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Political Discourse 

INTRODUCTION 

As predicted by W.E.B. Du Bois in 1903, race and ethnic affairs have 
been and continue to be a major political issue throughout the twentieth 
century (Du Bois, 1969). Therefore, a closer analysis of the discourse 
of political elites on these issues may contribute not only to our insight 
into the discursive reproduction of racism, but also to an understanding 
of the more general political context of these reproduction processes in 
other domains, for instance, in the media, academie research, education, 
or in corporate business and employment, analyzed in the next chapters. 
It is with this general aim that this chapter makes a comparative study 
of political text and talk on ethnic affairs in the United States, Great 
Britain, France, Germany, and the Netherlands. To limit the vast field 
of political discourse, this chapter primarily focuses on some recent 
parliamentary debates on immigration, discrimination, Affirmative Ac-
tion, and other ethnic issues in these respective countries. 

Governments, parliaments, political parties, the bureaucracies, as 
well as other political organizations are regularly deeply involved in 
the discursive practices of policy debates, decision making, and legis-
lation about what they define as pressing ethnic issues, such as increas-
ing illegal immigration, waves of refugees, housing, ghettos, black 
crime, minority unemployment, Affirmative Action, multicultural edu-
cation, poverty and disadvantaged minority groups, as well as discrim-
ination and racial hate directed against minorities by white majority 
groups. Thus, in the United States, such political discourse and cogni-
tion focused on the many events that mark U.S. race and ethnic relations 

49 



50 	 ELITE DISCOURSE AND RACISM 

from the Civil Rights Movement in the 1960s until the Senate Hearings 
of Supreme Court Justice nominee Clarence Thomas in 1991; in Britain 
on the urban riots, the Honeyford case, and the Rushdie affair in the 
1980s (see also Chapter 7); in France on the rise of Le Pen's Front 
National, the desecration of Jewish graves in Carpentras, and the affair 
of the veils of Muslim schoolgirls in 1990; in Germany, on the attacks 
by white skinheads of families of refugees and other minorities; and in 
North America and Europe alike on the continuous immigration of poor 
people and refugees from the South. 

Within the framework of a study of elite discourse on ethnic affairs, 
such political discourse both reflects and influences popular as well as 
other elite concerns. It will be one of the aims of this chapter to examine 
these mutual influences in more detail. Thus, first of all, white politi-
cians are citizens like others of their group, and share their social 
representations about minorities with other white middle-class people. 
They get feedback from their constituencies, for instance, during party 
c9nferences and election campaigns. Second, at a more sophisticated 
level of knowledge and expertise, politicians are influenced by academ-
ice and other experts, state agencies and bureaucracies, and other 
specialized organizations. Reports, bilis, and many other forms of 
institucional discourse form the basis of everyday legislation and polit-
ical debate about ethnic affairs. Third, the influence of the media on 
knowledge and opinion formation of politicians is very powerful, re-
gardless of whether this influence is in agreement with public opinion. 

Conversely, political discourse and decision making, especially on 
ethnic affairs, also affect other elites, organizations, and both the ma-
jority and minority populations at large. That is, political definitions of 
ethnic events and issues may in turn influence public debate and opinion 
formation, which—again, through the news media—in turn influence 
and legitimate policies and legislation, thereby closing the full circle of 
mutual influence. Following the main argument of this book, however, 
we shall assume that the thrust of the process of influence is predomi-
nantly top-down: In ethnic affairs, it is primarily the administration and 
the politicians who define the ethnic situation and set the terms and 
boundaries of public debate and opinion formation. 

A comparison between parliamentary debates in several Western 
countries allows us to unravel not only nacional differences, but also 
especially the more fundamental international similarities in political 
discourse, cognition, and action relative to minorities and immigrants. 
These similarities may then be explained in terms of the more general 
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political, social, or cultural response of white-dominated Western democ-
racies to the presence or arrival of racially or ethnically different Others. 

Parliamentary debates are recorded in literal transcripts, and hence 
produce a massive corpus of discourse. Even the study of a few debates in 
each country means collecting, reading, and analyzing many thousands of 
pages of parliamentary or congressional records. A detailed local analysis 
of so many text data is virtually impossible and must be highly selective. 
Therefore, apart from an analysis of topics, style, and rhetoric of specific 
fragments, we focused on a number of characteristic argumentati ve moves 
in the discussions of policies about immigration, employment, and 
Affirmative Action. As is assumed for other forms of elite discourse studied 
in this book, this analysis may also reveal the underlying ideologies and 
other social representations of the political elites, as well as their social, 
cultural, and political role in the reproduction of racism. 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

Contemporary political discourse on race and ethnic affairs has a long 
tradition both in Europe and in North America: First contacts with and 
conquest of other peoples in Asia, Africa, and the Americas; slavery and 
abolition, colonialism, imperialism, and decolonization; social Darwinism 
and eugenics; Nazism and the Holocaust; apartheid, segregation, desegre-
gation, and the Civil Rights Movement; labor immigration and refugees; 
Affirmative Action and equal opportunities; and the continuing debate on 
Eurocentrism and racism, were among the major issues that have been 
debated by political and other elites during the past 500 years. In an even 
broader historical perspective, some of the issues, such as slavery and 
subjugation of non-European peoples, go back to Greek and Roman 
antiquity. As may be expected, this tradition is characterized by both 
continuity and change in the ways European leaders and their representa-
tives and descendants on other continents perceived and treated the Others. 

This long history of political discourse and cognition about other 
peoples and cultures cannot even be summ'arized here (see, e.g., Lauren, 
1988). However, it should be recalled that for centuries the predominant 
practice of the political and other elites in Europe has been the deroga-
tion, inferiorization, exploitation, subjugation, and occasional genocide 
of non-Europeans. These Others were variously seen and treated as 
barbarians, savages, infidels, semi-animals, monsters, slaves, subordi-
nates, "niggers" (and related racist words), wetbacks, guest workers, 
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often led to the enslavement of both European and non-European 
"barbarians." Slaves (and women) had few rights in these early democ-
racies. Slaves were property, although property "with a soul" (Aristotle, 
quoted in Finley, 1980, p. 73). The very notions of slave, slavery, and 
enslavement are part and parcel of the origins of Western culture. 

On the other hand, there has been some controversy about whether Greek 
and Roman slavery, and more general political, social, and cultural re-
sponses to the encounters with Asian and African peoples, should be 
categorized as racist. Through a study of art objects representing Africans, 
and on the basis of an analysis of historical, literary, and other texts, 
Snowden (1983), among others, concludes that such is not the case. 
Whereas ethnocentrism is seldom absent, even in antiquity, and although 
occasional derogatory or bizarre remarks about the "strange" appearance 
of Africans may be found in many texts of ancient writers, there seems to 
be little color-based prejudice against African and Asian peoples. Note 
though that early forms of anti-Semitism appeared already in the work of 
classical writers such as Seneca and Tacitus (Poliakov, 1977). 

Bétween the fall of the Roman empire and the European Middle Ages, 
the overall picture of Asians and Africans largely remained framed in the 
terms already set by Greek and especially Roman philosophers and histo-
rians. Crucial for European perceptions during this period were the centu-
ries of Arab-Musl im occupation of Spain, generally experienced as an al ien 
threat to Europe and Christianity. The influence of this experience can also 
be traced in the long tradition of Orientalism in literature and academia 
(Said, 1979). Its modem versions appear in contemporary European and 
U.S. reactions and actitudes following, if not working up to, the Oil Crisis 
in 1973, the Middle East conflict, and the Gulf War in 1991 (Chomsky, 
1987, 1992). Similar observations may be made about the continuous 
military, political, economic, religious, and cultural confrontation with the 
Turks and the Ottoman Empire after the Middle Ages. 

Five Hundred Years of Western "Civilization" 

Despite these continuities, both in the cultural and political realms, 
of a long tradition of European conflict with and portrayal of its Asian 
and African neighbors, the major historical watershed of present-day 
Western dominance, ideology, and political decision making is, of 
course, 1492. This year not only marked the "discovery" of the Americas, 
but also the beginning of large-scale European conquest, slavery, imperi-
alism, and colonialism. These forms of dominance were supported and 
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legitimated by military, political, religious, commercial, and cultural 
attitudes and ideologies in which the assumed inferiority of the Others 
played an increasingly explicit and systematic role until the mid-twentieth 
century (A. J. Barker, 1978; Jordan, 1968; Lauren, 1988; Todorov, 
1988). Although we have little direct evidence of the ethnic or racial 
attitudes and discourse of the leading political elites of the time, their 
power or influence was generally such that their own attitudes and 
practices regarding non-Europeans must have helped to shape both 
ideological as well as military and economic European dominance. 

Although such was the consensus, early resistance against European 
oppression and exploitation was not uncommon. Protests against mili-
tary, commercial, and religious conquest and exploitation of the Amer-
icas had been heard in early sixteenth-century Spain, for example, by 
the jurist Francisco de Vitoria and the well-known priest Bartholomé 
de Las Casas (Lauren, 1988). Note though that this form of dissent was 
rather an exception in the Church of the time, whose attitudes about the 
Other were primarily defined in terms of the oppositions between 
Chüstians and heathens (see also Wood, 1990). Similarly, toward the 
end of the eighteenth century, political and religious opposition against 
slavery and the slave trade mute itself increasingly felt, although for a 
variety of reasons that vacillated between libertarian and humanitarian 
values and political and commercial opportunism. Also, resistance 
against the slave trade did not always imply more general opposition 
against racial supremacist attitudes and practices. More generally, then, 
the period between 1492 and 1792, when seen and judged from our 
present perspective, showed a mixture of curiosity, ignorance, Eu-
rocentrism, prejudice, and attitudes about sociocultural African inferiority 
developed to legitimate the slave trade and slavery (A. J. Barker, 1978). 

Despite ideological transformations associated with the changing 
forms of slavery, colonialism, and imperialism, and despite the new (but 
not always positive) attitudes about other peoples emerging from the 
Enlightenment and the French Revolution, inherent attitudes about the 
Others did not fundamentally change between the fifteenth and nine-
teenth centuries. White, European supremacy became the moral and 
political consensus of the time in Spain, Portugal, France, Britain, and 
the Netherlands, as well as in their overseas colonies (Lauren, 1988, p. 
19). These attitudes were often supported by scholarly views of the 
differences of the races, for example, by such philosophers as Hume 
and Diderot, among others (M. Barker, 1981; Lauren, 1988, pp. 22-23; 
Poliakov, 1974; Todorov, 1988; see also Chapter 5). 
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The resistance against the slave trade only gained enough political 
momentum in the early nineteenth century, for example, when at the 
Vienna Congress in 1815 the colonial powers at least promised to 
"soon" stop it, although the United States, itself increasingly involved 
in this trade, consistently refused to sign any such treaty (Lauren, 1988, 
p. 29). Decades were to go by before slavery was effectively abolished 
in the Americas, usually after revolutions, struggles for independence 
waged against European colonial powers, or other conflicts or eco-
nomic pressures that made slavery less attractive. However, the aboli-
tion of slavery neither ended colonialism nor did it coincide with a 
fundamentally different ideology about non-European peoples. On the 
contrary, the second half of the nineteenth century saw increased ideo-
logical elaboration of white supremacist attitudes, supported by pseudo-
scientific arguments associated with social Darwinism and related ideolo-
gies (Barkan, 1992; M. Barker, 1981; Chase, 1975; Geiss, 1988). 

Whereas the European countries already had earlier laws of racial 
exclusion and segregation, such as the Code Noir in France, the United 
States continued its effective subjection of blacks as well as other 
immigrant minority groups. White union resistance against immigration 
and alleged competition fostered political reactions, like that of Presi-
dent Rutherford Hayes, who was neither the first nor the last president 
to view peoples of color in this way, nor the last politician to see 
immigration as a threat and an invasion: 

1.1 am satisfied that the present Chinese labor invasion . is pernicious and 
should be discouraged. Our experience with the weaker races—the Negroes 
and Indians, for example—is not encouraging. (Lauren, 1988, p. 38) 

The other white-dominated former colonies, such as Canada and 
Australia, followed the United States in restricting nonwhite immigra-
tion, in a period when the European powers further extended their 
empires in Asia and especially in Africa. The political statements 
expressing the prevailing ideology between 1850 and 1950, as well as 
the practices implementing them, could fill an encyclopedia and pro-
vide the foundation for many of the racial and colonial policies of the 
early twentieth century. Earl Grey, still known for giving his narre to a 
special biend of Indian tea, formulated the gist of this prevailing 
political ideology of his time as follows: 

2. The colored people are generally looked upon by the Whites as an 
inferior race, whose interest ought to be systematically regarded when they 
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come into competition with our own, and who ought to be governed mainly 
with a view to the advantages of the superior race. (Lauren, 1988, p. 40) 

Thus, well into the twentieth century, the growing popularity of explicit 
racist ideologies, usually supported by scholars in biology, anthropology, 
and other disciplines (see Chapter 5), contributed to a dominant consensus 
about the "racial struggle," especially directed against Jews in Europe, as 
well as against Asian, African, and Native American peoples. Such views 
were commonly shared by those in power, such as PrP.sident Theodore 
Roosevelt, who favored a racial war against 

3. [S]cattered savage tribes, whose life was but a few degrees less mean-
ingless, squalid, and ferocious than that of the wild beasts. [such a war 
would be] for the benefit of civilization and the interests of mankind. 
(Lauren, 1988, p. 48) 

Obviously, the prevailing political attitudes about non-Europeans 
h'ad hardly become more tolerant, egalitarian, and respectful since the 
end of the Middle Ages. On the contrary, slavery, continuing segrega-
tion, colonialism, and imperialism only made them more detailed, more 
explicit, and more radical as race awareness grew among white Eu-
ropeans and North Americans. 

Racial exclusion and racist attitudes were no less extreme in South 
Africa, Australia, and New Zealand, which officially and explicitly 
opted to remain "white" and blocked any immigration from the "colored 
races," while treating their nonwhite native populations with similar 
forms of supremacist ideologies and practices. The British High Com-
missioner in South Africa formulated these attitudes, as follows: 

4. A political equality of white and black is impossible. The white man must 
rule, because he is elevated by many, many steps aboye the black man; 
steps which it will cake the latter centuries to climb, and which it is quite 
possible that the vast bulk if the black population may never climb at all. 
(Lauren, 1988, p. 59) 

It is apparent that if high officials could make such statements, they 
must have reflected both a moral consensus as well as political consent 
among the leading political and other elites, as the similarly racist 
statements and policies of President Theodore Roosevelt continued to 
show during bis "racial wars" and his "big stick" imperialism in Central 
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America and the Pacific. To assuage the few feelings of guilt there were, 
such attitudes and practices were at best excused or legitimated with 
the philosophy of the "white man's burden" and with the conviction that 
a mission of "civilization" was called for. 

It took a world war to shatter at least some of these white attitudes. 
Thus, after the First World War in 1919, and despite much administra-
tive and political harassment by the governments of most Western 
nations of the non-European participants from all around the globe, the 
first Pan African Congress was held in Paris. Racial equality increas-
ingly became a worldwide political issue, which only Japan had the 
political power to insist on when the nearly all-white League of Nations 
was formed. Virtually all white Western nations, however, stonewalled 
any claim about the equality of the races. 

In more or less blatant terms, political leaders such as President 
Wilson, British Foreign Secretary Balfour (see also Said, 1979, p. 31 
ff.), and especially Prime Minister William Hughes of Australia, among 
others, explicitly emphasized their belief in white supremacy (Lauren, 
1988, p. 84), beliefs that were consistent with those formulated in much 
modern scholarship in the inter-war period (Barkan, 1992). One U.S. 
senator said he could not imagine sitting around the same table and 
making decisions with a couple of "niggers" from India, Liberia, and 
other nations of the League. It was not surprising, therefore, that most 
Western nations were adamantly opposed to human rights and equality 
of al I members of the League of Nations; nonetheless, there was strong 
public opinion, as well as opposition by the Japanese and other non-
Western nations, that kept insisting on these principies after the war. 

However, these counterforces did not prevail, and racial equality and 
self-determination of the many colonized peoples remained on the 
agenda until after the next world war, when universal loathing of the 
Nazi Holocaust of the Jews made resistance against racial oppression 
and genocide no longer a morally and politically viable position. Before 
that, however, political, Christian, and "scientific" racism and anti-
Semitism reached its culmination in legitimating ethnic and racial 
inequality and oppression, directed both against the Jews and against 
the colonized peoples and immigrants of other continente. 

