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Negotiating claims of ‘whiteness’: Indo-European everyday
experiences and ‘mixed-race’ identities in the Netherlands
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ABSTRACT
This paper examines identity formations and negotiations among
Indo-Europeans, and senses of ‘race’ in the postcolonial
Netherlands. We do so by analysing daily practices of ‘being’,
‘feeling’ and ‘doing’ identities by second- and third-generation
Indo-Europeans in the North-Eastern Netherlands. The paper
contributes to ‘mixed-race’ literature by highlighting new,
underexplored contexts in which ‘mixed-race’ identities are
negotiated. We focus on practices, relations and transmissions
across two generations and changing contexts within the
Netherlands. Drawing on life story interviews, the narratives
reveal how participants’ identities are politically and historically
contingent, shaped by larger structures of racialized violence
Indo-Europeans experienced in both the Dutch East Indies and
the Netherlands. Identities are navigated in various ways with
divergences and negotiations between self-identification, social
imposition and familial and biological narrative.
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Introduction

The Indo-European or Indische community can be seen as the largest ethnic minority
in the Netherlands, which encompasses descendants of ‘interracial’ relations between
European men (mainly Dutch) and Indonesian women that occurred in the 350 years
of Dutch colonial presence in Indonesia. Despite their formal Dutch citizenship (if
paternally acknowledged), Indo-Europeans ‘mixed race’ fostered an ambiguous pos-
ition within colonial hierarchies of the Dutch East Indies. Indo-Europeans often
attempted to navigate these colonial hierarchies to increase social, political and econ-
omic privileges by solely highlighting their ‘Europeanness’ (Captain, 2014; Pattynama,
2000). Following Indonesian independence, around 300,000 Indo-Europeans with
the Dutch nationality repatriated to the Netherlands. The Dutch government sub-
jected them to racialized assimilation policies, which intended to whitewash Indone-
sian influences and reconfirm claims to ‘Europeanness’ (Captain, 2014; Dragojlovic,
2020).
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By analysing daily practices of ‘being’, ‘feeling’ and ‘doing’ identities, this paper exam-
ines identity formations and negotiations among second- and third-generation Indo-
Europeans, and their senses of ‘race’ in the postcolonial Netherlands. A growing body
of literature is devoted to ‘mixed-race’ experiences, mostly focused on the USA and UK
(Song, 2016; Törngren et al., 2021). However, as Ifekwunigwe (2004) suggests ‘there
were and still are social, cultural and political variations in the rules determining the
social status of the offspring of interracial unions’ (p. 6). King-O’Riain (2014) advocate
the need to continue developing the field in an increasingly socially and culturally inter-
connected world. More attention should be given to geographical and contextual diver-
sities in which particular ‘mixed-race’ identities are negotiated, as these are shaped by
national or regional paradigms and varying understandings of ‘race’ and ‘ethnicity’ (Törng-
ren et al., 2021). Furthermore, Törngren et al. (2021) and Song (2016) draw attention to
next generations, as identifications and experiences of ‘mixed’ descendants are often over-
looked. While in some contemporary societies, ‘mixedness’ is celebrated, other studies
illustrate that ‘mixed’ youth continue to face discrimination and racialization.

We aim to illustrate how second- and third-generation Indo-Europeans negotiate their
‘mixed-race’ identities and how these unfold in their everyday practices and encounters in
the North-Eastern Netherlands. We use inverted commas throughout this paper to
emphasize that the notion of ‘race’ is socially constructed (Khanna, 2011). Although
there is no biological reality to differentiate groups by ‘races’, the notion is structurally
embedded in social, political, economic and cultural institutions (Törngren et al., 2021).
Dragojlovic (2020) draws attention to larger structures of gendered, classed and racialized
violence Indo-Europeans experienced in both the Indies and the Netherlands to reconfirm
claims to ‘Europeanness’. As Captain (2014) argues: ‘After all, being Indo-European implies
by definition being a person of mixed race, a construction that originated in and was
defined by the colonial past’ (p. 55).

This paper contributes to ‘mixed-race’ literature by highlighting new, underexplored
contexts in which ‘mixed-race’ identities are formed and navigated. Its originality lies in
the focus on lived experiences of multiple generations and changing contexts within
the Netherlands. The impacts of colonial legacies on daily ways of being, doing and
thinking remain underexplored in Dutch contexts (Boehmer & Gouda, 2009), yet,
public attention for debates on (anti-)racism and decoloniality in the Netherlands is
growing (Captain, 2020). Within Dutch national history, colonialism is often framed in
relation to trade and prosperity rather than exploitation and oppression. According to
Boehmer and Gouda (2009), by bracketing such colonial narratives, ‘the status of the
Netherlands as an ex-colonial power remains unproblematized, and consequently, the
manner in which the history of colonialism might link up with the formation of contem-
porary and national identities is left insufficiently examined’ (p. 9). The current empirical
account reveals how Indo-Europeans’ ‘mixed-race’ identities are politically and histori-
cally contingent, shaped by larger structures of racialized violence Indo-Europeans
experienced in both the Indies and the Netherlands (Dragojlovic, 2020; Pattynama,
2000).

We begin by unpacking the research context, which is followed by our theoretical
framework which examines ‘mixed-race’ identities and links these to everyday geo-
graphies. After discussing the methods, our empirical data reveals how the partici-
pants negotiate their ‘mixed-race’ identities and senses of ‘race’, and how these
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unfold in their daily practices and everyday encounters in the North-Eastern
Netherlands.

