hierarchy’ 

‘Yes’: When racial hierarchy (white(s) depicted as superior to Black(s)) is clearly visible. When 
it is explicitly stated that Blacks are inferior to whites (by the author or by another source 
without any critical comments presented as counter-argument) and/or the ‘author’s conveyed 
values’ are coded as ‘minimizing the white role (…)’ or ‘justifications (…)’.

‘Probably’:  When racial hierarchy is present, however less explicitly, and/or the ‘author’s 
conveyed values’ are coded as ‘neutral discussion of atrocities’. When Black people are clearly 
overlooked.

‘Maybe’: When some racial hierarchy is present. When Eurocentrism is showcased, when 
slavery is discussed as an economic issue solely or when enslaved Africans are depicted as 
products and/or the author’s conveyed values are coded as ‘neutral’. 

‘No’: When there is no racial hierarchy present. When a Black person is depicted as superior to 
a white person. When the author is explicitly critical. When only Black or only white  people are 
depicted in an image.

‘Undetermined’: When it is unclear whether racial hierarchy is present: for example, when an 
image is unclear.

‘Stereotypes’ 

‘Yes’: When stereotypes are clearly present. These stereotypes of Black people were based on 
literature and chosen beforehand, namely: sexualization, focus on achievements in sports, 
dance, and music, laziness, in need of help (or monitoring) from whites, lacking intellect, fear-
inducing, physically strong, exploitable, criminal, happy-go-lucky (content to serve whites), or in 
imagery: when Black people’s physical appearance is depicted in a stereotypical way; looking 
alike. When nakedness is shown to focus on explicit sexuality or physical power (undermining 
intellectual capacities).

‘Probably’: When stereotypes are less clearly present.

‘Maybe’: When stereotypes are present in a covert way. When the text displays stereotypes, 
but it is unclear whether the text is written by the textbook author(s) or by another source.

‘No’: When stereotypes are not present. Prior to coding, the choice was made not to define 
terms (and the equivalent imagery) like ‘victimization’ or ‘submission’ as stereotypical, even 
though this would be considered stereotypical in other contexts (like media). When the author 
is explicitly critical. When there is no mention of Black people.

‘Undetermined’: When it is unclear whether stereotype is present.
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FINDINGS 
In 24% of the 200 textbooks, no mention is made of Black people or Black history. In the other 76% of 

the textbooks, students generally encounter curriculum addressing Black history during the second 

(35,9%) and third year (57,1%) of basic training.  

 

Multiple Correspondence Analysis: An Empirical Typology of (Anti-)Racism 
Based on the analytical procedure multiple correspondence analysis, we have interpreted to what extent 

depictions of Black people shift in time and what typology can be distinguished when analyzing the 

sample of all fragments, both images and texts. Multiple correspondence analysis assists in determining 

comparable clusters. Figure 2 illustrates how all fragments are classified within a 2-dimensional plot. 

Figure 3 then illustrates how specific categories of variables are clustered. Based on this figure, we argue 

that four types of depictions can be distinguished, which we have termed ‘anti-racist’, ‘non-racist’, 

‘color-blind’, and ‘racially essentialist’ (Figure 4). The categories are not always mutually exclusive. 
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Figure 2. 2-dimensional plot labeled by fragment. 
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Figure 3. 2-dimensional plot labeled by axial codes. 
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Figure 4. Typology of depictions: (1) ‘anti-racist’, (2) ‘non-racist’, (3) ‘color-blind’, (4) ‘racially 

essentialist’. 

 

 
In table 2, a description of the clusters by years in categories is presented. ‘Non-racist’ depictions are 

most often used, although these have slightly decreased over the years. ‘Color-blind’ depictions are also 

relatively common, and have similarly decreased over the years (with a slight increase in 2008-2017). 

Next, the ‘anti-racist’ fragments, which are highest in 1988-1997, drop back in 2008-2017, indicating 

that textbook fragments in 1966-1977 show more signs of anti-racism than textbook fragments in 2008-

2017. This corresponds with the percentages of ‘racially essentialist’ fragments. Although these 

depictions are least used, they have clearly increased over the years. 
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Table 2. Classification of fragments (by years in categories) on the basis of ‘anti-racist’, ‘non-

racist’, ‘color-blind’, and ‘racially essentialist’ depictions. 

 
Next, we analyze whether additional independent variables change the perspective of the classification 

of fragments. In table 3, a selection of these variables is mentioned. First, in relation to the type of 

textbooks, activity books are 10% more ‘anti-racist’ than study books. This fits the idea that activity 

books contain critical questions. In turn, ‘racially essentialist’ depictions are more prominent in study 

books. Second, the religious background of the publisher does not seem to be relevant, as only slight 

differences are indicated. The same can be said for the level of education. The type of fragment, 

however, is very relevant as we see that, text fragments are much more ‘anti-racist’ (25% of all texts) 

than images (5% of all images including the captions). Text fragments, however, are more often ‘color-

blind’ than images (33% as opposed to 20%). The largest difference is observed in ‘racially essentialist’ 

depictions: 33% of all images are categorized as ‘racially essentialist’, while only 3% of all texts fall 

under this category. Again, we add that ‘color-blind’ and ‘racially essentialist’ depictions, may overlap. 

However, we now see that the main difference between the two categories is strongly related to the type 

of fragment (text or image). 

 

Table 3. Classification of independent variables on the basis of ‘anti-racist’, ‘non-racist’, ‘color-

blind’, and ‘racially essentialist’ depictions.  

 
 

Type of depiction Anti-racist Non-racist Color-blind Racially essentialist Total (N=100%)

table	2 1966 - 1977 (%) 16 41 33 9 356
1978 - 1987 (%) 15 41 31 14 484
1988 - 1997 (%) 20 37 25 17 536
1998 - 2007 (%) 18 42 24 16 657
2008 - 2017 (%) 15 29 29 19 537

Number of fragments (434) (1024) (714) (398)

Type of depiction Anti-racist Non-racist Color-blind Racially essentialist Total (N=100%)

Type of textbook*
Study book (%) 15 40 29 17 1970
Activity book (%) 25 42 22 11 449

table	3 Teacher/answer book (%) 20 39 34 8 163

Publisher**
Catholic (%) 19 38 27 16 503
Protestant (%) 17 38 34 11 466
Public (%) 13 40 32 15 92
Public/Protestant (%) 17 41 25 17 1413
Unkown (%) 13 43 31 13 108

Type of fragment***
Image (%) 5 41 20 33 1064
Text (%) 25 39 33 3 1518

Publisher****
Mavo-vmbo (%) 15 38 29 18 136
Mavo-vmbo/havo (%) 30 50 8 12 66
Havo (%) 18 61 18 3 33
Mavo-vmbo/havo/vwo (%) 17 40 27 16 623
Havo/vwo (%) 16 39 29 15 1312
Vwo (%) 19 39 26 15 412

Number of fragments (437) (1031) (716) (398)
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As we have observed, images and additional captions are far more ‘racially essentialist’ and far less 

‘anti-racist’ than text fragments. Therefore, we will now focus on the analysis of Black people in images. 

In table 4 we see how (often) Black men, Black women, and Black children are depicted (alone or in 

combination with other individuals). When only one Black child is depicted, the typology ‘color-blind’ 

more than doubles in comparison to images depicting Black children. Notably, anti-racist images 

depicting one Black child or Black children are barely there (only 1% of the images is ‘anti-racist’). 

Images depicting one Black woman, Black women, and Black men, paint a similar picture: the amount 

of ‘racially essentialist’ depictions is much higher than the overall numbers. The most prominent 

difference is the depiction of one Black man. Images of one Black man are less ‘color-blind’, more ‘non-

racist’, and more ‘anti-racist’. This may be explained by the fact that a single Black middle-class male 

is occasionally represented as a role model. Overall, the amount of ‘racially essentialist’ depictions is 

relatively high, while ‘color-blind’, ‘non-racist’ and ‘anti-racist’ depictions are relatively low compared 

to the overall outcomes (table 2, table 3). 

 

Table 4. Classification of images (depicting Black people) on the basis of ‘anti-racist’, ‘non-racist’, 

‘color-blind’, and ‘racially essentialist’ depictions. 

 
 

Examples of the Clusters 

‘Anti-racist’ Depictions 

‘Anti-racist’ depictions often portray role models, explicitly mention racism (yet within the textbooks 

racism is not generally regarded as systemic racism, but prejudice or discrimination), give Black people 

voice and agency, positively illustrate resistance, or encourage students to think critically. An example 

of an ‘anti-racist’ text is the inclusion of Martin Luther King, Jr.’s “I have a dream” speech in a number 

of textbooks (e.g., Dalhuisen et al., 1987, p. 132). Not only is his voice heard, Martin Luther King, Jr. 

is portrayed as a role model, and racism is explicitly mentioned. Importantly, we do see that Martin 

Luther King, Jr. is often displayed in a way that is appealing to whiteness (a nonviolent and middle-

class leader) and therefore the anti-racist element must be nuanced as it contains non-racist elements as 

well. Yet, giving students the possibility to critically analyze and be confronted with a history of agency 

Type of depiction Anti-racist Non-racist Color-blind Racially essentialist Total (N=100%)

Black man/men depicted*
No Black man (%) 3 35 41 22 275
Black man (%) 11 56 5 29 262
Black men (%) 3 38 13 47 453

Black woman/women depicted**
table	4 No Black woman (%) 7 42 23 28 622

Black woman (%) 2 45 9 45 141
Black women (%) 2 38 14 46 215

Black child/children depicted***
No Black child (%) 7 43 21 30 741
Black child (%) 1 30 20 48 79
Black children (%) 1 44 9 47 178

Number of fragments (51) (565) (143) (569)
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remains important and considered anti-racist. For example, the following image and caption, shows an 

example of ‘anti-racist’ depictions. 

 

  
Picture 11. “The photo, 1940, illustrates the support of the Surinamese people for the allied cause. The 
birthday of Churchill (portret), Prime Minister of the United Kingdom, is demonstratively celebrated in 
Paramaribo. Surinam (bauxite) and the Antilles (oil) were important for the Allied cause. Also in the 
Netherlands, the Surinamese (p. 171) [Anton de Kom] and Antilleans (George Maduro – Madurodam 
is named after him-) took part in the resistance” (Caption by: Bastiaans et al., 2012a, p. 49). 
 

‘Non-racist’ Depictions 

‘Non-racist’ depictions are not stereotypical, do not portray racial hierarchy (instead may reflect racial 

harmony), or the author explains the information as “objective” as possible (when it is appropriate to do 

so). These type of depictions, keep a distance to the topic. It should be noted, however, that knowledge 

presented in textbooks is never truly objective. We see this reflected in the fact that the depictions we 

refer to as ‘non-racist’ do not explicitly mention racism, do not give Black people voice or agency, 

and/or are not critical. However, these depictions are structured as if they were unbiased. Thus, these 

depictions are considered to be an apparently inoffensive way to bring across information. An example 

of a ‘non-racist’ text is: “In the 1970s, Surinam became independent and approx. 200 000 Surinamese 

Dutch settled in the Netherlands” (Van der Geugten et al., 2013, p. 117). Additionally, the following 

image and caption, illustrates which depictions we consider to be ‘non-racist’. 
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Picture 12. “Wounded soldiers in Vietnam” (Caption by: De Boer et al., 2005, p. 77).36 

 

‘Color-blind’ Depictions 

‘Color-blind’ depictions display racial hierarchy, are slightly stereotypical, and/or the author portrays 

horrific atrocities in a neutral fashion, and even minimizes or justifies these issues. For example, text 

fragments show that the treatment of Black enslaved women is depicted in a Eurocentric and sexist way, 

namely as the “mistresses” or “girlfriends” of enslavers, instead of using the terms “sex slaves” or “rape 

victims” (e.g., “white men took female slaves as their mistresses” (Van den Berg et al., 2003); “Few 

white women were living in Surinam. Therefore, many white men took slaves as their housekeepers and 

girlfriends” (Bastiaans et al., 2010)). Authors often refer to the connection between these white 

enslavers (only referred to as “whites”) and Black enslaved women (referred to as “slaves”) as 

“relationships”. In only one out of more than 2500 fragments, an author shortly referred to the sexual 

abuse enslaved Black females have undergone by white oppressors (Bulthuis et al., 2015, p. 109). 

Another example is related to the fact that many text fragments minimize the issue of historical injustice 

                                                
36 Although this specific image portrays a positive depiction of race relations, Black soldiers were overrepresented 
in draft calls to fight in Viet Nam, disproportionately assigned to combat units and killed. As opposed to many 
whites, most Blacks were unable to avoid the draft. The selection of Black draftees can therefore be regarded as 
institutional racism (Westheider, 1997). Importantly, this narrative has not been added in the textbook. 
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by misrepresenting or omitting historical facts. For instance, authors argue that universal suffrage in the 

US meant that: “In 1870 all men were entitled to vote” (Bartelds et al., 2008, p. 135). No comment is 

made about the fact that most Black men and women were prohibited to vote until 1965 after the Voting 

Rights Act was introduced (and are often still discouraged to vote). Furthermore, in a large number of 

fragments enslaved Africans are presented as products, a technique used throughout all textbooks over 

the years, for example: “In West-Africa, gold and ivory was collected. Also, the negro slaves, who were 

intended to work on the plantations in America and the Caribbean” (Heidt et al., 1984, p. 56). Another 

‘Color-blind’ issue is when an opinion is stated as a fact and thus is almost certainly a fact in the eyes 

of the intended audience. One example is the answer to the question: “what is the KKK?” The textbook’s 

official answer is: “A secret American society that fought against un-American persons (negroes, Jews, 

Catholics) and activities” (Kalle et al., 1978, p. 100). First: why is there no mention of racism? 

Furthermore, not only is the use of past tense inappropriate, as the KKK never ceased to exist, also the 

fragment depicts the activities of the KKK as somewhat justified. The formulation used indicates that 

in fact, “negroes, Jews, and Catholics” are supposedly “un-American”. In another textbook, we find a 

similar comment: “The real American is in fact a WASP” (Ulrich et al., 1991, p. 111), reflecting the 

idea that those who are WASP have more rights to national resources (Babb, 1998). Moreover, 

inappropriate sarcasm, which is a fine line between criticism and minimizing the issue, is also used quite 

often. See, for instance, the image and caption below. 
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Picture 13. “A cozy night out for the KKK. When they burned wooden crosses, the gentlemen were 
less pleasant” (Caption: Offringa, 1973, p. 83). 
 

‘Racially Essentialist’ Depictions 

‘Racially essentialist’ depictions are stereotypical, portray explicit racial hierarchy, and/ or often portray 

Black people without clothing. ‘Racially essentialist’ texts, for example, repeatedly refer to the 

stereotype and racist notion that Black people are physically strong (e.g., “Slaves are only suitable for 

simple work on plantations” (Van Hennik et al., 1985, p. 145); “A philanthropic cleric, Las Casas, 
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suggested to bring the strong negroes from Africa to work and prevent the fall of the Indians” (Van der 

Hoeven & Reinsma, 1967, p. 116)). 

Many other stereotypical depictions are present in the fragments. In one of the textbooks, we find a 

paragraph titled “Black racism”37, in which many of these stereotypical views become clear. The 

fragment is as follows: 

 

In February 1965 Malcolm X was assassinated by black gunmen. At that moment, he had achieved almost nothing. 

His death, however, made him a martyr. His appeal showed the animosity of many blacks, even during the 

collaboration between white and black in the early sixties. (…) Many Northern white girls were shocked by the 

sexual aggression of their black fellow activists. Others were unpleasantly surprised by, what they call, ignorance 

and laziness of the blacks in the South (Mulder & Doedens, 1986, p. 250).  

The following image (in combination with the caption), illustrates ‘racially essentialist’ depictions. 

                                                
37 It may be unclear to the intended audience whether this paragraph is written by the textbook authors or another 
writer. Even if the latter is the case, no critical note is provided by the authors. 
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Picture 14. “Disobidient slaves were strictly punished, often on the ‘Spaanse bok’. The hands were tied, 
then the knees were distorted. Next, a stick was stuck behind the knees and the brute began to hit the 
curved back” (Caption: Beenackers-Heeren et al., 1994, p. 217). 
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Individuals 

Do we see specific categories of persons that seem to be depicted often? Based on a cluster analysis in 

SPSS, 12 groups were combined, using all images depicting individuals or groups. The images were 

first coded numerically. The hierarchical cluster analysis then illustrates which categories or units 

significantly coincide. 

 

Table 5. Hierarchical cluster analysis of individuals in images. 

 
 

The most common cluster contains images of Black men. We also see that Black children are often 

portrayed without adult presence. Black women are not often depicted by themselves. Not present are 

one Black man and one white woman or one white man with one Black woman. Also missing are white 

children (white women are portrayed with a single Black man, but always in combination with white 

men). This indicates that very few (interracial) relationships or contacts between white women, white 

children and Black people are portrayed. In total 254 white individuals (of which 21 women) and 144 

Black individuals (of which 18 women) are mentioned by name. Only 18 non-Black persons of color (0 

women) are mentioned in these specific fragments. This is interesting as it indicates that when discussing 

Black history, textbook authors put more focus on white individuals than Black individuals (e.g., the 

discussed abolitionists are almost exclusively white). Furthermore, non-Black people of color (a term 

that reflects many racialized groups) have a very small role in the master narratives of these specific 

histories, illustrating that students are taught to think in a Blackness/whiteness binary. The discussed 

individuals show differences in roles and historical importance, illustrated in Table 6.  

 

 

 

 

Cluster Individuals N

1 Black men 178
2 No individuals 152
3 Black children 85
4 Black men + white men 85
5 Black men + Black women + Black children + white men 64
6 Black man + white men + white women 63
7 Black men + Black women + Black children  58
8 Black man + white men  56
9 Black man + white man + non-Black men of color 52
10 Black men + Black women + white men 50
11 Black men + Black women 45
12 Black women + white man 40
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Table 6. Top mentions of male and female individuals. 

 
 

This illustrates that the history textbook fragments are profoundly white male oriented. This is nothing 

new. It is interesting, however, to question: who are the depicted (Black and white) women? And how 

are they different from (Black and white) men? Black males are mostly politicians (184 mentions), civil 

rights activists (43 mentions), and writers/painters (41 mentions). White males are also mostly 

politicians (246 mentions), writers/painters (94 mentions), and “explorers” (58 mentions). On first sight, 

no striking differences between Black and white men are observed. However, the portrayals of these 

men are clearly different (e.g., Black politicians are often depicted as corrupt). Among women, the 

difference is more prominent. Although the total number of mentions is very limited, Black women are 

most often enslaved people (9 mentions), followed by one abolitionist (5 mentions), and wife/daughters 

of famous Black men (4 mentions). White women, on the other hand are mostly mentioned as writers 

(29 mentions), royalty (14 mentions), and actresses (4 mentions).  

 

 

 

Top 3 Individuals Number of times mentioned

Black men
1 Martin Luther King 25
2 Patrice Lumumba 21
3 Desi Bouterse / Nelson Mandela 14

Black women 
1 Joanna 6
2 Harriet Tubman 5
3 Millie Evans 3

White men
1 Henry Stanley 28
2 Leopold II 26
3 Abraham Lincoln 25

White women
1 Harriet Beecher Stowe 23
2 Queen Victoria 6
3 Margaret Mitchell/ Queen Wilhelmina 3

Non-Black men of color
1 Jagernath Lachmon/ Mahatma Gandhi 7
2 Cyrill Daal 5
3 Tupax Amaru 3
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Black Role Models 

In 10% of all fragments, Black individuals are depicted in a way that may reflect them as role models38. 

When we divide these fragments in years, we could argue that some progress is made: while in 1966-

1977, 7.9% of all fragments contained a Black role model, this was 12,3% in 2008-2017. The location 

of these role models has changed over the years (especially in relation to South-Africa: in 1966-1977 

one Black South-African role model is mentioned, while 11 mentions were made in 2008-2017). Most 

Black role models are American (with 11 mentions in 1966-1977 up to 28 mentions in 2008-2017). For 

Dutch textbooks, focusing largely on Dutch/European history, it is interesting to note that very few 

Dutch or European Black role models are mentioned (e.g., zero mentions of Dutch Black role models 

in 1966-1997). 

 

Explicit Discussions of Racism  
In the selection of fragments, racism is not discussed as a crucial historical theme. Many images show 

essentialized depictions of Black people, viewing race as a biological rather than a social construct. 

Also, the shift toward racial thinking and the origin of race is lacking in textbooks. Racism has been 

defined in very few textbooks. None of these definitions resembles the definition used by critical race 

scholars. The definitions are narrow, simplistic and/or focus on individual racist “acts’ or prejudice (e.g., 

“Racism is the attribution of personality traits to racial features” (Van Wakeren & Van Galen Last, 

1974, p. 109)). However, generally, the term racism is barely utilized. Authors tend to prefer 

euphemisms, for instance, “discrimination”, “racial discrimination”, “negro problem” (Mulder & 

Doedens, 1986, p. 279) (linguistically framing Black people – instead of white supremacy - as the 

problem), “race problem” (Ceulaert & Feitsma, 1972a, p. 65; Mulder & Doedens, 1986, p. 279), “racial 

inequality”, or do not mention any related term to refer to the problem of racism: “There was no work 

and certainly not for Surinamese” (De Jong et al. 1985, p. 204). With this the undesirable situation 

arises, that students are persuaded into viewing the racialized “other” as the problem or see racism as 

prejudice. In the cases where ‘racism’ is explicitly mentioned, the underlying discomfort or denial is 

clearly present. One text fragment illustrates that the authors (De Jong et al., 1986) believe that the 

discussion of racism is a “dangerous topic”, controversial, as it will take up much time. However, it is 

also considered important. In the teacher’s guide, they argue:  

 

If the subject ‘history’ should contribute to breaking down prejudices and help to create a more humane and 

tolerant society, then this is the opportunity to do so. Moreover, this is probably a dangerous subject as well, which 

may lead to lengthy discussions (p. 41). 

                                                
38 Role models are persons whose behaviors, characters, skills, or successes are (implicitly) demonstrated as 
examples to emulate or look up to. Some individuals, who may be considered to be role models, are explicitly not 
mentioned as positive figures by the textbook authors. In these cases, the fragments are coded as ‘no role model 
depicted’. 
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In texts, denial is present in the fact that authors explicitly mention racism in relation to so-called 

‘reverse racism’, which illustrates that the master narrative is a one-dimensional discourse and racism 

is not ‘our’ problem. Several examples show that while the term ‘racism’ is not mentioned when 

discussing topics clearly related to racism, like apartheid or legal segregation, it is in fact discussed in 

relation to the assumed “racism” of (for example) Malcolm X (Mulders & Doedens, 1986, p. 250) and 

the Black Panthers (Bartman & Schulp, 1995, p.102) instead of acknowledging their intellectual agency 

(King, 2016). Thus, authors deploy semantic reversals of blame. Another indication, is the fact that 

racism is most particularly mentioned by Black people themselves (Mulder & Doedens, 1986, p. 324), 

which is illustrated in figure 3, showing that within the first cluster ‘anti-racist’, ‘Black voice’ and 

‘racism, explicitly mentioned’ are significantly compatible. In the same light, we see that when less 

emphasis is put on the negatives of white people, the term racism is used with more ease, like in referral 

to human rights organizations fighting against racism (Van Hooff et al., 1995, p. 97). However, a small 

number of textbooks include a (sometimes optional) paragraph on stereotypes, often illustrated by using 

stereotypical imagery of ‘scientific racism’ and asking students to examine the content. Out of all 

fragments related to ‘racism/discrimination’, 27% was related to Dutch contexts, while 73% of the 

fragments mentioned racism/discrimination in other countries, mostly in the US. 

 

Terminology 

The uneasiness to talk race in the Netherlands becomes clear by the reserves textbook authors show in 

their discussion of racism, but is also clear when observing the appointment of someone’s racial 

background and skin color through specific terms. The word blank, which can be translated to white 

(but also: clean, fair, colorless, etc.) is a normative, positive term that is almost exclusively used in the 

fragments to explicitly refer to white people. To refer to Black people, the term neger (negro) is often 

used, which contains obvious normative connotations, namely negative overtones of inferiority. The 

terms wit (white) and zwart, (Black) are political concepts (Wekker, 2016). Wit is not used in any 

fragment of the textbook sample. Zwart, on the other hand, is utilized quite often. This use of the word 

Black, however, is not often (especially not in earlier years) used as a political term, but as a direct 

reference to the darkness of someone’s skin color.  

Overall, Black people are referred to in the following ways: “Black” (13.6%), “negro/negress” (10.9%), 

By nation/continent (e.g., “African”) (9.6%), and other, like “Creole”, “Maroon”, “bush negro”, etc. 

(5%). In a few cases, the N-word is used (0.2%). Also, in 11,6% of the fragments, authors use the term 

“slaves” to refer to enslaved Africans (no additional term to clarify “race” is thought to be needed). In 

all other cases (N=52.5%), Black people are not mentioned at all. Terminology significantly changes 

over the years, the biggest change has been the use of the term “negro/negress”, which in 1966-1978 

was used in 27,8% of the cases, while in 2008-2017 it was used in 2.6% of the cases. Instead, Black 

people are now referred to by nation and/or the term “slaves” and “black” are used more often. 
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Moreover, “slaves” (instead of “enslaved Africans” or “enslaved persons”) remains the preferred term 

in the selected textbooks. This term has been criticized extensively, as it gives the impression that the 

individual in question was naturally a “slave” (e.g., Nimako & Willemsen, 2011). 

 

Final Observations 
Finally, three additional observations can be made. First, Black people are clearly discussed in a 

thematically compartmentalized manner. This means that in many histories no mention is made of Black 

people or Black history, even when it is clearly relevant. In relation to the current Dutch context, the 

compartmentalization is especially striking as Black people are exclusively mentioned in the paragraphs 

about “integration”.39 For instance, “In AS 4 a major problem will be discussed, namely the Netherlands 

and its many foreigners” (De Jong et al., 1986, p. 37). Second, the use of the passive voice is extremely 

common when discussing atrocities performed by whites. Apparently, it is not important to mention 

who is performing the action. For example, when discussing protests by Black people in South Africa 

and the violent actions by white police officers, a textbook suggests: “During actions dozens of people 

died; thousands were put in prison” (Mulder & Doedens, 1986, p. 202). Another example, which is 

representative for many other fragments, is the sentence “Millions of Africans arrived in the plantation 

areas” (Bastiaans et al., 2010, p. 5). The third comment refers to the general omission of information in 

the selection of textbooks. Black people are not (or barely) mentioned in relation to a large number of 

relevant topics40, histories are minimized (or normalized)41, Black people are given much less 

opportunity to ‘speak’ than white people, and are sometimes literally whitewashed, for instance, the 

three Kings, all depicted as white men (Van der Hoeven & Reinsma, 1967, p. 96). Overall, these 

observations indicate a strong focus on ‘Us’ and ‘Them’. Thus, the observations can be seen as polarized 

racist representations in the discourse, based on the before mentioned ‘ideological square’ of Van Dijk 

(2011, p. 54): “1. Emphasize Our good things 2. Emphasize Their bad things. 3. Deemphasize Our Bad 

things 4. Deemphasize Their good things.”  

 

CONCLUSIONS 
In conclusion, I find that ‘non-racist’ depictions (texts and images) are most often used, followed by 

‘color-blind’ depictions, ‘anti-racist’ fragments, and ‘racially essentialist’ fragments. Over the years, 

‘anti-racist’ depictions have increased, only to decrease in recent years. ‘Non-racist’ fragments have 

decreased. ‘Color-blind’ fragments have slightly decreased. However, ‘racially essentialist’ depictions 

                                                
39 The same conclusion has been made by Weiner (2017). The term “compartmentalization” in relation to 
textbooks is borrowed from her work. 
40 E.g., World War I and II; effects of the Great Trek; African nationalistic efforts against colonialism, Cape Verde, 
the looting of Africans in areas other than West-Africa, enslaved Africans in New Amsterdam, forced labor during 
imperialism, the slaughter of the Herero people, the legacy of slavery and colonialism in the Netherlands, 
Reconstruction in the US, and much more. 
41 E.g., the normalization of slavery by emphasizing the role of African enslavers. 
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have increased over the past 50 years. Furthermore, images are far more ‘racially essentialist’ and far 

less ‘anti-racist’ than text fragments because the images of the sample are predominantly images of 

Black people that can largely be categorized as ‘racially essentialist’. At the same time, ‘anti-racist’ 

depictions of Black people are fairly rare. Also, relatively few Black role models are present in the 

textbooks and those who are mentioned, are commonly American. Black female role models are lacking. 

Black women are most often portrayed as enslaved Africans. While exceptional individuals and 

representation is important to tackle, it is even more important to properly place these into context (a 

context in which collective agency is stressed). Moreover, much like other previously mentioned 

textbook research, I found that authors tend to make use of linguistics to minimize, justify, distort, 

whitewash, and neutralize (Black) history. Thus, derogating the racialized “other”, while at the same 

time presenting the “us” in a positive manner. This manipulative polarizing strategy is utilized quite 

often: not all textbooks do this all the time, however, all textbooks do this a good amount of the time. 

Other techniques, like metaphors, exaggerations, euphemism, sarcasm, passive voice, 

compartmentalization are used as well. Furthermore, racism is not treated as an essential or holistic 

subject of history and a simplistic definition of racism is present (if present at all). Textbooks, thus, 

cease to teach students how to understand contemporary (and local) racial inequalities. Also, the 

consequences of enslavement on present day inequalities and ideologies are negated. In addition, the 

master narrative is one-dimensional and counter-narratives are barely there. Overall, we see that while 

historians could maintain critical distance (Grever & Van der Vlies, 2017, p. 287), the empirical reality 

illustrates that selective values are perpetuated. Textbooks that follow color-blind rhetoric and don’t 

critically analyzing race, reinforce racism. In conclusion, the ideal situation, in which ‘color-blind’ or 

‘racially essentialist’ depictions are excluded from textbooks, while ‘anti-racist’ depictions are included, 

has not been realized over the years. At a time, when more attention is paid to the histories we teach 

students and a louder call is heard for more inclusive history teaching, clearly more attention needs to 

be paid to how we address these histories. 
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CHAPTER 3. A Transformation of Racial 
Discourse?* 

 

Scholars have observed a re-emergence of biological racism in the Netherlands. This chapter questions 

whether this form of racism is also making a comeback in Dutch secondary schooling, by drawing on 

critical race theory and Bonilla-Silva’s frames of color-blind racism. Data for this study were gathered 

through an analysis of 200 history textbooks (1968-2017), 28 interviews of (former) Dutch (mostly 

“white”) teachers and 35 interviews of former (mostly “Black”) students. This chapter demonstrates that 

Dutch teachers use very similar frames to those that researchers have found are utilized in the US. Also, 

former Black students are much more likely to offer anti-racist discourses, but they display color-blind 

discourses and (sometimes) racially essentialist discourses as well. Thus, color-blind ideologies 

influence even those who are negatively affected by it. Although the expressions of racism shift over 

time, this study illustrates that we cannot affirm a re-emergence of biological racism in secondary 

education, as color-blind discourses remain equally intact in the 50 years studied. 

 

                                                
* This chapter is based on a paper presented at the International Standing Conference for the History of 
Education (ISCHE) "Education and Nature" in Berlin in 2018. The paper was awarded the "ISCHE Early 
Career Conference Paper Award". A slightly different version of this chapter is published as: Sijpenhof, 
M. L. (2019). A Transformation of Racist Discourse? Colour-blind Racism and Biological Racism in Dutch 
Secondary Schooling (1968-2017). Paedagogica Historica. https://doi.org/10.1080/00309230.2019.1616787 
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INTRODUCTION 

Racism appeared since the late fifteenth century and was for centuries to come a means to provide 

justification for European imperialism, colonialism, the transatlantic trade in enslaved people, and 

slavery. These systems of racial oppression as well as racial distinctions made by modern “science” are 

fundamental for an understanding of racism in contemporary Europe (Goldberg, 2006). Only in response 

to historic events (e.g., Holocaust) along with the rise of movements challenging the racialized order 

(e.g., anti-colonial and anti-racism movements), race was generally invalidated as a biological theory, 

reducing “biological” racism after WW II (Hirschman, 2004). Also, since the 1970s, geneticists have 

stressed that the concept of biological race is not scientifically justified (Smedley & Smedley, 2005, p. 

16). In the US, Bonilla-Silva (1997) and others (e.g., Bobo, Kleugel, & Smith, 1997) have argued that 

although overt racism was now tainted by its negative associations, a new racial structure emerged: “the 

new racism” (Bonilla-Silva & Ashe, 2014, p. 60). Although this change of expression has taken place, 

racism is generally still defined by the “old” perspective: as blatant, extreme, and intentional (Bonilla-

Silva, 2015). Racism is also viewed as individual prejudices toward people of another race. Bonilla-

Silva (1997) has heavily critiqued this viewpoint, because the “prejudice approach” denies racism as a 

structural and systemic societal problem and overly concentrates on the “psychological basis” of racism. 

Bonilla-Silva’s (2001) alternative approach to this view is the “racialized social system” (white 

supremacy), which refers to “societies in which economic, political, social, and ideological levels are 

partially structured by the placement of actors in racial categories or races” (p. 37). Hence, 

racialization is not motivated by hatred but by the aspirations of the dominant group to maintain the 

racial structures, embedded and normalized through institutions42, privileging them (Bonilla-Silva, 

1997; Weiner, 2012). To preserve the “new” dominant structure, it is necessary for beneficiaries to 

rationalize “the racial status quo” using a “new” ideology as well. This new ideological structure to 

maintain the “new racism” is “color-blind racism”. Color-blind racism argues that race does not shape 

people’s lives by providing, seemingly non-racial “frames, styles, and racial stories.” (Bonilla-Silva & 

Ashe, 2014, p. 63). Color-blind racism argues that current racial inequalities, if present, are caused by 

“racialized” individuals and groups themselves or by other non-racial factors (e.g., SES). Color-

blindness is used as a technique to duck responsibility (e.g., “I don’t see color, so I am not the problem”), 

which then justifies inaction (Bonilla-Silva, 2006). 

                                                
42 Small (2018) argues that “the institutional pillars of racialization” are “the routine, recurrent and organized 
features of society that constitute racialized authority, power and domination” (p. 8). This institutional racism can 
consist of systemic discrimination, unequal opportunities and racist stereotypes, which generally take place in 
private and (semi)public institutional contexts, like education, housing, health care, criminal justice, labor market, 
media, etc., but also through clear public structures like laws, policies and practices. These public structures may 
disadvantage specific racial/ethnic groups or may be “color-blind” (and thus cannot help overcome structural 
disadvantages). 



 
83 

Like mentioned, the dominant perspective in the Netherlands, which is reflected by the media, politics, 

and scholarship contests the idea of “new racism”, arguing that it does not apply to the “post-racial” 

Dutch context. This line of reasoning follows the general consensus that, after WWII, there is no race 

and therefore racism in the Netherlands. Despite this mainstream view, critical scholars have repeatedly 

demonstrated the relevance of race and racism (e.g., Essed & Hoving, 2014; Weiner & Carmona Báez, 

2018). Dutch scholars and activists even indicate that biological racism is re-emerging (e.g., through 

rising nationalism, that has found increasing mainstream acceptance) with denial still being the most 

central factor. Essed (2014), for example, argues: 

Race, often in terms of explicit references to people of African descent, is all over Europe, epitomized, among 

others in the “monkeyfication” of football players of African descent and politicians of African descent. In spite 

of the re-emergence of open biological racism, the denial of systematic racism is still central to the reproduction 

of racism in the Netherlands (p. 139). 

Thus, as we have arrived in a more extreme socio-political context, I question, is racist discourse 

transforming and is biological racism making a come-back in Dutch secondary education?  

The two primary theoretical frameworks that foreground this study are critical race theory (CRT) and 

Bonilla-Silva’s frames of color-blind racism. First, CRT is used as a philosophical assumption 

underlying this study, as well as a method (e.g., counter-narratives). Although the use of CRT is 

especially vast in the US, the perspective may offer European scholars appealing conceptual tools, as 

critical race work has illustrated (Gillborn, 2006). Second, this study is based on Bonilla-Silva’s frames 

of color-blind racism (2006). Bonilla-Silva argues that color-blind racism is apparent in four ideological 

frames that are used to explain racial inequities. The first frame, minimization of racism argues that 

discrimination exists to a certain point, but that racism does not determine minorities’ chances. Racism 

is thought to be overt and blatant, not subtle and structural. The second frame, Abstract liberalism relies 

on the basic principles of liberalism to explain racial matters. It emphasizes that everyone has equal 

chances (political liberalism) and that individuals are free to choose (economic liberalism). The third 

frame, Cultural racism, uses culturally based arguments to explain inequalities. Biological stereotypes 

are often replaced by racialized cultural stereotypes (e.g., Black promiscuity as a biological stereotype 

has moved toward a cultural stereotype: the derogatory label remains the same). The fourth frame, 

naturalization, suggests that people naturally have a preference for their own racial group. 

Based on 1997-1998 data, Bonilla-Silva demonstrates that all four basic frames are used by white 

respondents. The study further illustrates that Black people (although relatively little) make use of these 

frames as well. Interestingly, minimization is barely used by Black respondents. In the current study, I 

will analyze whether similar conclusions can be drawn in Dutch educational contexts.  
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Color-Blind Racism in Educational Contexts 
In educational contexts, research has illustrated that white teachers are often very reluctant to take on 

any discussion in relation to race (Dickar, 2008). Dickar (2008) states that this stems from the threat of 

‘race talk’: many have been taught from an early age that talking about race or recognizing race is off 

limits. Herewith, teachers refuse to openly consider the issue (and what it means to them personally) 

because of its complex nature (Pearce, 2014). In a qualitative study conducted by Stoll (2014) in the 

US, it was found that when teachers (N=18, over the course of a year) struggled to explain race and 

considered ways to deal with race and racism in the classroom, they employed and depended on 

assumptions closely linked to Bonilla-Silva’s (2006) color-blind frames (with the exception of the 

naturalization frame). For instance, teachers often argued that socio-economic status and culture were 

the true reasons for inequalities and argued against affirmative action policies. Despite these findings, 

nearly all teachers in the study described themselves as anti-racists. Stoll (2014) argues that this is 

compatible to the ‘color-blind logic [which] assumes if the intent is not racial, neither are the 

consequences’ (p. 702). Thus, according to Stoll (2014) teachers more often than not use color-blind 

frames to help them deal with the concept of race in the classroom. Of course, not all teaching staff has 

the same recognition and understanding of race and racism, however research has shown that teachers 

who regard racism to be structural, institutionalized or even color-blind, often have their own 

experiences with racism or discrimination (e.g., white teachers who have witnessed racism and come 

from poor or marginalized backgrounds) or come from non-white backgrounds (Ullucci, 2011; Pearce, 

2014; Stoll, 2014). These teachers, however, are very much in the minority, as most teachers come from 

white middle class backgrounds. 

So, what exactly is the problem? Although the general view is that color-blind teachers contribute to a 

racism-free and racially just environment, the ideology actually “privileges whiteness and ‘de-races’ 

everything else” (Banks, 2000, p. 184; Gotanda, 1996, p. 1141), and often times is incentive for further 

racism, as it frustrates the apprehension of inequalities. Also, ‘de-racing’ requires us to pretend the Black 

individual, is not actually Black, but ‘socially raceless’ (Williams, 1997). In other words, color-

blindness denies and invalidates Black people’s racial identities. Ullucci & Battey (2011) further argue 

that color-blindness is a dangerous ideology for teachers to have, as it reshapes the way they view 

students. By emphasizing the idea that school is a meritocracy, race becomes irrelevant and the 

individual effort dominates (instead of, for example, realizing that being skilled at working the (white) 

system, may be easier for those who are in fact white). In other words, color-blind racism denies Black 

student’s racial experiences, as all people are thought to have equal opportunities and only individuals 

are responsible for their own failures. What happens next is that the disproportionality of successful 

white students is explained through merit (instead of their ‘accumulated social, economic, and political 

privileges’ (Feagin, Vera, & Imani, 1996; in Lewis, Chesler, & Forman, 2000, p. 87)), for example 
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intelligence, competence and skills, while at the same times minority groups are believed to be 

responsible for negative outcomes. 

 

METHODS 
During the first five months of 2018, I conducted 63 semi-structured oral history interviews (28 held 

with (former) teachers and 35 held with former students), to identify which racialized discourses were 

expressed. Interviews lasted between one and three hours long. The data are obtained from selections of 

the two following populations: (1) Dutch secondary school (former) teachers, mostly history teachers, 

who have taught in the period between 1968-2017, and (2) Dutch secondary school former students, 

who have studied (basic training) history in the period between 1968-2017. To create the sample of 

respondents, I relied on non-probability sampling strategies and quota sampling (table 7). 

 

Table 7. Number of formal interviews. 

 

The (former) teacher respondents are mostly white teachers, because teachers in the Netherlands 

generally come from white middle class backgrounds (Weiner, 2016). The former students, who I have 

selected, are predominantly Black or biracial. I chose to oversample for Black respondents, because this 

Respondent 1968-1977 1978-1987 1988-1997 1998-2007 2008-2017 Total

(Former) Teachers 
White* 6 5 4 5 5 25
Black** 0 0 1 0 1 2
Non-Black PoC*** 0 0 0 1 0 1

Former Students
Black**** 3 4 4 5 3 19
White***** 3 1 1 1 3 9
Non-Black PoC****** 1 2 2 1 1 7

Total 13 12 12 13 13 63

* Dutch; German.
** Surinamese.
*** Indonesian.
**** Surinamese; Surinamese-Indonesian; Surinamese-Dutch; Curaçaoan; 

Curaçaoan-Dutch;  Cape Verdean; Ethiopian-Dutch; 
Malawian-Dutch; Congolese-Ghanaian.

***** Dutch; French-Dutch; Israelian-Dutch; Portuguese-Dutch; Greek-Dutch.
****** Indonesian; Turkish; Morrocan; Muslim from current Serbia; 

Javanese; Filipino. 
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group is theoretically interesting. I additionally selected a small number of white and non-Black 

respondents of color. Importantly, these racial identifications are ascribed, as many individuals in the 

samples do not identify racially. Both respondent groups have mixed gender, ethnicity, and social class 

backgrounds. Also, I selected respondents who were schooled and taught throughout the Netherlands, 

in both large urban as well as cities/towns in rural areas. Furthermore, all levels of education were 

represented among the student respondents. All respondents have Dutch nationality. 

I analyzed how respondents developed discourses to explain race and I studied what respondents’ 

narratives indicate about their racialized discourses over time. It is important to emphasize that I am not 

identifying any “racists”, nor am I focusing on “prejudiced” individuals. I don’t believe that it is useful 

as the focus of this chapter is systemic racism. Therefore, I am committed to analyze the dominant racial 

ideologies, that (unwittingly) influence us all. Lewis (2004, p.632) argues that ideologies are “most 

effective when invisible” and “support certain interests”. Therefore, I try to deconstruct respondents’ 

discourses to understand the actual message and function of the ideologies conveyed in discourses, even 

when these may be invisible to the respondents themselves. To do so, I follow DiAngelo’s (2018) advice 

on how to look at racialized discourses. The question is not “is it true or is it false?”, but “how does 

this claim function in the conversation?” (p.78). 

 

The oral history interviews assist in the quest to find out more about respondents’ experiences related 

to different moments in time. Oral history is retrospective. This entails that respondents’ memories are 

distorted over time: they may only remember what they wish to remember, leave out important details 

or have unconsciously changed details to be able to make sense of present day ideologies. As a 

researcher, it is important to be alert (Baarda et al., 2007) and take measures to minimize these 

limitations. Scholars have argued that memories related to injustices are often remembered more vividly 

and oral histories are viewed as an appropriate qualitative method to study Black students’ educational 

experiences and teachers’ racialized attitudes (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). During the interviews, it was 

necessary to go back in time, and refer to concrete cases and general events, that helped respondents 

with their recollection (Baarda et al., 2007). In relation to textbooks, the limitation of former students’ 

memory was minimized by showing textbooks and/or textbook images, as visuals tend to be essential 

memory triggers. I found that in many cases, I was able to check whether respondents’ memories of 

certain topics matched the textbooks that they used, for example, a few respondents remembered specific 

images from the textbooks (which I then later found in the relevant textbook). 

 

DO TEACHERS COMPENSATE FOR TEXTBOOKS? 
Because textbooks’ (color-blind) discourses have not changed much in 50 years, it is important to 

analyze whether the master narrative is countered by (former) teachers. What is depicted in the 
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textbooks, even with a vast and valuable sample, does not give us enough information about what has 

been transmitted to students over the years (Depaepe & Simon, 2009). 

Most respondents state that textbooks were the guidelines for their classes, as they had relatively little 

time to deviate from the curriculum (even more so in later years). Thus, the master narrative used in 

textbooks was similar to the narrative taught by teachers. Teacher respondents state that they have not 

(consciously) come across textbooks that contain racial views. When confronting the respondents with 

a selection of racialized images (see appendices), many were astonished, but argued that they have never 

seen such fragments in their textbooks. Additionally, not all teachers found racialized images and texts 

to be problematic as the fragments matched their views. Only a very select number of respondents 

argued that they identified and discussed racialized frames with their students. This was illustrated by 

their critique of textbooks and by assignments that they used to educate critical students.  

Some teachers in this study (especially those who have taught in “diverse” or so-called “black” schools) 

argue that they have felt uncomfortable to discuss sensitive topics in class.  

To be honest, I prefer teaching [language] at this school. (…) [Social studies] is really hard to 

teach. You have to understand the students and sometimes convince them how things work in 

the Netherlands. (...) I have a difficult time to manage and keep order in class. So, I feel best 

teaching [language], so I can escape these difficult discussions.  

Daniel, “white”, age category: 30-39, teacher in the analysis period: 2008-2017. 

This passage gives insight in the teachers’ viewpoint that students (in this case, Black and non-Black 

students of color) need “convincing” of Dutch morals and values, inherently viewing these morals and 

values as “preferable” to the students’ own acquired beliefs. This example pinpoints why a number of 

teachers find it more difficult to address sensitive topics around Black and non-Black students of color, 

namely they assume that their morals contrast those of students. These findings demonstrate that many 

of the teachers in the sample, most likely did not compensate the narratives told in textbooks about 

Black history. Student responses underline these findings. 

History classes were presented like: this is the history and that’s it. It was very Eurocentric. (…) 

We noticed this stuff, because we had a migration background, we talked to our parents or 

already knew about these things. But our Dutch friends (…), they thought that these were facts. 

We used to talk about this with [students of color] very often. (Interviewer: Did you talk about 

it in class or with your teacher?) Marilena: No (snorts). 

Marilena, “Black”, age category: 18-29, level of secondary education: vwo, student in the 

analysis period: 2008-2017. 



 
88 

The respondent’s reaction indicates that she did not feel comfortable discussing her views with teachers. 

Multiple former students have mentioned to be very reserved discussing issues of race and/or colonial 

history with their white teachers. The students who did speak up, felt supported by their (racially 

progressive) teachers. Only some respondents chose to speak up, even though they felt silenced by their 

teachers. 

Our teacher talked about the triangle trade, but she did not mention slaves. So, I said: “Can I say 

something, you forgot to mention the fact that the Dutch shipped slaves.” [Teacher:] “No, that is 

not true, that is not what it says in the book,” then I said: “Yes, but that does not mean that it did 

not happen!” (…) She got so angry with me for “spoiling her lesson”. (…) After that the head of 

the history department assigned me to another history teacher for the rest of that year. This 

teacher asked me to give a lecture in class about the transatlantic slave trade. It was only one 

lesson, but that was OK. At least he made the effort.  

Gio, “Black”, age category: 30-39, level of secondary education: havo, student in the 

analysis period: 1998-2007. 

The teachers knew what topic we would be discussing during the interview. Therefore, it is important 

to realize that most of these respondents found racism something worth addressing. Also, teacher 

respondents obviously knew their history more than the average. Therefore, this group did not show 

complete indifference to racism. Thus, racial apathy (Forman, 2004) is less present among this sample 

of teacher respondents, than undoubtedly is the case among average Dutch persons (Pettigrew & 

Meertens, 1995). However, it is striking that most still indicate their lack of engagement with race related 

issues in their classrooms and many acknowledge that they haven’t linked these issues to contemporary 

society. The following example reflects the paradoxical nature of a teachers’ logic, as he does not relate 

historical contexts to current day emotions, he demonstrates views about Uganda, and entails the 

perspective that descendants of enslaved people should be grateful to their forefathers’ enslavers, while 

at the same time displaying anti-racist views (later in the conversation). 

I once said in class cynically about Sylvana Simons43, she was crying at the slave monument in 

Amsterdam “oh what my forefathers went through”. And I blurted out in class: “Well they should 

be happy what has been done to them. Otherwise they would all still be in Uganda, if they weren’t 

brought across”.  

Theo, “white”, age category: 70+, teacher in the analysis period: 1968-2007. 

 

 

 

 

                                                
43 Simons is a Black Dutch politician, who has been very outspoken about racism and because of this she has 
received major backlash (death threats, racist abuse, etc.). 
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FINDINGS: TEACHERS’ DISCOURSES 

During the interviews, I never felt that the teacher respondents were indifferent to their students. Overall, 

teachers’ narratives revealed a strong sense of responsibility. While this is extremely important, I am 

specifically interested in teachers’ pivotal role in preparing students to be critical in the production of 

the “racial order”. During the interviews with respondents, I have identified three principal collective 

discourses (similar to the textbook discourses) related to this role, which reflect respondents’ ideologies: 

color-blind discourse, racially essentialist discourse, and anti-racist discourse. Importantly, non-racist 

discourses are also very much present, however they are considered to be non-racial and therefore were 

not analyzed as racialized discourses. Also, in conversations, non-racist discourses directly related to 

race and racism, often become color-blind quickly. 

 

Color-Blind Discourses 

Generally, I have seen a considerable amount of discomfort among white teacher respondents when 

discussing race. These respondents seem to find it difficult to find racial words or avoid racial words 

altogether, but at the same time may use crude racial language. They become incoherent in their 

discussions. My observations are similar to other scholars’ (Bonilla-Silva, 2006, p. 55; Solomon, et al. 

2005), who pinpointed respondents’ avoidance of racial language incoherence (styles of color-blindness) 

when discussing race. 

 
Mostly I don’t have issues with discussing racism, because this is a uhmm a uhhmm there are a 

lot of children who are uhm I guess uhm (interviewer: white?) white, only a few who, who 

uhmmmmm (interviewer: are of color?) Yes, yes, hahaha. (…) One time in class, I talked about 

segregation. What I did was, I acted out the “bad guy” (…) I used words like Negro [respondent 

whispers], toward a Surinamese boy to illustrate how things went down back then. But he did 

not mind, because I asked him up front.  

Mark, “white”, age category: 30-39, teacher in the analysis period: 2008-2017. 

Many make an effort to maintain an image of neutrality when discussing racism, clarifying their distance 

from, what they find to be two extremes (“right-extremists” versus “anti-racist activists”). However, it 

is not taken into account that “neutrality” toward (anti-)racism, is in fact never neutral. The conveyed 

discomfort, incoherence and supposed neutrality illustrate that many respondents actively make an effort 

not to sound racist.  

(…) I remember going to [a large city], you wouldn’t believe it, we were looking around on [a 

“Multicultural street”], all those blacks, those darkies (…) we look around like, boy oh boy, these 

are different kinds of people, (…) But I must say I was raised by my father (...) that everyone 

was equal, and so that, is maybe, I don’t know, why it is so normal for me (...) so someone who 

was black, for me too ... was not a curiosity, no problem at all. Maybe also because we had... a 
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dark .... yes, no, so that has influenced my world view in a positive ... yes because that girl who 

danced so beautifully, I liked that, so that is why I know she was Black, but besides that, it just 

did not play a role, it was about people. 

Ida, “white”, age category: 70+, teacher in the analysis period: 1968-1987. 

This respondent, who suggests to be color-blind and illustrates Bonilla-Silva’s observation that 

respondents often use semantic moves to “safely state their views” (2006, p. 57), is clearly aware of the 

(non)-presence of Black and non-Black people of color in different settings. Interestingly, this 

respondent was very coherent and historically knowledgeable during the conversation. Illustrating that 

even the most educated and perhaps well-meaning respondents perpetuate racialized views and not 

realize it. 

The majority of teachers (implicitly) claim that they personally are color-blind. They find a number of 

narratives to convey this message. One of these narratives is a testimony given by respondents that 

someone that they know, is racist, as a communication strategy that they themselves are not racist. This 

exact storyline has been found in previous scholarly work on storylines and testimonies in the US 

(Bonilla-Silva, Lewis, & Embrick, 2004). 

I know that my mother kind of has right winged political views (gives example of racist discourse 

about Muslims). That is how I was raised and actually I always stayed in that little cocoon. My 

friends are also just ordinary white and Dutch. (Interviewer: How does your mother feel about 

Black people?) Yes, she finds them lazy, hahaha. (…) I am glad that I was not completely 

convinced, but maybe I am kind of, I don’t know, a little right-winged, but I am very open and 

tolerant (gives examples of being open and tolerant).  

Daniel, “white”, age category: 30-39, teacher in the analysis period: 2008-2017. 

Another similar narrative, that I have identified in this study, is a testimony given by respondents about 

instances where they were accused of racism by students (mostly followed by an elaborate explanation 

on how this was in fact not racism and the accuser was seeing racism where there was none).  

Discrimination is nonsense. Once, in class a student said: “Sir you are discriminating.” I said: 

“Well isn’t that interesting. Everybody quiet! Discrimination, explain. Step for step what is 

discrimination?”. Then the student said: “No, no forget it”.  I said: “No way, you are to be held 

accountable for what you say.”  (A few moments later) Those pretty cities in Germany, you only 

see white people, blue eyes, blonde hairs, the ideal of Adolf, you could say. Yes, and then you 

come in the Netherlands and when you land at Schiphol, more than 1/3 of the staff is …you 

know. You get used to it and it does not bother me anymore, but Islam that I find a problem.  

Menno, “white”, age category: 70+, teacher in the analysis period: 1968-2007.  
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A number of interesting comments are made in this fragment. First, the implicit view (offered by many 

teachers) that it (e.g., Islamophobia) cannot be racism if it is not about race (related to the 19th century 

divisions) and (“non-racial”) ethnic groups cannot possibly experience racism. Interestingly, during the 

interviews, the majority of these respondents brought up (non-Black) Muslims to exemplify 

(non)racism, while I intentionally kept silent about this group. Goldberg (2006) argues that the shift in 

Europe, targeting Muslims more than Blacks and Jews, emphasizes how race is not just about biology 

or skin color. Race has everything to do with culture and religion as well.  

Race has to do, it has always had to do, more complexly with the set of views, dispositions, and predilections 

concerning culture, or more accurately of culture tied to color, of being to body, of ‘blood’ to behaviour (p. 339). 

Second, the interview fragment illustrates that some teachers hinder students from appointing racism in 

school. This teacher must be aware of the fact that his response does not invite students to have a 

constructive lesson about racism. Third, this former teacher mentions that he used to have issues with 

Black and non-Black people of color in the Netherlands, but now his focus has shifted to religion. Thus, 

he argues that racism does not exist in the Netherlands, he has felt resentment toward the presence of 

the racialized “other” in his (“white”) space. We see here, that although this teachers’ racial expressions 

shift in time, his ideology remains similar.  

Other testimonies told by respondents, referred to their interactions with Black people (either negative 

to justify their views, or positive to illustrate their non-racist behaviors), once again comparable to the 

testimonies observed by scholars in the US (Bonilla-Silva, Lewis, & Embrick, 2004). 

I had one boy in my class with a skin color, he is still a very good friend of mine... but not... let’s 

say... I have never seen him as different. I don’t know, maybe you should ask him how he has 

experienced it, I can imagine that he might see it differently...But I have NEVER treated them 

differently, but as I said, I grew up with a very nice gay couple, they are together for as long as 

my parents have been, I don’t know any better. They love each other.  

Mieke, “white”, age category: 40-49, teacher in the analysis period: 1998-2017. 

This teacher uses verbal strategies to illustrate that she is open-minded. She uses arguments like “I am 

not of color so I don’t know” (maybe you should ask him, but in the interview elaborately discusses her 

own insights and experiences with discrimination), which Bonilla-Silva (2006, p. 57-63) has mentioned 

as semantic moves used to safely express racial views. Mieke also refers to a non-Black person of color 

as someone with a skin color, suggesting that “white” is not a skin color. Lastly, the respondent refers 

to a gay couple she knows well, a strategy likely used to indicate her acceptance of all people.  
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Minimizing racism is the frame most used by teacher respondents. Respondents have different variations 

of denial indicating that racism is an American problem and that racism is not a problem in “white” 

contexts. 

Racism was not an issue and it is still not an issue in the Netherlands. And if I am completely 

honest, it is an imported debate. (Later in the conversation) In the 80s more and more children, 

first generation migrants, came to the school.  I was surprised to see that many of my colleagues 

did not believe that these children belonged in the gymnasium. They believed that these other 

cultures just didn’t belong. I had a colleague who talked like that and it really bothered me. I 

always tried to counter and nuance this.  

Ana, “white”, age category: 50-59, teacher in the analysis period: 1978-2007. 

As the above illustrates, some teachers are willing to acknowledge social problems in their schools, but 

do not define this as “racist”. In this example, the respondent argues that the racism debate is something 

that has blown over from the US, racism is not the concern. The experiences of Black and non-Black 

people of color with racism are generally not taken seriously. In fact, the argument entails the idea that 

people are misinterpreting (their self-inflicted disadvantages as) racism. While there is vast evidence 

that racism and the resistance toward racism and colonialism (Weiner & Carmona Báez, 2018) has been 

a part of Dutch context for years, many respondents seem to search for any other reason to explain 

racism in society. 

I feel that in the 60s, people found, also in the Netherlands, that they had to support Martin Luther 

Kings’ ideas. People were trying so hard not to be racist. If now there is racial selection in a 

negative sense, it is a reaction to the anti-reactions (refers to Black Pete and slavery monument) 

rather than that it was present in people themselves.  

Menno, “white”, age category: 70+, teacher in the analysis period: 1968-2007.  

We see a curious, but very common, reasoning operating here. This former teacher argues that race is 

made real by those who emphasize it. Anti-racism activist who would like to achieve racial equality are 

not doing it in the correct way, because apparently, this makes non-racist people racist (Wekker, 2016). 

Minimization of racism takes place using multiple strategies. For example, teacher respondents often 

“deracialize” racial experiences. One former white student, whose (Black) child faced straightforward 

forms of racism in school, discusses how she experienced school management’s denial and lack of 

policies to deal with racism. 

Kids call him all kinds of names, “monkey” or “your skin color looks like shit”. Two other 

parents, whose children have similar experiences, and I, requested to speak to the principal. It 

took a long time before we were welcomed. There was clearly no policy to deal with these things. 

The conversation was very typical, the principal said that she was happy that we came to her and 
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that we should always report “incidents”. She would ask teachers how they experience this and 

get back to us…It has been months. During that conversation, the principal also said that she 

does not think that students understand what they are saying and that she doesn’t believe students 

mean anything by the word “monkey”. I responded by saying, these kids didn’t call him a polar 

bear. I mean, just about every Black person has experienced being called a monkey…that 

specific word. And still…denial.  

Isabel, “white”, age category: 40-49, level of secondary education: havo, student in the 

analysis period: 1978-1997. 

 

Essed (1997) argues that deracializing instances of racism is used as a tactic to suggest that these 

instances are in fact normal conflicts, rendering both parties equally responsible. The following example 

illustrates this, as well as school personnel’s limited interventions of racial incidents.  

This kid in my class said “No I will not sit on that chair because a n***** sat there”. (…) I 

walked up to him and yelled “What the fuck is your problem?” He ran away crying to the school 

management and said I had threatened him. So, I was called to the office. The fact that he had 

made this racist comment was not taken into account. No, I had threatened him. There was even 

talk of calling the police. I said: “Call the police, I won’t stand for this”.  

Gio, “Black”, age category: 30-39, level of secondary education: havo, student in the 

analysis period: 1998-2007. 

Even though many teachers say to acknowledge the fact that not everybody has equal opportunities in 

the Netherlands, a large number of respondents argue that individual merit through education is the key 

to success. This type of abstract liberalist notion can be very damaging when part of teachers’ 

ideologies. When lack of success is seen as individual deficiencies or personal choices, it shifts the focus 

away from lack of opportunity. Although this frame is used regularly, it is not always used explicitly in 

relation to education. It is, however, used often in regard to “diversity policies” in employment. Most 

respondents argue that “it’s about the quality of the candidate, not their race,” not realizing that this 

viewpoint only benefits the dominant group.  

Also, more than half of the teacher respondents perceive minority cultures as a cause for their positioning 

in society. One teacher, Jan, argued that he could understand how some teachers were racist toward 

some students, because these students’ parents allow them to do “anything they please”. Other teacher 

respondents make similar assumptions about Black and non-Black parents of color, for example in 

relation to their ability to model morals and values. 

Another crucial part of this specific “it’s their own fault”-narrative among teachers is related to 

language. Teachers’ perceptions of students who do and do not speak “correct Dutch” are closely related 

to their views of intelligence. Clearly, white middle-class communication styles are seen as adequate 
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and the students who speak this style are often seen as knowledgeable. Those who do not measure up 

are often disadvantaged, seen as inarticulate and perceived as less capable of higher levels of education 

(Lewis, 2003). Moreover, a handful of teachers argued that Black students, whose roots lay in former 

colonies of the Netherlands (and were brought up with the Dutch language), often have language 

deficiencies because of their “class”. Here, class is automatically assumed: white equals middle class, 

while Black equals working class. Which in turn, may affect teachers’ views on students’ potential. 

More than half of the respondents discuss racial inequality as “natural”. When teacher respondents 

acknowledge racism to be a problem, they often immediately respond by arguing: “But they are racist 

too!”. 