After World War II 

Although the Second World War shook the foundations of empire and 
colonialism, and the foundation of the United Nations required declarations 
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of human rights and equality, the political leaders of the West were 
hardly prepared to change their fundamental attitudes. Churchill, for 
instance, noted for his racist feelings, simply declared that there was 
little reason to be "apologetic about Anglo-Saxon superiority. We are 
superior" (Lauren, 1988, p. 139). Similar attitudes continued to be 
voiced by whites elsewhere in the commonwealth, while blacks and 
their white supporters in the United States, among whom Eleanor 
Roosevelt played a prominent role, vainly called for desegregation and 
a ban on discrimination. Finally, when human rights principies could 
no longer be excluded from international treaties and charters, the 
Western nations did all they could to prevent them from being applied 
to their subjects in the colonies or their citizens of color at home, for 
instance in South Africa and the United States. Thus, from the inception 
of the United Nations, the most powerful Western nations effectively 
sabotaged the human rights and freedom from discrimination and rac-
ism that were being demanded by the majority of the world. 

Decades of increasing resistance, such as international decoloniza-
tion and the Civil Rights Movement in the United States, were neces-
sary to further weaken this bastion of white Western attitudes and 
practices of supremacy. Ironically, in this historical perspective, and 
borrowing their own common qualification of other young nations, 
most Western nations appear to be no more than "fledgling" democra-
cies, whose tradition of equal rights for all can be measured in only a 
few decades. They had to be shown the way by those women and men 
of color who not too long ago had been subjected to vicious forms of 
discrimination, derogation, and other forms of Western ethnocentrism 
and racism (Carmichael & Hamilton, 1967; Marable, 1984, 1985; Mor-
ris, 1984; Weisbrot, 1991). 

Therefore, it is not surprising, as this chapter will show for political 
discourse about racial and ethnic affairs in the 1980s, that not only 
contemporary attitudes of white political elites may have changed under 
the pressure of worldwide moral and political opposition against white 
supremacist attitudes and policies, but also that such changes could 
hardly be fundamental in a situation in which both Western nations and 
their white populations still withheld power in virtually all political, 
social, economic, and cultural domains. 

The issue of racism and colonialism posed in international debate 
became a primary issue at home, especially when an increasing number 
of people in the South of the world began to return the favor of the 
earlier white invasion of their nations—and migrated to the territories 
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of the old imperial and colonial powers. It is in this perspective, then, 
and against this background of a long history of white racist ideologies 
and practices, that we shall examine the present situation in Europe and 
the United States. We shall focus in particular on the contemporary 
political consensus on ethnic affairs, as it is formulated by leading 
politicians in the respective parliaments of these states. 

CONTEMPORARY POLITICS 
AND RACISM IN EUROPE 

We have witnessed, since World War II and especially since the 
decade of international decolonization and the Civil Rights Movement 
in the United States, a slow development toward more tolerant and even 
multicultural attitudes, discourses, and practices in politics. However, 
racism is still a fact of life in contemporary Europe and North America, 
andpoliticians are undeniably part of that problem (Miles, 1989; Omi 
& Winant, 1986). This does not mean that the majority of the main-
stream political elites still advocate explicitly racist positions, as is the 
case for some extremist right-wing parties in most European countries 
(Ford, 1990), such as National Front in Great Britain (Billig, 1978; 
Fielding, 1981), the Front National (FN) in France (Tristan, 1987; Wieviorka, 
1992), or the Republikaner in Germany (Butterwegge & Isola, 1991; 
Jaschke, 1990). On the contrary, most governments and most main-
stream parties emphasize their distance toward explicit racist attitudes 
and practices, if only because these are generally against the law. 

This book does not, however, focus on explicit right-wing racism, but 
on the much more subtle and indirect forms of ethnic and racial domi-
nance as they are reproduced by elites operating within the framework 
of the consensus. This implies that the political elites must be involved 
in the reproduction of this system of ethnic or racial dominance. They 
do so in many apparently innocent and impeccable ways. Thus, they 
may legíslate against further immigration because of unemployment, 
serious housing shortage, or other "good" socioeconomic reasons. How-
ever, such legislation may particularly affect, directly or indirectly, 
immigrants from non-European countries more than other immigrants, 
which effectively means that people of color are discriminated against. 
The same may be true for residente rights, social welfare, employment, 
education, political organization, and so on. Politicians may also be 
involved in the reproduction of racism by default, for instance, by 
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failing to legislate against the many forms of either subtle or more 
blatant discrimination. 

Before we examine some of these more subtle forms of political 
participation, including those of opposition and resistance, in the com-
plimentary systems of racism and anti-racism, we may briefly summa-
rize some findings of the second Report of the Committee of lnquiry 
finto Racism and Xenophobia of the European parliament (Ford, 1990). 
This report is based on more or less official documents and declarations, 
sometimes even by representatives of the administration of the respec-
tive EC countries. We may therefore assume that it deals with the tip of 
the racist iceberg in Europe, while also mitigating the nature and the 
extent of racism. Moreover, given the prevalent political as well as 
commonsense definition of racism in terms of explicit, supremacist 
racist attitudes, intenticnal discrimination, and overt aggression, the 
report virtually disregards the many forms of everyday racism (Essed, 
1991). Our summary of this report specificall y focuses on activities and 
reactions of politicians and political organizations. 

The political situation in Ettrope at the end of the 1980s was character-
ized by the presence of extremist right-wing parties that are commonly 
considered (except by themselves) as being racist. These parties formulate 
blatantly derogatory opinions about minorities and immigrants, especially 
those of a different color or culture; promulgate involuntary repatriation; 
want to abolish many of their elementary civil rights, and so on. These 
parties have a rather uneven constituency. In most countries they may get 
only a small percentage of thé vote in national parliamentary elections, but 
in some cities or regions they may occasionally get more than 50% or 60% 
of the vote. A recent poll in France showed that one-third of the population 
announced they would vote for Le Pen's Front National; however, more 
than half of the people agreed with the ideas of this party. The same is true 
for the Flemish Block in Belgium and the "Liberal" party of Haider in 
Austria, among others. That is, the actual support for such parties may even 
be larger, since many people who agree with their anti-foreigner slogans 
may nevertheless continue to vote for a mainstream party for various 
reasons. On the other hand, many people may only vote for such parties 
out of protest against mainstream parties and/or out of frustration about 
unemployment or other socioeconomic problems. The racist parties' attrib-
uting virtually all socioeconomic problems to minorities or immigrants is 
the illusionary solution voters may be attracted to. 

Whereas the presence and influence of such racist parties is an 
increasingly serious problem in Europe, this problem would be much 
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less consequential if such parties did not affect the political positions of 
other parties. Whether out of competition for voters or for other political 
reasons, especially—but not exclusively—the more conservative parties 
may tend to adopt some of the anti-minority attitudes of the extreme right, 
as has been the case most notably for the conservative parties in Great 
Britain, France, and Germany. We saw in Chapter 1 what such leaders as 
Bush, Thatcher, Chirac, Giscard d'Estaing, and others have to say about 
minorities and immigrants. It comes as no surprise that the Front National's 
leader, Le Pen, could triumphantly declare in 1992 that the Front's ideas 
were now generally shared, and that some of the other parties now overtook 
the FN on the right. Reinforced by this success, his party reacted to this 
political development by formulating a new program in the fall of 1991 
that proposed a blatantly racist system of apartheid, forced repatriation, 
and unequal rights for minorities and immigrants. 

Another problem is that whereas radical left-wing parties have al-
ways been either prohibited or harassed by the authorities, such is not, 
or is seldom the case for extremist right-wing parties. Party freedom, 
extant laws, and other reasons of state and opportunism militate against 
their prohibition. Indeed, for the other mainstream parties, the extreme 
right has many uses. First, as long as there are extremist right-wing 
parties, the conservative parties may declare opposition to them and 
imply that they are therefore not racist. In actual practice, they may 
favor more or less the same policies, though packaged in more palatable 
language. Second, as is especially the case for large-scale immigration 
of refugees, as in Germany since 1990, the slogans and violent activities 
of such right-wing parties or their street gangs may be an effective 
unofficial means to reduce such immigration. Third, such parties or 
their ideas may be used as a threat against the liberals or the Left: If 
you are too liberal in your legislation, especially in matters of immigra-
tion or Affirmative Action, the people may move en masse to such racist 
parties. And finally, leftist parties themselves often do not favor the 
prohibition of racist parties, because they may—not entirely without 
grounds—fear that, given the present power relations, their own parties 
might well be the second, if not the first target of prohibition. The 
common official reason for failing to prohibit racist parties is the 
argument that prohibition would force them to go underground. It takes 
little argument to see that if that were an effective means to combat 
racist organizations, we might as well make the Mafia legitimate. 

It is against this background that the EP Report (Ford, 1990) finds 
that for instance in Belgium mayors of several cities actively oppose 
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the settlement, housing, or education of legal immigrant families and 
their children. These mayors may even describe immigrants as barbar-
ians, or have so-called information brochures distributed in schools in 
which non-European immigrants, especially Muslims, are character-
ized as terrorists, fundamentalists, or drug addicts. Most of these poli-
cies and practices are simply condoned by national politicians, parties 
or state organizations, and the courts. As is the case for police harass-
ment of minorities, these and related racist practices are virtually never 
prosecuted or otherwise officially combated. Indeed, as elsewhere in 
Europe, tolerance is nowhere as clear as in the tolerance of racism. The 
political results of this lax attitude toward racism appeared in the 1991 
elections: The racist party Vlaams Blok (Flemish Block) dramatically 
increased its constituency, becoming the largest party in the city of 
Antwerp. Similar stories about local politicians are reported from other 
countries, for instance from France and Denmark. One Danish mayor 
limited entry of foreigners to his city in order to promote integration of 
resident minorities and to prevent further racism. We shall examine such 
familiar argumentative moves of Apparent Empathy in more detall in 
our study of parliamentary discourse. Finally, in Sweden a local refer-
endum was organized in which two-thirds of the population voted 
against the settlement of further refugees. 

Several countries, such as Denmark, Italy, and Germany, do not have 
special antidiscrimination legislation, and are not inclined to introduce 
such legal means to combat discrimination, despite the binding obliga-
tions under the U.N. Charter and agreements. Their leading politicians 
declare that present criminal law is sufficient, as the German represen-
tative declared at the hearing organized by the EP committee: 

The Federal Government considers that the legal instruments in force are 
sufficient to counter undesirable developments effectively. It did not there-
fore Cake any special legislative measures in connection with the adoption 
of the declaration against racism and xenophobia. 

France originally resisted further legislation after its 1972 law, but 
the events in 1990, such as repeated attacks against citizens of North 
African descent, as well as the scandal of the desecration of Jewish 
graves in Carpentras, led to a law against racism that in many respects 
is the most explicit in Europe. For instance, people convicted on the 
basis of this law may lose their political rights and are not allowed to 
become civil servants. The Netherlands has no special antidiscrimination 
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law focusing on minorities either, apart from antidiscrimination para-
graphs in criminal law, but there is an equal opportunity bill that is 
intended to cover some of the issues. Not being a member, Switzerland 
has not even ratified the U.N. Convention against racism. 

Perhaps with the exception of Ireland, whose poverty has not at-
tracted many immigrants, virtually all European countries and their 
politicians are part of the problem of European racism. The major 
conclusions of these and related findings are: (a) There are substancial 
and growing extremist right-wing parties, whose uninhibited and un-
prohibited racist propaganda, as well as media coverage, reach millions 
and influence many. (b) There is a general reluctance, if not a more or 
less opportunistic policy, of the mainstream parties not to prohibit or 
otherwise combat such right-wing organizations and their actions. 1f 
they do, they do not do so energetically. Incidentally, not only politics 
but also the courts in most countries are generally lenient toward racist 
harássment and discrimination, sometimes even open racial attacks. (c) 
More generally, the struggle against ethnic prejudice, discrimination, 
and racism seldom has political priority in Europe. Indeed, there is little 
funding for anti-racist organizations, institutions, or research. (d) The 
conservative mainstream parties particularly adopt several of the tenets 
of racist parties. (e) As we shall see in more detall below, political 
debate about several controversial ethnic issues, especially immigra-
tion, cultural differences, and Affirmative Action programs, is such that 
extant stereotypes and prejudices are confirmed rather than combated. 
(f) EC policies and practices regarding immigration more generally 
define non-European immigrants as unwelcome citizens, if not as ille-
gal aliens (for further details, see also "Europe," 1991). 

PARLIAMENTARY DEBATES 

To further examine the discourse dimensions of the politics of race 
and ethnicity, we analyzed a number of parliamentary debates in the 
United States, Great Britain, France, Germany, and the Netherlands. 
First we established which prominent debates about immigration, refu-
gees, or various ethnic issues had taken place during the 1980s, and a 
selection of congressional or parliamentary records was collected from 
the U.S. House of Representatives and Senate, the British House of 
Commons, the French Assemblée Nationale, the German Bundestag, 
and the Dutch Tweede Kamer (Second Chamber of Parliament). For 
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further background information, we also used records of parliamentary 
debates in Italy, but these are not analyzed in this chapter. For the United 
States, news items in the press about the congressional debate on the 
Civil Rights Bills of 1990 and 1991 were also collected and analyzed. 
To complete our insight into political decision making, we also col-
lected, in the Netherlands, policy documents, public speeches of the 
Prime Minister and other Cabinet members, as well as other political 
documents about ethnic affairs. 

As we have indicated earlier, it is impossible to carry out a detailed 
discourse analysis of the thousands of pages of this corpus of political 
text and talk about ethnic affairs. Therefore, we selected those passages 
that more or less explicitly deal with attributed properties of immigrants 
or resident minorities, as well as those about discrimination, racism, 
and general policies and principies of political action regarding immi-
gration and minority affairs. For those passages, we focused prirnarily 
on the persuasive dimension of text and talk, that is, on argumentative 
strategies, style, and rhetoric. 

Unfortunately, there is no straightforward method to prove that either 
such a selection or our analyses are representative. Our qualitative 
approach, however, does not aim at such quantitative proof. We are 
interested in what Members of Parliament (Congress) say, and how they 
do' so, but not how often. As we may expect, based on our analysis of 
other forms of elite discourse, most politicians, most of the time, will 
not engage in explicitly derogatory remarks about minorities or immi-
grants. However, occasionally, more or less implicitly or indirectly, 
some remarks will show what politicians actually think of minority 
groups, or which statements they think are politically warranted or 
opportune in their persuasive rhetoric. 

As for our other inferences from text and talk, there may be a 
theoretical and methodological problem here. That is, when politicians 
claim they are not racist, say they have nothing against minorities, or 
make positive remarks about minorities, we may well not take such 
expressions at face value, but might analyze them primarily as rhetori-
cal strategies, such as disclaimers or positive self-presentation, and not 
as transparent expressions of true underlying attitudes. On the other 
hand, when they do say negative things about immigrants or minorities, 
we do tend to believe what they say and make much more direct 
inferences about underlying social representations. This may seem a 
biased procedure, which seeks to establish that politicians are really 
racists, maybe deep down, whatever they say. 
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However, this is not the case. In this book, and in our other work on 
the reproduction of racism, we are not interested in showing or proving 
whether individuals are racist. We are generally interested in the prop-
erties of text and talk about other ethnic or racial groups or peoples. 
Second, we are more generally interested in the social system, pro-
cesses, activities, and cognitions involved in the reproduction (and the 
challenge) of racism. Thus, some remark by some politician may be 
interpreted, in its specific context, as characteristic of a style, topos, 
rhetorical figure, or argument that generally may be interpreted as a 
contribution to the reproduction (or challenge) of racism. That is, 
interpretations depend on context, whereas generalizations require com-
parisons—for instance, with other statements, with other politicians, or 
with other elite groups. 

Also, there are more specific reasons and methods underlying our 
interpretations and evaluations. For instance, if a politician says something 
negative about minorities or immigrants, we assume that there is no valid 
psychological or social reason why such an oven statement would not 
express underlying opinions or attitudes. Although an expression of xeno-
phobic or racist attitudes may appeal to some voters, it will be assumed 
that this very political strategy is racist, and that there is no point in 
assuming that such politicians may not mean what they say. In other words, 
even if politicians would only derogate minorities or immigrants because 
of election campaign tactics, we assume that they can do so only if their 
underlying attitudes are consistent with such a strategy. This is not the case 
for positive statements or denials because they may be well-known moves 
in strategies of face-keeping or positive self-presentation, given prevailing 
norms and values of official tolerance. 

Our criterion for distinguishing true from apparent statements against 
racism, then, is first of all that true anti-racism is consistent, across 
contexts, and backed up with arguments; whereas face-keeping moves are 
typically introductions to otherwise negative statements, backed up with 
further negative arguments, about minorities or ethnic relations or, indeed, 
about anti-racism. In sum, both contextual and textual structures, possibly 
including style and rhetoric, tell seemingly similar expressions apart. 
However, this does not mean that there is always a clear-cut division 
between the two: There are gradual transitions, as is the case for all 
sociopolitical positions and their discursiva expression. We shall discuss 
other methodological implications and complications during our analysis. 

Finally, our analysis should reflect the properties of the specific discur-
sive genre of parliamentary debates. Contributions to such debates, 
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although spoken in parliament, generally do not have the properties of 
spontaneous ongoing talk, such as hesitations, false starts, repairs, 
repetition, ungrammatical sentences, simplified syntax, lack of local 
coherence, and so on. Often, if not mostly, such contributions are read, 
possibly with spontaneous deviations, from a prepared written text. 
That is, parliamentary discourse is generally planned, fixed, and actu-
ally formulated in advance. Only in some cases, do we witness more 
spontaneous, ad hoc, "on line" dialogues in parliament. 