Assimilation of Indo-Europeans in the Netherlands

After the Japanese occupation during the Second World War (1942-1945) and the Indo-
nesian National Revolution (1945-1949), the Netherlands formally recognized Indonesian
independence in 1949. While ‘white’ settlers from the former colony repatriated to the
Netherlands, Indo-Europeans were initially hindered and encouraged by the Dutch gov-
ernment to opt for Indonesian citizenship. They deemed that Indo-Europeans belonged
to Indonesia, incapable of assimilation in the Netherlands (Mak, 2000; Pattynama,
2000). This notion reflected colonial perceptions of Indo-Europeans’ ‘racial’ inferiority,
as their identities were solely perceived as ‘non-European’ despite their Dutch citizenship,
education and orientation in the Indies (Captain, 2014). Indo-Europeans, however, were
hesitant to renounce their Dutch status, due to their emotional and legal connections
and experienced violence during the Japanese occupation and Indonesian National Revo-
lution. Ultimately, from 1945 to 1967, around 300,000 Indo-Europeans settled in the Neth-
erlands as the first large ‘migrant’ group after the Second World War. The Dutch
government perceived them as a financial and social burden of a colonial past, especially
as the Dutch political climate was preoccupied with post-war reconstructions (Captain,
2014; Pattynama, 2000).

Indo-Europeans were subjected to racialized assimilation policies, in which the govern-
ment claimed they needed resocialization ‘to become as Dutch as possible’ (Captain, 2014,
p. 57). To counter housing shortages and clustering, many Indo-Europeans were placed in
shelters across the Netherlands and received ‘civilizing’ education fromwelfare workers and
religious organizations. Women, deemed nurturers and gatekeepers of norms and values,
were taught daily routines of a ‘Dutch’ household, encompassing household chores, parent-
ing and clothing (Mak, 2000). Another key element was food: eating potatoes rather than
rice was an imperative marker of integration (Captain, 2014). These examples highlight
the policy’s normative character and ‘symbolic violence’, as Indo-Europeans were disci-
plined within their everyday practices and private spheres. Hence, the racialized violence
in the everyday served as an invisible mode of domination, which intended to whitewash
Indonesian influences and reconfirm claims of Europeanness (Dragojlovic, 2020).

Captain (2014) remarks: ‘The message was clear: if you remained too Indo-European,
then you were considered an outsider or to be asocial’ (p. 62). Those who assimilated
and conformed to these citizenship requirements, as documented by Dutch social
workers, received better housing and career opportunities. Mak (2000) remarks, despite
her criticism on its normativity, that through these policies Indo-Europeans are perhaps
less structurally disadvantaged than other ethnic minorities in contemporary Dutch
society. Shaped by their alleged successful adaptation, Indo-Europeans are often
regarded as ‘cooperative, non-distinctive Dutch citizens’ (Pattynama, 2000, p. 285).
However, the practices of cultural dismantling may have enabled pervasive ‘whitewash-
ing’ effects on later generations (Captain, 2014; Pattynama, 2000). Captain (2014) illus-
trates how assimilation claims have been passed on so strongly, that second-
generation Indo-Europeans may have lost connections with parts of their roots. While
this generation more often began to defy assimilation claims and denials of their
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Indonesian ancestry, they struggled to articulate their identities due to feelings of ‘in-
betweenness’ and limited knowledge of family histories. As Captain (2014, p. 65)
remarks: ‘They were not the same as white Dutch, that much was obvious, but they did
not know why.’

Negotiating ‘mixed-race’ identities

We regard the notion of identity as self-understanding of one’s ‘place in the world’, which
is formed in a dynamic interplay between the individual and their context (Schwartz et al.,
2006). Identities should be understood as embedded within a ‘multi-axial understanding
of power’: social boundaries, power relations and hierarchies play an integral role in how
identities are negotiated and framed (Hua, 2005, p. 194).

As Pattynama (2000) notes ‘Indo-European family ties cut right across indigenous,
mixed and Dutch cultures’ (p. 289). Indo-Europeans are an example of ‘mixedness’,
which ‘refers to individuals of mixed descent, across national, racial, ethnocultural or reli-
gious boundaries and to the sociocultural processes involved’ (Törngren et al., 2021,
p. 767). Dependent on individual and contextual factors, individuals may draw from mul-
tiple cultural repertoires and negotiate own identities and traditions. Their hyphenated
identities are often formed within existing classifications and may encompass ‘in-
betweenness’ or ‘both-and’ (Törngren et al., 2021). This duality may undermine notions
of national identity and may encompass a sense of alienation or tension (Hua, 2005).
Notably, Mahtani (2005) challenges notions of being ‘torn’ or ‘confused’ for individuals
who deviate from rigid boundaries, as these notions perpetuate social constructs of ‘race’.

In her work on identifications and experiences of ‘mixed-race’ individuals in Britain,
Song (2016) highlights how ethnic minorities can exercise a range of ethnic options.
While others have argued that optional ethnicity is for ‘white’ individuals only, Song
argues that ethnicity for ethnic minorities can also be flexible and optional. Their
ethnic options are centred around the notions of structure and agency; both constraints
and choices play an integral role in the options individuals can exercise. To exercise ethnic
options awareness of one’s options is needed, but these options are also constrained and
constituted by social practices and structures. Some individuals may not experience the
same availability of ethnic options as others, for instance, due to constraining ‘racial’ dis-
courses (Song, 2016). Similarly, Schwartz et al. (2006) argue that assimilation policies can
have ‘clear implications for how immigrant people form, revise, and maintain their iden-
tity, either through imitation and identification or through exploration and construction’
(p. 6). While an individual may exercise ethnic options, how one sees oneself may not be
perceived and validated as such by others. This divergence between expressed and
observed or ascribed identifications can become problematic. As Song (2016) highlights:
‘Identity denial by others can be not only distressing, but can involve persistent efforts to
assert a desired (and validated) identity in the wider society’ (p. 216).

