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Editor’s Introduction

Polite society publicly eschews hate mongers and their evil acts.
Consequently, when hate becomes a topic of conversation, the social
status of the perpetrators is clearly implied. In this chapter, van Dijk
contends that elites routinely attribute racism to lower-class whites or
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to the extreme Right factions in society. He then takes exception to
that conclusion.

Van Dijk argues that because €lites attribute the problem of racism
to other social groups, they fail to recognize and deal with the racism
that the dominant class imposes. He examines elite discourse in the
mass media, education, politics, and business to expose inherent,
ingtitutional racism. This research is compelling and supports the
argument that, although elites cloak their language in tolerance, they
linguistically institutionalize the dominance of white groups over
multiethnic components of society.

Van Dijk’s findings are based on a program of research conducted
in the Program of Discourse Studies of the University of Amsterdam,
some of which he reviews here. In this analysis, he reminds us that
hate can be cloaked in civility, and that language does not have to be
visceral to inflict harm.

Introduction and Backgrounds

This chapter discusses some of the implications of a decade of
research, carried out at the University of Amsterdam since the early
1980s, about the reproduction of racism through various types of
discourse and communication. The fundamental thesis of this research
program is that discourse-institutional aswell asinterpersonal text and
talk-plays a crucial role in the enactment, expression, legitima-
tion, and acquisition of racism in society (van Dijk, 1984, 1987a,
1987b, 1991, 1993).

White group members and white institutions are daily involved in
a multitude of different discourses that express and confirm their
dominance: from socializing talk and children’s books during child-
hood, through textbooks at schools, and in the various discourses of
the mass media, politics, business, and the professions. Their partici-
pation in this case may be active, as when they subtly or blatantly
engage in racist talk addressed to minority group members, or in
prejudiced stories among themselves about “those blacks” or “those
foreigners.” Or they may more passively be confronted with the
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portrayal of ethnic events and minorities in news reports, advertising,
movies, or other media messages.

Such discourses are not simply innocent forms of language use or
marginal types of verbal social interaction. Rather, they have a funda-
mental impact on the socia cognitions of dominant group members,
on the acquisition, confirmation, and uses of opinions, attitudes, and
ideologies underlying social perceptions, actions, and structures. In
other words, racism is socidly learned, and discourse is essential in
the process of itsideological production and reproduction.

The first major aim of this research framework, then, is to analyze
systematically the details of some important discourse types about
ethnic affairs and minorities. This discourse analytical approach goes
beyond the traditional methods of content analysis and pays attention
to such diverse discursive structures and strategies as topical or the-
matic structure (global contents), schematic organization (e.g., story-
telling and argumentation), local semantic moves, style, rhetoric, and
other properties of text and talk. So far, this program of research has
analyzed everyday conversations, textbooks, and news reports in the
press. At present we continue to extend this research toward an
analysis of political (parliamentary) debates, academic discourse, and
corporate text and talk.

The second aim of this research program is to examine the detailed
structures, strategies, and contents of ethnically oriented social cogni-
tions, such as prejudices and related ethnic attitudes. This cognitive
“interface” allows us to link overt actions, including discourse, with
social beliefs of white groups on the one hand, and with (represen-
tations of) societal structures on the other hand. It is at this point
where the interaction between the micro and macro levels of racism
needs to be theorized. It should, therefore, be emphasized that this
approach to socia cognition analysis is not some kind of individual
psychology or traditional prejudice research. On the contrary, it isfirst
of al social analysis, that is, anaysis of the cognitions shared by
members of groups or cultures.

Finally, both discourse and socio-cognitive analyses are embedded
in a broader study of the societal, political, and cultural framework of
racism in which structural and ideological roles and functions of racist
discourse and cognitions play arole. At this level we study, for in-
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stance, the role of racist textbooks or news reports in the institutional
framework of education or the mass media. Besides the study of power
relations between groups, such an analysis also contributes to a more
adequate insight into the cultural mechanisms involved in the repro-
duction of racism, ethnocentrism, and related forms of dominance.

This three-pronged approach (discourse, social cognition, and so-
ciocultural contexts) is complex and necessarily multidisciplinary. The
binding element is discourse, seen as a form of language use and
communication, as social meaning and action and as a sociocultural,
political, and ideological practice defining societal systems and struc-
tures. Interdisciplinary discourse analysis precisely studies the inter-
relations among these forms of discourse and, as aresult, may provide
some more detailed insights in the different modes and dimensions of
the reproduction of racism in society.

Elite Racism

One important thesis of our theoretical framework has emerged
from this large research program. It is the specia role of the “elites.”
Although this notion is notoriously vague (Bottomore, 1964; Domhoff
& Ballard, 1968; Mills, 1956), it will here serve to denote those
groups in the sociopolitical power structure that develop fundamental
policies, make the most influential decisions, and control the overal
modes of their execution: government, parliament, directors or boards
of state agencies, leading politicians, corporate owners, directors and
managers, and leading academics (for details, see van Dijk, 1993).