Parliamentarians also know, that their talk is "for the record," and 
they act accordingly. They do not speak merely to argue for or against 
a policy, a bill, or other political activities, they also make official 
statements that reflect party positions, which are to be inserted into the 
records and which may be quoted in the news media. That is, their 
contributions, which occasionally are even changed in the final version 
of the records, are those for which they may be held politically and 
morally responsible. This is especially crucial in the domain of ethnic 
affairs since the controversiality and sensitive nature of most ethnic 
topics require that the politicians be aware of what they can say, and 
what should not be said. In other words, control and monitoring of self 
and others are crucial in parliamentary texts and talk about ethnic and 
immigration affairs, and this will particularly affect the ways opinions 
are formulated. Hence, there is generally no question of spontaneous 
"errors" when delegates talk about ethnic affairs, although there are 
examples where such is not the case (see also Wodak, Nowak, Pelikan, 
Gruber, De Cillia, & Mitten, 1990). 

One of the ways to validate our findings is by comparison to previous 
analyses of parliamentary debates about ethnic affairs. Unfortunately, 
there is virtually no scholarly research on this topic. One of the few 
detailed studies of political discourse on race is the one by Reeves 
(1983), who studied the "racialization" and "deracialization" of British 
political discourse on ethnic affairs. In this study he also pays attention 
to earlier debates on immigration that were held in the British House of 
Commons through the 1960s. Interestingly, several of the rhetorical and 
argumentative forms he found in those earlier debates appear to have 
changed little during the past 20 to 30 years, regardless of whether they 
are used by Tories or Labour. Here is a summary of the argument forms 
and rhetorical modes he encountered (Reeves, 1983, p. 210): 

1. Personalized, dispositional, and agential: Blacks are inferior or different 
from Whites; they are a threat, they are privileged in comparison to Whites. 
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2. Abstracted social process: Black focused, white focused, government 
focused. 

3. Populist. 

4. Economic. 

5. Pro bono publico: to the advantage of all, Whites or Blacks. 
6. Reciprocity: They do it, why not us; they are affected, we are affected; 

debit balanced against credit. 
7. Means-oriented: Descriptive of means; procedural—correct procedure; 

effective—has intended effect; consistency—is internally consistent. 

8. Rhetorical modes: Techniques of quantification, analogical transforma-
tion, ambiguity, attribution. 

As we shall see in more detail in our own analysis, most of these arguments 
play a role in the legitimation of immigration restrictions today, and in 
several other countries as well, namely, by emphasizing alleged privileges 
or negative characteristics of immigrants, by focusing on wide popular 
support or on the economic necessity of the measures, or by reversal: 
Negative measures have positive social impact for all involved. 

The Debates 

To understand the debates, of which we shall examine some fragments 
below, we need to prov ide some context for each country. For our compar-
ative and discourse analytical perspective, we do not discuss the debates 
individually, nor by country, but each fragment according to its structural 
properties, such as topic or argumentative strategy. This procedure requires 
a brief preliminary discussion of the debates in each country. 

The Netherlands 

For the Netherlands we examined not only fragments of several 
parliamentary discussions, but also statements made in a radio inter-
view by Prime Minister Ruud Lubbers on new minority policy, as well 
as official reports on minority policy and various other documents, such 
as talks or declarations of Cabinet members on various occasions, as 
well as press interviews. The parliamentary debates focused on Refugee 
Policy (apart from smaller interventions, notably the larger debates on 
April 9 and October 15, 1987), proposed changes—stricter border 
security; judicial competence—in the Aliens Acts (December 15, 1988; 
February 16, 1989; January 30, 1990); the threat to Salman Rushdie 
(February 21, 1989); the proposed treaty of Schengen, agreed upon by 



several Western European countries and aiming to coordinate actions 
against crime and against illegal immigration and refugees (June 28, 
1989); and finally, changes in the General Welfare Act (May 22, 1990), 
and the general Minority Policy Action Program (February 19, 1990). 

Apart from an occasional debate on minority policies, especially in 
the field of education, employment, social affairs, and justice, we see 
that most of the recent debates have focused on immigration, and 
especially on refugees (see also Okojie, 1992). These debates are 
generally rather technical, in the sense that they discuss which are the 
precise rules and regulations, police tasks and competencies, and other 
measures that, essentially, lima the number of refugees and other 
immigrants, while also streamlining the procedures for those who are 
actually admitted to the country. The political controversies on the 
various minority issues are rather moderate, regardless of whether the 
government is Center-Right (a coalition of Christian Democrats and 
Liberal Conservatives) during the last years of the 1980s, or whether 
the Christian Democrats are join' ed by the Social Democrats, as from 
1989. Apart from some critica] parliamentary quibbles on individual 
harsh cases (e.g., specific refugee categories), the overall agreement on 
basic principies shows a broad consensus. In fact, only the small 
Green-Left Party is usually more critical of what it sees as the miserly 
attitudes, the inhospitality, and the growing strictness and intolerance 
of the administration and of the bureaucracy, if not of the population at 
large. That is the only political group that rather consistently takes an 
anti-racist position in these debates, although individual members of 
other parties, such as the social democratic Labour Party, may similarly 
take an decisively critical stance against more explicit forms of discrim-
ination and racism. 

Great Britain 
According to a computer search on immigration, ethnic affairs, and 

related issues, the British House of Commons does not discuss such 
topics very often. Thus, between 1983 and 1990 we examined the 
Hansard records of only a handful of general debates and a few smaller 
discussions. For instance, on April 16, 1985, there was a special debate 
on the national affair around Ray Honeyford, Headmaster of a Bradford 
school, who was suspended, then reinstated, but finally let go because 
of his controversial, if not racist writing on multi-ethnic education. We 
shall come back to this situation in the chapter on the media, because 
the media paid much attention to this affair in 1985. Also in Great 

68 	 ELITE DISCOURSE AND RACISM 



Political Discourse 	 69 

Britain, most debates are about immigration (February 4, 1985; July 23, 
1985; March 26, 1986; March 26, 1987; February 16, 1988; June 20, 
1989; May 15, 1990); about asylum seekers or refugees (March 3, 1987; 
May 26, 1989); and about DNA testing of immigrants (July 5, 1989). 
One debate dealt with the education of minority children (March 14, 
1985). 

As is the case for the Netherlands, Germany, and other European 
countries, we see that the debates in Great Britain during the 1980s 
increasingly focus on the various measures for the control of refugees 
and other immigrants. DNA testing is a prominent example. Few de-
bates either pay attention to the principies and foundations of minority 
policy or deal with the many issues and problems with which minority 
groups in Britain are confronted. As elsewhere, with the exception of 
France, there is virtually no discussion of discrimination and racism. 
The overall tone, style, and argumentative strategy in the House of 
Commons are considerably more forceful than those in the Netherlands, 
where truly harsh words are quite uncommon. 

Gérmany 

For Germany we selected a few significant debates in the Bundestag 
about related issues, such as the associated discussions about the New 
Regulations of Alien Rights, a Bill for an Amendment to the Aliens Act, 
another amendment to the Asylum-Procedure Act, and so on (February, 
9, 1990; April 26, 1990). In these debates minority policies, immigra-
tion policies, and refugee policies are increasingly mingled, but here 
the primary focus is one of control: how to limit influx, or who can or 
will be sent back under what conditions. Whereas the coalition govern-
ment maintains that the new proposals improve the situation of minor-
ities and immigrants, the opposition—with the support of virtually all 
major social organizations (churches, unions, minority organizations, 
and so on)—insists that the amendments are weakening their position. 

The overall style of these debates is somewhat similar to that in the 
British House of Commons, with much open aggression, constant inter-
ruption, cat calis, derision, ridicule, and protests against the respective 
parties, namely, the governing coalition of Christian Democrats (CDU-
CSU) and liberal conservatives (FDP), on the one hand, and the social-
democrat SPD and the Griine (Greens) opposition parties, on the other 
hand. As we shall see below, especially the critical remarks of the 
Greens Party usually lead to furious reactions from the more conserva-
tive Right. 
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France 
Although there are many similarities with other parliamentary de-

bates in Europe, French debates are nevertheless quite unique as far as 
the topics are concerned. During the presidency of Mitterand in the 
1980s, there were severa] immigration bilis of different (socialist or 
centrist-conservative) governments, where the socialists consistently 
took a somewhat more lenient position, and the conservatives a much 
stricter stand on immigration control. In particular, the presence in the 
Assemblée of the racist and very vocal Front National dramatically 
changed the nature, the style, and the general tone of the debate on 
ethnic affairs and immigration. Thus, for the centrist and conservative 
parties it is difficult to either attack the socialists or defend their own 
policies while distancing themselves from the explicitly racist Right. 

Most debates are headed by the recurring name Conditions d'entrée 
et de séjour des étrangers en France (Entry and residence conditions 
for aliens in France), and are occasioned by bilis that keep changing the 
terms of immigration. (July 9-11, 15-16, 1986 [the Loi "Pascua"); 
August 8, May 29, 30, June 2, 1989). Most remarkable is the unique 
Bill of July 13, 1990, called the Loi tendant á reprimer tour acte raciste, 
antisémite ou xenophobe (Bill aiming to repress any racist, anti-Semitic 
or xenophobic act) (debated on May 2 and June 28, 1990), the only 
explicitly anti-racist bill in Western Europe. This bill not only prohibits, 
in a detailed way, all forms of discrimination and racism, including 
revisionist denials of the Holocaust (also prohibited in Germany), but 
also has clear sanctions against violations, such as restrictions of polit-
ical rights of politicians. As might be expected, chis bill is violently 
opposed not only by the Front National, but also by the conservative 
parties, which specifically oppose what they see as censorship of the 
press. The bill was occasioned by the continuous attacks against and 
assassinations of citizens of North African origin, as well as the dese-
cration of Jewish graves in the spring of 1990. 

The United States 

From the United States, we analyzed the debates in the House of 
Representative on the Civil Rights Bilis of 1990 (August 2 and 3) and 
1991, the first being vetoed by President George Bush (a veto that could 
not be overridden by a two- thirds majority). The latter bill focused not 
only on discrimination in employment of minorities, but also on em-
ployment of women, especially in regard to compensation regulations 
in discrimination cases. Both bilis were occasioned by a number of 
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recent decisions of the Supreme Court that effectively turned back the 
clock on earlier, more liberal antidiscrimination Iaw (such as Griggs, 
1971). Although the 1991 bill was adopted by Congress, it was also 
threatened with a presidential veto, but a compromise bill was worked 
out and adopted in the fall of 1991. Republican opposition, as well as 
President Bush's objections, focused entirely on the question of whether 
these bilis were or were not quota bilis, in the sense that stricter 
legislation on discrimination would force employers to "hire by the 
numbers" to avoid costly litigation. Since quotas were also clearly 
rejected by the Democratic backers of the bilis, it was relatively easy 
for them to meet the opposition by introducing special articles that 
explicitly prohibit quotas. 

The Analysis 

Parliamentary debates as well as other political discourse about 
ethnic affairs generally have persuasive functions: Speakers try to 
convince their audience within or outside of parliament that their 
position on some issue is well founded, reasonable, or otherwise accept-
able, or, conversely, they try to show why opposed positions are not. To 
do so, they have recourse to various argumentative moves and strate-
gies, they select specific lexical items or make use of rhetorical figures 
that emphasize the points they make. Interestingly, despite a wide 
variety of possible topics, issues, or positions that may be involved in 
such cases, the range of persuasive strategies is rather stereotypical. In 
the same way as ethnic affairs tend to be discussed within the confines 
of stereotypical topics, the arguments and persuasive strategies may 
also be rather stereotypical, even across nacional boundaries. 

Our analysis focuses on the major argumentative and semantic moves 
and rhetorical ploys within an overall persuasive framework. More 
specifically we analyze those moves that seem to be typical of parlia-
mentary debates on ethnic affairs anywhere in the Western world. 
Occasionally, however, we shall also focus on other discursive proper-
ties, such as lexical style or speech acts. Since most texts are read, and 
offer few examples of spontaneous dialogical interaction, we shall pay 
little attention to the interactional or conversational aspects of parlia-
mentary debates. 

Examples from Dutch, French, and German parliaments have been 
translated into English, usually as literally as possible in order to 
maintain their stylistic and rhetorical flavor. Unfortunately, however, 
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some of the more subtle details of formulation are lost in these transla-
tions, and we therefore focus on meaning and argumentative strategy, 
rather than on form. Examples that occur in running text are marked by 
double quotes; all others appear in separate paragraphs. Each example 
is followed by the following information: country, speaker, date, and 
page number in the parliamentary record, and where relevant, by infor-
mation about the party affiliation of the speaker. Unless otherwise 
indicated, the sources are always the following: 

Netherlands: Handelingen, Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal 
France: Journal Officiel. Débats de l'Assemblée Nationale, Compte Rendu 

Integral 
Germany: Deutscher Bundestag, Stenographischer Bericht 
Great Britain: House of Commons, Weekly Hansard 
United States: Congressional Record, House of Representatives; Senate. 

Positive Self-Presentation: Nationalist Rhetoric 

Parliaments are the prime setting for nationalist rhetoric. Pride, self-
glorification, positive comparisons with other countries, and related 
forms of positive self-presentation are common features in the political 
discourse of representatives. Especially in debates about immigration 
and ethnic affairs in general, it is important to show that Our party, Our 
country, Our people, are humane, benevolent, hospitable, tolerant, and 
modem. Such affirmations would be a natural self-defense tactic if there 
were attacks on or explicit doubts about these civic virtues; however, 
we also find them when no such attacks or doubts have been voiced. 
That is, they may function as a defense against potential doubts or 
possible objections, or—as we shall see later—they may be used to 
block negative inferences about negative things said about immigrants 
or minorities. Following are typical examples from all five countries. 

Let us begin with a stylistically rather confused statement made by 
Dutch Prime Minister, Mr. Ruud Lubbers, during a notorious radio 
interview that would occasion a later parliamentary debate. Lubbers 
addresses a new minority policy, and also speaks rather marginally 
about "expressions" of discrimination: 

5. (E]xpressions that aren't good, and that do not suit us Dutch, with our 
fundamentally democratic feeling, which after all we have. (The Netherlands, 
Mr. Lubbers, IKON Radio, March 25, 1990, Transcript from the PM's office) 
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In this highly controversia] interview, to which we shall return several 
times, Mr. Lubbers argues for a "less soft" minority policy, which 
should stimulate minorities to take more "responsibility" in finding jobs 
and which might also prevent the growing resentment among white 
majority group members against minorities, an argument which we also 
shall examine shortly. He then goes on to say that there are "boundaries" 
of discrimination that should not be crossed. In this fragment, then, he 
does not merely condemn such forms of discrimination and prejudice, 
though in rather moderate terms (they are "not good"), he also claims 
that discrimination is incompatible with the "fundamentally democratic 
feelings" he supposes the Dutch to have. This claim of incompatibility 
may have several implications, such as: (a) The Dutch are generally 
tolerant, so that discrimination, where it occurs, is an incidental aber-
ration of Our basic norms. (b) Most Dutch people are tolerant, but some 
of them are not. (c) Most Dutch condemn such expressions of discrim-
ination. (d) We should not discriminate, because it is against our basic 
democratic actitudes. The basic message, however, is clear: The Dutch 
are basically tolerant people, and discrimination is incidental. 

Compared to that of the generally less nationalist Dutch, nacional 
self-praise in other countries is often more pronounced rhetorically, as 
is the case in this excerpt from a speech about immigration of a 
Conservative MP in the British House of Commons: 

6. I believe that we are a wonderfully fair country. We stick to the mies 
unlike some foreign Governments. (Great Britain, Sir John Stokes, May 
15, 1990, columns 842-844) 

Self-praise for British immigration policies and practices is formulated 
in the familiar terms of good sportsnianship ("fair," "sticking to the 
rules"). Negative comparison with other countries ("unlike some for-
eign Governments") not only lightly implies that other countries do not 
stick to the rules (of the so-called immigration game), but also enhances 
the alleged special merits of Britain. We shall later comment on the 
stereotypical use of "fair" in such debates, in Great Britain as well as 
in other countries. 

In another debate on immigration, another conservative MP enacts a 
dialogue with someone "in the street," whom he believes would answer 
the following to the question of whether Great Britain is overly strict 
in its rules of entry: "No, over the past 25 years this country has been 
extraordinarily generous in letting in many people into the country" 
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(Great Britain, June 20, 1990, c. 390). There is no argument that this 
would not be the answer of most immigrants, let alone the many 
thousands, for instante in South Asia, who were denied entry to Great 
Britain. The populist use of the "voice of the man or woman in the 
street" will receive more analysis below. 