Khanna (2011) studied ethnic options for black–white ‘biracial’ Americans and illus-
trated how individuals may practice symbolic ethnicity to express their ‘biracial’ identities.
These intermittent and contextual expressions were utilized to connect with or dis-
tinguish from others. Indeed, such strategies to assert identities may be performed to
conceal, cover or accent particular identities to navigate ‘racial’ hierarchies and to avoid
discrimination, stigmatization and exclusion (Khanna, 2011; Khanna & Johnson, 2010).
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Pattynama (2000) illustrates how Indo-European women negotiate their ‘mixed-race’
identities in both colonial and postcolonial contexts in different forms of masquerading.
Pattynama argues, ‘Encompassing much more than an individual “choice”, passing for
white (or masquerading) very clearly demonstrates how strongly political motives deter-
mine the borderlines of individual and collective identities’ (p. 290). These Indo-European
women navigated rigid colonial hierarchies of ‘race’, class and citizenship through an
orientation towards Europe and concealment of non-European roots. However, this
‘passing as white’ was not perceived as ‘almost white’ by the Dutch government and
Indo-Europeans were subjected to further ‘whitewashing’ through assimilation policies
(Pattynama, 2000).

Practices of masquerading, as illustrated by Pattynama (2000), underline how individ-
ual and collective identities are negotiated in political contexts, to navigate boundaries of,
among others, ‘race’, class, gender and power. As Tajuddin and Stern (2015) argue, ‘the
intense interplays between race, class, culture, and citizenship under different political-
economic environments have furnished the different contexts within which the Indo
was identified; these, in turn, impacted the way the Indos saw themselves in relation to
others in society’ (p. 374).

Everyday ‘being’, ‘doing’ and ‘feeling’

We utilize a framework of different accounts of ethnic self-definition to unpack identifi-
cations and experiences of second- and third-generation Indo-Europeans: ‘being’,
‘feeling’ and ‘doing’ identities (Verkuyten & de Wolf, 2002). Identities are explored
through analysing everyday realities, as daily places and practices (‘doing’) can highlight
and enact ‘feeling’ and/or ‘being’ particular identities (Malhi et al., 2009). These self-
identifications may change across contexts but may also change over time within
similar contexts (Roth, 2016).

First, ‘being’ a member of a cultural group can be attributed to the possession of
certain characteristics which may be perceived as ‘coincidental but inevitable and
fixed’, such as phenotypical traits or kinship (Verkuyten & de Wolf, 2002, p. 380). Such
interpretations carry issues of everyday discrimination and racism. ‘Racial’ appearance
remains highly influential in perceptions, validations and treatments by others and
one’s identity may be refuted based on appearance (Song, 2016, 2020). Song (2020)
argues that conventional understandings of ‘racial’ visibility, in terms of the norm of
‘whiteness’ requires rethinking: ‘minority status cannot be straightforwardly discerned
on the basis of one’s physical appearance alone, in isolation from one’s lived life’
(p. 14). Roth (2016) further highlights how ‘race’ can be observed and ascribed based
on physical appearance that is socially understood as relevant to ‘racial’ classifications
but can also be revealed through interactions, such as accent or language abilities. Fur-
thermore, Roth highlights the negative psychological and health consequences from con-
tinuous inconsistencies between self-classifications and ‘observed race’.

Second, ‘feeling’ identity relates to internal psychological beliefs, which can be pre-
sented as private, unknown to others and beyond discussion. In the study of Verkuyten
and de Wolf (2002, p. 385), participants argued that their upbringing served as a mould
and thus, ‘how and where one is raised explains how one feels ethnically’ (p. 392).
However, parental heritage does not always conflate with one’s identification (Song,
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2016). Especially for later generations, ethnic self-definitions may entail negotiations
between various cultural affiliations and influences from society, peers and parents
(Song, 2016). Morning (2018) draws attention to felt senses of ‘racial’ belonging as a
form of ‘racial’ membership. Rather than solely genetic genealogy, emotional member-
ship is rooted in feeling, for those who feel impelled to claim a certain ‘racial’ identity.
However, one’s desired identification may not be validated by others. ‘Feeling’ identities
may be refuted by others, revealing a discrepancy between expressed identities and per-
ceived ‘being’ identities among ‘mixed-race’ individuals (Song, 2016).

Third and last, ‘doing’ identity refers to ‘claiming or denying possession of attributes
formulated as critical for group membership’ (Verkuyten & de Wolf, 2002, p. 392). Cul-
tural practices may be performed for own and others’ recognition of one’s identity
(Verkuyten & de Wolf, 2002). Khanna (2011) discusses how black–white ‘biracial’ Amer-
icans ‘do race’ and exercise ethnic options through symbolic ethnicity, by drawing on
certain symbols and practices to assert their ‘biracial’ identities. However, if identities
are not accepted or validated, coping strategies may be employed to adhere to
demands in place, such as social invisibility or distinctions between ‘formal public’
and ‘private felt’ identities (Malhi et al., 2009). Mak (2000) distinguishes ‘private’ and
‘public’ cultures among Indo-European families in the Netherland, in which certain
practices were reserved for domestic spaces or private gatherings to adhere to assim-
ilation claims.

Methods

This paper encompasses narratives of ten second- and third-generation Indo-Europeans
within five families in the North-Eastern Netherlands. As the first ‘migrant’ group in the
post-war Netherlands, Indo-Europeans arrived in a predominantly white society (Patty-
nama, 2000). The Dutch government applied a dispersal policy to counter clustering
and thus, apart from a considerable community in The Hague, Indo-Europeans were scat-
tered across the Netherlands (Mak, 2000). The ten life story interviews were the basis and
inspiration for an ongoing qualitative study regarding postcolonial everyday realities of
Indo-European generations across the Netherlands.

