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Various types of discourse play afundamental role in the
reproduction of racism in European and North American societies.
Thus, in the everyday lives of white people, conversations about
minorities, immigrants, refugees or ethnic and racial affairs more
generally serve to express and persuasively convey ethnic beliefs,
attitudes and ideologies, as well as commonsense interpretations of
concrete “ethnic” events. Within the framework of alarge project on
the relations between discourse and racism, a systematic discourse
analysis of such conversationsin the Netherlands and the USA,
however, shows that many of these beliefs have been pre-formulated
by various elite groups and ingtitutions, especially in politics and the
media. Elites are here defined as those groups that have preferentia
access to, as well as partial control over, the means of ideological
reproduction, and thus also shape the manufacture of the ethnic
consensus. Although virtually all members of white dominant groups
have interests in reproducing the system of ethnic and racial inequality
that results from this consensus, prevailing elite power and hence elite
discourse within the dominant white majorities of Europe and North
America need to be the focus of critical attention in an explanation of
the mechanisms underlying the reproduction of racism in western
society.

1. Popular vsElite Racism

The structural nature of racism presupposes its reproduction
among the white dominant group at large. As part of our present
work on racism and discourse, in which particular attention is paid
to the role of the elites and their discourses in the reproduction of
racism, this paper examines the impact of such elite discourse on
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everyday conversation about ethnic affairs among white group
members.

In the increasingly multi-ethnic societies of Europe and North
America, white people routinely engage in spontaneous talk about
ethnic minorities, immigrants or refugees (van Dijk 1984, 1987a).
White citizens in the inner cities often talk with each other about
their minority or “foreign” neighbors, and about the changes
newcomers have brought to the neighborhood, the city or the
country. Whether or not such changes are perceived to be negative,
or even threatening, white ingroup members thus spread and confirm
commonsense beliefs, if not ethnicist or racist prejudices, about the
various outgroups.

Direct daily perception or interaction, however, is not a
necessary condition for such conversations. Also in predominantly
white neighborhoods, white people have knowledge and opinions
about ethnic affairs, and talk about this with friends, neighbors,
colleagues or acquaintances. Their direct “ethnic experiences”, if
any, may in this case be based on occasional meetings with
minorities or immigrants in public places or on the job, or, more
often, they may derive them from conversations with other whites
and especially from the mass media (Hartmann and Husband 1974;
van Dijk 1991).

To examine the impact of elite discourse about ethnic affairs on
everyday conversations, this paper briefly summarizes and
reinterprets some selected results of a large project on racism and
conversation and then focuses on the possible elite sources of such
talk, especialy in the mass media. Data for our study are drawn from
some 180 interviews with white people from different neighborhoods
in Amsterdam and San Diego.

1.1. Theoretical framework
The theoretical framework that informs the discussion in this

paper is somewhat different from the one used in our earlier work on
the expression of ethnic beliefs in everyday conversation (van Dijk
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1984, 1987a). In line with the analyses of our current research on
elite racism (van Dijk 1993), this paper not only focuses on the
structures and strategies of discourse, social cognition and
communication, as in the earlier studies, but also on the
socio-cultural and political dimensions of the “popular” reproduction
of commonsense ethnic beliefs in and through spontaneous everyday
talk. Since racism in our framework is defined in terms of white
group dominance, and its power needs to be effectively managed and
legitimated, we assume that various elite groups not only contribute
themselves, each in its own social domain, to the reproduction of
white dominance, but also have interests in getting popular support
for their attitudes and practices (Omi and Winant 1986). This popular
support may partly be assessed by traditional survey research, but
the details of argumentative legitimation and their underlying
attitudes and ideologies should also be made explicit through
detailed discourse analysis of everyday talk about ethnic affairs.

The top-down view on the processes of the reproduction of
racism does not mean that the population at large passively accepts
the ethnic “views from the top” or that popular racism does not have
its own socio-economic and cultural dynamics (Phizacklea and Miles
1979). Indeed, the thesis of the role of €elite racism does not make the
trivial clam that societal power, including racist ideologies, is
simply dictated from above. The production and reproduction of
social power is much more complex, and presupposes active
contributions from various social formations, institutions, domains
and layers of societal structure (Lukes 1986). The same is true for
the reproduction of racism within the white group: not only are white
groups dominant in western societies, also within the white group,
there is a complex system of dominance relations, which implies that
elite power also prevails in the domain of ethnic attitudes and
practices.