I find that this discussion should also be applied do myself, as a blonde woman I am seen as less 

intelligent, than a woman with dark hair. (…) (Interviewer: Do you believe that people of color 

have a more difficult time in the Netherlands?). Yes, I think that you will have to prove yourself. 

(…) But I also think: I once had a discussion with someone, and he said something that I found 

very racist. When I confronted him, I said, that is very racist what you just said. He answered, 

“No, I can’t be racist” (interviewer: because he?) Because he is colored and then I think that is 

bullshit, that is not true. He said something about white women, so I said, just stop.”  

Mieke, “white”, age category: 40-49, teacher in the analysis period: 1998-2017. 

Calling “reverse racism” is one of the five stylistic components mentioned by Bonilla-Silva, where 

projection is used as a rhetorical tool to evade the feeling of responsibility and portray neutrality. 

Although, this teacher respondent is correct that anybody can be prejudiced, the calls of reverse racism 

(while not acknowledging differences in power), make it difficult for teachers to move toward changing 

the status quo in their classrooms. 

Furthermore, a number of teacher respondents have argued that it is only natural that people with similar 

(racial/ethnic) backgrounds, choose to live in the same neighborhoods and choose to go to the same 

schools. Many (former) teachers mention that there is a lot of self-segregation going on in their 

classrooms as well, arguing that people just feel more comfortable with their own group. One teacher, 

Mark, even argued that there is a biological explanation for this, “because people naturally see danger, 

when confronted with someone or something that does not look like them.” Again, this type of argument 

does not improve the racial status quo. 

 

Racially Essentialist Discourses 
The teacher respondents in this sample did not express straightforward racial animosity to argue racial 

superiority. Nevertheless, a small number of respondents, who generally use color-blind frames, seem 

to subscribe to stereotypes as facts. I have heard teachers proclaim that: “Black people are just simply 

better at sports”, “Black people jump higher”, “Black people are stronger”, “Black people have beautiful 
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bodies”, etc. The emphasis lies on (biological) differences between racial groups, thus, arguing that 

different races possess traits unique to them. While the respondents probably felt that they were handing 

out compliments, these stereotypes are extremely problematic coming from teachers, among others, 

because they focus on the physical instead of the intellectual. When I asked one former teacher whether 

the compartmentalization of race was a theme in his classes, he replied: 

 

Yes, in a value-free way. That type of discussion about terminology, as a […] teacher you laugh 

at that. It is the hype of the moment. All that talk about a slavery monument. Now, you say the 

word “Negro” and you have to watch your back. (Interviewer: We know, though, that race is 

biological fiction?) Well that is debatable, if that is true or not.  

Menno, “white”, age category: 70+, teacher in the analysis period: 1968-2007.  

Although this respondent argues that this type of discussion of race is neutral or value-free, I argue that 

it is saturated with meanings. Foremost, because the idea that race is a biological reality – biological 

determinism – is very much present in this exchange. Thus, while generally race is denied, some 

respondents regard race to be an objective reality.  

Anti-Racist Discourses 
I have come across a number of teachers who more often than not demonstrated anti-racist ideologies. 

This entails roughly 15% of all white teacher respondents, during all the years studied (Bonilla-Silva’s 

study found 15% of white people “racially progressive”) (Bonilla-Silva, 2006, p. 132-133). These 

respondents did not shy away from engaging in critical discussions about race and racism. They felt that 

social equities (race, ethnicity, gender, etc.) were topics all students should be concerned with. They 

understood and clarified how racial privileges (others’ and/or their own) operate in everyday contexts 

and said to discuss this with their students. In comparison to other respondents, these teachers were more 

critical of information brought across to students and considered the need for change. 

 

The words racism and slavery never come up in the textbooks. Only civil rights in the US, Martin 

Luther King and Rosa Parks. Nothing about our own country. Where is Kerwin Duinmeijer?44. 

I always talk to my students about these issues, but I know for a fact that my colleagues don’t. 

They think that I’m an activist.  

Paul, “white”, age category: 50-59, teacher in the analysis period: 1988-2017. 

                                                
44 The murder of (Black Dutch teenager) Kerwin Duinmeijer by skinhead Nico B. in 1983, is often considered to 
be the first racist murder after WWII in the Netherlands. Importantly, Essed and Hoving (2014) refer to 
publications of the Anne Frank Foundation, arguing that the Netherlands have “a long history of (physical) racist 
violence” (p. 11).  
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The comment that colleagues found this teacher an activist is interesting, as this refers to a resistance 

some teachers feel in their school contexts. Talking about racism in a critical fashion may give you the 

“extremist” stamp, while not talking about race is seen as neutral. A young white teacher, Marloes 

mentioned that she found it very difficult to remain focused addressing institutional racism and systems 

of privilege because she is pushing the boundaries of school management, and so, she “picks her 

battles.” 

One Black teacher with anti-racist views, mentioned that he felt like he was the only teacher in his school 

actively working with this topic. He found it painful, as race was an everyday matter, especially among 

his students. He did not find it surprising, though, as he mentioned that he had often experienced racism 

in everyday interactions with colleagues. 

The director of the school had asked me to write up some ideas. So, I wrote a concept. After 

handing it in, the first thing he said was: “Did you write this by yourself?” And honestly, I just 

thought: here we go again.  (…) People say so many things, every day, people say something 

with a (racist) connotation. Making clear that I am different, that I am a negro. It lies in many 

different things, like making jokes about sex and promiscuity. 

Kevin, “Black”, age category: 30-39, teacher in the analysis period: 2008-2017. 

 

In Context 
Overall, (former) teacher respondents with different years of experience, ages, genders, who worked in 

different decades, make use of color-blind discourses. Respondents who generate these discourses, 

however, may also portray anti-racist and/or racially essentialist logic in the same interviews. This 

indicates that many respondents display ideological contradictions, but that color-blind frames remain 

dominant. No substantial changes are observed in 50 years studied. Anti-racism is especially present 

among Black teachers. Also, anti-racism is similarly present among different age groups, genders, and 

years of teaching experience - as opposed to Bonilla-Silva’s study, which illustrated that “racial 

progressives” were all young working/lower-middle class women. However, similar to Bonilla-Silva’s 

study, I found that white respondents who display more anti-racist discourses, often have their own 

(indirect) experiences with structural inequalities. Racial essentialism seems slightly more salient among 

older white male respondents than other white respondents. Furthermore, teachers’ beliefs about the 

importance of (teaching) race and racism varied by the composition of the schools they worked at. 

Teacher respondents generally acknowledge the importance of race in minority settings, but less so in 

“white” schools. This illustrates how white students (and white teachers) are not viewed as racial 

subjects. It also illustrates how, according to teachers, race as a theme is becoming more important, as 

we are becoming more racially diverse as a society. Teacher respondents argue that their current racial 

views are quite representative for the years that they taught in secondary schools. Those who argue that 

they might have answered my questions differently, state that they have become more “conscious”. For 
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some this meant that they have become more right-wing, for others it meant that they used to be more 

color-blind (respondents seemed less preoccupied with the topic in the 1960s-1990s, because at the time 

“it was a non-issue”), and for some it meant that they have become more anti-racist. 

 

FINDINGS: STUDENTS’ DISCOURSES 
The overwhelming majority Black students and non-Black students of color acknowledge (anti-Black) 

racism to be a structural problem in the Netherlands. According to many Black students the school 

dynamics were racially inflected and they felt that schools could play a key role in progressing as well 

as reproducing racial inequities. Black students and non-Black students of color all talked about 

experiencing racism in one form or another. They found that the nature, impact and moments of racism 

they had experienced varied, which influenced their discourses. We see that students generate the same 

three central discourses as textbooks and teachers.  

 

Color-Blind Discourses 

Even in the student respondent group (including Black respondents), some minimized the idea that race 

shapes minorities’ lives. 

 

I don’t think that all children have equal opportunities in education, but that has to do with the 

relatively large differences between rich and poor. I do not think that skin color has anything to 

do with this. (…) I don’t feel like I have less chances, it is important not to deviate too much 

from the group that you want to belong too. (…) If you want to come to the Netherlands, or your 

parents came, you have to commit yourself to that country. People are pack animals and if you 

don’t fit than you’ll be excluded. You have to prove yourself …I mean, I have heard people say 

“those fucking Blacks” (…) at that moment you can’t take it personally. 

Farah, “Biracial”, age category: 18-29, level of secondary education: mavo and havo, 

student in the analysis period: 2008-2017. 

Others mention that it is really not that bad, because people do not really mean it in a racist way, focusing 

on individual racist behavior and intentions. They acknowledge the existence but then pose that racism 

does not really affect them, because they do not experience overt racism that often or have found a way 

to deal with it. Some respondents even position themselves as neutral onlookers, discussing race as 

something not relevant to them. Also, a number of respondents explicitly focused on intent. This makes 

perfect sense in a color-blind society, in which a non-racial intent is considered more crucial than the 

(racialized) impact of someone’s actions (DiAngelo, 2018; Stoll, 2014). Interestingly, Bonilla-Silva has 

previously found that minimization was barely used by Black respondents in the US. This frame seems 

to be somewhat more commonly used by Dutch Black respondents.  
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Black students also utilize the frames abstract liberalism, cultural racism, and naturalization. For 

example, a select number of Black respondents and non-Black respondents of color opposed “diversity 

policies” (because they found it discriminatory, while ignoring power structures). Also, some Black 

respondents addressed the viewpoint that they believe certain ethnic groups (especially “Muslims”, 

probably meaning “Turks” and “Moroccans”) are causing their own inequalities, without linking this 

perspective to their own racialized experiences. Two explicitly mentioned that they found that Black 

people are contributing to their own racial stereotypes. Finally, the naturalization frame is used by 

around one-third of Black students as well, using the “we do it too”-argument, under the guise of 

“neutrality”.  

(Interviewer: Have you experienced racism?) (…) It is also an issue toward white people, 

because I also have different associations when I hear Roderick or Shaniqua. I have a certain 

image based on someone’s appearance or race. This is just how our brain works. But if you ask 

me, have you experienced racism… of course I have, but if people meant it negatively? If it was 

intentional? I don’t think it was (respondent discusses his experiences with discrimination). It 

really isn’t that bad.  

Negasi, “Biracial”, age category: 18-29, level of secondary education: vwo, student in the 

analysis period: 1998-2007. 

Usually, as is the case with the latter respondent, Black respondents’ color-blind discourses are 

combined with mostly anti-racist ideologies. Yet, color-blind perspectives focusing on the importance 

of intent rather than the outcomes, seem to dominate. However, the results in this study indicate that 

Black respondents and non-Black respondents of color are not immune to color-blind ideologies, as they 

are confronted with them regularly. 

Racially Essentialist Discourses 
Although fairly rare among Black students and non-Black students of color in this sample, we see that 

some respondents view race as a biological construct and some display internalized racist ideas, 

believing in self-devaluative stereotypes. The next quote provides a glimpse of how someone’s own 

blackness does not make him immune to racialized messages. 

 

I am actually embarrassed to tell you this, but I always wanted a child with a light skin tone and 

preferably straight hair. Because I know how it works, (…) sometimes I get confused because 

we [Black people] have plenty of opportunities in our society. I have had opportunities, as a 

Black person with light skin, but I know that can be different for others who are darker. (a few 

moments later) It is painful, sometimes I wonder how my in-laws look at our child. Do they see 

a Black person or just their grandchild. 

Calvin, “Black”, age category: 30-39, level of secondary education: havo, student in the 

analysis period: 1988-1997. 
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Much like color-blind discourses, racially essentialist discourse is much more salient among white 

students. Less than half of the white students clearly display racially essentialist views, while at the same 

time demonstrating “classic” color-blind strategies. 

When I was eight years old, two little n****** came to my school and they became my friends, 

but when we were older I always drove past [a “Multicultural street”] and I saw a lot of crime 

and it was always the foreigners. I realized that is just how they are. So, I stopped hanging out 

with them. Maybe some Surinamese were OK to play soccer with. Antilleans not so much, 

because they don’t integrate. My problem is mainly with Muslims. They don’t want to work. 

(later in the conversation:) I went to the hospital the other day, and just my luck, a darky had to 

take my blood sample and she did it wrong, twice. (Interviewer: Do you feel that a Black nurse 

is less capable?) Well, they are very caring. I am not a racist, but I rather have someone of my 

own kind.  

Nol, “white”, age category: 50-59, level of secondary education: LTS, student in the analysis 

period: 1968-1977. 

 
 
Anti-Racist Discourses 
Black and non-Black students of color are a lot more likely to provide arguments against racial 

essentialism and color-blind discourses than they are to use them. These respondents evaluate the local 

realities differently than most white respondents and are often very elaborate in discussing how racism 

has affected them. Interestingly, the group of anti-racists seems to be growing in the last five years 

among Black and non-Black people of color, corresponding with increased access to relevant networks 

and high-profile racism debates via the (social) media. These respondents argue that racial experiences 

have become more pronounced in these past years. Thus, their current racial views are not representative 

for the years spent in secondary school. 

 

In Context 
Although the interview data do not allow me to make causal claims, I see interesting patterns. Overall, 

Black and non-Black respondents of color are much more anti-racist than white respondents. They 

barely use specific styles or narratives to discuss race and never shunned racial language. These results 

are consistent with the US studies (Bonilla-Silva, 2006, p. 170-171). Black and non-Black respondents 

of color indicate that they have become more critical over the past five years or so. Anti-racism is 

similarly present among different age groups, genders, ethnicities, and classes. However, Black 

respondents who displayed color-blind or essentialist (internalized racist) discourses were all highly 

educated, young-ish, most had white mothers and/or white partners, and “culturally” felt Dutch. 

Furthermore, working class white students’ racial attitudes seemed less nuanced than racialized ideas 
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among (upper)middle class white respondents, however both groups used the frames of color-blind 

racism. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 
Based on the previous analysis, I argue that in the 1960s up to the 1990s issues of race and racism are 

regarded as a “conspiracy of silence” (Sue, 2016, p. XV) in Dutch educational contexts. While overt 

expressions of racism were seen as improper, systemic and structural racism was ever-present. After 

2000, we see more (symbolic) inclusion, but also more racialized depictions and narratives. Respondents 

mention heightened opposition to immigration and Islam. Black students indicate increased experiences 

with racial micro-aggressions. Yet, color-blind narratives still prevail and discussions of racism are 

excluded. Since 2010, we generally see an increase in anti-racist consciousness among Black and non-

Black respondents of color. Racism as a social problem in our society is highlighted and more (white) 

Dutch respondents are becoming aware of racial realities. Even so, teachers’ narratives persist to be 

overwhelmingly color-blind. 

So, is there a transformation of racist discourse in schooling? Yes. The way that racism is expressed, 

shifts over time in response to changes in society. People adjust to what is found to be socially 

appropriate discourse (Pettigrew & Meertens, 1995). Recently, people are feeling emboldened by 

nationalist discourses. Is biological racism re-emerging in Dutch secondary schooling? This study 

indicates that although the expressions have changed, we have not actually moved away from deeply 

racialized thinking and quiet racialized beliefs. While most people do not explicitly endorse biological 

theories of racism, some biological notions of race (or race as objective reality) have been so deeply-

rooted in everyday imaginary that it remains intact and has material consequences. Furthermore, frames 

of color-blind racism are used so often by different respondent groups, that it has clearly influenced our 

society. Thus, color-blind racism is the dominant racial ideology in the past 50 years. With this, I argue 

that Bonilla-Silva’s observations in the US are alarmingly similar to Dutch educational contexts. As the 

current study illustrates, teachers use very similar “frames, styles, and racial stories” to those that were 

found are utilized in the US (Bonilla-Silva & Ashe, 2014, p. 63). Any increase in the last few years in 

relation to individual overt racist expressions is especially distressing, because it conceals this ever-

present dominant racial ideology and systemic racial structure once again. 
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CHAPTER 4. Constructing Race in White 
Spaces of Dutch Education*  

 

The current chapter explores understandings of race, whiteness, and racism among Dutch teachers. It 

also focuses on how whiteness functions in teachers’ perspectives. How do (former) teachers, who have 

taught in the period between 1968-2017, understand race, racism and their racial identities in Dutch 

educational spaces where whiteness is centered? (Oral history) interviews held with 28 (former) 

teachers, that have taught in the period between 1968-2017, reveal that (former) white teachers generally 

do not conceive of themselves as racial actors who play a structural role in maintaining racism in Dutch 

society. Race in general is constantly dismissed as a signifier of difference. The findings furthermore 

show that three aspects of whiteness discourse are to be distinguished in (former) white teachers’ 

narratives: (1) the normalization of whiteness while racializing the “other”, (2) the minimization of 

historical and contemporary racism and whiteness, and (3) the explanation of inequities by reference to 

factors that exclude racism. Through these aspects, teachers are constantly (re)constructing race. Thus, 

race is understood, defined, and (re)constructed by whiteness.  

                                                
* A slightly different version of this chapter is currently accepted as a proposal and under review for a 
special issue in an international peer-reviewed journal History of Education Review as: Sijpenhof, M. L. 
Constructing Race in White Spaces of Dutch Education (1968-2017). 
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INTRODUCTION 

In the Netherlands, schools deal with high levels of racial isolation (Bakker, 2012)45 and whiteness 

informs these segregated educational spaces, even when few white students are present (Weiner, 2015). 

The teacher workforce population in the Netherlands is almost exclusively white and generally come 

from white middle class backgrounds (Van den Berg, Van Dijk & Grootscholte, 2011; Weiner, 2016). 

Many teachers in the Netherlands, have grown up in consonant (white) environments, in which they had 

minimal contact with individuals from other racialized and cultural backgrounds.46 This may reinforce 

their racial denial, feelings of race-less-ness (perceiving themselves as non-racial actors), considerations 

of whiteness as the norm, and permits them to avoid personal accountability for racism (Bonilla-Silva, 

2006; Verkuyten & Brug, 2002; Weiner, 2015; 2016). Also, whiteness is unavoidable: in Dutch 

education, in textbooks, in traditions, in history, we are receiving messages about what it means to 

belong or not to belong.  

Importantly though, whiteness may have different meanings in diverse contexts. While in the US, critical 

scholars have long provided evidence for systemic racism in educational contexts (e.g., Lewis, 2003), 

race in Dutch education, on the other hand, remains largely unexamined. To some extent, scholars have 

documented facts related to discrimination or differences based on ethnicity (e.g., Leeman, 2007; Thijs, 

Westhof, & Koomen, 2012; Van den Bergh, et al., 2010; Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002; Verkuyten & Brug, 

2002), however this is insufficient to develop knowledge on race and racism in Dutch education (Reason 

& Evans, 2007; Weiner, 2016). Only very few researchers have used critical frameworks to study 

structural racism in Dutch contexts. Weiner (2015) for example, has found evidence of Eurocentric 

discourse, reflections of white cultural norms and explicit racialization of students by a teacher in a 

diverse classroom in Amsterdam. Furthermore, the explicit and implicit racialization of “others”, 

Eurocentric discourse, and the centering of whiteness are embedded in the Dutch history curriculum and 

textbooks (Weiner, 2015a; 2016a), in teachers’ instructions and classroom practices (Weiner, 2015; 

2016), and in the absence of critical knowledge about racism. Also, teachers consistently make use of 

color-blind discourses (and have been doing so for decades) to make sense of race. Clearly, much 

research is still to be done on race and racism in the Netherlands. Also, whiteness studies have barely 

been heeded in European educational scholarship, even though scholars have argued the relevance of 

these theories for research in the Netherlands and Europe (Garner, 2006; Moschel, 2007; Weiner, 2015). 

Moreover, in the field of history of education, work on race, whiteness, and racism is missing. Within 

                                                
45 The last publication of the Dutch Education Inspectorate (Staat van het Onderwijs, 2018) states that ethnic 
segregation in primary schools is decreasing (but still problematic nonetheless), and are especially segregated by 
socio-economic status. In secondary education, the composition differs per school, but generally parents’ school 
choices and academic tracking leads to segregation in secondary schools. Like primary schools, the SES of parents 
is a major factor of segregation (and is becoming worse over the years), but also ethnic backgrounds are factors of 
segregation. Segregation is most present in the larger cities. 
46 It is important to note that the Netherlands has only viewed itself as an immigration country since the 1980s, 
even though many Black and non-Black immigrants of color came to the Netherlands in the 1960s and 1970s.  
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this field there is no direct literature addressing the issue of white teachers’ constructions of race in 

white spaces of education in the past decades. Due to the general lack of Dutch literature, I turn to 

American studies on the topics, as the previous chapter has illustrated similar ideologies and discourses 

among teachers. 

Previous studies in the US on race and racism (e.g., Bonilla-Silva 2006, 2014; Forman & Lewis, 2015; 

Picca & Feagin, 2007) provide evidence on how white people’s failure to acknowledge institutional 

racism and their color-blind racist ideologies permits them to deny racism. Also, studies have 

demonstrated that whites tend to react to confrontations with race and racism with increased white 

fragility (DiAngelo, 2011), racial apathy (Forman, 2004; Forman & Lewis, 2006), while maintaining 

their white innocence (Gotanda, 2004; Ross, 1990; Wekker, 2016).47 Furthermore, some studies even 

indicate that whites with knowledge about systemic racism and whiteness may disconnect this critical 

awareness from their own whiteness and white privileges in society (Jayakumar & Adamian, 2017). 

They use increasingly covert language and more complex ways to maintain white privilege, which 

indicates that white racial formation (Omi & Winant, 1994) is a continuing process (Jayakumar & 

Adamian, 2017). This is the case for teachers as well. Scholars argue that many white teachers in the 

US have little understanding of racism and their own positioning as whites (Swartz, 2003). Scholars 

have argued that competent teachers should be able to be racially conscious, acknowledge their own 

racial identities and the fact that their “behaviors, beliefs, customs, and ways of getting things done are 

culturally and racially specific” (Ullucci & Battey, 2011, p. 1200). 

 

With all of this in mind, I would like to turn to the Dutch context. The current chapter explores 

understandings of race, whiteness, and racism among mostly (former) white teachers in fifty years of 

schooling. I question, how do (former) teachers, who have taught in the period between 1968-2017, 

understand race, racism and whiteness in Dutch educational spaces where whiteness is centered?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
47 White innocence is the claim of innocence in regard to racism and white privilege, which actually promotes 
racism and shows a lack of interest and the avoidance of accountability (racial apathy). Wekker’s work focuses on 
the Dutch context.  
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METHODS 

The data for this particular chapter were obtained through the analysis of 28 oral history interviews48 

held with (former) teachers. 

 

Table 8. Number of formal interviews with (former) teachers. 

 
 

The interview protocol for (former) teachers included five thematic areas: (1) personal histories; (2) 

self-perceived racial identity; (3) school contexts; (4) curriculum and textbooks (experiences and 

changes over time); and (5) views on whiteness, systemic racism, white privilege, Black history 

(respondents’ self-perceived changes in their views over time). During the interviews, a set of statements 

about racial inequality and white privilege were proposed and a selection of racialized images and 

captions from the analyzed textbooks were presented. (Former) teacher respondents were asked to 

respond by giving their viewpoints on the matters.  

Prior to the interviews, I expected that my racial identity would support white respondents to share their 

views in a more straightforward way. Picca & Feagin (2007) have found that white people mostly share 

their unfiltered racialized beliefs in the “backstage” with only other white people present, instead of 

being more politically correct in the “frontstage” with a more diverse audience. To a large extent, I 

believe this was the case. However, I found that just by choosing race as a research topic (and not, say, 

ethnicity) people had a preconceived idea of my racial ideologies. In some cases, the questions and 

follow-ups were straightforward and clearly made a number of respondents uncomfortable. Especially 

difficult with this respondent group was the fact that I openly problematized Dutch racism, something 

that not all respondents acknowledged as an issue in the Netherlands. It is crucial to note that I do not 

intent to identify individual racism and thus I do not argue any respondents to be “racist” or put blame 

                                                
48 (Former) teacher respondents share their present views and are asked to remember how their views have changed 
over the years.  
 

Respondent 1968-1977 1978-1987 1988-1997 1998-2007 2008-2017 Total

(Former) Teachers 
White* 6 5 4 5 5 25
Black** 0 0 1 0 1 2
Non Black PoC*** 0 0 0 1 0 1
Total 6 5 5 6 6 28

* Dutch; German.
** Surinamese.
*** Indonesian.



 
105 

on them in any way, among others, because this is damaging and pointless. It would not help me answer 

my research question. As I will further explain, racism is a systemic problem which is played out through 

the white racial frame. I am interested in character structures used by the respondents to understand race. 

I am not so much interested in their individual prejudices, but in collective frames used. 

To explore the research questions, I employed a Grounded Theory approach (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), 

which allowed me to work with minimal hypotheses. Moving from inductive to deductive coding, 

interview data were analyzed with open coding (general reading), axial coding (interpreting themes and 

commonalities), and selective coding techniques for relating and contextualizing the data. Importantly, 

during (discourse) analysis, I paid close attention to covert processes and ideologies in respondents’ 

discourses. Deconstructing respondents’ discourses necessary because respondents may not consider 

themselves white or may deny having racialized beliefs, while echoing (color-blind) racist ideologies.  

 

THEORY 
In the following I present a brief overview of scholarship on whiteness, the white racial frame, white 

fragility and white racial identity formation. 

For generations, Black scholars and critics, like James Baldwin, W.E.B. Dubois and Frantz Fanon have 

centralized whiteness when discussing racism and white supremacy. Whiteness is a social concept and 

racial identity that privileges white people (Bonilla-Silva, 2001; DiAngelo, 2018; Leonardo, 2004) and 

as such whiteness is a form of symbolic capital that is provided by white supremacy (Lewis, 2003; 

2004). It affects people’s lives and choices in every way imaginable and those who are white benefit 

from it collectively: for example, by assumptions of being innocent, intelligent, and able. The white 

racial frame reflects these ideas. Frankenberg (1993, p. 1) explains: “Whiteness is a location of structural 

advantage, of race privilege. Second, it is a ‘standpoint,’ a place from which White people look at 

ourselves, at others, and at society. Third, ‘Whiteness’ refers to a set of cultural practices that are 

usually unmarked and unnamed.” Thus, whiteness is something that can be conceptualized as a set of 

different processes and practices instead of just a skin color (DiAngelo, 2018). White people experience 

race differently. For example, not all whites are equally privileged, due to other social factors like SES, 

gender, age, ethnicity, sexuality, etc. An example is what Bhopal (2018) refers to as “non-acceptable 

whiteness”, or at least less-acceptable, are what many Dutch would refer to as “Tokkies” (a pejorative 

term to refer to lower-class anti-social whites). Thus, while this group may not benefit from their 

perceived social positioning, they, like all whites, do benefit from their positioning in the racial order. 

This is also the case for white people, who are ethnically seen as “other”. However, to understand racism 

as a system that privileges whites and disadvantages Black people and non-Black people of color is very 

difficult for many white people to grasp, because it confronts them with their constant role in the 

perpetuation of this system, if they want to or not (Unzueta & Lowery, 2008). 
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White Racial Frame 
The historical foundations of systemic racism and white supremacy, are explained by theoretical 

contributions of numerous scholars (e.g., Bonilla-Silva, 1997; Feagin, 2013). In the current chapter, I 

explore Feagin’s (2013) work on the “white racial frame” to make sense of (former) teachers’ views on 

race. Feagin (2013) examines why so many whites believe false racialized narratives. He argues that the 

main cause of people’s views on race is the white racial frame. To make sure that Europeans could 

maintain the enslavement of Africans and the colonization of indigenous people everywhere, 

rationalization frames were needed. Europeans needed to justify their actions, and did so by creating a 

hierarchy, with themselves at the top and Black people and indigenous people beneath them. The white 

racial frame created during the seventeenth century, Feagin (2013) argues, has sustained in white 

European minds (passed along generation by generation) and has further nested and expanded over the 

centuries. He explains that systemic racism and white supremacy operate through this frame, that adapts 

to white norms and justifies racial inequalities and oppressions. It is a foundational structure that shapes 

how people view the racial world. This includes racial stereotypes, prejudices, and ideologies (belief 

aspects), interpretations and narratives (cognitive elements), racialized emotions (feelings), reactions to 

language accents, images and smells (visual and auditory elements), and tendencies to discriminate 

(action elements). All these aspects help maintain systemic racism. Over the centuries, the white racial 

frame has changed but perhaps not as much as many may believe. Some aspects have been eliminated 

and others have been included, but the core is still very similar. The purpose of the frame was and still 

is to keep the racial order and (economic and military) power structures intact (Feagin, 2013). Feagin 

(2013) furthermore argues that a frame is a fixed outlook on life which plays out in the imaginations of 

individuals and in the collective memory/forgetting of histories.  

Psychologists have used the idea of a frame to research how individual minds work, how (subconscious) 

frames form people’s ideologies, preferences and actions, and how frames can become resistant to 

change once it is a part of individuals’ thinking. This is a different use of the term “frame” than in other 

scholarly fields. For example, media scientists, have used the idea of framing in relation to events or 

people that are framed by the media in simplified and biased ways. Thus, as Feagin (2013) argues, the 

white racial frame is a part of most white people’s “character structure” (p. 15). A fixed character 

structure, or a socialized internalization of attitudes and the re-enactment of these attitudes in everyday 

settings, is also termed “habitus” (Bourdieu, 1977). Bonilla-Silva (2006; Bonilla-Silva, Goar, & 

Embrick, 2007) also argues that highly (social and spatial) segregated spaces further the socialization 

process and the white character structure, which he calls “white habitus”. Studies on this “white habitus” 

have demonstrated that repetitive subjugation to this habitus in segregated white spaces, is damaging 

and reinforce racialized beliefs (Bonilla-Silva & Forman, 2000).  

Feagin (2013) further argues that people draw different elements from the frame to help them manage 

everyday situations and keep the racial structure intact. Thus, not every individual uses the frame in the 
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exact same manner. Feagin (2013) states that more “racially progressive” white people use the white 

racial frame in less traditional ways, although racialized images are deeply ingrained in many white 

minds (even those less prejudiced) and automatically come into play when confronted with Black people 

and non-Black people of color. Thus, all people in Western societies are racially socialized, through 

cultural messages. Although to a large extent the white racial frame is a permanent fixture, people may 

also (slightly) alter the way they were socialized primarily through the white frame (e.g., in schools, by 

interaction with parents and peers) and later on in life (e.g., in the workplace, by politicians, in corporate 

decision making, by interactions with friends and family, the media, etc.). This is reflected in the 

transition from more openly shared racist perspectives toward color-blind perspectives and a transition 

toward an era in which white fragility is increasingly present (DiAngelo, 2011, p. 54).  

Moreover, Feagin (2013) stresses that people are “multi-framers”. Within the white racial frame, people 

use sub-frames. Two key types of sub-frames are the “anti-others” sub-frames, like the “anti-Black sub-

frame” (negative orientation toward Black people) or “the anti-Muslim sub-frame” (negative orientation 

toward Muslims) and, “the pro-white sub-frame” (positive orientation toward white people), reinforcing 

the idea that whites have better morals and values, are more intelligent and ethical, etc. These frames 

are used consciously as well as unconsciously and through (semi)-automatic mental processing: features 

of the frames become natural and normalized; just the way things are. These (sub)frames include 

language mocking, assuming language problems, racist jokes, references to people as being “foreign”, 

not willing to integrate or assimilate, and a threat to “Western culture.” Importantly, since the 

construction of the white racial frame, the anti-Black sub-frame was a part of everyday life and fully 

nested in the minds of Europeans. Feagin (2013) illustrates how elites placed emphasis on Black people 

through stereotypical and racialized imagery. He argues that the anti-Black sub-frame became the basis 

of other sub-frames, like the framing of new immigrants of color as being a threat to Western 

“civilization”. This demonstrates that the formation of the white racial frame was mainly based on the 

dehumanization of Black people and it explains why, age-old stereotypes and racialized imagery of 

Black people are most central in the white racial frame to this day. Multiple researchers have illustrated 

how these racialized images of Black people in US popular culture are very closely related to those in 

European countries, among others, the Netherlands (e.g., Blakely, 1993; Nederveen Pieterse, 1995).  

Importantly, counter-framing has been developed for as long as the white racial frame has existed 

(Feagin, 2013), providing frames to counter the dominant frame. For the purpose of this study, two 

categories of counter-frames suggested by Feagin (2013) should be mentioned: Black anti-racist 

counter-frames and home-culture frames, that are generally passed along through family socialization. 

These frames are a form of resistance and agency toward systemic racism. First, home-culture reflects 

the continuance of original culture, values, morals and traditions in a new country, while merging this 

with dominant (white) culture. This is not always easy and the pressure from the dominant group to 

assimilate is present here as well. Second, Black anti-racist counter-frames include, among other things, 

a critique of Eurocentrism and white supremacy, insights in the white racial frame, countering negative 
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Black representations and stereotypes while focusing on Black history/ humanity/ beauty/ excellence/ 

achievement/ power/ etc., an emphasis on positive racial socialization messages and resistance, and a 

focus on social justice and intersectionality. The counter-frames are regarded as continuums, arguing 

that Black and non-Black people of color take on different positions in anti-racism. Also, as people are 

multi-framers, Black and non-Black people of color will absorb different frames, sub-frames, and 

counter-frames. However, the white racial frame remains the most dominant frame and the fact that 

counter-frames conflict with this frame makes upholding anti-racist or home-culture counter frames a 

difficult exercise (Feagin, 2013). 

 

White Fragility 
To be confronted with the premise of whiteness, usually generates a set of emotions (e.g., guilt, 

discomfort, and anger) and other reactions (e.g., justification, downplaying, and withdrawal) among 

white people. These (uncomfortable) emotions and reactions create the situation in which most white 

people prefer to maintain their initial definitions of racism, namely as a form of prejudice instead of a 

system of privilege (Tatum, 2017). As DiAngelo (2011) argues, in a racist society (especially in a society 

with much segregation) white people do not have to “build the cognitive or affective skills or develop 

the stamina that would allow for constructive engagement across racial divides” (p. 57). This leads to 

a low tolerance for racial confrontation and “racial stress”, which DiAngelo (2011; 2019) refers to as 

“white fragility”. Whites’ emotional reactions to racial stress are ways to restore the “racial 

equilibrium” (DiAngelo, 2018, p. 58). The restored “racial equilibrium” refers to feelings of racial 

harmony, the space in which whites do not have to think about white privilege or their racial identities; 

the space in which the white racial frame is maintained. White fragility functions in a way so that white 

privilege can be maintained without confrontation and white people can go back to feeling like non-

racist, “decent” human beings. As such, white fragility can be seen as an emotional result of the counter-

frames to the white racial frame. 

In her work, DiAngelo (2011; 2018) looks at the West (including Europe) and argues that white 

supremacy is especially salient in nations that have colonial backgrounds. She discusses a number of 

factors that fuel white fragility in these nations. Segregation, for example, is a fertile ground for white 

fragility. Many white people live segregated lives by choosing specific neighborhoods or schools for 

their children. Their choices are often said to be non-racial, but focused on finding a “good” school or 

neighborhood, which is usually code for “white” spaces (DiAngelo, 2018). DiAngelo further argues that 

segregation takes place on multiple levels – not only physical, but informational as well (e.g., the media 

and Eurocentric historical perspectives). This leads to false views on racism and white supremacy, 

uncritical thinking, the centering of white interests and a complete disinterest in the “voice of color” 

(Collins, 2000; as mentioned in DiAngelo, 2011). Thus, white people are not trained (and generally do 

not pursue to tackle this knowledge themselves) to look critically at racism. Furthermore, DiAngelo 

(2011) discusses the fact that white people have learned to see their own perspectives as objective and 
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normative. This assumed objectivity and normativity makes individuals believe that they do not have 

biases and that their own experiences and perspectives are universal. Universalism is problematic, 

because it creates racial denial and color-blind ideologies (“we are all the same” and “opportunities are 

available to all”). DiAngelo (2011) argues: “At the same time that whites are taught to see their interests 

and perspectives as universal, they are also taught to value the individual” (p. 59). Many white people 

seem to have great difficulty regarding themselves as a member of a racial group. Therefore, they do 

not acknowledge their whiteness as being of real meaning to their identities. This supposed unracialized 

identity is also accepted by other whites. As a result, whites see themselves and are seen by others as 

individuals. The actions of other white individuals are then separated from their own actions or 

achievements. When “racialized others” do not see it that way, this triggers a set of defensive reactions. 

DiAngelo further discusses feelings of “entitlement to racial comfort” as a factor that further fuel white 

fragility. White people tend to have positive perspectives about white people, while the racialized 

“other” is viewed negatively. This produces a sense of entitlement, even more because individuals view 

their hard work as the basis of success and are not instructed to think otherwise. Also, as white people 

typically feel “racially comfortable” (and feel entitled to these feelings) in white dominated contexts, 

they do not have the patience for anything that challenges this. This leads to another factor: “racial 

arrogance”. DiAngelo argues that white people tend to feel that they have enough racial knowledge (or 

don’t want to admit that they have none) and do not often seem to feel that it is problematic to countering 

those who do have experiential knowledge. DiAngelo (2011) writes:  

 

Because of white social, economic and political power within a white dominant culture, whites are positioned to 

legitimize people of color’s assertions of racism. Yet whites are the least likely to see, understand, or be invested 

in validating those assertions and being honest about their consequences, which leads whites to claim that they 

disagree with perspectives that challenge their worldview, when in fact, they don’t understand the perspective (p. 

61). 

 

DiAngelo furthermore appoints more factors that produce fragile reactions to racial discomfort, like, the 

“constant messages of being more valuable through representation”, “psychic freedom”, and “racial 

belonging”. Whites have learned that they are “better off” not discussing race. It is easier and less 

uncomfortable to ignore race and racism. In other words, white people in racist societies have “psychic 

freedom” from dealing with race (while “racialized others” are forced to spend energy dealing with 

racism). Although denial is one of the most important ways that whites deal with race, it is important to 

mention that DiAngelo believes that it is incorrect to act as if whites do not “talk race”. As mentioned 

earlier, white people discuss race openly in “backstage” contexts, in coded ways in “frontstage” 

contexts, and are feeling more and more entitled to openly discuss race in “frontstage” contexts every 

day. 
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White Racial Identity Formation 

If someone’s membership to a certain racial group is an important aspect of the social positioning in 

society and the way others view this person, racial identity formation is a crucial field of study 

(Lawrence & Tatum, 1999). Racial identity is the meaning that individuals attach to their racial group 

membership. How important is race in their sense of self? Racial identity formation is the process of 

connecting meanings to this self-concept and the feeling of belonging to a certain racial group. A similar 

process exists in relation to ethnic identity formation. Racial identity and ethnic identity are often used 

interchangeably, which is incorrect.49  

In Europe and in the Netherlands, research on racial identity (as opposed to ethnic identity) is scarce. 

Therefore, I chose to discuss the concept of white racial identity that has been created specifically for 

the American context. It is important to note that racial identity is contextual. Therefore, the concept of 

white racial identity is merely used for general sense-making. 

Black racial formation is mostly related to an “empowered sense of self” (Tatum, 2017) and the 

resistance to racial messages that we have all received about white supremacy. Helms (1990) argues 

that whites’ racial identities is not related to feeling empowered but is related to the unlearning of racial 

messages. Whites then must develop an identity that does not include false ideas of superiority, but 

instead recognize their whiteness for what it is. The six stages of white racial identity can be seen as six 

dominant “frames of mind” during the development process toward a healthy anti-racist white identity 

(Helms, 1990). These stages are helpful in the understanding of white people’s challenges toward 

combining their whiteness with anti-racism (O’Brien, 2001). A healthy white racial identity, Helms 

argues, is established through six stages.  

In the first stage, contact, white individuals have very little awareness of racism (which is typically 

regarded as prejudice) and of white supremacy (which is usually seen as blatant behavior of extremists 

who openly embrace racism). These individuals regard themselves as non-racial or “normal” and are 

generally oblivious to the racial messages they have received throughout life. Many regard themselves 

to be color-blind and non-racist. The second stage, disintegration, is when individuals become more and 

more aware of race and racism (for example, by interpersonal contacts or racist incidents), but feel very 

uncomfortable and experience emotions like anger, guilt, and denial in regards to this information 

(“white fragility”). They tend to remove themselves from any further confrontation. The third stage, 

reintegration, is when white individuals vent their white fragility toward Black people and non-Black 

people of color, arguing that “they” (those who indicate that there is a problem), created the problem. 

                                                
49 Ethnicity is related common ancestry, shared history and shared social- and cultural attributes, like language, 
religion, food, dress, music, etc. while race is the conception that humans are divided into categories based on bio-
physical traits (race is said to be “biologically meaningless” (Schwartz, 2001, p. 1392), but regarded as socially 
constructed). Often, ethnicity is based on physical traits and thus ethnicity is used as a term synonymously to race. 
Smedley (1999) argues that this is problematic as people can share physical traits but be from different ethnic 
group.  
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This act of “blaming-the-victim” is much more powerful in this stage than when it occurs in the contact 

stage. Whites in this stage may feel uncomfortable to be seen as a member of a racial group instead of 

as an individual (Tatum, 2017). Whites generally see themselves as individuals and do not acknowledge 

their racial identity, which as we have mentioned is a privilege only afforded to whites (DiAngelo, 2011; 

2018). If white people are able to move past these feelings, they will reach the first positive racial 

identification stage. In this fourth stage, pseudo-independence, white individuals oppose white privilege, 

but do not yet know how to combine these beliefs with being white. They act in ways that (inadvertently) 

preserve white supremacy. In this stage, white people will search for connections with Black and non-

Black people of color, but still express color-blind racist views. In this stage, they will try to distance 

themselves from other white people. During the fifth stage, immersion/emersion, white people search 

for a way to combine whiteness and being non-racist or anti-racist. Important in this stage is that whites 

search for other white people who have similar world views and who they can connect with. The sixth 

and final stage of development, autonomy, is when a positive racial identity is combined with a constant 

pursuit for social justice.  

 

FINDINGS 
Throughout this paragraph, I connect my findings with previous literature. As I have suggested, a key 

purpose of this chapter is to reflect on the ways (former) white teachers talk about race, how they 

perceive race, and how they perceive their own whiteness. The findings are closely related to the 

characteristics of whiteness that have been offered by educational scholar Leonardo (2004): 

 

Whiteness is characterized by the unwillingness to name the contours of racism, the avoidance of identifying with 

a racial experience or group, the minimization of racist legacy, and other similar evasions (p.32).  

 

I will distinguish: (1) the normalization of whiteness while racializing the “other”, (2) the minimization 

of historical and contemporary racism and whiteness, and (3) the explanation of inequities by reference 

to anything other than racism. 

 

The Normalization of Whiteness while Racializing the “Other” 
 

Normalizing Whiteness 

One of the first questions asked during the interviews was: “What is your racial identity?” Most 

(former) white teachers had difficulty answering that question. One of the reasons being that most white 

teachers have never really thought about their own racial identities. A number of them argue that they 

see themselves as “just normal”, which indicates that they could easily move through society without 

being confronted with their racialized backgrounds.  
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It went without saying. There were only a few moments in my life that I was aware of this. For 

example, when I was in the poor part of [African country] (…) I realized: Oh, this must have 

been strange for the first dark [Black] people that came to the Netherlands, who all of a sudden 

saw so many white people around them. It feels like you’re being watched. It is not threatening 

per se. It’s not. But you think: Wow, I feel different. That’s really weird. 

 Sandra, “white”, age category: 60-69, teacher in the analysis period: 1978-2017. 

 

This answer, like many of the answers given by (former) teachers, indicates (implicit) views of 

whiteness as “racial belonging” or “the norm” in the Netherlands. Although much has changed in the 

racial- and ethnic composition of the Netherlands in the past five decades, the perspective that people 

of color do “not really belong” in the Netherlands, seemingly hasn’t changed. This is demonstrated by 

the fact that most white teachers answered my question, by simply stating that they are “Dutch” instead 

of “white”. Interestingly, teachers who identified as Dutch, often spontaneously explained what it meant 

for them and why they were proud to be Dutch.  

 

I’m absolutely Dutch. If I have to position myself then I am a liberated woman with ideas about 

freedom. It has nothing to do with the color of my skin or gender. 

Larissa, “white”, age category: 40-49, teacher in the analysis period: 1998-2017. 

 

One teacher even related her identity to the Dutch Golden Age:  

 

I am Dutch and my ethnicity is [European country]. But I am Dutch and I am proud of that. It 

stands for being open to other things, not whining, working hard. Like in the Golden Ages: you 

are welcome here, but you have to work. (I ask her whether “openness” refers to tolerance). I 

do not tolerate everything, you can believe what you want and dress how you like, but I find it 

disturbing that people come here and embrace our freedoms, but misuse these to restrict 

freedoms of others. Well then you can go back to where you came from, go do that over there. 

Mieke, “white”, age category: 40-49, teacher in the analysis period: 1998-2017. 

 

Interestingly, this teacher argues that while her ethnicity is not Dutch, she finds her cultural identity 

most important, but ceases to mention her racial identity. While discussing her cultural identity and her 

Dutch morals and values, she refers to “others” who according to her do not belong in the Netherlands 

when they “misuse” (her) Dutch morals and values. During the same interview, however, Mieke 

discusses her support for a Dutch pluralistic society, she mentions “The Dutch identity does not exist. 

The Dutch person does not exist”, which could be understood as contradictory to her previous 

statements.  

Respondents typically found many ways to answer my question about their racial identities, without 

actually answering my question. For example, some respondents gave color-blind responses, by stating 
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that they identified as a “world citizen” or by referring to their non-religious identities. Like teacher 

Daniel, who answered: “Atheist. I am a Dutch atheist.” In some cases, ethnicity (not race) was explicitly 

mentioned. Interestingly, one teacher, Pim, who had one non-Black grandparent of color, was direct to 

mention that specific ethnicity, while neglecting to mention his dominant Dutch roots. This indicates 

that even ethnicity is seen as something “others” have.  

Overall, whiteness (race) was not mentioned as a part of respondents’ racial identities (with the 

exception of one respondent, Marloes, who racially identified as “white”). Therefore, many of the 

(former) white teachers see themselves as the norm and whiteness is positioned as something universal 

(DiAngelo, 2018). 

 

White Habitus 

Most (former) white teachers in the sample grew up and are physically still located in white 

environments. They generally have (had) minimal personal contact with Black and non-Black 

individuals of color and have often received segregated information (like Eurocentric training and 

schooling). The lack of interaction with Black and non-Black people of color and growing up with a 

white racial frame in a white context, reinforces racial denial, perceiving whiteness as non-racial, and 

fuels white fragility (DiAngelo, 2011; 2018). White respondents generally act oblivious to this process 

in their own lives and participate in continuous segregation. Yet, most find segregation as a general 

concept disturbing and problematic (except for one teacher who argued that segregation in schooling is 

a good thing, because students of color will be supported by extra language training).  

Daniel, grew up in a white community and was first confronted with Black and non-Black people of 

color when he was a college student (he mentions though, that during this time, all of his friends were 

“normal, white Dutch”). His first job was at a predominantly white school and he states that he had 

never realized that “some groups” (…) 

 

(…) think differently than we do. (…) When I started teaching at this school [a predominantly 

“black” school], there were many colleagues with different ethnicities. I think that’s great, but at 

the same time I felt a little uncomfortable. (…) My mother is right-winged. (…) She finds that 

there are too many foreigners. The country is going to hell. Actually, it has been an eye-opener 

for me at this school, I’ve been thinking about it differently. Sometimes these kids say something 

[in relation to racialized framing in the Dutch media] and I think, they actually have a point. 

Daniel, “white”, age category: 30-39, teacher in the analysis period: 2008-2017. 

 

Daniel argues that his interactions with people of color made him consider his own racialized 

perspectives for the first time. However, he was still mostly unable to discuss and understand systemic 

racism and its impact. Another teacher, Larissa mentions that she lives in a white area, but that she often 

goes downtown. She “loves the diversity”: 
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[I] love all colors. (…) For example, I bought [a foreign product] yesterday. I go to multicultural 

festivals and my children’s nanny was […] and some people may find that odd, but I loved it, 

she was a really good cook. It was enriching for my children. 

Larissa, “white”, age category: 40-49, teacher in the analysis period: 1998-2017. 

 

Although this respondent speaks of diversity in a positive way, the interracial contacts mentioned, are 

related to “safe” elements of difference, like food and music. Feagin (2013) states that: “Today, for the 

most part, whites will “assimilate” only to aspects of new immigrants’ cultures that do not threaten 

white dominance, such as music or food preferences” (p. 117). We see the same mechanism operating 

here.  

 

Selective Acknowledgement of Race 

It became clear that many of the teachers that do not regard themselves as racial-actors, tend to see race, 

racial identity or ethnic identity as things that people of color have (Lewis, 2004; Verkuyten & Brug, 

2002). This becomes obvious in a statement made by teacher Mieke: “I had one boy in my class with a 

skin color.” This view of the racialized “other” was also obvious when teachers argued that “cultural 

differences” only became an issue in the Netherlands, when multicultural environments emerged. 

Respondents who have multiple decades of experience in teaching, were asked whether they would have 

responded differently (20-40 years ago) to the questions concerning race in the Netherlands. A common 

reply was: “there were only a few back then.”  

When describing their experiences from the 1960s until the 1980s, respondents made bolder statements 

about race not mattering, being color-blind, and racism not existing, because of the demographic make-

up of the Netherlands at the time. However, also younger respondents generally argue that race is only 

present in the proximity of Black and non-Black people of color or in diverse contexts. Like one teacher, 

Mark, states: “Well at this school, racism is a non-issue, because it is a white school.” 
 

Most respondents were certain that race was not relevant in their assessment and treatment of their 

students, however a number of respondents displayed categorical thinking. The following example, 

illustrates how negative or rule breaking characteristics (which are often understood as flaws of 

individuals when concerning a white student) are discussed as a collective issue when it concerns 

racialized “others”.  

 
These two (…) boys, they do not have a good mentality, they do not show interest. I question, is 

it because they are Muslim or is it just their character? [Would you ask this question if the boys 

were native Dutch?] I guess we are full of prejudices. 

Ida, “white”, age category: 70+, teacher in the analysis period: 1968-1987. 
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We see here that the respondent sees prejudiced perspectives as just the way things are. Importantly, 

Black and non-Black students of color (and in this case Muslim boys whose racialized backgrounds are 

unknown), are denied their individuality and are perceived as members of one (or multiple) collective 

groups. This reduces them to having a one-dimensional imposed identity, in which stereotypical views 

are easily reflected. The following fragment, demonstrates how a teacher, who was generally one of the 

more “racially progressive” teachers, reduces one Black individual to a member of a simplistic whole 

(and uses cultural language to do so). Thus, while these respondents do not position themselves as 

racialized, they do see their Black and non-Black students of color in racialized ways.  

 
One Surinamese boy thought that he could bluff himself through an oral exam, then you are 

stupid. If he would have been white [it would] also [be stupid], but I do think, boy, you are 

creating the problem yourself. You are almost creating your own stigma. I think that Surinamese 

boys and girls present themselves in a way, that adds to the stigma of the outside world. 

Rolf, “white”, age category: 60-69, teacher in the analysis period: 1978-2017. 

 

As mentioned, during (almost all of) the interviews, respondents were asked to analyze racialized images 

in which Black people were positioned in lower hierarchy, stereotyped, denigrated and looked down 

upon, as well as images with more positive representations. In this context, the hypersexualization of 

Black men and women was often discussed. One teacher, Sandra, states: “Yes, I can see the problem. 

(…) But, with all due respect, they do have beautiful bodies.” Sandra was definitely not the only female 

teacher who argued that: “Black bodies are just more beautiful to look at than white bodies.” (Larissa). 

When I asked Sandra if focusing on the physical, takes away from the intellectual, she answered: “But, 

look at the winners of scientific prizes, there aren’t many …, Asians yes.” Although, she might have felt 

that she was reflecting facts, she was actually emphasizing racialized views that associate Asians with 

intelligence, as opposed to Black persons who are racialized as less intelligent. I found this type of 

conversation most interesting, because these respondents were completely contradictory in their 

discourses. They found themselves absolutely free of racial thinking and void of prejudice, but at the 

same time were explicitly categorical and stereotypical in their thinking about Black and non-Black 

people of color. At the same time, whiteness was non-existent to them. These narratives illustrate 

socialized internalizations of the white racial frame. Pro-whiteness or anti-others discourses were often 

presented as “logical” or “natural”, sometimes by using specific linguistic strategies (Bonilla-Silva, 

2006). Ullucci and Battey (2011) refer to these strategies as language evasion or deflection strategies 

that portray oneself as non-racist. Similar to their findings, I found that whites often apply these 

strategies, by using the passive tense to discuss race, while not mentioning white as culprits or by 

utilizing general nouns to name the subject (“Dutch society does not select people based on race”). 
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Also, positive statements about racialized “others” are used to balance out the suggestion of racism (e.g., 

claims of “reverse racism”). 

Racializing Black and non-Black people of color is often comfortably executed, but is not often 

appreciated by whites when it happens to them. As we have seen, DiAngelo (2018) found that white 

people typically become uncomfortable (frustrated, angry, etc.) when they are not viewed as individuals, 

but as members of a racial group. This finding applies to the current research as well. Some respondents 

mention that lately, they feel uncomfortable with the fact that Black and non-Black students of color (or 

in one case their own adoptive Black children) relate to them as a member of a racial group. Teacher 

Daniel reveals: “Some students talk about “you people” [white people] and it really bothers me.” 

Verkuyten and Brug (2002) have stated that changing demography may lead white Dutch persons to be 

more aware of their ethnicity (which was the focus of their study). They also argue that this may feel 

threatening to them and lead to claims of reverse racism. These claims of reverse racism have been 

observed regularly by scholars in the US context, who argued that these claims demonstrate “basic and 

overt white fragility” (Jayakumar & Adamian, 2017), which are observed in the current study as well. 

 

The Cultural- or Ethnic Frame and Coded Race Talk 

Racial discrepancies in students’ achievements (which leads to segregation in schooling) were typically 

discussed in terms of cultural differences. This demonstrates that most respondents discuss race in sub-

textual or concealed ways. The most salient way respondents evade discussing race (besides literally 

being silent mid-sentence, for example: “I have many (…) in my class”) is by using the cultural or 

ethnic frame. All but one teacher, did not use the word “race” but spoke in terms of culture, ethnicity, 

religion, and diversity instead. However, it became clear that most were actually talking about race, as 

white groups with “other” ethnicities and cultures were generally not included. One teacher, Jan, states: 

“These cultures are out-of-control, they think they can do anything they want.” In the interviews, we 

thus see that ethnicity and culture are used as euphemisms for race. Equating race to ethnicity or culture 

allows respondents to discuss race without getting on dangerous ground. It allows individuals to 

maintain a non-racist “positive sense of self” (Unzueta & Lowery, 2008, p. 1492). Vaught and Castagno 

(2008) argue that many choose to address culture instead of race “as a way to deflect power” (p. 103). 

In other words, it is seen a neutral way to discuss issues of race and does not change the racial status 

quo in society.  

During an interview with a former teacher, I questioned whether speaking in terms of ethnicity was 

appropriate. I suggested that some Black Dutch individuals perhaps do not only identify with their 

(biological parents or grandparents’) ethnic backgrounds, but also (or only) with their racial 

backgrounds (race consciousness). She responded:  
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I think that when people identify as “Black” now, instead of Surinamese for example, it has to 

do with their inferiority complex. In the 60s, 70s we had a teacher at our school and she was 

Black, Surinamese, wonderful and funny, never caused any problems. She joked around and 

said: “Do you know why colored folks have white hands?” [respondent laughs at the memory], 

“it is because they stood on their hands when they were sprayed”. Oh, we really burst out 

laughing, but she did not have an inferiority complex. She was Surinamese, but she probably 

went to college. And nowadays, you feel, can I say this kind of thing? Should I be doing this? 

Or aren’t they going to, well you know, like me?  

Ida, “white”, age category: 70+, teacher in the analysis period: 1968-1987. 

 

This fragment illustrates, among others, that racist joking seems to be viewed as something harmless. It 

also clearly demonstrates the reluctance to acknowledge “race”. She prefers that Black people refer to 

their ethnicity (although Surinam is a multi-ethnic society). Furthermore, this former teacher 

comfortably suggests that identifying as Black is something negative and psychoanalyzes why someone 

would identify as Black, displaying what DiAngelo (2011) refers to as “racial arrogance”. Lastly, a few 

of respondent’s comments, such as, “she was Surinamese, but she probably went to college” or “never 

caused any problems” give us insight on her (semi)-automatic mental processing when it comes to 

prejudices. 

American social anthropologist Smedley (1999) states that when ethnicity is referred to by physical 

traits, it is generally used synonymously to race. We see this happening in the Netherlands as well. 

White (former) teachers who are so certain that race is irrelevant, strikingly focus on physical, racialized 

elements and sometimes exoticize Black and non-Black people of color. For example: “My help is 

[Nigerian], she is really sweet, her skin is really dark and…”, “My colleague is from South-America, 

he has a beautiful skin tone, he was once…”, “We only had two Moroccan girls, but very smart and 

from ‘high’ backgrounds, they were the only exotic-looking persons in our school.” Noticeably, (former) 

teachers found ways to emphasize random positive things about the persons of color they are referring 

to, before getting to their (very much unrelated) point. For example: “My former Turkish students, very 

nice people, they now…”, “My Surinamese acquaintance, he has a really good job, …”, “In 2005, I 

had 7 girls with headscarf in my class, they were nice girls, ….”, “People from Iran, very smart girls, 

came in the 90s..”. What we see here is the use of the cultural or ethnic frame, by actively merging 

positive information about the persons in question. Thus, many of these white teachers actually do see 

ethnic and racial difference, especially when they feel that they can discuss it in a positive way. Many 

look for ways to maintain a positive self-image (Unzueta & Lowery, 2008), but while doing so they give 

us a glimpse of their ideologies. 
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Minimizing Historical and Contemporary Racism and Whiteness 

 

Teachers’ Conceptions of Racism 

“I don’t believe racism is a problem in the Netherlands,” was the most common phrase 

articulated by (former) white teacher respondents of all ages. Respondents argued that the 

media, social media and “extremists” are to blame for creating the idea that racism is a problem 

in the Netherlands: “[The idea that racism is a problem in the Netherlands] is almost an 

obsession” (Menno). One teacher, Pim, who was very interested in colonial history and slavery, 

argues that: “It is over-exaggerated by the media. Everybody has equal opportunities, but you 

have to be willing to do your best.” This same teacher acknowledges the fact that racism is an 

everyday problem in the US, but in the Netherlands “people are making a fuss about nothing.” 

Others similarly mention that racism is an American problem, and that the discussions about 

racism have been “imported from the United States” or that “extremists on both sides make the 

problem bigger than it actually is”. These perspectives are often substantiated by mentioning 

their own experiences in life as white persons. 

 
I have never been in a place where racism was committed. Nowadays, everything is blown out 

of proportion. Everything is directly related to it [discrimination]. Nice fairy tale. In my opinion, 

it’s impossible, really.  

Ida, “white”, age category: 70+, teacher in the analysis period: 1968-1987. 

 

Here we see that even in the absence of a general understanding of racism as a systemic problem, white 

teachers feel entitled to determine meaning (Vaught & Castagno, 2008), which DiAngelo (2018) refers 

to as “racial arrogance”. Doing this, the respondent makes use of her white positioning as something 

universal to determine racial definitions in schooling and in society at large. Another former teacher, 

Theo, argued that we are dealing with a changed country. He found the Netherlands to be “mild” until 

the 1980s, 1990s.  

 

I am very critical toward racism, but someone like Sylvana Simons is so dividing. My 

Surinamese family agrees. (…) Racism was never relevant if you ask me. I have never been 

confronted with it. If it exists, it exists outside of me, my attitudes, my social contexts. I can’t 

discriminate. And I have never been discriminated. (…) I have never been socialized in that way. 

I am lucky. I haven’t been in contact with it, not in school, not in my family. I was a part of the 

multicultural society. 

Theo, “white”, age category: 70+, teacher in the analysis period: 1968-2007. 

 

While most respondents acknowledge that there is an “enormous intensification in the public debate 

after 2000”, “racism” is generally not regarded as the problem. What I find striking, is that clear denials 
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of racism in the Netherlands were often followed with narratives that explain respondent’s own 

experiences with what they find a similar issue, namely “discrimination”. For example, one respondent 

elaborates on her experiences with being discriminated against when she moved (and the decades 

following) to another region in the Netherlands. These experiences were largely based on experiences 

and feelings of exclusion, which is something she downplayed in relation to experiences of Black and 

non-Black people of color. Other respondents also confuse racism with discrimination: 

 
Racism is a “doing” word. A form of discrimination based on racial characteristics. I can think 

whatever I want, as long as I treat that person equally, I am not a racist. (…) Like Wilders50, 

those are only words. Only until he does not hire someone in his team because she has a 

headscarf, he is racist. 

Mieke, “white”, age category: 40-49, teacher in the analysis period: 1998-2017. 

 

Respondents, who deny racism as a problem in the Netherlands, usually acknowledge that prejudice or 

discrimination could be a factor. However, some argue: “This has nothing to do with race. That is not 

typical for the Netherlands.” (Riet). Another former teacher (Ana) who denies racism in the 

Netherlands, states that she has experienced some frictions between groups at her school, but “this didn’t 

have to do with race, but with the country of origin. That is different from racism. You could call that 

ethnic profiling.” Yet, later in the conversation she mentions that “children with foreign backgrounds 

are very racist toward the white children.” 

 

Other teachers focused more explicitly on racism as being an extreme. Former teacher, Willem linked 

racism almost exclusively to Darwinism and Anti-Semitism. He argues: 

 

People are [now] relating things to racism, which is not racism in the scientific meaning of the 

word. I really draw the line with racism, and with fascism. (…) At a certain point [racism] has 

become a hot topic. I had a bunch of foreign students [Dutch students of color] who were 

triumphantly stating that something was racism (…) these students were looking for examples 

[of racism] in a very exaggerated way. Whatever I said, it didn’t work. (…) Because of modern 

media everybody has an opinion and says “that is racism”, but it has nothing to do with race, but 

with power, if you are white or black, it does not matter, it has to do with power – definitely in 

the VOC era – they did not have judgement about black people. The judgement was if they were 

Christian or not. You won’t come across anyone who would say: That person is black, so we can 

do it [enslave this person]. (…) Lately people are acting like slavery is a white problem, that 

whites are guilty of slavery and others are not. 