Participants were approached through acquaintances of the principal researcher but
not from her network to ensure enough distance to share experiences. The relationship
between the two generations within a family was that of parent and child, which
enabled uncovering intergenerational transmissions and changing contexts within the
Netherlands. The second-generation participants are born to one or two first-generation
Indo-European parents. They did not experience the colonial culture of the Indies, as they
were born in the 1940s (during or after WW2) and repatriated to the Netherlands as chil-
dren or were born in the Netherlands after repatriation. The five second-generation par-
ticipants varied in age between the early 50s and late 70s at the time of the interviews;
three were born in the Indies and two were born in the Netherlands. The five third-gen-
eration participants, between the late 20s and early 50s, were born in the Netherlands to
an Indo-European and Dutch parent.

The data set can be considered as rich and offers an exploration of self-identifications
of Indo-Europeans in specific contexts, despite the small number of interviews. For the
data to be as rich as possible, we adopted a biographical research approach, in which
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life story interviews fostered an in-depth understanding of lived experiences and present-
day realities (George & Stratford, 2016). The principal researcher self-identifies as Indo-
European, which further enhanced biographical exchanges and deep understanding of
generated data (Roberts, 2002). Due to the extensive accounts and conducive interactions
between the principal researcher and participants, we consider the information power of
the sample large (Malterud et al., 2016).

The interview guide was inspired by McAdams’ Life Story Interview (2008) and covered
lifespans chronologically. Themes included family histories; identity negotiations
throughout the life course; daily places and practices shaping identities; and positioning
in specific contexts. Participants were encouraged to present longer, coherent accounts to
collect as natural, rounded and complete narratives as possible (George & Stratford, 2016).
Photographs, written accounts and heirlooms served as probes to further evoke mem-
ories and meanings (Roberts, 2002).

All interviews were recorded, transcribed verbatim and thematically analysed within
the software package ATLAS.ti. Analysis included inductive and deductive coding to
grasp similarities and differences between participants, across generations and family
lines (Kitchin & Tate, 2000). Within data interpretation and contextualization, specific
attention was paid to accounts of self-definitions, identity negotiations and positioning
throughout the life course and senses of ‘race’ and ‘mixedness’. Ethical approval was
obtained from the ethics committee of the Faculty of Spatial Sciences, University of Gro-
ningen. Names used in this paper have been altered for confidentiality.

Self-definitions of ‘Indo-Europeanness’

The empirical accounts reveal how the second- and third-generation Indo-European par-
ticipants negotiate their ‘mixed-race’ identities and senses of ‘race’, and how these
unfold in their daily practices and everyday encounters. We discuss three accounts of
ethnic self-definition, which may complement and/or oppose each other, yet, for analyti-
cal purposes are separated. First, the narratives reveal the intricacies in claiming ‘being’
identities due to individuals’ ‘mixedness’. Based on social constructs of ‘race’, their self-
definitions were often questioned or invalidated within the participants’ social contexts.
Ethnic options are constrained and constituted by larger ‘racial’ discourses and social
practices. Hence, their ‘racial’ identities are often ascribed to them rather than chosen
(see also Song, 2016). Second, continuing ‘racial’ dichotomies of ‘Dutchness’ and
‘Indo-Europeanness’ shape ‘feeling’ identities. The narratives reveal how for the
second-generation participants, assimilation demands constrained the identity choices
participants felt they could exercise (see also Schwartz et al., 2006; Song, 2016, 2020).
Often the importance of ‘Dutchness’ was stressed to be able to navigate existing
‘racial’ hierarchies and to improve socio-economic positions. Third-generation partici-
pants more often celebrated one’s difference and experienced more freedom to draw
upon ethnic options, often employed to actively position themselves differently in multi-
cultural Dutch society (see also Captain, 2014; Khanna, 2011). Furthermore, the narra-
tives reveal how participants’ ‘feeling’ identities are often challenged or refuted by
others based on physical appearance or interactions, revealing a discrepancy between
felt and ascribed identities (see also Roth, 2016; Song, 2016). Especially everyday
encounters often highlight participants’ divergence and shape ongoing identity
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negotiations in relation to representation and acceptance in the Netherlands. Third and
last, both adaptation and celebration of heritage within everyday contexts shape ‘doing’
identities. Home environments were central in assimilation policies, yet, practices in
these environments also enable participants to defy assimilation claims and (re)connect
to personal and collective heritage by choosing and performing certain practices (see
also Khanna, 2011).

‘Being’ identities

According to Verkuyten and de Wolf (2002), ‘being’ a member of a cultural group can be
attributed to certain characteristics, such as phenotypical traits or kinship. In the Indo-
European ‘mixed-race’ context, deterministic perspectives on identities are ambiguous
and contested (see also Song, 2020).