Ignoring further complexities of their political analysis, we identify
elites for our analysis primarily by their role in the order of discourse.
That is, €lites are the ones who initiate, monitor, and control the
majority and most influential forms of institutional and public text
and talk. They have preferential access to the mass media, may set or
change the agenda of public discourse and opinion making, prepare
and issue reports, carry out and publish research—thereby controlling
academic discourse—and so on. In other words, the power of specific
elite groups may be a direct function of the measure of access to, and
control over, the means of symboalic reproduction in society, that is,
over public discourse. This also means that the power of the elitesis
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especially persuasive: Through public discourse they indirectly also
control access to the minds of the public at large. This does not mean
that elite opinions and ideologies are simply imposed, inculcated, or
otherwise passively adopted by the public, but only that their discur-
sive resources are such that they are better able than other social
groups to influence interpretations and social beliefs and to marginal-
ize or suppress aternatives that are against their interests (see also the
discussion in Abercrombie, Hill, & Turner, 1990).

The same istruein ethnic affairs and in the reproduction of racism.
Because racism is essentially defined in terms of white group domi-
nance over variously defined minority or immigrant groups, or more
generally as the dominance of European(ized) groups over non-
European ones, this dominance needs to be daily reproduced in the
many contexts of a multiethnic society. Indeed, despite the undeniable
existence of “popular racism” (Miles, 1982; Phizacklea & Miles,
1979), we have reasons to believe that such “grassroots” racism is not
aways spontaneous, and less influential than usually assumed (by
glites!). Rather, we shall assume that many of its elements are prefor-
mulated, sometimes in seemingly indirect, subtle, or even “tolerant”
terms, by various €lite groups. In other words, €lite discourse plays a
fundamental role in the ethnic consensus (the consent to participate
in domination) of the white group as a whole. This thesis does not
imply that there is no interaction between popular and elite forms of
racism. Elite racism today is seldom overt and blatant. Rather it often
takes the “modern” form of “new” or “symbolic” racism and is
typically enacted in the many forms of subtle and indirect discrimina-
tion (in action and discourse) in everyday situations controlled by
these elites. It is aso enacted whenever elite interests are threatened,
for instance in hiring and affirmative action, cultural beliefs, political
power, and so on (Barker, 1981; Dovidio & Gaertner, 1986; Essed,
1990, 1991; Wellman, 1977). Because of their positive self-image as
tolerant citizens, elites’ racism is typically denied and therefore hard
to oppose (van Dijk, 1992). One of the strategies of denial is precisely
to attribute racism to the white lower class or the “poor inner cities,”
or to identify racism exclusively with the ideologies of the extreme
Right. The fact that there are also (usually marginalized) elite groups
engaged in active antiracism also shows that elites and elite racism are
not homogeneous.
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In the rest of this chapter | will focus on several types of dite racism,
such as that of the media, politics, corporate business, and academia
(for details see van Dijk, 1993). Obvioudly, these forms of text and
talk are mutually related in many ways. The media largely focus on
political discourse on ethnic affairs, while conversely both politicians
and the media also use scholarly reports on immigration or minorities
to support their views. Corporate discourse in turn influences political
concerns (such as those about affirmative action). The discourse of the
public at large, if heard at al, is often restricted to indirect repre-
sentation by politicians and journalists. For example, when immigra-
tion restrictions may be legitimated because of an assumed “popular
resentment,” social cognitions are partly instigated by the elites in the
first place. In al these relationships, the media play the central role
of the information and opinion interface among the elites themselves
and (largely top down) between the elites and the public at large.

M edia Discour se

Despite conflicting evidence in mass communication research about
the effects of the mass media, we have theoretical reasons and empiri-
cal support for the claim that mass media discourse plays a central role
in the discursive, symbolic reproduction of racism by elites (Hartmann
& Husband, 1974; van Dijk, 1991). Newspapers and television, as
well asindividual journalists and program makers, may themselves be
partially dependent on other power elite groups in the definition of
the ethnic situation. They may try to report “objectively” on govern-
ment policies, police actions, court cases, immigration, socia affairs,
or crime. Yet for each of these domains they draw upon sources and
source texts that are seemingly beyond their control. Journalists may
have the illusion, therefore, of providing a “balanced” view of ethnic
affairs. Here are afew examplesto illustrate that point.