Willem, “white”, age category: 60-69, teacher in the analysis period: 1968-2017. 

                                                
50 Wilders is a (far-right) Dutch politician who was found guilty of incitement and encouraging discrimination 
toward Moroccans.  
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The response that there was no judgement about Black people is interesting. While the fabrication of 

racial hierarchy and superiority/inferiority was invented to justify already existing exploitation, 

respondent here argues that race didn’t matter in the VOC era. He asserts that the problem is power, but 

doesn’t recognize this power to be in white European hands. This type of narrative is often closely 

related to the work of Dutch historians who rely heavily on the archives of VOC or WIC (Nimako & 

Willemsen, 2011). The question here is what the goal of the argument is. Is it, for example, to avoid 

dealing with the subject or is it a defensive reaction? Teacher Suzanne is specialized in colonial history 

and specifically, the transatlantic trade in enslaved Africans and slavery in the Americas. She spends 

much time discussing these themes with her students (and with others outside of school contexts). In 

her social studies classes, she often discusses current social topics, which include racism, migration, 

politics, etc. In regard to racism she states:  

 
It is striking how often the word racism is used at any opportunity by students. What I try to do 

is use the theme and show them what racism is, in its purest form, (…) World War 2, 

concentration camps, the persecution of the Jews, the Holocaust, and a class becomes perfectly 

still (…) they became quiet and they listened and a few of the students finally concluded “Ohh, 

so THIS is racism” and I said “YES, you know racism, harshly put, is removing people from 

their society, locking them up in camps, murdering them, that is what racism is”. And not that I 

am sending a student, who just happens to be Black, out of the class. That is not racism, then he 

has not done his work or he was screwing up my class (laughs). 

Suzanne, “white”, age category: 18-29, teacher in the analysis period: 2008-2017. 

 

Here we see that even teachers who are interested and prepared to speak about race in class, may bring 

across problematic information to students. 

 

Teachers who display more anti-racist views, generally give more insight on the systemic and structural 

every day aspect to racism. They notice racist name-calling and discrimination in schools (the prejudice 

view) more often. One teacher, Paul, gives examples of these situations, but also recognizes color-blind 

racist frames used by students. He finds it very disturbing and talks about it with students individually 

as well as plenary. Paul, who teaches students in the least selective “lower” tracks, even discusses 

scientific reports about racism in class: “And of course, the white students’ first reaction is, ‘but they do 

it too!’.” When I asked Paul whether he had changed his views in his 30 years of teaching, he replied 

that his own attitude had definitely not changed. Paul seems to have played an active role in challenging 

and countering traditional attitudes toward race and racism in the Netherlands, but argues that schools’ 

priorities have changed. Another teacher, Marloes, who was one of few white teachers who discussed 

racism as a contemporary, systemic problem in the Netherlands, argues that she finds the curriculum, 

her own teacher training, and the way colleagues and management deal with racial issues, problematic. 
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She also suggests that students tend to self-segregate and she has taken the initiative to actively do 

something about it. 

 

White students take the students of color less serious, but I have to say that my Black students, 

at this moment, are my best students. So, I do not let my students choose their own groups. 

Marloes, “white”, age category: 18-29, teacher in the analysis period: 2008-2017. 

 

Other teachers, who (mostly) displayed anti-racist views were Gerald and Kevin, both Black teachers 

and Texel, an Asian former teacher. These Black and non-Black teachers of color openly argued racism 

as a structural problem. They discussed cultural norms and messages, like beauty ideals, covert racism, 

racism in politics, in the media and in schools. These teachers explain how they use their own 

experiences with racism in schooling to educate and support students in their racial identity development 

process. This illustrates how, at least the few Black and non-Black teachers of color in this sample, use 

their positions to counter master narratives and illustrate their agency in white spaces. Kevin, for 

example, deplores the fact that there are only few Black teachers in the Netherlands (and besides him, 

none at his school). 

 
In a white environment, you are confronted with your color all the time, it has made me a strong 

man. But I don’t want those experiences for these children – the negative experiences, the racial 

hatred on the soccer field, N-words, Black Pete, go back to your own country, “oeoeoe”, monkey 

sounds. I used to get angry, but I had to let go of that emotion, because the consequences are too 

big. (…) I tell my students this. It is a battle and it is rough. You have to be really tough, mentally, 

to not internalize this poor self-image. At that age, you are searching for yourself, whatever color 

you have, but when you live in a white society [as a Black person or non-Black person of color] 

it has a whole other dimension. People can trivialize this, but it is the truth, white or dark [Black], 

you have different battles to fight. 

Kevin, “Black”, age category: 30-39, teacher in the analysis period: 2008-2017. 

 

Thus, only a small number of respondents, mostly teachers of color but also white teachers, 

demonstrated that they were taking action and working toward change in their own classrooms.  

 

Black Pete and other Matters  

Interestingly, when discussing racism, most (former) teachers automatically refer to a select number of 

topics: the slavery monument51, apologies for slavery, discussions about changing colonial place and 

                                                
51 In 2002, the national slavery monument was revealed in Amsterdam. In 2013, a second slavery monument was 
revealed in Rotterdam. Annually, on July 1st the Slavery Memorial Day is held at these monuments.  
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street names52, and, above all, Black Pete. In many instances, at least one of these topics was referred 

to, often with aversion, by teachers. 

 

Why do they [Black people with ancestors who were enslaved] want excuses? I mean, if I am 

being extreme, then we [white Dutch people] still need excuses from the Romans, because they 

have enslaved people here as well. Why has slavery been given new importance in the past years? 

I can imagine this is the case in America, but here we haven’t actually seen the suffering. We 

did make a lot of money, but still it doesn’t really concern us. 

 Sandra, “white”, age category: 60-69, teacher in the analysis period: 1978-2017. 

 

Here we see a teacher, who persists to separate the history of the Netherlands on the European continent 

from the history of the Dutch colonies. Another teachers’ answer, demonstrates that these negative 

feelings generally are related to the fact that many white people feel like they are rendered guilty for 

slavery.  

 
I talk to my students about slavery, but I always say that they should not feel guilty. And I talk 

about African slave traders. (“Do you feel that white persons today are blamed for slavery?”) 

Yes, definitely, us whites [“blanken”] always do it wrong. 

Mark, “white”, age category: 30-39, teacher in the analysis period: 2008-2017. 

 

Former teacher, Menno, discusses a specific history textbook which he finds problematic, because in 

his opinion, it negatively portrays whites:  

 

It is one big narrative about slavery, a white gentleman with a large whip. He whips all these 

little negroes, that word is now infected by the way, and that is the image. But, the largest 

slaveholder was 90% negro himself! 

Menno, “white”, age category: 70+, teacher in the analysis period: 1968-2007.  

 

In relation to Black Pete, most (former) teachers find that the anti-racism activists opposing Black Pete, 

are too extreme.  

 

If you like Black Pete than you are called a racist. It has gone way too far. I don’t feel comfortable 

with both extremes. I don’t get it, because I don’t see it. I want to understand it, but then we have 

to talk and I can understand why it [Blackface] is hurtful for you. 

 Sandra, “white”, age category: 60-69, teacher in the analysis period: 1978-2017. 

                                                
52 The place and street names in the Netherlands have been called into question by some as the people and events 
that are symbolized in these names are related to colonial terrors. These names, however, are mostly accepted by 
the general public.   
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Black Pete has never been a problem, until people felt as if they were discriminated against. 

Then I think, people with red hair are also called red and with glasses you were also called four-

eyes. And now the whole Black Pete thing is so politically-charged, you would almost feel guilty 

if you like to see Black Pete. 

Ida, “white”, age category: 70+, teacher in the analysis period: 1968-1987. 

 

In these examples, the power dynamics of racism are omitted and the critique of Black Pete is compared 

to “hurt feelings”. Often this is countered by mentioning their proximity to someone Black, who does 

not recognize him or herself in these feelings. For example, one history teacher mentions:  

 
My […] is Black and does not understand the hysteria. The discussion is polarizing. You can’t 

expect that when you want something, you automatically get it. It is ridiculous. 

Jan, “white”, age category: 60-69, teacher in the analysis period: 1998-2017. 

 

These teachers do not seem to understand why the figure of Black Pete is unacceptable to many, which 

is not “hurt feelings”, nor aesthetics, but “systemic cultural expressions of imagined superiority.”53 

Also, the discussions reveal that some respondents find it problematic that Black and non-Black people 

of color (who are often still seen as “newcomers”) feel entitled to claim their legal rights as citizens. 

Some even see it as a threat to Western culture.  

 

When you say, “I am Surinamese-Dutch or I am a Black Dutch person”, that actually means: “I 

am here to claim my rights” and this means that they move toward your terrain. Now you have 

to adapt to him. Take the Black Pete discussion: “We are going to decide that this celebration 

needs to change, because I feel it must. I am Dutch too.” So, it actually has a pretty aggressive 

undertone. (…) We are placing people in Western society and their values are getting a larger 

playing field. “I am uhm, a Black Dutch person, I am a Muslim Dutch person, I am Turkish-

Dutch.”  No! “I am a Turk and I am demanding Dutch space.” That is the general trend. 

Menno, “white”, age category: 70+, teacher in the analysis period: 1968-2007.  

 

The teachers who have shown more progressive, anti-racist views, unsurprisingly have a different take 

on topics like Black Pete.  

 

When discussing Black Pete in class, that is where you see how intolerant these students are. 

Children with a different ethnic background [than Dutch] have better understandings, that 

                                                
53 See the Dutch article by anti-racist activist, poet, and artist Quincy Gario: 
http://counternarratives.nl/2019/01/30/de-schijnoplossing-van-roetvegen/  
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perhaps something should change. The students from [rural area], they say: “No, it’s our 

tradition”. They can have their own opinions, but I personally find it pathetic. 

Rolf, “white”, age category: 60-69, teacher in the analysis period: 1978-2017. 

 

Despite their own feelings and opinions, teachers who currently teach generally find it important to 

discuss Black Pete with their students. Interestingly, discussions related to racism noticeably illustrates 

teachers’ different perspectives of history (“Black Pete is not a slave” versus “Black Pete is inherently 

linked to slavery”) and their views on how to teach history (“History is a science, so my job is to be 

neutral” to “value-free education is impossible, I might as well be honest about what I stand for”). 

Overall, we see that respondents generally negate the relationship between historical racism and 

contemporary racism; they deny the legacy of slavery. 

 

White Teachers’ Views on White Privilege 

The concept of “white privilege” was not part of (former) teachers’ vocabulary and when it was brought 

up, they did not seem familiar with whiteness as a power structure. In a few cases, (former) teachers 

stated that they do not believe that white persons have privileges in Dutch society. These (former) 

teachers simply deny any existence of white privilege, because they feel that all people can succeed in 

life, if they just work hard enough. Most respondents, however, use vague terms to explain their views 

on white privilege. When I questioned whether they believe if white people have privileges in our 

society, (often apathetic) answers ranged from “perhaps”, “maybe”, “well, no, probably”, to “I guess, 

but we see that as normal”, etc. To explain their inconclusive reactions, the overwhelming majority of 

these respondents argue that they don’t feel that they are privileged, but at the same time refer to Dutch 

research on discrimination in the labor market toward people with a “foreign sounding” name. This 

example is the most used, and often only example of white people (who most respondents refer to as 

“People with a Dutch name”, which includes many Black Dutch) having more privileges in Dutch 

society. Like most of her undecided colleagues, Larissa states:  

 
Perhaps to a certain extent [whites are privileged in Dutch society], with little things like the job 

interviews, but you know, if you just work hard enough and comply with the conditions laid 

out… 

Larissa, “white”, age category: 40-49, teacher in the analysis period: 1998-2017. 

 

Again, only a few teachers, those who expressed more progressive and anti-racist beliefs throughout 

their interviews, argued without hesitation that white privilege is structural and salient in Dutch society. 
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Explaining Inequities 

 

Equal Opportunities in Dutch Education? 

In relation to educational contexts, I questioned whether all children are granted equal opportunities in 

Dutch education. (Former) teachers generally believe this was and still is the case. Although most 

respondents view schools as equal opportunity institutions, many argue that whether students seize these 

opportunities, depends on their willingness to work hard, their parents (are they interested? Do they 

teach children determination?) and their backgrounds (do students speak Dutch at home?). These 

respondents minimize teachers’ influence and believe that language and family dynamics are especially 

relevant. Willem, a former teacher, argues that some students could potentially have the capacity to be 

educated in higher levels of secondary education, but “at home they don’t speak Dutch”. Referring to 

Black children, he states:  

Lately I have seen more of a distinction between Surinamese and Antillean children. Surinamese 

children integrate more in terms of their behavior. Their parents stay together more often than 

Antillean parents. 

Willem, “white”, age category: 60-69, teacher in the analysis period: 1968-2017. 

 

He furthers that Surinamese people in the last years are acting more “as if they were someone that was 

just a normal Dutch person with a color”. While “Antillean children” he argues, are often raised by 

their grandmothers. “They have six or seven brothers and sisters, all of different fathers. That is a very, 

very different background to grow up in.” When I asked him if he felt that these children were 

underestimated because of others’ prejudices about their assumed backgrounds, he argued: “You can 

compare them to working-class children back in the day. They came in with a language deficit as well 

and had great difficulties.” Thus, this teacher does not only minimize people’s racialized ideologies and 

prejudiced perspectives, he also illustrates categorical thinking about students, which can potentially 

have affected them negatively. This discussion moreover demonstrates a common “it’s their own fault” 

perspective of teachers, which is mostly related to language. Agirdag, Van Avermaet, & Van Houtte 

(2013) argue that teachers have lower expectations of students of color and those from working class 

backgrounds, which is mainly activated by purported language deficiencies. Teachers, implicitly and 

explicitly relate speaking Dutch “correctly” (which implies white middle-class communication styles), 

to intelligence, capability, and achievement.  

Ultimately, the most coded way to talk about race, was through assuming language problems among 

Black and non-Black students of color, assuming low socio-economic status, and assuming a lacking 

support system among families of color. There were even teachers who mocked their students’ accents, 

which is what Feagin (2013) refers to as “racializing sounds”. One white teacher, Suzanne, states: 

“When white students support [a far-right political party] the other students are all like ‘what, what, 
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what… it’s racism!’ [mocking “Dutch-Moroccan” street slang].” Feagin (2013) argues that the white 

racial frame assumes language “problems”, which include both assumptions of incompetence in 

grammar as well as (non-Dutch) “accents”. The latter being something a number of the teachers have 

emphasized as something they found problematic. Especially the former teachers argue the importance 

of “being able to speak Dutch without an accent.” Gogolin (2002) states that European educational 

systems do not know how to deal with diversity of languages and cultural backgrounds, while linguistic 

differences may lead to exclusion and unequal access.  

A few other respondents, believe that children do not have equal opportunities in schooling. Two of the 

younger teachers, Daniel and Mark, argue that students’ opportunities depend on whether they go to a 

“good” or “bad” school, which they relate to the financial possibilities to hire “good” teachers. Mark 

states that so-called “black” schools generally do not have the best teachers. Former teacher Riet, also 

believe in individual accountability of teachers. 

 

Chances in education are not equal. We have dumb teachers teaching our children. Some are so 

dumb, and have so little empathy, and such a preference for certain groups, they shouldn’t be 

allowed to teach. The same goes for school management. 

Riet, “white”, age category: 70+, teacher in the analysis period: 1968-1997. 

 

Fortunately, a few (former) teachers have expressed beliefs that all educators can play a role in creating 

a more anti-racist environment, but, at the same time, acknowledge the collective effort needed for 

systemic change. Paul argues: “The educational system is rotten. It is not created for non-white 

students.” Another teacher, Marloes, states: “There is definitely inequality at our school. I think that I 

subconsciously play a role in this myself.” At the same time, Marloes very actively searches for ways 

to teach her students about white privilege and racial identity. Marloes was the only white respondent 

who actively discussed “race” and was struggling every day to search for ways to dismantle her own 

privileges. 

 
I invite guest lecturers, and mainly choose women of color, because many students have not 

listened to women of color before. That alone is an enormous gain. (..) I pay a lot of attention to 

racial identity. In my […] class, I discussed “identity” and I wrote down aspects of my own 

identity. I got some funny looks when I wrote down “white”. It actually felt like I was making 

them aware of whiteness as a racial identity. 

Marloes, “white”, age category: 18-29, teacher in the analysis period: 2008-2017. 

 

Overall, respondents think that schools are generally a level playing field, however, individual teachers 

or students (backgrounds and families) are blamed for differences in educational outcomes. This seems 

to be the only way that these respondents can comprehend differences in students’ achievements based 
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on ethnic and racial backgrounds, as they deny the system of whiteness as a problem in Dutch society 

and its institutions. This point of view matches the white racial frame and other dominant frames in 

society as a whole.  

 

CONCLUSIONS 
The data reveal that most (former) white teachers generally do not conceive of themselves as racial 

actors. Race is constantly dismissed as a signifier of difference. The findings show that three expressions 

of whiteness are to be distinguished in teachers’ narratives: (1) the normalization of whiteness while 

racializing the “other”, (2) the minimization of historical and contemporary racism and whiteness, and 

(3) the explanation of inequities by reference to factors that exclude racism. Through these expressions, 

(former) white teachers are constantly (re)constructing race. 

Another significant finding is that, all too often, (former) white teachers explain race through the white 

racial frame, that adapts to white norms and justifies or shapes racial inequalities. In these teachers’ 

discussions, their beliefs, narratives, feelings, reactions to images, reactions to language accents, and 

possible tendencies to discriminate become visible and largely corresponded with the white racial frame. 

This frame subconsciously forms many teachers’ views and reactions (even those of the more racially 

progressive teachers). The sub-frame in which whiteness is centered, is often expressed as a reasonable, 

logical perspective. At the same time, “others’” values, are often seen as a threat to Western culture, 

language mocking and racist joking persist, and the anti-Muslim sub-frame is explicitly expressed. The 

anti-Black sub-frame is conveyed implicitly, by the use of coded race language and cultural- and ethnic 

framing. More explicit dehumanization of Black people is expressed through stereotypical perspectives 

and racialized imaginations.  

One of the most interesting aspects of interviewing (former) white teacher respondents was the typical 

lack of awareness of their own frames, perspectives and narratives. Most found themselves to be free of 

what they understood as racism and white supremacy (an individual pathology and as an extremist 

historical concept) and could not comprehend other possible definitions to perceive these concepts.  

Furthermore, some of the (former) white teachers illustrate (overt) white fragility (through emotions and 

reactions like justification and downplay) when confronted with counter-narratives on race. The 

decentering of whiteness causes feelings of discomfort and (former) white teachers often respond 

predictably: by depending on color-blind frames in response to race talk. However, exceptions are 

always present, which illustrates that care is needed when talking about any racialized group as a 

collective. At the same time, it remains conceptually necessary to speak in terms of groupings, because 

racialized groups are positioned differently in society and deal with distinct outcomes because of it 

(Lewis, 2004). 

The conversations that I had with a number of respondents seemed to be one of few encounters they had 

with explicit “frontstage” race talk with a stranger (I realize that I’m making assumptions here), as it is 

easy for a white person to go through life without discussing race and racism. However, I do believe 
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that I am not being presumptuous, when I say that more encounters will be inevitable in our current 

socio-political climate. Therefore, it would not be surprising if we are transitioning toward a time in 

which the original color-blind racist frames are becoming less useful. 
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CHAPTER 5. Explorations of Racial 
Socialization and Racial Identifications 
among Black Students* 

 

The current chapter focuses on how racial socialization processes and racialized experiences in 

secondary schooling contexts inform former Black students’ self-perceived racial identities. Oral history 

interviews with 35 former students (N=19 Black respondents) reveal that schools send implicit and 

explicit proactive racial socialization messages through teachers’ ideologies and through textbooks, but 

also via racialized (often racist) experiences, such as disciplinary patterns, performance expectations, 

under-evaluations, and lack of interventions by staff in regard to microaggressions. These contextual 

influences create different spaces for white students and Black and non-Black students of color and 

inform students’ self-perceived sense of racial identity. Those who have experienced racism in 

secondary schooling and/or have received proactive racial socialization messages of cultural 

socialization, often display explicit expressions of racial identity. In contrast, respondents who reported 

to have solely received proactive racial socialization messages of color-blindness, silence about race, 

and egalitarianism (from teachers and textbooks) and were not confronted with explicit racism (or 

downplayed racist experiences), generally did not identify racially. 

                                                
* A slightly different version of this chapter will be submitted for review in an international peer-reviewed 
journal as: Sijpenhof, M. L. (under review). Forming the Racialized Self: Explorations of Racial Socialization 
and Racial Identifications among Black Students in Dutch Secondary Education (1968-2017). 
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INTRODUCTION 

The self is shaped considerably through environment. The way we see ourselves and place ourselves in 

a societal hierarchy is very much determined by our social context. We are pressured, persuaded, 

encouraged, developed, informed, and in other ways influenced by societal messages and experiences. 

These messages are largely systemic, meaning that they emerge from sources of socialization, such as 

the media, cultural values and norms, religion, the political system, the educational system, and other 

social institutions (all influencing each other as well). Also, understandings of ourselves and others are 

shaped by closely related agents of socialization, like parents, family members, teachers, mentors, and 

peers (Keith & Thompson, 2003; Lesane-Brown et al., 2005; Robbins et al., 2007). These socializing 

agents teach children social roles, behaviors, ideologies, rules, knowledge, etc. (Coard & Sellers, 2005). 

To date, most research on agents of socialization has been done to identify parental socialization in 

relation to race, especially regarding families of color in the US (Bowman & Howard, 1985; Boykin & 

Toms, 1985). In regard to the US, many parents of color, Black parents specifically, consciously spend 

time preparing their children for life in racist contexts (Coard et al., 2004; Coard & Sellers, 2005). Less 

studies have focused on origins of socialization taking place in other contexts, such as messages 

adolescents receive from interactions with peers and schools (Aldana & Byrd, 2015; Lesane-Brown et 

al., 2005), even though scholars have suggested that schools are important agents related to children’s 

racial attitudes, self-views, and racialized perspectives (e.g., Rowley et al., 2005; Smith, Atkins, & 

Connell, 2003; Tatum, 2017). While research on the content and impact of school racial socialization 

messages is still seriously lacking in the US (Hughes et al., 2011), the topic is completely un-interrogated 

in the Netherlands.  

In this chapter, I focus on two important features of school contexts that convey racialized information 

to students: teachers and textbooks. Using racial socialization as a framework helps examine educational 

contexts, foremost because of the - often - hidden messages that are conveyed in schools. With the 

intention to explore the impact of (hidden) messages on students’ racial identifications, I question: How 

do racialized experiences and racial socialization processes in secondary schooling through teachers 

and in textbooks, inform Black students’ self-perceived racial identifications?  

 

METHODS 
Scholars have stated that qualitative research methods, such as (oral history) interviews and content 

analysis of textbooks are especially needed in the effort to find information on racial socialization, 

because these methods can uncover phenomenological and contextual information (Aldana & Byrd, 

2015; Kalmus, 2003). Also, we have already considered that (experiential) knowledge through counter-

narratives is important in the methodological approach to study underrepresented points of view 

(Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). Therefore, the data for this study were obtained through the analysis of 35 

oral history interviews held with (former) students. The respondent group contains Dutch secondary 

school former students, who have studied (basic training) history (in different levels of schooling) in the 
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period between 1968-2017. Most of the selected former students (N=19), are perceived to be Black 

(importantly not all of these respondents identified as “Black” or identified in racialized terms). I chose 

to oversample for these respondents, because in most (Dutch) research, Black students are 

underrepresented or even silenced. Black people are generally more cognizant and knowledgeable of 

racism in their everyday experiences, although not all Black people have the framework to analyze 

experiential information (Bonilla-Silva, 2006). To contrast experiences of different groups of students, 

I additionally selected a smaller number of white and non-Black respondents of color to interview. I 

selected respondents who were schooled throughout the Netherlands54, in both urban as well as more 

rural areas. Respondents have mixed gender, ethnicity, racial, and social class backgrounds. All 

respondents have Dutch nationality. 

 

Table 9. Number of formal interviews with former students. 
 

 
 
 
The semi-structured oral history interviews were conducted by following an interview guide with topics 

and standardized questions prepared beforehand, which allows for both comparing responses, and gives 

room for narrative and in-depth information. The interview protocol included: (1) personal histories, (2) 

self-perceived racial identity beliefs, (3) school contexts (over a maximum of 50 years’ time), (4) 

curriculum and textbooks (experiences and changes over time), (5) views on whiteness, systemic racism, 

and white privilege (respondents’ self-perceived changes in their views over time)55, (6) racialized 

experiences or racism in secondary schooling (and in other contexts), and (7) self-perceived experiences 

with racial socialization. 

                                                
54 In one specific case, a respondent received Dutch education in a school in Curacao (a country in the Kingdom 
of the Netherlands).  
55 During the interviews, a set of statements about racial inequality and white privilege were proposed and a 
selection of racialized images and captions from the analyzed textbooks were presented. Respondents were asked 
to respond by giving their viewpoints on the matters. They were given time to discuss their perceptions of the 
statements and images/captions. 

Respondent 1968-1977 1978-1987 1988-1997 1998-2007 2008-2017 Total

Former Students
Black* 3 4 4 5 3 19
White** 3 1 1 1 3 9
Non-Black PoC*** 1 2 2 1 1 7

Total 7 7 7 7 7 35

* Surinamese; Surinamese-Indonesian; Surinamese-Dutch; Curaçaoan; Curaçaoan-Dutch;
Cape Verdean; Ethiopian-Dutch; Malawian-Dutch; Congolese-Ghanaian.

** Dutch; French-Dutch; Israelian-Dutch; Portuguese-Dutch; Greek-Dutch.
*** Indonesian; Turkish; Morrocan; Muslim from current Serbia; Javanese; Filipino. 
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To explore the research questions, I employed a Grounded Theory approach (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), 

which allowed me to work with minimal hypotheses. I used open, axial - moving from inductive to 

deductive coding – and selective coding techniques. 

 

Race-of-interviewer Effect 
A number of social scientists have challenged race and ethnic research, by insisting that 

interviewers/researchers and respondents should be racially matched. These studies have demonstrated 

that Black respondents are more agreeable and have the tendency to downplay racism when interviewed 

by white researchers, while white respondents tend to overemphasize their racial interests to researchers 

of color (Davis, 1997; Finkel, Guterbock, & Borg, 1991; Krysan & Couper, 2006). This line of research 

argues that the race-of-interviewer effect is significant, and mainly occurs in relation to Black 

participants who respond to race-related questions posed by white interviewers (Lawrence & Huffmon, 

2010). Most of these US studies, however, refer to survey research. Rhodes’ (1994) study is one of few 

race-of-interviewer studies that focus on qualitative interviews. The author argues that while Black 

people’s mistrust of whites is a general notion, white researchers can still acquire cultural competences 

to conduct and analyze the interview properly. White researchers need to acknowledge their own 

subjectivity and recognize that the data is interpreted from a Eurocentric and privileged perspective. 

Hence, in order to conduct the current research in a useful manner, it was important to thoroughly 

investigate my own subjectivity and consciously manage it. I acknowledged race (and gender, ethnicity, 

cultural background, class, etc.), mine as well as respondents’, to be pivotal to the research process and 

recognized that this has different meanings to different respondents.  

Most of the former Black students and other students of color seemed open and comfortable to share 

their racialized experiences and/or argue the opposite. In some cases, this became clear when 

respondents shifted from their professional jargon to more everyday language half-way in the 

conversation. I found that not shared key factors of identification were crucial in the interviewing 

process, but shared racialized basic understandings. During the interviews with former Black students, 

I was clear on my (academic) assumptions in regard to racism, to indicate that I would not undermine 

their experiences and to encourage respondents to speak openly. This technique has been proposed by 

scholars (O’Brien & Korgen, 2007), who argue that in interviewing subjects with other racial 

backgrounds, “the message” (racial ideology of the interviewer) is more meaningful than “the 

messenger” (the racial background of the interviewer).  

 

THEORY 

Due to the lack of Dutch literature in relation to racism in schooling, racial socialization, and identity 

formation, I turn to American studies on the topics.  
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Conceptualizations of Racial Socialization  

When racial socialization was proposed as a psychological concept, it was intended to study the 

transmission of messages that were communicated to Black children by their parents or caregivers to 

encourage positive identities and what it means to be Black (Anglin & Wade, 2007; Hughes et al., 2006). 

Also, the goal was to study the process of teaching Black children how to deal with people from other 

racialized backgrounds and protect them against the harmful effects of racism. Racial socialization was 

thus defined as a process that would help Black children to protect themselves in a racist society (Boykin 

& Toms, 1985; Stevenson, 1995; Thornton et al., 1990).  

A growing body of research has provided evidence that parental racial socialization, whether 

(un)intentional, subtle or overt, is essential for Black resilience to racism (e.g., Burt, Simons, & Gibbons, 

2012; Fischer & Shaw 1999; Neblett et al. 2006; 2008). Parents and caregivers are seen as the most 

influential agents through the process of racial socialization (Anglin & Wade, 2007; Hughes & Johnson, 

2001). Importantly, not all messages are expressed deliberately and not all messages are accepted and 

internalized by children (Hughes et al., 2011), among others, because children’s characteristics (such as 

cognitive abilities and knowledge) and background variables (such as ethnicity or gender) are crucial in 

their interaction with socializing agents.  

Although parental socialization generally focuses on children, adolescents receive an array of racialized 

information about what it means to be a member of a certain racialized group as well. Racial 

socialization messages are even transmitted more frequently toward older children than younger 

children (Hughes & Chen, 1997; McHale et al., 2006). Messages to adolescents are conveyed through 

direct and indirect socialization: explicit verbal communications, implicit messages, demonstrating 

behavior, and exposure (e.g., museums, books, food, etc.) (Coard et al., 2004; Hughes et al., 2011; Tseng 

& Seidman, 2007). To study the racial socialization of Black adolescents, Stevenson (1994) developed 

the Scale of Racial Socialization (SORS) for African American Adolescents. Racial socialization of 

Black adolescents, similar to Black children, is contended to be crucial in their ability to handle racism 

(Stevenson, Reed, Bodison, & Bishop, 1997). Again, missing is research focusing on racial socialization 

messages transmitted to Black children and adolescents in Europe.  

Much past research in the US, has analyzed racial socialization messages in general, but has overlooked 

specific types of messages. In the past couple of decades, more and more scholars have developed 

typologies to distinguish different types of messages parents give their Black children (e.g., Bowman & 

Howard, 1985; Hughes & Chen, 1997; Lesane-Brown et al., 2005). Although the themes of parental 

racial socialization are consistent in the body of literature, some distinctions in the content can be made. 

Bowman and Howard (1985), for example, have found five categories of parental racial socialization 

messages: no racial messages; racial pride; self-development orientation (promoting individual 

excellence); racial barrier awareness and coping strategies; and egalitarian views (emphasizing 

interracial equality). This taxonomy has been further adapted by multiple scholars (e.g., Stevenson, 

1994; Thornton et al., 1990).  
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Others have found related dimensions of parental racial socialization, that have been used extensively 

in later research (Hughes & Chen, 1999; Hughes et al., 2006; 2008). The first type of socialization 

message is cultural socialization, which refers to messages about home culture (knowledge, values, 

traditions, etc.) and racialized or ethnic heritage and history (Boykin & Toms, 1985; Hughes & Chen, 

1999; Thornton et al., 1990; Umaña-Taylor & Fine, 2004). A second type of socialization message is 

preparation for bias, which refers to the way in which parents prepare their children to deal with 

discrimination and racism. The third component is promotion of mistrust: parents’ cautions and 

messages of warning in dealing with people that do not share the same racialized background. 

Importantly, mistrust is not always communicated as straightforward advice (Hughes et al., 2006; 

Hughes & Chen, 1999). The fourth type of racial socialization message is egalitarianism and silence 

about race. This relates to the avoidance of race talk (silence about race) and the explicit promotion to 

focus on the individual (e.g., self-esteem, honesty, respect, hard work) instead of group membership. 

This type of socialization, which is referred to as mainstream socialization (Toms, 1985; in Demo & 

Hughes, 1990), encourages children to adjust to dominant culture and to establish a way in which 

children can behave that is valued in (white) society, where everybody is supposedly equal (egalitarian 

values).  

Stevenson (1994; Stevenson, Reed, Bodison, & Bishop, 1997) found that racial socialization messages 

received by adolescents consist of two underlying dimensions: (1) proactive racial socialization 

messages, and (2) protective racial socialization messages. The first encourages cultural and personal 

strengths (e.g., racial pride, cultural socialization, personal development regardless of race), while the 

latter promotes awareness of racism (e.g., preparation for bias, promotion of mistrust). Proactive racial 

socialization is said to be more prevalent when children are younger, while protective racial socialization 

occurs more frequently when children become adolescents (Barr & Neville, 2008).  

Studies have shown that Black individuals in the US, who received parental racial socialization 

messages were positively affected, for example through behavioral outcomes and psychological 

outcomes. Their self-esteems were influenced positively, their racial identifications were more 

developed, they exhibit positive group evaluations, they display positive emotional functioning and 

other positive psychological outcomes, lowered depression, increased anger management, better 

problem-solving skills, higher academic functioning, and fewer problem behaviors, etc. (Anglin & 

Wade, 2007; Bowman & Howard, 1985; Constantine & Blackmon, 2002; Demo & Hughes, 1990; 

Fischer & Shaw, 1999; Stevenson et al., 1995; Stevenson, Reed, Bodison, & Bishop, 1997; Thompson, 

1994). Thus, racial socialization is related to a number of outcome variables.  

Lately, more studies focus on the relationship between specific types of socialization messages and the 

specific outcomes (Hughes et al., 2011). Cultural socialization (racial socialization messages that, 

among others, communicate cultural values and beliefs) for example, has been found to play a 

fundamental role in the racial identity formation of youth (Bowman & Howard, 1985; Hughes & Chen, 

1997; Knight, Bernal, Garza, 1993; Thompson, 1994; Stevenson, 1994; Thornton et al., 1990). Also, 
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this cultural component of socialization has frequently been related to positive educational outcomes 

(Hughes et al., 2006; Huynh & Fuligni, 2008; Murry et al., 2009; Neblett et al., 2006). Another example 

of socialization is preparing children for bias. The outcomes of these messages, however, have been 

inconclusive. A number of studies illustrate that a lack of preparation for bias would influence youths’ 

internalizations of stereotypes, while others argue that overemphasis will affect youth negatively 

(Marshall, 1995). Some studies argue that preparation for bias reinforces self-efficacy and coping 

resources (Bowman & Howard, 1985; Brown & Krishnakumar, 2007; Hughes et al., 2011), while other 

studies have claimed the exact opposite, namely a lower self-efficacy and lower self-esteem (Huynh & 

Fuligni, 2008; Hughes et al., 2009). Also, research on egalitarian messages is indecisive. Egalitarianism 

has been linked with academic curiosity and less behavioral problems among Black children (Neblett et 

al., 2006). However, other studies found that race-less messages of racial socialization negatively affect 

Black boys academically (Mandara, 2006). In relation to white youth it was found that those who 

received egalitarian racial socialization messages have less ‘socio-emotional competence’ in their 

friendships with peers that come from other racialized backgrounds (Hughes et al., 2015; 2016). 

Although a majority of studies focus on parental racial socialization, similar messages may be 

communicated through other agents of socialization, such as peers and schools. Aldana and Byrd (2015) 

have used the four components of parental socialization (Hughes & Chen, 1999; Hughes et al., 2006; 

2008), namely cultural socialization, preparation for bias, promotion of mistrust, and egalitarianism 

and silence about race, to analyze educational socialization practices.  

In schooling, cultural socialization refers to the messages students receive about their racialized or 

ethnic heritage and history through curriculum, textbooks or teachers; for example, when students are 

encouraged to participate in projects like Black history month. Preparation for bias in schooling may 

include racism awareness training and other forms of instructions concerning racism (institutional and 

individual) that teach students to challenge injustices, for example, by teaching students the relationship 

between historical racism and its contemporary effects. These types of instruction, may consist of 

specific preparation for students who are subject to racism or are likely to encounter bias and stereotypes. 

Promotion of mistrust may also be a part of socialization in schooling, mostly through covert practices, 

and less through active socialization by school socializing agents. Aldana and Byrd (2015) indicate that 

racialized phenomena like segregation and academic tracking are examples of this tacit promotion of 

mistrust among students. Egalitarianism and silence about race are the most mainstream socialization 

messages transmitted in US schooling, in which students are taught that individual characteristics prevail 

over racialized group membership (Aldana & Byrd, 2015). In contexts where these egalitarian and race-

less messages are dominant, racial identities are minimized. Furthermore, when race is silenced, no 

discussions are conducted or knowledge is shared and the importance of race is denied. These messages 

are similar to the effects of color-blind socialization messages, however they are conceptually different, 

because individuals who promote egalitarianism and silence about race may in fact recognize that racism 

exists. Those who display color-blind ideologies, generally minimize or deny racism. Therefore, Aldana 
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& Byrd (2015) add color-blind socialization messages as components of racial socialization. With this 

outline of differentiated socialization messages the current chapter analyzes racial socialization through 

textbooks and teachers’ ideologies, to indicate which type of racial socialization messages are conveyed 

to students in the Dutch context.  

 

Racial Identity 
Racial identity is the meaning that individuals attach to their racialized group membership. How 

important is race in their sense of self? Helms (1990) explains racial identity as the process of 

examination. Individuals examine whether they personally identify with the racialized group(s) that they 

are generally attributed to by society, based on their appearance. Racial identity is thus often determined 

by others’ ascriptions of who they think a person is or is not (Penuel & Wertsch, 1995). Racial identity 

formation refers to the process of defining and connecting meaning to the personal feeling of belonging 

(affected by others) to a certain racialized group (Ford & Harris, 1997). How individuals understand 

their identities is contextual, subjective, and may shift in time. Racial identity theorists argue that racial 

identity formation processes exist in places where race and racism are crucial elements in society 

(Lawrence & Tatum, 1999). If someone’s membership to a certain racialized group is an important 

aspect of the social positioning and the way others view this person, racial identity formation should be 

a fundamental field of study.  

A similar process of formation exists in relation to a closely related aspect of identity, namely ethnic 

identity formation. Racial identity and ethnic identity are often used synonymously, however, as 

mentioned, race and ethnicity are two different concepts (but very much intertwined). While ethnic 

identity is the subjective identification as a member of an ethnic group or more ethnic groups, racial 

identity is the subjective identification with a group that does not biologically exist, but is racialized by 

society as a group regardless (Cokley, 2007). Although these concepts have different meanings, many 

individuals do not separate race from ethnicity within their own identifications (Cross & Cross, 2008).  

Ultimately, it is important to realize that racial identities are complex and develop differently in distinct 

contexts. In which country, city or neighborhood did someone grow up? Which parent(s) raised them? 

Was the person adopted (and by who)? Who were their peers? Did they go to a predominantly 

white/Black/diverse school? How do others categorize the individual? Also, intersectionality is 

important here as well. Was one identity most salient? For example, someone’s sexual identity may be 

considered most prominently present in their personal identification process during adolescence. Thus, 

the concepts that will be discussed in the current chapter are used for general sense making, again 

acknowledging that these concepts were created for the American context. Due to the emphasis on Black 

racial identity formation (instead of ethnic identities) of former Black students, I will first explore 

different models of Black identity formation. Because a small number of the respondents that I often 

refer to as “Black” in the sample, have biracial (or multiracial) backgrounds (Black and white or Black 

and Asian), I will shortly discuss a model of the biracial identity formation process as well. 
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Black Racial Identity 

In psychological scholarship in the US, racial identity of Black persons has been widely studied and has 

two very different, but complementary traditions. The first tradition is the mainstream approach of racial 

identity formation, which has its roots in the work of Allport (1954; Clark & Clark, 1939; Gaines & 

Reed, 1995). Allport argued that to function in society, Black people needed to either give up or deflate 

their self-concept or discredit (racist) society as a whole. Thus, the assumption that self-hatred was an 

important part of Black people’s concept of the self, was key in early work of mainstream racial identity 

researchers (Cross, 1991; Sellers et al., 1998). The mainstream approach focuses on general 

understandings of the structures of identity. Also, the mainstream approach has provided studies on 

social contexts in which specific group identities are most significant or attainable and which 

implications group identity have for the perceptions of “others” (Sellers et al., 1998). This approach has 

little regard for specific cultural, ethnic or racial group experiences and their histories with oppression. 

Thus, since the 1960s, (mainly Black) psychologists have criticized the mainstream approach because 

its lack of consideration for the importance of cultural experiences. Their approach has its roots in the 

work of Du Bois (1903). Du Bois acknowledged the importance of racial oppression in the views of the 

self, but also emphasized positive cultural influences of Blackness. Thus, Du Bois countered Allport’s 

idea of the salience of self-hatred in Black identities in American society. The tradition based on Du 

Bois’ work, referred to as the underground approach (Gaines & Reed, 1995), was dedicated to share 

knowledge on what it means to be Black in relation to the history of oppression, but also related 

individual meanings of Blackness to cultural experiences (Baldwin, 1984; Constatine et al., 1998; 

Sellers et al., 1998). Baldwin (1984) for example, suggested a framework that individuals’ identification 

with Blackness and the identification with society as a whole stand at opposite ends of a continuum 

(Sellers et al., 1998). This approach assumes that in spite of oppressions, positive experiences of being 

Black help shape a positive Black identity without internalizing white racial frames.  

The most widely used underground model of Black racial identity is the ‘Nigrescence56 model’, 

advanced by Cross (1971; 1991). The model describes identity stages that African Americans experience 

to construct a healthy racial identity, which are influenced by racial socialization. Cross (1991) has 

altered his model decades later, attempting to include diversity and multiplicity of Blackness (because 

critics argued that the original model simplified Black identity) (Duncan, 2005; Mama, 1995). In the 

first stage of the Nigrescence model, pre-encounter, people do not believe race is a crucial part of their 

identities, either by focusing on other aspects of their identity which they find more relevant (e.g., gender 

or sexuality) or by overemphasizing whiteness. In this stage, Black individuals have internalized racist 

beliefs, may seek acceptance from whites and distance themselves from other Black people. In the 

                                                
56 Nigrescence refers to “the process of becoming Black” (Bailey-Fakhoury, 2014, p. 57).  
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second stage, encounter, Black individuals are forced to acknowledge the salience of race by 

experiences with racism or one intense racial experience. Here, individuals are urged to start viewing 

themselves as racial beings and to reconsider their racial identity. In the third stage, immersion/emersion, 

Black people will avoid whiteness and are consciously searching for Black symbols, history, and culture. 

But, these individuals have not yet internalized cultural values and norms. In the fourth stage, 

internalization, individuals become secure with their racial identities and themselves. They reach a 

milder view on race. At this point, they become more willing to build meaningful relationships with 

whites (and non-Black persons of color). The final stage, internalization-commitment, includes a 

positive sense of Black racial identity and contains a component of taking action toward the 

advancement of Black communities.  

 

In reaction to the mainstream and underground approaches, Sellers et al. (1998) introduced the 

Multidimensional Model of Racial Identity (MMRI), which is a combination of the approaches and 

other racial identity research. MMRI is widely used in quantitative research and operationalized by the 

Multidimensional Inventory of Black Identity (MIBI). With MMRI, four dimensions of Black racial 

identity are introduced. The authors state that each of these dimensions correspond with different 

manifestations of racial identity. MMRI is based on a number of assumptions: 1) identities are both fluid 

(influenced by context) as well as stable properties of individuals, 2) individuals have a number of 

identities that they themselves rank in order, 3) individuals’ assessments of their identities are viewed 

as most valuable indicators as opposed to the perceptions imposed by society, and 4) MMRI is interested 

in the status of individuals’ racial identities at a certain moment in their lifespan, instead of different 

premeditated stages of development (Sellers et al., 1998). Important here is that MMRI does not propose 

a premeditated view on what is or is not a good/healthy racial identity. Based on these assumptions, 

Sellers et al. (1998) offer four dimensions that provide us with ways to address “the significance and 

the qualitative meaning of race in the self-concepts of African Americans” (p. 24).  

The first two dimensions focus on the qualitative meaning of race: (1) Racial salience is “the mediating 

process between the more stable characteristics of identity and the way individuals construe and behave 

in specific situations” (Sellers et al., 1998, p. 25). Thus, racial salience refers to the importance 

individuals connect to race when they define their self-concept within specific situations. Racial salience 

emphasizes that people’s concepts of the racial self are, among other things, influenced (and can 

fluctuate) by the social context and particular events taking place. (2) Centrality of identity is the extent 

to which individuals define themselves according to race. Racial centrality is relatively constant across 

different situations and contexts. Therefore, centrality addresses individuals’ perceptions of race 

(relative to other key aspects of identity) within their definitions of the self. This core identity is self-

perceived and thus the assumptions and meanings of race entail different things for different individuals. 

The last two dimensions focus on individuals’ meanings of being Black. (3) Racial regard refers to the 

extent in which individuals feel associated with and have positive or negative feelings toward other 
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Black people. This dimension contains a public as well as private element. The private element addresses 

individuals’ positive/negative views of other Black people as well as their positive/negative views 

toward their own group membership. The public element focuses on individuals’ perceptions of the way 

others positively/negatively view Black people. Private and public regard are generally a result of 

received racial socialization messages (Demo & Hughes, 1990; Stevenson, 1995). (4) Ideology refers to 

the individuals’ ideologies on how Black people in general should conduct themselves in society. This 

dimension consists of four prevailing philosophical paradigms, that highlight different characteristics of 

racial identity formation: the nationalist ideology, the oppressed minority ideology, the assimilationist 

ideology, and the humanist ideology. The nationalist ideology highlights the Black experience (such as 

the experience with oppression) as distinctive from other groups and demonstrates preference for Black 

environments and supporting other Blacks. This ideology may emerge from resistance or awareness of 

Black culture and achievement. The oppressed minority ideology finds all minorities’ experiences with 

oppression comparable (e.g., oppressions of other persons of color or LGBTQ+) and thus argues that 

social change is to be achieved through alliances with these minority groups. The assimilationist 

ideology focuses on the assimilation to mainstream society. It does not mean that people who hold this 

ideology do not feel that change is needed, but they generally do this from within the system. People 

who express the humanist ideology portray the commonalities among all humans. Race is viewed to be 

less important in everyday life.  

Sellers et al. (1998) argue that these dimensions are autonomous and the single dimensions should not 

be seen as synonyms for racial identity, but should be seen as different aspects or expressions of racial 

identity. Thus, individuals’ experiences with racial identification are not seen as a linear process, which 

makes MMRI more inclusive to multiple experiences and identities. Considering the fact that MMRI as 

a model can also contribute to the understanding of someone’s racial identity formation at certain points 

in time, this model could accommodate to retrieve thorough insight on Black racial identity of 

respondents in the current study.  

Sellers et al. (1998) use the term “Black” as well as “African American”, to indicate the multiplicity of 

Blackness in the US (e.g., Black immigrants from Africa have different cultural backgrounds than 

descendants of enslaved Africans). Those who are generally racially socialized in the US are regarded 

as African American (Sellers et al., 1998). Thus, there are multiple definitions of what it means to be 

Black in the US. This is important because the qualitative meaning of race is different for diverse groups, 

as their cultural and historical experiences differ. Sellers et al. (1998) have thus created the MMRI 

framework to examine racial identities of Black Americans/African Americans, not focusing on other 

racial-ethnic groups. However, some studies have used aspects of the model to analyze other group 

identities (e.g., Johnson et al., 2005). Generally, application of this model in other national contexts has 

not been taken into account (Verkuyten & Brug, 2002). Applying parts of the model to study racial 

identity formation of Black people in the Dutch context (ranging from those from former Dutch colonies 

to (new) migrants), is therefore handled carefully in the current chapter.  
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Biracial Identity 

Biracial identities of people who have a Black parent and a parent with another racialized background 

are perhaps even more complex than Black identities, because they have multiple racial identity options, 

which differ per context or location. It becomes even more complex when you consider that one’s racial 

identity is strongly related to others’ perceptions. For example, how is someone’s racial identity affected 

if they identify as Black, but is not considered to be Black (white, Asian, etc.) by others, solely based 

on appearance? Rockquemore and Laszloffy (2005) present the Continuum of Biracial Identity Model 

and argue that biracial persons (in their study they focus on people with one Black parent and one white 

parent) may place themselves “along a blending continuum” (p. 5) instead of being self-categorized as 

an individual with a single racial identity: “Each pole of the continuum represents the singular racial 

identification of a child’s parents” (p. 5). In 2007, Rockquemore further developed the concept and 

worked with Brunsma to appoint four types of racial identities of biracial people. The first identity is 

the singular identity, where a person identifies exclusively as Black or white. This is often related to 

societal perceptions. The second identity is the border identity, where Blackness and whiteness are both 

integrated. This biracial identity is accepted by members of society when someone’s physical features 

are clearly biracial or white-like and often relate to people who move through white social networks. 

The third is the protean identity, which relates to individuals who shift back and forth between Black, 

white or biracial identities. The final identity is the transcendent identity, that refers to the refusal to be 

categorized. This final identification is mostly held by those who are validated as (largely) white, 

meaning that their race is not often questioned by other members in society (Tatum, 2017). 

 

FINDINGS 
Building on this literature, a key purpose of this chapter is to offer an account of how racial experiences 

and racial socialization messages in school contexts (through teachers and in textbooks) have affected 

Black (former) students’ (including biracial students’) racial identifications. I will first shortly discuss 

Black respondents self-perceived parental racial socialization, as it will give us some insight on the 

primary socialization received. Although a detailed discussion of parental racial socialization (and other 

racial socialization apart from schooling) is beyond the scope of the study, respondents have repeatedly 

brought up their views and experiences around this topic. This will be followed by an inquiry of the 

ways in which Black respondents report to be influenced by negative racial socialization messages 

through racialized experiences in schooling contexts. Furthermore, school racial socialization, through 

teachers and in textbooks, will be discussed. Finally, I will conclude with the implications for Black 

students’ racial identifications. 
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Parental Racial Socialization 

While growing up, parental socialization messages have informed respondents’ racialized experiences 

and identification processes. Like we have seen in the racial socialization literature, racial influencing 

involves parental instruction about racism in society through proactive and protective messages. Many 

Black parents thus offer explicit messages to their children to protect and prepare them for negative 

experiences in society. Most Black respondents in the sample, report to have had little explicit discussion 

about racism with their parents and argue that much socialization has been shared implicitly, in the form 

of ethnic values, norms, and beliefs. Thus, in a way, ethnic socialization messages were more prominent. 

Even so, a number of Black respondents argue that these directions were meant to deal with the dominant 

(white Dutch) group in society. One specific overt parental protective message that was reported fairly 

often, is the instruction to work hard as a means to deal with inequality in society. This racial barrier 

message is mostly transmitted through very similar language: “You have to work twice as hard …”, 

which was mostly mentioned by Black respondents with a Surinamese background (Esajas, 2017). This 

message is meant to prepare children for bias and teach them how to navigate racialized environments 

where whiteness is centered. At the same time, it potentially teaches children values of individualism 

and exceptionalism. 

 

My father, he always told me: “Boy, you have to work twice as hard, because you are different, 

you have another cultural background, you are [names ethnicity]. So, you have to work twice as 

hard to show that you can do it too, because when they have to choose between a Dutch person 

[white] and you, they will always choose a Dutch native [white].” 

Calvin, “Black”, age category: 30-39, level of secondary education: havo, student in the 

analysis period: 1988-1997. 

 

In some cases, respondents received similar protective messages, without displaying individualism or 

exceptionalism. In these instances, the messages lean toward promotion of mistrust, but at the same time 

emphasize the need to get along with white people (adaptive messages). 

 

(…) At a young age, I knew: I am not Dutch. My mother said: You are from [names ethnicity]. 

People here, they know it. They will never see you as a Dutch person. So, I knew to keep an eye 

out for that. My mother said: “You have to be good with Dutch people, but you are not one of 

them. The system is out to get you.” When I was 15 years old, I started reading more about 

history and it changed my mindset. I’d fallen into the trap of vmbo, which meant that I had to 

work my way up. When you go to vmbo, you feel a sense of shame, you are in the lowest level. 

Eventually you put up a shield. I hung out on the streets and didn’t even care. But, at a certain 

point, I met new people, they were self-employed and this changed my mindset. I found a way 

to move up. I left my old friends behind and aimed for a whole other life. School has taught me 

nothing. (…) At home, we discussed African history. You should see my house, there are books 
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everywhere. We especially have many books about [colonial history] and also documentaries 

(…) stuff I didn’t learn at school. African music has given me a spark, but I was 15 years old 

when I really started learning about African culture and history. And receiving that information, 

seeing images, it created a sense of anger that was necessary for me to go out and search for 

more information. 

Kwame, “Black”, age category: 18-29, level of secondary education: vmbo, student in the 

analysis period: 1998-2017. 

 

This quote is interesting as it illustrates the steps some respondents take in their process toward a positive 

self-identification, which for Kwame was an outcome of socializing messages transmitted by peers and 

caregivers. In regard to his school context, Kwame argues that he was put into a situation, in which he 

felt deviant and ashamed. It took a sense of anger and the presence of role models, to change his 

interpretations and to learn how to deal with his self-expressed mistrust toward society. An important 

element here is cultural socialization, the supply of learning resources related to ethnic heritage and 

history. Cultural socialization, like exposing children to literature or taking them to museums, are 

proactive messages that instill pride and encourage positive identifications to a specific ethnic or 

racialized group (Neblett et al., 2009).  

In a 1990 study, Demo and Hughes found that racial pride messages and parental messages that 

emphasize getting along with white people are related to “feelings of closeness to other Blacks” and 

stronger support for “Black separatism” (p.371). Thus, introducing children to specific cultural 

phenomena that may encourage pride, like music and other home culture messages, such as knowledge, 

values, and traditions, often encourages positive group feelings. The latter was mentioned by a number 

of respondents. However, they felt that their ethnic and cultural backgrounds were much more instilled 

than racialized messages, both explicitly as well as implicitly. 

 

I grew up in a revolutionary family. Cape Verde was a colony of Portugal until 1975 and my 

whole family was in the resistance. I remember having the Portuguese secret service at our door. 

Our house was the center of activities so I have been fed with this information since I was young.  

Amilcar, “Black”, age category: 50-59, level of secondary education: mavo, student in the 

analysis period: 1978-1987. 

 

The following respondent, Hugo, explains that cultural socialization messages were generally more 

racialized than ethnic in his childhood residence. 
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At home, the protest against apartheid [was supported]. Martin Luther King was a hero in our 

home. The Black Panthers and the Olympics of 1968. All of that was important. We had a flag 

of [country] (…) That was our playing field and without using many words, I realized that all of 

these things were relevant in our lives.  

Hugo, “Biracial”, age category: 60-69, level of secondary education: havo and vwo, 

student in the analysis period: 1968-1977. 

 

A number of Black respondents mention that their parents had never really talked about race and racism 

or in their opinions hadn’t given it much thought at all. Some respondents felt that their parents had 

internalized racism to a point that they themselves categorized too much (e.g., colorism), sometimes 

explicit and often implicit. Others suggest that while their parents may have internalized racism, they 

also implicitly shared protective messages, like promotion of mistrust. 

 

My mom was way too busy taking care of everyone and working. But I have learned early in life 

that you have to be happy to be here, not be a burden, not to be difficult. Don’t burden white 

people. Yes, I have been taught to have a submissive attitude. […] Dutch [white] children learn 

to talk back. But I, even today, I won’t respond to unpleasant [racial] situations. It’s crazy. I 

sometimes wish I could say something, but at the same time I still hear my mother say: “don’t 

let them in on your thoughts”, “if these Dutch people ask you what you think of Black Pete, don’t 

tell them”, “be happy that you are doing so well and make sure they can’t take it away from 

you”. I really started noticing that my upbringing is closely related to Dutch paternalism during 

colonialism and slavery.  

Jason, “Black”, age category: 40-49, level of secondary education: mavo and havo, student 

in the analysis period: 1978-1997. 

 

While Black respondents report that adaptive parental socialization messages were not uncommon, we 

see that protective socialization messages were also somewhat present. Interestingly, biracial 

respondents (with white mothers) generally received less protective socialization messages, but were in 

fact more guided by proactive messages such as color-blind messages, egalitarian messages, and the 

importance of adjusting to mainstream culture and values. 

 

My parents made ground rules. You learn Dutch and we are raising you Dutch.  

Negasi, “Biracial”, age category: 18-29, level of secondary education: vwo, student in the 

analysis period: 1998-2007. 

 

The belief that assimilation and/or integration is a crucial factor to succeed in Dutch society is a recurrent 

theme in a number of interviews. Leeman (2007) found that this perspective has generally become more 

important in the Netherlands after the murder of Pim Fortuyn in 2002 and the shift from more liberal 

and social politics toward more nationalistic views. It is not uncommon that Black respondents 
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(especially younger respondents) are affected by assimilationist ideologies combined with egalitarian 

messages that they have received by parents and society.  

 

Overall, respondents generally report that parental racial socialization consists of both protective as well 

as proactive messages. These messages are often implicit. Protective messages contain preparation for 

bias (“work hard”), counter-stereotype messages (“always be on time”) and promotion of mistrust 

messages (“beware of what you say around white people”). Proactive racial socialization messages were 

shared by parents through egalitarian messages (“we are all equal”), color-blind messages (“race is not 

important”), adaptive messages, and silence. While cultural socialization messages are reported as well, 

these are not often communicated in racialized terms. Moreover, explicit negative racial socialization 

messages that reinforce racialization were said to be conveyed in a tacit manner, for example by favoring 

light-skinned children over dark-skinned siblings or family members. 

 

Racialized Experiences in Schooling 
To understand how students are racially socialized in schooling, we must first understand what their 

racialized experiences are in these same contexts, because socialization occurs, among others, through 

(the possibility of) racism. A few former Black students argue that they have not dealt with racism in 

schooling contexts, however the majority of Black respondents (and non-Black respondents of color) 

argue that racism is ingrained in Dutch society and thus in their school contexts. What are these 

former students experiences with racism and how are they protected or prepared to deal with these 

experiences?  

 

Academic Tracking 

All of the Black respondents reflected on their experiences with academic tracking. Tracking is a 

practice of grouping students in different educational levels based on merit. In the Netherlands, early 

selection of students’ academic ability in primary school (through a national standardized test, the CITO 

exam, that is combined with teachers’ recommendations) and sometimes in secondary school (through 

a ‘bridge year’), is used to assign students into different tracks. Parents may appeal the teachers’ 

decision, however their successes to do so are often related to their socio-economic status, language 

abilities, and knowledge of the Dutch educational system. These tracks prepare students for lower 

vocational training MBO (pre-vocational secondary education: vmbo / mavo, 4 years of secondary 

school), for vocational college HBO (general secondary education: havo, 5 years of secondary school), 

or for university WO (pre-university education: vwo – athenaeum or gymnasium, 6 years of secondary 

school). In the period between 1968 to 1999, the pre-vocational training consisted of preparatory 

vocational education (vbo), lower vocational education (lbo), general secondary education (mavo), and 

special education. Since 1999, these forms of education have been combined to vmbo, which itself 

consists of four sub-tracks: theoretical program (theoretische leerweg or mavo), combined program 
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(gemengde leerweg), basic vocational program (kaderberoepsgerichte leerweg), and practical program 

(basisberoepsgerichte leerweg). Some students within these programs are provided learning support 

(leerwegondersteunend onderwijs). Also, forms of practical, on-the-job training occurs (voortgezet 

speciaal onderwijs). 

Importantly, students have the possibility to move from the least selective (“lower”) track to the most 

selective (“higher”) track. Students, who take a long path through different tracks in secondary school 

and higher education, are referred to as “mountain climbers”. These students, for example, are placed 

in the “lower” tracks of vmbo, but end up with a bachelor’s or master’s degree. In 2016 and 2017, less 

than 10 percent of all students was considered a mountain climber (CBS, DUO, & OCW, 2017).57 

Research has found that students with “non-western migration” backgrounds are more likely to become 

mountain climbers, often initiating in “lower” tracks (Inspectie van het Onderwijs, 2018). We generally 

see that climbing the mountain of the educational system is mostly achieved through higher education 

(mbo – hbo – university) rather than secondary education. The possibility to be admitted to a “higher” 

track is strongly depended on school policy and schools have the freedom to admit or reject students 

who want to transfer to “higher” tracks (and don’t always stick to their own policies to do so). One of 

the reasons is that schools often depend on the public data concerning the quality of education (outcomes 

of schooling), and therefore may be strict as to which students they move up to “higher” tracks. Thus, 

while Dutch secondary education provides the possibility to move up in tracks, not everybody with the 

potential to do so actually achieves this. The initial placement in a track by a primary school teacher can 

therefore have far-reaching consequences for students, even though some level of correction takes place 

in secondary and higher education.  

The practice of tracking is often argued to be objective, however studies indicate that the Netherlands 

displays, socio-economic, ethnic and racialized patterns in the placement of students in tracks, not 

considering the test scores.58 For example, some studies argue that people of color are disproportionately 

overrepresented and placed in lower tracks and underrepresented in higher tracks, resulting in lower 

college attendance (e.g., Gramberg 1998; Van Ours & Veenman 2003; Van de Werfhorst & Van 

Tubergen 2007; Weiner, 2016). This often results in segregation within schooling environments. 

Especially considering the fact that students who follow the “lower” tracks, are often physically 

separated in different buildings from those in “higher” tracks. Students therefore often experience highly 

racialized segregation in their schools through tracking. 

