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In a cozy residence in the Eastern part of Amsterdam I met up with the energetic Mercedes. 
As I showed up way too early, I had the opportunity to dig into her bookshelf. ‘You're 
reading Fanon, right? I would like to read Dubois. So much to read...What would you 
like to drink during lunch?’ Mercedes Zandwijken (1957) was born and raised in 
Amsterdam - with parents from Suriname, where the Netherlands was responsible for 
400 years of slavery and colonialism. For a long time, she thought her history began 
solely in Amsterdam, because she never got to know about her family and its history. 
Mercedes suspects that her grandmother should know stories, as slavery was abolished in 
1863. "But those stories have never been told. Like many other Surinamese families, as 
well as within the Jewish community, such a painful past is not spoken about." 
	
‘My parents have been trying to integrate very quickly - both had two jobs and combined 
that with raising eight children. In school I started to notice that something was not right. I 
would be excluded on a structural basis. I was never invited to birthday parties. The 
teacher would exclude me proportionally from certain activities as compared to my 
classmates. As I grew older I would continuously get the impression that the teacher, and 
also my mother, perceived me as too rebellious and resistant. But when I look back now 
and knowing the experiences from other activists during their primary school years, shows 
that we all have been excluded. We have been discriminated against. This has really 
determined my identity: I became very combative and I am also angry.’ 
	
Who are you angry with? 
‘I'm angry when I see injustice. I always stand up for the underdog. I always sit down with 
the ones who are perceived as vulnerable at a party. It's in my system; this sensitivity 
towards exclusion. And it also visible as a silver lining throughout my career. I was for 
instance active within the Anti-Apartheid movement here in Amsterdam, as the only black 
in a white organization. That was quite a bizarre situation. For example, they never even 
asked me how I perceived racism. In their perception racism existed only in South Africa. 
That’s where the devil was located and had to be fought against. I also did not feel 
comfortable in that movement. I was often patronized and if I suggested something I was 
not taken seriously. I recently saw in the bookstore a published photo book exhibiting 20-
year anti-apartheid struggle in the Netherlands. I saw all kinds of people standing whom I 
knew, but there was not even one image of myself in the entire book. So, I was literally 
invisible. It is as if they put a veil on me. It reminded me of the work of Patricia 
Kaersenhout, a Surinamese activist and artist who expresses the theme of invisibility in her 
art. The main message therein is 'I see you, but you do not see me’.’	
	
Since you have mentioned race…What does that tell you? 
‘I didn’t start with race, because it is not supposed to be mentioned here in the 
Netherlands [makes a sarcastic gesture].’	
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Why not? 
‘We are all equal. If you address it, you are appointed as being racist yourself. It is a 
construct created to legitimize the humiliating way in which black people were treated. It 
still gives me the feeling that it is a taboo subject. I disagree. And if you disagree, you’re 
very likely to be attacked for it. However, race is of relevance when analyzing the inequality 
that statistics show us in all areas including education, employment, housing, board 
memberships, school results et cetera. It basically determines your level of success in this 
society. Because of this alone it should already be addressed.’	
	
Why do you think there is a lot of movement with regard to race in the Netherlands at the 
moment? 
‘Well, because the non-white people no longer accept that white is the norm. That white 
determines what the world should look like and how it should be experienced. That white 
dominates how you participate in this society. For a long time, we all participated and 
lived and breathed – basically adapted and even assimilated our whole being in 
accordance with the white standard. But now it's done.’	
	