Whereas Dutch and British self-praise may be understated, national-
ist self-glorification in France is part of routine rhetoric when a new bill 
is being presented: 

7. Our country has for a long time been open to foreigners, a tradition of 
hospitality going back, beyond the Revolution. to the Anclen Régime. 
(France, Mr. Mazeaud, July 9, 1990, p. 3049) 

As is the case in the other examples, such beautiful words seem to be 
especially provoked by debates about immigration and ethnic minority 
affairs, as if implicitly--or maybe in Freudian terms, rather uncon-
sciously—accusations or guilt have to be challenged: in this case, of 
being closed to foreigners and being inhospitable to refugees. Says 
another representative: "What characterizes a great nation, is its open-
ness'to the world and its international radiation, but it is also its capacity 
to welcome foreigners" (ibid., p. 3051). Obviously, such a statement is 
not a meaningless generalization, but specifically applied to France, in 
terms ("great nation") that also can be heard, as we shall see shortly, in 
the United States, both in Congress and generally in political discourse. 
In France, we would normally expect to hear about the gloire of France. 

Grand claims like these may need historical warrants, such as "we 
have a long history of tolerance," an argumentative move also found in 
much other elite discourse about tolerance and intolerante. Indeed, 
hospitality and tolerance, according to this view, are not merely ad hoc, 
opportunistic policies, but rather the inherent national virtues of a long 
tradition. Interestingly, this historical cense of the French MP does not, 
as would be the normal case, claim to continue the just heritage of the 
Revolution, but also that of the Ancien Régime. Obviously, if such were 
the case, the many political opponents of this Anclen Régime would not 
have had to flee the country to, for example, the Netherlands. We see 
that political discourse is not effective because of the historical facts, 
but because of the selective, rhetorical uses that are made of such facts. 

For whatever social, political, or historical reasons, contemporary 
political discourse in Germany, and especially the rather self-conscious 
debates in the Bundestag, do not seem to be exuberantly self-glorifying, 
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despite the undoubtedly strong undercurrents of nationalism, especially 
on the Right. However, during the many debates about immigration and 
refugees during the last few years, it has often been claimed by German 
politicians that they see their immigration and refugee laws as the most 
liberal in the world, as for instance the new Auslündergesetz discussed 
in 1990: 

8.1 know no other country on this earth that gives more prominence to the 
rights of resident foreigners as does this bill in our country. (Germany, Mr. 
Hirsch, February 9, 1990, p. 16279) 

True, in Western Europe, no other country has as many refugees as 
Germany, both because of the obvious economic attraction of Germany, 
occasioned by German unification and the demise of communism in 
Eastern atrope, as well as because of the explicit and succinct consti-
tucional article saying that political refugees are accorded asylum. 
However, as far as the rights of residing minorities are concerned, there 
may be more doubts about this claim, especially since the bill does not 
exactly make the rules, regulations, and conditions for immigrants 
much more liberal in Germany. The leftist (Green) opposition, as we 
shall see shortly, simply speaks of a racist bill, whereas the social-
democratic SPD, as well as numerous social organizations, also reso-
lutely reject it. Note that the positive comparison here is not merely 
with other countries, but universal: "no other country on this earth," 
which again is not exactly the product of an international contest or of 
thorough independent research, but rather a ploy of political rhetoric. 

Although it would be a pointless exercise to establish a rank order of 
degrees of nationalism or nationalist rhetoric, the following passage 
suggests that the United States would score quite high: 

9. This is a nation whose values and traditions now excite the world, as we 
all know. I think we all have a deep pride in American views, American 
ideals, American government, American principie, which excite hundreds 
of millions of people around the world who struggle for freedom. (United 
States, Mr. Foley, August 2, 1990, H6768) 

Again, there is a long tradition both to these claims as well as to such 
rhetoric, which goes back to the American Revolution, the Declaration 
of Independence, and similar legacies of nacional and nationalist pride 
of virtually any young nation state. In the case of the United States, 
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however, such rhetoric and its underlying ideologies are vastly more 
consequential, given the economic and especially the military hege-
mony of the United States after the collapse of the Soviet Union. The 
Representative whose words we quote here is Mr. Foley, Speaker of the 
House; and despite his being a Democrat, he reflects some basic tenets 
of President's Bush ideology of a New World Order under U.S. leader-
ship. Rather distinctive as compared to other countries, the rhetoric here 
stresses the key notions of "values," so dear to Reagan and Bush, as 
well as the main topos of U.S. rhetoric: "freedom." Whereas the claim 
of universality might be simple rhetorical exaggeration in the German 
case, here it is very serious: The U.S. administration actually and 
explicitly sees itseif not only as the military or economic leader of the 
world but also, if not primarily, as its moral leader. It comes as no 
surprise that this statement was made on August 2, 1990--on the day 
Saddam Hussein's army invaded Kuwait—and other speakers aptly use 
the comparison with the tyranny of that despot to emphasize the free-
dom of U.S. institutions. 

Recall that whereas virtually all European debates deal with immi-
gration and its consequences, the U.S. debate is about the Civil Rights 
Bill of 1990, supported by most Democrats and opposed by most 
Republicans. That is, we may expect Democrats to use this and related 
nationalist rhetoric to emphasize the values and principies also under-
lying civil rights and the struggle against discrimination in employ-
ment. On the other hand, as we shall examine in more detail beiow, the 
Republicans may use the same words in order to emphasize their 
adherente to American "ideals," but in their case to argue against the 
bill and to make sure that their opposition should not be construed as a 
breach of the same principies. Indeed, despite claims to the contrary, 
their main concern is not the freedom of minorities from discrimination 
by employers, but rather the so-called freedom of corporate enterprise. 

Disclaimers and the Denla] of Racismo 

Why do politicians feel compelled to giorify their country or their 
party? Why wouid each debate about immigration, minorities, and civil 
rights be replete with exalted claims of freedom, democracy, tolerante, 
hospitality, and other lofty ideals of a "long tradition"? Is this mere 
political rhetoric as wouid befit a National Assembly? Is it a compre-
hensible expression of national pride, that is, normal posturing in 
internacional affairs or in competitive relations with other countries? 
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Although all this may be part of the answer, there is more at stake in 
this case. To understand the broader ideological, sociopolitical, and 
local argumentative function of such passages, we need to examine the 
context in which they are uttered. We already suggested that such 
statements seem to be responses to other, opposed claims, that is, 
denials of implicit or explicit accusations: You do not respect your/our 
values, you are not tolerant, not hospitable, and so on. Sometimes, such 
counter-claims are effectively made, typically by the opposition, as is 
often the case in the debates we analyzed. 

Sometimes, however, no such accusations are made, and in that case 
positive self-presentation seems to express underlying norms and val-
ues of a consensus, or rather a felt inconsistency between present 
opinions (about policies regarding migrants, minorities) and such gen-
eral norms and values, a feeling that both common sense and psycho-
analytically oriented observers may describe as guilt. That is, in such 
cases, the grand claims of virtue and superiority are the classical 
introductions of disclaimers such as, "We are very tolerant toward 
minorities, but . . ." stereotypically followed by a negative statement 
about such minorities, or a defense of actions or policies that have 
negative consequences for minorities. As we shall see repeatedly in this 
study, such disclaimers are often a clear symptom of underlying preju-
dices or antagonistic actitudes, if not a sure sign of subtle or not so subtle 
racism. Let us examine such disclaimers and other moves of racism 
denial, in more detail. 

We have earlier noted that for Dutch Prime Minister Mr. Lubbers, the 
new minority policy of his cabinet means that the State should stop 
pampering minorities, and that minorities should assume their own 
"responsibility." He argues that if the State, and his government in 
particular, have failed, it is by excessive kindness, by being too "soft" 
for minorities. He advocates a dual system of rights and duties: 

10. Minority policy begins by taking each other totally seriously in rights, 
and those who live here have the right to the same rights, but those who 
live here also have the same obligation to fulfill their duties. (The Nether-
lands, Mr. Lubbers, IKON, Radio Interview, March 25, 1990) 

The general structure of disclaimers in discourse about ethnic affairs 
usually is We do/are positive, but They do/are negative, as in We are 
very tolerant, but They abuse our tolerance. Or, it may start with a denial 
of a negative property of the own group followed by a negative property 
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attributed to others, or followed by a negative decision, as in, We have 
nothing against immigrants, but we can't let everybody in. Below, we 
shall examine examples of these standard disclaimers, such as these 
Apparent Denials. 

Lubbers's example, however, is somewhat more complicated. It also 
has the overall format of a positive property associated with Us, fol-
lowed by a clause, starting with but and then saying or implying 
something negative about the Others. The positive self-description 
here, however, is indirect. It does not say that we are tolerant or 
democratic, but only that "they have rights," paternalistically implying 
that we have given them these rights. At the same time, this statement 
presupposes that They are not fulfilling their duties, although We, the 
State, guarantee their rights. 

The way Lubbers formulates the rules of the game of dual responsi-
bilities seems reasonable and fair: Who would deny that equal rights 
also means equal duties? And who would disagree that "taking each 
other totally seriously" is a sound policy, if not an affirmation of 
equality between two partners? However, this passage is not problem-
atic because of its moral implications or policy goals, but rather because 
of its carefully concealed presuppositions, namely, that equal rights 
have been realized and that minorities are being taken seriously. In other 
words, the rhetoric defending this new policy effectively says some-
thing like this: We have done our best, we have done everything for you 
we could, but now it is your turn. And politically more relevant, it also 
implies: If our minority policy has failed, it is your fault because you 
did not fulfill your duties and you have not taken us seriously. 

We see that these and similar innocent passages, which seem to 
express only reasonable arguments or social universality, actually are 
the tip of an iceberg of underlying, concealed ideological and political 
presuppositions. That is, these propositions could never be actually 
expressed, but must nevertheless be true (for the speaker) for such a 
passage to make political cense in the first place. Other fragments of 
this radio interview support such assumptions about these inferred 
propositions. 

The classical case of this combination of positive self-presentation 
and negative other-presentation may regularly be read in debates about 
immigrants and refugees, where the conflicting ideologies of humani-
tarianism and political pragmatism find their typical expression in 
passages like the following from a Christian Democrat MP in the 
Second Chamber of Dutch Parliament: 



Political Discourse 	 79 

11. Nacional and international responsibility for people in emergency 
situations, combined with obligations that follow from agreements, are our 
policy principies. This should remain as it is. But of course we need to cake 
measures, especially when it is clear that many improper, not bonafide, 
apparently unfounded applications for asylum are being made, and that in 
some cases also the problems people experience are being exploited for 
commercial ends. (Netherlands, Mr. Krajenbrink, April 9, 1987, p. 3622) 

The first sentences express the humanitarian ideals: care and sympathy 
for the oppressed, as they are legally required according to international 
agreements, such as the Geneva refugee treaty. The but initiating the third 
sentence, however, is predictable, and the following argumentg and pro-
posals are not exactiy an example of how the Netherlands should enact its 
"national and international responsibility" or carry out its "obligations." 
On the contrary, the logic of such discourses predicts restrictions, con-
straints, and other "measures" that effectively impair the chances of 
refugees or other immigrants. The use of "of course" (instead of, say, 
"unfortunately") implies that such a realistic policy is only natural: We are 
forced to be less generous because of special circumstances. 

The usual argument involved might simply and straightforwardly run 
like this: "There are too many of them and therefore we can't handle 
(house, employ, etc.) them." However, this MP goes on to find addi-
tional, more serious ("especially") reasons, namely, in the realm of 
negative if not criminal properties and behavior attributed to asylum 
seekers. Such a negative portrayal is intended to warrant a tough 
reaction against further immigration: "It is easier, if not natural or 
imperative, to withhold hospitality to people who break the law." 

The way this is done is by invoking what might be called the Fake 
Refugee Schema, an attitude consisting of largely negative opinions 
about what is usually called the economic refugee, a buzzword in Dutch 
and European political and media language for fake, while not really 
political, refugees. This schema features evaluative propositions about 
illegal entry, fake passports, lying, making several refugee/welfare 
applications in different countries or cities, and the activities of traf-
fickers, seen as the merchants of human misery. Some of these elements 
are also expressed in this passage. The latter one, about refugees "being 
exploited" is especially powerful because it suggests empathy with the 
predicament of refugees, while at the same time associating their flight 
with crime and (other) foreign criminals. That is, this argument again 
combines positive self-presentation and negative other-presentation. 
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Note the use of the phrase "apparently unfounded" in the last sen-
tence. This phrase has become the official standard phrase in political 
decision making and discourse about refugees in Europe. The ideology 
and especially the political logic and expedience of this term are 
compelling: Both the political and the legal bureaucracies cannot pro-
cess tens of thousands (in Germany: hundreds of thousands) of refugee 
applications each year, and regardless of whether a refugee is economic 
or real, there must be another, more practical criterion of fast selection. 
This criterion is the intuition of the immigration officers first con-
fronted with the refugee. If they believe that the refugee story (to which 
we turn below) is too flimsy, they categorize the case as an "apparently 
unfounded" application. Since 1990 this practical criterion, which has 
not (yet) been codified in law, has been used increasingly to keep most 
refugees and other immigrants out because it can be applied at the total 
discretion of the authorities. It is not an objective property of the 
refugee, nor even of his or her story about personal background or 
experiences, but merely a personal but institutionalized judgment of a 
representative of the state. 

Denials and disclaimers need not always be that explicit. A conser-
vative British MP formulates the following We are good, but They are 
bad comparison, this time, however, with an implied but: 

12. The rules are reasonable and necessary. British citizenship should be a most 
valuable prize for anyone and it should not be granted lightly to all and sundry. 
(Great Britain, Sir John Stokes, May 15, 1990, columns 842-844) 

That we are "reasonable and rational" is of course a standard ideo-
logical proposition of Eurocentrism. Here such a statement follows a 
long plea of the speaker to toughen immigration law. Again, note the 
British preference to describe immigration as a game, in which We play 
by the rules, and we award the "prize" to the winner. At the same time, 
there is the well-known opposition between "reasonable" and "neces-
sary," as we also shall see in our analysis below of the ubiquitous pair, 
"tough, but fair." Necessity, interpreted here as political and social 
obligation, entails limited responsibility: We have to restrict immigra-
tion. Citizenship is the prize, which not only presupposes the metaphor-
ical domain of games, fairness, and let-the-best-win, but also that 
British citizenship is not a right, and that such citizenship is something 
very special, which of course is a standard component of nationalist 
ideology. Those scrambling for the prize, and especially those who do 
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not get it, are simply categorized and derogated as "all and sundry": 
That arbitrary poor people from Third World countries would dare to 
aspire to becoming British citizens is preposterous, and that is not the 
way We play the immigration game. 

Positive self-presentation, face:keeping, keeping up appearances, 
and related strategies of impression formation in ethnic affairs dis-
course not only emphasize our positive properties but also, and even 
more emphatically, deny conceal, play down, excuse, or otherwise 
mitigate our negative ones, according to the standard formula: "We are 
not racist, but ." Tough immigration pplicies and other measures that 
have negative effects on the situation of minorities or ímmigrants may 
be seen as expressions of anti-foreigner feelings, and it is imperative 
that such inferences be blocked, as is the case in the following example 
from the British House of Commons: 

13. I hope that people outside, whether they are black or white and 
wherever they come from, will recognize that these are not major changes 
resulting from prejudice. (Great Britain, Mr. Hanley, May 15, 1990, c. 849) 

Changes in the law are minimized in order to mitigate our responsibility 
and to keep the others, such as the opposition as well as the people 
"outside," from seriously objecting to them. They are merely practically 
and 'politically necessary, not inspired by xenophobia. The standard 
color-blindness move ("whether they are black or white") further em-
phasizes the claim that there is no bias involved. 

Denials of racism are the stock in trade of racist discourse. Such 
denials may take many forms. In the following passage, the French 
Interior Minister first denies racism for "the French" as a whole, but 
then seems to be forced to admit concern about less positive develop-
ments, namely, xenophobia. 

14. The French are not racist. But, facing chis continuous increase of the 
foreign population in France, one has witnessed the development, in certain 
cities and neighborhoods, of reactions that come close to xenophobia. 
(France, Mr. Pascua, July 9, 1986, p. 3053) 

The denial of racism may also be more direct: 

15. Well, France today, according to what those creatures of the whole 
world tell us who often have come to take refuge in our country ... France 
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of racial superiority or as intentional discrimination of people of other 
races. Even Le Pen claims that he does not feel racially superior. He 
would only admit to categorizing French versus non-French—by na-
tionality, irrespective of race. In other situations, he categorizes by 
culture (language, religion, and so on) and the degree of integration into 
France. The but (here "only") following his denial explains this differ-
ent nationalistic conception of racism, namely, the one also expressed 
in the FN slogan: Les franpais d'abord! Note though that such nation-
alist priority for him is nevertheless a "hierarchy," and moreover a 
"natural" one, which associates his concept with a form of white, 
French supremacism. Such explicit formulations of nationalisrn are 
quite rare in other parliaments. However, it should be noted that under-
lying most immigration debates in Europe, there is the same ideological 
assumption: that We (whites, Westerners, Europeans, and so on) have 
priority over Them (non-Europeans) when it comes to immigration and 
citizenship. In past immigration debates, neither Le Pen nor other 
European parties have rallied against the immigration of (white) Ameri-
cans, Swedes, Dutch, or Germans. 