                                                
57 This information from 2016, is based on a Dutch cohort study (started in 2004-2007). There is no prior 
information on mountain climbers in the Dutch educational system. 
58 The percentages of differences in tracking have not changed much since earlier years (while the percentage of 
students of color has increased, they usually have increased more in “lower” tracks), but differ greatly depending 
on location. In the urban areas, we see a much larger percentage of Black and non-Black students of color in the 
lower tracks in comparison to non-urban areas (Inspectie van het Onderwijs, 2018).  
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Respondents in the current study mentioned similar experiences. Some Black respondents (or non-Black 

respondents of color) who have been placed (or moved their way up to) “higher” tracks sometimes felt 

isolated and had to deal with (subtle) microaggressions from their peers. However, respondents 

generally accept the differences in tracking as just the way things are. Similar to what Hughes et al. 

(2011) suggest in the US, racialized tracking may be viewed by students as “natural and expected” 

(p.113) occurrences. Other research has shown that these occurrences may shape students’ academic 

views of themselves (e.g., Agirdag, van Avermaet, & van Houtte, 2013).  

Thus, a number of Dutch studies have shown that students without a migration background (generally 

white students) are more often placed in appropriate tracks in comparison to students with a non-western 

migration background (Black and non-Black students of color). The latter group of students change 

tracks (both upward as well as downward) more often than the former group. The reason given by the 

Dutch education inspectorate (Inspectie van Onderwijs, 2018) is that perhaps it is more difficult to give 

students with a non-western migration background, especially first generation migrants, an appropriate 

recommendation, as their believed language deficit is said to camouflage their actual learning abilities. 

These conclusions indicate, at the very least, that assumed language problems have negative 

consequences for Black and non-Black students of color. The education inspectorate fails to take into 

account teachers’ and schools’ possible underestimation of these students in general (which may 

certainly be of influence).  

Furthermore, Black and non-Black students of color drop out of school more often than their white peers 

(including those with a western migration background) (Crul & Holdaway, 2009; De Graaf & Van 

Zenderen, 2009; Inspectie van Onderwijs, 2018; Kalmijn & Kraaykamp 2003). A study by Kalmijn & 

Kraaykamp (2003) demonstrated that students from Mediterranean (“Moroccan”, “Turkish”) and 

Caribbean (“Surinamese”, “Antilleans”) are about three times more likely to drop out of secondary 

school as opposed to Dutch (white) children. Kalmijn and Kraaykamp (2003) additionally found that 

white Dutch children who underachieve in school, are more likely to move to “lower” tracks, as opposed 

to Black and non-Black students of color who are more likely to completely drop out of school. In the 

2018 study of the Dutch education inspectorate, the writers suggest that perhaps teachers do not assist 

students with a non-Western migration background (and their assumed language deficits) adequately or 

that these students are affected by their parents, who are generally less educated and thus have fewer 

resources (Kalmijn & Kraaykamp, 2003). Their parents would make less use of (costly) educational 

opportunities outside of the school, like tutoring, which is often used by students in “higher” tracks (De 

Geus & Bisschop, 2017).  

Similar to this, segregation through tracking is strongly related to socio-economic status of parents. 

Dutch students with highly educated parents score highest on exams, followed by white students of less 

educated parents and those who have one parent of Dutch (white) decent, followed by students with two 

parents that immigrated to the Netherlands. Within the latter group, students of Surinamese descent 

(Black and non-Black students of color) perform better than students of Turkish and Moroccan descent, 
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which is again said to be related to language problems (Ledoux, Smeets, & Veen, 2005; Leeman, 2007; 

Weiner, 2016) and socio-economic factors (Blok, 2004).  

 

In the current study, less than half of the respondents of color, felt that they were placed in tracks that 

did not match their ability at the time. Marilena, one of the younger respondents, offers her own personal 

experiences with tracking. 

The first year of secondary school I went to havo. [In primary school] there was a problem with 

my CITO exam. There was a code on the exam-sheet and two of these codes were swapped. So, 

a boy had my exam-sheet and I had his. What happened was, we had finished the test and there 

was no time left, so she [the teacher] had filled in the rest [of the sheet]. That boy had a score of 

518 for his test CITO and for the final CITO he had supposedly had a 543. I now had a supposed 

lower score of 537, while my test CITO was 543. So, my parents went to the school because this 

boy was tracked to vwo, while I was sent to mavo/havo. My parents were furious. (I: How did 

you find out?) [respondent explains that her teacher had admitted to the mistake] (I: Did she 

change the advice?) She thought that, despite the exam, it [mavo/havo] fit me better, while she 

wanted to give him a chance. (I: What was his background?) Dutch [white], my parents were 

really upset. (I: Did they discuss it with the teacher). Yes, they had a few talks. My mother 

believes that it was done on purpose. My father said: “You know what, go to havo, we’ll send 

you to a bridging class and you’ll show them that you belong in the vwo.” And that is what I did, 

and it all worked out. But I wasn’t happy with the process. (I: what do you know about the boy?) 

He flunked and eventually went to vmbo-kader. 

Marilena, “Black”, age category: 18-29, level of secondary education: vwo, student in the 

analysis period: 2008-2017. 

 

Many parallel stories were told by respondents. An important resemblance in these stories is 

respondents’ perspectives on how teachers view their students. Respondents argue that even with higher 

scores on assessments, they were often under-evaluated for not having the “right” attitude or for not 

having a “vwo-mentality” (Nwabuzo, 2016). Only in a very small number of cases, respondents agreed 

with teachers’ assessment and stated that perhaps their mentality was not sufficient for “higher” tracks. 

Although respondents generally did not find evidence of explicit racism related to evaluations or 

intentional favoritism by teachers, they did believe that the interactions and decision-making seemed 

racialized. David, for example, argues:  
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I try not to relate my experiences to race, or at least, I try not to relate racial experiences to 

myself. But some things, are just weird, I had a score of 550 [which is the highest possible CITO 

score] but was tracked to a lower level. The principle didn’t think that I would “fit” in that 

environment (…) I don’t like to speculate on why he would think that, though.  

David, “Biracial”, age category: 30-39, level of secondary education: vwo, student in the 

analysis period: 1998-2007. 

 

Overall, teachers’ under-evaluation and negative performance expectations combined with preferential 

treatment of white peers, are identified as some of the most exclusionary experiences in secondary 

school.  

 

I noticed that teachers had less patience with me. I also experienced being underestimated. (…) 

I never realized at the time that my or perhaps culturally determined extravert behavior would 

disadvantage me and my study progress. (…) I also think that the other students underestimated 

us. The whole group of students that came to this [predominantly white] school from the 

[predominantly Black] primary school… a number of them were sent to vmbo, but at a certain 

point we got worse grades and I noticed that we were rebelling against the school, more because 

of how we were treated than not being able to learn. It was like: “I don’t feel at home here, fuck 

you, I am not going to class.” Of course, puberty was relevant as well. But when I look at that 

group now, we were with ten students, two of them took a wrong path, but five of them have one 

or two university degrees, one became a pilot and another I work with on a youth program.  

Gio, “Black”, age category: 30-39, level of secondary education: havo, student in the 

analysis period: 1998-2007. 

 
Much like Gio, other respondents refer to the tracks they and their classmates were placed in, and 

compare this to the path they have taken in life, often giving examples of upward mobility among these 

former Black students. Also, Gio’s example of how being underestimated became a self-fulfilling 

prophesy (Agirdag, van Avermaet, & van Houtte 2013; Weiner, 2016), has been mentioned by a few 

other (especially male) respondents. Interestingly, the respondents in this study show strong upward 

mobility and mismatches in tracking as well. Thus, the current sample consists of relatively many 

mountain climbers. Although we can’t make generalizations based on this sample, it is worth 

acknowledging that the topic of tracking is considered to be an unquestionable racialized experience for 

many of the respondents (mostly for those who went to secondary school in the period between 1988-

2017). Only one respondent, Amilcar, belongs to an earlier generation of students who argues that he 

has observed discriminatory practices in regard to tracking in earlier years. 

 

Children of minority groups were almost automatically, definitely in environments in which their 

parents were not outspoken, sent to certain schools. I have really noticed that, certainly in my 

generation, children who eventually went to college, only achieved this after stacking diploma’s. 
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If you were a child of migrants, you were sent to mavo, lts or domestic science school, that’s it. 

You were pushed in that direction. There were no equal opportunities. 

Amilcar, “Black”, age category: 50-59, level of secondary education: mavo, student in the 

analysis period: 1978-1987. 

 

Racialized Performance Expectations and Differential Treatment 

Several Black respondents believe that their relationships with (white) teachers were generally less 

encouraging than the interactions white students had with the same teachers. 

 

The division in our class was incredibly clear. The white students got extra assignments. What 

was really interesting to me, was that those girls, the white girls, were given the benefit of the 

doubt and send to higher tracks. I wasn’t. Later, I heard that it didn’t really work out for them 

though. In the end, I came a long way in comparison to those people in that class. When it comes 

to students by the way, I especially noticed this in college. They [white students] generally don’t 

want to do group assignments with you, until they see your grades or you say something smart 

in a discussion, all of a sudden, things change. I have to say that in college, I could see teachers’ 

expressions of surprise as well, like this negro knows his stuff, but in the end, you never really 

know what people think. Although, I have seen these things happen for years. You get sensitive 

to these type of situations, unfortunately.  

Jason, “Black”, age category: 40-49, level of secondary education: mavo and havo, student 

in the analysis period: 1978-1997. 

 

A similar experience was shared by a former student, Glenn, who now works in education himself. 

 

When I look at my colleagues, they really have different views of Turkish and Moroccan boys, 

and dark [Black] boys. It is just something that happens. They have lower expectations of the 

boys, who are sometimes asking for it, but not more or less than the white boys. Only with them 

it is highlighted.  

Glenn, “Black”, age category: 30-39, level of secondary education: havo, student in the 

analysis period: 1988-2017. 

The experiences mentioned may indicate racialized hierarchy existing in Dutch schools with white 

students receiving most privileges, which includes getting the benefit of the doubt. These 

indications are similar to previous research that suggests teachers’ favoritism of white students in 

comparison to Black students and non-Black students of color (Hughes et al., 2011; Weiner, 2016). 

These differences in performance expectations influence the everyday interactions between 

teachers and students, the amount of time teachers spend on students, and many other almost 

invisible factors, such as the encouragement given to students (Lewis & Diamond, 2015). Also, 

importantly, respondents report gender differences in relation to teachers’ expectations. The data 
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in this specific sample show that especially boys seem to deal with this differential treatment and 

often feel underestimated. Former student, Kwame, elaborates on his teachers’ expectations of him. 

I remember that one teacher, I was not really productive in his class, but that teacher told my 

mother at a parent-teacher meeting that “if he keeps up like this, Kwame will become a drug 

dealer”, (…) Why not a construction worker? He said a drug dealer!”  

Kwame, “Black”, age category: 18-29, level of secondary education: vmbo, student in the 

analysis period: 1998-2017. 

At the same time, interviews indicate that female respondents are more often confronted with other 

distinctive types of “othering”, such as Eurocentric beauty standards.  

 
When you turn 13, 14, you really start noticing it. “Your hair is pretty, you have curls, but that 

frizzy hair, that’s kind of ugly”, or: “You’re really pretty for a Black girl” or: “You speak 

Dutch very well”. The older I got, the more I noticed it. Also in elementary school, a teacher 

always favored a girl. If I chatted in class, I was sent to the hallway. If that Dutch [white] girl 

chatted, the teacher chatted right along with her: these kind of things, happened. The older you 

get though, the more you notice it. 

Marilena, “Black”, age category: 18-29, level of secondary education: vwo, student in the 

analysis period: 2008-2017. 

 

Even though this sample may not provide significant evidence to argue teachers’ conscious 

racialized differentiated treatment of students, it did inherently affect a few former students’ beliefs 

of their academic abilities. Thus, while some signs are subtler than others, most Black students 

receive racialized messages from teachers, which may differ per gender and class background. 

These messages may lead to internalized feelings of being a less competent racialized “other”. 

 

Racialized Disciplinary Patterns 

In the US, quantitative studies about discipline in schools indicate that in comparison to white 

students, Black students (both male and female) are punished more often and more severely 

(Annamma et al., 2019; Annamma, Morrison, & Jackson, 2014; Skiba et al., 2011; Anyon et al. 

2014; Hannon, DeFina, & Bruch 2013). Hughes et al. (2011) argue that these unequal disciplinary 

patterns may affect students’ self-confidence and hence their educational achievements. In the 

Netherlands, Weiner (2016) analyzed classroom practices in a diverse primary school in 

Amsterdam, finding that Black and non-Black students of color were disproportionately subject to 

disciplinary actions and silencing. Black boys underwent significant discipline, while the single 

white boy, who was regularly deviant, was not subject to proportionate discipline from the teacher. 

Thus, Weiner’s study reveals that these racialized school practices enacted by teachers, reconstruct 

racial hierarchy that exists in Dutch society as a whole. Similarly, in the current study, a number of 
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respondents mention that they have experienced racialized tensions in class (again especially 

related to male students) through disciplinary patterns from teachers and other staff.   

I remember a situation in class that really stood out to me. A boy in my class was blamed [by the 

teacher] for everything, until at a certain point he screamed: “Is it because I am Black?” She [the 

teacher] was so angry and raised her voice: “Are you calling me racist? Get out! Go to the 

principal office, I don’t want to see you for the rest of the week!” [respondent yells out]. … But, 

she definitely had a preference for the Dutch children and the rest of us were kind of left to fend 

for ourselves. She knew how to hide it though, because we weren’t with many. I remember that 

we, non-white students, said: “Good! We are happy you said something, because it’s the truth.” 

Gabriela, “Black”, age category: 18-29, level of secondary education: havo and vwo, 

student in the analysis period: 1998-2017.  

 

Black students deal with complex power dynamics in schooling, during times in their lives in which 

they are not always able to put their experience in perspective or counter the experience without being 

silenced. A number of former students argue that their parents weren’t always helpful in these situations, 

as they mention that their parents often trusted teachers, based on teachers’ status (“the teacher knows 

best!”) or based on the perspective that children lack sufficient knowledge (“what do you know, you’re 

a kid!”). Only in a few examples, parents intervened and talked to the teacher about what they perceived 

as racialized (disciplinary) patterns, however this generally took place in primary schools. 

 

[Our family] was different in every way possible. I felt this but did not consciously understand 

it, at first. (…) until I got this horrible man as teacher. At that point, I understood: I am different 

and people perceive me as different. (…) This teacher, I felt that he singled me out. Being 

innocent, I didn’t understand. A grumpy type, his name was Verwoerd, like the name of the 

president in South Africa during apartheid. That really triggered me. After a while, I told my 

father. He went to the school, and from that point on the teacher constrained himself. I can only 

imagine what was said, my father is a very passionate man. 

Hugo, “Biracial”, age category: 60-69, level of secondary education: havo and vwo, 

student in the analysis period: 1968-1977. 

 

Microaggressions 

Similarly, racialized microaggressions (by peers or teachers) were experienced fairly often by 

respondents. These are subtle but harmful insults (verbal, behavioral, and environmental) that are aimed 

at Black and non-Black people of color (Sue et al., 2007; Sue, 2010) and may have enormous, 

cumulative, psychological impacts (Lewis et al., 2012; Sue, 2010). Sue et al. (2007) have developed the 

theory of microaggressions (a term first used by Pierce et al., 1977) to uncover the ways in which 
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racialized insults are directed at Black and non-Black people of color every day and what the effects of 

these insults are. 

 

I’ve experienced that a teacher told me…, this was a mathematics teacher who grew up in 

Curacao, a Dutch [white] man, but he lived in Curacao for a long time, and he said in a 

discussion: “I know your kind, you guys can’t fool me, because I know exactly how you are.” I 

looked at him and said: “What do you mean, my kind?”, and at that point he was telling us that 

he lived in Curacao and that he knew exactly… and I said: I am not from Curacao, so what do 

you mean, your kind? And a Surinamese boy had a similar incident with another teacher, an 

older man, and that went much further, he was talking about “you people, the blacks”, which led 

to this uproar in school. We were all outraged.  

Amilcar, “Black”, age category: 50-59, level of secondary education: mavo, student in the 

analysis period: 1978-1987. 

 

In the same interview, Amilcar reports that he was trying to find his place and identity while dealing 

with teachers and peers. In one specific narrative, he refers to both microaggressions as well as very 

explicit experiences with racism which resulted in a semi-conscious change of friends and change in 

racial identity.  

 

My friends were Dutch guys, but I was always…when we went out, I was the only one not to 

get in, or when we had discussions, they quickly said things like ‘f’ing Blackie’ or ‘Negro’, etc. 

I also noticed that they always came to my house, but I wasn’t invited to theirs. Except for this 

one time, I was at my friend’s house, he is the only one I still see to this day, his room was in the 

basement and when I was walking down I was wrestled to the ground by his father. He came 

running up “Pa, what are you doing!” and [his father] said “Goddammit, what did I say, I don’t 

want blacks in my house.” (…) I think I was sixteen years old [early 80s]. At a certain point, 

earlier in the seventies, when the first Turkish people came to live here. The first Turks and 

Moroccans came in our [neighborhood]… And I saw my friends, spitting on people, throwing 

rocks at them, breaking their windows. Earlier you had the riots at the [neighborhood], it was 

not much different here. Less intense, perhaps. (…) The Turks and Moroccans, their lives were 

made miserable, here. I was kind of a follower in that group, but I felt: this is wrong. This is not 

OK, you know. (…) and I heard those guys, they were all pro Janmaat [at the time an extreme 

right-wing politician] and they told me that their parents voted for the Centrumpartij. But they 

said: “But you and your family are different. You work hard. The rest has to leave.” And I 

realized: OK, but why not me? … At a certain point, I started playing soccer with Cape Verdean 

guys and I went to secondary school mavo, my friends became Surinamese, Cape Verdean, 

Moroccan.   

Amilcar, “Black”, age category: 50-59, level of secondary education: mavo, student in the 

analysis period: 1978-1987. 
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Tatum (2017) argues that Black students in the US, consciously turn to each other for support (self-

segregate), which she states can be seen as an effective and positive coping mechanism in response to 

racism. She refers to the work of Fordham and Ogbu (1986), who have demonstrated that adolescents’ 

awareness of systemic exclusion generates an “oppositional identity”, leading adolescents to 

disassociate from white peers and adults. While Tatum (2017) does not find this specific process 

problematic, she does problematize that many Black adolescents resort to an oppositional identity based 

on racialized stereotypes, as their definitions of what Blackness may mean is severely limited. Similarly, 

former student Kwame argues that he created an oppositional identity and resorted to friends who were 

all ethnically “a little different” from the dominant group. However, at a certain point, when gaining 

more racial knowledge, he found that this oppositional identity was based on insufficient racial 

knowledge, when dealing with microaggressions from peers.  

 

Sometimes they [Moroccan friends] made jokes about Black people and I always responded, I 

was very passionate about that. I am [names ethnicity] and I am not [Moroccan]. Maybe I talk 

like you guys, but I am not like you guys. I always felt that, but looking back, although I was 

proud of my heritage, I didn’t have enough information.  

Kwame, “Black”, age category: 18-29, level of secondary education: vmbo, student in the 

analysis period: 1998-2017. 

 

While in a number of cases, respondents’ more explicit racialized experiences were related to peers or 

took place in neighborhood contexts, they believed that schools reinforced racialized views, for example 

by lacking to intervene or by staying silent. Some respondents felt that microaggressions carried out by 

peers were not taken seriously and were often treated by teachers as regular (mutual) conflicts (Essed, 

1997). Similarly, some respondents report situations in which the school management or other teachers, 

did not intervene when their colleagues were at fault, for example when telling racist jokes in class. 

 

Well, the typical stuff happened all the time, for example, “Oh sure, you’re on Surinamese time” 

[which can be translated in the stereotypical US stereotypical statement “Black people time”]. 

Teachers stereotypes came through fairly often. “you wouldn’t understand it anyway”, that type 

of comment. Looking back, it is pretty bizarre. (…) Back in the days, you couldn’t say anything 

about it, without being punished. Sometimes I complained to my mentor, telling him that 

teachers were acting discriminatory. (I: What did the mentor do with this information?). I don’t 

really know. One time, though, we were with a group of four boys, we complained that our 

teacher Dutch, he had made a [racist] joke. I was in the class, this is a true story. I can barely tell 

you this “joke”. He said: you know why a negro is so Black? He was standing like this [hands 

up] against the wall when it was painted. He told this joke in class and when I think of it now, I 

just can’t understand how he could have said what he said. So, you just know, there is something 
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supposedly wrong with my skin color. I am a student, just like every other student. My color 

shouldn’t matter to you. (…) We went to our mentor and he told us to solve it ourselves; we 

should talk to him about it ourselves. 

Kevin, “Black”, age category: 30-39, level of secondary education: vmbo kader, mavo, and 

havo, student in the analysis period: 1988-2007. 

 

Stereotypes 

Former Black students not only deal with microaggressions (and not so “micro” aggressions), but also 

with a variety of stereotypes expressed by teachers. US studies have consistently determined that 

teachers have more positive perceptions of white students in comparison to Black students (e.g., 

Anderson-Clark, Green, & Henley, 2008; Neal et al., 2003). In the Netherlands, only few studies have 

considered this question. Weiner (2016), for example found that white teachers uphold stereotypical 

views of Black and non-Black people of color. Also, research has shown that teachers have less positive 

teacher/student dynamics with students of color as opposed to white students (Thijs, Westhof, & 

Koomen, 2012), and have lower expectations and unfavorable attitudes of students of color, which 

indirectly affects students’ achievements (Agirdag, van Avermaet, & van Houtte, 2013; Van den Bergh 

et al., 2010; Van Ewijk, 2011). One of these studies (Agirdag, van Avermaet, & van Houtte, 2013) found 

that teachers’ expectations and preference for white (Dutch) students at diverse schools are mainly 

triggered by “alleged linguistic deficiencies and problematic language use” (p. 2). In the current study, 

many former students argued to be affected by others’ expectations and attitudes, but as mentioned this 

sample contains mostly highly educated and successful individuals who have moved their way up the 

social ladder. This means that many of them found ways to denounce self-consciousness feelings.  

 

Furthermore, former students indicate that they have routinely encountered racial stress through 

stereotypes. These stereotypes about Black people in the Netherlands are very similar to those in the US 

and other European countries. 

 
In my youth, I endured a lot of racist name-calling, like “monkey” or “give the boy a banana”, 

“fat Blackie” or “Black fatty” (…). I was never really treated like an equal, but as it turned out, 

I was good in school and I was good at sports, so that gave me an advantage. I was always very 

conscious of stereotypes and I was willing to do anything to not be seen in that way. It was a 

tough decision to make a living of […]. However, I did think, if I’m going to [do this], I will get 

the best possible education (…) and I will be self-employed.  

Gerald, “Black”, age category: 40-49, level of secondary education: vwo, student in the 

analysis period: 1978-1997. 

 

This quote is illustrative for what we see throughout the sample. First, racist name-calling is present 

more often than not. This was also found by Verkuyten & Thijs (2002), who argued that Surinamese, 
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Moroccan, and Turkish children are more often victim of racist name-calling and exclusion than white 

Dutch children. Specifically, it is crucial to mention that racist name-calling often included reference to 

apes. The dehumanizing imagery of Black people as apes has been very present in Dutch cultural 

discourse. Furthermore, this response illustrates the link between former students’ self-employment and 

racial experiences. Roughly half of the respondents (those who aren’t students) are self-employed. Some 

of them, explicitly mention that their decision to be self-employed is related to (fear of future) racialized 

experiences, indicating the long-lasting outcomes of these experiences. 

 

In sum, there are differences in the ways former students have experienced race and racism in schooling. 

Some feel that the environment has been hostile while others feel that race was not relevant. However, 

many respondents report that teachers give white students different opportunities in accordance with 

their false and racialized perceptions of students’ capacities. Also, respondents discuss different 

structural and everyday racialized interactions, from microaggressions to stereotypes, that have 

conveyed messages about being “other”. The institutional positioning of (white) teachers make it that 

these experiences further reproduce and exacerbate racial hierarchy. The findings indicate that different 

teaching strategies and differentiated classroom experiences for Black and non-Black students of color 

as opposed to white students, are present. Importantly, these findings show that racialized experiences, 

are in fact implicit and explicit negative racial socialization messages (promotion of mistrust) that in 

many cases generate feelings of mistrust, alienation, discouragement, and exclusion.  

 

 

School Racial Socialization: Teachers  
Student-teacher interactions and relationships are regarded as one of the most imperative aspects of 

school environment (Slaughter-Defoe & Carlson, 1996). Moreover, studies have demonstrated that 

teachers are significant racial socializing agents, as they are in the influential position to teach students 

about cultural and racialized differences (Aboud & Fenwick, 1999; Mickan, 2007; Priest et al., 2014). 

In the current study, discussing how respondents felt about their teachers, led to interesting and 

contrasting findings. Some respondents find that their teachers barely influenced their lives, while others 

indicate that teachers’ ideologies have shaped their views on different topics. Most former students felt 

neutral toward their teachers (“He was OK”) or had very positive or negative memories, unrelated to 

race (“He was horrible. Everybody tried to avoid his class” and “I loved that teacher, I even asked him 

to participate in a television game show with me!”).  

 

In relation to race in schooling, a number of respondents mention the presence of proactive racial 

socialization messages transmitted by teachers. For example, some respondents find that exceptional 

teachers generally transmitted self-worth messages or cultural socialization messages in a positive way. 
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These teachers made an effort to positively influence students’ self-esteem and in some cases, were 

reported to have made a tremendous impact on the lives of students. 

 

My coordinator wanted me to drop out of school, but another teacher really had a positive impact 

on me. He let me be his class assistant. He made me feel like I could actually amount to 

something. He showed me, see, you have talent. Now, I am a […]. You can see how important 

one person can be in terms of how you end up. Are people willing to take a chance on you? 

Kevin, “Black”, age category: 30-39, level of secondary education: vmbo kader, mavo, and 

havo, student in the analysis period: 1988-2007. 

Kevin felt that it was one teachers’ positive impact on his self-esteem that had made all the difference. 

Maria reports that one particular teacher has taught her to be critical. He supplied her with cultural 

socialization messages, that have influenced her throughout life.  

My history teacher was an old hippie. He was adversarial. He was fired eventually, because they 

believed he was too radical. He is now living in […], but he is from [a Caribbean island] (…) 

His skin was white, but his views were Black. [Maria discusses how lucky she feels to have had 

this teacher and her parents and caregivers, who have all taught her to look at the counter story]. 

Malcolm X was maligned, but our teacher told us that this was incorrect. He told us that it was 

falsification of history. … My parents and history teacher all told me: Don’t believe what you 

read or hear. Read the sources, analyze.  

Maria, “Black”, age category: 50-59, level of secondary education: vwo, student in the 

analysis period: 1968-1987. 

 
Maria considers herself to be lucky, as she compares her experiences to an incident that her niece had 

faced in 2013. Her niece had asked her history teacher if a class could be devoted to 150 years of 

abolition. According to Maria, the teacher told her niece that she was being disruptive and that there 

was no time for that type of theme. 

 

My sister told my niece: “Please don’t say anything about this again at school, because I want 

you to graduate.” 

Maria, “Black”, age category: 50-59, level of secondary education: vwo, student in the 

analysis period: 1968-1987. 

 
This narrative gives us insight about how teachers and schools are at times (often justly) perceived in 

regard to their acceptance of non-dominant beliefs and histories. Therefore, it is easily seen as 

exceptional when teachers are found to instill positive cultural socialization messages or teach inclusive 

histories.  
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A few other former students indicate that one or more of their teachers, mainly Black and non-Black 

teachers of color, were fairly race-conscious. They report that these teachers have transmitted cultural 

socialization messages and implicit racial barrier messages. Respondents argue that they have clearly 

benefited from having Black and non-Black teachers of color and felt that Black and non-Black teachers 

of color had a better understanding of students’ positioning in society. This corresponds with research 

on teacher-student demographic matching (Egalite & Kisida, 2018). Students who share similar 

characteristics (gender, race, and ethnicity) with their teachers, benefit from this construction. 

 

I had two Surinamese teachers, both English teachers. They really motivated me, also by 

referring to topics to explore. They were extra strict when it came to us, students with a non-

Western background. They told us to work hard and go for it. They gave me that insight and in 

hindsight it was really motivating. (…) One time, during English class, my teacher jumped in, 

when certain [racist] jokes were made, a white boy called a Surinamese boy “Blackie”. He [the 

teacher] gave us context about the word and it was kind of like a Black history lessons during 

English class. 

Gabriela, “Black”, age category: 18-29, level of secondary education: havo and vwo, 

student in the analysis period: 1998-2017.  

 
These specific teachers not only transmitted racial barrier messages, but they also facilitated discussions 

about race and racism. When teachers facilitate constructive conversations about race and racism, it 

often encourages positive outcomes. Studies have shown that there is a correlation between constructive 

race discussions and the awareness of racism among adolescents (Aldana et al. 2012). Also, teachers’ 

constructive reactions to racial incidents relate to less prejudice among children and less racist 

victimization (Aboud & Fenwick 1999; Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002). Moreover, research indicates that 

when students are taught about the history and current day effects of racism, white students reveal less 

bias and Black students portray more positive attitudes toward Black peers (Hughes, Bigler, & Levy, 

2007). Furthermore, students become more likely to examine the importance and meaning of race 

(Hughes & Johnson, 2001). In the current study, we similarly find that knowledge about racism through 

constructive race talk is reported to be crucial. Black students who aren’t aware of racial inequalities 

and are not prepared for racism, may internalize racism and the stereotypes that come with it. 

Internalization of racism is perhaps even more damaging than racialized incidents (Speight, 2007). 

 

Besides the mentioned positive experiences with teachers, respondents report that generally their 

teachers lacked in constructive race talk and protective racial socialization messages. Counter messages 

about stereotypes and explicit preparation for bias messages, for example, were non-present. Explicitly 

preparing students with protective racial socialization messages means that teachers would have to 

create awareness about institutional racism, whiteness, racialized/ethnic discrimination, and prejudices. 

Also, students could be provided with ideas to challenge prejudices (Aldana & Byrd, 2015). There was 
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no report of any form of awareness training in schooling. Some of the respondents argue that this is a 

pity as awareness training could have made a difference in their reflections of their racial identifications 

in a positive way. 

 

I am acutely aware that I have been brainwashed. Even when having this conversation with you, 

I am rethinking things and realize just how little I know. (…) Teachers could have done so much 

more to educate us about institutional racism. 

Calvin, “Black”, age category: 30-39, level of secondary education: havo, student in the 

analysis period: 1988-1997. 

 

While the positive outcomes of race talk, protective racial socialization messages, and proactive 

messages (like cultural socialization and self-worth) become clear, respondents’ consensus is that their 

teachers were generally completely silent about race (and to a large extent silent about ethnicity).  

 

(I: Did the teachers and/or curriculum influence your racial identity?) Yes, by the lack of (sigh). 

(I: Would it have been different if it was in fact discussed in class?) Yes, I am sure of it. It is two 

things: first, the lack of. Second, the subconscious stimulation of certain views and ideologies, 

like the hierarchical system within society. Those things play an enormous role and made me 

feel alienated from my environment. That could have been different if I was more conscious of 

it. (..) The extreme [racial spotlighting] is not cool, it is not cool when differences are explicitly 

pointed out, but a more balanced approach would be good. Everybody is treated equally, like it 

should be, but the theme should be an essential part of your education, of your life development 

(…) then the focus is less on you, but on the process of awareness.   

David, “Biracial”, age category: 30-39, level of secondary education: vwo, student in the 

analysis period: 1998-2007. 

 

David finds it essential that teachers do not explicitly focus on “the racialized other”. He believes in the 

importance of equal treatment and egalitarian messages. However, he finds that the silence about race, 

through teachers and curriculum, conveys negative messages, because silence doesn’t counter the 

dominant ideological perspectives of racial hierarchy in society.  

 

Additionally, a few respondents mention that their teachers conveyed mainstream (color-blind and 

egalitarian) messages about racialized or even ethnic differences, especially in earlier years studied.  

 

The teachers fit the Zeitgeist of the 1960s, 1970s. There was a lot of denial of difference. We are 

all “equal”. 

Hugo, “Biracial”, age category: 60-69, level of secondary education: havo and vwo, 

student in the analysis period: 1968-1977. 
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Thus, most former students report that teachers’ silence about race, and to lesser extent color-blindness, 

was the norm. Some respondents found this a comfortable status quo. Others believed that the 

transmission of these mainstream messages was not in their best interests, as it opposes a critical 

consciousness of race and it didn’t prepare them for the reality of society. However, some respondents 

mention that perhaps silence and color-blindness is a better option than explicit race talk with teachers 

who are unprepared or contain racialized views. Looking at the sample of respondents, it could be stated 

that former students, whose teachers were reported to exhibit higher levels of racial silence and color-

blindness, were less confronted with explicit racialized experiences with teachers. Racism therefore is 

not something just any teacher could discuss in class without it having potential negative consequences 

for students. When race talk is not managed properly in the classroom, this may lead to 

misunderstandings, irritations, and conflicts (Sue, 2013).  

 

… [For social studies] we had a really nice teacher. He kind of looked like a porn star, with his 

wavy long hair. He had a nice way to bring information across, except to those who weren’t open 

to it. We had this very conservative boy in class, he was very much against the Islam and 

mosques in the Netherlands (…). And the teachers’ teaching style, he just couldn’t counter these 

boys’ arguments. It was annoying, because that boy was respected and got the whole class to 

agree. (…) The teacher just didn’t know how to turn it around. I don’t remember it as a 

constructive class.  

Gini, “Biracial”, age category: 30-39, level of secondary education: vmbo, student in the 

analysis period: 1988-2007. 

 

The findings in the current study indicate that teachers are generally unprepared for race talk, as they 

themselves are racially socialized through racial silence and color-blindness (for example, through 

teacher education). Most teachers in the Netherlands are white and white teachers don’t see themselves 

as racial actors or view racism as a major problem in the Netherlands (see chapter 4). Also, white 

teachers overwhelmingly display color-blind ideologies (see chapter 3). Thus, many teachers are 

unprepared to talk race based on their own ideologies (minimization of racism, denial of difference, the 

prevalence of white norms, etc.) and have the training or knowledge to counter these ideologies.  

 

School Racial Socialization: Textbooks  

Textbooks in schools are learning materials that are meant to have authority. Textbooks have a “closed 

intention” (Kalmus, 2003), as they aim be read in a very specific way, which is often emphasized by 

teachers’ instructions and workbooks. Textbooks are regarded as agents of socialization, sometimes 

straightforward and other times covert, as a lot of the displayed messages are hidden (Kalmus, 2003). 

Textbooks especially function as socializing agents when students are fed with mainstream narratives 

that match dominant views transmitted by other sources. Van Dijk (1998) argues that when no 
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alternative information is shared, textbooks likely influence students with the conveyed mainstream 

perspectives. Therefore, how teachers use textbooks, is imperative to students’ perceptions, as teachers 

are in the position to counter the information in the learning materials.  

In earlier years of the decades studied, teachers seem to have more freedom to move around the 

curriculum and add or leave out information as they please. However, over the years, this has become 

more difficult due to policy requirements and time restrictions (also depending on the academic track). 

In some cases, even covering the basic requirements, was reported to be a difficult task for teachers. 

Many respondents (both teachers as well as students) have reported that not all topics covered in 

textbooks were included in class, for example, extra assignments or final chapters were sometimes 

skipped due to time restrains. Only a few respondents mention that some additional articles or reading 

materials were assigned by teachers. Thus, textbooks were generally used as the primary source of 

knowledge in history classes, indicating the influential nature of the transmitted information in textbooks 

(Kalmus, 2003).  

 
During history class the textbooks were the guiding principle of what we discussed. Our teacher 

was old, he had power points and if you would have read everything prior to class, you might as 

well not go to class (..) there was no additional information. I didn’t think anything of it. I really 

wasn’t that interested. I thought, that is probably how it is, he is the teacher, so the content will 

probably be correct. 

Gabriela, “Black”, age category: 18-29, level of secondary education: havo and vwo, 

student in the analysis period: 1998-2017.  

 

Prior research about the relationship between messages in textbooks and students’ receptions has been 

inconclusive (Kalmus, 2003). This means that we don’t really know whether implicit and explicit 

messages are actually accepted by students. However, in the current research, respondents generally 

remember themselves to be uncritical toward the transmitted information. They believed that the 

textbooks displayed correct information and that textbooks and teachers knew best (again indicating the 

authority of these sources). Most former students report to have absorbed the information in textbooks 

and matching instructions, so that they could pass the test.  

[I believed what the textbooks depicted], [I was] not paying attention to what [was] happening 

outside of the school, what [was] happening in society. You think about the tests. (…) What 

should I learn, so I don’t fail.  

Negasi, “Biracial”, age category: 18-29, level of secondary education: vwo, student in the 

analysis period: 1998-2007. 

Very few respondents report to have had just enough prior knowledge on certain topics to be critical of 

the transmitted information. These students had previous knowledge through primary schooling or 

parental cultural socialization and thus were critical in receiving mainstream textbook information. 
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Some of these respondents offer that they found distortions or omissions in textbooks or mention that 

they criticized the content in class, which generally fell on deaf ears.  

 

Nothing was discussed about Surinam in the textbooks, but I remember that the colonies of other 

European countries were discussed. I asked my teacher, mrs. Jansen, why the Dutch colonies 

weren’t covered. She gave me a short and closed answer. We didn’t discuss it further. I do 

remember writing a limerick about Bouterse, which was followed by a short, few minutes, 

discussion. That’s it.  

Gerald, “Black”, age category: 40-49, level of secondary education: vwo, student in the 

analysis period: 1978-1997. 

 
Also, respondents found that discussions related to race were generally not accepted as a dialogue but 

became a one-sided exercise in which mainstream perspectives were preserved (Sue, 2013). 

 

 (…) In a geography textbook, it said that only 10 percent of the [US] population is African 

American but that most crime was committed by African Americans. At that point, a Dutch 

[white] guy started discussing gentrification and that crime is the reason for the existence of so 

many ghetto’s, and I just thought, no. There is a whole different history there. [So, I discussed 

racial inequality], and the guy was all like: “well that is there, here in the Netherlands that is not 

the case. Everybody has equal chances in the Netherlands.” So, a Hindustani classmate said, 

“Yes until we both apply to a job with the same resume, they won’t be choosing me.” The guy 

didn’t know what to say, but I just realized that they try to look for reasons to second guess the 

reality. He could also just say: “you’re right”. (…) That was the moment that I also said, “history 

is very Eurocentric and that is only one perspective”, and the reaction was: “Yes, but we live in 

Europe.” I just thought: “Well, we are living in the world.” That was one big discussion we had 

and after that I decided to keep my mouth shut. (…) I find it frustrating. I have to learn so much, 

but I am not learning anything about myself.  

Marilena, “Black”, age category: 18-29, level of secondary education: vwo, student in the 

analysis period: 2008-2017. 

 

Based on the interviews with former students, supplemented with interviews held with teachers (see 

chapter 3 and 4), I find that teachers don’t often variate in topics and don’t incorporate additional 

information, related to Black history, into the curriculum. Only in some cases, teachers (were) reported 

to include additional Black history topics. These topics, however, were generally related to “current” 

events or discourses (e.g., in more recent years this relates to discussions about Black Pete, while in the 

1970s and 1980s this relates to apartheid and civil rights in the US). Importantly, in the past few years, 

the media discussion on racism has converted toward racism in the Netherlands as opposed to an earlier 

focus on racism abroad. While this is not reflected in textbooks (yet), the interviews illustrate that these 

developments do sometimes influence teachers’ instructions. Thus, the findings indicate that, with some 
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exceptions, the racial socialization messages taught in textbooks are not countered by teachers and 

accepted to be true by students. Therefore, textbooks are socializing agents that inform students’ 

perspectives along racial lines. 

 

Racialized socialization messages in textbooks are conveyed in a number of ways (Hughes et al., 2011): 

through absence (which communicates the irrelevance of racism, Black people and their histories), 

through inclusion (which indicates the importance of racism and Black history), and through a hidden 

curriculum (which transmits hidden racialized messages). I will further discuss these three ways in 

which racial socialization messages are shared.  

First, most former students express the lack of a Black history curriculum and topics related to slavery 

and colonialism. They also report a silence in regard to historical racism and power relations in general.  

 

History was all about the Second World War. Nothing about slavery, not one page. I would have 

remembered because I was really interested in the subject. My grandmother worked as a cleaner 

at a library in Curacao. I went with her and as I waited, I read books. (…) One afternoon in 

August [in August 1795 there was an uprising of enslaved Africans in Curacao, led by Tula], I 

was allowed to go to the slave monument, the one with the hand. I was 8 years old. I am talking 

about something that has happened more than thirty years ago, but I can still clearly recall it. 

(…) I read about Tula a lot. It is a part of my life. But in school [in the Netherlands]? No, nothing 

was told. (…) I wish [teachers] had discussed it, then I would have given an oral report about 

Tula, but I didn’t have the guts to do that. Nobody knew the story.  

Ashley, “Black”, age category: 40-49, level of secondary education: mavo, student in the 

analysis period: 1988-1997. 

 

No Black history was discussed. It was all very Eurocentric. Nothing [was taught] about the East 

either. They did discuss the transatlantic trade, but not slavery, none of that. It sounds harsh, but 

it is true and I am usually very mild in my judgment. Nothing about racism. We did talk about 

Bob Marley once, during philosophy. Only when I went to college I realized the limited 

information offered. In secondary school, I felt that the Dutch history was glorified. From the 

start, they talked about differences between people. It wasn’t about cultural differences, but the 

civilized world against the savages. Only later did I delve into these themes myself.  

David, “Biracial”, age category: 30-39, level of secondary education: vwo, student in the 

analysis period: 1998-2007. 

 

These fragments indicate that silence about race is the most often used proactive racial socialization 

message through textbooks. It should be mentioned, however, that some of the respondents who find 

that Black history topics and historical racism were not discussed in their textbooks, often do remember 

brief mentions (through text and image) of the transatlantic trade in enslaved Africans, segregation in 

the US, or apartheid in South-Africa.  
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Black history? No, nada, I have my old notebooks here and we only discussed colonialism in 

short. (…) We discussed the triangle trade, but it was all about the products. We did watch parts 

of Roots, though. Also, I remember an image of slaves being sold on a stage and women that 

were displayed at a human zoo. That is what I remember, the images. 

Gabriela, “Black”, age category: 18-29, level of secondary education: havo and vwo, 

student in the analysis period: 1998-2017.  

 

Thus, this illustrates that when former students argue that information was absent, they often mean that 

the information was incomplete or scarce. These perspectives are in line with Hughes et al. (2011), who 

argue that the amount of time spent on the history of racism or Black history sends messages to students 

about the importance of the topic. Many former Black students feel that a proper and regular discussion 

of these themes could change society for the better.  

 

I think [that adequate knowledge triggers social change]. For example, looking at my fellow 

students from [college], I think they all came out more socially aware than when they started. 

The history subjects that we received in college, should be easily transferable to secondary 

schools. It’s a matter of bringing across the information in another way and I think we can really 

make strides. It starts in education. That is where the changes can be made.  

David, “Biracial”, age category: 30-39, level of secondary education: vwo, student in the 

analysis period: 1998-2007. 

 

The second way in which racial socialization messages are shared through textbooks is through 

inclusion. A small number of former students report that Black history was included in their textbooks. 

However, these respondents generally refer to a few general topics (like the transatlantic trade in 

enslaved Africans without the discussion of slavery) or to a few specific historical figures, like Martin 

Luther King, Nelson Mandela, and Rosa Parks. 

I can remember that we watched a movie about slavery and that we elaborately discussed it … 

Martin Luther King and Rosa Parks were discussed. Yes. And we watched a movie about Ray 

Charles and what music has done for the Black community in the US, but that was during music 

class. [I: And other historical figures, like Malcolm X?] I find that difficult, because I remember 

that we discussed Martin Luther King and that he was very peaceful, but the more negative…I 

realize that I am giving judgement, but the more aggressive groups were less exposed.  

Farah, “Biracial”, age category: 18-29, level of secondary education: mavo and havo, student 

in the analysis period: 2008-2017. 

 

We learned about Martin Luther King and Rosa Parks and that girl that went to a desegregated 

school. Also, the Golden Age, but framed positively, and the empire of Mali. I remember that 
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very well. The transatlantic trade was discussed but not as something horrible, but as trade in 

products. I remember that. As if it was something smart the Dutch did. (I: Did you notice this at 

the time?) No. Later I realized how much pain this must have brought, but not at the time. It was 

trade for the Netherlands. Something good. Further, we didn’t discuss racism, at least not that I 

can remember, maybe in relation to apartheid or civil rights.  

Negasi, “Biracial”, age category: 18-29, level of secondary education: vwo, student in the 

analysis period: 1998-2007. 

These responses are interesting, because they reflect how Black history depictions are received. They 

illustrate the general acceptance of mainstream views (e.g., Malcolm X as a negative and aggressive 

figure) portrayed in textbooks. This acceptance is common among students. However, many Black 

respondents (in contrast to white respondents) have countered (at least some of) these views later in life. 

These Black respondents argue that while textbooks may transmit some positive racial socialization 

messages (through cultural socialization), most messages are uncritical, Eurocentric, one-sided, and 

sometimes racist. This relates to the third way in which textbooks share racial socialization messages: 

namely through a hidden curriculum.  

 

The hidden curriculum in relation to race is mostly present through color-blindness (see chapter 1 and 

2). This restricts students to critically reflect on racialized depictions (Aldana & Byrd, 2015). Only one 

former student explicitly mentions that a lack of critical discussion on race in textbooks and hidden 

mainstream messages, stimulate racialized ideologies and racial hierarchies. Although other former 

students do not explicitly mention the presence of a hidden curriculum, some implicitly reflect on 

racialized messages that they have received. These respondents recognize Eurocentrism and messages 

of minimization and justification (color-blind messages) in textbooks. In this context, two topics are 

often mentioned: the African role in the transatlantic trade and the Eurocentric economic perspective 

toward the transatlantic trade in enslaved Africans.  

 

There was no Black history, only slavery from a European perspective. They discussed slavery 

like it was an economical issue, but what really went down or the consequences weren’t 

discussed. I remember, this was in the textbook, I was really upset. In this textbook, it stated that 

it was not the Europeans who went slave-hunting, but it was the Africans who sold them. Even 

if that were the case, I don’t even know if it is, but even if it were, it is a way to nuance what 

happened, to nuance what the Europeans did. There was even a Dutch [white] guy in my class 

that came up to me to say: “see, it wasn’t that bad.” 

Marilena, “Black”, age category: 18-29, level of secondary education: vwo, student in the 

analysis period: 2008-2017. 
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Here we see color-blind messages in the form of a storyline that communicates: “it wasn’t that bad”. 

Other messages in textbooks that are implicitly recognized as hidden are the views on racism as a 

locational and historically distant issue.  

 

At a certain point (…) we discussed a chapter about segregation in the US. I remember seeing 

horrific images of Black people that were lynched. They used to make postcards of these images 

and the teacher told us about this vividly. He told us that went to the US. I thought it was really 

good that he told about that. I asked: are we going to talk about the Netherlands now? And he 

said, no we will not. So apparently, it is very bad what the other [the US] has done. 

Gini, “Biracial”, age category: 30-39, level of secondary education: vmbo, student in the 

analysis period: 1988-2007. 

 

Moreover, the absence and presence of certain historical figures in textbooks are thought to be 

strategically placed.  

 

About Malcolm X? Nothing. Martin Luther King, I believe so, now that I think of it. Yes, he was 

in the textbook. But Martin Luther King, I respect him, but … I think you understand, Martin 

Luther King is a popular figure, also because white people identify with him … Yes, [whites] 

can handle that. Malcolm X? [Whites] can’t handle that. He fought against existing [white] 

systems.  

Kwame, “Black”, age category: 18-29, level of secondary education: vmbo, student in the 

analysis period: 1998-2017. 

 

Furthermore, the hidden curriculum is clearly visible in images, as images often reflect stereotypes and 

racial hierarchies. As mentioned, I showed most respondents a selection of (racialized) images and 

captions from the analyzed textbooks (see appendices). Respondents were asked to discuss their 

perceptions of these images and captions. By showing images in isolation (apart from the textbooks) 

within the context of the interviews, the racialization of most images did not go unnoticed. Almost all 

of the former Black students who analyzed images during the interviews, found the framing in most of 

the images problematic and sometimes disturbing. Some elaborated and argued that the images needed 

to be put in context and found that this was not achieved by the additional captions and texts. They 

argued that without proper and well thought-out context, the captions would be forgotten, the text would 

be forgotten, but the image would forever be remembered. Only one Black respondent nuanced the 

presented images and did not consider anything to be wrong with the depictions. Overall, these findings 

indicate that former students’ offered experiences are in line with prior chapters, in which I found that 

hidden racialized fragments in textbooks were often hidden and color-blind.  
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The Influence of Racial Socialization Messages on Former Students’ Racial Identities 

In this last paragraph of findings, I zoom in on the self-perceived influence of racial socialization by 

teachers and textbooks on the racial identity (formation processes) of Black students (including students 

who identify as “biracial”). What are the racial identification implications of the transmission of school 

socialization messages for Black students? Importantly, besides school racial socialization (and parental 

racial socialization), respondents have reported that other experiences that have influenced them as well: 

neighborhood demography, historical moments, and gaining racial knowledge during adulthood. As it 

is difficult to differentiate between all sources of influence, the findings indicate former Black students 

views on the formation of their racial identities. I will discuss the results of the qualitative inquiry 

through the four dimensions from the interpretive theoretical framework MMRI previously discussed: 

racial salience, centrality of identity, regard, and ideology (Sellers et al., 1998). These dimensions are 

seen as expressions of racial identity. 

 

Racial Salience 

Racial salience refers to the importance that individuals connect to race within specific situations. 

Generally, respondents mention that growing up, race was not salient in their homes, as opposed to their 

ethnicities and cultures. Specific contexts, however, such as schooling or neighborhood contexts, have 

clearly affected most respondents’ self-perceptions in terms of race. For example, former Black students 

often report that race was especially salient in predominantly white contexts (of secondary schooling).  

 

(I: Has your time in secondary school influenced your racial identity?) Yes, it has, a lot. It has 

largely determined my personality. (…) I came into an environment where I could not find my 

place. I did not feel at home. If we would have discussed these topics, for example, then maybe 

it would have created more mutual understanding. I had nothing, nowhere to feel connected, to 

the point that I stopped going to school (…) I started hanging out with different people and after 

secondary school I was in a dark place, which had everything to do with that. I don’t want to say 

that it was because I was discriminated, but it is the [reality of the] society that we are a part of. 

David, “Biracial”, age category: 30-39, level of secondary education: vwo, student in the 

analysis period: 1998-2007. 

 

Since I was little, I believed that I was Dutch and I didn’t feel different. It was in secondary 

school that I was treated differently, that I was perceived as being different. I started paying more 

attention to what was being said to or about me. I just realized that it can get a little racist and 

that made me feel very different. 

Marilena, “Black”, age category: 18-29, level of secondary education: vwo, student in the 

analysis period: 2008-2017. 
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For a number of respondents, race was salient in contexts in which they were confronted with a 

discrepancy between their self-concepts and the perspectives of others, such as teachers and peers, 

through which many felt alienated, excluded, or just plain different.  

 

Through the eyes of the other, you develop a racial consciousness fairly fast. [In secondary 

school], students were afraid of me. [I] realize[d] that there are other codes of conduct for [me]. 

(…) Sometimes I joke that the introduction of the word “allochtoon” was the worst day of my 

life. I realized what it implicated, a part of my identity was taken from me. Now I was not even 

a “negro” anymore, but “we” were all the same: foreigners. I thought of myself as someone from 

[Dutch large city], but others apparently did not.  

Gerald, “Black”, age category: 40-49, level of secondary education: vwo, student in the 

analysis period: 1978-1997. 

 

Also, teachers’ lack of interest for what some of the respondents found important was confronting for 

some former students. They felt different or believed that their histories were considered less worthy. In 

some cases, respondents referred to incidents that they recognize as “identity-shifting encounters” 

(Tatum, 2017). These are encounters that triggered former students to change the perspectives they had 

of themselves.  

 

(…) I was so angry and startled that I was sent out of class and that the teacher had snapped at 

me. I was never sent out before. At that point, I was just very conscious of the fact that I was 

different. That I have other standards, morals, and another history. It is something I felt in school, 

that I was different. But I never expected it to come so close. (I: Different in what way?). 

Obviously, I knew I looked different, but I did not expect that in history class, that my 

contribution … I could tell about this history. I could name sources. I didn’t even get the chance. 

Gio, “Black”, age category: 30-39, level of secondary education: havo, student in the 

analysis period: 1998-2007. 

 

These encounters have repeatedly led to some former Black students’ feelings of uncertainty or irritation 

to speak out against white teachers and peers. For many, these encounters motivated their preference to 

interact with peers from similar backgrounds. Race was often mentioned to be salient within these 

interactions as well, because (constructive) race talk was recurrent and collective identifications were 

formed. Moreover, racialized encounters and experiences have led to many former Black students to 

actively acquire more knowledge about their cultural backgrounds and about racism, often leading to a 

more developed sense of racial (and ethnic identity).  

Furthermore, in many cases, race was reported to be salient in individuals’ lives after moving (abroad 

or to another region in the Netherlands), during (and after) specific socio-political events (e.g., race riots 

in Rotterdam, the murder of Pim Fortuyn, the murder of Theo van Gogh, 9/11, the emergence of certain 
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political parties, such as LPF), and after the emergence of anti-racist (inter)national movements (e.g., 

anti-Black Pete movements, anti-apartheid movements). 

 

My first wife is Dutch, my daughter is half-Dutch. For me it was a way… I had to find my way 

to deal with that. My surroundings are still [white], and while I was conscious about who I was 

and where I came from, I dealt with society and my family situation. But that gradually changed. 

It was the rise of Pim Fortuyn. When that happened, something inside of me broke. I thought: 

Wowwww. Really? Is this really happening? Actually, that was the moment for racial 

consciousness. That was the trigger. I felt so attacked …  

Amilcar, “Black”, age category: 50-59, level of secondary education: mavo, student in the 

analysis period: 1978-1987. 

 

Another important reoccurring event that made a number of former students acutely aware of race was 

Sinterklaas. 

 

Racial consciousness happened around Sinterklaas, that feeling of misplaced embarrassment. It 

made me feel very bad.  

Jason, “Black”, age category: 40-49, level of secondary education: mavo and havo, student 

in the analysis period: 1978-1997. 

 

I made many beliefs my own, Black Pete included. It has impacted me. (…) Black Pete is a 

hierarchical example of a dark [Black] man that is subordinate to a white man, that is what you 

learn and what you will accept as the truth. 

David, “Biracial”, age category: 30-39, level of secondary education: vwo, student in the 

analysis period: 1998-2007. 

 

While these specific examples relate to experiences that often take place outside of the educational 

context, it is important to realize that these racialized experiences also interact with racial socialization 

messages and racialized experiences in schooling. In schools, mainstream views and proactive 

socialization messages (silence about race and color-blindness) prevail. Therefore, the racialized 

experiences in society at large are not countered in schools. On top of that, events like Sinterklaas are 

extensively celebrated in schools.  

 

In contrast, a much smaller number of respondents, who did not report to experience racism in schooling 

and who did not feel that they were socialized racially by teachers or textbooks (meaning that silence 

about race and hidden messages were transmitted), generally reported that race was never really salient 

to them. However, even these respondents reflect on specific situations (foremost outside of schooling) 

in which they were confronted with their racialized backgrounds in specific contexts. They, however, 
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argue not to have internalized these events, for example, because another part of their identity was more 

salient (at the time) or because they made the conscious choice to counter these ascribed identifications. 

Respondents have a range of identities, that in certain moments are more or less salient, determined by 

the importance of events or the people present (Nagel, 1994). Within the sample of Black respondents, 

some mention sexuality to be a dimension of identity that was most important during adolescence, while 

some argue that their cultural identity or sometimes their gender or religion was most significant.  

 

During secondary school … I was searching for my sexual identity. Who am I? My cultural side 

didn’t really play a role. Although … that was not related to school, but when the issues related 

to LPF and Pim Fortuyn arose, I really felt like a foreigner. I gave it some thought back then. 

Am I so different? And I made a conscious choice. I can imagine people see me differently, but 

it doesn’t say anything about who I am and how much I am worth, so no need to change.  

Negasi, “Biracial”, age category: 18-29, level of secondary education: vwo, student in the 

analysis period: 1998-2007. 

 

Overall, while conscious ethnic identities were sometimes present starting from young ages, racial 

identities often remained uninvestigated until secondary education and for some later in life, for 

example, depending on an event or reoccurring event that forced respondents to recognize racism and 

to explore their identities. Thus, respondents’ racial identities generally come into existence when 

society confronted them with racism and whiteness. This often starts after the transition from primary 

to secondary school, for example through racialized experiences but also through the exploration of an 

oppositional identity (Fordham and Ogbu, 1986; Tatum, 2017). Racial salience is a dimension of racial 

identity that can be activated by racialized events and interactions with other people, but these events 

and interactions do not necessarily result in long-term racial identification. 

 

Centrality of Identity 

Analyzing racial centrality is difficult in the Dutch context, where ethnicity is emphasized and where 

the concepts of race and ethnicity are used interchangeably. At the same time, we see that former Black 

students deal with racism solely based on their racialized appearance. This oftentimes makes them 

reassess their identities and look at themselves from a new perspective, but it does not always make race 

a central part of their identities. 

 

[I: What is your racial identity?] This is really difficult, because I actually don’t identify with 

anything. When I look at dark [Black] people, who feel Black… I don’t identify with them. I 

don’t have a Black consciousness, I try to relativize everything. Plus, the word Black, I don’t 

think it fits me. I am not Black. I just have brown skin. At the same time, I don’t feel [white], 

because I am different of course. I have another color and I do have to deal with certain forms 

of racism, so I don’t identify with [whites] either. I do think that I fit in with the current 
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generation. Those who were born here and grew up here, are of color, but speak Dutch without 

an accent, and who can keep up with others in society … I see myself as a world citizen. You 

are not one thing. You have to be able to deal with everybody. … I always think, you have to try 

to get through to your children, and teach them that everybody is equal.  

Calvin, “Black”, age category: 30-39, level of secondary education: havo, student in the 

analysis period: 1988-1997. 

 

This respondent has reported to receive parental racial barrier messages and egalitarian messages, but 

was foremost socialized culturally. He became conscious of racism during adolescence when he started 

hanging out with Black friends, who talked about racism and shared racist experiences. During that time, 

Calvin was confronted with explicit racism (which he relates to a few rotten apples). Messages in 

schooling contained mostly silence. Calvin argues that teachers have never mentioned anything about 

contemporary or historical racism and textbooks did not contain Black history. Thus, while his 

experiences demonstrate the existence of racism, he felt that “it wasn’t that bad”. He believes that by 

proving himself to be “different” and by fitting in, racism could be avoidable. Consequently, while race 

was salient in specific contexts, race was not a central part of his identification. However, Calvin 

believes that his identification process would have been positively influenced, if he would have received 

racial pride and cultural socialization messages through schooling.  

Other respondents who do not feel that race is a central dimension in their lives, generally shared color-

blind ideologies and held on to a race-less sense of self. Being Black had very little to do with their self-

image and they often didn’t feel specifically connected to other Black people.  

 

I don’t identify with anything. I am just normal Dutch. I like it that I have […] blood, but I don’t 

feel […] and I don’t see a difference between my Dutch or … family. I see that they are different 

in their individual ways. My boyfriend is from [a country in the Middle East], but I don’t see 

him as a [Middle Easterner]. 

Farah, “Biracial”, age category: 18-29, level of secondary education: mavo and havo, 

student in the analysis period: 2008-2017. 

 

Farah furthers that she has never really experienced racism herself (but does report some incidents of 

racist name calling). She believes that it is important to try hard to fit in and to integrate. She mentions 

that schooling has had a strong influence on her identity because there was “much focus on the 

Netherlands and being Dutch”, which is reflected in her own identification to this day. Interestingly, 

Farah is the only biracial respondent who regards her Dutch ethnicity as more central (as she doesn’t 

consider herself a racial being, she doesn’t refer to herself as white). Other biracial respondents, who 

don’t identify racially, refer to their non-Dutch ethnicities as being most prominent in their lives. Biracial 

respondents who are more race conscious, however, take up border identities, integrating both their 

racial identities or regard themselves Black. 
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More respondents argue that their ethnicity identification is more relevant to them and therefore race 

does not take up a central position in their lives (during secondary school and after). In very few cases, 

respondents argue that even their ethnic identification was not always central to their lives and was 

formed during or after secondary schooling.  

 

I am Creole. That is something that developed when I was living in Surinam, where the ethnic 

pillars were more clearly visible. That was something I had to grow accustomed to, because here 

… you know, I saw that I was different in school, but I was not treated differently. (I: did you 

regard yourself as Dutch?) Yes, of course, my appearance was different, but not everybody was 

blonde with blue eyes. (…) I remember that a friend of mine said: I feel African and I really 

thought, what kind of crap is that? It was in the 90s, when more Surinamese Creoles focused on 

going back to their roots. That is absolutely not me ... Black awareness. Since Black lives matter 

and Obama, a lot is happening in the Black community here. I witness it, but I’m not actively 

involved. I do my own thing. I am Dutch, born and raised from [a large city] and as it happens, 

my parents are from Surinam. 

Gerda, “Black”, age category: 50-59, level of secondary education: havo and vwo, student 

in the analysis period: 1968-1977. 

 

Many former Black students, however, find race to be a central part of their identities. They started 

thinking of themselves in terms of race, because they were generally racialized by others. However, 

about half of the respondents who do identify racially, do not explicitly use the word “Black” (but rather 

“creole”, “negroid”, or “dark”). Especially male respondents argue that they do not perceive themselves 

as being Black, because they find the Dutch term for Black (Zwart) problematic, as it has long been 

used for racist swearing. 