Hiring. Theory predicts. Research results show differently, how-
ever. First, as corporate or semi-state organizations, the mass media
aso participate in the labor market. Simple datistics show that,
especially in Europe, virtually none of the media employ a substantial
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number of minority journalists, especially not at higher editorial or
managerial levels (Wilson & Gutiérrez, 1985). Besides this form of
discrimination, sometimes legitimated by alleged language or other
“deficiencies” of immigrant journalists, the exclusion of minority
journalists implies also that news stories or television programs are
predominantly white in overall perspective, if not in content and style.
Severa factors similarly influence white reporters to attribute more
importance and credibility to white (official) sources, such as govern-
ment agencies, the police, or “minority experts.”

Control and Access. One way to control minority points of view in
the press is through hiring. In Europe, there are few minority journal-
ists and, if they are hired, their position in the news room is marginal
(Wilson & Gutierrez, 1985). Minority organizations have less access
to the media, less control over the definition of the ethnic situation,
and less influence on their own portrayal. Analysis of quotation
patterns confirms these hypotheses. Minorities are systematically less
guoted in and about news that directly concerns them; or their
opinions are “balanced” by those of white speakers. Indeed, minority
speakers are seldom quoted alone. Also, if quoted, they are quoted in
less credible modes of quotation. Accusations of discrimination and
racism are typically and consistently accompanied by quotation marks
or doubt words like alleged or claimed.

Research into news structures and news production has often shown
that elite news actors have specia access to the media because they
are found to be important, newsworthy, and credible by journalists
(Galtung & Ruge, 1965; Gans, 1979; Tuchman, 1978). Elite sources
and news actors have organized their access by institutional discursive
practices such as press releases, press conferences, and the activities
of their own public relations offices. Because most elites in North
America and Europe happen to be white, a dominant white view and
perspective pervades in the news, with the white group systematically
presented in a more favorable light.

Topics. The lack of minority journalists, the overall white interests
and perspective of most reporters and editors, as well as the role of
white elite groups in the shaping of news also have consequences for
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the selection and treatment of news topics. If covered at all, minorities
are portrayed in the news primarily in terms of topics that are
“interesting” for white readers.

Earlier research and our own analyses of the British and Dutch press
show that this is indeed the case: Minorities are represented in terms
of avery limited and stereotypical set of topics. Among the top five
topics—both as to frequency and size—we usually find topics (or
rather topic clusters or “subjects”) such as (a) immigration; (b) vio-
lence, crime, riots, and other forms of deviance; (c) ethnic relations;
(d) cultural differences; and, especially in the United States, (€) music
and sports (Hartmann & Husband, 1974; Johnson, 1987; Martindale,
1986; Merten, Ruhrmann et a., 1986; van Dijk, 1983, 1991). More-
over, these topics are dedlt with in such away as to emphasize negative
properties or actions of immigrants, refugees, or minorities. Immigra-
tion is seldom portrayed as a contribution to the economy or the
culture. It is instead posed as a problem, a threat, or an invasion.
Similarly, cultural differences such as those attributed to Muslims also
tend to be characterized as problematic or threatening to “us.” On the
contrary, problems for “them,” such as discrimination and racism, are
typically mitigated or dealt with as regrettable incidents attributed to
individuals or extremist groups outside of the consensus. Other topics
relevant to the everyday lives of minorities (housing, education, health
care) have low priority.

Local Semantic Moves. Whereas topics are defined as globa seman-
tic macrostructures of discourse, the local level of meaning in news
discourse is also relevant for insight into media representation of
minorities and ethnic affairs. At this level the actual description of
ethnic persons and events are seldom innocent. To understand these
local forms of discourse bias, we need to know the overall goals and
agendas of discourse about ethnic affairs. Asis aso the case in every-
day conversation (van Dijk, 1987a), we here find two complementary
strategies. positive self-presentation and negative other-presentation.

Importantly, however, negative presentation of “them” is con-
strained by laws, norms, and values; as a result, explicitly and blatantly
racist accounts are rare, especialy in the quality press. The official
norm that prohibits overt discrimination is rather well known and, up
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to a point, supported. To represent minorities in a negative way,
therefore, the press also needs discursive forms that counterbalance
such negativity, for instance, by affirming that “we are not racist,
but . . .” Such disclaimers, in their various forms, are routine and
involve apparent denials as well as apparent concessions (“there are
aso intelligent, hard-working blacks, but . . .”). In the latter case, for
instance, we may expect positive success stories about individual mi-
nority group members. Functionally, this “solo” role of the individual
exception reassuringly confirms for the white public that (a) some mi-
nority group members can make it, so we can’t be blamed, but (b) the
minority group as a whole still occupies “its place,” so they are not
becoming dominant.