But why now? 
‘Why now... I think that the younger generation does not tolerate it anymore to be put 
away as a second class citizen. The generation of my parents and myself have put up with 
it for a very long time, simply because we did not want the reactions from white. For 
example: ‘don’t be a victim', ‘is it really that bad?’ Or ‘you should not look backwards, you 
must look ahead.’ If you decided to resist and speak out, you would be placed in a kind of 
straitjacket to bring you back into their narrative and the way they perceive society. Several 
generations have accepted that and adapted their lives to it. Until the Zwarte Piet 
discussion erupted. I guess that was a turning point. I think that is because we touched the 
most precious cultural festival of the Dutch. This tradition was the most tangible and clear 
symbol to the black community of Dutch culture’s racist character. There has been a clash. 
But I think the most impact is that in general the silence has been broken. It is not the case 
that we didn’t address Zwarte Piet 60 years ago. My aunt is 70 and already initiated the 
arrival of a Black Sinterklaas in the 60s.'	
	
What were the responses back then? 
‘It basically dried out. The group was too small, not too strong and lacked empowerment. 
But it was addressed. Gerda Port Tong Sesame Street, even she herself said on Sesame 
Street 'Pino, I don’t want Zwarte Piet, because it hurts me.’. But that was, shortly after, 
forgotten too. The current generation marches on the street, again and again for four 
years in a row. The tipping point was that Quinsy Gario and Jeffrey Knowledge have been 
arrested because they attended a Sinterklaas entry ceremony while wearing T-shirts saying 
'Zwarte Piet is racist’. We have seen images of how they have been caught, similar to 
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brutality in the United States so to speak – fortunately without those terrible and deadly 
consequences...'	

‘Subsequently, it is becoming increasingly clear that there is no equal participation 
for everyone in our society. Although many say that here everyone has equal rights and 
the same opportunities. Also, I think that young people are fed up, because racism is 
blatantly visible on social media. Racism has always been there, but it has now become 
much more visible. A million likes in one day for a pro Zwarte Piet Facebook page with all 
kinds of racist expressions on it, just to raise one example.’	
	
How does this impact you? 
‘Four years ago I was very emotional about it, but now I have become assertive. 
Approximately five years ago I started to develop a tradition to reflect on the memorial 
and the abolition of slavery. This all came about because I saw that during the 
commemoration only Surinamese people would attend; no white people. I thought, hold 
on, this is a commemoration of slavery which white people have caused and there are no 
white people? My mission then became to involve white people in this commemoration. 
That seemed like a first step. My partner is Jewish and the Jews commemorate each year 
that somewhere in time they have been slaves in Egypt. And they do that all over the 
globe with a nice ritual: they sit at a covered table and eat all kinds of symbolic dishes 
referring to the slavery time. Some dishes are bitter as a sign of the difficult times and 
other dishes are sweet, which symbolizes freedom. Children are ‘lazy’ at the dinner table, 
because they are no longer slaves. The remarkable thing is that they talk with the children 
at the table about what freedom means to them and what they can do as parents to feel 
maximum freedom. I thought to myself: why don’t we have such a freedom table? It was 
then that I started to develop a concept: Keti Koti dialogues. Including all kinds of 
symbolic rituals, starting with an ancestor prayer – to honor them. Thereafter a choir sings 
a struggle hymn during the opening ritual that used to be sung by our ancestors when 
they worked on the plantations. Goosebumps, really. Another ritual is to rub each others 
wrists with coconut oil, symbolizing the rubbing off of potential pain from the past and in 
the present. We also chew quasi bita, a bitter wood that symbolizes the bitterness of the 
past. Three questions that always return during a Keti Koti dialogue are "What makes you 
(1) special, (2) different and (3) vulnerable?". The important thing is that 50% of the 
participants is white and 50% black. Why? I want to foster a real dialogue and that 
participants look in each other's eyes, to know who the other is and their daily struggles. 
To me, this aspect of the dialogue is extremely important, because once you've heard 
about such a struggle, it has become personal and something starts happening to you in 
your life and the way you view the world around you.’	
	