 

(I: What is your racial and ethnic identity?) Negroid and [ethnicity]. I find Black a horrible term. 

Sometimes somebody says “that black one” [to refer to me] at work, and I find it very upsetting. 

“Black” in English, that’s not a problem. I relate that to brown or dark skin. I am not black 

[referring to the actual color]. … But, maybe I need to get used to it.  

Jason, “Black”, age category: 40-49, level of secondary education: mavo and havo, student 

in the analysis period: 1978-1997. 

 

Other respondents who find race to be a central part of their identities, do consider themselves in terms 

of Blackness, even when others might not always agree.  

 

I am Black. I’ve had some issues [with others] when calling myself Black. Others [NBPoC] who 

said to me: “You are not Black! Go to Haiti that is Black. You are Mulatto”. In Surinam, I am 
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just Creole. In the Netherlands, that is different. I use the word Black partly as a rebellious term, 

as a political term. 

Maria, “Black”, age category: 50-59, level of secondary education: vwo, student in the 

analysis period: 1968-1987. 

 

Sometimes, I say that I am a Black woman. But when I say this among Black women, they laugh 

and say: “You aren’t really Black”. But no white person would find that strange, because: “Yes, 

you are Black”. So, in that sense, I don’t really belong.  

Gini, “Biracial”, age category: 30-39, level of secondary education: vmbo, student in the 

analysis period: 1988-2007. 

 

Respondents who find race central to their identities, often portray race-conscious and anti-racist 

attitudes. Many of these respondents have actively searched for opportunities to learn about their 

histories and contemporary racism, by reading or going to lectures, courses, and other gatherings. In 

some cases, respondents indicate a strong desire to surround themselves with others who share their 

viewpoints and/or racial identities and have similar perspectives on society. These respondents argue to 

have gained more racial knowledge in the past five to ten years than ever before. Thus, most former 

Black students did not acquire racial knowledge during adolescence (especially not in secondary 

schooling), but through individual interest. These findings indicate that while cultural socialization and 

racial pride messages are related to the centrality of race, these messages are not often shared in 

schooling. However, at the same time, the lack of these messages and the emotions felt by respondents 

when realizing that information was withheld, has been said to be a trigger for further investigation. 

 

I am African. I feel Pan-African. Africa is really important to me. I plan to invest in Africa, in 

younger generations and infrastructure. … I was so angry after the age of 15, I learned about all 

the things that happened and that were embezzled. Things that are not in the history books. 

Slavery was only one page in history education. Congo, 15 million people that were murdered 

in 10 years’ time, that was new information for me and I was beside myself. I know that people 

here don’t have anything to do with it, or perhaps only indirectly: they have inherited the riches. 

I am here, and I know I should be happy to be here, but at the same time [I am] in the lowest 

hierarchy in this system. But at a certain moment, you have to find a way to work your way out 

of that [hierarchy]. I [did this], by identifying with freedom fighters, Lumumba, Marcus Garvey.  

Kwame, “Black”, age category: 18-29, level of secondary education: vmbo, student in the 

analysis period: 1998-2017. 

 

The findings further indicate that respondents who have faced derogatory racialized experiences (that 

led to mistrust) in schooling (and other contexts) or received cultural socialization messages, were often 

the same respondents who developed resistance and a positive racial self-definition due to racial identity 

exploration as oppositional behavior (O’Connor, 1997). The fewer respondents who did not regard race 
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to be central to their lives, were less explicitly confronted with racism during schooling (and in other 

contexts), express strong assimilationist views, and believe that other aspects of their identities 

(sexuality, culture, or ethnicity) were/are more dominant. These respondents solely received color-blind 

and egalitarian messages, but were generally taught to be silent about race.  

 

Racial Regard  

The identity components, private and public regard, are said to be a result of received racial socialization 

messages (Demo & Hughes, 1990; Stevenson, 1995) and are mostly formed when individuals are 

confronted with new contexts and experiences (Hughes, Watford, & Del Toro, 2016), like the transition 

from primary to secondary school. The private element is related to respondents’ positive/negative views 

of other Black people as well as their positive/negative views toward their own group membership. 

While a number of respondents reflected positive feelings toward their cultural backgrounds, none of 

the Black respondents explicitly reported feelings of racial pride during adolescence.  

 

When I moved from the Bijlmer [predominately Black neighborhood in Amsterdam] to [a 

predominately white city], I moved to a white environment (respondent just made the switch 

from primary to secondary school). I felt so much more at home in the Bijlmer. It was an 

unconscious feeling. But the way kids talked [in the new city], “you are brown like poop”, you 

know what is happening but you don’t have the words to describe that you feel less worthy than 

others. (…) One of my first memories is that I dreamed of being a white blonde woman, with a 

big house. That is what I wanted. I definitely did not want to be Black. Oh god, no…  

Gini, “Biracial”, age category: 30-39, level of secondary education: vmbo, student in the 

analysis period: 1988-2007. 

 

 

The above example illustrates how a new environment, especially one that contrasts earlier racial 

experiences, has influenced Gini and her feeling of private regard. In the predominantly white context, 

she was faced with new racial challenges and had to negotiate these new messages and experiences into 

her own racial identification. Her story is not unique.  

 

 

Coming from [a diverse] primary school and going to secondary school in a completely white 

context… Let me phrase it like this: in primary school, you are one of all and in secondary school 

you are one of those. That became really clear. (I: Was it at this point that you became more 

conscious of being Black?) Yes, I was already [racially conscious], because we had a [Black] 

teacher in primary school, many actually, they made us conscious. Plus, I was very interested in 

the history of slavery, which was inspired by my parents, because they bought me a book about 

slavery. (…) This has influenced my Black consciousness. So, partly, it was already there, but 
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when you are confronted with being different, you’ll look further. Why am I being perceived 

this way? Why am I so different? Why am I treated this way?  

Gio, “Black”, age category: 30-39, level of secondary education: havo, student in the 

analysis period: 1998-2007. 

 

Other examples indicate that Black students (females as often as males) may have negative feelings of 

private regard during the crucial years of identity formation. 

 

[The fact that I was one of few non-whites in secondary school] has affected me negatively. I 

felt insecure and I didn’t like the fact that I was Black. I wanted to be light-skinned and I also 

hot-ironed my hair for a couple of years. Straight hair is more accepted than curls. I remember 

that in school, they told me to wear my hair straight for model UN, because that was professional. 

My type of hair is not professional. (…) I felt less involved with the Netherlands. When you are 

constantly seen as different, you see yourself differently as well. I started searching for my roots. 

I am now really conscious and I research more and more things. So, in a way, perhaps, [the 

negativity] has had a positive influence as well.  

Marilena, “Black”, age category: 18-29, level of secondary education: vwo, student in the 

analysis period: 2008-2017. 

 

Like Marilena, a few respondents explicitly relate their negative feelings of private regard to “being one 

of few people of color” in a predominantly white school. Segregation in schooling can thus be seen as 

a practice that transmits hidden negative racial socialization messages of invalidation to Black students 

and non-Black students of color (Aldana & Byrd, 2015). Interestingly, most of the respondents who 

regretted to be Black during adolescence, argued that they do not experience this feeling anymore during 

adulthood. Among others, because these feelings led them to be more focused on researching racism 

and the valuable contributions that Black people make in society (e.g., actively searching for role 

models). However, a few respondents say that negative racial socialization messages have led to 

internalized feelings of racism to this day and/or negative feelings of private regard have influenced 

their level of association with other Black people. Respondents that mention this, often report to 

associate predominantly with white friends or partners.  

 

My mother was very clear that I should date a white woman. It wasn’t said explicitly, but it was 

clear [to me] what she meant. It fits the […] idea that it is better to be light-skinned, which is 

related to slavery and is still a problem.  

Gerald, “Black”, age category: 40-49, level of secondary education: vwo, student in the 

analysis period: 1978-1997. 
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My grandmother told me that I couldn’t hang out with [Black] people. “You may not associate 

with Antilleans,” she said. “You have to associate with Dutch [white] people.” That’s where it 

started. I didn’t understand. OK, they have a bad reputation here and you want to finish school, 

so you have to make sure to be in contact with Dutch people.  

Ashley, “Black”, age category: 40-49, level of secondary education: mavo, student in the 

analysis period: 1988-1997. 

 

This illustrates how the public and private elements of regard interact. While public regard focuses on 

individuals’ perceptions of the way others positively/negatively view Black people, we see that this may 

influence individuals’ private regard as well.  

 

Respondents report to have mostly become conscious of negative attitudes toward Black and non-Black 

people of color, after primary school (Hughes, Watford, & Del Toro, 2016). In their retrospective 

accounts, they realize that the first racialized events and messages about Black people during secondary 

school, were rarely positive. None of the Black respondents deny the existence of racial stereotypes and 

discrimination towards Black people in the Netherlands. 

 

Overall, former Black students didn’t often report a positive sense of (collective) Black culture (private 

regard) during secondary schooling. In fact, a sense of cultural collectivity based on ethnicity was much 

more present. Despite of this, respondents did often share similar perspectives on how Black and white 

people are viewed and respected differently in society (public regard). Most respondents had a clear 

comprehension of stereotypes about Black persons and shared feelings about how it felt being treated 

as “other” and “not really Dutch”. Yet, the way in which these comprehensions have affected their own 

individual identities, differed considerably. Those who have consciously experienced structural racism 

and cultural socialization displayed more positive feelings of private and public regard than those who 

didn’t.  

 

Ideology 

The identity component ideology refers to individuals’ ideologies on how Black people should conduct 

themselves in society. During the interviews, it wasn’t uncommon for respondents to share their views 

on how (other) Black people could improve the situation of racism in the Netherlands. 

 

I think that [Black people] could be more assertive. Instead of looking at me like, are you gonna 

help me out or what? … (later in the conversation in regard to segregation) I think that it is a 

pity that dark [Black] people …they are to blame in a way. They stick around [in multicultural 

neighborhoods] and when they do move, they go to the same kind of neighborhood, instead of 
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thinking, perhaps I should go to another neighborhood, because that is better for the future 

prospect of our children.  

Glenn, “Black”, age category: 30-39, level of secondary education: havo, student in the 

analysis period: 1988-2017. 

 

This example demonstrates the ideology of assimilation, which was expressed many times during the 

interviews. Interestingly, this ideology was even shared, albeit less often, by some respondents who 

conveyed race consciousness. These specific respondents were the same former students who identify 

racially, but don’t refer to themselves as “Black”. They feel that while changes should be made, these 

shouldn’t be too radical. This indicates that the ideology of assimilation is a deep-rooted master 

narrative, which is seemingly shared by different socializing agents and accepted by many. It is the 

interaction between these messages shared by multiple agents that informs former students to internalize 

these ideologies. These findings correspond with Wekker’s statement (2016; referring to Essed, 1994), 

who argues that in Dutch society “the main model of dealing with racial/ethnic difference is assimilation 

and those who cannot or will not be assimilated are segregated” (p.7). 

Furthermore, the oppressed minority perspective was mentioned a couple of times in relation to non-

Black people of color and white migrants: some respondents reported that they consciously chose to 

associate with these other minority groups (based on ethnicity) during adolescence and later in life, as 

they felt that they experienced similar injustices. The nationalist ideology that highlights the Black 

experience as distinctive from other groups and demonstrates preference for Black environments and 

supporting other Blacks, was rarely reflected in the interviews.  

 

CONCLUSIONS 
I have worked toward two goals in this chapter. First, racialized experiences and racial socialization 

messages that Black students have received over the past 50 years of secondary schooling, were 

identified. Second, I examined whether these messages have informed and shaped the racial identity of 

former Black students. In this final paragraph, I will shortly point out the most important conclusions. 

Before I do this, it is important to mention that it is methodologically impossible to measure the 

frequency of the transmitted messages, the cause and effect, and the specific impact of socializing agents 

in isolation, but I can say something about the messages that were received by students.  

Many respondents elaborate on their personal experiences within school contexts that, in their opinions, 

were racialized or racist. Most Black respondents argue that although they had some form of parental 

racial socialization, in reality they were often more consciously confronted with messages about race 

through negative racialized experiences in schooling or in other contexts outside of the home. Generally, 

the majority of Black respondents encountered obstacles in schooling, through peers, teachers or general 

hostile school culture. We have seen that former Black students perceive that (white) teachers regularly 
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had different expectations of them and treated them differently. Also, microaggressions and stereotypes 

left Black students feeling excluded or discouraged. The findings show that schools send out racial 

socialization messages, for example through tracking and segregation, leading to a promotion of 

mistrust. Whether these experiences can be “proven” or whether teachers are even aware of their 

preferences and prejudices is less important than the perceptions of former Black students and the effects 

that perceived racialized experiences have on their lives.  

Furthermore, I conclude that many teachers reinforce racialized messages (foremost by remaining silent 

about race), and have been doing so for decades. Teachers also express hidden messages through color-

blind and egalitarian discourses and lack critical knowledge about race. Only a small number of 

respondents report that one or more of their teachers have positively influenced them through racial 

socialization messages (self-worth messages, racial barrier messages, and cultural socialization). Racial 

socialization messages in textbooks are conveyed through absence (silence about race), through 

inclusion (e.g., cultural socialization messages), and often through a hidden curriculum (e.g., color-blind 

messages). 

 

All of these racialized experiences and racial socialization messages in schooling have informed former 

Black students’ sense of racial identity. For many respondents, their racial identification process began 

after the transition from primary to secondary school. A new environment, especially a new environment 

that contrasts earlier racial experiences, informed the development of different components of racial 

identity. They were frequently forced to negotiate (new) socialization messages and racialized 

experiences, which often affected their self-concept, their views toward their group membership, and 

their views about Black people in general. In some cases, however, these messages were reported not to 

have affected respondents’ racial identities. Respondents who have solely received proactive racial 

socialization messages of color-blindness, silence, and egalitarianism (from parents and teachers) and 

were not confronted with explicit racism (or downplayed racism), generally did not identify racially 

and/or displayed negative feelings of private regard (e.g., preferred to associate with whites). While race 

was salient in some contexts, these respondents often found that other aspects of their identities 

(sexuality, culture, or ethnicity) were more dominant. Furthermore, assimilationist views were most 

explicit among these respondents. 

Respondents who have reported to experience racism in schooling and/or have received cultural 

socialization (in or outside of school), generally identify racially (either in terms of “Black” or in other 

terms, such as “creole”). Many mention that in the last five to ten years they have increasingly developed 

a racial consciousness, mainly through the increase of race talk in the Netherlands and elsewhere (via 

the (social) media, “Black twitter”, books, lectures and more). The increase in expressed Black 

consciousness is perhaps one of the most tangible changes among former Black students, over the years 

studied.  
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These findings indicate that students integrate racialized messages within their self-concept. The 

presence of racialized experiences and racial socialization messages during a crucial time for identity 

formation (namely during adolescence), is reported to be influential to all four dimensions of racial 

identity. Future quantitative research should indicate in which complex ways these variables interact.  
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CONCLUSIONS  
 
 
When I talk to white people about racism, their 
responses are so predictable, I sometimes feel as 
though we are all reciting lines from a shared script. 
 
Robin DiAngelo 

 

 

 

By using critical race theory as a framework and methodology, this thesis aims to analyze racism in 

Dutch secondary education in the period 1968-2017, through depictions of Black people in secondary 

school history textbooks (texts and images) and through teachers’ racial ideologies. It also aims to find 

how racial socialization messages through teachers and in textbooks inform Black students racial 

identities. 

First, I questioned what type of racialized depictions (texts and images) can be identified in Dutch 

secondary school history textbooks over the period of analysis (1968-2017). In total, 1064 images 

(including captions) and 1518 text fragments, from a textbook sample containing 200 textbooks for 

students’ basic training, have been analyzed both qualitatively as well as quantitatively. 

 

 
 

Racialized	depictions	 in		
history	textbooks
(texts	&	images)

Context:	Dutch	
secondary	schools

1968 2017
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I have first qualitatively explored racialized narratives in Dutch textbooks (1968-2017), through eight 

representative visual depictions of Black people. It was found that racialization in visuals are displayed 

through two types of narrative structures: a) “racialization through otherness”, using one-sided 

stereotypical identities and racial hierarchy and b) “racialization through sameness”, maintained through 

color-blind frames, racialized narratives and minimization of race talk. Although all individuals are 

racialized in society, these visual examples from textbooks show that Black people are racialized 

downward, while whites have been racialized positively. Although attempts are made to include Black 

history, the depictions are often biased practices with false narrative and racialized hierarchy. 

With the quantitative analysis, I have interpreted to what extent the depictions of Black people and Black 

history shift in time. Based on multiple correspondence analysis four clusters were found and named 

‘anti-racist’, ‘non-racist’, ‘color-blind’, and ‘racially essentialist’. The findings show that ‘color-blind’ 

and ‘non-racist’ depictions are most prominent, and that ‘racially essentialist’ and ‘anti-racist’ 

depictions are less present. Also, ‘racially essentialist’ depictions in text and image have clearly 

increased in the years 1968-2017, while ‘anti-racist’ depictions are relatively stable. Furthermore, most 

images of Black people are categorized as ‘racially essentialist’ and very few are categorized as ‘anti-

racist’. These findings are far from the ideal of the exclusion of racialized depictions from Dutch 

textbooks in favor of more ‘anti-racist’ depictions.  

As mentioned, ‘color-blind’ depictions are especially vast in text fragments, while images show more 

extreme depictions of racialization. The color-blind depictions used in textbooks are particularly 

interesting, because they are hidden, as color-blindness may easily be interpreted as non-racist. Color-

blind discourse is, among other, expressed through the general denial of racism. Racism is not treated 

as an essential subject of history and addressed as a (locational or historically) distant issue. Any 

definitions of racism are simplistic. Also, minimization of racism is present through justifications of 

historical acts of racism. Second, abstract liberalism is implicitly expressed in textbooks, for example 

through symbolic representation. By representing a small selection of extraordinary Black males, the 

message is sent that equality can be achieved through hard work. Third, the cultural racism frame is 

conveyed by reinforcing the idea that one’s own culture is civilized and generous when it comes to 

providing aid toward “less civilized” cultures. Lastly, naturalization is expressed in the “they did it too”-

storyline. While the term “racism” is rarely mentioned, it’s certainly brought up multiple times through 

claims of “reverse racism”. Also, textbooks tend to make use of linguistics to justify Dutch role in 

(Black) history. While historians should be critical but distant, the empirical reality illustrates that 

selective values are perpetuated by hidden messages of omission, distortion, justification, minimization, 

etc. Overall, textbooks often uncritically follow color-blind frames and therefore reinforce dominant 

racial ideologies. 
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Second, I questioned which racial ideologies and discourses could be identified among (former) teachers 

in Dutch secondary schools (1968-2017). These conclusions are based on 63 semi-structured oral history 

interviews (28 held with (former) teachers and 35 held with former students). 

 

 

 

Much like the depictions in textbooks, (former) white teachers consistently use color-blind discourses 

and to lesser extent utilize racially essentialist and anti-racist discourses to make sense of race. Although 

the expressions of racism shift over time in response to changes in society and what is found to be 

socially appropriate, color-blind discourses remain intact. Thus, color-blindness seems to be the 

dominant racial ideology expressed by (former) white teachers, in the 50 years studied. While former 

Black students are much more likely to offer anti-racist discourses, they display color-blind discourses 

and sometimes racially essentialist discourses as well. Thus, color-blindness as a dominant ideology 

influences even those who are negatively affected by it. 

Furthermore, I questioned how teachers understand race, racism and their racial identities in Dutch 

educational spaces where whiteness is centered. The data reveal that most (former) white teachers 

generally do not conceive of themselves as racial actors. Race is constantly dismissed as a signifier of 

difference. The findings show that three expressions of whiteness are to be distinguished in teachers’ 

narratives: (1) the normalization of whiteness while racializing the “other”, (2) the minimization of 

historical and contemporary racism and whiteness, and (3) the explanation of inequities by reference to 

factors that exclude racism. Through these expressions, (former) white teachers are constantly 

(re)constructing race. We see that the older generation of teachers seem to find it slightly more difficult 

and uncomfortable to “talk race” than the younger (and less experienced) teachers. Many of the older 

generation seem to find that a discussion about race and racism is bringing more harm than good, which 

indicates that earlier generations were perhaps more silent about race. However, overall, it is astounding 

how often similar narratives and examples are used to portray, argue and illustrate color-blind views 

and discourses of whiteness. Most (former) white teachers seem to blindly follow what is mainstream 

(socially acceptable) and adapt their views and discourses accordingly. 

Teachers’	racial	
ideologies	 and	discourses

Context:	Dutch	
secondary	schools

1968 2017
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Another significant finding is that most (former) white teachers explain race through the age-old white 

racial frame (Feagin, 2013), that adapts to white norms and justifies and shapes racial inequalities. In 

these teachers’ discussions, their beliefs, narratives, feelings, reactions to images, reactions to language 

accents, and possible tendencies to discriminate become visible and largely correspond with the white 

racial frame. This frame, through the anti-others sub-frames and pro-white sub-frame, subconsciously 

forms teachers’ views and reactions, even among (some of) the more racially progressive teachers.  

When looking at changes in time, I find that, while in earlier decades “race” did not exist for (former) 

teacher respondents, this changed somewhat after the 1970s and 1980s with the presence of a larger 

number of Black people. Now, race was only mentioned in the proximity of few Black people as 

‘racialized others’, but largely ignored through color-blind narratives and behavior. In the 1990s and the 

years after, views on Muslim values as a supposed threat to Western culture became more prominent 

(entitlement racism (Essed, 2013)). This is generally not viewed as a racial issue, but one of religion and 

culture (color-blindness). Furthermore, “race” is mostly related to Blackness, but often times referred to 

implicitly by the use of coded race language and cultural- and ethnic framing. However, the feeling of 

entitlement to criticize Muslims (a group that is generally seen as non-Black) has created an environment 

in which people feel more ease to openly racialize Black people as well. After 2010, this feeling of 

entitlement is often related to anti-racist ideologies that are regarded as a threat to Dutch culture (e.g., 

the critique of Black Pete). 

Fourth, school racial socialization messages that former students believe to have received from teachers 

and textbooks were analyzed. Also, the question whether these messages have informed and shaped the 

racial identity of former Black students was examined. 

 

 
 

Many former Black students argue that in the course of their lives and in school contexts, they felt 

racialized and/or dealt with direct and indirect racist experiences. While a number of Black respondents 

argue that they have received some form of parental racial socialization, in reality they were often blind-
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sighted with racialized messages through experiences with racism in schooling or other contexts outside 

of the home. Former Black students report that they dealt with racialized disciplinary patterns, 

performance expectations, under-evaluations, and lack of interventions by staff in regard to 

microaggressions. Furthermore, respondents argue to be confronted with negative socialization 

messages through tracking and segregation. Whether teachers’ intents are non-racial is secondary to the 

perceptions of former students and the outcomes these experiences. As one respondent said: “The road 

to hell is paved with goede bedoelingen [good intentions].” 

Additionally, it can be concluded that many teachers reinforce racialized messages (foremost by 

remaining silent about race), and have been doing so for decades. Teachers also express hidden messages 

through color-blind and egalitarian discourses and lack critical knowledge about race. Only a small 

number of respondents report that one or more of their teachers have positively influenced them through 

racial socialization messages (self-worth messages, racial barrier messages, and cultural socialization). 

Racial socialization messages in textbooks are conveyed through absence (silence about race), through 

inclusion (e.g., cultural socialization messages), and often through a hidden curriculum (e.g., color-blind 

messages). 

All of these racialized experiences and racial socialization messages in schooling have informed former 

Black students’ sense of racial identity. Racial identities generally come into existence through 

racialized confrontations and messages. Many respondents received racialized messages after the 

transition from primary to secondary school. A new environment, especially a new environment that 

contrasts earlier racial experiences, has informed the development of different components of racial 

identity (e.g., private regard and public regard) among many respondents. They were frequently forced 

to negotiate (new) socialization messages and racialized experiences, which often affected their self-

concept, their views toward their group membership, and their views about Black people in general. In 

some cases, however, these messages were reported not to have affected respondents’ racial identities. 

Respondents who reported to have solely received proactive racial socialization messages of color-

blindness, silence, and egalitarianism (from parents and teachers) and were not confronted with explicit 

racism (or downplayed racism), often did not identify racially and/or displayed negative feelings of 

private regard. While race was salient in some contexts, these respondents often found that other aspects 

of their identities (sexuality, culture, or ethnicity) were more dominant. Furthermore, assimilationist 

views were most prominent among these respondents. 

Respondents who have reported to experience racism in schooling and/or have received cultural 

socialization (in or outside of school), generally identify racially (either in terms of “Black” or in other 

terms, such as “creole”). Many mention that in the last five to ten years they have increasingly developed 

a racial consciousness, mainly through the increase of race talk in the Netherlands and elsewhere (via 

the media, social media (“Black twitter”), books, lectures and more). The increase in expressed Black 
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consciousness is perhaps one of the most noticeable changes among former Black students’ racial 

identities, over the years studied.  

These findings indicate that students integrate racialized messages within their self-concept. The 

presence of racialized experiences and racial socialization messages during a crucial time for identity 

formation (namely during adolescence), is reported to be influential to all four dimensions of racial 

identity. Future quantitative research should indicate in which complex ways these variables interact. 

 

Finally, I questioned how (former) teachers’ racial ideologies influence the relationship between 

racialized depictions in textbooks and former Black students’ racial identities. And, vice versa, how do 

racialized depictions in textbooks influence the relationship between (former) teachers’ racial ideologies 

and former Black students’ racial identities. Although, an interaction effect can’t be analyzed with this 

small sample, I wish to share some (preliminary) indications, that may be useful for future research. 

 

 
 

In the years studied, (former) teachers’ ideologies and general lack of critical anti-racist knowledge 

often complement textbooks that portray similar ideologies. While textbooks (and teachers) are/were 

often silent about race, more recent textbooks may force teachers to include (at least some) Black history 

in their instructions. In these textbooks, however, Black history is overwhelmingly depicted through 

color-blindness. We see this same ideology present among (former) white teachers when pressed to “talk 

race”. Most (former) teachers are not properly prepared to teach Black history and most do not have the 

racial knowledge to participate in anti-racist race talk. If all teachers were able and willing to counter or 

problematize textbooks, perhaps different proactive socialization messages could be transmitted to 

students. Thus, findings indicate that (former) teachers generally do not compensate for textbooks. 

Which means that, overall, (former) teachers’ racial ideologies don’t influence the relationship between 

racialized depictions in textbooks and former Black students’ racial identities. However, textbooks 

sometimes drive teachers to express their (hidden) racial ideologies when including Black history that 

was previously silenced. Therefore, overall, textbooks have somewhat influenced the relationship 

between (former) teachers’ ideologies and former Black students’ racial identities. 
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Implications for Educational Practice 

What does this implicate for educational practice? Although, the problems discussed go far beyond the 

classroom and changes need to be made in all institutions, let me bring it back to the level of secondary 

schools. Teachers’ knowledge of their students’ racialized experiences and their general knowledge 

about Black history is often limited (even among history teachers), which makes them unprepared to 

talk race in class. When teachers display inconsistent and even (hidden) problematic views on race and 

racism, it is important to face the negative racial socialization messages that students are receiving. Also, 

when teachers don’t acknowledge themselves as racial subjects, don’t recognize their own roles within 

a system of privilege, and don’t understand why constructive race talk is necessary, they are not able to 

discuss race with students without harming them. Thus, teachers should become aware that their own 

racial identities shape their everyday practices, ideologies, and discourses. To reflect anti-racism in the 

classroom, the general denial of racism should be countered and acknowledgement of systemic racism 

and hierarchies of knowledge is necessary. To do this, anti-racist teacher training and an anti-racist 

curriculum during teacher education is imperative. Prospective teachers should critically examine their 

own positioning (racial identities, racial biases, racial ideologies, racial privileges, etc.) before dealing 

with a classroom. Also, more experienced teachers could benefit from anti-racist professional 

development. Furthermore, we have seen that textbooks are influential socializing agents that not only 

inform students, but also teachers’ instructions. Textbook authors and publishers could greatly benefit 

from anti-racist professional training and desperately need assistance from critical race perspectives. 

For example, educational researchers could take the time for engagement and exploration on how to 

decolonize the curriculum and reform learning materials. It would be interesting to discover how anti-

racist textbooks could potentially influence the relationship between teachers’ ideologies and Black 

students’ racial identities. That being said, individual teachers or textbook authors are not always in the 

position to make a collective difference. Qualified racially conscious, anti-racist educators/ 

management/ authors/ historians/ researchers/ scholars/ journalists/ politicians/ teacher educators/ 

policy-makers/ activists/ etc., are all needed to bring anti-racism and counter-narratives into educational 

settings. However, it is important to realize that awareness and further dialogue do not necessarily lead 

to social justice, but may result in adaption of existing ideologies and racisms (Vaught & Castagno, 

2008). Therefore, more practical anti-racist change is needed, for example through radical racial 

diversification of our schools. 

 

Future Directions 

More work is necessary to contribute to a growing scholarship of critical race and critical whiteness 

studies and (the history of) education in the Netherlands (and Europe). The findings in this study may 

serve as a basis to further explore the problem of racism in Dutch education (from primary school to 

universities), for example by researching images, symbols, discourses, narratives and their influence on 

contemporary thought and imagination. I would like to explicitly mention the importance of a more 
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obvious focus on (the construction of) whiteness in Dutch and European educational contexts. Education 

is part of the racialized system and we have to acknowledge what happens in these contexts if we want 

to challenge racism and white supremacy.  

First, we need more studies to focus on the (de)centering of whiteness in curricula and instruction in all 

educational contexts. Here, broader cultural factors, like how the media informs educational practice is 

important to consider.  

Second, we must study how to reflect anti-racism in educational practices and teacher education. While 

changes can’t only come from educational contexts, it is necessary to conclude what the best practices 

are in order to move forward in a just way. We can’t expect and shouldn’t want teachers to just start 

talking race. As I have argued, talking about racism, while not being self-aware and not being intensively 

racially educated, often does more harm than good. So how do we create this self-awareness and 

intensive education?  

Third, future research should adopt quantitative methods to investigate to what extent specific (covert) 

racial socialization messages of different socializing agents influence students’ racial identities, and 

behavioral or psychological outcomes in many different scholarly fields. Different types of racial 

socialization messages may influence the diverse dimensions of racial identity in distinctive ways, and 

a multi-level method is needed with larger samples to give more insight on this matter in different 

schools, demographic contexts, and regional locations.  

Fourth, the specific roles of school socializing agents need more in-depth research. For example, 

parental racial socialization may mediate in the relationship between teachers’ and textbooks’ messages 

of socialization. Because of this, it is necessary to further investigate parental socialization processes in 

relation to socialization in different schooling environments in the Netherlands.  

Fifth, further research is necessary to learn about how socialization messages in Dutch schooling affect 

non-Black students, including white students and non-Black students of color.  

Finally, it is important that future studies consider intersectionality in the field of Dutch critical race 

studies. A more in-depth and foundational discussion of the intersections of race, ethnicity, gender, 

sexuality, etc. is necessary to fully grasp race relations in the Netherlands.  

In moving forward, researchers first need to explore their racial attitudes and how this reflects in their 

work. It is important to reassess our views on knowledge, individualism, merit, etc., but also rethink 

what equality and equity really is. To give an example related to this study: there is much upward 

mobility among Black and non-Black respondents of color in the sample used for this research. Which 

has brought me to rethink how racial inequality is often seen as something rigid. The fact that upward 

mobility takes place and the presence of greatly successful (and assimilated) Black and non-Black 

individuals of color (both contemporary as well as historical), doesn’t prove equality in the Netherlands 

(although often used as an argument of equality). What is often asked is exceptionalism and assimilation, 

which relates to interest convergence. Why should one only succeed when exceptional or adjusted to 

the needs of whites? And even when individuals are exceptional and adjusted to the needs of whites, 
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Black and non-Black people of color still deal with being seen as deviant from the norm, which takes 

shape in myriad ways. Given examples of white male mediocracy or incompetency, men that become 

presidents of corporations or countries, I believe we must rethink what equality and equity means to us.  

 

In Closing 
Not only do I stick to my primary assertion that systemic racism is salient in the Netherlands, I now 

argue wholeheartedly that racial power relations have played and still play a pivotal role in Dutch 

secondary education. Also, secondary education in itself preserves racism and hierarchies of knowledge. 

Students are being socialized to regard whiteness as favorable in society. They take in ideologies and 

soak up beliefs about race, including information about their racial identities and sense of belonging. 

Once you see it, you can’t unsee it. In the past 50 years, Dutch teachers and textbooks have failed to 

teach students how to connect the history of race to the present and the future, and overwhelmingly 

(unconsciously) teach us false narratives on race in the Netherlands and globally. This is illustrative of 

master narratives told in society at large, meaning that teachers and textbooks are important actors in a 

larger playing field that overwhelmingly tell us the same stories over and over again. To defy this, we 

need to make room for anti-racism and counter-narratives. Schools have fundamental positions to 

encourage these narratives and reimagine race in our society. In the end, education has the great potential 

to demand critical dialogue, help students reconsider their realities, and to be a promise for action and 

social justice. But to do so, we must unveil color-blindness. 
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ENGLISH SUMMARY 

By using critical race theory as a framework and methodology, this project explores racism in Dutch 

educational contexts in the years 1968-2017 by analyzing the relationship between (1) depictions of 

Black people and Black history in secondary school history textbooks (texts and images), (2) teachers’ 

racial ideologies, and (3) the racial identities of Black students.  

Chapter 1 qualitatively explores racialized narratives in Dutch textbooks (1968-2017), through eight 

representative depictions of Black people, from a textbook sample containing 200 textbooks. It was 

found that, although manifestations of racism have changed over the centuries, the same cannot be said 

for stereotypes and caricatures in imagery. The chapter concludes that racialization is displayed through 

two types of visual narrative structures: a) “racialization through otherness”, using one-sided 

stereotypical identities and racial hierarchy and b) “racialization through sameness”, maintained through 

color-blind frames, racialized narratives and minimization of race talk. The chapter furthermore reflects 

on the use of critical race theory as a framework and the use of critical race methodology in combination 

with discursive methods for textbook and visual analysis. By inserting counter-narratives, the field of 

(the history of) education, especially in Europe, could make better use of critical (race) frameworks and 

research tools that do not divorce historical events from contemporary, persisting injustices.  

In chapter 2, the qualitative approach of the first chapter is extended by using a quantitative approach 

questioning all contemporary and historic depictions of Black people identified in the selected history 

textbooks (1064 images, including captions, and 1518 text fragments). The shifts in time are analyzed. 

Based on multiple correspondence analysis, four clusters were found and named ‘anti-racist’, ‘non-

racist’, ‘color-blind’, and ‘racially essentialist’. The findings show that in text and image fragments, 

‘color-blind’ and ‘non-racist’ depictions are most salient and ‘racially essentialist’ and ‘anti-racist’ 

depictions are less present. However, ‘racially essentialist’ depictions have clearly increased in the 

period between 1968-2017, while ‘anti-racist’ depictions have remained relatively stable. Additionally, 

images of Black people are overwhelmingly categorized as ‘racially essentialist’ and very few are 

categorized as ‘anti-racist’. Overall, these depictions are not sufficient to critically educate students and 

to positively socialize students racially. 

What is depicted in textbooks, even with a vast and valuable sample, does not give us enough 

information about what has been transmitted to students over the years. For that reason, the next step 

was to question how teachers have used the textbooks.  
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In chapter 3, the findings from 63 semi-structured oral history interviews (28 held with (former) 

teachers and 35 held with former students), were used to identify which racialized discourses were 

expressed. The chapter draws lessons from Bonilla-Silva’s work on frames of color-blind racism. Three 

principal collective racialized discourses (similar to the textbook depictions) were identified, which 

reflect respondents’ ideologies: color-blind discourse, racially essentialist discourse, and anti-racist 

discourse. (Former) white teachers consistently make use of color-blind discourses. This study also 

demonstrates that Dutch teachers use very similar frames to those that researchers have found are 

utilized in the US. Moreover, as has been shown in American research, former Black students are much 

more likely to offer anti-racist discourses, but they display color-blind discourses and (in very select 

cases) racially essentialist discourses to reflect their ideologies as well. Thus, color-blindness as a 

dominant ideology influences even those who are negatively affected by it.  

In chapter 4, the understandings of race and racism among (former) teachers are analyzed. How do 

white teachers explain their own racial identities in spaces where whiteness is centered? How do they 

construct race? In the findings, three aspects of white discourse are distinguished: (1) the normalization 

of whiteness while racializing the “other”, (2) the minimization of historical and contemporary racism 

and whiteness, and (3) the explanation of inequities by reference to anything but racism. Through these 

aspects, teachers, without realizing it, are constantly constructing the racial reality of their personal 

contexts and that of their students based on the discourse of whiteness. Thus, race is understood, defined, 

and (re)constructed by whiteness and white fragility is constantly at play. A significant finding of this 

research is that white racial framing is firmly fixed in the minds of most (former) teacher respondents. 

Central to the findings therefore is the importance of the historical foundations of systemic racism and 

white supremacy for understanding why so many (history and social studies) teachers believe false 

racialized narratives.  

Chapter 5 focuses on how racial socialization processes in schooling, through teachers and in textbooks, 

inform former Black students’ self-perceived racial identities. The findings suggest that schools send 

both implicit and explicit messages about race and racialization through teachers’ ideologies and 

textbooks. Former students have reported receiving proactive rather than protective messages; teachers 

generally conveyed color-blindness, silence about race and egalitarian messages, while textbooks 

conveyed both silence about race and color-blind messages. Students are also informed through, among 

other things, teachers’ disciplinary patterns, performance expectations, under-evaluations, segregation, 

and lack of interventions by staff in regard to micro-aggressions. The messages transmitted by teachers 

and in textbooks, underline the racialized experiences and messages that are transmitted in society every 

day. These messages and experiences have often influenced former students to actively counter and 

challenge the ways that the received racialized knowledge was shared.  

 

Overall, the study indicates that from the 1960s until the 1990s issues of race and racism are regarded 

as a “conspiracy of silence” (Sue, 2016) in Dutch educational contexts. While overt expressions of 
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racism were seen as improper, white supremacy was ever-present. After 2000, we see more (symbolic) 

inclusion of Black and non-Black people of color, but at the same time, more racialized depictions and 

racist ideologies are shared. This goes hand in hand with heightened opposition to immigration and 

Muslims. Since 2010, we generally see an increase in anti-racist consciousness among Black and non-

Black persons of color, and racism as a social problem in our society is highlighted in public discourse.  

More white people are becoming aware of racial realities. Even so, in education, minimization and 

silence about these issues still seem to be the (white) space in which many people are most comfortable. 

When forced to break their silence, discourses in this research still indicate color-blind reactions and 

techniques, white fragility, and a clear presence of the white racial frame (among others anti-Black sub-

frame). Through these forms of race talk in education, selective values are constantly transmitted and 

normalized. However, few of the white respondents see this as problematic, especially at a time when 

much public discourse (e.g., politics and the media) is becoming more overtly racist. The latter is seen 

as the real problem. Thus, while the past 50 years show changes in race talk and while overt racism is 

getting louder and louder in society as a whole, color-blindness is still the main racial modus operandi 

in Dutch educational contexts. If secondary education keeps on failing to offer all students a context to 

learn about systemic racism and to unlearn whiteness, more generations will be unprepared and lacking 

direction for a just (global) community.  

 

Keywords: race; racism; (history of) education; teachers; critical race theory. 
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RESUMEN ESPAÑOL 

Profesores, libros de texto e identidad negra. Color-blind racismo en la educación holandesa (1968-

2017) 

Con la teoría crítica racial como marco y metodología, esta tesis explora el racismo institucionalizado 

en la educación holandesa en los años 1968-2017. Analizamos la relación entre 1) las ideologías raciales 

color-blind (impasibles hacia el color) de los profesores, 2) la representación de personas negras y de la 

historia negra en los libros de texto (tanto los contenidos como las imágenes) y, 3) la influencia de los 

mensajes de socialización racial en la identidad racial de los estudiantes negros.  

El capítulo 1 explora cualitativamente las narrativas racializadas presentes en los libros de texto 

holandeses (1968-2017) por medio de ocho ejemplos representativos de personas negras, recogidas de 

una muestra de 200 libros de texto. De ellas se puede aseverar que, si bien las manifestaciones del 

racismo han cambiado con el paso de los siglos, no se puede decir lo mismo respecto a los estereotipos 

y las caricaturas de las imágenes. El capítulo constata cómo la racialización se manifiesta a través de 

dos tipos de estructura de narrativa visual: 1) “racialización por medio del otro/del diferente”, que utiliza 

identidades estereotípicas de una sola perspectiva y jerarquías raciales, y 2) “racialización por medio de 

uno mismo/del semejante”, que recurre a marcos color-blind, narrativas racializadas y a la minimización 

del habla racial. El capítulo también presta consideración del uso que se hace de la teoría crítica racial 

como marco, así como la manera en que se combina la metodología de crítica racial con métodos 

discursivos a la hora de efectuar análisis visuales y de libros de texto. Creemos que el campo de la 

(historia de la) educación, sobre todo en Europa, podría beneficiarse del uso de contra-narrativas, 

sacando así mejor provecho de los marcos (raciales) críticos y de las herramientas de investigación que 

no divorcian los eventos históricos de las actuales y persistentes injusticias. 

En el capítulo 2, complementamos el enfoque cualitativo del primer capítulo con una aproximación 

cuantitativa con la que analizamos todas las representaciones históricas y contemporáneas de personas 

negras en los libros de texto de historia seleccionados (1064 imágenes, incluyendo pies de foto, y 1518 

fragmentos de texto). Los cambios en el tiempo se tienen en cuenta. Con el uso del análisis de 

correspondencia múltiple, se encontraron cuatro racimos o grupos, que se denominaron “anti-racista”, 

“no-racista”, “color-blind” y “racialmente esencialista”. Los resultados demuestran que en los 

fragmentos de texto e imagen, prevalecen las representaciones “color-blind” y “no-racista”, con una 

menor presencia de las otras dos categorías. Se constata también cómo las representaciones “racialmente 
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esencialistas” aumentan claramente en el período 1968-2017, mientras que las representaciones “anti-

racistas” se mantienen relativamente estables. Además, las imágenes de personas negras se clasifican 

abrumadoramente como “racialmente esencialistas” y muy pocas de ellas entran en la categoría de “anti-

racista”. Desde una perspectiva global, estas representaciones no son suficientes para educar 

críticamente a los estudiantes ni para socializarles positivamente en cuestiones raciales. Sin embargo, 

aquello que vemos representado en los libros de texto, aun siendo una muestra amplia y valiosa, no 

ofrece la suficiente información acerca de lo que se ha transmitido a los alumnos a lo largo de los años. 

Por esta razón, el siguiente paso fue el de abordar cómo han usado estos libros los profesores.      

En el capítulo 3 utilizamos las conclusiones de 63 entrevistas orales semi-estructuradas (28 de ellas con 

antiguos profesores y 35 con ex-alumnos) para identificar los discursos raciales empleados. El capítulo 

toma prestadas algunas lecciones del trabajo de Bonilla-Silva sobre marcos de racismo color-blind. Los 

discursos racializados principales (similares a los de los libros de texto) fueron tres, y reflejan la 

ideología del entrevistado: el discurso color-blind, el discurso racialmente esencialista y el discurso anti-

racista. Los antiguos profesores blancos usaban sistemáticamente el discurso color-blind. El estudio 

demuestra que los profesores holandeses tendían a utilizar marcos muy similares a los que los 

investigadores han identificado en los Estados Unidos. Y tal y como se ha demostrado en la 

investigación norteamericana, los ex-alumnos negros son mucho más propensos a emplear discursos 

anti-racistas, aunque también utilizan – en casos muy concretos – discursos racialmente esencialistas 

para reflejar su ideología. Así vemos cómo la perspectiva color-blind como ideología dominante influye 

incluso a aquellos a quienes afecta negativamente.    

En el capítulo 4 se analizan las percepciones que tienen los antiguos profesores sobre la raza y el 

racismo. ¿Cómo explican estos ex-profesores sus propias identidades raciales en entornos donde 

prevalece “lo blanco”? ¿Cómo construyen el concepto de la raza? En nuestro análisis distinguimos tres 

aspectos del discurso blanco: 1) la normalización de lo blanco, a la vez que se racializa al “otro”; 2) la 

minimización del racismo y de la condición de ser blanco, tanto en sus manifestaciones históricas como 

contemporáneas; 3) la explicación de las desigualdades recurriendo a todo menos al racismo. Con estos 

aspectos los profesores, sin percatarse de ello, construyen constantemente la realidad racial de sus 

contextos personales – y la de sus alumnos – basándose en el discurso de “lo blanco”. De esta forma, la 

raza es entendida, definida y (re)construida a partir de lo blanco, y la fragilidad está siempre en juego. 

Un resultado significativo de esta investigación es el que constata que el marco racial blanco está 

firmemente fijado en la mente de la mayoría de estos ex-profesores. Por consiguiente, uno de los puntos 

claves de esta investigación es la constatación de la importancia de los fundamentos históricos del 

racismo sistémico y de la supremacía blanca a la hora de comprender por qué tantos profesores (de 

historia y ciencias sociales) creen en narrativas racializadas falsas.       

El capítulo 5 se centra en la forma en que los procesos de socialización racial en el colegio – a través de 

los profesores y de los libros de texto – informan la identidad racial auto-percibida de antiguos alumnos 

negros. Nuestra investigación sugiere que el colegio transmite mensajes tanto explícitos como implícitos 
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sobre raza y racialización a través de los libros de texto y de la ideología de los profesores. La mayoría 

de los antiguos alumnos confirman haber recibido de sus profesores y de sus libros de texto mensajes 

de tipo proactivo más que protector; en general, tanto los profesores como los libros transmitían un 

enfoque color-blind acerca de la raza y de los mensajes igualitarios. Entre otras cosas, los alumnos 

también reciben mensajes de los patrones disciplinarios de los profesores; de las expectativas de 

rendimiento; de las infravaloraciones; de la segregación; y de la falta de intervención de la plantilla en 

casos de micro-agresiones. Los mensajes que se transmiten en el colegio subrayan las experiencias y los 

mensajes que se transmiten a diario en la sociedad. Estas experiencias y mensajes sirven a menudo para 

influenciar a antiguos alumnos, instándoles a cuestionar y a confrontar de forma activa la manera en que 

el conocimiento racializado se comparte y se recibe.    

Globalmente, el estudio demuestra que, desde la década de los sesenta y hasta los noventa, las cuestiones 

de raza y de racismo se pueden caracterizar como un “pacto de silencio” (Sue, 2016) en el contexto de 

la educación en Holanda. Aunque las expresiones flagrantes de racismo se consideraban impropias, la 

supremacía blanca estaba en todas partes. Si a partir del año 2000 encontramos una mayor inclusión 

(simbólica) de personas de color – negros u otros –, también encontramos una mayor difusión de 

representaciones racializadas y de ideologías racistas. Esto va acompañado de una creciente oposición 

a la inmigración y al Islam. Desde el año 2010 constatamos en términos generales un aumento en la 

conciencia anti-racista de negros y de otras personas de color, a la vez que el racismo como problema 

social se aborda en el discurso público. Las personas blancas empiezan a tener conciencia de las 

realidades raciales. Aún así, parece que dentro del ámbito de la educación, el refugio (blanco) más 

cómodo para muchas personas respecto a estas cuestiones lo encuentran optando por la minimización y 

el silencio. Cuando están obligados a pronunciarse, los discursos que hemos encontrado en esta 

investigación demuestran reacciones y técnicas color-blind, fragilidad blanca y una clara presencia de 

un marco blanco racial (y dentro de el un submarco anti-negro). Con la pervivencia en la educación de 

estas formas de habla racial, ciertos valores selectivos continúan normalizándose y propagándose. Pero 

pocos de los encuestados blancos juzgan que esto sea problemático, especialmente en un momento en 

el que abundan discursos públicos (por ejemplo, en la política y en los medios) abiertamente racistas. 

Esto se ve como el verdadero problema. Así que a pesar de los cambios en el habla racial en los últimos 

50 años, y mientras que el racismo se expresa de forma cada vez más abierta en nuestra sociedad en 

general, el enfoque color-blind sigue siendo el modus operandi racial en los contextos educativos 

holandeses. Hasta que la educación secundaria holandesa encuentre la forma de ofrecer a todos sus 

alumnos un contexto en el que puedan aprender acerca del racismo sistémico y desaprender “lo blanco”, 

las generaciones venideras no podrán estar preparadas ni sabrán cómo luchar por una comunidad 

(global) más justa.  

Keywords: race; racism; (history of) education; teachers; critical race theory. 
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SAMPLE SELECTION TEXTBOOKS 
 
 
1968-1977   
Kroniek: geschiedenis voor v.w.o./h.a.v.o./m.a.v.o.  		
Wolters-Noordhoff/ 1971-… 		
1.     Deel 1 Voor de brugklas, van prehistorie tot ca. 1500/ Wakeren, B. van / 1st ed./ 1971 		
2.     Deel 2MH van ca. 1500-1848/ Wakeren, B. van / 1st ed./ 1971 		
3.     Deel 2VH Voor klas 2 v.w.o. en h.a.v.o., van ca. 1500-1815/ Wakeren, B. van /  1972  		
4.     Deel 3MH Voor klas 3 m.a.v.o. en h.a.v.o., van 1848-heden/ Wakeren, B. van / 1st ed./ 1974  		
5.     Deel 3VH Voor klas 3 en 4 v.w.o. en 3 h.a.v.o., van 1815-heden/ Wakeren, B. van/ 1973 		
  		
Capita Selecta uit de geschiedenis  		
Wolters-Noordhoff / 1967-… 		
6.     Deel 1/ Oerlemans, J. W./ 3d ed./ 1970 		
7.     Deel 2/ Oerlemans, J. W./ 1976 		
8.     Deel 3/ Oerlemans, J. W./ 3d ed. / 1972 		
  		
Vaderlandse geschiedenis  		
Wolters-Noordhoff / 1966-… 		
9.     Deel 1/ Hulzen, A. van/ 1975 		
10.  Deel 2/ Hulzen, A. van/ 1973 		
  		
Geschiedenis in thema en taak: een semi-concentrische leergang in thema’s  		
Meulenhoff Educatief / 1967-… 		
11.  Deel 1 Brugklas/ Kalkwiek, W. F./ 2nd ed./ 1971 		
12.  Deel 2b 2 HV/ Kalkwiek, W. F./ 2nd ed./ 1970 		
13.  Deel 3b 3 HV/ Kalkwiek, W. F./ 1st ed./ 1973 		
  		
Speurtocht door de eeuwen  		
Wolters-Noordhoff/ 1968-… 		
14.     Deel 1-2 Prehistorie, Oudheid en Middeleeuwen/ Marsilje, J. W./ 1972 		
15.     Deel 3 De tijd tot 1815/ Roorda, D. J./ 1969 		
16.     Deel 4 1815-1914/ Dunk, H. W. von der / 2nd ed./ 1971  		
17.     Deel 5 de nieuwste geschiedenis vanaf 1914/ Offringa, C. / 2nd ed./ 1973 		
  		
Kleio 		
Zeist: NIB/ 1972 		
18.     Kleio op de brug: geschiedenis voor de brugklas/ Ceulaert, A. B. & Feitsma, O./ 1st ed./ 1970 		



19.     Kleio voor vwo en havo 1 (ca. 1500-1914)/ Ceulaert, A. B. & Feitsma, O./ 1st ed./ 1972  		
20.     Kleio voor vwo en havo 2 (1914-heden)/ Ceulaert, A. B. & Feitsma, O./ 1st ed./ 1972 		
21.     Kleio voor mavo: 3e en 4e klas mavo, van ca. 1500 tot heden/ Ceulaert, A. B. & Feitsma, O./ 1972  		
  		
Fundamenten en mijlpalen: leerboek geschiedenis voor voortgezet onderwijs  		
Meulenhoff / 1959-… 		
22. Deel 1/ Hoeven, M. B. van der/ 10th ed./ 1967  		
23.  Deel 2/ Hoeven, M. B. van der/ 8th ed./ 1968 		
24.  Deel 3/ Hoeven, M. B. van der/ 4th ed./ 1966 		
  		
Mensen en Machten: semi-concentrische leergang geschiedenis  
voor het katholiek voortgezet onderwijs 		
Meulenhoff/ 1962-… 		
25.  Brugklas/ Adang, A./1973 		
26.  Deel 1: brugklas/ Adang, A./ 6th ed./ 1968 		
27.  Deel 2/ Adang, A./ 4th ed./ 1967 		
28.  Deel 2hv/ Adang, A./ 6th ed./ 1974 		
29.  Deel 3/ Adang, A./ 4th ed./ 1969 		
30.  Deel 3hv/ Adang, A./ 5th ed./ 1976 		
  		
Geschiedenis in onderwerpen: aspecten van wereldorientatie 		
Meulenhoff 		
31.  Leerlingenboek 2 v/h/ Berendsen, J. J. M./ 1st ed./ 1975  		
32.  Leerlingenboek 3 v/h/ Van der Dussen, W. J. et al./ 1st ed./ 1977  		
33.  Verdiepingsboeken 3 v/h/ Van der Dussen, W. J. et al./ 1st ed./ 1978 		
  		
De wereld in wording 		
Den Haag: Van Goor 		
34.  Deel 1: Tot 1715: Semi-concentrisch/ Novem/ 3d ed./ 1968 		
35.  Deel 2: Van 1715 tot heden/ Novem/ 3d ed./ 1971 		
36.  Deel 3: Nieuwste geschiedenis/ Novem/ 1971 		
  		
Podium van het verleden  		
Wolters-Noordhoff 		
37.  Boek 1: Voor de brugklas/ Kalle, E. C. L. et al. /4th ed./ 1977 		
38.  Boek 2a: Voor klas 2 M.A.V.O./ Kalle, E. C. L. et al./ 1970 		
39.  Boek 2b: Voor klas 2 M.A.V.O./ Kalle, E. C. L. et al. /4th ed./ 1970 		
40.  Boek 3: Voor klas 3 M.A.V.O./H.A.V.O./ Kalle, E. C. L. et al. /3d ed./ 1972 		
  
 
1978-1987   
Kijk op de tijd: geschiedenismethode voor mavo, havo en vwo.  		
Malmberg / 1979-… 		



1.     Leerlingenboek 1/ Heidt, E. W./ 2nd ed./ 1983 		
2.     Leerlingenboek 2/ Heidt, E. W./ 2nd ed. / 1984 		
3.     Leerlingenboek 3 vwo/ Heidt, E. W./ 1st ed./ 1981 		
4.     Werkboek 1/ Heidt, E. W./ 1st ed./ 1984 		
5.     Werkboek 2/ Heidt, E. W./ 3d ed./ 1985 		
6.     Werkboek 3 vwo/ Heidt, E. W./ 1st ed./ 1981 		
  		
Bezig met geschiedenis  		
Gottmer Educatief / 1984-… 		
7.     Deel 1/ Beetsma, J./ 1986 		
8.     Deel 2/ Beetsma, J./ 1985 		
9.     Docentenhandleiding 1/ Beetsma, J. / 1986 		
10.  Docentenhandleiding 2/ Beetsma, J. / 1986 		
  		
Sprekend Verleden een geschiedenis van de wereld  		
Gottmer educatief / 1978-… 		
11.  Deel 1 Verkort/ Dalhuisen, L. G./ 1983 		
12.  Deel 2/ Dalhuisen, L. G./ 1982 		
13.  Deel 3 boek 1/ Dalhuisen, L. G./ 1987 		
14.  Deel 3 boek 2/ Dalhuisen, L. G./ 1987 		
  		
Merlijn: geschiedenis voor mavo/havo/vwo  		
Spruyt, Van Mantgem & De Does/ 1982-… 		
15.  Deel 1 mhv/ Hennik, D. J. Van/ 1982  		
16.  Deel 2 mhv/ Hennik, D. J. Van/ 1983 		
17.  Deel 3 hv/ Hennik, D. J. Van/ 1985 		
18.  Werkboek 1 mhv/ Hennik, D. J. Van/ 1982 		
19.  Werkboek 2 mhv/ Hennik, D. J. Van/ 1983 		
20.  Werkboek 3 hv/ Hennik, D. J. Van/ 1985 		
21.  Handleiding 1 mhv/ Hennik, D. J. Van/ 1983 		
22.  Handleiding 2 mhv/ Hennik, D. J. Van/ 1985 		
23.  Handleiding 3 hv/ Hennik, D. J. Van/ 1986 		
  		
Podium van het verleden  		
Wolters-Noordhoff / 1968-1979 		
24.  Deel 1: voor de brugklas/ Kalle, E. L. C./ 3d ed./ 1976 		
25.  Deel 2: voor klas 2 mavo en havo (nieuwe geschiedenis)/ Kalle, E. L. C./ 3d ed./ 1978 		
26.  Deel 3: voor klas 3 mavo en havo (nieuwste en eigentijdse geschiedenis)/ Kalle, E. L. C./ 4th ed./ 1979 		
27.  Docentenboek: voor klas 2 mavo en havo/ Kalle, E. L. C./ 1978 		
28.  Docentenboek: voor klas 3 mavo en havo/ Kalle, E. L. C./ 1978 		
  		
Achteraf bekeken: Geschiedenis voor het mavo 		
Malmberg / 1981-… 		



29.  Brugklas/ Vereniging de samenwerkende landelijke pedagogische centra/ 1983 		
30.  3e leerjaar/ Vereniging de samenwerkende landelijke pc/ 1981 		
31.  Docentenhandleiding Brugklas/ Vereniging de samenwerkende landelijke pc/ 1984 		
32.  Docentenhandleiding 2e laarjaar/ Vereniging de samenwerkende landelijke pc/ 1984 		
33.  Docentenhandleiding 3e laarjaar/ Vereniging de samenwerkende landelijke pc/ 1984 		
  		
Beeld van de twintigste eeuw; wereldgeschiedenis 1917 tot heden  		
Van Walraven Apeldoorn / 1984-… 		
34.  Leerboek geschiedenis havo/vwo/ Mulder, L. & Doedens, A./ 2nd ed./ 1986  		
  		
Verleden tijd? 		
Meulenhoff Educatief / 1985 - … 		
35.   Verleden tijd? 1/ Kalkwiek, W. F./ 1st ed./ 1985 		
36.  Verleden tijd? 2/ Kalkwiek, W. F./ 1st ed./ 1986 		
37.  Verleden tijd? 3/ Kalkwiek, W. F./ 1st ed./ 1987 		
38.  Verleden tijd? 1 Werkboek/ Kalkwiek, W. F./ 1st ed. / 1985 		
39.  Verleden tijd? 2 Werkboek/ Kalkwiek, W. F./ 1st ed./ 1985 		
40.  Verleden tijd? 3 Werkboek/ Kalkwiek, W. F./ 1st ed./ 1987 
 
 		
1988-1997    
Vragen aan de geschiedenis: mavo havo vwo 		
Wolters-Noordhoff /1983-… 		
1.     Leerlingenboek 1 mhv/ Beenackers-Heeren, B./ 3d ed./ 1994 		
2.     Leerlingenboek 2 mhv/ Hooff, A. van/ 3d ed./ 1995 		
3.     Leerlingenboek 3 mhv/ Bakker, R./ 3d ed./ 1996 		
4.     Werkboek 1 mhv/ Beenackers-Heeren, B./ 1994 		
5.     Werkboek 2 mhv/ Hooff, A. van/ 3d ed./ 1995 		
6.     Werkboek 3 mhv/ Bakker, R./ 3d ed./ 1996 		
7.     Docentenhandleiding 1 mhv/ Beenackers-Heeren, B./ 3d ed./ 1994 		
8.     Docentenhandleiding 2 mhv/ Hooff, A. van/ 3d ed./ 1995  		
9.     Docentenhandleiding 3 mhv/ Bakker, R./ 1996 1992 		
  		
Sprekend Verleden: een geschiedenis van de wereld  		
Nijgh & Van Ditmar Educatief / 1994 - … 		
10.  Deel 1/ Dalhuizen, L. G. / 2nd ed./ 1989 		
11.  Deel 2/ Dalhuizen, L. G. / 2nd ed. / 1990 		
12.  Deel 3/ Dalhuizen, L. G. / 2nd ed. / 1991 		
13.  Werkboek deel 1/ Dalhuizen, L. G. / 1st ed. / 1989 		
14.  Werkboek deel 2/ Dalhuizen, L. G. / 2nd ed. / 1990 		
15.  Werkboek deel 3/ Dalhuizen, L. G. / 1st ed. / 1991 		
16.  Docentenhandleiding deel 1/ Dalhuizen, L. G. / 1990 		
17.  Docentenhandleiding deel 2/ Dalhuizen, L. G. / 1990  		
  		



Levende geschiedenis: methode geschiedenis voor de onderbouw  
mavo, havo, vwo, inclusief de basisvorming  		
Meulenhoff Educatief / 1984-… 		
18.  Deel 1 Basisvorming/ Hildingson, L./ 2nd ed./ 1993 		
19.  Deel 2 Basisvorming/ Hildingson, L./ 2nd ed./ 1994 		
20.  Deel 3 Basisvorming/ Hildingson, L./ 2nd ed./ 1995 		
21.  Werkboek 1 basisvorming/ Bartman, H./ 2nd ed./1993 		
22.  Werkboek 2hv/ Bartman, H./ 2nd ed./ 1994 		
23.  Werkboek 3hv/ Warne, K./ 2nd ed./ 1995 		
24.  Docentenhandleiding 1/ Bartman, H./ 2nd ed./ 1993 		
25.  Docentenhandleiding 2/ Bartman, H./ 2nd ed./ 1994 		
26.  Docentenhandleiding 3/ Hildingson, L./ 2nd ed./ 1995 		
  		