The thesis of the specific €elite role in the reproduction of racism
is not trivial. The converse (bottom-up) thesis, namely that racism
primarily has popular roots, which may then be manipulated and
exploited by elite groups, seems to be supported by our own finding
that white people in poor inner-city neighborhoods frequently
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express their resentment against the “politicians, who have let them
in”. This seems to point at a discrepancy between popular and,
alegedly liberal, elite views of ethnic affairs.

Consistent with our theoretical framework, one explanation of
such popular reactions would assume that these popular feelings are
preformulated and supported by propaganda of the more explicitly
racist elites of the extreme right, e.g., by racist party leaders such as
Le Pen of the Front National in France or Schonhuber of the
Republikaner in Germany. An alternative and in my opinion more
powerful explanation of popular racism is that the seemingly
moderate forms of racism of the elites may be translated into a more
radical form of racism in everyday situations, specifically in contexts
of perceived competition, aleged minority-favoritism and
unfavorable socio-economic conditions of the white working class or
lower middle class.

The processes at work here are so complex that even their initial
formulation can only approximately pin down what the exact
guestions should be. Thus, the “popular racism” thesis could easily
be defended autonomously by explaining grass roots racism as a
result of feelings of resentment and frustration due to poverty,
unemployment, inner-city decay, and socio-cultural alienation due to
the arrival of other groups, especially those from other countries and
cultures and/or with another color.

However, athough such aggression-frustration or resent-
ment-and-competition factors may explain some of the specific
forms of popular racism, they cannot account for the fact that similar
forms of racism are well-known in different socio-economic or
cultural circumstances, viz., when conditions of aleged unfair
competition or (the fear of) the presence of increasing numbers of
foreigners in the neighborhood are not realized. In other words,
racism is not limited to poor whites or even to lower middle class
whites who fear to lose their modest gains and who express their
resentment against “those below” seen as “risky competitors” in
their delicate socio-economic situation.

Most importantly, however, the thesis of (the primacy of)
popular racism cannot explain the racism of the elites themselves. It
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does not explain, for instance, how “ordinary” citizens, who virtually
have no access to the means of public discourse and reproduction,
and especially the mass media, would be able to spread their racist
attitudes among the population at large without the active support or
colluson of a least one powerful elite group, such as specific,
popular right-wing media. Although occasional media interviews
with “ordinary” people and negative stories about the inner cities
make popular resentment against immigrants widely known, also
among the elites, such information is likely to be used by the elites
only if it serves their interests. Thus, they may use such public
feelings to legitimate either their own racist discourse and practices
or other socio-political aims that are consistent with such views, e.g.,
to show that racism is there, in the inner cities or among “ordinary”
white people, and not here, among the elites themselves.

Unfortunately, even conversational data and their subtle
discourse analysis are not likely to fully resolve these issues. For
instance, it might be relevant to systematically compare the everyday
talk of highly educated people in elite positions, with that of
“ordinary” white people. However, we have found that positive
self-presentation strategies in everyday tak are particularly
prominent in conversations of the elites, most of whom will avoid
expressing blatantly negative feelings towards ethnic minorities.
This result is also familiar in more superficial survey research
(Bowser and Hunt 1981; Apostle, Glock, Piazza, and Suelze 1983;
Schuman, Steeh and Bobo 1985; Jaynes and Williams 1989). Popular
talk is usually more straightforward and more explicit about ethnic
attitudes, although even “ordinary” people make use of the
well-known disclaimers and other face-saving moves that show they
are aware that racist talk is against the official norm.

Although there are individuals and sub-groups, both among
elites and among the population at large, who have explicitly
anti-racist attitudes (Taguieff 1988), ethnic inequality as a systemic,
structural property of western societies can only be reproduced if the
majority of the white group subtly or blatantly engages in
discriminatory activities and shares stereotypes, prejudices or other
negative social representations about minorities. Such a system can
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in turn only be reproduced when also the elites are actively involved
in it, and, indeed, if it is aso in their interest. It may therefore be
predicted that also the elites share in the ethnic prejudices and the
discriminatory practices of white society. However, these attitudes
may appear to be subtle or focused on specific topics that are
relevant for the elites, for instance, immigration policies, affirmative
action programs, busing, cultural differences, religion, language use,
education, and scholarly research. Indeed, such indirectly racist or
ethnicist attitudes, which are often couched in a discourse of
“cultural differences”, have been identified as elements of “modern”
or “symbolic” racism (Barker 1981; Dovidio and Gaertner, 1986).