Finally, another familiar denial of racism may be found in explicit 
defense or counter-accusation moves. Here are two examples from the 
,U.S. House of Representatives: 

17. Well, now can we also agree this afternoon that you can have different 
philosophies about how to achieve through law civil rights and equal 
opportunities for everybody without somehow being anti-civil-rights or 
being a racist or something like that. (United States, Mr. Gunderson, August 
2, 1990, H6781) 

18. I am saddened that when we discuss legislation such as this that 
intolerance seems to be the No 1 word of the No I effort in this House. It 
appears that if you are not 100 percent behind the legislation which we 
have before us, the Kennedy-Hawkins bill, you are somehow not as pro-
civil rights as someone else. It seems to me tolerance should be the name 
of the game when we are discussing civil rights. (United States, Mr. 
Goodling, August 2, 1990, H6748) 

Note that nobocly explicitly accuses the Republicans of racism. How-
ever, opposition against civil rights may be construed as racist. Hence, 
the feeling of guilt and the need to defend oneself, at least against 
implicit or possible accusations. Although most Republican speakers, 
as well as President Bush himself, are not against civil rights in general, 
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is the least racist country that exists in the world. We can't tolerate to hear 
said that France is a racist country. (France, Mr. de Villiers, May 2, 1990, 
p. 907) 

As is the case elsewhere, for instance in the Netherlands and Ger-
many, the very accusation of racism is firmly rejected. At most, inci-
dental xenophobia or discrimination may be admitted. In this case, the 
admission is properly hedged in many ways: Xenophobia occurs only 
in "certain cities and neighborhoods," and the reactions are not really 
xenophobic, but come "close to" it. Whereas the denial of racism may 
be strategically more persuasive by admitting at least a mitigated form 
of it, note that such an admission is applied again to another group, in 
this case the people of "certain cities and neighborhoods"—the poor 
whites in the inner cities, not to the elites, or Us. At the same time, the 
admission also has a built-in excuse: Xenophobia is the result of a 
"continuous increase of the foreign population in France," which im-
piles that at least part of the blame is again transferred to the immigrants 
themselves. Self-presentation here is associated with the discursive as 
well as the sociopolitical moves of denial, excuses, mitigation, and 
transfer, all moves that keep Us as clean as possible. 

Example 15 further shows that the denial of racism may also need 
further argumentative support. The presence of so many people who 
took refuge in "our" country is seen as contrary evidence, and the very 
accusation of racism is declared off-limits in such nationalist rhetoric. 
As we see elsewhere in this study, accusations of racism are generally 
rejected by the elites. 

The force of the official norm is such that even the most blatant racists 
will deny racism, as is the case for Le Pen, the leader of the Front National: 

16. We are neither racist nor xenophobic. Our aim is only that, quite 
naturally, there be a hierarchy, because we are dealing with France, and 
France is the country of the French. (France, Le Pen, July 7, 1986, p. 3064) 

The denial of racism by the leader of a racist party, as well as by white 
people in general, implies not only the denial of having committed a 
social crime or an immoral act but also a different definition of racism 
in the first place. In everyday situations such denials usually pertain to 
intentions ("I did not mean in that way") or to a different concept of 
racism ("I don't call that racist"). We have seen before that racism in 
Europe is commonly interpreted as classical racism, that is, as a feeling 
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they oppose this bill because it would, in their opinion, give minorities 
too many rights, namely, in effective litigation against discrimination, 
at the expense of employers. 

Thus, although the first speaker explicitly affirms to be in favor of 
civil rights, he wants to realize them in a different way. This is a 
powerful argumentative move because it presupposes that the ultimate 
goal is the same and there is only a difference of means. The second 
speaker uses another familiar ploy, that of reversa]: Accuse those of 
intolerance who implicitly accuse you of intolerance. We shall find 
other examples of this widespread reversal move in much of the other 
anti-anti-racist text and talk. 

Negative Other-Presentation 

The derogation of other ethnic or racial groups forms the core of 
racist altitudes, ideologies, and practices. However, there is a signifi-
cant difference between the explicit verbal defamation in much elite 
discourse of several decades ago, and the more subtle or indirect ways 
others may be disparaged, as is typically the case for modern or sym-
bolic racism (Dovidio & Gaertner, 1986). As in most other forms of 
public elite discourse, then, we generally should not expect explicit 
racial slurs in Western parliaments. 

This does not mean that ethnic actitudes have fundamentally changed. 
Instead of categorizing the members of another group as less intelligent, 
as lazy, or as criminal, white elites may represented them as oversensitive, 
underachieving, or too demanding. Blatant derogatory labels are being 
replaced by seemingly innocent buzzwords and complicated "buzz tac-
tics," which need little decoding to be understood: After all, attributing 
oversensitiveness to others is tantamount to denying one's own racism, and 
"less motivated" is simply a less harsh synonym for "lazy." 

The very use of indirect derogation and buzzwords confirms the growing 
prevalence of egalitarian norms and increased sensibility regarding at least 
the oven manifestations of ethnic bias. We have seen aboye that such 
changes are partly due to international moral pressure by Third World 
countries, as well as by minority resistance. Where such minority groups 
are smaller or politically less influential, as is the case in Europe, we may 
expect less verbal sensibility. The presence of extremist racist parties may 
also contribute to more explicit derogation, also by mainstream parties, in 
order to appeal to white voters. One well-known discursive move in that 
case is to oppose the taboo and tell the truth about minorities. 
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That is, even if the norms and. attitudes have changed, in order to 
reproduce the system of ethnic inequality, immigrants and minorities 
need to be represented in negative terms. Thus, if politicians want to 
stop the invasion of refugees, they will hardly emphasize their positive 
properties. On the contrary, they focus on illegal practices or unaccept-
able cultural differences. Or they detail the allegedly negative conse-
quences of their stay: overpopulation, unemployment, and strains on 
housing and social services. Within a broader populist framework, such 
negative portrayals highlight those negative consequences that provoke 
strong popular resentment and scapegoating. This in turn creates legit-
imation for policies that otherwise may be opposed from a more human-
itarian point of view. 

Let us examine some passages in Western parliamentary discourse that 
display such strategies. Returning to Dutch Prime Minister Lubbers's radio 
interview, note the following statement about immigrants: 

19. They said: you work to gain your bread, and if you can get bread from 
somebody else, then you need not work. That is obviously the meaning of 
Dutch society. (The Netherlands, Lubbers, IKON Radio, March 25, 1990) 

So Lubbers here reflects—and thereby confirms with his authority as 
Prime Minister—the widespread prejudice that immigrants and minor-
ities are welfare cheats, too lazy to work and too ignorant to understand 
what Dutch society is all about. He may then concede, as he does, that 
the administration may have given "the wrong signais" by having been 
"too soft," but that is hardly a serious self-accusation. Who can be 
blamed for having been too nice? Obviously, this is a persuasive 
political ploy to present the alternative, namely, being tough, as both 
palatable and unremarkable. If not, minorities won't accept their "re-
sponsibilities" and won't realize that besides rights, they also have 
"duties," as we saw earlier. 

Note also the style of this passage. Whereas the rest of his statements 
in this interview are stylistically complex as well as confused, and 
exhibit what is famous in the Netherlands as "Lubberish" (Lubberiaans), 
a style of evasive, elusive, and vague political talk, this passage mimics 
a quotation ("they said") of simplistic style and reasoning. In other 
words, besides being cheats, lazy, and ignorant, minorities are also 
simple-minded. 

The rather acrimonious debate in parliament occasioned by this 
interview shows that Lubbers violently denies such implications and 
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inferences. True, as such—that is, once made explicit—these implica-
tions are energetically rejected by Lubbers. However, this only shows 
that politicians often are not aware of the presuppositions and other 
implications of their talk and text about minorities. Methodologically, 
this also shows the limitations of simplistic survey techniques of ethnic 
attitudes in present-day Western societies. The example also suggests 
that interviews may be able to tap underlying attitudes by addressing 
issues that seem to be ideologically less sensitive, such as the causes of 
unemployment, the climate of success at work, and the imminent eco-
nomic collapse of the welfare state. 

The rhetoric of negative associations need not always be that indirect 
and subtle. A British conservative has this to say about minorities and 
immigrants during a debate on immigration restrictions: 

20. [O]ne in three children born in London today is of ethnic origin... . 
That is a frightening concept for the country to come to terms with. We 

have already seen the problems of massive Moslem immigration unless 
we want to create major problems in the decades or the century ahead, we 
must not only stop immigration but must move to voluntary resettlement 
to reduce the immigrant population. (Great Britain, Mr. Janman, June 20, 
1990, c. 293-294) 

This echo of the apocalyptic visions of the former Tory MP Enoch 
Powell, well known for his racist diatribes against immigrants, pro-
vokes vigorous protests from the opposition, and even a moderate 
rebuke from other Tories. Such reactions suggest that this MP has 
crossed the boundaries of the official consensus, or at least those of 
what may be called the discourse consensus: One might feel or think 
Chis way, but not say it. The "frightening concept" of one-third of all 
London children being "of ethnic origin" suggests fear, but obviously 
more is at stake than panic, namely, open resistance of a dominant group 
member against the multicultural society, as is also signaled by his call 
to proceed to "voluntary resettlement." Only the notion of "voluntary" 
distinguishes him from the explicitly racist parties of the extreme right. 
The internal contradiction of the passage, which shows bleak awareness 
of the fact that many "immigrants" are actually born in Great Britain, 
and the call for "resettlement," goes unnoticed by this MP. 

Whereas the previous fragment expresses "fear" of racial differences, 
negative other-presentation of minorities by contemporary elites often 
focuses on what is seen as a cultural threat: 
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21. What is the future of our country to be in another 25 years, even if all 
immigration is stopped tomorrow? What the effect on our religion, morals, 
customs, habits and so on? Already there have been some dangerous 
eruptions from parts of the Moslem community. (Great Britain, Sir John 
Stokes, July 5,1989, c. 390) 

The real or alleged fears of the Muslim threat are as old as Europe's 
conflict with the Muslim world. Today, they are skillfully manipulated 
by Western politicians in their opposition to immigration and humane 
minority policies. After the Rushdie affair, to which this passage obvi-
ously alludes, Muslims may again be openly described as violent or 
dangerous. For elites, the major threat is a cultural one to Western norms 
and values. 

Cultural "threat rhetoric" may also be heard at the other side of the 
Channel, in the French Assemblée: 

22. [I]nserting (sic) immigrants into a regularized situation will not make 
them French, but means that we make place for those who want to conserve 
their own identity, their culture and their customs. Mister Secretary, insert-
ing immigrants is creating a multicultural society.... We don't want any-
thing to do with such a multicultural society, for that would be the end of 
the unity of France, that would be the end of civil peace. (France, Mr. 
Mégret, July 11,1986, p. 3359) 

Again, this is the voice of the extreme Right, which openly disavows 
what is slowly becoming official policy and consensus, namely, that 
European countries are becoming "multicultural" societies. That the 
resistance against multiculturalism is hardly based on real competition 
or fear, but on racist attitudes, may also be concluded from the fact that 
in most Western European countries, minorities add up to less than 10%. 
Moreover, the fact that even immigrants who are fully integrated cul-
turally can never become "really French" for FN speakers, also shows 
that such racist attitudes are not really about culture, but about race. 

Unfortunately, the rhetoric of cultural differences and threat is com-
pelling to a broad audience. It allows drawing upon age-old prejudices, 
especially about the threat of Islam, while at the same time denying 
racism. This is how a representative of the Front National speaks for 
the peopl e: 

23. No, the French[man] is neither racist, nor anti-Semitic, nor xenophobic 
nor revisionist. He is worried in face of an immigration out of control, in 
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face of an Islam pure and hard that might cross the Mediterranean. But the 
French[manj stays tolerant. (France, Mr. de Broissia, lune 28, 1990, p. 3124) 

The well-known denial of racism has been analyzed before. It shows 
again that denials are actually Apparent Denials, because the assertion 
is not supported but belied by the vicious attack on Africans that 
follows. At the same time, the denial cakes the form of a mitigation, 
namely, when French people are said not to be racist but "worried." The 
positive, tolerant attitudes of the French are even further emphasized 
because they stay tolerant despite the threats of a "pure and hard" Islam: 
a classic example of a combination of positive self-presentation and 
negative other-presentation. 

Such chauvinistic statements against Muslims and Arabs, especially 
since the Oil Crisis and during and after the Gulf War, may also be heard 
in the United States. However, politicians are generally more cautious in 
Congress when resident minorities (voters!) are concerned. Yet, in order 
to effectively oppose the Civil Rights Bill, Republicans somehow need to 
discredit its proponente or beneficiaries. We have seen that the major scare 
tactic tised to discredit the Democratic supporters of this bill is summarized 
by the compelling buzzword quota. Even when succeeding versions of the 
bill explicitly prohibited quota, its opponents still claimed that expensive 
discrimination litigation would force employers to hire by the numbers. 
Another tactic was to call the bill a lawyer's bonanza, because of the 
benefits to be allegedly reaped by lawyers in the numerous discrimination 
cases that would result from this bill. 

The presumption of there tactics, sometimes expressed during the 
congressional debate, is that minorities often level unfounded accusa-
tions of discrimination against employers. This presumption is part oí 
a broader configuration of contemporary white prejudices, according to 
which minorities, and especially African-Americans, have a chip on 
their shoulder: They are oversensitive and tend to blame their own 
shortcomings on discrimination by white employers. Research has 
shown that this prejudice is widéspread in corporate life (Fernandez, 
1981; see also Chapter 4) as well as among the white population at large, 
despite the fact that blacks are typically reticent to voice such accusa-
tions, precisely because they know they will not be believed, or will 
face allegations of seeing discrimination where there is none (Essed, 
1991). 

Against the background of this complex framework of modern elite 
racism, we should understand the following intervention: 
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24. [Gliven the huge litigation expenses that an employer would have to 
incur in order to vindicate his narre, there is an encouragement to settle 
these cases, whether they have merit or not. And then we have turned this 
issue not into a civil rights bill but to a bill that legalizes extortion against 
employers who are subjected to claims of unlawful discrimination that are 
without merit. (United States, Sensenbrenner, August 2, 1990, H6773) 

Note that this passage, and in particular "vindicate," presupposes that 
accused employers are usually innocent, and that minorities often level 
unfounded accusations of discrimination. The use of "extort" further 
implies that such accusations are not just unfounded accusations, but 
rather are acts of a serious criminal nature. This argumentative rhetoric 
disparages minorities and denies own racism as well as the long history 
of corporate discrimination. It even reverses the roles in the sociopol it-
ical drama of racism, following the well-known Blaming the Victim 
move: Those who engage in criminal discrimination become victims, 
whereas the victims are turned into vindictive avengers. Much of the 
Republican side of this debate paints employers as innocent, hard-working 
people who are ruined by the self-serving lies of their black employees. 

,These conservative opponents of the Civil Rights Bill are aware that 
in a social system of ethnic group dominance, increasing rights—and 
hence power—for the dominated group usually entail less power for 
dominant groups. In that case the traditional ploy of conservative 
rhetoric is to claim that freedom is at stake. Let us quote in full one 
prominent example of this and several other strategic moves of the 
conservative attack on the Civil Rights Bill of 1990: 

25. Freedom is at stake, the freedom to work at your life as you see fit. The 
world our liberal friends on the Democratic side seek to bring to us with 
this bill was described by Frederick Lynch of California State University 
at Los Angeles. Describing his attempts to find a university teaching 
position, Lynch, a white male, observed: 

Once, for example, I was informed by a plainly discomfited chairman that 
1 had lost a position at Sweet Briar College strictly because I was male. On 
another occasion the department chairman at Pomona College told me that 
the only sociologists he could hire was (sic) black. On yet a third occasion, 
Occidental College abruptly canceled an interview, later notifying me—and 
several other candidates—that it had hired a female "native of Jamaica." 

This nonsense about quotas has to stop because when we begin to hire and 
promote people on the basis of their race, we are going to bring to our 
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society feelings of distress, feelings of unhappiness, and these emotions 
will accumulate and ultimately explode and destroy us. 

This nonsense that there is a benevolent state out there that is going to 
decide we are all going to be equal at the finish line is a tragedy, and the 
sooner we divest ourselves of this nonsense, the better off we are all going 
to be. (United States, Mr. Dannemeyer, August 2, 1990, p. H6332-6333). 