Andere tijden  		
Malmberg / 1989-1992 		
27.  Deel 1 MHV/ Ulrich, H./ 1e druk / 1989 		
28.  Deel 2 MHV/ Ulrich, H., & Wesseling, H. L./ 1st ed./ 1990 		
29.  Deel 3 HV/ Ulrich, H., & Wesseling, H. L./ 1st ed./ 1991 		
30.  Werkboek 1 MHV/ Broersen, T./ 1st ed./ 1989  		
31.  Werkboek 1 LM/ Broersen, T./ 1st ed./ 1989  		
32.  Werkboek 2 MHV/ Broersen, T./ 1st ed./ 1990  		
33.  Werkboek 2 LM/ Broersen, T./ 1st ed./ 1990 		
34.  Werkboek 3 HV/ Broersen, T./ 1st ed./ 1991 		
  		
Anno: Geschiedenis voor de basisvorming 		
Educatief / 1993 - … 		
35.  Deel 1/  Lam. D./ 1st ed./ 1993 		
36.  Deel 2 mavo/ Lam, D./ 1st ed./ 1993 		
37.  Deel 3 havo/vwo/ Lam, D./ 1st ed./ 1994 		
38.  Werkboek 1/ Voorst, van, A./ 1st ed./ 1993 		
39.  Werkboek 2 mavo/ Voorst, van, A./ 1st ed./ 1993 		
40.  Werkboek 3 havo/ Voorst, van, A./ 1st ed./ 1994 		
  
 
1998-2007   
Sprekend Verleden  		
NijghVersluys / 1996-… 		
1.     Leerboek 1 havo/vwo/ Buskop, H./ 4th ed./ 2004 		
2.     Leerboek 2 havo/vwo/ Buskop, H./ 4th ed./ 2005 		
3.     Leerboek 3 havo/vwo/ Bastiaans, C./ 4th ed./ 2006 		
4.     Werkboek 1 vwo/ Buskop, H./ 4th ed./ 2004  		
5.     Werkboek 2 havo/vwo/ Bastiaans, C./ 4th ed./ 2005 		
6.     Werkboek 3 havo/vwo/ Bastiaans, C./ 4th ed./ 2006  		



7.     Antwoordenboek 3 havo/vwo/ Bastiaans, C./ 4th ed./ 2006  		
  		
Memo: Geschiedenis voor de onderbouw  		
Malmberg / 2002-… 		
8.     Handboek 1 havo/vwo/ Boxtel, C. van/ 2nd ed./ 2003 		
9.     Handboek 2 havo/vwo/ Boxtel, C. van/ 1st ed./ 2000 		
10.  Handboek 3 vwo/ Boxtel, C. van/ 1st ed./ 1999 		
11.  Werkboek 1 havo/vwo/ Boxtel, C. van/ 2nd ed./ 2003 		
12.  Werkboek 2 havo/vwo/ Boxtel, C. van/ 2nd ed./ 2004 		
13.  Werkboek 3 vwo/ Boxtel, C. van/ 1st ed./ 1999 		
  		
Pharos. Geschiedenis voor de basisvorming.  		
ThiemeMeulenhoff / 1998-… 		
14.  Tekstboek vmbo-t/havo Deel 1/ Bont, V. de/ 1st ed./ 2003 		
15.  Tekstboek vmbo-kgt Deel 2/ Bon, J. van/ 1st ed./ 2004 		
16.  Werkboek vmbo-kgt Deel 1/ Bon, J. van/ 1st ed./ 2003 		
17.  Werkboek vmbo-kgt Deel 2/ Bon, J. van/ 1st ed./ 2004 		
  		
Sfinx. Geschiedenis voor de basisvorming  		
ThiemeMeulenhoff / 1999-… 		
18.  Leesboek 1 havo/vwo/ Berents, D./ 1st ed./1999 		
19.  Leesboek 2 havo/vwo/ Berents, D./ 1st ed./ 2000 		
20.  Leesboek 3 havo/vwo/ Haperen, M. van/ 2nd ed./ 2005 		
21.  Werkboek 1 havo/vwo/ Berents, D./ 1st ed./ 1999 		
22.  Werkboek 2 havo/vwo/ Beremts, D./ 1st ed./ 2000 		
23.  Werkboek 3 havo/vwo/ Haperen, M. van/ 2nd ed./ 2005 		
  		
Bronnen  		
EPN / 1997-… 		
24.  Tekstboek 1 vwo/ Berg, J. van den/ 2nd ed./ 2003 		
25.  Tekstboek 2 vwo/ Berg, J. van den/ 2nd ed./ 2003 		
26.  Tekstboek 3 vwo/ Berg, J. van den/ 2nd ed./ 2005  		
27.  Werkboek 1 vwo A/ Berg, J. van den/ 2nd ed./ 2003 		
28.  Werkboek 1 vwo B/ Berg, J. van den/ 2nd ed./ 2003 		
29.  Werkboek 2 vwo A/ Berg, J. van den/ 2nd ed./ 2004  		
30.  Werkboek 2 vwo B/ Berg, J. van den/ 2nd ed./ 2004 		
31.  Werkboek 3 vwo A/ Berg, J. van den/ 2nd ed./ 2005 		
32.  Werkboek 3 vwo B/ Berg, J. van den/ 2nd ed./ 2005 		
  		
Indigo: geschiedenis  		
Wolters-Noordhoff / 2003-… 		
33.  Informatieboek 1 havo/vwo/ Geugten, T. van der/ 2003 		
34.  Informatieboek 2A havo/vwo/ Boer, S. de/ 2004  		



35.  Informatieboek 2B havo/vwo/ Boer, S. de/ 2004  		
36.  Informatieboek 3 havo/vwo/ Boer, S. de/ 2005  		
37.  Werkboek 1havo/vwo/ Geugten, T. van der/ 2004 		
38.  Werkboek 2A/ Boer, S. de/ 2004 		
39.  Werkboek 2B havo/vwo/ Boer, S. de/ 2004 		
40.  Werkboek 3 havo/ Oltheten, H./ 2005 
 		
 
2008-2017    
Sprekend Verleden  		
Walburg Pers Educatief / 2011 -… 		
1.     Leerboek 1 havo/vwo/ Bastiaans, C./ 5th ed./ 2011 		
2.     Leerboek 2 havo/vwo/ Bastiaans, C./ 5th ed./ 2012 		
3.     Leerboek 3 havo/vwo/ Bastiaans, C./ 5th ed./ 2016 		
4.     Werkboek 1 havo/vwo/ Bastiaans, C./ 5th ed./ 2011 		
5.     Werkboek 2 havo/vwo/ Bastiaans, C./ 5th ed./ 2012 		
6.     Antwoordboek 3 vwo/ Bastiaans, C./2012  		
  		
Memo: History  		
Malmberg,  2002-… 		
7.     Handbook 1 h/v/ Bulthuis, H./ 4th ed./ 2014 		
8.     Textbook 2 vwo/ Bulthuis, H./ 4th ed./ 2015 		
9.     Textbook 3 vwo/ Bulthuis, H./ 4th ed./ 2016 		
10.  Workbook 1 h/v/ Bulthuis, H./ 4th ed./ 2014 		
11.  Workbook 2 vwo/ Bulthuis, H./ 4th ed./ 2015 		
12.  Workbook 3 vwo/ Bulthuis, H./ 4th ed./ 2016 		
13.  Answers 2 vwo/ Bulthuis, H./ 4th ed./ 2015 		
14.  Answers 3 vwo/ Bulthuis, H./ 4th ed./ 2016 		
  		
Feniks. Geschiedenis voor de onderbouw.  		
ThiemeMeulenhoff / 2007-… 		
15.  Leesboek 1 vwo/ Kreek, R. de/ 1st ed./ 2008  		
16.  Leesboek 2 vwo/ Schrijver, F./ 1st ed./ 2009 		
17.  Leesboek 3 vwo/ Heijden, C. van der/ 1st ed./ 2010 		
18.  Werkboek 1 vwo/ Kreek, R. de/ 1st ed./ 2010 		
19.  Werkboek 2 vwo/ Schrijver, F./ 1st ed./ 2010 		
20.  Werkboek 3 vwo/ Heijden, C. van der/ 1st ed./ 2010 		
  		
Geschiedeniswerkplaats  		
Noordhoff / 1982-… 		
21.  Informatieboek havo/vwo 1/ Geugten, T. van der/ 2nd ed./ 2012  		
22.  Informatieboek vmbo t/havo 2/ Geugten, T. van der/ 2nd ed./ 2013  		
23.  Informatieboek vwo 2/ Geugten, T. van der/ 2nd ed./ 2013 		



24.  Informatieboek havo 3/ Geugten, T. van der/ 2nd ed./ 2014 		
25.  Informatieboek vwo 3/ Geugten, T. van der/ 2nd ed./ 2014 		
26.  Werkboek havo/vwo 1/ Geugten, T. van der/ 2nd ed./ 2013 		
27.  Werkboek vmbo-kgt 1/ Bruns, D./ 2nd ed./ 2013 		
28.  Werkboek vmbo t/havo 2/ Geugten, T. van der/ 2nd ed./ 2014 		
29.  Werkboek vwo 2/ Geugten, T. van der/ 2nd ed./ 2014 		
30.  Werkboek vwo 3/ Geugten, T. van der/ 2nd ed./ 2015  		
  		
History 		
Bricks / 2015-… 		
31.  Textbook 1hv/ Kemerink, D. et al./ 1st ed./ 2015 		
32.  Textbook 2hv/ Mourik, J. Van, et al./ 1st ed./ 2016 		
33.  Workbook 1hv/ Kemerink, D. et al./ 1st ed./ 2015 		
34.  Workbook 2hv/ Kemerink, D. et al./ 1st ed./ 2016 		
  		
Columbus 		
EPN / 2008-… 		
35.  1 vwo/ Berg, J. Van den/ 1st ed./ 2008 		
36.  2 havo/vwo/ Berg, J. Van den/ 1st ed./ 2008 		
37.  3 havo/ Berg, J. Van den/ 1st ed./ 2009 		
38.  Werkboek 1 vwo/ Berg, J. Van den/ 1st ed./ 2008 		
39.  Werkboek 2 havo/vwo/ Berg, J. Van den/ 1st ed./ 2008 		
40.  Werkboek 3 havo/ Berg, J. Van den/ 1st ed./ 2010 		
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SELECTION OF IMAGES AND CAPTIONS USED DURING INTERVIEWS 

 

 
 
“The International Red Cross at work. The Red Cross not only cares for the wounded 
on the battlefields. No, wherever disaster strikes humanity, the Red Cross is present to 
provide medical assistance and relieve distress in other ways possible” (published in 
1972). 



 
 

 
 

 
 
No caption (published in 2012).  
 

 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 

  
 
“On the deck of a slave ship, bound for America. Many slaves did not survive the 
crossing. Yet, they were often better fed than the crew!” (published in 1986). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

 
 
“Black Pete is said to be proof of racism. However, Saint Nicholas and Pete both come 
from the Germanic-Christian Middle Ages. The Saint is Christian and Black Pete, the 
son of the Germanic God Wodan, looked through the chimneys to check whether people 
offered sacrifices to Wodan. In addition, he became black from the soot” (published in 
2005). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
“Wounded soldiers in Vietnam” (2005). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 
 
 

 
 
“Black power: Winners of the 400 meters give their victory a political character” 
(published in 1995). 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
“Poster from 1850 showing various human races. The races at the top were the most 
developed. The wild, uncivilized African is right at the bottom” (published in 2005).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
“Blacks in the Western world were long seen as a type of ape. Scientific research had to 
provide proof for this vision” (published in 1996). 

 
 



 
 

 

 
 
“Not all Surinamese were happy with development aid” (published in 1994).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 
	
“A mixed Marriage (Chinese with His Colored Wife). Surinam.” (published in 2007).  
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Resumen. El presente artículo es un análisis cualitativo de las narrativas racia-
lizadas en los libros de texto holandeses (1968-2017), ilustrado por ocho 
representaciones de personas negras seleccionadas de una muestra de 200 
libros de texto holandeses de educación secundaria. Puesto que las imáge-
nes son indicadores de racialización, la autora se centra en las narrativas 
visuales. El artículo concluye que la racialización se despliega a través de 
dos tipos de estructuras narrativas: a) la racialización a través de la alte-
ridad usando identidades estereotípicas unilaterales y jerarquía racial y b) 
la racialización a través de la semejanza mantenida a través de marcos 
ciegos al color, narrativas racializadas y minimización de la referencia a las 
razas. El artículo además reflexiona sobre el uso de la teoría crítica de la 
raza (CRT) como marco y el uso de la metodología crítica de la raza (CRM) 
en combinación con métodos discursivos para el análisis visual y de los 
libros de texto. Insertando narrativas contrarias, este artículo ilustra que el 
campo de la historia de la educación, especialmente en Europa, puede ha-
cer un uso mayor de los marcos críticos (de la raza) y de las herramientas 
de investigación que no disocian los sucesos históricos de las injusticias 
contemporáneas y persistentes. 

 Palabras claves: Racialización; Metodología crítica de la raza; Imágenes 
de libros de texto; Historia de la educación.

INTRODUCTION

Narratives on race are often limited, as the dominant narrative con-
structs marginalized experiences in ways that do not meet reality. This 
dominant, master narrative, which is often framed as being race-neutral, 
can be flawed by omission, amplification, distortion; whatever works for 
those in power to maintain the system of advantage in our hierarchical 
society. The master narrative «privileges Whites, men, the middle and/or 
upper class, and heterosexuals by naming these social locations as natu-
ral or normative points of reference».1 Thus, assumptions of whiteness as 
being «normal» and ideologies of color-blindness, limit narratives by ig-
noring marginalized experiences.2 In the Netherlands this is particularly 
the case, as race is hardly accepted as a signifier of difference and whites 

1  Daniel Solórzano and Tara Yosso, «Critical Race Methodology: Counter-storytelling as an Analyti-
cal Framework for Education Research», Qualitative inquiry 8, no. 1 (2002): 28.

2 Gloria J. Ladson-Billings and William F. Tate, «Toward a critical race theory of education», in So-
ciology of Education: Major Themes, ed. Stephen Ball (London: Psychology Press, 2000), 322-342; 
Amanda Lewis, «"What group?” Studying whites and whiteness in the era of “color-lindness”», Socio-
logical theory 22, no. 4 (2004): 623-646.
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see themselves as «normal», race-less3 or «Dutch» (indicating that race 
can be closely related to nationality), while at the same time racializing4 
«the other». In educational contexts, discourses on race also follow these 
master narratives and are not being challenged. Too often, when it comes 
to race, educators do not engage with critical knowledge, following most-
ly the information exposed in textbooks, and keeping the Eurocentric 
epistemological basis of education intact.5 In the U.S., critical studies on 
institutional racism in schooling, the maintenance of racial hierarchies 
through the educational system, teachers’ and white students’ racial ideo-
logies and narratives, teachers’ constructions of race, students of color’s 
experiences, race in textbooks (etc.) are well documented.6 In the Nether-
lands (and in Europe, with the exception of Britain7) however, race in 
educational contexts is rarely studied. Although some educational stud-
ies8 on the manifestation of prejudice (on the basis of ethnicity) have 
been completed, very few researchers have used critical frameworks to 
study structural racism.9 Although some critical work has been done on 

3 Melissa Weiner, «Whitening a diverse Dutch classroom: white cultural discourses in an Amsterdam 
primary school», Ethnic and Racial Studies 38, no. 2 (2015): 359-376.

4 In the famous work of Michael Omi and Howard Winant (Racial Formation in the United States: 
From the 1960s to the 1990s (New York: Routledge, 1994), 14.), racialization is defined as «the exten-
sion of racial meaning to a previously racially unclassified relationship, social practice, or group», 
Bonilla-Silva (2015) furthers this by adding that racialization appoints groups into hierarchical ca-
tegories and thus entails «practices of racial domination». He adds that things can also be racialized 
(e.g. textbooks that reproduce dominant views of people of color). 

5 Bree Picower, «The unexamined whiteness of teaching: How white teachers maintain and enact 
dominant racial ideologies», Race Ethnicity and Education 12, no. 2 (2009): 197-215; Ineke Mok, ‘Juf 
was dat echt zo?’ Lessen over slavernij in het Amsterdamse voortgezet onderwijs (Amsterdam: Gemeen-
te Amsterdam, 2011); Weiner «Whitening a diverse Dutch classroom», 359-376.

6 E.g. Amanda Lewis, Race in the schoolyard: Negotiating the color line in classrooms and communi-
ties (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2003); Amanda Lewis and John Diamond, Despi-
te the best intentions: How racial inequality thrives in good schools (Oxford University Press, 2015); 
Laurie Cooper Stoll, Race and gender in the classroom: Teachers, privilege, and enduring social inequa-
lities (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2013).

7 E.g. David Gillborn, «Education policy as an act of white supremacy: Whiteness, critical race 
theory and education reform», Journal of Education Policy 20, no. 4 (2005): 485-505.

8 Maykel Verkuyten and Jochem Thijs, «Racist victimization among children in the Netherlands: 
The effect of ethnic group and school», Ethnic and Racial Studies 25, no. 2 (2002): 310-331; Linda 
van den Bergh, et al., «The implicit prejudiced attitudes of teachers: Relations to teacher expecta-
tions and the ethnic achievement gap»,  American Educational Research Journal  47, no. 2 (2010): 
497-527; Joep Bakker, «Cultureel-etnische segregatie in het onderwijs: achtergronden, oorzaken en 
waarom te bestrijden», Pedagogiek 32, no. 2 (2012): 104-128.

9 Melissa Weiner, «The Dutchman's Burden: Enslavement, Africa and Immigrants in Dutch Primary 
School History Textbooks», Sociologias 17, no. 40 (2015): 212; Melissa Weiner, «(E)Racing Slavery: 
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textbooks in the Netherlands, there is no direct literature addressing the 
issue of racial meanings in textbook visuals.

With the intention to contribute to Dutch textbook research and add-
ing value to the body of knowledge in relation to racial meaning, the 
current article has three main purposes. First, this qualitative study on 
racialized narratives told in Dutch history textbooks (1968-2017), illus-
trated by using eight visual examples, is a first step to explore in-depth 
constructions of race and ways of «othering» in Dutch educational con-
texts. This article is part of a larger research project that analyzes racial 
ideology, racial identity, and representation in Dutch secondary school 
educational contexts in fifty years’ time, through textbook analysis (qual-
itative and quantitative) and through interviews with (former) teachers 
and former students. 

Second, the article addresses critical race theory (CRT), which tackles 
the complexities of race and more specifically how narratives nor-
malize racism. One of the aims of CRT is to identify visual forms of 
racism. Images are powerful tools. Audiences are more accepting of the 
visual frames portrayed, without questioning its reality or truth.10 This is 
important because images are indicators of racialization.11 Although the 
aim to identify visual forms of racism has been explicitly called for by 
critical race scholars, only few have made the attempt.12 Thus, this arti-
cle contributes to the critical race field by analyzing and countering 
visual racialized narratives. 

Although (history of) education scholars often conduct textbook research 
using a wide range of approaches for analysis and methods (e.g. composi-
tional interpretations, content analysis, semiology, socio-linguistics, 

Racial Neoliberalism, Social Forgetting, and Scientific Colonialism in Dutch Primary School History 
Textbooks», Du Bois Review 11, no. 2 (2014): 2; Melissa Weiner, «Colonized Curriculum Racializing 
Discourses of Africa and Africans in Dutch Primary School History Textbooks», Sociology of Race 
and Ethnicity 2, no. 4 (2016): 450-465; Weiner «Whitening a diverse Dutch classroom», 359-376.

10 Lulu Rodriguez and Daniela Dimitrova. «The Levels of Visual Framing», Journal of Visual Litera-
cy 30, no. 1 (2011): 48-65.

11 Melissa Weiner, «Towards a critical global race theory», Sociology Compass 6, no. 4 (2012): 339.

12 E.g. Lindsay Pérez Huber and Daniel Solórzano, «Visualizing Everyday Racism: Critical Race 
Theory, Visual Microaggressions, and the Historical Image of Mexican Banditry», Qualitative Inquiry 
21, no. 3 (2015): 223-238; Daniel Solórzano, «Images and words that wound: Critical race theory, 
racial stereotyping, and teacher education», Teacher Education Quarterly 24 (1997): 5-19.
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psychoanalysis, and more13), critical race methodology (CRM)14 is not one 
of them.15 Therefore, the third purpose of this article is to further exam-
ine the potential of CRM as a tool for visual analysis in the field of histo-
ry of education (a field that often divorces historical events from contem-
porary injustices). 

LITERATURE

In presenting a brief overview of the theoretical scholarship on race, 
racism, racialization context is provided for the methodology and data 
analysis section, where a more in-depth discussion of the use of CRT and 
CRM in visual analysis is provided. Also, in this section we will briefly 
discuss prior textbook research on race and the concept of «othering».

On race, racism, and racialization

Racism is generally defined as blatant, extreme, and intentional16 and 
often seen as visible practices of individual prejudices. In 1997, Bonilla-Sil-
va17 wrote «Rethinking Racism» in which he heavily critiqued this «preju-
dice approach», by outlining the following problematic aspects to it. When 
people view racism as prejudice, they deny the fact that racism is em-
bedded in the societal structure, they overly concentrate on racism as a 
psychological basis, they argue racism to be «irrational behavior», they re-
gard racism as a problem of overt racists, and they consider racism a rem-
nant of past injustices. In the same work, Bonilla-Silva introduces an alter-
native approach for studying racial matters: the «racialized social system». 
This refers to «societies in which economic, political, social, and ideological 

13 Gillian Rose, Visual Methodologies: An Introduction to Researching with Visual Materials (London: 
Sage, 2016).

14 Solórzano and Yosso, «Critical Race Methodology», 23-44.

15 A quick scan of the journals Paedagogica Historica and History of Education, indicates that few 
articles were published with the following keywords: «textbook» + «race theory» (respectively 1 hit / 
0 hits) and «textbook» + «critical race» (1 hit / 0 hits). The combinations of «textbook» + «race» or 
«racism» led to more variation (110 / 77 hits in Paedagogica Historica, and 178 /58 hits in History of 
Education). Notably, many titles were related to Nazism.

16 Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, «More than Prejudice: Restatement, Reflections, and New Directions in 
Critical Race Theory», Sociology of Race and Ethnicity 1, no. 1 (2015): 75-89.

17 Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, «Rethinking Racism: Towards a Structural Interpretation», American So-
ciological Review 62, no. 3 (1997): 465-480.
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levels are partially structured by the placement of actors in racial catego-
ries or races»18. Thus, the idea that people in a dominant position can ra-
cialize others which is embedded in social structures and institutions, is 
the core of this perspective. Racialization, is motivated by the desire of 
those in positions of power to maintain their position in the racialized so-
cial system. The overwhelming majority of those in dominant positions of 
power is white and as a group whites benefit from this unequal distribu-
tion of power and advantages them over people of color (racial privilege).19 
Obviously white people can deal with hardships, but racism is not the 
cause of this (unlike for example sexism, classism, ableism). Bonilla-Silva20 
argues that if we want to understand this system, we need to uncover: «[…] 
the mechanisms and practices (behaviors, styles, cultural affectations, tradi-
tions, and organizational procedures) at the social, economic, ideological, 
and political levels responsible for the reproduction of racial domination». 

Bonilla-Silva further argues that race is not fixed and is thus con-
stantly evolving, as the meanings and consequences are dependent on 
contexts (e.g. demographics).21 He argues that post 1960s racism in the 
U.S. is often invisible, mostly avoids racial terminology, and is em-
bedded and normalized through institutions.22 Bonilla-Silva identifies this 
as a new racial structure, namely «new racism».23 New racism has an 
ideological component, which is termed «color-blind racism». Color-
blind racism entails strategies to justify, downplay, or deny race and ra-
cism, and thus upholds new racism.24 Color-blind racism, then reinforc-
es the illusion that there is no such thing as systemic racism in current 
day society, through (apparently non)racial discourse, utilizing «frames, 
styles, and racial stories»25. Thus, these frames, styles and racial stories 

18 Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, White supremacy and racism in the post-civil rights era (Boulder: Lynne 
Rienner Publishers, 2001), 37.

19 E.g. Charles W. Mills, The Racial Contract (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1997).

20 Bonilla-Silva, «More than Prejudice», 77.

21 Weiner, «Towards a critical global», 333.

22 Bonilla-Silva and Ashe, «The End of Racism?», 60.

23 Before this time «scientific» racism, the belief that science provides evidence to support racism, 
prevailed.

24 Bonilla-Silva and Ashe, «The End of Racism?», 59; Bonilla-Silva, White supremacy and racism, 37.

25 Bonilla-Silva and Ashe, «The End of Racism?», 63.
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protect (white) people from acknowledging structural racism and racial 
privilege, which in turn safeguards them from feelings of vulnerability 
and discomfort when confronted with race (racial fragility26) and avoids 
them from personal accountability (racial apathy27). In the Netherlands, 
many have contested the idea of «new racism», arguing that it does not 
apply to the Dutch context, arguing that while discrimination might ex-
ist, racism does not.28 This line of reasoning follows the general consen-
sus that, after WWII, there is no race and therefore racism in the Neth-
erlands. Despite this master narrative, Dutch critical scholars have 
proven race and structural racism (e.g. in education) to be extremely 
relevant.29

On textbooks and othering

In education, most textbook research on race seek to analyze the fol-
lowing themes: a) How do textbooks present racism (and related histor-
ical topics like slavery) and b) what processes of othering (which is wide-
ly used to exclude «them» from «us» in society) do textbooks contain. 
Again, the overwhelming majority of these studies have been carried out 
in the U.S. Many of these studies have demonstrated that race and rac-
ism are not treated as fundamental topics in history or social sciences.30 
Moreover, textbooks teach students that racism consists of incidental 
acts of violence by malicious individuals.31 Outside of the U.S. similar 

26 Robin DiAngelo, «White fragility», The International Journal of Critical Pedagogy 3, no. 3, (2011):54-70.

27 Tyrone Forman, «Color-blind Racism and Racial Indifference: The Role of Racial Apathy in Facili-
tating Enduring Inequalities», in The changing terrain of race and ethnicity, eds. Maria Krysan, Amanda 
Lewis (New York: Russell Sage, 2004), 43-66; Thomas Pettigrew and Roel Meertens, «Subtle and bla-
tant prejudice in Western Europe», European journal of social psychology 25, no. 1 (1995): 57-75. 

28 E.g. Hans Siebers, «‘Race’ versus ‘ethnicity’? Critical race essentialism and the exclusion and op-
pression of migrants in the Netherlands», Ethnic and Racial Studies 40, no. 3 (2017): 369-387.

29 e.g. Philomena Essed and Isabel Hoving, eds., Dutch racism (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2014); Melissa 
Weiner and Antonio Carmona Báez, eds., Smash the Pillars: Decoloniality and the Imaginary of Color 
in the Dutch Kingdom (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2018).

30 e.g. Keffrelyn Brown and Anthony Brown, «Silenced memories: An examination of the sociocul-
tural knowledge on race and racial violence in official school curriculum», Equity & Excellence in 
Education 43, no. 2 (2010): 139-154.

31 Keffrelyn Brown and Anthony Brown, «Strange fruit indeed: Interrogating contemporary text-
book representations of racial violence toward African Americans», Teachers College Record 112, 
no. 1 (2010): 31-67.



■ MARIA LUCE SIJPENHOF 

Historia y Memoria de la Educación, 10 (2019): 131-174138

conclusions were made. Canadian research32 illustrates that racism is por-
trayed as the prejudice of exceptional groups that exist outside of the na-
tion (e.g. Nazism, KKK, Apartheid). Other scholars argue that racism is 
portrayed as out of the ordinary.33 These depictions distort students’ views 
on systemic racism and omit anti-racist discourses. In Germany for exam-
ple, a study by Marmer et al.34 finds that images of poverty, violence, and 
underdevelopment dominate German textbooks. The narrative is Euro-
centric and stereotypes about African people are visibly present. In Portu-
gal, Araújo and Maeso35 found that Eurocentrism was imparted through 
three types of narratives: 1. a narrative that places the «other» in another 
timeframe than present day Europe (naturalizing the idea of hierarchy in 
relation to «civilization»); 2. a narrative that promotes the nation State 
and democracy as the ultimate form of political organization to justify 
colonialism; 3. a narrative that connects race and racism to certain loca-
tions and historical moments in time. In the Netherlands, textbook stud-
ies results are quite similar. Weiner concludes that Eurocentric master 
narratives are used to perpetuate Dutch social amnesia of slavery and co-
lonialism, that interventions in Africa are justified36, that immigrants are 
seen as outsiders who cause problems for the tolerant Dutch37, that the 
Dutch role of enslavement is minimized38, and that Dutch «superiority» is 
illuminated.39 These studies show that textbooks often evade the most im-
portant element in the field of race, namely power relations.40 

32 Ken Montgomery, «Imagining the Antiracist State: Representations of Racism in Canadian Histo-
ry Textbooks», Discourse: studies in the cultural politics of education 26, no. 4 (2005): 427-442.

33 Marta Araújo and Silvia Rodríguez Maeso, «History textbooks, racism and the critique of Euro-
centrism: beyond rectification or compensation», Ethnic and Racial Studies 35, no. 7 (2012): 1266-
1286.

34 Elina Marmer, et al., «Racism and the image of Africa in German schools and textbooks», Interna-
tional Journal of Diversity in Organisations, Communities and Nations 10, no. 5 (2010): 1.

35 Marta Araújo and Silvia Rodríguez Maeso, Discussion Guide: 'After all, it was Europe that made the 
modern world': Eurocentrism in history and its textbooks (Coimbra: CES, 2013), 4.

36 Weiner, «Colonized Curriculum», 450-465.

37 Melissa Weiner, «Curricular Alienation: Multiculturalism, Tolerance, and Immigrants in Dutch 
Primary School History Textbooks», Humanity and Society 42, no. 2 (2017): 147.

38 Weiner, «(E)Racing Slavery», 2.

39 Weiner, «The Dutchman's Burden», 212.

40 Linda Chisholm, «Representations of Class, Race, and Gender in Textbooks», in The Palgrave 
Handbook of Textbook Studies, eds. Eckhardt Fuchs and Annekatrin Bock (New York: Palmgrave 
Macmillan, 2018), 225-237.
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The concept of othering is very useful to understand these power re-
lations.41 For those who aim to study racial hierarchies in society, it is 
necessary to tackle the othering of racialized individuals or groups while 
addressing «whiteness» at the same time.42 The concept of othering was 
introduced by De Beauvoir43 in 1949 in relation to the construction of 
the self and was later employed in diverse theoretical fields, like postco-
lonial studies.44 Spivak45 was the first to use othering as a systematic 
concept, which is similar to the more contemporary use of the term. For 
example, «[…] the process whereby a dominant group defines into exist-
ence an inferior group»,46 essentializing human beings to negative stere-
otypes or products. Spivak speaks of three dimensions of othering: the 
dimension of power (constructing the powerful), the dimension of infe-
riority (constructing the inferior), and the dimension that infers that 
knowledge and technology belongs to the powerful. Jensen argues that 
othering is very well compatible with intersectionality. The process of 
othering is thus related to different intersections of identity and oppres-
sion, like race, ethnicity, class, gender, sexuality, etc. In the current arti-
cle, we define the concept of othering as a systematic process that is 
closely related to racialization and intersecting with other systems of 
oppression. Those in power (whites, middle-class, males) then construct 
their own positioning in relation to that of other racialized, classed, or 
gendered groups, by ascribing positive and complex characteristics to 
themselves, and problematic, one-dimensional characteristics to the 
others.47 In historical narratives, whiteness has long been related to pos-
itive characteristics (e.g. beauty, rationality), while Blackness was 

41 Sune Qvotrup Jensen, «Othering, identity formation and agency», Qualitative studies 2, no. 2 (2011): 
63-78.

42 Weiner, «Towards a critical global».

43 Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex (London: Vintage, 1997; first published in 1949).

44 Edward Said, Orientalism (London: Penguin Books, 1995; first published in 1978).

45 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak. «The Rani of Sirmur: An essay in reading the archives», History and 
Theory 24, no. 3 (1985): 247-272.

46 E.g. Michael Schwalbe, et al., «Generic processes in the reproduction of inequality: An interaction-
ist analysis», Social Forces 79, no. 2 (2000): 422.

47 Michael Romanowski, «Problems of bias in history textbooks», Social Education 60, no. 3 (1996): 
170-173.
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represented as negative (e.g. sexual, dangerous).48 Hall49 has illustrates how 
the West has repeatedly used stereotypes of others to maintain ideas that 
were created during Enlightenment, namely Western societies are civi-
lized, orderly, clean, etc. and «the rest» is uncivilized, traditional, dirty, 
savage, in use of moral and physical guidance. Van Dijk50 refers to this 
process as the ideological square: «1. Emphasize Our good things 2. Em-
phasize Their bad things. 3. Deemphasize Our Bad things 4. Deemphasize 
Their good things». We are confronted with these binaries through educa-
tion and textbooks. We are repeatedly conditioned to believe who is wor-
thy, who belongs and who has the right to access spaces (who is citizen).51 
Although this is not always done with bad intentions (e.g. the use of racial-
ized visuals for fundraising purposes), the effects remain the same. These 
types of «double gestures of inclusion and exclusion»,52 are crucial to illu-
minate forms of in-and exclusion and address who is included in normali-
ty and who is supposedly aberrant. Those who have been deemed «other» 
however, cannot be seen as merely victims, and the agency of individuals 
and groups to act and resist social structures should always be considered 
in the analysis of othering. 

METHODOLOGY

To reflect on the use of CRM in education and qualitatively analyze 
racialized narratives, a number of (visual) examples of Black people in 
Dutch secondary school history textbooks (1968-2017) have been select-
ed. These examples are singled out from a total of 1064 images from a 
textbook sample containing 200 textbooks, which have been previously 
selected for a quantitative analysis with large samples of both images 
and texts (as mentioned this article is part of a larger project). We 

48 Malin Ideland and Claes Malmberg. «‘Our common world’ belongs to ‘Us’: constructions of otherness 
in education for sustainable development», Critical studies in Education 55, no. 3 (2014): 369-386.

49 Stuart Hall, «The West and the rest: Discourse and power», in Formations of modernity, eds. Stuart 
Hall and Bram Gieben (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1992), 275-331.

50 Teun van Dijk, «Discourse Analysis of Racism», in Rethinking Race and Ethnicity in Research Meth-
ods, ed. John H. Stanfield II (New York: Routledge, 2011), 54.

51 Philomena Essed,  Understanding everyday racism. An interdisciplinary theory (Newbury Park, 
CA: Sage, 1991); Ideland and Malmberg. «Our common world», 369-386.

52 Thomas Popkewitz, Cosmopolitanism and the age of school reform. Science, education and making 
society by making the child (New York, NY: Routledge, 2008).
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attempted to select an accurate sample of the most common secondary 
school history textbooks for students’ basic training in the years 1968-
2017.53 We carefully selected the type of textbooks, specifications of the 
textbooks, and specifications of the publishers. An equal number of text-
books were selected for every decade (N=40). The textbooks were pub-
lished by fairly diverse and well-known textbook publishers and were 
often reprinted. We found the textbooks in the Dutch Royal Library in 
The Hague and in the Center for Historical Culture in Rotterdam. 

We selected depictions of Black people that portray different racial 
hierarchies (e.g. racial harmony, white racial dominance, white racial 
dominance without depicting whiteness, Black resistance) and a variety 
of geographical locations, historical contexts that are covered in Dutch 
history textbooks, and years of publishing. But foremost, images were 
selected on the basis of their depictions of power relations.

«Blackness» is complex: who is Black and who is not may be described 
by ancestry or appearance, moreover it is an issue of self-identification54. 
Not everybody identifies with color or with race.55 In the current article, 
«Black» will be identified by physical appearance, assuming that this cor-
responds with the views of the intended audiences of textbooks. This in-
cludes people who are recognized as being «from African descent», those 
who are part of the African diaspora, and people of mixed (Black with 
non-Black) origins. «Whiteness» will be identified by physical appear-
ance as well. To use the binary Blackness/whiteness, is very much out of 
the ordinary in Dutch research. As briefly mentioned, in the Netherlands 
people generally don’t speak of a racial order to begin with, let alone a 
bi-racial order, as has mostly been done in the U.S.56 The racial order in 
the multicultural Netherlands is complex and denied. However, in the 

53 In 1968, a major revision in secondary education was enforced with the Mammoetwet. As this 
moment is of enormous importance for the next 50 years of education, this year has been chosen as 
the starting point of the current study.

54 John H. Stanfield II, «Epistemological Reconsiderations and New Considerations: Or What Have 
I Been Learning since 1993», in Rethinking Race and Ethnicity in Research Methods, ed. John H. 
Stanfield II (New York: Routledge, 2011), 17-18.

55 Philomena Essed, «A Brief ABC on Black Europe», in Invisible Visible Minority: Confronting Afro-
phobia and Advancing Equality for People of African Descent and Black Europeans in Europe (Brus-
sels: ENAR, 2014), 57-75.

56 Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, «From bi-racial to tri-racial: Towards a new system of racial stratification 
in the USA», Ethnic and racial studies 27, no. 6 (2004): 931-950.
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selection of depictions, we are clearly confronted with a Blackness/white-
ness binary and therefore need to analyze it as such. Cornel West57 argues 
that we cannot deconstruct this «binary oppositional logic of images of 
Blackness without extending it to the contrary condition of blackness/
whiteness in itself». In a society where whiteness is often seen as the 
«norm», others are viewed from that point of departure.

DATA ANALYSIS

Critical race theory

CRT appeared in the 1970s, challenging beliefs about racism in U.S. 
(so-called post-racial) society.58 Thus, CRT appeared in response to new 
racism. Early scholars acted in reaction to the alleged color-blindness in 
(case)law and policymaking processes. They recognized that a concep tual 
tool was needed to fight subtler forms of racism in the legal system.59 
CRT scholars may study themes related to social institutions, issues of 
racial subjugation, and other historical problems of domination, power 
and representation. CRT is characterized by a number of basic assump-
tions, of which we will name a few.60 A crucial assumption is the firm 
belief that racism is prevalent and deeply rooted in Western culture, nor-
malized through policies, law, and institutions.61 Racism, therefore, is at 
the heart of CRT scholarship, while simultaneously focusing on the in-
tersections with other markers, such as: gender, ethnicity, class, sexuality, 
etc. This notion of intersectionality argues that «forms of inequality are 
not additive, but intersecting»62. CRT has been rightfully criticized for 

57 Cornel West, «The New Cultural Politics of Difference», in Race, identity, and representation in edu-
cation, eds. Cameron McCarthy et al. (New York: Routledge, 2013), 37.

58 Richard Delgado et al., Critical race theory: The cutting edge (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 
1995), xiii.

59 Richard Delgado and Jean Stefancic, Critical Race Theory: An Introduction (New York: NYU Press, 
2012).

60 Solórzano and Yosso, «Critical Race Methodology», 23-44; Kimberlé Crenshaw, Critical race theo-
ry: The key writings that formed the movement (New York: The New Press, 1995).

61 Delgado and Stefancic, Critical Race Theory.

62 Joan Acker, «Theorizing Gender, Race, and Class in Organizations», in Handbook of Gender, Work, 
and Organization, eds. Emma L. Jeanes et al. (West Sussex: John Wiley and Sons, 2011), 68; in: Bo-
nilla-Silva, «More than Prejudice».
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not paying enough attention to the inclusion of other indicators of iden-
tity. However, more and more race scholars have worked to incorporate 
intersectionality within the critical race analysis.63 Another important 
stance in CRT is the social construction thesis: the firm belief that race is 
a social construct. Race is not a biological or genetic reality, it is how-
ever a lived, material reality.64 Also, CRT critiques ideologies regarding 
dominant assumptions of objectivity, color-blindness, meritocracy, liber-
alism, diversity, etc.65 Furthermore, CRT is «committed to social jus-
tice»66 and therefore attempts to inspire researchers to study race in di-
verse contexts, and herewith, confront and reject racism. Moreover, CRT 
concentrates on the lived experiences of people of color. The structure of 
white supremacy is so deeply rooted in society that it is often very diffi-
cult to recognize for white people.67 People of color, on the other hand, 
have more experiential information and may provide counter narratives 
involving their marginalized experiences («voice of color»). Counter nar-
ratives includes story-telling, oral histories, family histories, scenario’s, 
hip hop, fiction, and more.68

Over the years, CRT has acquired a great deal of consideration by 
scholars of other disciplines, among others, education scholars. In 1995 
Ladson-Billings and Tate69 touched on the subject of CRT in educational 
contexts to «challenge the traditional multicultural paradigms»70. In the 
years after, scholars in education have used the framework to further 

63 Jessica DeCuir and Adrienne Dixson, «“So when it comes out, they aren’t that surprised that it is 
there”: Using critical race theory as a tool of analysis of race and racism in education», Educational 
researcher 33, no. 5 (2004): 26-31.

64 Aja Y. Martinez, «Critical race theory: Its origins, history, and importance to the discourses and 
rhetorics of race», Frame: Journal of Literary Studies 27, no. 2 (2014): 19.

65 Daniel Solórzano and Dolores Delgado Bernal, «Examining transformational resistance through a 
critical race and LatCrit theory framework: Chicana and Chicano students in an urban context», Ur-
ban education 36, no. 3 (2001): 313.

66 Solórzano and Yosso, «Critical Race Methodology», 26.

67 Edward Taylor, «A Critical Race Analysis of the Achievement Gap in the United States: Politics, 
Reality, and Hope», Leadership and Policy in Schools 5, no. 1 (2006): 71-87.

68 Solórzano and Yosso, «Critical Race Methodology», 23-44.

69 Ladson-Billings and Tate, «Toward a critical race theory of education», 322-342. 

70 Gloria J. Ladson-Billings, «Preparing teachers for diverse student populations: A critical race the-
ory perspective», Review of research in education 24, no. 1 (1999): 215.
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critique educational praxis and research.71 Traditional educational re-
search failed to include minority groups, focused on biological reason-
ing to assess educational outcomes, and focused on class and gender to 
explain educational experiences of minority youth.72 Thus, CRT has been 
introduced in education to understand manifestations of race in educa-
tion, questioning how education feeds racism, how aspects of education 
maintain the marginalization of people of color, and how this may be 
countered.73 Although the use of CRT in educational research is especial-
ly vast in the US, the perspective offers European scholars appealing 
conceptual tools.74 This is particularly the case for the Netherlands, 
where although often denied, racism is still very much present and color-
blind frames are used extensively.

Critical Race Methodology for Visual Analysis

CRM is a multidisciplinary theoretically grounded approach. So, to 
explore the data, we employed an inductive approach. Rather than cre-
ating a framework for the images, we were initially open to the ways that 
racialized narratives come up when analyzing the data. We use CRM 
combined with discursive tactics for historical textbook research. Dis-
course analysis is a multidisciplinary approach to study the use of lan-
guage in their social, cultural, and historical contexts.75 Discourse ana-
lysis, like CRM, is interested in power abuse and the construction of 
difference, related to race, class, gender, etc. Thus, the approach helps to 
examine structures of covert forms of racism, as well as the possible in-
terpretations of the intended audience. Critical discourse analysis than 
furthers this approach by relating it to social structures. For example, 
the sociopolitical contexts, the background of the author and or text-
book publishers, the views of authors or textbook publishers, and the 
background of the intended audiences. Moreover, critical discourse 

71 Edward Taylor, David Gillborn and Gloria Ladson-Billings, Foundations of critical race theory in 
education (New York: Routledge, 2016).

72 Ladson-Billings, «Preparing teachers», 211-247.

73 Solórzano and Yosso, «Critical Race Methodology», 23-44.

74 David Gillborn, «Critical Race Theory and Education: Racism and Anti-racism in Educational 
Theory and Praxis», Discourse: studies in the cultural politics of education 27, no. 1 (2006): 11-32.

75 Teun van Dijk, Racism and the Press (New York: Routledge, 2015).
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analysis is critical of these structures, and adopts an explicit stance in 
the matter. Unsurprisingly, many critical race theorists, use these discur-
sive tactics instead of more traditional content analysis.76 Discourse 
analysis is mostly used to analyze text and talk, however Huber and 
Solorzano77 argue that multimodal texts (which includes visuals) repre-
sent discourses. Images have a narrative and discursive structure, much 
like texts. Therefore, discourse analysis may interrogate power through 
visuals.78 

In the current article, we additionally use CRM. CRM explicitly 
analyzes, challenges and counters narratives that dismiss (or shift fo-
cus away from) racism. It exposes racialization and racism and rejects 
the often-presumed «objective» reality of textbooks. From a CRM per-
spective, we acknowledge that although individual ideologies (like 
that of textbook authors) may be taken into account, the underlying 
systemic context is especially pivotal. Critical race scholars79 have ar-
gued that CRM includes a range of methods, like counter-storytelling. 
Counter-stories empower people of color by countering deficit story-
telling.80 

For a CRM analysis, we start by gathering data using a CRT lens. This 
refers not only to the textbooks, images, etc. but may also be additional 
data. For example, we may use existing multidisciplinary literature to 
find constructions of race in specific educational and societal contexts, 
information about the sociopolitical context of the textbooks, etc. We 
then start the initial analysis by finding topics in the data that we wanted 
to highlight. For example, using the concept of intersectionality, we ana-
lyze intersecting identities. In textbook research and in history of educa-
tion, CRM helps by acknowledging hidden curricula and analyzes what 
norms are promoted or ignored. In the process of analysis, while induc-
tive, we note the core elements and are sensitive of theory.81 All, while 

76 Chisholm, «Representations of Class, Race, and Gender in Textbooks», 225-237.

77 Huber and Solórzano, «Visualizing Everyday Racism», 223-238.

78 Rose, Visual methodologies.

79 Solórzano and Yosso, «Critical Race Methodology», 32.

80 Solórzano and Yosso, «Critical Race Methodology», 23-44.

81 Solórzano and Yosso, «Critical Race Methodology», 41-42.
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acknowledging our own personal bias and perspectives. Using CRM, we 
comprehend that there is no objective position to discuss history and 
analyze imagery, and historical, social, and political processes influence 
researchers. This means that the analysis of visuals and text requires an 
open reflection. From here on we may look at other sources of informa-
tion, especially knowledge produced outside of the academy (e.g. novels, 
film, conferences, decolonial courses, etc.). These sources are especially 
important as they bring forth opportunities to counter the master narra-
tives, by using tools to analyze texts through a decolonized perspective.82 
In addition, researchers may include their own professional and person-
al experiences and/or reflect on the experiences of friends, family, co-
lleagues, etc.83

EIGHT DEPICTIONS OF BLACK PEOPLE IN DUTCH 
TEXTBOOKS

In what follows, we will explore eight visual examples. These depic-
tions have been published in different moments in the past 50 years 
(respectively, 1972, 1987, 1990, 1995, 2005, 2009, and 2014). The text-
books are published by seven major publishing houses in the Nether-
lands, mostly used in protestant, public, and catholic secondary schools. 
The images do not stand on their own; all visuals in textbooks are ac-
companied by text and other images. To analyze whether we are dealing 
with racialization in these textbook images, we have taken four steps. (1) 
Denotation of the image; (2) Connotation of the image; (3) The combi-
nation of CRM and discursive tactics to discuss both image and caption, 
as discussed above. Some additional context is analyzed, when themati-
cally relevant; (4) A discussion on how the portrayed knowledge may be 
viewed and an explicit focus on transforming one-dimensional knowl-
edge.

82 Sandew Hira, 20 Questions and Answers about Reparations for Colonialism (The Hague: Amrit 
Publishers, 2014).

83 Solórzano and Yosso, «Critical Race Methodology», 41-42.
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The depiction of the Black child in «Africa» (1972)

The first image from a textbook published in 197284 is a photograph, 
which displays in great detail a young Black child sitting up straight, on 
a crisp white bed in a medical setting. The child is naked and barefoot. 
A white male doctor (assumed by the Red Cross badge) leans over the 
child as he listens to the child’s lungs or heart, gently holding his or her 
shoulder with one hand as he holds the stethoscope against the child’s 
chest with the other. The facial expression of the doctor is not visible, as 
he is bent forward. This creates an impersonal relationship between the 
audience and doctor. The child’s expression is sad. He or she looks away 
from the doctor, barely acknowledging his presence. His or her body 
is extremely thin. A large potbelly illustrates malnutrition, signs of 

84 Kalle et al., Podium van het verleden 3. (Groningen: Wolters-Noordhoff, 1972), 75. (This textbook 
is used for year 3 basic training).
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suffering, illness, poverty, and hunger. The outstretched arms of the doc-
tor, expresses a dynamic relationship. The doctor literally gives a helping 
hand. The medium shot, suggests a social relationship with the audi-
ence. Furthermore, the image is marked by empty spaces and the con-
trast of white and black tones, which create disconnection. The audi-
ence’s attention is captured by the child’s body, which stands out from its 
surroundings. Furthermore, the child looks past the camera. This gaze 
adds narrative to the image, it refers to pain and suffering outside of the 
portrayed space. The child is symbolically anonymous, genderless, and 
ageless. He or she stands for all children in Africa, who are victims of 
poverty or war. Does this create the feeling of utmost empathy or is it 
desensitizing? This photograph is yet another image that constructs a 
Eurocentric frame of «Africa». No real indication of their destination, 
culture, or individuality is given: the child is invisible, yet hyper-visible 
at the same time. Adding some context to the image, the added caption 
states: «The International Red Cross at work. The Red Cross not only 
cares for the wounded on the battlefields. No, wherever disasters strike 
humanity, the Red Cross is present to provide medical assistance and 
relieve distress in other ways possible».85 The familiar frames of the 
«West» versus the «Third world», and «Africa» in particular, are con-
firmed with this text. The Netherlands is seen as part of the West, which 
in itself is a construction of «us» versus the rest. The West looks at the 
rest as in need of help, in need of morality, which «we» can bring through 
«our exceptional values». The caption focuses on the good work of the 
Red Cross and their responses to disaster. The caption asks us to focus 
on the white doctor, as savior. The image and caption take up one page 
in the textbook within the chapter: «Long live the fatherland», which 
elaborates on the power of nationalism in the 19th century, focusing spe-
cifically on Italian and Dutch unity and the dark sides of nationalism.86 
Thus the photograph, one of very few images in the textbook, is oddly 
placed in this chapter. The role of the West as perpetrator, e.g. through 
(neo)colonialism, imperialism and capitalism, is overlooked. At the 
same time, positive images of the West (e.g. giving emergency aid) are 
inserted in images and text. This depiction portrays the «peace-bringer», 

85 Kalle et al., Podium van het verleden, 75.

86 Kalle et al., Podium van het verleden, 65.
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the «helper» versus the «needy underclass», an image so familiar to us as 
often used for fund-raising purposes.

The depiction of Black American men (2005)

This next daunting image, from a textbook published in 2005,87 de-
picts a lynching of two young Black men. The viewer is confronted with 
the two battered, bloodied bodies hanging from a tree, as this takes place 
central in the frame. They are wearing dirty, bloody, ripped up clothing, 
and are barefoot. The corpses attract crowds of white people, gazing at 
the bodies, or gazing at the viewer. The crowd consists of mostly men. 
However, five women are also depicted standing close together. The fe-
males seem to have a more passive demeanor and show less emotion 
than the men. Some of the men are smirking, smiling even. Others just 
stare, blankly. In the middle of the crowd, a white man points up to-
wards the bodies of the young men. His penetrating stare is unsettling. 

87 Maria van Haperen et al., Sfinx 3 (Utrecht/Zutphen: Thieme Meulenhoff, 2005), 23. (This textbook 
is used for year 3 basic training).
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The pointing signifies a warning, a threat towards Black people. A writ-
ten text on the image states «Beitler Studio», indicating that the photo-
graph was taken by a professional photographer. The gazes of the crowd 
towards the audience, standing at eyelevel, making contact, establish an 
imaginary relationship. The viewer is complicit, one with the crowd. At 
the same time, the corpses are pictured in long-shot, creating an imper-
sonal relationship between the viewer and the murdered young men. 
This photograph was taken on 7 August, 1930, when a crowd of white 
men, women and children, gathered in front of a jail in Marion, Indiana. 
The crowd with the cooperation of police officers took two teenagers, 
Thomas Shipp and Abram Smith from jail, in broad daylight. They were 
beaten and hanged to death in Courthouse Square. The night prior to 
the lynching, these two teenagers were arrested on the charges of rob-
bery, murder, and rape of a white woman. Specifically, the last accusa-
tion was regarded as a grave crime against the white community. Later, 
the allegedly raped woman testified that rape had never taken place.88 
The local studio photographer, Lawrence Beitling, took the photograph 
and sold thousands of copies. The photograph was widely distributed 
and made into postcards. A school teacher from the Bronx who had seen 
a copy of the image, wrote the poem «bitter fruit»89 in reaction, which 
was later changed to the song «strange fruit» (a euphemism for the 
lynched bodies) made widely popular by Billie Holiday.90 The caption of 
the photograph «A lynching in the United States, 1930»,91 is an incredibly 
general way to articulate such an inhuman atrocity. It would seem that 
more information and perhaps dismay is desired. Lynching was extreme-
ly common in the U.S.92 Why do these textbook writers conceal judge-
ment in this caption related to atrocities affecting Blacks? The clearly 
happy attitudes of whites in this image ask for a more in-depth look into 
lynching, white supremacy, and acts of white hatred and violence. The 
image is placed under the subtitle «The deep South».93 Interestingly 

88 James Madison, A Lynching in the Heartland: Race and Memory in America (New York: Macmillan, 
2003).

89 Published in the New York Teacher (1937) and Marxist journal New Masses.

90 Madison, A Lynching.

91 Van Haperen et al., Sfinx 3, 23.

92 http://www.chesnuttarchive.org/classroom/lynching_table_year.html (consulted 26-6-2017)

93 Van Haperen et al., Sfinx 3, 23.

http://www.chesnuttarchive.org/classroom/lynching_table_year.html
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enough, the image was not taken in the South, but in the Mid-West of 
the U.S.94 The textbook states:

In the North, Black people had more freedom, but were still 
paid less […] in the South, where the KKK was very powerful, 
Blacks were victims of social inequities until the 1960s. Regularly, 
it was reported that the Klan had lynched Blacks. Sometimes only 
for looking at a white female. […] There were hundreds of illegal 
lynching and the culprits were hardly ever punished.95 

This text displays color-blind rhetoric. As it implicitly states, that 
social inequalities are not a current issue. Many, specifically Black 
voices, would strongly disagree that the 1960s or the 21th century for 
that matter, actually terminated the social inequities mentioned (in the 
South as well as the North). As for the text fragment related to the 
lynching of Blacks, the text «there were hundreds of illegal lynchings» 
implies that other lynchings (not hundreds like the textbook states, but 
thousands of them), were legal. It is interesting how the fragment 
«sometimes only for looking at a white female» gives the impression that 
there were many other reasons for which lynching perhaps were indeed 
reasonable. This is incredibly problematic as lynchings were often jus-
tified, by positing the supposed criminality («the Brute» caricature) of 
Black men. However, we counter that the purpose of lynching was to 
eradicate criminals, but was executed for racist purposes. Most of the 
Black men (and some women) who were lynched for talking back to 
whites, having consensual sex with a white woman, trying to vote, ask-
ing for a raise.96 Furthermore, it is a well-known fact that many claims 
of white women were false.97 The image and caption, thus lacks sub-
stantial narrative concerning race and racism, which is needed when 
displaying such a brutal depiction. In this image, we are clearly con-
fronted with the dichotomy of the humiliated versus the powerful, 
through gendered racialization. Many would argue that this depiction 

94 Madison, A Lynching.

95 Van Haperen et al., Sfinx 3, 23.

96 David Pilgrim, Watermelons, Nooses, and Straight Razors: Stories from the Jim Crow Museum (Oak-
land, CA: PM Press, 2017).

97 https://www.nytimes.com/2017/01/27/us/emmett-till-lynching-carolyn-bryant-donham.html (con-
sulted 26-6-2017).

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/01/27/us/emmett-till-lynching-carolyn-bryant-donham.html
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provokes so many negative feelings about the white actors, that in fact 
this image is a way to counter racist feelings or ideologies. Although we 
clearly disagree, we do acknowledge that an image like this, which is 
related to the U.S. context, seems to be more explicitly related to racism 
than is the case in the Dutch depiction. This relates to the view of many 
Dutch, who construct themselves as «tolerant» versus the «racist» and 
«ignorant» Americans.

A Depiction of Enslaved Africans on an American Plantation (1990)

The next image from a textbook published in 199098 is a lithograph, 
which illustrates a cotton plantation (or perhaps a more accurate term: 
labor camp99) during harvest. Black men, women and children are 
working the field. In the foreground, we see a Black man sitting on a 
wagon full of hay. He is leaning back looking quite relaxed. Next to the 
wagon, another Black man is standing around. In the foreground of the 
image, a white man and woman stand. Their clothing is luxurious. Be-
hind them on the right, we see a Black man, woman and child talking. 

98 Hans Ulrich and Henk L. Wesseling, Andere tijden 2 (’s-Hertogenbosch: Malmberg, 1990). (This 
textbook is used for year 2 basic training).

99 Edward Baptist, The half has never been told: Slavery and the making of American capitalism (Lon-
don: Hachette UK, 2016).
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Everybody is neatly dressed on what looks like a sunny day. Due to con-
sciously chosen spaces and positioning in the image, we view the image 
from left to right. The horses and wagon are pointing towards the right 
and the steam from the boat (and the smoke from the chimney) moves 
left to right. By looking into the frame, the horse and wagon leads our 
eye toward the white couple, where the viewing stagnates, as the couple 
are clearly pointing and standing in the opposite direction. The natural 
patterns in the field are visually pleasing and harmonious. In addition, 
the play of light and shadowing is visually attractive. Thus, the image 
illustrates a clearly romanticized and harmonious image of a planta-
tion. The image lacks emotional depth. People seem quite relaxed, lazy 
even. This image does not match the forced backbreaking work of en-
slaved Africans in labor camps in the American South. Thus, a Euro-
centric perspective is clearly present. The additional caption of the im-
age states: 

Cotton plantations were the economic basis for the southern 
states of the US. The civil war was of enormous importance to the 
south for two reasons: the import duties that the North wanted 
would increase the price of imported products and the proposed 
abolition of slavery would make the existing organization of work 
on cotton plantations impossible.100 

The students are confronted with an economic narrative about slavery 
(repeated all through the chapter). The image takes up almost half of 
the page in the chapter called «The United States».101 Prior to the dis-
cussion of the U.S., students learned about the «success»102 of the WIC. 
Absolutely no mention is made about the trade in enslaved people in 
relation to the WIC. The themes colonization, the trade in enslaved 
Africans (especially in U.S. context), and abolition was discussed more 
thoroughly. In respect to colonization students do learn about the cruel 
and horrific circumstances of English contract workers on the ship to 
America. 

100 Ulrich and Wesseling, Andere tijden, 207.

101 Ulrich and Wesseling, Andere tijden, 186.

102 Ulrich and Wesseling, Andere tijden, 42.
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It was in fact a type of slavery. The journey alone was a 
great horror, because there was hardly anything to eat or 
drink. As many people as possible, were locked up in the hold 
of a ship. That trip lasted 6 to 8 weeks. Many people did not 
survive the crossing. One in three died during the trip. Once in 
America, they had to work for a number of years for those who 
had “bought” them, usually in miserable conditions. No won-
der many tried to flee, despite the severe penalties that fol-
lowed.103 

In relation to the trade in enslaved Africans we read: «they were 
shipped under horrible conditions».104 These passages show that the 
Dutch trade in enslaved Africans is marginalized through comparison. 
Moreover, the texts display ethnocentrism from Dutch positioning, 
notably leaving out Dutch failures or nuancing wrongdoings, while 
other European countries are addressed in a slightly less protective 
narration (again illustrating the importance of nationality in relation 
to racialization). When searching for the background information of 
the lithograph, we find that the image is a reproduction made by a 
printmaking firm: Currier and Ives. The original was made by William 
Aiken Walker. Walker was enlisted in the Confederate army.105 The 
painting was made in 1884, which is years after the Civil War (1861-
1865). Thus, the image captures a romanticized view of the «Old 
South» from the eyes of a pro-slavery (and anti-abolitionist) confeder-
ate. This artistic interpretation is also propaganda, shaping people’s 
views on slavery. By including this depiction of supposed tranquil life 
on a plantation, thus the myth of a benign plantation is still brought 
across to students.