Since even these forms of more subtle elite racism are
sometimes hard to find expressed explicitly in officia or public
discourse or even in informal interviews, they also need to be
assessed by other means, for instance by less monitored direct
observation, by focusing on questions that do not seem to require
“delicate” answers, and especialy by analyzing the experiences of
minority group members themselves. Studies of minority attitudes
and of experiences of minorities with €lite racism have
unambiguously shown that both subtle and blatant racist discourse
and practices are also widespread among the elites (Wellman 1977;
Essed 1984, 1991; Sigelman and Welch 1991).

Together with other and our own studies of €lite discourse in the
media (van Dijk 1991), textbooks (van Dijk 1987b), politics and
corporate talk (van Dijk 1993), these findings provide empirical
support for the theoretical prediction that in present western society
ethnic dominance is managed top-down. In other words, racism is
reproduced by manufacturing popular consent as well as genera
consensus.

For further theoretical evidence, consider the alternative
hypothesis. if the elites were consistently anti-racist, their
preferential access to the means of ideological production and
reproduction would make such anti-racist attitudes and practices
prevail in society, if only in the many crucia elite contexts (politics,
media, employment, socia affairs, etc.). At the same time, the elites
would in that case make sure that racist attitudes and practices would
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be illegitimate, illegal or marginal, as is and was the case for
communist attitudes in anti-communist America. This however is not
the case. Therefore, we may conclude that, except for small sections,
white elites are not anti-racist. Of course, this argument presupposes
a theory of elites and their ideological influence in society. Such a
theory does not assume, however, that elite influence, for instance on
popular attitudes and ideologies, is dways direct and straightforward
(Mills 1956; Domhoff and Ballard 1968; Stanworth and Giddens
1974; Bourdieu 1984; Lichter, Rothman and Lichter 1990; van Dijk
1993).

Finaly, there is ample scholarly research on the various
historical traditions of elite eurocentrism and racism, for instance in
politics (Lauren 1988), the sciences (Chase 1975; Haghighat 1988;
Duster 1990), philosophy, history and the other humanities (Said
1979; Barker 1981; Todorov 1988), linguistics (Romer 1989), the
media (Hartmann and Husband 1974; Martindale 1986; van Dijk
1991), and many other domains. This long tradition of eliteracismin
various domains suggests that it would be highly unlikely that elite
racism would suddenly have disappeared from present western
society. It is true though, as we have assumed above, that such
racism may have become more subtle, more indirect, more implicit
(Dovidio and Gaertner 1986), and may have changed into a system
of attitudes and practices which the elites, also in the social sciences,
deny to beracist in the first place (Essed 1987; van Dijk 1992a).

Although we may not be able to find in our data clear-cut
answers to the many questions raised or implied above about the
mutual influences between the elites and the population at large,
systematic analysis may perhaps bring us closer to a better definition
of the problems involved. First, we shall do so by summarizing some
of our earlier findings about the structures of everyday talk about
minorities, and then focus on those passages where white people talk
about their information and belief sources. For further details about
the discourse analytical and socio-cognitive approaches to the
reproduction of racism through everyday conversations about
minorities, we refer to our earlier work (e.g., van Dijk 1984, 1987a).
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1.2. Discourse analysis

Since discourse analysis plays such a prominent role in our
theoretical framework, both as a method of description, and as a
broad, integrative, multidisciplinary theoretical approach to the
many facets of the communicative reproduction of racism, a few
remarks are in order about discourse analysis.

In our view, discourse analysis has two closely related aims, viz.,
a systematic and explicit description of the structures and strategies
of text and talk, on the one hand, and an analysis of the relations
between these properties of discourses with those of the various
contexts of language use and communication in which such
discourses are produced, understood and used, viz., the structures,
strategies and processes of cognition, social situations, societal
organization and culture, on the other hand. In a brief slogan:
discourse analysis studies text in context.

These textual analyses proceed at several levels and along
various dimensions, e.g., those of linguistic discourse grammar
(phonetics, phonology, syntax, and semantics), as well as other
discourse structures, such as those of style, rhetoric, schematic
organization (e.g.,, argumentation and narrative structures), the
interactional structures of dialogue and the pragmatics of speech
acts. Thus, in a semantic analysis, we focus on the meanings of
words, clauses and sentences, viz., on propositions, and especialy
on the ways these are locally organized in coherent sequences, as well
as globally in overal topics or themes. Similarly, a discourse syntax
examines the various syntactic forms sentences and sequences of
sentences may take in the expression of semantic, pragmatic or
contextual structures.*

Especidly relevant for the analyses in this paper are of course
the interactional and in particular the conversational properties of
spontaneous talk. Such talk is, first of all, organized by speaker