This passage is replete with ideological meanings and implications. 
First, "freedom" is such a well-known ideological concept, arguably the 
most often abused concept of conservative rhetoric, in which it is 
associated with the "freedom" of corporate enterprise, or the "freedom" 
of the market, and not with the freedom from want or discrimination. 
The second ploy of this passage is to present a white victim of Affirma-
tive Action, a well-known reversal move: Blacks are not the victims of 
discrimination, We are. Note also that this passage implies, but does not 
provide evidente for the fact that the white applicant was indeed better 
than the black ones. Moreover, that the chairman of Sweet Briar College 
reportedly was "clearly discomfited"—instead of "elated"—that he had 
to hire a black woman (a "native from Jamaica," so not only black but 
alai a foreigner), also suggests that Affirmative Action is also met by 
serious white resistance to hire minorities in universities. 

Third, the conservative Representative not only discredits Affirmative 
Action by categorizing such a hiring decision as the application of quotas, 
and not just by categorically rejecting quotas as "nonsense," but also 
sketches, first through a rhetorical understatement ("distress" and "unhap-
piness") then in more apocalyptic hyperbole ("explosion and destruction"), 
the disastrous consequences of quotas. More generally, we have found in 
conservative elite discourse that the consequences of immigration and civil 
rights are portrayed in terms of social, economic, and cultural catastrophe, 
and hence as a fundamental threat to white society. 

Finally, formulating the political presuppositions of his conservative 
ideology, this Representative associates Affirmative Action with the 
over-zealous meddling of the "benevolent" state, with the obviously 
ridiculous objective of manufacturing equality "at the finish line." 
These words presuppose and invoke a complex ideology on civil rights, 
in which conservatives reluctantly claim to accept equal opportunities 
at the starting line, but categorically reject equality of outcomes. This 
rejection should be understood in the perspective of a long history of 
racism, which hardly allowed minorities to arrive at the starting line 
with equal chances in the first place. At the same time, the reference to 
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the "benevolent" state presupposes the conservative ideology of indi-
vidual responsibility and merit. This reference also implies that minor-
ities apparently cannot make it on their own, which is one of the ways 
of disparaging blacks in conservative elite discourse. 

We see that although minorities are not explicitly derogated in such 
interventions, it is clearly implied that they, and their liberal supporters in 
the House, are considered to be against freedom, against equal opportuni-
ties for everybody (also white males), as establishing quotas, as falsely 
accusing employers of discrimination, as fomenting racial strife, as leading 
the nation to destruction, and as expecting unfair competition. 

Another ploy in U.S. ethnic affairs debates is to display one's civil 
rights credits. Having marched with Martin Luther King or having 
actively participated in the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s are 
standard moves of positive self-presentation, a move extensively used 
in the following example, which we shall quote in full: 

.26. Mr. Speaker, I rise today in strong opposition to the misnamed Civil 
Rights Act of 1990. It should really be called the Trial Lawyers Act. This 
bill does nothing to advance civil rights. In fact, it is diametrically opposed 
to the original intent of the civil rights movement, of which I am proud to 
have participated as a young Air Force captain in my off-duty hours. Those 
of us who marched with Dr. Martin Luther King in Washington in 1963, 
were not marching for hiring quotas or other racial preferences. We were 
marching for a colorblind society in which all Americans would be judged 
by the "content of their character" in King's words, not the color of their 
skin. Instead of building on that dream, we are being asked today to 
embrace a bill that reinforces one of America's oldest and ugliest racial 
myths, that Whites are superior to Blacks. In that respect it can truly be 
said that passing this legislation will be turning the clock back. How ironic. 
(United States, Mr. Doman, August 2, 1990, H6334) 

The argumentative moves in this passage are well known and trans-
parent, and may be summarized as follows: (a) Associate your opponent's 
position with clearly unintended consequences (lawyers will get rich); 
(b) point at contradictions in your opponents strategy (the present bill 
is opposed to the original meaning of civil rights); (c) present yourself 
as a supporter of civil rights; and (d) confront your opponents with the 
different views of their heroes (Martin Luther King). Apart from the 
latter--Authority—move, this sequence of moves suggests that the 
present bill is in fact a perversion of the old, revered "dream" of the 
Civil Rights Movement, and that those who oppose this bill should be 



seen as the true heirs to the civil rights legacy. This paradox is followed 
by another: Tough antidiscrimination legislation allegedly confirms the 
racist prejudice that blacks are inferior. 

Without making explicit a complex network of presuppositions, such 
a paradoxical conclusion would be virtually incomprehensible. This 
network may be spelled out as follows: By facilitating legal action 
against discrimination, this bill will force employers to hire by the 
numbers to avoid costly litigation; and to hire by the numbers, instead 
of on the basis of quality and merit, entails that minorities would be 
unable to compete without quota, which presupposes that whites are 
superior. Thus, not only are conservatives the true heirs to the civil 
rights legacy, they are also the self-styled opponents of racist myths of 
white superiority. We see that the paradox also features the familiar 
move of a reversal: We are not racist, They are the real racists! 

Here is how the speaker spells out the paradoxes and the reversal: 

27. Any honest liberal would have to admit that affirmative action has been 
a dismal failure. Instead of advancing the cause of Blacks, affirmative 
action has hurt the cause of Blacks. Why? Because racial preference 
implies inferiority. Apd this implied inferiority actually aggravates the 
white racism affirmative action was designed to eradicate. That is why 
there has been an increase in racial incidents, for instance on college 
campuses, around the country. (United States, Mr. Doman, August 2. 1990, 
p. H6334) 

Again, the argumentati ve moves of this passage are common fare in text 
and talk of those elites who oppose anti-racist actions and policies. In 
the same way as victims are often blamed for their own oppression, the 
causes of oppression may also be attributed to the actions of those who 
claim to fight oppression and inequality. Along this line of reasoning, 
anti-racists aggravate racism, for example, because Affirmative Action 
only leads to ethnic or racial resentment of whites. Hence, the Repub-
lican opponents of the bill are the real opponents of racism. 

This self-congratulatory conclusion not only implements the familiar 
moves of transfer, reversa], and positive self-presentation, but at the same 
time derogates the opponents. We see that negative other-presentation in 
racial affairs discourse does not target only minority groups. On the 
contrary, such attacks might be too obviously racist, and hence their 
negative portrayals may sometimes focus primarily on those whites who 
are seen as staunch supporters of the minority cause. They can be attacked 
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without moral or political restraint because the counter-accusation of 
racism would be void in that case. Moreover, white liberals are the only 
social group that share white elite power and therefore need to be taken 
seriously. 

Firm, but Fair 

The complex and continuous interplay between positive self-descrip-
tion and negative other-description in ethnic affairs discourse not only 
produces the familiar disclaimers and other semantic moves, such as 
"We have nothing against minorities, but ... " or "There are also very 
intelligent blacks, but . . ." There is also an inverse form to this 
disclaimer, in which first a negative property of Us is affirmed or even 
conceded, followed however by a contrast or paradoxical conclusion. 
Thus Apparent Concessions may be a strong argumentative method of 
placating opponents, for example, by admitting to one of their points, 
but then reaching a different conclusion: "There are racist parties and 
there is some discrimination in the Netherlands, but on the whole it is 
a tolerara country." Such concessions are called apparent because of the 
discursive support for the argument following but in the main clause. 
There is usually little evidence supplied to make the first argument more 
credible. 

One other way to combine quasi-negative and positive self-descriptions 
is to invoke the routine rhetorical pair firm, but fair (or tough, but fair). 
This phrase is mostly used to legitimate ímmigration restrictions or 
other limitations of (or refusals to extend) the rights of refugees, 
immigrants, or resident minorities. Self-description as being "firm" or 
"tough" or admissions that one has been "too soft" may hardly seem 
positive, but the combination with the positive qualification "fair" does 
make the pair positive. Firmness in that case is like that of the stern 
father, or the wise doctor, whose firmness only benefits his children or 
her clients. The addition of "fair" also suggests that there is no question 
of being too firm: Fairness prevails in al! decisions. 

This paternalistic strategy is apparent in many parliamentary debates, 
for example, in the defense of their bilis by Hurd and Scháuble, Interior 
Secretaries of Great Britain and Germany, respectively. 

If we are to work seriously for harmony, non-discrimination and equality 
of opportunity in our cities, that has to be accompanied by firm and fair 
immigration control. (Great Britain, Mr. Hurd, July 5, 1989, c. 380) 
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My hon. Friend and 1 will continue to apply a strict but fair system of 
control. (Great Britain, Mr. Hurd, July 5, 1989, c. 386) 

It belongs to this fair balance of interests that the further immigration of 
foreigners must be limited, because for each society there are limits to the 
ability and the readiness to integrate. (Germany, Mr. SchBuble, April 26, 
1990, p. 16281) 

Mr. Chairman, this substitute offers the House of Representatives an 
opportunity to enact a landmark civil rights bill that is both fair and 
pragmatic. (United States, Mr. Moorhead, August 2, 1990,146786) 

These passages show that combining fairness with firmness, or with 
pragmatism in the U.S. example, is qualified as a positive political 
strategy in several Houses of Representatives. Those who are fair 
without firmness are unrealistic, bleeding heart liberals, who would ruin 
the country by letting everyone in, or who create resentment among the 
white population. That is, firmness in this view is also a condition of 
harmony "in our cities," as the British MP suggests. Putting firmness in 
the balance with positively valued conditions of ethnic relations, such 
as "non-discrimination and equality of opportunity," strategically aims 
at putting the Left in a predicament: They will have to take the political 
consequences of popular white resentment. 

The German Secretary gives a different turn to his argument: Immigra-
tion must be restricted because there are limits to the ability of society to 
integrate. This argument recall§ the frequent references, also mute years 
earlier by President Mitterand of France, to a threshold of tolerance, a 
seemingly natural limit that can only be crossed at the peril of racial unrest. 
It needs no further argument that this mythical threshold, which is belied 
by many peaceful multicultural societies in the world, is usually set quite 
low, namely, in one-digit percentages in Europe. 

The political expedience of the "firm, but fair" move in such argu-
mentations is defined by the constituencies being addressed by such 
parliamentary discourse. By acknowledging the need for fairness, and 
by thus expressing humanitarian values regarding immigrants and mi-
norities, the more liberal and tolerant voters are persuasively addressed. 
On the other hand, firmness should appeal to those who advocate law 
and order, and especially a tough stance toward minorities. 

In the more direct political context, however, there is also little doubt 
that "firm, but fair" is a disclaimer that functions as part of a strategy 
of positive self-presentation. The fairness is often primarily humanitarian 
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window dressing and intended to avoid accusations of xenophobia or 
racism. All strict rules and regulations that control immigration and 
ethnic affairs show that firmness and not fairness is the actual aim being 
pursued and implemented. 

For Their Own Good 

The paternalistic view of immigration and race relations that we 
encountered in our analysis of the "firm, but fair" move is even more 
pronounced in arguments that suggest that the speaker is doing all these 
firm things "for their own good." This Apparent Empathy or Apparent 
Altruism move is again a functional part of the overall strategy of 
positive self-presentation: We are doing something good for Them. A 
standard argument, heard in everyday conversations as well as in racist 
propaganda about immigrants, is that they should go back to their own 
(poor) country, and help to build it up. That is, limiting immigration 
would not be better for us, but for them, because that would be good for 
their country. The same is true for Affirmative Action or welfare pro-
gra'ms, such as in the United States, where less legal or political 
intervention is defended with the previously encountered argument that 
this would only create dependency, confirm victim-role thinking, or 
imply racist inferiorization of minorities. 

Fragments in the radio interview of Prime Minister Lubbers of the 
Netherlands are typical examples of this Apparent Empathy: 

28. But minority policy as care-policy, minority policy as prevention of 
discrimination, as only offering things, is insufficient . . . Well-meaning 
policies in favor of minorities will have reverse effects, therefore we should 
have a mature approach. . Moreover, such a measure is hard to imple-
ment. It leads to demotivation. (Netherlands, Mr. Lubbers, IKON Radio, 
March 25, 1990) 

So tough policies are advocated, and care and welfare policies or 
anti-discrimination measures will get less priority (than they have ever 
had). Doing good is declared out of fashion by offering the argument 
that welfare policies have reverse effects: They are bad for minorities. 
This implies that our new "mature" approach will be good for them, and 
that policies that care for minorities are "immature," if not "childish." 
Thus, firmness and toughness are associated with the realism and 
pragmatism of the adult parents who really care for their children, even 



96 	 ELITE D1SCOURSE AND RACISM 

when it seems to "hurt a little." Other approaches only lead to "de- 
motivation," the well-known buzzword for "they don't want to work." 

Note that such passages are largely configurations of positive and 
negative associations. They do not report or presuppose facts, but 
merely persuasively define ethnic relations in terms of parent-child 
relations, or associate minorities with children who have been pam-
pered if not spoiled. The fact that many members of minority groups, 
especially in the Netherlands, are unemployed and living on welfare is 
presented, in the well-known conservative Reaganomic framework of 
blaming the victim, as a proof of their lack of "motivation." 

It hardly needs to be added that such "firm, but fair" and "for their 
own good" decisions in ethnic affairs are not addressed to employers 
who have been shown to discriminate against minorities, and who 
therefore contributed to high minority unemployment—and hence to 
costly welfare—in the Netherlands in the first place, or to educators 
who fail to provide minorities with a competitive education. On the 
contrary, even more so than in the United States, corporate employers 
in Europe are handled with kid gloves, at least in such "moral" matters 
as minority employment. Thus, one of the implications of the "for their 
own good" move is not only to blame the victims, but also to punish 
them for being victims in the first place. At the same time, the sociopo-
litical and economic implication of this policy is that the true responsi-
bilities for social problems are being concealed. 

Whereas such a conservative approach characterizes the growing 
no-nonsense policies towards resident minorities, it also defines one of 
the major arguments to stop or limit immigration, as may be frequently 
heard in the British House of Commons: 

29. It is fair to establish visa controls as long as there is mutual agreement 
about them between the countries involved. They are the best way to 
control immigration fairly, so that those who properly qualify to come here 
or to leave this country to visit other countries can do so. Such controls 
make sure that people have the right qualifications for travel. (Great 
Britain, Mr. Hanley, May 15, 1990, c. 849) 

The repeated self-categorization in terms of fairness in this passage 
has already been discussed aboye. In this case, such qualifications are 
buttressed by all the good things for them that may follow, such as free 
travel to other countries, or having the "right qualifications" for such 
travel. However, to become beneficiaries of these rights, handed out as 
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if they were extraordinary privileges, applicants must of course first obtain 
a visa for Great Britain, a privilege not to be awarded to "all and sundry." 
However, even those who are disappointed and do not get such a visa are 
better off, and should probably be grateful for being turned down: 

30. Those who do not qualify avoid the disappointment, expense and 
inconvenience of being refused entry after their journey here.... I am glad 
to say that the new arrangements have been successful. The difficulties at 
our ports have been resolved, which has enables us to provide a better 
service for bona fide travelers. (Great Britain, Waddington, May 15,1990, 
c. 854) 

The generosity of the British administration is truly overwhelming in 
this passage, which details all the troubles that potential immigrants 
may be spared by such a sympathetic refusal of entry. Indeed, the new 
immigration policies work so well that virtually no one is admitted any 
more, which again results in providing "better service" for "bona fide" 
travelers. The familiar presupposition here is that everybody who is not 
admitted is by definition a "mala fide" traveler. The overall style of such 
interventions recalls that of the publicity campaign for a new product 
or service. 

It was already observed before that "firm and fair" immigration 
controls are defended as being better for the inner cities, that is, for our 
own white population: 

31. If we are to work seriously for harmony, non-discrimination and 
equality of opportunity in our cities, that has to be accompanied by firm 
and fair immigration control. (Great Britain, Mr. Hurd, July 5,1989, c. 380) 

However,,the immigrants will also benefit because, according to this 
argument, the presence of fewer foreigners means less discrimination 
and more opportunities, a commonsense logic on which everyday ste-
reotypes and prejudices of "unfair competition" are also premised. 
"Harmony" is the key word, presupposing chaos and civil strife, which 
constantly lurk between the lines of such interventions, namely, as a 
threat to all those, notably among the liberal opposition, who are so 
foolish as to advocate anything else. Here and elsewhere in such 
statements, we find the simplistic biosocial presumption, present in 
much contemporary racist discourse, that numbers and mixtures of 
cultures and peoples automatically lead to such chaos. 
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How much such assumptions are part of an ideology may be shown 
by the self-evident claims made to "common sense": 

32. Surely common sense says that there must be strict immigration 
controls, in the interests not only of the indigenous population but of 
immigrants. (Great Britain, Sir John Stokes, July 5, 1989, c. 390-391) 

This right-wing speaker admits that immigration restrictions are not 
advantageous only for the immigrants. Hence, the liberals, supposed to 
have only the well-being of minorities in mind, are seduced by such 
arguments. And the white majority (that is, the bulk of the voters) will 
obviously also reap the fru-it of the new policies. 