103 Ulrich and Wesseling, Andere tijden, 190.

104 Ulrich and Wesseling, Andere tijden, 195.

105 Cynthia Seibels, The Sunny South, The Life and Art of William Aiken Walker (Spartanburg: Sa-
raland Press, 1995). 
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A Depiction of Black Americans: Poverty and the American  
Dream (1987)

The next photograph, published in a textbook from 1987106, depicts a 
group of Black men, women, and children waiting outside, lined up. 
Some are carrying baskets, bags, and buckets. They look glum. They 
have on layers of warm clothing however, they are dressed well (long pea 
coats, nice hats). Some look directly at the camera, others do not seem 
to notice the photographer. It creates a feeling of a random snapshot, 
not a staged scene. Behind the people, we see a large billboard, filling the 
background. The billboard displays a banner (with stripes and stars) 
stating the slogan: World’s Highest Standard of Living. Under the banner, 
it says in cursive: There is no way like the American way. The billboard 
further depicts a middle-class family in their sedan, father and mother 
in the front and two children in the backseat. They are all smiling and 

106 Leo Dalhuisen et al., Sprekend Verleden deel 3 boek 1 (The Hague: Nijgh & Van Ditmar Educatief, 
1987). (This textbook is used for year 3 basic training).
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cheerful. A dog is sitting in the back seat also looking quite content. The 
size of the billboard overpowers the people in line. In addition, the car 
visually seems to run over the people waiting in line. The contrast is 
ironic in multiple ways: the power of the image is this juxtaposition of 
people in poverty juxtaposed against a context promising abundance 
and happiness. Furthermore, we see a clear racial contrast. It depicts the 
contrast of the American ideal of the time (white, consuming mid-
dle-class family, conforming to gender stereotypes) versus everyday real-
ity (poverty). The image can be found in the chapter about «The Depres-
sion and the crisis of the American Dream».107 The caption of the image 
states: «In the Thirties, an American dream did not become reality for 
many. Here blacks in line for free food (1937)».108 In this chapter, the focus 
is on income differences, the activities of banks, the New Deal, and more. 
When discussing the New Deal, the authors mention that «Later the ac-
cusation was made that the New Deal did not do enough for blacks». 109 
The authors show that they do not find this criticism entirely justified, 
because Roosevelt could not do much about it, because «the southern 
views about the race issue among whites was still extremely rigid». Thus, 
if Roosevelt would explicitly include Blacks (and the author presume 
that he would) this would «ruin» the New Deal. Moreover, views on race 
were also extremely rigid in the North. When searching for the origin of 
the image, it was found that the photograph is an iconic image pub-
lished in LIFE magazine in 1937, made by Margaret Bourke-White. Al-
though the image was taken during the Great Depression, it was not the 
theme of the shot. The photograph was taken as a part of a news story 
about the Ohio River flood in the winter of 1937. The people on the pho-
to were flood victims waiting for rations from a relief station in Louis-
ville, Kentucky. They image was intended to illustrate the local tragedy. 
However, this information is missing from the textbook. When merely 
reading the caption, and observing the image, students may only detect 
whiteness as the «norm» versus Blackness as «needy and poor». Again, 
dichotomies like the failures versus the successful (which are classed as 
well as racialized) are brought across.

107 Dalhuisen et al., Sprekend Verleden, 114.

108 Dalhuisen et al., Sprekend Verleden, 115.

109 Dalhuisen et al., Sprekend Verleden, 125.
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A Depiction of a Black Woman (2009)

The following image from a textbook published in 2009110, is a color-
ed engraving that depicts a Black naked woman hanging from a branch, 
tied on her wrists. She is hanging, with her head tilted back. Her breasts 
are bared. A torn cotton cloth is hanging around her hips. Blood is pour-
ing out of her body like little garlands. One of the woman’s feet nearly 
touches the grass, in a puddle of her own blood. Although, the viewer is 
not confronted with the actual abuse, we understand that the woman 

110 Frouke Schrijver et al., Feniks 2 vwo, (Baarn/Utrecht/Zutphen: Thieme Meulenhoff, 2009). (This 
textbook is used for year 2 basic training).



■ MARIA LUCE SIJPENHOF 

Historia y Memoria de la Educación, 10 (2019): 131-174158

has been brutally beaten with a whip. The Black men, carrying whips in 
the backdrop seem to be the culprits. The nakedness of the woman dis-
plays sexuality. Although the expression of the woman is weak and help-
less, she does not necessarily, demonstrate much suffering. The image is 
depicted in the subchapter: «Everything is trade».111 Here students learn 
about slavery. The impressions are twofold. On one hand, we see a very 
Eurocentric perspective. The main introduction of the chapter discusses 
the role of Europeans, using a passive voice, not directly appointing those 
responsible: «Their ships sailed everywhere, looking for products to 
trade. Discovered areas were colonized and large plantations arose. 
Slaves worked on these plantations. The slaves and products were sup-
plied from afar. This created an international trade network […]».112 The 
chapter further discusses that Europeans did not shy away from violence, 
because «trade is war».113 Students learn about the most important prod-
ucts that were produced on agricultural plantations. Here, the history is 
nuanced through economic reasoning. Students are not taught that slav-
ery should be viewed from an integral political, social, and cultural sys-
tem. In relation to the topic abolition, the authors state that «[…] for 
centuries many people found slavery a very normal phenomenon».114 
This type of Zeitgeist statement in relation to crimes against humanity, is 
often made in textbooks and negates the enslaved people’s perspectives. 
Do we really believe that they found slavery a normal phenomenon? The 
simple fact of resistance contradicts this argument. The same can be said 
in relation to the discussion about how enslaved Africans were generally 
viewed («not humans, less intelligent»), which again is stated as a gener-
al view instead of an obvious European perspective. Similarly, the focus 
on economics is Eurocentric, because it does not take much imagination 
to know that as far as the enslaved were concerned, the profit was irrele-
vant. On the other hand, the chapter also portrays a more critical stand-
point by including a section from John Stedman’s book, who describes 
the horrible treatment of enslaved men and women in-depth. Here the 
audience sees the image. The caption states: «An abused female slave, 

111 Schrijver et al., Feniks, 102.

112 Schrijver et al., Feniks, 102.

113 Schrijver et al., Feniks, 102.

114 Schrijver et al., Feniks, 103.
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drawn by William Blake in 1806».115 Students are thus confronted with 
the atrocities committed by the Dutch towards the enslaved and (implic-
itly) the fact that the history of slavery is also a «history of resistance».116 
What is clearly missing, is the discussion of the taking of freedom, the 
taking of identity, the importance of color and race, and the effects that 
this part of history had in the world, like racism. This last aspect is obvi-
ously not taken into account by the authors, as the chosen image dis-
plays stereotypes, which are not contradicted. When searching for the 
origin of the image, it was found that the image from the textbook is not 
the original made by William Blake (in 1769).117

 

115 Schrijver et al., Feniks, 104.

116 Stephen Small and James Walvin, «African Resistance to Enslavement», in Transatlantic Slavery: 
Against Human Dignity, ed. Anthony Tibbles (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1994).

117 John Stedman, Narrative of Five Years Expedition Against the Revolted Negroes of Surinam: Tran-
scribed for the First Time from the Original 1790 Manuscript (New York: Open Road Media, 2016).



■ MARIA LUCE SIJPENHOF 

Historia y Memoria de la Educación, 10 (2019): 131-174160

The image from the textbook is a mirror-image of the original. The 
original is from 1769, but the textbook image is from a later date (not 
1806 like the textbook states, but 1818). Interestingly, the image is not 
just a mere mirror-image. In the older version, the original, two Black 
men and two white men are depicted in the background. These white 
men were thus left out of the reproduction. Looking closely, we see more 
distinctions. Firstly, the woman has a different expression. The original 
image depicts a suffering woman, clearly displaying pain. It is a lot less 
peaceful than the reproduction we found in the textbook. Secondly, the 
blood is depicted differently. In the original image the wounds and blood 
are more realistic. However, there is no puddle of blood present on the 
grass. Lastly, the original engraving is not as erotic as the later engrav-
ing. Although the woman is (half)naked in both images, her curves are a 
lot more prominent in the textbook. The image in the textbook thus 
shows a clear hypersexualized depiction of a Black woman. Although 
the textbook states that the image is made by William Blake, this is clear-
ly not the case. The reproduction is undoubtedly an interpretation from 
another artist (probably Cristoforo Dell’Acqua).118 The main issue at 
hand is the hypersexual depiction of the woman and the Black men as 
culprits. Both showcase stereotypical gendered racializations. The idea 
that Black women were erotic, lewd, and promiscuous stemmed from 
Europeans first encounters with Africans (e.g. due to semi nudity). Later 
images depicting hyper-sexual Black women, legitimized sexual assault 
of enslaved women.119

118 https://jcb.lunaimaging.com/luna/servlet/detail/JCB~1~1~4013~6320004:Schiava-Samboe,-Lac-
erata-dalla-Fust (consulted 15-4-2018).

119 Pilgrim, Watermelons, Nooses, and Straight Razors.

https://jcb.lunaimaging.com/luna/servlet/detail/JCB~1~1~4013~6320004:Schiava-Samboe,-Lacerata-dalla-Fust
https://jcb.lunaimaging.com/luna/servlet/detail/JCB~1~1~4013~6320004:Schiava-Samboe,-Lacerata-dalla-Fust
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A Depiction of Black Athletes (1995)

The following image from a textbook published in 1995120 is a photo-
graph, illustrating three Black athletes during a medal ceremony of the 
Olympics. The men are standing on high platforms and have already 
received their medals. All men raise their right fist in salute. USA is em-
broidered on their jackets. They are all smiling. Their stances are casual. 
The triangular composition creates the feeling that we are looking at 
important people, as we are literally looking up to the individuals. The 
shot creates a feeling of respect for the men, however there is a feeling 
of detachment as well. We cannot see them in full, because the ceremony 
leaders who we see from the rear, block our full view. In the backdrop, 
we see large stands filled with people. The three men are wearing black 

120 Lars Hildingson and Anne Schulp, Levende geschiedenis 3, (Amsterdam: Meulenhoff Educatief, 
1995). (This textbook is used for year 3 basic training).
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berets, which refers to the Black Panther movement. The beret has a 
political purpose. Another symbol in the image is the Black power sa-
lute, typically known as an explicit political gesture of solidarity and 
resistance. The caption states: «Black power: Winners of the 400 meters 
give their victory a political character».121 This image displays Black men 
as winners, reframed in a political way. Only in this caption are students 
confronted with the term «Black power» and with the visual equivalent 
of the raised fists. In the chapter, the popularity of the American way of 
life is discussed. The authors mention the changed attitudes towards 
(and within) the U.S., specifically related to the Viet Nam war. No note-
worthy mention is made of racism, civil rights, Black power, etc. The 
context therefore fails to give students the information needed to under-
stand the agency in the image. When searching for additional informa-
tion, outside of the textbook, the most striking aspects of this image is 
the fact that the more famous depiction of the same 1968 Olympics, has 
not been used. In the iconic image, the medal winners of the 200 meters, 
John Carlos and Tommie Smith, raised a gloved fist in salute during the 
national anthem in support of human rights and the civil rights move-
ment.122 They were expelled for it. Black athletes have often used their 
platform for activist purposes. Jesse Owens, who refused to give the Nazi 
salute, Muhammed Ali who refused to be inducted into the U.S. army, 
the current day #TakeTheKnee movement, to name a few examples. The 
photograph in the textbook depicts the winners of the 400 meters: Larry 
James, Lee Evans, and Ron Freeman, who also decided to protest. They 
chose to wear black berets and black socks. They were not banned from 
the Olympic activities, because they removed their berets and did not 
salute during the national anthem. Only after the national anthem, they 
smiled and raised their fists.123 Why would the authors choose this par-
ticular image? Although, this image depicts the recalcitrant other, the 
represented resistance seems less threatening for the white viewers. Fur-
thermore, the image displays the stereotypical role of the Black man as 
an entertainer or athlete.124

121 Hildingson and Schulp, Levende geschiedenis,109.

122 Robert Weisbord, Racism and the Olympics (London: Routledge, 2017).

123 Weisbord, Racism and the Olympics.

124 Jan Nederveen Pieterse, White on black: Images of Africa and blacks in western popular culture 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995).
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A Depiction of Equality? (1990)

This image, from a textbook published in 1990125, depicts the mo-
ment that a naked young white man is (almost) attacked by a large shark. 
He is floating in the water, holding out his hand to be rescued. We see a 
dramatic scene of the attempt to rescue him from a rowboat. The focus 
of the image is on the men in the boat who are trying to rescue the young 
white man. The men in the boat, eight white and one Black, each have a 
unique expression on their face. The Black man looks dignified, due to 
his stylish clothing and flowing scarf around his neck. His clothes seem 
to be made from rich fabrics which gives him a wealthier appearance 
than the other men in the boat (with the exception of the man on the 
right side of the image). The triangular composition of the image dis-
plays the Black man on top. The four white men in the boat seem to be 
sailors and their appearance portray a lower class social positioning. The 
white man with the harpoon seems to be «upper class». He is attempting 

125 Ulrich and Wesseling, «Andere tijden», 209. (This textbook is used for year 2 basic training).
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to target the animal with full force, while the Black man is not as active-
ly pursuing the rescue. He is holding on to a rope that the young man is 
reaching for. It seems that the painter chose to depict the Black man as 
wealthy to contrast the social hierarchies of the time. Maybe, he has in-
cluded the Black man at the top to suggest equality among all men. 
Whatever the reason, the image challenges traditional attitudes towards 
race and equality. In the textbook, the image takes up a large part of the 
page, in a chapter discussing «art».126 The caption that can be viewed 
next to the image, states: 

John Singleton Copley was commissioned to depict the res-
cue of Watson, who had been attacked by a shark in the bay of 
Havana. Copley makes every effort to involve the viewer emotion-
ally in the event. The shark is a true monster: the devil cannot be 
worse. The man with the hook is the saving hero and the boy in 
the water is helplessly tossed back and forth between boat and 
shark, between heaven and hell it seems.127

Interestingly, the caption and additional text does not mention the 
presence of the Black man and the other (working class) white men. 
When searching for more information about the background of the im-
age, we find that the painting, titled Watson and the Shark (1778) was 
very popular in England and the U.S. of the time. This was the moment 
that the British abolitionist movement started. The painting represents 
a historical event. Watson, then a 14-year old boy, lost his leg. Watson 
became the Lord Mayor of London and then commissioned this work.128 
It is stated that Watson wanted to use the work as a political statement, 
poking fun at the colonist’s views on slavery. Generally, this painting is 
seen as an early example of imagery related to the positioning of Black 
people in the U.S.129 Although the depiction provides another view on 
power relations than the other images to this point, it is noteworthy that 
the textbook lacks greatly, by mentioning the societal critique (in regard 
to race and slavery) of the painter. 

126 Ulrich and Wesseling, «Andere tijden», 209.

127 Ulrich and Wesseling, «Andere tijden», 208.

128 Albert Boime, «Blacks in Shark-Infested Waters: Visual Encodings of Racism in Copley and Hom-
er», Chicago Journals 3, no. 1 (1989), 19-47.

129 Boime, «Blacks in Shark-Infested Waters», 19-47.
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A Depiction of a Dutch Black Man (2014)

 

In a family portrait, which is included in a textbook130 published in 
2014, Anton de Kom is photographed with his wife and four children. De 
Kom is the most prominent person in the image. His hair is neatly 
brushed. He is wearing a perfectly tailored suit. He looks directly at the 
camera, smiling modestly. Next to De Kom we see his white wife, Nel 
Borsboom, blending into the background. She is wearing a modest dress 
while holding a small toddler. In front of her two boys stand. De Kom’s 
hands, holding his son’s head, demonstrate the bond between the man 
and the boy. Viewers slightly look up at Anton de Kom, making him 
dominant and impressive. The image depicts Anton de Kom as a family 
man, not particularly as a resistance fighter or anti-colonialist, political 
activist, etc. This family portrait is found in a chapter about World War 
II. Underneath the small photograph, the accompanying caption reads: 

130 Tom van der Geugten et al., Geschiedeniswerkplaats 3 vwo, (Groningen/Houten, Noordhoff Uitge-
vers, 2014). (This textbook is used for year 3 basic training).
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«Anton de Kom with his family (approx. 1933)».131 The paragraph is 
called «The story of…Anton de Kom»132 and discusses his life. The au-
thors briefly mention his family, his role as an activist against colonial-
ism, his time spent in Surinam, being banned from Surinam, his fa-
mous work «We Slaves of Suriname», and more. Importantly, the authors 
especially mention his work as an author for the resistance during 
World War II and his heartbreaking final year: captured by the Ger-
mans, his time in a concentration camp and his death two weeks before 
liberation. Very striking is that De Kom is mentioned as «one of the very 
few Black Dutch people in the Netherlands during the war».133 In the 
Netherlands, Black people (and other persons of color) are often re-
ferred to as foreigners, Surinamese, African, Moroccan, anything but 
Dutch (even when they are in fact Dutch). Except when they have 
achieved something special. That is exactly what materializes in this 
fragment: De Kom is framed as «exceptional» and appealing to «white-
ness». Which clearly shows in the choice of image as well, depicting his 
white wife and their children. Although the image is a positive depic-
tion of De Kom and we can consider this mention a pivotal addition to 
Dutch history textbooks, we should take note of the fact that when a 
Black person is depicted as a role model, he or she will quickly be por-
trayed as Dutch.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

Although there is not one unified image of race, we could argue that 
the images combined with the contexts in which they are presented, 
have some elements in common. At the risk of oversimplification, as we 
are merely discussing eight images, we would like to mention four no-
ticeable preliminary conclusions in regard to constructions of race and 
ways of othering.

First, in a number of these depictions we see narratives about who is 
«uncivilized» and who is «civilized», who is «helped» and who is «help-
ing», who are «humiliated victims» and who are «powerful». In these 

131 Van der Geugten et al., Geschiedeniswerkplaats, 71.

132 Van der Geugten et al., Geschiedeniswerkplaats, 71.

133 Van der Geugten et al., Geschiedeniswerkplaats, 71.
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images, we see that depictions of the Black experience portray a position 
of failure or defeat. Although all individuals are racialized in racialized 
societies, these examples from textbooks show that Black people are ra-
cialized downward, while whites have been racialized positively. These 
images are material evidence of the oppression of Black people and must 
be confronted directly by the textbook authors. This does not happen. 
Although attempts are made to include Black history, these depictions 
are biased practices with false narrative. 

Second, although manifestations of racism have changed over the 
centuries, this is not always the case for stereotypes and caricatures in 
imagery. The audience is clearly confronted with stereotypes through 
accounts of hyper-sexuality, physicality, criminality, poverty, etc. These 
stereotypes are further exacerbated by intersections of oppression (e.g. 
Black female as hyper-sexual, Black child as victims of poverty, Black 
males as recalcitrant, Black male middle-class as role models, etc.). 
These images could indicate that Black males with middle-class appear-
ance are represented in more «harmonious» ways, than women and 
children. 

Third, in some images we see racial harmony and Black agency. Yet, 
we shouldn’t be confused by «symbolic» inclusion134, as racial harmony 
seems to be used as a political narrative of supposed racial equality and 
race is not considered important in this narrative. It displays ideas of 
color-blindness and meritocracy. Hence, even images with a focus on 
«sameness» or «normality», display racialization. 

Fourth, these few images become reminders that whatever the geo-
graphic location or historical context, racialized images are quite simi-
lar. In all instances, important historical contexts are divorced from con-
temporary and persisting injustices. A notable difference between the 
images, however, is the way the Dutch are positioned in comparison to 
«other» geographical locations, especially the U.S. The Dutch construct 
themselves as «tolerant» versus the «ignorant» Americans. In other 
words, although coded and sub-textual, we see how nationality plays a 
pivotal role in the analysis of racialization.

134 Bonilla-Silva and Ashe, «The End of Racism?», 57-83.
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Thus, these exemplary depictions are imparted through two types 
of narrative structures: a) racialization through otherness, which we 
argue is an (ongoing) process of othering people through race, among 
others, by one-sided stereotypical identities and racial hierarchy, and 
b) racialization through sameness maintained through color-blind 
frames, racial narratives and the minimization of race-talk. Further 
analysis with large samples (which is part of this same research pro-
ject) should indicate whether repetitive racialized images of Black peo-
ple overshadow any fuller range of representation. Research with a 
large sample, will also examine whether texts and images from text-
books in 50 years’ time, are reflective of decades of ideas that (perhaps) 
have not changed.

In this research, we hope to have illustrated the potential of CRM as 
a research method as well as a pedagogical tool to impact educational 
practice, as educators could improve their teaching by examining the 
curriculum and their pedagogy from a critical race perspective. How do 
we transform current depictions in textbooks? How do we transform 
our teaching and our research? Our task, as researchers and educators, 
is to bring to light current racialized discourses and critically assess 
what we are actually seeing in images and reading or hearing in text 
and talk. 

As we have noted earlier, more work is necessary to contribute to a 
still growing scholarship of race and (history of) education in the Neth-
erlands (and Europe). Further critical race research, can play a role in 
addressing the problem of racism in textbooks by placing greater em-
phasis on images, symbols, and on how these affect contemporary 
thought and imagination. In addition, we would like to explicitly men-
tion the importance of a more obvious focus on (the construction of) 
whiteness in Dutch and European educational contexts. Lastly, we must 
consider how (covert) racialized depictions may influence students’ ra-
cial identities, as it could have significant implications for future gener-
ations.135 These findings are relevant for every nation in Europe, where 
overt racism intensifies by the day and structural forms of racism are 
becoming even more covert.

135 Huber and Solórzano, «Visualizing Everyday Racism », 223-238.
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Introduction

History education has long been considered the main subject to help children 
develop their identity and understand their national heritage1. Textbooks in 
particular play an important role in how children see themselves represented2. 
Teachers are likely to use textbooks to teach or create the content of their 

1 M. Grever, T. Van der Vlies, Why National Narratives are Perpetuated: A Literature Review 
on New Insights from History Textbook research, «London Review of Education», vol. 15, n. 2, 
2017, pp. 286-301.

2 M.W. Apple, L.K. Christian-Smith, The politics of the textbook, New York, Routledge, 1991.
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classes since textbooks remain the leading instructional tools for teaching3. 
Textbooks may impose notions of Eurocentrism and structures of knowledge 
that predominate in Western society, which frequently results in biased 
representations of the “Other”. When history education displays (visual) 
micro-aggressions, does not represent diversity, or fails to teach essential parts 
of history, all children may be impacted. It may, for example, affect children’s 
attentiveness in class, create feelings of inferiority, and affect their racial 
identity in a negative way4. The current article takes a first step to address this 
issue by zooming in on the depictions that “the Black child” sees of “himself 
or herself” in Dutch secondary school history textbooks. First, it should be 
mentioned that clearly “the Black child” does not exist. Black people are 
not a homogeneous group and “Black” experiences cannot be essentialized. 
Furthermore, “Blackness” is a complex concept: who is Black and who is not 
may be described by ancestry or appearance, but is foremost an issue of self-
identification5. In this study however, “Black” will be identified by physical 
appearance, assuming that this corresponds with the views of the intended 
audiences of textbooks. This includes people who are recognized as being “from 
African descent” or those who are part of the African diaspora (e.g. African 
American, Afro-European, African-Caribbean, etc.). It also includes people 
of mixed (Black with non-Black) origins. For this article, people of Latino or 
Hispanic heritage, native Americans, Pacific Islanders, Asians (including people 
from the far East, Southeast Asia or the Indian subcontinent), and people whose 
origins lie in the Middle East or Northern Africa are considered “persons of 
color” and thus not regarded as “white” or “Black”. 

In an effort to address how textbooks portray Black people in the Netherlands, 
this article will discuss in-depth to what extent depictions of Black people shift 
over time. The central question is: What type of depictions of Black people can 
be identified in Dutch secondary school history textbooks in the period 1968-
2017? 

3 However, more and more curriculum is offered through websites and television. See: M. 
Kleppe, Canonieke icoonfoto’s, Delft, Eburon Uitgeverij BV, 2013.

4 A. Allen, L.M. Scott, C.W. Lewis, Racial Microaggressions and African American and 
Hispanic Students in Urban Schools: A Call for Culturally Affirming Education, «Interdisciplinary 
Journal of Teaching and Learning», vol. 3, n. 2, 2013, pp. 117-129.

5 J.H. Stanfield II, Epistemological Reconsiderations and New Considerations: Or What Have 
I Been Learning since 1993, in J.H. Stanfield II (ed.), Rethinking Race and Ethnicity in Research 
Methods, New York, Routledge, 2011, pp. 17-18.
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1. Racism defined

In a time when overt racism increases by the day, the discourse of tolerance 
is becoming less and less conventional in the Netherlands. Yet, the Dutch 
majority will most likely still argue that the Netherlands is a country free of 
racism except for a few malicious individuals perhaps6. Generally, references 
to “race” and racism are regarded to be exaggerated allegations and racism is 
often considered to be an American problem7. While discussions of racism are 
explicitly avoided8, comprehensive research on race, racism and understandings 
of racial inequalities is frequently hindered. Racism in the Netherlands is 
therefore an undocumented field9. However, a (growing) number of critical 
scholars10 have illustrated that, although subtle and often denied, racism is still 
very much present in Dutch society. 

According to critical scholars, racism is generally defined as blatant, extreme, 
and intentional, and seen as visible practices of discrimination and individual 
prejudices11. This definition is extremely limited as it erases institutional and 
structural forms of racism. Therefore, inspired by critical race theorists, who 
point out these structural features12, we define racism as a social problem 
of unequal power relations with both an individual and a systemic aspect, a 
problem that changes over time:

1. Racism is individual behavior which intentionally or unintentionally 
subordinates, harms or humiliates racial/cultural groups or individuals 
on the basis of difference or perceived inferiority.

2. Racism is a complex system of hierarchies, institutional, structural and 
systemic marginalization, in which the dominant group benefits from 
privileges which are deeply rooted in society, while inherently allowing 
ongoing exclusion and suppression of minority racial/cultural groups or 
individuals. 

A principal form of structural racism is «color-blind racism»13 which may 
be regarded as the dominant racial ideology in Europe and the United States 

6 See G. Wekker, White Innocence: Paradoxes of Colonialism and Race, Durham, Duke 
University Press, 2016.

7 Z. Özdil,“Racism is an American Problem”: Dutch Exceptionalism and its Politics of Denial, 
«Frame Journal of Literary Studies», vol. 27, n. 2, 2014, pp. 29-47.

8 Ph. Essed, I. Hoving, Innocence, Smug Ignorance, Resentment: An Introduction to Dutch 
Racism, in Ph. Essed, I. Hoving (edd.), Dutch Racism, Amsterdam, Rodopi, 2014, pp. 9-30.

9 Wekker, White Innocence: Paradoxes of Colonialism and Race, cit.
10 Among others: Teun van Dijk, Gloria Wekker, Philomena Essed, Melissa Weiner. 
11 E. Bonilla Silva, More than Prejudice: Restatement, Reflections, and New Directions in 

Critical Race Theory, «Sociology of Race and Ethnicity», vol. 1, n. 1, 2015, pp. 75-89.
12 See Bonilla Silva, More than Prejudice: Restatement, Reflections, and New Directions in 

Critical Race Theory, cit.; M. Omi, H. Winant, Racial Formation in the United States: From the 
1960s to the 1980s, New York, Routledge, 1986.

13 E. Bonilla-Silva, Racism without racists: Color-blind racism and the persistence of racial 
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since the 1960s. Before this time “scientific” racism, the belief that science 
provides evidence to support racism, prevailed14. Color-blind racism does 
not argue biological inferiority, but instead subtle discourses of exclusion or 
subordination are utilized through cultural reasoning. These discourses may 
easily be overlooked especially now that extreme racist ideologies are more 
frequently expressed in both Europe and the U.S. Racism and racist ideologies, 
are mainly shared by what Van Dijk calls «text and talk»15 reproduced through 
discourses in media, politics, education, etc. Discourses thus are «the socio-
cognitive basis of the social system of racism»16. Van Dijk argues that those who 
control mainstream discourse, namely the «symbolic elites» and «corporate 
elites» (e.g. textbook publishing) play a pivotal role in the reproduction of 
stereotypes and racism. 

2. Textbook research

Race and racism in curricula have long been of great concern to scholars in 
the U.S.17 Particularly, history/social studies textbooks and their pedagogical 
implications are often studied in this context. A vast number of studies have 
demonstrated that race and racism are not treated as a fundamental topic in 
U.S. history or social sciences18 Moreover, textbooks teach students that racism 
can be seen as incidental acts of violence by malicious individuals, detached 
from institutions19. These depictions distort students’ views on structural and 
institutional racism. Also, Black representation in textbooks is often lacking and 
portray one-dimensional, biased perspectives20. European studies show similar 
results. In Germany for example, a study by Marmer et al.21 finds that images 

inequality in the United States, Lanham, Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2006.
14 R. Miles, S. Small, Racism and Ethnicity, in S.D. Taylor (ed.), Sociology: Issues and Debates, 

London, Macmillan, 2000, pp. 136-153.
15 T.A. Van Dijk, Discourse Analysis of Racism, in Stanfield II (ed.), Rethinking Race and 

Ethnicity in Research Methods, cit., p. 43.
16 Ibid.
17 See K.D. Brown, A.L. Brown, Silenced memories: An examination of the sociocultural 

knowledge on race and racial violence in official school curriculum, «Equity & Excellence in 
Education», vol. 43, n. 2, 2010, pp. 139-154.

18 Ibid. See also K.D. Brown, A.L. Brown, Strange fruit indeed: Interrogating contemporary 
textbook representations of racial violence toward African Americans, «Teachers College Record», 
vol. 112, n. 1, 2010, pp. 31-67.

19 Ibid.
20 M.H. Romanowski, Problems of bias in history textbooks, «Social Education», vol. 60, n. 

3, 1996, pp. 170-173.
21 E. Marmer et al., Racism and the image of Africa in German schools and 

textbooks, «International Journal of Diversity in Organisations, Communities and Nations», vol. 
10, n. 5, 2010, p. 1.
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of poverty, violence, and underdevelopment prevail when discussing “Africa” 
in German textbooks. The narrative is found to be Eurocentric and stereotypes 
about African people are visibly present (and not criticized by teachers). In 
Portugal, Araújo and Maeso come to comparable conclusions by focusing on 
Eurocentrism and racism in the production of historical knowledge. The authors 
define Eurocentrism as more than a one-sided historical discussion, namely:

Eurocentrism is a model of interpreting (past, present and future) reality that uncritically 
establishes the idea of Europe’s historical progress and political and ethical superiority, based 
on scientific rationality and the construction of the rule of law. In this sense, it is essential to 
debate Eurocentrism as crucial to the formation of western knowledge and a certain historical 
mapping of the world that unambiguously establishes which events and processes are relevant 
and how they are interpreted, by simultaneously discovering and covering them22.

By analyzing Portuguese history textbooks, Araújo and Maeso found that 
Eurocentrism was imparted through three types of narratives: 1) a narrative that 
places the “Other” in another timeframe than present day Europe (naturalizing 
the idea of hierarchy in relation to “civilization”); 2) a narrative that promotes 
the nation State and democracy as the ultimate form of political organization 
to justify colonialism; 3) a narrative that connects race and racism to certain 
locations and historical moments in time, focusing on extreme forms of racism.

In the Netherlands, textbook studies results are quite similar. The most 
comprehensive textbook research has been done by Weiner, whose main focus 
is the analysis of primary school history textbooks (1980-2011) in relation to, 
among others: trade in enslaved Africans, slavery, immigrants in the Netherlands, 
and racialized discourses of Africa. In short, the author concludes that Eurocentric 
master-narratives are used to perpetuate Dutch social amnesia of slavery and 
colonialism, that Afro-Dutch people and immigrants in the Netherlands are 
essentialized, that immigrants are seen as outsiders who cause problems for 
the tolerant Dutch23, that the Dutch role of enslavement is minimized24, and 
that Dutch “superiority” is illuminated25. As shown in Weiner’s results, Dutch 
primary school history textbooks often contain a Eurocentric master-narrative, 
which influences the intended audience in terms of how to interpret history and 
which terminology to use26. 

22 M. Araújo, S. Rodríguez Maeso, Discussion Guide: “After all, it was Europe that made the 
modern world”: Eurocentrism in history and its textbooks, Coimbra, CES, 2013, p. 4.

23 M.F. Weiner, Curricular Alienation: Multiculturalism, Tolerance, and Immigrants in Dutch 
Primary School History Textbooks, «Humanity and Society», July 3, 2017, p. 1 (<http://journals.
sagepub.com/eprint/BPIYHBKtpSUpxpsAj3YW/full>, last access: 29.12.2017).

24 M.F. Weiner, (E)Racing Slavery: Racial Neoliberalism, Social Forgetting, and Scientific 
Colonialism in Dutch Primary School History Textbooks, «Du Bois Review», vol. 11, n. 2, 2014, 
p. 2.

25 M.F. Weiner, The Dutchman’s Burden: Enslavement, Africa and Immigrants in Dutch 
Primary School History Textbooks, «Sociologias», vol. 17, n. 40, 2015, p. 212.

26 Ibid.
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3. Methods

The current article will reflect on the representation of Black people in Dutch 
secondary school history textbooks (1968-2017). In total, 1,064 images (including 
caption) and 1,518 text fragments, from a textbook sample containing 200 
textbooks for students’ basic training27, have been analyzed. The analysis of the 
images and texts were realized in a number of steps. 

1. The aim of the study is not the analysis of all secondary school history text-
books that have been published in the years 1968-201728. It was attempt-
ed, however, to select an accurate sample of the most common and popu-
lar secondary school history textbooks. Because no comprehensive list of 
best-selling textbooks exists in the Netherlands the electronic retrieval sourc-
es of Picarta have been used. Picarta provides sufficient information concern-
ing the number of editions per series. A deliberate decision was made regard-
ing the type of textbooks, specifications of textbooks, specifications of the 
publishers, and the quantity of textbooks selected. Most textbooks are study 
books, but also activity books and teachers’ guides have been chosen. An 
equal number of textbooks were selected for every ten years studied (N=40). 
The textbooks were published by fairly diverse and well-known textbook 
publishers and were often reprinted.

2. The textbooks were found in the Dutch Royal Library in The Hague and in 
the Center for Historical Culture in Rotterdam. All relevant pages were crit-
ically examined by closely looking for mentions or images of Black people, 
Black history, or (sub-Saharan) Africa. All relevant fragments, images or 
subparagraphs, were photographed and numbered.

3. Prior to the process of analysis, it was found that critical race theory (CRT) 
was the most useful theoretical tool29 as it challenges conventional hypoth-
eses by placing racism at the core of the study30 and clarifies how “race” 
operates in society31. Assumptions made by critical race theorists are used as 
a starting point for analysis, for instance, the firm belief that race is a social 
construct and that racism is prevalent in Western culture, the deeply rooted 

27 Basic training is education for students aged around 12-15 years old: year 1-2 for vmbo and 
1-3 for havo/vwo. Vmbo combines vocational training with theoretical education. Havo (which 
provides access to HBO) and Vwo (which provides access to universities) are the more theoretical 
routes of secondary education.

28 In 1968, a major revision in secondary education was enforced with the Mammoetwet. As 
this moment is of enormous importance for the next 50 years of education.

29 For a more comprehensive overview of how CRT is used in this study, see: M.L. Sijpenhof, 
Image, Text, Discourse, and Action: A Critical Race Examination of History Textbooks, «Historia 
y Memoria de la Educación», 2018 (forthcoming).

30 M.C. Ledesma, D. Calderón, Critical race theory in education: A review of past literature 
and a look to the future, «Qualitative Inquiry», vol. 21, n. 3, 2015, pp. 206-222.

31 G. Ladson-Billings, W.F. Tate, Toward a critical race theory of education, «Teachers college 
record», vol. 97, n. 1, 1995, pp. 47-68.
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structure of white supremacy, the normalization of racism in institutions32, 
and the rejection of dominant ideas concerning objectivity, color-blindness, 
and claims of meritocracy. Furthermore, to understand racism the intersec-
tions33 of race and other key markers of identity such as gender, ethnicity, 
class, etc. are often taken into account as well34. For the systematic analysis of 
textbooks, both CRT and discursive tactics were useful for multiple reasons: 
to deconstruct the content in respect to power relations, to analyze omis-
sion of knowledge, the examination of changing imagery, changing termi-
nology, linguistic analysis, and more. Discourse analysis evaluates «more 
subtle mainstream forms of text and talk that are not even seen as racist 
by the dominant consensus»35. Not only does discourse analysis facilitate 
the analysis of «text and talk», it also assists in the interrogation of power 
represented in imagery36. Both in images and texts the absence of topics, 
arguments, critique, etc. may speak a thousand words. Discourse analysis 
examines structures of underlying ideologies and stereotypes, and possible 
interpretations of the intended audience. Also, discourse analysis evaluates 
who is given the opportunity to speak. At this point, CRT is very useful 
to further question the claims of “truth” portrayed in textbooks. Assumed 
claims of objectivity are challenged. CRT helps to unfold master-narratives 
and illuminates the importance of counter-narratives, the “voice of color” in 
particular. The “voice of color” is based on the idea that people of color may 
have experiential knowledge of racism, obtained through daily experienc-
es37. Furthermore, CRT is inherently reflexive, thus the analysis of textbooks 
requires an open reflection of the researcher, constantly questioning the own 
assumptions and blind spots.

4. To study the selected fragments, Grounded Theory data analysis is used as 
leading approach38. A number of fragments was selected to start the process 
of exploration, identification and formulation of categories (open coding). 
First, the following context information was noted: e.g. name of the textbook, 
type of textbook, name of publisher, type of education, year of publishing. 
Followed by “objective” information, like the depiction of Black adults and 
children, their gender, if they are described as role models, etc. Furthermore, 
we described the way Black people are depicted in general, and more specifi-

32 R. Delgado, J. Stefancic, Critical race theory: An introduction, New York, NYU Press, 2012.
33 Critical race theorist and legal scholar K. Crenshaw, is known for introducing 

«intersectionality» in 1989, a concept which was first adopted by feminist scholars and now 
utilized across many disciplines.

34 P.H. Collins, S. Bilge, Intersectionality, Hoboken, John Wiley & Sons, 2016.
35 Van Dijk, Discourse Analysis of Racism, cit., p. 48.
36 G. Rose, Visual methodologies: An introduction to researching with visual materials, 

London, Sage, 2016.
37 Delgado, Stefancic, Critical race theory: An introduction, cit.
38 A. Strauss, J. Corbin, Grounded theory methodology: An overview, in N.K. Denzin, Y.S. 

Lincoln (edd.), Handbook of qualitative research, Thousand Oaks, Sage, 1994, pp. 273-285.
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cally how Black people are depicted in relation to others, most notably white 
people, because this is the dominant “racial group” in the Netherlands. Also, 
detailed descriptions of images were written, using qualitative data analysis 
software, Atlas.ti. 

5. This was followed by axial coding of all fragments (N=2582), which resulted 
in 26 codes. Thus, a smaller (although still quite comprehensive) number of 
central concepts and related categories was found, moving from inductive to 
deductive coding. Comparisons were made between fragments, looking for 
similarities and differences, to find relationships between categories39. The 
final set of axial codes could be classified as (a) «information on textbooks/ 
fragments» (N=9)40; (b) «objective information» (N=14)41; and (c) «infor-
mation on depictions» (N=3)42. In relation to the construction of these 
variables it is important to note the following: fragments do not always 
reflect the beliefs of the textbook authors. Images and some texts are creat-
ed by a third party. When these fragments show signs of racial hierarchy or 
stereotype, we first observe whether the textbook author denounces these 
signs or gives critical judgement.

6. All concerns and uncertainties were discussed with a fellow researcher. In 
addition, the second researcher randomly selected 10% of the fragments, 
and used the code scheme to analyze these fragments. Any disagreement 
was resolved between researchers with minimal discussion. In a few cases 
modifications were made.

7. Seven axial codes (namely: Black body: (half) naked; Black role model; 
Black voice; racism explicitly mentioned, opinion author, racial hierar-
chy, stereotype), were analyzed with multiple correspondence analysis (a 
program of IBM SPSS). Multiple correspondence analysis is a “new” way of 
analyzing images and texts to discover patterns in depictions43. This quan-
titative procedure generated a graph with two dimensions (X- and Y-axis), 
in which four clusters became visible. These clusters were compared and 
named. With this, a typology was found to explain the empirical reality of 
the depiction of Black people in Dutch secondary school history textbooks. 

39 Ibid.
40 «Textbook title», «type of textbook», «publisher», «type of education», «level of education», 

«year of class», «year of publishing», «type of fragment», «edition».
41 «Black body: (half) naked», «Black voice», «racism explicitly mentioned», «Black role 

model», «theme», «location», «Black man/men in image», «Black woman/women in image», 
«Black child(ren) in image», «white man/men in image», «white woman/women in image», «white 
child(ren) in image», «person(s) of color in image», «terms used to describe Black people».

42 «Racial hierarchy», «stereotype», «author’s conveyed values», which are elaborately 
described Table 1. 

43 S. Braster, M.D.M. del Pozo Andrés, Education and the children’s colonies in the Spanish 
Civil War (1936–1939): the images of the community ideal, «Paedagogica Historica», vol. 51, n. 
4, 2015, pp. 455-477.
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4. Findings

In 24% of the 200 textbooks, no mention is made of Black people, Black 
history, etc. In the other 76% of the textbooks, students generally encounter 
curriculum addressing Black history during the second (35,9%) and third year 
(57,1%) of basic training. 
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4.1. Multiple correspondence analysis: an empirical typology of (anti-)
racism

Based on the analytical procedure multiple correspondence analysis, we 
have interpreted to what extent depictions of Black people shift in time and 
what typology can be distinguished when analyzing the sample of all fragments, 
both images and texts. Multiple correspondence analysis assists in determining 
comparable clusters. Figure 1 illustrates how all fragments are classified within a 
2-dimensional plot. Figure 2 then illustrates how specific categories of variables 
are clustered. Based on this figure, we argue that four types of depictions can be 
distinguished, which we have termed «anti-racist», «innocuous», «Eurocentric», 
and «racist». The categories are not mutually exclusive.

In table 2, a description of the clusters by years in categories is presented. 
«Innocuous» depictions are most often used, although these have slightly 
decreased over the years. «Eurocentric» depictions are also relatively common, 
and have similarly decreased over the years (with a slight increase in 2008-2017). 
Next, the «anti-racist» fragments, which are highest in 1988-1997, drop back in 
2008-2017, indicating that textbook fragments in 1966-1977 show more signs 
of anti-racism than textbook fragments in 2008-2017. This corresponds with 
the percentages of «racist» fragments. Although these depictions are least used, 
they have clearly increased over the years. As we have mentioned, «Eurocentric» 
and «racist» depictions may overlap. Therefore, it is useful to analyze to what 
extent these «Eurocentric/racist» depictions (combined in one group), change 
over time. Here, we see that the number of these depictions remain more or less 
the same, because while «racist» depictions increase, «Eurocentric» depictions 
decrease over the years.

Next, we analyze whether additional independent variables change the 
perspective of the classification of fragments. In table 3 a selection of these variables 
is mentioned. First, in relation to the type of textbooks, activity books are 10% 
more «anti-racist» than study books, which fits the idea that activity books contain 
critical questions. In turn, ‘racist’ depictions are more prominent in study books. 
Second, the religious background of the publisher does not seem to be relevant, as 
only slight differences are indicated. The same can be said for the level of education. 
The type of fragment, however, is very relevant as we see that, text fragments are 
much more «anti-racist» (25% of all texts) than images (5% of all images including 
the captions). Text fragments, however, are more often «Eurocentric» than images 
(33% as opposed to 20%). The largest difference is observed in «racist» depictions: 
33% of all images are categorized as «racist», while only 3% of all texts fall under 
this category. Again, we add that «Eurocentric» and «racist» depictions, may 
overlap. However, we now see that the main difference between the two categories 
is strongly related to the type of fragment.

As we have observed, images and additional captions are far more «racist» 
and far less «anti-racist» than text fragments. Therefore, we will now focus on 
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Pic. 1. 2-dimensional plot labeled by fragment.

Pic. 2. 2-dimensional plot labeled by axial codes.
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the analysis of Black people in images. In table 4 we see how (often) Black men, 
Black women, and Black children are depicted (alone or in combination with other 
individuals). When only one Black child is depicted, the typology «Eurocentrism» 
more than doubles in comparison to images depicting Black children. Notably, 
anti-racist images depicting one Black child or Black children are barely there (only 
1% of the images is «anti-racist»). Images depicting one Black woman, Black 
women, and Black men, paint a similar picture: the amount of «racist» depictions 
is much higher than the overall numbers. The most prominent difference is the 
depiction of one Black man. Images of one Black man are less «Eurocentric», more 
«innocuous», and more «anti-racist». This may be explained by the fact that a 
single Black male is occasionally represented as a role model. Overall the amount of 
«racist» depictions is relatively high, while «Eurocentric», «innocuous» and «anti-
racist» depictions are relatively low compared to the overall outcomes (table 2, 
table 3).

Pic. 3. Typology of depictions: (1) anti-racist, (2) innocuous, (3) Eurocentric, (4) racist.
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4.2. Examples of the clusters

Anti-racist depictions

«Anti-racist» depictions often portray role models, explicitly mention 
racism, give Black people voice, and/or encourage students to think critically. 
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An example of an «anti-racist» text is the inclusion of Martin Luther King’s I 
have a dream speech in a number of textbooks44. Not only is his voice heard, 
Dr. King is portrayed as a role model, and racism is explicitly mentioned. 

Additionally, the following images and captions, show examples of «anti-
racist» depictions.

Innocuous depictions

«Innocuous» depictions are not stereotypical, do not portray racial 
hierarchy (instead may reflect racial harmony), and/or the author explains 
the information as “objective” as possible (when it is appropriate to do 
so). It should be noted, however, that knowledge presented in textbooks is 
never truly objective. Although knowledge may seem to be a classification 
of facts, the mere choice to include certain information and at the same time 
omit other information reveals that knowledge is never unbiased45. We see 
this reflected in the fact that the depictions we refer to as «innocuous» do 
not explicitly mention racism, do not give Black people voice, and/or are not 
critical. However, these depictions are structured as if they are unbiased. Thus, 
«innocuous» depictions are considered to be an apparently inoffensive way to 
bring across information. An example of a «innocuous» text is:

44 L.G. Dalhuisen et al., Sprekend Verleden 3 boek 2, Rijswijk, Nijgh & Van Ditmar Educatief, 
1987, p. 132.

45 Romanowski, Problems of Bias in History Textbooks, cit.



341THE BLACK CHILD: «RACIST» DEPICTIONS IN DUTCH SECONDARY SCHOOL HISTORY TEXTBOOKS (1968-2017)

Pic. 1. (left) «The photo, 1940, illustrates the support of the Surinamese people for the allied cause. 
The birthday of Churchill (portret), Prime Minister of the United Kingdom, is demonstratively celebrat-
ed in Paramaribo. Surinam (bauxite) and the Antilles (oil) were important for the Allied cause. Also 
in the Netherlands, the Surinamese (p. 171) [Anton de Kom] and Antilleans (George Maduro – Ma-
durodam is named after him) took part in the resistance». (Caption by: C. Bastiaans et al., Sprekend 
Verleden leerboek havo/vwo 3, Zutphen, Walburg Pers Educatief, 2012, p. 49).

Pic. 2. (right) No caption (C. Bastiaans et al., Sprekend Verleden leerboek havo/vwo 2, Zu-
tphen, Walburg Pers Educatief, 2012, p. 124).

In the 1970s, Surinam became independent and approx. 200 000 Surinamese Dutch settled 
in the Netherlands. Also, many Antilleans came to the Netherlands46.

Additionally, the following images and captions, illustrate which depictions 
we consider to be «innocuous».

Eurocentric depictions

«Eurocentric» depictions display racial hierarchy, are slightly stereotypical, and/
or the author portrays horrific atrocities in a neutral fashion, or even minimizes 
or justifies these issues. For example, text fragments show that the treatment of 
Black enslaved women is depicted in a Eurocentric and sexist way, namely as the 
«mistresses» or «girlfriends» of enslavers, instead of using the terms “sex slaves” 
or “rape victims” (e.g. «white men took female slaves as their mistresses»47; «Few 
white women were living in Surinam. Therefore, many white men took slaves as 
their housekeepers and girlfriends»48. Authors often refer to the connection between 
these white enslavers (only referred to as «whites») and Black enslaved women 

46 T. Van der Geugten et al., Geschiedeniswerkplaats 2, Groningen, Noordhoff Uitgevers, 
2013, p. 117.

47 J. Van den Berg et al., Bronnen 2 vwo, Houten, EPN, 2003.
48 C. Bastiaans et al., Sprekend Verleden havo/vwo 3, Amersfoort, Thieme Meulenhoff, 2010.
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(referred to as «slaves») as «relationships». 
In only one out of more than 2500 
fragments, the author shortly referred to 
the sexual abuse enslaved Black females 
have undergone by white oppressors49.

Another example is related to the 
fact that many text fragments minimize 
the issue by misrepresenting or omitting 
historical facts. For instance, authors argue 
that universal suffrage in the United States 
meant that «In 1870 all men were entitled 
to vote»50. No comment is made about the 
fact that most Black men and women were 
not allowed to vote until 1965 after the 
Voting Rights Act was introduced.

Furthermore, in a large number 
of fragments “enslaved Africans” are 
presented as products, a technique used 
throughout all textbooks over the years, for 
example: «In West-Africa, gold and ivory 
was collected. Also, the negro slaves, who 
were intended to work on the plantations 

in America and the Caribbean»51. 
Another «Eurocentric» issue is when an opinion is stated as a fact and thus 

is almost certainly a fact in the eyes of the intended audience. One example is 
the answer to the question: what is the KKK? The textbook’s official answer is: 
«A secret American society that fought against un-American persons (negroes, 
Jews, Catholics) and activities»52. Not only is the use of past tense inappropriate, 
as the KKK never ceased to exist, also the fragment depicts the activities of the 
KKK as somewhat justified. Furthermore, the formulation used indicates that, in 
fact, «negroes, Jews, and Catholics» are supposedly «un-American». In another 
textbook, we find a similar comment: «The real American is in fact a WASP»53.

Moreover, inappropriate sarcasm, which is a fine line between criticism and 
minimizing the issue, is also used quite often. See, for instance, the image and 
caption below.

The following image and caption, illustrates what a «Eurocentric» depiction 
may look like.

49 H. Bulthuis et al., Memo answers 2 vwo, Den Bosch, Malmberg, 2015, p. 109.
50 H. Bartelds et al., Indigo havo/vwo 3, Groningen, Wolters-Noordhoff, 2008, p. 135.
51 E.W. Heidt et al., Kijk op de tijd 2, Den Bosch, Malmberg, 1984, p. 56.
52 E.L.C. Kalle et al., Podium van het verleden 2 docentenboek, Groningen, Wolters-Noordhoff, 

1978, p. 100.
53 H. Ulrich et al., Andere tijden 3hv, Den Bosch, Malmberg, 1991, p. 111.

Pic. 3. «Wounded soldiers in Vietnam». 
(Caption by: S. De Boer et al., Indigo 3 havo/
vwo, Groningen, Wolters-Noordhoff, 2005, 
p. 77). Although this specific image portrays 
a positive depiction of race relations, Black 
soldiers were overrepresented in draft calls to 
fight in Viet Nam, disproportionately assig-
ned to combat units and killed. As opposed 
to many whites, most Blacks were unable to 
avoid the draft. The selection of Black draf-
tees can therefore be regarded as institutio-
nal racism. (J.E. Westheider, Fighting on two 
fronts: African Americans and the Vietnam 
war, New York, NYU Press, 1997).
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Racist depictions

«Racist» depictions are stereotypical, 
portray explicit racial hierarchy, and/ 
or often portray Black people without 
clothing. Racist texts, for example, 
repeatedly refer to the stereotype 
and racist notion that Black people 
are physically strong (e.g. «Slaves 
are only suitable for simple work on 
plantations»54; «A philanthropic cleric, 
Las Casas, suggested to bring the strong 
negroes from Africa to work and prevent 
the fall of the Indians»55.

Many other stereotypical depictions 
are present in the fragments. In one 
of the textbooks, we find a paragraph 
titled «Black racism»56, in which many 
of these stereotypical views become 
clear. The fragment is as follows:

In February 1965 Malcolm X was assassinated 
by black gunmen. At that moment, he had achieved almost nothing. His death, however, 
made him a martyr. His appeal showed the animosity of many blacks, even during the 
collaboration between white and black in the early sixties. […] Many Northern white 
girls were shocked by the sexual aggression of their black fellow activists. Others were 
unpleasantly surprised by, what they call, ignorance and laziness of the blacks in the South57. 

The following images (in combination with the captions), illustrate «racist» 
depictions.

54 D.J. Van Hennik et al., Merlijn 2 handleiding, Leiden, Spruyt, Van Mantgem & De Does, 
1985, p. 145.

55 M.B. Van der Hoeven, R. Reinsma, Fundamenten en Mijlpalen 1, Amsterdam, Meulenhoff, 
1967, p. 116.

56 It is unclear whether this paragraph is written by the textbook authors or another writer. 
But, even if the fragment is written by a third party, no critical note is provided by the authors.

57 L. Mulder, A. Doedens, Beeld van de twintigste eeuw, Apeldoorn, Van Walraven bv, 1986, 
p. 250.

Pic. 4. «A Chinese with his Creole wife 
in Suriname, approx. 1900». (Caption by: R. 
Boonstra, C. Van der Heijden, R. De Kreek, 
I. Van Manen, Feniks leesboek 3 vwo, Amer-
sfoort, ThiemeMeulenhoff, 2017, p. 158).
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Individuals

Do we see specific categories of 
persons that seem to be depicted often? 
Based on a cluster analysis in SPSS, 12 
groups were combined, using all images 
depicting individuals or groups. The 
images were first coded numerically. 
The hierarchical cluster analysis then 
illustrates which categories or units 
significantly coincide.

The most common cluster contains 
images of Black men. We also see that 
Black children are often portrayed 
without adult presence. Black women 
are not often depicted by themselves. 
Missing from the cluster analysis are 
one Black man and one white woman or 
one white man with one Black woman. 
Also missing are white children (white 
women are portrayed with a single 
Black man, but always in combination 
with white men). This indicates that 
very few (interracial) relationships or 
connections between white women, 

white children and Black people are portrayed.
In total 254 white individuals (of which 21 women) and 144 Black individuals 

(of which 18 women) are mentioned by name. Only 18 persons of color (0 
women) are mentioned. This is interesting as it indicates that when discussing 
“Black history”, textbook authors put more focus on white individuals than 
Black individuals (e.g. the discussed abolitionists are almost exclusively white). 
Furthermore, people of color have a very small role in the master-narratives of 
these histories, illustrating that students are taught to think in a “Black-white 
binary”. The discussed individuals show differences in roles and “historical 
importance”, illustrated in Table 6. 

This figure illustrate that the history textbook fragments are profoundly white 
male oriented. This is nothing new. It is interesting, however, to question: who are 
the depicted (Black and white) women? And how are they different from (Black 
and white) men? Black males are mostly politicians (184 mentions), Civil rights 
activists (43 mentions), and writers/painters (41 mentions). White males are also 
mostly politicians (246 mentions), writers/painters (94 mentions), and “explorers” 
(58 mentions). On first sight, no striking differences between Black and white men 
are observed. However, the portrayals of these men are clearly different (e.g. Black 

Pic. 5. «A cozy night out for the KKK. 
When they burned wooden crosses, the gen-
tlemen were less pleasant». (Caption by: C. 
Offringa, Speurtocht door de eeuwen, Gro-
ningen, Wolters Noordhoff, 1973, p. 83).



345THE BLACK CHILD: «RACIST» DEPICTIONS IN DUTCH SECONDARY SCHOOL HISTORY TEXTBOOKS (1968-2017)

Pic. 6. «Queen Victoria (1819-1901) gives a bible to an African king (painting made by Thomas 
Jones Barker approx. 1861)». (Caption by: L.G. Dalhuisen et al., Sprekend Verleden 3, Rijswijk, 
Nijgh & Van Ditmar Educatief, 1991, p. 126).

politicians are often depicted as corrupt). Among women, the difference is more 
prominent. Although the total number of mentions is very limited, Black women 
are most often enslaved Africans (9 mentions), followed by one abolitionist (5 
mentions), and wife/daughters of famous Black men (4 mentions). White women, 
on the other hand are mostly mentioned as writers (29 mentions), royalty (14 
mentions), and actresses (4 mentions). 

Black role models

In 10% of all fragments, Black individuals are depicted as role models58. 
When we divide these fragments in years, we could argue that some progress 
is made: while in 1966-1977, 7.9% of all fragments contained a Black role 
model, this was 12,3% in 2008-2017. The location of these role models has 

58 Role models are persons whose behaviors, characters, skills, or successes are demonstrated 
as examples to emulate or look up to. Some individuals, who we (or others) may consider to be role 
models, are not mentioned as positive figures by the textbook authors. In these cases, the fragments 
are coded as «no role model depicted».
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changed over the years (especially in 
relation to South-Africa: in 1966-1977 
one Black South-African role model is 
mentioned, while 11 mentions were 
made in 2008-2017). Most Black role 
models are American (with 11 mentions 
in 1966-1977 up to 28 mentions in 2008-
2017). For Dutch textbooks, focusing 
largely on Dutch/European history, it is 
interesting to note that very few Dutch 
or European Black role models are 
mentioned (e.g. zero mentions of Dutch 
Black role models in 1966-1997).

Explicit discussions of racism 

In the selection of fragments, 
racism is not discussed as a crucial 
historical theme. The fragments show 
essentialized depictions of Black people, 
viewing race as a biological rather than 
a social construct. Racism has been 
defined in very few textbooks. None of 
these definitions resembles the definition 
we hold in this article (or the definition 
used by critical race scholars in general). 
The definitions are narrow, simplistic and/or focus on individual racist “acts” 
(e.g. «Racism is the attribution of personality traits to racial features»59). 
However, generally, the term «racism» is barely utilized. Authors tend to 
prefer euphemisms, for instance, «discrimination», «racial discrimination», 
«negro problem»60 (linguistically framing Black people as the problem), «race 
problem»61, «racial inequality», or do not mention any related term to refer to 
the problem of racism: «There was no work and certainly not for Surinamese»62. 
With this the undesirable situation arises, that students are persuaded into 
viewing the “Other” as the problem. In the cases where «racism» is explicitly 

59 B. Van Wakeren, H. Van Galen Last, Kroniek 3, Groningen, Wolters-Noordhoff, 1974, p. 
109.

60 Mulder, Doedens, Beeld van de twintigste eeuw, cit., p. 279.
61 A.B. Ceulaert, O. Feitsma, Kleio voor vwo en havo 2, Zeist, NIB, 1972a, p. 65; Mulder, 

Doedens, Beeld van de twintigste eeuw, cit., p. 279.
62 J. De Jong et al., Merlijn 3, Leiden, Spruyt, Van Mantgem & De Does, 1985, p. 204.

Pic. 7. «Disobedient slaves were strictly 
punished, often on the ‘Spaanse bok’. The 
hands were tied, then the knees were distor-
ted. Next, a stick was stuck behind the knees 
and the brute began to hit the curved back». 
(Caption by: B. Beenackers-Heeren et al., 
Vragen aan de geschiedenis 1, Groningen, 
Wolters-Noordhoff, 1994, p. 217).
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mentioned, the underlying discomfort or denial is clearly present. One text 
fragment illustrates that the authors believe that the discussion of racism is a 
“dangerous topic”, controversial, as it will take up much time. In the teacher’s 
guide, they argue: 

If the subject “history” should contribute to breaking down prejudices and help to create a 
more humane and tolerant society, then this is the opportunity to do so. Moreover, this is 
probably a dangerous subject as well, which may lead to lengthy discussions63.

In other texts, denial is present in the fact that authors explicitly mention 
racism in relation to so-called «reverse racism», which illustrates that the 
master-narrative is a one-dimensional discourse and racism is not “Our” 
problem. Several examples show that while the term «racism» is not mentioned 
when discussing topics clearly related to racism, like Apartheid or legal 
segregation, it is discussed in relation to the assumed «racism» of Malcolm X64, 

63 J. De Jong et al., Merlijn handleiding 3, Leiden, Spruyt, Van Mantgem & De Does, 1986, 
p. 41.

64 Mulder, Doedens, Beeld van de twintigste eeuw, cit., p. 250.

Pic. 8. «Black Pete is said to be proof of racism. However, Saint Nicholas and Pete both come 
from the Germanic-Christian Middel Ages. The Saint is Christian and Black Pete, the son of the 
Germanic God Wodan, looked through the chimneys to check whether people offered sacrifices to 
Wodan. In addition, he became Black from the soot». (Caption by: C. Bastiaans et al., Sprekend 
Verleden leerboek havo/vwo 2, Zutphen, Walburg Pers Educatief, 2012, p. 114).
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the Black Panthers65, etc. Thus, authors deploy semantic reversals of blame. 
Another indication, is the fact that racism is most particularly mentioned 
by Black people themselves66, which is illustrated in figure 3, showing that 
within the first cluster «anti-racism», «black voice» and «racism, explicitly 
mentioned» are significantly compatible. In the same light, we see that when 
less emphasis is put on the negatives of white people, the term «racism» is used 
with more ease (e.g. in referral to human rights organizations fighting against 
racism)67. However, a (small) number of authors do take up a paragraph on 
stereotypes in their textbooks, often illustrated by using stereotypical imagery 
of “scientific racism” and asking students to critically examine the content. Out 
of all fragments related to «racism/discrimination», 27% was related to Dutch 
contexts, while 73% of the fragments mentioned racism/discrimination in other 
countries, mostly in the U.S.

Terminology

The uneasiness to talk “race and racism” in the Netherlands becomes clear 
by the reserves textbook authors show in their discussion of racism, but is also 
clear when observing the appointment of someone’s racial background and 
skin color through specific terms. The word blank, which can be translated to 
white (but also: clean, fair, colorless, etc.) is a normative, positive term that is 
almost exclusively used in the fragments to refer to white people. To refer to 
Black people, the term neger is often used, which contains obvious normative 
connotations, namely negative overtones of inferiority. The terms wit (white) 
and zwart, (Black) are political concepts68. Wit is not used in any fragment of 
the textbook sample. Black, on the other hand, is utilized quite often. Black, 
however, is not often used as a political term, but as a direct reference to the 
darkness of someone’s skin color. 

Black people are referred to in the following ways: «Black» (13.6%), «negro/
negress» (10.9%), By nation/continent (e.g. «African») (9.6%), and other, like 
«Creole», «Maroons», «bush negro’s», etc. (5%). In a few cases, the N-word is 
used (0.2%). Also, in 11,6% of the fragments, authors use the term «slaves» to 
refer to enslaved Africans (no additional term to clarify “race” is thought to be 
needed). In all other cases (N=52.5%), Black people are not mentioned at all. 
Terminology significantly changes over the years, the biggest change has been the 

65 H. Bartman, A. Schulp, Levende geschiedenis docentenhandleiding 3, Amsterdam, 
Meulenhoff Educatief, 1995, p. 102.

66 Mulder, Doedens, Beeld van de twintigste eeuw, cit., p. 324.
67 A. Van Hooff et al., Vragen aan de geschiedenis 2, Groningen, Wolters-Noordhoff, 1995, 

p. 97.
68 Wekker, White Innocence: Paradoxes of Colonialism and Race, cit.
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use of the term «negro/negress», which in 1966-1978 was used in 27,8% of the 
cases, while in 2008-2017 it was used in 2.6% of the cases. Instead, Black people 
are now referred to by nation and/or the term ‘slaves’ and ‘black’ are used more 
often. Moreover, «slaves» (instead of «enslaved Africans») remains the preferred 
term in the selected textbooks. Over the last couple of years, this term has been 
criticized, as it gives the impression that the individual in question was naturally 
a “slave”.

