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“They say our colour is sad” — Instances of racist discourse concerning
Ethiopian children in teachers' talk and textbooks

Nurit Peled-Elhanan

Abstract

The paper is based on two lengthy studies — a critical analysis of discourse in the multicultural
classroom in Israel (Peled-Elhanan, 2002, 2006) and a social-semiotic analysis of Israeli
textbooks (Peled-Elhanan, 2012). It examines features of racist discourse in teachers' talk
and in the visual and verbal representation of Ethiopians in Israeli textbooks. Based on the
studies of sociologists such as Philomena Essed, Gordon Allport, and Basil Bernstein as well
as on the studies of social semioticians such as Theo Van Leeuwen and Gunther Kress, and
critical discourse analysts such as Norman Fairclough and Caroline Coffin, the paper examines
categories of racist discourse, both visual and verbal, as they feature in Israeli teachers' talk and
in primary and secondary-school textbooks.

The paper argues that racist discourse is predominant in the representation of Ethiopians in
Israeli textbooks and is prevalent in teachers' talk in the classroom. Textbooks tend either not to
represent Ethiopians at all or to represent them as a homogeneous, underdeveloped group.
Teachers are tolerant toward racist expressions, avoid tackling the issue of racism, and disguise
their own racist attitudes with pseudo-psychological observations, missionary talk, and the
discourse of learning disabilities.

The paper advocates the pedagogy of access and inclusion, and suggests that teachers require
explicit instruction regarding immigrants' culture and previous systems of education as well
as a more profound knowledge of the children's interests and literacy. This knowledge has
the potential to shift their attitude from racism to multiculturalism. As far as the textbooks are
concerned, the paper argues that critical reading can reveal underlying ideological tones and
help readers understand and even fight the tendency to represent immigrant societies in an
anthropological manner.
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