The debate in U.S. Congress has a different orientation. Although 
sometimes an object of heated debate, such as when poor Caribbeans 
(most recently the Haitians) or Latin Americans are presenting them-
selves at the borders, immigration is a less controversia] topic in a 
country that is almost wholly populated with oíd and new immigrants. 
We have found aboye that the new conservative approach to ethnic 
affairs seldom derogates blacks openly, but has other ways to associate 
African-Americans and other minorities with negative values of the 
dominant white group. Affirmative Action in general and quotas in 
particular are merely the labels of such attitudes on ethnic affairs and 
minorities, featuring such negative opinions as lack of motivation, 
oversensitivity, pushiness, and ungratefulness. 

Yet, being tough on Affirmative Action is also for their own good. To 
oppose threatening policies of state intervention in the prívate affairs of 
citizens and companies has positive consequences for blacks because: 

33. Affirmative action also produces self-doubts in the minds of black 
people. (United States, Mr. Doman, August 2, 1990, H6334) 

True, not all blacks are in favor of Affirmative Action, and probably 
al] of them would welcome not having to enter the work force burdened 
with the racist reaction of doubt about their qualifications, if only they 
could be sure that discrimination would be totally absent in business, 
services, and public employment. Hence, what this speaker is in fact 
doing is what a psychoanalytical approach probably would cal) projec-
tion: White doubts about qualifications are projected as alleged self-
doubts upon blacks. In this way, virtually any measure that favors 
whites can be explained as one that favors blacks. 
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Vox Populi or White Racism as Threat 

Sympathy with the oppressed is a noble sentiment. There are, how-
ever, even more forceful argumentative moves to persuade both liberal 
white elites and minorities, namely, the threat of intolerance, discrimi-
nation, and racism. Who would be in favor of racism; who would 
condone popular resentment? Thus, to persuasively argue against im-
migration or against favoritism or other alleged privileges for minori-
ties, one only needs to conjure up the specter of racist reactions among 
the white population at large. Obviously, this is a specific elite strategy, 
because it exclusively attributes potential racism to the white lower 
class, and in particular to those in the inner cities. The argument is: Stop 
immigration or stop Affirmative Action because otherwise, ►ve will get 
even more racist. 

However, as such, this move might be counter-productive because it 
may alienate white voters. Therefore, it is often combined with the 
populist claim that the politicians speak for the people, or at least 
ack'nowledge hearing their voice. Especially on the Right, politicians 
may attack their liberal colleagues by emphasizing that they at least 
listen to ordinary people. Preferential hiring "may also give rise to 
feelings ofjealousy of the other involved in such a business enterprise," 
says Dutch Prime Minister Lubbers in his radio interview, thus declar-
ing serious Affirmative Action as unworkable. 

British Tories especially like to play this game of the people's voice, 
thereby sneering at Labour while at the same time inviting popular 
support and legitimation for their own restrictive policies, as right-wing 
speaker Sir John Stokes formulates them: 

34. In debates of this kind, I have always been struck forcibly by how much 
Labour and Liberal Members have distanced themsel ves from the feelings 
of ordinary people. . . . In so far as the small changes in the rules reduce 
the flow of immigration to this country, they will be welcomed wholeheart-
edly by the British public. We must be careful to respect the views of the 
people who elected us to this place. (Great Britain, Sir John Stokes, May 
15, 1990, columns 842-844) 

There are probably few issues on which Conservatives would be 
expecting support from "ordinary people," but ethnic affairs is certainly 
one of them. This strategic use of assumed popular resentment, euphe-
mistically described as "feelings" against further immigration or favor-
itism is a powerful move. Not only do they invite popular support by 
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implying "We are listening to you," but they also attack the opposition 
by suggesting that they are less democratic, having "distanced" them-
selves from ordinary (white) British people. At the same time, however, 
the pretense of listening to the voice of the people conceals the fact that 
much of the resentment against immigrants is not primarily, or even not 
at all, formulated at the grass-roots level, but rather by conservative 
elites themselves. 

Such examples provide strong support for the major thesis of chis 
book, namely, that discourse of the political elites, especially of the 
Right, may claim popular support while at the same time preformulating 
the terms that help create the state of mind that gives rise to such support 
in the first place. We have argued several times that although elite 
racism and popular racism mutually influence and reinforce each other, 
"the people" does not have a public voice itself, simply because it 
hardly has access to the media or other means of mass communication. 
They are "made heard," namely, by politicians, journalists, or other 
elites who either let them speak or speak for them. Not all elites can 
speak for the people, however: 

35. The barden of receiving and coping with these newcomers in our midst 
has fallen not on the intellectuals, Labour Members of Parliament and 
others of that ilk but on the ordinary English working-class people. Surely 
they are entitled to have a voice here. (Great Britain, Sir John Stokes, July 
5, 1989, c. 390-391) 

This example not only makes a distinction between middle-class 
elites and the "ordinary English working class," but also between Us 
and Them ("ilk") within the elites, where che liberal "intellectuals" 
associated with Labour are branded as being especially estranged from 
the people. This anti-intellectualism move is not only characteristic of 
the political Right, but is also familiar in the British press, especially 
in the tabloids, when they attack the "sociologists" who allegedly 
excuse minority crime and violence (van Dijk, 1991). 

Alleged popular resentment suggests that it is especially the lower 
class that objects to immigration or multiculturalism. However, the 
broad support for extremist racist parties among the lower middle class, 
and in neighborhoods where either no or few minorities could be "unfair 
competitors," shows that the elite assumptions about popular racism 
may well be a self-serving transfer and denial of own racism. To see 
such thinking and talking at work, consider another fragment of a 
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speech by Interior Minister Mr. Douglas Hurd in the British House of 
Commons: 

36. I do not think that the right hon. Gentleman wants the National Front to 
triumph in his Constituency. The National Front had no candidates at all in the 
last election. I do not think that the right hon. Gentleman wants to see in Britain 
the changes in public opinion which sent six German MEP's representing 
anti-foreigner parties far Right, to the European Parliament, and a similar 
number from France. I do not think that the right hon. Gentleman wants that, 
but his attitude towards immigration control would bring that about if it were 
realized. It would cause suspicion and resentment, and plenty of people are 
ready to jump on that bandwagon. My hon. Friend and 1 will continue to apply 
a strict but fair system of control, not because we are prejudiced or inhumane, 
but because we believe that control is needed if all the people who live in our 
cities are to live together in tolerance and decent harmony. (Great Britain, Mr. 
Hurd, July 5, 1989, c. 386) 

The populist argument in such examples turns into a threat frequently 
heard in European parliaments: If we are too lenient toward immigrants or 
minorities, this will only favor the racist Right. Such an argument is typical 
of Conservatives who want to distance themselves from the extreme Right, 
while at the same time blaming Labour for the rise of racism. Transfer of 
blame becomes a complete reversa] of possible accusations leveled against 
the Conservatives for sharing many anti -minority actitudes with the ex-
treme Right and for contributing to the rise of racism. 

The negative and ironic rhetorical questions addressed to the Left in 
Example 36 precisely feed on this assumption that being "soft" on 
immigration and related issues is the real cause of popular resentment 
and hence, of racism. The strength of this strategy lies in the common-
sense reaction of popular protests against immigration, namely, that 
politicians don' t do anything against it. The Right, in this perspective, 
may hope to pick up votes by continuously showing that it is doing 
something about "it." However, "it" is selectively defined here as the 
problems allegedly caused by immigration or a multicultural society, 
not the major socioeconomic problems the Right is scarcely motivated 
to solve (such as unemployment, bad housing, and failing social ser-
vices, among many others). 

To conceal the results of such Conservative policies, Mr. Hurd virtu-
ally accuses the Left of sending racists to the European parliament and 
of causing popular resentment and massive support of the National 
Front. At the same time, thus legitimated by the people's voice, the 
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speaker feels entitled to defend "strict but fair" controls on immigration. 
Note the familiar disclaimer of the Apparent Denial ("We are not preju-
diced, but . . . "), which suggests that strict immigration controls are not 
inconsistent with a humanitarian system of values. This argument is closed 
by the move of Apparent Altruism we have met before: It is good for all of 
Us and all of Them. Tough restrictions lead to harmony. Marginalization 
is tolerance. Oppression is Peace. These indeed are some of the fragments 
of the Ethnospeak and the Ethnologic of the Right. 

Such taik is no accident. On the contrary, it is the stock in trade of 
the policies and persuasive arguments of conservative MPs, repeated 
and repeated again and then picked up, or sometimes even first formu-
lated, by the popular press. These newspapers then make sure that the 
very people, for whom this text and talk have been spoken, read the 
message, which is difficult to resist: 

37. Anyone listening to speeches by Opposition Members would imagine 
that we are being unduly restrictive in our rules of entry. If one were to go 
outside this place and ask someone in the street, "Is that true?" they would 

say, "No, over the past 25 years this country has been extraordinarily 
generous in letting in many people into the country, some of whom have 
done very well, and how glad we are about it." (Great Britain, Sir John 
Stokes, July 5, 1989, c. 390-391) 

The alleged voice of the imaginary "WoMan in the Street" is suppos-
edly quoted here, but the very elite style of the quote betrays the 
conservative MP-ventriloquist boasting the "generosity" of his country, 
that is, of his own policies and ideologies: Indeed some have done very 
well, according to the ideology of Thatcherist popular capital ism. The 
problem is that most minorities or immigrants have not. There is little 
evidence that the Conservative speaker is not glad about that, or indeed, 
could be bothered at all. Note also in this example that immigrants are 
not "coming in" or "arriving" but are passively "lec in," that is, by an 
act of grace and tolerance of the conservative gatekeepers. Conserva-
tives thus play a political game with the Left by trying to beat them on 
their own turf of assumed popular support, and by defending their own 
precarious argumentative position by shoving the accusation of racism 
back to the Left. 

Similar populist appeals may be expected from the racist Right. Here 
is what a colleague of. Jean-Marie Le Pen, of the Front Nacional in the 
French Assemblée has to say: 
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38. Addressing myself to the people of the left, I repeat again that we are 
against nobody, against no color, against no race, and against no religion. 
The only reason we are sitting in this national Assembly is that we have 
been elected representatives by French people who think like us... .1n the 
Front National we are invested by a mission, and we shall accomplish it. 
That mission is to defend the French . . . all the French, whatever their 
color. (France, Mr. Holeindre, July 11, 1986, p. 3349) 

Starting with the now familiar disclaimer of the Apparent Denial of 
racism, the "but" is not followed, at least not in this passage, by 
derogating the immigrants, but by a more positive ploy of claiming 
democratic respectability, if not a legitimate mission: to say what "the 
most lucid citizens of this country" think. There is no need to quote the 
many other FN speeches to show how often they fulminate against the 
alleged threat of other religions, most notably Islam, and how often they 
imply that French citizens of another color, namely, those from North 
Africa or the Caribbean, are not really French. The point here is the 
populist claim that one speaks for the people and thus says what 
"everybody" thinks, which is the routine pretense of all racists. 

As is the case in Britain, the French conservatives, caught between 
the Left and the Front National, also go through the usual moves of 
distancing themselves from both, for example, by accusing the Social-
ists of being the real cause of the rice of racism in France, a now familiar 
move of reversal: 

39. But it is you, with Mr. Mitterand and with Mr. Rocard, who have created 
Mr. Le Pen, with all means. After having made of it a party that counts 
among the voters of our country, you want to make a martyr of him, and 
weave him a crown. Beware, my dear colleagues, of this criminal maneu-
ver. (France, Mr. Broissia, May 2, 1990, p. 928) 

The opposition here is directed against the only explicitly anti-racist 
bill proposed in France, occasioned by the desecration of Jewish graves 
in Carpentras in the spring of 1990. The conservative view is that 
energetic measures against racist discourse and action, such as curtail-
ing the rights of racist politicians who incite to racial hatred, would only 
be counterproductive, while making a martyr of Le Pen. Although Le 
Pen was quite infl uenti al during the time he was not a martyr, and could 
freely speak out, this argument seems to be quite persuasive. As we have 
seen earlier, similar arguments are brought forward when, occasionally, 
it is suggested that racist parties should be prohibited, but not when real 
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criminal organizations are forbidden. This merely shows that the ex-
pression of racist prejudice, incitement to racial hatred, and systematic 
discrimination are seen not as crimen but as a belonging to a moral 
order, in which criteria such as the freedom of speech or the freedom 
of assembly are deemed to be more important than the freedom from 
prejudice, discrimination, and racism. It is apparently crucial whose 
freedoms are being curtailed. 

Le Pen's vociferous colleague in the Assemblée, Ms. Stirbois, attacks 
the present anti-racist law by addressing the right of free speech: 

40. A project that attacks the Declaration rights of man and citizen: by the 
brutality of the sanctions foreseen for simple remarks, by the imprecision 
of the definitions of racism and incitement to hatred or to violence, this bill 
attacks article 10 of the Declaration of the rights of man and citizen .. . 
"The free communication of thoughts and opinions is one of the most 
precious rights of Man." (France, Ms. Stirbois, May 2, 1990, p. 909) 

The now familiar strategic mover of reversal and counterattack also 
characterize this passage. The racists claim precisely the freedom they 
deny to others, and refer to a Constitution that prohibits what they 
practice. The same lofty ideals of the Déclaration des droits de l'homme 
et du citoyen are thus used and abused to defend the freedom to 
discrimi nate. 

Incidentally, this analysis does not conceal the sociopolitical prob-
lems involved in the contradictory consequences of granting, protect-
ing, or limiting democratic rights. The problem is that the racist abuse 
of the freedom of expression is not just a question of "mere words" that 
cannot hurt other people. Discourse analysts are familiar with the 
elementary insight from the philosophy of language, speech act theory, 
and sociolinguistics, namely, that discourse is also a form of social 
action. More or less subtly or blatantly racist discourse is an action that 
not only may hurt large groups of people, but also has a powerful 
influence on the very restriction of equal rights. Besides sociopolitical 
and philosophical issues about the foundations of the democratic state, 
we here touch upon the fundamental ethics of ethnic affairs, in which 
discriminatory text and talk are seen as serious social transgressions, 
limiting the elementary rights of minorities. In fact, despite such formal 
or moral prohibitions, the range of negatively oriented di scourses about 
minorities or immigrants is still very large, as these parliamentary 
contributions show. 
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The extreme Right in France thus plays on the democratic conscience 
as well as on the doubtful allegiances of the other parties as soon as 
"free speech" about minorities and migrants is concerned: 

41. In the world there are two great political regimes, democratic regimes 
and totalitarian regimes. In democratic regimes, it is the people which, by 
its votes, is the arbiter between those in power and the opposition. In 
totalitarian regimes, it is the judiciary which, on demand of those in power, 
persecutes the opposition. This is exactly what you ask us to do today by 
providing a punishment that consists in depriving somebody of his civil 
rights not on account of his acts but on account of simple words. How can 
the people freely choose its representatives when there cannot freely 
express themselves? (France, Ms. Stirbois, June 28, 1990, p. 3108) 

Thus lecturing parliament about democracy, the Front National banks 
on the support of the people, while at the same time attacking legal 
sanctions that would be incurred by saying what the people say. As in 
the other reversals we encounter in this study, the extreme Right may 
paradoxically accuse its opponents of being totalitarian. 

Similar arguments (restrict immigration to avoid more Auslander-
feindlichkeit) may be heard from conservatives in Germany. This does 
not mean, as we shall see in more detail later, that they are not being 
attacked by the Left, when it opposes the new Foreigner Bill: 

42. The bill is dominated by the spirit of barriers [Abschottung] and 
defense. You are offering us a complex, bureaucratic instrument.... Sus-
picion and mistrust characterize your bill, where tolerance and indulgence 
would have been required. [Addressing the Minister of the Interior, Mr. 
Schaublej. As long as you do as if the rights of foreigners should be cut 
down to prevent xenophobia, you accomplish the opposite; for those who 
designate foreigners as a threat, foment xenophobia. (Germany, Ms. Sonntag-
Wohlgast, April 26, 1990, p. 16273) 

Unfortunately, as the recent events in Germany have shown, there is 
a lot of truth in this accusation: The continued and overt political fights 
about the limitation of refugees did indeed increase xenophobia in 
Germany and should be seen as one of the legitimating causes of the 
violence against refugees and other minorities since the fall of 1991. 

Similar remarks may be made about the general debate about civil 
rights in the United States, where white popular resentment against 
what is seen as favoritism, especially of blacks, is also widespread. 
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Therefore, it may be routinely addressed, although in the indirect and 
subtle ways analyzed aboye, namely, by warning or threatening that 
business will no longer be competitive and that tougher antidiscrimina-
tion legislation will only make lawyers richer. In the United States the 
appeal to common sense is one of the well-known elements of populist 
rhetoric, whose effectiveness may be further enhanced by humor: 

43. I try to use what they call, where I come from, west Texas tractor seat 
common sense. Under Kennedy-Hawkins, I believe employment decisions 
based on tractor seat common sense probably will be an unlawful practice. 
(United States, Mr. Stenholm, August 2, 1990, H6807) 

Even more persuasive is the example of Lebanon, that is, the symbol 
of chaos, destruction, and civil war, as right-wing Senator Helms sees 
it in the Senate debate on the Civil Rights Bill later that year: 

44. Do we want a nation where privilege and employment are handed out 
on the basis of group identity rather than on individual merit? Do we want 
quota justice? There already exists a model for this type of stratified and 
proportionalized society: it is called Lebanon. (United States, Mr. Helms, 
October 24, 1990, S16584) 

Such rhetoric, in which general fears are addressed, is also based on 
the preferred denial of such questions: "No, we do not hand out jobs 
and privilege on the basis of group identity," because that would mean 
discrimination. And "Yes, we do recognize that merit should be the only 
criterion," as competitive capitalism requires. Apart from addressing 
his colleagues, this Senator also addresses the people, and preformulates 
its verdict: no quotas and hence, no strict Civil Rights Bill. The presup-
position of the first rhetorical question of this passage is that privilege 
and employment were not and are not "handed out" on the basis of group 
membership. It needs no further demonstration that this presupposition 
is of course rather inconsistent with prevailing white power and privi-
lege in the United States, which are indirectly denied by this rhetoric. 