Why does Keti Koti fit in our Dutch society? 
‘Good question. Because it opens up awareness about an unspoken history - between 
black and white. The Netherlands also seems to need it, because at this point the 
conversation on this subject is on kindergarten level: ‘I'm not racist.’ or ‘I'm color blind’ 
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such remarks...which upsets me because it is not about you. There is no added value to my 
struggle if you would let me know that we are all equal. Because in practice, it is simply is 
not true - and you ignore it by saying ‘I do not see color’. Then I think: open your eyes and 
start addressing it by taking responsibility, for instance within your organization. I'm often 
surrounded by professionals whom claim to be color-blind, but their organization is white. 
Why? I can become so angry about this, because this claim basically legitimizes that they 
have accepted not to change anything as it is. Because then they can say 'I'm unmarked’, a 
beautiful term that Gloria Wekker uses in her latest research on white innocence. 'I'm 
innocent ', ‘is it not to me’ is the general narrative; and this contributes to the conclusion 
that there is no problem, nothing is wrong. And a consequence thereof is that there is no 
awareness and ultimately no change.'	

‘It goes without saying that the Europeans in general, and the white Dutch in 
particular, have absolutely no interest in digging into their past. Let me raise you an 
example: I know a man who had worked for Clingendael, and now for the UN, he told me 
that he encounters a lot of hate towards Europeans in Asian and African countries. His 
opinion on that is that all of this has to do with what has taken from them and done in the 
past. Look, I'm not a scientist - but you do not need to have an academic degree to realize 
that for example the problems in the Middle East and Africa are a consequence of a 
European paradigm. Then I’m not even addressing issues such as exploitation, robbery, 
murder and collecting natural resources for their own gain without paying for it. These 
European powers, including the Netherlands in different continents, left their mark today 
with regard to the development of these countries, the ethnic tensions and poverty.' 	
 
You are addressing very big issues - but what can the ordinary citizen do with this, 
regardless of color? 
‘First of all, by being aware of your own history. That's really important. And by taking 
more responsibility for the consequences of that history. Also, to realize that the colonial 
history and slavery is a direct cause of the fact that up until this day people in our system 
are being oppressed. I believe that people in certain positions of influence – whether that 
is Shell, Vodafone or a community center – should pay extra attention on how they can 
best use their position to catch up with what centuries of oppression have caused. But that 
is just not happening at the moment. At least, not enough. To respond to your question on 
what ordinary citizens can do, my answer would be: working, thinking, breathing in an 
inclusive manner. And I am done hearing people say 'nah, I've tried it and I give up’ or ‘it 
makes no sense to try, because our organization is far too bureaucratic’. Look, our Dutch 
diversity policy has been in force since 1985. Not even one organization succeeded. All of 
them are still white. You know how much money is spent on it?! It makes me so upset and 
just makes me think: fuck diversity! It can no longer continue like this. As long as there is 
an imbalance of staff within various institutions, there should be affirmative action 
programs. I do not understand why this is not widely debated...’	
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So why do you think that is? 
"Because we haven’t resisted so far in a radical way. I recently had a UNESCO gathering at 
Reinwardt Academy with 100 men – all chit chatting about 'diversity, we cannot find the 
right people and diversify.’ During this gathering, I talked about what it means to be white. 
And only now, thanks to Prof. dr. Gloria Wekker, I feel empowered due to her latest 
publication White Innocence. She has scientifically analyzed the identity of the white 
Dutch, with findings that are substantiated and new sociological terms, there's an idiom in 
which the narrative is extended. Now I can name characteristics of white people, for 
example, their flattering self-image and the fact that they are not able to describe 
themselves - they do not know themselves...My initial question during my talk was: ‘Who 
has ever thought about what it means to be white?'. Very carefully some hands raised. I 
talked about the research Gloria Wekker conducted and in particular about white as a 
place of power and white as a standard. Interestingly, I got classic responses such as ‘my 
sister is also Surinamese, so I can not be racist’, ‘you are racist yourself, because you are 
addressing this’ or ‘I'm colorblind’. This is the level of the race conversation...Then 
someone mentioned that Polish people in the Netherlands are also being discriminated 
against. My response is very simple and sharp: if people do not read what I've read, I also 
do not want to engage in a conversation. Go dig deep into this issue and its history. I 
refuse to sail on one's own emotional compass about what is supposed to be just and 
what is unjust. We're going to talk about it from a research and evidence-based point of 
view.’ 
	