“arious contributions in the Handbook of Discourse Analysis, (van Dijk 1985),
offer details about discourse analysis and its methods.
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change through turn taking: one speaker speaks at a time, with
minimal overlap, and each speaker follows rules and strategies
managing turn allocation and appropriation. Secondly, as part of
broader interaction patterns, speakers may try to realize specific
conversational goals by means of global strategies, locally realized
by different moves. To persuade the listener and to make a good
impression, are examples of such overal strategies, aso
implemented in talk about ethnic affairs. Note that these and other
strategies are jointly produced by both (or more) speakers in the
conversation. For instance, listeners may cooperate (or not) in
getting a story told by showing interest, or in an argumentation by
providing support or counter-arguments. Thirdly, conversational
interaction is an on-line activity, exhibiting many features of
spontaneous talk, such as grammatical “errors’, repetitions,
hesitations, pauses, repairs and false starts. Below, however, we shall
disregard many of these surface properties of talk, in part because
much of our data are translated from the Dutch. Rather we shall
focus on the contents of conversations, that is, on overall topics as
well as on various strategies of formulating these at the local level.

In order to link such structures with their various contexts, a
cognitive approach is taken: mental representations and strategies
are postulated that explain how discourse is cognitively prepared,
executed, monitored, understood and stored in memory (van Dijk
and Kintsch 1983). A distinction is made between three types of
cognitive representation, viz., models, scripts and attitudes.

Models are unique, personal, context-bound representations of
the events or situation a discourse is about, for instance a specific
ethnic incident told about in a “foreigner story”. These models,
which are organized by fixed event or situation schemata (Setting,
Time, Participants, Action/State, etc.), feature both the language
user’s personal knowledge about a situation, as well as evaluative
beliefs (opinions) about them. Whereas such models are persona and
episodic, scripts and attitudes are general, abstract, socio-cognitive
representations shared by members of a group. Scripts are abstract
schemata that represent shared, stereotypical knowledge of a group
or culture (e.g., the script of “going to the movies”, or “going to the
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supermarket™). Attitudes are here understood as complex mental
schemata that consist of general group opinions, e.g., about nuclear
energy or about the Middle East. Thus, contrary to traditional social
psychology, we do not take attitudes to be persona opinions.
Obviously, such general group scripts and attitudes are related with
more personal, ad hoc models of specific events: such models may
embody instantiated beliefs from scripts or attitudes, whereas the
latter are acquired or changed due to the (mostly repeated) beliefs
represented in models.

Ethnic prgudices, then, are a specific type of (negatively
oriented) group attitude about other ethnic groups, featuring general
opinions organized by a number of fixed categories, such as Origin
(Where do they come from?), Appearance (What do they look like?),
Socio-economic goals (What do they want here?), Socio-cultural
properties (What do they do?) and Personality (What kind of people
are they?). Finally, these attitudes may be further organized, at a till
deeper, abstract level, by overal ideologies, featuring among other
things the relevant norms and values of a group and representing the
fundamental interests and goals of a group.

In other words, these social cognitions are the crucia interface
between individual and society, and between discourse on the one
hand, and socio-cultural and political contexts, on the other hand.
They embody how individual language users, as white group
members, interpret ethnic events, evaluate other groups, understand
and act in institutions, acquire and transform their culture, on the one
hand, and individually plan, execute or understand the discourses
about ethnic affairs in relation to these more general group beliefs.
These social cognitions are also at the heart of the reproduction of
racism. They explain, for instance, how text and talk about ethnic
affairs may contribute to the confirmation or change of ethnic
opinions and attitudes, and conversely how such opinions and
attitudes control action and hence discourse about ethnic events.

Obvioudy, in this paper, we can only pay attention to some
dimensions of this vast and complex theoretical framework. We
restrict our attention to conversational structure on the one hand, and
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to elite cognitions and their societa positions, activities and
institutions, and especially their discourse, on the other hand.

2. Topics

We begin with a macro-semantic analysis, that is, with the study
of what discourses “are about”, globally speaking, or in other words:
what their main topics or themes are. Such topics are important for
many linguistic, cognitive and socia reasons: they organize the local
meanings of a text, and provide overal coherence, they determine
how people understand and memorize a text, and therefore they
embody what is, both cognitively and socialy, the most important
and prominent information of a text. Theoretically, topics are
represented as (macro-)propositions, that is, as propositions that are
derived by macro-rules or macro-strategies applied to the local
propositions of a text, thus forming an overal, hierarchical
macrostructure, or thematic structure, of the text. Thus, macrorules
reduce the vastly complex information of all word and sentence
meanings of atext or talk to a few macropropositions that are easier
to plan, understand or memorize, and which at the same time
organize the complex meaning structure of the discourse at a higher,
more abstract level. Generaly, what people remember of atext or a
conversation is its (subjectively assigned) macrostructure.
Summaries and abstracts are the well-known verbal expressions of
such underlying macrostructures (van Dijk 1980).