In the Indies, hierarchical understandings of skin shades shaped perceptions of ‘being’
Indo-European. Indo-Europeans often concealed their non-European roots and high-
lighted solely ‘being’ European, to navigate colonial hierarchies and improve socio-econ-
omic positions (Tajuddin & Stern, 2015). After repatriation to the Netherlands, Indo-
Europeans experienced a discrepancy between societal and personal perceptions of
‘Dutchness’, as they were not perceived as ‘almost white’ by the Dutch government
(Mak, 2000; Pattynama, 2000). Shaped by their perceived ‘otherness’, all second-gener-
ation participants described that during their upbringing ‘being Dutch’ needed to be
underlined to conform to assimilation demands during the late 1940s and 1950s. These
assimilation demands constrained the identity choices participants felt they could exer-
cise, which was underscored by their parents (see also Schwartz et al., 2006; Song,
2016, 2020). Esther (female, second generation, late 70s) vividly remembers how her
parents taught her to adapt to meet requirements of postcolonial citizenship, after arriv-
ing in the Netherlands at a young age: ‘we were supposed to be Dutch, even more than
the Dutch themselves. My parents always told us: you have to adjust.’ Esther was born on
the island of Java during the Second World War, her parents also had ‘mixed’ Indonesian
and European origins and occupied a relatively high socio-economic position in the
Indies. She recognized strong connections with the Netherlands and recounted that
family members had visited and studied in the Netherlands. Still, Esther emphasized
the duality of her heritage. Despite her observation that the Dutch schools in the
colony were similar to those in the Netherlands, she reflects on others’ perceptions of
herself: ‘You are brown. You are raised differently.’

Second-generation participants frequently referred to the importance of skin colour in
how they identified themselves and how others identified them, both in the Indies and
the Netherlands. For Isa (female, second generation, late 70s), who was born on Java as
a child from a Dutch father and an Indo-European mother, her experiences in the
Dutch classroom revealed how others ‘observed race’ and positioned her as ‘non-
Dutch’ based on her darker skin tone (see also Roth, 2016): ‘That feeling is mostly
imposed by others. “Where are you from?” “Why do you ask?” “Because of your dark
skin”. I have never really felt different before, in the sense of I have a colour.’ Similarly,
Inge (female, second generation, early 70s), who was born on Java from Indo-European
parents, describes how her identity is rarely validated by others and how ‘race’ is often
ascribed to her (see also Song, 2016, 2020):
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People are often confused when they see me: “You are not Indo-European, are you? You do
not look Indo-European”. My mother did not either, she had a large nose but pale skin. My
father was darker-skinned. […] It always angers me. Not Indo-European? Not 100%, 200%!
“But you do not look Indo-European”. Well, that is only from the outside.

Both narratives highlight clashes between ‘being’ and ‘feeling’ identities, as participants’
‘feeling’ identities are challenged or refuted by observed and ascribed ‘racial’ classifi-
cations by others. Dutch classmates question Isa ‘being Dutch’ and position her as
‘other’ based on her perceived darker skin tone. Similar to Tajuddin and Stern’s study
(2015) in the USA, Isa experienced a ‘lack of whiteness’ in Dutch society of the 1950s.
This can be contrasted to her self-perceptions and colonial traditions during which
Indo-Europeans were distinctly separated from ‘natives’. As Tajuddin and Stern (2015)
note on shifting contexts after migration: ‘Assuming a Dutch identity did not automati-
cally pass the Indos off as ‘whites’.’ (p. 359). Contrastingly, Inge describes how other
Indo-Europeans do not validate her ‘Indo-Europeanness’ based on her appearance,
which makes Inge claim her ‘Indo-Europeanness’ more fiercely. Thus, participants’ and
others’ perceptions of their ‘being’ identities are constantly framed, dependent on con-
structed boundaries of an in- and outgroup (Malhi et al., 2009). Often physical appear-
ances that are socially understood as relevant to ‘racial’ classifications influence others’
‘observed race’ (Roth, 2016). This is, as highlighted by Roth (2016), also dependent on
who does the observing and one’s expectations of physical or social attributes connected
to ‘racial’ classifications.

The third-generation participants grew up in the Netherlands in and around the 1970s
and 1990s, all to one Indo-European and one Dutch parent. Despite possible ‘whitewash-
ing’ effects of assimilation and/or perceived limited physical characteristics (Pattynama,
2000), participants embraced their ‘mixed’ ancestry more often to satisfy desires to feel
unique or different (see also Khanna, 2011). Accounts of ‘being’ identities were often
used to validate one’s ‘Indo-Europeanness’ based on kinship. For instance, Peggy
(female, third generation, late 40s) links herself to a line of Indo-European women:

The Indo-European part was my grandmother to me. My grandmother was a part of me, I am
a descendant of my grandmother. You cannot tell from my looks that I am Indo-European,
well, you can see it if you want to. I am ‘mixed’. […] The connection is strong and that is a
given. Period.

Peggy, born in the Netherlands as a daughter of Isa (female, second generation, late 70s)
and a Dutch father, advocates that she can legitimately claim her ‘Indo-Europeanness’
based on ancestry. Her narrative reveals how she connects a line of Indo-European
women to her heritage, which may highlight female influences in intergenerational trans-
missions of belonging and gendered roles as ‘gate-keepers of culture’ (Mak, 2000). Also, it
reveals the ambiguities of claiming a minority status and visibility, as Peggy feels she
cannot claim her ‘Indo-Europeanness’ based on appearance. As Song (2020) highlights,
‘some people whose multiracial ancestors are not visible may still claim forms of minority
membership and identifications’ (p. 13). Similarly, Lauren (female, third generation, late
20s) celebrates her ‘mixedness’ and highlights: ‘I like to tell others, it makes you special,
different.’ The differences in accounts of second- and third-generation participants may
reveal changing connotations towards difference compared to previous generations
and more freedom to draw upon a variety of ethnic options (see also Song, 2016).
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Captain (2014) highlights how this generation matured with less racialized policies and
more acceptance of ‘other’ identities in Dutch society. Similarly, for younger American
Indo-Europeans their heritage can be a source of cultural pride, due to more secure
socio-economic positions in American society (Tajuddin & Stern, 2015).