‘Look, it's important that we respond more pronounced. We do not need to be 
aggressive, it's even better not to engage in a discussion like that, but we must engage. A 
positive development was that after the summer certain programs will get lectures on 
white privilege. Another initiative concerned a curator who suggested to host an 
exhibition about white. ' 
 
Suppose there has been an exhibition and a seminar: I would imagine that it is pretty 
elitist in terms of target group. How would you reach an individual who doesn’t like to 
study or has no affinity with art? In short, if we go back to the ordinary citizen: how do 
you think he/ she should get involved in this movement? 
‘During the 24-hour relay dialogues opening we did a dialogue with Sylvana Simons (well 
known Dutch black woman who has made it her mission to decolonize education in the 
Netherlands and recently became politically active) and the director of the Sire campaign. 
I'm definitely going to contact that director because I think the Sire campaign can address 
forms of racism in a subtle and mainstream way. They already have a campaign at the 
moment that really makes you stop, think and reflect about discrimination. I believe that 
these initiatives of awareness are a good start. But also, and most importantly, the ones 
who teach in a classroom: i.e. teachers. 	
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Sylvana Simons aims to decolonize education; how do you continue that line of thought? 
‘Well, that in my opinion some teachers in the Netherlands are not only ignorant, but also 
blatantly racist – that worries me. To draw an example: my daughter works at an 
educational institution for craftsmanship (MBO). On a daily basis she encounters how 
much racism there is, without them thinking they are racist...It's terrible. Sometimes they 
are even very outspoken about it. My daughter experienced that during meetings with 
colleagues where there would be an agenda item opting to remove the Dutch Moroccans 
from the program so that they would be placed on a waiting list. The purpose behind this 
was to then wait until there are more white Dutch, so that the institution could reject the 
Moroccans on the waiting list for good. During a meeting…'	
 
How were the Keti Koti dialogues this year? 
‘I’ll start with some context: there is the (1) Keti Koti dialogue table, the (2) festival and (3) 
commemoration. The commemoration and the festival are organized by the Dutch 
Institute for Abolition of Slavery. Unfortunately, the grant for the commemoration is 
discontinued by the state. Can you imagine…? That you simply break off a subsidiary for a 
commemoration...Just to give you an analogy: the National committee for the 
commemoration of the second World War and liberation from it (May 4 & 5) receives 7.5 
million in subsidiary and has in total 3,000 monuments across the Netherlands. The 
Surinamese community has something of 3 monuments and now gets only a modest grant 
from the city of Amsterdam, which doesn’t even come close to that of 7.5 million…’	

‘The Keti Koti dialogue table and the 24-hour relay dialogues were really intense 
and profound this year. This year during Keti Koti dialogue we had a table with black 
participants on one side and white participants across them to face each other. The 
couples shared many personal experiences with each other. As for the 24-hour relay 
dialogue, there was a lot of enthusiasm, but also anxiety to join. I have been called often in 
advance and asked about the details of the dialogue. There were some who actually read 
everything there is to read and to know about the common history we addressed in the 
dialogues. The added bonus was that they found out that they knew nothing at all of their 
own past. Other people have written articles about their experiences at the Keti Koti table. 
For me, it was a new personal development because we systematically spoke about what 
it means to be white. Previously, I tried to carefully consider this issue, because I did not 
want white people to feel uncomfortable and essentially lose the them. But now, with 
Gloria Wekker and Sylvana all over the place, I could work with quotes. One of the 
questions that came back every time was based on Wekker’s quote: ‘It can not be that 400 
years of slavery and colonial past has left no trace in how you look at yourself, others and 
society. What traces are left behind in your personal identity?’ After the dialogues, 
everyone responded differently, but I thought it was particularly surprising that white 
privilege did not emerge as a first response. People were digging and in search. It was a 
quest from white to himself; from black to itself - to finally come to a kind of common story. 
Look, so far we are not there yet. But it was certainly an interesting and instructive exercise 
for everyone.’	
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Which reaction touched you the most? 
‘There was an Antillean artist and he shared a story from when he was 13 years in Curacao. 
His white teacher would beat him publicly in the school; and after each whip the 
classmates were required to applaud. He crawled away after this horrific happening and 
through that trauma was never able to go to school. He is 65 y/o now and he has always 
shared this story with the purpose of making people aware of the Dutch colonial past in 
Curacao. It has become a part of his being and he eventually became an artist. When he 
shared this story during the Keti Koti dialogue, his wrists were rubbed with coconut oil by 
his dialogue partner – as part of the Keti Koti ritual. He became quite emotional and he 
couldn’t talk properly nor breathe. Out of nowhere there was this outburst. He later told us 
that sharing his story while experiencing the coconut oil ritual, had a tremendous impact 
on him; in fact, he felt for the first time that it was from his heart.’	
	