What do people talk about when they talk about ethnic affairs?
To answer that question, we should first recall that both in the
Netherlands as well as elsewhere in Western Europe and Northern
America, “foreigners” or minorities are often topicalized. As soon as
the neighborhood or the city are being discussed, as well as a
number of other issues, many speakers spontaneously start to talk about
“them”. That is, both discursively and cognitively, everyday
experiences as well as other sources of information must have
established close associations between ethnic minority groups,
refugees, and a number of relevant everyday issues, such as
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immigration, neighborhood life, (un)employment, housing,
education, welfare, poverty and crime.

Hence, in more theoretical terms, both in their mental models of
concrete events and situations as well as in their more general social
representations of other groups and ethnic relations, people have
established links between ethnic minority groups and the various
knowledge and belief schematathat are used to organize information
about everyday life. Models provide the (concrete and subjective)
“facts”, used both in stories as well as in argumentation, whereas
more general opinions from socia representations serve as a broader
interpretative framework for ethnic events. What is prominent in
both models and in more general attitude structures will preferably
be formulated as topicsin talk. This means, conversely, that we may
interpret frequent topics of talk as reliable indicators of ethnic
beliefs, athough such beliefs may be transformed by face-saving or
other positive self-presentation strategies for the discussion of
“delicate” topicsin conversational interaction.

When analyzing spontaneously introduced topics of talk, we first
of al find that they have a function in a broader explanatory
framework. Racism is not merely a system of dominance that is
manifested in discriminatory practices, but also functions as an
ideological framework that “explains” for white people what is going
on in multi-ethnic societies (Apostle, Glock, Piazza and Suelze
1983). Problems, concerns, or experiences that defy other, less
“obvious” or less attractive, explanations thus tend to be attributed to
the presence of “others”. If the neighborhood is decaying, it is easy
to blame the “foreigners’, and the same is true for unemployment,
neighborhood crime or difficulties in housing, education or other
social domains. In predominantly white neighborhoods, the concerns
may also be focused on crime and insecurity in the city, or on
culture, language, affirmative action and education. Thisis precisely
what happens, and many of the topics are orchestrated within such an
explanatory strategy of making sense of everyday life in multi-ethnic
society.

These commonsense explanations also limit the very scope of
topics. Whereas in ordinary conversations, people may talk about



213 RACISM, ELITES, AND CONVERSATION

virtually everything, this is not the case in talk about ethnic affairs.
Rather, what we find is that a limited, stereotypical list of topics
tends to come up, related to specific “problems” associated with
immigration or the presence of ethnic minority groups in the country,
the city or the neighborhood. That such concerns are not strictly
local may also be concluded from our finding that such topics (and
even their formulation) are often very similar in two cities as far
apart as Amsterdam and San Diego. Their stereotypical nature also
suggests that the descriptions and explanations involved are not
simply inferred, “bottom up”, from actual persona experiences, but
that they are grounded in shared experiences, if not on (mass)
mediated experiences of others. For instance, inflation, rising prices,
or changing values are not concerns that tend to be associated with
the presence of foreigners, whereas unemployment, neighborhood
decay, crime or housing, are routinely attributed to the effects of
minority presence or immigration.

Part of this attribution process may be readily understood in
terms of commonsense inferences: the presence of many new people
psychologically explains the restricted distribution of public
resources. However, other concerns do not have this immediate
“logical” explanation. Most people, for instance, are not daily
victims of crime and, even less, victims of identified minority
criminals. This means that for many people fears of crime must be
based on information from other sources, both conversational, as
well as mass mediated. The same is true for prejudices about welfare
abuses. Very few whites are actually able to witness such abuses, if
any, but everyday talk is replete with stories about them. In general,
then, we may conclude that ethnic topics are only partly derived
from mental models based on personal experiences, and that many
stereotypical topics must have been inferred from other forms of text
and talk. That such topics are prominent also in white neighborhoods
or in cities with no or few ethnic minorities further suggests that they
are probably inferred from the mass media, that is, from news reports
or movies. Here we find a first indication of the elite-mediated
reproduction of prejudiced ethnic beliefs, even if the mediamay in