The narratives from both the second- and third-generation participants reveal the intri-
cacies and ambiguities in claiming ‘being’ identities and how these are shaped by
different social constructs of ‘race’. Participants assert their ‘being’ identities, yet, these
may be questioned or invalidated within their social contexts based on physical appear-
ance or interactions. This reveals a disjuncture between expressed and observed ‘being’
identities by others (see also Song, 2016, 2020). Furthermore, the narratives reveal how for
second-generation participants assimilation demands constrained the identity choices
participants were taught and could exercise (see also Schwartz et al., 2006; Song,
2020). As also identified by Song (2016), participants’ ethnic options are constrained
and constituted by larger ‘racial’ discourses and social practices. Hence, their ‘racial’ iden-
tities are often ascribed to them rather than chosen. More celebration of one’s difference
and the use of various ethnic options can be inferred among the third generation, coming
of age in a more multicultural Dutch society.

‘Feeling’ identities

The previous section reveals how identities can be legitimized, challenged or complemen-
ted by physical characteristics or kinship. Accounts of ‘feeling’ identities, related to internal
psychological beliefs, are often drawn from certain environmental outputs (Verkuyten & de
Wolf, 2002). Yet, one’s physical appearancemight not relate to where one has been brought
up and amongwhomone feels at ‘home’. In the Indo-European context, participants experi-
ence ongoing negotiations and issues of validation in their ‘feeling’ identities regarding rep-
resentation and acceptance in the Netherlands. The narratives reveal how participants’
‘feeling’ identities are often challenged or refuted by others based on physical appearance
or interactions, revealing a discrepancy between felt and ascribed identities (see also Roth,
2016; Song, 2016). The second-generation participants frequently discussed feelings of
differences, despite their kinship, assimilation efforts and Dutch orientation in both the
Indies and the Netherlands. The classroom was often discussed as a space of difference,
in which classmates would address their otherness or ‘lack of whiteness’. Isa (female,
second generation, late 70s) shares how classmates would ask her about the Indies:

People looked at you weird, it was the 1950s. They were surprised you could understand the
material, even though we went to Dutch schools in the Indies. We were bright. They would
pose many questions. […] I did not feel different. These questions made me feel different. I
was the only dark-skinned child in class. It was the 1950s.

The interactions in the classroommay reveal preconceptions of ‘racial’ inferiority of Indo-Eur-
opeans in the Netherlands of the late 1940s and 1950s (Captain, 2014). Furthermore, limited
representation and acceptance inDutch society strengthened confusions of self-perceptions
and the ethnic options second-generation participants felt they could exercise. History
lessons in secondary school exemplified this lack of representation for Daniele (female,
second generation, late 50s), which focused on European victimhood during the Second
World War and neglected the Japanese occupation in Southeast Asia. She illustrates:
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That was not my war… […] I tried to forget this part, I tried to relate to my fellow students. I
wanted to be just Dutch. This meant learning about Germany. To write an essay about slavery
in Suriname, not about Indonesia.

The above excerpt highlights, firstly, how Daniele feels connected to her Indo-European
heritage, by referring to hardships during the Japanese occupation as ‘my war’, even
though she did not experience this herself (as she was born in the Netherlands after repa-
triation). Secondly, she does not feel acknowledged in Dutch society, as there is limited
attention to experiences from the Indies. Hence, through perceived divergence fromdomi-
nant everyday knowledge, she is made to feel different. Daniele tries to bridge her self-per-
ceptions and others’ expectations through ‘doing’ an identity (see also Pattynama, 2000):

I wanted to be that Dutch girl, so I tried to do things that were against my nature. […] You try
to adjust. Shame was another theme in my life, which influenced what I perceived as Dutch. “I
am from that Indo-European family”. I could not allocate that feeling; I was satisfied with my
life, yet, there was an implicit feeling of shame. Where did that come from? Being insecure,
not having your roots here. Always something unsettling, I could not become rooted. It is
happening a bit now. Indonesia is also not my country, as I have experienced. […] I am
not both, but at the same time, I am. I have started to feel that I am also worth something.

Shaped by her perceived divergence in Dutch society, Daniele highlights a feeling of
shame, which she tries to overcome through adaptation. Similar to other second-gener-
ation participants, she tried to match constructed ‘racial’ boundaries by suppressing a part
of her heritage, as she felt she could not exercise multiple ethnic options (see also Song,
2016). However, behaving ‘against my nature’ gives her a feeling of rootlessness.

As previous findings support, both generations in the five Indo-European families
described that family histories and experiences were often mediated through secrecies
and silences (Captain, 2014; Dragojlovic, 2020). This lack of knowledge often impacted
Indo-Europeans’ ability to articulate their specificity and express their cultural selves.
Some second-generation participants did describe turning points in their lives during
which they defied assimilation claims and parents’ practices of silence. They discovered
multiple ethnic options and negotiated a sense of simultaneous embeddedness. This
was often triggered by major life events, such as divorces or parenthood. For Inge
(female, second generation, early 70s), retirement allowed her to develop more self-
understanding. Her son Mick (male, third generation, early 50s) started reflecting on his
upbringing after becoming a father himself:

Only until the moment you want to pass it on yourself, you realize that your parents did not
do the same. In the end, it is only about our appearance and things like eating soup with rice
in it. Superficial things. Especially if you imagine that all of this was only one generation
before me; my mother was born in Indonesia. I missed a lot.