Populist rhetoric is not limited to the Right. As soon as the rights and 
interests of workers are concerned, liberals also may explicitly ad-
dress—or claim to speak for—the people, as does Senator Metzenbaum 
after President's Bush veto of the Civil Rights Bill of 1990: 

45.The public should learn a great lesson from this veto. When push comes 
to shove, the real George Bush reverts to his roots and his instincts. He 
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supports the interests of the wealthy employers over the legitimate con-
cerns of women and minority workers. (United States, Mr. Metzenbaum, 
October 24, 1990, 516573) 

Thus, besides slick lawyers for whom this bill is seen as a bonanza 
by the Republican opposition, wealthy employers may also be conjured 
up, by the Democratic backers of this bill, as a powerful prototype of 
greed, of which women and minorities are the victims. Although such 
populist rhetoric also indulges in unwarranted generalizations about 
employers, there is enough evidence showing that the rights and con-
cerns of women and minorities are not generally respected by all 
employers. (Fernandez, 1981; see also Chapter 4). 

The Numbers Game 

Another well-known move in the negative presentation of immigra-
tion is the numbers game, which is also familiar in the press. This 
rhetorical use of quasi-objective figures, convincingly suggesting how 
many "come in" every day, week, month, or year, is one of the most 
compelling scare tactics in the formation of public opinion. Figures 
need not be lied about or exaggerated. It is the way they are presented 
or extrapolated that makes them impressive. For instance, they are 
always given in absolute numbers, so that thousands or even hundreds 
of thousands of refugees or immigrants arriving each year appear to be 
quite impressive. In percentages of the total population, even all minor-
ities and immigrants counted together amount to only a small percent-
age, at least in Europe. This percentage is increasing very slowly, a 
numerical fact, however, that is not routinely presented to the public, 
nor is the absolute numbers of people who leave the country. Similarly, 
reference may be made to only one city or one specific period, as we 
saw aboye, when one MP finds it a "frightening concept" that one in 
three children born in London is of ethnic origin. 

With a disclaimer referring to immigration restrictions, this is how 
British Conservatives continue to focus on numbers: 

46. Despite all the legislation and the rules, large numbers of people are 
still entering this country for settlement every year. It is true that there is 
some attempt to stop primary immigration, but thousands are still entering 
this country as relatives or for other reasons. (Great Britain, Sir John 
Stokes, May 15, 1990, c. 844) 
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47. We have allowed many people into this densely populated island, with 
all the pressures that that caused, and about 40,000 or 50,000 people are 
still allowed to come here every year. . . . In the past 25 years, we have 
allowed hundreds of thousandl of immigrants into this small island so that 
we now have ethnic minorities or several million people and in some cases, 
as we all know, their birth rate far exceeds that of the indigenous popula-
tion. (Great Britain, Sir John Stokes, May 15, 1990, c. 390-391) 

We see that this numbers rhetoric operates in several ways. First, as 
in Example 46, "thousands" may be mentioned, but it doesn't say 
whether this is per week, month, or year. Example 47 is more specific 
about this time frame, but the use of absolute numbers, if they are 
correct, instead of percentages is more impressive in this case. Second, 
the process is presented as being out of control: It is argued that our 
rules and laws don't seem to help, which is an effective way to create 
a panic both among the administration and the other elites, as well as 
among the public. Third, family reunification and of course the birthrate 
are used as arguments to suggest that it is not merely large numbers, but 
also the explosion of a demographic time bomb that must be feared. 
Again, it is not stated that after several years, or at least after one 
generation, birthrates in immigrant communities generally approach the 
average of the native population. Note finally that references to high 
birthrates are a familiar disparaging qualification of "backward" peo-
pies: Modern people have birth control. 

The numbers game is well known and duly attacked by the opposi-
tion, which also emphasizes that it is not numbers per se, but rather the 
numbers of non-Europeans, that is, people of color, that are kept down, 
says Mr. Hattersley, speaker for Labour: 

48. The Government's policy towards those visitors and to immigrants is 
based on the simple principie of keeping the numbers down to an absolute 
minimum—at Ieast keeping numbers down to an absolute minimum when 
those visitors come from Africa, the Caribbean or the Indian sub-continent. 
(Great Britain, Mr. Hattersley, July 5, 1989, c. 371, 373) 

In the debates we analyzed, the numbers game is less pronounced in 
other countries. However, the element of lack of control of total num-
bers is also apparent elsewhere, as is the case in the following remark 
by Interior Secretary Mr. Schiiuble, defending his Immigration Bili in 
the German Bundestag: 
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49. An uncontrolled increase of foreigners from non-European cultural 
backgrounds would further exacerbate the integration of non-European 
citizens, which is already difficult enough. (Germany, Mr. Scháuble, Feb-
ruary 9, 1990, p. 15035) 

Later debates in reunified Germany will focus on the hundreds of 
thousands of "Asylanten" that arrive in Germany each year. That num-
bers game in political rhetoric is magnified daily by the right-wing 
press, especially by tabloids like Bild Zeitung, providing a message that 
comes over loud and clear among the population at large (Jáger, 1992). 
In this passage, lack of control is due not only to numbers but also to 
what is explicitly called "non-European cultural backgrounds," which 
are, a priori, assumed to clash with those of native Germans. This is also 
emphasized in statements featuring the tolerance thresholds we encoun-
tered before: "It belongs to this fair balance of interests that the further 
immigration of foreigners must be limited, because for each society 
there are limits to the ability and the readiness to integrate" (p. 16281). 
Note the crucial code phrase "non-European," which obviously does not 
apply to white Americans, Swedes, or Russians, but to people of color from 
the South. That is, it is not so much cultural difference per se, but also 
origin and appearance that remain crucial criteria in Western immigration 
policies. In other words, ethnic differences are often merely a somewhat 
more respectable criterion for exclusion than racial differences. 

Anti-Racism and Resistance 

We have seen aboye that conservative and right-wing parliamentary 
discourse on ethnic affairs may be opposed by liberals. Note though that 
such opposition is primarily also political: That is, it is formulated as 
panty-political opposition, and not just, or not primarily, as moral or 
ideological opposition against everyday political racism of the Right. 
Indeed, many of the more negative statements on minorities, immigrants, 
and refugees may be heard when the Left happens to be in power. That is, 
statements against racism may also have opportunistic overtones some-
times, and need not always be expressions of fundamental anti-racist 
ideologies. Nevertheless, when expressed publicly in political debates, 
such statements may very well function as a support of opposition against 
ethnic inequality. Here are a few examples among many: 

50. The history of immigration rules is almost the history of allowing 
people to drown within the sight of shore. Indeed, they should no longer 
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be called "immigration" rules; "exciusion" rules would describe their 
purpose much more accurately. (Great Britain, Mr. Fraser, May 15, 1990, 
c. 845) 

51. Men and women who are entitled to enter this country, evén under the 
present oppressive rules, are often kept out because of the harsh way in 
which these rules are implemented. The best that can be said about the 
implementation of the rules, the way they are used at ports of entry and the 
frequent attitude of officers towards them, is that the Government are 
so anxious to keep one illegal immigrant out of Britain that they exclude 
a dozen legitimate applicants just to make sure. (Great Britain, Mr. 
Hattersley, July 5, 1989, c. 371, 373) 

Such examples first show that rhetorical figures are also part of anti-
racist discourse: Repetition ("history of'), metaphor ("to drown"), con-
trasts ("immigration" versus "exciusion," "ilegal" versus "legitimate"), 
and numbers ("one" versus "dozen") also appear in such discourse. Note 
also the irony in the last sentence of example 51. Similarly, where discourse 
that opposes immigration or rights of minorities tends to describe Them 
with distancing pronouns or demonstratives ("those people"), or with 
overali, sometimes negative reference to their group status or evaluative 
qualification ("immigrants," "illegal"), these anti-racist passages try to 
humanize such references by referring to "people" and even more con-
cretely to "men and women." Finally, and most important, the critical 
evaluation of government policies makes explicit what official discourse 
would leave implicit or conceal, such as the de facto "exciusion" of 
most immigrants, and especially the discriminatory practices, moder-
ately referred to as "attitudes" here, of immigration officers. 

The reactions of the coalition parties are truly furious when critical 
opposition turns into forms of action, as when a Representative of the 
Greens in the Bundestag, himself from an immigrant family, gives a 
minute of his time to observe silence: 

52. I give you a minute of silence from the time I am allowed to speak here, 
so that you can contemplate whether you want to support this bill, a bill 
that refuses help when foreign children seek in this republic their last 
possibility to survive, a bill that fundamentally barricades this republic 
against people who seek refuge, a bill that invites German citizens to spy 
on foreign citizens ... a bill that characterizes as foreigners and discour-
ages young people who are born here and have grown up here and who 
know no other country and no other language as well as Germany and the 
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German language, a bill that contradicts the democratic claims of this 
country. This minute of silence also intends to commemorate the future 
victims of this bill, the refugees who are expelled to face a certain death, 
the destroyed families that will never come together, the foreign youth 
whose future will be shattered by this bill. (Germany, Mr. Messeses Vogl, 
April 26, 1990, p. 16277) 

The effective rhetoric of repetition, enumeration, and hyperbole com-
bines with a bleak picture of the consequences for minorities and immi-
grants, for example, by representing these as victims who may face death, 
whose future may be shattered, and so on. Victimization is one of the 
elements of the discourse of humanitarian values because it presupposes 
which norms and values have not been observed. Appeal to such values 
("democratic claims") is therefore an important strategic reminder of these 
shared values and principies. Notice again the more concrete and person-
alized reference to children, young people, youths, and families. 

Anti-racist discourse is itself permanently controversial. Opposing a 
bill is one thing, but categorizing those who back it as intolerant, and 
especially as racist, is an accusation that is always ferociously rejected, 
as we have seen before. However, whereas the use of racism in French, 
Eritish, and U.S. parliaments is not uncommon, although generally 
denied, it may be taboo in the Netherlands and Germany. In Germany, 
at most the word Auslánderfeindlich may be used. Thus, when a repre-
sentative of the Green Party in Germany calls the new bill racist, there 
is instant disapproval by a member of the liberal-conservative FDP: 

53. A chill ran down my back when our colleague Mrs. Trenz said that this 
bill was a form of institutionalized racism. Whereas the older ones among 
us had to live twelve years under institutionalized racism, Ladies and 
Gentlemen, 1 beg you, and in particular our younger colleagues, to show 
respect for these terrible experiences, and not to introduce such concepts 
into our everyday political business. (Germany, Ms. Hamm-Brilcher, April 
26, 1990, p. 16295) 

The denial of racism is rather specific in this case. One overall means 
of denying racism is by distancing oneself from those who are engaged 
in what is generally called racist, for instance the extreme Right. 
Another one is transfer to the working class (the inner cities) or to 
another country: racism in the United States or South Africa in Eu-
ropean political, media, or educational discourse. In this example, 
distancing is temporal and political: Racism is only what happened 
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during the Third Reich and as perpetrated by the Nazis. In this view, the 
more subtle contemporary treatment of minorities and immigrants can 
never be racist; even the word itself may not be used. Similar reactions 
are routine in everyday German debates, where sometimes Rassismus 
now replaces Auskinderfeindlichkeit in much anti-racist discourse (see 
also Jáger, 1992). The same is true in the Netherlands, where racism is 
not only generally denied, but even the very use of the term is often 
treated as highly exaggerated and as blemishing the tolerant image of 
the country. It is experienced as a moral accusation, never as a factual 
description of the situation. Ms. Trenz in the German Bundestag re-
sponds along similar lines: 

54. [I have been criticized for having used the word "racism".] Let me 
explain. Racism is a word that always provokes outrage here in the German 
Bundestag. Racism need not be homicidal. Racism is a word that, for 
instance, in France is normally used. In the Federal Republic of Germany, 
I am not allowed to mention it, or at least I am severely criticized for it. 
'According to its definition, racitm merely means that people are being 
evaluated, devalued and discredited only because of their different nature, 
different nationality, etc. That is exactly what happens in this bill. That is 
why I said it. (Germany, Ms. Trenz, April 26, 1990, p. 16297) 

There are furious reactions from the coalition benches, and even the 
Vice President of the Bundestag, chairing this session, intervenes: 

55. Ladies and Gentlemen, the president is not allowed to intervene in the 
debate. As someone who belongs to a slightly older generation, however, 
I would like to say this: Racism embodies the notion of ideology, if only 
because of the expression itself. We have experienced something that has 
characterized it, and that was of great concern to us. That is why we are 
not people who are able to use that word in a way, as possibly our French 
neighbors do so. (Germany, Mr. Westphal, April 26, 1990, p. 16298) 

By using his age as an argument, and claiming to have witnessed 
"real" institucional racism, this highly irregular intervention of the 
Chair shows how much the very notion of racism may be a taboo, even 
when properly defined, as by Ms. Trenz. Again we see that "true" racism 
is associated with an explicit ideology of racial supremacy, as prevailed 
during the Nazi period. The consensus now ("we are not people 
who ... ") agrees that this is no longer the case. These interventions 
also show that the freedom of speech, so often strategically claimed by 
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the Right, is curtailed as soon as critica] opponents of racism take the 
floor. 

Although this and similar debates point at the real issue of differences 
of degree or type of racism, their function is different, namely, to 
mitigate or deny contemporary racism. We have seen before that defin-
ing racism away, for example, by exclusively reserving the term for the 
ideology of racial supremacy, or politically by attributing it only to the 
far Right or the working class, is a familiar move in elite discourse. 

CONCLUSION 

This last section on anti-racist discourse shows that the reproduction of 
racism is a complex process. It should not simply be analyzed as the 
imposition by the white political elites of a dominant ideology of white 
ethnic difference or priorities. On the contrary, in the realm of politics, 
contemporary ethnic-racial attitudes and practices that maintain or legiti-
mate an overall system of inequality are usually much more sophisticated 
and even contradictory. They may incorporate general egalitarian and 
humanitarian norms and values, they may be subtle and indirect, and they 
may focus on negatively construed properties of other groups that presup-
pose apparently well-founded in-group norms. Especially in the domain of 
culture, different norm and value systems may conflict. The unity of the 
state may be at variance with fundamental differences between ethnic 
identities. Some humanitarian or democratic values may be inconsistent 
with others, as we have seen with the conflict between the freedom of the 
press or the freedom of assembly, and hence the freedom of racist propa-
ganda and racist parties, on the one hand, and the freedom from racial, 
ethnic, or religious prejudice and discrimination, on the other hand. 

Moreover, ethnic or racial dominance is not absolute. Different groups, 
also different elite groups and subgroups, may be variously involved in 
the reproduction, as well as in the challenge of dominance. Subtle 
ethnicism and racism may be countered by equally moderate anti-
racism. Tolerance and intolerance, either way, may be combined with 
indifference. Also, political discourse, cognition, and decision making 
are not independent or autonomous, but multiply interact with [hose of 
other elites, as well as with broader, popular forms of xenophobia. 
Minority groups themselves may more or less accept, become resigned 
to, or even internalize a system of inequality, or they may more or less 
radically oppose and resist it. 
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The debates in Western parliaments we have analyzed show some of 
these contradictions and complexities, both in their discursive struc-
tures and strategies and in the underlying social cognitions and the 
ensuing decision making of (white) politicians. However, despite these 
complexities and despite the various degrees and types of resistance, 
there is no question about the overall nature of the system of racism, as 
it is also, sometimes subtly, sometimes more blatantly, reproduced by 
prevailing political forces in Europe and Northern America. Despite the 
obvious national and regional differences, we have been particularly 
struck by the surprising similarities across national boundaries: The 
prevailing political discourse of race is remarkably homogeneous, both 
as to topical content and as to rhetorical and argumentative strategies 
of persuasion, rationalization, and legitimation. And despite the differ-
ences between, for example, the United States and most European 
countries, as far as Affirmative Action and legislation against discrim-
ination are concerned, true ethnic-racial equality, justice, and multi-
culturalism have still not been realized anywhere in the West. Unfortu-
nately, we have not found evidence that the dominant political elites in 
the West have such fundamental goals on their agenda. 
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