The local semantics of racist discourse must be necessarily veiled.
“Real” opinions and attitudes, especially in the public discourse of the
mass media, need to be toned down or otherwise made less direct.
This means that implications, presuppositions, and suggestions play an
important role. Indeed, the discourse of ethnic affairs has become
heavily coded in such a way that apparently neutral words are being
used to avoid the racist implications of true intentions and meanings.
Large sections of the Western press, in collusion with the authorities
(government, ministries), now use the term economic refugee. This
more or less neutral description, however, implies that they are not
“real” refugees and also that they “only come to live here off our
money,” two more direct forms of prejudice expression in everyday
talk. The same is true, especialy in the United States, for the coded
uses of words such as broken families, teenage mothers, welfare
mothers, inner-city crime, crack, and other socia problems stereotypi-
cally attributed to African Americans or other minorities. Blaming the
victim is one major implication of veiled and coded elite discourse.

The Denial and Reversal of Racism. The overal contrast, also found
a the level of loca meanings between positive “us” and negative
“them,” implies that the media generally present whites not only as
nonracist, but also as tolerant and helpful and the immigrants, at the
least, as ungrateful and unadapted. This contrast requires a complex
strategy of denial. Moves in such a strategy of denia are some of the
moves mentioned above (“we are not racist, but . . .”); the systematic
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use of doubt signals, also mentioned above, when minorities or white
antiracists accuse whites of discrimination or prejudice; the manage-
ment of guotations (where minorities that could give evidence about
racist practices are not quoted); and finally by reversal (“they are the
real racists”). This is particularly the case in the right-wing British
press, where emphatic denials of racism are routinely associated with
violent attacks against the “Loony Left” as well as antiracist “busybod-
ies” (van Dijk, 1991). Even in the liberal press, explicitly antiracist
positions are seldom covered neutraly and virtually never positively.
The racism of the media, more than any other form, is ignored and
denied completely in those same media. The racism of other elite
groups such as those in politics, corporate business, scholarship, or
education, is similarly ignored or mitigated. Excesses are reported
merely as painful incidents, never as structural properties of racia
inequality in society at large. This is typically the case in the (few)
media reports about discrimination in hiring and the workplace.
Accusations of racism are often seen as more problematic than racism
itself, while disturbing the fabric of in-group consensus and solidarity.

Our analysis suggests that the news mediain general and the press
in particular are crucialy involved in the reproduction of elite racism.
They do so, first of all, because of their close involvement with the
power structure (Lichter, Rothman, & Lichter, 1990) and, hence,
because they share in the ethnic consensus of the dominant political
elites. Second, the media have their specific ways in producing,
reproducing, and emphasizing an ethnic consensus. The white group
is generally presented in neutral or favorable terms, especialy in the
domain of ethnic affairs, whereas immigrants, foreigners, refugees, or
resident minorities are portrayed as the source of the problems,
conflicts, and threats. Obvioudly, there are variations of mode and
style among the different mass media. The liberal press may emphasize
the positive role of white liberas as “helpers” of minority groups,
whereas the conservative or right-wing press will tend to focus on the
negative properties of the “aiens.” Through the discriminatory pat-
terns of hiring and access, topic selection and emphasis, quotation,
local semantic strategies, and the style and rhetoric of people descrip-
tion, the media play their own crucial role in the legitimation and
reproduction of elite racism.
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Educational Discourse: Textbooks

Another major conduit for the reproduction of racism is educational
discourse. After informal socialization and learning through parental
talk, children’s books, and television programs, lessons and textbooks
Provide the first encounter with the institutionalized educational
communication of knowledge, beliefs, norms, and values. It is here
that white children in Western countries may, sometimes for the first
rime, be hearing or reading about groups and peoples of color and
about other cultures, continents, and nations.

Both formal and hidden curricula and their implementation in
classroom interaction, formal lessons, and learning materials are
similarly part of that dominant culture. Whether or not an increasing
number of minority children enter the classrooms of European or
North American schools, dominant educational discourse remains
essentialy white (Brandt, 1986). Third World peoples, cultures, and
nations are viewed from a Western perspective; the same is true for
minority groups and cultures within Western societies. Despite an
increase of forma acknowledgments made (in several countries) to the
need for “multicultural education,” everyday teaching practices, the
education of teachers, and the contents of textbooks are only slowly
and minimally beginning to reflect such policies (Banks & Lynch,
1986; Troyna & Williams, 1986).

Textbook research in several countries has repeatedly supported
this conclusion, at least for the more formal discourses of learning
(Klein, 1986; Milner, 1983; Preiswerk, 1980). These studies are
unambiguous in their concurrent findings that, whether more bla-
tantly in the past or more subtly today, textbooks ignore, marginal-
ize, inferiorize, or problematize non-Western peoples, societies, and
cultures.

Our own study of socia studies textbooks in the Netherlands also
supports such a conclusion (van Dijk, 1987b, 1993). Despite the
obvious presence of minorities in the country, half of al booksin use
in 1985 did not even deal with the topic of ethnic affairs. According
to most textbooks in a variety of subjects, schools and society at large
are still wholly “white.” In that respect, textbooks in the United States
have changed, so much so that a conservative backlash against mul-