Overall, third-generation participants mostly highlighted ‘feeling’ Dutch, due to their
orientation and upbringing in the Netherlands. As Julie (female, third generation, late
20s) explains: ‘I was raised in the Netherlands, I learned everything the Dutch way. I
feel completely Dutch.’ However, third-generation participants did experience more flexi-
bility in drawing upon a variety of ethnic options. While second-generation participants
often experienced external pressures and challenges in ‘being Dutch’, third-generation
participants often felt more freedom to draw upon different repertoires with less ‘racial’
consciousness and judgement (see also Captain, 2014).
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For some, this positioning was actively done to place themselves together or separ-
ately from other minority groups in the Netherlands. Both Mick (male, third generation,
early 50s) and Peter (male, third generation, early 50s) highlight how they utilize their
dual ancestry to position themselves opposite from or in line with other individuals. Con-
sidering increasing ethnic diversity and visible difference in the Netherlands, both dis-
cussed conversations with others with negative opinions concerning migrants, yet,
different positioning can be identified to navigate existing ‘racial’ hierarchies (see also
Khanna, 2011; Khanna & Johnson, 2010). Mick uses his dual ancestry to separate
himself from ‘those racists’ and to position himself as unique and open-minded
towards other cultures. He states: ‘You can profit from it, you live in a white country,
you are different.’ Contrastingly, Peter calls attention to his ‘Dutch’ ancestry and ‘success-
ful’ assimilation to navigate ‘racial’ hierarchies and negative stereotypes connected to
migrants: ‘If people are complaining about foreigners in the Netherlands, then it is easy
to state: I am Indo-European, I do not belong to that foreign group.’ Mostly male
second-generation participants expressed senses of freedom and the use of ethnic
options as functional in particular contexts, while women often described identity nego-
tiations in relation to assimilation. These intersections with gender in claiming and per-
forming identities should be further explored (see also Malhi et al., 2009; Roth, 2016).

The narratives reveal how participants’ ‘feeling’ identities are shaped by continuing
‘racial’ dichotomies of ‘Dutchness’ and ‘Indo-Europeanness’. Participants often described
negotiations between being solely one or the other, as they did not experience the
freedom to exercise multiple ethnic options (see also Song, 2016). Often the importance
of ‘Dutchness’ was stressed to be able to navigate existing ‘racial’ hierarchies and to
improve socio-economic positions. For the second-generation participants, limited rep-
resentation and acceptance in the larger Dutch context shape feelings of difference,
despite their aspirations of sameness and adaptation. Their everyday encounters revealed
how others see them and how their ‘race’ with related characteristics is continuously
ascribed to them (see also Morning, 2018). Third-generation participants mostly highlight
‘feeling Dutch’, however, some encounter more freedom in drawing upon different iden-
tities, often employed to position themselves together or separate themselves from
others in multicultural Dutch society. Due to practices of secrecy and silence regarding
family histories, it was often up to participants themselves to incorporate this ‘Indo-Eur-
opeanness’ in their everyday lives.

‘Doing’ identities

The previous section highlighted how participants experience ongoing negotiations in
their ‘feeling’ identities concerning representation and acceptance in Dutch society. For
some, symbols and practices can enable more self-awareness and can be used to assert
and express one’s identity. This can be related to ‘doing’ identities, in which cultural prac-
tices are performed for own and others’ recognition of one’ identity (Verkuyten & de Wolf,
2002). Such practices can be characterized as highly subjective and intermittent (Khanna,
2011). Participants mostly related their ‘Indo-Europeanness’ to ‘feeling’ identities due to
deeply rooted traditions of adaptation, cultural dismantling and silences. Everyday experi-
ences often highlight one’s divergence and shape individuals’ self-esteem, which, for
some participants, reinforced their heritage as solely a feeling or private practice.
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The home environment was often discussed by participants as a space of adaptation
and performance. As discussed, home environments were central in Dutch assimilation
policies, as Indo-Europeans were disciplined within their everyday practices and private
spheres (Mak, 2000). Both Inge (female, second generation, early 70s) and Daniele
(female, second generation, late 50s) describe they submerged in ‘Dutch’ everyday life
through their former husbands and practices in the home environment. Inge emphasizes
that she did not feel the freedom to exercise different ethnic options than ‘Dutch’ within
society. By performing and following the routines of her family-in-law, she fulfilled these
demands:

The first year we lived with my husband’s parents and I became Dutch. On Friday, I had to
clean the house and eat Dutch food. Fixed things, routines. Soup. From the same plate the
main course, potatoes, green beans and beef. Every Sunday. As a dessert, custard, again
on the same plate. Nothing like us, Indos, but I did it, I had to.

Captain (2014) and Pattynama (2000) argue that such assimilation performances for a
secure socio-economic position in the Netherlands are often transmitted to next gener-
ations. As Inge’s son, Mick (male, third generation, early 50s) explains: ‘I think it was
part of how my mother was raised, what she learned and what we ultimately also
learned: just be Dutch, it will make everything easier.’ Mick’s statement of ‘just be
Dutch’ reveals perceptions of ‘racial’ superiority, in which participants often navigate
‘racial’ hierarchies through certain behaviours and practices.

Despite such adaptations, other participants identified certain cultural practices and
possessions which were passed on and were performed to assert ‘feeling Indo-European’
(see also Khanna, 2011). The importance of cooking, food and shopping for Indonesian
products to reminisce and rebuild connections was often discussed. Isa (female, second
generation, late 70s) describes how her mother symbolically expressed and reconnected
to her Indo-European ancestry through cooking:

My mother mostly cooked Dutch, simply because you did not have other ingredients. You
had to be considerate of the expenses. Potatoes and vegetables were cheaper than rice.
She ultimately discovered a shop where you could buy Indonesian products. My mother
loved to cook, that store brought her much joy.