 
Mercedes takes 
out her iPad and 
shows photos of 
the Keti Koti 
lunch (on the 
left): 
 
‘Look, I'm really 
proud of this. I 
may be an 
activist and mad 
all the time, but 
essentially this is 
what I want. That 
people connect.’	
	
 

 
 
While she’s still shining out of pride because of the photos, she reached out to the 
evaluations of the dialogue participants. A reaction that she shared was an answer to the 
question: ‘what was strange, weird, complicated or complex?’ Response by one 
participant: ‘I find it difficult to have to define myself as being white, without being able to 
see all the consequences.’	
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For the future, you mentioned that awareness, knowledge about history and inclusiveness 
are essential. Which groups or networks are indispensable? 
‘Honestly, I started with me, myself and I. Then I started to notice that there are many 
people who are being active in a similar way. So basically all individual islands. In terms of 
organizations, I think Netherlands Becomes Better (Nederland Wordt Beter), New Urban 
Collective, University of Color and of course the Keti Koti dialogue table. When we talk 
about networking, I think it is important to attract white allies...Why white? They can 
become ambassadors and start explaining within their communities what racism and white 
privilege is – we, people of color, are not always taken seriously. I have to admit that I have 
started sharing articles about white privilege, written by conscious white allies in the US, to 
white people within my network. For a long time, I kept it to myself. But now I want it to 
send more towards white, to thus be able to plant a seed in terms of awareness.’	
	
How would you describe the Netherlands you dream of? 
‘Then I would dream of a sitcom, which is quite multicultural, in which a Jew is married to 
an Arab; and where a Surinamese is with a white Dutchman - and everything that comes 
with it. I dream of schools that are mixed - and that black and white schools will be 
completely eradicated. That children from an early age on get together and gain 
knowledge about both an iftar and Christmas. That the Netherlands is governed by a 
representation of our society – within all levels. I dream of a black minister. Those kinds of 
things. I hope I get to experience that.’	
	
Do you think you will? 
‘With Sylvana coming [laughs]. I think in that regard that the Dutch Moroccans are more 
ahead. I was at a mass Iftar of the national police force yesterday: 1,400 people! Really 
amazing! The Moroccan community has a strong network and work well together. When 
‘fewer, fewer, fewer' was chanted (by Geert Wilders), a few days later fifteen prominent 
Dutch Moroccan individuals were sitting at the table with our prime minister 
Rutte…[sighs]. We still haven’t been to Rutte about Zwarte Piet! But, at the same time the 
policy of the Dutch government curbed after Theo van Gogh was murdered, by increasing 
the network within the Dutch Moroccan community and have more boots on the ground to 
prevent radicalization. Anyway, I think we can really learn a lot from each other and work 
together. That is why I am so pleased with this interview, done by a Dutch Moroccan. I'm 
really proud that Brown, Brainy & Beautiful wants to write this black story, because it has 
the potential to join forces against racism. '	