4.3. Final observations

Finally, three additional observations can be made. First, Black people are 
clearly discussed in a thematically compartmentalized manner. This means that in 
many histories no mention is made of Black people or Black history, even when it is 
clearly relevant. In relation to the current Dutch context, the compartmentalization 
is especially striking as Black people are exclusively mentioned in the paragraphs 
about “integration”69. For instance, «In AS 4 a major problem will be discussed, 
namely the Netherlands and its many foreigners»70. Second, the use of “the 
passive voice” is extremely common when discussing atrocities performed by 
whites. Apparently, it is not important to mention who is performing the action. 
For example, «During actions dozens of people died; thousands were put in 
prison»71 (when discussing Black protests in South Africa and the violent actions 
by white police officers). Another example, which is representative for many 
other fragments, is the sentence «Millions of Africans arrived in the plantation 
areas»72. The third comment refers to the general omission of information in the 
selection of textbooks. Black people are not (or barely) mentioned in relation to 
a large number of relevant topics73, histories are minimized (or normalized)74, 
Black people are given a lot less opportunity to “speak” than white people, and 
are sometimes literally whitewashed (for instance, the three Kings depicted as 
white men)75.

69 The same conclusion has been made by Weiner, Curricular Alienation: Multiculturalism, 
Tolerance, and Immigrants in Dutch Primary School History Textbooks, cit. The term 
«compartmentalization» in relation to textbooks is borrowed from this article.

70 J. De Jong et al., Merlijn handleiding 3, Leiden, Spruyt, Van Mantgem & De Does, 1986, 
p. 37.

71 Mulder, Doedens, Beeld van de twintigste eeuw, cit., p. 202.
72 Bastiaans et al., Sprekend Verleden havo/vwo 3, cit., p. 5.
73 E.g. World War I and II; the Great Trek; African nationalistic efforts, e.g. Cape Verde, the 

looting of Africans in areas other than West-Africa, enslaved Africans in New Amsterdam, forced 
labor during imperialism, the slaughter of the Herero people, etc.

74 E.g. the normalization of slavery by putting focus on the role of African enslavers.
75 Van der Hoeven, Reinsma, Fundamenten en Mijlpalen 1, cit., p. 96.
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Overall, these observations indicate a strong focus on “Us” and “Them”. 
Thus, the observations can be seen as polarized racist representations in the 
discourse, based on the «ideological square» of Van Dijk: «1. Emphasize Our 
good things; 2. Emphasize Their bad things; 3. Deemphasize Our Bad things; 4. 
Deemphasize Their good things»76.

Conclusions

In conclusion, we find that «innocuous» depictions are most often used, followed 
by «Eurocentric» depictions, «anti-racist» fragments, and «racist» fragments. 
Over the years, «anti-racist» depictions have increased, only to decrease in recent 
years. «Innocuous» and «Eurocentric» fragments have decreased. However, 
racist depictions have increased over the past 50 years. Furthermore, images 
are far more «racist» and far less «anti-racist» than text fragments because the 
images of the sample are predominantly images of Black people that can largely be 
categorized as «racist». At the same time, «anti-racist» depictions of Black people 
are fairly rare. Also, relatively few Black role models are present in the textbooks 
and those who are mentioned, are commonly American. Also, Black female role 
models are lacking. Black women are most often portrayed as enslaved Africans. 
Moreover, much like other textbook research, we found that authors tend to 
make use of linguistics to minimize, justify, distort, whitewash, and neutralize 
(Black) history. Thus, derogating the “Others”, while at the same time presenting 
the “Us” in a positive manner. This manipulative polarizing strategy is utilized 
quite often: not all textbooks do this all the time, however, all textbooks do this 
a good amount of the time. Other techniques, like metaphors, exaggerations, 
euphemism, sarcasm, passive voice, and compartmentalization are used as well. 
Furthermore, racism is not treated as an essential or holistic subject of history 
and a simplistic definition of racism is present (if present at all). Textbooks, thus, 
cease to teach students how to understand “contemporary” (and local) racial 
inequalities. Also, the consequences of enslavement on present day inequalities 
and ideologies are negated. In addition, the master-narrative is one-dimensional 
and counter-narratives are barely there. Overall, we see that while historians 
should maintain critical distance77, the empirical reality illustrates that even 
though (most) fragments are factually correct, selective values are perpetuated. 
Textbooks follow color-blind rhetoric, without critically analyzing race, and thus 
reinforcing racism. In conclusion, the ideal situation, in which «Eurocentric» 
or «racist» depictions are excluded from textbooks, while «anti-racist» and 

76 Ibid., p. 54.
77 E.g. Grever, T. Van der Vlies, Why National Narratives are Perpetuated: A Literature 

Review on New Insights from History Textbook research, cit. p. 287.
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«innocuous» depictions are included, has not been realized over the years. In a 
time, when more attention is paid to the histories we teach students and a louder 
call is heard for more inclusive history teaching, clearly more attention needs to be 
paid to how we address these histories. Finally, the importance of representation 
(either through role models or Black voice) cannot be disregarded in the matter.

Identities are complex. Individuals can be perceived members of multiple groups 
and have diverse socially constructed identities at the same time. The relationship 
between inequality, power, and social context are complex as well78. Thus, to 
understand how one particular racial group experiences racism in textbooks is 
perhaps not feasible, because the perceived members of these groups, “belong” to 
other groups as well79. However, generally, we may acknowledge that students’ 
identities can be formed or changed when constantly confronted with similar 
influential (racist, Eurocentric, sexist, etc.) discourses and implicit messages that 
are normalized in educational contexts80. We recognize that perceptions are not 
a linear process, as other agents of socialization (like family, peers, media, etc.) 
play a significant role in the way students develop their identities. Therefore, it 
remains important to identify which master-narratives are told in varying social 
contexts and to actively retrieve additional counter-narratives, keeping in mind 
the interactions between overlapping identities. 

Finally, we cannot assume that the content of textbooks is actually taught by 
teachers81. Simultaneously, the intended audience may misinterpret or reject the 
content. For that reason, further research will not only focus on how teachers have 
used the textbooks but also concentrate on the reception by (former) students, 
through (oral history) interviews and analyze the impact of textbooks’ master-
narratives on their self-perceived identities. In forthcoming research, experiences 
with textbooks and the self-perceived racial identities within the complexity of 
multiple identities will be analyzed.

78 Collins, Bilge, Intersectionality, cit.
79 D. Gillborn, Intersectionality, critical race theory, and the primacy of racism: Race, class, 

gender, and disability in education, «Qualitative Inquiry», vol. 21, n. 3, 2015, p. 278.
80 A. Allen et al., School as Conduits of Racism: How Mind-sets, Policies, and Practices Impact 

Historically Marginalized Students, in L.D. Drakeford (ed.), The Race Controversy in American 
Education, Santa Barbara, Paeger, 2015, pp. 69-91.

81 Crawford, The Role and Purpose of Textbooks, cit.
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A transformation of racist discourse? Colour-blind racism and
biological racism in Dutch secondary schooling (1968 –2017)
Maria Luce Sijpenhof
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ABSTRACT
Scholars have observed a re-emergence of biological racism in the
Netherlands. I question whether this form of racism is also making
a comeback in Dutch secondary schooling, by drawing on critical
race theory and Bonilla-Silva’s frames of colour-blind racism. Data
for this study were gathered through an analysis of 200 history
textbooks (1968-2017), 28 interviews of (former) Dutch (mostly
“white”) teachers and 35 interviews of former (mostly “Black”)
students. The study finds that textbooks employ colour-blind racist
frames (and in some cases racially essentialist and anti-racist dis-
courses) regarding black history. Likewise, white (former) teachers
consistently use colour-blind discourses and to lesser extent utilise
racially essentialist and anti-racist discourses to make sense of
race. This study demonstrates that Dutch teachers use very similar
frames to what (researchers have found) people utilise in the US.
Also, Black former students are much more likely to narrate anti-
racist discourses, but showcase colour-blind discourses and (some-
times) racially essentialist discourses, as well. Thus, colour-blind
ideologies influence even those who are negatively affected by it.
Although the expressions of racism shift over time, this study
illustrates that we cannot affirm a re-emergence of biological
racism, as colour-blind discourses remain equally intact in the 50
years studied.
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Introduction

Racism appeared since the late fifteenth century and was for centuries to come a means to
provide justification for European imperialism, colonialism, the transatlantic trade in
enslaved people, and slavery. These systems of racial oppression as well as racial distinctions
made bymodern “science” are fundamental for an understanding of racism in contemporary
Europe.1 Only in response to historic events (e.g. Holocaust) along with the rise of move-
ments challenging the racialised order (e.g. anti-colonial and anti-racism movements), race
was generally invalidated as a biological theory, reducing “biological” racism after WWII.2

CONTACT Maria Luce Sijpenhof luce.schelvis@edu.uah.es
This article is based on a paper presented at the International Standing Conference for the History of Education (ISCHE)
“Education and Nature” in Berlin in 2018. The paper was awarded the “ISCHE Early Career Conference Paper Award”.
1David T. Goldberg, “Racial Europeanization,” Ethnic and Racial Studies 29, no. 2 (2006): 331–64.
2Charles Hirschman, “The Origins and Demise of the Concept of Race,” Population and Development Review 30, no. 3
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Also, since the 1970s, geneticists have stressed that the concept of biological race is not
scientifically justified.3 In the US, Bonilla-Silva4 and others5 have argued that although overt
racism was now tainted by its negative associations, a new racial structure emerged: “the new
racism”.6 Although this change of expression has taken place, racism is generally still defined
by the “old” perspective: as blatant, extreme, and intentional.7 Racism is also viewed as
individual prejudice towards people of another race. Bonilla-Silva8 has heavily critiqued this
viewpoint, because the “prejudice approach” denies racism as a structural and systemic
societal problem and overly concentrates on the “psychological basis” of racism. Bonilla-
Silva’s alternative approach to this view is the “racialized social system” (e.g. white supre-
macy), which refers to “societies in which economic, political, social, and ideological levels are
partially structured by the placement of actors in racial categories or races”.9 Hence,
racialisation10 is not motivated by hatred but by the aspirations of the dominant group to
maintain the racial structures, embedded and normalised through institutions,11 privileging
them.12 To preserve the “new” dominant structure, it is necessary for beneficiaries to
rationalise “the racial status quo” using a “new” ideology as well. This new ideological
structure to maintain the “new racism” is “colour-blind racism”. Colour-blind racism argues
that race does not shape people’s lives by providing, seemingly non-racial “frames, styles, and
racial stories”.13 Colour-blind racism argues that current racial inequalities, if present, are
caused by “racialised” individuals and groups themselves or by other non-racial factors (e.g.
SES). Colour-blindness is used as a technique to duck responsibility (e.g. “I don’t see colour,
so I am not the problem”), which then justifies inaction.14

3E.g. Audrey Smedley and Brian D. Smedley. “Race as Biology is Fiction, Racism as a Social Problem is Real:
Anthropological and Historical Perspectives on the Social Construction of Race,” American Psychologist 60, no. 1
(2005): 16.

4Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, “Rethinking Racism: Towards a Structural Interpretation,” American Sociological Review 62, no. 3
(1997): 465–80.

5E.g. Lawrence Bobo, James R. Kleugel, and Ryan A. Smith, “Laissez-faire Racism: The Crystallization of a Kinder, Gentler,
Antiblack Ideology,” in Racial attitudes in the 1990s: Continuity and Change, ed. Steven A. Tuch and Jack K. Martin
(Westport, CT: Praeger, 1997): 15–44.

6Eduardo Bonilla-Silva and Austin Ashe, “The End of Racism? Colorblind Racism and Popular Media,” The Colorblind
Screen: Television in Post-Racial America, ed. Sarah Nilsen and Sarah E. Turner (New York: New York University Press,
2014): 60.

7Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, “More than Prejudice: Restatement, Reflections, and New Directions in Critical Race Theory,”
Sociology of Race and Ethnicity 1, no. 1 (2015): 75–89.

8Bonilla-Silva, “Rethinking Racism,” 465–80.
9Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, White Supremacy and Racism in the Post-Civil Rights Era (Boulder: Lynne Rienner, 2001), 37.
10In the famous work of Michael Omi and Howard Winant (Racial Formation in the United States: From the 1960s to
the 1990s [New York: Routledge, 1994]) racialisation is defined as “the extension of racial meaning to a previously
racially unclassified relationship, social practice, or group” (14). Bonilla-Silva (“More than prejudice,” 1997, 75–89)
adds that racialisation appoints groups into hierarchical categories.

11Small argues that “the institutional pillars of racialization” are “the routine, recurrent and organized features of society
that constitute racialized authority, power and domination” (8). This institutional racism can consist of systemic
discrimination, unequal opportunities and racist stereotypes, which generally take place in private and (semi)public
institutional contexts, like education, housing, health care, criminal justice, labour market, media, etc., but also
through clear public structures like laws, policies and practices. These public structures may disadvantage specific
racial/ethnic groups or may be “colour-blind” (and thus cannot help overcome structural disadvantages): Stephen
Small, “Theorizing visibility and vulnerability in Black Europe and the African diaspora,” Ethnic and Racial Studies 41,
no.6 (2018): 1–16.

12Bonilla-Silva, “Rethinking Racism,” 465–80; Melissa F. Weiner, “Towards a Critical Global Race Theory,” Sociology
Compass 6, no. 4 (2012): 332–50.

13Bonilla-Silva and Ashe, “The End of Racism?,” 63.
14Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, Racism without Racists: Color-blind Racism and the Persistence of Racial Inequality in the United
States, 2nd ed. (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2006).

2 M. L. SIJPENHOF



The dominant perspective in the Netherlands, which is reflected by media, politics, and
scholarship, contests the idea of “new racism”, arguing that it does not apply to the “post-
racial”Dutch context. This line of reasoning follows the general consensus that, after WWII,
there is no race and therefore racism in the Netherlands. Despite this mainstream view,
critical scholars have repeatedly demonstrated the relevance of race and racism.15 Dutch
scholars have even indicated that biological racism is re-emerging (e.g. through rising
nationalism, that has found increasing mainstream acceptance). Essed,16 for example, argues:

Race, often in terms of explicit references to people of African descent, is all over Europe,
epitomized, among others in the “monkeyfication” of football players of African descent and
politicians of African descent. In spite of the re-emergence of open biological racism, the denial
of systematic racism is still central to the reproduction of racism in the Netherlands.

Essed17 further argues that freedom of expression has been(mis)used to make racist state-
ments, since the turn of the century. She refers to this phenomenon as “entitlement racism”.
Thus, as we have arrived in a more extreme socio-political context, I question, is racist
discourse transforming and is biological racism making a comeback in Dutch secondary
education?

The focus of the current paper is anti-Black racism, as opposed to other forms of
racism, anti-Semitism, Islamophobia, etc. As important as these latter topics are, I
believe that adding them in this specific research will under-illuminate the still very
much present forms of racism directed at Dutch Black people.

The two primary theoretical frameworks that foreground this study are critical race
theory (CRT) and Bonilla-Silva’s frames of colour-blind racism. First, CRT is used as a
philosophical assumption underlying this study, as well as a method (e.g. counter-
narratives). Although the use of CRT is especially vast in the US, the perspective may
offer European scholars appealing conceptual tools, as critical race work has illustrated.-
18 Like CRT scholars, I begin with the assumption that race as a social construct, and
racism as a social problem, are normal in Dutch society and hence in Dutch education.
I am critical of dominant ideologies and assumptions of race, racism, objectivity,
colour-blindness, meritocracy, liberalism, etc.19

Second, this study is based on Bonilla-Silva’s frames of colour-blind racism.20 Bonilla-
Silva argues that colour-blind racism is apparent in four ideological frames that are used to
explain racial inequities. The first frame,minimisation of racism argues that discrimination
exists to a certain point, but that racism does not determine minorities’ chances. Racism is
thought to be overt and blatant, not subtle and structural. The second frame, Abstract
liberalism relies on the basic principles of liberalism to explain racial matters. It emphasises
that everyone has equal chances (political liberalism) and that individuals are free to choose

15e.g. Philomena Essed and Isabel Hoving, eds., Dutch Racism (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2014); Melissa F. Weiner and
Antonio Carmona Báez, eds., Smash the Pillars: Decoloniality and the Imaginary of Color in the Dutch Kingdom (Lanham,
MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2018).

16Philomena Essed, “Afterword: A Second Wave of Dutch Resistance Against Racism,” Frame Journal of Literary Studies
27, no. 2 (2014): 139.

17Philomena Essed, “Entitlement Racism: License to Humiliate,” in Recycling Hatred: Racism(s) in Europe Today (Brussels:
European Network Against Racism, 2013).

18David Gillborn, “Critical Race Theory and Education: Racism and Anti-Racism in Educational Theory and Praxis,”
Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education 27, no. 1 (2006): 11–32.

19Daniel G. Solorzano and Dolores Delgado Bernal, “Examining Transformational Resistance through a Critical Race and
LatCrit Theory Framework: Chicana and Chicano Students in an Urban Context,” Urban Education 36, no. 3 (2001): 313.

20Bonilla-Silva, Racism without Racists.
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(economic liberalism). The third frame,Cultural racism, uses culturally based arguments to
explain inequalities. Biological stereotypes are often replaced by racialised cultural stereo-
types (e.g. Black promiscuity as a biological stereotype has moved towards a cultural
stereotype: the derogatory label remains the same). The fourth frame, naturalisation,
suggests that people naturally have a preference for their own racial group.

Based on 1997–1998 data, Bonilla-Silva demonstrates that all four basic frames are
used by white respondents. The study further illustrates that Black people (although
relatively little) make use of these frames as well. Interestingly, minimisation is barely
used by Black respondents. In the current study, I will analyse whether similar conclu-
sions can be drawn in Dutch educational contexts.

Before we move on to the methodological section, the concept of “blackness” will be
discussed briefly. In the Netherlands, the notion of “blackness” has changed over time. It has
become more diffuse, because of the importance placed on the notion of ethnicity and the
reluctance to discuss race. Also, those who do identify as Black, may have vastly different
experiences related to gender, class, ethnicity, refugee-status, etc. However, there is also a
commonality of experiences. Racial identifications are formed in relation to collective iden-
tities, constructed by history.21 In the current study, respondents are asked for self-identifica-
tions. In textbooks, “Black” will be identified by historical factors and physical appearance.
This includes people who are recognised as being “from sub-Saharan African descent”, those
who are part of the African diaspora, or those of mixed (Black and non-Black) origins.

Methods

Textbooks

During the first five months of 2017, I spent time in the Dutch Royal Library in The
Hague and in the Center for Historical Culture in Rotterdam to analyse, in total, 1064
images and 1518 text fragments, selected from a textbook sample containing 200 Dutch
secondary school history textbooks (1968–2017)22 for students’ basic training.23 An
equal number of textbooks were chosen for every decade (N = 40). The textbooks were
published by fairly diverse and well-known publishers and were (often) reprinted (but
largely unchanged).

To examine how race was constructed and how Black persons were racialised in the
fragments, Grounded Theory analysis was used.24 I selected a number of fragments to start
the process of open coding, using critical race methodology and discourse analysis. The
initial assessment was followed by axial coding of all fragments (N = 2582), resulting in 26
codes, containing central concepts. With these insights, I moved to selective coding by
analysing fragments related to the portrayal of stereotypes and racial hierarchy. Many
images and some texts were created by a third party. In those cases, I considered whether

21Amanda E. Lewis, Race in the Schoolyard: Negotiating the Color Line in Classrooms and Communities (New Jersey:
Rutgers University Press, 2003): 6–7.

22In 1968, a major revision in secondary education was enforced with the Mammoetwet.
23Basic training is education for students aged around 12–15 years old: year 1–2 for vmbo (vocational/theoretical
training) and 1–3 for havo/vwo and for the theoretical routes: Havo (providing access to HBO) and vwo (providing
access to universities).

24Anselm Strauss and Juliet Corbin, “Grounded Theory Methodology: An Overview,” in Handbook of Qualitative Research, ed.
Norman K. Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage publications, 1994), 273–85.
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these fragments were challenged, accepted, or otherwise by the authors. The axial and
selective codes were analysed with multiple correspondence analysis (an IBM SPSS
program),25 helping me to determine patterns in the fragments. This quantitative proce-
dure generated a two-dimensional graph, in which a typology was found to explain the
empirical reality of the depictions of Black people in the sample of textbooks.26

Interviews

Next, I conducted 63 semi-structured oral history interviews (28 held with [former]
teachers and 35 held with former students) [30 = 28 and 65 = 63], to identify which
racialised discourses were expressed. Interviews were conducted in the first five months
of 2018 and lasted between one and three hours. I analysed how respondents developed
discourses to explain race and I studied what the respondents’ narratives indicate about
changes in their racialised discourses over time. It is important to emphasise that I am
not identifying any “racists”, nor am I focusing on “prejudiced” individuals. I don’t
believe that it is useful as the focus of this paper is institutionalised racism. Thus, I am
committed to analyse the dominant racial ideologies, that (unwittingly) influence us all.
I sought respondents’ consent to take part in the interview, emphasising that the
attained data is anonymous. Interviews were analysed by using qualitative data analysis
software Atlas.ti. Similar to the textbook analysis, I used open, axial, and selective
coding techniques for relating and contextualising the data.

The data is obtained from selections of the two following populations: (1) Dutch
secondary school (former) teachers, mostly history teachers, who have taught in the period
between 1968 and 2017, and (2) Dutch secondary school former students, who have studied
(basic training) history in the period between 1968 and 2017. To create the sample of
respondents, I relied on non-probability sampling strategies and quota sampling (Table 1).

The (former) teacher respondents are mostly white Dutch teachers, because teachers
in the Netherlands generally come from white middle-class backgrounds.27 The former
students, whom I have selected, are predominantly Black. I chose to oversample for
Black respondents, because this group is theoretically interesting. From a critical race
perspective, these respondents’ (possible counter)narratives based on experiential infor-
mation are needed to disrupt dominant master narratives. To contrast experiences of
different racial groups, I additionally selected a small number of white and non-Black
respondents of colour.

Both respondent groups have mixed gender, ethnicity, and social class backgrounds.
Also, to maximise locational diversity I selected respondents who were schooled and
taught throughout the Netherlands, in both large urban as well as cities/towns in rural
areas. Furthermore, all levels of education were represented among the student respon-
dents. Interestingly, most of the Black respondents, who initiated in lower levels of
schooling (and/or come from working class backgrounds), persisted and went on to

25e.g. Sjaak Braster and Maria d. M. del Pozo Andrés, “Education and the Children’s Colonies in the Spanish Civil War
(1936–1939): The Images of the Community Ideal,” Paedagogica Historica 51, no. 4 (2015): 455–77.

26Maria L. Sijpenhof, “The Black Child: Racist Depictions in Dutch Secondary School History Textbooks (1968–2017),”
History of Education & Children's Literature 13, no. 1 (2018): 327–52.

27Melissa F. Weiner, “Racialized Classroom Practices in a Diverse Amsterdam Primary School: The Silencing,
Disparagement, and Discipline of Students of Color,” Race Ethnicity and Education 19, no. 6 (2016): 1351–67.
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graduate in higher levels of education, indicating strong upward mobility among these
students in the sample. All respondents have Dutch nationality.

Results: textbook analysis

An in-depth description of the textbook analysis has been published in a special edition
of History of Education & Children’s Literature.28 The analysis focuses on contemporary
and historic depictions of Black people. Using multiple correspondence analysis, I
found that the percentage of racialised depictions in text and image has only slightly
increased in the last 50 years, while the more anti-racist depictions have not. Overall, it
can be stated that not much has changed over the years. I have identified three main
collective discourses told, which reflect how textbooks discuss race: colour-blind dis-
course, racially essentialist discourse, and anti-racist discourse.

Colour-blind discourses

The racialised fragments in the textbooks are predominantly colour-blind. First, the mini-
misation frame is clearly present in the general denial of racism. Racism is not treated as an
essential subject of history and definitions of racism are simplistic (if present at all). If race and
racism is presented, this is depicted as a (locational or historically) distant issue. Also,
minimisation is present in justifications. For example, the consequences of enslavement for
present-day inequalities and ideologies are negated and the “it wasn’t that bad” storyline is
sometimes present.29 Furthermore, the use of “the passive voice”, not mentioning the
perpetrator, is common when discussing atrocities performed by whites. Second, abstract
liberalism is implicitly present in the fragments, for example through the choices made in
symbolic representation. A message is given that equality can be achieved through merit, by
presenting a small selection of extraordinary Black males (Martin Luther King, Mandela, and

Table 1. Number of formal interviews.
Respondent 1968–1977 1978–1987 1988–1997 1998–2007 2008–2017 Total
(Former) Teachers
White* 6 5 4 5 5 25
Black** 0 0 1 0 1 2
Non Black PoC*** 0 0 0 1 0 1
Former Students
White**** 3 1 1 1 3 9
Black***** 3 4 4 5 3 19
Non Black PoC****** 1 2 2 1 1 7
Total 13 12 12 13 13 63

* Dutch; German.
** Surinamese.
*** Indonesian.
**** Dutch; French-Dutch; Israelian-Dutch; Portuguese-Dutch; Greek-Dutch.
***** Surinamese; Curaçaoan; Cape Verdean; Ethiopian; Malawian; Congolese; Ghanaian.
****** Indonesian; Turkish; Morrocan; Muslim from current Serbia; Javanese; Filipino.

28Maria L. Sijpenhof, “The Black Child: Racist Depictions in Dutch Secondary School History Textbooks (1968–2017),”
History of Education & Children’s Literature 13, no. 1 (2018): 327–52.

29Maria L. Sijpenhof, “Racialized Narratives in Dutch History Textbooks: A Critical Race Examination”, Historia y Memoria
de la Educación 10, no. 1 (2019): 131–74.
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Obama), whichmade “an end to racism”. Third, the cultural racism frame is used as textbooks
reinforce the idea that one’s own culture is civilised and generous when it comes to providing
aid towards other “less civilised” cultures. Lastly, naturalisation is present in the “they did it
too” storyline. While the term “racism” is rarely mentioned, it is certainly brought up when
discussing “Black racism”. Also, textbooks tend to make use of linguistics to justify white
Dutch role in (Black) history.30 Overall, in 50 years studied, textbooks uncritically follow
colour-blind frames and therefore reinforce dominant racial ideologies.

Racially essentialist discourses

A number of the fragments show essentialised depictions of Black people, viewing race as a
biological reality and transferring the idea that group-based biology dictates social beha-
viour. This becomes clear in repeated references to the racist notion that Black people are
physically strong. Mostly, however, essentialised depictions of Black people are visual, for
example displaying biological stereotypes, related to strength, hyper-sexuality, musicality,
primitivism, criminality, through images of nakedness, athletes, musicians, poverty, cor-
rupt politicians, etc. While the more clearly racialised fragments were mostly textual in the
earlier years, they were typically visual in later years. This is important, because images are
powerful tools as people generally convinced by their truth.31

Anti-racist discourses

Textbook fragments also portray “non-racist” and/or “anti-racist” depictions over the
years, representing racial harmony and (positive) Black representations. Some frag-
ments illustrate stereotypical imagery or biological racism and ask students to critically
examine the content, adding anti-racist views to the curriculum.

Do teachers compensate for textbooks?

Because textbooks’ (colour-blind) discourses have not changed much in 50 years, it is
important to analyse whether the master narrative is countered by (former) teachers (further:
teachers). What is depicted in textbooks, even if the sample is vast and valuable, does not give
us enough information about what has been transferred to students over the years.32

Most respondents state that textbooks were the guidelines for their classes, as they
had relatively little time to deviate from the curriculum (even more so in later years).
Thus, the master narrative used in textbooks was similar to the narrative taught by
teachers. Teacher respondents state that they have not (consciously) come across text-
books that contain racial views. When confronting the respondents with a selection of
racialised images, many were astonished, but argued that they have never seen such
fragments in their textbooks. Additionally, not all teachers found racialised images and
texts to be problematic as the fragments matched their views. Only a very select number

30Ibid.
31Lulu Rodriguez and Daniela Dimitrova, “The Levels of Visual Framing,” Journal of Visual Literacy 30, no. 1 (2011): 48–
65.

32Marc Depaepe and Frank Simon, “Sources in the Making of Histories of Education: Proofs, Arguments, and Other
Forms of Reasoning from the Historian’s Workplace,” in Educational Research: Proofs, Arguments, and Other
Reasonings, Educational Research vol. 4, ed. P. Smeyers and M. Depaepe (Dordrecht: Springer, 2009): 23–39.
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of respondents argued that they identified and discussed racialised frames with their
students. This was illustrated by their critique of textbooks and by assignments that
they used to educate critical students.

Some teachers in this study (especially those who have taught in “mixed” or “black”
schools) argue that they have felt uncomfortable to discuss sensitive topics in class.

To be honest, I prefer teaching English at this school . . . Social studies is really hard to
teach. You have to understand the students and sometimes convince them how things
work in the Netherlands . . . I have a difficult time to manage and keep order in class. So, I
feel best teaching English, so I can escape these difficult discussions.

(Daniel, 36, “white”, Dutch, Social Studies/English teacher at a predominantly “black”
school, 2009–2017.)

This passage gives insight into the teacher’s viewpoint that students (in this case students of
colour) need “convincing” of Dutchmorals and values, inherently viewing thesemorals and
values as “preferable” to the students’ own acquired beliefs. This example pinpoints why a
number of teachers find it more difficult to address sensitive topics around students of
colour, namely they assume that their morals contrast those of students. These findings
demonstrate that many of the teachers in the sample, most likely did not compensate for the
narrative told in textbooks about black history. Student responses underline these findings.

History classes were presented like: this is the history and that’s it. It was very Eurocentric . . . We
noticed this stuff, because we had a migration background, we talked to our parents or already
knew about these things. But our Dutch friends . . . they thought that these were facts.We used to
talk about this with [students of colour] very often. (Interviewer:Did you talk about it in class or
with your teacher?) Marilena: No (snorts). (Marilena, 19, “Black”, Cape Verdean-Dutch, Student.
Marilena went to a predominantly “white” school, 2011–2017 (vwo)).

The respondent’s reaction indicates that she did not feel comfortable discussing her
views with teachers. Multiple former students (further: students) have mentioned to be
very reserved discussing issues of race and/or colonial history with their white teachers.
The students who did speak up, felt supported by their (progressive) teachers.

Only some respondents chose to speak up, even though they felt silenced by their teachers.

Our teacher talked about the triangle trade, but she did not mention slaves. So, I said: “Can
I say something, you forgot to mention the fact that the Dutch shipped slaves.” [Teacher:]
“No, that is not true, that is not what it says in the book,” then I said: “Yes, but that does
not mean that it did not happen!” . . . She got so angry with me for “spoiling her lesson” . . .
After that the head of the history department assigned me to another history teacher for
the rest of that year. This teacher asked me to give a lecture in class about the trans-
Atlantic slave trade. It was only one lesson, but that was OK. At least he made the effort.
(Gio, 30, “Black”, Surinamese-Dutch, Police Detective. Gio went to a predominantly
“white” school in a large city, 2000–2005 (havo).)

The teachers knew what topic we would be discussing during the interview. Therefore, it is
important to realise thatmost of these respondents found racism somethingworth addressing.
Also, teacher respondents knew their historymore than the average. Therefore, this group did
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not show complete indifference to racism. Thus, racial apathy33 is less present among this
sample of teacher respondents, than undoubtedly is the case among average Dutch persons.34

However, it is striking that most still indicate their lack of engagement with race related issues
in their classrooms and many acknowledge that they haven’t linked these issues to contem-
porary society. The following example reflects the paradoxical nature of a history teacher’s
logic, as he does not relate historical contexts to current-day emotions, he demonstrates views
about Uganda, and entails the perspective that descendants of enslaved people should be
grateful to their forefathers’ enslavers, while at the same time displaying anti-racist views.

I once said in class cynically about Sylvana Simons,35 she was crying at the slave monu-
ment in Amsterdam “oh what my forefathers went through”. And I blurted out in class:
“Well they should be happy what has been done to them. Otherwise they would all still be
in Uganda, if they weren’t brought across”. (Theo, 74, “white”, Dutch, Former History
teacher at a “mixed” school in a relatively large city, 1971–2005.)

Results: teachers’ discourses

During the interviews, I never felt that the teacher respondents were indifferent to
their students. Overall, teachers’ narratives revealed a strong sense of responsibility.
While this is extremely important, I am specifically interested in teachers’ pivotal
role in preparing students to be critical in the production of the “racial order”.
During the interviews with respondents, I identified three principal collective dis-
courses (similar to the textbook discourses) related to this role, which reflect
respondents’ ideologies: colour-blind discourse, racially essentialist discourse, and
anti-racist discourse.

Colour-blind discourses

Generally, I have seen a considerable amount of discomfort among white teacher
respondents when discussing race. These respondents seem to find it difficult to find
racial words or avoid racial words altogether, but at the same time may use crude racial
language. They become incoherent in their discussions. My observations are similar to
other scholars’,36 who pinpointed respondents’ avoidance of racial language incoher-
ence (styles of colour-blindness) when discussing race.

Mostly I don’t have issues with discussing racism, because this is a uhmm a uhhmm
there are a lot of children who are uhm I guess uhm (interviewer: white?) white, only a
few who, who uhmmmmm (interviewer: are of colour?) Yes, yes, hahaha . . . One time in
class, I talked about segregation. What I did was, I acted out the “bad guy” . . . I used
words like N**** [respondent whispers], towards a Surinamese boy to illustrate how
things went down back then. But he did not mind, because I asked him up front.

33Tyrone A. Forman, “Color-blind Racism and Racial Indifference: The Role of Racial Apathy in Facilitating Enduring
Inequalities,” in The Changing Terrain of Race and Ethnicity, ed. M. Krysan and A.E. Lewis (New York: Russell Sage,
2004): 43–66.

34Thomas Pettigrew and Roel Meertens, “Subtle and Blatant Prejudice in Western Europe,” European Journal of Social
Psychology 25, no. 1 (1995): 57–75.

35Simons is a Black Dutch politician, who has been very outspoken about racism and because of this she has received
major backlash (death threats, racist abuse, etc.).

36Bonilla-Silva, Racism without Racists, 55; Patrick Solomon et al., “The Discourse of Denial: How White Teacher
Candidates Construct Race, Racism and ‘White Privilege’,” Race, Ethnicity and Education 8, no. 2 (2005): 147–69.
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(Mark, 31, “white”, Dutch, History and Social Studies teacher at a predominantly “white”
school, 2012–2017.)

Many make an effort to maintain an image of neutrality when discussing racism,
clarifying their distance from, what they find to be two extremes (“right-extremists”
versus “anti-racist activists”). However, it is not taken into account that “neutrality”
towards (anti-)racism, is in fact never neutral. The portrayed discomfort, incoherence
and supposed neutrality illustrate that many respondents actively make an effort not to
sound racist.

. . . I remember going to [a large city], you wouldn’t believe it, we were looking around on
[a “Multicultural street”], all those blacks, those darkyies . . . we look around like, boy oh
boy, these are different kinds of people . . . But I must say I was raised by my father . . . that
everyone was equal, and so that, is maybe, I don’t know, why it is so normal for me . . . so
someone who was black, for me too . . . was not a curiosity, no problem at all. Maybe also
because we had . . . a dark . . . yes no, so that has influenced my world view in a positive . . .
yes because that girl who danced so beautifully, I liked that, so that is why I know she was
Black, but besides that, it just did not play a role, it was about people.” (Ida, 78, “white”,
Dutch, Former History teacher at a predominately “white” school, 1968–1988.)

This respondent, who suggests to be colour-blind and illustrates Bonilla-Silva’s observation
that respondents often use semantic moves to “safely state their views”,37 is clearly aware of
the (non)-presence of people of colour in different settings. Interestingly, this respondent
was very coherent and historically knowledgeable during the conversation. Illustrating that
even the most well-meaning and educated respondents perpetuate racialised views and
perhaps not realise it.

The majority of teachers (implicitly) claim that they personally are colour-blind.
They find a number of narratives to convey this message. One of these narratives is a
testimony given by respondents that someone that they know, is racist, as a commu-
nication strategy that they themselves are not racist. This exact storyline has been found
in previous scholarly work on storylines and testimonies in the US.38

I know that my mother kind of has right winged political views [gives example of racist
discourse about Muslims]. That is how I was raised and actually I always stayed in that little
cocoon.My friends are also just ordinary white andDutch. (Interviewer: How does your mother
feel about Black people?) Yes, she finds them lazy, hahaha . . . I am glad that I was not
completely convinced, but maybe I am kind of, I don’t know, a little right-winged, but I am
very open and tolerant [gives examples of being open and tolerant]. (Daniel, 36, “white”, Dutch,
Social Studies and English teacher at a predominantly “black” school, 2009–2018.)

Another similar narrative, that I have identified in this study, is testimony given by
respondents about instances where they were accused of racism by students (mostly
followed by an elaborate explanation on how this was in fact not racism and the accuser
was seeing racism where there was none).

Discrimination is nonsense. Once, in class a student said: “Sir you are discriminating.” I
said: “Well isn’t that interesting. Everybody quiet! Discrimination, explain. Step for step
what is discrimination?”. Then the student said: “No, no forget it”. I said: “No way, you are

37Bonilla-Silva, Racism without Racists, 57.
38Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, Amanda Lewis, and David G. Embrick. “‘I did not get that job because of a Black man . . .’: The
Story Lines and Testimonies of Color-Blind Racism,” Sociological Forum 19, no. 4 (2004).

10 M. L. SIJPENHOF



to be held accountable for what you say.” (A few moments later) Those pretty cities in
Germany, you only see white people, blue eyes, blonde hairs, the ideal of Adolf, you could
say. Yes, and then you come in the Netherlands and when you land at Schiphol, more than
1/3 of the staff is . . . you know. You get used to it and it does not bother me anymore, but
Islam that I find a problem. (Menno, 70, “white”, Dutch, former Geography teacher at a
“mixed” school in a small city, 1974–2007.)

A number of interesting comments aremade in this fragment. First, the implicit view (offered
by many teachers) that it (e.g. Islamophobia) cannot be racism if it is not about race (related
to the nineteenth-century divisions) and (“non-racial”) ethnic groups cannot possibly experi-
ence racism. Interestingly, during the interviews, the majority of these respondents brought
up (non-Black) Muslims to exemplify (non-)racism, while I intentionally kept silent about
this group. Goldberg argues that the shift in Europe, targetingMuslimsmore than Blacks and
Jews, emphasises how race is not just about biology or skin colour. Race has everything to do
with culture and religion as well.

Race has to do, it has always had to do, more complexly with the set of views, dispositions,
and predilections concerning culture, or more accurately of culture tied to colour, of being
to body, of “blood” to behaviour.39

Second, the interview fragment illustrates that some teachers hinder students from appoint-
ing racism in school. This teacher must be aware of the fact that his response does not invite
students to have a constructive lesson about racism. Third, this former teacher mentions that
he used to have issues with people of colour in the Netherlands, but now his focus has shifted
to religion. Thus, he argues that racism does not exist in the Netherlands, he has felt
resentment towards the presence of the “racialised other” in his (“white”) space. We see
here, that although this teacher’s racial expressions shift in time, his ideology remains similar.

Other testimonies told by respondents referred to their interactions with Black
people (either negative to justify their views, or positive to illustrate their non-racist
behaviours), once again comparable to the testimonies observed by scholars in the US.40

I had one boy in my class with a skin colour, he is still a very good friend of mine . . . but
not . . . let’s say . . . I have never seen him as different. I don’t know, maybe you should ask
him how he experienced it, I can imagine that he might see it differently . . . But I have
NEVER treated them differently, but as I said, I grew up with a very nice gay couple, they
are together for as long as my parents have been, I don’t know any better. They love each
other. (Mieke, 49, “white”, Dutch, Home-school teacher, 2003–2014, History/Social Studies
teacher at a private school in a small town and in a large city, 2015–2017.)

This teacher uses verbal strategies to illustrate that she is open-minded. She uses
arguments like “I am not of colour so I don’t know” (maybe you should ask him; but
in the interview elaborately discusses her own insights and experiences with discrimi-
nation), which Bonilla-Silva has mentioned as semantic moves used to safely express
racial views.41 She also refers to a person of colour as someone with a skin colour,
suggesting that “white” is not a skin colour. Lastly, the respondent refers to a gay couple
she knows well, a strategy likely used to indicate her acceptance of all people.

39Goldberg, “Racial Europeanization,” 339.
40Bonilla-Silva, Lewis, and Embrick, “I did not get that job”.
41Bonilla-Silva, Racism without Racists, 57–63.
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Minimising racism is the frame most used by teacher respondents. Respondents have
different variations of denial indicating that racism is an American problem and that
racism is not a problem in “white” contexts.

Racism was not an issue and it is still not an issue in the Netherlands. And if I am
completely honest, it is an imported debate . . . (Later in the conversation) In the 80s more
and more children, first generation migrants, came to the school. I was surprised to see
that many of my colleagues did not believe that these children belonged in the gymnasium.
They believed that these other cultures just didn’t belong. I had a colleague who talked like
that and it really bothered me. I always tried to counter and nuance this. (Ana, 59, “white”,
Dutch, Former History teacher at a predominately “white” school and a “mixed” school in
a large city, 1985–2001.)

As the above illustrates, some teachers are willing to acknowledge social problems in
their schools, but do not define this as “racist”. In this example, the respondent argues
that the racism debate is something that has blown over from the US; racism is not the
concern. The experiences of people of colour with racism are generally not taken
seriously. In fact, the argument entails the idea that people are misinterpreting (their
self-inflicted disadvantages as) racism. While there is vast evidence that racism (and the
resistance towards racism and colonialism)42 has been a part of Dutch context for years,
many respondents seem to search for any other reason to explain racism in society.

I feel that in the 60s, people found, also in the Netherlands, that they had to support Martin
Luther Kings’ ideas. People were trying so hard not to be racist. If now there is racial selection
in a negative sense, then that is a reaction to the anti-reactions . . . (refers to Black Pete and
slavery monument) than that it was present in people themselves. (Menno, 70, “white”, Dutch,
former Geography teacher at a “mixed” school in a small city, 1974–2007.)

We see a curious, but very common, reasoning operating here. This former teacher
argues that race is made real by those who emphasise it. Anti-racism activist who would
like to achieve racial equality are not doing it in the correct way, because apparently,
this makes non-racist people racist.43

Minimisation of racism takes place using multiple strategies. For example, teacher
respondents often “deracialise” racial experiences. One (white) student, whose (Black)
child faced straightforward forms of racism in school, discusses how she experienced
school management’s denial and lack of policies to deal with racism.

Kids call him all kinds of names, “monkey” or “your skin colour looks like shit”. Two other
parents, whose children have similar experiences, and I, requested to speak to the princi-
pal. It took a long time before we were welcomed. There was clearly no policy to deal with
these things. The conversation was very typical, the principal said that she was happy that
we came to her and that we should always report “incidents”. She would ask teachers how
they experience this and get back to us . . . It has been months. During that conversation,
the principal also said that she does not think that students understand what they are
saying and that she doesn’t believe students mean anything by the word “monkey”. I
responded by saying, these kids didn’t call him a polar bear. I mean, just about every Black
person has experienced being called a monkey . . . that specific word. And still . . . denial.
(Isabel, 44, “white”, French-Dutch, Military Police; Isabel went to a predominantly white
school in a small city and a mixed school in a large city, 1986–1991 (havo).)

42Weiner and Báez, Smash the Pillars.
43E.g. Gloria Wekker, White Innocence: Paradoxes of Colonialism and Race (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2016).
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Essed argues that deracialising instances of racism is used as a tactic to suggest that
these instances are in fact normal conflicts, rendering both parties equally responsible.44

The following example illustrates this, as well as school personnel’s limited interven-
tions of racial incidents.

This kid in my class said “No I will not sit on that chair because a n***** sat there” . . . I
walked up to him and yelled “What the fuck is your problem?” He ran away crying to the
school management and said I had threatened him. So, I was called to the office. The fact
that he had made this racist comment was not taken into account. No, I had threatened
him. There was even talk of calling the police. I said: “Call the police, I won’t stand for
this.” (Gio, 30, “Black”, Surinamese-Dutch, Police Detective. Gio went to a predominantly
“white” school in a large city, 2000–2005 (havo).)

Even though many teachers say to acknowledge the fact that not everybody has equal
opportunities in the Netherlands, a large number of respondents argue that individual
merit through education is the key to success. This type of abstract liberalist notion can
be very damaging when part of teachers’ ideologies. When lack of success is seen as
individual deficiencies or personal choices, it shifts the focus away from lack of
opportunity. Although this frame is used regularly, it is not always used explicitly in
relation to education. It is, however, used often in regard to “diversity policies” in
employment. Most respondents argue that “it’s about the quality of the candidate, not
their race,” not realising that this viewpoint only benefits the dominant group.

Also, more than half of the teacher respondents perceive minority cultures as a cause
for their positioning in society. One history teacher argued that he could understand
how some teachers were racist towards some students, because these students’ parents
allow them to do “anything they please” (Jan, 61, “white”, Dutch, History teacher at a
predominantly “white” school in a small town, 2005–2017). Other teacher respondents
make similar assumptions about parents of colour, for example in relation to their
ability to model morals and values.
Another crucial part of this specific “it’s their own fault” narrative among teachers is related to
language. Teachers’ perceptions of students who do and do not speak “correct Dutch” are
closely related to their views of intelligence. Clearly, white middle-class communication styles
are seen as adequate and the students who speak this style are often seen as knowledgeable.
Those who do not measure up are often disadvantaged, seen as inarticulate and perceived as
less capable of higher levels of education.45 Moreover, a handful of teachers argued that Black
students, whose roots lay in former colonies of the Netherlands (and were brought up with
the Dutch language), often have language deficiencies because of their “class”. Here, class is
automatically assumed: white equals middle class, while Black and Brown equal working
class. Which in turn, may affect teachers’ views on students’ potential.

More than half of the respondents discuss racial inequality as “natural”. When
teacher respondents acknowledge racism to be a problem, they often immediately
respond by arguing: “But they are racist too!”

I find that this discussion should also be applied do myself, as a blonde woman I am seen as less
intelligent, than a womanwith dark hair . . . (Interviewer: Do you believe that people of colour have

44Philomena Essed, “Racial Intimidation: Socio-political Implications of the Usage of Racist Slurs,” in The Language and
Politics of Exclusion, ed. S.H. Riggins (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 1997).

45e.g. Lewis, Race in the Schoolyard.
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amore difficult time in the Netherlands?). Yes, I think that youwill have to prove yourself . . . But I
also think: I once had a discussion with someone, and he said something that I found very racist.
When I confronted him, I said, that is very racist what you just said. He answered, “No, I can’t be
racist” (interviewer: because he?) Because he is coloured and then I think that is bullshit, that is
not true. He said something about white women, so I said, just stop. (Mieke, 49, “white”, Dutch,
Home-school teacher, 2003 –2014, History/Social Studies teacher at private schools in a small
town and in a large city, 2015–2017.)

Calling “reverse racism” is one of the five stylistic components mentioned by Bonilla-
Silva, where projection is used as a rhetorical tool to evade the feeling of responsibility
and portray neutrality. Although, this teacher respondent is correct that anybody can be
prejudiced, the calls of reverse racism (while not acknowledging differences in power),
make it difficult for teachers to move towards changing the status quo in their
classrooms.

Furthermore, a number of teacher respondents have argued that it is only natural
that people with similar (racial/ethnic) backgrounds, choose to live in the same neigh-
bourhoods and choose to go to the same schools. Many teachers mention that there is a
lot of self-segregation going on in their classrooms as well, arguing that people just feel
more comfortable with their own group. One teacher even argued that there is a
biological explanation for this, “because people naturally see danger, when confronted
with someone or something that does not look like them” (Mark, 31, “white”, Dutch,
History/Social Studies teacher at a predominantly “white” school, 2012–2017). Again,
this type of argument does not improve the racial status quo.

Racially essentialist discourses

The teacher respondents in this sample did not express straightforward racial animosity to
argue racial superiority. Nevertheless, a small number of respondents, who generally use
colour-blind frames, seem to subscribe to biological stereotypes as facts. I have heard
teachers proclaim that: “Black people are just simply better at sports”, “Black people
jump higher”, “Black people are stronger”, “Black people have beautiful bodies”, etc. The
emphasis lies on (biological) differences between racial groups, thus, arguing that different
races possess traits unique to them. While the respondents probably felt that they were
handing out compliments, these stereotypes are problematic coming from teachers,
because they focus on the physical instead of the intellectual. When I asked one former
teacher whether the compartmentalisation of race was a theme in his classes, he replied:

Yes, in a value-free way. That type of discussion about terminology, as a geography teacher
you laugh at that. It is the hype of the moment. All that talk about a slavery monument. Now,
you say the word Negro and you have to watch your back. (Interviewer: We know, though,
that race is biological fiction?)Well that is debatable, if that is true or not. (Menno 70, “white”,
Dutch, former Geography teacher at a “mixed” school in a small city, 1974–2007.)

Although this respondent argues that this type of discussion of race is neutral or value-
free, I argue that it is saturated with meanings. Foremost, because the idea that race is a
biological reality – biological determinism – is very much present in this exchange.
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Anti-racist discourses

I have come across a number of teachers who more often than not demonstrated anti-
racist ideologies. This entails roughly 15–20% of all white teacher respondents, during
all the years studied (Bonilla-Silva’s study found 15% of white people “racially
progressive”).46 These respondents did not shy away from engaging in critical discus-
sions about race and racism. They felt that social equities (race, ethnicity, gender, etc.)
were topics all students should be concerned with. They understood and clarified how
racial privileges (others’ and/or their own) operate in everyday contexts and said to
discuss this with their students. In comparison to other respondents, these teachers
were more critical of information brought across to students.

The words racism and slavery never come up in the textbooks. Only civil rights in the
United States, Martin Luther King and Rosa Parks. Nothing about our own country.
Where is Kerwin Duinmeijer?47 I always talk to my students about these issues, but I
know for a fact that my colleagues don’t. They think that I’m an activist. (Paul, 56, “white”,
Dutch, Social Studies/History teacher at a “mixed” school in a small city, 1988–2017.)

The comment that colleagues found this teacher an activist is interesting, as this refers to a
resistance some teachers feel in their school contexts. Talking about racism in a critical
fashion may give you the “extremist” stamp, while not talking about race is seen as neutral.
A young white teacher mentioned that she found it very difficult to remain focused
addressing institutional racism and systems of privilege because she is pushing the bound-
aries of school management, and so, she “picks her battles” (Marloes, 29, “white”, Dutch,
Social Studies teacher at a “mixed” school in a relatively large city, 2015–2017).

One Black teacher with anti-racist views, mentioned that he felt like he was the only
teacher in his school actively working with this topic. He found it painful, as race was an
everyday matter, especially among his students. He did not find it surprising, though, as he
mentioned that he had often experienced racism in everyday interactions with colleagues.

The director of the school had asked me to write up some ideas. So, I wrote a concept. After
handing it in, the first thing he said was: “Did you write this by yourself?” And honestly, I just
thought: here we go again . . . People say so many things, every day, people say something
with a [racist] connotation. Making clear that I am different, that I am a “negro”. It lies in
many different things, like making jokes about sex and promiscuity. (Kevin, 36, “Black”,
Surinamese-Dutch, Social Studies teacher at a special ed school in a small city, 2011–2017.)

In context

Overall, teacher respondents with different years of experience, ages, genders, who
worked in different decades, make use of colour-blind discourses. Respondents who
generate these discourses, however, may also portray anti-racist and/or racially essenti-
alist logic in the same interviews. This indicates that many respondents display ideo-
logical contradictions, but that colour-blind frames remain dominant. No substantial
changes are observed in 50 years studied. Anti-racism is especially present among Black
teachers. Also, anti-racism is similarly present among different age groups, genders, and

46Bonilla-Silva, Racism without Racists, 132–3.
47The murder of (Black Dutch teenager) Kerwin Duinmeijer by skinhead Nico B. in 1983, is considered to be the first
racist murder after WWII in the Netherlands.
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years of teaching experience – as opposed to Bonilla-Silva’s study, which illustrated that
“racial progressives” were all young working/lower-middle class women. However,
similar to Bonilla-Silva’s study, I found that white respondents who display more
anti-racist discourses, often have their own (indirect) experiences with structural
inequalities. Racial essentialism seems slightly more salient among older white male
respondents than other white respondents.

Furthermore, teachers’ beliefs about the importance of (teaching) race and racism
varied by the composition of the schools they worked at. Teacher respondents generally
acknowledge the importance of race in minority settings, but less so in “white” schools.
This illustrates how white students (and white teachers) are not viewed as racial
subjects. It also illustrates how, according to teachers, race as a theme is becoming
more important, as we are becoming more racially diverse as a society.

Teacher respondents argue that their current racial views are quite representative for
the years that they taught in secondary schools. Those who argue that they might have
answered my questions differently, state that they have become more “conscious”. For
some this meant that they have become more right-wing, for others it meant that they
used to be more colour-blind (respondents seemed less preoccupied with the topic in
the 1960s to 1990s, because at the time “it was a non-issue”), and for some it meant that
they have become more anti-racist.

Results: students’ discourses

The overwhelming majority of Black students and other students of colour acknowledge
(anti-Black) racism to be a structural problem in the Netherlands. According to many
Black students the school dynamics were racially inflected and they felt that schools
could play a key role in progressing as well as reproducing racial inequities. Black
students and other students of colour all talked about experiencing racism. They found
that the nature, impact and moments of racism they had experienced varied, which
influenced their discourses. We see that students generate the same three central
discourses as textbooks and teachers.

Colour-blind discourses

Even in the student respondent group (including Black respondents), some minimised
the idea that race shapes minorities’ lives.

I don’t think that all children have equal opportunities in education, but that has to do
with the relatively large differences between rich and poor. I do not think that skin colour
has anything to do with this . . . I don’t feel like I have less chances, it is important not to
deviate too much from the group that you want to belong to . . . If you want to come to the
Netherlands, or your parents came, you have to commit yourself to that country. People
are pack animals and if you don’t fit than you’ll be excluded. You have to prove yourself . . .
I mean, I have heard people say “those fucking Blacks” . . . at that moment you can’t take it
personally. (Farah, 23, “Black”, Surinamese-Dutch, Student. Farah went to a predomi-
nantly “white” school in a small city, 2006–2012 (mavo/havo).)

Others mention that it is really not that bad, because people do not really mean it in a
racist way, focusing on individual racist behaviour. They acknowledge the existence but
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then pose that racism does not really affect them, because they do not experience it that
often or know how to deal with it. Some respondents even position themselves as
neutral onlookers, discussing race as something not relevant to them. This makes
perfect sense in a colour-blind society, which assumes that if the intent is not racialised,
neither are the outcomes. Interestingly, Bonilla-Silva has previously found that mini-
misation was barely used by Black respondents in the US. This frame seems to be
somewhat more commonly used by Dutch Black respondents.

Black students also utilise the frames abstract liberalism, cultural racism, and natur-
alisation. For example, a select number of Black respondents and other respondents of
colour opposed “diversity policies” (because they found it discriminatory, while ignor-
ing power structures). Also, some Black respondents addressed the viewpoint that they
believe certain ethnic groups (especially Muslims) are causing their own inequalities,
without linking this perspective to their own racialised experiences. Two explicitly
mentioned that they found that Black people are contributing to their own racial
stereotypes. Finally, the naturalisation frame is used by around one-third of Black
students as well, using the “We do it too” argument, under the guise of “neutrality”.

(Interviewer: Have you experienced racism?) . . . It is also an issue towards white people,
because I also have different associations when I hear Roderick or Shaniqua. I have a
certain image based on someone’s appearance or race. This is just how our brain works.
But if you ask me, have you experienced racism . . . of course I have, but if people meant it
negatively? If it was intentional? I don’t think it was . . . [respondent discusses his experi-
ences with discrimination]. It really isn’t that bad. (Negasi, 28, “Black”, Ethiopian-Dutch,
Civil Servant. Negasi went to a “mixed” school in a relatively large city, 2002–2008
(Gymnasium).)

Usually, as is the case with the latter respondent, Black respondents’ colour-blind
discourses are combined with mostly anti-racist ideologies. However, the results in
this study indicate that Black respondents and other respondents of colour are not
immune to colour-blind ideologies, as they are confronted with them regularly.

Racially essentialist discourses

Although fairly rare among Black students and other students of colour in this sample, we
see that some respondents view race as a biological construct and some display internalised
racist ideas, believing in self-devaluative stereotypes. The next quote provides a glimpse of
how someone’s own blackness does not make him immune to racialised messages.

I am actually embarrassed to tell you this, but I always wanted a child with a light skin tone
and preferably straight hair. Because I know how it works . . . sometimes I get confused
because we [Black people] have plenty of opportunities in our society. I have had
opportunities (as a Black person with light skin), but I know that can be different for
others who are darker . . . [a few moments later] It is painful, sometimes I wonder how my
in-laws look at our child. Do they see a Black person or just their grandchild. (Calvin, 37,
“Black”, Surinamese-Dutch, Nurse. Calvin went to a predominantly “white” school in a
small city, 1993–1998 (havo).)

Much like colour-blind discourses, racially essentialist discourse is much more salient
among white students. Less than half of the white students clearly showcase racially
essentialist views, while at the same time demonstrating “classic” colour-blind strategies:
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When I was eight years old, two little n****** came to my school and they became my
friends, but when we were older I always drove past [a “Multicultural street”] and I saw a
lot of crime and it was always the foreigners. I realised that is just how they are. So, I
stopped hanging out with them. Maybe some Surinamese were OK to play soccer with.
Antilleans not so much, because they don’t integrate. My problem is mainly with Muslims.
They don’t want to work . . . [later in the conversation] I went to the hospital the other day,
and just my luck, a darky had to take my blood sample and she did it wrong, twice.
(Interviewer: Do you feel that a Black nurse is less capable?) Well, they are very caring. I am
not a racist, but I rather have someone of my own kind. (Nol, 57, “White”, Dutch, Taxi
driver. Nol went to a predominantly “white” school in a large city, 1972–1976 (LTS).)

Anti-racist discourses

Black students and other students of colour are a lot more likely to provide arguments
against racial essentialism and colour-blind discourses than they are to use them. These
respondents evaluate the local realities differently than most white respondents and are
often very elaborate in discussing how racism has affected them. Interestingly, the
group of anti-racists seems to be growing in the last five years among Black people
and people of colour, corresponding with increased access to relevant networks and
high-profile racism debates via (social) media. These respondents argue that racial
experiences have become more pronounced in these past years. Thus, their current
racial views are not representative for the years spent in secondary school.

In context

Although the interview data does not allow me to make causal claims, I see interesting
patterns. Overall, Black respondents and other respondents of colour are much more
anti-racist than white respondents. They barely use specific styles or narratives to
discuss race and never shunned racial language. These results are consistent with the
US studies.48 Black respondents and other respondents of colour indicate that they have
become more critical over the past five years or so. Anti-racism is similarly present
among different age groups, genders, ethnicities, and class. However, Black respondents
who showcased colour-blind or biologically determinist (internalised racist) discourses
were all highly educated, young-ish, most had white mothers and/or white partners, and
“culturally” felt Dutch. Furthermore, working-class white students’ racial attitudes
seemed less nuanced than racialised ideas among (upper)middle-class white respon-
dents; however, both groups used the frames of colour-blind racism.

Discussion

Based on the textbook- and interview analysis, I argue that from the 1960s up to the
1990s issues of race and racism are regarded to be a “conspiracy of silence”49 in Dutch
educational contexts. Overt expressions of racism were seen as improper, however
structural racism was ever-present. After 2000, we see more (symbolic) inclusion, but

48Bonilla-Silva, Racism without Racists. 170–1.
49Derald Wing Sue, Race Talk and the Conspiracy of Silence: Understanding and Facilitating Difficult Dialogues on Race
(New Jersey: Wiley & Sons, 2016).
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correspondingly also more racialised depictions and narratives. Respondents mention
heightened opposition to immigration and Islam. Black students indicate increased
experiences with racial micro-aggressions. Yet, colour-blind narratives still prevail
and discussions of racism are excluded. Since 2010, we generally see an increase in
anti-racist consciousness among respondents of colour. Racism as a social problem in
our society is highlighted and more (white) Dutch respondents are becoming aware of
racial realities. Even so, teachers’ narratives persist to be overwhelmingly colour-blind.

So, is there a transformation of racist discourse in schooling? Yes. The way that
racism is expressed, shifts over time in response to changes in society. People adjust to
what is found to be socially appropriate discourse.50 Recently, people are feeling
emboldened by nationalist discourses. Is biological racism re-emerging in Dutch sec-
ondary schooling? This study indicates that although the expressions have changed, we
have not actually moved away from deeply racialised thinking and quiet racialised
beliefs. While most people do not explicitly endorse biological theories of racism,
some biological notions of race have been so deeply-rooted in everyday imagination
that it remains intact. Furthermore, frames of colour-blind racism are used so often by
different respondent groups, that it has clearly influenced our society. Thus, colour-
blind racism is the dominant racial ideology in the past 50 years. With this, I argue that
Bonilla-Silva’s observations in the US are alarmingly similar to Dutch educational
contexts. As the current study illustrates, similar “frames, styles, and racial stories”51

are used. Any increase in the last few years in relation to individual overt racist
expressions is especially distressing, because it conceals this ever-present dominant
racial ideology and systemic racial structure once again.
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