Esther (female, second generation, late 70s) and Arthur (male, second generation, early
50s) also recognize the importance of food and especially offering and sharing food to
showcase their ‘Indo-Europeanness’ and hospitality. Arthur describes how he raises his
children in line with these traditions: ‘My son would even offer the window cleaner a
drink. When he was little, he would even ask if they wanted to join for dinner. I find
that extraordinary.’ Similarly, Peggy (female, third generation, late 40s) describes:
‘Recently we had a big party with forty people, I cooked for fifty people, all by myself.
Magnificent. Pans full of food. By then, I was exhausted but extremely happy. I was so
proud of myself.’ So, despite perceptions of ‘racial’ superiority and assimilation practices
in the home environments (Mak, 2000), certain practices related to food and cooking
enable participants to reconnect to their personal and collective heritage and reassert
their identities.

Second-generation participants often identified turning points within later life stages,
during which they felt more freedom within Dutch society and an increased personal
interest to engage more actively with their ‘Indo-Europeanness’, possibly reflecting
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both period and age effects. It was often up to themselves to incorporate this ‘Indo-Eur-
opeanness’ within their identities and practices, as family histories were often mediated
through secrecies and silences. These participants sought means to satisfy their desires
to express their identity, which was often done through particular symbols and practices
(see also Khanna, 2011; Song, 2016). These practices involve a high degree of choice, in
which participants ‘choose’ certain aspects they wish to express. Hence, while everyday
experiences initially shaped divergence, now, certain practices and ‘doing’ identities
increased self-awareness and acceptance. For instance, (re)visiting Indonesia, uncovering
family histories, therapy specifically for individuals with an interethnic background or
engaging with other Indo-Europeans. Peter (male, third generation, early 50s) and
Peggy (female, third generation, late 40s) also highlight how pasar malams [Indonesian
street market] serve as a tangible and accessible means to educate their children about
their heritage.

The narratives reveal both adaptation and celebration of heritage within everyday con-
texts; while home environments were central in assimilation policies (Mak, 2000), these
environments also provide a means to defy assimilation claims and (re)connect individ-
uals to their heritage. After practices of cultural dismantling, participants highlight how
daily practices, places and routines allow them to balance assimilation claims and
reclaim and reassert ‘other’ identities.

Conclusions

We have analysed how formations and negotiations of ‘mixed-race’ identities among
second- and third-generation Indo-Europeans unfold in their everyday practices and
encounters, in which we focused on ‘being’, ‘feeling’ and ‘doing’ identities and changing
contexts within the Netherlands.

The narratives reveal how identities are navigated in various ways, with divergences as
well as negotiations between self-identification, social imposition, and familial and bio-
logical narrative. Participants mostly related their ‘Indo-Europeanness’ to ‘feeling’ identi-
ties rather than certain practices, knowledge or routines, due to traditions of assimilation,
cultural dismantling and attempts to highlight solely ‘being Dutch’. The ways Indo-Eur-
opeans negotiate their identities in the present are often shaped by larger structures
of racialized violence they experienced in both the Indies and the Netherlands
(Captain, 2014; Dragojlovic, 2020; Pattynama, 2000). Exemplified by the classroom, the
narratives of the second-generation participants revealed how encounters in the every-
day often highlighted Indo-European divergence and adaptation demands. The narra-
tives reveal how participants’ ‘feeling’ identities are often challenged or refuted by
others based on physical appearance or interactions, revealing a discrepancy between
felt and ascribed identities (see also Roth, 2016; Song, 2016). However, certain daily prac-
tices, places and routines enabled individuals to defy assimilation claims and (re)claim
identities.

The meanings and significance of ‘race’ vary in the lives of the second- and third-gen-
eration participants. Everyday encounters and ‘racial’ categorizations by others shape
identifications. Participants highlighted how in different life stages and contexts they
attempted to either be ‘Dutch’ or ‘Indo-European’, which revealed prevailing social con-
structs on ‘racial’ boundaries and dichotomies. Even though some participants described
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practices in which they negotiated and reconciled their ‘mixed-race’ identities, narratives
reveal how prevailing ‘racial’ boundaries and visibilities shape self-perceptions (see also
Mahtani, 2005; Song, 2020).

Differences between second- and third-generation participants in claiming and per-
forming identities can be inferred, which reveals how Indo-European identities are pol-
itically and historically contingent. For the second-generation participants assimilation
demands constrained the identity choices participants were taught and could exercise
(see also Schwartz et al., 2006; Song, 2020). Despite aspirations of sameness from pre-
vious generations, third-generation participants and second-generation participants
at later life stages increasingly experienced more acceptance within everyday spaces
to exercise ethnic options. For them, difference was more linked to ‘exotic’ or ‘distinct’
(Captain, 2014). It was often up to themselves to incorporate this ‘Indo-Europeanness’
within their identities and practices, as family histories were often mediated through
secrecies and silences. The narratives also reveal more flexible positioning for
different purposes. For example, some participants reveal how a contemporary multi-
cultural Dutch society promotes ‘racial’ detachment in particular contexts, in which indi-
viduals actively position themselves together or separately from others (see also
Khanna, 2011).

We have intended to contribute to ‘mixed-race’ literature by highlighting new,
underexplored contexts in which ‘mixed-race’ identities are formed and navigated.
The paper’s originality lies in the focus on lived experiences of multiple generations
and changing contexts within the Netherlands. As this research includes a relatively
small sample, future research on a larger scale may further uncover the interactions
with gender, class and places in claiming and performing identities. Furthermore, the
notion of diaspora may be useful to analyse Indo-European identifications and contem-
porary emotional bonds to both the Netherlands and Indonesia (see also Tajuddin &
Stern, 2015). We have explored how second- and third-generation Indo-Europeans navi-
gate their ‘mixed-race’ identities in their daily practices and encounters in postcolonial
Dutch contexts. It revealed Indo-Europeans’ complex senses of belonging and explored
how formations and negotiations of ‘mixed-race’ identities unfold in postcolonial
settings.
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